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CHARTER 


Five minutes before she died, Grace Cahill changed her will. 

Her lawyer brought out the alternate version, which had been 
her most guarded secret for seven years. Whether or not she 
would actually be crazy enough to use it, William Mclntyre had 
never been certain. 

“Madam,” he asked, “are you sure?” 

Grace gazed out the window, across the sunlit meadows of her 
estate. Her cat, Saladin, snuggled beside her as he had throughout 
her illness, but his presence was not enough to comfort her today. 
She was about to set in motion events that might cause the end of 
civilization. 

“Yes, William.” Her every breath was painful. “I’m sure.” 

William broke the seal on the brown leather folder. He was a 
tall craggy man. His nose was pointed like a sundial so it always 
cast a shadow over one side of his face. He had been Grace’s 
adviser, her closest confidant, for half her life. They’d shared 
many secrets over the years, but none as perilous as this. 

He held the document for her to review. A fit of coughing 
wracked her body. Saladin meowed with concern. Once the 


coughing passed, William helped her take the pen. She scrawled 


her weak signature across the paper. 


“They’re so young,” William lamented. “If only their parents 
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“But their parents didn’t,” Grace said bitterly. “And now the 
children must be old enough. They are our only chance.” 

“If they don’t succeed—” 

“Then five hundred years of work have been for nothing,” 
Grace said. “Everything collapses. The family, the world — all of 
it.” 

William nodded grimly. He took the folder from her hands. 

Grace sat back, stroking Saladin’s silver fur. The scene outside 
the window made her sad. It was too gorgeous a day to die. She 
wanted to have one last picnic with the children. She wanted to 
be young and strong and travel the world again. 

But her eyesight was failing. Her lungs labored. She clutched 
her jade necklace — a good-luck talisman she’d found in China 
years ago. It had seen her through many close calls with death, 
many lucky misses. But the talisman couldn’t help her anymore. 

She’d worked hard to prepare for this day. Still, there was so 
much she’d left undone ... so much she had never told the 
children. 

“It will have to be enough,” she whispered. 


And with that, Grace Cahill closed her eyes for the last time. 


When he was sure Grace had passed away, William Mclntyre 
went to the window and closed the curtains. William preferred 
darkness. It seemed more proper for the business at hand. 


The door opened behind him. Grace’s cat hissed and 


disappeared under the bed. 

William didn’t look back. He was staring at Grace Cahill’s 
signature on her new will, which had just become the most 
important document in the Cahill family’s history. 

“Well?” a brusque voice said. 

William turned. A man stood in the doorway, his face 
obscured by shadows, his suit as black as oil. 

“It’s time,” William said. “Make sure they suspect nothing.” 

William couldn’t tell for sure, but he thought the man in black 
smiled. 


“Don’t worry,” the man promised. “They’ll never have a clue.” 


CHARTER 


Dan Cahill thought he had the most annoying big sister on the 
planet. And that was before she set fire to two million dollars. 

It all started when they went to their grandmother’s funeral. 
Secretly, Dan was excited, because he was hoping to make a 
rubbing of the tombstone after everyone else was gone. He 
figured Grace wouldn’t care. She’d been a cool grandmother. 

Dan loved collecting things. He collected baseball cards, 
autographs of famous outlaws, Civil War weapons, rare coins, and 
every cast he’d ever had since kindergarten (all twelve of them). 
At the moment, what he liked collecting best were charcoal 
rubbings of tombstones. He had some awesome ones back at the 


apartment. His favorite read: 


PRUELLA GOODE 
1891-1929 
PM DEAD. LET’S HAVE A PARTY. 


He figured if he had a rubbing of Grace’s tombstone in his 
collection, maybe it wouldn’t feel quite so much like she was 
gone forever. 


Anyway, the whole way from Boston to the funeral in Bristol 


County, his great-aunt Beatrice was driving like a very slow 
lunatic. She went twenty-five miles an hour on the highway and 
kept drifting across lanes so the other cars honked and swerved 
and ran into guardrails and stuff. Aunt Beatrice just kept 
clutching the wheel with her jeweled fingers. Her wrinkly face 
was made up with Day-Glo red lipstick and rouge, which made 
her blue hair look even bluer. Dan wondered if she gave the other 
drivers nightmares about old clowns. 

“Amy!” she snapped, as another SUV careened down the exit 
ramp because Beatrice had just pulled in front of it. “Stop reading 
in the car! It’s not safe!” 

“But, Aunt Beatrice—” 

“Young lady, close that book!” 

Amy did, which was typical. She never put up a fight with 
adults. Amy had long reddish-brown hair, unlike Dan’s, which 
was dark blond. This helped Dan pretend his sister was an alien 
imposter, but unfortunately they had the same eyes — green like 
jade, their grandmother used to say. 

Amy was three years older and six inches taller than Dan, and 
she never let him forget it—like being fourteen was such a big 
deal. Usually, she wore jeans and some old T-shirt because she 
didn’t like people noticing her, but today she was wearing a black 
dress so she looked like a vampire’s bride. 

Dan hoped her outfit was as uncomfortable as his stupid suit 
and tie. Aunt Beatrice had thrown a fit when he tried to go to the 
funeral in his ninja clothes. It wasn’t as if Grace would care if he 
was comfortable and deadly, the way he felt when he pretended 
to be a ninja, but of course Aunt Beatrice didn’t understand. 


Sometimes it was hard for him to believe she and Grace were 


sisters. 

“Remind me to fire your au pair as soon as we return to 
Boston,” Beatrice grumbled. “You two have been entirely too 
spoiled.” 

“Nellie’s nice!” Dan protested. 

“Hmph! This Nellie almost let you burn down the neighbor’s 
apartment building!” 

“Exactly!” 

Every couple of weeks, Beatrice fired their au pair and hired a 
new one. The only good thing was that Aunt Beatrice didn’t live 
with them personally. She lived across town in a building that 
didn’t allow kids, so sometimes it took her a few days to hear 
about Dan’s latest exploits. 

Nellie had lasted longer than most. Dan liked her because she 
made amazing waffles and she usually cranked her iPod up to 
brain-damage level. She didn’t even hear when Dan’s bottle 
rocket collection went off and strafed the building across the 
alley. Dan would miss Nellie when she got fired. 

Aunt Beatrice kept driving and muttering about spoiled 
children. Amy secretly went back to her huge book. The last two 
days, since they got the news about Grace’s death, Amy had been 
reading even more than usual. Dan knew it was her way of 
hiding, but he kind of resented it because it shut him out, too. 

“What are you reading this time?” he asked. “Medieval 
European Doorknobs? Bath Towels Through the Ages?” 

Amy gave him an ugly face — or an uglier-than-usual face. 
“None of your business, dweeb.” 

“You can’t call a ninja lord dweeb. You have disgraced the 


family. You must commit seppuku.” 


Amy rolled her eyes. 

After a few more miles, the city melted into farmland. It 
started to look like Grace country, and even though Dan had 
promised himself he wouldn’t get sappy, he began to feel sad. 
Grace had been the coolest ever. She’d treated him and Amy like 
real people, not kids. That’s why she’d insisted they simply call 
her Grace, not Grandmother or Gran or Nana or any silly name 
like that. She’d been one of the only people who’d ever cared 
about them. Now she was dead, and they had to go to the funeral 


and see a bunch of relatives who had never been nice to them... . 


The family cemetery sat at the bottom of the hill from the 
mansion. Dan thought it was kind of stupid they’d hired a hearse 
to carry Grace a hundred yards down the driveway. They 
could’ve put wheels on the coffin like they have on suitcases and 
that would’ve worked just as well. 

Summer storm clouds rumbled overhead. The family mansion 
looked dark and gloomy on its hill, like a lord’s castle. Dan loved 
the place, with its billion rooms and chimneys and stained glass 
windows. 

He loved the family graveyard even more. A dozen crumbling 
tombstones spread out across a green meadow ringed in trees, 
right next to a little creek. Some of the stones were so old the 
writing had faded away. Grace used to take Amy and him down 
to the meadow on their weekend visits. Grace and Amy would 
spend the afternoon on a picnic blanket, reading and talking, 
while Dan explored the graves and the woods and the creek. 


Stop that, Dan told himself. You’re getting sentimental. 


“So many people,” Amy murmured, as they walked down the 
driveway. 

“Youre not going to freak out, are you?” 

Amy fiddled with the collar of her dress. “I’m — I’m not 
freaking out. I just —” 

“You hate crowds,” he finished. “But you knew there’d be a 
crowd. They come every year.” 

Each winter, as long as Dan could remember, Grace had 
invited relatives from all over the world for a weeklong holiday. 
The mansion filled up with Chinese Cahills and British Cahills 
and South African Cahills and Venezuelan Cahills. Most of them 
didn’t even go by the name Cahill, but Grace assured him they 
were all related. She’d explain about cousins and second cousins 
and cousins three times removed until Dan’s brain started to hurt. 
Amy would usually go hide in the library with the cat. 

“I know,” she said. “But ... I mean, look at them all.” 

She had a point. About four hundred people were gathering at 
the grave site. 

“They just want her fortune,” Dan decided. 

“Dan!” 

“Well? It’s true.” 

They had just joined the procession when Dan suddenly got 
flipped upside down. 

“Hey!” he yelled. 

“Look, guys,” a girl said. “We caught a rat!” 

Dan wasn’t in a good position to see, but he could make out 
the Holt sisters — Madison and Reagan — standing on either side 
of him, holding him by his ankles. The twins had matching purple 


running suits, blond pigtails, and crooked smiles. They were only 


eleven, same as Dan, but they had no trouble holding him. Dan 
saw more purple running suits behind them—the rest of the Holt 
family. Their pit bull, Arnold, raced around their legs and barked. 

“Let’s fling him into the creek,” Madison said. 

“T wanna fling him into the bushes!” Reagan said. “We never 
do my ideas!” 

Their older brother, Hamilton, laughed like an idiot. Next to 
him, their dad, Eisenhower Holt, and their mom, Mary-Todd, 
grinned like this was all good fun. 

“Now, girls,” Eisenhower said. “We can’t go flinging people at 
a funeral. This is a happy occasion!” 

“Amy!” Dan called. “A little help here?” 

Her face had gone pale. She mumbled, “Dr-dr-drop ...” 

Dan sighed in exasperation. “She’s trying to say ‘DROP ME!’” 

Madison and Reagan did — on his head. 

“Ow!” Dan said. 

“M-M-Madison!” Amy protested. 

“Y-y-yes?” Madison mimicked. “I think all those books are 
turning your brain to mush, weirdo.” 

If it had been anybody else, Dan would’ve hit back, but he 
knew better with the Holts. Even Madison and Reagan, the 
youngest, could cream him. The whole Holt family was way too 
buff. They had meaty hands and thick necks and faces that looked 
like G.I. Joe figures. Even the mom looked like she should be 
shaving and chewing on a cigar. 

“I hope you losers took a good last look around the house,” 
Madison said. “You’re not going to be invited back here anymore, 
now that the old witch is dead.” 

“Rawf!” said Arnold the pit bull. 


Dan looked around for Beatrice, but as usual she wasn’t 
anywhere near them. She’d drifted off to talk to the other old 
people. 

“Grace wasn’t a witch,” Dan said. “And we’re going to inherit 
this place!” 

The big brother, Hamilton, laughed. “Yeah, right.” His hair 
was combed toward the middle so it stuck up like a shark fin. 
“Wait till they read the will, runt. Pm gonna kick you out 
myself!” 

“All right, team,” the dad said. “Enough of this. Formation!” 

The family lined up and started jogging toward the grave site, 
knocking other relatives out of their way as Arnold snapped at 
everyone’s heels. 

“Is your head okay?” Amy asked guiltily. 

Dan nodded. He was a little annoyed Amy hadn’t helped him, 
but there was no point complaining about it. She always got 
tongue-tied around other people. “Man, I hate the Holts.” 

“We’ve got worse problems.” Amy pointed toward the grave 
site, and Dan’s heart sank. 

“The Cobras,” he muttered. 

Ian and Natalie Kabra were standing by Grace’s coffin, looking 
like perfect little angels as they talked to the preacher. They wore 
matching designer mourning outfits that complemented their 
silky black hair and cinnamon-colored skin. They could’ve been 
child supermodels. 

“They won’t try anything during the funeral,” Dan said 
hopefully. “They’re just here for Grace’s money like the rest of 
them. But they won’t get it.” 


Amy frowned. “Dan ... did you really believe what you said, 


about us inheriting the mansion?” 

“Of course! You know Grace liked us best. We spent more 
time with her than anybody.” 

Amy sighed like Dan was too young to understand, which Dan 
hated. 

“Come on,” she said. “We might as well get this over with.” 


And together they waded into the crowd. 


The funeral was a blur to Dan. The minister said some stuff about 
ashes. They lowered the coffin into the ground. Everybody tossed 
in a shovelful of dirt. Dan thought the mourners enjoyed this part 
too much, especially Ian and Natalie. 

He recognized a few more relatives: Alistair Oh, the old 
Korean dude with the diamond-tipped walking stick who always 
insisted they call him Uncle; the Russian lady Irina Spasky, who 
had a twitch in one eye so everybody called her Blinky behind 
her back; the Starling triplets — Ned, Ted, and Sinead, who 
looked like part of a cloned Ivy League lacrosse team. Even that 
kid from television was there: Jonah Wizard. He stood to one 
side, getting his picture taken with a bunch of girls, and there 
was a line of people waiting to talk to him. He was dressed just 
like on TV, with lots of silver chains and bracelets, ripped jeans, 
and a black muscle shirt (which was kind of stupid, since he 
didn’t have any muscles). An older African-American guy in a 
business suit stood behind him, punching notes in a BlackBerry. 
Probably Jonah’s dad. Dan had heard that Jonah Wizard was 
related to the Cahills, but he’d never seen him in person before. 


He wondered if he should get an autograph for his collection. 


After the service, a guy in a charcoal-gray suit stepped to the 
podium. He looked vaguely familiar to Dan. The man had a long 
pointed nose and a balding head. He reminded Dan of a vulture. 

“Thank you all for coming,” he said gravely. “I am William 
McIntyre, Madame Cahill’s lawyer and executor.” 
“Executor?” Dan whispered to Amy. “He killed her?” 
“No, you idiot,” Amy whispered back. “That means he’s in 
charge of her will.” 

“If you will look inside your programs,” William McIntyre 

continued, “some of you will find a gold invitation card.” 

Excited murmuring broke out as four hundred people leafed 

through their programs. Then most of them cursed and shouted 
complaints when they found nothing. Dan ripped through his 


program. Inside was a card with a gold-leafed border. It read: 
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“T knew it!” Dan said. 

“I assure you,” Mr. McIntyre said, raising his voice above the 
crowd, “the invitations were not done randomly. I apologize to 
those of you who were excluded. Grace Cahill meant you no 
disrespect. Of all the members of the Cahill clan, only a few were 
chosen as the most likely.” 

The crowd started yelling and arguing. Finally, Dan couldn’t 
stand it anymore. He called out, “Most likely to what?” 

“In your case, Dan,” Ian Kabra muttered right behind him, “to 
be a stupid American git.” 

His sister, Natalie, giggled. She was holding an invitation and 
looking very pleased with herself. 

Before Dan could kick Ian in a soft spot, the gray-suited man 
answered. “To be the beneficiaries of Grace Cahill’s will. Now, if 
you please, those with invitations will gather in the Great Hall.” 

People with invitations hurried toward the house like 
somebody had just yelled “Free food!” 

Natalie Kabra winked at Dan. “Ciao, cousin. Must run collect 
our fortune.” Then she and her brother strolled up the drive. 

“Forget them,” Amy said. “Dan, maybe you’re right. Maybe 
we'll inherit something.” 

But Dan frowned. If this invitation was such a great thing, 
why did the lawyer guy look so grim? And why had Grace 
included the Kabras? 

As he passed through the main entrance of the mansion, Dan 
glanced up at the stone crest above the door—a large C 
surrounded by four smaller designs — a dragon, a bear, a wolf, 
and two snakes entwined around a sword. The crest had always 


fascinated Dan, though he didn’t know what it meant. All the 


animals seemed to glare at him, like they were about to strike. He 
followed the crowd inside, wondering why those animals were so 


mad. 


The Great Hall was as big as a basketball court, with tons of 
armor and swords lining the walls and huge windows that looked 
like Batman could crash through them any minute. 

William McIntyre stood at a table in front with a projector 
screen behind him, while everybody else filed into rows of seats. 
There were about forty people in all, including the Holts and the 
Kabras and Aunt Beatrice, who looked completely disgusted to be 
there — or maybe she was just disgusted that everybody else had 
been invited to her sister’s will reading. 

Mr. McIntyre raised his hand for quiet. He slipped a document 
from a brown leather folder, adjusted his bifocals, and began to 
read: “‘I, Grace Cahill, being of sound mind and body, do hereby 
divide my entire estate among those who accept the challenge 
and those who do not.’” 

“Whoa,” Eisenhower Holt interrupted. “What challenge? 
What’s she mean?” 

“Tam getting to that, sir.” Mr. McIntyre cleared his throat and 
continued: “‘You have been chosen as the most likely to succeed 
in the greatest, most perilous undertaking of all time — a quest of 
vital importance to the Cahill family and the world at large.’” 

Forty people started talking at once, asking questions and 
demanding answers. 

“Perilous undertaking’?” Cousin Ingrid shouted. “What is she 


talking about?” 


“I thought this was about money!” Uncle José yelled. “A 
quest? Who does she think we are? We’re Cahills, not 
adventurers!” 

Dan noticed Ian and Natalie Kabra exchange a meaningful 
look. Irina Spasky whispered something in Alistair Oh’s ear, but 
most of the other spectators looked as confused as Dan felt. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, please,” Mr. McIntyre said. “If you 
will direct your attention to the screen, perhaps Madame Cahill 
can explain things better than I.” 

Dan’s heart did a flip-flop. What was Mr. McIntyre talking 
about? Then a projector on the ceiling hummed to life. The 
shouting in the room died down as Grace’s image flickered on the 
screen. 

She was sitting up in bed with Saladin on her lap. She wore a 
black dressing gown, like she was a mourner at her own funeral, 
but she looked healthier than the last time Dan had seen her. Her 
complexion was pink. Her face and hands didn’t look as thin. The 
video must’ve been made months ago, before her cancer got bad. 
Dan got a lump in his throat. He had a crazy urge to call to her: 
Grace, it’s me! It’s Dan! But of course it was just an image. He 
looked at Amy and saw a tear trickling down the base of her 
nose. 

“Fellow Cahills,” Grace said. “If you are watching this, it 
means I am dead, and I have decided to use my alternate will. No 
doubt you are arguing amongst yourselves and giving poor Mr. 
McIntyre a hard time about this contest I have instituted.” Grace 
gave the camera a dry smile. “You always were a stubborn bunch. 
For once, close your mouths and listen.” 


“Hey, wait a minute!” Eisenhower Holt protested, but his wife 


shushed him. 

“T assure you,” Grace continued, “this contest is no trick. It is 
deadly serious business. Most of you know you belong to the 
Cahill family, but many of you may not realize just how 
important our family is. I tell you the Cahills have had a greater 
impact on human civilization than any other family in history.” 

More confused shouting broke out. Irina Spasky stood up and 
yelled, “Silence! I wish to hear!” 

“My relatives,” Grace’s image said, “you stand on the brink of 
our greatest challenge. Each of you has the potential to succeed. 
Some of you may decide to form a team with other people in this 
room to pursue the challenge. Some of you may prefer to take up 
the challenge alone. Most of you, I’m afraid, will decline the 
challenge and run away with your tails between your legs. Only 
one team will succeed, and each of you must sacrifice your share 
of the inheritance to participate.” 

She held up a manila envelope sealed with red wax. Her eyes 
were as bright and hard as steel. “If you accept, you shall be 
given the first of thirty-nine clues. These clues will lead you to a 
secret, which, should you find it, will make you the most 
powerful, influential human beings on the planet. You will realize 
the destiny of the Cahill family. I now beg you all to listen to Mr. 
McIntyre. Allow him to explain the rules. Think long and hard 
before you make your choice.” She stared straight into the 
camera, and Dan wanted her to say something special to them: 
Dan and Amy, I'll miss you most of all. Nobody else in this room 
really matters to me. Something like that. 

Instead, Grace said, “I’m counting on you all. Good luck, and 


good-bye.” 


The screen went dark. Amy gripped Dan’s hand. Her fingers 
were trembling. To Dan, it felt like they’d just lost Grace all over 
again. Then everyone around them started talking at once. 

“Greatest family in history?” Cousin Ingrid yelled. “Is she 
crazy?” 

“Stubborn?” Eisenhower Holt shouted. “She called us 
stubborn?” 

“William!” Alistair Oh’s voice rose above the rest. “Just a 
moment! There are people here I don’t even recognize, people 


who may not even be members of the family. How do we know 
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“If you are in this room, sir,” Mr. McIntyre said, “you are a 
Cahill. Whether your surname is Cahill or not doesn’t matter. 
Everyone here has Cahill blood.” 

“Even you, Mr. McIntyre?” Natalie Kabra asked in her silky 
British accent. 

The old lawyer flushed. “That, miss, is beside the point. Now, 
if I might be allowed to finish —” 

“But what’s this about sacrificing our inheritance?” Aunt 
Beatrice complained. “Where’s the money? It’s just like my sister 
to come up with some foolishness!” 

“Madam,” Mr. McIntyre said, “you may certainly decline the 
challenge. If you do, you will receive what is under your chair.” 

Immediately, forty people felt around under their chairs. 
Eisenhower Holt was so anxious he picked up Reagan’s chair with 
her still in it. Dan discovered an envelope under his, stuck on 
with tape. When he opened it, he found a green slip of paper with 
a bunch of numbers and the words ROYAL BANK OF SCOTLAND. Amy 


had one, too. So did everybody in the room. 


“What you now hold is a bank voucher,” Mr. McIntyre 
explained. “It shall only be activated if and when you renounce 
your claim to the challenge. If you so choose, each of you may 
walk out of this room with one million dollars and never have to 
think of Grace Cahill or her last wishes again. Or ... you may 
choose a clue — a single clue that will be your only inheritance. 
No money. No property. Just a clue that might lead you to the 
most important treasure in the world and make you powerful 
beyond belief ...” 

William’s gray eyes seemed to settle on Dan particularly. “... 
or it might kill you. One million dollars or the clue. You have five 


minutes to decide.” 


CHARTERG 


Amy Cahill thought she had the most annoying little brother on 
the planet. And that was before he almost got her killed. 

It all started when Mr. McIntyre read their grandmother’s will 
and showed them the video. 

Amy sat there in shock. She found herself holding a green slip 
of paper worth one million dollars. A challenge? A dangerous 
secret? What was going on? She stared at the blank projector 
screen. She couldn’t believe her grandmother would do 
something like this. The video must have been made months ago, 
judging from the way Grace had looked. Seeing her on the screen 
like that had stung Amy worse than salt in a cut. How could 
Grace have been planning something this huge and not have 
warned them in advance? 

Amy never expected to inherit much. All she wanted was 
something to remember Grace by—a keepsake, maybe one piece 
of her beautiful jewelry. Now this ... she felt completely lost. 

It didn’t help that Dan was jumping around like he needed to 
go to the restroom. “One million dollars!” he squealed. “I could 
get a Mickey Mantle rookie card and a Babe Ruth 1914!” 


His tie was crooked, which matched his crooked grin. He had 


a scar under one eye from when he’d gone commando-raiding at 
seven and fallen on his plastic AK-47. That’s just the kind of little 
demon he was. But what Amy really resented was how 
comfortable he seemed, like all these people didn’t bother him. 

Amy hated crowds. She felt like everyone was watching her, 
waiting for her to make a fool of herself. Sometimes in her 
nightmares, she dreamed she was at the bottom of a pit, and all 
the people she knew were staring down at her, laughing. She’d 
try to climb out of the pit, but she could never make it. 

Right now, all she wanted to do was run up to Grace’s library, 
close the door, and curl up with a book. She wanted to find 
Saladin, Grace’s Egyptian Mau, and cuddle with him. But Grace 
was dead, and the poor cat ... who knew where he was now? She 
blinked tears out of her eyes, thinking about the last time she’d 
seen her grandmother. 

You will make me proud, Amy, Grace had said. They’d been 
sitting on Grace’s big four-poster bed, with Saladin purring next 
to them. Grace had shown her a hand-drawn map of Africa and 
told her stories about the adventures she’d had when she was a 
young explorer. Grace had looked thin and frail, but the fire in 
her eyes was as fierce as ever. The sunlight turned her hair to 
pure silver. I had many adventures, my dear, but they will pale next 
to yours. 

Amy wanted to cry. How could Grace think that Amy would 
have great adventures? She could barely muster enough courage 
to go to school every morning. 

“T could get a ninja sword,” Dan kept babbling. “Or a Civil 
War saber!” 


“Dan, shut up,” she said. “This is serious.” 


“But the money—” 

“I know,” she said. “But if we took the money, we’d need to 
keep it for college and stuff. You know how Aunt Beatrice is.” 

Dan frowned like he’d forgotten. He knew good and well that 
Aunt Beatrice only looked after them for Grace’s sake. Amy 
always wished Grace had adopted them after their parents died, 
but she hadn’t. For reasons she never explained, she’d pressured 
Beatrice into being their guardian instead. 

For the last seven years, Dan and Amy had been at Beatrice’s 
mercy, living in a tiny little apartment with a series of au pairs. 
Beatrice paid for everything, but she didn’t pay much. Amy and 
Dan got enough to eat and a new set of clothes every six months, 
but that was it. No birthday presents. No special treats. No 
allowance. They went to regular public school and Amy never 
had extra money to buy books. She used the public library, or 
sometimes she’d hang out at the second-hand bookshop on 
Boylston, where the staff knew her. Dan made a little money on 
his own trading collectible cards, but it wasn’t much. 

Every weekday for seven years, Amy had resented Grace for 
not raising them herself, but every weekend Amy just couldn’t 
stay mad at her. When they came to the mansion, Grace gave 
them undivided attention. She treated them like the most 
important people in the world. Whenever Amy got up the courage 
to ask why they couldn’t stay with Grace all the time, Grace just 
smiled sadly. There are reasons, dear. Someday, you will understand. 

Now Grace was gone. Amy didn’t know what Aunt Beatrice 
would do, but they could definitely use money. It would mean 
they’d have some independence. They could get a bigger 


apartment, maybe. They could buy books whenever they wanted 


and even go to college. Amy was desperate to go to Harvard. She 
wanted to study history and archaeology. Her mom would’ve 
liked that. 

At least ... Amy hoped she would have. Amy knew so little 
about her parents. She didn’t even know why she and Dan carried 
their mom’s maiden name — Cahill — when their dad’s last name 
had been Trent. She’d asked Grace about it once, but Grace had 
only smiled. “It’s how your parents wanted it,” she said. But the 
stubborn pride in her voice made Amy wonder if it had really 
been Grace’s idea for them to carry the Cahill name. 

Amy had trouble remembering her mother’s face, or anything 
about her parents before the terrible night they died. And that 
was something Amy tried hard not to think about. 

“Okay,” Dan said slowly. “So I'll spend my million on my 
collection. You can spend yours on college. And everybody’s 
happy.” 

Amy felt heartsick. Arguments were breaking out all over the 
room. The Holts looked like they were conducting a combat 
exercise. Sinead Starling was holding her brothers, Ned and Ted, 
apart so they wouldn’t strangle each other. Irina Spasky was 
talking in rapid-fire Russian to that kid from the reality TV show, 
Jonah Wizard, and his dad, but from the way they were staring 
back at her, it was obvious they didn’t speak Russian. Angry 
voices filled the Great Hall. It was like they were tearing up Grace 
bit by bit, squabbling over her inheritance. They didn’t care at all 
that Amy’s grandmother had just passed away. 

Then somebody right behind her said, “You'll decline the 
challenge, of course.” 


It was Ian Kabra, with his annoying sister, Natalie, at his side. 


Despite herself, Amy’s stomach did a little somersault, because 
Ian was very good-looking. He had gorgeous dark skin, amber 
eyes, and a perfect smile. He was fourteen, same as her, but he 
dressed like a grown-up, in a silk suit and tie. He even smelled 
good, like clove. Amy hated herself for noticing. 

“I would be sad if something happened to you,” Ian purred. 
“And you so need the money.” 

Natalie put her hands to her mouth in mock surprise. She 
looked like a life-size doll in her satin dress, her luxurious black 
hair swept over one shoulder. “That’s right, Ian! They’re poor. I 
keep forgetting. It seems so odd we’re related, doesn’t it?” 

Amy felt herself blush. She wanted to say something scathing 
in reply, but her voice wouldn’t work. 

“Oh, yeah?” Dan said. “Well, maybe we’re not related! Maybe 
you're mutant aliens, because real kids don’t dress like bankers 
and fly around in their daddy’s private jet.” 

Ian smiled. “You misunderstand me, dear cousin. We’re very 
happy for you. We want you to take the money, have a wonderful 
life, and never think about us again.” 

“G-G-Grace,” Amy managed, hating that her voice wouldn’t 
cooperate. “G-Grace would want—” 

“Would want you to risk your lives?” Ian supplied. “How do 
you know? Did she tell you about this contest she was planning?” 

Neither Amy nor Dan answered. 

“T see,” Ian said. “That must be terrible — thinking you were 
Grace’s favorites and then being left in the dark like that. Perhaps 
you weren’t as important to the old woman as you thought, eh?” 

“Now, Ian,” Natalie chided. “Perhaps Grace just knew they 


weren't up to the challenge. It sounds quite dangerous.” Natalie 


smiled at Amy. “We’d hate to see you suffer a painful death, 
wouldn’t we? Ta-ta!” 

The Kabras drifted off through the crowd. 

“Ta-ta,” Dan mimicked. “What losers.” 

Part of Amy wanted to chase down the Kabras and hit them 
with a chair. But part of her wanted to crawl under a rock and 
hide. She’d wanted so badly to tell them off, but she hadn’t even 
been able to speak. 

“They’re taking the challenge,” she muttered. 

“Well, duh!” Dan said. “What’s another two million dollars to 
them? They can afford to give it up.” 

“They were threatening us. They don’t want us involved.” 

“Maybe they'll suffer a painful death,” Dan mused. “I wonder 
what the treasure is, anyway.” 

“Does it matter?” Amy asked bitterly. “We can’t look for it. We 
barely have enough money for bus passes.” 

But still she found herself wondering. Grace had explored all 
over the world. Could the treasure be a lost Egyptian tomb ... or 
pirates’ gold? Mr. McIntyre had said the prize would make the 
winners the most powerful human beings on earth. What could 
do that? And why were there exactly thirty-nine clues? 

She couldn’t help being curious. She loved mysteries. When 
she was younger, she used to pretend her mother was still alive, 
and they would travel together to archaeological digs. Sometimes 
Grace would go, too, just the three of them together, happily 
exploring the world, but that was just silly pretending. 

“Too bad,” Dan grumbled, “I’d love to wipe the smiles off the 
Cobras’ faces... .” 


Just then, Aunt Beatrice grabbed their arms. Her face was 


contorted with rage and her breath smelled like mothballs. “You 
two will do nothing ridiculous! I fully intend to take my million 
dollars, and you will do the same! Never fear, Pll put it in an 
account for you until you’re adults. Pl only spend the interest. In 
return, I will allow you to continue as my wards.” 

Amy choked with rage. “You ... you'll allow us to be your 
wards? You'll allow us to give you our two million dollars?” 

As soon as she said it, she couldn’t believe she’d managed to 
get the words out. Beatrice usually scared her to death. Even Dan 
looked impressed. 

“Watch your place, young lady!” Beatrice warned. “Do the 
responsible thing or else!” 

“Or else what?” Dan asked innocently. 

Beatrice’s face turned bright red. “Or else, you little upstart, I 
will disown you and leave you to Social Services. You will be 
penniless orphans, and Pll make sure no Cahill ever helps you 
again! This whole business is absurd. You’ll take the money and 


wash your hands of my sister’s ridiculous scheme for finding the 
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She stopped abruptly. 

“Finding the what?” Dan asked. 

“Never you mind,” Beatrice said. With a shock, Amy realized 
Aunt Beatrice was scared. “Just make the right choice, or you will 
never have my support again!” 

She marched off. Amy looked at Dan, but before she could say 
anything, Mr. McIntyre rang a little bell. Slowly, the wrangling 
and arguing in the Great Hall died down. The assembly took their 
seats. 


“It is time,” Mr. McIntyre said. “I must warn you that once the 


choice is made, there is no turning back. No changing minds.” 

“Wait a moment, William,” Alistair Oh said. “This isn’t fair. 
We know almost nothing about the challenge. How are we to 
judge whether it is worth the gamble?” 

Mr. McIntyre pursed his lips. “I am limited in what I can say, 
sir. You know that the Cahill family is very large ... very old. It 
has many branches. Some of you, until today, did not even realize 
you were Cahills. But as Madame Grace said in her video address, 
this family has been instrumental in shaping human civilization. 
Some of the most important figures in history have in fact been 
Cahills.” 

Excited muttering filled the room. 

Amy’s mind was racing. She’d always known the Cahills were 
important. A lot of them were rich. They lived all over the world. 
But shaping human civilization? She wasn’t sure what Mr. 
McIntyre meant. 

“Historical figures?” Mr. Holt bellowed. “Like who?” 

Mr. McIntyre cleared his throat. “Sir, you would be hard- 
pressed to name a major historical figure in the last few centuries 
who was not a member of this family.” 

“Abraham Lincoln,” Cousin Ingrid shouted out. “Eleanor 
Roosevelt.” 

“Yes,” Mr. McIntyre said simply. “And yes.” 

A stunned silence fell in the room. 

“Harry Houdini!” Madison Holt shouted. 

“Lewis and Clark!” her sister, Reagan, suggested. 

“Yes, yes, and yes,” Mr. McIntyre said. 

“Oh, come on!” Mr. Holt yelled. “That’s impossible!” 


“I agree!” Uncle José said. “You’re putting us on, McIntyre.” 


“I am completely serious,” the old lawyer assured him. “And 
yet, all the previous accomplishments of the Cahill clan are 
nothing compared to the challenge that now faces you. It is the 
time for you to discover the greatest secret of the Cahills, to 
become the most powerful members of the family in history—or 
to die trying.” 

Amy felt something cold and heavy in her stomach, like she’d 
swallowed a cannonball. How could she be related to all those 
famous people? How could Grace possibly have thought Amy 
could become more powerful than them? She got nervous just 
thinking about it. There was no way she’d have the courage for a 
dangerous quest. 

But if she and Dan didn’t accept the challenge ... She 
remembered Beatrice clutching their arms, telling them to take 
the money. Beatrice would find a way to steal their two million 
dollars. Amy wouldn’t be able to stand up to her. They would go 
back to their dreary little apartment and nothing would change, 
except Grace would be gone. No weekend trips to look forward 
to, nothing to remember her by. Amy never thought anything 
could be worse than when her parents died, but this was. She and 
Dan were totally alone. The only way out was this crazy idea that 
they were part of a great historical family ... part of some 
mysterious contest. Amy’s hands started to sweat. 

“Embarking on this quest,” Mr. McIntyre was saying, “will 
lead you to the treasure. But only one of you will attain it. One 
individual”— his eyes flickered across Amy’s face—“or one team 
will find the treasure. I can tell you no more. I do not, myself, 
know where the chase will lead. I can only start you on the path, 


monitor your progress, and provide some small measure of 


guidance. Now—who will choose first?” 

Aunt Beatrice stood. “This is ridiculous. Any of you who play 
this silly game are fools. Pll take the money!” 

Mr. McIntyre nodded. “As you wish, madam. As soon as you 
leave this room, the numbers on your voucher will become 
active. You may withdraw your money from the Royal Bank of 
Scotland at your leisure. Who’s next?” 

Several more stood up and took the money. Uncle José. 
Cousin Ingrid. A dozen other people Amy didn’t recognize. Each 
took the green voucher and became an instant millionaire. 

Then Ian and Natalie Kabra rose. 

“We accept the challenge,” Ian announced. “We will work as a 
team of two. Give us the clue.” 

“Very well,” Mr. McIntyre said. “Your vouchers, please.” 

Ian and Natalie approached the table. Mr. McIntyre took out a 
silver cigarette lighter and burned the million-dollar papers. In 
return, he handed Ian and Natalie a manila envelope sealed with 
red wax. “Your first clue. You may not read it until instructed to 
do so. You, Ian and Natalie Kabra, will be Team One.” 

“Hey!” Mr. Holt objected. “Our whole family’s taking the 
challenge! We want to be Team One!” 

“We’re number one!” the Holt kids started chanting, and their 
pit bull, Arnold, leaped into the air and barked along with them. 

Mr. McIntyre raised his hand for silence. “Very well, Mr. Holt. 
Your family’s vouchers, please. You shall be Team ... uh, you 
shall also be a team.” 

They made the trade — five million-dollar vouchers for one 
envelope with a clue, and the Holts didn’t even bat an eye. As 


they marched back to their seats, Reagan bumped Amy in the 


shoulder. “No pain, no gain, wimp!” 

Next, Alistair Oh struggled to his feet. “Oh, very well. I can’t 
resist a good riddle. I suppose you may call me Team Three.” 

Then the Starling triplets rushed forward. They put their 
vouchers on the table and three million more dollars went up in 
flames. 

“Da,” Irina Spasky said. “I, also, shall play this game. I work 
alone.” 

“Hey, yo, wait up.” Jonah Wizard sauntered forward like he 
was pretending to be a street punk, the way he did on Who Wants 
to Be a Gangsta? Which was kind of ridiculous since he was worth 
about a billion dollars and lived in Beverly Hills. “I’m all over 
this.” He slapped his voucher on the table. “Hand me the clue, 
homes.” 

“We'd like to film the contest,” his dad piped up. 

“No,” Mr. McIntyre said. 

“Cause it would make great TV,” the dad said. “I could talk to 
the studios about a percentage split—” 

“No,” Mr. McIntyre insisted. “This is not for entertainment, sir. 
This is a matter of life and death.” 

Mr. McIntyre looked around the room and focused on Amy. 

“Who else?” he called. “Now is the time to choose.” 

Amy realized she and Dan were the last ones undecided. Most 
of the forty guests had taken the money. Six teams had taken the 
challenge — all of them older or richer or seemingly more likely 
to succeed than Amy and Dan. Aunt Beatrice glared at them, 
warning them that they were about to get disowned. Ian was 
smiling smugly. Perhaps you weren’t as important to the old woman 


as you thought, eh? Amy remembered what his annoying sister, 


Natalie, had said: Grace just knew they weren’t up to the challenge. 

Amy’s face felt hot with shame. Maybe the Kabras were right. 
When the Holts turned her brother upside down, she hadn’t 
fought back. When the Kabras insulted her, she’d just stood there 
tongue-tied. How could she handle a dangerous quest? 

But then she heard another voice in her head: You will make 
me proud, Amy. 

And suddenly she knew: This was what Grace had been talking 
about. This was the adventure Amy was supposed to take. If she 
didn’t, she might as well crawl under a rock and hide for the rest 
of her life. 

She looked at her brother. Despite how annoying he was, they 
had always been able to communicate just by looking at each 
other. It wasn’t telepathy or anything, but she could tell what her 
brother was thinking. 

It’s a lot of money, Dan told her. A lot of awesome baseball 
cards. 

Mom and Dad would want us to try, Amy replied with her eyes. 
This is what Grace wanted us to do. 

Yeah, but a Babe Ruth and a Mickey Mantle ... 

Ian and Natalie will hate it, Amy coaxed. And Aunt Beatrice will 
probably blow a gasket. 

A smile crept across his face. I guess Babe Ruth can wait. 

Amy took his voucher. They walked to the desk together and 
she picked up Mr. McIntyre’s lighter. 

“We're in,” she told him, and she sent two million dollars up 


in smoke. 





Dan felt a dizzy rush, like the time he ate twenty packs of 
Skittles. He couldn’t believe how much money they’d just thrown 
away. 

Ever since he was little, he’d dreamed about doing something 
that would make his parents proud. He knew they were dead, of 
course. He barely remembered them. Still ... he thought if he 
could just accomplish something amazing — even cooler than 
making the ultimate baseball card collection or becoming a ninja 
lord — his parents would somehow know. And they’d be proud. 
This competition to become the greatest Cahill sounded like the 
perfect chance. 

Plus he liked treasure. And it was a real bonus that Aunt 
Beatrice’s face turned completely purple as she stormed out of the 
room, slamming the door behind her. 

Now the Great Hall was empty except for the seven teams and 
Mr. Mcintyre. 

After a tense silence, the old lawyer said, “You may open your 
envelopes.” 

RIP, RIP, RIP. 


The clue was written in black calligraphy on créme paper. It 


read: 





RESOLUTI ON: 
The fine print to guess, 
Seek out Richard S . 

















“That’s it?” Mary-Todd Holt screeched. “That’s all we get?” 

“Ten words,” Eisenhower Holt muttered. “That’s—” He started 
counting on his fingers. 

“Roughly $500,000 per word,” Alistair Oh supplied, “since 
your family gave up five million dollars. I got a bargain. Each 
word only cost me $100,000.” 

“That’s stupid!” Madison Holt said. “We need more clue!” 

“Richard S—,” Ian mused. “Now who could that be?” He 
looked at his sister, and they both smiled like they were sharing a 
private joke. Dan wanted to kick them. 

“Wait a minute.” Jonah Wizard’s dad scowled. “Did everyone 
get the same clue? Because my son insists on exclusive material. 
It’s in his standard contract.” 

“The thirty-nine clues,” Mr. McIntyre said, “are the major 
stepping stones to the final goal. They are the same for each 
team. The first one, which you have received, is the only one that 


will be so simple.” 


“Simple?” Alistair Oh raised his eyebrows. “Id hate to see the 
difficult ones.” 

“However,” Mr. McIntyre continued, “there are many paths to 
each clue. Hints and secrets have been buried for you to find — 
clues to the clues, if you will.” 

“Tm getting a headache,” Sinead Starling said. 

“How you proceed is entirely up to you,” Mr. McIntyre said. 
“But remember: You all seek the same end, and only one team 
will succeed. Speed is of the essence.” 

Irina Spasky folded her clue, stuck it in her purse, and walked 
out the door. 

Alistair Oh frowned. “It seems Cousin Irina has an idea.” 

The Starling triplets put their heads together. Then, as if 
they’d gotten a collective brain flash, they stood up so fast they 
knocked over their chairs and ran outside. 

Jonah Wizard’s dad pulled him into the corner. They had a 
heated discussion and his dad typed some stuff into his 
BlackBerry. 

“Gotta jet,” Jonah said. “Later, losers.” And off they went. 

That made three teams already out the door, and Dan still had 
no idea what the clue meant. 

“Well.” Ian Kabra stretched lazily, like he had all the time in 
the world. “Are you ready, dear sister?” 

“To make fools of our American cousins?” Natalie smiled. 
“Anytime.” 

Dan tried to trip them as they walked past, but they nimbly 
stepped over his leg and kept going. 

“All right!” Mr. Holt announced. “Team, form up!” 

The Holt clan shot to their feet. Their buff little pit bull, 


Arnold, barked and leaped around them like he was trying to bite 
their noses. 

“Where we going, Dad?” Hamilton asked. 

“T don’t know. But everybody else is leaving! Follow them!” 

They marched double-time out of the Great Hall, which left 
only Amy, Dan, Alistair Oh, and William McIntyre. 

“Dear me,” Alistair sighed. With his black suit and silk cravat, 
he reminded Dan of a butler. A butler with a secret. His eyes 
seemed to be smiling, even when he wasn’t. “I think PFIl have a 
stroll around the grounds and think about this.” 

Dan was thankful to see him leave. Alistair seemed like the 
nicest of their competition, but he was still competition. 

Dan stared at the clue again, more frustrated than ever. 
“Resolution. Fine print. Richard S —. I don’t get it.” 

“I can offer you no help with the clue.” Mr. McIntyre managed 
a faint smile. “But your grandmother would be pleased you 
accepted the challenge.” 

Amy shook her head. “We don’t stand a chance, do we? The 
Kabras and the Starlings are rich. Jonah Wizard’s famous. The 
Holts are like steroid monsters. Alistair and Irina seem so — I 
don’t know—worldly. And Dan and I —” 

“Have other talents,” Mr. McIntyre finished. “As I’m sure 
you'll find out.” 

Dan reread the clue. He thought about baseball cards, and 
letters, and autographs. 

“We’re supposed to find this guy Richard,” he decided. “But 
why is his last name just S—?” 

Amy’s eyes widened. “Wait a minute. I remember reading that 


back in the 1700s, people used to do that. They would use only 


one letter if they wanted to disguise their names.” 

“Huh,” Dan said. “So, like, I could say A — has a face like a 
baboon butt, and you wouldn’t know who I’m talking about?” 

Amy boxed him on the ear. 

“Ow!” 

“Children,” Mr. McIntyre interrupted. “You will have enough 
enemies without fighting each other. Besides”— he checked his 
gold pocket watch—“we don’t have much time, and there is 
something I must tell you, something your grandmother wanted 
you to know.” 

“An inside tip?” Dan asked hopefully. 

“A warning, young master Dan. You see, all Cahills — if they 
know themselves to be Cahills — belong to one of four major 
branches.” 

Amy stood up straight. “I remember this! Grace told me once.” 

Dan frowned. “When did she tell you that?” 

“In the library one afternoon. We were talking.” 

“She didn’t tell me!” 

“Maybe you weren’t listening! There are four branches. The 
Ekaterina, the Janus, the ... uh, Tomas, and the Lucian.” 

“Which are we?” Dan asked. 

“I don’t know.” Amy looked at Mr. McIntyre for help. “She 
just mentioned the names. She wouldn’t tell me what we are.” 

“Tm afraid I can’t help you there,” Mr. McIntyre said, but Dan 
could tell from his tone that he was keeping something back. 
“However, children, there is another ... ah, interested party you 
should know about. Not one of the four Cahill branches, but a 
group that may make your quest more difficult.” 


“Ninjas?” Dan asked excitedly. 


“Nothing quite that safe,” Mr. McIntyre said. “I can tell you 
very little about them. I confess I know only the name and a few 
unsettling stories. But you must beware of them. This was your 
grandmother’s last warning, which she made me promise to tell 
you if you accepted the challenge: Beware the Madrigals.” 

A chill went down Dan’s back. He wasn’t sure why. The name 
Madrigals just sounded evil. “But, Mr. McIntyre, who—” 

“My boy,” the old man said, “I can tell you no more. I’ve 
stretched the rules of the competition saying as much as I have. 
Just promise me you will trust no one. Please. For your own 
safety.” 

“But we don’t even know where to start!” Amy protested. 
“Everyone else just rushed off like they knew what to do. We 
need answers!” 

Mr. McIntyre stood. He closed his leather folder. “I must get 
back to my office. But, my dear, perhaps your way of finding out 
is not the same as the other teams’. What do you normally do 
when you need answers?” 

“T read a book.” Amy gasped. “The library! Grace’s library!” 

She raced out of the Great Hall. Usually, Dan did not run with 
excitement when his sister suggested visiting a library. This time, 
he did. 


The library was next to Grace’s bedroom — a big sunken parlor 
lined with bookshelves. Dan thought it was creepy being back 
here with just Amy, especially since Grace had died next door in 
her big four-poster bed. He expected the rooms to be all draped 


in black, with sheets over the furniture like you saw in movies, 


but the library was bright and airy and cheerful, just like it had 
always been. 

That didn’t seem right to Dan. With Grace gone, the mansion 
should be dark and dreary—kind of the way he felt. He stared at 
the leather chair by the window and remembered one time he’d 
been sitting there, playing with a cool stone dagger he’d busted 
out of a locked display case. Grace had come up so quietly he 
didn’t notice her until she was standing right over him. Instead of 
getting mad, she’d knelt next to him. That dagger is from 
Tenochtitldn, she’d said. Aztec warriors used to carry these for ritual 
sacrifice. They would cut off the parts of their enemies that they 
believed held their fighting spirit. She’d showed him how sharp the 
blade was, and then she left him alone. She hadn’t told him to be 
careful. She hadn’t gotten angry because he’d busted into her 
cabinet. She’d acted like his curiosity was totally normal — even 
admirable. 

No adult had ever understood Dan that well. Thinking about it 
now, Dan felt like somebody had cut away part of his spirit. 

Amy started searching the library books. Dan tried to help, 
but he had no idea what he was looking for and quickly became 
bored. He spun the old globe with brown seas and weird-colored 
continents, wondering if it would make a good bowling ball. Then 
he noticed something he’d never seen before under the Pacific 
Ocean—a signature. 

Grace Cahill, 1964. 

“Why did Grace autograph the world?” he asked. 

Amy glanced over. “She was a cartographer. A map-maker 
and an explorer. She made that globe herself.” 


“How did you know that?” 


Amy rolled her eyes. “Because I listened to her stories.” 

“Huh.” That idea had never occurred to Dan. “So where’d she 
explore?” 

A man’s voice said, “Everywhere.” 

Alistair Oh was leaning on his cane in the doorway, smiling at 
them. “Your grandmother explored every continent, Dan. By the 
time she was twenty-five, she could speak six languages fluently, 
handle a spear or boomerang or rifle with equal skill, and 
navigate almost every major city in the world. She knew my 
hometown of Seoul better than I did. Then, for reasons unknown, 
she came back to Massachusetts to settle down. A woman of 
mystery — that was Grace.” 

Dan wanted to hear more about Grace’s boomerang skills. 
That sounded sweet! But Amy stepped away from the bookcase. 
Her face was bright red. “A-Alistair. Uh ... what do you want?” 

“Oh, don’t let me stop you. I won’t interfere.” 

“Um, but ... there’s nothing here,” Amy mumbled. “I was 
hoping for ... I don’t know. Something I hadn’t seen before, but 
I’ve read most of these. There really aren’t that many books. And 
there’s nothing about Richard S —.” 

“My dear children, may I suggest something? We need an 
alliance.” 

Dan was immediately suspicious. “Why would you want an 
alliance with a couple of kids?” 

The old man chuckled. “You have intelligence and youth, and 
a fresh way of looking at things. I, on the other hand, have 
resources and age. I may not be one of the most famous Cahills, 
but I did change the world in my own small way. You know my 


fortune comes from inventions, eh? Did you know I invented the 


microwavable burrito?” 

“Wow,” Dan said. “Earth-shattering.” 

“There’s no need to thank me. The point is I have resources at 
my disposal. And you can’t travel around the world on your own, 
you know. You'll need an adult chaperone.” 

Around the world? 

Dan hadn’t thought about that. He hadn’t even been allowed 
to go on the fourth grade field trip to New York last spring 
because he’d put Mentos in his Spanish teacher’s Diet Coke. The 
idea that this clue hunt might take them anywhere in the world 
made him feel a little lightheaded. 

“But — but we can’t help each other,” Amy said. “Each team 
is separate.” 

Alistair spread his hands. “We can’t both win. But this 
challenge may take weeks, perhaps months. Until the end, surely 
we can collaborate? We are family, after all.” 

“So give us some help,” Dan decided. “There’s nothing here 
about Richard S —. Where do we look?” 

Alistair tapped his cane on the floor. “Grace was a secretive 
woman. But she loved books. She loved them very much. And 
you're right, Amy. It does seem strange there are so few of them 
here.” 

“You think she had more books?” Amy cupped her hand over 
her mouth. “A ... a secret library?” 

Alistair shrugged. “It’s a large house. We could split up and 
search.” 

But then Dan noticed something — one of those random little 
details that often caught his eye. On the wall, at the very top of 


the bookshelf, was a plaster crest just like above the front door of 


the mansion, a fancy C surrounded by four smaller coats of arms 
— a dragon, a bear, a wolf, and a pair of snakes wrapped around 
a sword. He must’ve seen this before a million times, but he’d 
never noticed that the smaller crests each had a letter carved in 
the middle — E, T, J, L. 





“Get me a ladder,” he said. 

“What?” Alistair asked. 

“Never mind,” Dan decided. He began to climb the shelf, 
knocking down books and knickknacks. 

“Dan, get down!” Amy protested. “You’re going to fall and 
break your arm again!” 

Dan had reached the crest, and he saw what to do. The letters 
were smudged darker than the rest of the stone, like they’d been 


touched many times. 


“Amy,” he called down, “what were those four branches 
again?” 

“Ekaterina,” she called. “Tomas, Janus, Lucian.” 

“Ekaterina,” Dan repeated, as he pressed the E. “Tomas, 
Lucian, Janus.” 

As he pressed the last letter, the whole shelf swung outward. 
Dan had to jump away to avoid getting squished into a book 
sandwich. 

Where the bookshelf had been was a dark stairwell, leading 
down. 

“A secret passage,” said Uncle Alistair. “Dan, I’m impressed.” 

“It might be dangerous!” Amy said. 


“Youre right,” Dan agreed. “Ladies first.” 


CHARTERE 


Amy could’ve lived in the secret library. Instead, she almost died 
there. 

She led the way down the steps and gasped when she saw all 
the books. They went on forever. She used to think the main 
public library on Copley Square was the best in the world, but 
this was even better. It seemed more library-ish. The shelves were 
dark wood, and the books were leather-bound and very old, with 
gilded titles on the spines. They looked like they’d been well-used 
over the centuries. Oriental carpet covered the floor. Cushy chairs 
were spaced around the room so you could plop down anywhere 
and start reading. Maps and oversize folios were spread out on 
big tables. Against one wall was a line of oak file cabinets and a 
huge computer with three separate monitors, like something 
they’d use at NASA. Glass chandeliers hung from the vaulted 
ceiling and provided plenty of light, even though the room was 
obviously underground. They’d descended a long way to get here, 
and there were no windows. 

“This place is amazing!” Amy ran into the room. 

“Books,” Dan said. “Yay.” He checked out the computer, but it 


was frozen on the password screen. He jiggled a few file cabinet 


drawers, but they were all locked. 

Uncle Alistair gingerly picked a red folio from the shelves. 
“Latin. Caesar’s campaign in Gaul, copied on vellum. Looks like it 
was handwritten by a scribe around, oh, 1500.” 

“It must be worth a fortune,” Amy said. 

Dan suddenly looked more interested. “We could sell them? 
Like, on eBay?” 

“Oh, shut up, Dan. These are priceless.” She ran her fingers 
along the spines — Machiavelli, Melville, Milton. “They’re 
alphabetical by author. Find the S section!” 

They did, but it was a disappointment. There were ten shelves 
packed with everything from Shakespeare’s First Folio to Bruce 
Springsteen’s Complete Lyrics, but nothing with Richard for the first 
name. 

“Something about that ...” Amy muttered. The name Richard S 
—, coupled with the word Resolution, kept nagging at her. They 
went together, but she didn’t know how. It drove her crazy when 
she couldn’t remember things. She read so many books sometimes 
they got jumbled around in her head. 

Then she glanced down the aisle. At the end of the shelf, 
curled up on a box on a small table, was an old friend. 

“Saladin!” she cried. 

The cat opened his green eyes and said, “Mrrp?” without 
much surprise, like he was asking, Oh, it’s you? Did you bring me 
my red snapper? 

Amy and Dan ran to him. Saladin had the most beautiful fur 
Amy had ever seen — silver with spots, like a miniature snow 
leopard. Well ... not so miniature, actually, since he was pretty 


enormous, with huge paws and a long striped tail. 


“Saladin, what are you doing down here?” Amy stroked his 
back. The cat closed his eyes and purred. Amy knew he was just a 
cat, but she was so happy to see him she could’ve cried. It was 
like part of Grace was still alive. 

“Hey, Saladin,” Dan said. “What’s that you’re sitting on, 
dude?” 

“Mrrp,” Saladin complained as Dan lifted him up. Underneath 
was a polished mahogany box with the gold initials GC engraved 
on the lid. 

Amy’s heart skipped a beat. “It’s Grace’s jewelry box!” 

Amy opened it up, and there was Grace’s personal jewelry, 
which Amy had loved since she was little. Grace used to let her 
play with these — a pearl bracelet, a diamond ring, a pair of 
emerald earrings. Amy hadn’t realized until much later that the 
stuff was real — worth thousands of dollars. 

She blinked the tears out of her eyes. Now that she’d found 
Saladin and the jewelry box, she felt like she really was standing 
in Grace’s most secret place. She missed her grandmother so 
much it hurt. Then she pulled a very familiar piece of jewelry out 
of the box... . 

“Dear me,” Alistair said. “That’s her favorite necklace, isn’t 
it?” 

He was right. Amy had never seen her grandmother without 
this necklace — twelve intricately carved squares of jade with a 
green dragon medallion in the center. Grace had called it her 
good-luck charm. 

Amy touched the dragon in the center. She wondered why 
Grace hadn’t been buried with this necklace. It didn’t seem right. 

“Hey!” Dan called. “Look at this!” 


Amy found him around the corner, holding Saladin and 
staring at a giant wall map covered in pushpins. The pins were in 
five different colors: red, blue, yellow, green, and white. Every 
major city in the world seemed to have at least one. Some areas 
were stuck with only red pins, some with green or blue, some 
with several colors. 

“She’s been doing voodoo on the world!” Dan said. 

“No, dummy,” Amy said. “Those must be markers. They tell 
where something is.” 

“Like what?” 

Amy shook her head. She found the map creepy. “Maybe 
something about the Cahills?” She glanced at Alistair. 

He frowned. “I don’t know, my dear. Most curious.” 

But he wouldn’t meet her eyes, and Amy got the feeling he 
was hiding something. 

“Look at Europe,” Dan said. “And the East Coast.” 

Those areas were heavily pinned in all five colors. Amy could 
hardly see the cities underneath. If these pins represented the 
Cahills, then it looked like they’d started somewhere in Europe 
and spread across the world, heavily colonizing North America. 

Then she thought: Europe. Colonies. North America. The name 
Richard S — started nagging at her mind again, trying to scratch 
its way out. A name from the eighteenth century, someone who 
had written resolutions ... 

Suddenly, she turned and raced down the row of shelves. 

“Hey!” Dan cried, as Saladin wriggled out of his arms. “Amy, 
where are you going?” 

“The Fs!” she yelled. 

“What for—failure?” 


She got to the Fs and found it immediately: a tiny book, so 
tattered it was falling apart. The cover was decorated with a red- 
and-white woodblock print of Colonial farmers. The title was 
faded, but she could still make out: POOR RICHARD’S ALMANACK, For 
the Year 1739, by Richard Saunders. 

“Of course!” Uncle Alistair said. “Very good, my dear. Very 
good, indeed!” 

Despite herself, Amy felt flush with pride. 

“Wait a second,” Dan said. “If this was written by Richard 
Saunders, what’s it doing under F?” 

“Richard Saunders was a pseudonym,” Uncle Alistair 
explained. 

Dan knit his eyebrows. “A fake foot?” 

Amy wanted to strangle him, but Alistair said patiently, “No, 
my dear boy. You’re thinking of a pseudopod. A pseudonym is a 
fake name, a nom de plume, a disguise for the author. This book 
was written by a very famous person.” 

“Benjamin Franklin,” Amy said. “I did a report on him last 
year.” 

She opened the book. The text was printed in block letters 
without much punctuation, so it was hard to read, but there were 
charts, illustrations, columns of numbers. “This is the most 
famous thing Franklin ever published. Poor Richard was a 
character Franklin created. He had lots of pseudonyms like that. 
When he wrote, he would pretend he was different people.” 

“So we're related to a guy with multiple personalities,” Dan 
said. “That’s great. Aren’t almanacs for sports?” 

“Not this kind,” Amy said. “This has facts for farmers. It’s like 


a yearbook with useful tips and articles. Franklin put all his 


famous quotations in there, like ‘Early to bed, early to rise.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“And ‘A rolling stone gathers no moss.” 

“Why would farmers care if stones are mossy or not?” 

Amy was tempted to whack him with the book. Maybe that 
would loosen the stones in his head. But she kept her cool. “Dan, 
the point is he got very famous for this. And he made tons of 
money.” 

“Okay ...” Dan fished out the piece of paper with their first 
clue. He frowned at it. “So we found Richard S —. How does that 
help us find our treasure? And what’s RESOLUTION mean?” 

“Franklin used to write resolutions for himself,” Amy said, 
“rules he wanted to follow to improve himself.” 

“Like New Year’s resolutions?” 

“Sort of, but he wrote them all year round. Not just on New 
Year’s.” 

“So was that part of Poor Richard’s Almanack?” 

Amy knit her eyebrows. “No,” she said uneasily. “His 
resolutions were from a different book. His autobiography, I 
think. Maybe the word RESOLUTION in the clue was just to help 
us think of Benjamin Franklin. I’m not sure... .” 

She turned a page in Poor Richard’s Almanack. Notes were 
scribbled in the margins in several different handwriting styles. 
She caught her breath. She recognized one line of elegant script, 
written in purple ink at the bottom of a page. She’d seen the same 
handwriting in old letters — treasures that Grace would show her 
from time to time. The notation simply read Follow Franklin, first 
clue. Maze of Bones. 


“Mom wrote in here!” she cried. “She always used purple 


pen!” 

“What?” Dan said. “Lemme see!” 

“May I?” Alistair asked. 

Amy wanted to hold the book forever. She wanted to devour 
every word her mother had written in it. But reluctantly, she 
handed it to Alistair. “I want it right back,” she insisted. 

“No fair!” Dan said. 

Alistair put on his glasses and examined a few pages. 
“Interesting. Several generations have held this book. These notes 
here are in Grace’s hand. And here, my father’s handwriting, 
Gordon Oh. And here — James Cahill, Grace’s father. They were 
brothers, you know, although Gordon’s mother, my grandmother, 
was Korean.” 

“That’s great,” Dan said impatiently. “But why was our mom 
writing about Ben Franklin?” 

Alistair arched his eyebrows. “Obviously, Benjamin Franklin 
was a Cahill. That does not surprise me. He was an inventor like 
me, after all. I would imagine most of the books in this library 
were written by members of our family, whether they knew their 
true bloodline or not.” 

Amy was stunned. All of these famous authors ... Cahills? Was 
it possible, whenever she’d sat in a library, lost in books, she’d 
actually been reading the words of her relatives? She couldn’t 
believe the Cahills could be so powerful, but Mr. McIntyre had 
told them their family had shaped human civilization. For the 
first time, she began to understand what that might mean. She 
felt like an enormous canyon was opening up at her feet. 

How had her mother known about the first clue, years before 


the contest began? Why had she chosen to write in this book? 


What did she mean by the Maze of Bones? There were too many 
questions. 

Meanwhile, Dan was bouncing around in his usual annoying 
way. “I’m related to Benjamin Franklin? You’re kidding!” 

“Why don’t you go fly a kite in a storm and see if you get 
electrocuted?” Amy suggested. 

“Come now, children,” Alistair said. “We have much work to 


do without bickering. We’ll have to read through these notes and 
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“Wait.” Amy’s whole body tensed. An acrid smell filled the 
air. “Is someone smoking?” 

Uncle Alistair and Dan looked around in confusion. 

Then Amy saw it. White smoke was thickening across the 
ceiling, drifting down in a deadly haze. 

“Fire!” Dan yelled. “Get to the stairs!” 

But Amy froze. She was mortally afraid of fire. It brought back 
bad memories. Very bad memories. 

“Come on!” Dan tugged her hand. “Saladin — we have to find 
him!” 

That jolted Amy into action. She couldn’t let anything happen 
to the cat. 

“There’s no time!” Uncle Alistair insisted. “We must get out!” 

Amy’s eyes stung. She could hardly breathe. She searched for 
Saladin, but he’d disappeared. Finally, Dan dragged her up the 
stairs and shoved his shoulder against the secret bookshelf door. 
It wouldn’t budge. 

“A lever.” Dan coughed. “There’s got to be a lever.” 

Dan was usually good at figuring out mechanical stuff, but 


they groped around for a switch or a lever and found nothing. 


The smoke was getting thicker. Amy pushed on the wall and 
yelped. “The surface is getting hotter! The fire’s coming from the 
other side. We can’t open it!” 

“We have to!” Dan insisted, but it was Amy’s turn to pull him 
along. She dragged him back down the stairs. The smoke was so 
bad now they could barely see each other. 

“Get as low as you can!” Amy said. She and Dan crawled 
through the library, desperately looking for another exit. She had 
no idea where Uncle Alistair had disappeared. The bookshelves 
were combusting — old dry paper, the perfect kindling. 

Amy pulled herself up on a table and found the jewelry box. 
Don’t take valuables. She knew that was one of the first rules for 
getting out of a fire alive. But she scooped up the box and kept 
going. 

The heat was getting worse. The air filled with ash. It was like 
breathing in a poison fog. Amy couldn’t even crawl fast because 
she was wearing her stupid funeral dress. She heard Dan 
coughing and wheezing behind her. His asthma — he hadn’t had 
an attack in months, but this smoke might kill him if the heat 
didn’t. 

Think, she ordered herself. If she were Grace, she would never 
make a secret room with only one exit. 

Amy sank to the floor, coughing and choking. All she could 
see was the oriental carpet — a parade of woven silk dragons. 

Dragons ... like the one on Grace’s necklace. And they were 
all flying in the same direction, like they were leading the way. It 
was a crazy idea, but it was all she had. 

“Follow me!” Amy said. 


Dan was wheezing too badly to answer. Amy crawled along, 


looking back now and then to make sure he was still behind her. 
The dragons led them between two burning bookshelves and 
dead-ended in front of an air grate about three feet square. Not 
very big, but maybe big enough. Amy kicked at the grate with her 
feet. On the third try it rattled off, revealing a stone shaft slanting 
up. 

“Dan!” she yelled. “Go!” 

She pushed him through and realized with a start that he was 
holding Saladin. Somehow, he’d found the cat, and the cat was 
not happy about it. Saladin clawed and growled, but Dan held 
him tight. Amy followed, gasping for breath. Her eyes felt like 
they were being sandblasted. They climbed up the dark shaft, and 
after what seemed like ages, Dan stopped. 

“What are you doing?” Amy demanded. The heat wasn’t as 
bad now, but the smoke was still thickening around them. 

“Blocked!” Dan wheezed. 

“Push it!” 

In total darkness, she crawled up next to him and together 
they pushed on a flat smooth stone that was blocking their path. 
It had to open. It had to. 

And finally, it did — popping up like a lid. Daylight blinded 
their eyes. They crawled out into fresh air and collapsed on the 
grass. Saladin got free with an indignant “MRRRRP!” and shot off 
into the trees. They were lying in the cemetery, not fifty feet from 
Grace’s newly filled grave. The slab they’d pushed aside was 
somebody’s tombstone. 

“Dan, you okay?” she asked. 

Dan’s face was streaked with soot. Steam rose from his hair 


and his clothes were even blacker than they had been before. He 


was breathing heavily. His arms bled from a hundred cat 
scratches. 

“Think ...” He wheezed. “Don’t want ... collect tombstones ... 
after all.” 

Smoke poured out of the tunnel like a chimney, but that was 
nothing compared to what Amy saw when she looked up at the 
hill. Her throat constricted. “Oh, no.” 

The family mansion was a roaring inferno. Flames winked in 
the windows and lapped up the sides of the building. As Amy 
watched, one stone tower collapsed. The beautiful stained glass 
windows melted. The family crest above the main entrance — 
that old stone crest Amy had always loved — crashed down and 
shattered on the pavement. 

“Amy ...” Dan’s voice sounded like it was about to break to 
pieces. “The house ... we can’t let it ... we have to ...” 

But he didn’t finish. There was nothing they could do. A 
section of the roof crumpled, belching a fireball into the sky. 
Despair crushed the air right out of Amy’s lungs, like the house 
was collapsing on top of her. She reached for Dan and hugged 
him. He didn’t even protest. His nose was runny. His lower lip 
trembled. She wanted to comfort him, to tell him it would be all 
right, but she didn’t believe it herself. 

Then she noticed something that jolted her out of her daze. In 
the driveway lay a collapsed figure, a man in a gray suit. “Mr. 
McIntyre!” Amy cried. 

She was about to run to his aid when her brother gasped, “Get 
down!” 

He wasn’t as strong as she was, but he must’ve been 


desperate, because he tackled her with so much force she just 


about ate the lawn. He pointed up the road that led through the 
hills — the only exit from the property. 

About five hundred yards away, half hidden in the trees, a 
man in a black suit was standing very still. How Dan had spotted 
him so far away, Amy didn’t know. She couldn’t make out the 
man’s face, but he was tall and thin, with gray hair, and he was 
holding binoculars. With a chill, Amy realized he was watching 
them. 

Amy said, “Who —” But she was distracted by the chirping 
sound of a car alarm being deactivated. 

Alistair Oh, sooty and smoky, burst out of the mansion’s main 
entrance and hobbled toward his BMW, cradling something 
against his chest. He looked terrible. His pants were ripped and 
his face was white with ash. Amy had no idea how he’d managed 
to get out. She almost called to him, but something held her back. 
Alistair staggered past William McIntyre with hardly a glance, 
jumped in his car, and peeled out down the driveway. 

Amy looked back toward the woods, but the man with the 
binoculars had disappeared. 

“Stay here,” she told Dan. 

She ran toward Mr. McIntyre. Dan, of course, didn’t obey 
orders. He followed her, coughing the whole way. By the time 
they got to Mr. McIntyre, the entire mansion was collapsing. The 
heat was like a new sun. Amy knew there would be nothing left 
to salvage — nothing except the jewelry box she was still 
clutching. 

She set down the box and rolled Mr. McIntyre over. He 
groaned, which at least meant he was alive. Amy wished she had 


a cell phone of her own, but Aunt Beatrice had never allowed 


them to have one. She fished around in Mr. MclIntyre’s pockets, 
found his phone, and dialed 911. 

“He took it,” Dan wheezed. 

“What?” Amy wasn’t really listening. She sank to her knees 
and watched as the only place she’d ever cared about went up in 
flames. She pictured Grace telling her stories in the library. She 
remembered running down the halls, playing tag with Dan when 
they were little. She thought of the secret nook in the bedroom 
where she liked to read with Saladin on her lap. All gone. Her 
whole body shook. Tears welled up in her eyes. For the second 
time in her life, fire had robbed her. 

“Amy.” Dan sounded close to tears, but he put a hand on her 
shoulder. “You’ve got to listen. He took it. Alistair did.” 

Amy wanted to tell Dan to shut up and let her mourn in 
peace, but then she realized what he was talking about. She got 
unsteadily to her feet and stared into the distance, where the 
BMW’s taillights were disappearing around a hill. 

Alistair Oh had tricked them. He’d stolen the Poor Richard’s 
Almanack with their mother’s notes — their only lead in the 


quest. 


CHARTER 


Dan had always wanted to ride in a police car, but not like this. 
His chest still hurt from the smoke. He sat in the backseat of 
the police car with Saladin on his lap and tried not to wheeze, but 

every breath was like inhaling sand. 

“If you’d just brought your inhaler ...” Amy chided. But he 
hated his inhaler. It made him feel like Darth Cahill or something. 
Besides, he hadn’t had an attack in forever, and he didn’t know 
they were going to get caught in a stupid fire. 

He couldn’t believe the family mansion was gone. He’d woken 
up this morning sure that Amy and he would inherit the place. 
Now there was nothing left — just a smoking mountain of rubble. 

The police detectives hadn’t given them many answers. It 
looked like arson, they said. The fire spread too quickly to be an 
accident. They said William McIntyre would be okay. Amazingly, 
no one else had been hurt. Dan had told the police about Alistair 
Oh leaving the mansion in a big hurry. He figured he might as 
well try to get the old creep in trouble. But Dan had said nothing 
about the thirty-nine clues or the secret library or the strange guy 
with the binoculars. 

“Who was the man in black?” Amy whispered, like she’d been 


thinking the same thing. She had Grace’s jewelry box on her lap, 
and she was twisting her hair the way she always did when she 
was nervous. 

“Don’t know,” Dan said. “Alistair?” 

“He couldn’t have been in two places at once.” 

“Mr. Holt?” 

“Mr. Holt’s not that old, and he’s a lot more buff.” 

“Aunt Beatrice dressed as a man?” Personally, Dan liked this 
idea, because Beatrice definitely had the “evil” factor going for 
her. After all, she’d just left them at the mansion without a second 
thought. But Amy rolled her eyes. 

“He wasn’t anybody we know, Dan. At least, I’m pretty sure. 
But he was watching us, like he wanted to see if we got out. I 
think he set that fire to trap us.” 

“Mrrp,” Saladin said. 

“T agree with the cat,” Dan said. “After that man in black and 
Uncle Alistair, I say we make a new RESOLUTION. Stay away 
from old guys.” 

“We'll have to be more careful about everybody.” Amy 
lowered her voice even more. “Dan, our mother was involved in 
the thirty-nine clues. That writing —” 

“Yeah, but that’s impossible. The contest just started!” 

“It was Mom’s writing. I’m sure. She said, Follow Franklin, first 
clue. Maze of Bones. We have to find out what that means. This is 
just the kind of mystery Mom would’ve loved!” 

Dan knew he shouldn’t have felt annoyed, but he hated that 
Amy remembered more about their parents than he did. He 
would never have recognized their mom’s handwriting. He had 


no idea what kind of person she’d been. 


“We lost the book,” he grumbled. “We kind of failed already, 
didn’t we?” 

Amy traced the monogram on top of Grace’s jewelry box. 
“Maybe not. I have an idea, but we’re going to need an adult. 
Alistair was right about that. We’ll never be able to travel without 
one.” 

“Travel?” Dan said. “Where are we going?” 

Amy glanced at the cop. She leaned closer to Dan and 
whispered, “First, we need to find a chaperone. And quickly. Aunt 
Beatrice is going to call Social Services soon. We need to get 
home, get our stuff, and get out. If the police find out we’ve been 
disowned, they’ll take us to a foster home or something. We’ll 
never be able to find the thirty-nine clues.” 

Dan hadn’t thought about this. He didn’t know much about 
foster homes, but he figured he didn’t want to live in one. Would 
a foster home let him take his collection? Probably not. 

“So how do we get an adult?” he asked. “Rent one?” 

Amy twisted her hair into a noose. “We need somebody who’ll 
let us do what we want without asking too many questions. 
Somebody old enough to look like we’re being chaperoned, but 
not strict enough that they’ll try to stop us. Somebody kind of 
pliable.” 

“Does ‘pliable’ mean we can lie to them?” 

“Mrrp,” Saladin said, like that sounded good to him as long as 
he got fresh fish. 

The police car turned onto Melrose Street and pulled up in 
front of their weathered brownstone apartment building. 

“This is the address?” the cop asked. She sounded bored and 


annoyed. 


“Yes,” Amy said. “I mean, yes, ma’am.” 

“You sure there’s somebody home? Your guardian or 
whatever?” 

“Nellie Gomez,” Dan said. “She’s our au pa—” 

His eyes widened. He looked at Amy, and he could tell she 
was thinking the same thing. It was so obvious even a Holt 
could’ve seen it. 

“Nellie!” they said together. They got out of the police car 


with their cat and the jewelry box and raced up the front steps. 


Nellie was just where Dan figured she’d be — sacked out on the 
sofa with her earbuds in, bobbing her head to whatever weird 
music she was listening to while she punched text messages into 
her phone. A stack of cookbooks sat next to her on the couch. The 
top one read Exotic Mandarin Cuisine. Dan let Saladin down to 
explore the apartment. Then he noticed the empty carton of Ben 
& Jerry’s Cherry Garcia — his Cherry Garcia — sitting on the 
coffee table. 

“Hey!” Dan protested. “That was mine!” Of course, Nellie 
didn’t hear him. She kept jamming out and typing on her phone 
until Amy and Dan stood right over her. 

Nellie frowned like she was annoyed she had to actually work. 
She pulled out one earbud. “Back already? Whoa — what 
happened? Youre all grungy.” 

“We need to talk,” Amy said. 

Nellie blinked, which was pretty cool to watch since her eyes 
were done in blue glitter eye shadow. She had a new nose ring 


shaped like a silver snake. Dan wondered why she wanted a 


snake curled inside her nostril. 

“What do we need to talk about, kiddo?” she asked. 

Amy looked like she wanted to hit Nellie with the jewelry box. 
Dan knew she hated it when Nellie called her kiddo, but she kept 
her voice polite. 

“We — we've got a deal for you. A new babysitting deal. It 
pays a lot of money.” 

Nellie pulled out her other earbud. They had her attention 
now. Three words always worked with Nellie: guys, food, and 
money. 

She stood up. She was wearing her ripped British flag T-shirt, 
faded jeans, and pink plastic shoes. Her hair looked like a pile of 
wet straw—half black, half blond. 

She folded her arms and looked down at Amy. “Okay. What 
kind of deal?” 

Dan was afraid Amy would freeze up, but she seemed to be 
keeping her nerves pretty well. Nellie wasn’t as intimidating as 
some of the other au pairs they’d had. 

“Um ... it’s a trip,” Amy said. “You’d be our chaperone.” 

Nellie frowned. “Why isn’t your aunt asking me about this?” 

“Oh, she broke her neck,” Dan blurted out. 

Amy gave him a look like Shut up! 

“Broke her neck?” Nellie asked. 

“It’s not serious,” Dan said. “Just a little break. She’s, uh, 
going to be in the hospital for a while, though. So she figured 
we'd better take a trip. We talked to our Uncle Alistair. He said 
we’d need an adult to go with us.” 

That last part, at least, was true. Dan didn’t know where he 


was going with this, but he plunged ahead. He figured if he could 


just keep Nellie confused, she couldn’t call him a liar. 

“It’s this thing our family does,” he said. “Kind of like a 
scavenger hunt. We visit a bunch of places and have fun.” 

“What sort of places?” Nellie asked. 

“Oh, all kinds.” Dan thought about the map in Grace’s secret 
library—all those pushpins. “That’s part of the fun. We don’t 
know all the places at the beginning. We could go all over the 
world.” 

Nellie’s eyebrows shot up. “You mean, like, for free?” 

Amy nodded, as if she were warming up to Dan’s methods. 
“Yeah, it could take months! Traveling to exotic places where 
there’s lots of ... um, food and guys. But you wouldn’t need to be 
with us the whole time — just for the adult stuff like buying 
airline tickets and checking into hotels and stuff. You’d have a lot 
of time on your own.” 

Yes, please, Dan thought. Nellie was okay, but the last thing he 
wanted was her following them around too closely. 

“How are you going to pay for it?” Nellie said suspiciously. 

Amy opened the jewelry box and dumped it on the table. The 
pearl bracelet, the diamond ring, and the emerald earrings 
glittered. 

Nellie’s mouth dropped open. “Oh — my—god. Did you steal 
that?” 

“No!” Amy said. “It’s from our grandmother! She wanted us to 
take this trip. She said so in her will.” 

Dan felt impressed. That wasn’t exactly a lie, either. 

Nellie stared at the jewelry. Then she picked up her phone 
and dialed. 


Dan tensed. He had visions of Social Services — whatever that 


was — swooping in, guys with white coats and nets, maybe, 
taking them to a foster home. 

“Hello?” Nellie said into the phone. “Yeah, Dad, listen, I’ve 
got a new job for the Cahills.” 

Pause. 

“Yeah, it’s really good money. So I can’t make dinner tonight 
like I promised.” Nellie picked up the diamond ring, but Amy 
snatched it away. “How long? Um ... we’re traveling. So a few 
weeks. Maybe ... months?” 

She yanked the phone away from her ear. On the other end, 
her dad was yelling in rapid Spanish. 

“Dad!” Nellie said. “No, claro. But the fall semester doesn’t 
start for a month, and it’s all, like, boring courses anyway. I could 
just take more hours in the spring and—” 

Another burst of angry Spanish. 

“Well, if you’d let me go to cooking school instead of stupid 
regular college—” 

Her dad’s yelling got slightly louder than a nuclear explosion. 

“éQué, Papá?” Nellie yelled. “Lo siento, you’re breaking up. I'll 
call you when I get a better signal. Love ya!” 

She hung up. 


“He’s fine with it,” she announced. “I’m in, kiddos.” 


On Amy’s orders, Dan was only supposed to pack one bag. That 
meant clothes, but Dan wasn’t interested in clothes. He looked 
around his room, trying to figure out what to take from his 
collections. 


His bedroom was already way too small for his stuff. Against 


one wall were his tombstone rubbings. He’d have to roll them up 
or fold them to pack them, and that would ruin them. His closet 
was stacked with plastic bins holding his card collection and coin 
portfolios — too many to choose from. Under his bed were boxes 
full of old Civil War weapons, his casts, his autographed celebrity 
photos, and a ton of other stuff. 

He picked up his laptop, which he’d bought from the 
computer science teacher at school for $300. He’d have to take 
that, because he used it to find out stuff and make money. He 
knew the exact value of every trading card on the Internet. He’d 
learned to sell his duplicate cards at school and in the local card 
shops for a little more than he’d paid. It wasn’t much, but he 
could make about $100 a month if he was lucky. And he was 
lucky. Unfortunately, he spent the money on rare stuff as fast as 
he made it. 

He slipped the computer into his black duffel bag. Then he 
added three extra shirts, pants, underwear, a toothbrush, his 
inhaler, and — finally—his passport. 

Their parents had gotten them passports right before they 
died, when Dan was four. Dan didn’t remember why. They’d 
never used them. Grace had insisted on renewing them last year, 
which had seemed kind of silly to Dan at the time. Now he 
wondered... . 

He shoved the passport to the bottom of the bag. There was 
hardly any room left. 

No way could he fit even a tenth of his stuff. 

He dug under his mattress and brought out his photo album. It 
was a big white binder holding his most important collection: 


photos of his parents. 


There was only one. It was burned around the edges: the only 
photograph that had survived the fire. His mom and dad were 
standing on the summit of a mountain with their arms around 
each other, smiling for the camera. They both wore Gortex parkas 
and thermal climbing pants, with harnesses around their waists. 
Instead of helmets, they wore baseball caps, so their eyes were 
hidden in shadows. His dad, Arthur, was tall and tan with salt- 
and-pepper hair and a nice smile. Dan wondered if he would look 
like that when he got older. His mom, Hope, had reddish-brown 
hair like Amy’s. She was a little younger than their dad, and Dan 
thought she was very pretty. Her hat was an Orioles cap. His 
dad’s was a Red Sox. Dan wondered if that was random, or if 
those were their favorite teams, and if they ever fought about 
which one was better. He didn’t know. He didn’t even know if 
they had green eyes like he did, because the caps hid their faces. 

He wanted to collect other photos of them. He wanted to 
know where else they traveled and what they wore. He wanted to 
see a picture that had him in it. But there was nothing to collect. 
Everything from their old house had burned, and Grace always 
insisted she had no photographs of them, though Dan never 
understood why. 

He stared at the photo and got a sinking feeling in the pit of 
his stomach. He thought about the fire at Grace’s mansion, the 
man in black, Mr. McIntyre lying on the pavement, Uncle Alistair 
driving away like a madman, and his mom’s handwriting in that 
Benjamin Franklin book. 

What could be so important about a book? Dan knew the 
value of a lot of collectibles, but he’d never heard of anything 


worth burning down a house. 


Grace must’ve known what she was doing, setting up this 
contest. She wouldn’t have let him and Amy down. Dan told 
himself that over and over, trying to believe it. 

There was a knock on his door. He took the plastic sleeve with 
the photograph out of the album and slipped it in his bag. He 
zipped it shut just as the door opened. 

“Hey, dweeb,” Amy said, but she didn’t really sound mean. 
“You almost done?” 

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m good.” 

She’d taken a shower and changed clothes — back into her 
regular jeans and green T-shirt. She frowned at his full duffel bag, 
then looked at all the bins sitting in the closet. Dan guessed she 
could tell he hadn’t sorted through them. 

“You could, uh, take a backpack, too,” she offered. “If that 
helps.” 

Coming from Amy, it was a pretty nice thing to say. But Dan 
stared at his closet. Somehow he knew he wouldn’t be coming 
back here ever again. “Amy, how much money do you think we'll 
get for the jewelry?” 

Her hand went to her neck, and Dan realized she was wearing 
Grace’s jade necklace. “Um ... I don’t know.” 

Dan understood why she looked guilty. He wasn’t an expert at 
jewelry prices, but he figured that necklace was one of the most 
expensive pieces in the box. If she kept it, they wouldn’t get 
nearly as much. 

“They'll rip us off,” he warned. “We don’t have time to do it 
right. And anyway, we’re just kids. We’ll have to take the jewelry 
to somebody who can give us cash without asking a lot of 


questions. We’ll probably only get a few thousand — a fraction of 


what the stuff is worth.” 

“We'll need transportation for three people,” Amy said 
uncertainly. “And hotels. And food.” 

Dan took a deep breath. “I’m going to sell my cards and coins. 
There’s a shop down on the square—” 

“Dan! You’ve spent years collecting that stuff!” 

“Tt’ll double our money. The store will rip me off, but I can get 
three thousand easy for all of it.” 

Amy stared at him like he’d dropped in from outer space. 
“Dan, I think the smoke messed up your brain. Are you sure?” 

For some weird reason, he was. He wanted to go on this clue 
hunt more than he wanted his collection. He wanted to get back 
at whoever had burned down Grace’s house. He wanted to find 
the secret of the thirty-nine clues. Most of all, he wanted to 
finally use that stupid passport and make his parents proud. 
Maybe along the way he’d find new photos for his album. 

“Pm sure,” he said. 

Amy did something completely disgusting. She hugged him. 

“Gross!” Dan protested. 

He pushed her away. Amy was smiling, but she had tears in 
her eyes. 

“Maybe you’re not such a dweeb,” she said. 

“Yeah, well, stop crying already, and let’s get out of—wait, 
where are we going?” 

“Tonight a hotel in town,” she said. “Then tomorrow ... I’ve 
got an idea about Ben Franklin.” 

“But you don’t have the book anymore.” 

“I didn’t need the book for this. Mom’s note said ‘Follow 


Franklin.’ Ben Franklin started as a printer here in Boston, when 


he was a teenager working for his brother.” 

“So we just look around town?” 

Amy shook her head. “That’s what the others are probably 
doing. But we’re going to follow where he went next, like follow 
his life. Benjamin Franklin didn’t stay in Boston. When he was 
seventeen, he ran away from his brother’s shop and started his 
own printing business in another city.” 

“So we run away, too! We follow Franklin!” 

“Exactly,” Amy said. “I just hope nobody else has thought of 
that yet. We need to book three train tickets to Philadelphia.” 

“Philadelphia,” Dan repeated. The only things he knew about 
Philadelphia were the Liberty Bell and the Phillies. “So when we 
get there, what do we look for?” 

Amy touched the jade necklace like it might protect her. “I’m 


guessing a secret that could get us killed.” 


CHARTE RII 


A mile away in Copley Square, Irina Spasky — code name Team 
Five — was worrying about her poison. She had loaded her 
fingernail injectors with the usual mixture, but she feared it 
would not be enough for this meeting. 

Back in the Cold War, she and her KGB colleagues used 
poison-injecting umbrellas, or spray painted toxins on toilet seats. 
Those were the good old days! Now Irina worked by herself, so 
she had to keep things simple. The needles extended when she 
bent back her fingers at the first joint. They were almost 
impossible to see and caused only a tiny pinprick sensation. The 
poison would leave her victims very sick, perhaps paralyzed, for 
many days — enough to give Irina a good head start in the 
search. Best of all, the poison was completely untraceable and 
had no antidote. 

Unfortunately, it was slow-acting. Her victims might not show 
symptoms for eight hours or more. If she needed to incapacitate 
her enemies quickly, she would have to rely on other means. 

Ian and Natalie Kabra were not to be underestimated. Back 
when they were ten and seven, perhaps Irina could’ve 


overpowered them. Now they were fourteen and eleven ... a very 


different story indeed. 

She wandered Copley Square, waiting to spot them. They had 
agreed on standard antisurveillance tactics, only setting a general 
area and time for their rendezvous. The storm clouds had cleared. 
It was a beautiful summer afternoon, which Irina hated. All this 
sunshine and flowers and children playing — bah. She preferred a 
steel-gray winter in St. Petersburg, a much better climate for 
espionage. 

She bought a coffee from a street kiosk, then spotted Ian and 
Natalie across the plaza, walking in front of Trinity Church. Their 
eyes met hers briefly and they kept walking. 

Irina’s move. She followed them at a distance, checking to see 
if they had grown a “tail” — any surveillance, any followers, any 
possible angles for photographers. After fifteen minutes, she saw 
nothing. She waited for them to turn and see her. 

As soon as they did, Irina turned and walked off. The game 
reversed. She led them across the plaza, toward the library, 
knowing they would be watching for tails on her. If they saw 
anything, Ian and Natalie would disappear. The meeting would 
be aborted. 

After fifteen minutes, Irina changed course and noticed the 
Kabras across Boylston Street, still shadowing her. This meant she 
was Clean. No surveillance. The children turned toward the 
Copley Plaza Hotel, and Irina followed. 

They met in the busy lobby, where neither party could 
ambush the other. 

Natalie and Ian looked much too relaxed, sitting across from 
each other on overstuffed sofas. The little brats had changed out 


of their funeral suits — Ian wore a sky-blue polo shirt, beige 


trousers, and tasseled loafers; Natalie wore a white linen dress 
that showed off her coffee skin. Their eyes glittered like amber. 
They were so lovely they made heads turn, which was not a good 
thing for a secret meeting. 

“You attract too much attention,” Irina scolded. “You should 
be uglier.” 

Natalie laughed. “Is that what keeps you alive, dear cousin?” 

Irina wanted to scratch the young whelp’s face with her 
poison fingernails, but she kept her cool. “Insult me as you will. It 
gets us nowhere.” 

“True,” Ian said. “We have a mutual problem. Please, sit.” 

Irina considered. She would have to sit next to either Ian or 
Natalie, and neither was safe. She chose the young girl. Perhaps 
she would be easier to overwhelm if it came to that. Natalie 
smiled and made room for her on the sofa. 

“Have you considered our proposal?” Ian asked. 

Irina had thought of nothing else since the text message came 
two hours ago on her cell phone, encrypted in an algorithmic 
code used only by the Lucians. 

She nodded. “You have come to the same conclusion as I. The 
second clue is not in Boston.” 

“Exactly,” Ian said. “We’ve told our parents to charter us a 
private jet. We’ll be off within the hour.” 

Chartering a private jet, Irina thought resentfully. She knew the 
Kabras’ parents from the old days. They were internationally 
known art collectors. Once they had been dangerous people, 
important people within the Lucian branch. Now they were 
retired in London and did nothing but dote upon their children. 


They let Ian and Natalie do all the traveling, writing them blank 


checks as needed. 

What did these brats care about the thirty-nine clues? This 
was just another adventure to them. Irina had her own reasons 
for hunting the treasure — much more personal reasons. The 
Kabras were too rich, too smart, too proud. Someday, Irina would 
change that. 

“So,” Irina said, “where will you go?” 

Ian sat forward and laced his hands. He didn’t look fourteen 
years old. When he smiled, he looked evil enough to be an adult. 
“You know it’s about Benjamin Franklin.” 

“Yes.” 

“Then you know where we’re going, and you know what 
we're after.” 

“You also know,” Natalie purred, “that we can’t allow the 
secret to fall into anyone else’s hands. As Lucians, we should 
work together. You should set the trap.” 

Irina’s eye twitched, the way it did when she was nervous. She 
hated that it did this, but she could not stop it. “You could set the 
trap yourselves,” she said. 

Natalie shook her head. “They would suspect us. You, on the 
other hand, can lure them to their doom.” 

Irina hesitated, trying to see a flaw in the plan. “What is in 
this for me?” 

“They’re our biggest threat,” Ian pointed out. “They may not 
realize it yet, but they will in time. We have to eliminate them 
quickly. It'll benefit all of us. Besides, you’ll have the Lucian 
stronghold at your disposal. Afterwards, there will be time to 
fight each other. Now, we must destroy our competition.” 

“And the Madrigals?” Irina asked. 


She thought she saw a ripple of nervousness cross Ian’s face, 
but it passed quickly. “One enemy at a time, cousin.” 

Irina hated to admit it, but the boy had a point. She examined 
her fingernails, casually making sure that each of her poison 
needles was primed and ready. 

“Does it seem odd to you,” she asked slowly, “that the Lucian 
database contains so little about Franklin?” She knew very well 
they would have logged into the branch’s mainframe, just as she 
had done. 

Annoyance flickered in Ian’s eyes. “There should have been 
more, it’s true. Apparently, Franklin was hiding something ... 
even from his kin.” 

Natalie smiled coldly at her brother. “A Lucian who doesn’t 
trust his kin — imagine that.” 

Ian waved her comment aside. “Complaining about it will 
change nothing. We need to deal with Amy and Dan. Cousin 
Irina, do we have a deal?” 

The hotel doors opened. A heavyset man in a brown suit 
strode through, heading for the front desk. He seemed out of 
place, possibly a security guard or an undercover policeman. It 
might have nothing to do with them, but Irina couldn’t be sure. 
They had sat here too long. Meeting any longer would be 
dangerous. 

“Very well,” Irina said. “I shall prepare the trap.” 

Natalie and Ian rose. 

Irina felt relieved and perhaps flattered, too. The Kabras 
needed her help. She was, after all, much older and wiser. “I am 
glad we came to an arrangement,” she said, feeling generous. “I 


did not wish to hurt you.” 


“Oh, we’re glad, too,” Ian promised. “Natalie, I believe it’s 
safe now.” 

Irina frowned, not understanding. Then she looked at Natalie 
— that pretty little girl who seemed so harmless in her white 
dress — and realized the young she-devil had a tiny silver dart 
gun cupped in her hand, not two inches from Irina’s chest. Irina’s 
heart skipped a beat. She had used such guns herself. The darts 
could carry poisons far worse than she dared keep in her 
fingernails. 

Natalie smiled prettily, keeping the dart gun aimed and ready. 
“It was so good to see you, Irina.” 

“Indeed,” Ian said smugly. “Td shake your hand, cousin, but 
Pd hate to ruin your special manicure. Do let us know when Amy 


and Dan are eliminated, won’t you?” 





CHAgTERIS 


Amy knew something was wrong as soon as Nellie came out of 
the rental car place. She was frowning and holding a thick brown 
padded envelope. 

“What is that?” Amy asked. 

“It’s for you guys.” Nellie held out the package. “Somebody 
dropped it off at the counter this morning.” 

“That’s impossible!” Amy said. “Nobody knew we’d be here.” 

But as she said it, a chill went down her back. They’d booked 
the train tickets and the rental car online last night from their 
hotel, using Nellie’s name. Was it possible somebody had tracked 
them down so fast? 

“What does the envelope say?” Dan asked. 

“For A. & D. Cahill,” Nellie read. “From W. McIntyre.” 

“Mr. McIntyre!” Dan grabbed the package. 

“Wait!” Amy yelled. “It could be a trap.” 

Dan rolled his eyes. “C’mon. It’s from—” 

“It could be from anybody,” Amy insisted. “It could blow up 
or something.” 

“Okay, whoa,” Nellie said. “Why would somebody send a 
couple of kids a bomb? And who is this McIntyre dude?” 


Dan grinned. “I say we let Nellie open it.” 

“Um, no!” Nellie said. 

“You're the au pair! Aren’t you supposed to defuse explosives 
for us and stuff?” 

“Pm driving you, kiddo. That’s enough!” 

Amy sighed and snatched the package. She stepped into the 
parking lot, turned the flap of the envelope away from Nellie and 
Dan, and carefully peeled it open. 

Nothing happened. Inside was a metal cylinder like a 
flashlight, except the light was a strip of purple glass running 
down one side. A note was attached in sloppy handwriting, like 


the writer had been in a hurry: 
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“Find what information?” Dan asked, reading over her 
shoulder. 

“The next clue, I guess.” 

“What clue?” Nellie demanded. 

“Nothing,” Dan and Amy said. 

Nellie blew a tuft of black and blond hair out of her eyes. 
“Whatever. Stay right here. Pl bring the car around.” 


She left them standing with the bags and Saladin in his new 
cat carrier. Saladin hadn’t been too pleased with the cat carrier— 
anymore than Nellie had been with the fresh red snapper they’d 
bought to keep him happy — but Amy hadn’t had the heart to 
leave him behind. 

“Mrrp?” Saladin asked. 

Amy reached down and scratched his head through the bars. 
“Dan, maybe we shouldn’t make that rendezvous. Mr. McIntyre 
told us not to trust anyone.” 

“But the note is from him!” 

“It could be a trick.” 

“That makes it even better! We’ve got to go!” 

Amy twisted her hair. She hated it when Dan didn’t take her 
seriously. And this could be dangerous. “If we go, it says we have 
to find information first.” 

“But you know where to look, right? You’re smart and stuff.” 
Smart and stuff. Like that’s all they needed to track down a 
clue in a huge city. Before they’d left Boston, she’d splurged and 
bought some books about Franklin and Philadelphia from her 
friends at the used bookshop. She’d spent the whole train trip 

reading, but still... . 

“Tve got a few ideas,” she admitted. “But I don’t know where 
we're going in the long term. I mean — have you thought about 
what this ultimate treasure could be?” 

“Something cool.” 

“Oh, that’s real helpful. I mean, what could make somebody 
the most powerful Cahill in history? And why thirty-nine clues?” 

Dan shrugged. “Thirty-nine is a sweet number. It’s thirteen 


times three. It’s also the sum of five prime numbers in a row—3, 


5, 7, 11, 13. And if you add the first three powers of three, 31 
plus 32 plus 33, you get thirty-nine.” 

Amy stared at him. “How did you know that?” 

“What do you mean? It’s obvious.” 

Amy shook her head in dismay. Dan acted like a doofus most 
of the time. Then he’d pull something like that — adding prime 
numbers or powers of three that she’d never thought about. Their 
dad had been a mathematics professor, and Dan apparently had 
inherited all of his number sense. Amy had enough trouble 
remembering phone numbers. 

She held up the weird metal cylinder Mr. McIntyre had sent 
them. She switched it on and the light glowed purple. 

“What is that thing?” Dan asked. 

“T don’t know,” Amy said. “But I have a feeling we’d better 


figure it out before eight o’clock.” 


Amy hated cars almost as much as she hated crowds. She 
promised herself that when she got older she’d live somewhere 
where she never had to drive. Part of that was because she’d been 
in the car with Nellie before. 

Nellie had rented a Toyota hybrid. She said it was more 
environmental, which was fine with Amy, but it cost two hundred 
and fifty-eight dollars a day, and the way Nellie raced around 
corners and gunned the gas wasn’t exactly “green.” 

They were on Interstate 95, heading into downtown, when 
Amy happened to look behind them. She wasn’t sure why—a 
prickling sensation on her neck like she was being watched. In 


fact, she was. 


“We’re being followed,” she announced. 

“What?” Dan said. 

“Five cars back,” Amy said. “Gray Mercedes. It’s the 
Starlings.” 

“A Starbucks?” Nellie said excitedly. “Where?” 

“Starlings,” Amy corrected. “Our relatives. Ned, Ted, and 
Sinead.” 

Nellie snorted. “That’s not really their names.” 

“Pm not joking,” Amy said. “It’s, um, part of the scavenger 
hunt. Nellie, we can’t let them follow us. We have to lose them.” 

Nellie didn’t need to be told twice. She yanked the wheel to 
the right and the Toyota careened across three lanes of traffic. 
Saladin yowled. Just as they were about to slam into the safety- 
impact barrels, Nellie slipped onto an exit ramp. 

The last view Amy got of the Starlings was Sinead’s freckled 
face pressed against the window of the Mercedes, her jaw 
hanging open as she watched Amy and Dan get away. 

“Is that lost enough?” Nellie asked. 

“Mrrp!” Saladin protested. 

“You could’ve killed us!” Dan had a big grin on his face. “Do 
that again!” 


“No!” Amy said. “Locust Street. And hurry!” 


Their first stop was the Library Company of Philadelphia, a big 
redbrick building in the middle of downtown. Amy and Dan 
asked Nellie to wait in the car with Saladin. Then they walked up 
the front steps. 

“Oh, boy, another library,” Dan said. “We have such great 


luck with libraries.” 

“Franklin founded this place,” Amy told him. “It’s got a lot of 
books from his personal collection. If we can convince the 
librarians—” 

“What’s the big deal with Benjamin Franklin, anyway? I mean, 
so the guy invented electricity or whatever. That was hundreds of 
years ago.” 

“He didn’t invent electricity,” Amy said, trying not to sound 
too annoyed. “He discovered that lightning was the same stuff as 
electricity. He invented lightning rods to protect buildings and 
experimented with batteries and—” 

“I do that. Have you ever put one on your tongue?” 

“You’re an idiot. The thing is Franklin was famous for a lot of 
reasons. He started out getting rich with his printing business. 
Then he became a scientist and invented a bunch of stuff. Later 
he helped write the Declaration of Independence and the 
Constitution. He was even an ambassador to England and France. 
He was brilliant. World famous. Everybody liked him, and he 
lived until he was, like, in his eighties.” 

“Superman,” Dan said. 

“Pretty much.” 

“So do you think he knew what it was — this treasure we’re 
looking for?” 

Amy hadn’t thought of that. Franklin had been one of the 
most influential people in history. If he was a Cahill, and he knew 
about this secret family treasure ... 

“I think,” she said, “we’d better find out.” 


She pushed open the doors and led Dan inside. 


Fortunately, the librarians were having a slow day, and Amy 
wasn’t shy around them at all. She loved librarians. When she 
told them she was doing a summer research project on Benjamin 
Franklin and needed to use historical documents, they fell all 
over themselves to help her. 

They made Amy and Dan wear latex gloves and sit in a 
climate-controlled reading room while they brought out old 
books to look at. 

The librarian set the first one down and Amy gasped. “This is 
Franklin’s first cartoon!” 

Dan squinted at it. The picture showed a snake, cut into eight 
pieces, each one labeled with the name of an American region. 

“Not very funny for a cartoon,” Dan said. 

“It’s not supposed to be funny,” Amy said. “Back then, 
cartoons made a point. Like, he’s saying if the colonies don’t get 
together, Britain will cut them apart.” 

“Uh-huh.” Dan turned his attention to his computer. They’d 
been in the library maybe five minutes, and here he was, already 
looking bored, clacking away on his laptop rather than helping 
her. 

Amy pored over the other artifacts: a newspaper that had been 
printed on Franklin’s own printing press, a copy of Pilgrim’s 
Progress that Franklin had owned. So much amazing stuff ... but 
what was she looking for? Amy felt pressured, and she didn’t do 
well under pressure. 

“Find what you need?” the librarian asked. She had frizzy hair 


and bifocals and looked sort of like a friendly witch. 


“Um, maybe some more, please. Anything that was ... 
important to Franklin.” 

The librarian thought for a moment. “Franklin’s letters were 
important to him. He wrote many, many letters to his friends and 
family because he lived in Europe so long. I'll bring you some.” 
She adjusted her glasses and left the room. 

“Franklin invented those, too,” Amy said absently. 

Dan frowned. “Librarians?” 

“No, bifocals! He cut up two sets of lenses and pasted them 
half-and-half, so he could see long distance and short distance 
with the same pair.” 

“Oh.” Dan didn’t look impressed. He went back to playing on 
his laptop. He had the mystery flashlight from Mr. McIntyre in 
front of him, and he kept switching it on and off. 

The librarian brought them a stack of new stuff, including old 
letters preserved in plastic sheets. Amy read through them but 
felt more hopeless than ever. Nothing jumped out at her. Nothing 
screamed “clue.” 

Suddenly, Dan sat up straight. “I found it!” 

“You found what?” She’d assumed Dan was playing games, 
but when he turned the laptop to face her, there was a picture of 
a flashlight just like the one Mr. McIntyre had sent them. 

“It’s a black light reader,” Dan announced. 

“Oh!” the librarian said. “Very ingenious. We have one of 
those for our collection.” 

Amy looked up. “Why? What do they do?” 

“They reveal secret writing,” the librarian said. “During the 
Revolutionary War, spies would use invisible ink to send 


messages on documents that seemed harmless, like love letters or 


orders for merchants. The receiver would use heat or a special 

chemical wash to make secret words appear between the lines. Of 
course we can’t damage our documents by spraying chemicals on 
them, so we use black light to check for secret messages instead.” 

Amy held up the black light reader. “Can we—” 

“I can save you time, my dear,” the librarian said. “We check 
all our colonial documents as a matter of course. There are no 
secret messages, unfortunately.” 

Amy’s heart sank. They’d wasted their time here, and she still 
didn’t know what she was looking for. She had a mental list of 
other places to visit, but it was very long. There was no way they 
could hit them all before eight tonight. 

Secret messages. Franklin had written lots of letters to his 
friends and family while living in Europe. Follow Franklin. A crazy 
idea started to form in her head. 

Amy looked at the librarian. “You said his letters were 
important to him. Is there anyplace else that keeps Franklin’s 
letters on display?” 

The librarian smiled. “Funny you should ask. Some of his most 
famous handwritten documents are showing this month at the 
Franklin Institute down on—” 

“The science museum?” Amy shot to her feet. “On 20th 
Street?” 

“Yes.” The librarian looked startled. “But how did you—” 

“Thanks!” Amy rushed out of the room with Dan right behind 


her. 


It was a quick drive to the Franklin Institute. Nellie wasn’t too 


thrilled to sit in the car with the cat again, but Dan and Amy 
convinced her they wouldn’t be long. They ran inside and found a 
twenty-foot-tall white marble statue of Benjamin Franklin gazing 
down at them from a giant chair in the entry chamber. 

“Holy almanacs,” Dan said. “That’s a big Ben.” 

Amy nodded. “At the end of his life, he was so heavy he had 
to be hauled around in a sedan chair carried by four big 
convicts.” 

“Sweet,” Dan said. “I want a sedan chair.” 

“You weigh ninety pounds.” 

“RESOLUTION: Start eating more ice cream.” 

“Just come on!” 

The museum was huge. They walked past the memorial and 
through the ticket area, then followed the map into the Franklin 
Gallery. It was already late in the afternoon and the place was 
pretty much deserted. 

“Check this out!” Dan picked up a mechanical arm and 
grabbed Amy’s wrist with it. 

“Stop that!” she said. “Franklin made that for getting things 
off high shelves, not annoying your sister.” 

“T bet if he had a sister—” 

“He did have a sister! Dan, we need to find his letters. Stop 
messing around.” 

They kept walking. They found a display of Franklin’s 
lightning rods, a bunch of bifocals, and one of his batteries for 
generating electricity—a wooden crate full of glass jars, all wired 
together. 

“That thing is huge,” Dan said. “What is that, like, a double Z 
battery? And whoa, what is that?” 


He ran over to another display. Inside was a mahogany box 
holding a row of closely fitted glass saucers, like a stack of cereal 
bowls. 

“Its an armonica,” Amy said, reading the description. “It 
makes music by rubbing water on the rims of the glasses.” 

“Awesome. Franklin invented that?” 

“Yeah. Says here it was really popular for a while. Lots of 
famous composers wrote music for ...” 

Amy froze. A tall gray-haired man had just crossed the 
hallway in the next gallery, heading toward the information desk. 
And he was wearing a black suit. 

“What?” Dan asked. 

“Man in black,” Amy murmured. “Run!” 

She grabbed her brother’s hand and they fled deeper into the 
gallery. They didn’t stop until they were two rooms away, hiding 
behind a large glass sphere that showed the solar system. 

“What’s he doing here?” Amy fretted. 

“Duh,” Dan said. “The fire didn’t work, so he’s here to get us! 
We can’t go out the main exit. He’ll be waiting to jump us as soon 
as we try.” 

Amy looked around nervously for another way out. Then she 
noticed what was on the wall right next to them. Documents. 
Cases full of documents — all yellowing parchment, written in 
spidery handwriting. 

“Franklin’s letters!” she said. “Quick, the black light reader!” 

Dan fumbled in his backpack and brought out the light. They 
held it up to the first letter and shone it through the glass. The 
document seemed to be some kind of request for supplies. It 


started: 


e Sirs, — J wrote lo you lately via New York, which 
TS hope may come to hand. Í have only “ane NOW 


lo desire. you to send me the following Uem, DIZ. 


7 Doz. —Goles Eng. Dictionaries 
3 Doz. — Mathers Young Mans Compann 


7 Liy. — Yon Sotuate 


2 — Quarter Hiag PORCHS Or 3 merica 
A & 


Purple light passed over the paper, but nothing happened. 

“Next!” Amy said. She was sure the man in black was going to 
burst in on them any second. 

“Whoa!” Dan said. 

Amy gripped his arm. “You found it?” 

“No, but look! This whole essay — ‘To the Royal Academy.’ 
He wrote a whole essay on farts!” Dan grinned with delight. “He’s 
proposing a scientific study of different fart smells. You’re right, 
Amy. This guy was a genius!” 

“Dan, you’re such a dweeb! Keep searching!” 

They scanned four more documents written by Franklin. 
Nothing showed up. Then, on the fifth one, Dan said, “Here!” 

Thankfully, it wasn’t another fart essay. The letter was 
something Franklin had written in Paris in 1785 to someone 
named Jay. Amy didn’t know what it was about. She didn’t have 
time to read it. But glowing yellow in the black light beam were 
lines between the lines — a secret message in the handwriting of 


Benjamin Franklin: 


Joon must S leave 
Shis place of wonder 
But JI leave behind 


What hath driven MY clan asunder 


Below, drawn by hand, was a crest with two snakes coiled 
around a sword. 

Amy gasped. “That’s one of the crests from Grace’s library— 
the one with the L. Franklin must’ve been a Lucian!” 

“So this is the second clue?” Dan asked. “Or a clue to the 
clue?” 

A camera clicked. “Either way,” a girl’s voice said. “Nice job.” 

Amy turned and found herself surrounded by the Starlings. 
They wore identical preppy clothes as usual — khakis, button- 
downs, and loafers. Sinead’s auburn hair was tied back in a 
ponytail. Her brothers, Ted and Ned, stood on either side of her, 
smiling in an unfriendly way. Sinead was holding her cell phone, 
which she’d obviously just used to take a photo of their clue. 

“You lost us pretty well on the highway,” Sinead admitted. 
“Fortunately, there were only so many Franklin sites you could’ve 
been heading to. Thanks for the clue.” 

She snatched the black light reader away from Dan. “Now, 
listen close. You brats are going to stay in the museum for half an 
hour. Give us a head start or we’ll be forced to tie you up. If you 
leave early, I promise Ted and Ned will find out about it. And 
they won’t be happy.” 

Her two brothers grinned evilly. 


Sinead turned to leave, but Amy blurted out, “W-w-wait!” 


Sinead raised an eyebrow. 

“Th-there’s a man ...” Amy tried to say more, but the Starlings 
were all glaring at her. She felt like she’d been submerged in ice 
water. 

“What man?” Sinead asked. 

“He’s been watching us!” Dan said. “Following us! It isn’t safe 
to go out the main entrance.” 

Sinead smiled. “You’re concerned for our safety? That’s very 
cute, Dan, but the thing is” — Sinead leaned in and poked him in 
the stomach with every word — “I DON’T BELIEVE YOU.” 

Sinead and her brothers laughed, then turned and jogged 
toward the main exit. 

Before Amy could even think what to do, a low horrible hum 
shook the floor. And then: BOOOM! 

Glass display cases shattered. The whole building shuddered. 
Amy was thrown against Dan and they crumpled to the floor. 

When she sat up, her vision was fuzzy. She wasn’t sure how 
long she stayed there, dazed. She staggered to her feet and tugged 
on Dan’s arm. 

“Get up!” she said, but she couldn’t hear her own voice. 

“What?” he mouthed. 

She hauled him to his feet. Together they ran toward the exit. 
Smoke and dust filled the air. Emergency lights flashed from the 
fire alarms. A pile of rubble blocked the exit from the Franklin 
Gallery, as if part of the ceiling had collapsed. On the floor near 
Amy’s feet lay the shattered black light reader and Sinead’s cell 
phone. 


And there was no sign of the Starlings at all. 


CHARTERIS 


Dan decided that explosions were cool, but not if you were in 
one. 

The whole way to Independence Hall, Amy cradled Saladin’s 
cat carrier like it was her life preserver. Nellie yelled at them for 
being so reckless. Dan’s hearing was so messed up she sounded 
like she was talking from the bottom of a fish tank. 

“T can’t believe this!” Nellie said. “A real bomb? I thought you 
were joking!” 

Amy wiped her eyes. “The Starlings ... they just—” 

“Maybe they’re okay,” Dan said, but it sounded lame even to 
him. They hadn’t stuck around for the police to arrive. They’d 
been so freaked out they’d simply fled, so Dan had no idea what 
had happened to the triplets. He didn’t figure it was a good sign 
that they’d found Sinead’s phone next to a whole section of 
collapsed roof. 

Nellie yanked the wheel and they turned onto Sixth Street. 
“You guys, this is serious. Somebody tried to kill you. I can’t 
babysit you if—” 

“Au pair us,” Dan corrected. 


“__ whatever!” 


She pulled the car in front of Independence Hall. The sun was 
going down, and in the evening light, the place looked exactly 
like it did in school videos — a two-story brick building with a 
big white clock tower, surrounded by trees and flower beds. A 
statue of some Revolutionary dude stood out front. The hall 
didn’t look all that impressive compared to the huge modern 
buildings around it, but back in the day, Dan guessed it was 
probably the biggest place in town. He could imagine Franklin 
and all his friends with powdered wigs and three-cornered hats 
gathering on the steps to talk about the Declaration of 
Independence, or the Constitution, or maybe Ben’s latest proposal 
for studying farts. The whole scene made Dan think of American 
history tests, which were almost as scary as exploding museums. 

“Look, guys,” Nellie said. “The deal’s off. Whatever you’ve 
gotten yourselves into — this is way too dangerous for a couple 
of kids. Pm going to take you back to your aunt.” 

“No!” Dan said. “Nellie, you can’t. She’Il—” 

He stopped himself, but Nellie’s blue-glitter-shaded eyes 
narrowed. “She’ll what?” 

Dan glanced at Amy, hoping for help, but she was still in 
shock, just staring out the window. 

“Nothing,” Dan said. “Nellie, this is important. Please. Just 
wait for us.” 

Nellie fumed. “I’ve got, like, six more songs on my playlist, 
okay? If you’re not back in the car when the last song is over, and 
ready to explain things to me honestly, I am so calling Beatrice.” 

“You got it!” Dan promised. He tried to push Amy out of the 
car, but she must’ve still been in shock, because she held on to 


Saladin’s cat carrier. 


“What are you doing?” Dan asked. “Leave him here.” 

“No.” Amy fumbled to cover the carrier with a blanket. “We 
need to take him.” 

Dan didn’t know why, but he decided not to argue. They 
hurried along the sidewalk. They were halfway up the steps of 
Independence Hall when Dan realized the place was closed for 
the night. “How do we get in?” 

“Children!” a voice called. “Over here!” 

William McIntyre was leaning against the building, half 
hidden behind a rosebush. Amy ran over and gave the old lawyer 
a hug, which seemed to embarrass him. He had a bandage on his 
left hand and a cut below his right eye, but other than that he 
looked pretty good for a guy who’d just gotten out of the hospital. 

“Tm glad you’re safe,” he said. “I heard about the Franklin 
Institute on the news. I assume you were there?” 

“It was horrible,” Amy said. She told him everything — from 
the secret library in Grace’s mansion right up to the man in black 
in the museum and the Starling triplets going ka-boom. 

Mr. McIntyre frowned. “I called Jefferson University Hospital. 
The Starlings will survive, but they’re in bad shape. They’ll be 
recovering for months, which puts them out of the race 
permanently, I fear.” 

“It was the man in black,” Dan said. “He set that trap for us.” 

Mr. Mclntyre’s eye twitched. He took off his spectacles and 
polished them with his tie, his nose casting a shadow across the 
side of his face. “This explosion ... from your description, I’d say 
it was a sonic detonator. Very sophisticated, designed to stun and 
cause only localized damage. Someone knew what they were 


doing.” 


“How do you know so much about explosives?” Dan asked. 

The old man focused on him, and Dan got the sudden feeling 
he hadn’t always been a lawyer. He’d seen things in his life — 
dangerous things. “Dan, you must be careful. This explosion was 
almost the end of the race for you. I had hoped to stay out of the 
competition. I must not be seen as partial to any one team. But 
when your grandmother’s mansion burned down ... well, I 
realized just how much of a predicament I’d put you in.” 

“That’s why you sent us the black light reader?” 

Mr. McIntyre nodded. “I’m concerned by how much the other 
teams are targeting you. They seem determined to put you out of 
commission.” 

“But they failed!” Dan said. “We got the second clue. Nobody 
else has it, right?” 

“Dan, what you found is merely a lead to the second clue. 
Make no mistake, it is a good lead, and I’m glad the black light 
reader was useful. But it is by no means the only lead. Other 
teams may find different paths toward the next clue. Or, if they 
believe you have useful information, they can simply follow you, 
as the Starlings tried to do, and take the information from you.” 

Dan felt like kicking the wall. Every time they got a break, 
something bad happened, or it turned out they weren’t nearly as 
close to the next clue as he’d thought. “So how do we know when 
we find the actual second clue? Is it going to have a big sign on it 
— CLUE TWO?” 

“You will know,” Mr. McIntyre said. “It will be more ... 
substantial. An essential piece of the puzzle.” 

“Great,” Dan grumbled. “That clears it up.” 

“What if Nellie’s right?” Amy’s voice quavered. “What if this is 


too dangerous for a couple of kids?” 

“Don’t say that!” Dan cried. 

Amy turned to him. Her eyes reminded him of broken glass. 
They had that shimmering, kind of fragile look. “Dan, we almost 
died. The Starlings are in the hospital, and it’s only the second 
day of the contest. How can we keep up like this?” 

His throat felt dry. Amy had a point. But could they just walk 
away? He imagined going to Beatrice and apologizing. He could 
reclaim his collection, go back to school, have a normal life 
where people weren’t trying to trap him in fires or blow him up 
every few hours. 

Mr. McIntyre must’ve seen what he was thinking because the 
old man’s face paled. “Children, no. You mustn’t consider it.” 


“We — we're just kids,” Amy stammered. “You can’t expect us 
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“My dear, it’s too late!” For a moment, Mr. McIntyre sounded 
really panicked ... terrified that they’d back out. Dan didn’t 
understand why. Then the old man took a deep breath. He 
seemed to collect his nerves. “Children, you can’t go back. Your 
Aunt Beatrice was furious when you disappeared. She’s talking of 
hiring a detective to find you.” 

“She doesn’t even care about us!” Dan said. 

“Be that as it may, until she officially turns you over to Social 
Services, she will get in legal trouble if anything happens to you. 
If you return to Boston, you'll be sent to foster homes. The two of 
you may not even be put together. There’s no returning to your 
old life now.” 

“Couldn’t you help us?” Amy asked. “I mean, you’re a 


lawyer.” 


“Tm helping too much already. Occasional information is all I 
can give.” 

Dan’s ears pricked up. “Information like what?” 

Mr. McIntyre lowered his voice. “One of your competitors, 
Jonah Wizard, is preparing for an overseas journey. I fear you 
will run into him quite soon. He and his father made first class 
reservations in New York this morning.” 

“Where are they going?” Dan asked. 

“If you think about the information you found, I think you'll 
know.” 

“Yes,” Amy said. “I do. And we’re going to get there first.” 

Dan didn’t know what she was talking about, but he was glad 
to see her looking angry again. It was no fun giving Amy a hard 
time when she was crying. 

Mr. McIntyre breathed a sigh of relief. “So you'll carry on. You 
wort give up?” 

Amy looked at Dan, and they came to a silent agreement. 

“We'll keep going for now,” Amy said. “But, Mr. McIntyre, 
why are you really helping us? Yow’re not helping any of the 
other teams, are you?” 

The old lawyer hesitated. “In the Franklin Institute, you said 
you warned the Starlings they were in danger.” 

“Of course we did,” Amy said. 

“They wouldn’t have done the same for you.” 

“Maybe, but it seemed like the right thing.” 

“Interesting ...” He glanced toward the street. “I can say no 
more. I must—” 

“Please,” Amy said. “One more favor.” She uncovered 


Saladin’s cat carrier, and suddenly Dan realized why she’d 


brought it. 

“Amy, no!” 

“Dan, we have to,” she said. “It isn’t safe for him.” 

He was about to argue, but something stopped him. He 
thought about dragging the poor cat up that air vent in the fire, 
then making him sit through the train ride stuffed in a cat carrier. 
What if Saladin had been in the museum explosion with them? If 
the little dude got hurt, Dan would never forgive himself. “All 
right,” he sighed. 

“Is that Madame Grace’s cat?” Mr. McIntyre scowled. “How 
did you—” 

“He escaped the fire with us,” Amy said. “We were hoping to 
keep him, but ... we can’t where we’re going. It wouldn’t be fair 
to drag him along. Could you keep him for us?” 

“Mrrp.” Saladin gave Dan a look like You can’t be serious. 

Mr. McIntyre had pretty much the same expression. “I don’t 
know, my dear. I am not, well, an animal person. I had a dog 
once, Oliver, but—” 

“Please,” Amy said. “He was our grandmother’s. I need to 
know he’s safe.” 

The old lawyer looked like he wanted to run, but he took a 
deep breath. “Very well. For a little while.” 

“Thank you!” Amy handed him the carrier. “He only eats fresh 
fish. Red snapper is his favorite.” 

Mr. McIntyre blinked. “Red snapper? Ah, well ... PI see what 
I can do.” 

“Mrrp,” Saladin said, which probably meant something like I 
can’t believe you’re leaving me with an old guy who doesn’t know I 


like red snapper. 


“Children, you should go,” Mr. McIntyre said. “Your 
babysitter is getting impatient. Just remember what I said before. 
Trust no one!” 

And with that, William McIntyre retreated down the street, 
holding Saladin’s cat carrier out to one side like it was a box of 


radioactive material. 


As they walked back to the car, Amy said, “We’re going to Paris.” 

Dan was thinking about Saladin, and his ears were still ringing 
from the museum explosion, so he wasn’t sure he’d heard her 
right. “Did you say Paris ... like in France?” 

Amy brought out Sinead Starling’s cell phone. The photo of 
the Benjamin Franklin letter was still on the screen — the secret 
message a fuzzy yellow scrawl in purple light. 

“When Franklin was really old,” Amy said, “he was the 
American ambassador in Paris. He was working on a peace treaty 
to end the Revolutionary War. He had a house in a place called 
Passy, and all the French thought he was like a rock star.” 

“They treat fat old guys like rock stars in France?” 

“T told you, Franklin was world famous. He was into 
philosophy and he liked parties and all sorts of ... French stuff. 
Anyway, the secret message said he was leaving Paris, right? The 
letter was dated 1785. I’m pretty sure that’s the year he came 
back to America. So he was leaving something behind in Paris.” 

“Something that broke up his clan,” Dan said. “That’s what 
asunder means, right? You think he was talking about the 
branches of the Cahills?” 


“It’s possible.” Amy twisted her hair. “Dan, what I said earlier 


... [don’t really want to give up. I’m just scared.” 

Dan nodded. He didn’t want to admit it, but the man in black 
and the explosion had kind of freaked him out, too. “It’s okay. We 
have to keep going, right?” 

“We don’t have a choice,” Amy agreed. 

Before they reached the curb, the door of the Toyota flew 
open. Nellie marched over to them, one earbud still dangling 
from her ear. She held up her cell phone like she was going to 
throw it at them. 

“Guess what?” she said. “I just got a voice mail from Social 
Services in Boston!” 

Amy gasped. “What did you tell them?” 

“Nothing yet. Pm waiting for your big amazing explanation!” 

“Nellie, please,” Dan said. “We need your help.” 

“They’re looking for you!” Nellie shrieked. “Your aunt doesn’t 
even know where you are, does she? Do you know how much 
trouble I could get in?” 

“Throw away your phone,” Dan suggested. 

“What?” She sounded like he’d just told her to burn money — 
which of course Amy had already done that week. 

“Pretend you didn’t get the message,” he pleaded, “just for a 
few days. Please, Nellie, we need to get to Paris and we’ve got to 
have an adult.” 

“If you think for one minute I would — Did you say Paris?” 

Dan saw his chance. He put on a sad face and sighed. “Yeah, 
we were going to buy you a ticket to Paris, plus your pay, and a 
free hotel room and gourmet meals and everything. But, oh, well 
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“Nellie, it’s just for a couple more days,” Amy said. “Please! 


We weren’t lying about the scavenger hunt. It’s really important 
to our family and we promise we’ll be careful! Once we’re done 
in Paris, you can do whatever you think is best. We’ll swear that 
it wasn’t your fault. But if we go back to Boston now, they’ll take 
us away to a foster home. We'll fail the scavenger hunt. We might 
even be in more danger!” 

“And you won’t see Paris,” Dan added. 

He wasn’t sure which argument was most effective, but Nellie 
slipped her phone into her pocket. She knelt so she was looking 
them in the eyes. 

“One more trip,” she said. “But this could get me in huge 
trouble, guys. I want your promise: Paris, and then we get you 
home. Deal?” 

Dan was thinking that they had no home to return to, but he 
crossed his fingers behind his back and said, “Deal.” 

“Deal,” Amy agreed. 

“Tm going to regret this,” Nellie muttered. “But I might as 
well regret it in Paris.” 

She marched back to the car and got in the driver’s side. 

Dan looked at his sister. “Um ... about money. I figure we’ve 
got enough for three one-way tickets. 

We can get to Paris and have enough left for hotels and food 
and stuff for maybe a week. But I don’t know if we’ll have enough 
to get back. If Nellie finds out—” 

“Let’s worry about that when we get there,” Amy said. And 
she ran to the car, already taking her passport out of her back 


pocket. 


CHARTE RITO 


Alistair Oh was just leaving customs when his enemies ambushed 
him. 

“Bonjour, Uncle.” Ian Kabra appeared on his right. “Have a 
good flight?” 

Alistair turned to the left but Natalie Kabra cut off his escape. 

“I wouldn’t try to get away, Uncle Alistair,” she said sweetly. 
“It’s amazing how many weapons I can carry through an airport.” 

She held up a china doll in a blue satin dress. Natalie was too 
old to be carrying something like that, but no doubt she could 
charm the security guards into thinking otherwise. 

“What is that?” Alistair asked, trying to stay calm. “A gun? A 
bomb?” 

Natalie smiled. “I hope you don’t have to find out. It would be 
quite messy.” 

“Keep walking, Uncle.” Ian put as much sarcasm into the word 
as possible. “We don’t want to arouse suspicion.” 

They strode through the terminal. Alistair’s heart pounded. He 
could feel the Poor Richard’s Almanack in his jacket pocket, 
slapping against his chest with every step. 


“So,” Alistair said. “When did you get in?” 


“Oh, we took our own jet,” Ian said. “We use a private airstrip 
where the security is much more ... relaxed. We just thought 
we’d come welcome you!” 

“How nice,” Alistair said. “But I don’t have anything you 
want.” 

“That’s not what we’ve heard,” Natalie said. “Hand over the 
book.” 

Alistair’s throat went dry. “How ... how could you possibly 
know—” 

“News travels fast,” Natalie said. “We have informants—” 

“Natalie,” Ian snapped. “Pll do the talking, thank you very 
much. You hold the doll.” 

She scowled, which made her face not nearly as pretty. “I can 
talk if I want to, Ian! Mother and Father said—” 

“Blast what they said! I’m in charge!” 

Natalie looked ready to yell back at him, but she swallowed 
her rage. Alistair didn’t like the tight grip she was keeping on her 
doll. He imagined the thing must have a trigger somewhere, and 
he didn’t want to find out what it did. 

“Surely you don’t want another war between our branches,” 
Alistair said, trying to sound diplomatic. “One phone call and I 
can mobilize help from Tokyo to Rio de Janeiro.” 

“As can we,” Ian said. “And lve read my family history, 
Alistair. The last time our branches fought, it didn’t go very well 
for your lot, did it?” 

Alistair kept walking, thinking hard. A gendarme was standing 
by a security checkpoint up ahead — about twenty meters. If 
Alistair could create a distraction ... 


“The 1908 explosion in Siberia,” he said to Ian. “Yes, that was 


impressive. But we have more at stake this time.” 

“Exactly,” Ian agreed. “So hand over the book, old man, 
before we have to hurt you.” 

Natalie laughed. “If you could hear yourself, Ian. Honestly.” 

Her brother frowned. “Excuse me?” 

Five meters to the gendarme, Alistair thought. Stay calm. 

“Oh, nothing,” Natalie told her brother airily. “Just that 
you're a terrible bore. Without me, you couldn’t even frighten 
this pathetic old man.” 

Ian’s expression hardened. “I most certainly could, you useless 
little—” 

Natalie stepped in front of Alistair, intent on confronting her 
brother, and Alistair saw his chance. He stepped backwards, then 
sideways, and before the Kabras could regroup, Alistair was 
standing next to the gendarme, talking as loudly as he could in 
French. 

“Merci, niece and nephew!” he shouted at the Kabras. “But 
your parents will be worried. Run along now, and tell them I’ll be 
out in a few moments. I have some questions for this officer. I 
may have forgotten to declare my fresh fruits in customs!” 

“Fresh fruits?” the officer said. “Sir, that’s very important. 
Come with me, please!” 

Alistair shrugged apologetically to the Kabras. “You must 
excuse me.” 

Ian’s eyes were so angry they looked like they might catch 
fire, but he managed a stiff smile. “Of course, Uncle. Don’t worry. 
We will definitely catch you later. Come, Natalie.” He said her 
name through clenched teeth. “We have to talk.” 


“Ow!” She yelped as he gripped her arm, but he herded her 


down the hallway and out of sight. 

Alistair sighed with relief. He followed the gendarme 
gratefully back to customs, where after twenty minutes of 
questions and searching bags, Alistair realized — quelle surprise! 
— he did not have any fresh fruit in his luggage after all. He 
pretended to be a confused old man, and the irritated customs 
official let him go. 

Back in the terminal, Alistair allowed himself a smile. Ian and 
Natalie Kabra may have been deadly opponents, but they were 
still children. Alistair would never let himself be outfoxed by 
youngsters like them — not when his own future and the future 
of his branch were at stake. 

He patted the Poor Richard’s Almanack, still safe in his jacket 
pocket. Alistair doubted any other team knew more about the 
thirty-nine clues than he did. After all, he’d been spying on Grace 
for years, learning her purpose. There was still a lot he didn’t 
understand — secrets he hoped Grace had given to her 
grandchildren. But soon he would find out. 

He was off to an excellent start. He now understood the true 
meaning of the first clue: Richard S—’s RESOLUTION. He had to 
chuckle about that. Even Amy and Dan had failed to see what it 
really meant. 

He made his way through the terminal, keeping his eyes open 
for the Kabras, but they seemed to have vanished. He got outside 
and was dragging his bags toward the taxi stand when a purple 
van pulled up to the curb. 

The side door rolled open. A cheerful male voice said, “Hey, 
there!” 


The last thing Alistair Oh saw was a large fist hurtling toward 


his face. 


i 


After getting through customs at Charles de Gaulle Airport, Amy 
felt like she’d just lost a fight with a tornado. 

She’d endured eight hours on the plane, wedged between Dan 
and Nellie, who both kept their headphone volume too loud. Dan 
watched movies. Nellie listened to music and flipped through 
French cookbooks with full-color pictures of snails and goose 
livers. Meanwhile, Amy tried to make herself small and read her 
own books. She’d picked up six new ones in Philadelphia, but 
she’d only managed to finish one Benjamin Franklin biography 
and two Paris guidebooks. For her, that was terrible. Every 
muscle in her body ached. Her hair was a rat’s nest. Her clothes 
smelled like airplane lasagna, which Dan had spilled on her mid- 
flight. Worst of all, she hadn’t gotten any sleep, because the more 
she read, the more an idea had started to form in her head about 
Franklin and Paris — and the idea scared her. 

In the customs line, she was sure she was going to lose it 
when the official asked about her parents, but she muttered the 
lie Dan and she had rehearsed—that their parents were coming 
over on a later flight. Nellie’s presence seemed to reassure the 


official, especially when Nellie started answering his questions in 


French. The official nodded, stamped their passports, and let 
them through. 

“Nellie!” Dan said. “You speak French?” 

“Duh. My mom taught French. She was, like, French.” 

“T thought your family was from Mexico City.” 

“That’s my dad. I grew up trilingual.” 

“That’s amazing,” Amy said. She was really jealous. She 
wished she knew other languages, but she was hopeless at 
learning them. She couldn’t even remember the colors and 
numbers from kindergarten Spanish. 

“It’s no big deal,” Nellie assured them. “Once you know two 
languages, learning three or four or five is easy.” 

Amy wasn’t sure if she was serious, but they kept going 
through customs. They reclaimed their bags, changed their 
dollars into euros at a kiosk, and straggled onto the main 
concourse. 

Amy felt completely lost with all the French signs. Morning 
light slanted through the windows, though it felt like midnight to 
her. Down the hall, a crowd was gathering. People were flashing 
cameras and shouting questions at somebody Amy couldn’t see. 

“Oh, paparazzi!” Nellie said. “Maybe it’s, like, Kanye West!” 

“Wait!” Amy said, but Nellie wasn’t going to be discouraged. 
They pushed through the crowd with a lot of excusez-mois. As 
they got closer, Amy stopped in her tracks. “Jonah Wizard.” 

He was wading through the mob, signing autographs, while 
his dad trailed behind like a bodyguard. Jonah wore baggy jeans, 
a black leather jacket over a white tank top, and his standard half 
ton of silver jewelry. He looked fresh and well-rested, like his 
flight had been a lot better than Amy’s. 


“Le Wizard!” The reporters peppered him with questions. To 
Amy’s surprise, Jonah answered them in French. 

There were so many people Amy wanted to melt into the 
walls, but Jonah looked relaxed. He gave the crowd a brilliant 
smile and said something that made them laugh, then scanned 
the faces and locked eyes with Amy. 

“Yo!” he called. “My peeps!” 

Amy was mortified. Jonah started pushing his way toward 
them and the whole crowd turned to figure out who he was 
talking to. 

“Oh, no way,” Nellie said. “You know Jonah Wizard?” 

“We’re related to him,” Dan grumbled. “Distantly.” 

Nellie looked like she was going to faint. Suddenly, Jonah was 
right in front of them, shaking Amy’s hand and patting Dan on 
the back and signing Nellie’s T-shirt, and the cameras started 
taking pictures of them. 

Don’t look at me! Amy wanted to scream. I’m covered with 
lasagna! Her voice didn’t work. She tried to back away but her 
legs were frozen. 

“Jonah!” his father said. “We should get going.” 

“Yeah, sure.” Jonah winked at Amy. “Come with, cuz. We got 
stuff to talk about.” 

Jonah’s dad started to protest, but Jonah put his arm around 
Amy and steered her through the terminal, with Dan and Nellie 
and a mob of frantic paparazzi behind them, flashing pictures. 
Amy was sure she would die from embarrassment any second, but 
somehow they made it outside. The day was warm and overcast. 
Storm clouds were gathering on the horizon. A black limousine 


waited at the curb. 


“We — we shouldn’t,” Amy started to protest. She 
remembered Mr. MclIntyre’s warning: Trust no one. 

“Are you kidding?” Nellie said. “A limo ride with Jonah 
Wizard? Come on!” She practically dove into the limo. A few 
minutes later, they were gliding down l’autoroute de l’est toward 


the heart of Paris. 


“Man, I love this town,” Jonah said. 

His limo had facing backseats. Jonah and his dad sat on one 
side. Amy, Dan, and Nellie sat on the other. Jonah’s dad typed 
notes on his BlackBerry, every once in a while looking up and 
scowling at Amy, like he couldn’t believe she was still there. 

Outside, rows of gold stone buildings glided by, their windows 
overflowing with flower boxes. The cafés were crowded with 
people, all the chairs facing the street like they were waiting for a 
parade. The air smelled like coffee and baked bread. The cloudy 
skies gave everything a weird light—as if the city weren’t quite 
real. 

“You know my TV ratings here are even better than in the 
States?” Jonah said. 

“Eighteen points higher,” his dad piped in. 

“And my new album, Gangsta Life, is number three on the 
French charts.” 

“Number two,” his dad said. “And climbing.” 

“Oh, wow, I love your album!” Nellie said. 

“Thanks,” Jonah said. “Now shut up.” 

Nellie looked like she’d been slapped. 


“Hey!” Dan cried. “That’s not cool!” 


“What?” Jonah said. “She’s not a Cahill. Pm not talking to 
her.” 

Amy was so shocked she couldn’t respond, but Jonah just kept 
right on bragging. 

“Like I was saying, I own this town. My art gallery opened last 
week on Rue de la Paix. My watercolors are selling for six 
thousand euros a piece. I’ve even got a children’s book coming 
out.” 

His dad whipped out a copy and showed them. 
Dan squinted as he read the cover. “Le ... LEUL Gangsta Livre 
Instantané?” 

“That means ‘little gangster pop-up book,” Jonah’s dad said 
proudly. 

Jonah spread his hands. “See what I mean? I’m more popular 
than”— he smiled slyly—“Benjamin Franklin.” 

Something inside Amy snapped. She’d spent several hours 
reading about Benjamin Franklin, and she was more convinced 
than ever that he was the most amazing person who ever lived. 
To think she might be related to him made her so proud. Now to 
hear this conceited TV star jerk compare himself ... she was so 
angry she forgot to be shy. “B-Benjamin Franklin was way more 
important than you, Jonah! He was the most famous American to 
ever visit Paris. When he came here, people wore his picture on 
necklaces—” 

“Like this?” Jonah pulled out a Jonah Wizard commemorative 
photo necklace. 

“And ... and they wore clothes like his!” 

“Uh-huh. The Jonah Wizard fashion line is doing great on the 
Champs-Elysées.” 


Amy gritted her teeth. “King Louis XVI even put Franklin’s 
picture on a chamber pot!” 

Jonah looked at his dad. “Do we have souvenir chamber 
pots?” 

“No.” His dad whipped out his phone. “Pll make the call.” 

Jonah nodded. “So you see, guys, I am the biggest thing since 
Franklin, which is why I’m the natural person to find his secrets.” 

“If your head was any bigger,” Dan muttered, “we could use it 
as a hot air balloon.” 

Jonah ignored him. “Look, Amy, you’re a smart girl. You 
know the family’s got branches, right? Good Cahills. Bad Cahills. 
P'm—” 

“Jonah!” His father covered his phone with his hand. “I 
thought we discussed—” 

“Dad, chill. All Pm saying: I use my talents to create art. 
Whatever this final treasure is? IIl use it to bring more beauty to 
the world! I’m not like those Lucians, man. They’re vicious!” 

Amy’s mind was racing. “But ... Benjamin Franklin was a 
Lucian. We saw the snake crest—” 

“Okay, so occasionally a Lucian did something right.” Jonah 
waved his hand dismissively. “But today I’m the good guy. You 
gotta see that, Amy.” 

Dan snorted. “Because you make gangster pop-up books?” 

“Exactly! Look, you think it was easy for me growing up rich 
and famous in Beverly Hills?” Jonah paused. “Actually, it was 
easy. The point is I work hard to stay that way. Fame is 
something you gotta keep building, baby. Am I right, dad?” 

“Youre right, son!” 


“T already got albums and TV and fashion and books ... so 


where do I go for up? I'll tell you where. I need to win this 
contest. It’s a smart career move! If we work together, IIl cut you 
in for a percentage.” 

“Uncle Alistair offered to help us, too,” Amy grumbled. “That 
didn’t work out.” 

Jonah snorted. “Alistair Oh? That old fool probably told you 
how he invented microwave burritos, huh? Bet he didn’t tell you 
he lost his fortune on bad investments. He’s nearly broke, girl. He 
should’ve taken the million bucks and walked, but he’s got some 
crazy idea the thirty-nine clues are gonna restore his reputation. 
Don’t listen to him. You join me, we can beat everybody. We can 
even show those backstabbers, Ian and Natalie. You gotta be 
careful around here, Amy. Paris is a Lucian stronghold, you 
know. Has been for centuries.” 

“Jonah,” his dad said, “you should not be dealing with these 
people. They have no star power and they’re going to drag down 
your ratings.” 

“Chamber pots, Dad. Pll handle this.” He gave Amy his most 
dazzling smile. “Come on, girl. We both know the next clue is 
about Ben Franklin. We could help each other.” 

What bothered her wasn’t that Jonah was an arrogant jerk. 
What bothered her was that she was tempted by his offer, 
anyway. The idea of showing up Natalie and Ian was hard to 
resist. And she couldn’t help feeling flattered that somebody like 
Jonah Wizard was paying attention to her. Still ... she 
remembered the way he’d talked to Nellie, and how nice he’d 
been to them at the airport, but it had all been an act, like they 
were just stage props for the cameras. 


“Why ... why do you want a deal with us?” she asked 


hesitantly. “What makes us so special?” 

“Nothing!” Jonah laughed. “Isn’t that awesome? You’re part of 
the Cahill clan, but you have no talent at all! Me, if I try to sneak 
into someplace to check out a clue, Pll have the media following 
me, people shooting my picture and asking me for interviews. 

I can’t do anything in secret. You — you’re so unimportant, 
you can go places I can’t. Nobody cares about you.” 

“Thanks a lot,” Dan grumbled. 

“What'd I say?” Jonah looked baffled. “Hey, if it’s money, I 
got plenty of that. I can even throw in a day on the set of Who 
Wants to Be a Gangsta? You can’t do better than that.” 

“No thanks,” Amy and Dan said together. 

“Aw, c’mon. Just think about it, will you? Where’s your hotel? 
Pll drop you off.” 

Amy was about to make something up when she glanced out 
the window. What she saw made her blood turn to ice. It was 


impossible. What was she doing here? And was she really carrying 


“Right here!” she said. “Pull over, please!” 

The driver did. 

Jonah looked out the window and frowned. They were parked 
next to a seedy-looking hotel called the Maison des Gardons. The 
awning was tattered and the doorman looked like a wino. 

“Here, huh?” Jonah said. “Man, you guys like to rough it. Me, 
I’m staying at the Ritz. If you change your mind, you know where 
to find me.” 

Amy dragged Nellie and Dan out of the car. The driver tossed 
out their bags, and the Wizards’ limo glided away. 

“What a creep!” Nellie said. “He isn’t like that on TV!” 


Dan looked up at the Maison des Gardons. “Don’t tell me 
we're actually staying here.” 

“I had to get him to stop the car,” Amy said. “Nellie, get us 
rooms for the night.” 

“Here?” she protested. “But—” 

“It says ‘gardens’ in the title. How bad can it be?” 

“Um, that doesn’t say—” 

“Just do it, please!” Amy felt weird acting so bossy, but she 
didn’t have time to argue. “We’ll meet you back here in ... I don’t 
know, two hours.” 

“Why?” Dan said. “Where are we going?” 

“T just saw an old friend,” Amy said. “Come on!” 

She dragged him across the street, hoping they weren’t too 
late. With relief, she spotted her target. “There!” She pointed. “In 
the red!” 

Half a block down, a woman in a red shawl was walking 
briskly. Something was tucked under her arm — something thin, 
square, red, and white. 

Dan’s eyes widened. “Isn’t that—” 

“Trina Spasky,” Amy said. “And she’s got our Poor Richard’s 


Almanack. Follow that Russian!” 


CHARTER 


Dan was tempted to stop about twenty times as they trailed Irina 
Spasky down the Rue de Rivoli. (He wondered if that meant “the 
Street of Ravioli,” but he decided Amy would laugh at him if he 
asked.) A few times he wanted to check stuff out — like the cool 
glass pyramid at the Louvre and the street performers who were 
juggling fire outside the Tuileries garden. There was also a 
vendor selling crème glacée, and Dan was pretty sure that meant 
ice cream. Mostly, though, he wanted to stop because his feet 
hurt. 

“Is she ever going to take a break?” he complained. 

Amy didn’t seem to be getting tired at all. “Does it seem odd 
to you that we happened to find Irina Spasky out of ten million 
people in Paris?” 

“Maybe the other 9.99 million aren’t wearing bright red 
scarves!” 

“She was walking down a major street, like she wanted to be 
spotted.” 

“You think it’s a trap?” Dan asked. “How could she know we’d 
find her? And she hasn’t looked back once. She doesn’t know 


we’re here.” 


But as he said that, Dan remembered television shows he’d 
seen about spies — how they could tail somebody without ever 
being seen, or appear “accidentally” in a victim’s line of sight and 
lure them into a trap. Could Irina have been waiting for them at 
the airport? Could she have seen them get in the limo with Jonah 
and somehow gotten ahead of them? 

“Look,” Amy said, “she’s turning!” 

Irina crossed the avenue and disappeared down a flight of 
steps. 

“The Métro,” Amy said. “She’s taking the subway.” 

They lost time figuring out how to use euro coins in the 
machines to get tickets, but when they got down the steps Irina 
was still there — standing on one of the platforms with the 
tattered almanac tucked under her arm. The train was just 
arriving. Dan was sure Irina was going to try one of those last- 
minute switches, so they waited until the train’s doors were 
closing, but Irina stayed on board. Amy and Dan jumped on, too, 
and the train pulled away from the station. 

They changed trains twice in a really short time. Even with 
Irina in a bright red shawl, it was hard to keep up with her. 

“I don’t get it,” Amy said. “Now she’s moving faster, like she’s 
trying to lose us.” 

Dan was daydreaming about créme glacée. The lasagna he’d 
had on the plane was long gone, and his stomach felt like it was 
trying to chew through his shirt. 

Finally, after the third train, Irina exited onto the platform. 
Amy gripped Dan’s arm and pointed to a sign on the station wall. 

“Passy,” she said. 


“So? 99 


“This is the neighborhood where Benjamin Franklin lived.” 


“Well, come on!” Dan said. “Red Riding Hood’s getting away.” 


Passy didn’t seem as crowded as Tuileries. The streets were lined 
with four-story buildings. There were flower shops everywhere, 
like a Mother’s Day explosion — tulips, carnations, roses, 
everything that could possibly make Dan sneeze. In the distance, 
the Eiffel Tower rose against the gray clouds, but Dan was more 
interested in the smell of food. The whole city seemed to be made 
up of outdoor cafés. He could smell chocolate, fresh-baked bread, 
melting cheese — but Dan didn’t have time to get any of it. 

Irina walked like her dress was on fire. They had to jog to 
keep up. Amy tripped over a bucket of flowers and a Parisian 
cursed at her. 

“Sorry!” Amy called back. 

They turned onto a tree-lined street with ancient-looking 
mansions. Halfway up the block, a purple van was parked 
crookedly. It was painted with pictures of balloons and clown 
faces, and the sign read CREME GLACEE. Dan’s spirits lifted. Maybe 
he could just grab a quick triple-scoop of cherry vanilla to go. But 
as they got closer, he saw that the van was shut. The windshield 
was covered from the inside with a silver screen. It was a 
conspiracy, Dan decided. The entire city of Paris was trying to 
starve him. 

At the end of the block, Irina crossed the street and ducked 
inside a wrought-iron gate. She walked up to a large marble 
building that looked like an embassy or something. Dan hid 


behind a gatepost and watched as Irina punched a security code 


and went inside. 
“Look at the gate,” Amy said. 


In the center was a gold-lettered sign that read: 


INSTITUT DE DIPLOMATIE INTERNATIONALE 
A 
| EA | INSTITUTE FOR INTERNATIONAL DIPLOMACY 


E ER 3S At AC AT 





“The Lucian crest!” Dan said. “But what’s an institute for, um, 
whatever that means?” 

“T guess it’s like a school for ambassadors,” Amy said. “But 
don’t you get it? That’s just a cover. You remember what Jonah 
said? Paris is a Lucian stronghold.” 

Dan’s eyes lit up. “This must be their secret base!” 

Amy nodded. “The question is what do we do?” 

“We go in,” Dan said. 

“Right. Without the security code?” 

“5910. I watched her punch it in.” 

Amy stared at him. “How did you — never mind. Let’s go. But 
be careful. They probably have cameras and guard dogs and 
stuff.” 

They squeezed inside the gate and ran up the front steps. Dan 
punched in the code. The door opened easily. No alarms went off. 
No guard dogs barked. 

“Weird,” he muttered. But it was too late for second-guessing. 


They slipped inside the Lucian base. 


The entry hall was bigger than their whole apartment. The floor 


was polished marble and a chandelier hung from the ceiling. A 
set of black doors stood in front of them. On the left, a spiral 
staircase led up to a balcony. 

“Look.” Dan pointed above the doors. A surveillance camera 
was sweeping the room. It was angled away from them, but it 
wouldn’t be for long. 

Then he heard voices from behind the double doors — 
someone coming in their direction. 

“Quick!” He ran for the stairs. Amy looked like she wanted to 
argue, but there was no time. She followed him up. 

Dan’s heart pounded. He’d always thought it would be cool to 
play burglar and sneak into someone’s house, but now that he 
was doing it for real, his hands were sweating. He wondered if 
the French still threw burglars into rat-infested dungeons. He’d 
seen something like that once in a musical Grace took them to. 

They sneaked along a second-floor hallway. 

“I don’t get it,” Dan whispered. “Irina must be a Lucian. 
Benjamin Franklin was a Lucian. Does that mean Franklin was 
one of the bad guys?” 

“Maybe it’s not that simple,” Amy said. “Look.” 

Painted portraits hung along the walls — Napoleon Bonaparte, 
Isaac Newton, Winston Churchill, a few others Dan didn’t 
recognize. 

“More famous Lucians,” Amy guessed. “Not necessarily good 
or bad. But definitely a lot of powerful people.” 

“And we just invaded their house,” Dan said. 

They passed a row of heavy oak doors, all of them closed. One 
was labeled LOGISTIQUE. Another read CARTOGRAPHIE. The last door 


on the right read ARSENAL. 


“Sweet!” 

“Dan, no!” Amy whispered, but she was too late to intercept 
him. Dan opened the arsenal door and slipped inside. 

A little late, he considered that it might not be a good idea to 
enter a room full of weapons if there was already someone in 
there. Fortunately, there wasn’t. The arsenal was about thirty feet 
square and full of amazingly cool stuff: crates of cannonballs, 
racks of knives, swords, canes, shields, and umbrellas. Dan wasn’t 
sure about the umbrellas, but he figured they did something 
besides just stop the rain. 

“We shouldn’t be here!” Amy hissed. 

“Gee, you think?” Dan picked up a shoebox-size wooden crate 
full of glass tubes with copper wires twined around the tops. 
“Hey, it’s one of those Franklin batteries, like in the museum.” 

Amy’s eyebrows furrowed. “What’s it doing in an arsenal?” 

“Don’t know, but I’m collecting it!” Despite Amy’s protests, 
Dan stuffed the battery in his backpack. It fit because the pack 
was pretty much empty. The only other thing he had in there was 
the picture of his parents, wrapped in its plastic sleeve, which 
he’d decided to keep with him for good luck. 

A Styrofoam egg carton caught his eye. He opened it and 
found a single silver orb with little blinking red lights. “This is 
cool, too!” He dropped it into his backpack. 

“Dan, no!” 

“What? They’ve got plenty of other stuff, and we need all the 
help we can get!” 

“It could be dangerous.” 

“I hope so.” He was admiring the shurikens and thinking he 


might take some of those, too, when a door slammed somewhere 


down the hall. 

“Better know what she’s doing,” a man said in English. “If 
she’s wrong —” 

A woman responded in French. Both voices faded down the 
corridor. 

“Come on,” Amy insisted. “Now.” 

They poked their heads out to make sure the hall was clear, 
then sneaked out of the arsenal and deeper into the building. At 
the end of the hallway was another balcony, this one looking 
down on a big circular room. What Dan saw below reminded him 
of a military command center. There were computers along the 
walls, and in the middle of the room was a conference table that 
seemed to be one huge flat screen TV. Irina Spasky was alone, 
leaning over the tabletop. Stacks of papers and folders sat next to 
her. She was punching commands on the tabletop, making images 
zoom or shrink. She was looking at a satellite map of the city. 

Dan didn’t dare speak, but he locked eyes with Amy. 

I want one of those, he told her. 

Amy’s expression said Shut up! 

They crouched behind the balcony rail and watched as Irina 
commanded the map to zoom in on different locations. She 
checked the Poor Richard’s Almanack book, then got out a pad of 
paper and jotted something down. She snatched up the book and 
the pad and hurried out of the room — back toward the main 
entrance. 

“Amy, come on!” Dan straddled the railing. 

“You'll break your legs!” 

“Hang from the edge and just drop. I’ve done it off the roof at 


school a million times. It’s easy.” 


He did. And it was. A second later, they were both at the 
conference table, staring at the image still flickering on the 
screen: a white targeting icon hovering over one particular spot 
in Paris. The address glowed in red letters: 23 Rue des Jardins. 

Dan pointed to a ribbon of blue surrounding the dot. “That’s 
water. Which means that little blob she was targeting must be an 
island.” 

“The fle St-Louis,” Amy said. “It’s on the Seine River right in 
the middle of Paris. Can you memorize that address?” 

“Already done.” Then Dan noticed something else — a 
photograph sitting on top of Irina Spasky’s files. He picked it up 
and felt sick to his stomach. 

“Its him.” Dan showed Amy the photo — an older man with 
gray hair and a black suit, crossing the street. The photo was 
fuzzy, but it must’ve been taken in Paris. Dan could tell from the 
yellow stone buildings and the French signs. “The man in black is 
here.” 

Amy paled. “But why—” 

A voice came from somewhere down the hall: “—J’entends des 
mouvements. Fouillez le bâtiment. ” 

Dan didn’t need to speak French to know that meant trouble. 
He and Amy ran the other direction, down another hallway. 

“Arrêtez!” a man yelled behind them. Immediately, alarms 
started blaring. 

“Oh, great!” Amy said. 

“This way!” Dan turned a corner. He didn’t dare look behind 
them. He could hear their pursuers getting closer—boots 
pounding on the marble floor. 


“Bars!” Amy warned. 


The building’s automatic defenses must have been activated. 
Right in front of them, a set of metal bars was descending from 
the ceiling, cutting off the hallway. 

“Slide into third!” Dan yelled. 

“What?” Amy demanded, glancing back at the security guards. 
Dan ran forward and hit the ground like it was a waterslide, 
slipping under the bars. “Come on!” 

Amy hesitated. The bars were getting lower—three feet off the 
ground, two and a half feet. Behind her, two burly guys in black 
security guard outfits were closing fast, armed with nightsticks. 

“Amy, now!” 

She dropped and started crawling under the bars. Dan pulled 
her through just as the bars clanged against the floor. The 
security guards grabbed at them through the bars, but Dan and 
Amy were already running. 

They found an open door and ducked into a parlor. 

“The window!” Dan said. 

A metal mesh curtain was closing over the glass. It was 
already halfway down. There was no time to think. Dan picked 
up a bust of Napoleon from the coffee table and threw it through 
the glass. CRASH! He could hear the guards in the hallway 
shouting over the wail of alarms. 

Dan kicked the remaining glass shards away. “Go!” he told 
Amy. She crawled through and he followed, pulling his left foot 
out just before the metal curtain clamped against the windowsill. 
They ran through the garden, climbed the iron gates, and raced 
across the street. They ducked behind the purple ice cream van 
and slid to the ground, breathing hard. Dan looked back, but 


there were no signs of pursuit — at least, not yet. 


“Let’s not do that again,” Amy said. 

Dan’s blood was racing. Now that he was out of danger, he 
realized how much fun he’d just had. “I want an arsenal! And one 
of those computer-screen tables. Amy, we need to make our own 
secret headquarters!” 

“Oh, sure,” Amy said, still breathing hard. She pulled some 
change and bills out of her pocket. “Pve got about two hundred 
and fifty-three euros left. You think that’ll buy a secret 
headquarters?” 

Dan’s heart sank. She didn’t have to be so mean about it, but 
she was right. They were burning through their money fast. He 
didn’t have much more than she did. They’d given most of it to 
Nellie for travel expenses, but it still wasn’t much. If they had to 
fly somewhere else after Paris ... He decided not to think about it. 
One thing at a time. 

“Let’s get back to the Metro,” he said. 

“Yes,” Amy said. “Back to Nellie. She’ll be getting worried.” 

Dan shook his head. “No time, sis. 23 Rue de Jardins. We have 
to find out what’s on that island, and we have to get there before 


Irina!” 


CHART EGS 


Meanwhile, inside the ice cream van, the Holts were strangling 
each other. 

Madison was on Hamilton’s back, hitting him over the head 
with a box of Fudgesicles. Their mother, Mary-Todd, was trying 
to pull them apart. Reagan and Arnold, the pit bull, were playing 
tug-of-war with a package of Eskimo Pies. Eisenhower, the weary 
leader of the family, bellowed, “Stop it! Company, FALL IN!” 

Hamilton and Madison separated and snapped to attention, 
dropping the Fudgesicles. Mary-Todd brushed herself off, glared 
at her children, then fell into line. Reagan held the Eskimo Pies in 
present arms stance. Arnold rolled over and played dead. 

“Right!” Eisenhower growled. “I will not have this family 
killing each other over frozen dairy products!” 

Reagan said, “But, Dad—” 

“Silence! I said you’d get ice cream after we finish the mission. 
And we are not finished until I get a report!” 

Madison saluted. “Dad, permission to report!” 

“Go ahead.” 

“The surveillance microphone worked.” 

“Excellent. Did the brats take the book?” 


Madison shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know, sir. But they’re 
going to 23 Rue des Jardins, Ile St-Louis.” 

“If you got the number right this time,” Hamilton griped. 

Madison’s face turned bright red. “That wasn’t my fault!” 

“We drove the rental car into the Seine!” 

“Oh, and you have all the great ideas, Hammy. Like that 
stupid explosion that hit the wrong team in the museum! Or 
burning down Grace’s mansion!” 

“Stop yelling!” Mary-Todd yelled. “Children, we can’t keep 
arguing with each other. It hurts team morale.” 

“Your mother is right,” Eisenhower said. “The fire at the 
mansion and the museum bomb were both bad ideas. We 
should’ve pulverized the Cahill brats in person!” 

Arnold barked excitedly and tried to bite Eisenhower’s nose. 

Reagan knit her eyebrows. She shifted uncomfortably from 
foot to foot. “But, um, Dad ...” 

“Problem, Reagan?” 

“Well, the explosion ... I mean, it could’ve killed them, right?” 

Madison rolled her eyes. “Oh, here we go again! You’re going 
soft, Reagan!” 

Reagan’s face turned bright red. “Am not!” 

“Are too!” 

“Quiet!” Eisenhower bellowed. “Now look, everybody. We’re 
going to have to use some drastic measures to win this contest. I 
can’t have anybody going soft! Understood?” 

He glared at Reagan, who stared glumly at the floor. “Yessir.” 

“We know Dan and Amy were Grace’s favorites,” Eisenhower 
continued. “Old McIntyre is probably giving them inside 


information. Now they’ve beat us inside the Lucian stronghold 


while we were trying to do surveillance, which was also a bad 
idea! Are we going to tolerate any more bad ideas?” 

“No, sir!” the kids shouted. 

“They think we’re not clever,” Eisenhower said. “They think 
all we can do is flex our muscles. Well, they’re about to find out 
we can do more than that!” Eisenhower flexed his muscles. 

“Teamwork!” Mary-Todd cried. “Right, children?” 

“Yessir! Teamwork!” 

“Arff!” Arnold said. 

“Now,” Eisenhower said. “We have to get that book. We’ve 
got to assume those brats have it, or they know what’s in it. We 
need to get to the Ile St-Louis, without driving the ice cream van 
into the river! Who’s with me?” 

The kids and Mary-Todd cheered. Then they remembered the 
ice cream, and the kids went back to strangling each other. 

Eisenhower grunted. He decided he’d let them wrestle for a 
while. Maybe it would build character. 

All his life, people had laughed behind Eisenhower’s back. 
They’d laughed when he flunked out of West Point. They’d 
laughed when he failed the entrance exam for the FBI. They’d 
even laughed the time he was working as a security guard, when 
he’d chased a shoplifter and accidentally Tasered himself in the 
rear end. A simple mistake. Anyone could’ve made it. 

Once he won this contest, he would become the most 
powerful Cahill of all time. No one would ever laugh at him 
again. 

He pounded his fist into the van’s cash register. Those Cahill 
kids were starting to get on his nerves. They were too much like 


their parents, Arthur and Hope. Eisenhower had known them all 


too well. He had an old score to settle with the Cahills. 


Soon, Amy and Dan Cahill would pay. 


CHARTERIA 


Amy was all in favor of rushing to the Île St-Louis, but her 
stomach had other ideas. They passed a boulangerie, which 
must’ve meant bakery judging by the yummy smells, and Dan and 
she exchanged looks. 

“Just one stop,” they said together. 

A few minutes later they were sitting on the quay of the river, 
sharing the best meal they’d ever had. It was only a loaf of bread, 
but Amy had never tasted anything so good. 

“See that?” Amy pointed to the top of a nearby church, where 
a black iron spike rose from the bell tower. “Lightning rod.” 

“Umm,” Dan said with his mouth full. 

“The French were the first ones to test Franklin’s theories 
about lightning rods. A lot of the old buildings still have original 
Franklin models.” 

“Mmm!” Dan said enthusiastically, but Amy wasn’t sure 
whether he liked the story or the bread. 

The sun was going down behind a bulkhead of black clouds. 
Thunder rumbled in the distance, but the Parisians didn’t seem 
too concerned. Joggers and skaters crowded the riverside. A 


sightseeing boat loaded with tourists hummed along on the Seine. 


Amy tried to use the Starlings’ cell phone to call Nellie, but 
the phone was dead. Apparently, it wasn’t set up to get a signal in 
France. 

Her nerves were still buzzing from their raid on the Lucian 
stronghold. Despite all the security, it still seemed like they’d 
gotten in and out pretty easily, and she wasn’t sure why. She also 
didn’t like the stuff Dan had taken — the Franklin battery and 
that weird metal sphere. She knew better than to argue with him 
about it, though. Once he got his hands on something, he hardly 
ever let it go. 

She wondered how Irina Spasky had gotten the book from 
Uncle Alistair, and why she would be interested in the Ile St- 
Louis. It felt like a trap, but it was Amy’s only lead — or at least, 
the only lead she wanted to think about. Her mother’s note in the 
Poor Richard’s Almanack — the Maze of Bones — still gave her 
chills. 

She tried to imagine what her mother or Grace would do in 
her place. They would be braver. They’d see what to do more 
clearly. Her mother had once searched for these same clues. Amy 
was sure of that now. Grace had intended Amy to take up the 
challenge, but what if Amy wasn’t up to it? 

So far she felt like she’d done a terrible job. Every time she’d 
needed to speak up, she failed. The other teams probably thought 
she was a mumbling loser. If it wasn’t for Dan, she would’ve been 
lost. Just thinking about it made a lump form in her throat. 

They finished the bread. Amy knew they needed to get 
moving. She stared at the darkening sky and tried to remember 
details from her Paris guidebooks. “There aren’t any Métro lines 


to Île St-Louis,” she said. “We’ll have to walk.” 


“Let’s do it!” Dan hopped to his feet. 

Amy couldn’t believe how quickly his spirits had rebounded. 
A few minutes ago, he’d been complaining about his feet and his 
heavy backpack. Now, a hunk of bread later, he was as good as 
new. Amy wished she was like that. She felt like lying down and 
sleeping for a century, but she wasn’t going to tell that to Dan. 

It was full dark by the time they got to the Pont Louis- 
Philippe. The old stone bridge was lined with streetlamps that 
glowed against the water. On the opposite side rose a cluster of 
trees and mansions — the Île St-Louis. To the north was a larger 
island, with a huge cathedral lit up yellow in the night. 

“That’s the Île de la Cité over there,” Amy said as they walked 
across, mostly to keep herself calm. “And that’s Notre Dame 
Cathedral.” 

“Cool,” Dan said. “You think we can see the hunchback?” 

“Um ... maybe later.” Amy decided not to tell him that the 
hunchback of Notre Dame was just a character in a book. 
“Anyway, the smaller island we’re going to — the Île St-Louis — 
the tour books hardly said anything about it. Mostly old houses 
and shops and stuff. I don’t know why Irina would be looking 
there.” 

“No Ben Franklin history?” 

Amy shook her head. “It used to be called the Island of the 
Cows, because that’s all that lived there. Then they turned it into 
a neighborhood.” 

“Cows,” Dan said. “Exciting.” 

After the other parts of Paris they’d seen, the Île St-Louis felt 
like a ghost town. The narrow streets were lined with elegant old 


apartments — five stories tall with black gabled roofs. Most of the 


windows were dark. A lot of the shops were closed. Streetlamps 
cast weird shadows through the branches of the trees, making 
monster shapes on the walls. Amy was too old to believe in 
monsters, but the shadows still made her uneasy. 

An elderly couple crossed the street in front of them. Amy 
wondered if it was her imagination, or if the couple really 
glanced at her suspiciously before they disappeared into an 
alleyway. On the next block, a guy in a beret was walking a 
Labrador retriever. He smiled as he passed Amy and Dan, but his 
expression reminded Amy of Ian Kabra — like he knew a secret. 

You're just getting paranoid, she told herself. Or was it possible 
there were other people seeking the clues, people that weren’t 
even part of the seven teams? She glanced at Dan but decided not 
to say anything about this ... not yet. The contest was already 
overwhelming enough. 

After another hundred yards, they found the Rue des Jardins. 
It was narrower than the streets around it, with crumbling stone 
buildings that might’ve stood there for centuries. 

Amy counted the street numbers. She stopped abruptly. “Dan 

.. 23 Rue des Jardins. Are you sure?” 

“Yeah. Why?” 

Amy pointed. There was no building at 23 Rue des Jardins. 
Instead, ringed with a rusty iron fence, was a tiny cemetery. At 
the back stood a marble mausoleum. In front, a dozen weathered 
headstones slanted every direction like crooked teeth. 

The cemetery was sandwiched by tall buildings on either side. 
The one on the right said musée. The one on the left must’ve been 
some kind of shop once, but the windows were painted black and 


the door boarded up. The only light came from the dim orange 


glow of the city sky, which made the place seem even creepier. 

“T don’t like this,” Amy said. “There can’t be any connection to 
Franklin here.” 

“How do you know?” Dan asked. “We haven’t even searched. 
And those tombstones look cool!” 

“No, Dan. You cannot do charcoal rubbings.” 

“Aw ...” He walked through the cemetery gates, and Amy had 
no choice but to follow. 

The tombstones told them nothing. Once upon a time, they 
might’ve had inscriptions, but they’d been worn smooth over the 
centuries. Amy’s pulse was racing. Something wasn’t right. She 
racked her brain, trying to figure out why this place might be 
important to Ben Franklin, but she couldn’t come up with 
anything. 

Cautiously, she approached the mausoleum. She’d always 
hated aboveground burial places. They made her think of 
dollhouses for dead people. 

The iron doors stood open. Amy was hesitant to get close. 
From ten feet away, she couldn’t see anything special inside — 
just old nameplates lining the walls — but a slab of marble lay on 
the ground in front of the doorway. With a start, Amy realized 
the inscription was a lot newer than the rest of the cemetery. It 


looked freshly carved: 


SE TROUVENT ICI 


AMY ET DAN CAHILL 


ILS ONT COLLELEURSNEZDANS ~ 
LES AFFAIRES DES AUTRES 





“Whoa,” Dan said. “Why are our names—” 

“Some kind of message ...” Amy desperately wished she could 
read French. If she ever got back to the hotel, she promised 
herself she would make Nellie give her lessons. 

“Inside, right?” Dan said. 

“No, it’s a trap!” 

But he stepped forward and the ground collapsed. The marble 
slab dropped into nothingness, taking Dan with it. 

“Dan!” 

She ran to the edge of the hole, but the ground hadn’t finished 
crumbling. Stone and dirt gave way like cloth under her feet and 
Amy tumbled into darkness. 

For a second, she was too dazed to think. She coughed, her 
lungs filling with dust. She was sitting on something soft and 
warm... . 

“Dan!” In a panic, she scrambled off him and shook his arms, 


but it was too dark to see. “Dan, please, be alive!” 


“Ugh,” he grunted. 

“Are you okay?” 

“My sister just sat on me with her bony butt. Of course I’m not 
okay.” 

Amy breathed a sigh of relief. If he was being annoying, he 
must be fine. She got up unsteadily, dirt and stones shifting 
beneath her feet. Looking up, she could see the mouth of the 
ragged pit they’d fallen into. They were in some kind of a 
sinkhole. 

“The ground was hollowed out,” she muttered. “The earth 
here is limestone. Lots of caves and tunnels under Paris. I guess 
we fell into one accidentally.” 

“Accidentally?” Dan said. “Irina lured us here on purpose!” 

Amy knew he was probably right, but she didn’t want to think 
about it ... or what might happen next. They had to get out. She 
swept her arms around the edges of their pit, but it was just that 
— a pit. No side tunnels, no exits except for straight up, and 
they’d fallen over ten feet. It was a miracle they hadn’t broken 
any bones. 

Suddenly, a light blinded her from above. “Well, well,” said a 
man’s voice. 

“Arf!” a dog yapped. 

When Amy’s eyes adjusted, she saw five figures in purple 
warm-up suits smiling down at them, and one very excited pit 
bull. 

“The Holts!” Dan said. “It figures. You helped Irina set us up!” 

“Oh, get over it, runt,” Madison called down. “We didn’t set 
up anybody.” 


“Yeah,” Reagan said. “You fell in all by yourselves.” 


She and Madison gave each other high fives and started 
laughing. 

Amy’s hands started to tremble. This was just like her 
nightmares ... stuck in a pit, a crowd of people laughing at her. 
But this was real. 

“So.” Eisenhower Holt called down. “Is this what you brats 
were looking for? Is this the Maze of Bones?” 

Her heart fluttered. “What — what do you mean?” 

“Oh, come on, missy! We know all about the Maze of Bones. 
We read the Almanack. ” 

“You have the book? But, Irina—” 

“Stole it from us,” Eisenhower growled. “After we stole it from 
the Korean dude. So we staked out her headquarters, but you got 
inside before we could launch an assault. Now you’ve got the 
book, and you came here, which means you know something.” 

“But we don’t have the book!” Amy said. “We didn’t even get 
a chance to—” 

“Oh, come on,” Hamilton said. His greased blond hair 
gleamed in the night. “It was right there on page fifty-two — BF: 
Maze of Bones, coordinates in the box. It was your mom’s 
handwriting. Dad recognized it.” 

Amy’s whole body was trembling. She hated it, but she 
couldn’t stop. The Holts had read farther in the book than she 
had. They’d found another message from her mother: Maze of 
Bones, coordinates in the box. She understood the Maze of Bones 
part, at least she feared that she did ... but coordinates in a box? 

“I — I don’t know what it means,” she said. “We don’t have 
the book. But if you let us out of here, maybe I could—” 


“Yeah, right!” Madison sneered. “Like we’d help you!” 


They started laughing again — the entire Holt clan, making 
fun of her. 

“Please, stop,” she whispered. “Don’t ...” 

“Aw, she’s gonna cry.” Hamilton grinned. “Man, you two are 
pathetic. I can’t believe you got past the fire and the bomb.” 

“What?” Dan yelled. “You burned Grace’s mansion? You set off 
that bomb in the museum?” 

“To slow you down,” Eisenhower admitted. “We should’ve 
beaten you up in person. Sorry about that.” 

Dan threw a rock, but it sailed harmlessly between Reagan’s 
legs. “You morons! Get us OUT of here!” 

Reagan frowned, but Madison and Hamilton started yelling 
back at Dan. Arnold barked. Amy knew this was getting them 
nowhere. They had to convince the Holts to let them out, but she 
couldn’t make her voice work. She wanted to curl into a ball and 
hide. 

Then the ground shook. There was a rumbling sound like a 
large engine. The Holts turned toward the street and looked 
astonished by whatever they saw. 

“You — little — tricksters!” Eisenhower glared down at them. 
“This was an ambush, wasn’t it?” 

“What are you talking about?” Dan asked. 

“A truck is blocking the gates!” Mary-Todd said. “A cement 
truck.” 

“Dad, look,” Reagan said nervously. “They’ve got shovels.” 

Amy’s danger sense started tingling. Dan turned toward her, 
and she could tell he was thinking the same thing. 

“They’re going to fill the hole,” Dan said. “Aren’t they?” 

She nodded weakly. 


“Mr. Holt!” Dan started jumping like Arnold the dog, but he 
couldn’t reach the top of the pit. 

“Come on, you’ve got to get us out! We’ll help you!” 

Mr. Holt snorted. “You led us into this! Besides, you runts 
can’t fight.” 

“Dad,” Reagan said. “Maybe we should—” 

“Shut up, sis,” Hamilton growled. “We can handle this!” 

“Reagan!” Dan yelled. “Come on! Tell them to let us out.” 

Reagan just knit her eyebrows and stared at the ground. 

Dan looked at Amy desperately. “You gotta do something. Tell 
them you can figure out the book!” 

But the words wouldn’t come. Amy felt like she was already 
being covered in cement. Her brother needed her. She had to say 
something. But she just stood there, frozen and helpless and 
hating herself for being so scared. 

“HEEEY!” Dan yelled up. “Amy knows what the clue means! 
She’ll tell you if you let us out!” 

Mr. Holt scowled. Amy knew he wouldn’t go for it. They’d be 
stuck down here forever, cemented in. Then Mr. Holt stripped off 
his warm-up jacket and lowered it into the pit. “Grab the sleeve.” 

Within seconds, Amy and Dan were out of the pit. Sure 
enough, a cement truck had blocked the gates of the cemetery. 
Six thugs in coveralls and hard hats were lined up at the fence, 
hefting shovels like they were ready to fight. 

“All right, team,” Mr. Holt said with relish. “Let’s show ‘em 
how it’s done — Holt style!” 

The whole family rushed forward. Mr. Holt grabbed the first 
thug’s shovel and swung it, with the guy still attached, into the 
side of the cement truck. CLANG! The girls, Madison and Reagan, 


plowed into one thug so hard he flew across the street and 
crashed through the window of a flower shop. Arnold bit the 
third thug in the leg and held on with jaws of iron. Mary-Todd 
and Hamilton tackled a fourth thug against the chute on the back 
of the truck. His head hit a lever and cement started spilling all 
over the street. 

Unfortunately, two thugs remained, and they ran straight for 
Amy and Dan. Fear closed around Amy’s throat. She recognized 
their faces — they were the security guards from the Lucian 
stronghold. Before she could even think of a plan, Dan unzipped 
his backpack and took out his blinking silver sphere. 

“Dan, no!” Amy said. “You can’t —” But he did. 

As much as he loved baseball, Dan was the world’s worst 
pitcher. The sphere sailed right past the two guys who were 
charging them and exploded under Mr. Holt’s feet with a blinding 
yellow flash. The noise was like the world’s largest snare drum 
being smashed with a sledgehammer. Amy went cross-eyed. 
When she regained her senses, she saw the entire Holt family and 
the guys they’d been battling flat on the ground, knocked 
unconscious — except for the two thugs Dan meant to hit. They 
were only dazed, stumbling around and shaking their heads. 

Amy turned to Dan in horror. “What did you do?” 

Dan looked surprised. “Um, concussive grenade, I think. Like 
the one in the museum! I knocked them out.” 

The two thugs who were still on their feet blinked a few 
times, then refocused on Dan and Amy. They didn’t look happy. 

“Run!” Dan pulled Amy behind the mausoleum, but there was 
nowhere to go — just another iron fence, and a few yards behind 
that, the back of a building — brick walls, thirty feet high. 


Desperately, they climbed the fence anyway. Amy’s shirt got 
stuck on the top, but Dan pulled her free. Together they pressed 
against the back wall. There was no alley. No exit. They were 
trapped. If only they had a weapon ... and then Amy realized her 
brain wasn’t paralyzed by fear anymore. The explosion had 
snapped her back to her senses. She knew what they needed. 
“Dan, the Franklin battery!” 

“What good will that do?” 

She ripped open his backpack and took out the battery. The 
two thugs advanced warily — probably wondering whether Dan 
had any more grenades. Amy uncoiled the battery’s copper wires 
and made sure the ends were stripped. “I hope it has a charge.” 

“What are you doing?” Dan asked. 

“Franklin used to do this for fun,” she said. “To startle his 
friends. Maybe if it’s got enough juice ...” 

The men were at the fence. One of them snarled something in 
French. It sounded like an order to surrender. Amy shook her 
head. 

The men began to climb, and Amy leaped forward. She 
touched the wires against the fence and the men yelped in 
surprise. Blue sparks flew off the metal bars. Smoke curled from 
the men’s hands and they fell backwards, stunned. Amy threw 
down the battery. 

“Come on!” she yelled. 

In a heartbeat, they were over the fence. They raced out of the 
graveyard, past the unconscious Holts, the thugs, and the 
overturned cement truck. 

Amy felt a twinge of guilt leaving the Holts behind 


unconscious, but they had no choice. 


They didn’t stop running until they were halfway across the 
Pont Louis-Philippe. Amy doubled over, gasping for breath. At 
last they were safe. They’d survived the trap. 

But when she looked back, she saw something that scared her 
worse than the graveyard. Standing in the shadows at the foot of 
the bridge, a hundred yards back the way they’d come, was a tall 
gray-haired man in a black overcoat. 


And Amy was sure he was watching them. 


chape RTE 


Dan thought Nellie was going to kill them. He’d never seen her 
face that shade of red before. 

“You did what?” She paced their tiny hotel room. “Two hours, 
you said. Two hours. And I was standing outside the hotel for, 
like, ever, and you didn’t come. You didn’t call. I thought you 
were dead!” She shook her iPod for emphasis and the loose 
earbuds danced around. 

“Our phone didn’t work,” Amy said sheepishly. 

“We got sidetracked,” Dan added. “There was this concussive 
grenade, and a cement truck, and a battery. And a loaf of bread.” 

Dan was pretty sure that covered all the important details, but 
Nellie looked like she didn’t understand. 

“Start from the beginning,” she said. “And no lies.” 

Maybe it was just because he was too tired to lie, but Dan told 
her the whole story — even about the thirty-nine clues — with 
Amy filling in the stuff he forgot. 

“So you almost died,” Nellie said in a small voice. “Those jerks 
were going to pour cement on you.” 

“Maybe a little cement,” Dan said. 

“What did the inscription say?” Nellie asked. 


Dan didn’t know any French, but he’d automatically 
memorized the words on the marble slab. He repeated them to 
Nellie. 


“Here lie Amy and Dan Cahill,” she translated, 


ce 


who stuck 
their noses into the wrong people’s business.’” 

“Tt was Irina Spasky’s fault!” Dan said. “She tricked us into 
going there. The whole thing was a setup.” 

“And we can’t even pay you,” Amy added miserably. “We 
don’t have enough money for the flight home. I’m ... Pm really 
sorry, Nellie.” 

Nellie stood very still. Her glitter eye shadow was red today, 
which made her eyes look even angrier. Her arms were crossed 
over her T-shirt, which showed a picture of a screaming punk 
rocker. All in all, she looked pretty scary. Then she grabbed Amy 
and Dan and hugged them fiercely. 

She knelt down so she was looking them in the eyes. “I’ve got 
some credit left on my MasterCard. We'll be fine.” 

Dan was confused. “But ... you’re not going to kill us?” 

“Tm going to help you, stupid.” Nellie shook his shoulders 
gently. “Nobody messes with my babysitees.” 

“Au pairees,” Dan corrected. 

“Whatever! Now get some sleep. Tomorrow we’re going to 


slap some people senseless.” 


Maison des Gardons did not mean the house of gardens. 
Apparently, gardons meant roaches. Dan found this out because 
Nellie told him, and because he heard scuttling sounds along the 


floor all night long. He wished Saladin were there. The cat 


would’ve had a great time playing jungle stalker. 

In the morning, everybody looked bleary-eyed, but they 
showered and changed clothes. Nellie came back from the corner 
café with coffee for herself, hot chocolate for Dan and Amy, and 
pain au chocolat for all of them. Dan figured any country that ate 
chocolate for breakfast couldn’t be all bad. 

“So,” Dan said, “can I get some more grenades today?” 

“No!” Amy said. “Dan, you’re lucky it was only concussive. 
You could’ve wiped out the whole Holt family.” 

“And that would’ve been bad because ...?” 

“Okay, knock it off,” Nellie said. “The important thing is you 
guys are safe.” 

Amy picked at her croissant. She looked pale this morning. 
Her hair was a tangled mess. “Dan ... I’m sorry about last night. I 
— I panicked. I almost got us killed.” 

Dan had pretty much forgotten that part. He’d been annoyed 
with her at the time, but it was hard to stay mad when Amy 
looked so miserable and apologized. Plus she’d done that cool 
thing with the battery, which had kind of made up for her 
freaking out. 

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. 

“But if it happens again—” 

“Hey, if we let Irina lure us into a trap again, we’re stupider 
than the Holts.” 

Amy didn’t look very comforted. “What I don’t understand is 
the man in black. Why was he there last night? And if the Holts 


started the fire at the mansion and set up the museum explosion 
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“Then what was the man in black doing in both places?” Dan 


finished. “And why did Irina have a photo of him?” 

He waited for Amy to come up with one of her “oh-I-did-a- 
book-report-on-that-last-year” answers, but she just kept frowning 
at her breakfast. 

“Maybe you guys should concentrate on where we go next,” 
Nellie advised. 

Amy took a deep breath. “I think I know where to go. Dan, 
can I use your laptop?” 

He stared at her, because Amy didn’t like computers. But 
finally he brought it over and Amy started searching the Internet. 
In no time, she grimaced and turned the screen for them to 

see. The picture showed a pile of bones in a dark stone room. 

“[’ve suspected for a while,” Amy said, “but I was hoping I 
was wrong because it’s risky. The Maze of Bones. That’s what 
Mom’s note said in Poor Richard’s Almanack. We have to explore 
the Catacombs.” 

“Is that where they keep the cats?” Dan asked. 

It seemed like a perfectly reasonable question to him, but Amy 
gave him a “you’re-such-a-dummy” look. 

“The Catacombs are an underground maze,” she said. “I told 
you Paris is riddled with caves and tunnels, right? All the 
limestone they used to build the city, ever since the Roman days, 
they dug from underground, and it left a whole network of empty 
spaces. Some are just pits, like the one we fell in last night.” 

“And some are networks of tunnels,” Nellie said. “Yeah, I 
remember hearing about this. And they’re filled with bones, 
right?” 

“T want a room decorated with bones!” Dan said. “Where’d 


they come from?” 


“Cemeteries,” Amy said. “Back in the 1700s, the cemeteries 
were getting overcrowded, so they decided to dig up tons of old 
bodies — all their bones — and move them into the Catacombs. 
The thing is ... look at the dates. See when they started moving 
bones into the Catacombs?” 

Dan squinted at the screen. He didn’t see what she was talking 
about. “Is it my birthday?” 

“No, doofus. Look. 1785. They didn’t officially declare it open 
until the next year, but they started planning the project, and 
moving the bones, in 1785. Which was also the last year 
Benjamin Franklin was in Paris.” 

“Whoa. You mean—” 

“He hid something down there.” 

It got so quiet Dan could hear roaches scuttling in the closet. 

“So,” Nellie said, “we have to go underground, into a maze 
filled with bones, and find ... whatever it is.” 

Amy nodded. “Except the Catacombs are huge. We don’t know 
where to look. The only thing I can think — there’s one public 
entrance. It says here it’s across from the Denfert-Rochereau 
Métro station, in the 14th arrondissement.” 

“But if that’s the only public entrance,” Dan said, “then the 
other teams might head there, too. Everybody’s been stealing that 
almanac from each other. They’ll figure out the Maze of Bones 
thing eventually, if they haven’t already.” 

“Good enough for me.” Nellie brushed the chocolate and 


bread crumbs off her shirt. “Let’s go meet your family.” 


Dan’s backpack was a lot lighter today, but before they left he 


made sure the photo of his parents was still safe in the side 
pocket. His mom and dad were right where he’d left them: in 
their plastic photo album sheet, smiling from the top of their 
mountain like they hadn’t minded sharing space with a Franklin 
battery and a grenade at all. 

He wondered if they’d be proud of him for getting out of that 
pit last night, or if they’d be all protective like Amy: You almost 
got yourself killed, blah, blah, blah. He decided they would’ve 
been cooler than that. They’d probably had tons of dangerous 
adventures. Maybe their house had an arsenal, too, before it 
burned down. 

“Dan!” Amy called. “Get out of the bathroom and let’s go!” 

“Coming!” he shouted. He looked at his parents one more 
time. “Thanks for the note about the Maze of Bones, Mom. I 
won't let you down!” 

He slipped the photo back into his pack and went to join Amy 
and Nellie. 


They weren’t out of the Denfert-Rochereau Métro station two 
minutes before they spotted Uncle Alistair. He was kind of hard 
to miss in his cherry-red suit and canary-yellow ascot, his 
diamond-tipped cane swinging in one hand. The old man 
sauntered toward them, smiling with his arms out. As he got 
closer, Dan noticed he had a black eye. 

“My dear children!” 

Nellie whopped him upside the head with her backpack. 

“Ow!” Uncle Alistair curled over, cupping his hand over his 


good eye. 


“Nellie!” Amy said. 

“Sorry,” Nellie muttered. “I thought he was one of the bad 
guys.” 

“He is,” Dan agreed. 

“No, no.” Alistair tried to smile, but all he could do was wince 
and blink. Dan figured his other eye was going to be black now 
thanks to that pop. Nellie’s backpack was not light. “Children, 
please, you must believe me, I am not your enemy!” 

“You stole the book from us,” Dan said, “and left us for dead!” 

“Children, I admit it. I thought you were lost in the fire. I 
barely made it out myself. Fortunately, I found a latch that 
opened the door. I called for you, but you must have discovered 
another way out. I had the almanac, yes. I couldn’t leave it 
behind. I admit I panicked when I got outside. I feared our 
enemies were still about, or that I would be blamed for the 
terrible fire. So I fled. Forgive me.” 

Amy’s scowl softened, but Dan didn’t believe this guy at all. 

“He’s lying!” Dan said. “‘Trust no one,’ remember?” 

“Should I hit him again?” Nellie asked. 

Uncle Alistair flinched. “Please, listen. The Catacombs are 
right there.” He pointed across the street to a simple building 
with a black facade. White letters above the door read ENTREE DES 
CATACOMBES. 

The street around it looked like a normal neighborhood — 
townhouses, apartments, pedestrians on their way to work. It was 
hard to believe a maze of dead people lay right underneath. 

“I must speak with you before you go in,” Alistair insisted. 
“All I ask is ten minutes. You are in grave danger.” 


“Grave danger,” Dan grumbled. “That supposed to be a joke?” 


“Dan ...” Amy put her hand on his arm. “Maybe we should 
listen to him. Ten minutes. What do we have to lose?” 
Dan could think of a lot of things, but Alistair smiled. 


“Thank you, my dear. There is a café just here. Shall we?” 


Alistair was buying, so Dan ordered an early lunch — a turkey- 
and-cheese sandwich with chips and a large Coke, which for some 
weird reason was delivered in a glass with no ice. Nellie spoke 
with the waiter in French for a long time and ordered some exotic 
gourmet thing. The waiter looked impressed with her choice, but 
when it came Dan couldn’t tell what it was. It looked like gobs of 
Silly Putty in garlic butter. 

In a sad voice, Alistair explained how the Holts had ambushed 
him outside de Gaulle Airport and taken the Poor Richard’s 
Almanack. “The barbarians hit me in the face and cracked one of 
my ribs. I really am getting too old for this sort of thing.” He 
touched his bruised eyes. 

“But ... why is everyone trying to kill each other over that 
book?” Amy asked. “Aren’t there other ways to find the clue? 
Like the invisible message we found in Philadelphia—” 

“Amy!” Dan said. “Keep secrets much?” 

“It’s all right, my boy,” Alistair said. “Youre correct, of 
course, Amy. There are many possible paths toward the next clue. 
For instance, I found a message encoded in a famous portrait by 
— well, here, see for yourself.” 

Uncle Alistair reached into his coat and pulled out a paper. He 
unfolded a color print of a painting. It showed Benjamin Franklin 


as an old man in a red flowing robe, sitting in a thunderstorm, 


which seemed kind of dumb. A bunch of baby angels hovered 
around him — two at his feet, working on batteries, and three 
more right behind him, holding up a kite with a key on the string. 
Lightning zapped from the key into Ben’s upraised hand. Ben 
didn’t look upset by this. His long gray hair was wild and frizzed 
out, so maybe he was used to getting shocked. 

“No way did it happen like that,” Dan said. “With the angels 
and all.” 

“No, Dan,” Alistair agreed. “It’s symbolic. The painter, 
Benjamin West, meant to show Franklin as a hero for drawing 
lightning out of the sky. But there is more symbolism than I 
realized — signs hidden so deep only a Cahill could discover 
them. Look at Franklin’s knee.” 

Dan didn’t see anything except a knee, but Amy gasped. “That 
shape in the fabric!” 

Dan squinted, and he saw what she meant. Part of Franklin’s 
knee was painted in a lighter shade of red, but it wasn’t just a 
random blotch. It was a silhouette he’d seen many times before. 

“Whoa,” he said. “The Lucian crest.” 

Nellie squinted. “That? That looks like one of those ladies on a 
trucker’s mud flaps.” 

“No, it’s two snakes around a sword,” Amy said. “Trust me, if 
you’d seen the Lucian crest, you’d recognize it.” 

“There’s more,” Alistair said. “Look at the paper Franklin is 
holding. Turn it upside down. There — brushed over with white 
paint, almost impossible to read.” 

Dan never would’ve noticed if Alistair hadn’t said something, 
but when he looked closely, he could see the faint shadow of 


words on the document in Franklin’s hand. 


“Paris,” he read. “1785.” 

“Exactly, my dear boy: a painting of Franklin with a key, the 
Cahill family crest, and the words Paris, 1785. A significant hint.” 

“T never would’ve found this,” Amy said in amazement. 

Alistair shrugged. “As you said, my dear, there are many 
possible hints, all leading us along the path to the second clue. 
Unfortunately, we Cahills would rather fight each other, steal 
information, and keep each other from getting ahead”— he 
shifted his weight and winced—“as my cracked rib and black eyes 
will testify.” 

“But who buried all these hints in the first place?” Amy 
demanded. “Franklin?” 

Alistair sipped his espresso. “I don’t know, my dear. If I were 
to guess, I’d say it is a hodgepodge, a collected effort by many 
Cahills over the centuries. Dear old Grace seems to be the one 
who wove them all together, though why or how, I don’t know. 
Whatever the final treasure is, the greatest Cahill minds have 
gone to a good deal of trouble to hide it. Or perhaps, as in the 
case of Benjamin Franklin, some of them are trying to lead us 
toward it. I suppose we will only know for certain when we find 
the treasure.” 

“We?” Dan said. 

“T still believe we must have an alliance,” Alistair said. 

“Uh-uh.” Nellie shook her head. “Don’t trust this guy, kiddos. 
He’s too smooth.” 

Alistair laughed. “And you’re an expert on smooth, my teenage 
babysitter?” 

“Au pair!” Nellie corrected. 


Alistair looked like he wanted to make another joke at her 


expense. Then he glanced at her lethal backpack and apparently 
changed his mind. 

“The point is, children, our competitors have decided you are 
the team to beat.” 

“But why us?” Amy demanded. 

Alistair shrugged. “You’ve been ahead of the game so far. You 
have escaped every trap. You were always Grace’s favorites.” His 
eyes glittered, like a starving man looking at a Big Mac. “Let’s be 
honest, eh? We all believe Grace gave you inside information. She 
must have. Tell me what it is, and I can help you.” 

Dan clenched his fists. He remembered that video of Grace, 
how stunned he’d felt when she’d announced the contest. Grace 
should have given them inside information. If she’d really loved 
them, she wouldn’t have left them in the dark. The other teams 
were after them now because they thought Amy and Dan were 
Grace’s favorites. But apparently Grace hadn’t cared about them. 
They were just another team in this big cruel game she’d cooked 
up. The more he thought about it, the more betrayed he felt. He 
looked at the jade necklace around Amy’s neck. He wanted to 
yank it off and throw it away. His eyes started to burn. 

“We don’t have inside information,” he mumbled. 

“Come now, my boy,” Alistair said. “You are in danger. I could 
protect you. We could search the Catacombs together.” 

“We'll search by ourselves,” Dan said. 

“As you wish, my boy. But be aware: The Catacombs are huge. 
There are miles of tunnels. Most aren’t even mapped. You can 
easily get lost down there. Special police patrol it to keep out 
trespassers. Some of the tunnels are flooded. Others collapse from 


time to time. Searching for Franklin’s clue in the Catacombs will 


be dangerous and futile unless”— he leaned forward and raised 
his eyebrows—“unless you do know something you haven’t told 
me. The almanac had a note in the margin. It mentioned 
coordinates in a box. You wouldn’t happen to know what this box 
might be?” 

“Even if we knew,” Dan said, “we wouldn’t tell you.” 

Amy touched the jade necklace at her collar. “Sorry, Uncle 
Alistair.” 

“I see.” Alistair sat back. “I admire your spirit. But what if I 
were to ... trade information? I’m sure you are wondering about 
those notes your mother made. I knew your parents. I could 
explain a few things.” 

Dan felt as if the air had turned to glass. He was afraid to 
move or he might get cut. “What few things?” 

Alistair smiled, like he knew he’d hooked them. “Your 
mother’s interest in the clues, perhaps. Or what your father really 
did for a living.” 

“He was a math professor,” Amy said. 

“Mmm.” Alistair’s smile was so irritating Dan was tempted to 
tell Nellie to whack him with the backpack again. “Maybe you’d 
like to know about the night they died?” 

The turkey-and-cheese sandwich churned in Dan’s stomach. 
“What do you know about that?” 

“Many years ago, your mother—” Alistair stopped abruptly. 
His eyes fixed on something across the street. “Children, we must 
continue this later. I believe you should look in the Catacombs by 
yourselves. IIl stay behind, as a show of good faith.” 

“What do you mean?” Dan demanded. 


Alistair pointed with his cane. A hundred yards down the 


street, Ian and Natalie Kabra were pushing through the crowd, 
hurrying toward the Catacombs entrance. 
“TIl hold them off as long as I can,” Alistair promised. “Now 


get underground quickly!” 


CHARTER LC 


Amy hated crowds, but the idea of plunging into the middle of 
seven million dead people didn’t bother her. 

Nellie, Dan, and she hurried down a metal staircase. They 
found themselves in a limestone corridor with metal pipes 
running overhead and dim electric lights. The warm air smelled 
of mildew and wet rock. 

“Only one exit, guys,” Nellie said nervously. “If we get caught 
down here—” 

“The tunnel should branch out soon,” Amy said, trying to 
sound more confident than she felt. 

The stone walls were etched with graffiti. Some looked recent, 
some ancient. One inscription was engraved on a marble slab 
right above their heads. 

“Stop, mortals,” Nellie translated. “This is the empire of death.” 

“Cheerful,” Dan muttered. 

They kept walking. The floor under Amy’s feet was slushy 
gravel. Amy was still thinking about Uncle Alistair. Had he really 
known something about their parents, or was he just 
manipulating them? She tried to put it out of her mind. 


“Where are the bones?” Dan asked. Then they turned a corner 


into a large room and Dan said, “Oh.” 

It was the creepiest place Amy had ever seen. Against the 
walls, human bones were stacked like firewood from the floor to 
above Amy’s head. The remains were yellow and brown — 
mostly leg bones, but skulls stared out here and there like patches 
on a quilt. A line of skulls topped each stack. 

Amy walked in awed silence. The next room was the same as 
the first — wall after wall of moldering remains. Dim electric 
lights cast eerie shadows over the dead, making their empty eye 
sockets look even scarier. 

“Gross,” Nellie managed. “There’s, like, thousands.” 

“Millions,” Amy said. “This is only one small part.” 

“They dug all these people up?” Dan asked. “Who would want 
that job?” 

Amy didn’t know, but she was amazed how the workers had 
made patterns with skulls in the stacks of femurs — diagonals, 
stripes, connect-the-dot shapes. In a weird, horrible way, it was 
almost beautiful. 

In the third room, they found a stone altar with unlit candles. 

“We need to find the oldest section,” Amy said. “These bones 
are too recent. Look at the plaque. It’s from 1804.” 

She led the way. Eyeless sockets of the dead seemed to stare at 
them as they passed. 

“These are cool,” Dan decided. “Maybe I could—” 

“No, Dan,” Amy said. “You can’t collect human bones.” 

“AWWW.” 

Nellie mumbled something that sounded like a prayer in 
Spanish. “Why would Benjamin Franklin want to come down 


here?” 


“He was a scientist.” Amy kept walking, reading the dates on 
the brass plaques. “He liked public works projects. This would’ve 
fascinated him.” 

“Millions of dead people,” Nellie said. “Real fascinating.” 

They turned down a narrow corridor and found themselves 
facing a metal gate. Amy shook the bars. The gate creaked open 
like it hadn’t been used in hundreds of years. 

“Are you sure we should go down there?” Nellie asked. 

Amy nodded. The dates were getting older. On the other hand, 
there were no metal pipes on the ceiling up ahead, which meant 
no electric lights. 

“Anybody got a flashlight?” she asked. 

“Yeah,” Nellie said. “On my keychain.” 

She pulled out her keys and handed them to Amy. There was a 
little push-button pin light. Not much, but better than nothing. 
They kept going. After a hundred feet, they emerged in a small 
room with only one other exit. 

Amy shone the flashlight on an old plaque framed in skulls. 
“1785! These have to be the first bones put down here.” 

The wall they were looking at was in bad shape. The bones 
were brown and crumbly, and some had scattered across the 
floor. The skulls along the top had been crushed, though the ones 
quilted into the wall looked fairly intact. They were done in a 
square pattern — nothing exciting. 

“Search around,” Amy said. “It has to be here.” 

Dan stuck his hands into some of the gaps in the bone wall. 
Nellie checked the top of the stack. Amy looked into the skulls’ 
eye sockets with the flashlight, but she saw nothing. 


“It’s hopeless,” she said at last. “If there was anything here, 


another team must’ve found it.” 

Dan scratched his head. Then he scratched a skull’s head. 
“Why are they numbered?” 

Amy wasn’t in the mood for his games. “What numbers?” 

“Here on the forehead.” Dan tapped one of the skulls. “This 
guy was number three. Were they on a football team or 
something?” 

Amy leaned in closer. Dan was right. The number was very 
faint, but scratched into the skull’s forehead, like someone had 
carved it with a knife, was the Roman numeral III. 

She examined the skull below it. XIX. A square pattern. Skulls 
with numbers. “Check them all. Quick!” 

It didn’t take long. There were sixteen skulls woven into the 
pile of bones, done in four rows and four columns. Three of the 
skulls didn’t have numbers. The rest did. They looked like this: 





A chill went down Amy’s back. “Coordinates in a box. A magic 
box!” 

“What?” Dan said. “What magic?” 

“Dan, can you memorize these numbers and their placement?” 

“T already have.” 

“We need to get out of here and find a map. This is the clue — 
well, the clue to the real clue, whatever Franklin was hiding.” 

“Wait asec,” Nellie said. “Franklin scratched numbers on 
skulls. Why?” 

“It’s a magic box,” Amy said. “Franklin used to play with 


numbers when he got bored. Like when he was sitting in the 


Philadelphia Assembly and he didn’t want to listen to the dull 
speeches, he would create magic boxes, number problems for 
himself. He would fill in the missing numbers. The sums had to 
match, horizontally and vertically.” 

Nellie scowled. “You're telling me Benjamin Franklin invented 
sudoku?” 

“Well, yeah, in a way. And these—” 

“Are coordinates,” Dan supplied. “The missing sums show the 
location of the next clue.” 

Clapping echoed through the room. “Bravo.” 

Amy turned. Standing in the entrance were Ian and Natalie 
Kabra. 


“T told you they could do it,” Ian said to his sister. 

“Oh, I suppose,” Natalie conceded. Amy hated that even 
underground in a room full of bones, Natalie managed to look 
glamorous. She was wearing a black velour catsuit, so she looked 
eleven going on twenty-three. Her hair hung loose around her 
shoulders. The only part of her outfit that didn’t match was the 
tiny silver dart gun in her hand. “Perhaps it wasn’t all bad that 
Irina failed us.” 

“You!” Dan yelled. “You convinced Irina to set us up at the Ile 
St-Louis. You almost got us buried in cement!” 

“A shame it didn’t work,” Natalie said. “You would’ve made a 
fine welcome mat for the mausoleum.” 

“But — but why?” Amy stammered. 

Ian smiled. “To put you out of commission, of course. And to 


give us extra time to find this place. We needed to make sure this 


wasn’t some clever misdirection by our dear cousin Irina. I 
should’ve noticed the magic box earlier. Thanks for your help, 
Amy. Now, if you’ll move aside, we’ll just copy down those 
numbers and be off.” 

Amy took a shaky breath. “No.” 

Ian laughed. “Isn’t she cute, Natalie? Acting like she has a 
choice.” 

“Yes.” Natalie wrinkled her nose. “Cute.” 

Amy blushed. The Kabras always made her feel so awkward 
and stupid, but she couldn’t let them get the clue. She snatched 
up a leg bone. “One move and Pll — I'll crush the skulls. You'll 
never get the numbers.” 

It didn’t sound like a very convincing threat, even to her, but 
Ian paled. “Now let’s not be stupid, Amy. I know how nervous 
you get, but we won’t hurt you.” 

“Not at all,” Natalie agreed. She pointed her dart gun at Amy’s 
face. “I think poison six will be adequate. Nothing lethal. Just a 
deep, deep sleep. Pm sure someone will find you down here ... 
someday.” 

A shadow loomed up behind the Kabras. Suddenly, Uncle 
Alistair charged into the room and knocked Natalie to the 
ground. Her dart gun skittered away and Ian dove after it. 

“Run!” Alistair yelled. 

Amy didn’t argue. She, Nellie, and Dan raced through the 


other exit, into the darkness — deeper into the Catacombs. 


They ran for what seemed like hours, with nothing but the pin 


light to guide them. They turned down one corridor and found it 


blocked by a mound of rubble. They doubled back and followed 
another tunnel until it submerged completely in murky yellow 
water. Soon, Amy had no idea which direction they were 
heading. 

“Alistair said there are police down here,” she murmured. “I 
wish one would find us.” 

But they saw no one. The little flashlight started to dim. 

“No,” Amy said. “No, no, no!” 

They forged ahead. Fifty feet, sixty feet, and their light went 
out completely. 

Amy found Dan’s hand and squeezed it tight. 

“It’s going to be fine, kiddos,” Nellie said, but her voice was 
quavering. “We can’t be lost down here forever.” 

Amy didn’t see why not. The Catacombs went on for miles and 
had never been mapped completely. There was no reason anyone 
would come looking for them. 

“We could shout for help,” Dan said. 

“It won’t do any good,” Amy said gloomily. “I’m sorry, guys. 
This is not how I wanted things to end.” 

“Tt’s not the end!” Dan said. “We could follow one wall until 
we find another exit. We could—” 

“Shhh!” Amy said. 

“Pm just saying—” 

“Dan, seriously! Be quiet! I thought I heard something.” 

The tunnel was silent except for the distant drip of water. 
Then Amy heard it again — a faint rumbling from somewhere in 
front of them. 

“A train?” Nellie asked. 


Amy’s spirits lifted. “We must be near a Métro station. Come 


on!” 

She shuffled forward with her hands outstretched. She 
shuddered as she touched a wall of bones, but she followed the 
corridor as it twisted to the right. Gradually, the rumbling sounds 
grew louder. Amy groped to the left. Her hand touched metal. 

“A door!” she cried. “Dan, there’s some kind of lock 
mechanism here. Come here and figure this out.” 

“Where?” 

She found him in the dark and guided his hands to the lock. 
Within seconds, the hatch creaked open and they were blinded by 
electric light. 

It took Amy a few moments to comprehend what she was 
seeing. The hatch was more like a window than a door — a 
square opening about five feet off the ground, just big enough to 
crawl through if they climbed up to it. They were eye level with 
the side of some railroad tracks — metal rails on wooden ties. 
And something brown and furry was scampering over the gravel 
bed. 

Amy jumped. “A rat!” 

The rodent regarded her, clearly unimpressed, then scurried 
on its way. 

“It’s a rail pit,” Dan said. “We can climb out and—” 

The light got brighter. The whole tunnel rumbled. Amy fell 
back and cupped her ears against the sound — like a herd of 
dinosaurs. A train blasted past in a blur of metal wheels. It sucked 
the air right out of their tunnel, pulling her clothes and hair 
toward the hatch. Then, just as suddenly, it was gone. 

When she was sure her voice would work again, she said, “We 


can’t go out there! We’ll get killed!” 


“Look,” Dan said. “There’s a service ladder about five feet 
down. We’ll crawl up to the rails, run to the ladder, and climb to 
the platform. Easy!” 

“That’s not easy! What if another train comes?” 

“We can time it,” Nellie suggested. “I’ve got a clock on my 
iPod... .” 

She pulled it out of her pocket, but she’d hardly pressed the 
wheel before another train roared by. 

Nellie’s glittery eye shadow made her face look ghostly in the 
dim light. “That was less than five minutes. The rails must be for 
express trains. We’ll have to hurry.” 

“Right!” Dan said, and just like that he scrambled up and out 
of the hatch. 

“Dan!” Amy shouted. 

He turned, crouching on the tracks. “Come on!” 

In a daze, Amy let Nellie give her a boost. With Dan’s help, 
she crawled out. “Now help me with Nellie!” Dan said. “But 
watch the third rail.” 

Amy stiffened. Two feet away was the black electric rail that 
ran the trains. She knew enough about subways to understand 
that one touch would be worse than a thousand Franklin 
batteries. She helped Nellie out of the hatch, but it was a tight 
squeeze. They lost time. The rails hissed and clicked beneath 
them. 

“Pm okay!” Nellie said, brushing off her clothes. “Let’s get to 
the ladder.” 

Dan started to follow, but he lurched when he tried to stand, 
like he was caught on something. 


“Dan?” Amy said. 


“Its my backpack,” he said. “It’s wedged ...” 

He tugged at it helplessly. Somehow, one strap had gotten 
looped around a metal rail, and the rail had shifted, clamping the 
pack into place. 

“Leave it!” Amy cried. 

Nellie was already at the ladder, yelling at them to hurry. 
Passengers on the platform were starting to notice them, too. 
They were yelling in alarm, shouting in French. 

Dan slipped the backpack off his shoulder, but it was still 
stuck to the rail. He tugged at it and tried to open it, but he 
wasn’t having any luck. 

“Now!” Nellie yelled. 

Amy could feel a faint rumbling in the tracks at her feet. 

“Dan!” she pleaded. “It’s not important!” 

“I can get it. Just another second.” 

“Dan, no. It’s just a backpack!” 

“Tt won’t open!” 

The far end of the tunnel lit up. Nellie was right above them 
on the platform, reaching out her hand. A lot of other passengers 
were doing the same, imploring them to grab hold. 

“Amy!” Nellie cried. “You first!” 

She didn’t want to, but maybe if she went first, Dan would see 
reason. She grabbed Nellie’s hand and Nellie hauled her from the 
rail pit. Immediately, Amy turned and stuck her hand out to Dan. 

“Dan, please!” she called. “Now!” 

The train’s headlight flashed into sight. Wind rushed through 
the tunnel. The ground trembled. 

Dan gave the backpack another tug, but it wouldn’t budge. He 


looked at the train, and Amy saw he was crying. She didn’t 


understand why. 

“Dan, take — MY — HAND!” 

She leaned out as far as she could. The train barreled down on 
them. With a cry of anguish, Dan grabbed her hand, and with 
more strength than Amy knew she had, she yanked him out of the 
pit so hard they tumbled over each other. 

The train rushed on. When the noise died, the passengers on 
the platform all broke loose at once — scolding them in French 
while Nellie tried to explain and apologize. Amy didn’t care what 
they were saying. She held her brother, who was crying harder 
than he had since he was little. 

She looked over the edge of the pit, but the backpack was 
gone, swept away into the tunnels by the force of the train. They 
sat for a long time while Dan shivered and wiped his eyes. 
Eventually, the passengers lost interest in them. They drifted 
away or stepped onto other trains and disappeared. No police 
came. Pretty soon it was just Nellie, Amy, and Dan, sitting in a 
corner of the platform like a homeless family. 

“Dan,” Amy said gently. “What was in there? What did you 
have in the backpack?” 

He sniffled and rubbed his nose. “Nothing.” 

It was the worst lie Amy had ever heard. Usually, she could 
tell what he was thinking just by looking at his face, but he was 
hiding his thoughts from her. She could only tell that he was 
miserable. 

“Forget it,” he said. “We don’t have time.” 

“Are you sure—” 

“T said forget it! We need to figure out that number box before 


the Kabras, don’t we?” 


She didn’t like it, but he was right. Besides, something told 
her that if they stayed here much longer, the police would come 
and start asking questions. She took one last look at the rail pit 
where Dan had almost died and the dark hatch that led into the 
Catacombs. Fear still coursed through her body, but they’d been 
through too much to give up now. 


“Let’s go, then,” she said. “We’ve got a clue to find.” 


Outside it had started to rain. 

By the time they found a café, Dan seemed back to normal — 
or at least they’d come to a silent agreement that they would act 
like everything was normal. They sat under the awning to dry off 
while Nellie ordered food. Amy didn’t think she could eat, but 
she was hungrier than she’d realized. It was five in the afternoon. 
They’d been in the Catacombs a long time. 

She shuddered as she thought about Ian and Natalie and the 
poison dart gun. She hoped Uncle Alistair was all right. She still 
didn’t trust him, but there was no denying he’d saved them in the 
Catacombs. She had terrible thoughts of the old man lying alone 
and unconscious in the maze. 

As they ate brie-and-mushroom sandwiches, Dan drew skulls 
and Roman numerals on a napkin. 

“Twelve, five, fourteen,” he said. “Those are the missing 
numbers.” 

Amy didn’t bother checking his math. He never messed up on 
number problems. 

“Maybe it’s an address and an arrondissement,” she said. 

Nellie wiped off her iPod. “Wouldn’t the address have 


changed in two hundred years?” 

Amy got a hollow feeling in her gut. Nellie was probably 
right. Paris might not have had the arrondissement system when 
Franklin lived here. And street addresses definitely would’ve 
changed — in which case Franklin’s clue was no good anymore. 
Would Grace have sent them on a search that couldn’t be 
finished? 

Why not? a resentful voice said inside of her. Grace didn’t care 
enough to tell you about the quest in person. If Dan had died in that 
rail pit, it would’ve been Grace’s fault. 

No, she decided. That wasn’t true. Grace must’ve had a 
reason. The numbers must refer to something else. Amy could 
only think of one way to find out — the same thing she did 
whenever she had an unsolvable problem. “We need to find a 


library.” 


Nellie talked to the waiter in French, and he seemed to 
understand what they wanted. 

“Pas de problème,” he said. 

He drew a map on a fresh napkin and scribbled the name of a 
Métro station: Ecole Militaire. 

“We have to hurry,” Nellie said. “He says the library closes at 
Six.” 
Half an hour later, soggy and still smelling like the 
Catacombs, they arrived at the American Library in Paris. 

“Perfect,” Amy said. The old building had black metal security 
bars over the doorway, but they were open. Peering inside, Amy 


saw stacks of books and plenty of comfortable places to read. 


“Why should these guys help us?” Dan asked. “I mean, we 
don’t have a library card or anything.” 

But Amy was already climbing the steps. For the first time in 
days, she felt absolutely confident. This was her world. She knew 
what to do. 

The librarians came to their aid like soldiers responding to a 
battle cry. Amy told them she was researching Benjamin Franklin, 
and within minutes Amy, Dan, and Nellie were sitting at a table 
in a conference room, examining reproductions of Franklin 
documents — some so rare, the librarians told her, the only 
copies existed in Paris. 

“Yeah, here’s a rare grocery list,” Dan muttered. “Wow.” 

He was about to toss it aside when Amy grabbed his wrist. 

“Dan, you never know what’s important. Back then there 
weren’t many stores. If you wanted to buy something, you had to 
send the merchant an order and have your stuff shipped. What 
did Franklin buy?” 

Dan sighed. “Please to send the following: 3 — Treatise on 
Cyder Making by Cave; 2 — Nelson on the Government of Children, 
8 vol., by Dodsley; 1 Qty.—Iron Solute; Letters from a Russian 
Officer—’” 

“Hold it,” Amy said. “Tron Solute.’ Where have I heard that 
before?” 

“It was on that other list,” Dan said without hesitation, “in 
one of the letters we saw in Philadelphia.” 

Amy frowned. “But iron solute isn’t a book. This whole list is 
books except for that.” 

“What’s iron solute, anyway?” Dan asked. 

“Oh, guys, I know this!” Nellie chimed in. She held up her 


hands and closed her eyes like she was remembering the answer 
for a test. “It’s like a chemical solution, right? They use it for 
metalworking and printing and a bunch of other stuff.” 

Amy stared at her. “How did you know that?” 

“Hey, I took chemistry last semester. I remember ’cause the 
professor was talking about, like, how they make high-end 
cooking equipment. Franklin probably used iron solute for his ink 
when he was a printer.” 

“That’s great,” Dan muttered. “Except for the fact that it’s 
completely unimportant! Now can we get back to the magic box 
coordinates?” 

Amy still felt something nagging in the back of her head, like 
she was missing a connection, but she rifled through the rest of 
the papers. Finally, she unfolded a huge yellowing document that 
turned out to be an old-fashioned map of Paris. Her eyes 
widened. 

“This is it.” Amy put her finger proudly over a spot on the 
map. “A church. St-Pierre de Montmartre. That’s where we need 
to go.” 

“How can you be sure?” Nellie asked. 

“The numbers form a grid, see?” She pointed to the margins. 
“This is an old surveyor’s map by a couple of French scientists, 
Compte de Buffon and Thomas-Francois D’Alibard. I remember 
reading about them. They were the first to test Franklin’s 
lightning rod theories. After they proved the rods worked, King 
Louis XVI ordered them to draw up a plan to outfit all the major 
buildings in Paris. That church was the fourteenth installation, at 
coordinates five by twelve. Franklin would’ve known about the 


work. He was really proud of how the French took to his ideas. 


That has to be it. Pll bet you a box of French chocolate we'll find 
an entrance to the Catacombs at the church.” 

Dan looked doubtful. Outside, the rain was really coming 
down. Thunder shook the windows of the library. “What if the 
Kabras get there first?” 

“We have to make sure that doesn’t happen,” Amy said. 


“Come on!” 


CHARTER 7 


Dan felt like one of the Catacomb skulls — hollowed out inside. 

He was determined not to show it. He was embarrassed 
enough that he’d cried on the train platform. But he kept 
reaching for his backpack and it wasn’t there. He couldn’t stop 
thinking about his parents’ picture, whisked away and lost in the 
Métro tunnels. Maybe it had been ripped to shreds, or maybe his 
parents would be smiling in the darkness forever with no 
company but the rats. All he’d wanted to do was make them 
proud. Now he didn’t know if his parents would ever forgive him. 

The rain was still coming down. Thunder boomed across the 
sky. Every few minutes a flash of lightning would illuminate the 
Paris skyline. 

If Dan had been in a better mood, he would’ve wanted to 
explore Montmartre. It looked like a cool neighborhood. The 
whole area was one big hill, topped with a massive white-domed 
church that glowed in the rain. 

“That’s where we’re going?” Dan asked. 

Amy shook her head. “That’s the Sacré-Coeur Basilica. The 
smaller church, St-Pierre, is just below it. You can’t see it from 


here.” 


“Two churches right together?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Why wouldn’t Franklin choose the big fancy one?” 

Amy shrugged. “Wasn’t his style. He liked simple architecture. 
He would’ve thought it amusing to choose a small plain church in 
the shadow of a big fancy one.” 

That didn’t make much sense to Dan, but he was too wet and 
tired to argue. They hiked up the narrow streets, passing 
nightclubs with music blaring and neon signs that gleamed 
against the wet pavement. 

“T used to have a nightlife,” Nellie sighed. 

As they climbed toward the top of the hill, Amy told them 
what she knew about the neighborhood — how famous artists 
used to live here like Picasso, Vincent van Gogh, and Salvador 
Dali. 

Nellie pulled her raincoat tighter. “My mom told me another 
story—why it’s called Montmartre, the Hill of the Martyr. She 
said Saint Denis was beheaded at the summit, right where we’re 
going.” 

That didn’t sound like a very good omen. Dan wondered if 
they still kept the head in the church, and whether saints’ heads 
really had haloes. 

A few minutes later they stood in a muddy graveyard, looking 
up at the dark silhouette of St-Pierre de Montmartre. The church 
was probably taller than it seemed, but with the white basilica 
towering on the hill behind it, St-Pierre looked short. It was made 
of gray stone slabs. A single square bell tower rose from the left- 
hand side, topped with a lightning rod and cross. Dan thought the 


building looked angry and resentful. If churches could frown, this 


one would. 

“How do we know where to look?” he asked. 

“Inside the sanctuary?” Nellie asked hopefully. “At least we’d 
be out of the rain.” 

BOOM! Thunder rolled across the rooftops. Lightning flashed, 
and in that second, Dan saw something. 

“There,” he said. “That tombstone.” 

“Dan,” Amy complained, “this is no time for your collection!” 

But he ran to a marble marker. If he hadn’t been a tombstone 
admirer, he never would’ve noticed it. There were no dates. No 
name. At first, Dan thought the figure carved at the top was an 
angel, but the shape was wrong. It was weathered and worn, but 
he could still tell— 

“Entwined serpents,” Amy gasped. “The Lucian crest. And 
there—” 

She knelt and traced an arrow carved at the base of the 
marker—an arrow pointing down into the earth. 

Amy and Dan looked at each other and nodded. 

“Oh, you’re kidding,” Nellie said. “You’re not really going to 
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“Dig up a grave,” Dan said. 


They found a toolshed around the side of the church. They 
borrowed a shovel, a couple of gardening spades, and a flashlight 
that actually worked. Soon they were back at the graveside, 
digging in the mud. The rain made it hard going. In no time, they 
were completely filthy. It reminded Dan of the good old days 


when Amy and he were young. They used to have mud battles 


and their au pair would shriek in horror and make them spend 
the evening in a bubble bath, getting cleaned up. 

Dan didn’t think Nellie was going to make them a bubble bath 
tonight. 

Slowly, the hole got deeper. It kept filling with water, but 
finally Dan’s shovel struck stone. He scraped away the mud and 
found a marble slab about four feet long by three feet wide. 

“Too small for a coffin,” Amy said. 

“Unless it’s for a kid,” Dan said. “I could fit in there.” 

“Don’t say that!” 

Dan wiped the mud off his face, which just made it muddier. 
“Only one way to find out.” He worked the spade under the edge 
of the slab until he found a crack and then started to pry. “I need 
help.” 

Amy joined him. Nellie got the shovel into the crack and 
together they heaved the slab aside. Beneath was a square hole, 
but it wasn’t a grave. Stairs led down, into the darkness of the 


Catacombs. 


As soon as they reached the bottom, Dan swept the flashlight 
around the room. It was a square chamber hewn from limestone, 
with a tunnel exiting to the left and the right. There were no 
stacks of bones, but the walls were painted with faded murals. In 
the center was an ornately carved stone pedestal about three feet 
high. On the top sat a porcelain vase. 

“Don’t touch it!” Amy said. “It might be booby-trapped.” 

Dan edged closer to the vase. “It’s decorated with little 


Franklins.” 


He could make out Ben holding a kite in a storm, Ben in a fur 
cap, Ben waving a cane over the ocean like he was doing some 
kind of magic trick. 

“It’s a souvenir vase,” Amy said. “The kind they made in the 
1700s to celebrate Franklin’s arrival in Paris.” 

“Twenty bucks says something’s inside,” Dan offered. 

“No bet,” Amy said. 

“Guys,” Nellie said. “Look at this.” 

She was standing at the back wall. Dan came over and shone 
the light on the mural. The colors were faded, but Dan could 
make out four figures: two men and two women, dressed in old- 
fashioned clothes — even older than from Franklin’s time, like 
from the Middle Ages or the Renaissance or something. 

Each was painted larger than life. On the far left was a thin, 
cruel-looking man with dark hair. He held a dagger that was 
almost hidden in his sleeve. Faded black letters at his feet read L. 
CAHILL. Next to him stood a young lady with short blond hair and 
intelligent eyes. She held an old-fashioned mechanism with 
bronze gears — like a navigation instrument or a clock. The 
inscription under the hem of her brown dress read K. CAHILL. To 
her right was a huge dude with a thick neck and bushy eyebrows. 
He had a sword at his side. His jaw and his fists were clenched, 
like he was getting ready to slam his head into a brick wall. The 
inscription read T. CAHILL. Finally, on the far right, was a 
woman in a gold dress. Her red hair was gathered in a braid over 
one shoulder. She held a small harp — like one of those Irish 
harps Dan had seen in the Saint Patrick’s Day parade back home 
in Boston. Her inscription read J. CAHILL. 


Dan got the strangest feeling all four were watching him. They 


seemed angry, like he’d just interrupted them in the middle of a 
fight ... but that was stupid. How could he tell that just from a 
wall painting? 

“Who are they?” Nellie asked. 

Amy touched the figure of L. Cahill, the man with the knife. 
“L ... for Lucian?” 

“Yeah,” Dan said. He wasn’t sure how, but he knew 
immediately that Amy was right. It was like he could read the 
expressions of the painted figures, the way he could sometimes 
do with Amy. “Lucian branch. That guy was the first.” 

“And K. Cahill ...” Amy moved to the lady with the 
mechanical device. “Maybe K stood for Katrina or Katherine? Like 
Ekaterina branch?” 

“Maybe.” Dan looked at the guy with the sword. “Then T for 
Tomas? Hey, he looks like the Holts.” 

The picture of T. Cahill seemed to glare at him. Dan could 
totally see him in a purple running suit. Then Dan turned his 
attention to the last picture — the lady with the harp. “And... J 
for Janus. You think her name was Jane?” 


Amy nodded. “Could be. The first of the Janus. Look, she’s got 
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“Jonah Wizard’s eyes,” Dan said. The resemblance was eerie. 

“These four,” Amy said. “They look almost like—” 

“Brothers and sisters,” Dan said. It wasn’t just their similar 
features. It was their postures, their expressions. Dan had been in 
enough fights with Amy to recognize the look: These guys were 
siblings who’d spent years annoying each other. The way they 
were standing — like they knew each other intimately but were 


also trying really hard not to throttle each other. 


“Something must’ve happened between them,” Amy said. 
“Something ...” 

Her eyes widened. She moved to the middle of the mural and 
brushed away some cobwebs between K. and T. Cahill. There, 
small but clear on the painted horizon, was a burning house and 
a dark figure running away from it—someone shrouded in a black 
cloak. 

“A fire.” Amy clutched her jade necklace. “Like Grace’s 
mansion. Like what happened to our parents. We haven’t changed 
in all these centuries. We’re still trying to destroy each other.” 

Dan ran his fingers across the mural. It made no sense that 
they could know who these people were, but he was sure Amy 
was right. He just knew it, somewhere inside. He was looking at 
four siblings—the beginnings of the Cahill branches. He studied 
their faces the way he used to do with his parents’ photograph, 
wondering who he resembled most. 

“But what happened?” Nellie said. “What was in that house?” 

Dan turned toward the stone pedestal. “I don’t know, but ’'m 


thinking it’s time to open that vase.” 


Dan volunteered. Amy and Nellie stood back as he slowly lifted 
the vase off the pedestal. No poison arrows flew out. No spikes 
shot from the ceiling and no snake pits opened up, which Dan 
found kind of disappointing. 

He was about to open the lid when Amy said, “Wait.” 

She pointed to the base of the pedestal. Dan had noticed the 
carvings, but he hadn’t realized exactly what they were. 


“Ts that ... sheet music?” he asked. 


Amy nodded. 

Notes, lines, and stanzas were etched in the rock — a 
complicated song. It brought back bad memories of Dan’s piano 
teacher, Mrs. Harsh, who’d quit giving him lessons last year after 
he painted her minor keys with Crazy Glue. 

“What does it mean?” he asked. 

“I don’t know,” Amy said. “Franklin liked music—” 

“Probably just decoration,” Dan said impatiently. Something 
was rattling around inside the vase, and he was itching to open it. 
He put his hand on the lid. 

“Dan, no!” Amy said. 

But he opened it. Nothing bad happened. Dan reached inside 
and pulled out a corked glass cylinder wrapped in paper. 

“What is that?” Amy asked. 

“Liquid,” Dan said. “A vial of something.” 

He untied the paper and tossed it aside. 

“Hey!” Amy said. “That could be important.” 

“It’s just a wrapper.” 

She picked it up and unfolded it. She scanned whatever was 
on it and quickly tucked it in her shirt pocket. Dan didn’t care 
about that. He was trying to decipher the words etched on the 
glass vial. Inside was a thick green liquid, like the slime he used 


to play with and throw at his friends. The inscription read: 


ST OFAT gearch eith seen T et Re sal 


— Sue ybtslstki E = ot efre. 





“What is that?” Nellie said. 

“German?” Amy asked. 

“Uh-uh,” Nellie said. “That’s no language I’ve ever seen.” 

Suddenly, Dan’s whole body tingled. The letters started 
rearranging themselves in his head. “It’s one of those word 
puzzles,” he announced. “Where they scramble the letters.” 

“An anagram?” Amy said. “How can you tell?” 

Dan couldn’t explain. It just made sense to him, the same way 
numbers did, or locks, or baseball card stats. “Give me a piece of 
paper and a pen.” 

Amy fished around in her bag. The only paper she could find 
was a piece of crème cardstock — their original clue about Poor 
Richard — but Dan didn’t care. He gave Amy the vial and took 
the paper. He turned it over and wrote on the back, unscrambling 


the anagram word by word: 


As thov charge this, 
So I charge thee. 

| use thy skills | 
| the truth to Free. | 





Nellie whistled. “Okay, I’m impressed.” 
“It’s the second clue,” Dan said. “The second big one. This has 


to be it.” 


Amy frowned doubtfully. “Maybe. But what does it mean — 
As thou charge this?” 

Suddenly, light flooded the room. 

“Good job, cuz!” At the foot of the stairs, dripping wet but 
looking quite pleased with himself, was Jonah Wizard. His father 
stood behind him with a video camera. 

“Man, this'll make great TV.” Jonah smiled wickedly. “This is 
the part where I swoop in, bust the lightweights, and gank the 
clue!” 


CHARTER 


A rush of desperate energy filled Amy’s body, like it had when 
she’d pulled Dan out of the rail pit. She hadn’t come all this way 
to deal with a conceited jerk like Jonah Wizard. She imagined 
Grace’s voice in her head, speaking with total confidence: You will 
make me proud, Amy. 

She raised the vial. “Back off, Jonah, or ... or PI smash it!” 

He laughed. “You wouldn’t.” But he sounded nervous. 

“Awesome footage!” Jonah’s dad said. “Keep it rolling, son. 
Great chemistry.” 

“And put down that camera!” Amy shouted. 

Dan and Nellie stared at her in amazement, but Amy didn’t 
care. She didn’t care how valuable the vial might be, either. She’d 
had enough of the Cahill family’s backstabbing. She was so angry 
she did feel like throwing the glass cylinder against the floor. 

Apparently, Jonah sensed it, too. “All right, cuz. Take it easy. 
We're all friends here, right?” 

“The camera!” Amy stepped forward like she was going to 
charge him. 

Jonah flinched. “Dad, stop the camera.” 


“But, son—” 


“Just do it!” 

Reluctantly, Jonah’s dad stopped filming. 

“Okay, Amy.” Jonah put on his dazzling smile. “We’re good 
now, right? You know that’s the second clue. If you destroy it, the 
whole quest ends. Nobody gets anything. That what you want?” 

“Back up,” she ordered, “into the corner. Go stand by Jane.” 

Jonah furrowed his eyebrows. “Who?” 

“The mural. Go stand by the lady in the yellow—your great- 
great-great-great-great-grandmother.” 

Jonah clearly didn’t know what she was talking about, but he 
went along. He and his dad backed into the corner. 

Dan whistled. “Nice job, sis.” 

“Get up the stairs,” she told him. “You too, Nellie. Hurry!” 

As soon as they were up, Amy followed, but she knew Jonah 
and his dad wouldn’t stay put for long. 

“That was awesome!” Dan was bouncing up and down with 
excitement. “Can we seal them down there?” 

“Dan, listen,” she said. “The inscription As thou charge this. I 
think the stuff in this vial is inert.” 

“What’s a nert?” 

“Inert! Like inactive. It needs energy to catalyze it. Franklin 
messed around with chemistry. When he says a ‘charge’ ...” 

Dan grinned. “Of course!” 

“It’s dangerous.” 

“No choice.” 

“What are you guys talking—” Nellie glanced toward the 
street. “Oh, poop. Look!” 

A purple ice cream truck was barreling toward them. It 


swerved to a stop in front of the gates. Eisenhower Holt scowled 


behind the wheel. 

“Inside the church!” Amy said. “Quick!” 

They raced up the path. Amy tugged open the sanctuary doors 
and crashed straight into a cherry-red suit. 

“Hello, my dear children.” Uncle Alistair smiled down at 
them. He looked like a raccoon with his two black eyes. Standing 
next to him was Irina Spasky. 

Amy’s heart crawled into her throat. “You ... you and her?” 

“Now, now,” the old man said. “I saved your life in the 
Catacombs. I told you alliances are important. I’m simply making 
friends where I can. I suggest you hand over that vial, my dear. I 
would hate for Cousin Irina to use her persuasive techniques.” 

Irina extended her fingernails. A tiny needle sprouted from 
each one. 

Amy turned to run, but her eyes widened. Something was 
hurtling toward her from the street — a large white cube. 

“Duck!” she yelled. Nellie, Dan, and she hit the floor as a crate 
of ice cream sailed over their heads. The crate must’ve been from 
the back of the freezer, because it crashed into Alistair and Irina 
like a block of cement and knocked them both flat. 

“Revenge time!” Eisenhower Holt yelled, pulling more frozen 
ammunition from the back of his van. Arnold the pit bull barked 
excitedly. The whole Holt family charged up the sidewalk, each 
holding a crate of créme glacée. 

“Amy,” Dan said nervously. “Are you ...” He didn’t finish, but 
she knew what he was asking. The last time they’d encountered 
the Holts, Amy had panicked. This time she couldn’t afford to. 
That Cahill mural in the secret room had steeled her willpower. 


“Nellie, get out of here,” she ordered. “They don’t want you. 


Go call the police!” 

“But-” 

“That’s the best way you can help us. Go!” Amy didn’t wait for 
an answer. She and Dan dashed inside the church, leaping over 
the groaning forms of Alistair and Irina. They ran toward the 
back of the sanctuary. 

Amy didn’t have time to admire the church, but she felt like 
she’d plunged into the Middle Ages. Gray stone columns soared 
up to a vaulted ceiling. Endless rows of wooden pews faced the 
altar, and stained glass windows glinted in the dim light of prayer 
candles. Their footsteps echoed on the stone tiles. 

“There!” Dan yelled. A door stood open on their left — a steep 
flight of stairs leading up. Amy latched the door behind them, but 
she knew it wouldn’t hold the Holts for long. 

They scrambled up the stairs. Dan started wheezing. Amy put 
her arm around him and half carried him. 

Up, up, up. She hadn’t realized the bell tower could be so 
high. Finally, she found a trapdoor and threw it open. Rain 
poured down on her face. They climbed into the belfry, which 
was open to the storm on all sides. A bronze bell the size of a file 
cabinet sat in one corner. It looked like it hadn’t been rung in 
centuries. 

“Help me!” Amy cried. She could hardly move the bell, but 
together, they managed to drag it on top of the trapdoor. 

“That — should — hold,” Dan wheezed. “Little — while.” 

Amy leaned out the side of the tower, into the rain and 
darkness. The graveyard looked impossibly far below. The cars on 
the street looked like the Matchbox toys Dan used to play with. 


Amy groped along the stone wall outside the window. Her fingers 


closed around a cold metal bar. A tiny set of rungs was embedded 
in the side of the tower, leading up to the steeple, about ten feet 
above her. If she fell ... 

“Stay here,” she ordered Dan. 

“No! Sis, you can’t—” 

“T have to. Here, take this.” She gave him the paper that had 
been wrapped around the vial. “Keep that dry and hidden.” 

Dan stuffed it into his pants. “Sis ...” 

He looked terrified. Amy realized more than ever how alone 
they were in the world. All they had was each other. 

She squeezed his shoulder. “Ill make it back, Dan. Don’t 
worry.” 

BOOM! The bell shuddered as someone underneath, someone 
very strong, slammed into the trapdoor. BOOM! 

Amy slipped the glass vial into her pocket and swung one leg 


out the window, into open darkness. 


She could barely hang on. Rain stung her eyes. She didn’t dare 
look down. She concentrated on the next rung of the ladder, and 
slowly, she pulled herself up onto the slanted tile roof. 

Finally, she was at the peak. An old iron lightning rod pointed 
into the sky. At its base was a metal ring like a tiny basketball 
hoop, and below that a grounding wire, just like Franklin had 
recommended in his early experiments. Amy lashed the wire 
around her wrist, then took out the vial. It was so slippery she 
almost lost it. Carefully, she slipped it into the iron ring — a 
perfect fit. 

She inched back down the roof. “Please,” she thought, holding 


on tight to the rungs. 

She didn’t have to wait long. The hair stood up on the back of 
her neck. She smelled something like burning aluminum foil, and 
then, CRACCCCK! 

The sky exploded. Sparks rained down all around her, hissing 
on the wet tiles. Dazed, she lost her balance and skittered down 
the roof. She grabbed frantically and caught a rung so hard pain 
shot up her wrist. But she held on and began to climb back to the 
top. 

The glass vial was glowing. The green liquid inside was no 
longer murky and slimy. It seemed to be made of pure green 
light, trapped in glass. Carefully, Amy touched it. There was no 
shock. It wasn’t even warm. She slipped the vial out of its brace 
and put it back in her pocket. 

As thou charge this, so I charge thee. 

The hardest part was still to come. She had to get away safely 


and figure out what she’d just created. 


“Dan! I did it!” She climbed back into the bell tower, but her 
smile melted. Dan was lying on the floor, bound and gagged. 
Standing over him, in black combat fatigues, was Ian Kabra. 

“Hello, cousin.” Ian held out a plastic syringe. “I'll trade you.” 

“MMMM!” Dan struggled and tried to say something. 
“MMMM! MMMM!” 

“Let—let him go!” Amy stammered. She was sure her face was 
bright red. She hated that she was stuttering again. Why did Ian 
Kabra turn her tongue to lead? 


The bronze bell shuddered. The Holts were still pounding 


away below, trying to get through the trapdoor. 

“You only have a few seconds before they come up,” Ian 
warned. “Besides, your brother needs the antidote.” 

Amy’s stomach clenched. “Wh-what have you done to him?” 

“Nothing that can’t be reversed if you act in the next minute 
or so.” Ian dangled the antidote. “Give me Franklin’s vial. It’s a 
fair trade.” 

“MMM!” Dan shook his head violently, but Amy couldn’t risk 
losing him. Nothing was worth that. Not a clue. Not a treasure. 
Nothing. 

She held out the glowing green vial. Ian took it and she 
snatched the antidote out of his hand. She knelt next to Dan and 
started tugging at the gag in his mouth. 

Ian chuckled. “Nice doing business with you, cousin.” 

“You ’ll—you’ll never make it out of the tower. You’re trapped 
up here the same as—” 

Then something occurred to her. How had Ian gotten up here 
in the first place? She noticed straps running across his chest, like 
a climbing harness. At his feet lay a bundle of metal poles and 
black silk. 

“Another thing Franklin loved.” Ian picked up his bundle and 
began fastening the black silk to the metal frame. “Kites. He 
pulled himself across the Charles River with one, did you know?” 

“You couldn’t have—” 

“Oh, yes I did.” He pointed to the glowing dome of the larger 
church at the top of the hill. “I sailed right down from Sacré- 
Coeur. And now I’m going to sail right out again.” 

“Youre a thief,” Amy said. 

Ian hooked his harness to the huge black kite. “Not a thief, 


Amy. A Lucian, the same as Benjamin Franklin. Whatever is in 
this vial, it belongs to the Lucians. I think old Ben would 
appreciate the irony of this!” 

And just like that, Ian jumped out of the belfry. The wind took 
him. The kite must’ve been specially designed to support a 
human’s weight, because Ian sailed smoothly down over the 
graveyard and fence and landed at a controlled run on the 
sidewalk. 

Somewhere out in the storm, police sirens screamed. The bell 
shuddered as the Holt family pounded against the trapdoor. 

“MMMM!” 

“Dan!” Amy had completely forgotten him. She ripped off his 
gag. 

“Ow!” he complained. 

“Just hold still. ’ve got the antidote.” 

“Tan was bluffing!” Dan groaned. “I was trying to tell you. He 
didn’t give me anything! I’m not poisoned.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Positive! That stuff he gave you is useless. Or maybe it’s 
poison.” 

Disgusted with herself for being so stupid, Amy threw down 
the syringe. She untied Dan and helped him stand. 

The bronze bell shuddered once more and lurched aside. The 
trapdoor burst open. Eisenhower Holt climbed into the belfry. 

“You’re too late,” Dan told him. “Tan took it.” 

He pointed toward the street. A cab had just pulled up with 
Natalie Kabra in back. Ian climbed in and they took off through 
the streets of Montmartre. 


Mr. Holt growled. “I'll make you both pay for this. PU—” 


Sirens wailed louder. The first police car appeared around the 
corner, blue lights flashing. 

“Dad!” Reagan’s voice called up from the stairs. “What’s going 
on?” 

A second police car appeared, racing toward the church. 

“We’re leaving,” Eisenhower decided. He shouted down to his 
family: “Everybody, about face!” He took one last look at Amy 
and Dan. “Next time ...” 

He let the threat hang in the air and left Amy and Dan alone 
in the tower. 

Amy looked out into the rain. She spotted Uncle Alistair 
hobbling away down a side street, a Fudgesicle stuck to the back 
of his cherry-red suit. Irina Spasky staggered out the front of the 
church, saw the police, and broke into a run. 

“Arrêtez!” a policeman cried, and two of them started after 
her. Nellie was standing on the sidewalk with a few more officers. 
She was yelling frantically in French, pointing to the church. 

Despite all the chaos, Amy felt strangely calm. Dan was alive. 
They’d survived the night. She’d done exactly what she needed to 
do. A smile crept over her face. 

“Why are you so happy?” Dan complained. “We lost the 
second big clue. We’ve failed!” 

“No,” Amy said. “We haven’t.” 

Dan stared at her. “Did that lightning fry your brain?” 

“Dan, the vial wasn’t the clue,” she said. “That was just ... 
well, I’m not sure what it was. A gift from Benjamin Franklin. 
Something to help in the search. But the real clue is that piece of 


paper you stuffed in your pants.” 


19 


Dan was thrilled that the second clue had been safely smuggled 
out of the church in his pants. 

“So, really, I saved the day,” he decided. 

“Wait a minute,” Amy said. “I climbed onto the roof in the 
middle of a thunderstorm.” 

“Yeah, but the clue was in my pants.” 

Amy rolled her eyes. “You’re right, Dan. You are the real 
hero.” 

Nellie cracked a smile. “You both did pretty good, if you ask 
me.” 
They were sitting together at a café on the Champs-Elysées, 
watching the pedestrians and enjoying more pain au chocolat. It 

was the morning after the storm. The sky was blue. They’d 
already packed their bags and checked out of the Maison des 
Gardons. All things considered, Dan felt lucky. 

He still had some doubts about what they’d gone through. In 
particular, he didn’t like that Ian and Natalie had gotten away. 
He’d hated being tied up, and he wanted to get back at Ian. But it 
could’ve been worse. At least they hadn’t gotten lost forever in 


the Catacombs or slammed in the face with a box of ice cream. 


“T still want to know what was in that vial, though,” he said. 

Amy twirled her hair thoughtfully. “Whatever it is, it’s 
supposed to give one team an advantage freeing the truth — that 
has to mean the final treasure of the contest. Since Ian and 
Natalie have the vial ... well, I’ve got a bad feeling we’ll find out 
what it does pretty quick.” 

“If these Lucian dudes created it,” Nellie said, chewing on her 
croissant, “maybe it’s like some special kind of poison. They seem 
to love poisons.” 

“Maybe,” Dan said, though the answer felt wrong. He still 
didn’t like the idea that Ben Franklin was related to Ian and 
Natalie. He’d started to admire Franklin — what with the fart 
essays and the lightning and all. Now he wasn’t sure if old Ben 
was a good guy or a bad guy. “But what would poison have to do 
with a piece of sheet music?” 

Amy took the parchment out of her backpack and spread it on 
the table. Dan had already studied it a dozen times. He knew it 
was an exact copy of the song they’d seen engraved on the stone 
pedestal in the secret room, but he didn’t know why it was 
important. When he’d woken up that morning, Amy had already 
been researching on his laptop. Usually she didn’t like the 
Internet. For some weird reason, she said books were better, so 
Dan knew she must’ve been really desperate for information. 

“I found it online,” Amy said. 

“How?” Dan said. 

“I did a search for Benjamin Franklin plus music. It came up 
right away. That’s an adagio for armonica.” 

“Ben Franklin’s instrument,” Dan remembered. “The water on 


the glass rims thing.” 


“Yeah, but I have a feeling this is more than a musical score.” 
Amy sat forward. Her eyes were bright, like she knew a secret. 
“We found the song and downloaded it. Listen.” 

Nellie handed over her iPod. “Not my kind of music. But 
whatever.” 

Dan listened. He felt like he was being filled with helium. The 
music was so familiar and beautiful it made him want to float 
across Paris, but it also confused him. Usually he had no trouble 
remembering things, but he could not recall where he’d heard 
this music before. “I know this song ...” 

“Dad used to play it,” Amy said. “In his study, when he was 
working. He played it all the time.” 

Dan wanted to remember what Amy was talking about. He 
wanted to listen to the song over and over until he could see their 
dad in his study. But Nellie took back the iPod. “Sorry, kiddo. 
You've still got, like, mud in your ears.” 

“The notes are a code,” Amy said. “The whole piece of music 
is some kind of message.” 

“And our parents knew about it,” Dan said in amazement. 
“But what does it mean?” 

“I don’t know,” Amy admitted. “But, Dan, you remember how 
Mr. McIntyre said the thirty-nine clues are pieces of a puzzle?” 

“Yeah.” 

“T started thinking about that last night, after you decoded 
that message on the vial. I started wondering ... why wasn’t the 
first clue like that?” 

She brought out the créme paper they’d paid two million 
dollars for. Dan’s scrawled notes filled the back side. On the front 


side was their first clue: 





| RESOLUTION: | 
| The fine print to guess, | 
| Seek out Richard S | 











Nellie frowned. “That led you to Franklin, right? Wasn’t that 
the answer?” 

“Only partly,” Amy said. “It’s also the first piece of the puzzle. 
It’s a clue to an actual thing. That clicked for me last night when 
you mentioned anagrams, Dan.” 

He shook his head. “I don’t get it.” 

She took out a pen and wrote RESOLUTION. “You asked me 
why this word was part of the clue. I didn’t understand until now. 
We’re supposed to guess the fine print.” She passed the paper and 
pen to Dan. “Solve the anagram.” 

Dan stared at the letters. Suddenly, he felt like he’d been 
zapped by a Frankin battery. The letters rearranged themselves in 
his mind. 

He picked up the pen and wrote: IRON SOLUTE 

“T don’t believe it,” Nellie said. “This whole thing was about 
iron solute?” 

“It’s the first piece of the puzzle,” Amy said. “It’s an 


ingredient, or a component, or something like that.” 


“For what?” Dan asked. 

Amy pursed her lips. “Iron solute could be used for chemistry, 
or metalworking, or even printing. There’s no way to tell, yet. 
And we don’t know how much we’re supposed to use. Every time 
Franklin mentioned iron solute, he just wrote ‘1 quantity.’” 

“We’ve got to find out!” 

“We will,” Amy promised. “And the sheet music ...” 

She spread her hands over the adagio score. 

“It’s an ingredient, too,” Nellie guessed. 

“T think so,” Amy said. “That’s how you can tell the big clues. 
They give you an actual ingredient. We just don’t know how to 
read this one yet.” 

“But how do we find out?” Dan protested. 

“The same way we did with Franklin. We find out about the 
person who wrote it. The composer was—” Amy stopped 
abruptly. 

Coming down the street was a familiar figure — a thin balding 
man in a gray suit, carrying a cloth suitcase. “Mr. McIntyre!” Dan 
cried. 

“Ah, there you are, children!” The old lawyer smiled. “May I?” 

Amy quickly folded the first and second clues and put them 
away. Mr. McIntyre sat with them and ordered a coffee. He 
insisted on paying for their breakfast, which was okay by Dan, 
but Mr. McIntyre seemed nervous. His eyes were bloodshot. He 
kept glancing across the Champs-Elysées as if he was afraid he 
was being watched. 

“I heard about last night,” he said. “I’m so sorry.” 

“Tt’s no big deal,” Dan said. 


“Indeed. I’m sure you'll be able to backtrack. But is it true? 


Did the Kabras really steal the second clue from under your 
noses?” 

Dan got annoyed all over again. He wanted to brag about the 
sheet music they’d found and the iron solute thing, but Amy cut 
in. 

“It’s true,” she said. “We have no idea where to go next.” 

“Alas.” Mr. McIntyre sighed. “I fear you can’t go home. Social 
Services are still on alert. Your aunt has hired a private detective 
to find you. And you cannot stay here. Paris is such an expensive 
city.” His eyes fixed on Amy’s necklace. “My dear, I do have 
friends in the city. I know this would be a desperate measure, but 
I could possibly arrange a sale for your grandmother’s—” 

“No, thank you,” Amy said. “We’ll get by just fine.” 

“As you wish.” Mr. Mclntyre’s tone made it clear he didn’t 


believe her. “Well, if there’s anything I can do. If you need advice 
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“Thanks, Mr. McIntyre,” Dan said. “But we’ll figure it out.” 

The old lawyer studied them both. “Very good. Very good. I 
fear there’s one more thing I must ask of you.” 

He reached down for his cloth bag, and Dan noticed the claw 
marks on his hands. 

“Whoa, what happened to you?” 

The old man winced. “Yes, well ...” 

He plopped the bag on the table. Something inside said, 
“Mrrrp!” 

“Saladin!” Amy and Dan cried together. Dan grabbed the bag 
and unzipped it. The big silver cat slinked out, looking indignant. 

“Tm afraid we didn’t get along.” Mr. McIntyre rubbed his 


scarred hands. “He was not happy when you left him with me. He 


and I... well, he made his feelings quite clear that he wanted to 
be returned to you. It was quite a task getting him through 
customs, I don’t mind telling you, but I really felt I had no choice. 
I hope you'll forgive me.” 

Dan couldn’t help grinning. He hadn’t realized just how much 
he’d missed the old cat. Somehow, having him here made up for 
losing the vial. It even made him feel a little better about losing 
his parents’ photograph. With Saladin around, he felt like his 
family was complete. For the first time in days, he thought 
maybe, just maybe, Grace was still looking out for them. “He’s 
got to come with us. He can be our attack cat!” 

Saladin stared at him as if to say, Show me some red snapper, 
kid, and I’ll think about it. 

Dan expected Amy to argue, but she was smiling as much as 
he was. “You're right, Dan. Mr. McIntyre, thank you!” 

“Yes, er, of course. Now if you’ll excuse me, children. I wish 
you good hunting!” 

He left a fifty-euro bill on the table and hurried out of the 


café, still looking around like he expected an ambush. 


The waiter brought milk in a saucer and some fresh fish for 
Saladin. Nobody at the café seemed to think there was anything 
strange about sharing breakfast with an Egyptian Mau. 

“You didn’t tell Mr. McIntyre about the music,” Nellie said. “I 
thought he was your friend.” 

“Mr. McIntyre told us to trust no one,” Amy said. 

“Yeah,” Dan said. “And that includes him!” 


Nellie crossed her arms. “Does that include me, too, kiddo? 


What about our agreement?” 

Dan was stunned. He’d completely forgotten that Nellie had 
only promised to come with them on one trip. His heart sank. 
He’d started taking Nellie for granted. He wasn’t sure what they 
would do without her. 

“I... I trust you, Nellie,” he said. “I don’t want you to leave.” 

Nellie sipped her coffee. “But you’re not going back to Boston. 
Which means if I go back, Pll get in huge trouble.” 

Dan hadn’t thought of that, either. Amy stared guiltily at her 
breakfast. 

Nellie inserted her earbuds. She watched a couple of college- 
age guys walking down the road. “This hasn’t been a bad job, I 
guess — I mean, if I have to work with two annoying kids. Maybe 
we could make a different deal.” 

Dan shifted uncomfortably. “A different deal?” 

“Someday when you find your treasure,” Nellie said, “you can 
reimburse me. For now, Ill work for free. Because if you kiddos 
think I’d let you fly around the world and have fun without me, 
you're crazy.” 

Amy threw her arms around Nellie’s neck. 

Dan grinned. “Nellie, you’re the best.” 

“I know that,” she said. “C’mon, Amy, you’re messing up my 
street cred.” 

“Sorry,” Amy said, still grinning. She sat down again and 
brought out the music score. “Now, as I was saying—” 

“Oh, right, the composer,” Dan remembered. 

Amy pointed at the bottom of the paper. “Look.” 

In the right-hand corner below the last stanza, Dan made out 


three scrawled letters in faded black ink: 


2 _- c=) 
LALO CA cy 
Uh; me > j 

a a tin CF, t a 


“Wam,” Dan said. “Wasn’t that a band?” 

“No, dummy! Those are initials. I told you some famous 
people made music for Benjamin Franklin’s armonica. This guy 
was one of them. Toward the end of Franklin’s life, he must’ve 
met this composer. I think they were both Cahills. They must’ve 
shared secrets. Anyway, I looked it up. This was the composer’s 
last piece of chamber music. Its official name is KV 617.” 

“Catchy title,” Nellie muttered. 

“The thing is,” Amy said, “there are lots of copies of this 
adagio. And there’s still the version carved in stone on that 
pedestal. The other teams will figure out the clue eventually. We 
have to hurry and get to Vienna.” 

“Whoa, hold on,” Dan said. “Vienna, Austria? Why there?” 

Amy’s eyes twinkled with excitement. “Because that’s where 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart lived. And that’s where we’ll find the 


next clue.” 


CHABTER2O 


William McIntyre made his appointment just in time. 

He stepped out onto the observation deck of the Eiffel Tower. 
The day after a heavy rain, the air was clean and fresh. Paris 
glistened below as if all its dark secrets had been washed away. 

“They didn’t trust you,” the man in black said. 

“No,” William admitted. 

His colleague smiled. “They learn quickly.” 

William McIntyre kept his annoyance in check. “Things could 
have gone worse.” 

“They could have gone much better. We will have to watch 
them more closely, don’t you think?” 

“Already taken care of.” William McIntyre took out his cell 
phone. He showed his colleague the screen — the last number he 
had dialed in Vienna, Austria. 

The man in black made a low whistle. “Are you sure that’s 
wise?” 

“No,” William admitted. “But necessary. Next time, there can 
be no mistakes.” 

“No mistakes,” the man in black agreed. And together, they 


watched the city of Paris spread out below them, ten million 


people completely unaware that the fate of the world hung in the 


balance. 





The Hunt Is On 


The race for the 39 Clues continues with more dangerous 
missions, top secret break-ins, and treacherous double-crossings. 
Stay one step ahead of the competition by following Amy and 


Dan’s next adventure. 


Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just make sure none of your 


enemies are watching ...) 
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The hunger strike began two hours east of Paris. 

Saladin took a single dainty whiff of the open cat food tin and 
turned up his nose. 

“Come on, Saladin,” coaxed fourteen-year-old Amy Cahill. 
“Here’s your dinner. It’s a long way to Vienna.” 

The Egyptian Mau emitted a haughty snort that was a clinic in 
nonverbal communication: You’ve got to be kidding me. 

“He’s used to red snapper,” Amy said apologetically to Nellie 
Gomez, the Cahills’ au pair. 

Nellie was unmoved. “Do you have any idea how much fresh 
fish costs? We’ve got to make our money last. Who knows how 
long we'll be running around looking for these precious clues of 
yours?” 

Saladin let out a disapproving “Mrrp!” 

Dan Cahill, Amy’s eleven-year-old brother, looked up from the 
page of sheet music he was examining. “I’m with you, dude. I 
can’t believe we had to take the slowest train in Europe. We’ve 
got to get moving! 

The competition has private jets, and we’re wasting time on 


the Loser Express. Are we going to stop in every podunk town in 


France?” 

“No,” Nellie told him honestly. “Pretty soon it'll stop in every 
podunk town in Germany. Then every podunk town in Austria. 
Look, it was cheap, okay? I didn’t agree to babysit you guys on 
this quest—” 

“Au pair us on the quest,” Dan amended. 

“—just to have you drop out halfway through because you 
blew all your cash on snapper and expensive train tickets,” she 
concluded. 

“We really appreciate your help, Nellie,” Amy told her. “We 
could never do this without you.” 

Amy was still dizzy from the whirlwind of the past two weeks. 
One minute you’re an orphan; the next, you’re part of the most 
powerful family the world has ever known! 

An unbelievable twist for two kids who had been palmed off 
on an uncaring guardian who, in turn, palmed them off on a 
series of au pairs. Now they knew the truth — they were relatives 
of Benjamin Franklin, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, and more — 
geniuses, visionaries, and global leaders. 

We were nobody. Suddenly we have a chance to shape the 
world... . 

All thanks to the contest their grandmother Grace had set up 
in her will. Somehow, the secret of the Cahills’ centuries-old 
power had been lost — a secret that could only be found by 
assembling 39 Clues. Those Clues were hidden all around the 
globe. So this was a treasure hunt. But what a treasure hunt — 
spanning oceans and continents, with nothing less than world 
domination as the prize. 


Yet high stakes meant high risks. Their rivals would stop at 


nothing to defeat them. Already there had been casualties. 

There will probably be many more... . 

Amy regarded Dan in the seat opposite her. Two weeks ago, we 
were fighting over the TV remote... . 

She couldn’t seem to get through to Dan how weird it all was. 
Her brother saw nothing unusual about belonging to the 
strongest, most influential family in history. He accepted it 
without question. After all, it said great things about him. He saw 
no drawbacks to being a high roller in the scheme of things. The 
poor kid was only eleven — no parents, and now even Grace was 
gone. 

In all the excitement over the contest, they had hardly 
mourned their grandmother’s death. It didn’t seem right. Amy 
and Grace Cahill had been so close. Still, Grace was the one who 
had started them on this dangerous roller coaster. Sometimes 
Amy didn’t know what to feel... . 

She shook her head to clear it and focused on her brother. He 
was scouring the sheet music, looking for hidden markings or 
secret writing. 

“Any luck?” Amy asked him. 

“Zilch,” he told her. “Are you sure this Mozart dude was a 
Cahill? I mean, Ben Franklin hardly blew his nose without 
planting a coded message in the Kleenex. This is nothing but 
boring music.” 

Amy rolled her green eyes. “ ‘This Mozart dude’? Were you 
born a dweeb, or did you have to get a diploma? Wolfgang 
Amadeus Mozart is considered the greatest classical composer 
who ever lived.” 


“Right, classical. Boring.” 


“Musical notes correspond to the letters A through G,” Nellie 
mused. “Maybe there’s a message that way.” 

“Been there, done that,” Dan reported. “I even tried 
unscrambling the letters in case the words were anagrams. Face it 
— we almost got killed for a clue that isn’t really a clue.” 

“It’s a clue,” Amy insisted. “It has to be.” 

Clues. 39 of them. Never before had a contest held so much 
promise — or so much danger. With ultimate power hanging in 
the balance, the deaths of two American orphans would be barely 
a footnote. 

But we didn’t die. We found the first clue — after a treacherous 
obstacle course through the life of Benjamin Franklin. Amy was 
convinced that Mozart was the key to the second. The answer lay 
at the end of these railroad tracks in Vienna, where Mozart had 
lived and composed some of the greatest music of all time. 

They could only hope that the competition wouldn’t get there 


first. 


“I hate France,” muttered Hamilton Holt, clutching a tiny 
hamburger in his massive hand. “It’s like the whole country’s on a 
diet.” 

The Holts stood at the lunch counter in the small railroad 
station thirty kilometers east of Dijon, France. They hoped to pass 
for an American family on vacation, but they looked more like 
the offensive line of a football team — even the twin daughters, 
who were no older than Dan. 

“Eyes on the prize, Ham,” Eisenhower Holt reminded his son. 


“When we find the thirty-nine clues, we can kiss these starvation 


rations good-bye and hit some all-you-can-eat buffets back in the 
States. But for now, we’ve got to catch up with those Cahill 
brats.” 

Madison took a bite of her own lunch and made a face. 
“There’s too much mustard!” 

“It’s Dijon, stupid,” her twin, Reagan, told her. “This is the 
mustard capital of the world.” 

Madison sucker punched her in the stomach. The blow would 
have stopped a rhino in its tracks, but Reagan just stuck her 
tongue out defiantly. It took a lot to damage a Holt. 

“Quiet, girls,” Mary-Todd, their mother, admonished fondly. 
“I think I hear the train.” 

The family watched as the ancient diesel engine lumbered into 
view. 

Madison frowned. “I thought trains in Europe were supposed 
to be fast.” 

“They’re tricky, those Cahills, just like their parents,” her 
father replied. “They took the last train we’d ever suspect to find 
them on. Okay, formation.” 

The family was used to Eisenhower’s coaching lingo. He might 
have been kicked out of West Point, but that didn’t mean he 
wasn’t a great motivator. And nothing motivated the Holts like a 
chance to get even with their uppity relatives. This contest was 
the chance to prove they were as Cahill as any of them. They 
would be the first to find the 39 Clues — even if they had to chop 
all the others into coleslaw to make it happen. 

They scattered, disappearing into the woods beyond the 
station. 


The slow train chugged to a halt at the platform, and a few 


passengers disembarked. The conductors and station porters were 
too busy unloading luggage to notice the burly family of five 
climbing into the rear car. The Holts were aboard. 

They began to search the coaches, working their way forward. 
The plan was to avoid attention, but that wasn’t easy for the king- 
size Holts. Shoulders and knees were jostled. Feet were stepped 
on. Dirty looks were exchanged, along with mumbled curses in 
several different languages. 

In the third car, Hamilton’s swinging elbow knocked a 
woman’s hat off, causing her to drop the birdcage in her lap. The 
carrier clattered to the floor, the startled parakeet inside chirping 
and flapping its wings in agitation. Six rows ahead, this brought 
Saladin scrambling up the seat back to investigate. And when 
Amy looked to see what was bothering the cat— 

“The Ho-Ho-” Moments of stress always brought out her 
stammer. 

“Holts,” Dan breathed in alarm. 

Luckily, the parakeet owner stooped to rescue the cage, 
blocking the aisle. Dan quickly shut Saladin and the sheet music 
into the overhead luggage bin. 

“Come on, lady—” Eisenhower grumbled impatiently. Then he 
spotted Dan. 

The big man plowed right over parakeet and owner. Dan 
grabbed Amy by the hand and fled for the opposite end of the 
car. 

Nellie kicked a backpack into the aisle in front of 
Eisenhower’s running feet, and he belly flopped to the floor. 

“Excusez-moi, monsieur,” Nellie said in perfect French, 


reaching to help him up. 


Eisenhower batted her hand away. Out of options, she sat on 
him, pressing her full weight between his shoulder blades. 

“What are you doing, you crazy foreigner?” 

“That’s no foreigner, Dad!” Hamilton effortlessly plucked the 
au pair off his father and tossed her into her seat. “It’s the Cahill 
brats’ nanny!” 

“PI scream,” Nellie threatened. 

“Then [ll throw you through the window of the train,” 
Hamilton promised. He spoke so matter-of-factly that there was 
little doubt he was both willing and able to do exactly that. 

Eisenhower scrambled to his feet. “Keep her on ice, Ham. 
Don’t take your eyes off her for a second.” 

He charged away, leading the stampede of Holts, predators in 
pursuit of prey. 

Amy and Dan had already made it through the connector to 
the restaurant car. They raced between diners, dodging steaming 
plates of food. Dan risked a backward glance. The enraged 
features of Eisenhower Holt filled the window of the pass- 
through. 

He nudged a waiter and pointed. “See that guy? He says you 
put steroids in his soup!” 

Amy grabbed her brother’s arm and fixed him with fearful 
eyes, hissing, “How can you joke about this? You know how 
dangerous they are!” 

The Cahills scrambled through the hatch and burst into the 
next car. “Tell me about it,” Dan said nervously. “I wish I could 
fit into a luggage bin like Saladin. Don’t they have security on 
this train? Surely France has a law against five Neanderthals 


picking on a couple of kids.” 


Amy was horrified. “We can’t talk to security! We can’t risk 
anybody asking questions about who we are and what we’re 
doing. Remember, Social Services is still looking for us in 
Boston.” She threw open the door of the forward pass-through 
and pushed Dan in ahead of her. 

It was the mail car. Hundreds of canvas bags were piled 
everywhere, along with packages and crates of all shapes and 
sizes. 

“Amy—” Dan began to stack boxes in front of the hatch. 

His sister understood instantly. They worked together to build 
a barricade of parcels, wedging the topmost—a freeze-dried ham 
—under the door handle. Dan tried the lever. It didn’t budge. 

A flurry of shouts came from the adjoining car. The Holts 
were almost upon them. 

Amy and Dan made a break for the forward passage, dodging 
mailbags. Amy stepped into the connector and reached for the 
hatch to the next coach. 

Locked. 

She pounded on the scratched glass. Beyond it was a crew 
lounge, with couches and cots, all empty. She banged harder. No 
response. 

They were cornered. 

Across the car, Eisenhower’s granite face appeared in the 
window. The whole train seemed to shake as he slammed his 
shoulder against the door. 

“They’re our cousins,” Amy reasoned uncertainly. “They’d 
never really hurt us ...” 

“They almost left us buried alive in Paris!” Dan shot back. 


From the floor he pulled up a hockey stick wrapped in brown 


paper. 

“You can’t be serious ...!” 

At that moment, Eisenhower Holt took a running leap at the 
door. With a teeth-jarring crash, the hatch splintered loose and 
slammed into Dan. The boy went down hard. The stick clattered 
to the floor. 

“Dan!” Blinded by rage, Amy snatched the stick and broke it 
over Eisenhower’s head. The big man absorbed the blow, 
wobbled, and collapsed on a mailbag. 

Dan sat up, amazed. “Whoa! Knockout!” 

The victory was short-lived. Holts stormed the car. 

Madison grabbed Amy by the collar. Reagan yanked Dan 
upright. 

They were caught. 


CHARTER 


“Sugar maple!” Mary-Todd Holt knelt over her husband. “Are you 
all right?” 

Eisenhower sat up, an egg-size lump blooming on his crown. 
“Of course I’m all right!” he managed, his words slurred. “You 
think a little insect can stop me?” 

Reagan was unconvinced. “I don’t know, Dad. She brained 
you with a baseball bat!” 

“Hockey stick,” Dan corrected. 

“Those could be your last words, brat—” The victim leaped to 
his feet, then reeled and almost went down again. 

His wife reached out to steady him, but Eisenhower shook her 
off. “I’m fine. It’s just the motion of the train. You think I can’t 
take a shot? They said that at the Point, and look at me now!” 

“What do you want?” Amy demanded. 

“That’s putting on your thinking cap,” Mary-Todd approved. 
“Give us the clue from Paris, and nothing will happen to you.” 

“It’s better than you deserve,” her husband added, rubbing his 
head gingerly. 

“We don’t have it,” Amy told them. “The Kabras took it.” 


“They took the bottle,” Madison corrected. “Don’t worry, 


they’ll pay soon enough. You’ve got the paper.” 

“What paper?” Dan asked defiantly. 

In reply, Eisenhower grasped Dan by the collar and lifted him 
as easily as he might have raised his arm to signal a waiter. 
“Listen, you little stinkbug. You think you’re hot stuff because 
you two were Grace’s favorites. But to me, the pair of you mean 
less than what gets cleaned out of the bottom of a birdcage!” 

His massive paw closed on Dan’s neck, squeezing like an 
industrial-strength vise. Dan gasped for breath and realized he 
had none. He was being strangled. 

His eyes sought his sister’s, but he found no help there, only a 
mirror image of his own horror. It was easy to laugh at the Holts, 
with their bodybuilder physiques, their gung ho coaching jargon, 
and their matching warm-up suits. This was the chilling wake-up 
call. They were dangerous enemies. And with the stakes so high, 
they were capable of— 

Of what? 

Amy wasn’t willing to find out. “Stop it! We’ll give you 
anything you want!” 

Madison was triumphant. “I told you they’d fold under the 
full-court press.” 

“Now, Madison,” her mother admonished. “Amy did the smart 
thing. Not all Cahills have what it takes.” 

Amy ran to help Dan, who had been dropped 
unceremoniously onto a lumpy mailbag. With relief, she noted 
that normal color was returning to his cheeks. 

He was upset. “You shouldn’t have done that!” 

“Grace wouldn’t want us to get killed,” she whispered. “We’ll 


find another way.” 


The Holts began marching them toward the back of the train. 

“Don’t get any ideas,” Eisenhower muttered as a porter sidled 
past them. 

Reluctantly, they approached their seats. Hamilton sat with 
Nellie, his bodybuilder bulk pressing her painfully against the 
train window. 

But the au pair’s discomfort was instantly forgotten at the 
sight of Amy and Dan. “Did they hurt you?” she asked anxiously. 
“Are you all right?” 

“We're fine,” Amy said glumly. To Eisenhower, she added, 
“It’s in the overhead.” 

The Holts very nearly trampled one another in their eagerness 
to get the luggage bin open. With a yowl, Saladin dropped to the 
floor. In his wake fluttered a blizzard of shredded paper—all that 
remained of the original sheet music penned by Mozart himself. 

“Our clue!” Nellie wailed. 

“Your clue?” The roar that came from Eisenhower was barely 
human. He grabbed Saladin, held him upside down, and shook 
him. 

With a feline gulp that sounded more like a hiccup, Saladin 
burped up a hairball liberally sprinkled with musical notes. There 
was nothing that could be salvaged. It was confetti. 

Eisenhower Holt’s explosion of temper proved that his muscles 
extended all the way to his vocal cords. The outburst sent 
passengers scurrying for adjoining cars. A moment later, a 
uniformed conductor rushed up the aisle, picking his way through 
the agitated travelers. 

“What is going on here?” demanded the man in a heavy 


French accent. “You will show me your ticket for this train.” 


“You call this a train?” roared Eisenhower. “If this was back in 
the States, I wouldn’t let my gerbil ride this rattletrap!” 

The conductor flushed red. “You will surrender your passport, 
monsieur! At the next station, you will talk to the authorities!” 

“Why wait?” Eisenhower thrust the cat into Amy’s hands. 
“Take your rat. Holts — fast break!” 

All five members of the family raced out the connecting door 
and hurled themselves from the moving train. 

Amy and Dan stared out the window at the sight of their 
cousins rolling down the hillside in tight formation. 

“Wow!” Nellie breathed. “That’s something you don’t see 
every day.” 

Amy was close to tears. “I hate them! Now we’ve lost our only 
lead!” 

“It wasn’t much of a lead, Amy,” Dan said softly. “Just music. 
Even if it was by Mozart — big whoop.” 

“It is a big whoop,” his sister lamented. “Just because we 
couldn’t find what was hidden in the piece doesn’t mean it wasn’t 
there. At least I wanted to play the notes on a piano. Maybe it 
would have told us something.” 

Her brother looked surprised. “You want the notes? That’s 
easy enough.” He folded down a tray table, opened a fresh 
napkin, and began to work. 

Amy watched in amazement as he drew the five-line staff and 
began to place notes on it. 

“You can’t write music!” 

“Maybe not,” he agreed without looking up. “But I’ve been 
staring at that sheet since Paris. This is it. I guarantee it.” 


Amy didn’t argue. Her brother had a photographic memory. 


Their grandmother had commented on it many times. Had she 
known back then that his talent would be of vital importance one 
day? 

By the time the train rattled over the border into Germany, 
Dan had reproduced the sheet music, perfect in every detail. 


Saladin was not allowed anywhere near it. 
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As Amy, Dan, and Nellie walked out of Vienna’s Westbahnhof 
railway station, they had no way of knowing that they were being 
spied on. 

In the backseat of a sleek black limousine parked opposite the 
main entrance, Natalie Kabra peered through high-powered 
binoculars, watching their every move. 

“I see them,” she said to her brother, Ian, seated beside her in 


the supple leather of the car’s interior. She made a face. “They 


always look like homeless people. And where’s their luggage? A 
duffel bag and backpacks. Are they really that poor?” 

“Poor excuses for Cahills,” Ian replied absently, contemplating 
a chess move on the limo’s pull-down screen. Since Paris, he had 
been matching wits with a Russian supercomputer outside 
Vladivostok. “What a stupid move,” he murmured to his 
opponent. “I thought computers were supposed to be smart.” 

Natalie was annoyed. “Ian, could you pay attention, please! 
Superior intelligence doesn’t mean we can’t still make a mess of 
this.” Her brother was brilliant, but no one was as brilliant as Ian 
thought he was. Sometimes common sense was more valuable 
than IQ points. He had plenty of the latter. Natalie knew it was 
her job to add a touch of the former. She respected her brother’s 
talents — but he had to be watched. 

Chortling, Ian sacrificed a bishop, expertly plotting toward 
checkmate seven moves away. “We have the bottle from Paris,” 
he reminded his sister. “None of the other teams stand a chance. 
Especially not those Cahill charity cases. The contest is ours to 
win.” 

“Or lose, if we get overconfident,” his sister reminded him. 
“Wait — they’re getting into a taxi.” She tapped on the glass 


partition. “Driver — follow that car.” 
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CHAPTER 1 


The hunger strike began two hours east of Paris. 


Saladin took a single dainty whiff of the open cat food tin and 
turned up his nose. 


“Come on, Saladin,” coaxed fourteen-year-old Amy Cahill. 
“Here’s your dinner. It’s a long way to Vienna.” 


The Egyptian Mau emitted a haughty snort that was a clinic in 
nonverbal communication: You’ve got to be kidding me. 


“He’s used to red snapper,” Amy said apologetically to Nellie 
Gomez, the Cahills’ au pair. 


Nellie was unmoved. “Do you have any idea how much fresh 
fish costs? We’ve got to make our money last. Who knows how 
long we’ll be running around looking for these precious clues of 
yours?” 


Saladin let out a disapproving “Mrrp!” 


Dan Cahill, Amy’s eleven-year-old brother, looked up from the 
page of sheet music he was examining. “I’m with you, dude. I 
can’t believe we had to take the slowest train in Europe. We’ve 
got to get moving! The competition has private jets, and we’re 
wasting time on the Loser Express. Are we going to stop in every 
podunk town in France?” 


“No,” Nellie told him honestly. “Pretty soon it'll stop in every 
podunk town in Germany. Then every podunk town in Austria. 
Look, it was cheap, okay? I didn’t agree to babysit you guys on 
this quest—” 


“Au pair us on the quest,” Dan amended. 


“—just to have you drop out halfway through because you 
blew all your cash on snapper and expensive train tickets,” she 
concluded. 


“We really appreciate your help, Nellie,” Amy told her. “We 
could never do this without you.” 


Amy was still dizzy from the whirlwind of the past two weeks. 
One minute you’re an orphan; the next, you’re part of the most 
powerful family the world has ever known! 


An unbelievable twist for two kids who had been palmed off on 
an uncaring guardian who, in turn, palmed them off on a series of 
au pairs. Now they knew the truth — they were relatives of 
Benjamin Franklin, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, and more — 
geniuses, visionaries, and global leaders. 


We were nobody. Suddenly we have a chance to shape the world.... 


All thanks to the contest their grandmother Grace had set up in 
her will. Somehow, the secret of the Cahills’ centuries-old power 
had been lost — a secret that could only be found by assembling 
39 Clues. Those Clues were hidden all around the globe. So this 
was a treasure hunt. But what a treasure hunt — spanning oceans 
and continents, with nothing less than world domination as the 
prize. 


Yet high stakes meant high risks. Their rivals would stop at 
nothing to defeat them. Already there had been casualties. 


There will probably be many more.... 


Amy regarded Dan in the seat opposite her. Two weeks ago, we 
were fighting over the TV remote.... 


She couldn’t seem to get through to Dan how weird it all was. 
Her brother saw nothing unusual about belonging to the 
strongest, most influential family in history. He accepted it 
without question. After all, it said great things about him. He saw 
no drawbacks to being a high roller in the scheme of things. The 
poor kid was only eleven — no parents, and now even Grace was 
gone. 


In all the excitement over the contest, they had hardly 
mourned their grandmother’s death. It didn’t seem right. Amy 
and Grace Cahill had been so close. Still, Grace was the one who 
had started them on this dangerous roller coaster. Sometimes 
Amy didn’t know what to feel... 


She shook her head to clear it and focused on her brother. He 
was scouring the sheet music, looking for hidden markings or 
secret writing. 


“Any luck?” Amy asked him. 


“Zilch,” he told her. “Are you sure this Mozart dude was a 
Cahill? I mean, Ben Franklin hardly blew his nose without 
planting a coded message in the Kleenex. This is nothing but 
boring music.” 


Amy rolled her green eyes. “ ‘This Mozart dude’? Were you 
born a dweeb, or did you have to get a diploma? Wolfgang 
Amadeus Mozart is considered the greatest classical composer 
who ever lived.” 


“Right, classical. Boring.” 


“Musical notes correspond to the letters A through G,” Nellie 
mused. “Maybe there’s a message that way.” 


“Been there, done that,” Dan reported. “I even tried 
unscrambling the letters in case the words were anagrams. Face it 
— we almost got killed for a clue that isn’t really a clue.” 


“It’s a clue,” Amy insisted. “It has to be.” 


Clues. 39 of them. Never before had a contest held so much 
promise — or so much danger. With ultimate power hanging in 
the balance, the deaths of two American orphans would be barely 
a footnote. 


But we didn’t die. We found the first clue — after a treacherous 
obstacle course through the life of Benjamin Franklin. Amy was 
convinced that Mozart was the key to the second. The answer lay 
at the end of these railroad tracks in Vienna, where Mozart had 
lived and composed some of the greatest music of all time. 


They could only hope that the competition wouldn’t get there 
first. 


“I hate France,” muttered Hamilton Holt, clutching a tiny 
hamburger in his massive hand. “It’s like the whole country’s on a 
diet.” 


The Holts stood at the lunch counter in the small railroad 
station thirty kilometers east of Dijon, France. They hoped to pass 
for an American family on vacation, but they looked more like 
the offensive line of a football team — even the twin daughters, 
who were no older than Dan. 


“Eyes on the prize, Ham,” Eisenhower Holt reminded his son. 


“When we find the thirty-nine clues, we can kiss these starvation 
rations good-bye and hit some all-you-can-eat buffets back in the 
States. But for now, we’ve got to catch up with those Cahill 
brats.” 


Madison took a bite of her own lunch and made a face. 
“There’s too much mustard!” 


“It’s Dijon, stupid,” her twin, Reagan, told her. “This is the 
mustard capital of the world.” 


Madison sucker punched her in the stomach. The blow would 
have stopped a rhino in its tracks, but Reagan just stuck her 
tongue out defiantly. It took a lot to damage a Holt. 


“Quiet, girls,” Mary-Todd, their mother, admonished fondly. “I 
think I hear the train.” 


The family watched as the ancient diesel engine lumbered into 
view. 


Madison frowned. “I thought trains in Europe were supposed to 
be fast.” 


“They’re tricky, those Cahills, just like their parents,” her father 
replied. “They took the last train we’d ever suspect to find them 
on. Okay, formation.” 


The family was used to Eisenhower’s coaching lingo. He might 
have been kicked out of West Point, but that didn’t mean he 
wasn’t a great motivator. And nothing motivated the Holts like a 
chance to get even with their uppity relatives. This contest was 
the chance to prove they were as Cahill as any of them. They 
would be the first to find the 39 Clues — even if they had to chop 
all the others into coleslaw to make it happen. 


They scattered, disappearing into the woods beyond the 
station. 


The slow train chugged to a halt at the platform, and a few 
passengers disembarked. The conductors and station porters were 
too busy unloading luggage to notice the burly family of five 
climbing into the rear car. The Holts were aboard. 


They began to search the coaches, working their way forward. 
The plan was to avoid attention, but that wasn’t easy for the king- 
size Holts. Shoulders and knees were jostled. Feet were stepped 
on. Dirty looks were exchanged, along with mumbled curses in 


several different languages. 


In the third car, Hamilton’s swinging elbow knocked a woman’s 
hat off, causing her to drop the birdcage in her lap. The carrier 
clattered to the floor, the startled parakeet inside chirping and 
flapping its wings in agitation. Six rows ahead, this brought 
Saladin scrambling up the seat back to investigate. And when 
Amy looked to see what was bothering the cat— 


“The Ho-Ho-” Moments of stress always brought out her 
stammer. 

“Holts,” Dan breathed in alarm. 

Luckily, the parakeet owner stooped to rescue the cage, 
blocking the aisle. Dan quickly shut Saladin and the sheet music 
into the overhead luggage bin. 

“Come on, lady—” Eisenhower grumbled impatiently. Then he 
spotted Dan. 

The big man plowed right over parakeet and owner. Dan 
grabbed Amy by the hand and fled for the opposite end of the 
car. 


Nellie kicked a backpack into the aisle in front of Eisenhower’s 
running feet, and he belly flopped to the floor. 

“Excusez-moi, monsieur,” Nellie said in perfect French, reaching 
to help him up. 

Eisenhower batted her hand away. Out of options, she sat on 
him, pressing her full weight between his shoulder blades. 

“What are you doing, you crazy foreigner?” 

“That’s no foreigner, Dad!” Hamilton effortlessly plucked the 
au pair off his father and tossed her into her seat. “It’s the Cahill 
brats’ nanny!” 

“Pll scream,” Nellie threatened. 

“Then Pll throw you through the window of the train,” 
Hamilton promised. He spoke so matter-of-factly that there was 
little doubt he was both willing and able to do exactly that. 


Eisenhower scrambled to his feet. “Keep her on ice, Ham. Don’t 
take your eyes off her for a second.” 


He charged away, leading the stampede of Holts, predators in 
pursuit of prey. 


Amy and Dan had already made it through the connector to the 
restaurant car. They raced between diners, dodging steaming 
plates of food. Dan risked a backward glance. The enraged 
features of Eisenhower Holt filled the window of the pass- 
through. 


He nudged a waiter and pointed. “See that guy? He says you 
put steroids in his soup!” 


Amy grabbed her brother’s arm and fixed him with fearful 
eyes, hissing, “How can you joke about this? You know how 
dangerous they are!” 


The Cahills scrambled through the hatch and burst into the 
next car. “Tell me about it,” Dan said nervously. “I wish I could 
fit into a luggage bin like Saladin. Don’t they have security on 
this train? Surely France has a law against five Neanderthals 
picking on a couple of kids.” 


Amy was horrified. “We can’t talk to security! We can’t risk 
anybody asking questions about who we are and what we’re 
doing. Remember, Social Services is still looking for us in 
Boston.” She threw open the door of the forward pass-through 
and pushed Dan in ahead of her. 

It was the mail car. Hundreds of canvas bags were piled 
everywhere, along with packages and crates of all shapes and 
sizes. 

“Amy—” Dan began to stack boxes in front of the hatch. 

His sister understood instantly. They worked together to build 
a barricade of parcels, wedging the topmost — a freeze-dried ham 
— under the door handle. Dan tried the lever. It didn’t budge. 

A flurry of shouts came from the adjoining car. The Holts were 
almost upon them. 

Amy and Dan made a break for the forward passage, dodging 
mailbags. Amy stepped into the connector and reached for the 
hatch to the next coach. 

Locked. 

She pounded on the scratched glass. Beyond it was a crew 
lounge, with couches and cots, all empty. She banged harder. No 
response. 


They were cornered. 


Across the car, Eisenhower’s granite face appeared in the 
window. The whole train seemed to shake as he slammed his 
shoulder against the door. 


“They’re our cousins,” Amy reasoned uncertainly. “They’d 
never really hurt us ...” 

“They almost left us buried alive in Paris!” Dan shot back. 
From the floor he pulled up a hockey stick wrapped in brown 
paper. 

“You can’t be serious ...!” 

At that moment, Eisenhower Holt took a running leap at the 
door. With a teeth-jarring crash, the hatch splintered loose and 
slammed into Dan. The boy went down hard. The stick clattered 
to the floor. 

“Dan!” Blinded by rage, Amy snatched the stick and broke it 
over Eisenhower’s head. The big man absorbed the blow, 
wobbled, and collapsed on a mailbag. 

Dan sat up, amazed. “Whoa! Knockout!” 

The victory was short-lived. Holts stormed the car. 

Madison grabbed Amy by the collar. Reagan yanked Dan 
upright. 

They were caught. 


CHAPTER 2 


“Sugar maple!” Mary-Todd Holt knelt over her husband. “Are you 
all right?” 


Eisenhower sat up, an egg-size lump blooming on his crown. 
“Of course I’m all right!” he managed, his words slurred. “You 
think a little insect can stop me?” 


Reagan was unconvinced. “I don’t know, Dad. She brained you 
with a baseball bat!” 


“Hockey stick,” Dan corrected. 


“Those could be your last words, brat—” The victim leaped to 
his feet, then reeled and almost went down again. 


His wife reached out to steady him, but Eisenhower shook her 
off. “I’m fine. It’s just the motion of the train. You think I can’t 
take a shot? They said that at the Point, and look at me now!” 


“What do you want?” Amy demanded. 


“That’s putting on your thinking cap,” Mary-Todd approved. 
“Give us the clue from Paris, and nothing will happen to you.” 


“It’s better than you deserve,” her husband added, rubbing his 
head gingerly. 
“We don’t have it,” Amy told them. “The Kabras took it.” 


“They took the bottle,” Madison corrected. “Don’t worry, they'll 
pay soon enough. You’ve got the paper.” 


“What paper?” Dan asked defiantly. 


In reply, Eisenhower grasped Dan by the collar and lifted him 
as easily as he might have raised his arm to signal a waiter. 
“Listen, you little stinkbug. You think you’re hot stuff because 
you two were Grace’s favorites. But to me, the pair of you mean 
less than what gets cleaned out of the bottom of a birdcage!” 


His massive paw closed on Dan’s neck, squeezing like an 
industrial-strength vise. Dan gasped for breath and realized he 
had none. He was being strangled. 


His eyes sought his sister’s, but he found no help there, only a 
mirror image of his own horror. It was easy to laugh at the Holts, 
with their bodybuilder physiques, their gung ho coaching jargon, 
and their matching warm-up suits. This was the chilling wake-up 
call. They were dangerous enemies. And with the stakes so high, 
they were capable of— 


Of what? 
Amy wasn’t willing to find out. “Stop it! We’ll give you 
anything you want!” 


Madison was triumphant. “I told you they’d fold under the full- 
court press.” 


“Now, Madison,” her mother admonished. “Amy did the smart 
thing. Not all Cahills have what it takes.” 


Amy ran to help Dan, who had been dropped unceremoniously 
onto a lumpy mailbag. With relief, she noted that normal color 
was returning to his cheeks. 


He was upset. “You shouldn’t have done that!” 


“Grace wouldn’t want us to get killed,” she whispered. “We'll 
find another way.” 


The Holts began marching them toward the back of the train. 


“Don’t get any ideas,” Eisenhower muttered as a porter sidled 
past them. 


Reluctantly, they approached their seats. Hamilton sat with 
Nellie, his bodybuilder bulk pressing her painfully against the 
train window. 


But the au pair’s discomfort was instantly forgotten at the sight 
of Amy and Dan. “Did they hurt you?” she asked anxiously. “Are 
you all right?” 


“We’re fine,” Amy said glumly. To Eisenhower, she added, “It’s 
in the overhead.” 


The Holts very nearly trampled one another in their eagerness 
to get the luggage bin open. With a yowl, Saladin dropped to the 
floor. In his wake fluttered a blizzard of shredded paper — all 
that remained of the original sheet music penned by Mozart 
himself. 


“Our clue!” Nellie wailed. 


“Your clue?” The roar that came from Eisenhower was barely 
human. He grabbed Saladin, held him upside down, and shook 
him. 

With a feline gulp that sounded more like a hiccup, Saladin 
burped up a hairball liberally sprinkled with musical notes. There 
was nothing that could be salvaged. It was confetti. 


Eisenhower Holt’s explosion of temper proved that his muscles 
extended all the way to his vocal cords. The outburst sent 
passengers scurrying for adjoining cars. A moment later, a 
uniformed conductor rushed up the aisle, picking his way through 
the agitated travelers. 


“What is going on here?” demanded the man in a heavy French 
accent. “You will show me your ticket for this train.” 


“You call this a train?” roared Eisenhower. “If this was back in 
the States, I wouldn’t let my gerbil ride this rattletrap!” 


The conductor flushed red. “You will surrender your passport, 
monsieur! At the next station, you will talk to the authorities!” 


“Why wait?” Eisenhower thrust the cat into Amy’s hands. 
“Take your rat. Holts — fast break!” 


All five members of the family raced out the connecting door 
and hurled themselves from the moving train. 


Amy and Dan stared out the window at the sight of their 
cousins rolling down the hillside in tight formation. 


“Wow!” Nellie breathed. “That’s something you don’t see every 
day.” 

Amy was close to tears. “I hate them! Now we’ve lost our only 
lead!” 


“It wasn’t much of a lead, Amy,” Dan said softly. “Just music. 
Even if it was by Mozart — big whoop.” 


“It is a big whoop,” his sister lamented. “Just because we 
couldn’t find what was hidden in the piece doesn’t mean it wasn’t 
there. At least I wanted to play the notes on a piano. Maybe it 
would have told us something.” 


Her brother looked surprised. “You want the notes? That’s easy 
enough.” He folded down a tray table, opened a fresh napkin, and 
began to work. 


Amy watched in amazement as he drew the five-line staff and 
began to place notes on it. 


“You can’t write music!” 


“Maybe not,” he agreed without looking up. “But I’ve been 
staring at that sheet since Paris. This is it. I guarantee it.” 


Amy didn’t argue. Her brother had a photographic memory. 
Their grandmother had commented on it many times. Had she 
known back then that his talent would be of vital importance one 
day? 

By the time the train rattled over the border into Germany, Dan 
had reproduced the sheet music, perfect in every detail. 


Saladin was not allowed anywhere near it. 





As Amy, Dan, and Nellie walked out of Vienna’s Westbahnhof 
railway station, they had no way of knowing that they were being 
spied on. 


In the backseat of a sleek black limousine parked opposite the 
main entrance, Natalie Kabra peered through high-powered 
binoculars, watching their every move. 


“I see them,” she said to her brother, Ian, seated beside her in 
the supple leather of the car’s interior. She made a face. “They 
always look like homeless people. And where’s their luggage? A 
duffel bag and backpacks. Are they really that poor?” 


“Poor excuses for Cahills,” Ian replied absently, contemplating 
a chess move on the limo’s pull-down screen. Since Paris, he had 


been matching wits with a Russian supercomputer outside 
Vladivostok. “What a stupid move,” he murmured to his 
opponent. “I thought computers were supposed to be smart.” 


Natalie was annoyed. “Ian, could you pay attention, please! 
Superior intelligence doesn’t mean we can’t still make a mess of 
this.” Her brother was brilliant, but no one was as brilliant as Ian 
thought he was. Sometimes common sense was more valuable 
than IQ points. He had plenty of the latter. Natalie knew it was 
her job to add a touch of the former. She respected her brother’s 
talents — but he had to be watched. 


Chortling, Ian sacrificed a bishop, expertly plotting toward 
checkmate seven moves away. “We have the bottle from Paris,” 
he reminded his sister. “None of the other teams stand a chance. 
Especially not those Cahill charity cases. The contest is ours to 
win.” 


“Or lose, if we get overconfident,” his sister reminded him. 


“Wait — they’re getting into a taxi.” She tapped on the glass 
partition. “Driver — follow that car.” 


CHAPTER 3 


When it came to hotels, bigger didn’t always mean better — but 
their room at the Franz Josef was barely a closet. On the other 
hand, it was affordable, and Nellie pronounced it clean. 


“T still say we should have stayed at the Hotel Wiener,” Dan 
complained. 


“It’s pronounced Vee-ner,” Nellie corrected. “And it means 
anyone who lives in Vienna — like Bostonians are from Boston.” 


“It’s still funny,” Dan insisted. “I’m going to go over there and 
see if I can get one of their signs for my collection.” 


“We don’t have time for that,” Amy barked, setting Saladin 
down. The cat immediately began exploring the room, as if he 
thought there might be fresh snapper hidden somewhere. “We 
made it to Vienna, but we still have no idea what to do.” 


Dan unzipped Nellie’s duffel and removed his laptop computer. 
“You can stare at musical notes until your eyes bug out,” he said, 
plugging in the 220 adapter and powering up. “If the answer’s 
anywhere, it’s online.” 


Amy was disgusted. “You think you can Google the solution to 
all the world’s problems.” 


“No, but I can Google Mozart.” His eyes widened. “Wow — 
thirty-six million hits! Look at this one — Mozart, the most famous 
Wiener of all time. Pll bet the Oscar Mayer people would give 
them an argument about that.” 


“Pm pretty sure it’s my job to tell you to grow up,” Nellie said 
absently, gazing out the window. “You know, Vienna is a really 
beautiful city. Look at the architecture — Pll bet some of those 
buildings date back to the thirteenth century!” 


Amy pointed. “I think that’s the tower of St. Stephen’s 
cathedral. It must be as tall as an office building back in the US!” 


Everywhere, gargoyles and elaborate carvings decorated stone 
facades, and gold leaf accents gleamed in the sunlight. Beyond 


the nearest rooftops, a wide boulevard, the Ringstrasse, carried 
traffic and pedestrians to and fro. 


Dan noticed none of this, entirely focused on his web surfing. 
“Look, Amy. I copied all that dumb music over for nothing. The 
whole thing’s on the Internet. What was that piece called again?” 


Amy rushed to his side and peered over his shoulder. “KV 617 
— it was one of the last things Mozart wrote before he died ... 
there it is!” 


Dan scanned the sheet music, his brow furrowing. “Yeah, this is 
it — sort of. It’s the same until here—” He pointed. “But then—” 


Amy took out the napkin from the train and held it next to the 
screen. “It’s different?” 


“Not really,” Dan mused. “See? It starts up again over here. But 
these three lines are missing from the Internet version. Weird, 
huh? It’s almost like the website left something out.” 


“Or,” breathed Amy, eyes dancing, “Mozart added three lines 
to the music he sent Ben Franklin in Paris! Dan — we could be 
looking at a secret message between two of the most famous 
people in history! These extra lines are the clue!” 


Dan was unimpressed. “What difference does that make? We 
still don’t know what it’s supposed to mean.” 


Amy sighed anxiously. Her brother was immature and 
annoying. But perhaps his most unpleasant feature was the fact 
that he was usually right. 


Mozarthaus, at Domgasse 5, was a museum/library dedicated to 
the famous composer. Located in Mozart’s only preserved Vienna 
home, it was a popular tourist attraction. Even at nine o’clock in 
the morning, visitors were queued up halfway down the block, 
waiting to get in. 

Dan was dismayed. “It’s Mozart, not Disneyland! What are all 
these people doing here?” 


His sister rolled her eyes. “This is the actual apartment Mozart 
lived in. Maybe even the bed where he slept. The chair he sat in. 
The inkwell he used to write some of the greatest music ever 
composed.” 


Dan made a face. “I’m standing in line to see a house full of old 
furniture?” 


“Yes, you are,” she said firmly. “Until we understand the 
meaning of that clue, our job is to learn as much about Mozart as 
we possibly can. Who knows when we'll see something that might 
tell us what we’re looking for?” 


“In a chair?” Dan said dubiously. 


“Maybe. Look — we know the Holts are on our trail, and Pl 
bet the rest of the competition can’t be too far behind them. 
They’re older than us, smarter than us, and richer than us. We 
can’t let up for a second.” 


It took forty minutes before they actually made it inside the 
door. Dan hadn’t appreciated the wait, but now he was ready to 
admit that it had been the most interesting part of the tour. 


Shoulder to shoulder with obnoxious sightseers and fawning 
music lovers, they shuffled through the great composer’s 
apartment, following a trail of velvet ropes. One Australian 
tourist became so emotional in the presence of the Maestro that 
he actually wept. 


“Don’t cry, buddy. It’ll be over soon,” Dan murmured under his 
breath. Now if he could only make himself believe it. 


The Cahill kids were told not to touch anything in at least six 
different languages. Every security guard in the building took one 
look at Dan and immediately knew he was capable of trashing the 
place. 


With every ooh and aah from the Mozart-loving crowd, Dan’s 
shoulders sagged a little lower. Amy was just as miserable, but for 
a different reason. Not knowing what you were looking for made 
a search all but impossible. She examined every expanse of white 
wall for coded markings until her head pounded and her eyes 
threatened to pop out of their sockets. But it soon became 
apparent that Mozarthaus was exactly what it seemed — a two- 
hundred-plus-year-old apartment that had been turned into a 
museum. 


What did we expect to find? she reflected glumly. A neon sign — 
Attention Cahills: Clue behind mirror? Nothing in life came that 
easily. 


As they headed for the exit, Dan emitted a loud exhalation of 
relief. “Thank God that’s over. At least Ben Franklin had some 
cool inventions. This guy sat around all day writing music. Let’s 
get out of here. I need to breathe some nonboring air.” 


Amy nodded reluctantly. There was nothing to be gained in 
this place. “I guess we should go back to the hotel. I wonder if 
Nellie managed to get Saladin to eat anything.” 


Dan looked concerned. “I think we might have to sell some of 
Grace’s jewelry so we can afford snapper again.” 


All at once, Amy let out a little gasp and grabbed his arm. 
“Okay, fine,” Dan began. “Keep her necklace—” 
“No, look. There’s a library in the basement! A Mozart library!” 


“Amy, don’t do this to me! The antidote for boring isn’t to find 
something even boringer!” 


But when she went down the stairs and entered the gloomy, 
dusty library, he was at her side. After all, some of their best 
leads so far had come from libraries. And besides, if they left the 
Mozarthaus now empty-handed, it would mean he had suffered 
for nothing. 


It wasn’t a lending library. A single twenty-year-old computer 
held a list of library materials. Once you decided on what you 
wanted, you filled out a request and handed it to a librarian who 
looked like she could have been Mozart’s grandmother. 


They waited their turn at the terminal, and Amy took over the 
keyboard. She switched the language from German to English and 
searched first for KV 617 and then for Ben Franklin. Finding 
nothing they didn’t already know, she shifted her focus to 
Mozart’s personal life. That was where she discovered Maria 
Anna “Nannerl” Mozart. 


“Mozart had an older sister!” she whispered shrilly. 
“He has my sympathy,” yawned Dan. 


“I remember Grace mentioning her,” Amy went on. “She was 
just as talented as Mozart, but she never got the training or the 
exposure because she was a girl.” She scrolled down. “And look! 
Her original diary is right in this library!” 

Dan was miffed. He knew Amy had been closer with their 


grandmother, but even so, he didn’t appreciate the reminder of 
how much the two had shared. “I thought we were looking for 
Mozart, not his sister.” 


“If Mozart was a Cahill, so was Nannerl,” Amy pointed out. 
“But there’s something else, too. Look at the two of us. This 
whole morning was a blur to you, and I remember every detail. 
What if it was the same with Mozart and Nannerl?” 


“Great. Now you're calling Mozart stupid.” He looked up in 
outrage. “And me!” 


“Not stupid. But boys’ brains are wired differently. I’ll bet there 
are things Nannerl put in her journal that Wolfgang wouldn’t 
have noticed in a million years.” 


She quickly scribbled a request form and handed it to the 
elderly librarian. 


The woman regarded them with surprise. “This is a 
handwritten diary in the German language. Do you children read 
German?” 


“W-well—” Amy began, flustered. 


“We really need to see it,” Dan piped up firmly. When the 
woman shuffled off in search of the volume, he whispered, “There 
must be something we can understand — maybe a drawing, or 
hidden notes, like on Franklin’s stuff.” 


Amy nodded. Even the slightest hint was better than progress 
point zero. 


They waited for what seemed like a long time. Then they heard 
a gasp and a little cry, and the librarian came running back, her 
face pale, her eyes wide. With trembling hands, she dialed the 
telephone and began speaking in a frantic voice. They could not 
understand her German, but Amy and Dan were able to make out 
a single ominous word — polizei. 


“That means police!” Amy whispered urgently. 


“Do you think she somehow found out we’re wanted by Social 
Services back in Massachusetts?” Dan asked in dismay. 


“How could she? We didn’t even tell her our names!” 


The answer came from the distraught librarian herself. “I am so 
sorry! This is a terrible tragedy! Nannerl’s diary is missing! It has 


1? 


been stolen 


CHAPTER 4 


Nellie Gomez had never been a cat person. And that was before 
she’d become chief caregiver to an Egyptian Mau on a food-free 
diet. She switched off her iPod and regarded Saladin with 
concern. She had expected that the cat would be eating by now. 
But apparently, Saladin was tougher than he looked. She’d heard 
stories of Grace Cahill’s monumental strength of character. 
Obviously, Amy and Dan’s grandmother had managed to instill 
that trait in her pet. 


Even more worrisome, Saladin was scratching compulsively 
around his neck and ears. She picked him up. “What’s the matter, 
sweetie? Have you got fleas?” 


She thought about fleas for a second and put the cat down 
swiftly. Nellie was game to put college on hold and take two kids 
on an around-the-world high-stakes treasure hunt. But she didn’t 
do bugs. 


There was the sound of a key in the lock, and Amy and Dan 
came in, feet dragging. 


“Uh-oh,” said Nellie. “Rough morning?” 


“Oh, it was a blast,” Dan replied sarcastically. “Picture a 
million-year-old house with no video games, and when you 
finally find a book to look at, it’s not even there. What a bunch of 
idiots! They practically called out the army because of a diary 
that was probably eaten by termites a century ago.” 


“Termites eat wood, not paper,” Amy reminded him, too tired 
and discouraged to work up a good argument. She hefted a bag. 
“Anyway, we brought lunch.” 

Nellie stared. “Burger King? We’re in Austria, land of schnitzel, 
sauerbraten, white asparagus, and the greatest pastry in the 
world, and you bought American fast food? Pd expect it from 
Dan, but you, Amy?” 


Dan took a burger, turned on the TV, and flopped on the couch. 


“White asparagus! Green wasn’t gross enough. Soggy cigars, 
man.” 


The monitor brightened. The image crackled and sharpened. 
Three jaws dropped. 


Larger than life at the center of the screen was an attractive 
teenager, resplendent in the latest hip-hop fashion. Smiling with 
all thirty-two gleaming white teeth, he was holding a press 
conference, and the gaggle of reporters and throng of adoring 
fans were lapping it up. The teen was completely comfortable 
with his fame, and why not? He had the top-rated reality TV 
show in the world, the number-one single on the pop charts, a 
bestselling clothing line, a series of popular children’s books, 
action figures, souvenir steak knives, and even his own Pez 
dispenser. 


His name was Jonah Wizard: international star and mogul, 
Cahill cousin, rival in the search for the 39 Clues. 


“Jonah!” Amy exclaimed, her brow furrowed with worry. It 
unnerved her to think of their competition. The others seemed to 
have so much going for them — fame, brawn, experience, 
training, and lots and lots of money. How could a couple of no- 
name orphans expect to compete with that? She squinted at the 
date stamp in the bottom corner of the screen. “This was recorded 
yesterday! What’s he doing in Vienna?” 


“He’s on a promotional tour,” supplied Nellie. “The European 
DVD of Who Wants to Be a Gangsta? comes out this week.” 


“That’s just a cover!” Dan exclaimed. “He’s here because he 
knows the next clue is about Mozart. Maybe he found something 
we missed in Paris.” 


“Or he’s working with the Holts,” Nellie added. “They must 
have checked where our train was headed.” 


Amy peered at her famous cousin on TV. Why did that street 
seem so familiar? Suddenly, she understood. “Dan — it’s 
Domgasse!” 


Dan stared. “You’re right! There’s the Mozarthaus a couple of 
doors down! And look — it’s that old librarian, the one who 
called out the SWAT team over a missing diary!” 


Nellie frowned at the elderly Austrian woman on the stoop. 


“Not my idea of the classic hip-hop fan.” 


Amy shrugged. “I suppose anybody would be interested to 
check out such a big star—” Her breath caught in her throat. 
“Guys, I’ve got it! What if it’s no accident Jonah picked that spot 
for his press conference? What if he did it there to create a 
distraction so he could steal Nannerl’s diary from the 
Mozarthaus?” 


“That would make sense,” Dan mused, “except there he is on- 
screen, with twenty cameras on him, stealing nothing.” 


Amy shook her head. “When have we ever seen Jonah without 
his father standing right behind him, talking into two cell phones 
and making business deals on his BlackBerry? So where’s Daddy 
at this press conference?” 


Dan clued in. “Jonah held the conference to give his dad the 
chance to sneak into the Mozarthaus and swipe the diary! Amy, 
you were right — the diary is important!” 


“Yeah, and now the enemy has it.” 


“That stinks,” Dan agreed. “We were just a day late. Still ...” 
His eyes took on a glitter of inspiration. “They stole it from the 
museum; why can’t we steal it from them?” 


“Hang on,” Nellie burst in. “There’s a big difference between 
searching for clues and robbing people. You’re not crooks.” 

“But Jonah and his dad are,” Dan argued. “If we’re going to 
compete with them, we have to be willing to do what they do.” 

Nellie was unmoved. “As long as I’m your babysitter—” 

“Au pair!” Dan interjected hotly. 

“—Tm not going to stand by and let you two switch over to the 
dark side.” 

“But then we’ll lose!” Dan wailed. 

Amy spoke up, her expression solemn. “As much as I hate to 
agree with Dan, he’s got a point. I know stealing is wrong, but 
this contest is too huge for us to worry about being the good 


guys. A chance to influence human history — we could change 
the whole world!” 


“It might be a chance to change the world,” Nellie amended. 
“That’s what Mr. McIntyre said. He also said trust nobody — and 


that includes him.” 


Sudden tears filled Amy’s eyes and she blinked them back 
stubbornly. This was too important to blur with her blubbering. 
“We barely knew our parents before they died. Grace was all we 
had, and now she’s gone, too. The contest is a big deal for 
everybody, but for us, it’s all we have. We can’t do this halfway. 
We have to go all out. And that means looking for clues wherever 
they are — even inside somebody else’s hotel room.” 


Nellie remained silent. Amy swallowed hard and went on. 
“You're not a Cahill, so you shouldn’t have to put yourself at risk. 
But if you can’t live with what we need to do, we'll just have to 
find a way to go on without you.” 


Dan goggled at his sister. The road that lay ahead would 
instantly become twenty times more difficult, complicated, and 
dangerous without their au pair. The cover of an adult was 
essential to every step they took, every border they crossed, every 
hotel room they rented. They were already the underdogs of this 
contest. Alone, they would need miracles just to move from place 
to place, and day to day. 


Nellie regarded the Cahill kids. She was used to Dan’s 
impulsiveness, but Amy was the most sensible fourteen-year-old 
she’d ever known. All at once, she was overcome by a surge of 
affection and pride. 


“You think you can get rid of me that easily?” she demanded. 
“Fat chance. This may be your show, but I still make the rules. No 
way am I going to let you burgle a superstar without me. Pull up 
a chair — we’ve got a heist to plan.” 


The Royal Hapsburg Hotel was located at the heart of Vienna’s 
Landstrasse district, the center of Austria’s power elite. The 
building had once been a royal palace in the old Austro- 
Hungarian Empire, and floodlights made the white marble and 
gold leaf gleam against the night sky. 


“How do we know this is his hotel?” Dan asked as they circled 
the block. 

“Simple,” Amy told him. “It’s the snootiest, fanciest, most 
expensive place in town. Where else would he be?” She pointed 


to the hotel’s magnificent entrance, where reporters and 
photographers swarmed. “Proof enough?” 


“The launch party for Jonah’s new DVD is at eight,” Nellie put 
in. “He’ll probably come down, talk with reporters for a few 
minutes, and then head over to Eurotainment TV, which is 
hosting the bash. In the paper, they said everybody who’s 
anybody is going to be there.” 


Dan made a face. “I thought you quit being a Jonah Wizard fan 
when he dissed you in Paris.” 


“Tm helping you rob the guy, aren’t I? What I’m saying is when 
he shows up down here, that means it’s safe to get into his room.” 


As if on cue, a white chauffeur-driven Bentley whispered up to 
the curb and sat there, awaiting its Very Important Passenger. 
There was a stir in the crowd of media people, and the star 
himself emerged from his hotel, his ever-present father a half step 
behind him. Camera flashes lit up the night. 


“Quick!” hissed Amy. “We can’t let him see us!” 


They ducked behind a magazine kiosk and watched Jonah 
work the crowd. 


“Whassup, yo? ... Thanks for coming out ... ’Preciate that ... 
Word.” 


Behind him, his father’s thumbs were just a blur as he text 
messaged on his BlackBerry, probably sharing his son’s eloquence 
with the world. 

The media scrum began peppering the star with questions. 

“Jonah, can we expect any surprises on the European version of 
the DVD?” 

“Any truth to the rumor that you’re dating Miley Cyrus?” 

“Have you heard that the kung fu grip on your action figure 
flunked safety inspection?” 

Jonah answered these in his usual style, somehow managing to 
sound urban hip and folksy at the same time. 

Amy didn’t like him, but she couldn’t help marveling at his 
ease and skill dealing with the paparazzi. It went beyond merely 


coming up with the right things to say. Jonah made the press love 
him. 


I’m the total opposite of that, she reflected. Just the thought of 
speaking to a large crowd terrified her. 


“Hey, Jonah,” a reporter called. “You’re on top of the world at 
fifteen. Do you worry that you’ve got nowhere to go but down?” 


The man of the hour grinned. “Chill out, yo. Who says I’m on 
top? I’m not even top banana in this hotel. Man, the Grand Duke 
of Luxembourg is staying right here. Don’t get me wrong, I’m 
pretty happening. But doesn’t royalty beat having your own Pez 
dispenser?” 

“Let’s go,” muttered Nellie. “His modesty is turning my 
stomach.” 


As Jonah continued to charm the crowd, the Cahills and Nellie 
stole around the corner and slipped into the hotel through a side 
entrance. 


They walked past a bank of ornate gold elevators and ducked 
through a door marked with a sign in German. 


“Employees only,” Nellie translated in a whisper. 
“You speak German?” Amy hissed in surprise. 


“It’s more like a working knowledge,” she replied with a shrug. 
“Look — the freight elevator.” 


They rode down to the basement level, where they found a 
maze of corridors. 


Amy was fearful of being approached from around every corner 
and behind every door. Her dread chilled her from within, as if 
her spine had been infused with liquid nitrogen. The cellar was 
cold, but not enough to explain her shivering. 


“Why is it so empty?” she asked finally. 


“Most of the staff works the day shift,” Nellie guessed. 
“Jackpot!” she added, leading them through a partition into what 
looked like a dressing room. She selected a chambermaid’s 
uniform from a large rack, ducked behind a divider, and quickly 
changed into it. 


“Maybe we should lose the nose ring,” Amy suggested timidly. 


“Nothing doing,” Nellie replied. “The stuffed shirts in this place 
need a little livening up. Come on.” She jammed her regular 
clothes, then both Amy and Dan, into a housekeeping cart. An 


armload of sheets and towels went on top to conceal her 
passengers. 


“How do we know what room he’s in?” Dan whispered from 
the depths of the pile as Nellie rolled them back toward the 
elevator. 


“The royal suite, of course,” Nellie murmured. “Would 
anything less be good enough for that stuck-up nitwit? And keep 
it down. Laundry doesn’t talk.” 


The elevator took them to the top floor, the seventeenth. Nellie 
pushed the cart down the hall, stopping in front of suite 1700, the 
one with the gilt crown prominently displayed over the door. 
Knowing that the Wizards were on their way to their party, she 
boldly plucked the key card out of its tray and inserted it into the 
reader. 


A beep, a green light, and they were inside. 


“Wow,” the au pair breathed. “So this is Lifestyles of the Rich 
and Famous.” 


The room was palatial, with museum-quality furniture and 
decorative pieces — sofas and lounges in the nineteenth-century 
style, soft and overstuffed and upholstered in plush velvet; 
delicate china lamps and vases; everything oozing opulent taste. 

She reached down and was in the process of pulling the Cahills 
out of their hiding place, when a heavily accented voice inquired, 
“Does a maid not knock at His Highness’s door?” 


CHAPTER 5 


Shocked, Nellie pushed her charges back down among the linen. 
“Uh — I’m sorry,” she managed. “I thought the suite was empty. 
I’m supposed to bring fresh towels to the Wizards’ room.” 


“My dear young lady, this is the suite of his Highness the Grand 
Duke of Luxembourg.” The man’s lip curled slightly. “The 
American television actor is in the suite below — and a great fuss 
he made about that, I might add.” 


Nellie began backing the cart toward the door. “Sorry, sir. PI 
get out of your way.” 


“A moment, if you please. Now that you are here, His 
Highness’s bedchamber requires refreshing.” 


Nellie continued backing away. “Well, I really should get down 
to the Wizards’ ...” 


“Nonsense. It will take but a moment. And there are several 
other matters that require your attention. If you’ll follow me to 
the bathroom ...” 


“Coming,” she called after him. She leaned down into the linen 
bin, thrust the key card into the nearest hand, and whispered, 
“When you hear my voice in the next room, get out of here!” 


“What about you?” Amy squeaked. 


“I can handle myself. You get the diary. Pll meet you back at 
our hotel. Be careful!” 


And she was gone. A moment later, they could hear her 
announcing loudly, “This bathroom is bigger than my whole 
apartment!” 


The sheets began flying, and Amy and Dan scrambled from the 
cart and slipped through the door into the hallway. 


“Jonah’s one floor down,” Dan rasped. 
They ran for the stairs. 
The door of suite 1600 was identical to its upstairs counterpart, 


except there was no crown. 


“Poor Jonah,” Amy said sarcastically as they let themselves in 
with the key card. “He’s really slumming it.” 


If the rooms were any less opulent than the Grand Duke’s 
accomodations, Amy and Dan couldn’t tell where corners had 
been cut. The suite was massive and elegantly decorated. The 
marble floor gleamed; the rich carpets were hand-woven and 
luxurious. Every vase and ashtray on every end table looked like 
it had been placed there by an artist. 


“Kind of makes our place in Boston seem like an outhouse,” 
Dan observed. 


Amy sighed. “I don’t care about the high life. But sometimes it 
bugs me just how rich the competition is.” 


“Grace was rich.” Dan’s brow clouded as he remembered the 
fire that had destroyed their grandmother’s mansion on the day 
of her funeral. “Anyway, ld rather be poor and normal than a 
rich idiot like Jonah or the Cobras.” 


“Yeah, but money is a big advantage in a contest like this,” his 
sister argued bleakly. “It can open a lot of doors that we’ll have to 
find another way around. We’re really outclassed, Dan.” 


“That’s what cheating is for.” He surveyed the expansive parlor. 
“Now, if I was a stuck-up idiot with my head on a Pez dispenser, 
where would I hide the diary I jacked?” 


Amy smiled in spite of herself. “We’d better search the whole 
place.” 


They began to comb the huge suite, looking under sofa 
cushions, in drawers, behind drapes, and through closets. 


“Hey, check it out.” Dan reached into a small carton and 
withdrew a six-inch-tall action figure, Jonah Wizard in plasticized 
Phat Farm jeans and warm-up jacket. “Not a very good likeness,” 
he commented. “He’s much uglier in real life.” 


“Put that back!” hissed Amy, rifling through a drawer. “It’s bad 
enough we broke into his room. We don’t need to steal his dumb 
toys.” 

“It’s for my collection,” Dan protested. “He’s got a whole box of 
them. Hey — this must be the one with the kung fu grip.” He 
pressed the button and watched the tiny fist snap closed. “Whoa 


— no wonder it’s being recalled! You could crack a walnut with 
this thing!” 

“Look!” Amy’s eyes danced with excitement. She turned the toy 
around in Dan’s hand. When the grip was activated, a sequence of 
red letters and numbers lit up on the back of the figure’s 
headband. “GR63K1!” she read breathlessly. “It’s some kind of 
secret code!” 


Dan snorted a laugh in her face. “For a straight-A student, you 
can be pretty dumb. Sure, it’s a code — to download a free Jonah 
Wizard screen saver from his website! The commercials are all 
over TV back home.” 


His sister reddened. “I guess I’m not as much of a couch potato 
as you,” she mumbled in embarrassment, and returned her 
attention to the search. Dan stuffed the figure in his pocket and 
joined her. 


The suite had five rooms — the parlor, two bedrooms, a 
dressing chamber, and the kitchen. They went through every inch 
of the place, with no results. The master bedroom had a safe, but 
it was unlocked and empty. Even an examination of the kitchen 
and minibar revealed nothing. 

“You don’t think he’s got it with him, do you?” Dan asked in 
alarm. 

His sister shook her head. “You don’t bring a hot item like that 
to a place where every TV camera in Europe is pointed at you. It’s 
here. We just have to find it.” 

“Where do we look?” Dan was running out of patience. “It’s too 
dark, anyway! What’s up with these fancy hotels putting twenty 
layers of drapes over all the windows?” He flipped a light switch. 
A vast crystal chandelier blazed overhead. 

Amy and Dan gasped. At the center of this confection of light 
hung a basket formed by ropes of crystals. There, dark against the 
brilliance, was the unmistakable silhouette of a book. 

“The diary!” they chorused. 

Dan ran for a chair. 

“Not high enough!” his sister barked. “Come help me with the 
table.” 


They took the heavy glass table and hauled it under the 


chandelier. Dan climbed atop it, but he was still too short. “Hand 
me the chair.” 


Soon, Amy was perched on the table, steadying the chair and 
her brother, who stood on tiptoe atop two phone books on the 
seat. 


Straining to reach through the strings of crystals, Dan felt his 
hand close on the leather-bound cover. “Got it!” 


He drew out the diary of Maria Anna “Nannerl” Mozart. 


The job of au pair to the Cahill kids had brought Nellie 
experiences that she never could have anticipated. This was one 
of them — crawling on her hands and knees in a marble 
bathroom, scrubbing a grand duke’s toilet. 


No way there’s mildew in here, she thought bitterly. But maybe 
royalty could detect stains regular people couldn’t see, kind of 
like “The Princess and the Pea.” 


“The Grand Duke and the Bowl.” Catchy title. 


One thing was certain. Amy and Dan owed her big for this. She 
wondered if they had managed to find the diary yet. If only there 
were some way of knowing that the mission had been 
accomplished. Then she could conk the Grand Duke’s assistant 
with the toilet brush and get out of this five-star freak show. 


Her brow clouded as the vision grew darker — Amy and Dan, 
caught, arrested, or worse. Who knew what dangers were lurking 
out there in this winner-take-all game? Hotel security was scary 
enough, but those crazy Cahill cousins were capable of anything! 
The winner of this contest might literally rule the world. A lot of 
nut jobs had done some terrible things with that kind of power as 
a prize. What chance did two young kids have? 


Her uneasy thoughts popped like a soap bubble when an 
unfriendly voice over her shoulder announced, “You do not work 
for us, Frdulein. What are you doing in this suite?” 


Heart sinking, Nellie turned around. Next to the Grand Duke’s 
man was a uniformed guard. 


She tried to bluff it through. “Of course I work here. Do you 
think I sneak into hotels for the pleasure of scrubbing strangers’ 
toilets?” 


“You do not work here,” the man repeated humorlessly. 


“You know every single employee?” she challenged. 


“No,” he admitted. “You have the earring in the nose. It is 
against hotel policy. You will come with me.” 


Nellie thought hard. She wasn’t sure how much trouble she was 
in. She was a foreigner in this country. If she ended up deported, 
what would happen to Amy and Dan? 


“All right, you caught me. I’m here by mistake. I was trying to 
get into Jonah Wizard’s suite. Pm his biggest fan. I just have to 
meet him! But I picked the wrong room.” 


The man’s eyes probed hers. “And you are doing this crime 
alone? No one is with you?” 


“Tm totally alone,” she said, perhaps too quickly. “And it’s not 
a crime to love Jonah Wizard. He’s just the coolest—” 


From directly below, an enormous crash shook the building. 


The security man looked daggers at Nellie. “The Wizard suite! 
Fräulein, you had better hope that this disturbance has nothing to 
do with you, or you will be enjoying a great deal more of our 
Austrian hospitality.” 


“Dan, are you all right?” 


Dan lay on the floor of the suite, in the wreckage of the chair, 
in the wreckage of the table. 


He groaned and sat up, the diary clutched in his arms like a 
football. “What happened?” 


“Tm not sure,” Amy replied, none too steady herself. She 
hauled him to his feet and scanned him for cuts. “Either the chair 
broke and dropped us through the table, or the table broke first, 
and that’s what broke the chair. It doesn’t matter. We’ve got to 
get out of here — half the hotel must have heard that crash!” 


They ran out of suite 1600 just as a uniformed security officer 
burst from the stairwell, pulling none other than Nellie with him. 


There was no chance of feigning cluelessness. The door was 
still open behind them, the wreckage clearly visible from the hall. 


The Cahills fled, sprinting around the nearest corner and out of 
view. The guard moved to give chase, but Nellie grabbed his arm 
and pulled him back with a heave that almost dislocated his 


shoulder. 
“You can’t leave! What if Jonah is lying in there, bleeding?” 


The security man was in a towering rage. “Stupid girl! Your 
hero is not even in the building!” He took a walkie-talkie from his 
belt and began speaking in rapid-fire German. 

Nellie swallowed the lump in her throat. He was placing a 
guard at the elevators and at the bottom of all building stairwells. 


Amy and Dan were trapped. 


CHAPTER 6 


When the elevator door rolled open, both Cahills were running so 
hard that they almost blasted straight past it. Amy put the brakes 
on first, grabbed her brother, and hauled him aboard. She pressed 
L. They stood, chests heaving, as the car descended. Their anxious 
eyes followed the readout as the numbers counted down from 
sixteen. 


Suddenly, Dan’s hand snaked out and pressed 2. “They could be 
waiting for us in the lobby,” he explained tensely. 


“But that’s where the exit is!” Amy shrilled. “You can’t leave 
from the second floor!” 


“Sure you can.” The doors opened, and Dan pulled her out onto 
2, amid ballrooms and meeting facilities. 


She was nearly hysterical. “How?” 
“By jumping.” 
Amy stared at him. “Have you lost your—” 


They snaked around a bend in the corridor, and the hotel’s 
front drive appeared before them through floor-to-ceiling glass. 


Dan pushed open the French doors, and the two stepped out 
onto a narrow stone balcony. 


“No way, Dan! I’m not jumping! We’ll break our legs!” 
“Look down!” he commanded. 


Six feet below stretched a canvas awning that ran across the 
front entrance. 


He swung a leg over the stone railing. “Piece of cake,” he said, 
trying to sound more certain than he felt. “A shorter drop than 
the high diving board.” 

“But no water!” 

He dropped. Amy watched in horror, expecting him to tear 
through the fabric and be dashed to pieces on the concrete. 
Instead, the awning held. 


Grinning up at her, he crawled to the edge of the canvas, found 
a steel support, and shinnied to the sidewalk. He waved at her 
with Nannerl’s diary. 


Never had Amy experienced fear on so many different levels all 
at the same time — fear of capture; fear for Nellie; fear for her 
crazy brother, who was too stupid to know what couldn’t be 
done; and a very real fear of stepping off a second-story balcony 
onto a fragile piece of cloth. 


“Hurry up!” came an impatient call from below. 
I can’t do it ... I just can’t... 


The flood of shame was almost as overwhelming as her terror. 
Some Cahill she turned out to be! The future of the entire world 
was at stake, and she couldn’t cajole herself into a six-foot drop 
— not even after seeing her eleven-year-old brother do it. She 
might as well let Jonah have the diary. Or the Holts or the 
Kabras. Her grandmother had been wrong about her. She didn’t 
have what it took. 


Sorry, Grace ... 


It was this thought that jolted Amy into sudden explosive 
action. She was already falling through the air before she’d 
actually come to the decision to do it. She hit the fabric like an 
errant trapeze artist into a safety net. Seconds later, Dan was 
hauling her down to the street. 


They were in a taxi and blocks away before either of them 
dared to speak. 


“Nellie—” Dan began. 
“I know ...” 


Their little room at the Hotel Franz Josef seemed dingy and 
even smaller after the accommodations at the Royal Hapsburg. 
The greeting they received from Saladin didn’t help their general 
mood. The Egyptian Mau still refused cat food, and, in fact, had 
spread his dinner all over the carpet. A fishy smell hung in the 
air. In addition, the scratching had gotten worse than ever and 
was beginning to wear away the fur around his collar. 


Both Cahills were exhausted, but neither thought of sleep. 
Nellie was all that was important now. They’d been so focused on 
the 39 Clues that they hadn’t considered how much their au pair 


was giving up to stick with them and their quest. She had put her 
life on hold, traveled thousands of miles from home, and even 
charged many of their expenses on her personal credit card. Sure, 
they planned to pay her back. Amy and Dan had jewelry from 
Grace that was probably worth a lot of money. But jewelry could 
be lost or stolen, and there was no guarantee that they would win 
the contest. There was no guarantee that they would even survive 
it. 


Now Nellie was missing — caught, probably under arrest. And 
there was nothing Amy and Dan could do about it. Nothing but 
wait. 


At two am, they were still sitting, staring at the TV, which 
featured a Gilligan’s Island episode dubbed in German. The sudden 
knocking was such a jolt to their frayed nerves that they almost 
tackled each other running to answer the door. 


“Nellie!” Amy cried. “Thank—” 


There in the hall stood Irina Spasky, a Russian Cahill cousin. 
Another competitor in the search for the 39 Clues, and no joke. 
Irina was rumored to be an ex-KGB agent, ruthless, efficient, and 
potentially deadly. 

She got right to the point. “Your nanny has been detained by 
Viennese authorities.” 

Dan bristled. “How do you know that?” 

Irina’s face contorted into the closest she ever came to a smile. 
“I have accompanied weapons-grade plutonium through a secret 
tunnel under the Berlin Wall. I believe I am capable of looking 
through the window of a police car. But if you do not need my 
help—” 

Amy seized on this. “You can help Nellie? How?” 

Irina looked annoyed. “What is it your business, so long as she 
is returned to you?” 

“It’s not our business at all!” Amy agreed swiftly. “Just get her 
out! Thank you!” 


“I require better thanks than just words. Shall we say the item 
you removed from the hotel room of our obnoxious cousin Jonah 


Wizard?” 
“No deal!” Dan barked. 


“A word of advice,” Irina told Amy. “You should not let this 
impetuous little boy speak for you. Perhaps you should not let 
him speak at all. In the KGB, we found duct tape to be both 
effective and affordable.” 


Amy hung her head. They had risked their lives to get the 
diary. Not to mention the fact that Irina wanting it only proved 
their suspicion that it was important. But they couldn’t let Nellie 
go to jail for them. If their Russian cousin could free her, they 
had no choice but to make the deal. 


“PI get it for you,” Amy agreed sadly. 

“Tl get it,” sighed Dan. 

Amy watched in surprise as her brother went to her backpack 
on the nightstand. But instead of taking out the Nannerl diary, he 


reached into his jacket pocket and produced the Jonah Wizard 
action figure he had taken from suite 1600. 


He’s trying to give her the wrong thing! Amy struggled to contain 
her terror as Dan offered the toy to Irina. 


The ex-KGB agent made no move to accept it. “A child’s 
plaything? You are not serious.” 


Dan shrugged. “You asked for what we took out of Jonah’s 
room. This is it.” 


Don’t try it! Amy wanted to scream. What if Irina knows what 
she’s looking for? She stared imploringly at her brother. 


He didn’t pick up on the message. “It only seems like an action 
figure,” he told Irina. “Check this out.” He held the toy so that the 
tiny hand wrapped around her little finger and pressed the button 
on Jonah’s back to activate the kung fu grip. 


The former spy did not utter a sound, but a vein on her 
forehead stood out and bulged as if it were about to explode. Her 
eyes fell eagerly upon the website code illuminated at the back of 
Jonah’s headband. 


“See?” asked Dan. “It’s—” 


“There is no need for small talk in a business transaction.” She 
snatched the figure from Dan and regarded it with newfound 


respect. “We had a similar device in the KGB,” she admitted, 
examining her rapidly swelling pinkie. “Crude but effective. 
Expect your nanny shortly.” And she was gone as quickly as she 
had appeared. 


Amy was shaking as she wheeled on her brother. “I can’t 
believe you did that! What if Irina knew about the diary?” 


“She didn’t,” Dan retorted. 


“But she could have! Or the code! She might have seen the 
commercial about the screen saver!” 


He was serene. “I doubt Irina watches much Cartoon Network.” 


“You ripped off a Russian spy! You could have gotten Nellie 
killed, and maybe us, too!” 


Dan was outraged. “Why are you yelling at me about what 
didn’t happen? In case you haven’t noticed, I did something good! 
We’ve still got the diary, and Irina is going to spring Nellie. Do 
you think it’ll be a real prison break? Too bad we can’t watch.” 


Amy looked grim. “I honestly don’t want to think about what a 
KGB agent is capable of. Whatever she can do to the Viennese 
police she can turn on us at any moment.” 


He couldn’t hold back a grin. “But right now, tonight, we got 
the better of her. That’s something to celebrate!” 


“Who’s celebrating?” came a weary voice from the doorway. 


“Nellie!” Amy bounded over and threw her arms around the au 
pair. She took a step back, frowning. “How did Irina get you out 
so fast? She just left five minutes ago.” 


“Nobody got me out,” Nellie replied. “They just let me go. They 
think I’m a deranged Jonah Wizard fan. Apparently, the hotel’s 
full of them. A couple of idiots actually jumped off the front 
balcony. Can you picture that?” 

“In Technicolor,” Amy said bitterly. 

“That low-down KGB reject!” Dan fumed. “I can’t believe she 
cheated me — right when I was in the middle of cheating her!” 

“Anyway, it’s been a long night.” Nellie yawned. “Those get-a- 
lifers at the hotel wouldn’t part with their precious maid’s 
uniform, so the cops had to drag me over there to hunt down my 
clothes from that cart — which was back in the basement with 


fifty others. Then I didn’t want to lead them to you, so I had them 
drop me off at the Hotel Wiener. ’ve been walking ever since. But 
don’t worry — it only rained for the last half mile.” She toweled 
her hair off with her sleeve. “Is it just me, or does it smell like 
fish in here?” 


“We got the diary,” Amy told her excitedly. “Let’s get some 
sleep, and we can look at it tomorrow morning. We know the 
Holts, Irina, and Jonah are just a heartbeat away from us. We’ve 
got to move fast if we’re going to stay ahead.” 


When Jonah Wizard and his father returned flushed with victory 
from the DVD launch party, they found a team of maintenance 
people sweeping glass fragments from the marble floor of their 
suite. 


Both ran to stand directly beneath the chandelier where they 
had hidden Nannerl’s diary. The dark shape was no longer there. 
A few strands of crystals hung broken. 


“You promised Jonah extra security!” Mr. Wizard raged at the 
hotel manager, who had gotten out of bed to apologize to this 
very important guest. 


“We believe it was harmless, mein Herr,” the manager soothed. 
“A lovesick girl. Your talented son has this effect on the young 
ladies, yes?” 


The Wizards didn’t believe a word of it. It was no mere fan who 
had broken into the suite and stolen Nannerl Mozart’s diary. This 
could only be the work of one of their 39 Clues competitors. A 
Cahill inside job. 


“Yo, man.” The TV star addressed the hotel manager directly. 
“How about you describe this stalker chick who loves me so 
much she broke into my crib.” 


The manager held up a mug shot from the Vienna police 
department. 


The famous face creased into a frown. When you kicked back 
with Hollywood A-listers and the giga-celebrity crowd, it was 
tough to recognize your average nobody off the street. Yet the 
woman in the picture looked sort of familiar. Why did Jonah 
know that person? 


Then he noticed the nose ring. It was the Cahill kids’ nursemaid 
— Nancy or Netta, something like that. 


So Amy and Dan had made it to Vienna, too. Worse, they’d 
turned out to be a step ahead of him. Jonah Wizard didn’t like to 
be second best at anything. Not in the TV ratings, not on the pop 
charts, and definitely not in the contest. 


When you’re on top, you’ve got the confidence. The confidence gives 
you the attitude. And the attitude is what keeps you on top. 


A twinge of misgiving vibrated in the deepest, darkest recess of 
his mind. Yeah, he was number one across the board, dominating 
just about every category of the entertainment industry. And he 
deserved that success. He’d earned it. Sweat and hard work, man. 
Talent. That Wizard mojo. 


But it doesn’t hurt when your mom is Cora Wizard, with mucho 
connections in every field of the arts.... 

The megastar grimaced. This was why he could never let his 
guard down! One little setback, and he was already starting to 
doubt himself. 

If you lose — even once — it becomes a habit. And before you 
know it, you’re a loser. 


He couldn’t allow the Cahill kids to get the better of him. 


Luckily, he knew something about the diary that Amy and Dan 
still had to find out. 


CHAPTER 7 


Diaries were not Dan’s thing — not even when they were in 
English and written by people he cared about. He kept his 
distance, trying to interest Saladin in a tin of tuna fish, while 
Nellie and Amy huddled over the leather-bound journal. Nellie 
was translating Maria Anna Mozart’s flowery, old-fashioned 
script. 


“Anything good?” he called to them. 


“It’s a tragedy,” Amy replied. “Nannerl was one of the greatest 
musicians of her time. And yet very few people have even heard 
of her. She was a great genius — every bit as brilliant as her 
brother. But in those days, girls were just supposed to get 
married, and cook, and clean, and have babies.” 


Dan looked disinterested. “I never heard of her brother, either 
— not until this contest. I mean, I’ve heard of Baby Mozart — you 
know, the video—” 


Nellie scowled in his direction. “You’d still recognize a lot of 
his music. We’re talking about some of the most famous melodies 
of all time. Even ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ — the music to 
that was written by Mozart.” 


“You can only guess what Nannerl might have contributed if 
she’d been allowed to develop her talents,” Amy added. 

“I don’t care about music,” countered Dan. “Did she contribute 
clues?” 

Amy shook her head. “There are no notes scribbled in the 
margins or anything like that.” 

“There’s a letter from her brother pasted in here,” Nellie 
supplied, “but it seems like he’s talking about the time he quit his 
job. He said he wanted to use his contract as toilet paper.” 

“Really?” Dan was suddenly interested. “Mozart said that? 
Show me!” 


“It’s in German, dweeb,” his sister told him. “They have a word 


for toilet paper, too.” 


“Yeah, but I didn’t think a fancy guy like Mozart would know 
it.” 

“Hold it!” Amy’s voice was full of alarm. She turned the next 
leaf, peering intently at the spine of the notebook. “There are 
pages missing here! At least two. Look!” 


The three examined the diary closely. Amy was right. The thief 
had been extra careful to disguise his crime — the missing 
material had been cut out with a very sharp blade. The excision 
was almost unnoticeable. 


“Do you think Jonah did it?” Dan breathed. 


“I doubt it,” Amy replied. “Why would he bother to hide the 
diary in the chandelier if he’d already taken the important parts 
out of it?” 


“To throw us off the trail of the real stuff?” Dan suggested. 


“Maybe, but remember — this book is over two hundred years 
old. Those pages could have been removed any time between 
then and now. For all we know, Nannerl cut them out herself 
because she spilled ink on them.” 


“No offense, you guys,” Nellie put in, “but ’ve been around 
your family long enough to know this has Cahill written all over 
it. Pve never seen such a bunch of backstabbers in my life.” 


“She’s right,” Dan said glumly. “Every time we think we’re 
making progress on the thirty-nine clues, someone turns out to be 
a step ahead of us.” 


“Calm down,” Amy told him. “The real clue isn’t the diary; it’s 
the music. And we’re the only ones who have that. Let’s take it 
down to the lobby. I saw a piano there.” 


They made a charming picture — the American girl at the piano 
and her younger brother at her side. It would have been nit- 
picking to notice that the sheet music was written on the back of 
a Eurail napkin, and that the girl played falteringly. 


“Good old Aunt Beatrice,” Amy murmured to Dan. “She cut off 
my piano lessons so she could pinch a few more pennies.” 


Aunt Beatrice was their grandmother’s sister and their legal 


guardian. It was thanks to Aunt Beatrice that Amy and Dan were 
now fugitives from Social Services in the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts. 


“Play the new stuff,” Dan suggested. “The part that isn’t in the 
real song. Maybe a trapdoor will open, or we'll call up the Cahill 
genie or something.” 


She tried it, a light, airy melody, very different from the 
heavier classical piece around it. Suddenly, there was a woman 
standing beside the piano, lifting her voice in song. The lyrics 
were German, but it was obvious that the tune was familiar and 
brought the lady pleasure. 


“You know this song!” Amy exclaimed. “Is it by Mozart?” 


“Nein — not Mozart. It is an old Austrian folk song called ‘Der 
Ort, wo ich geboren war.’ This means in your language ‘The Place 
Where I Was Born.’ Thank you for playing it, my dear. I haven’t 
heard it for many years.” 


Amy grabbed Dan and hauled him to the privacy of a small 
alcove with a fireplace. “That’s it! That’s the clue!” 

“What? Some old song?” 

“It was a message between Mozart and Ben Franklin!” 

Dan was bug-eyed. “Okay, but what does it say?” 


“It says ‘come to the place where I was born.’ Mozart was born 
in the town of Salzburg, in the Austrian Alps. And that’s where 
we have to go.” 


The rental car was an old Fiat that squeaked in every joint and 
didn’t like going up Alps but didn’t mind coasting down the other 
side of them. Part of this might have been Nellie’s fault. She’d 
never driven a stick shift before. 


“That’s just great for a trip into the mountains,” Dan 
complained. 


“Hey — you want to get behind the wheel?” Nellie demanded, 
insulted. And Dan said yes so readily that she was sorry she’d 
asked. 


Saladin spent the entire three-hour drive carsick. But luckily, 
since the cat wasn’t eating anything, he also had nothing to throw 


up. 

The trip would have been roomier and much more pleasant on 
the train. But their encounter with the Holts on the ride from 
Paris had soured them on travel by rail. On a public train, they 
were too easy to spot. They could be more anonymous in a car. 
With the latest lead in their hands and theirs only, surely all the 
other teams would be gunning for them. 


Despite the uneven ride, the scenery was spectacular. The 
autobahn wound through the Austrian Alps like a ribbon twisting 
among the feet of giants. Soon their necks ached from craning out 
the windows, gazing up at dizzying snowcapped peaks. 


“Now this is more like it,” Nellie approved. “I came on this trip 
to see the world, not the inside of a Vienna police station.” 


Even Dan was impressed by the soaring mountains. “Pll bet if 
you roll a snowball off the top, by the time it gets to the bottom, 
it could knock out a whole town!” 


Shortly after two, they reached Salzburg — a small city of 
gleaming spires, baroque architecture, and picturesque gardens 
nestled in green hills. 


“Tt’s beautiful!” breathed Nellie. 


“It’s bigger than I expected,” Amy put in ruefully. “We have no 
idea what we’re looking for, or even where to start.” 


Nellie shrugged. “Seems pretty straightforward. The song is 
‘The Place Where I Was Born.’ We'll get a guidebook and find the 
actual house where Mozart grew up.” 


The moaning from Dan was even louder and more pitiful than 
Saladin’s constant complaining. “Oh, no you don’t. You’re not 
dragging me to another Mozart house. Not when I haven’t even 
recovered from the last one!” 


“Grow up,” Amy said sharply. “We’re not tourists. We go where 
the clues are.” 


“How come the clues are never in the local laser tag place?” 
Dan whined. He sat up suddenly. “Look out!” 


A pedestrian rushed into the road right in front of the Fiat. 
Nellie stomped on the brake with all her might. The wheels 
locked, and the car skidded to a halt mere inches from mowing 
down the elderly jaywalker. 


Nellie was almost berserk. “Moron!” She brought her arm 
forward to deliver a blast on the horn. 

Amy grabbed her wrist. “Don’t!” she hissed, trying to duck 
behind the dash. “Look who that is!” 


CHAPTER 8 


Three pairs of eyes focused on the tall, straight-backed Asian man 
hurrying across the street, tapping along with his diamond-tipped 
walking stick. 


Alistair Oh, their Korean cousin, yet another competitor in the 
contest. 


“So much for us being ahead of the other teams,” Dan 
observed. 


“He’s probably not here for the clear mountain air,” Nellie 
agreed. 


They watched as Uncle Alistair loped across the street and 
boarded a bus parked at the opposite curb. 


“Follow him,” Amy said suddenly. “Let’s see where he’s going.” 


Nellie made a highly illegal right turn from the left lane and 
fell into line behind the bus. She waved gaily at the Salzburg 
drivers who were cursing and honking. 
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“You know,” mused Dan, “if we want to find out where he’s 
going, why can’t we just ask the guy? Don’t we still have an 
alliance with him from Paris?” 


“Remember what Mr. McIntyre said,” Amy countered. “Trust 
no one.” 


“Maybe so. But Uncle Alistair sure saved our butts in the 
Catacombs.” 


Amy was unimpressed. “Only because he had to help us to stop 
the Kabras. If there’s one thing we ought to know by now, it’s 
that Cahills have been fighting each other for centuries. He’d do 
anything to distract us from the thirty-nine clues.” 


They followed the bus as it rattled over the Staatsbrucke — the 
bridge at the center of town. Passengers got on, but no one got 
off. The streets were crowded with cars and taxis, and throngs of 
sightseers were everywhere. A high school group stepped out in 


front of the Fiat, and the bus roared around a corner and out of 
view. 


“Don’t lose them,” Dan said urgently. 


At last, the road cleared, and the Fiat lurched off, Nellie 
shifting awkwardly. They jounced down a few narrow streets, but 
there was no sign of the bus. 


Amy pointed. “There!” 


The bus had left the grid of downtown streets and was roaring 
around the side of a hill. In a screech of gears, they set off in 
pursuit, picking up speed as the Fiat rounded the bend. They 
were so focused on the chase that they raced right past the 
stopped bus, which was disgorging passengers at an ancient stone 
gate. 

Amy peered at the collection of very old buildings topped with 
steeples and crosses. “A church?” 

Dan looked miserable. “Like Mozart wasn’t boring enough.” 

“The last church we were in wasn’t boring,” Amy reminded 
him. “We both nearly got killed.” 

Nellie made a U-turn and pulled up a discreet distance behind 
the bus. “St. Peter’s Archabbey,” she translated, squinting at the 
wrought-iron sign. 

They could see Alistair’s tall figure starting up the sloped path 
through the gate. 

Nellie frowned. “Do you think your clue could be in there?” 

“Alistair thinks it is,’ Amy decided. “We can’t leave until we 
know one way or the other. Why don’t you find a hotel and give 
Saladin a chance to recover from the trip?” 

The au pair looked reluctant. Dan spoke up. “The place is full 
of tourists. How dangerous can it be?” 

“All right,” Nellie said finally. “Pll be back here in an hour. Try 
not to get yourselves killed.” She drove off. 

They entered through the gate, and Amy chose an English 
brochure from the rack. “Wow,” she breathed. “This place is more 


than thirteen hundred years old. The monastery was founded in 
696, but they think the Romans were here even before that.” 


“Romans?” Dan showed a stirring of interest. “Those Roman 


legions had some super-sweet fighting skills.” 


“That’s why you find Roman artifacts all over Europe,” Amy 
explained. “Their armies were so powerful that they conquered 
most of the known world.” 


“Unstoppable,” Dan agreed. He frowned. “So why the church?” 


“That was built later, in the twelfth century — long after the 
Romans had gone. The oldest graves in the cemetery date back to 
around that time.” 


“Cemetery?” Dan beamed. “This place is starting to grow on 
me!” 


They lay low until Uncle Alistair’s tour group had filed into the 
main cathedral and then ducked through the arch that led to the 
graveyard. It was like no cemetery Dan had ever seen — 
overgrown with brush, the markers barely visible through the 
foliage. Instead of tombstones, the plots were represented by 
wrought-iron signposts with fancy old-fashioned script. 


“Reminds me of Aunt Beatrice’s souvenir spoon collection,” 
Dan mumbled to Amy. 


Her nose was still immersed in the brochure. All at once, she 
grabbed his wrist and squeezed hard enough to splinter bone. 
“Dan — it says the last remains of Nannerl Mozart are right 
here!” 


Dan’s eyes widened. “We’re going to dig up a dead body? 
Awesome!” 


“Shhh! Of course not!” 
“But what if Mozart planted a clue on his sister?” 


Amy shook her head. “Mozart died before Nannerl. Now, we’re 
looking for a communal tomb. That’s where the guidebook says 
she’s buried.” 


“What’s that?” Dan asked. “Like a condo for dead people?” 


“Show some respect. One of the others in her crypt is Michael 
Haydn, the famous composer, and one of Mozart’s biggest 
supporters.” 


He couldn’t resist. “What’s he doing now — decomposing?” 
“Don’t be gross. Come on.” 
It took a few minutes of wandering for them to find the 


mausoleum. Compared to some of the opulent and elaborate 
burial chambers at St. Peter’s, it was a simple stone structure 
bearing the names of the dead with biblical passages engraved on 
the walls. There was no sign of anything that could be considered 
a clue. 


“You’re not forgotten, Nannerl,” Amy whispered somberly. 
“People are starting to appreciate you as a genius in your own 
right.” 


“What’s the big fascination with Nannerl Mozart?” Dan asked. 
“So she was as good as her brother. So what?” 


“Don’t you see how unfair that is?” Amy demanded. “She never 
got the credit just because she was a girl.” 
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“T agree,” said Dan. “She got a raw deal. But now that she’s 
been in this crypt for a couple hundred years, what difference 
does it make to her?” 


“It makes a difference to me,” she argued. “What if we were the 
Mozart siblings? How do you think Id feel if you were considered 
this whiz kid prodigy and I was nobody when we were equally 
good at the same thing?” 


Her brother was unperturbed. “That could never happen to us. 
We're not good at any of the same things. Hey, what’s that?” 


He was peering quizzically out the crypt entrance. The abbey 
abutted a sheer rock face. Fifty feet off the ground, the rough 
outline of a building had been carved into the mountain. “Who 
puts a house halfway up a cliff?” 


On closer inspection, they found a crude staircase hewn 
directly into the stone, leading to the cavelike portal. 


Amy scoured the brochure. “Here it is. That’s the entrance to 
the Salzburg Catacombs.” 


“Catacombs?” Dan echoed in trepidation. They had come very 
close to being lost forever in the Catacombs of Paris. He wasn’t 
anxious for a repeat performance. 


“Well, not the paved-with-bones kind,” Amy explained. “But it 
says there are tunnels in that hill. If there’s a clue at St. Peter’s, 
Pll bet that’s where it is.” 

A tour group came into view, working its way to the entrance 
on the cliff. In the middle of the cluster was the tall figure of 


Alistair Oh. 
“And the competition just pulled ahead of us,” Dan added. 


As soon as Uncle Alistair’s tour disappeared inside the rock 
face, the Cahills rushed up the uneven stone stairs. Amy felt a 
creepy unease as she stepped inside the mountain — as if they 
were being swallowed by something ancient and immutable, an 
immense, silent creature as old as the earth itself. Amy and Dan 
exchanged a look of pure dread. The Paris Catacombs had been 
lined with human bones, grotesque skulls leering from all 
directions. This may have been lower on the ick scale. But the 
sense of leaving the familiar for the freakish and threatening was 
even greater here. 


The tunnel was clammy and easily twenty degrees colder than 
the outside. 


Dan reached down and felt the familiar shape of his inhaler. 
This had to be the worst spot on earth for his asthma to flare up. 


Chill out, he reminded himself. Attacks were brought on by 
extreme dust and pollen, not extreme creepiness. 


To their left was a small cave chapel straight out of The 
Flintstones. Uncle Alistair’s group was crowded in there when the 
Cahills hurried by, covering their faces. 


The further they got from the entrance, the darker it became. 
The passage was lit only by a series of weak electric bulbs strung 
so far apart that everything faded to utter blackness in between 
them. 


As they forged ahead, another tour group was walking toward 
them in the tunnel. Pale, top-lit faces vanished into the gloom 
only to reappear suddenly thirty feet closer. It was otherworldly 
— as if the laws of nature no longer applied in this alien place. 


“Stay to the right,” the tour guide ordered, directing his 
sightseers around the Cahills in the close quarters. 


They were jostled by elbows and shoulders as the group 
shuffled past. Someone stepped on Amy’s toe, and she drew in a 
sharp breath — or maybe her gasp was a reaction to the man she 
saw in the halo of the naked bulb. 


He was old, older than Uncle Alistair, probably in his late 
sixties, with weathered, cratered skin. His clothing was all black, 


so his head appeared to be suspended in midair. 


Amy’s heart was thumping so hard that she was afraid it might 
punch clear through her ribcage. She grasped her brother’s hand 
and began towing him along the passage. 


“Slow down!” Dan complained. 


Amy didn’t stop until she was positive the tour group was out 
of earshot. “Dan — the m — the m—” Even whispering, she could 
not control her stammer. 


“Calm down,” her brother soothed. 
“The man in black is here!” 


CHAPTER 9 


Dan was shocked. “Did he see you?” 


“Pm not sure, but we can’t take the chance. When Grace’s 
house burned down, there he was. And when the bomb went off 
at the Franklin Institute. We’ve got to get out of here!” 


“Not until we find what we came for,” Dan said stubbornly. 
“Uncle Alistair and the man in black? That’s double proof we’re on 
the right track!” 


Amy was surprised by the surge of admiration she felt. Sure, 
her brother was a dweeb who wouldn’t last five minutes without 
her. But there were times — like now — that he found courage 
where she saw only fear. 


She swallowed hard. “Let’s keep going.” 


They forged deeper into the mountainside. The tunnel split and 
split again, and they made careful note of the twists and turns. 
Neither could think of anything more terrifying than getting lost 
back here, halfway between Salzburg and the earth’s core. 


The sting of eyestrain soon set in from scanning the endless 
walls for markings or coded symbols— anything that might 
indicate a secret compartment or hiding place. Only rock greeted 
them, and the occasional trickle of water. 


Dan was on his hands and knees, investigating a “carving” that 
turned out to be a groove in the stone, when the string of electric 
lights flickered once and went out. 


Dark didn’t even come close to describing it. They were 
plunged into suffocating blackness, a total absence of light. It was 
as if they had suddenly been struck blind. 


The panic was like nothing Amy had experienced before. Her 
breath came out in gasps, faster and faster, as if the air she drew 
in was instantly sucked out of her. 

Dan flailed his arms, reaching to reassure her. But when he 
touched her arm, she let out a shriek that echoed through the 


passageway in all directions. 


“Calm down, it’s me!” he hissed, although calm was the 
opposite of what he felt. “It’s probably just a power failure!” 


“And the man in black just happens to be here?” Amy squealed. 


Dan struggled to think rationally. “If we can’t see him, he can’t 
see us, right? Who knows? Maybe he’s just as lost as we are.” 


“And maybe he’s back there somewhere, waiting for us.” 


He took a deep breath. “We’ll have to chance it. All we can do 
is retrace our steps and hope for the best.” 


“Can we even find our way out?” she quavered. 


Dan tried to visualize the tunnels as they might appear on a 
map — as intersecting lines. “You run your hand along one wall 
of the passage. Pll run my hand along the other. We won’t miss 
any turns that way.” He gulped. “Simple.” 


Simple. Oh, how Amy yearned for her brother’s ability to 
reduce everything to a formula — a series of instructions to be 
followed. For her, no formula could ever be separated from the 
sheer terror of this darkness. She had a flashback to the Paris 
Catacombs, stacks of skulls grinning grotesquely at her. Yet at the 
same time she knew this was worse — the shaft much narrower, 
the walls pressing in on her, trapping her in the rock belly of this 
mountain. 


“Dan, I don’t think I can do this,” she whimpered. “I’m just too 
scared.” 


“It’s the same tunnel,” he soothed. “We made it here; we can 
make it back.” 


They set out through the blackness. Amy felt her way along the 
left wall, knowing that Dan was doing the same on the right. 
They locked fingers to avoid losing each other and talked 
constantly to keep out the terror that would surely overwhelm 
them if it found a way in. 


“Hey, Amy,” said Dan, “when’s the last time we held hands like 
this?” 

“I can’t remember. It had to be when we were little, little kids. 
You know — with Mom and Dad.” 


“What did Mom look like again?” He already knew the answer. 


He’d heard it at least a hundred times, yet the familiar 
conversation was comforting. 


“She was tall,” Amy replied, “with reddish-brown hair—” 
“Like yours?” His standard question. 


“Mom’s was a bit redder. You couldn’t miss her in the audience 
at a school play. Dad was fairer, with—” A pause. “It gets harder 
and harder to picture them both. Like an old snapshot where the 
image is fading.” 

“It stinks,” muttered Dan. “Can’t remember my own parents, 
but rotten Aunt Beatrice — she’s a glowing electric billboard in 
my head.” 


“We’ve got Grace,” Amy reminded him gently. 


“Grace.” The name came out as a sigh. “I miss her, but 
sometimes I wonder if I even should.” 


“Grace loved us.” 


“Then how come she didn’t tell us about all this?” he 
demanded. “The Cahills! The contest! A little warning might’ve 
come in handy. Like, ‘Okay, today you’re a kid playing Super 
Mario, but in a couple of months you'll be lost in a European 
tunnel with a mad killer—’” 

Bang! 

The flash was a supernova in the blackness. Their eyes, wide- 
open, straining for night sight, were painfully overloaded. Dan 
could make out a figure running away from them in the passage. 
But his hands automatically snapped up to shield his face before 
he could make an ID. And then the explosion was over, replaced 
by the rumbling sound that signaled the ceiling was about to 
collapse. 


Amy heard her brother’s cry when the boulder struck his 
shoulder. Their hands were still clenched, so she felt it when he 
went down, buried by rocks and dirt. 

“Dan!” She pulled his arm with all her might, even as she was 
pelted with falling gravel. Mustering a hidden cache of strength, 
she gave a mammoth yank, and her brother scrambled up beside 
her, spitting dust, unable to form words. 


“Are you hurt?” she rasped. 


Without answering, he reached into the blackness and felt 
along the outline of the rubble. It blocked the shaft completely. 
He tried to burrow through the pile, only to trigger a 
miniavalanche that filled in his progress and buried him in gravel 
up to his ankles. “I don’t think we can dig ourselves out!” 


The nightmares closed in on Amy like circling sharks. What 
could be worse than being lost in the dark? Being trapped in the 
dark ... dying in the dark ... 


She peered at the shadowy silhouette of her brother’s face, 
trying to bring his green eyes into focus. That’s when it hit her. 
“Dan — I can see you!” 


“That’s impossi — wait! I see you, too! Just your outline. But 
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“There has to be light coming from somewhere,” Amy 
reasoned. “And where there’s light, there’s—” 


“A way out!” Dan crowed. 


It was almost imperceptible — not even enough to illuminate 
the walls of the passage. But it was definitely there — a dull gray- 
orange glow. 


It was still too dark to see, so their progress was slow. Dan 
tripped a couple of times as the rock floor grew rougher, and 
Amy walked into the wall where the tunnel turned unexpectedly. 


She barely noticed the collision. Around the corner, the glow 
was stronger. She could see her brother’s silhouette without 
squinting. 

“Jackpot!” Dan exclaimed. The black expanse of floor gave way 
to a narrow rectangle of radiance. “A secret passage!” He lowered 
himself into the tight opening. “Pll bet theres a ladder 
somewhere....” 


A yelp was followed by a muffled crash. “Or maybe not,” he 
groaned from below. “Get down here. I think I found something.” 


Gingerly, Amy eased herself into the tiny space, feeling for 
footholds in the rock. Soon she discovered what her brother had 
missed — a series of notches carved into the wall. Dan helped her 
down into an open chamber lit with oil lamps. After the total 
blackness of the tunnel, the orange flicker seemed like the arc 
lights of a stadium. 


She looked around. At least half the room was piled to the 
ceiling with large weathered barrels. 


“Could these be a clue?” Dan wondered. 


Amy shrugged helplessly. “They won’t do us much good if we 
don’t know what’s inside them.” 


The Cahills ventured closer. The drums seemed very old. There 
were no markings on the oak casings. 


“Maybe we can swipe one and roll it out of here.” He pressed 
his shoulder against a cask and pushed with all his might. It 
wouldn’t budge. 


Amy came over to lend a hand, and that was when she saw it. 
An aged desk stood by the wall, half hidden by the stacked 
containers. On the sloped surface sat a single piece of paper. 


The Cahills rushed to examine it. It was closer to parchment 
than the kind of paper anyone used today — yellowed and brittle. 
The writing was German, in an old-world calligraphy. It seemed 
to be a list of some kind, with both words and numbers. 


“A formula!” Amy breathed. 
Dan frowned. “For what?” 


“Our very first clue was an ingredient — iron solute,” Amy 
reminded him. “Maybe this is the whole recipe.” 


They were silent as the magnitude of her words sank in. This 
quest was supposed to be a marathon, not a sprint, with clues 
hidden in every corner of the globe. Was it possible that they had 
unearthed some kind of ancient “cheat sheet,” with all 39 on a 
single page? Was the contest already won? 


Delicately, she picked up the parchment by its edges. “We’ve 
got to take this to Nellie. She’ll be able to tell us what it says.” 


Dan let out a whoop. “Can’t wait to see the look on the Cobras’ 
faces when we trot out all thirty-nine clues and they’re still 
searching for number two! Or Irina; this time I’m going to hire a 
real black belt to do the kung fu grip on her. And the Holts — 
hmm, better hire a whole army of black belts—” 


“We have to get out of here first,” his sister reminded him. She 
surveyed their surroundings. “These big vats came in through a 
door somewhere....” 


“Let’s follow the oil lamps,” Dan suggested. 


The barrel room led to more tunnels. After a few twists and 
turns, Amy realized they were lost again. She looked down at the 
flowery German script on the parchment in her hands. The 
frustration was maddening — to have found their prize against all 
odds but be unable to bring it to the person who could read it for 
them. 


She consulted her watch. “We’re already late for Nellie. Maybe 
when we don’t show up, she’ll come looking for us.” 


“Then I hope she’s got one of those giant mining drills,” Dan 
replied, taking note of the sloping floor. Suddenly, he pointed. 
“Whoa!” 


Through an archway in the never-ending passage, they could 
make out a heavy stone pillar. Propped up against it was— 


“A ladder!” Amy breathed. 
They rushed over and gazed up through a thick iron grate. 
“Sunlight!” she hissed. She had never expected to see it again. 


Dan scaled the wooden rungs and pushed at the metal. “Give 
me a hand, will you?” 


Amy joined him on the ladder. Slowly, the two of them were 
able to budge the heavy grill enough to heave it over. A loud 
gonging sound resonated. They scrambled through the opening 
and hoisted themselves into the room. 


The large space was lined with small neat cots that rested 
directly on the stone floor. But that was not its most notable 
feature. At the foot of every bunk stood a black-robed monk with 
a shaved crown. 


Forty pairs of startled eyes were fixed on the Cahills. Forty 
mouths dropped open in shock. The Benedictine monks of St. 
Peter’s gawked at the Cahills as if they could not believe such 
creatures existed. 


An older monk, his tonsure ringed with gray, noticed the 
parchment clutched in Amy’s hands. 


The cry that issued from him was less than human. 


CHAPTER 10 


In a body, the Benedictine brothers surged toward her, arms 
reaching for the precious artifact. Amy stood frozen with fear, but 
Dan was ready for action. He had already spotted the single small 
doorway in the dormitory. He wasn’t sure where it led, but out of 
here was good enough. 


He grabbed Amy by the arm and began to tow her through the 
swishing black robes, ducking reaching arms. When it became 
clear that they were about to escape, the monks’ agitation grew. 
A hand grasped Amy’s sleeve, and Dan shouldered it away like a 
pro football player. Amy leaped over a would-be tackler, and the 
Cahills fell into a broken-field run for the exit. 


Nellie fretted in the Fiat, checking her watch every thirty 
seconds. Where were they? She should never have let them go 
into a place where one of their slimy Cahill relatives was 
prowling around. If that lousy Alistair Oh did anything to hurt 
Amy and Dan, she was going to feed him his walking stick 
wrapped in barbed wire. 


She turned to the backseat, where the cat lounged, no longer 
scratching. “They’re half an hour late, Saladin. Where can they 
be?” 

And then she spotted them, moving fast through the milling 
crowd of tourists. Running, even. Looking kind of disheveled — 
and scared. Her eyes focused beyond the Cahills to the wave of 
black that was gaining on them. Dozens of robed figures — 
monks — were chasing Amy and Dan across the abbey grounds. 

She started the car and threw open the passenger door. “Get 
in!” 

The parchment thieves did not have to be told twice. They 
barreled through the gates and piled in, a tangle of arms and legs. 

“Get us out of here!” Dan gasped. 


Nellie stomped on the gas pedal. The car was already squealing 
forward as Amy pulled the door shut. Dan stared into the side 
mirror, watching the enraged monks grow smaller as the car 
accelerated. 


The au pair was bug-eyed. “What happened back there?” 


“It’s not our fault!” Dan babbled. “Those guys are crazy! 
They’re like mini—-Darth Vaders without the mask!” 


“They’re Benedictine monks!” Nellie exclaimed. “They’re men 
y 
of peace! Most of them are under vows of silence!” 


“Yeah, well, not anymore,” Dan told her. “They cursed us out 
pretty good. I don’t know the language, but some things you 
don’t have to translate.” 


“We found a clue,” Amy explained breathlessly, “and they 
didn’t want us to take it. I’m positive it’s something important!” 
She thrust the parchment into Nellie’s arms. “Can you tell us 
what it says?” 


“Why don’t we put some distance between ourselves and the 
abbey first,” the au pair advised, wheeling through the narrow 
streets of Salzburg. “How’d you like to have to explain to the 
rental company that their car was trashed by an army of 
deranged monks?” 

Dan was impatient. “We’ll buy the rental company and the 
abbey, too! This time, we scored the big enchilada!” 

By skirting downtown, Nellie was able to avoid most of the 
traffic and get over the bridge quickly. They made a few twists 
and turns and pulled over on a quiet street. “Okay, let’s have a 
look at this ‘clue.’ “ She picked up the parchment. 

“We think it might be some kind of formula,” Amy put in 
excitedly. 

Nellie pored over the calligraphy, her eyes widening in 
amazement. “Oh, my God! I can’t believe it!” 

Dan grinned. “That good, huh?” 

“But what’s it the formula for?” Amy persisted. 

The au pair read the page again and again, as if trying to 
convince herself that it really was what she knew it to be. “You 
boneheads! This isn’t a clue — it’s the recipe for Benedictine!” 


“Benedictine?” Amy repeated. “You mean the drink?” 


Nellie nodded miserably. “It’s an ancient recipe known only to 
the Benedictine brothers for centuries. That’s why they were 
chasing you!” 


The Cahills were devastated. 


“We almost got killed in there,” moaned Dan. “And it was all 
for nothing.” 


“No wonder the monks were upset,” Amy lamented. “It must 
have seemed like we stole the most important thing they own.” 


“Well, maybe it isn’t a clue,” Dan tried to console himself, “but 
at least that parchment will look cool in my collection.” 


“Dan!” Amy exploded. “We have to give that back.” 


“Good luck.” Dan was bitter. “If we set foot in that abbey 
again, those men of peace will rip our heads off.” 


Amy was adamant. “We can’t keep it. Maybe we can mail it to 
them.” 


“I can’t wait to see the address — third cave on the right, go 
through fifty tunnels, turn left at the stalagmite. In German.” He 
climbed over the seat and joined the cat in the back. “Pm going 
to sit with somebody who isn’t nuts — what’s up, Saladin? Hey, 
he stopped scratching.” 


“I was going to tell you — before I had to play getaway driver 
from the Christian brothers. While you were at St. Peter’s, I took 
Saladin to a veterinary clinic.” 


“Was it fleas?” asked Amy. 


Nellie shook her head. “The doctor took off his collar and this 
popped out.” She reached into her pocket and produced a 
miniature electronic device about the size of a thumbnail. 





“He figures the corners were digging into the skin. That’s what 
all the scratching was about.” 


Amy frowned. “But what is it?” 


Dan was disgusted. “Don’t you ever watch TV? It’s a homing 
device. You plant it on somebody when you want to keep track of 
where he’s going.” 

Nellie was confused. “Who keeps track of a cat?” 


Light dawned on Amy. “Not the cat — us! Our competition did 
this! That’s why we can’t get ahead in the contest. Wherever we 
go, someone else always knows about it.” 


“This has the Cobras written all over it!” Dan growled. “Leave 
it to a couple of rich kids to buy a high-tech way to cheat because 
they’re too dumb to get the clues on their own.” 


“Or Irina,” Amy reasoned. “This would be kid stuff for the KGB. 
It could be any of them — even Mr. McIntyre. Remember — he 
had Saladin while we were in Paris.” 


“So what do we do with the transmitter now?” Nellie asked. 
“Smash it?” 


“Drop it down the sewer,” Dan suggested. “Let the cheaters go 
scuba diving for it.” 


Amy turned serious. “You know, this could be a golden 
opportunity to put the competition off our scent. We shouldn’t 
waste it on a joke.” 


Dan scowled. “You never let me have any fun.” “Oh, this’ll be 
fun,” his sister assured him. “Listen ...” 


Alistair Oh trudged heavily through the parlors of the Mozart 
Wohnhaus, putting more weight than usual on his diamond- 
tipped walking stick. He already knew the location of the next 
important Clue. Still, while he was here in Salzburg, it made 
sense to visit the Mozart family’s home, just to make sure he 
hadn’t missed anything. One could never be too careful. 


But as he made his way through the eighteenth-century musical 
instruments and furniture, weariness pressed down on him. He 
wasn’t as young as he’d once been, back when he’d made his 
fortune as the inventor of the microwave burrito. Exciting times 


— alas, all in the past. 


He sat down to rest on a visitors’ bench. The money was mostly 
gone now, and so was his youth. The last thing he needed was a 
globe-trotting marathon after Grace Cahill’s pot of gold. But what 
a pot of gold: fabulous wealth, limitless power. A return to the 
glory of his burrito days and beyond. 


He’d barely slept at all last night. In truth, his conscience was 
bothering him over the incident in the tunnel yesterday. No one 
had told him the small explosive would trigger a cave-in. The 
plan had been merely to scare Amy and Dan away. Yes, they were 
adversaries, and adversaries had to be defeated. But he’d never 
forgive himself if anything terrible happened to Grace’s 
grandchildren. 

He’d been up past two am. watching TV news. If there had been 
an accident involving two American children, surely he would 
have heard about it. Curse Grace and her contest for setting them 
at each other’s throats.... 


He never finished the thought. Fighting fatigue and lack of 
sleep, he allowed his eyes to close — just for a moment — and 
slumped back on the bench, fast asleep. 


“Another Mozart house. Oh, joy.” 


“I didn’t pick it,” Amy told her brother sharply. “Uncle Alistair 
did.” 

Nellie had called every hotel and guesthouse in Salzburg to 
determine where Alistair was staying. After two pungent hours 
hiding behind a dumpster in the alley beside the Hotel Amadeus, 
Amy and Dan followed their elderly rival to the Mozart 
Wohnhaus. 


Now they lurked in the shadow of a magnificent fortepiano, 
peering through the antique French doors at the tall figure on the 
bench. 

“Well, there you go,” Dan said bitterly. “A million-year-old guy 
who probably wasn’t the life of the party even when he was 
young. Hey, how come he isn’t moving?” 

Amy watched as Uncle Alistair’s head lolled back on his 
shoulders, jaw slack, mouth open. “I think he’s dead.” 


Dan goggled. “Really?” 


“Of course not, stupid! He fell asleep. Maybe we can slip the 
transmitter into his pocket without waking him up.” 


“And if he does wake up?” Dan challenged. 


Amy pulled the tiny homing device out of her jeans. “We’ll 
have to chance it. Wait here.” 


Cautiously, she slipped through the doors. It was early, and the 
museum was not yet crowded. The only other visitors in the room 
were a young couple with Norwegian flags on their backpacks. 


Amy waited for the Norwegians to move on. Her feet barely 
touching the floor, she approached the slumbering Alistair. 
Slowly, she reached out with the transmitter. His arm lay across 
his chest, pressing his blazer closed. There would be no margin 
for error.... 


A sound halfway between a snore and a hiccup burst from his 
throat. Amy froze as he stirred, resettled himself, and went back 
to sleep. 


This isn’t going to work. The slightest touch will wake him.... 


Her eyes fell on the walking stick leaning against the bench by 
Alistair’s knees. She scanned the cane for a nook or cranny where 
she could plant the chip. 


Dan was in the doorway, gesturing with both hands. She 
regarded him impatiently. What do you want, dweeb? 


At last, she recognized the twisting motion of his fists. She 
grasped the head of the cane and turned. To her delight, the tip 
began to unscrew. 

Perfect — the top contained an opening where the diamond 
had been set. It was just the right size for Amy to insert the 
transmitter. 


She was about to replace the piece when she noticed that the 
walking stick itself was hollow. Why not just solid wood? Unless 


She picked up the bottom of the cane and squinted inside. 
There was something in there! A paper, tightly rolled to fit in the 
narrow tube. 


This was Alistair’s hiding place! 


She pinched a corner of the page and drew it out. The 
document was brittle and brown with age — although not as 
ancient as the recipe they had taken from the Benedictine monks. 
Hands trembling, she unfurled it. The printing was not in English. 
But the name jumped out at her, unmistakable: 





eA KO ARTO LS ED De | 


WOLFGANG ADEUS 


= MIO ZART- 


PSR SERS ET EL ES RD DGG 





It was all she recognized, but she knew in a heartbeat that this 
was what they’d been searching for in the tunnels of St. Peter’s 
Archabbey. 


So you beat us to it, she reflected, regarding the dozing form on 
the bench. Maybe we underestimated you. 


A gurgle came from Uncle Alistair, and his eyelids fluttered. 


Working quickly now, she screwed the cane back together and 
returned it to its leaning spot against the bench. 


Alistair slumbered on, completely unaware that his front- 
runner position had been stolen right out of his walking stick. 


CHAPTER 11 


Another vital document; another foreign language. 
“It isn’t German,” Nellie announced. 


“No?” Amy was flustered. “I just assumed, because we’re in 
Austria — uh, what is it then?” 


Their Salzburg hotel room was small and not very nice. Dan 
was convinced that the management used low-wattage lightbulbs 
so that the guests wouldn’t notice what a dump they were staying 
in. 


The au pair squinted at the document. “Italian, I think. Not one 
of my languages.” 


The Cahills regarded her blankly. This was the first time Nellie 
had been unable to act as their translator. 


“So how do you know it’s Italian?” asked Dan. 

“Spanish and Italian aren’t too different. And this word — 
Venezia. lm pretty sure that’s Venice, which is in Italy.” 

Amy indicated the date — 1770. “Mozart would have been 
fourteen years old. Don’t you remember the museum exhibits? He 


performed all across Italy around then. His father took him on 
tour.” 


“So this is” — Dan frowned — “an eighteenth-century concert 
poster, starring Mozart?” 


“In Venice,” Amy finished. “That’s where the next clue must be 
hidden.” 


Nellie grinned. “I always wanted to go to Venice. It’s supposed 
to be the romance capital of the world.” 


“Sweet,” put in Dan. “Too bad your date is an Egyptian Mau on 
a hunger strike.” 


The au pair sighed. “Better than an eleven-year-old with a big 
mouth.” 


The drive to Venice took more than five hours. Sharing the 
backseat with Saladin, Dan nearly went out of his mind. He 
wasn’t a fan of long car rides to begin with. And the frustration of 
begging the cat to eat was infuriating and worrisome at the same 
time. They had so little left of their grandmother. They owed it to 
Grace to take proper care of her beloved pet. 


To add to his discomfort, there was also a long, severe lecture 
from his sister, reminding him of the grave importance of their 
quest and how much was at stake. “The wisecracks aren’t helping, 
Dan! You have to grow up and take this more seriously!” 


“Seriously?” he echoed. “We’re already up to our ears in 
serious! What we need is to lighten up a little! The next clue 
could be right in front of your nose, but you don’t see it because 
you're too busy being serious!” 


“Cut it out!” Nellie bellowed. “You’re going to put us in the 
ditch! They drive the speed of light on these autostradas!” 


“You drive the speed of light backing out of the driveway,” Dan 
countered. 


“Tm not kidding! As long as I’m babysitting”—-she glowered at 
Dan—“au pairing — you two are going to have to get along. I can 
handle the craziness; I can handle your nut-job relatives; I can 
even handle you disappearing for hours on end. But not the 
fighting. Understand? You’re on the same team. Act like it.” 


Silence fell, and the argument was over as abruptly as it had 
begun. With the peace came a release of the tension of their 
Salzburg adventure. Nellie could almost feel the siblings 
rebooting, steeling themselves for the dangers that might lie 
ahead. They were Cahills, all right. Probably the only two decent 
human beings in the whole brood. 


Finally, they approached Venice and the coast. But before 
they’d even reached the city limits, traffic on the autostrada 
slowed to a crawl. 

“Aw!” Dan glared at the back of his sister’s head in the 
passenger seat. Amy barely even noticed the slowdown. She was 
studying the Mozart concert announcement and had been since 
Austria. “What are you doing? Learning Italian by osmosis?” 


She ignored the joke. “There’s a name on here I can’t figure 


out. Who’s Fidelio Racco?” 
“Another musician?” Nellie suggested. 


Amy shook her head. “Mozart and his sister were a package 
deal. I never read anything about a third performer on their 
tours.” 


“Well, if it really is a concert poster,” Dan mused, “maybe this 
Racco guy is like a promoter.” 

His sister thought it over. “It makes sense. Not a promoter like 
they have today. But back then, visiting musicians gave private 
shows at rich people’s mansions. Maybe Fidelio Racco hosted 
Mozart and Nannerl. I wonder if we can find out where he lived.” 

“No problem,” Dan said sarcastically. “Just look him up in the 
1770 phone book. Piece of cake.” 

“This is Italy,” Nellie reminded him. “It’s ‘piece of tiramisu’ 
here. Mmm, gotta get some. Our exit,” she added, roaring off the 
highway, past a sign marked venezia, onto a wide boulevard. They 
pulled up behind a television mobile unit with familiar markings. 

Dan pointed. “Check it out — Eurotainment TV. Those are the 
guys who threw that bash for Jonah Wizard in Vienna.” 

Suddenly, the Eurotainment van squealed left across two busy 
lanes and made a sharp turn, tailing a silver stretch limo. 


Nellie leaned on the horn and barked, “Maniac!” 
“Follow him!” Amy said urgently. 

“Why?” 

“Do it!” she insisted. 


The wheel just a blur in her hands, the au pair managed to 
weave in and out of moving traffic, falling in behind the mobile 
unit. 


“Rock on!” cheered Dan. “Paparazzi chase!” 
He was right. The limo was trying to get away from 
Eurotainment TV. But the van driver refused to be shaken. Behind 


this high-speed game of cat and mouse rattled the Fiat, passing 
cars, running lights, and swerving around hapless pedestrians. 


“When I talked about seeing Venice, this was so not what I had 
in mind!” complained Nellie, hunched over the dashboard. “I 


wonder who’s in the car — Brad and Angelina? Prince William?” 
“Keep going!” urged Amy. “I have a sneaking suspicion I know 
exactly who it is.” 


It happened in the blink of an eye. The limo was speeding 
toward a bridge, with the mobile unit in hot pursuit. The car 
turned on a dime, bounced across the ramp, and accelerated 
down a side street. The van driver tried to follow, but he was 
hemmed in by traffic. Eurotainment TV disappeared over the 
bridge. 

“Who do I follow?” Nellie demanded. 

“The limo!” chorused Amy and Dan. 

The Fiat veered away from the bridge and turned the corner. 
The stretch was traveling at regular speed now. Its passengers 
believed the chase was finished. Nellie kept well back. 

They continued to tail the limo until it veered onto a ramp, 
climbing a long causeway that led out over a sunlit lagoon. 


“Now what?” asked Nellie. 
“Don’t lose him!” Amy ordered. 


“Wait,” said Dan. “I thought we were going to Venice. The sign 
says” — he squinted — “Tronchetto. Smooth move, Amy. Now 
we're driving to the wrong town.” 


“I don’t think so,” put in Nellie. “Look!” 


Before them stretched a magnificent sight. A gleaming skyline 
of domes and spires rose from the sparkling water. 


“Venice,” breathed Amy. “Just like in pictures.” 


Even Dan was impressed. “Pretty cool place,” he conceded. 
“Too bad that’s not where we’re going.” 

Nellie piloted them across the long bridge, making sure to keep 
a couple of cars between the limo and the Fiat at all times. At 
last, they began to descend toward Tronchetto. But instead of a 
town, they were approaching a low sprawling island, almost 
entirely covered with thousands of vehicles. 

Dan was mystified. “A parking lot?” 

“More like the great-granddaddy of them,” Nellie amended. 


“But who takes a limo to a parking lot?” 


A large billboard loomed up on their right. Amy scanned the 
many languages, zooming in on the English at last. “I get it — 
there are no cars allowed in Venice! You have to park here and 
take a ferry to the city.” 


Her brother frowned. “Then how do people get around?” 


“By boat,” Nellie supplied. “Venice is crisscrossed by dozens of 
canals.” 


Just before the parking entrance, the limo came to a stop. A 
uniformed chauffeur emerged and opened the rear door. Out 
stepped two figures, one slender, the other taller and stocky. They 
wore baseball caps, pulled low over dark glasses. But there was 
no mistaking the teenager’s hip-hop swagger. 


Jonah Wizard — with his father, as always. 
“That bonehead?” exclaimed Nellie in dismay. 


Dan was also confused. “If we’ve got the paper that says 
Venice, how did Jonah know to come here?” 


Amy could only shake her head. 


They watched as the Wizards walked over to join a crowd of 
people waiting to board a ferry to the city. The chauffeur got 
back in the limo and drove away. 


Nellie’s brow furrowed. “The great Mr. Hip-Hop Mogul 
standing in line with the common peasants? How do you figure 
that?” 


Dan grinned. “I’m starting to dig this ‘no cars’ thing. It’s a great 
equalizer.” 


Amy wasn’t convinced. “Jonah can afford to buy that ferry and 
kick everybody else off. If he’s taking a public boat, it’s because 
he’s trying to slip into town unnoticed. Quick, park the car. Let’s 
see where he’s going.” 


The Tronchetto complex was enormous, so they were half a 
mile away before they managed to locate an open spot. By then, 
the ferry had moored at the landing, and the passengers were 
already starting to board. 

“Come on!” Dan scooped up Saladin in his arms and began to 
run for the terminal. “If we have to grab the next boat, we'll lose 
Jonah for good!” 


“Mrrp!” complained the Egyptian Mau, displeased with the 
rough ride. 


The deep-throated bass of a horn rattled Tronchetto, setting off 
several car alarms. The ferry was ready to set sail. 


The three sprinted across the lot, backpacks flailing wildly. 
Luckily, the passenger queue was long, delaying the departure. 
Dan flung Saladin onto the gangway just as a uniformed sailor 
was closing the chain behind the last customer. The cat 
scampered onto the deck, and the exasperated crewman had no 
choice but to allow the Cahills and their au pair to board with 
their pet. 


The trip to Venice took barely ten minutes. Amy, Dan, and 
Nellie kept well away from the Wizards, making themselves small 
behind a bulkhead. They needn’t have worried. Jonah and his 
father seemed just as determined to keep a low profile. They 
spent the short ride at the rail, faces downcast at the water. And 
when the ferry docked in Venice, they were the first passengers 
off, pushing purposefully through the bustling cobblestone 
streets. 


The Cahills and Nellie followed at a distance. 


“Taking public transit and walking — both in the same day,” 
Dan marveled. “If Jonah gets any more human, the Pez people 
are going to stop selling his dispenser.” 


It was easy to remain unnoticed by the Wizards on the busy 
main roads. But after a few twists and turns, Jonah and his father 
started down a deserted alley, lined with tiny shops. Amy pulled 
Dan and Nellie into the cover of a recessed doorway. 


Halfway down the block, the Wizards entered a store. 
The Cahills and Nellie waited. Ten minutes. Then twenty. 
“What are they doing in there?” Amy wondered. 


Dan shrugged. “Maybe when youre rich, shopping takes 
longer, since you get to buy more stuff.” 


“Let’s take a closer look,” Amy decided. 


Dan handed Saladin to Nellie, and brother and sister 
approached the store cautiously. 


pisco volante blazoned a neon sign with the dancing image of a 


CD morphing into a flying saucer. 


Dan made a face. “A music store? Jonah’s the Mr. Wonderful of 
the record business. Anything he wants to hear they’ll beam 
digitally to the home theater in his mansion. Why would he buy 
his own CDs?” 


Amy edged in front of the glass and peered into Disco Volante. 
It looked like any music shop back in the US — racks of CDs and 
old-fashioned vinyl records, posters of artists and album covers, a 
young, slightly scruffy-looking clerk behind the cash register. And 


She blinked. That was it. The cashier was alone. She checked 
again, venturing farther out in front of the window until she was 
right in the middle of it. She searched up and down the aisles and 
into the soundproof listening booth in the back. Nobody. 


Dan noticed the expression of befuddlement on Amy’s face. 
“What is it? Can you see Jonah and his dad?” 


“They’re not there.” 

He joined his sister at the window. “We just saw them walk 
in!” 

Amy shrugged. “I can’t explain it, either.” 

Back at the doorway, they brought Nellie up-to-date on their 
findings. 

The au pair was practical. “His name may be Wizard, but he 
isn’t one. He can’t teleport himself out of a CD shop.” 


“Exactly,” Amy agreed. “Either Jonah and his dad are still in 
there, or they left through a secret door. We have to search that 
store.” 


“Yeah, duh,” her brother put in. “But how do we do that with a 
guy at the cash register?” 


Amy turned to Nellie. “Can you create a diversion to draw the 
clerk outside?” 


The au pair was wary. “What kind of diversion?” 


“You could pretend to be lost,” Dan proposed. “The guy comes 
out to give you directions, and we slip inside.” 


“Thats the most sexist idea I’ve ever heard,” Nellie said 
harshly. “I’m female, so I have to be clueless. He’s male, so he’s 


got a great sense of direction.” 


“Maybe you’re from out of town,” Dan suggested. “Wait — you 
are from out of town.” 


Nellie stashed their bags under a bench and set Saladin on the 
seat with a stern “You’re the watch-cat. Anybody touches those 
bags, unleash your inner tiger.” 


The Egyptian Mau surveyed the street uncertainly. “Mrrp.” 

Nellie sighed. “Lucky for us there’s no one around. Okay, Pm 
going in there. Be ready.” 

The clerk said something to her — probably May I help you? 
She smiled apologetically. “I don’t speak Italian.” 


“Ah — you are American.” His accent was heavy, but he 
seemed eager to please. “I will assist you.” He took in her black 
nail polish and nose ring. “Punk, perhaps, is your enjoyment?” 

“More like punk/reggae fusion,” Nellie replied thoughtfully. 
“With a country feel. And operatic vocals.” 

The clerk stared in perplexity. 

Nellie began to tour the aisles, pulling out CDs left and right. 
“Ah — Arctic Monkeys — that’s what lm talking about. And 
some Bad Brains — from the eighties. Foo Fighters — I'll need a 
couple from those guys. And don’t forget Linkin Park....” 


He watched in awe as she stacked up an enormous armload of 
music. “There,” she finished, slapping Frank Zappa’s Greatest Hits 
on top of the pile. “That should do for a start.” 

“You are a music lover,” said the wide-eyed cashier. 

“No, I’m a kleptomaniac.” And she dashed out the door. 


He was so utterly shocked that it took him a moment to run 
after her. 


With a meaningful nod in the direction of the astounded 
Cahills, she barreled down the cobblestone street with her load. 


“Fermati!” shouted the cashier, scrambling in breathless pursuit. 


Nellie let a few CDs drop and watched with satisfaction over 
her shoulder as the clerk stopped to pick them up. The trick 
would be to keep the chase going just long enough for Amy and 
Dan to search Disco Volante. 


Yikes, she reflected suddenly, I’m starting to think like a Cahill... 


If she was nuts enough to hang around this family, it was only 
going to get worse. 


CHAPTER 12 


Amy and Dan scoured the store, hunting for trapdoors under 
tables, behind shelves, and at the back of closets. 


Dan threw aside a curtain to reveal a small office. There was a 
cluttered desk, a sink with a hot plate and ancient espresso pot, 
and a tiny bathroom. No way out. He tried to open the window. 
It was sealed shut with countless coats of paint. 


“Dan,” called Amy. “Look at this.” 


She was in the listening booth, a tiny enclosure behind 
soundproof glass. There was a compact stereo system. Two sets of 
headphones lay on the bench. 


Dan tapped on the walls. Everything was solid. “No secret 
passages.” 


Amy frowned at the stack of CDs on the counter. “Don’t you 
think the musical choices are a little odd?” 


Dan crouched to read the cases. Green Day, Rage Against the 
Machine, Eminem, the Red Hot Chili Peppers, and, what was 
this? Twilight of Genius: The Later Works of Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart. 


He removed the disc and handed it to Amy, who loaded it into 
the machine. They set the headphones over their ears. Dan was 
expecting some kind of secret message, so he was disappointed 
when a string quartet began to play. 


He made a sour face at Amy — he’d had enough Mozart to last 
a lifetime. He examined the CD case. The usual dumb classical 
music words — cantata, adagio, cadenza. Amy probably knew 
what they meant. Or she’d pretend to, just to annoy him. 

His eyes moved to the bottom of the list: Adagio KV 617 
(1791). There it was again. He pressed the forward button, 
skipping ahead to the final track. 

The floor disappeared beneath their feet, and they were falling, 
sliding down a metal chute. The sides were mirrored, reflecting 


their own shock back at them. 


Amy pressed both hands against the ramp in a desperate 
attempt to slow her descent. There was zero traction, even when 
she tried to dig in with the rubber soles of her sneakers. The 
surface was flawlessly smooth and slick. 


What—? Even in her mind, she was unable to form a complete 
sentence. She squinted, but only darkness loomed below. 


Suddenly, a pair of electronic doors separated before them, and 
Amy saw the bottom rushing up. There was no avoiding it. She 
braced for impact— 


It didn’t come. At the last minute, the slide leveled off and 
deposited them delicately on a soft cushion made of beanbag 
material. They hopped to the floor in bewilderment. A hallway 
stretched before them. Stark white walls were covered with 
paintings. Muted classical music played in the background. 


“Another Mozart house?” whispered Dan. 


“Can’t be,” Amy told him. “Some of these paintings are 
modern. It looks more like an art museum.” 


Dan was mystified. “An underground museum where you have 
to slide down from a CD shop?” 


Amy stared at a portrait in an elaborate old frame — a man 
with part of his face in shadow, a stiff white ruff around his neck. 
“Dan — I’m pretty sure that’s a Rembrandt.” 


Her brother made a face. “You made me mail back the recipe 
to those monks. Like you’re going to let me collect a million- 
dollar painting.” 

“Tf it’s real, try fifty million.” 

“Ka-ching!” Dan gawked at the artwork that decorated both 
walls of the corridor. “All this must be worth—” He gulped. 
“There isn’t enough money in the world to buy half this stuff!” 


Amy nodded. “But here’s the thing. Grace was a Rembrandt 
fanatic. She had tons of books of his paintings. ’'ve never seen 
this one before.” 


“Fake?” Dan suggested. 


“I don’t think so. The style is perfect. And look—” She led him 
further down the corridor. “That’s definitely a Picasso. But it isn’t 


famous, either. I think this might be a secret gallery of 
undiscovered masterpieces.” 


“What would that have to do with Jonah Wizard?” Dan 
wondered. 


The classical music ended, and a _ well-modulated voice 
announced, “That was the final movement of the Unfinished 
Symphony by our own Franz Schubert. You're listening to Radio 
Janus — all Janus, all the time. Next we have a one-of-a-kind 
recording of Scott Joplin performing at Harry Houdini’s birthday 
party.” 

As the bouncy ragtime piano rang out, light dawned on Amy. 
“Janus! That’s one of the four branches of the Cahill family! The 
Janus, the Tomas, the Ekaterina, and the Lucian!” 


“I hate Lucians,” Dan hissed. “That’s the Cobras’ branch. Irina, 
too — remember when she lured us into that weird command 
center in Paris?” 


“I think,” said Amy in a hushed whisper, “that this might be 
the same kind of place. Only this one’s for Janus.” 


Dan was confused. “Who puts a command center in an art 
gallery?” 


And suddenly, Amy just knew. It was as if a thousand-piece 
jigsaw puzzle had miraculously assembled itself in a fraction of a 
second. One moment there was nothing but confusion; the next, a 
complete picture was spread out before her. 


“What if each branch of the family has a special skill?” she 
exclaimed in a hushed tone. “Remember, the famous Lucians 
were mostly world leaders, great generals, secret agents, and 
spies. What do those careers have in common? Strategy, plotting 
— maybe that’s the Lucian talent!” 

“Okay, but that still doesn’t help us here—” All at once, Dan 
clued in. “So you’re saying the Janus are artists?” 

She nodded ardently. “People like Mozart, a great musician. 
And Rembrandt and Picasso—” 

“And Jonah Wizard!” Dan added excitedly. “I mean, I think he 
stinks, but he’s a big star.” 


“This is huge! Jonah came here for a reason. We have to figure 
out what he’s after and get to it first.” 


“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Dan pointed out. “Jonah’s a 
Janus. He’s allowed to be here. But we’re not.” 


“Grace never told us what branch we belong to. It might be 
Janus. I play piano.” 


“Face it, Amy. You’re lousy at piano. And I can’t draw a 
straight line with a ruler. We’re about as artistic as a couple of 
hockey pucks.” 


She sighed. “We’ll be careful. They don’t have to know we’re 
here.” 


They set out down the hall, passing paintings by masters from 
Van Gogh to Andy Warhol. The corridor was curved, the floor 
sloping downward. 


“This is weird,” Dan wondered. “It’s like we’re spiraling deeper 
and deeper underground.” 


“Maybe that’s the shape of the stronghold,” Amy suggested. 
“They didn’t have a lot of space, so they designed the place like a 
corkscrew. If they’ve got the best artists, they’ve probably got the 
best architects, too.” 


He nodded. “Sell a few fifty-million-dollar paintings and you’ve 
got enough cash to build whatever you like. You could hire your 
own private army—” He looked nervous. “You don’t think they’ve 
got a private army, do you?” 


Amy could only shake her head blankly. With this contest, the 
only predictable thing was that the Cahill family would continue 
to be unpredictable. 


And you can never underestimate the power of the forces stacked 
against you. 

The corridor widened, and there stood a full-size fighter plane 
from WWI, with propeller, fixed machine guns, and two levels of 
wings. It was painted with an Indian head on both sides. 


Amy regarded it in confusion. “Maybe some kind of modern 
art?” 


Dan’s eyes were wide. “This is no artwork — it’s the coolest 
thing I’ve ever seen live!” 


“A real plane?” 
“Not any plane — this is the Nieuport Fighter flown by Raoul 


Lufbery! One of the greatest flying aces of World War One! Only” 
— he frowned — “I thought Janus are supposed to be artists, not 
fighter pilots.” 


“I guess that depends on what you call an artist,” Amy mused. 
She pointed to a display case on the wall where a collection of 
crossbows and rifles was mounted. “Archery, target shooting, 
aerial combat. On the PA they were talking about Houdini, who 
was an escape artist.” 


“Sweet,” said Dan. “I’m starting to dig these Janus a little bit.” 


“Dan — over here!” Amy held open the doors of a chrome 
elevator beyond a model of an F-15 cockpit. 


He rushed to join her and examined the floor directory. “Now 
where to? Sculpture ... Movies ... Strategic Planning? Why would 
you need strategic planning for an art museum?” 


“Its not just a museum, remember?” said Amy. “It’s a base of 
operations for the whole Janus branch to plan strategy.” 


“Yeah, but strategy for what?” 
“Well, for starters, clue finding.” 


“Aw, come on!” Dan protested. “The contest was announced at 
Grace’s funeral. No way could the Janus build a setup like this in 
two weeks, I don’t care how many paintings they sell.” 


“The official contest began at the funeral,” Amy amended. “The 
clues have been around since Mozart’s time — maybe even 
before. Pll bet the branches have always known about the thirty- 
nine clues. And whatever the prize is — this huge secret — that’s 
what they’ve been fighting about all these centuries.” 


The metal doors hissed shut and the car started its descent into 
the guts of the stronghold. 


Dan regarded his sister with alarm. “Did you press anything?” 


She shook her head anxiously. “Someone must have called the 
elevator!” Fear gripped her. In a few seconds, the doors were 
going to reopen, revealing a Janus who might know he was 
looking at two kids who didn’t belong. 

Amy dove for the panel, slapping at the buttons willy-nilly, 
hoping to stop the car before it reached its destination. The 
elevator came to an abrupt halt. Had she managed to send it toa 


safe floor? 
By the time we know for sure, it’ll already be too late.... 


They heard the voices first — not just one or two but the 
general hubbub of a crowd. 


“People!” Dan hissed. “Get us out of here!” 
But the chrome panels were already sweeping apart. 


CHAPTER 13 


Amy and Dan dove out of the elevator and ducked behind the 
only available cover — a bronze statue by Rodin. They peeked 
out through the crook of the figure’s arm. This room was larger 
than the tunnel-like corridors they’d seen so far. Hanging banners 
depicted prominent Janus throughout history. She gawked at the 
famous faces: Walt Disney, Beethoven, Mark Twain, Elvis, Dr. 
Seuss, Charlie Chaplin, Snoop Dogg — the list went on and on. 


A crowd of about thirty milled around, focusing not on the 
banners but on three stages that ringed the space. There was a 
performance of Japanese Kabuki theater on one. Another featured 
a group of artists in splattered smocks squirting paint from spray 
bottles at a canvas on a spinning wheel. On still another, sword 
fighters in fire-retardant jumpsuits dueled with flaming foils. 


Dan appeared at his sister’s elbow. “What planet is this?” 


“Its amazing,” she replied in a hoarse whisper. “A whole 
society celebrating art and creativity. I hope we turn out to be 
Janus. The problem is how do we get past all these people?” 


Dan thought it over. “When you go to a movie, what do you 
pay attention to, the audience or the screen?” 


She frowned. “What are you talking about?” 


“Maybe we can melt into the swarm and slip out the other 
side.” 


Amy wasn’t a fan of crowds even when she was totally 
welcome. The idea of putting herself in the middle of thirty 
enemies made her nauseous. On the other hand, it was a plan — 
their only plan. Waiting around was risky, too. It was merely a 
matter of time before somebody realized they were intruders. 


“Let’s try it.” 
They stepped briskly out from behind the statue, not quite 


running, trying to project an air of belonging. Dan sidled up to 
the fire-sword audience. Amy joined the throng around the squirt 


painters, who were removing their latest creation from the wheel 
— a sunburst of reds and yellows. Her timing was perfect. The 
spectators burst into a rousing ovation, and she applauded along 
with them. Nervousness turned to exhilaration. She’d done it! She 
was one of them! A cheering man clapped her on the shoulder 
and nearly knocked her over. 


She was inching away from the overenthusiastic fan when she 
saw the sign: 


N 


' 


Mozart! Of course the Janus branch would have a section 
devoted to its most famous musical member. 


She caught Dan’s eye, inclining her head ever so slightly in the 
direction of the placard. He nodded. As usual, Mozart would be 
the key. 


With everyone focused on the performances, it was easy for 
them to sneak out of the atrium and down another art-lined 
corridor. 


They passed a couple of side galleries dedicated to prominent 
Janus Cahills before reaching a doorway marked MOZART: 


WOLFGANG, MARIA ANNA, LEOPOLD. 


“Who’s Leopold?” Dan wanted to know. 


“Their father,” Amy supplied. “He was a famous musician in 
his own right. He devoted his life to bringing out his kids’ talents 
— especially Wolfgang’s.” 

The room was smaller, but it could have been in one of the 
museums they had visited, with elegant eighteenth-century 
musical instruments and furniture. 


“These guys could out-Mozart the Mozart houses,” Dan 
observed, examining a wall that was floor-to-ceiling glass cases 


displaying handwritten sheet music. He frowned at a thick 
volume on the bottom shelf. “What’s this? Looks like a book by 
Mozart’s dad.” 


“Violin Method. Back in the seventeen hundreds, it was the 
number one violin textbook in the world.” She drew in a sharp 
breath. “Dan — it’s the harpsichord Mozart played when he was 
three! Think about it: You were still in diapers at that age, and 
here’s this tiny toddler pressing keys, listening for ‘notes that like 
each other.” 
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“Maybe Mozart was in diapers, too,” her brother said 
defensively. “Just because you’re a genius doesn’t mean you can 
use a chamber pot.” 


Amy’s eyes panned the many objects on exhibit, coming to 
focus on a glass case in the center of the room. Propped up in the 
display were three yellowed papers covered with elaborate 
handwriting. 


Very familiar handwriting ... 

“The missing pages! The ones that were torn out of Nannerl’s 
diary!” 

Dan appeared at her elbow. “What do they say?” 


She regarded him with exasperation. “They’re in German, 
dweeb. We have to get them out of here and show them to 
Nellie.” 


“That'll be a neat trick,” her brother commented ruefully. He 
indicated a strange device connected to the display case. A small 
white porcelain tray was mounted beneath a bright light source. 
“Pve seen pictures of these. It’s a retinal scanner. You stick your 
chin in the holder, and the light reads your eyeball.” 


Amy digested this. “Maybe our eyeballs will pass. Four 
branches of the family — there’s a one-in-four chance we’ve got 
Janus retinas.” 


“And a three-in-four chance that we’re toast. Amy, these guys 
have zillion-dollar paintings just hanging off nails in the wall, and 
we're going after the one thing they put under tight security. I 
don’t understand it, but it’s pretty clear that if we try to jack 
those pages and get caught, payback is going to be a monster.” 


Amy stepped away from the scanner. There was no question 


that Cahills played for keeps. With ultimate power at stake, did 
taking a risk mean laying their lives on the line? 

Her anxious thoughts were interrupted by a famous voice in 
the hall outside the Mozart room: “This place is off the hook, yo! 
Mom never told me all these heavy hitters were Cahills....” 


CHAPTER 14 


Dan went white to the ears. He turned to his sister and mouthed, 
“Jonah!” 


Amy dragged him behind the Mozart family’s harpsichord. 
There they cowered, barely daring to breathe. 


“It is impressive,” agreed another voice, this one with an Italian 
accent. “Clearly, the Janus name made a greater contribution to 
the arts than any family in human history.” 


“We got it going on,” Jonah drawled. 


“Here’s a piece that will be of special interest to an American,” 
the man told Jonah. “Perhaps the most widely copied picture of 
all time — the portrait of your first president, George 
Washington, printed on every US dollar bill for more than a 
century. Painted by Gilbert Stuart in 1796. His great-grandmother 
was born Gertrude Cahill.” 


“Tight,” said Jonah. “But I thought that picture was in the 
Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.” 


The host’s voice radiated deep distaste. “That is just the rough 
draft. Most of the canvas is left blank. This piece is — what do 
you Americans call it?” 

“The real deal?” Jonah suggested. 

“Fsattamente. Most Janus artists reserve their very best for us. 
Remind me to show you Van Gogh’s finished ‘Starry Night.’ The 
lunar eclipse is spectacular. Now if you'll follow me ...” 

Amy peeked around the side of the harpsichord. She could see 
Jonah and his father escorted by a tall, thin man with jet-black 
hair tied in a ponytail. They stopped at the glass case with the 
missing diary pages. 

“This is, I believe, what you came for,” Ponytail announced. 
“From the journal of Maria Anna Mozart.” 


Amy and Dan exchanged a stricken look. Had they come so far 


only to watch Jonah Wizard snatch their prize from right under 
their noses? 


Jonah regarded the retinal scanner. “Serious security. These 
papers must be all that.” 


The host was apologetic. “In truth, we are not certain why 
these particular pages are so valuable. But over the centuries, 
they have been the object of much warring between the branches. 
It was only prudent to take precautions.” 


Jonah’s father spoke up. “Jonah doesn’t do retinal scans. His 
eyes are insured with Lloyd’s of London for eleven million 
dollars.” He tapped his BlackBerry in annoyance. “No signal 
down here.” 


“Chill, Pops. One time won’t hurt.” Jonah placed his chin in the 
holder and stared into the light. There was a beep, and a 
computerized voice announced, “Confirmation complete — Wizard, 
Jonah; mother: Cora Wizard, member, Janus high council; father: 
Broderick T. Wizard, non-Cahill, limited Janus authorization. ” 


Mr. Wizard scowled. He was obviously not pleased to be a 
second-class citizen in Janus-land. 


Ponytail put on latex gloves and handed a pair to Jonah. Then 
he slid open a door in the bulletproof glass, removed the Nannerl 
pages, and presented them to the young celebrity. “You'll review 
them in our office, of course. Naturally, we can’t allow them to 
leave the stronghold.” 


“Pm sure my wife will be interested to know how you run this 
place like an armed camp,” Mr. Wizard grumbled, “even for her 
own son.” 


“Your wife,” the guide sniffed haughtily, “designed our security 
protocols personally.” 

“It’s fine, Dad,” Jonah soothed. “Mom’s down with it, and so 
am I.” 

The trio left the Mozart room. Amy leaped up to follow, but 
Dan put an iron grip on her arm. 

“What are you going to do?” he hissed. “Mug Jonah Wizard in 
the middle of Janus headquarters?” 


“We can’t let him go!” she retorted. “We might as well just 
hand him the whole contest!” 


“Getting yourself caught isn’t going to change that!” her 
brother insisted. “This is his turf! We’d have to fight a gang of 
crazy artists who’d rip our heads off for those three pages because 
they love these dumb museum pieces more than life itself!” 

She looked startled and then determined. “Youre right! They'll 
do anything to protect their artwork! Come on!” 

She ran into the hall. Dan followed, confused, but ready for 
action. 

Ahead of them, the Wizards and their host stepped into the 
atrium, pausing to observe the squirt painters and their spinning 
wheel. In another moment, they’d be lost in the crowd. It was 
now or never. 

Amy dashed past Jonah, leaped onto the stage, and snatched a 
tube of liquid red from a bewildered artist. 


Jonah pointed. “Hey, isn’t that —?” 


Before he could finish the question, Amy jumped down again. 
In a few seconds she’d be the center of attention, but her fear of 
crowds was the last thing on her mind. Every fiber of her being 
was focused on what she had to do. 


Ponytail turned on her. “Who are you? How did you get in 
here?” 


Amy ran to the legendary portrait of George Washington. 
“Freeze!” she ordered, pointing the paint at the picture on the 
wall. “One more step and George gets it!” 


Ponytail’s eyes widened in horror. “You wouldn’t dare!” 
“Are you kidding?” piped up Dan. “That’s my sister! She’s on 
the edge!” 


Jonah slipped the diary pages inside his jacket. “What do you 
Cahills want?” 


“Those papers you’re trying to hide,” Amy told him. “Hand 
them over.” 


“They’re nothing!” Jonah babbled, unable to believe that Amy 
and Dan had outmaneuvered him here, in his own branch’s 
stronghold. “Just garbage, yo. I was looking for a trash can—” 


“Cough them up, Wizard,” Dan snarled. 
“Forget it.” 


Amy brandished the paint tube an inch from the first 
president’s face. “I’m not afraid to use this!” 


“You're bluffing!” Jonah accused. But behind his bravado, his 
confidence was weakening, cracks forming in the legendary 
Wizard attitude. 


“Slime him, sis,” Dan urged. “Make him a redcoat.” 


Amy hesitated, overcome with guilt. This was a priceless 
painting, an American treasure, and she was going to have to ruin 
it. Otherwise they were doomed. How could things ever have 
come to this? 


She took a deep breath and steeled herself to do the deed. 


“No-o!” The cry that came from Ponytail was like an air raid 
siren. “You can have the pages! Just don’t harm that picture!” 


Jonah’s father was appalled. “You don’t have that authority! 
This place may look like a museum, but it isn’t one! You’re 
talking about handing over vital information to the enemy! 
There’s a lot more at stake here than a painting!” 


“You are not a Janus, sir!” Ponytail stormed. “Your kind will 
never appreciate the unique and irreplaceable life force in any 
work of art — let alone a priceless masterpiece!” 


“Last chance!” Dan exclaimed. 


Jonah hesitated. He understood Ponytail’s anguish — the 
George Washington painting was part of Janus history. But Dad 
knew that the diary papers — clue hunting, the contest — could 
be its destiny. What was the right call? The president or Nannerl? 
The past or the future? Nervously, he shifted his weight from side 
to side, unsure of what to do, unused to being unsure. 


Amy’s eyes met her brother’s. They’d never have a better 
chance. She swung the paint tube around and emptied it into the 
faces of Ponytail and the two Wizards. While the three 
floundered, rubbing red out of stinging eyes, Dan sprang. He 
wrenched the diary pages from the disabled Jonah, and the 
Cahills fled down the corridor. The last thing they heard before a 
deafening alarm went off was the voice of Ponytail assuring the 
Wizards, “Don’t worry. They won’t get far.” 


Amy and Dan pounded through the corridors, spiraling deeper 
into the guts of the underground complex. 


“Shouldn’t we be going up, not down?” rasped Dan, tucking the 
pages in the crook of his arm, football-style. 


Amy nodded breathlessly as the wisdom of his words cut 
through the urgency of their flight. Escape meant finding a way 
out of the stronghold. They were running in the wrong direction. 


Then she spotted it. Partially hidden by a modern art 
installation featuring a tall pyramid of soda cans was a narrow 
doorway. And through there— 


“Stairs!” Amy grabbed her brother’s arm. “Let’s go!” 


“Yo!” Jonah barreled onto the scene, his well-known face 
stained red. “You'll never make it, you guys! Come back and we 
can work something out!” His shouts were barely audible over 
the blare of the Klaxon. 


His father appeared at his side, followed by Ponytail and 
several other Janus. They did not look like they wanted to work 
something out. Pure, unadulterated rage radiated from them. 


The message flashed between the Cahills as if by radar: Now! 


They hurled themselves into the pyramid, sending an avalanche 
of soft drink containers pelting down on their pursuers. There 
were cries of shock and fury as Jonah and the Janus slipped and 
tripped on thousands of empty cans. 

The alarm blasting in their ears, Amy and Dan sprinted up the 
concrete steps. 

“Where are we?” Dan panted as they ran. “Any idea how to get 
back to the CD shop?” 

Amy shook her head helplessly. “There must be a different 
exit!” 

But her heart sank as she swung around the next landing. 
Twenty feet ahead, at the top of the flight, the stairwell was 
blocked by an iron barrier. 

Dan hurled himself at the gate. “Ow!” He bounced off, rubbing 
his shoulder. 

Amy worked at the padlock. “No use!” she panted. “We’ll have 
to find another way.” 

They pushed through a heavy curtain, stumbling into the only 
hallway they’d seen so far that wasn’t plastered with art. 


Dan wrinkled his nose. “What stinks?” 

“Garbage,” Amy decided. “Even great artists have to take out 
the trash. They must get rid of it somehow. There has to be an 
exit close by.” 

They were halfway down the corridor when two jumpsuited 
figures appeared at the far end. Amy and Dan squinted in the dim 
light at the flames dancing on their dueling swords. One of the 
squirt painters stepped out beside them. 

Oh, no! thought Amy in despair. The whole stronghold is after us 
now! 

The Cahills wheeled to backtrack, only to see Ponytail and the 
Wizards blocking their retreat. 

Jonah shook his head, clucking in false sympathy. “Told you 
guys — no way out.” 

They were about to be sandwiched between advancing Janus. 

“Got any more miracles?” Dan asked through clenched teeth. 

Amy didn’t answer. She was staring at a lever right smack-dab 
in the middle of the wall. It didn’t seem to be connected to 
anything. am tock read the control, with translations in several 
languages. There were two settings: pump on and Pumpr ofr. 


She stared. She had no idea what the device was, but one thing 
was clear: It couldn’t possibly make their situation any worse. She 
heaved the switch to pump on. 


And there was her miracle. 


CHAPTER 15 


A panel of wall swept back to reveal a Plexiglas chamber filled 
with water. With a loud thrumming noise, the water was sucked 
away. An airtight hatch hissed open. There was no hesitation. 
This might be a trap, and a deadly one at that. But with enemies 
coming at them from both sides, it looked like escape. 


Dan in the lead, they scrambled up a metal ladder. 

He was mystified. “Where did all this water come from?” 

“Youre in Venice, dweeb!” Amy’s arms and legs worked like 
pistons. “The canals, remember? Keep climbing!” 

“Look—” he exclaimed. “Daylight!” 

The late afternoon sun shone down through the grill of a sewer 
grating. Amy knew a brief moment of panic. Manhole covers 


were iron and weighed hundreds of pounds. What if they were 
trapped? 
Her fear disappeared as Dan easily flipped the grating aside. 


“Plastic!” he chortled. He scrambled out of the shaft and pulled 
his sister up beside him. 


They took stock of their surroundings. They were on a narrow 
stone dock along one of Venice’s famous canals. 

Dan looked around in amazement. “Whoa — it’s like the road 
is the water! And people drive boats instead of cars!” 

Amy nodded. “Some Venetians hardly ever set foot on the 
street. They can get everywhere they need to go on the canals.” 


Their tourist moment was cut short when they heard the echo 
of a shoe on the metal ladder, and Jonah’s voice called, “This 
way!” 

They fled down a narrow walkway that joined their dock to 
another one. 


“Whoa!” Dan pulled up short and just in time. The path ended 
abruptly. He had nearly given himself — and Nannerl Mozart’s 


diary pages — an unexpected bath in dirty canal water. 
“What are we going to do?” Amy squeaked. 


They watched as a motor launch pulled alongside the small 
pier they were standing on and tied up to a pylon. A young 
woman jumped out and ran into the row house that abutted the 
dock. She was obviously on a quick errand because she left the 
keys in the ignition and the motor idling. 


Amy took in the inspired look on her brother’s face. 
“That’s stealing!” 


Dan was already stepping into the boat. “It’s borrowing, and 
it’s an emergency!” He pulled his sister aboard, steadying the two 
of them as the small craft pitched under their weight. “Hang on!” 
he ordered, and brought the throttle forward. 


With a deafening roar, the launch churned about eighteen 
inches from the dock and lurched to a stop, unmuffled engine 
protesting. 


“You forgot to untie the rope!” Amy stooped to release the 
mooring line, and they plowed into the narrow waterway. 


Behind them, the fake manhole cover flipped open again, and 
out climbed Jonah, his father, and the man with the ponytail. 
They ran to another dock and jumped into a motorboat. Several 
Janus were hot on their heels. Two more craft took to the murky 
waters. 


Dan accelerated, steering toward the closest thing the canal 
had to a passing lane. Slender gondolas bobbed like corks in their 
wake. Gondoliers shook their fists and cursed. 


“Dan, this is crazy!” Amy quavered. “You can’t drive a boat!” 
“Says who? It’s no different from Xbox!” 


Wham! The port-side rubber bumper at the launch’s bow 
slammed into the end of an ancient cobblestone wharf. The small 
craft spun like a top, pitching Amy to the deck. Only an iron grip 
on the wheel saved Dan from a similar spill. 


He hung on for dear life. “Okay, scratch Xbox — think bumper 
cars! I rock at those! Remember the carnival?” 


His sister was on her hands and knees, clinging to the gunwale. 
“Forget the carnival! Get us out of here!” 


He followed her gaze. It was the Janus — gaining on them. The 
Wizards were in the lead, weaving between slow-moving 
gondolas. 


Dan took a tight corner too wide. With a crunch, the launch 
bounced off a moored skiff and ricocheted into the middle of the 
canal. 

Amy was terrified. “You’re going to drown us both!” 


“You want me to stop and give the Wizards a chance to do it?” 
he shot back. 


Dead ahead, the passage split off in three directions. The 
leftmost path was skinny, jagged, and inhospitable. Perhaps the 
Janus would avoid it. 

Dan headed for it. “Am I ever glad those old-time Venice guys 
put in these canals!” 

“I don’t think anyone built the canals,” Amy panted. “Venice is 
really a bunch of tiny islands so close together that the space 
between them forms waterways.” 

“Yeah, well, they rule. I just wish this dumb boat would go 
faster.” 


Amy glanced nervously astern. “Maybe we’ve lost them.” 


Her brother was skeptical. “Not for long. Listen, if Jonah 
catches us, those diary pages had better not be here. We’ve got to 
ditch them.” 

“Ditch them?” Amy echoed. “We nearly got killed breaking 
them out of the stronghold!” 

“That’s why we have to stash them in a very safe place. Then 
we can wait till the heat’s off and come back for them.” 

She was nervous. “We don’t know Venice! If we hide those 
pages, we might never find them again!” 

“All the more reason we have to find a place that’s impossible 
to forget.” 


“Like what?” 
“Like that.” 


They passed under a low street-level bridge by a modest church 
— San Luca. A small pleasure craft was moored there, partially 
concealed underneath the span. The name was painted on the 


stern: Royal Saladin. 


He cut the motor, allowing the launch to glide toward the other 
boat. 


“Too fast—” Amy cried. 


The collision rocked both vessels, and Amy was very nearly 
pitched overboard. She glared at her brother. “Do you have to 
drive like such a maniac?” 


He looked hurt. “I thought I was doing great. Okay, hold us in 
place, will you?” 

Amy grasped the Royal Saladin’s safety rail, surprised at how 
little strength it took to keep them from drifting. Dan hopped 
aboard and began the search for a hiding spot. 


“Make sure it’s somewhere dry,” Amy instructed. “If the papers 
get wet, they'll be ruined.” 


“Got it.” The stern was ringed by built-in benches. Dan 
unzipped a waterproof seat cushion, removed the Nannerl pages 
from his jacket, and sealed them inside the vinyl pad. 


No sooner had he stepped back aboard the launch than the 
bray of outboard engines reached their ears. The three Janus 
boats raced around a bend in the canal. Jonah Wizard stood on 
the bow of the lead craft like a hip-hop hood ornament, pointing 
and shouting. 


“Let’s go!” urged Amy. 
Dan heaved on the throttle, and the launch burst forward in a 
cloud of burnt oil. 


The Cahills had a head start, but there was no way they could 
outrun their faster pursuers. Their one chance was to get lost in 
the maze of canals. But this was not to be. Just ahead, the tight 
channel fed into an expansive waterway bustling with marine 
traffic. 


“The Grand Canal,” Amy said with awe. “And there’s the Ponte 
di Rialto, one of the most famous bridges in the world.” 


“We don’t need a guided tour! We need a place to disappear!” 


The launch lumbered out into the open. Dan looked astern. 
Jonah and the Janus were a quarter mile back but closing. 


Then he spotted it. Among the dozens of boats on the busy 


waterway, a gleaming high-tech yacht stood just before the Ponte 
di Rialto. His first assumption was that it had been moored there, 
but on closer inspection, he saw that it was about fifteen feet 
from shore, dead in the water, bobbing imperceptibly. 


If we can get behind that thing ... 


He pointed the bow at the empty space between yacht and 
seawall. 


Amy clued in. “You think we can hide? We’ll never get there in 
time!” 


Dan leaned on the throttle. “We will.” 
“How can you be sure?” 


Dan wasn’t sure of anything — just that they were committed 
to this plan. All they could do was carry it out. 


And pray. 


CHAPTER 16 


Amy’s eyes were riveted astern where, she knew, Jonah and the 
Janus would appear any second now. 


At the last possible instant, Dan let up on the gas. The launch 
floated into the shadow of the yacht just as Jonah’s boat burst 
into the open. 


Standing on the bow, the young star surveyed the Grand Canal 
in both directions. The Cahills were nowhere to be seen. 


His father shut his cell phone in disgust. “I’ve tried all our 
contacts at the Venice radio stations. Nobody has a traffic copter 
in the air right now.” 


“Their craft is slow,” put in Ponytail. “They cannot be far.” 


Jonah nodded. “We’ll split up, yo. We’ll head under the bridge 
and check out that direction. Tell the others to go the opposite 
way.” 

Ponytail shouted the instructions to their Janus colleagues, and 
the two boats raced for the bend in the waterway that led to the 
Bay of San Marco. Then he put their motor in gear and roared 
through the stone arches beneath the Rialto Bridge. 


An eye peered over the gunwale of the launch and watched Jonah 
and company disappear in the distance. 


“They’re gone,” Amy whispered. “What now?” 


Dan popped up beside her. “I don’t know. I honestly wasn’t 
expecting this to work.” 

“Let’s get our diary pages and find Nellie,” Amy said urgently. 
“The Janus won’t stay away forever.” 


Dan reignited the motor and piloted the launch out from 
behind the yacht. “I think I’m getting pretty good. I haven’t hit 
anything for, like, ten minutes.” 


“That’s the real miracle.” 


The thrum of a powerful engine reached their ears, and the 
water astern of the luxury craft began to churn. 

“They’re starting up,” Amy commented. “Lucky they didn’t pull 
away when the Janus were out there.” 

As the small craft ventured into the center of the canal, the 
yacht began to move as well, falling into place behind them. The 
shadow of her pointed bow towered over them. 

Dan leaned on the throttle. “Better speed up. Those guys could 
run us over and think they’ve hit a goldfish.” 

They backtracked along the broad waterway and swerved into 
the narrower canal that led to the moored Royal Saladin, where 
they’d stashed the Nannerl pages. 

“Dan — look!” 


The Cahills watched in bewilderment as the high-tech yacht 
maneuvered expertly into the smaller channel. 

“Why would anybody drive a big boat like that into a tiny little 
trickle?” asked Amy in consternation. “He could get stuck.” 

“Only one reason,” Dan said grimly. “He’s following us.” 

“Why? He isn’t one of the Janus.” 

“Maybe not, but he’s right on our tail.” Dan had the throttle at 
maximum, but the yacht was keeping up easily. There was no 
doubt that the luxury craft could overtake them at will. 

The Cahills sailed past the old Church of San Luca and under 
the tiny bridge where the Royal Saladin was moored. Amy looked 


astern in trepidation and was surprised to find the yacht well 
back, coming to a virtual stop in the water. 


“What are they doing?” Dan wondered. “They had us!” 


It dawned on Amy first. “They’re too tall! The upper deck can’t 
make it under the bridge!” 

“Yes!” Dan made a rude gesture toward the yacht, which was 
now reversing up the channel. “In your face, you big doofus!” 

“We can’t get the diary pages now,” Amy warned. “Jonah can’t 
see us, but whoever’s on the yacht might.” 

Dan didn’t let up on the gas. “No problem. We’ll just lose this 
guy and loop around to get our stuff.” At top speed, he navigated 
their craft down tributaries far too narrow for a larger boat. “Out 


of my way, landlubbers! Captain Dan coming through!” The 
launch lurched as they bounced off a stone dock. “Oops.” 


“I hope you know where we are,” Amy put in nervously. 


“Relax.” Dan wheeled the launch along another tight channel, 
and there ahead of them was the Grand Canal. “Once we hit the 
main drag, itll be easy to find the right turnoff for the Royal 
Saladin.” 


The engine groaned in protest, but Dan showed it no mercy. He 
pushed the throttle as far as it would go, demanding everything 
the little motor would offer. The wind in his hair added to his 
exhilaration. In a few more seconds, they would be on the Grand 
Canal. “Ha!” he cheered. “It takes more than a million-dollar 
canoe to outsmart a Cahill!” 


And suddenly, a wall of shiny metal blocked their way. Where 
just a second ago the sparkling open waters of the wide channel 
had beckoned, now the full length of the high-tech yacht moved 
out into their path. 


Desperately, Dan threw the launch into reverse, but there was 
no stopping. The engine screamed and stalled out. The Cahills 
continued on an arrow-straight collision course. 


Amy heard someone screaming and recognized her own voice. 
Dan shut his eyes. It was his only option. 


The launch rammed into the steel hull and came apart like a 
balsa wood model. 


Everything went dark. 


CHAPTER 17 


Amy was no longer in Venice. 


She stood in a strange underground chamber hewn into the 
native limestone beneath a church in the Montmartre section of 
Paris. On the wall before her was a faded mural of four siblings 
named Cahill. Luke, Thomas, Jane, and Katherine — the 
ancestors of the family branches, Lucian, Tomas, Janus, and 
Ekaterina. And in the distance, a burning house. Even then, 
centuries ago — conflict, violence, tragedy. 


We're still at each other’s throats — this time over the 39 Clues. 
What were they fighting about back then? 


The image shifted to a different burning building. With a stab 
of pain, Amy recognized her own childhood home. Her poor 
parents, trapped inside ... 


Through her anguish, she struggled for logic. How can I 
remember this? I wasn’t a spectator at that fire! I had to be pulled out 
of it! 

Amy and Dan had been rescued. Mom and Dad ... 


The blast of grief was too powerful — a gale-force wind that 
could not be withstood. 


Make it stop— 


The picture changed to something she recalled all too well. The 
funeral — dark clouds, dark suits, and dark veils. Tears — so 
many, and yet not enough, not nearly. Somber faces — four-year- 
old Dan, too young to comprehend the scope of the heartbreak 
that had befallen them; Grace, now dead and gone herself; awful 
Aunt Beatrice; Mr. McIntyre, friend or enemy? It was impossible 
to be sure.... 


Far beyond the grave site, indistinct in the ground fog, she 
could just make out another figure, dressed entirely in black. 


Impossible! No way could I remember that! 


But their enemy was coming into clearer focus — his gray hair, 
his sharp eyes. His lips were moving. He was calling to her. What 
was he saying? 

“Amy—” 

She awoke with a start. Dan knelt over her, gently shaking her 
arm. His hair and clothes were wet. Her T-shirt and jeans felt cold 
and damp, and her toes squished inside clammy socks and 
sneakers. She ached all over from countless bumps and bruises. 
Dan’s lips were swollen. A gash on his cheek looked raw. 


The launch. The accident ... 


She sat up on a narrow bunk. “Where are we?” The room was 
tiny, yet oddly luxurious, with rich dark paneling and shiny brass 
hardware on built-in drawers and cabinets. 


“Shhh,” her brother whispered. “I think we’re on the yacht.” 


She got shakily to her feet. The deck pitched slightly. Water 
lapped below them. 


“Door’s locked,” Dan supplied, seeing her eyes travel to the 
closed hatch. “I’ve heard voices outside. I don’t think Jonah’s one 
of them, though.” 


Amy looked nervous. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Dan. 
What if we escaped from the Janus only to get caught by 
somebody even worse?” 


“Worse?” echoed Dan. 
She bit her lip. “Do you think they could be the Madrigals?” 


In the search for the 39 Clues, the mysterious Madrigals were 
the wild card. Amy and Dan had no information about them 
beyond William McIntyre’s dire warning: “Beware the Madrigals.” 
The lawyer had refused to provide any more detail, but his 
somber face and urgent tone had spoken volumes. There was 
little question that the group was extraordinarily powerful and 
possibly deadly. 

The hatch was thrown open. “What do you know about 
Madrigals?” 

Dark hair, olive skin, handsome features. It always made Amy 
guilty to find him good-looking. Ian Kabra. His sister, Natalie, 
stepped into the compartment behind him. 


So it wasn’t the Madrigals, but this was nearly as bad. Of all the 
other teams, the Kabras were the most ruthless. Like Irina Spasky, 
they were Lucians — the cold-blooded and conniving branch of 
the Cahill family. 


Dan stuck out his jaw. “We know more about them than you!” 

Natalie rolled her eyes. “Nobody understands the Madrigals. No 
one’s even sure who they are.” 

“No one except Grace,” Dan blustered, “and she told us!” 

“Liar!” Ian’s complexion reddened. 

Dan smiled. “Touchy! I guess you don’t like it when somebody 
knows something that you don’t.” 


“Our parents tell us everything,” Ian said haughtily. “Not like 
your precious Grace, who left you in the dark and then turned 
you loose to wreck the contest!” 


“Calm down,” Natalie said to her brother. “He’s just trying to 
get to you — and succeeding. For someone who’s smarter than a 
supercomputer, sometimes you're a real idiot.” 


“What do you want?” Amy demanded. 


“Only what you stole from the Janus stronghold,” Natalie 
replied reasonably. 


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dan said stubbornly. 
“Don’t play dumb,” Ian snapped. “Although you are a natural 
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“We know the stronghold exits somewhere in the canal 
network,” his sister interrupted. “We put surveillance cameras all 
over Venice. But when Jonah turned up chasing you — well, it 
wasn’t hard to connect the dots.” 

“We were in the stronghold,” Amy admitted, “but we didn’t 
take anything. It’s just an art museum down there.” 

“Search us if you don’t believe it,” Dan added. 

“As if we hadn’t already done that,” Natalie said in bored 
exasperation. “You’ve lost weight, Amy. I don’t think this contest 
is good for your health.” 

Amy ignored the barb. “So you know we’re telling the truth.” 


“The two of you make me sick,” Ian spat. “You look like you 


crawled out of a sewer....” 
“We did crawl out of a sewer!” Dan returned defensively. 


“It wouldn’t exactly have been a great loss if you hadn’t 
wormed your way out of that tunnel explosion in Salzburg.” 


“That was you!” Amy accused. 


Ian snorted. “You think it was hard to fool Alistair into thinking 
he was our ally? We should have given the old stick insect a 
bigger bomb. Then we’d be rid of the lot of you.” 


Natalie sighed. “Forget it, Ian. They have nothing. Captain!” 
she called sharply. 


A burly sailor appeared in the companionway. “Yes, miss?” 
“These stowaways need to be put off the ship.” 


“We didn’t stow away!” Dan protested. “You sunk our boat and 
pulled us out of the canal!” 


“Good point,” Ian agreed. “Return them to the canal. Roughly, 
please.” 


The captain’s expression was impassive as he dragged the 
Cahills topside. He had an iron grip that reminded Dan of his 
dealings with the Holt family. 


Night had fallen, and the lights of Venice surrounded them. 
They were on the Grand Canal, twenty feet offshore, moving 
slowly. 


“Come on, mister,” Dan wheedled. “Give us a break.” 


The man betrayed no emotion. “I have my orders.” And with a 
single heave, Dan was up and over the rail. He tucked in his 
knees and hit the water with a cannon-ball splash. Seconds later, 
Amy struck the surface a few feet away, flailing and gasping. 


Neither had been conscious during the wreck of the launch, so 
they did not remember the feel of the water. It was freezing cold 
and jump-started both hearts to jackhammer speed. Fueled by 
adrenaline, they struggled to the edge and scrambled up the 
seawall. 


Dan shook himself like a wet dog. “Okay, let’s get our diary 
pages.” 

“We can’t.” Amy hugged herself to control her shivering. 
“We’re not going to find the thirty-nine clues if we both have 


hypothermia. We need Nellie and dry clothes.” 


Dan glared resentfully at the retreating yacht in the distance. 
“A grenade launcher would be nice, too.” 


“Never mind the Cobras. The way to get back at them is to 
win.” 

“Pm with you there,” Dan told her. “But where do we look for 
Nellie? That music shop feels like a hundred years ago.” 


“Doesn’t matter,” Amy said with confidence. “She’s loyal. She 
won't leave without us. Disco Volante it was called. Hope the 
water-taxi drivers have heard of it.” 


Dan reached into his soggy pocket. “Hope the water-taxi 
drivers don’t mind wet euros.” 


Never before had Nellie Gomez been so worried. 


She slumped on the wooden bench, squinting into the dim light 
of the streetlamp in front of Disco Volante. The clerk she had run 
ragged had closed up and gone home an hour ago, never noticing 
that she was still there, casing the place. 


Where were Amy and Dan? How could two kids go into a 
music store and never come out? 


“Mrrp,” was Saladin’s comment from her lap. 


“That’s easy for you to say,” Nellie quavered. “You’re not in 
charge of those two maniacs.” 


It was coming up on four hours now — four hours to ruminate 
on one simple dilemma: When was it time to call the police? 


They had never discussed it because it had always been 
unthinkable. Police meant discovery, which sooner or later would 
land the kids in the custody of Massachusetts Social Services. 
They’d be out of the contest for good. But now it was starting to 
look as if police meant rescue, which meant saving their lives, 
regardless of where they ended up. 

“Wait here,” she told Saladin, as if the cat had a choice. Even 
Nellie wasn’t sure what she was planning to do. Heave a brick 
through the window, probably, and storm the place. Now she 
could be arrested in two European cities instead of just one. 


As she approached the store, two shadowy figures rounded the 


corner. She ducked into a doorway, spying on the newcomers as 
they approached Disco Volante, trudging slowly, wearily. A male 
and a female, not quite adult size— 


When she recognized Amy and Dan, she raced over and swept 
them into her arms. “You guys — thank God! I was just about to 
— yuck, why are you all wet?” 


“It’s a really long story,” Amy said wearily. “We’ve got to get 
into dry clothes, and then we need to pick something up.” 


“We'll explain on the way,” Dan promised. 


They found an alcove that offered a measure of privacy. Amy 
and Dan were already so deeply chilled that changing clothes in 
open air was pure agony. But they felt their circulation resuming 
as they struggled into dry things. Next came the hard part — 
locating the Church of San Luca on foot rather than via the canal 
system. They wandered for a while before finding a shuttered 
tourist kiosk with a city map. 


“Amazing,” marveled Amy as they plotted their course through 
streets and over bridges. “The founders of Venice took a 
collection of rocks and turned it into one of the world’s great 
cities.” 

“PI be more in the mood for town history when we’ve got 
those Nannerl pages in our hands,” announced Dan. 


Navigating the narrow serpentine streets made them feel like 
rats in a maze. Several times they could see where they wanted to 
go but were unable to get there because a canal was in the way. 
Add to that the fact that the Venice skyline had dozens of domes 
and steeples, and they were searching in the dark. After more 
than an hour, they plodded up beside a small stone church. 


“This is it,” said Dan. “See? There’s the bridge in back.” 


The night was quiet — just the distant noise of motor-boats. 
Leaving Nellie and Saladin on the front steps of the church, they 
scampered behind the building to the canal. 


Amy pointed. “Look!” 


An ancient stone staircase led to the water. They rushed down 
and froze. 


There was the dock underneath the bridge. 


The Royal Saladin was nowhere to be found. 


CHAPTER 18 


Amy’s vacuum-cleaner wheeze threatened to suck her brother in. 
“Okay,” she told herself. “Don’t panic—” 


“Why not?” he asked bitterly. “If there ever was a time to 
panic, this is it! What happened to the boat?” 


“Aw, Dan,” she moaned, “why’d you have to hide the Nannerl 
pages on something that can pick up and sail away?” 


Dan bristled. Anguish, disappointment, and frustration mingled 
in his stomach, a roiling, toxic brew. “I didn’t have a lot of 
choice, Little Miss Perfect! I was on a motor launch with half the 
Janus branch chasing me! And what help was I getting from my 
dear sister? ‘Oh — you can’t drive a boat!’ That’s all I ever hear 
from you — you can’t we shouldn’t; it’s impossible! I saved our 
butts back there!” 


“This isn’t about butts,” Amy pointed out. “It’s about clues, and 
that means the diary pages.” 


“Which the Cobras would have taken off us if I hadn’t stashed 
them on the Royal Saladin!” Dan shot back. “You think Pm a 
stupid baby who’s too immature to understand what’s at stake! 
Well, you’re the one who doesn’t get it! A contest; a search — 
who’s better at that kind of stuff, you or me?” 


She scowled at him. “We’re not talking about strafing the 
neighborhood with bottle rockets—” 

“You're treating me like a kid again!” he exploded. “Okay — I 
like bottle rockets! And water balloons! And cherry bombs! I lick 
batteries! I experiment!” 

“You’re a regular Madame Curie.” 

“At least I try things,” he persisted. “It’s better than sitting 
around biting your nails, wondering, Should I or shouldn’t I?” 

His sister sighed miserably. “Fine. I’m sorry. It still doesn’t 
answer the million-dollar question: What happens now?” 


He shrugged. He wasn’t ready to accept her apology, but there 
was nothing to be gained by continuing the argument. “We wait. 
What else can we do? The boat moored here once. Maybe it’ll 
come back.” 


She spoke the words he’d been dreading — the awful 
possibility that haunted him. “What if before was a one-time 
thing? What if we’ve lost those pages forever?” 


Dan had no answer. All at once, the breakneck pace of it 
caught up with him. Five hours in the Fiat, tailing the limo, Disco 
Volante, the Janus stronghold, the canal chase, the Cobras. 


And now this. 


He could have flopped down on the stone walkway and slept 
for a year. It was a crushing exhaustion that sucked the strength 
out of every single cell in his body. He felt old at eleven. 


Amy must have sensed this, because she put a supportive arm 
around his shoulders as they headed back to the church to update 
Nellie on the latest twist. 


“We could be waiting a long time,” Amy told her. “Maybe you 
should find a hotel and get a few hours’ sleep.” 


“If you two think I’m leaving you alone for another minute 
today, then you’ve been drinking the canal water,” the au pair 
said severely. “Go and wait. I’ll be here.” 


“Mrrp,” Saladin added drowsily. 


Good old Nellie. The show of support lightened the mood 
slightly. The thought of someone who would look out for them — 
someone older, even if only by a handful of years — seemed 
almost parental. It was a mere penlight in a vast void. Yet Amy 
and Dan Cahill had seen nothing in that darkness for a very long 
time. 


But as they settled in behind the church to wait, the grim 
reality began to press down on them. If they could not recover 
the papers encased in the vinyl seat cushion of the Royal Saladin, 
they were at a complete dead end. 


They had staked everything on this quest. Washing out would 
leave them as nothing more than fugitives from Massachusetts 
Social Services. Homeless orphans, with no past and no future, 
stranded half a world away from anyone or anything familiar. 


The minutes passed like months, as if time itself had been 
slowed by the black-hole gravity of their situation. They hugged 
themselves against the clammy dampness of night, chilled further 
by fear and uncertainty. 


Amy took in the lights of Venice, gleaming off the water. 
“Weird, huh? That so many bad things can happen in such a 
beautiful place.” 


Dan was not on her wavelength. “Maybe we should steal 
another boat. Then at least we can cruise the canals. The Royal 
Saladin must be somewhere.” He looked at her intensely. “Giving 
up is not an option.” 


“Then how would we know the Royal Saladin won’t come back 
a minute after we leave? Here we are and here we stay.” 


For Dan, it was extra-special torture. Doing something — even 
the wrong thing — was easier to take than sitting around. The 
first hour was misery. The second was actual physical pain. By 
the third, they were numb, sunk deep in despair as the city 
sounds and motorboat noise diminished, leaving only lapping 
water and distant accordion music. 


They had always known that their quest was a long shot. But 
neither had expected defeat to take this form — an unfortunate 
choice stashing a few vital pieces of paper in a hiding place that 
got up and left. 


Both sat forward on the stone path. Was the music getting 
louder? 


The lilting melody swelled, and a boat sailed around the bend 
of the canal, lit up like a Christmas tree. The open stern was 
packed with revelers, dancing and celebrating wildly. 


Amy and Dan felt like celebrating themselves. It was the Royal 
Saladin. 

Dan looked on from the shadows. “A party?” 

“Not a party,” Amy managed. “A wedding!” 


The bride and groom embraced by the wheelhouse, while 
flower girls showered them with rose petals. Laughter rang out. 
Champagne toasts soared. There must have been fifteen people 
squeezed onto the small craft, including the accordion player, 
who was balanced precariously on a dive platform. 


Dan was intent on the seat pad, where he knew the Nannerl 
pages were hidden. “Five thousand boats in Venice, and I had to 
pick the one from the tunnel of love! What are we going to do? 
This brouhaha could last all night.” 


“T don’t think so. See?” 


Two tuxedo-clad men were clumsily attempting to tie the Royal 
Saladin to the bridge dock. It took several tries, and the father of 
the bride very nearly tumbled over the rail into the canal. Finally, 
though, they got the craft moored, and the wedding party began 
to come ashore. 


Amy and Dan ducked behind a half wall as the guests climbed 
the stairs to the Church of San Luca. The best man brought up the 
rear. Before leaving the Royal Saladin, he seized the bench 
cushion as his “partner,” dancing onto the dock to the 
accompaniment of the accordionist. 


Both Cahills’ hearts skipped a beat. It was the pad that 
contained the precious diary pages. 


The others laughed and cheered as the best man waltzed the 
pad toward the steps. 


A thin film of sweat formed on Dan’s brow. What’s this clown 
doing? Is he really stupid enough to take a seat cushion to a wedding? 


At the last moment, the man tossed the pad back aboard the 
Royal Saladin and followed the rest of the guests up the stairs. 


Amy and Dan crouched in silence as the wedding party crossed 
the churchyard and filed into San Luca. Even when they heard 
the heavy door slam shut, they remained still and hidden. After 
so many reversals of fortune today, they half expected a 
meteorite to hurtle from the sky and vaporize them if they dared 
to move. 


Finally, Dan stood up. “Come on. Let’s get those diary pages 
before they end up on the honeymoon cruise.” 


Their Venice hotel was cheap, mainly because it had no water 
view. That had been the Cahills’ one condition. 


“No more canals,” Dan had said firmly. “I hate them.” 
While Amy and Dan took long showers to warm up and wash 


away the none-too-clean canal water, Nellie busied herself with 
the diary pages. It was only three handwritten sheets. But they 
contained some astounding information. 


“You're not going to believe this, you guys,” Nellie breathed. 
“No wonder somebody ripped these pages out. They’re all about 
how worried Nannerl was. She thought Mozart was going crazy.” 


“Crazy?” echoed Dan. “You mean, like, stand on your head and 
spit nickels kind of crazy?” 


“He was running himself into major debt,” Nellie explained, 
following the flowery German script with her finger. “Spending 
more money than he earned. But here’s the thing — the stuff he 
was buying was pointless and weird. He was importing rare and 
expensive ingredients from overseas.” 


Amy’s ears perked up at the word ingredients. “Remember iron 
solute? That’s an ingredient, too. All this must be mixed up with 
the thirty-nine clues somehow.” 


“Mozart was in it up to his ears,” Dan agreed. “Just like Ben 
Franklin.” 


Nellie turned to a different page. “The diary mentions Franklin, 
too — right here. Mozart was in communication with him. You 
know what Nannerl calls him? ‘Our American cousin.’ And you'll 
never believe who else was a Cahill — only Marie Antoinette, 
that’s who!” 


“Were related to the queen of France!” Amy exclaimed in awe. 


“And the Austrian royal family, too,” Nellie went on. “That was 
the connection. She and Mozart met when they were kids. When 
she married the future King Louis XVI and went to France, she 
became the go-between for Franklin and Mozart.” 


Amy was so astounded by this overload of information that she 
almost missed the faint pencil lines in the margin next to 
Nannerl’s heavy calligraphy. Her surprise was accompanied by a 
flood of emotion. “Grace wrote this,” she said in a watery voice. 
“Pd know that handwriting anywhere.” 


Dan stared. “Our grandmother ripped out part of Nannerl’s 
diary?” 

“Not necessarily, but these pages were in her hands at some 
point. She traveled all over the world. She’s mixed up in this 


quest fifty different ways.” She squinted at the spidery script 
beside Marie Antoinette’s name and read aloud: 
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Dan sighed in fond annoyance. “That’s Grace, all right. Clear as 
mud.” 


Nellie was exasperated. “What’s the matter with you Cahills? 
Why does everything have to be a puzzle? Why can’t you just 
come out and say what you mean?” 


“Then it wouldn’t be the thirty-nine clues,” Dan pointed out. “It 
would be the thirty-nine statements.” 


Amy looked thoughtful. “The thing Marie Antoinette was most 
famous for was this: When someone told her the peasants were 
rioting because there was no bread, she said, ‘Let them eat cake.” 


Dan made a face. “You can get famous for that?” 


Amy rolled her eyes. “Don’t you see? There was no cake! There 
was no food at all! It became a symbol for how the rich were 
totally out of touch with the needs of the poor. Those words 
helped set off the French Revolution. And that was when Marie 
Antoinette died by the guillotine.” 


“Sweet — the guillotine,” Dan approved. “Now it’s getting 
interesting.” 

Nellie raised an eyebrow. “So you’re saying that the word that 
cost her life was — cake?” 

“Minus the music,” added Amy. “What could that mean?” 

“Well,” mused Nellie, “Marie Antoinette spoke French, so—” 


“Wait a minute!” Amy exclaimed. “I know this! Grace told me 
about it when I was a little kid!” 


“How come you can always dredge up some weird Grace 
conversation from a million years ago?” Dan demanded, his 
emotions suddenly close to the surface. “She’s only been gone a 
few weeks and I can barely remember her voice.” 


“That old stuff is important,” Amy insisted. “We knew her as a 
cool grandmother. But all those years, I think she had a hidden 


agenda, too. She was training us for this contest — planting pieces 
of information that we were going to need. This might be one of 
them.” 


“And what exactly is ‘this’?” Nellie prompted. 


“When Marie Antoinette said, ‘Let them eat cake,’ she’s usually 
quoted using the French word brioche. But Grace was very careful 
to tell me that she used the more common term for cake — 
gateau.” 


Dan’s brow furrowed. “Cake is cake. Isn’t it?” 


“Unless this had nothing to do with cake,” Nellie suggested. 
“According to Nannerl, Marie Antoinette was sending secret 
messages between Franklin and Mozart. Maybe it’s some kind of 
code.” 


“So gateau is a message, and brioche isn’t — and they mean the 
same thing?” Dan put in dubiously. 


Amy shook her head. “I don’t know what it means, but I’m 
positive it’s a piece of the puzzle.” 


Dan was studying the Nannerl pages over Nellie’s shoulder. 
“There’s another note — look!” 


The pencil lines were even fainter, but there was no question it 
was Grace’s writing. This time it was right in the center of the 


page. 


As, 2 id 


Dan frowned. “Maybe she had the hiccups?” 

“Wait — the markings are right over a name.” Amy squinted at 
the page. “Fidelio Racco.” 

“That’s the guy on Uncle Alistair’s paper!” Dan said excitedly. 
“Mozart performed at that guy’s house!” 

Nellie translated from the German. “It says here he was a big- 
time merchant and business honcho. Mozart hired him to import 
some super-expensive kind of steel that was only forged in the 
Far East. Nannerl blames Racco for overcharging her brother and 
landing him in debt. And guess what she calls him.” 

“Blood-sucking money-grubber?” Dan suggested. 


“She calls him ‘cousin.’” 
Dan’s eyes widened. “Another Cahill?” 


Amy unzipped her brother’s backpack and took out his laptop 
computer. “Let’s see what we can learn about our Italian 
relative.” 


CHAPTER 19 


As rich Cahill superstars went, Fidelio Racco was definitely on the 
B-list. Maybe even the D-list. Google had heard of him, but a 
search for his surname placed him below Racco Auto Body in 
Toronto and Trattoria Racco in Florence, and only slightly ahead 
of the Rack O’Lamb Irish Chop House in Des Moines. The 
multimillionaire merchant might have been hot stuff in the 
eighteenth century, but the composer he had driven to the 
poorhouse had fared much better in the eyes of history. 


Although he was no Mozart, Racco’s great wealth had founded 
Collezione di Racco, a private exhibit displaying the treasures and 
artwork Racco collected during his world travels. It was there 
that Amy and Dan decided to continue their search the next 
afternoon, leaving Nellie at the hotel with Saladin and several 
varieties of Italian cat food. Maybe the change of country would 
lead to a change of fortune in ending the hunger strike. 


The exhibit was located in Racco’s eighteenth-century home, 
which rubbed Dan the wrong way right from the start. 


“Racco house, Mozart house,” he grumbled as they marched 
along the cobblestone streets. “Boring house would be more like 
it.” 

Amy was losing patience. “Why do you always have to say 
that? Boring this, boring that! If this house gives us the next clue, 
it’s the most un-boring place on the planet.” 


“Amen to that,” Dan agreed. “Bring it on, the sooner the 
better.” 

“We’re getting close,” Amy promised. “I can smell it.” 

Dan wrinkled his nose. “All I smell is canal water. Man, I might 
never get it out of my nasal passages.” 

Venice really was a great pedestrian city, if you knew where 
you were going, Amy reflected. The walk to Collezione di Racco 
was only twenty minutes. That modest distance brought them 


from their shabby hotel to a large stone mansion in what was 
obviously a very expensive part of town. 


“I guess the ripping-off-Mozart business paid pretty well,” Dan 
commented. 


“It wasn’t just the money he made from Mozart,” Amy 
explained. “The guy was a major player in international trade. He 
had fleets of ships all over the globe.” 


Dan nodded. “Our old-time cousins were such big shots. What 
happened to all the loser Cahills? You know, regular Joes like us 
who never got rich and famous.” 


At the front entrance, they were greeted by a statue of Fidelio 
Racco himself. If the likeness was life-size, the millionaire 
merchant had been very short — only an inch or two taller than 
Dan. Most surprising of all, though, Racco was strumming a 
mandolin, and his open mouth seemed to imply he was singing. 


Dan’s eyes narrowed. “Another Janus?” 


His sister nodded. “That would explain why Mozart came to 
him to import that special steel. He figured he’d be safe with 
someone from his own branch.” 


“Bad move, Wolfgang,” Dan said sagely. “Never trust a Cahill.” 


They entered the mansion and paid the hefty admission fee of 
twenty euros. Even now, centuries after his death, Fidelio Racco 
was still overcharging people. 


They toured the exhibit’s various rooms, which housed most of 
the riches of the eighteenth-century world — silk, heavy 
brocades, and pottery from the orient; silver and gold from the 
Americas; diamonds, ivory, and spectacular wood carvings from 
Africa; and exquisitely woven carpets from Arabia and Persia. 


“This stuff is amazing,” Amy whispered to Dan. “Only a Janus 
could have such incredible taste!” 


The decorative arts were dizzyingly impressive, but the 
information display explained that most of Racco’s great wealth 
had come from less glamorous commodities — teas, spices, and a 
rare Japanese steel alloyed with wolfram, which had the highest 
melting point of any metal. 


“For sure that’s the steel Racco was selling to Mozart,” Amy 
said positively. 


“Wolfram,” Dan mused, a far-off look in his eye. “I’ve heard of 
that from somewhere.” 


Amy was skeptical. “Are you sure you’re not thinking of 
Wolfgang?” 

“No, wolfram. Grace told me about it.” He rounded on his 
sister. “You’re not the only grandchild she told stuff to, you 
know.” 


Amy sighed. “All right, what did she say?” 
He looked stricken. “I was sort of tuning her out.” 


“That’s why she told most of it to me — because she knew 
you'd forget it all.” 


They wandered through a hallway of exquisite carved and gilt 
furniture from all corners of the world, which dead-ended in a 
round room. At the center, bathed in blue light, stood a polished 
mahogany harpsichord. 


“Tm out of here,” said Dan. “This is starting to look a lot like 
you-know-who.” 


Amy put a grip on his arm strong enough to splinter bone. “It is 
you-know-who! It says right here — this is the instrument Mozart 
played at his performance in Racco’s house in 1770!” 


“There’s only one problem: It’s a harpsichord. It doesn’t tell us 
what D > HIC means. And it has nothing to do with cake, in 
French or any other language.” 


“Still,” Amy insisted. “Everything we’ve been through has been 
leading us to this instrument. It’s going to give us the next clue. 
I’m sure of it.” 


Dan reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a 
wadded, crumpled napkin. “Good thing I wasn’t wearing these 
pants when we went into the canal.” 

Amy was confused. “What’s that?” 

He unfolded the napkin to reveal the train logo. “The only 
thing to do with a harpsichord is play music. This is music.” He 
turned it over, and there was the version of KV 617 he had 
reproduced on the train. 

Amy had to keep herself from cheering. “Dan, you’re a genius! 
We take a musical clue from Ben Franklin and play it on Mozart’s 
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instrument 


They looked around. The harpsichord was cordoned off by 
velvet ropes. A uniformed security guard was stationed by the 
door. 


“Well, we can’t do it now,” Dan observed. “That guy would 
beat our heads in if we laid a finger on his precious keyboard.” 


“Good point,” Amy agreed. 


“The house closes at five,” Dan said. “We’re going to have to 
hide out till then.” 


The art deco bathroom was old, probably from the 1920s or 
1930s, with black and white tiles and immaculate porcelain 
fixtures. 


How can you obsess on tiles and toilets at a time like this? Amy 
admonished herself. 


Well, that was the point, wasn’t it? If she worried about the real 
stuff, she’d be a puddle. What if the mansion had an alarm? Or an 
army of night watchmen? What did D > HIC mean? How could 
you subtract music from the French word gateau? 


Too much for a fourteen-year-old brain. 


And those were just the crises of the minute. This family! To 
find out you were related to Ben Franklin and Mozart and Marie 
Antoinette— 


There’s no describing it! You feel like you were born with royal 
blood! Like you’re a part of history! 

But those great Cahills of the past were exactly that — history. 
They were long dead and buried. Who were the Cahills of today? 
Jonah. The Holts. Uncle Alistair. The Kabras. Irina. Double- 
crossers, thugs, con artists, and thieves. People who smiled and 
called you cousin while reaching around to put the knife between 
your shoulder blades. 


This contest was supposed to be so high and mighty — a 
chance to shape the future. But the nitty-gritty was more like a 
reality TV show called Who Wants to Be a Backstabber? It was 
getting more cutthroat by the hour. Were all Cahills so awful? 
She couldn’t picture Mozart in a boat chase or setting off a bomb 


in a tunnel. How deep did this ruthless-ness go? 


The fire that killed Mom and Dad was ruled accidental. Uncle 
Alistair says he knows “the truth.” Does that mean it wasn’t an 
accident? 


Just the thought of it took all the fight out of Amy. Words like 
contest and prize made this whole business out to be some kind of 
game, but the tragedy of seven years ago was no game. It had 
robbed her of the parents she loved. It had robbed Dan even of 
the memory of parents. The faintest notion that the fire might 
have been deliberate— 


She felt suddenly, unexpectedly spent. Maybe we should just give 
up. Go home to Boston, let Nellie off the hook. Surrender to Social 
Services; see if Aunt Beatrice will take us back ... 


And yet she knew in her gut that quitting was the last thing 
they would do. The last thing they could do. Not with the next 
clue so close. They had no proof that their parents’ death had 
anything to do with the Cahills. But even if it had — especially if 
it had — then it was fifty times as important to win the contest. 


She resettled herself on the toilet seat cover and tried to relax. 
Across the hall, in the men’s room, she knew Dan was doing the 
same. Or maybe he was too dumb to be scared. 


No, not dumb. Her brother was smart. Brilliant, even, in his 
short-attention-span kind of way. He was the one who had come 
up with this scheme to hide in the bathrooms until the exhibit 
closed. She’d just been following his lead when they’d ranged 
through the wings of the old house, taking careful note of the 
location of the security people. And when one of the guards had 
begun regarding them with suspicion, it had been Dan’s reliable 
instinct to melt away into another exhibit. 


I would probably still be there, babbling lame excuses. 


Dan needed her, yet she needed him, too. Like it or not, they 
were a team — the crazy dweeb and his stammering sister. Not 
exactly a recipe for world domination. 


The butterflies in Amy’s stomach threatened to fly away with 
her. Dan had his talents, but he wasn’t exactly a deep thinker 
about what could go wrong. Amy envied him that. Sometimes she 
thought about nothing but. She was the Albert Einstein of worst 


case scenarios. 


She checked her waterlogged but still functioning watch. It had 
been half an hour since the announcement — in six languages — 
that Collezione di Racco was now closed. 


There was the click of a timer, and the bathroom was plunged 
into sudden darkness. Oh, no! They had no flashlight. How would 
they get to the harpsichord now? 


Carefully, she felt her way past the stall door, straining to 
conjure up a mental picture of the layout of the ladies’ room. She 
had to find Dan, but first she had to make it out of here! 


The sound of footsteps froze her heart. A security guard! They 
would be caught, arrested, shipped back to the States— 


“Amy?” 

“Dan, you dweeb! You nearly put me into cardiac arrest!” 
“The coast is clear. Let’s go.” 

“In the pitch-black?” she demanded. 


Dan laughed in her face. “It’s only dark in the bathrooms. The 
rest of the place is okay.” 


“Oh.” Embarrassed, she followed his voice out through the 
heavy door. Dan was right. Collezione di Racco was in night 
mode, with the exhibit spotlights off but every fourth fluorescent 
bulb illuminated. “Any sign of a night watchman?” she 
whispered. 


“I didn’t see anybody, but it’s a big house. Maybe he’s over 
guarding the gold and diamonds. I would be. Who steals a 
harpsichord?” 


They hurried through the grand halls, grateful that their 
sneakers made little sound on the marble floors. The blue light 
had been turned off, but even in semi-darkness, Amy could make 
out the ivory glint of the keyboard that had been played by their 
distant cousin, the young Mozart, in 1770. Excitement surged 
through her body like an electric pulse. The next clue was close, 
very close. 


And then the cold muzzle of a dart gun at the back of her neck 
erased all other brain activity. 


CHAPTER 20 


“We have got to stop meeting like this,” purred Natalie Kabra 
behind her. 


Enraged, Dan made a run at Natalie. But Ian stepped from the 
shadows and grabbed him firmly around the midsection. “Not so 
fast, Danny Boy. I see you’ve recovered from your evening swim.” 
He sniffed Dan’s hair. “Well, not completely.” 

“What do you want?” Dan challenged. 

Ian regarded him pityingly. “Are you kidding? Like it’s a 
coincidence we’re all here. Basically, it’s like this: You’re going to 
stand in front of my sister’s dart gun while I entertain you with 
some music.” 


Roughly, he thrust Dan against the wall and shoved Amy over 
beside him. 


Natalie faced them, holding them at gunpoint. “Don’t worry,” 
she promised with mock sweetness. “The dart won’t kill you. But 
you'll wake up in a few hours with a nasty headache.” 


“Again,” added her brother. He stepped over the velvet rope 
and seated himself at the harpsichord, cracking his knuckles with 
a flourish. 

“You're bluffing!” Dan accused. “You don’t even know what to 
play!” 

“Pm sure something will come to me,” Ian said cheerfully. 
“Perhaps ‘Three Blind Mice.’ Or ‘Pop Goes the Weasel.’ Or maybe 
a little tune called KV 617.” 


“How could you know about that?” Amy blurted. 


“You think you’re so clever, but really, you’re pathetic,” Natalie 
scoffed. “We’ve been following you since the train station in 
Vienna. We’ve intercepted your computer’s wireless signal. You 
downloaded this piece from the web, and we downloaded it from 
you.” 


“I took the liberty of printing my own copy,” Ian added, 
unfolding a page of sheet music and propping it in front of him. 


Amy and Dan exchanged a meaningful look. Ian and Natalie 
had no way of knowing that the Internet version of KV 617 was 
not the same as the Ben Franklin clue. Maybe all was not yet lost. 


Ian began to play. The metallic sound of the harpsichord 
reverberated through the tomblike room. It was much louder 
than Amy expected, and only a little out of tune. What a 
magnificent instrument! She craned her neck to watch Ian’s long 
fingers dancing across the ivory keys. That was when she saw it 
— a tiny wire extending from underneath D above high C and 
disappearing into the burnished wood of the harpsichord. 


D above high C. Amy frowned. Why did that sound so familiar? 
And then a picture of it formed in her mind: D > HIC. 


Grace’s note on the Nannerl pages! It’s a warning! That D key is 
booby-trapped! 


The notion had barely crossed her mind when she heard the 
pitch of the music rise and saw Ian’s right hand fluttering in the 
direction of the fateful D. 


Her reaction was so natural, so instantaneous, that she had no 
time to think about how foolish it was. With a cry of “Don’t!” she 
leaped forward, bowling over Natalie. The gun discharged, but 
the dart missed and buried itself in the drapery. Amy was in full 
flight, determined to knock Ian off the stool before disaster 
struck. She was a split second too late. 


She plowed into Jan just as his finger caressed the booby- 
trapped key. 


BOOM! 


With a flash of flame, Mozart’s harpsichord blew apart, tossing 
Amy and Ian ten feet clear. Amy tucked and rolled, emerging 
unhurt. Ian’s head struck the marble floor. He lay there, out cold. 


Natalie scrambled to her feet and reached for the dart gun, but 
Dan was too quick for her. He snatched up the dart from the 
drapery behind him and flung it like a spear at his adversary. The 
point buried itself in her shoulder. She raised the weapon, 
woozily fighting the effects of the knockout formula. Dan braced 
for impact, knowing the next dart was coming for him. And then 


Natalie’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she dropped like a 
stone beside her brother. 


Dan ran to his sister. “Are you okay?” 


Amy crawled to the wreckage of the instrument. The 
woodwork was in smoldering pieces, but amazingly, the keyboard 
was intact. Both could now see a second set of wires, which 
disappeared into the floor. 


“Quick! The music!” 
Dan stared at her. “It’s not going to play now. It’s on fire.” 


“Give it here!” She unfolded the napkin and began to press the 
keys. There was no sound except for a soft clicking. But she 
“played” on, following the notes exactly from the Ben Franklin 
clue. 


Suddenly, the floor began to shake beneath their feet. 


“Way to go, Amy!” cried Dan. “Now the whole building’s 
coming down!” 


A section of marble one yard square dropped away on a hidden 
hinge. The Cahills crouched over the new opening it created. 
Before them, on a bed of black velvet, lay a pair of gleaming 
swords. 


“Samurai!” Dan said with reverence. He reached down, took 
hold of a golden hilt, and then stood up and brandished the 
weapon. “Samurai warriors carried two blades — one short and 
one long. These must be the short ones. Seriously cool.” 


Amy drew out the other sword and examined the Japanese 
characters engraved in the metalwork. “Pll bet these are made 
with that special steel Mozart was interested in.” 


Dan nodded. “But how can that be our clue? It has nothing to 
do with the stuff Grace wrote in those diary pages.” 


“D above high C turned out to be the booby-trapped 
harpsichord key,” Amy explained. “And gateau minus the music 
—” It came together in her mind. “Musical notes are also letters, 
remember? A, B, C, D, E, F, and G. If you take those out of the 
word gateau, you're left with ... T-U.” She looked puzzled. “It 
doesn’t make sense.” 


“Yes, it does!” Dan exploded. “It’s the old chemical symbol for 


tungsten! That's the thing Grace told me that I forgot! Wolfram is 
what they used to call tungsten!” 


Amy’s eyes sparkled with discovery. “That’s why Marie 
Antoinette said ‘Let them eat cake.’ She wasn’t talking about the 
poor — gateau was the coded message between Franklin and 
Mozart telling him what ingredient he needed. We’ve got it! The 
first clue was iron solute; this one’s tungsten! That’s what this 
contest is all about! We’re putting together some kind of 
formula!” 


It was a supercharged instant — the smoke from the explosion, 
the steel of the swords, the thrill of a breakthrough. Yet for Amy, 
there was so much more. This clue brought them closer to 
winning the contest— 

And closer to understanding who we really are! 

Somehow, she knew their parents were smiling down on them. 


She reached for her brother’s hand. The two spent so much 
time bickering, but this was their moment. 

We’re still in this thing! 

Suddenly, the lights blazed on, and a uniformed night 
watchman galloped frantically into the room, bellowing in 
Italian. Shocked, Dan wheeled to face him, not realizing he was 
still holding the samurai sword two-fisted, like a baseball bat, 
ready to swing. With a terrified yelp, the guard turned tail and 
ran the other way. 


“Let’s get out of here,” Amy decided urgently. 


“What about them?” Dan indicated the Kabras, out cold on the 
floor. 

“That guard will be back with the police any minute. They’ll 
call a doctor.” 


Hugging their swords, the Cahills sprinted for the exit. 


Nellie was ready to throw in the towel. 


She could no longer bear the sight of Saladin, gaunt and 
languid, barely able to work up a decent “mrrp.” As soon as Amy 
and Dan got back, she was going to find a fish market and buy 
fresh snapper. Okay, it was total surrender, not to mention a 


waste of thirty bucks a pound. But that was preferable to a dead 
cat. 


Grace Cahill may have been a great woman, but as a pet 
owner, she hadn’t known much about tough love. 


Nellie frowned at her watch. It was after seven. All the 
museums had closed a couple of hours ago. Amy and Dan were 
late again. She was afraid to think about what that might mean. 


With a sigh, she decided to give it one more try. She popped 
open yet another tin of cat food and brought it to Saladin, who 
was draped over the arm of the couch, listlessly watching Home 
Improvement dubbed in Italian. 


“All right, Saladin, you win. You’ve proven you're the better 
man. But I can’t get you the good stuff until later, so why don’t 
you take a few bites of this to tide you over until the kids get 
back?” She took a morsel on her finger and applied it to the 
Mau’s tongue during a yawn. 


If a cat could look startled, Saladin did. He smacked his palate 
like a wine taster. Then he lunged for Nellie’s finger and licked it 
clean. 


Encouraged, the au pair held up the tin. It was empty in thirty 
seconds. 

“Good boy!” Nellie cheered. “I knew you'd love it if you just 
gave it a chance! It’s cat food — it’s for people like you!” 

Saladin was halfway through tin number two when Amy and 
Dan came bursting in the door. 


Nellie was beside herself with triumph. “Congratulate me, you 
guys! The hunger strike is over—” She took in the sight of Dan 
waving the lethal samurai sword around the tight hotel room. 
“Put that thing down before you slice your own ears off!” 


Dan ignored the warning, but Saladin stopped feasting and 
ducked under the bed. 


Pink with excitement, Amy waved the other sword. “It’s okay! 
It’s the next clue!” 


“Swords?” 
“Tungsten! That’s what the steel’s alloyed with!” 
“Start packing!” Dan crowed. “We’re going to Tokyo! Oh, yeah, 


and way to go, Saladin. We knew you could do it.” 
A nervous “Mrrp!” came from behind the bed skirt. 
Nellie was totally confused. “But why Tokyo?” 


“Thats where the swords are from,” Amy explained 
breathlessly. “That’s where the steel was forged. And the exhibit 
said that Fidelio Racco went off to Japan and was never heard 
from again!” 

“And we have to do it, too?” the au pair demanded. 

“The trail leads there,” Amy insisted. “That’s where we’ll find 
the next clue.” 

It was the best thing about loyal Nellie Gomez. Without 
another word of protest, she picked up the phone and called 
Japan Airlines. 

The Kabras had money; the Holts had muscle; Irina had guile 
and training; Alistair had experience; and Jonah had fame. Amy 
and Dan Cahill had their wits and little else. Yet only they had 
uncovered the second clue. 


On with the chase. 


CHAPTER 21 


To the citizens of Salzburg, Austria, William McIntyre looked like 
just another tourist. More formally dressed, perhaps, in a dark 
business suit, but a foreign visitor strolling through the public 
square. Nobody seemed to notice the tiny handheld monitor, nor 
did they hear the soft beeps emitted by the device as it homed in 
on the transmitter beacon. 


For nearly a week, Mr. McIntyre had used this equipment to 
keep tabs on Amy and Dan as they traveled from Paris to Vienna 
and on to Salzburg. But now the signal had stopped moving. In 
fact, it had not budged in two days. Something was wrong. 


As he crossed the crowded plaza, the beeps consolidated into a 
continuous tone, which meant the transmitter was very, very 
close. 


McIntyre stared. There it was, affixed as a lapel pin to the 
statue of Mozart in the center of the square. 


A strong hand on his shoulder spun him around. It was Alistair 
Oh, in a towering rage. 


“So it’s you!” the elderly man accused. “I don’t appreciate your 
meddling in this contest! Where is my clue?” 


The lawyer shrugged, bewildered. “I have nothing of yours.” 


“There was a clue from the tunnel at St. Peter’s,” Alistair said 
coldly. “When I went to retrieve it to have it translated, I found it 
missing and your homing pin in the head of my cane. Your 
explanation, if you please.” 

“T have none.” 

“So you confess that you’re trying to influence this contest.” 
His eyes narrowed. “Or perhaps your plan is to hijack it entirely 
and take the prize for yourself.” 

McIntyre rose to his full height. “I resent that. You may well 


have been bamboozled, but not by me. You ought to know that, 
with the stakes this high, treachery is to be expected. And Cahills 


are capable of almost anything.” 


“You haven’t heard the last of this. When I win the contest, Pll 
see to it that you never work again!” Alistair retrieved the 
homing pin from Mozart’s lapel — it had been affixed with 
chewing gum — spun on his heel and walked away. 


With a sigh, McIntyre exited the square and walked three 
blocks to an outdoor café in a secluded courtyard. He seated 
himself at a quiet table, across from a man dressed entirely in 
black. 


“You won't believe it,” the lawyer announced in a despairing 
tone. “They found the homing device under the cat’s collar and 
planted it on Alistair Oh.” 

The man in black stroked his furrowed brow. “So what you’re 
saying is we’ve lost the children.” 

McIntyre nodded glumly. “It’s more like the children have lost 
us. It’s possible that they are more resourceful than even Madame 
Grace had imagined.” 

High above their table, the vapor trail of a jetliner left a white 
ribbon in the clear blue sky, heading east. 





The Hunt Is On 


The race for the 39 Clues continues with more dangerous 
missions, top secret break-ins, and treacherous double-crossings. 
Stay one step ahead of the competition by following Amy and 
Dan’s next adventure. 


Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just make sure none of your 
enemies are watching ...) 


CHAPTER 1 


They were toast. 


Amy Cahill eyed the battered black duffel bag rumbling up the 
airport conveyor belt. It bulged at the corners. The sign above the 
belt said THANK YOU FOR VISITING VENICE: RANDOM PIECES OF CHECKED LUGGAGE WILL BE 


seaRcHED in five languages. 
“Oh, great,” Amy said. “How random is ‘random’?” 


“T told you, a ninja warrior must always keep his swords in his 
carry-on,” whispered her brother, Dan, who had been operating 
on brain deficit for as long as Amy could remember. 


“Excuse me, Jackie Chan, but carry-on luggage is always X- 
rayed,” Amy whispered back. “There are extra-special rules about 
samurai swords in backpacks. Even if they belong to scrawny, 
delusional eleven-year-olds who think they’re ninjas.” 


“What was wrong with ‘we need them to slice the veal 
parmigiana’?” Dan said. “It would have worked fine. The Italians 
understand food.” 


“Can you understand ‘five to twenty years, no parole’?” 


Dan shrugged. He lifted up a mesh-sided pet carrier, inside of 
which a very disgruntled-looking Egyptian Mau was eyeing him 
suspiciously. “Bye-bye, Saladin,” he sang into the mesh. 
“Remember, when we get to Tokyo ... red snapper sushi every 
night!” 

“Mrrp?” whined Saladin from inside the carrier, as Dan set it 
gently onto the conveyor belt. 


“Mmmm, hmm, ohh ... aaaaaaaaghhhh!” came a strangled yelp 
from behind them. Although everyone else in the vicinity was 
turning with a look of alarm, Amy and Dan knew it was their au 
pair, Nellie Gomez, dancing to a tune on her iPod. She didn’t care 
that she sounded like a dying meerkat, which was one of the 
many cool things about Nellie Gomez. 


Amy watched as the carrier disappeared through the cargo 
window. If the officials did search the bag, there would be 
alarms. Screaming Italian cops. She, Dan, and Nellie would have 
to run. 


Not that they weren’t used to that. They’d been running a lot 
lately. It began the day they accepted the challenge in their 
grandmother Grace’s will. They’d had to go to her mansion in 
Massachusetts for that — and immediately afterward the mansion 
went up in flames. Since then, they’d nearly been killed in a 
collapsing building in Philadelphia, attacked by monks in Austria, 
and chased by boats through the canals of Venice. They’d been 
the target of dirty tricks from every branch of the Cahill family. 


Once in a while — like every three seconds — Amy wondered 
why the heck they were doing this. She and Dan could have 
opted for a cool million dollars each, like a lot of Cahill family 
members did. But Grace had offered another choice: a race for 39 
Clues to a secret that had been hidden for centuries, the greatest 
source of power the world had known. 


Until then, Amy and Dan had been leading pretty lame, 
ordinary lives. After their parents had died seven years ago, their 
crabby Aunt Beatrice had taken them in — and the only cool 
thing she’d ever done was hire Nellie. But now they knew they 
were part of something way bigger, a huge family that included 
ancestors like Ben Franklin and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. It 
seemed like all the great geniuses of the world had been Cahills. 
That was pretty amazing. 


“Hey, Amy, did you ever want to, like, get on the conveyor belt 
and see what happened? Like, ‘Hey, don’t mind me, I’m just 
hanging with the cargo’?” 

And then there was Dan. 


“Come on!” Amy grabbed her brother by the arm and headed 
for the departure gates. Nellie was right on their heels, spinning 
the wheel of her iPod with one hand and adjusting her snake nose 
ring with the other. 


Amy eyed the airport clock. 2:13. The flight was scheduled to 
leave at 2:37. This was an international flight. You were supposed 
to arrive at the airport two hours in advance, not twenty-four 
minutes. “We’re not going to make it!” Amy said. 


Now they were running toward gate 4, dodging other 
passengers. “Guess they didn’t find Rufus and Remus, huh?” Dan 
called out. 


“Who are Rufus and Remus?” Amy asked. 


“The swords!” Dan said. “I named them after the founders of 
Italy.” 


“Its Romulus and Remus,” Amy hissed. “And they founded 
Rome. And don’t ever say that word!” 


“Rome?” 


“No — s-w-o-r-d.” Amy dropped her voice to a whisper as they 
pulled up to the rear of a very long security line. “Do you want us 
to go to j-a-i-l?” 

“O-0-p-s.” 

“O-O-O-O ...” Nellie wailed off-key to some unidentifiable punk 
track. 


The security line seemed to take, like, thirty-two hours. The 
worst part for Amy, as always, was having to take off her jade 
necklace to go through the X-ray machine. She hated to part from 
that necklace even for a minute. When they emerged, the clock 
read 2:31. They raced down a long corridor toward the gate. 


“Now boarding all remaining passengers for Japan Airlines, 
flight eight-oh-seven to Tokyo, at gate four,” said a voice over the 
PA system in heavily accented English. “Have your boarding 
passes ready, and ... armrrrrrivederci!” 


They pulled up to the rear of the line behind a sniffling toddler 
who turned and sneezed on Nellie. “Ew. Manners?” she said, 
wiping her arm on her sleeve. 


“Has anyone seen my boarding pass?” Dan said, rummaging in 
his pockets. 

“Have mine,” drawled Nellie. “It’s covered with boogers.” 

“Try inside your book,” Amy said, pointing toward the 
paperback stuffed in Dan’s back pants pocket. 


He pulled out a dog-eared copy of Classic All-Time Movie 
Comedies, which he’d found in the backseat of the cab on the way 
to the airport. The boarding pass was marking page 93. “It’s a 
Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World,” Dan said. 


“That’s the smartest observation you’ve made all day,” Amy 
said. 


“It’s the name of a movie,” Dan replied. “I’m reading about it. 
The plot is so awesome—” 


“Step forward, please — welcome aboard!” chirped a perky 
blond flight attendant whose Japan Airlines headset bobbed every 
time she nodded a greeting. She was wearing a name tag that 
read 1. RINALDI. 


Nellie handed over her boarding pass and headed into the 
accordion-walled tunnel that led to the plane’s hatch. “Um, guys, 
this shouldn’t be so hard to do,” she called over her shoulder. 

Dan held out his pass to the attendant. “It’s really a funny 
movie. Like, all these old-school comedians, searching for this 
treasure—” 

“Sorry, he’s challenged,” Amy said to the attendant, handing 
over her pass and nudging him toward the tunnel. 

But Ms. Rinaldi scooted in front of them, blocking their path. 
“Un momento?” she said, trying to keep her airline smile while 
listening to something over her headset. “Si ... ah, si si si sì... 
buono,” she said into the headset mike. 

Then, with a shrug toward Dan and Amy, she said, “You come 
with me, please?” 

As they followed her toward the corner, Amy tried to keep 
herself from shaking. The swords. They’d found the swords. 

Dan was looking all puppy-eyed at her. Sometimes all she 
needed to do was look at him, and she knew exactly what he was 
thinking. 

Maybe we should run, his eyes were saying. 

Uh, where? she said back to him silently. 

I will make myself invisible by using ninja mind control, he was 
thinking. 

You have to HAVE a mind to do it, she beamed to him. 

Nellie peered out from the tunnel entrance. “What’s going on?” 
she asked. 

“It is routine,” Ms. Rinaldi called out, turning to face Amy and 
Dan. “My supervisor tells me it is random check. You please wait 


here by the wall?” 


She bustled away, holding the two boarding passes, and 
disappeared around the corner. 


From inside the tunnel, another attendant called out to Nellie, 
“Please take your seat, dear. Don’t worry, the plane will not leave 
without all passengers.” 


“I hate airports.” Nellie rolled her eyes and turned back toward 
the plane. “See you inside. [ll save you a bag of peanuts.” 


As she disappeared, Amy hissed to her brother, “I knew it — 
they searched your duffel. They’re going to detain us and contact 
Aunt Beatrice, and that’s the last we’ll ever see of Nellie—” 


“Will you stop being so gloomy?” Dan said. “We’ll tell them 
someone else put the swor — the you-know-whats in the duffel. 
We never saw them before in our lives. We’re kids. They always 
believe kids. And besides, maybe they haven’t searched our bags. 
Maybe they’re just double-checking your passport to make sure 
they can allow someone so ugly to board a plane—” 


Amy elbowed him in the ribs. 


“Final boarding call, flight eight-oh-seven to Tokyo, gate four!” 
a voice boomed. 


A third attendant was putting a web-ribbon barrier in front of 
the tunnel. 


Amy was nervous now. They weren’t going to hold the plane 
forever. “We have to get that flight attendant — Rinaldi,” she 
said. “Come on!” 


Amy grabbed Dan by the arm and they raced to the corner, 
taking it at a run. 


Whomp! They ran smack into another pair who were racing 
toward the gate. Amy bounced away, the wind momentarily 
knocked out of her. She bumped into Dan, who nearly fell to the 
floor. “What the—?” he blurted. 


The two strangers were wrapped in full-length black trench 
coats with high collars obscuring their faces. One of them wore 
expensive black dress shoes; the other, jewel-encrusted sneakers. 
As they barreled past Dan and Amy, waving boarding passes in 
the air, one of them called out, “Clear, please!” 


Amy recognized the voice. She grabbed Dan and whirled 
around. The two were grabbing the barrier and pulling it aside. 
“Wait!” Amy said. 

An airline official shouted at them, too, sprinting to head them 
off. The two politely stopped and handed over their boarding 
passes. He examined the passes quickly, nodded, and pulled back 
the barrier. “Enjoy your flight, Amy and Dan,” he said. 


The two passengers stepped into the tunnel entrance and 
immediately turned around. They pulled down their raised collars 
and grinned. 


Amy gasped at the sight of their cousins, their archrivals in the 
search for the 39 Clues, a pair whose nastiness was surpassed 
only by their wealth and cunning. 


“Sayonara, suckers!” sang Ian and Natalie Kabra. 


CHAPTER 2 


“Stop them!” Dan and Amy ran toward the tunnel, shouting as 
loud as they could. 


Quickly, the flight official stepped into their path. “Boarding 
passes, per favore?” he asked, his face a mix of bafflement and 
annoyance. 


Amy watched helplessly as Ian and Natalie slipped into the 
tunnel’s long shadow. 


They could hear the plane’s hatch shut with a dull thump. 


“Theyre — theyre the Kabras!” Dan said. “Evil Kabras. 
Famoso, evillo, Kabritos! They are holding our au pair hostage!” 


As a crowd of curious onlookers gathered, the official repeated, 
“No boarding passes?” 


He was looking straight at Amy. Dan glanced frantically her 
way, his eyes screaming, You’re the older one — do something! 


The thoughts were firing around in Amy’s brain like a broken 
laser-light show. How could the Kabras be here? She and Dan had 
left them unconscious in a smoldering room in Venice. Who had 
rescued them? How had they recovered so fast? How had they 
stolen the tickets? 


Everyone was looking at Amy now. The whole airport. She 
hated when people stared at her. She hated it even worse when it 
involved being humiliated by the Kabras. They were always one 
step ahead, always one Clue closer to the Cahill secret. No matter 
how hard Amy and Dan tried, the Kabras were smarter, faster, 
cooler — and ruthless. They were impersonating Dan and Amy. 
They were about to ambush a defenseless au pair. How could 
Amy possibly communicate all this? She opened her mouth to try, 
but it was too much. Too many eyes. She felt as if someone had 
tied off her vocal cords. Nothing came out. 


“Ohhh-kay, thank you, Amy,” Dan said. “Um, look, dude — 
officer — these guys? The Kabras? Well, actually, they’re a guy 


and a girl? They ripped us off, okay? Comprendo? The tickets say 
Cahill and they’re not Cahills — well, technically they are, but it’s 
a different branch of the family, they’re like Janus, I mean 
Lucians, and we don’t know what we are, I mean what branch, but 
we're related — anyway, we’re all kind of involved in something, 
sort of this battle about our grandmother’s will, you could say, 
but it’s kind of a long story and THEY HAVE TO BE STOPPED! 
PRONTO!” 


“Sorry,” the official said, “if you have no boarding—” 


Amy grabbed Dan by the arm. This wasn’t getting them 
anywhere. They needed to find Ms. Rinaldi — or the supervisor 
who had summoned her. That person would rank higher than 
anyone here. Maybe there was still a chance. Maybe they could 
stop the plane from taking off. 


She and Dan ran toward the corner again and rounded it. They 
raced past the place where they had collided with the Kabras, and 
immediately they emerged into the main corridor. In the distance 
they could see a line of shops. To their right was a supply closet 
and a glass door marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. 


To their left, a knot of onlookers surrounded the entrance to 
the women’s room, where a group of EMT workers emerged, 
carrying a woman on a stretcher. Police were running in to join 
them from all directions. 


Chaos. Total pandemonium. Amy strained to see around the 
rush of people as she ran, hoping to find a familiar face. 


There. 


A flash of blond hair, tossed over a shoulder, drew Amy’s eyes 
to the right. “Dan, look!” 

“Oh, now you can talk,” Dan said. “What?” 

Winding swiftly through the crowd was a tall woman in a 
Japan Airlines uniform about a size too large. 

The sight of the familiar figure was enough to unlock Amy’s 
loudest outdoor voice. “IRINA!” she blurted out. 

There was no mistaking Irina Spasky — the stiff military 
bearing, the bladelike motion of the shoulders as she walked. 


Irina was another of the Cahill family bent on finding the 39 
Clues. Like Ian and Natalie, she was ruthless. Unlike Ian and 


Natalie, she had been trained in espionage by the KGB. 


Irina did not turn. She showed no outward signs of hearing 
Amy, aside from a quickening of her step. 


Then she disappeared into the throng as if she’d never been 
there. 


“Stop her!” Dan sprinted forward, nearly colliding with a rather 
sour-looking man in a wheelchair. 


“Polizia!” the man shouted, lifting his cane as if to whack Dan 
over the head. 


Dan ducked. Amy pulled him away, trying to keep an eye on 
Irina. They plowed forward, elbowing their way around 
passengers. 


When they emerged into a less crowded area near the end of 
the terminal, Irina was nowhere to be seen. “She’s gone,” Dan 
said. 

“I — I don’t believe this,” Amy said, catching her breath. “She 
was working with Ian and Natalie. They sabotaged us together.” 

“Are we sure that was her?” Dan asked. “I mean, how would 
Irina manage to get that uniform?” 

Before he finished the question, a voice shouted in Italian over 
a bullhorn, and the crowd quickly parted. A small ambulance 
made its way through the airport, siren blaring. 

Murmurs were passing through the crowd, mostly in languages 
Amy didn’t understand. But she spotted a couple with sunglasses, 
lots of cameras, awful Hawaiian shirts, and vapid smiles. “Look, 
Dan — Americans,” she said. “Let’s listen....” 

They both wandered closer until they could hear snatches of 
conversation. The people were talking about the woman on the 
stretcher. 

Dan looked confused. “She was salted in the ladies’ room?” 

“Assaulted,” Amy said. “She must have been the flight 
supervisor, Dan! Irina knocked her out and took her uniform.” 

“Wow,” Dan replied, looking almost impressed. 

Amy glanced toward the window, where she saw the jet slowly 
backing away from gate 4 and onto the tarmac. 


They were leaving. Detached from the tunnel, taxiing for the 


runway. 
Amy panicked. “Don’t look now, but they’re going!” 
“Where’s the door? We can still run after them!” 


“Right. You do that, Dan. Meanwhile [ll try to talk my way 
onto the next flight — a ticket for one, while they’re scraping 
your remains out of the jet engine that sucked you in.” Amy 
began running again, back toward the reservation desk. “Or you 
can come with me!” 


Outside, the windows of flight 807 were dull silver-black holes 
in the distance. Amy knew that behind one of them was Nellie, in 
a situation no human being should ever have to face. 


She was alone with the Kabras. 


Dan followed Amy past the crowded security checkpoint, back 
toward the reception desk. The line for tickets doubled around at 
least three times, and they took their places at the back. 


They exchanged a silent glance. Amy knew Dan was thinking 
exactly the same thing she was. He sighed, his saddened eyes 
wandering slowly to the conveyor belt. “Saladin’s on the plane, 
too,” Dan said. “And our swords.” 


Amy fought the urge to just collapse and cry. Right there in the 
middle of the terminal. Everything was going wrong. It had been 
a seven-year string of bad luck, ever since their parents died in 
that house fire. How were Amy and Dan supposed to do this 
alone? The Kabras had money. Their parents supported them. 
Plus, they were working with Irina. The Holts were a whole 
family. Jonah Wizard had his dad planning every moment of his 
life. It was Amy and Dan against ... families. Teams. Generations. 
They didn’t stand a chance. 


If only Grace had told them earlier, back when their mom and 
dad had been alive. If only they were alive now! Thinking about 
them just made Amy feel worse. She’d been dreaming about them 
every night. She’d see their faces at odd times — smiling, 
confident, kind. She could sense their approval or disapproval, 
their pride whenever she got things right. They’d be there in her 
mind and then — whoosh! Gone. And she’d feel the loss all over. 


“Amy?” Dan said quizzically. And there they were — again. In 


the eyes of El Dweebo. Not their faces, exactly, but them. Looking 
out at her, as if they’d just borrowed Dan’s features for a moment. 
Which no other sane person would do. 


In that moment, she knew exactly what the right decision was. 


“There’s a flight leaving at five-ten,” she said, reading the 
overhead departures screen. “Nellie’s safety is at stake. We have 
to follow.” 


“Hey, coolio — no retreat, no surrender!” Dan whooped. “So. 
Any thoughts about how we’re going to pay for it?” 


WAWWP! WAWWP! WAWWP! WAWWP! 


An alarm rocked the terminal, stopping all conversation. As a 
terse announcement resounded, first in Italian, then French, then 
German, sections of the crowd began heading for the entrance — 
until finally: 


“Ladies and gentlemen, please proceed immediately to the nearest 
exit, as this terminal must be evacuated for safety reasons....” 


A scream ripped the air, and then people were rushing, falling 
over one another. Amy ran toward the door, pulling her brother 
behind her, listening to shouted fragments around them, some of 
them in English: 


“Bomb scare ...” 
“Terrorists ...” 
“Anonymous phone call ...” 


They reached the door and pushed their way through. The day 
had turned gray, but the winding access roads were dotted with 
the headlights of approaching vehicles. Passengers crowded the 
sidewalk, shouting into cell phones, hurtling toward buses and 
cabs. Dan and Amy pushed against the crush of bodies toward the 
curb, where the last of a group had climbed onto a bus. 


The door shut in their faces and the bus farted its way noisily 
into the clogged road. Dan ran after it, banging on the window. 
“Stop! Pasta!” 


“Pasta?” Amy said in bewilderment. 


“I have a limited vocabulary!” Dan shouted. “Linguini! Mangia! 
Buon giorno! Gucci!” 


A black limo screeched to a halt inches away, nearly hitting 


her. 
“Gucci. I knew that would do it,” Dan said. 


The tinted window on the driver’s side rolled down, and a man 
wearing sunglasses and a thick mustache calmly gestured for 
them to get in. 


Amy opened the passenger door and climbed inside, yanking 
her brother in after her. 


“Hey!” shouted another frantic passenger, pulling a wad of cash 
from his pocket and waving it at the driver through the window. 
“Soldi, soldi!” 


Dan pulled his door shut, and three people fell on the car, 
banging and shouting. The driver turned forward and let his 
window roll up, nearly amputating the arm of the man with the 
money. 


“Dude, thanks,” Dan said to the driver. “Or gracias or 
whatever.” 


“Ve go to de udder airport?” the man replied in a deep accent 
that did not sound Italian. 


“There’s another airport?” Dan said. 

“Small craft,” the man replied. 

“But—” Amy stammered. “We don’t have any mon—” 
Dan poked her in the ribs. 

“T have to tell him the truth,” Amy whispered. 

Dan poked her again. 

Amy glared at him. “Will you please stop—?” 


It was only then that she saw the other person sitting in the 
backseat. An Asian man with a placid smile, dressed in a silk suit 
with white gloves and a bowler hat. 


“Greetings, my elusive relatives,” purred Alistair Oh. 
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CHABIERE 


Amy Cahill eyed the battered black duffel bag rumbling up the 


They were toast. 


airport conveyor belt. It bulged at the corners. The sign above the 
belt said THANK YOU FOR VISITING VENICE: RANDOM PIECES OF CHECKED LUGGAGE WILL BE 


seaRcHED in five languages. 
“Oh, great,” Amy said. “How random is ‘random’?” 


“I told you, a ninja warrior must always keep his swords in his 
carry-on,” whispered her brother, Dan, who had been operating 


on brain deficit for as long as Amy could remember. 


“Excuse me, Jackie Chan, but carry-on luggage is always X- 
rayed,” Amy whispered back. “There are extra-special rules about 
samurai swords in backpacks. Even if they belong to scrawny, 
delusional eleven-year-olds who think they’re ninjas.” 

“What was wrong with ‘we need them to slice the veal 
parmigiana’?” Dan said. “It would have worked fine. The Italians 


understand food.” 
“Can you understand ‘five to twenty years, no parole’?” 


Dan shrugged. He lifted up a mesh-sided pet carrier, inside of 
which a very disgruntled-looking Egyptian Mau was eyeing him 


suspiciously. “Bye-bye, Saladin,” he sang into the mesh. 


“Remember, when we get to Tokyo ... red snapper sushi every 
night!” 
“Mrrp?” whined Saladin from inside the carrier, as Dan set it 


gently onto the conveyor belt. 


“Mmmm, hmm, ohh ... aaaaaaaaghhhh!” came a strangled yelp 
from behind them. Although everyone else in the vicinity was 
turning with a look of alarm, Amy and Dan knew it was their au 
pair, Nellie Gomez, dancing to a tune on her iPod. She didn’t care 
that she sounded like a dying meerkat, which was one of the 


many cool things about Nellie Gomez. 


Amy watched as the carrier disappeared through the cargo 
window. If the officials did search the bag, there would be 
alarms. Screaming Italian cops. She, Dan, and Nellie would have 


to run. 


Not that they weren’t used to that. They’d been running a lot 
lately. It began the day they accepted the challenge in their 
grandmother Grace’s will. They’d had to go to her mansion in 
Massachusetts for that — and immediately afterward the mansion 
went up in flames. Since then, they’d nearly been killed in a 
collapsing building in Philadelphia, attacked by monks in Austria, 
and chased by boats through the canals of Venice. They’d been 
the target of dirty tricks from every branch of the Cahill family. 


Once in a while — like every three seconds—Amy wondered 
why the heck they were doing this. She and Dan could have 
opted for a cool million dollars each, like a lot of Cahill family 
members did. But Grace had offered another choice: a race for 39 
Clues to a secret that had been hidden for centuries, the greatest 


source of power the world had known. 


Until then, Amy and Dan had been leading pretty lame, 
ordinary lives. After their parents had died seven years ago, their 
crabby Aunt Beatrice had taken them in — and the only cool 
thing she’d ever done was hire Nellie. But now they knew they 
were part of something way bigger, a huge family that included 
ancestors like Ben Franklin and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. It 
seemed like all the great geniuses of the world had been Cahills. 


That was pretty amazing. 


“Hey, Amy, did you ever want to, like, get on the conveyor belt 
and see what happened? Like, ‘Hey, don’t mind me, I’m just 
hanging with the cargo’?” 

And then there was Dan. 


“Come on!” Amy grabbed her brother by the arm and headed 
for the departure gates. Nellie was right on their heels, spinning 
the wheel of her iPod with one hand and adjusting her snake nose 
ring with the other. 

Amy eyed the airport clock. 2:13. The flight was scheduled to 
leave at 2:37. This was an international flight. You were supposed 
to arrive at the airport two hours in advance, not twenty-four 
minutes. “We’re not going to make it!” Amy said. 

Now they were running toward gate 4, dodging other 
passengers. “Guess they didn’t find Rufus and Remus, huh?” Dan 
called out. 

“Who are Rufus and Remus?” Amy asked. 

“The swords!” Dan said. “I named them after the founders of 


Italy.” 


“It’s Romulus and Remus,” Amy hissed. “And they founded 


Rome. And don’t ever say that word!” 

“Rome?” 

“No—s-w-o-r-d.” Amy dropped her voice to a whisper as they 
pulled up to the rear of a very long security line. “Do you want us 
to go to j-a-i-l?” 

“O-0-p-s.” 

“O-O0-O-O ...” Nellie wailed off-key to some unidentifiable punk 


track. 


The security line seemed to take, like, thirty-two hours. The 
worst part for Amy, as always, was having to take off her jade 
necklace to go through the X-ray machine. She hated to part from 
that necklace even for a minute. When they emerged, the clock 


read 2:31. They raced down a long corridor toward the gate. 


“Now boarding all remaining passengers for Japan Airlines, 
flight eight-oh-seven to Tokyo, at gate four,” said a voice over the 
PA system in heavily accented English. “Have your boarding 


passes ready, and ... arrrrrrrivederci!” 

They pulled up to the rear of the line behind a sniffling toddler 
who turned and sneezed on Nellie. “Ew. Manners?” she said, 
wiping her arm on her sleeve. 

“Has anyone seen my boarding pass?” Dan said, rummaging in 
his pockets. 

“Have mine,” drawled Nellie. “It’s covered with boogers.” 

“Try inside your book,” Amy said, pointing toward the 
paperback stuffed in Dan’s back pants pocket. 

He pulled out a dog-eared copy of Classic All-Time Movie 


Comedies, which he’d found in the backseat of the cab on the way 


to the airport. The boarding pass was marking page 93. “It’s a 
Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World,” Dan said. 


“That’s the smartest observation you’ve made all day,” Amy 


said. 


“It’s the name of a movie,” Dan replied. “I’m reading about it. 


The plot is so awesome—” 


“Step forward, please — welcome aboard!” chirped a perky 
blond flight attendant whose Japan Airlines headset bobbed every 
time she nodded a greeting. She was wearing a name tag that 


read 1. RINALDI. 


Nellie handed over her boarding pass and headed into the 
accordion-walled tunnel that led to the plane’s hatch. “Um, guys, 


this shouldn’t be so hard to do,” she called over her shoulder. 


Dan held out his pass to the attendant. “It’s really a funny 
movie. Like, all these old-school comedians, searching for this 
treasure—” 

“Sorry, he’s challenged,” Amy said to the attendant, handing 
over her pass and nudging him toward the tunnel. 

But Ms. Rinaldi scooted in front of them, blocking their path. 
“Un momento?” she said, trying to keep her airline smile while 
listening to something over her headset. “Si ... ah, si si si si... 
buono,” she said into the headset mike. 

Then, with a shrug toward Dan and Amy, she said, “You come 
with me, please?” 

As they followed her toward the corner, Amy tried to keep 
herself from shaking. The swords. They’d found the swords. 


Dan was looking all puppy-eyed at her. Sometimes all she 


needed to do was look at him, and she knew exactly what he was 
thinking. 

Maybe we should run, his eyes were saying. 

Uh, where? she said back to him silently. 

I will make myself invisible by using ninja mind control, he was 
thinking. 

You have to HAVE a mind to do it, she beamed to him. 


Nellie peered out from the tunnel entrance. “What’s going on?” 
she asked. 


“It is routine,” Ms. Rinaldi called out, turning to face Amy and 
Dan. “My supervisor tells me it is random check. You please wait 
here by the wall?” 


She bustled away, holding the two boarding passes, and 


disappeared around the corner. 


From inside the tunnel, another attendant called out to Nellie, 
“Please take your seat, dear. Don’t worry, the plane will not leave 


without all passengers.” 


“I hate airports.” Nellie rolled her eyes and turned back toward 


the plane. “See you inside. Pll save you a bag of peanuts.” 


As she disappeared, Amy hissed to her brother, “I knew it — 
they searched your duffel. They’re going to detain us and contact 


Aunt Beatrice, and that’s the last we’ll ever see of Nellie—” 


“Will you stop being so gloomy?” Dan said. “We’ll tell them 
someone else put the swor — the you-know-whats in the duffel. 
We never saw them before in our lives. We’re kids. They always 
believe kids. And besides, maybe they haven’t searched our bags. 


Maybe they’re just double-checking your passport to make sure 


they can allow someone so ugly to board a plane—” 
Amy elbowed him in the ribs. 


“Final boarding call, flight eight-oh-seven to Tokyo, gate four!” 


a voice boomed. 


A third attendant was putting a web-ribbon barrier in front of 


the tunnel. 


Amy was nervous now. They weren’t going to hold the plane 
forever. “We have to get that flight attendant — Rinaldi,” she 


said. “Come on!” 


Amy grabbed Dan by the arm and they raced to the corner, 


taking it at a run. 


Whomp! They ran smack into another pair who were racing 
toward the gate. Amy bounced away, the wind momentarily 
knocked out of her. She bumped into Dan, who nearly fell to the 
floor. “What the—?” he blurted. 


The two strangers were wrapped in full-length black trench 
coats with high collars obscuring their faces. One of them wore 
expensive black dress shoes; the other, jewel-encrusted sneakers. 
As they barreled past Dan and Amy, waving boarding passes in 


the air, one of them called out, “Clear, please!” 


Amy recognized the voice. She grabbed Dan and whirled 
around. The two were grabbing the barrier and pulling it aside. 
“Wait!” Amy said. 

An airline official shouted at them, too, sprinting to head them 
off. The two politely stopped and handed over their boarding 
passes. He examined the passes quickly, nodded, and pulled back 


the barrier. “Enjoy your flight, Amy and Dan,” he said. 


The two passengers stepped into the tunnel entrance and 
immediately turned around. They pulled down their raised collars 


and grinned. 


Amy gasped at the sight of their cousins, their archrivals in the 
search for the 39 Clues, a pair whose nastiness was surpassed 


only by their wealth and cunning. 


“Sayonara, suckers!” sang Ian and Natalie Kabra. 


CHARTER 


“Stop them!” Dan and Amy ran toward the tunnel, shouting as 


loud as they could. 


Quickly, the flight official stepped into their path. “Boarding 
passes, per favore?” he asked, his face a mix of bafflement and 


annoyance. 

Amy watched helplessly as Ian and Natalie slipped into the 
tunnel’s long shadow. 

They could hear the plane’s hatch shut with a dull thump. 

“Theyre — theyre the Kabras!” Dan said. “Evil Kabras. 
Famoso, evillo, Kabritos! They are holding our au pair hostage!” 

As a crowd of curious onlookers gathered, the official repeated, 
“No boarding passes?” 

He was looking straight at Amy. Dan glanced frantically her 
way, his eyes screaming, You’re the older one — do something! 


The thoughts were firing around in Amy’s brain like a broken 
laser-light show. How could the Kabras be here? She and Dan had 
left them unconscious in a smoldering room in Venice. Who had 
rescued them? How had they recovered so fast? How had they 


stolen the tickets? 


Everyone was looking at Amy now. The whole airport. She 


hated when people stared at her. She hated it even worse when it 
involved being humiliated by the Kabras. They were always one 
step ahead, always one Clue closer to the Cahill secret. No matter 
how hard Amy and Dan tried, the Kabras were smarter, faster, 
cooler — and ruthless. They were impersonating Dan and Amy. 
They were about to ambush a defenseless au pair. How could 
Amy possibly communicate all this? She opened her mouth to try, 
but it was too much. Too many eyes. She felt as if someone had 


tied off her vocal cords. Nothing came out. 


“Ohhh-kay, thank you, Amy,” Dan said. “Um, look, dude — 
officer — these guys? The Kabras? Well, actually, they’re a guy 
and a girl? They ripped us off, okay? Comprendo? The tickets say 
Cahill and they’re not Cahills — well, technically they are, but it’s 
a different branch of the family, they’re like Janus, I mean 
Lucians, and we don’t know what we are, I mean what branch, but 
we're related — anyway, we’re all kind of involved in something, 
sort of this battle about our grandmother’s will, you could say, 
but it’s kind of a long story and THEY HAVE TO BE STOPPED! 
PRONTO!” 


“Sorry,” the official said, “if you have no boarding—” 


Amy grabbed Dan by the arm. This wasn’t getting them 
anywhere. They needed to find Ms. Rinaldi — or the supervisor 
who had summoned her. That person would rank higher than 
anyone here. Maybe there was still a chance. Maybe they could 


stop the plane from taking off. 


She and Dan ran toward the corner again and rounded it. They 
raced past the place where they had collided with the Kabras, and 


immediately they emerged into the main corridor. In the distance 


they could see a line of shops. To their right was a supply closet 


anda glass door marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. 


To their left, a knot of onlookers surrounded the entrance to 
the women’s room, where a group of EMT workers emerged, 
carrying a woman on a stretcher. Police were running in to join 


them from all directions. 


Chaos. Total pandemonium. Amy strained to see around the 


rush of people as she ran, hoping to find a familiar face. 
There. 


A flash of blond hair, tossed over a shoulder, drew Amy’s eyes 
to the right. “Dan, look!” 


“Oh, now you can talk,” Dan said. “What?” 


Winding swiftly through the crowd was a tall woman in a 


Japan Airlines uniform about a size too large. 


The sight of the familiar figure was enough to unlock Amy’s 


loudest outdoor voice. “IRINA!” she blurted out. 


There was no mistaking Irina Spasky — the stiff military 
bearing, the bladelike motion of the shoulders as she walked. 
Irina was another of the Cahill family bent on finding the 39 
Clues. Like Ian and Natalie, she was ruthless. Unlike Ian and 


Natalie, she had been trained in espionage by the KGB. 

Irina did not turn. She showed no outward signs of hearing 
Amy, aside from a quickening of her step. 

Then she disappeared into the throng as if she’d never been 
there. 

“Stop her!” Dan sprinted forward, nearly colliding with a rather 


sour-looking man in a wheelchair. 


“Polizia!” the man shouted, lifting his cane as if to whack Dan 


over the head. 


Dan ducked. Amy pulled him away, trying to keep an eye on 
Irina. They plowed forward, elbowing their way around 


passengers. 


When they emerged into a less crowded area near the end of 
the terminal, Irina was nowhere to be seen. “She’s gone,” Dan 
said. 

“I — I don’t believe this,” Amy said, catching her breath. “She 
was working with Ian and Natalie. They sabotaged us together.” 

“Are we sure that was her?” Dan asked. “I mean, how would 
Irina manage to get that uniform?” 

Before he finished the question, a voice shouted in Italian over 
a bullhorn, and the crowd quickly parted. A small ambulance 
made its way through the airport, siren blaring. 

Murmurs were passing through the crowd, mostly in languages 
Amy didn’t understand. But she spotted a couple with sunglasses, 
lots of cameras, awful Hawaiian shirts, and vapid smiles. “Look, 
Dan—Americans,” she said. “Let’s listen....” 

They both wandered closer until they could hear snatches of 
conversation. The people were talking about the woman on the 


stretcher. 
Dan looked confused. “She was salted in the ladies’ room?” 


“Assaulted,” Amy said. “She must have been the flight 


supervisor, Dan! Irina knocked her out and took her uniform.” 
“Wow,” Dan replied, looking almost impressed. 


Amy glanced toward the window, where she saw the jet slowly 


backing away from gate 4 and onto the tarmac. 


They were leaving. Detached from the tunnel, taxiing for the 


runway. 
Amy panicked. “Don’t look now, but they’re going!” 
“Where’s the door? We can still run after them!” 


“Right. You do that, Dan. Meanwhile [ll try to talk my way 
onto the next flight — a ticket for one, while they’re scraping 
your remains out of the jet engine that sucked you in.” Amy 
began running again, back toward the reservation desk. “Or you 


can come with me!” 


Outside, the windows of flight 807 were dull silver-black holes 
in the distance. Amy knew that behind one of them was Nellie, in 


a situation no human being should ever have to face. 


She was alone with the Kabras. 


Dan followed Amy past the crowded security checkpoint, back 
toward the reception desk. The line for tickets doubled around at 


least three times, and they took their places at the back. 


They exchanged a silent glance. Amy knew Dan was thinking 
exactly the same thing she was. He sighed, his saddened eyes 
wandering slowly to the conveyor belt. “Saladin’s on the plane, 


too,” Dan said. “And our swords.” 


Amy fought the urge to just collapse and cry. Right there in the 
middle of the terminal. Everything was going wrong. It had been 
a seven-year string of bad luck, ever since their parents died in 


that house fire. How were Amy and Dan supposed to do this 


alone? The Kabras had money. Their parents supported them. 
Plus, they were working with Irina. The Holts were a whole 
family. Jonah Wizard had his dad planning every moment of his 
life. It was Amy and Dan against ... families. Teams. Generations. 


They didn’t stand a chance. 


If only Grace had told them earlier, back when their mom and 
dad had been alive. If only they were alive now! Thinking about 
them just made Amy feel worse. She’d been dreaming about them 
every night. She’d see their faces at odd times — smiling, 
confident, kind. She could sense their approval or disapproval, 
their pride whenever she got things right. They’d be there in her 


mind and then — whoosh! Gone. And she’d feel the loss all over. 


“Amy?” Dan said quizzically. And there they were — again. In 
the eyes of El Dweebo. Not their faces, exactly, but them. Looking 
out at her, as if they’d just borrowed Dan’s features for a moment. 


Which no other sane person would do. 
In that moment, she knew exactly what the right decision was. 
“There’s a flight leaving at five-ten,” she said, reading the 
overhead departures screen. “Nellie’s safety is at stake. We have 
to follow.” 


“Hey, coolio — no retreat, no surrender!” Dan whooped. “So. 


Any thoughts about how we’re going to pay for it?” 

WAWWP! WAWWP! WAWWP! WAWWP! 

An alarm rocked the terminal, stopping all conversation. As a 
terse announcement resounded, first in Italian, then French, then 


German, sections of the crowd began heading for the entrance — 


until finally: 


“Ladies and gentlemen, please proceed immediately to the nearest 


exit, as this terminal must be evacuated for safety reasons ....” 


A scream ripped the air, and then people were rushing, falling 
over one another. Amy ran toward the door, pulling her brother 
behind her, listening to shouted fragments around them, some of 


them in English: 
“Bomb scare ...” 
“Terrorists ...” 
“Anonymous phone call ...” 


They reached the door and pushed their way through. The day 
had turned gray, but the winding access roads were dotted with 
the headlights of approaching vehicles. Passengers crowded the 
sidewalk, shouting into cell phones, hurtling toward buses and 
cabs. Dan and Amy pushed against the crush of bodies toward the 


curb, where the last of a group had climbed onto a bus. 


The door shut in their faces and the bus farted its way noisily 
into the clogged road. Dan ran after it, banging on the window. 
“Stop! Pasta!” 

“Pasta?” Amy said in bewilderment. 

“I have a limited vocabulary!” Dan shouted. “Linguini! Mangia! 
Buon giorno! Gucci!” 

A black limo screeched to a halt inches away, nearly hitting 
her. 

“Gucci. I knew that would do it,” Dan said. 

The tinted window on the driver’s side rolled down, and a man 


wearing sunglasses and a thick mustache calmly gestured for 


them to get in. 


Amy opened the passenger door and climbed inside, yanking 


her brother in after her. 


“Hey!” shouted another frantic passenger, pulling a wad of cash 
from his pocket and waving it at the driver through the window. 
“Soldi, soldi!” 


Dan pulled his door shut, and three people fell on the car, 
banging and shouting. The driver turned forward and let his 
window roll up, nearly amputating the arm of the man with the 


money. 


“Dude, thanks,” Dan said to the driver. “Or gracias or 


whatever.” 


“Ve go to de udder airport?” the man replied in a deep accent 


that did not sound Italian. 
“There’s another airport?” Dan said. 
“Small craft,” the man replied. 
“But—” Amy stammered. “We don’t have any mon—” 
Dan poked her in the ribs. 
“T have to tell him the truth,” Amy whispered. 
Dan poked her again. 
Amy glared at him. “Will you please stop—?” 


It was only then that she saw the other person sitting in the 
backseat. An Asian man with a placid smile, dressed in a silk suit 


with white gloves and a bowler hat. 


“Greetings, my elusive relatives,” purred Alistair Oh. 


CHARTERIS 


Alistair’s father had always said that in every Oh there was an 


element of surprise. 


Not that Alistair remembered him actually saying it, 
considering Alistair had been a child when he died. But it was an 


Oh family trait to mix truth with a touch of wit. 


Alas, the Cahill children’s hostile silence perplexed Alistair. He 


would have thought they’d have enjoyed this particular surprise. 
Screeee ... screeeee ... 


As Serge yanked the steering wheel left and right, forcing the 
car into spaces no normal human would dare to go, the children 
lurched from side to side. They seemed loathe to touch Alistair or 
even look at him, as if he were some distasteful substance, like 
boiled asparagus. As if he had not just snatched them from the 
jaws of chaos to deliver them back to their chosen path. He tried 
to smile reassuringly at them. He felt for them. They looked so 


small, so scared, so lonely. 
He understood the feeling. More than they knew. 


“Gyess what?” shouted Serge over the noise of furious honking. 
“I chave keeds, too — gerrl fourteen, boy elyeven! Yes! True. 


They leeve in Moscow!” 


Alistair kept an eye on Dan, who was looking quite sick. The 
boy tried the door handle for what must have been the twentieth 
time in the last two minutes. Luckily, Alistair had made sure the 
safety locks had been activated. “Do not bother, please,” he said. 
“You will only give yourself carpal tunnel problems later in life. 


And besides that, you are making me nervous for your safety.” 


“So you were behind all this, huh?” Dan said. “With the Kabras 


and Irina. And the bomb scare. You’re working with them now.” 


Alistair’s face twitched. He knew it would be difficult to earn 
their trust. Wild accusations were to be expected. He knew there 
would be resentment, and understandably so. Leaving them in a 
burning house on the day of the will reading had been an 
unfortunate necessity — but a personal and strategic mistake. 
One he regretted deeply. “Believe me, my dear nephew, I don’t 


have the slightest idea—” 


“Believe you?” Dan replied, spinning around to face him eye to 
eye. “Let’s see. You abandoned us when Grace’s house was 


collapsing around us. You planted a tracking device on Saladin 
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“Tracking device? This?” Alistair reached into his pocket and 
pulled out an electronic device the size of a lapel pin. “I believe 
you planted it on me. At the museum in Salzburg, while I was 
dozing.” 

“You d-d-deserved that, Uncle Alistair,” Amy said uneasily, 


“after having hidden it in Saladin’s collar in the f-f-first place.” 
“No again, darling girl,” Alistair replied with a warm smile, 


hoping to calm the girl’s nerves. “Someone else was keeping tabs 


on you. Not I. Remember, many others in the family are 


competing for the clues. I am on your side. I, as you know, 


believe in cooperation.” 


“Oh, that’s hilarious,” Dan shot back. “Tell it to Comedy 


Central.” 


Patience. Ever patience. Alistair folded his white-gloved hands 
over his lap. “Consider exactly who rescued you today,” he said. 
“And who, in a very short time, managed not only to find you but 
to devise a method of escape. Consider also that as an added 
bonus, I am about to take you wherever it is you need to go. By 
private plane. All of this, and I ask only one thing in return — the 
location of where you are headed. Which, under the 
circumstances, is rather a necessity.” 

“You have your own p-plane?” Amy asked. 

Alistair smiled modestly. “Well, not mine. But I still have 
business connections, favors I can call in during times of 
emergency. There are some financial advantages to being the 
inventor of microwavable burritos.” 

“Ve stock zem on ze plane!” Serge said. “Biff, cheecken, cheese 
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Good old Serge. Experience had taught them both the value of 
the Oh company motto: The way to a young person’s heart is 
through microwavable meals. 

Amy exhaled. “Okay, once we’re on this plane — if we agree — 
what assurances do we have that—” 

“Amy!” Dan blurted. “Uh, no way, Goldfinger. If we’re going to 


do this, we’re doing it ourselves.” 


Amy glared at him. “So I guess we’re swimming to Japan? Drop 


us off at a mall, Uncle Alistair. I need flippers. The really big 
kind? With mad shark repellent?” 


Dan groaned. “You said the J word, Amy! You told him!” 


“What are our choices, Dan?” Amy said. “They have Nellie and 


Saladin and our s—” 


Amy stopped short, and Alistair glanced at her encouragingly. 
The poor thing had been making such great progress with her 


shyness. “Your ...?” he said. 
“S-s-suitcases,” she replied. 


Alistair nodded. Japan. Excellent. So that was where the next 
Clue would be. A fruitful turn of events. He leaned forward to his 


driver. “Can we handle Japan, Serge?” 


The driver shrugged. “Vell, eez long treep. Ve must stop for 
refueling halfvay. In Moscow. I call ahead. Vhen ve stop, you can 


meet my keeds — Kolya and Tinatchka!” 
“Serge, please,” Alistair said. “This is not a social trip.” 


Serge let out a deep belly laugh. “Kolya and Tinatchka not 


socialists!” 


Dan glared at his sister. Swords, she’d been about to say. They 
have Nellie and Saladin and our swords. At least she corked herself 
on that one. Giving away their destination to the slippery dude 
was one thing. Giving away their Clue was another. Some things 
had to stay secret. Even sisterus dorkus knew that. 

He recognized the look in Amy’s eyes right now. It was more 
than the usual disgust, more than her usual variations of You 


dweeb and No, it’s not time to eat. This one said, If you screw this 


up, I will kill you. 
Which was exactly how he was feeling. 


Uncle Alistair reached into his pocket and pulled out two small 
electronic devices, which he held out to Dan and Amy with fake 
cheeriness, like a demented butler pretending to be Santa Claus. 
“These are state-of-the-art GPS devices. Attach them to your 
phones, as I have done to mine. I have not yet figured out how to 
one-twenty-eight-bit-encrypt the signal, but the lower default 
encryption should suffice. The point is, once we are in Japan, we 


cannot lose one another.” 


Serge was flashing an ID pass to a guard at a gate now. The 
limo entered a narrow road leading to a tiny airport. It glided 
past several small propeller planes and stopped next to a long, 


open hangar. 


Serge quickly got out and held the passenger door open. 
Beaming, he gestured grandly toward the hangar. “Say hello to 


my darling Ludmila.” 


“Another keed?” Dan asked. “How many do you have?” He 
looked left and right. The place seemed empty except for a few 
small jets and some burly half-shaven crew members, none of 


whom looked like a Ludmila. 
“Um ... I don’t see her,” Amy said meekly. 


But Dan was distracted by a flash of silver. A ridiculously sleek 
jet rolled into view. It had tinted windows, a profile like a knife, 
and an open cockpit that seemed to beckon, Enter for the coolest 


ride of your life. 


“This,” said Serge, as the jet rolled to a stop in front of them, 


“is Ludmila.” 


CHARTER 


The peculiar word coacu on Natalie’s plane ticket had conjured up 


images of leather benches, uniformed coachmen, and fine horses. 
Not tiny, hard seats and a pig. 


It wasn’t so much the babysitter’s attitude. Which was horrid. 
Or the tattoos and piercings. Which someday would cause the girl 
such embarrassment at her job — that is, should she ever find a 
real one. It wasn’t even the girl’s rudeness upon seeing Natalie 
and her brother. Granted, a warm hello and hugs were not 
warranted under the circumstances, but the stream of barnyard 


epithets was a bit ... well, unseemly. To say the least. 


Yet all of the above was to be expected from a person of 
Nellie’s station. And Natalie and Ian could withstand the 
crudeness. Some sacrifices were necessary in order to get the 


information they needed. 


No, the worst part was the sloppiness. The candy wrappers and 
potato chip shards on the seats to either side of her, the backpack 
plopped on the floor between her feet instead of tucked under the 
seat in front. The nervous habit of shoveling fistfuls of snack mix 
into her mouth and chewing while speaking. Dreadful. Sloppy 
habits make a sloppy mind, according to the old Kabra family 


saying. Or maybe that was from Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations. 


Natalie wasn’t quite sure. 


She winced as the loathsome babysitter spoke with a mouthful 
of food. 


“Soffy, unca wassoosa, ynah gongahwawee!” Nellie said, 


spitting bits of peanut and Chex from the corners of her mouth. 


Natalie’s brother, Ian, picked a fleck of Rice Krispie from his 


otherwise flawless jet-black hair. “Swallow, please, and repeat?” 


Nellie gulped. “Sorry, I don’t care what you say, you’re not 
going to get away with this.” 

“Oh?” Ian looked over his shoulder, up and down the crowded 
jetliner. “Do I see anyone sympathizing with your plight? No? 
What do you say, Natalie — did we get away with it?” 

“You can do this the easy way, you know, by answering one 
simple question ...” Natalie pressed. They had asked Nellie a 
dozen times, and each answer had been sassier than the last. She 
would learn, though. If she knew what was good for her. And if 
not, well, the Kabras had other ways. “So. One last time — why 
are you going to Japan?” 

Nellie yanked a magazine out of the seat pocket in front of her, 
sending a set of earphones and some used tissues flying toward 
Ian, who leaped with a barely concealed yeep of disgust. “Because 
I love sudoku,” Nellie said. “You can get the best sudoku puzzles 


on a flight to Japan, duh. Don’t you know anything?” 


“Coffee, tea, complimentary snack packet, or anything else I 
can assist you with to make this your best flight ever?” a flight 


attendant piped up, walking slowly up the aisle. 


“A Diet Coke and a restraining order, please?” Nellie said. 


“Because these two are not supposed to be in these seats, and they 


are harassing me.” 


Ian let out a hearty laugh. “Ha-ha! Oh, Cousin Nell, you always 
crack me up with your jokes and whatnot — doesn’t she, uh, 
Amy?” 

“Yes, Daniel,” Natalie replied. “Just like back home. In ... 


Homedale.” 


“Oh, that’s convincing,” Nellie said. “Is there a cop on board? 
Because if there’s not, I want to make a citizen’s arrest. Can you 


do that in Italy, or wherever we are?” 


Smiling uneasily, the flight attendant placed a Diet Coke on 
Nellie’s tray. As she stood back up, Natalie turned to the baffled 
woman and circled her finger by her ear in a subtle cuckoo 


gesture. 

Outside the window, lightning flashed. The plane suddenly 
began to lurch. “Heh-heh, well, looks like we’re experiencing just 
a bit of bumpiness here ...” the pilot said over the PA. 

The flight attendant began pushing her cart back up the aisle, 


calling out, “Please return your seats to the upright position.” 
Ian groaned. “I — I’m not feeling too well....” 


As he keeled forward, face turning green, it was Nellie’s turn to 


look alarmed. 

Natalie smiled. She and Ian had planned this. Certain signals 
for certain contingencies. Kabras were masters of tight planning. 
Ian’s act meant one thing only, and Natalie knew just what to do. 

Still, she couldn’t help but feel pity for the girl. Underneath the 


raffishness there was a bit of spunk and spirit. In another 


circumstance, another time, she would make a good Kabra 


employee. 

“Uh, you’re not going to be sick, are you?” Nellie said. 
“Because I hate the sight of puke.” She leaned forward to sift 
through all the detritus on the floor, looking for an air-sickness 
bag. 

There. 

While Nellie was turned away, Natalie reached into her pocket 
and extracted a small vial of dark liquid. With a deft motion, she 
lifted the vial to Nellie’s soda. Two drops was all that was 


needed. 


The plane jumped again, causing Natalie to flinch, and the 


entire contents of the vial spilled inside the Coke. 


Oops. 


The beeping of the phone woke Dan up from a deep sleep. 


The first thing he noticed was Amy’s hand, bone-white and 
clenching the armrest. “I don’t know how you can sleep at a time 
like this ...” she said through gritted teeth. 


The little jet banked to the left, causing Amy to let out a 


scream. “Sweet!” Dan said. “Do that again, Serge!” 
Serge laughed. “You like?” 
“No!” Amy blurted. 


Alistair was straining to hear the phone. “This is who?” he said, 


gesturing for everyone to be quiet. “Irina?” 
Amy groaned. 


“Yes, they did get away,” Alistair said loudly. “They are with 


me, quite safe and sound ... what? Did you say Japan?” Alistair 
let out a big laugh. “Oh, dear. You thought ... you really believed 
that Dan and Amy didn’t let the Kabra children take their tickets 
— that they didn’t purposefully direct their babysitter to board 
the plane as a decoy ... oh, my. Oh, that is rich ... no no no, 
Irina.... What? You’re breaking up. Perhaps you heard me wrong. 
Yes, OF COURSE THE CAHILLS ARE HEADED TO JAPAN. THAT 
IS EXACTLY RIGHT. Good-bye, dear.” 


“Um ... what was that all about?” Dan said. 


Alistair smiled. “I know Irina quite well. At this moment she is 
convinced you tricked the Kabras, not the other way around. And 
trust me, after what I just said, the last place in the world she 


suspects you to be going is Japan....” 


“Wait. You think you convinced her?” Dan said. “Uh, no 
offense, but that sounded pretty lame to me.” 

“I may be a failure in some things in my life, but I am a very 
quick study of people,” Alistair replied. “I know exactly what 
works with Irina Spasky.” 

Amy turned her head toward Alistair, the color nearly drained 
from her face. He was a smart guy in many ways but a little old- 


fashioned. And he had overlooked something incredibly obvious. 


“Don’t ... be too sure ...” she said. 


The pilot’s voice, in Russian, called for clearance and quickly got 
it. 


Banking to the right, the jet swooped low toward a small 


airport on the outskirts of Moscow. In the dry, parched landscape, 


the landing strip was a ghostly gray. 


The lone passenger’s fingers gripped the armrest as the wheels 
of the plane bumped against the ground. These landings were 


always rougher than she expected. 


As the jet slowed, taxiing on the tarmac, she eyed the sleek 


silver Cessna being refueled. An impressive piece of machinery. 
“Stop here,” Irina said. 


She could see the old man now, limping with his walking stick. 
He was dressed crisply and correctly, as always. The bowler and 
sunglasses gave that subtle touch of refinement. Irina liked a 
traditional man, not a slave to fashion. His clothes seemed a bit 
tight today, but during these stressful times, who hadn’t put on 
weight? 

A moment later, the little devils appeared, bundled in down 
coats and hats. Protected as always — first by Grace Cahill, now 
by the uncle. Why he had sold his soul to those two, she could 


never figure out. Someday he would learn. 


They will betray you, Alistair, she thought, unless you betray them 
first. 


She smiled. Thoughts of human weakness always picked up her 
spirits after a long trip. Back in her KGB days, betrayal came in so 
many colorful varieties — blackmail, white lies, red tape, yellow 
journalism. 

Teams — paahh! she thought. Teams were of no use in 


discovering the 39 Clues. With a secret of this much power, 


jealousies were inevitable and no alliances would survive. 


Irina would find the Clues by herself. Without lazy rich kids, 
over-the-hill taco tycoons, or dewy-eyed orphans. To them, the 
amateurs, this was a mysterious game. Not to Irina. The spoils, 
she knew, deserved to go to the one who had lost the most. To 


the lone wolf seeking justice. And vengeance. 


Across the runway, the trio climbed into the jet. Irina leaned 
forward, glancing at her cell phone, which still showed the GPS 


coordinates and recipient of her last call: on, ALISTAIR. 


“Oh, Alistair,’ indeed,” she said under her breath. “You are 


making this chase too easy for me ...” 
“Shto?” said her pilot. 
“Follow them, Alexander.” 


He pulled the gearshift and the plane’s engine hummed to life. 


Ahead of them, the Cessna was beginning to position for takeoff. 


Now she would see if he was telling the truth about their 


ultimate destination. 


She grinned. No one ever put anything over on Irina Spasky. 


CHARTERIS 


Amy’s brother was never comfortable in a new place until he 
committed an act of cluelessness. In Tokyo, it happened the 


morning after their arrival at the Thank You Very Much Hotel. 


“Dan, you can’t just take that — it’s stealing,” Amy said, 


watching him struggle to fit a hotel ashtray in his back pocket. 


“They won’t know it’s missing!” Dan protested. “I need it for 


my collection.” 


Dan collected everything. If it fit in a house and wasn’t chained 


to the floor, he had a collection for it. 


“Your sister is correct,” Uncle Alistair said sternly, stopping to 
lean on his walking stick on the way to the front door. He smelled 
of aftershave and powder. On the trip in from the airport, he had 
bought Amy and Dan a few changes of clothes and insisted they 


freshen up and have a long sleep. 


Amy had not slept for a nanosecond. For one thing, she was too 
nervous. For another, Dan kept muttering “Mrrp” in his sleep. He 
was really missing Saladin. 

But that hadn’t curbed his obsession for collecting. Amy held 
out her palm. Reluctantly, Dan put the ashtray in it. “Okay, but 


can you get me a Thank You Very Much Hotel matchbook, then?” 


he asked. 


Amy returned the ashtray to a table in the lobby, with Dan 
skulking behind. They still couldn’t pronounce the hotel’s real 
name. Instead, they nicknamed it after the only phrase any of the 
staff ever said to them. Picking up a matchbook from the front 
desk, Amy smiled at the desk clerk. “Thank you very much!” the 


clerk said. 


As they walked back toward the door, Dan eyed Alistair, who 
was looking away from them. “Let’s escape,” Dan murmured. “We 


have to find our peeps. Nellie and Saladin.” 


“Are you crazy?” Amy whispered back. “Uncle Alistair paid for 
this hotel stay. He knows Japanese, and he’s going to help us 


around town.” 
“You like him!” Dan said in horror. “He’s turned your mind!” 


Amy whirled on him. “I don’t like him or trust him. But 
without him we’re stuck, Dan. So we have to pretend, at least 


until Nellie finds us.” 


“Or we find her!” Dan grumbled as he and Amy headed toward 
Alistair at the front entrance. Together they stepped out into a 
crisp, sunny day. To their left, people in manga-hero costumes 
greeted shoppers in front of a gleaming high-rise shopping center. 
The scent of some strange blossom wafted from a park, which 
was across a busy street filled with car and bike traffic. Tokyo 
reminded Amy of New York City, without all the people yelling at 
each other. 

Dan’s eyes were cast upward, gawking at a steel structure that 


rose above the park. “Cool, someone brought over the Eiffel 


Tower and painted it red and white!” 


Alistair smiled. “The Tokyo Tower is taller than its Parisian 
counterpart, but also lighter, due to advances in steel 
construction — advances that were developed, may I add, by an 
Ekat engineer. My illustrious family. And you see that tall 
apartment tower with curved sides? It suggests a Japanese flower 
found in great abundance in Shiba Park. The brainchild of a 


Janus architect—” 
“Wait, that park has flowers made of steel?” Dan said. 


“I know someone with a brain made of tin,” Amy replied, then 
turned back to Alistair. “How do you know so much about your 
family?” 

“Someday I will show you my collection,” Alistair said. “But 
let’s get to the task at hand. It is a ten-minute cab ride to the 


Metropolitan Library.” 


“Library. Woo-hoo. Can’t wait,” Dan said, absently fingering his 
matchbook. “Hey, I know. You guys go. Pll pick up some snapper 


sushi and take a cab to the airport. Pll meet you later.” 


“What makes you think Saladin is at the airport?” Alistair 


asked, walking toward the street. 


“I figure two things could have happened,” Dan said. “One — 
the Kabras brainwashed Nellie and are leading her around town 
trying to find us. Or Two—Nellie managed to subdue them with 
superior ninja training techniques she didn’t realize she had 
picked up by mental telepathy from me. Actually, I’m betting on 
One. Either way, Saladin would ...” Dan’s face darkened. “I — I 
can’t stop thinking of him, still on that conveyor belt, all alone, 


going round and round ...” 


“I know you love your pet,” Alistair said. “But you must think 


of your own safety first. The Kabras will expect you to come to 
Japan. They may also expect you to go to the airport in search of 


your beloved feline and babysitter—” 
“Au pair,” Dan corrected him. 


“You simply cannot risk walking into a trap,” Alistair 


continued. 


It made Amy sick not to know where Nellie and Saladin were, 
too. She’d been trying to contact Nellie on her cell phone since 
they arrived. She hated telling Dan not to go after them. But 
Alistair’s advice made sense. “Knowing Natalie and Ian,” Amy 


said, following Alistair toward a taxi stand, “they’ll find us.” 
“But—” Dan protested. 


“We have to move forward,” Amy said. “Nellie will land on her 


feet.” 


Dan sighed. “Saladin, too, I guess. I mean, being a cat and all 
As they threaded their way through the plaza, Dan kept 
lighting matches and blowing them out. “Will you stop it?” Amy 


said. 


“Why?” Dan said, lighting another match. “It’s fun. It keeps my 
mind off the fact that here we are ignoring the only two people 
we really like, plus we’re in the land of ninjas and Mothra and 
really cool martial arts, and we’re going to spend another day in a 
library.” 

As he approached a waiting taxicab, Alistair said something to 
the driver in rapid, fluent-sounding Japanese and signaled Amy 


and Dan to climb in. 


They sped through the traffic, passing rows of modern steel 
buildings and an occasional ornate ancient pagoda surrounded 
with gardens. “Why can’t we stay in one of those cottages?” Dan 
asked. 


“They are ancient temples,” Alistair replied. “You will see more 
of them as we approach our destination. The military dictator — 
the shogun — ordered all temples moved here. At the time, the 
Roppongi area was a remote outpost of the capital, which was 
then called Edo. Part of the area was a hunting ground for the 


shogunate.” 


“Fascinating,” Amy said. She loved learning about the origins 


of cities. 


Dan nodded, staring dully out the window. “I think I just saw a 


celebrity.” 


Alistair’s cell phone rang. “Hello ...? Yes ... ah, bravo, Serge. 
She what? Well, imagine that — ha! Very good. And thank you so 
much. Da. Do svidanya!” He put the phone away and turned to 
Dan and Amy. “Serge is safely in Siberia with his two children. 
Irina completely fell for the disguise. She thought they were we. 
When she realized she’d been had, she began cursing with words 


that embarrassed even Serge.” 
“Yes!” Dan whooped, slapping high fives to his sister and uncle. 


“I have you to thank, Amy,” Alistair said, beaming. “How 
stupid of me not to realize Irina could have tracked us with the 
cell phone GPS.” 


“T thought of it, like, right away,” Dan said modestly. “I’m just 


more shy.” 


Amy rolled her eyes. “And I’m the queen of England.” 
“You do look wrinkly and boring,” Dan said. 
He darted away before Amy could whack him. 


Soon the cab pulled up to a massive, modern, boxlike building 


at the edge of a lush park. 
“Arisugawanomiya!” the cabdriver announced. 
Dan looked panic-stricken. “What did I do now?” 


“It is the name of the park, and that building is the Central 
Branch of the Tokyo Metropolitan Library,” Alistair explained, as 
he paid the driver and climbed out. “We have only limited time 
before Irina catches on. Because we’ve detached our GPS devices, 
it is essential that we stay close together. And set your phones to 


‘vibrate’ while in the library.” 
“How can I stand the excitement?” Dan droned. 


The moment they entered the building, a trim librarian was at 
Alistair’s side, bowing and speaking with him in rapid Japanese. 
She smiled at Dan and Amy and gestured for them to follow her. 

“You know her?” Dan whispered as they climbed a grand 


marble staircase. “Like from back in your shogun-hunting days?” 


“No, she is just being courteous,” Alistair replied, his limp 
barely noticeable as he walked. “It is respect for my age. 
Although perhaps Ms. Nakamura remembers my television 
appearances ten years ago. My company’s Terribly Tasty Teriyaki 
microwavable burritos were quite the rage.” 

They entered a small private room lined with bookcases. On 


one wall a couple of small windows overlooked the street. In the 


center was a bank of computers. “Please do not hesitate to come 


to me with any questions,” Ms. Nakamura said in lightly accented 
English, exchanging bows with Alistair and shutting the door 
behind her. 


“I told her we were conducting research for a new interactive 
website on possible burrito fillings,” Alistair said, resting both 
hands on his walking stick as he leaned toward Amy and Dan. 


“But my question to you is, why are we really here?” 


Amy’s eyes darted over to Dan. Alistair had asked this question 
before, and they had evaded him each time. He knew they were 


up to something. 


The problem was the swords. Alistair didn’t know about them. 
He hadn’t seen the secret engraving on one of the blades. He had 


no idea that the second Clue had been tungsten. 


He’s even more confused than we are, Amy thought. Iron solute 
and tungsten weren’t exactly obvious interlocking puzzle pieces. 
The first was an ingredient in ink, the second was the material 
that burns in incandescent lightbulbs. How could they fit 
together? Amy and Dan needed to know so much more — but 
one thing was pretty clear. Somehow the swords were the key to 
the next Clue. Maybe Alistair could help them find out, Dan 
thought. But the risks were great. Alistair just might take the info 
and run; he’d done it before. Trust no one — that had been Amy 
and Dan’s motto. Whenever they’d forgotten it, they’d regretted 
it. 

And they desperately needed to limit regrets. 

“It was ... a code,” Dan said, improvising a white lie. “In the 
music. Mozart’s music. The code said, um, ‘Go to Japan.’ In the 
key of C? That’s all we know.” 


Alistair shrugged, sitting at a laptop. “Not much to go on, but 
that hasn’t stopped us before. Let’s each work awhile and then 


compare notes, shall we?” 


Amy and Dan made sure to sit opposite him, so their monitors 


were not visible to Alistair. Amy typed into a search bar: 


japan tungsten sword 
87,722 hits. 


“This is going to be a long day,” murmured Amy. Dan typed: 


ninja watrior images 
1,694,117 hits. 


He smiled. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad after all. 


Body painting and the tatoo was the belonging to slaves 
and prisoner of Ancint Japan. some of design has been 
historical replication by ours tattoo artists all who is 


graduate of colleges in history dilpoma. 


Dan scrolled down. The images were clearer than the English 
translation. Some of these designs were amazing, covering a 
person’s whole back. There were dozens — dragons, historical 


scenes, countrysides, ornate scrollwork ... 
He stopped. Something in one of the images looked familiar. 


Scooting back up the page, he found it and clicked through. 


Slowly, a magnified version filled the screen. 


“Dan, what do you think you’re doing?” Amy asked, looking 


over his shoulder. 


“Ts this cool or what?” Dan said. 


Amy gestured to her laptop screen, which showed a map of 


Japan. “We’re supposed to be locating our clue!” 


“Uh, excuse me, Dora the Explorer, look closely — these 


characters? They are the same ones we saw on the sword!” 
Oops. 


Dan’s hands immediately shot up to his mouth. He hadn’t 


meant to say the S word. 
Amy’s eyes went all buggy. Dan, you moron! they said silently. 


Dan and Amy glanced at Alistair, who had been intently 
writing down something he was seeing on his screen. Slowly he 


looked up. He seemed pale, almost sick. 
“Uncle Alistair ...?” Dan said. “Are you okay?” 


Alistair did not answer for a few seconds. He took off his 
glasses and wiped them with a pocket handkerchief. “Fine. 
Staring at the screen for long periods of time ... it gets harder to 


do when you're old. Forgive me. Have you, er, found anything?” 
“Yes,” said Dan. 
“No,” said Amy. 
“Yes and no,” clarified Dan. “Have you?” 
Alistair nodded absently. “Come. Look.” 


Amy and Dan scooted around to see Alistair’s screen. He was 
minimizing a webmail site to reveal a web page that showed a 
painting of a fierce-looking Japanese warrior holding a severed 
head. 


“Eww ...” Amy murmured. 


9 


“Dude, it’s only pixels,” Dan said. “But ... eww. 


“The, um, Bald Rat,” Alistair continued, his voice still faraway 


999 


and distracted. “Also known as Toyotomi Hideyoshi. 
“Hidewhoshi?” Dan replied. 


“He — he was the greatest warrior in the history of Japan,” 
Alistair went on, “but most records show him as rather hideous- 
looking. Lived in the fifteen hundreds. He began as a peasant and 
rose to unbelievable power, conquering the various tribes and 
factions and uniting the country as a major power for the first 
time.” Alistair paused, lowering his voice. “He was also one of 


your Cahill ancestors—” 
“T thought I saw the resemblance to Amy,” Dan said. 


“—A Tomas, as a matter of fact. Descended from Thomas 
Cahill. Thomas traveled to the Far East in the sixteenth century— 
some say for the purposes of trade, others say to hide in shame 
after failing to find his wayward sister. At any rate, he settled 
there and his family became the Tomas branch, famous for their 


brutishness and warrior ways.” 


Dan looked closer. “The Holt family — they’re Tomases. They 
look like tree trunks with dinosaur brains. This guy looks like a 


weasel.” 


“It makes sense Hideyoshi would be a Tomas,” Amy said. “The 


strength. The gross way he’s holding that head.” 


“Evolution is odd. It does not favor the Tomas.” Alistair’s grim 
expression loosened a bit, edging into a semismile. “Of course, I 
am showing my bias as an Ekat. Anyway, I strongly believe our 


search should begin with Hideyoshi. The man had a lot of secrets. 


Some say the secrets undid him.” 
“Secrets is our middle name, dude,” Dan said. 


Alistair leveled his gaze at Dan and then Amy. The color was 
returning to his face now. “I was going to keep this information 
to myself. After what happened in Salzburg, I wasn’t sure I could 
trust you two. In fact, today I was tempted to conduct this entire 


search for the Hideyoshi link without your knowledge.” 
“Well, that makes two of us,” Dan blurted out. 


“Three,” Amy corrected. With a quick, tentative glance toward 
Dan, she added, “We didn’t think we could trust you, Uncle 


Alistair.” 


Alistair nodded. “I have devoted myself to earning your 
confidence again. Trust is a fragile thing — difficult to build, easy 
to break. It cannot be bargained for. Only if it is freely given can 
it be expected in return.” He looked from Amy to Dan. “To break 
the chain of mistrust, someone has to go first. I am happy to 


make the move. You deserve no less.” 


Solemnly, he turned back to his screen. “Hideyoshi was a bit of 
a paranoid who liked to hoard things,” Alistair continued, 
scrolling down the screen into the biographical text. “For 
example, the Great Sword Hunt of 1588, when he forced all the 
farmers and peasants to give over their swords. He claimed he 
wanted to melt them down for a large statue of Buddha. But that 


was a lie.” 
“And the truth was ...?” Amy said. 


Alistair shrugged. “One of the great mysteries. He also took 


measures to prevent farmers and peasants from rising to the 


warrior class. He seemed to be afraid of this.” 
“But he rose from the poor,” Amy said. 


“You must think like a warrior, sister-san,” Dan said. “He was 
afraid because he rose from the poor. He thought somebody else 


might, too — and whup his ninja butt.” 


Alistair nodded. “Perhaps he suspected more Tomas offspring 
— or worse, Ekaterina—lived in the provinces. The Ekat and 
Tomas branches were at war even then. Was he trying to hide 
swords from the Ekats to prevent them from rising against him? 
We don’t know. If only we knew where he hid the swords. The 
where might lead to the why.” With a shrug, Alistair turned to 
face them. “Okay, I’ve told you all I know.” 


Dan glanced at his sister. The ball was in their court now. 
He’s shown us his own secrets, her eyes were saying. We owe him. 


He was looking at his webmail, Dan thought in return. He didn’t 
show us THAT. 


That’s different, she argued. We need him. 

Besides his cash and his knowledge of Japanese, what good is he? 
Besides your nicely shaped left earlobe, what good are you? 

Dan glowered at her. You’re the oldest, YOU mention it. 


Amy turned to Alistair. “We think ... we found some of the 


swords,” she said. “In Venice.” 
“Hideyoshi’s swords — in Italy?” Alistair looked flabbergasted. 


With a sigh, Dan mumbled, “They were in the house of some 


Italian dude, Fidelio Racco.” 


“Racco ...” Alistair said. “A Janus. Yet the clue points to a 


Tomas stronghold. Curious. Here in Japan, there are rumored to 
be secret Hideyoshi hiding places, but they are allegedly guarded 


by the descendants of Hideyoshi — many of them yakuza.” 


Dan smiled. Now he was talking. “Whoa — awesome!” Dan 
exclaimed. “I battled them at Level Four in ... um, Ninja Gaiden, I 
think? Those guys are mad gangsta! They’ll cut off your arms and 


feed them to you for lunch.” 
“Can’t wait to meet them,” Amy said. 


“We tried to bring the swords here,” Dan barreled on. “They’re 
in my luggage. One of them had some markings. We figured the 
markings were important — maybe they give information about 


the next clue.” 


Alistair’s eyes widened. “Is there any way we can retrieve these 


swords?” 


“Well, maybe we don’t have to.” Dan nodded to his screen. 


“The same markings are on this tattoo.” 


Dan had never seen Alistair move so fast. He leaned over Dan’s 
shoulders and squinted at the image. “Are you sure this was 


printed on the sword?” 


“Yup,” Dan said. “Well, not exactly. There were some other 


characters, too. They’re missing here.” 


Amy shook her head. “How can you be sure? You don’t know a 


word of Japanese.” 


“Uh, yeah,” Dan said. “And I don’t read a note of music. But 
let’s see, who was the one who memorized a whole Mozart song and 
found our last clue? Wait, wait, let me try to remember. Oh. I 


know — me!” 


“Dan, are you sure there were characters missing?” Alistair 
said. “Because the message, as is, is fairly innocuous — an 


incantation to luck, honor, triumph, and such.” 


“Definitely. At the beginning of each line, there was some 
weird-looking letter. Like from another language. You know, 


Sanscript maybe.” 


“It’s Sanskrit, tattoo-brain,” Amy said, sitting at her laptop. 


“Guess you don’t remember everything perfectly.” 


She turned to her uncle, who was furiously tapping on his 
keyboard. “What do you know about these yakuza people, Uncle 
Alistair?” 

She thought she could feel him shudder. “They are very nasty 
and very deadly,” he said softly. “Trust me, we do not want to 


cross their paths.” 

“You know some of them personally?” Dan said. 

“They know me and despise me,” Alistair said. “I am an Ekat. 
The Tomas and the Ekats have been bitter enemies for centuries. 
The yakuza have long been suspected to possess a map to a secret 
underground crypt. And if I am to understand this recent 
message, we may have found a copy.” 

He hit the prt button. From the library’s printer, a map slowly 
made its way into the paper tray, an ancient image showing a 
complicated ribbon of tunnels. 

“Cool!” Dan exclaimed. 

“You knew about this all along?” Amy asked. 


Alistair shook his head. Once again, his face became pale and 


drawn. “I have long been searching for certain ... stolen Ekat 


documents not related to this. One of my colleagues has managed 
to find a hidden cache. I received a message from him on 
webmail while we were in Salzburg, with several attachments — 
including this map.” 

He showed them the printout, which had the heading or unknown 


SIGNIFICANCE. 


“Wait — Ekat documents? Colleagues? What else are you 


keeping from us? How can you—?” 


Amy’s words stopped in her throat. The cursor on Dan’s 
monitor was moving from the middle of the screen up to the left 


corner. 
“Dan?” Amy said. “Stop that, okay?” 
“Stop what?” Dan replied. 


“We know libraries bore you, but can’t you take anything 
seriously?” Amy replied. “You’re playing a trick, right? You have 
something in your pocket and it’s sending a signal to the 


computer. Otherwise, why would the cursor be moving?” 


Now the cursor was on the sacx button, clicking rapidly through 
every page Dan had visited — tattoos, information about 
Hideyoshi and the Sword Hunt, the Facebook pages of three 
sixth-grade girls — 

“Hey!” Dan shouted. 

“It’s a keylogger,” Alistair said, swiftly picking up the laptop. 
“Someone has hacked into the computer remotely and is spying 


on everything you’ve looked at today.” 


With a solid yank, he pulled the electric plug from the back, 


and the screen went dead. A steady beeping noise began, and an 


LCD panel by the light switch flashed red Japanese characters 


that looked suspiciously like some form of Emercency. 

“How did they do it?” Amy asked. 

Dan took the laptop, examining the PC card. “It’s an 802.11g 
wireless,” he said. “So they have to be pretty close. I don’t know, 
maybe like thirty yards — or fifty if they have a booster or 


something?” 


Alistair headed for the window. “Which means either they’re in 


the building or in one of those cars outside.” 


One of those hundreds of cars, he could have said — if you 
considered the cars at the curb, in the nearby parking lot, and 


bumper-to-bumper on the road. 

Tap-tap-tap-tap! 

The rapping on the door made them all jump. “Is everything all 
right in there?” a tiny, timid voice called in. 


It sounded like Ms. Nakamura, but there was something about 


her tone ... 
Alistair went to the door. “She may know how to run a trace.” 
“No!” Amy blurted out. 


“Ms. Nakamura,” Alistair said, yanking the doorknob, “your 
library has been compromised—” 

The door flew open — and Alistair was staring into the massive 
chest of a gray XXXL T-shirt. 

“No kidding, Sherwood,” said Eisenhower Holt, with a grin so 
wide it nearly touched the edges of his stiff military brush cut. 


“Now, fall in line, all of you — and march!” 


CHARTER 


Amy’s phone was vibrating. 


DZZZZZ x, 


She glanced around the van. In the passenger seat, Eisenhower 
Holt was arguing with his wife, Mary-Todd, who was driving. In 
the next row, eleven-year-olds Madison and Reagan Holt were 
having a contest to see who could fling boogers into the hair of 
their older brother, Hamilton. Their pit bull, Arnold, barked 
greedily, snatching the small projectiles in mid flight with his 


massive jaws. 
“Stop it, hell kill me!” Ham cried. 
“That’s the point,” Madison replied, clapping her hands. 


“Sherwood is the forest, dear,” Mary-Todd was insisting to her 


husband. “The detective was Sherlock.” 


“We'll look it up!” Eisenhower declared. “May I remind you, 
Mary-Todd, at West Point my IQ was measured at nearly a perfect 
one hundred. Well, okay, eighty-nine — but I hadn’t even 


1” 


practiced 


“One hundred is considered normal, sugar maple,” Mary-Todd 


replied. 


“Normal is the enemy of creativity,” Eisenhower crowed. “A 


Holt is never normal — as evidenced by our ingenious capture of 
the Cahills!” 


DZZZZZ 254 


Amy moved her hand into her left pants pocket and pulled out 
her phone, making sure to keep it out of sight. On the right, she 
was jammed up against Alistair, who was seething with rage. He 
in turn was jammed up against Dan — who seemed oblivious, 
reading a handful of tourist pamphlets the Holts had left on the 


van floor. 


Quickly she glanced at the call screen: 
GOMEZ, NELLIE 


She stifled a scream and stared sharply at Alistair and Dan, 
flashing the screen at them at waist level. Nellie was alive! 

“YESSSS — WOO-HOO!” Dan blurted. 

“The Cahill boy agrees with me!” Eisenhower said with a grin, 
turning around toward the back of the van. “Smart boy. You’re 
going places. Like, with us — as a captive! Har-har!” 

The entire Holt family cracked up, except for Arnold, who 
seemed confused by the sudden absence of flying minitreats. 

“Too bad you weren’t smart enough to detect us following you 
every step of the way,” Eisenhower continued, “with our patented 
Holt hackment technology. First we hacked into the tracking 
device on your cat — until we found that your cat was your 
uncle!” 


Madison and Reagan looked at him in total bewilderment. 


“Then we tailed him to the airport, where I ordered that we 


attempt the greatest technicological feat of all,” Eisenhower went 


on, “breaking into the airline ticketing mainframe!” 


“But then I reminded him that all he needed to do was follow 


your limo,” Mary-Todd spoke up. 


Madison chimed in: “Once we were at the other airport? And 
we saw you get into the jet? We just asked this really hot flight 
guy, Fabio? Where you were going?” She grinned. “And he told 
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us. 
“Rawf,” said Arnold. 


“Thusly,” Eisenhower said, “we were able to commandeer our 
own flight to Japan, where we beat you to the airport and waited 
until you arrived, following your every move until our ultimate 
coup — keyloggering your very laptop to filch all your 
information! And now that I have you three, I can realize my 
life’s goal. Not just reaching the thirty-nine clues first. But placing 
the Holt name where it belongs — at the very crest of the Tomas 
family ... crest. No longer will history look upon the Holts as 
dolts. No longer will we be the black sheep, the stain on the 
family underpants, the smelly footnote to the Tomas legend. And 
you will help us achieve our destiny by leading us to the very 
thing your research revealed — the next clue, which is in the 


tunnels of Tokyo!” 


“You figured that out all by yourself?” Amy asked, barely 


containing the relief she felt at knowing her au pair was okay. 
“About fifty-three percent of it,” said Eisenhower. 
“More like forty-seven,” Mary-Todd said. 


“I knew that sounded wrong,” Eisenhower said. 


“Uh, Dad? I was the one who did all that tech stuff,” Reagan 
whined. 

“Dad what?” Eisenhower commanded. 

“Dad, sir,” Reagan said. 

“Your argument is as inane as your conversation,” Alistair 
spoke up, his voice a barely controlled rasp. “You got nothing 
from hacking the system. You stole my map, you windbag.” 

“Uncle Alistair?” Amy said. She had never seen him like this. 

“Is someone meowing back there?” Eisenhower said. “Do I hear 
an E-kat?” 

“Rawf?” said Arnold, suddenly drooling. 

Alistair laughed defiantly. “What makes you miscreants think 


you can actually read that map correctly? It’s written in 
Japanese.” 

“Ha! No grass grows over the head of a Holt!” Eisenhower 
thundered. “I overheard you through the library door, talking 
about an ancient underground crypt. So we will start at ... the 


underground crypt district. Harch!” 

The van lurched to the left. 

Dan looked up from a map of the Tokyo subway system. His 
face was all lit up, the way it was whenever he’d broken a code 
or discovered a cheat in World of Warcraft. “Crypt? I think we’re 
better off checking out the subway system.” 

The van lurched to the right. 

“I have to pee,” Madison announced. 


The van skidded to a stop on the shoulder of the road. “Will 


someone make a decision?” Mary-Todd said. 


As the Holts ramped up their various arguments, Alistair 


whispered to Dan, “Subway system, my boy? Do tell.” 

“First, I memorized your map,” Dan began with a bit too much 
enthusiasm. 

“Ssshhh!” Amy hissed. 

“The secret tunnels and the subway,” Dan barreled on. “They 
match — almost exactly! Pm figuring maybe the subway was 
built into the already existing tunnels!” 

The Holts shut up at once. 

“Dan—” Amy warned. “Youre telling this to them!” 

Dan looked up, bewildered. “I was telling Uncle Alistair.” 

“But we-ee-ee heard you,” Reagan sang in a taunt, and stuck 
out her tongue. “Besides, if you hadn’t told us, you’d be dead 
meat.” 

“Rawf,” said Arnold, baring his saliva-glistened incisors. 

Dan’s face turned white. He cast a guilty look at Amy and at 
Alistair, whose face had become suddenly cloudy. “Um, well ... 
the thing is? It’s not really a match. So I was wrong. ’Cause, um, 
there’s this big difference. In the center of the old map, there’s an 
intersection with a large room. In the subway map, the tracks are 


parallel. So ... see? It must be the wrong place....” 


“Where two maps diverge is precisely where the secret might 


be!” Eisenhower crowed. 
“Brilliant as always!” Mary-Todd said. 


Amy groaned. The stupider Dan became, the smarter it made 


Eisenhower Holt. 


“Sweet,” said Hamilton with a sneer. 


Suddenly, Eisenhower spun on them with narrowed eyes. 
“Now, you’re not trying to trap us, are you? We’re not as dumb as 
we look. Or ... whatever.” 

“Well ...” Dan looked helplessly from Amy to Alistair. “There 
are subway stops on either side. Pm figuring the one at the 
northern end, Yotsuya, is closer.” 

“We'll take the one at the southern end,” Eisenhower 
commanded. 


The van lurched into the road again. 


“Now I really have to pee,” said Madison. 


They waited silently until the train left Nagatacho station. They 
were the only ones on the subway platform now. The train 
schedule, which Alistair had picked up from the attendant, said 
that the next train arrived at 5:40. He checked his watch. 


Then he looked down at the tracks — the dark, narrow tracks 


that led into a pitch-black tunnel on either side. 


“It’s five-seventeen,” he said, his voice shaking. “We have 


exactly twenty-three minutes.” 


Eisenhower stepped to the edge of the platform. “Fall in, 


troops!” he said. 
“T want to go first!” Madison said. 


“She kept us waiting when she was in the bathroom,” Reagan 


complained. “Can I go? Please?” 
“It’s almost Mom’s birthday,” Hamilton said. 


“Rawf,” said Arnold, diving over the edge to chase a soot- 


blackened rat that skittered across the tracks. 


“Every Holt for himself!” Eisenhower cried, pulling green 
gardener’s gloves from his pocket, snapping them on, and 
lowering himself over the edge. “Be sure not to touch the fourth 
rail!” 

“Third, hug-muffin,” Mary-Todd said. 


As Madison and Reagan followed, Alistair took Dan’s and 
Amy’s arms and stepped slowly backward. He was trying to 
escape. But Mary-Todd and Hamilton stood in his path, arms 
folded. “Uh-uh-uh!” Hamilton tutted. 


“Nice try, Uncle,” Dan whispered. 
It was 5:19. Twenty-one minutes left. 


With a sigh, Dan climbed onto the track, followed by Amy, 
Alistair, and the remaining Holts. A stream, inky black, ran 
between the rails. A gum wrapper floated by. Ahead of them, the 
tunnel plunged into blackness. Dan felt woozy. He and Amy 
hadn’t had much luck in underground places. Images began 
floating in his brain. Running ... running ... from Jonah Wizard in a 
subterranean museum in Venice ... from the Kabras in the Catacombs 
under Paris ... from a train ... from a memory ... He could still feel 
Amy’s hand yanking him away from the approaching subway car 
in Paris, his backpack disappearing underneath the tons of 
speeding steel, the scream ripping from his throat. To anyone 
else, the faded snapshot he’d kept in that pack — the smiling 
couple — would have seemed blurry and uninteresting. But to 
Dan, it was as important as life. He had looked at it every day, 
memorized every last pixel. It was the only memento, the only 
remaining image of the parents he barely remembered. And now 


it was gone, a continent away. 


“Hup-two-three-four ...” Eisenhower called out. 


Amy pulled Dan forward, shaking the memory from his brain. 
Splash-splash-splash-thwuck, went his footsteps. “Thwuck?” he 


squeaked. 


“Don’t ask,” said Amy. Even in the near-blackness, Dan could 


tell her face was bone-white. 


They trudged onward, keeping to the middle of the track to 
avoid the third rail, until the dimming light of the station behind 
them faded to nothing. “RePORT on proGRESS!” Eisenhower 


called out. 


Dan’s hands shook as he shone his pocket flashlight on the 
subway map. Ahead of them, the light of the next station was 
barely visible. They had passed the halfway point. “According to 
this,” Dan said, “we should be about there now. The intersection 


would have been to our left.” 

“At ease!” Eisenhower said. “Fall in to examine hidden methods 
of egress!” 

Amy reached out to her left, feeling along the grime-covered 
surface. “Nothing there but a wall.” 

“Keep trying,” Eisenhower said. 

Dan frantically pushed and punched, but the wall was solid. 
Thick cement. He checked his watch, which was already 
beginning to lose its glow-in-the-dark properties. 

5:30. 

“Th-this was a dumb idea,” he said, his voice echoing dully in 


the tunnel. “Look, we have ten minutes. We left the station eleven 


minutes ago. We have enough time to get back before—” 


“Abort mission!” Eisenhower barked. “Dress left! And ... hut- 


two-three-four!” 
Dan began to run, nearly tripping over his sister. 
“Ow!” Amy cried out. “Dan!” 
“Sorry!” Dan said. “See you at the platform—” 
“Dan, my foot is stuck!” 


Dan whirled around and shone his flashlight on Amy’s 
crouching silhouette. She was grimacing, her left foot jammed 


under one of the rails. 
“PII rescue her!” Hamilton shouted. 
“No, me!” Reagan shrieked. “I never get to rescue first!” 
“Stand clear!” Eisenhower boomed. 
“Rawf,” Arnold barked. 


Dan elbowed his way into the crowd, trying to reach his sister, 
who was screaming at the top of her lungs, “You’re only making it 
worse!” 

Dan’s hair began to rise in swirls lightly from the back of his 
head. A low but steady wind was gusting through the tunnel from 
the south. Dan could see Amy’s face looking up to him, eyes 


wide. “Dan? How accurate are those train tables?” 
“I don’t know!” Dan replied. 


“When a train is entering a t-tunnel, don’t you f-feel the air 


being pushed—?” 
Ho-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-onk! 
Dan spun toward the sound. Two distant headlights, like 


reptilian eyes piercing the darkness, were headed their way—and 


growing fast. 
“Holts — bolt!” Eisenhower commanded. 


As one, the Holt family turned away from the approaching 


train and broke for the next station at a dead run. 
“Don’t leave us!” Amy shouted. 
Dan pulled and pulled. Amy’s foot was jammed. Tight. 
“OWWWW!” 


“PI ... get ... it,” Dan said through gritted teeth. He knelt in 
the icy trickle of water running between the rails, now choppy 


with the vibrations. 
“Run, Dan!” 
“Wait ... I know...” 


The laces. Dan dug his fingers into her shoelaces and yanked 
hard. 


They were knotted. Wet and stuck. Her foot seemed glued to 


the shoe. If he could just slip it out, use the wetness to slide ... 


The screech of the brakes filled the tunnel. The wind whipped 
around him like a gale, throwing dust and debris into his eyes. 


His vision flashed white. His body was telling him to go. Now. 
“JUST RUN!” 
“Stop it, Amy, I can’t leave you—” 
She had saved him. He could save her. He had to do it. 
Pull! 


The wind was violent. The noise pressed into his ears like a 


solid thing. He pulled again, wiggled, jerked, pounded. 


She was resisting now, pushing him away — trying to save 


him. Her breath felt cold on his neck, the veins in her throat 
bulging out. 
He realized she was shrieking, but he couldn’t hear a word. 
HO-O-O-O-O0-O-O-O-ONK! 
Dan’s body froze solid as he turned into the glare of the 


oncoming headlights. 
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Amy didn’t feel much at all. The wind. The metallic shriek of 


“AHHHHHH!” 


the brakes, the horn blocking out all sound. 


She must have closed her eyes, because she didn’t see anything, 


either. 
She felt. 
Her body wrenched upward and backward. She was flying. 


And then her shoulder hit solid, cold cement. When she opened 


her eyes, all was dark and silent. 


“I g-g-guess ... Pm dead?” she heard her own voice call out, 


strangely high-pitched and thin. 

For a long time, she heard nothing else. And then: 

“Hi, Dead. I’m Dan.” 

The ssshhhhick of a lit match sounded, and a tremulous light 
outlined two faces. 

Amy sat up. Her left ankle ached, and her shoe was missing. 
“Uncle Alistair? Dan?” 

Dan’s hair was standing on end, his face shadowed with black 
dust and his eyes the size of softballs. “He did it. Uncle Alistair. 


He saved our lives. Reached out. From the wall. How—?” Dan 
tottered toward her, his body bent over as he gawked at Amy’s 


foot. “It’s still there. He didn’t amputate it when he—” 
With that, Dan’s knees buckled and he crumpled to the floor. 


“Dan!” Amy shouted. As she reached out to grab his arm, her 


ankle screamed with pain. 


“Its all right,” Dan said, sitting up. “I’m all right. Don’t call 
nine-one-one. Did my hair turn white? Like in movies, like when 


people get really, really scared?” 


“You're both safe now,” Alistair said, moving his match around 
to outline the contours of a large room. “Dan, your hair is not 
white — and you were right about the hiding place. It is more or 
less where you thought it would be. There was a small graffito, 
an ancient-looking symbol on what looked like an electrical plate. 
Once I pressed it, the door swung open. I merely brought you 
both in with me.” 

Amy lunged forward on her good foot, keeping the other one in 
the air, and flung her arms around him. “Thank you,” she said. 

She felt him flinch. For a horrible moment she felt as if she’d 
done something terribly wrong. She could tell he was not the 
hugging type. Then, awkwardly, Alistair wrapped his arms 
around her. “I ... owed you one,” he said softly. 

“Or two,” Dan said. 

Alistair nodded. “I suppose my record is not very good in life- 
threatening situations.” 

“Well, you’ve made up for it now,” Amy said, burying her head 


in the shoulder of Alistair’s silk suit jacket, which still smelled of 


aftershave. 


Gently, Alistair pulled himself away, glancing downward with 


concern. “How does your foot feel?” 


“Like it was jammed under a rail and then pulled out of its 
shoe,” Amy said with a wince. “I can move it, but I think I 


sprained my ankle.” 


“Bet you can’t tap-dance,” Dan said, still sounding a little shell- 
shocked. 


Amy smiled at her brother, never ever having imagined she 
would enjoy hearing his stupid humor. She felt a rush of warmth 


for him. 
“Oh, no, I see that look — no hugs!” Dan said, backing away. 


Numbly, he flicked on his flashlight and swept it slowly around 
the room, until the beam landed on a pile of old relics lying 
haphazardly on the floor and covered with thick, gray-black dust 
— clothing, strange tarnished metal things, a metal box, a globe, 
a hefty cylinder. As they all moved closer, Alistair remarked, 
“Well, the yakuza may control some kind of underground 
network, but it doesn’t look like they’ve been here in a few 


centuries.” 


“Hey,” Dan piped up. “What does Jar Jar Binks say when he 


meets a member of the Japanese Mafia?” 

Amy groaned. “You are recovering too quickly.” 

“Pm game. Wait ...” Alistair paused for a moment and smiled. 
“You, sah? Yakuza?” 

Dan’s grin disappeared. “How did you know that? I just made it 


up out of my own head.” 


“Puns are a sign of intelligence, deeply buried,” Alistair replied, 
putting on his white gloves. He leaned into the pile of stuff and 
gingerly lifted a small, brittle garment. “Hard to tell how old this 


is under so many decades of metal dust.” 


“Hey, check it out!” Dan said. He was unrolling a scroll that 


he’d pulled from behind a chest of drawers. 
“Careful!” Amy said. 


The scroll was open now, blackened around the edges but 
legible — three lines of stylized Japanese characters. “What’s it 


say?” Dan asked. 


Alistair looked closely. “It’s a haiku, I think. Wait, let me get 
the meter right.... ‘To find the new home/Of Hideyoshi’s 


treasure/Use geometry.”” 
“Treasure?” Amy said. “Does that include the swords?” 


“Were rich!” Dan shouted. “Woo-hoo — I knew it! Okay, 


geometry. lIl get this one. Hang on, give me a minute....” 
“It could be anything ...” Amy said, gazing around the room. 


“We’re in a big room,” Dan declared. “So ... the volume of a 


parallelepiped, maybe?” 
“Beg pardon?” Alistair said. 


“A three-dimensional parallelogram, like this chamber,” Dan 


explained. 


“How would that solve the problem?” Amy asked. “It’s like 


trying to find a hypotenuse in a haystack.” 


“Is that a joke?” Dan said. “Because if it is, you should give me 


a signal. Like, tap your head twice so I know when to laugh.” 


He let go of the scroll with one hand. The snap of its shutting 


caromed off the walls into the silence. 

The dead silence. 

Amy glanced around nervously. “Um, shouldn’t there have 
been another train by now ...?” 

Dan reached in his pockets. “I can’t check. I think I dropped my 
schedule on the track.” 


“I mean, just logically — wouldn’t another train have come 
through?” Amy said. “If not this direction, then the other? The 
trains are pretty frequent, right? Why is it so quiet?” 

Alistair stood bolt upright. “Point taken. They must have closed 


down the power. Which means—” 


The distant thrum of voices now filtered in through the walls. It 
was coming from the north, from the track on the side opposite 
the one they’d used. 

“Who’s that?” Dan asked. “Police?” 


Alistair’s face suddenly looked aged and puckered. “No,” he 


replied, his voice shaky. “Yakuza.” 

“What do we do?” Dan asked. 

“They can’t find us, right?” Amy said. “So we stay?” 

Alistair took Dan and Amy by the arm, pushing them toward 
the door. “They will eventually cross the tracks, see the lost shoe, 


the dropped schedule, the smudges worn off the wall plate. We 


must go.” 


“Cube!” Amy blurted, suddenly breaking loose and racing back 
to the pile. “Look! Sphere! Cylinder! Para — parallelowhatever! 


Those are geometric shapes — right, Dan? They’re right here!” 


Dan was already grabbing the globe, stuffing it into his 


backpack. “Take them all!” 


“Quickly!” Alistair said. He took a small cube in one hand, a 
triangulated tube in another. Amy scooped up the long cylinder 
and headed back to the door. 


In a moment, they were out on the track again. Alistair pushed 
the thick door closed behind him. Where a seamless, grime- 
darkened wall once stood, there was now the faint outline of a 


recently opened door. 


The train that had almost hit them was now stopped beyond 
them, its rear cars not yet having reached the next station 


platform. 


Amy pulled her shoe from under the rail and jammed it on her 
foot. She stumbled, her ankle throbbing with pain. But the 
thought of stopping petrified her. Clenching her teeth, she ran. 
They flew down the track, back in the direction they’d come. The 
station soon came into view, but the track was dotted with 
flashlights, beams moving around like fireflies. 

They all stopped, their ragged breaths echoing in the tunnel. 

“Police,” Alistair whispered. “We cannot let them find us. They 


will arrest us.” 


The lights were getting closer, the voices louder. From the 
other side, it sounded as if the yakuza had switched over—to 


their side of the tracks. 
“And the yakuza?” Dan asked. 
“They'll kill us,” Alistair replied. 
“That’s a no-brainer,” Dan said, heading toward the cops. 


“No!” Amy grabbed him by the arm. 


“Where do you suggest we go?” Dan hissed. 


Amy looked up. The bottom rung of a ladder hung just above 
her head. 


“We must take the objects,” Alistair said. He quickly removed 
his silk jacket, laid it flat, placed the objects on top, then gathered 
the jacket edges upward. Dan took a rope from his backpack and 


tied a knot, making a secure container. 


Amy was already climbing, grimacing against the pain. Dan put 
the other end of the rope between his teeth, grabbed the ladder, 
and pulled himself up. 


Below him, Alistair was gawking into the darkness, one hand 
on the ladder and the other clutching his walking stick. “Come 
on!” Dan shouted through his teeth. 

“Just go!” Alistair cried. 

Footsteps thudded against the track. A man appeared out of the 
darkness, his soot-covered face allowing only his teeth and eyes 
to pick up the light — until Dan noticed the gleam of a dagger in 
his right hand. 

Now Alistair was moving. He was on the second rung when a 
guttural shriek rang out. “HEEE-YAHHHHH!” 

Dan looked down to see the yakuza blade slicing through the 


air—at Uncle Alistair’s legs. 
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“Watch out!” Amy screamed. 


“Hunh!” Alistair gasped, heaving himself upward. 


Clanggggg! 
Dan felt the ladder jolt. He hung on tight, staring at the 


amazing sight below. 


With a sharp, precise movement, Alistair had brought his 
walking stick down hard, knocking the blade from the attacker’s 
hand. Then, on the backswing, Alistair caught the yakuza on the 
side of the head, sending him spinning downward to the track. 

“Get out, Dan!” Alistair commanded, shouting upward. 

“How did you learn to do that?” Dan asked. 

“Tm full of surprises — now move!” Alistair said. 

Amy had managed to push aside the grating at the top of the 
ladder. Dan scrambled to the street, pulling up the objects behind 
him. A moment later, with a loud grunt, Alistair heaved himself 
up onto the sidewalk. A mother pushing a baby in a stroller 
swerved around them. Dan quickly began shoving the grating 
back, getting it over three-quarters of the hole before Alistair 


yanked him away. 


“No time for that!” he said, pulling Dan with him as he stepped 


into the street. 
“Wait!” Dan protested. “What about Amy?” 


Amy was trying to catch up, limping over the curb in their 


direction. 
Shiitink ... SHIIINK! 


Soot-stained fingers, reaching up from underground, were 


sliding the grate open. 


“Pardon me, please,” Alistair said, rushing over to the hole. 
Like a golf pro, he drew back his walking stick and swung it 


down toward the fingers. Hard. 
“AAAAAAAGHHH!” came a tortured shout. 


Dan heard the thumping of multiple bodies hitting the ground 
below the ladder. 


Alistair knelt, his back to Amy. “Climb on.” 


She leaped onto him and he locked his arms under her knees, 
grimacing as he limped across the street behind Dan. Their 
shadows were elongated in the setting sun, making them look like 


some misshapen beast. 
HONNNNK! 
A car swerved out of the way, its driver shouting at them. 


“The objects—” Alistair called out through gritted teeth. “Drop 


them in that alleyway. We will come back for them!” 


Dan spotted a dark, narrow space between buildings and threw 
Alistair’s tightly packed jacket into it. They raced around the 
corner, up a hill between low brick buildings where the smell of 
soy sauce and fried shrimp belched out of ground-floor windows 


in steamy wisps. Alistair darted right at the top of the hill, into 


the open gate at the back of a vast, empty playground. “Where 


are we going?” Dan cried out. 


“I have friends!” Alistair said. “All we need to do is get a taxi 
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As if by magic, a cab sped toward them up the street. Alistair 
let go of Amy with one hand and waved frantically, shouting in 


Japanese. 


But as the taxi swerved at him, it picked up speed, its engine 


roaring. 
“Look out!” Dan screamed. 


Alistair jumped away. Amy went flying off onto the blacktop as 
the cab hopped the curb, missing them by an inch. It squealed to 


a stop and spun around. 
At once, all four doors opened. 
“Yakuza!” Alistair shouted. 


Now even Amy was moving fast. As Dan ran after her, he heard 
a high whistling sound. “DUCK, AMY!” 


A jagged-edged silver metal disk sliced the air. It whizzed over 


Dan’s head as he leaped for his sister, grabbing her by the waist. 
She screamed as they tumbled to the ground again. 
“What was that?” Amy gasped. 
“A shuriken,” Dan shouted. “A ninja throwing star!” 


“This way!” Alistair cried out. Dan felt the old man’s hand 
clasp his wrist, yanking him upward. In a split second they were 


racing into a large steel tunnel, part of the playground. 


Thunk! Thunk! Thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk! 


Dan flinched as each throwing star hit the outside of the 


tunnel, inches from their heads. 


They emerged from the other end into a complex of thick 
wooden climbing equipment. Alistair was running, crouched, his 
head low and his walking stick tucked under his arm. Splinters 


flew around their heads like hailstones. 


Barking, angry Japanese instructions rang out behind them. Car 
doors slammed. Tires screeched. Dan, Amy, and Alistair ran 
blindly out of the playground, across a lawn, into a backyard, 
over a small fence. “Yeowww!” Amy shouted, her foot jamming in 


the fence’s links. 
“Keep up!” Alistair retorted. 


The throwing stars had stopped, Dan realized. The yakuza 


wouldn’t use them in a residential neighborhood — would they? 


They emerged at the other end of a block, this one with a line 
of stores on either side. To their right, Dan could hear a speeding 


engine. “Go left!” 


The street sloped downward to a big, open market area. Inside, 
vendors were packing up, cleaning out stalls. Dan realized that 
he, Amy, and Alistair could get safely lost in there. The yakuza 


would be asking for chaos if they followed. 

VRRROOOOOM! 

Dan stopped in his tracks. A red Porsche was turning into the 
road in front of them. Blocking their way to the market. 


Rounding the corner, the Porsche flashed its brights. Dan 


cowered, momentarily blinded. 


Grabbing his sister, he sprang away from the street. “Jump — 


jump!” 
They leaped onto the sidewalk, rolling past a metal mailbox as 


odd noises rang out. Thwip! Thwip-thwip! 


Shots flew by them, up the hill from the Porsche to where the 


yakuza taxi was now bearing down on them. 
Smash! 
One of the taxi’s headlights popped. 
Thwip-thwip! 
A projectile cracked the taxi’s windshield. The taxi began to 


skid to the left, whirling. Its tires hopped the curb — and the 


car’s broad left side hurtled toward Dan, Amy, and Alistair. 


Amy screamed. Or maybe it was Dan himself. He couldn’t tell. 
He was only aware of flying through the air. His head banged 
against the side of the building as a flash of yellow steel rolled by 


him, massive and dented. 


With a sickening crunch, the taxi crashed through the plate 


glass window of a closed flower shop. 


It came to rest on a bed of broken bouquets and shattered glass, 
its wheels in the air. Two men groggily worked their way out of 
the wreck, stumbling for a few seconds while they gained their 
bearing. Dan, Amy, and Alistair huddled together in the shadows, 
but the men ran up the hill, looking in dazed fear over their 


shoulder. 
“What just happened?” Amy said. 


“We were in a ninja fight,” Dan said in amazement. “For the 


first time in my nonvirtual life. And I hated it.” 


A din of voices swelled from below as people from the market 


began walking up the hill to join the other gawkers, who 


descended from all sides. 


Dan slowly stood. The Porsche was partially blocked from view 
by the mailbox, but Dan could see its gleaming mag wheels and 


tinted windows. “If they hadn’t saved our butts ...” 
“Be careful,” Alistair warned. 
Suddenly, Dan heard the doors fly open. He froze. 
“Mrrp?” 
The tiny cry rang out. Dan’s heart thumped as a silky animal 


grazed his ankle, and he glanced down at an Egyptian Mau that 
looked identical to Saladin but for the slightly mangy coat. 


“Oh ...” Amy said with a wistful smile. 

“That looks just like you-know-who,” Dan said. 

The Mau was slinking over to Amy, who held out her arms to 
it. 

“The breed is very popular around here,” Alistair replied 


absently, his eyes still riveted on the Porsche. “Is anyone ... alive 


in there?” 


In reply, a figure staggered around from behind the mailbox. 


Dan’s breath caught in his throat. 


“Next time, dudes, hold on to your tickets,” said Nellie Gomez. 
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Dan gaped, ignoring his sister, who opened and closed her mouth 
in a stunning imitation of a spotted blowfish. 

“Mrrp?” said Saladin. 

“Awwwweso-o-o0-0-ome!” Dan didn’t care who heard him scream. 
He scooped up Saladin and threw his arms around Nellie. 


Amy looked as if she’d just seen a ghost. But to Dan, Nellie felt 
real, all right. She felt all ... spiky and leathery. And a split 
second later, Amy was all over her, too. Sobbing of course. Which 
made Nellie sob, too. Which almost ruined the whole thing. Even 


Alistair was a little teary. 


Saladin climbed into Amys arms, and she smiled 


disbelievingly. “But how did you ...?” 


“Find you?” Nellie laughed. “It was all over the news — 
subway shut down, people on the tracks ... I’m, like, ding! Amy 


and Dan, no-brainer!” 
“Where’d you get the cool car?” Dan added. 
“Where did those shots come from?” Amy asked. 
“Where’s the duffel?” Dan prodded. 


“How did you escape the Kabras?” Alistair said. 


“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Nellie said with a laugh. “I need 


backup!” 


Behind her, two shadowy figures stepped out of the car. “She 


didn’t escape us,” said Ian Kabra. 
“Far frub it,” said Natalie in a stuffed-up voice. 
Dan felt his blood run down to his feet. Amy gripped his arm. 


“We just survived a ninja attack,” Dan reminded her. 


“Remember, there are two of them and four of us.” 
“Mrrp,” said Saladin. 
“Sorry, five,” whispered Dan. 
“Ah-chooo!” Natalie sneezed. “I hate cats.” 
“ATTACK!” Dan yelled. 


Ian grinned patiently at him — and brandished a sleek stun 
gun. 

“Dan — duck!” Amy screamed. 

“You asked about the shots?” Ian said. “This is your answer. 
You survived the yakuza because of my handling of this weapon. 
And because I insisted on renting a swift precision car, not the 


beige Chevy Cobalt your babysitter wanted.” 


“Id case you dod’t udderstadt, you borons, we saved you,” 


Natalie said. “Ah-chooo!” 
“But ... why?” Dan said. “You hate us.” 
“Dat’s true.” Natalie exhaled wearily. 


“Yo, Nat? Take your allergy meds, okay, so you’re not spraying 
me in the car?” Smiling at Dan and Amy, Nellie grabbed the 


driver’s door handle. “Get in, all of you.” 


“But—” Amy said, glancing reluctantly toward the Kabras. 


“We have to move before the yakuza return,” Nellie said. “Ill 
explain everything. Oh. And we squeezed your duffels in the 


trunk.” 


Yes! Dan thought. That meant they had the swords. Dan 
climbed into the soft leather backseat with Amy and Ian as the 
others squeezed into the front. “Whoa, this is street cred,” Dan 


said. “Can we keep it?” 


“We left some ... outer clothing near the subway station,” 


Alistair said carefully. “Perhaps I can direct you there, Nellie.” 


“Seat belts!” Nellie commanded. She started the car, pulled 
away from the curb, and floored it to get through a yellow light. 
Alistair pointed her to the right as she continued: “Okay, update. 
When I see Poindexter and Morticia on the plane? I freak. I’m, 
like, what happened to my kids? I think, they’ve, like, eaten you. 
Then they tell me what happened. Bragging. They’re, like, 
fourteen and eleven, but they talk like they escaped from a Clue 
game. ‘Forged the tickets, ho-ho!’ — Anyway, they try to threaten 
me, yada yada, and of course I argue and I’m figuring in my head, 
‘Ha-ha, the next thing is they put poison in the drink’ — but I’m, 
like, ‘Nahh, of course they’re not that skeezy.’ Then I see her 
actually doing it, like two inches away from me — uh, hello? So I 
get kinda mad—you know, act like I’m going to drink it, and then 
zam, I spritz the stuff all over their faces. Well, rm, like, ‘Nyah 
nyah, this is really funny,’ but they start to totally wig out and 
fall all over each other to get to their carry-on — they’re, like, 
‘Eek our faces have schmutz on them!’ And I’m, like, ‘Dudes, grow 


up!’ So I take their carry-on and sit on it. Um. Baad idea.” 


“The poison was in a concentrated form,” Ian spoke up. “In the 
amount that Natalie had used, it would have mutilated, perhaps 
blinded us.” 


Amy squirmed away from him in disgust, nearly squeezing Dan 
into the side of the car. “And you were going to let Nellie drink 
it?” she said. 

“We meant to temporarily disable her,” Ian said. “Just a drop. 
But Natalie slipped during air turbulence. Before we could warn 
your nose-ringed nanny, she drenched us. Luckily, she allowed us 


to retrieve the antidote from our carry-on.” 

“That’s kindness,” Amy said. 

“I made them agree to give me all their cash,” Nellie explained. 

“That’s bribery,” Natalie grumbled. 

Nellie jerked the car to the right, and Dan felt like he was going 
to carry an Amy imprint on him for the rest of his life. Out of the 
corner of his eye, he saw Amy’s hand brush accidentally against 
Ian’s. She let out a yelp and pulled it away. 

“Mrrp!” said Saladin, arching his back and spitting at Ian. 

“Er, ahem,” Ian said, leaning away from the cat, “the reason we 
are still here is that we’d like to propose a temporary alliance. As 


we explained to your porcine au pair, we have something you 


need.” 


“Like, two plane tickets?” Dan said. “Too late. And we’d rather 
have an alliance with a bucket of slime than with a Kabra — if 


we could tell the two things apart.” 


“Fine,” Ian said. “We will use our artifact to find the clue 


ourselves—” 


Alistair turned around toward Ian. “Artifact?” 


“How refreshing, an open mind,” Ian said with a sly smile. “As 
you well know, Mr. Oh, the Lucians have been collecting hints for 
years. So have the Ekats. And presumably so have ... er, what 


branch do you belong to, Daniel?” 

“The Cahills,” Dan snapped. He hated that he and Amy were 
the only ones who didn’t know their branch. “And you’re crazy to 
think we’ll work with you.” 

“Dan, they saved our lives,” Amy said. 

“They also tried to kill us!” Dan countered. “In the cave-in at 
Salzburg, in the canals of Venice—” 

“There — you see how things change?” Natalie said brightly. 


“Our ... item once belonged to a Japanese warrior,” Ian said. 
“Tt will be crucial for finding the next clue. Alas, neither Natalie 
nor I understand Japanese. Which is where you, Mr. Oh, come 
in.” He leaned closer to the front seat. “You give us what you 


know. We'll give you what we have. We’ll work together.” 


“Just for this one clue,” Natalie quickly added. “Afterward, we 


cut you loose. We have our reputation to think of.” 
“Stop here,” Alistair said to Nellie. 
Screeeee! The Porsche squealed to a stop at a desolate corner. 
“How do I know we can trust you?” Alistair demanded. 
“W-we already know we c-c-can’t,” Amy said. 


Ian grinned, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a small 
velour bag stamped with the Kabra coat of arms and placed it in 
Amy’s left hand. “This is yours, Amy Cahill. Now ... how do we 


know we can trust you?” 





A coin. 

A stupid gold coin with a symbol on it — that’s how the Kabras 
were buying their trust. Alistair had read the Japanese print on 
the back and claimed it might have belonged to Hideyoshi — 
might. Dan couldn’t stand it. Collaborating with the Kabras was 


like kissing your sister. Well, maybe not that bad. 


“The coin is so beautiful,” Amy whispered, as they rounded the 
corner toward the alleyway where Dan had tossed the objects. 
Just ahead of them, Uncle Alistair was filling in Ian and Natalie 


on what had happened in the subway. 


“It’s a token for the arcade games at Laser Sport Time!” Dan 
hissed. 


“Uncle Alistair doesn’t think so,” Amy murmured. “He’s a 


numismatist.” 
“He takes his clothes off in public?” Dan said. 
“It means coin collector! Besides, I sense Ian’s telling the truth.” 
“That’s because he touched your hand and did a mind meld.” 


“Shhh!” Amy said, as Ian glanced toward them. 


The late-afternoon sky was a bruised purple as they reached the 
alleyway across from the subway stop. The silk jacket was still in 
the corner like a discarded old bag. Despite the near darkness, 


Dan could read the familiar look on Amy’s face. 
Sorry to embarrass you in front of your boyfriend, he thought. 


Alistair knelt to pick up the cube container. “Move quickly,” he 


said. 


With a reluctant sigh, Dan struggled to remove the rusted top 
from the cylindrical container. Beside him, Alistair flung aside the 


cube with disgust. “Nothing in here but lizards.” 


As he reached for another container, a long black car pulled to 
a stop across the street. A black-uniformed man got out of the 


driver’s seat and ran around to open the passenger door. 


Dan crept forward in the shadows to watch. An Asian man, rail- 
thin and elderly, climbed out. His silver-white hair flowed past 
his shoulders, and he was dressed in an elegant dark suit with a 
silk pocket handkerchief. Walking along the sidewalk, he flipped 
open a cell phone as he knelt by the subway opening and peered 
inside. 

Dan tapped Amy on the shoulder. 


He heard Uncle Alistair let out a gasp and mutter something 
under his breath that sounded like “Bye.” 


“Bye?” Dan said, as Alistair suddenly pulled him farther into 
the shadow. 


The old man headed back into the car, and it quickly drove out 


of sight. 


“Who was that?” Dan asked. “The king of the yakuza?” 


“We ...” Alistair’s voice seemed to catch in his throat. “We 


need to hurry. Open all the containers. Now.” 


With a grunt, Dan finally managed to yank the top off the 


cylinder, releasing a stream of nuts, bolts, screws, and rivets. 


“Fascinating ...” Ian spilled tools from the rectangular box. “I 


adore hammers.” 


Alistair exhaled with frustration. “That room we found may 
have been a subway storage facility sealed off during construction 


years ago and forgotten.” 


“But what kind of subway workers leave mysterious haikus?” 
Amy asked, tentatively prying the top off the triangular-shaped 
tube. 


“Maybe they’re really songs,” Dan said with a weary smile. 


“Cause, you know, those guys work on tracks all day....” 


“Hey, look!” Amy moved into the streetlamp light, pulling a 
long scroll out of the tube. As the others gathered around, Dan 
trained his flashlight on the text at the center. It was written in 
dark, elegant calligraphy, surrounded by a faded, unfinished- 


looking landscape of a rock outcropping and hills. 


Alistair began translating: “‘In the place of the final conquest, 
between three horns lies the people’s wealth. And by the 


elements united is entrance granted, the highest to be revealed.” 
“Clear as wasabi,” Dan remarked. 
“Those letters right below,” Amy said. “They look ... English.” 
Dan grabbed the flashlight from his backpack and beamed it on 


a group of plain, thickly drawn letters at the bottom of the scroll: 


| A 


“Toota?” Ian said. “Could it be a phonetic spelling of the 


French toute?” 
“Good, Ian, good,” Dan said. “French, on a Japanese scroll.” 


“Final conquest’ ...” Alistair murmured. “That’s it! That’s the 


key. I know where the clue is!” 
“Where?” Amy and Dan asked at the same time. 


A smile crossed Alistair’s face for the first time all day. “The 
place where Hideyoshi mounted his final campaign and suffered 


his most humiliating defeat!” 


“Right,” Ian said uncertainly. “Of course. And ... that would be 
ea 


“We are going home,” Alistair said, his eyes ablaze. “To Korea.” 


CHABTERIIO 


The name, once so important in his life, now consumed Alistair 


Bae. 


with rage. 
His uncle Bae had been so close. Across the street! 


It wasn’t the right time, Alistair reminded himself. He would 


have to wait. To plan. 


He turned in his seat to check on his flight companions. The 
Kabra siblings were absorbed in an old episode of The O.C. on 
their personalized seat-back flight screens, and the Cahills were 


doing the airline magazine crossword puzzle. 


Quietly, he unfolded the printout from the library. In his 
lifetime, Alistair had spent a fortune on private investigators 
looking for the man who had taken everything from him. Now 
the man’s identity had been discovered. He had died of old age — 
a respectable elder who had secretly built his fortune on contract 
killings and kept a record of each one in a private vault. 


Apparently, he had kept everything. 


Alistair spread the printout on his tray table. Fingers shaking, 


he read it for what seemed like the hundredth time: 


RETRIEVED, H. H. KOH INVESTIGATIONS, AUG. 25 01:23:52 
UPLOADED VPN AUG. 25 03:14:27 


OH INDUSTRIES 


April 22, 1948 


ie 


Brother will be arriving on 15:07 
Delta flight, Idlewild Airport in New York, 
May 11. Booked into Room 1501 at Waldorf 
Astoria on Park Avenue. Scheduled to meet 
car infront of hotel on May 12 at 7715 PM., 
after dinner, for trip to Broadway play at 
Imperial Theater. Driver is QD. | 
Will take route across 45th Street. | 


Upon completion of mission, payment 
will be forwarded by the expected means. 
Please confirm $5K US as proper amount. | 
Destroy letter immediately. 


Sincerely, 


Bae Oh 
Senior Vice President 





Alistair forced himself to read it, fighting back nausea and 


anger. Five thousand dollars. 
His father’s life for five thousand dollars. 


The details of what had happened in New York were hardwired 
into Alistair’s brain. He still carried around with him the tattered, 
yellow news clipping of the murder: New York City, May 12, 
1948: Korean industrialist Gordon Oh was killed at the intersection of 


Madison Avenue and 45th Street while being driven to the theater. 


Here is what the newspapers all said: There had been a break- 


in at Brooks Brothers, an alarm, the desperate robber running up 


the avenue with a gun and trying to commandeer a car stopped at 
a red light — his father’s hired limousine. Mr. Oh had tried to 
subdue the man. He had struggled nobly but tragically lost his 


life. The gunman had slipped away and was never found. 


His dad had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. An 


unlucky accident. 
That was the official report. 


As a child, Alistair had never suspected foul play. But 
sometimes accidents were planned, and killers were hired. He 
had always been afraid of his uncle Bae Oh, his father’s twin 
brother. Bae had grown up the lazy twin, the greedy slacker, 
repeatedly passed over for the head of the Ekaterina family, 
always under the shadow of the robust and well-loved Gordon. As 
an adult, Bae was all about foul play, as ruthless as a Kabra in his 


business dealings. 


Bae craved glory and riches — and the 39 Clues. Whoever 


stood in his way had to go. Even his own brother. 


It didn’t matter that Gordon had a wife halfway across the 
world whose grief was so great that she needed to be 
hospitalized. Or a four-year-old boy whose heart that day had 


been ripped out. 

A boy who was packed off, crying and alone, to be brought up 
by a man with a heart of glass, to be ignored and mocked his 
whole life. 

His uncle Bae Oh. The murderer’s boss. 

Alistair glanced at the Cahill children. They were squabbling 


over the answer to a crossword puzzle now, the argument turning 


into a joke, the boy making up a nonsense word — a babble of 
nonsense words, a burst of laughter. Even now they sounded as 
they did eleven years ago, as a newborn and a three-year-old. 
Back when Alistair had made his promise to Hope and Arthur. A 


promise that had been nearly impossible to keep. 

The children wouldn’t remember, of course. But he did. And 
now the couple was gone, for the same reason he’d lost his own 
parents. For the Clues. 

He sighed. At least the children had each other. 

All Alistair could hope for was revenge. 

His fingers shook as he folded the sheet and put it back into his 
pocket. On this flight, he knew he would not sleep. 


CHAPTERH 


Rumor had it that Alistair Oh was broke. His business had not 
succeeded. But when Amy saw his mansion, in a village outside 
Seoul, South Korea, she began pondering recipes for cheesy 


burrito fillings. 


“Dang! Whose palace?” Nellie blurted, as the limo pulled to a 
stop after their brief drive from the airport. 

A pristine white building stood gleaming atop a sloping, 
luxuriant lawn. The front path was decorated with orange and 
yellow chrysanthemums and led to a small grove of cherry trees 
and dogwoods, their leaves rustling in the breeze. Just being 


here, in this setting, made you want to smile. 
“Where is the main house?” asked Natalie, as they climbed out. 


“Voila.” Alistair gestured dully toward the mansion. All day 
long he had seemed tired to Amy, a little off his game. 

“You mean, behind the pool house?” said Natalie. 

Ian elbowed her in the ribs. 

“My home is one of the few remaining perks from my days as a 
burrito magnate,” Alistair said, as he walked up the drive. He was 


flanked by the Kabras and the driver, who held Dan and Amy’s 
bags. “As is Mr. Chung, my driver. And Harold, my butler. Our 


cozy little team. Things used to be a bit more grand.” 


“Ah, well, easy come, easy go — not that I actually know the 
feeling,” Ian replied. “The house does have lovely ... um, window 


moldings.” 

“Thank you, they were imported from South America,” Alistair 
replied. 

Dan leaned into his sister as they followed behind the others. 
“Window moldings?” he muttered. “What normal fourteen-year-old 
guy talks about window moldings?” 

Amy shrugged. “Did you check the duffel?” she whispered. 

“Yes,” Dan replied. “Rufus and Remus are still there.” 

Amy took off her shoes and stepped onto the soft, freshly cut 


grass. A cool breeze tickled her nose and she burst out laughing, 


windmilling her arms as she spun in the grass on her good ankle. 


“Oh, great, Pm in South Korea and my sister has turned into 


Julie Andrews,” Dan said. 
Oops. 


Amy dropped her arms. Now everyone was ogling her. She felt 
like she did in ballet class. Dumpy and uncoordinated and ugly. 
She glanced down into the clover, as if by staring hard enough 


she would disappear inside it. 

“What your sister is doing,” Ian said, walking toward the 
house, “is called enjoying herself. Maybe you could learn from her, 
Daniel. It’s refreshing.” 

“Refreshing?” Dan said. “Amy?” 

Amy stuck her tongue out at her brother. Ian was smiling at 


her, which made her stomach churn, but she managed a smile 


back. Just to get on Dan’s nerves. 


She stayed a few steps behind Ian as they crested the hill, until 
Amy could see the back of Alistair’s house. It extended to a large 
sundeck overlooking a swimming pool and a vast lawn. To one 
side of the lawn, a stream wound its way through a landscaped 
rock garden that contained a pond stocked with goldfish. To the 


other side was a thick hedgerow that seemed to go on forever. 


“Tempting Tempura microwavable burritos bought me this,” 


Alistair said, gesturing over the landscape. “Mostly beef.” 


“Tranquil.” Natalie nodded. “It really is amazing what you can 


do with a limited amount of space.” 


Alistair raised an eyebrow. “Nothing like the Kabra estate, I 


hear.” 


“We hated growing up there,” Ian replied. “Every year one of 
us would get lost on the lush grounds, and they would have to 


send the homing poodles after us.” 
“The what?” Dan said. 


Natalie sighed ruefully. “Some say it was an abusive childhood, 


but we didn’t know any better.” 


Nellie emerged from the house. Behind her was a uniformed 
butler with six soft drink bottles, which he set on a table next to 
six wooden chairs. “Thank you, Harold,” Alistair said as the 
butler bowed and went back inside. “If Toyotomi Hideyoshi had 
had his way, this land would be Japanese. He intended to 
conquer all of East Asia, and he had never failed. Some say he 
meant to build his grandest palace here in Korea, to give birth to 


an heir who would take over the kingdom. He would also build 


great vaults and hiding places. Hideyoshi was one of history’s 


most notorious collectors—” 

“T knew I liked the guy!” said Dan. 

“According to family lore, he collected the most valuable item 
of all,” Alistair said. “One of the clues to the Cahill family secret, 
which we still seek five centuries later.” He sighed. “No Ekat has 
ever found it. No one suspected it was in Korea. But our 
parchment will lead us there, if we know how to read it.” 

“Dude, I’m on it,” Dan said. “How do we get started?” 

“Unfortunately,” Alistair said with a yawn, “I cannot function 
after a rough, sleepless flight. Will you kindly grant an old man a 
half-hour nap in his own bed? Harold will feed you until then. 
Please stay close by and do not wander.” 

“Of course,” Amy said. 

Alistair waved to them and walked into the house. 

“Food, drink, magazines, TV, TiVo, Internet, handheld 
devices?” Harold asked. 

“Warcraft?” Dan blurted. 

Harold smiled. “Second door on the right.” 

As Dan scooted inside, Natalie settled into a lounge chair with 
the Korean edition of People magazine and Nellie worked her 
iPod. 

Ian was staring out into the yard. “What’s that?” he asked. 

“Wh-wh-what’s what?” Amy said. 

He pointed to a dense hedgerow that contained a narrow gap. 


“Is it a hedge maze? Come on, let’s go and look.” 


“I — I don’t think so.” 

“Why not?” Ian said. “What else are we going to do?” 

He had this funny look on his face, Amy thought. A curious 
smile, as if she had just refused an ice cream sundae or the 
winnings to the lottery. Like it wouldn’t have occurred to him 
that anyone could possibly say no. 

“Alistair t-told us not to wander,” she explained, shoving her 
hands in her pockets. 

Ian cocked his head teasingly. “I thought you were a brave 
explorer.” 

“Oh, p-p-please ...” Amy said, trying to drip with sarcasm but 
fighting the tingle that was spreading up from the back of her 
neck. 

“Well,” he said with a shrug. “Your choice.” 

As he walked away, Amy lurched forward but stopped herself. 

What am I doing? she thought. 


He was a jerk. He was jerkier than a jerk. He was a new 
definition for jerk. She didn’t have to follow him. 

Her fingers closed around the coin he had given her. She pulled 
it out of her pocket and flipped it in the air. “Heads I f-f-follow, 
tails I stay.” 

The coin landed with the odd symbol facing upward. But was 
that a head or a tail? 

Ian sighed disappointedly. “Ah, well, my loss ...” 

As his hair, glinting in the sun, disappeared beyond the 


hedgerow, she turned and trudged into the house. 


“AAAAGGHHHHH!” 


At the sound of the scream, Alistair barged barefoot out of his 
room. He raced past Amy, who was being served orange juice in 
the kitchen. 


She followed him outside, with Harold and Dan close behind. 


In the distance, Amy heard a violent growl, a rustling from the 
hedges. Ian burst out of the opening, one shoe missing, running at 
top speed. “HELLLLLP!” 


Behind him was an enormous dog, a mutt that seemed to be 
part pit bull, part Great Dane, and from the looks of it, possibly 
part black bear. 


“What the—?” Alistair said. “STOP! SIT!” 
“T can’t sit! He bit me on the bum!” Ian shrieked. 
“Really?” Nellie said, grinning. 


Alistair was limping onto the lawn now, waving his finger at 
the beast, which hung its head sheepishly and whimpered. “Is this 
how you greet me on my return, you naughty thing?” Alistair 
scolded. “Bad dog! Bad, bad Buffy!” 


“Buffy?” Dan said. 
GRRRRRRR. 
“Shhh, she’s sensitive about her name,” Alistair replied. 


“PIL sue!” Tan sputtered. “FU sue you AND the dog. And the 
country of South Korea. And ... and...” 


“The landscape architect?” Natalie said. 
“The landscape architect!” Ian shouted. 


“Buffy is actually a real pussycat,” Alistair said, eyeing Ian 


suspiciously, “unless you surprise her.” 


“Flowrf! Flowrf!” barked Buffy, throwing a spray of saliva left 
and right. 


“She is sooooo cute!” Nellie said. 


“These are handsewn Persian silk!” Ian turned around, revealing 
a tear in his pants that exposed boxers with pink dollar signs on a 
white background, then quickly spun back around. “Uh, never 


mind.” 
“Sweeet,” Nellie said. 
“Shut up,” Natalie snapped, barely stifling a laugh herself. 


“T fail to find the humor in this!” Ian shouted, his eyes red with 
rage and embarrassment. “And neither will you. I will drain you, 


Alistair. I will bring you to your knees—” 


“Young man,” Alistair interrupted sharply, “I am too old and 
too wise to be intimidated by a fourteen-year-old boy who wakes 
me from a much-needed sleep by his foolish actions. Why were 


you snooping in my hedges when I told you not to?” 


“Who ever heard of planting a guard dog in the middle of a hedge 
maze?” Jan snapped back. “What is back there, Alistair? What are 
you hiding?” 

Alistair cleared his throat. Pulling a comb from a pocket, he 
tidied his hair as if he were about to go to a business meeting. “I 
suppose,” he said, “we will have to do this now. Perhaps, Mr. 
Kabra, you would like to change.” He called over his shoulder. 
“Harold, please apply some disinfectant to the young man’s 


wounds.” 


Ian went pale. “Pll do it myself,” he said, heading into the 


house. 


Nellie flopped back in a lounge chair, her face covered with 


sunscreen. “Wake me when it’s over.” 


As they tramped through the hedge, Amy could see the hurt in 
Ian’s eyes. He was wearing a pair of Harold’s uniform pants now, 
which were a couple of sizes too large. 

“These itch,” Ian grumbled. 

“No spare pants in your carry-on?” Dan said. “Bummer!” 

Cackling, Dan scampered ahead. Ian turned toward Amy, trying 
valiantly to smile. “I meant, the bite marks itch. Not the 
trousers.” 

She fell in step beside him. “He—he — should have—” The 
harder she tried, the worse it felt. The words were like volleyballs 
stuck in her throat. 

“Alistair should have warned me?” Ian said. “Thank you. My 
feelings exactly.” 

“Uh-huh,” Amy replied. Talk much? she thought. She clutched 
her jade necklace, fiddling furiously with the chain. 

“You warned me, though,” Ian said softly. “I should have 
listened.” 

“Well, um ...” Amy said, feeling suddenly as if the temperature 
had shot up ten degrees. 

Ian laughed. “Oh, well. I suppose it will only hurt when I sit.” 


Amy fell into step beside him, watching his footfalls land on 


the grass, counting how many steps she took compared to his. He 


had a strong stride. 


Before long, they reached the others. Alistair had stopped 


before a section of hedge and was groping around inside it. 
Dan was glaring at Amy. 
What was that about? his face said. 


Dan glanced accusingly at Ian. Before he could glance back, 


Amy turned away. 
She could read his mind anyway. She hated when he was right. 


Alistair was now clearing a section of brush to reveal a door 
with a round, cast-iron hatch. The Kabras, the Cahills, and Buffy 


all gathered around gawking, except for Buffy, who drooled. 


On the hatch was the number 5005. Beneath that was a heavy 
latch and a circular dial engraved with numbers from 1 to 30, 
like a combination lock. 

“This, my children,” Alistair said proudly, “was barbecue 
pork.” 

Dan rapped his fingers against the latch. “Been out in the sun a 
long time.” 

“I mean, sales of my barbecue pork burritos bought this,” 
Alistair said. “The combination involves four numbers, and all the 
information you need to know is here. You get three tries. I can 


give you one hint — but that will use up a try.” 
Ian frowned. Amy could see the wheels turning in his head. 


She took a deep breath. 5005. There was something about that 
number. 
“The number is a palindrome,” Ian said, “the same backward 


and forward. That may mean something.” 


“It’s two-zero-zero-two upside down,” offered Natalie. 


Dan exhaled loudly. “Rich doesn’t guarantee smart. It’s, like, so 


obvious, dude.” 
“Pardon?” Ian said. 


“Don’t overthink — Uncle Alistair said we have everything we 
need to know!” He spun the numbers 5, 0, 0, and 5, and then 
pulled the latch. 


Stuck solid. 

“That was Try Number One,” Alistair said. 

Ian glanced at Dan. “Maybe thinking isn’t such a bad idea.” 
“I think we need the hint,” Natalie said. 


“Very well,” Alistair said. “It is a riddle: Why leave the factory 


when the workers are in their prime?” 
The question hung in the air. Amy’s mind raced. 


“Prime ...” Dan said, his face worked into a prun-ish mask of 
concentration. “Okay, what’s the prime of someone’s life? Like, 
twenty-one years old? Maybe one of the numbers is twenty-one!” 

As he reached for the dial, Alistair said, “Remember, you have 
only one chance left. If you fail, I cannot let you in.” 

Dan’s hand froze. “Come on, guys, help me out here. Twenty- 
one and ...?” 

“Well, when does a worker leave a factory?” Ian said. “This, 
I’m afraid, is beyond the Kabra experience.” 

“Twelve noon for lunch?” Dan said. “And five o’clock to go 


home. So ... twenty-one, twelve, and five?” 


“No!” Amy blurted out. She wasn’t sure, but the hint was a lot 


like the ones in the Puns and Anagrams puzzles that Dan used to 
do in the Sunday New York Times. The hint was partially hidden 
in the wording—you just needed to know how to read it. “Um, I 
think it’s none of those. Can I try?” 

Dan scowled at her. “Amy, I’m the puzzle guy. I’m all over 
this.” 


Amy shrank back. Maybe he was seeing something else. Dan 
always saw stuff no one else did. He was a genius at puzzles. He 
had solved an ancient code on a pile of skulls in the sewers of 
Paris. He had figured out the secret encoded in Mozart’s sheet 


music. 


But he was being distracted now. He was looking at Ian as if he 


wanted to kill him with optical lightsabers. 
He wasn’t thinking. 
“I — [Tm pretty sure I have this,” Amy said. 
Alistair grinned. He gestured to the dial. “Please.” 


Amy averted her eyes from the disbelieving glare of her 
brother. “Well, think about that phrase — ‘Why leave the 
factory.’ ‘Why’ sounds like the letter Y. If the letter Y leaves the 


word factory, you’re left with—” 

“Factor!” Natalie announced. 

“And the workers?” Amy said, reaching out to the latch. 
“They’re ‘in their prime’—” 

“Prime ... factors?” Dan said. 


“So that would be the prime numbers that you multiply 
together to get five thousand and five ...” Ian murmured. “Sounds 
a bit far-fetched?” 


“I hate math,” Natalie said. 


Amy’s hand shook as she carefully turned the dial.... 


5, 7, 11, 13. 
Click. 
She turned the latch and pulled the hatch open. 


“Welcome,” Alistair said, “to the Oh sanctum.” 


CHAPTER 2 


It’s a small room, Ian thought, but ugly. 
He smiled. An old Kabra family joke. 


The Cahill brother — Dan — was gazing about the musty, 
wood-paneled room as if he were about to cry. “For this, you 
have a murderous, man-eating, killer beast?” he cried out. “To 


guard a library?” 
Amy was looking about the sanctum in awe. “It’s ... beautiful!” 


The girl was modest and thoughtful. How bizarre. So rarely did 
Ian see these qualities in others — especially during the quest for 
the 39 Clues. Naturally, he had been taught to avoid these 
behaviors at all costs and never to consort with anyone who 
possessed them. They were distasteful — FLO, as Papa would say. 


For Losers Only. And Kabras never lost. 


Yet she fascinated him. Her joy in running up Alistair’s tiny 
lawn, her awe at this piddling cubbyhole — it didn’t seem 
possible to gain so much happiness from so little. This gave him a 
curious feeling he’d never quite experienced. Something like 


indigestion but quite a bit more pleasant. 


Ah, well. Blame it on the ripped trousers, he thought. Humiliation 


softened the soul. 


He glanced at the cramped shelves, the mildewed oak walls, 
the cracked leather armchair, the hideous fluorescent lights, the 
mouse droppings in the corners, the scuffed moldings, and the 
artwork that seemed to have been bought at a tag sale for the 
color-blind. Beautiful? 


“It’s books,” Dan groaned. “Beam me up, Scotty — please!” 
For once, Ian rather agreed with him. 


“Rare books,” Alistair said, gesturing grandly to a section of 
four glassed-in shelves, “not to mention one of the world’s finest 
collections of secret material about the Cahill family. A lifelong 
passion for me, as few items were ever duplicated. Here is our 
best hope of decoding the parchment!” 

Ian began to sit, but he thought of how that would make his 
posterior feel. Standing up wasn’t pleasant, either, with the 
polyester trousers that felt like sandpaper on his legs. And Dan’s 
whining just made the experience unbearable. 

He would have to avoid the brother. The sister, at least, was 
interesting. He wondered if her lack of cynicism would be 
contagious. 

How distasteful. Still ... 

“Perhaps we should form teams,” Ian suggested. “A race. Amy 
and I will scour the material on the top two shelves, Natalie and 
Dan take the bottom two.” 

“Excellent,” Alistair said. “Do you agree, Amy?” 


“Um ...” Amy said, her eyes darting away from him. “Uh ...” 


A pity, Ian thought. So many females had this reaction to him. 


It really did limit conversation. 


“Pve never been on an extra-Kabricular team before,” Natalie 


said, smiling at her own wittiness. “But Pl try, I suppose.” 


Dan was staring at an expensive but unfortunate painting of a 
couple quite familiar to Ian. The man’s hair was piled in mangled 
gray wisps, his eyebrows bushy and his eyes wild. The woman 
had a strong face, the way a horse was strong — long-jawed and 
big-eared. Above them floated all kinds of strange-looking 
symbols. “Who’s the lucky couple?” Dan asked. 


“Ah, yes, the ever-glamorous Gideon and Olivia, the original 


Cahills, painted in the early 1500s,” Ian said. “Your ancestors.” 
“The Kabras improved the bloodline,” Natalie said. 


“Ready?” Alistair spread out the parchment on a table, then 
grabbed a book off the shelf. “I will help the younger team, 


Natalie and Dan. Set ... go!” 


Ian ran his fingers along the line of books, some with 
handwritten titles along the spines: Historicus Cahilliensis: 
Ekaterina, Vols. I and II ... Ekat Architectural Renderings ... A 
Review of Eighteenth-Century Cahill Literature. ... Some of them 
seemed like pamphlets, notes torn from three-ring binders. It 


would be difficult to find anything helpful here. 


Amy was pulling down a thick book titled Origins of the Cahills: 
A Compendium of Contemporary Studies. 


“We’re supposed to find a clue, not study history,” Dan 


snapped. 
“But we know so little about the Cahill family,” Amy said. 


Natalie looked up from a book she was skimming. “I don’t 


know why your parents never told you which branch you were in. 


We knew the whole story before we were walking.” 


Ian watched Amy as her face sank. He felt a flutter inside. 
Sympathy, he realized—an emotion he often felt for the Kabra 
banker on days when the stock market performed badly. This 


feeling, however, was somehow a bit more ... vivid. 


He gave his sister a kick. “Natalie, have you lost your sense of 


... grace?” 


She glared at him for a moment, until the joke clicked in. 


“The Cahill family traces back to early 1500s Dublin, with the 
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brilliant, eccentric Gideon Cahill and his wife, Olivia,” Amy read 


aloud. 


Alistair nodded encouragingly. His niece was so excited she 


could barely get the words out. 


““Some say Cahill had indeed made a discovery to change the 
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course of humankind,” Amy continued. “‘But the nature of this 
discovery was never known. In 1507, a sudden fire swept through 
the Cahill home. All escaped but one. Gideon, desperate to save 


his life’s work, was found burned to death at his desk.” 

“What is it with Cahills and fire?” Dan whispered. 

Alistair felt a little clutch in his chest. The children had been 
through so much tragedy—the fire that had trapped their parents, 
the one that had burned Grace’s house. It occurred to him why 


he’d never wanted children of his own. 


You risked caring for them. And that kind of feeling could be 


dangerous in the hunt for the 39 Clues. 


“According to contemporary sources, at his death, Gideon had 
been studying the secrets of alchemy—the attempt to turn base 
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metals into gold,” Amy went on. “‘He sought a substance called 
the philosopher’s stone. The problem was, the substance did not 
exist — yet. It was considered the key to the final quest. Being 
more perfect than gold, the stone, also known as alkahest, would 


be powerful enough to turn other substances into gold.” 


“Thank you, Ms. Frizzle,” Dan said, furiously reading through a 
pile of pamphlets. “Keep going, but this time try reading to 
yourself.” 


“Don’t you all see?” Amy said, jumping out of her seat. “We’ve 


done it!” 
“Done what?” Dan said. 


Amy grabbed her brother and swung him around like she’d 
done when he was three. “Gideon made that ‘discovery to change 
the course of humankind’! He cracked the secret of the 
philosopher’s stone. We’ve discovered the secret to the thirty-nine 


clues!” 


“What?” Ian said. “You figured out the parchment code? The 
clue?” 

“No — something bigger than the clue,” Amy said. 

Natalie plopped angrily down into a chair. “Did we lose? I hate 


being on a team.” 


Alistair looked over Amy’s shoulder, pushing aside the Kabras, 
who insisted on blocking his view. Amy flipped the page to a 


diagram of alchemical symbols: 





Amy brought a coin out of her pocket. “The shape — the 


philospher’s stone — it’s on this coin!” she exclaimed. 
“Cool,” Dan replied. “But what’s so big about that?” 


“Don’t you see?” Amy repeated. “This page is the secret to the 


whole thing — what the thirty-nine clues add up to!” 


“So ... when we collect all of them ...” Dan said, a grin 


spreading slowly across his face. 


“We will possess the secret to alchemy—the philosopher’s 


1? 


stone!” Amy put the coin back in her pocket and glanced at the 


book. “We'll find out how the coin fits in, too. But listen — 
“After the fire of 1507, Thomas and Kate fled Ireland for 

England, smuggling components of Gideon’s work—which they 

vowed to continue. Thomas married and had a family but began 


neglecting his sister and their mission. The angry Katherine ran 


away, taking something of such importance that Thomas left 
everything to chase after her. After trying Paris, Venice, and 
Cairo, Thomas gave up. Attracted to the rough samurai culture, 
he settled in Japan, assuming a modest lifestyle. His youngest 
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son, Hiyoshimaru, grew up to become Toyotomi Hideyoshi. 


“The Bald Rat was the son of Thomas — the original Tomas?” 


Dan said. “That’s promising.” 


Alistair cast a wary glance at the Kabras. He could read their 
parched, sarcastic faces — their impatience at the fact that Dan 
and Amy were learning things that the other teams had known 
for a long time. He knew they were struggling to wait out the 
Cahills’ learning curve. After all, Dan and Amy had been very 


good at finding new Clues that had eluded the others. 
And they were on to something here. 


“Can’t we skip past GO, collect two hundred dollars, and get to 


the parts we don’t know yet?” Natalie said with a yawn. 


“Get off your butt, Natalie, and let’s keep looking,” Dan said. 


“Were ... thirty-seven clues away from the secret to alchemy!” 


He swung around, shoving a book back into a shelf and 
reaching for another. A ragged old book, teetering on the shelf 


edge, fell to the floor. 


Alistair cringed. “Careful, some of these are priceless!” he 
warned, bending to pick up the delicate book and examining the 
hand-drawn Japanese characters on the cover. “It’s five centuries 
old. Found by an enemy warlord. It was the only item found in 


Hideyoshi’s tent during a raid—” 


“What’s it say?” Dan asked. 


Alistair adjusted his glasses. “The cover reads, ‘Hideyoshi, nine’ 


— perhaps a sketchbook or coloring book from his childhood.” 


“Wait, why would this even say ‘Hideyoshi’?” Amy asked. 


“Wasn’t he called something else as a child?” 


Alistair’s eyes widened. “Yes — Hiyoshimaru! Good catch. If 
this were really his childhood book, that would be the name on 
it.” 

Amy gently took the book. As she flipped through the pages — 
landscapes, battle scenes, monsters — the others gathered around 
her. Alistair noticed the Kabra boy gently touching her shoulder. 
“Th-th-this ... this stuff is way too g-g-good for a nine-year-old 

Hands shaking, his niece opened to a page that showed a 
strange, modern-looking jotting of stars and random lines. “A kid 


could have done that,” Natalie said. 
“Hideyoshi ... nine ...”” Dan said. “Hey—this is page nine!” 


Suddenly, without saying a word, Amy reached into the book 
and ripped the page out. 

Alistair thought he would have a heart attack. “Amy!” he 
blurted. “This is an antique!” 

Amy quickly leaned over his table, laying the ripped-out sheet 
on top of the parchment. 

They fit together. Most of the lines made a detailed landscape 
of a rocky area. But other lines, tighter and smaller, seemed to 
form Korean characters. 

And Alistair saw the method to the girl’s madness. “The three 


horns ...” he said. 


“Say what?” Dan said. 


“Ha-ha!” Alistair gave his niece a hug. She really was an 
extraordinary child. “Thanks to Amy, I know where this is. And 


we're going there first thing tomorrow morning.” 


CHAPTERS 


Somehow, on a bumpy morning car ride after an egg breakfast, 
Dan did not like thinking of the name Pukhansan. But that’s 


where they were headed at the crack of dawn. 


As they neared the city of Seoul, a three-peaked mountain 
loomed before them. “The three horns — I should have realized it 
from the beginning,” Alistair said. “It is Samgaksan, the three 
peaks. The confusion is that it is now known by the name 


Pukhansan.” 


“Glurp ...” Dan said, closing his eyes and sinking back into the 
seat and the oversize hooded Harvard sweatshirt Alistair had lent 
him. 

Amy stared through the car window. The day was gray and 
gloomy, and the mountain looked nearly vertical. They had 
packed lunches in her backpack, but this was obviously going to 


be more than a day hike. 
“We have to climb that?” Nellie asked. “I’m wearing Vans.” 


“Mountains have strong profiles,” Natalie said, flicking a piece 
of dust off her pink jeweled Prada sneakers, which she had given 


to Harold to clean. “And so should we.” 


“Its only about a half mile high, but I do not think we will be 


climbing,” Alistair replied, referring to the overlay of ancient 
parchment and sheet. “The old drawing has a solid meandering 
line through it, which I take to be the famous fortress wall. It cuts 
through several valleys and low-lying areas.” 

“What’s this?” Dan said, pointing to a funny squiggly 
formation. 

“Uh, an M,” said Nellie. “Or if you look at it the other way, a 
W. Or sideways, kind of S-ish ...” 


“Maybe it’s palm trees,” Dan said. “Like in the movie It’s a Mad, 
Mad, Mad, Mad World. You know? No? These guys need to find 
hidden money, and the only clue they have is it’s under a big W? 
And no one sees what it means — but then, near the end of the 
movie, there’s this grove of four palm trees rising up in the shape 


of ... you-know-what! Classic!” 

Amy, Alistair, Natalie, Ian, and Nellie all looked at him blankly. 

“There is no W in the Korean language,” Alistair replied. “Or 
palm trees in Korea. It might be maple trees ...” 

“Mrrp,” said Saladin, rubbing his face against Dan’s knee. 

“PI tell you the rest of the plot later,” Dan whispered to the 
Mau. 


Alistair’s driver let them off in the parking lot of Pukhansan 
National Park. A crowd of tourists had gathered around a giant 
trail map, which Alistair carefully compared to his parchment- 
sheet overlay. He traced the dark snaky line with his finger, 
stopping at various black marks. “These, I presume, are ancient 


temples. Let’s assume the big X is our hidden treasure—” 


“Its between two of the temples,” Natalie said. “But which 


two?” 


Alistair shrugged heavily. “There are many of them. And much 


space between them. This may take several days.” 
“Then let’s go!” Dan said. 


“Someone has to stay here with Saladin and Mr. Chung,” Nellie 
piped up, giving the mountain a dubious glance. “Okay, you 


talked me into it; I will.” 


The rest of them took off down a well-beaten pathway. 
“Hideyoshi conquered most of what is now South Korea,” said 
Alistair, “including Seoul, which was then called Hanseong. But 
the soldiers put up a fight, building this fortress wall to ward off 


the invasion.” 
“Why would Hideyoshi bury his treasures here?” Amy asked. 
Alistair shrugged. “To use the wall’s protection, perhaps. He 
assumed this would remain his territory.” 
“Overconfidence is a curse,” Ian remarked. 
“You would know,” Dan said. 


As the path climbed, there were fewer and fewer hikers. Each 
time they passed a temple, Alistair checked the overlay, each 
time shaking his head. 

His back was coated with sweat now, and he was panting as he 
finally sat on a rock ledge. “Lunchtime,” he announced, handing 
the overlay to Amy. “My dear, would you kindly keep this in your 
backpack?” 

“Lunch? We’re just getting started!” Ian said, scampering up 


the wall, his loose Harold pants ballooning in the breeze. 


Natalie sat eagerly next to Alistair. “You didn’t happen to bring 


prosciutto with buffalo mozzarella and sun-dried tomatoes on 


whole-grain focaccia with pesto sauce?” 
“Peanut butter and banana on white?” Dan offered. 


Alistair was intent on the surroundings. “I fear we may have 
missed the spot. The wall may have been repositioned over the 
centuries. It may not look like this anymore.” 

As Amy zipped her pack shut, she felt something hit the top of 
her head — a clump of moss, which bounced off and landed at 
her feet. “Hey!” 

Ian was laughing as he wiped the dirt off his hands. 

Laughing. Not to mention staring at her. His eyes were mocking, 
pinning her in place. As if planning some snarky Kabra comment. 
In front of everybody. She fought back tears, fighting the urge to 
run back or curl into a shell. 


“Throw it back,” Dan hissed. “Hard!” 


Ian cupped his hand to his mouth. “Amy, will you accept a 
challenge? A race to the top of the next big rock? Pll give you a 


head start — or are you too slow?” 
“She’s not slow!” Dan shouted back. “Well, actually, she is.” 


Amy stood up. It was one thing to be humiliated by a Kabra, 


but not by a snot-nosed little brother. 


She eyed the big rock. This was insane. He was baiting her, 


setting her up for more embarrassment. Unless ... 
There it was. Another path through the brush. More direct. 
She started to run. 


“Amy—leave your backpack!” Dan called out. “And remember 


to name your first child after me!” 


She ignored him. Her ankle was killing her, but she was not 
going to let Ian win. He was running now, stumbling across the 
top of the wall and then jumping off. He zigzagged into a wooded 
area, howling with laughter and barreling toward her. Amy 


yanked off her backpack and swung it, clipping him on the arm. 
The creep. 
“Ow!” he cried out. “That’s a fitted Armani shirt!” 


The backpack skittered over the ground, spilling out Alistair’s 
overlay—page and scroll clipped together. “Finders keepers!” Ian 
shouted, scooping up the overlay and hopping onto a rock 
outcropping. 

“You cheater!” Amy was furious. No way was he going to get 
away with that. She climbed the rock, matching him step for step 
until she reached the top. There he turned to her, panting for 


breath. “Not bad for a Cahill,” he said, grinning. 


“You — y-y-you—” The words caught in her throat, the way 
they always did. He was staring at her, his eyes dancing with 
laughter, making her so knotted up with anger and hatred that 


she thought she would explode. “C-c-can’t—” 


But in that moment, something totally weird happened. Maybe 
it was a flip of his head, a movement in his eyebrow, she couldn’t 
tell. But it was as if someone had suddenly held a painting at a 
different angle, and what appeared to be a stormy sea 
transformed into a bright bouquet—a trick of the eye that proved 
everything was just a matter of perspective. His eyes were not 
mocking at all. They were inviting her, asking her to laugh along. 
Suddenly, her rage billowed up and blew off in wisps, like a 


cloud. “You’re ... a Cahill, too,” she replied. 


“Touché.” 
His eyes didn’t move a millimeter from hers. 


This time she met his gaze. Solidly. This time she didn’t feel 
like apologizing or attacking or running away. She wouldn’t have 
minded if he just stared like that all day. 

“Hey, Amy? This hike is rated PG, and we’re starving!” Dan 


shouted. “Not to mention Alistair wants his map!” 
Amy felt herself blushing. She turned her eyes away. 
“Here,” said Ian, handing her the overlay. 


Alistair’s ripped-out page, which had been attached by a paper 
clip, was dangling cockeyed. Amy nervously replaced the paper 
so it was superimposed as before — everything lined up, marking 


for marking.... 
Her eye wandered out over the landscape and then back again. 
“Oh, my god ...” she murmured. 
“Pardon?” Ian replied. 


She checked it again. And again, just to be sure. But it was 
unmistakable — the shape they noticed earlier on the map. The 
one they’d been guessing about. 

It wasn’t palm trees. Or maples. 

“Dan!” Amy screamed, leaping down the rock as if her ankle 
had never been injured. “Everyone! Come quickly!” 

She ran back, but the others were on the run, meeting her 
halfway. Amy took her brother’s hand and pulled him up the 
pathway and up the steep rock. “I love you, Dan, you’re a 


genius,” she said. 


Dan glared at her. “Did Ian drug you?” 
“Look,” she said, gesturing over the area. “What do you see?” 
“Trees. Rocks. Deer poop.” Dan shrugged. 


“The rock outcropping. What does it look like?” Amy pressed 


on. 
“Kind of a zigzag?” Ian spoke up. 


Suddenly Dan looked as if he’d given himself a wed-gie. “It’s a 


W!” he cried out. “Amy, you found our W!” 


Alistair smiled. “Excellent. X marks the spot on the map — and 


the spot is a W-shaped rock formation.” 


Amy took the overlay and began running down the rock ridge. 
As she got to the edge of the outcropping, she began ripping vines 


and brush away from the bottom. 


“Spread out,” Ian commanded. “Look for a cave. A hidden 


entrance.” 


The others began poking and tearing, examining the rock. 


“Took!” Natalie cried out. 


Amy ran to her side. She had pulled away a thick bush from 
the rock wall to reveal a carving of a man. He had a thin, 
monkeylike face with piercing eyes and a slit for a mouth. 


“Eww,” she said. 

“The Bald Rat,” Alistair said with awe, running his fingers over 
the relief. “This is an image of Hideyoshi, in the Japanese style of 
the period.” 

“Brilliant,” Ian said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. 

“How do we get in?” Dan demanded, his face still buried in the 


map. “Maybe you’ve noticed—this big old W is made of solid 


rock. There’s got to be some instructions here....” 


Amy and the others crowded around Dan. He pointed to the 
bottom of the overlay. “The letters at the end. Toota. What do 


YOTA 


“Hideyoshi’s father was Thomas Cahill — perhaps he taught his 


they mean?” 


son English,” Alistair said. 

“Its Toyota!” Amy said. “The letters. They spell Toyota without 
the Y.” 

“Great, Amy,” Dan said. “Our third clue is a buried Sienna 
minivan.” 

“I believe she is suggesting that the parchment may be a fake,” 
Ian said. 

“Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Kabra,” Dan said, looking closely at 
the parchment. “But it isn’t a fake. Not at all.” 

He placed the map gently on the ground and pulled a small 
Swiss Army knife from his pocket. Then, with quick strokes, he 


began tearing the parchment to shreds. 
“Dan!” Alistair cried out. 
Amy felt her heart stop. “What are you doing?” 


Dan had the small pocket scissors out now. In a moment, he 
had carved out all the letters precisely. Handling the thin, fragile 
cutouts carefully, he arranged them — the big A inside the big O; 


the two smaller Ts beside each other, upside down within the A; 


and finally the smaller O in the center: 





“It’s the symbol for the philosopher’s stone,” Amy said, 


astonished. 


Dan nodded. “‘And by the elements united is entrance granted 


.. I just united the elements.” 


He was beaming at Amy now. And she knew exactly what was 


on Dan’s mind. 


Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out the coin Ian had given 
her. On it was the same symbol — the philosopher’s stone. “Now, 
let’s give that Rat something to eat,” she said. 

Cautiously, she stuck the coin into the slitted mouth of 
Hideyoshi. 


And the ground began to rumble. 


CHARTER 


GGRRROOCCCCE ... 

Ian’s knees buckled. The rock outcropping shook the ground, 
sending a spew of grayish dust that quickly billowed around 
them. 

Shielding his eyes, he spotted Amy standing by the figurine, 
which was now moving toward her. She was in shock, her 
backpack on the ground by her feet. 

“Get back!” he shouted. 

Ian pulled Amy away and threw her to the ground, landing on 
top of her. Gravel showered over his back, embedding into his 
hair and landing on the ground like a burst of applause. 

His second thought was that the shirt would be ruined. And 
this was the shock of it — that his first thought had not been 
about the shirt. Or the coin. Or himself. 

It had been about her. 


But that was not part of the plan. She existed for a purpose. She 


was a tactic, a stepping stone. She was ... 
“Lovely,” he said. 


Amy was staring up at him, petrified, her eyelashes flecked 


with dust. Ian took her hand, which was knotted into a fist. “Y-y- 


you don’t have to do that,” she whispered. 
“Do what?” Ian asked. 


“Be sarcastic. Say things like ‘lovely.’ You saved my life. Th- 
thank you.” 

“My duty,” he replied. He lowered his head and allowed his 
lips to brush hers. Just a bit. 

The air was slowly clearing, and the noise had stopped. Ian sat 
up, letting go of Amy’s hand. The carving now jutted diagonally 
outward a few inches from the rock. Where it had been was now 
a rectangular opening. 


A rotten, acrid smell blasted from within. 


Alistair was the first to stand, dusting off his carefully pressed 


hiking pants. “Hideyoshi’s hiding place ...” he said in awe. 


Dan and Natalie were right beside him, coughing and shaking 
off the dust. Dan recoiled as he tried to peek inside. “Dang, 


someone forgot to flush.” 


Alistair had found Amy’s backpack and was pulling out two 


battery-operated collapsible Coleman lanterns. 


Ian helped Amy to her feet. “Do you have the coin?” he asked 


gently. “We may need it later, to close up the entrance.” 


“Po-pock—” Amy tapped her pocket. “I put it in there when the 


thing s-started to open....” 
Alistair handed her a lantern. “You and I will lead, Amy.” 


As she walked on shaky legs into the cavern, Natalie glared at 


Ian. He winked at her and walked inside. 


Oh, she of little faith. 


Focus. 

All Amy could feel was her lips. 

The bluish fluorescent lantern light danced off the crags of a 
domed cavern, the ammonia smell of animal droppings invaded 
her nostrils. They were in a cave that most likely hadn’t been 
seen by a human being in half an eon, and her shoes were 
squishing into a carpet of something she’d rather not see. And all 
she could feel was the tingle in her lips. 

Everything was happening at once. The coin, the hiding place, 
the ... 


The what? What exactly had just happened? 

Ian was walking beside her quietly. She was supposed to hate 
him. She had hated him. But for the life of her, she could no 
longer remember why. Despite the surroundings, she felt alert, 
alive, and unbelievably happy. 

“Thank you,” she said quietly. 

“For what?” Ian asked. 

“For giving me that coin back in the alleyway in Tokyo,” she 
said. “If you hadn’t done that, this whole thing might not have 
happened.” 


Ian nodded. “It was one of the Kabra family’s most cherished 
possessions. There were rumors it was the key to a Tomas clue, 
but my parents didn’t believe it. I had to steal it from them.” He 


shuddered. “I will not like to face my father once he’s found out.” 
Amy reached into her pocket and handed him the coin. 
“I — I couldn’t,” Ian said. “I promised.” 


“We don’t need it anymore,” Amy said. 


“Thank you.” Ian took the coin and put it in his pocket. But his 
eyes were focused upward. “Amy? Do you see something moving 


up there?” 


Amy swung her lantern upward, into a shadow that flitted and 


danced — and then broke away in a shrieking cloud. 


“DUCK!” Dan cried out as a liquid mass of flying bats chittered 
overhead. They screamed and flapped, their wingtips flicking 
Amy’s hair like rain as she cowered. Then, like smoke through a 


chimney flue, they exited through the narrow entrance. 
“Are you all right?” Ian asked. 


Amy nodded. “I hate bats.” She sat up, swinging her lantern 


around, allowing the arc to include his face. 
Just to see it. 


And that was when Dan yelled again. 


“Amy, shine that thing over here!” 


It was the coolest thing he had ever seen. Cooler than the 
lifetime supply of Wii games he’d almost won in his sixth-grade 
raffle. 


Now Alistair and Amy were both racing over, their lanterns 
illuminating a mammoth pile of objects stacked floor to ceiling. 
At the top, where the bats had been, a grove of stalactites hung 
down. They surrounded the pile like an upside-down picket fence 
holding it in place. 

They were swords — a tower of them, arranged neatly in a 


crisscross pattern. The hilts jutted out, some fancy and jeweled, 


others dented and dull. They looked like hands, reaching out as if 
daring someone to pull, which would probably upset the pile like 


a falling house of cards. 


“The Great Sword Hunt of 1588,” Alistair murmured. “This is 


where they were kept.” 


But Dan was moving past the swords, to the left. The cavern 
seemed to expand here, wider and deeper, with stacks that 
seemed to go on into the distance forever. Some of them looked 
like they’d been thrown there — crowns and helmets, armor, 
spears, shields, saddles, stirrups. Folded robes winked with inlaid 
jewels, statues stood covered with dust, and tightly rolled scrolls 
lay in boxy containers. But one area seemed separate from the 
others — a shrine, surrounding a strange triangular mirror that 


hung on the wall in an intricately carved frame. 


Around the mirror, huge chests had been stacked in neat piles. 
They were festooned with jewels and calligraphy, each fastened 


with a huge padlock. 


Dan grabbed one of the locks. It fell apart in his hands, rusted 
and brittle. As he opened the lid, the others peered in with him. 
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“As they say in the US provinces ...” said Natalie, her eyes 
widening, “bungee!” 


999 


“I believe it’s “bingo,” Alistair said. “By god, these must be the 
spoils of Hideyoshi — the plunder seized by his forces as they 


conquered Japan and moved through Korea.” 


Dan reached in, digging his hands into a trove of gold coins. 
Next to him, Amy opened another chest. “Plates, chopsticks, cups, 


bowls, platters — all solid gold!” 


“Buddhas!” Ian exclaimed, peering into a third chest. “A 


collection of miniature golden Buddhas.” 


“Hideyoshi worshipped gold,” Alistair said softly. “According to 
legend, he even ingested drops of liquid gold each night for its 


supposed magical properties....” 
“We're rich,” Ian said. “Again.” 
Dan smiled. 


And by the elements united is entrance granted, the highest to be 


revealed. 


“We’re more than rich,” he said, letting out a whoop of 


amazement. “We have discovered the next Cahill clue!” 


CHAPTERS 


Alistair did not mind growing old. He did mind being outsmarted 


by an eleven-year-old nephew. 
Gold. 


Of course the boy was right. Gold was the “highest element” of 
alchemy. The alchemical symbol — the “elements united” — was 
the key to entrance. No doubt this came from the mind of 
Hideyoshi. Being a son of Thomas Cahill, he would also be a 


student of alchemy! 


Alistair cursed himself inwardly. He should have detected it 
from the beginning. He could have saved all this trouble, all this 
danger. All this unnecessary risking of his nephew’s and niece’s 


lives. 
This was bound to happen. 
He was bound to discover a Clue he had already known. 


He tried to smile. To the Cahill children, this was all new. They 
had not been searching for a lifetime as he had. They were 
dancing now with the Kabras, doing dance moves they called hip- 


hop, which, when he attempted to join, made his hips hurt. 


He kept his eyes on the Kabra boy. Surely the Kabras knew this 


Clue also. The Lucians had been collecting Clues as long as the 


Ekats. Perhaps they were just better actors than he. 


“Brava!” Ian cried out, lifting Amy in the air. “I knew this 


cooperation between branches would pay off!” 


As he let her down, she allowed her face to brush gently 


against his. 


Alistair felt his blood go cold. The gambit with the Kabras had 
proved profitable. Without Ian’s coin, they could not have found 


this cavern. 
But this was not the sort of alliance he’d imagined. 


“I — suggest we leave now,” Alistair said. “Perhaps we can 


discuss what to do next over dinner.” 


“Not so fast,” Ian said. He was walking away from Amy now, 
intent on the mirror. “Correct me if I’m wrong. It seems to me 
that whenever you find a clue, you seem to find a lead to the next 
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one. 

“Right, Euro-boy,” Dan said. “But don’t tax your brain. Pm 
betting the next clue is not rock dust.” 

Ian was eyeing the mirror now. “What do you suppose these 
letters mean?” 

Alistair joined him, shining a light on the triangular mirror 


frame. Along two sides ran a strange set of symbols. 





“Greek to me,” Natalie said. 


1? 


“Guys, I know those letters!” Dan exclaimed. “From the 
inscription we found on the sword in Venice. Remember, Uncle 
Alistair, when we were looking at those tattoos? I told you there 


were some letters missing. Here they are!” 


“I don’t think this is any one tongue,” Alistair said, running the 
letters through his knowledge of thirteen languages. “Perhaps 
some kind of secret message?” 

Natalie began brushing her hair in the mirror with a gold- 
handled brush. “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the richest and 
smartest and hottest and—” 

“That’s it, Natalie!” Dan said. 


Natalie blushed. “Thank you, I amaze myself sometimes....” 


“No! Words on a mirror ... mirror writing!” Dan quickly pulled 


out a mechanical pencil and his paperback copy of Classic All- 


Time Movie Comedies. Ripping out a blank sheet in back, he 
turned the book sideways for support and began copying the 


letters onto the sheet. Then he held them in the mirror. 
It was still nonsense. 


Amy cocked her head. “The letters are symmetrical,” she said. 
“The top of each one is a mirror reflection of the bottom. Maybe 
each letter is a mirrored half letter. So if you could see the half 


letter alone, you’d know what it was?” 


“That is the stupidest, most far-fetched thing I’ve ever heard,” 


Dan said. 


Amy grabbed the paper and began erasing half of each latter: 


ANnlSTNaA”|] 


Slowly, she began filling in each letter: 


ahstkael 


“Ahstkael ...” Amy said. “Isn’t that a health food chain in 


Sweden?” 

“Our next clue is in Sweden?” Natalie said eagerly. “I do need a 
new fur.” 

Dan tapped his chin. “Um, dudes, these are English? Shouldn’t 
we be trying to make Japanese letters? Or Korean?” 


“Hideyoshi was the son of Thomas Cahill,” Alistair said. “It 


stands to reason that English was spoken in the home. Hideyoshi 


would have been fluent. And because the East had not yet opened 
to the West, words using English letters would have been an 


unbreakable code.” 


Dan was scribbling furiously again. He began arranging the 


letters crazily, in all different combinations. 


ALT SHAKE 
THE SKALA 
SHEA TALK 
LAST HAKE 
LAKE TASH 


“Lake Tash! Is that it?” Natalie shouted. 


Dan nodded. “Lake Tash ...” he said under his breath. “That’s 
Kyrgyzstan ...” 


“Our next clue is in Kyrgyzstan?” Natalie said. 


“Brilliant,” Ian said with a smile. “Well, it was nice to work 
with you. This time, Pm afraid we will have a distinct 


advantage.” 
“But — but—” Amy sputtered. 


Alistair watched his niece’s expression drop. She would push 
for the alliance to continue — which would be disastrous. “I will 
arrange for transportation back into Seoul immediately,” he 
quickly said, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket. “There, we 
will—” 

“Oh, you won’t get any reception in here,” Ian said, stepping 


toward the entrance with his sister close behind. 


At the cave opening, Natalie grinned, hands in pockets. “In 
fact, I wouldn’t expect much reception for another, oh, five 


hundred years.” 


When she pulled out her right hand, she was holding a 


tranquilizer dart gun. 


Alistair scrambled to step in front of his niece and nephew, but 


Amy pushed him aside. “Natalie ...?” she said. 


“Guys, this isn’t funny,” Dan said. He stepped toward them, but 


Natalie pointed the gun at his face. 
“Dan!” Amy screamed, pulling him back. 


Ian glanced at Amy. For a moment, she thought she saw a 
flicker of—something. Doubt? Some kind of indication this was 
all a big, sadistic joke? Then the look seemed to vanish as quickly 
as it came. He looked down and pulled the philosopher-stone coin 
from his pocket. “Oh, by the way, thanks for this.” 

“How did he get that?” Dan blurted, glaring at his sister. 

“T-I-” Amy couldn’t get the words out. “He—” 

“Family heirloom,” Ian said. He backed through the opening 
now, inserting the coin into the mouth of the Bald Rat. “Don’t 
worry. When we win the Cahill challenge, when we amass power 
that is rightfully ours, maybe we’ll come back and pay you a visit. 
If you’re still able to receive us. Meanwhile, my friends, I 
recommend you conserve your batteries. And your oxygen.” 


The cave shook. Slowly, the door swung back. 


The last thing Alistair saw before the entrance thumped shut 


was the retreating muzzle of Natalie Kabra’s dart gun. 


CHAPTER G 


Idiot. 

Moron. 

Fool. 

Amy stared at the door, at the absence of light where Ian Kabra 
had been standing. 

It had all been one big joke. He had wrapped her around his 
fingers and then yanked her inside out. 

How could it have happened? How could anyone do that? 

Tears made rivulets down her cheeks and fell to the ground, 
tapping lightly like the flap of moth wings. 

Behind her, Alistair and Dan were ignoring her, discussing 
strategies, trying to figure out how to escape. How to prevent 
themselves from dying. 

Too late, Amy thought. She already knew what that felt like. 

Slowly, their voices filtered into her brain. 

“I am going to search for another exit,” Alistair was saying. 
“Amy, you and Dan look for any weakness in the rock wall. If 


bats live here, there must be some source of air, some kind of 
hole.” 


Amy nodded numbly. 


As Alistair’s footsteps receded, Dan squatted next to her. “Hey. 


I want to strangle him, too.” 


“It was my fault,” she said. “I-I believed him. I played right into 
his trap....” 


Dan helped her to her feet and swung the light around, 
examining every square inch of the wall. The place was pitch- 
dark, and after a few minutes, Amy already felt like she was 


growing short of breath. 


Alistair’s voice echoed toward them from the distance. “No 
other exits. I just checked the whole W. It goes on much longer 
than I'd thought. We are totally sealed.” 

A tomb, Amy thought. He buried us alive. 

She felt a hand on her shoulder. “I am so sorry, my darling 
niece,” Alistair said gently. “Had I seen you were falling for the 
boy, I would have done something. It passed over my head, and it 
should not have.” 

Amy sighed. “How could I have let him trick me? How could I 
think that anyone would actually feel ...” 

The words got stuck in the back of her parched mouth. 

“I know this will not make anything better,” Alistair said, “but 
you must believe me when I say I know how it feels to be 
betrayed.” 

Amy glanced up into Alistair’s barely discernible face. 
“Really?” 

Alistair looked as if he were going to say something, then 


changed his mind. “Think only of this, Amy: Your parents loved 


you. It was in their eyes, even when you weren’t around. You 


must think of them, and they will be there for you.” 
“Did you — know them?” Amy asked. 


“AGGH! Gross!” Dan shouted from another part of the cave. “I 
think I stepped on a bat! Can you guys continue the conversation 
at a later time — if there is one? If we don’t all die and become a 


banquet for bats?” 
Alistair raced away, leaving Amy with a mouthful of questions. 


“Dan, you must never, ever give in,” Alistair said 
encouragingly. “A problem is merely a solution waiting to be 
found. We will make it out of here — and I predict we will beat 
the Kabras to Lake Tash—” 


“Dude, we’re not going to Lake Tash,” Dan said. “I made that 
up. 


Now Alistair was staring at him. “But — the anagram—” Amy 
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said. 

Dan sighed, shining his lantern on the sheet where he’d 
unscrambled the words. “I saw the real answer right away, but I 
didn’t trust them. I threw something out to test them. The real 


answer is, like, a no-brainer—” 


He began scribbling another word on the sheet, but Amy was 
looking past him, at the odd reflections of lantern light in the 


mirror. 


“Wait!” she blurted out. “The mirror—who ever heard of a 
triangular mirror?” 
“Uh, a triangular mirror designer?” Dan said. 


“Or an alchemist!” Amy said. “Think, Dan. Alchemy is all about 


symbols. The planets, the elements, everything had its own funny 
shape!” 

“So what was the triangle?” Dan asked. 

Amy tried to picture the image on the page. “Air? Gold?” 


“Wait ... wait ... I can see it ...” Dan said. “Water! That’s it. 
Wait. No. With the point down, it represents water ... but with 
the point up, it’s fire!” 

Dan swung the lantern back in the direction of the mirror now, 
raising it high above his head. 

Just above the mirror, beyond his reach, Amy noticed several 
greasy-looking, stringy objects. Her stomach turned. They looked 
like rat tails. “Are they ... alive?” 

Suddenly, Dan glanced toward the ground. He crouched now, 
scraping something with his fingers. “Charcoal,” he said. “It must 
be leaking from above.” 

Alistair looked up. “What’s up there?” 

Choking back nausea, Amy forced herself to follow his glance. 
To her relief, the hanging tails were way too long to be what she 
thought they were. They seemed to be just strings, leading into a 
big crack in the rock. 

And she became aware of a very particular smell. “Oh, my god 


...” she said. “Guys, what do you smell right now?” 
“Bat turds,” Dan said. 
“Rotten eggs,” Alistair volunteered. 
“And that rotten-egg smell,” Amy said, “is caused by—?” 


“Chickens?” Dan said. 


“Sulphur!” Amy said. 


Dan smiled. “Oh, right — I learned that in chem lab last year! I 
snuck this test tube into Mandy Ripkin’s lunch box? With this, 


like, really loose cork? So when she opened it—” 


“Charcoal ... sulphur,” Amy said, wracking her brain for 
something she’d read in science class. “They go together with 


some other ingredient to make ... what is it ...?” 
“Smelly barbecues?” Dan asked. 


Amy suddenly remembered. “Not barbecues, you cheesehead,” 


she said, glancing up into the stringy void. “Gunpowder.” 
“Uh, you think there’s gunpowder up there?” Dan said. 


“Gunpowder indeed existed in the sixteenth century,” Alistair 
said. “It was developed in China hundreds of years earlier and 


spread throughout the East.” 


“Dan, I think these strings are there for a reason,” Amy said. 


“They’re fuses!” 


“Brilliant, my girl—you are a genius!” Alistair said. “So the 
mirror has two functions. It points upward, directing our gaze, 
and it is the symbol for fire. This is exactly like Hideyoshi — ever 
the wily warrior, he developed a failsafe escape for this hideout, 


in case of sabotage.” 


“Dan, do you still have the matches from the Thank You Very 
Much Hotel?” Amy asked. 


“You dummy, we can’t just blow this thing up!” Dan said. “We 


could die.” 


“Gunpowder is not dynamite,” Alistair said. “May I remind you, 


we are surrounded by a lot of schist.” 


“Watch your language,” Dan said. 


“Granite schist is extraordinarily dense,” Alistair continued. 
“Blasting through rock in modern times requires far more 
explosive power than can be provided by gunpowder. Any blast is 
likely to punch open only a small targeted area. In fact, it is 
entirely possible the blast will not be strong enough. We will be 
more than safe with schist.” 

Alistair was trying to sound reassuring, but Amy could hear the 
shakiness in his voice. She glanced at her brother. The lantern’s 
shadows on his face made him look like an old man. But even in 
the distortion of the dim light, she could read his mind. 

Do you believe him? his face said. 


I’m not so sure, she thought. 


Me neither. So we all get crushed instantly under tons of granite, he 


was thinking. 
Or ...? 
Dan looked away. 


Or die a slow, painful death from starvation, was what he didn’t 


want Amy to see. But she felt it. 
And the choice, to her, was clear. 


“T guess it’s the only chance we have to get out and do horrible 


things to Ian Kabra,” Dan said. 


Amy smiled, swallowing back a stab of fear that laced through 


her. “Go for it,” she said. 


Dan turned to Alistair. “You’re taller,” he said, handing him the 


matches. 


The old man struck a match and raised it. The flame licked the 


bottom of one of the strings, flared slightly, surrounded it, and 


then finally guttered out. 


“The fuses are old,” Alistair said, tossing the dead match to the 


ground. 


He opened the matchbook to reveal only three matches left. 
“What happened to the rest of them?” 


“Um ...” Dan said sheepishly. 


Amy winced, remembering all the matches he’d wasted on the 


plaza outside the hotel in Tokyo. 
Alistair took a deep breath. “All right, then. Pray.” 


He lifted another match. It too circled the bottom of the limp 


string. 


FffffFFFFT! 


“Woo-hoo!” Dan cried out, as Alistair lit another string, and 


another. The flames shot upward into the rock. 
“Move!” Alistair cried, grabbing Dan and Amy. 


They ran into the cavern, scuttling around the bottom corner of 
the W. 


Boom! 
Boom! BOOOOM! 
KKKRRRRO-O-O-OK! 


An explosion of rock showered down into the cavern, dinging 
against gold objects, smashing treasure chests. The mirror 


teetered, finally falling forward and shattering on the ground. 


Above them, light poured in through a small hole near the top 


of the rock wall. 


“We did it!” shouted Dan. 

All three ran to the spot, stumbling over rock, debris, and 
broken glass. 

CRRRRRACK! 

More rocks spat down from above. Amy and Alistair put their 
arms over their heads, skittering away. 

“The rock is cracking!” Dan called out, dragging a wooden box 
to just below the hole. “Come on!” 

Alistair climbed onto the box, reached down for Amy, and 
lifted her over his head. He was surprisingly strong. 

Amy stretched her hands upward, but her fingertips didn’t 
reach. 

“One ... two ... three ... alley-oop!” Alistair gave her a thrust 
upward. 

There. “Got it!” she shouted. 

Her fingers dug into a broken section of rock. As she pulled 


herself upward, Alistair put his palms against the soles of her 


shoes and pushed. 


“Hunhhh!” She gasped at the blast of fresh, oxygenated air. Her 
fingertips grasped hold of a root that had dug itself into the rock. 
She jammed her elbow into a section of rock and pulled herself 


clear. 
Into the sun. Into the glorious smell of grass and earth. 


Splaying herself securely on the surface, she reached her arm 


back down. “Grab on!” 


“Heave ... ho!” Alistair grunted from below. 


Amy clasped her fingers around her brother’s wrists and pulled. 
Dan was heavy, and she could only get his torso out — but that 


was enough. Dan let go and shimmied through the hole. 

Quickly, Amy leaned over and called down, “Uncle Alistair! 
Can you stack any more of those boxes? You'll need to get 
yourself higher!” 

“Tm trying!” he called back. 

RRRRRO-O-OMMM! 

The entire rock shook. A section of it just to Amy’s left 
collapsed downward. The rumbling seemed to be catching, 
following the line of a crack in the rock. 

“Uncle Alistair!” Dan shouted into the hole. “Are you all right?” 


Dan put his ear to the hole. Amy could hear Alistair saying 
something, but the noise of the rumbling drowned out the sound. 

Reaching down into the hole, Dan screamed, “Just grab on! 
Jump!” 

But there was no response. 

Now Dan and Amy were both shouting his name. But the hole, 
which was only a couple of feet wide, began to split. The entire 
rock beneath Dan and Amy was breaking. They hurtled forward, 
down the side of the rock, and finally tumbled to the ground. 

As the entire W imploded, left to right in a wave, Amy and Dan 
leaped away, landing on their knees and covering their heads. 

A massive cloud of rock dust billowed upward, blackening the 
sky. Amy and Dan stared, numb, at the jagged pile of rocks that 
remained. 


Finally, Amy felt the words exit her mouth as if they had a will 


of their own. “What did he say to you?” 
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“He said,” Dan whispered, “‘It’s not schist. 


CHARTE Rig 


When Amy ran away behind the tree, Dan knew she was 
vomiting. And it didn’t gross him out at all, because he was doing 


the same thing. 


Alistair had died — inches away from them. Right underneath. 
He had given them his trust, his money, his advice, his comfort. 
And finally, his life. 


It didn’t seem real. He should be behind a bush now, brushing 
himself off, strolling toward them, his pants somehow still crisply 
pressed. Well, that was an adventure. 

But all that Dan could see was dust. Dust and tourists and 
mounds of rubble and the flashing lights of police vehicles. 

And the feeling in the pit of his stomach that he had been 
through this before. That his whole life had been all about loss. 
That he had vowed never to get close to grown-ups, because it 
was so painful to lose them. 

And it had happened again. 

He was vaguely aware of his sister putting her arm around him. 
A cop was talking in accented English, but Dan couldn’t put 


together the meaning. 


“His name is ...” Amy was saying. “Was ... Alistair Oh.” 


“Age?” the cop said. 

The word “sixty-four” came out of Dan’s mouth. He didn’t 
know how he knew that, but it occurred to him that Alistair 
would never be sixty-five. That someday he, Dan, would be older 


than Alistair would ever be. 


“His clothing?” the policeman pressed, which seemed like a 


colossally stupid question under the circumstances. 


“Silk jacket ... really nice shirt,” Dan said. “Um, he always had 


these white gloves, too. And like a round-ish hat—” 
“Bo ...” Amy said. Her lip was quivering. “Bo ...” 
“Bowler,” Dan said quietly. 


The cop took notes, but Dan knew he couldn’t be treating this 
as a rescue operation. It was recovery. No one could have 


survived that collapse. 


As he walked away, murmuring a few words of sympathy, Amy 


stared out over the wreckage. “Dan ...?” she said. “Look ...” 


Off to the right, a small entourage had just arrived. They didn’t 
look like the other hikers and park visitors. Most of them were 
dressed in navy-blue suits with black sunglasses and black shoes, 
and their ears were plugged with headsets attached to squiggly 


cords. 


In the center was an elderly, thin man with an overcoat draped 
over his shoulders, a silk ascot tucked into an expensive-looking 
shirt, and a dark fedora tilted slightly to one side of his head. He 
moved with a lively step, using a walking stick that was 


encrusted with jewels. 


“That’s the guy ...” Dan said. “The one we saw in Tokyo, 


outside the subway.” 
“What’s he doing here?” Amy asked. 


Dan’s eyes widened at the sight of someone behind the old man 
— a person he and Amy were even more familiar with. He had 
been there at the fire that consumed Grace’s house. In Paris and 
Salzburg. He had never spoken a word, but somehow he was 


always there. 


Amy didn’t need to be shown. She saw him, too. “The Man in 


Black ...” she muttered, shrinking away. 


Keeping low to the ground, she and Dan skittered behind a 
bush. 


“Can you hear what the old man is saying to him?” Amy asked. 


Dan stood. He pulled his hood over his head and edged closer, 
making sure to stay among the ever-growing crowd of gawkers. 
They were yakking away, too, but as he neared the old man, Dan 
could see him exchanging bows with the cop who had just spoken 


to them. 


But the Man in Black didn’t seem interested in talking. He was 


walking slowly toward the collapsed rock, his back to Dan. 


The old man and the cop were talking now, and Dan could hear 
snatches of conversation, but it was all in Korean. They didn’t say 
much, and the old man seemed angry and impatient. Finally, 


after some more bows, the cop left. 


With a sharp gesture to his entourage, indicating they should 
stay put, the old man began striding alone toward the mysterious 


black-clad stranger. 


The two men stood silent, facing the rubble. Dan glanced back 


at Amy, who had a look of terror on her face, gesturing for him to 


come back. 
But the men were turned away, so he moved closer. 


When the old man spoke up, his words were clear. And in 


English. “My nephew was in there,” he said. 


The Man in Black moved his head, a slight shift of his mouth 
registering just a shadow of a reaction — what? Sympathy? 


Triumph? It was impossible to read. 


They seemed to be arguing about something, but Dan could not 


make out the words. 


Then the old man turned, walking briskly back to his cohort. 
He nodded to no one in particular, but they all fell in step beside 
him. Together, the whole posse walked away from the site in the 


direction of the park entrance. 


As Dan slipped back toward Amy, he could see the Man in 
Black approaching the ruins. As he walked through the rubble, he 
stopped and leaned down. He seemed to have found something — 
maybe one of Hideyoshi’s relics, Dan thought. Before long, when 
the rocks were cleared, everyone would know about the 
treasures. There would be looting, maybe, fights about who the 
stuff belonged to. All the usual things you saw in the news 


whenever lots of money was involved. 


But for now, the whole thing looked like a big pile of rock. And 
what the Man in Black was pulling up from the debris didn’t 
belong to Hideyoshi at all. 


When Dan saw what it was, a cry snarled in his throat. 


It was a bowler hat, crushed and misshapen. 


“Oh, my god, you guys, I thought you were dead!” Nellie 


screamed. “I heard about what happened. You look terrible!” 


Nellie raced toward Amy and Dan, clutching Saladin, as they 
trudged into the parking lot of Pukhansan National Park. She and 


Mr. Chung were being interviewed by the police. 


Amy’s heart went out to Mr. Chung. He was not looking well at 
all. 


Nellie gave Dan and Amy an enthusiastic one-armed hug, 


squeezing the Mau, who let out a muffled “Mrrp” of complaint. 


Amy ran her fingers distractedly through Saladin’s silver hair. 


“We escaped. It’s a long story, but Alistair ...” 
Her voice drifted off. Behind her, Dan wiped away a tear. 


“Yeah, I heard,” Nellie said. She put a sympathetic hand on 


Dan’s shoulder. “Come on, dude, let’s go back.” 


On the ride to Uncle Alistair’s house, Amy told Nellie what had 
happened, right down to the sight of the bowler hat. Nellie 
nodded, listening, and then they both fell quiet for the rest of the 
trip. Dan kept forming things to say, but they all sounded so 
stupid. He was a great man. He really cared about the Cahill family. 


We'll miss him. 

He realized he didn’t really know Uncle Alistair. The old man 
knew a thousand times more about them than they did about 
him. He had betrayed them, but in the end he’d saved their lives. 

At Alistair’s house, birds were chirping in the dogwoods and 


fluffy white clouds dotted the horizon. It seemed as if nothing 


had happened. Harold, Alistair’s butler, met them at the door, his 


face drawn and griefstricken. “I’m so sorry,” Amy said. 


Dan, Amy, and Nellie removed their shoes and trudged wearily 
to the kitchen, where Harold had prepared sandwiches. As Nellie 
ate, Dan pushed his aside. He reached into his pocket and pulled 
out a wrinkled sheet of paper and a large gold doubloon. “This 


coin was the last thing he gave me ...” 
“What’s on the paper?” Amy asked. 


Dan smoothed out the sheet on which he had decoded the last 


ALT SHAKE 
THE SKALA 
SHEA TALK 
LAST HAKE 
LAKE TASH 


ALKAHEST 


“That was it?” Amy asked. “Alkahest was the clue instead of 
Lake Tash?” 


Dan nodded. “Yeah. The word for philosopher’s stone.” 


“Its an alchemy word,” Amy said. “How can it be a clue if it 


doesn’t really exist?” 


Dan shrugged, flipping the doubloon in the air. “How should I 


know? Hideyoshi was an alchemy geek.” 


The coin came down in his palm, revealing an Egyptian 


goddess and some cryptic writing. 
Amy’s eyes widened. “Wait! Oh, my god! Give me that pen!” 


She grabbed the pen from Dan and scribbled one word on the 


paper, below his column: 


ALK SAKHET 


“What’s that?” Nellie asked. 

Amy was nearly leaping across the table at Dan. “We did a unit 
on Egypt last year! ‘Al’ means ‘of.’ ‘Sakhet’ is an ancient Egyptian 
goddess.” 

Nellie cocked her head. “Serious?” 

“The mirror’s message ...” Dan said under his breath. He had to 
admit, for a dork she could be pretty smart. “Hideyoshi was 
pointing to the next clue....” 

“Nellie,” Amy blurted, “do we have enough cash to go to 
Egypt?” 

“Hey, the Kabras may have dumped you, but they never came 
back to collect the money they gave me,” Nellie said. “I say, let’s 
saddle up that camel and ride!” 


The room fell into an awkward silence. 


Dan shrugged. “It’s ... hard to think about doing this. After 
what just happened and all....” 


“We don’t have to think about it now,” Nellie said. “Look, if 
youre not hungry, at least go take a shower. You smell like rotten 
eggs. Both of you. Dan, you can use Alistair’s and Amy can use 


the one in the guest bathroom.” 


Dan had to admit that sounded like a good idea. He picked up 
his napkin and walked into Alistair’s bedroom. 

Egypt could wait. For a little while. 

It smelled nice in there, an Alistair-old-manish kind of smell, 
cologne-y with the scent of fresh laundry. Everything was neat, 
which was no surprise — the photos lined up on the dresser, the 
stack of hardcover books on the bedside table, the pillows angled 
just so — with just a few casual touches, like a pair of gloves 
thrown on the far side of the bed ... 

A pair of filthy white gloves. 

Dan detoured away from the bathroom and lifted the gloves. 
They were caked with dirt and grass and something else.... 

Charcoal. 

“Amy ...2” Dan called. “AMY, COME IN HERE!” 

A cry of happiness welled up but stopped in his throat, as his 
joy was knocked aside by a realization that made him see black. 

Somehow Uncle Alistair was alive. 


And he had ditched them again. 


The old man shut the door of his office and sank into his leather 
chair. He swung around toward the window, propping his feet on 
a ledge. They hurt more than usual today. At his age, he disliked 


long walks. 


From below, the muffled sound of traffic wafted upward, the 
frustrated shouts of motorists, the frenzied calls of sidewalk 
vendors. A constant reminder of life’s true desperate meaning — 
speed, desire, possession. He was tired of it all. But it wouldn’t be 
long now. The proper path was finally clear. 

He flicked on his music system. Richard Strauss’s Death and 
Transfiguration. Oddly appropriate, after what happened today. 

A stressful day. What was necessary was not always pleasant. 


Ah, well. First the death. Now the transfiguration. 


He pressed a button on his intercom. “Eun-hee, please contact 


Mr. McIntyre for me. I have some news for him.” 


He waited a few seconds but received no response. Strange. 
Eun-hee had been there when he walked in a few moments ago. 


She never left her desk in the outer chamber. 
“Eun-hee ...?” he tried again. 


The intercom crackled to life. But the reply was not at all what 


he expected. 

“Hello, Uncle,” said a deep, silken voice that sent a knife of fear 
down his spine. “I trust your trip to the park was pleasant?” 

Bae Oh’s bony finger began to shake. “Who ... who is this?” 

“Why, it’s your heir,” the voice returned. “What, did I spoil 
your day? And what a lovely day it was indeed, seeing me die 
and thus realizing you were spared the trouble of doing the job 
yourself.” 

“But ...” Bae Oh sputtered. “How could you have survived ...?” 

“A lot of people are wondering this. But I guarantee that when 
Pm through with you, they won’t be asking the same question.” 


Bae Oh may have been in his ninth decade, but his reflexes 
were still unmatched. He leaped from his chair and opened the 


door to the outer chamber. 
The room was empty. 


The distant sound of footsteps on the outer carpet resounded, 


then stopped. He was gone. 
Bae Oh’s knees crumpled. He propped himself on the edge of 
the desk, feeling his heartbeat race, as behind him, the music 


swelled. 





The Hunt Is On 


The race for the 39 Clues continues with more dangerous 
missions, top secret break-ins, and treacherous double-crossings. 
Stay one step ahead of the competition by following Amy and 


Dan’s next adventure. 


Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just make sure none of your 


enemies are watching ...) 


CHABIERI 


If Amy Cahill had to list what was wrong with eleven-year-old 


brothers, their habit of disappearing would be numero uno. 
Or maybe the fact that they existed in the first place. 
And then there was the whole burping the alphabet thing.... 


Amy stood in the middle of the Khan el-Khalili market in Cairo, 
her head swiveling frantically, trying to find her brother, Dan. 
The blur of jet lag was interfering with normal brain function. 
Dan had just been at her side a moment ago. Then she turned for 
two seconds to buy a Nefertiti pencil, and when she turned back, 


Dan was gone. 


The air was thick with heat and music and the calls of 
shopkeepers. Bright banners waved overhead. Tourists weaved 
through the streets, wearing their backpacks on their chests to 
safeguard against pickpockets and stopping to take pictures every 
few minutes. A woman in a head scarf dodged a row of turquoise 
chairs to follow after her two boys. A man with a crate full of 
oranges balanced them on his head with one hand. A tourist in a 
baseball cap and a T-shirt proclaiming 1 want my mummy strolled past 


Amy, her camera held up in front of her face. 


Amy felt the heat like waves against her skin. She hoped she 


wouldn’t faint. Colors swarmed, faces dissolved, unfamiliar noises 


pounded against her ears. She had never liked crowds, and Cairo 


seemed like the city that had invented them. 


She turned, her hand on her waist pack. Their au pair, Nellie 
Gomez, was just down the alley, bargaining over spices. Amy 


could just catch a glimpse of her crazy half-blond, half-black hair. 


Less than an hour ago, they’d been in a taxi, riding into Cairo 
from the airport. Then when the cabdriver had casually pointed 
out the window and said, “The Khan market starts here, very 
good place,” Nellie had suddenly yelled, “Stop!” Before they 
knew what was happening, they’d landed in the market with 
luggage and cat carrier. Saladin had meowed furiously when 
Nellie promised, “Just ten minutes, that’s all I need, and then 
we'll go straight to the hotel.... Cool! Cardamom pods!” For 
Nellie, every new city was just another opportunity for weird 
food. 


Finally, Amy spotted Dan through the crowd. He was pressed 
against a shop window crowded with souvenirs. She had a feeling 
he was captivated by the King Tutankhamen pencil sharpener, 


but it could have been the flashlight in the shape of a mummy. 


As she crossed the alley, Dan kept appearing and disappearing 
through the meandering crowd. The hot sun was blinding. She 


hoped that air-conditioning was in her future. 


The tourist in the 1 want my mummy T-shirt drifted closer to Dan. 
She pushed her white sunglasses down her nose. Some small 
alarm chimed inside Amy. A man in a straw hat blocked her 


view, and she dodged to one side. 


The tourist bent her index finger back at the first joint, as if she 


had a cramp. The hot sun glinted on something protruding from 


her nail. 


“Dan!” Amy screamed. The music and the calls of the 
shopkeepers — Five dollars, five dollars! — drowned her out. She 
darted past a man balancing a dozen neon-colored soccer balls in 


a net. 


The hypodermic needle protruded out of the tourist’s clawlike 


finger. Dan leaned closer to the window.... 


“Dan!” She screamed the name. In her head. But it came out 


like a strangled croak. 


Amy threw herself forward. At the very last second, she flung 
out her hand. The needle jammed into the Nefertiti pencil and 


stuck. 


For one swift second, all Amy could do was stare down at the 
glint of sunlight on metal. In slow motion, a drop of something 
lethal fell from the tip and hit the dust. 


Amy looked into the face of Irina Spasky. Former KGB agent. 
Spy. Cousin. 

Irina’s left eye twitched. “Blin!” She twisted her hand, but the 
needle remained stuck in the pencil. 

The shopkeeper hurried over. “Beautiful lady, it is stuck on 
you. Here, I have more pencils for you!” 

Irina turned on him fiercely. “I don’t want your fancy pencils, 
shopkeeper of things!” 

Amy and Dan didn’t wait another second. Dan moved like a 


midfielder through the crowd, and Amy followed in his wake. 


Legs pumping, they ran until their lungs burned, dashing 


through the maze of twisting alleys. Finally they stopped, bent 


over at the waist, and tried to catch their breath. When they 
looked up, Amy realized they were lost. Badly, stupidly, 


irredeemably lost. 


“Nellie will be looking for us,” Amy said. She flipped open her 


cell phone. “No signal. We’ll have to find our way back.” 


“And hope we don’t bump into Comrade Irina,” Dan said. “I 


can skip the family reunion.” 


By now they were used to meeting family members with 
mayhem on their minds. Just weeks ago they’d had a hard time 
coping with the fact of their grandmother’s death. After their 
parents died, Grace had been the most important person in Amy 
and Dan’s life. Even though they didn’t live with her, they spent 
weekends at her mansion outside of Boston, and she always took 
them for trips during the school year and in the summers. Grace’s 


death from cancer knocked them off their feet. 
But that had been only the first of many shocks to come. 


Grace had invited the four branches of the Cahill family to the 
reading of her will. Appearing on a video, she’d offered them a 
choice. Take a million dollars and walk away or join in a chase 
for 39 Clues and become the most powerful person in the world. 
Even though the million had seemed like one sweet deal, Amy 
and Dan hadn’t really hesitated. They knew Grace would want 
them to accept the challenge. For Grace, there was no such thing 


as the easy way out. 


The decision had been easy. It was the living up to it that was 
hard. In her old life, Amy had thought playing to win was 
Courtney Catowski spiking a volleyball on her head. Now she 


knew what competition was really about. Relatives like Irina 


played for keeps. She’d drug them, kidnap them, even kill them if 
she had to. 


They started to walk. Amy felt as though they were going in 
circles. Like in a dream, where you run and run and get nowhere. 
Yesterday she’d been in Seoul, Korea. Before that, Tokyo and 
Venice. Vienna and Salzburg, Austria. Paris. Philadelphia. She’d 


even touched down on a private airfield in Russia. 
She’d never had so many secrets before. 
She’d never imagined she could be so afraid. 
She’d never imagined she could be so brave. 


Just a few days ago in Seoul they’d nearly been buried alive. 
Left for dead by people she trusted. Natalie and Ian Kabra ... she 
wouldn’t think about him. Wouldn’t think about how he held her 
hand and told her that together they could form a great alliance. 
The alliance lasted a couple of hours, until he saw the 


opportunity to leave her for dead. 
Wouldn’t. Think. About. Ian. 


Then they discovered that the only family member they almost- 
trusted, their uncle Alistair Oh, had double-crossed them as well. 


Pretended to be dead when he was clearly very much alive. 


What had sent them hurtling through international air space to 
Cairo was a hint, no more than that. But they were used to 
grabbing on to hints and riding them for all they were worth. A 
pyramid shape and a word. Sakhet. The Egyptian goddess with 
the lion’s head. Amy had bought several books before they left 
Korea and researched the goddess, but she still didn’t know why 


they were sent here ... or what, exactly, they were looking for. 


Amy felt sweat trickle in rivers underneath her T-shirt. The 
temperature was over ninety. Her hair was sticking to the back of 
her neck. She thought of Ian, who no matter what the 


circumstances always looked so cool. 
Wouldn’t. Think. About. Ian. 


The noise pressed against her ears, an exotic, whirling 
cacophony of horns honking, vendors shouting, cell phones 


ringing, and someone yelling over it all, “Move it, lame-o!” 
Oh. That voice was not so exotic. It was Dan. 
“Russian spy at two o’clock and gaining!” he hissed. 


Irina hadn’t seen them yet. She was too busy looking for them. 


She prowled along the opposite side, peering into shop windows. 


Amy pulled Dan into a café. Men sat at tables, drinking tea and 
having murmured conversations or reading newspapers. Tourists 
sat with their guidebooks over glasses of juice. As Amy squeezed 
past, her bulging backpack slammed against a burly gentleman 


sitting with a glass of mint tea. The tea spilled on his white suit. 


Every eye in the café turned to Amy. The clackety-clack of a 
backgammon game stopped. She felt her face turn bright red. She 
hated being the center of attention at any time, and especially 


when she’d done something clumsy. 

“S-s-sorry!” Amy stammered. Her stutter came out when she 
was nervous, and she hated it. She tried to mop up the mess. 

“It’s fine, young lady, do not worry.” The man smiled kindly at 
her and waved to the waiter. “It is just tea.” 


On the walls, heavy antique mirrors reflected the scene. Amy 


saw her own red face, her fluttering hands, the eyes of the 


patrons ... and the door opening. Even the tourist attire and 
white plastic sunglasses couldn’t disguise the way Irina soldier- 
marched into the café, as if she were inspecting everyone in it for 


demerits. 


And in exactly three seconds, her gaze would land on them. 


CHARTER 


The fat man stood up, giving them cover for an instant. Dan 
grabbed the chance. He dodged behind a thick curtain, pulling 
Amy after him. 


They found themselves in a short hallway that led to a side 


door. They dashed outside. 


Now they were in an even smaller alley that snaked behind the 
shops. They knew Irina would be out there in a matter of seconds. 
They dodged a cart piled high with crates and a surprised man 
sleeping in the sun. Seeing a back door to a shop, they ran 
through it into a storeroom. It was dark and dusty, and Dan 


started to wheeze. 
“Use your inhaler,” Amy said. 


“It’s ... in ... Nellie’s ... carry-on,” Dan got out. He hated this 
feeling. As though someone were squeezing his lungs. It 


happened at the worst times. 
“Good place for it. Come on.” 


Amy quickly led Dan out of the dusty storeroom and into the 
store. It was bright and airy, with spangled belly dancing 


costumes hanging from the ceiling. 


“Welcome! You are looking for lovely costume? I’ll give you a 


deal!” 
“Not my color! But thanks!” Dan called as he ran out. 


Down another twisting street, then another. Finally, Amy 


ordered a halt. 
“We lost her.” 
“For now.” Dan grabbed her elbow. “Amy, look.” 
Only a few feet away, they saw a sign: saKHET 


In the dramatically red-curtained window, a statue stood alone. 


Blue stone, with a lion’s head, standing tall and proud. 


Amy and Dan looked at each other. Without a word, they 
pushed into the shop. 


They made a beeline for the Sakhet statue. It was obviously 
very old. The surface was worn and one of the lion’s ears had 


cracked off. 


The shop owner hurried forward, a thin, eager man in black 
pants and a white shirt. “You are interested? She is beautiful. 
Authentic, not a replica. Once owned by Napoleon,” the man 


went on. “You have an excellent eye.” 


“Napoleon? Isn’t that an Italian pastry?” Dan asked. “Sort of 
gooey inside?” 

Amy rolled her eyes. “You’re the one with goo — for brains. 
Napoleon was the French emperor. Remember, he conquered the 
world? We saw a picture of him in the Lucian stronghold back in 
Paris? He’s a Cahill. One of our ancestors.” 

The Lucian branch of the Cahill family had a strategic sense 


that was amazing. Of course, their powers had dwindled down to 


the petty, nasty deeds of Ian and Natalie Kabra and the crazy 


Russian Irina Spasky. 


“If he’d picked out this Sakhet, it could be important,” Dan 


said. 
“It can’t be this easy,” Amy said. 


“Why not, when everything else has been so hard?” Dan 


pointed out. 


The shopkeeper raised his voice, trying to get them back again. 
“I see you are fascinated. Yes, Napoleon owned many treasures. 
Some went back to France, some stayed here.” He put his hand 
on the statue and caressed it. “Are your parents with you? [ll 


give you the best price. I have the premier shop in Cairo.” 


“No, thanks,” Dan said. Back home, he was a collector. He 
knew the best way to bargain was to pretend you didn’t care. 
“Come on, Amy. Let’s keep looking. Why would Napoleon have 
stuff in Egypt, anyway?” 

“Napoleon invaded Egypt in 1798,” Amy said. 

“Ah, the young lady knows her history. I would be so proud if 


this statue came into her brilliant hands. Here.” He gave her the 


statue. 


It felt strange to touch something so old. Something Napoleon 
had touched. Every so often she got a deep thrill from a sense of 
her own DNA linking like a chain down a line leading to a bunch 


of extraordinary people. Napoleon! 
“Only two thousand,” he said. 
Amy jumped. “Two thousand dollars?” 


“For you, fifteen hundred. Someone from the Cairo Museum is 


interested in this piece. He is coming back at four o’clock.” 


“I doubt that, Abdul.” 


Amy turned. She’d noticed the tall, blond stranger browsing at 
the other part of the store. She hadn’t noticed him draw closer. 
He was in his twenties, dressed in a T-shirt, khaki shorts, and 


sandals. His eyes were vivid green next to his tan. 


“Unless he’s looking for a trinket for his key ring,” he said in a 


British accent. 


He plucked the Sakhet from her hands. “I'd date this piece at ... 
maybe 2007?” 


“Really, Theo, you are mistaken,” the shopkeeper said, smiling 


uneasily. “This is authentic, I assure you—” 


“Assurances aside, I think you’re trying to take these two 
youngsters for a ride on the fake artifact express,” the man named 
Theo said. 

“He said Napoleon had owned it,” Dan said. 

“Maybe,” Theo said. “Joe Napoleon down the street runs a 
great Italian restaurant.” 

“I told you Napoleon was Italian,” Dan said scornfully to Amy. 

“Actually, he was born in Corsica,” Theo said. “Would you kids 
like to see the rest of the shop?” 

“No need,” Abdul said quickly. “I see I don’t have what you 
want. Perhaps next door you'll find what you’re looking for. It’s 
time for my tea break, so ...” 

Theo strode past him and pushed open a heavy curtain. At a 
long table, several workers were hunched over. Amy stood on 


tiptoe as the shop owner tried to block her view. The workers 


were using wire brushes and sandpaper on a row of statues 


similar to the Sakhet. They were sanding and brushing them in 


order to make them look old. 
Abdul shrugged. “Hey, it’s a living.” 
“No harm, no foul,” Theo said. 


Just then Dan grabbed Amy’s arm. Peering through the window 


and shading her eyes was Irina. 
Theo had noticed their alarm. “Who’s that? Your mother?” 
“Someone on our tour. She’s a total pain,” Amy said. 


“Always following us,” Dan said. “Is there another way out of 
here?” 

“One thing you should know about me,” Theo said. “I always 
know the back way.” 

The brass bell on the front door jangled as they pushed through 


the curtain and made their escape. 


This time it was easier. All they had to do was follow Theo. He 
moved quickly and expertly through the maze of narrow alleys. 
Finally, they stopped to rest near the arched entrance to the 
market. 

“I think you’re safe,” Theo said. “Can I get you a taxi back to 
your hotel?” 

“We lost our au pair,” Dan said. “We’d better find her. Uh, 
where are we?” 

“Let’s start with this. Where did you leave her?” 

Amy frowned. “By some spices?” 

“Okay, that narrows it down somewhat. Can you remember 


anything else?” 


Dan closed his eyes. “A yellow sign with maroon letters in 
Arabic. Three rows of spice baskets, nuts in green buckets. 
Shopkeeper with mustache and a mole on his left cheek. Next 
door was a fruit stall, thin guy in a red hat yelling, 


‘Pomegranates!”” 
Theo cocked an eyebrow at Amy. “Is he always like this?” 
“Constantly.” 


Again they followed Theo through the market, keeping a 


careful eye out for Irina. 


“Do you live here?” Amy asked him as they weaved through 


the crowds. 


“Went to university in England but came back and haven’t left 


since.” 
“You sure know your way around,” Amy said. 


“T used to be a tour guide,” Theo said. He smiled at her, and 


Amy suddenly realized that he was seriously good-looking. 


A fuming Nellie stood outside the stall where they’d left her. A 
string bag stuffed full of packages swung from her wrist. Dan’s 
duffel was at her feet, and her own bag, plus the nylon tote they’d 
borrowed from Alistair, was piled on top. Saladin the cat meowed 


woefully in his cat carrier. She advanced on them furiously. 


“Where have you been? I thought you were kidnapped!” 
Suddenly, Nellie caught sight of Theo. She stopped short. She 
gave Theo a long look, from the top of his blond head to his 
suntanned toes. “Well, hel-lo, Indiana Jones,” she purred in a 
voice just like Saladin made when he caught sight of a filet of red 


snapper in his food bowl. 


Since they’d left her, Nellie had gone shopping. Over her black 
T-shirt was a gauzy lavender fabric that she’d wound around her 
body to make a tunic. Black kohl now rimmed her eyes, and 
beaded bangles slid up her arm from wrist to elbow. Gold dusted 
her eyelids. She looked as though she were about to run off to a 


hip-hop harem. 
“Well, hello, Mary Poppins,” Theo replied with a grin. 


“How astute. I’m practically perfect in every way,” Nellie said. 


She stuck out her hand. “I’m Nellie Gomez.” 
“Theo Cotter.” 


Dan rolled his eyes as Nellie’s hand stayed in Theo’s longer 
than a handshake should take. Did Nellie actually blush? He 
didn’t think she was capable of it. 


“Theo saved us from buying an ancient priceless artifact that 


was made yesterday,” Amy said. 


Theo shrugged. “Unfortunately, you happened to stumble into 
one of the worst tourist traps around. I can show you some of the 


more authentic shops if you’d like,” he said, his eyes on Nellie. 


“That would be amazing,” Nellie said, as if Theo had just 


offered to show her the secrets of the universe. 


“I think we’d better get to our hotel,” Amy said. Theo seemed 
okay, but why should they trust him? Besides, they didn’t have 
time to waste. Before they’d left Seoul, they’d found a frequent- 
traveler’s card in Alistair’s bedroom. Dan had pocketed it and 
they’d used it at the airport to book a room at a hotel called the 
Excelsior. Amy was anxious to check in and figure out their next 


step. This was all happening too fast. 


Theo took a couple of Nellie’s bags from her. “You’re interested 
in Napoleon, right?” he said to Amy. “Did you know that when he 
invaded Egypt he brought scholars and archaeologists and artists 


with him to study the country?” 
Well, isn’t that sooo Lucian of him, Dan thought. 


“The house where his scholars lived is a museum now. I know 


the curator there.” 


Uh-oh, Dan thought. As soon as his sister heard the word 
museum, she started to salivate. It was like waving a double-fudge 


brownie in front of her face. 


“Is it nearby?” Amy asked eagerly. Maybe she should rethink 
this. If the house was still there, they might be able to find 


something to lead them to a Clue. 


“Nothing is too far in Cairo,” Theo said. “Sennari House. It’s 
just over on Haret Monge.” 

“Right. We knew that,” Dan said. 

“Come on, Pll get us a taxi.” 

Theo turned and led the way to the frenzy of a downtown 
street. If there were lanes on the wide street, Dan couldn’t see 
them. Cars slithered into tiny spaces, cut off trucks, accelerated at 
red lights, and tailgated buses, all to a symphony of horn blowing 
and yelling. Amy, Dan, and Nellie exchanged glances. They 
couldn’t imagine how to find a taxi in the melee. 

Theo stepped calmly out into the street, held up a hand, and a 
taxi skidded to a stop. 


“You see?” Nellie said in awe. “He is Indiana Jones.” 
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CHAPTER 1 


If Amy Cahill had to list what was wrong with eleven-year- 
old brothers, their habit of disappearing would be numero 
uno. 


Or maybe the fact that they existed in the first place. 


And then there was the whole burping the alphabet 
thing.... 


Amy stood in the middle of the Khan el-Khalili market in 
Cairo, her head swiveling frantically, trying to find her 
brother, Dan. The blur of jet lag was interfering with normal 
brain function. Dan had just been at her side a moment ago. 
Then she turned for two seconds to buy a Nefertiti pencil, and 
when she turned back, Dan was gone. 


The air was thick with heat and music and the calls of 
shopkeepers. Bright banners waved overhead. Tourists 
weaved through the streets, wearing their backpacks on their 
chests to safeguard against pickpockets and stopping to take 
pictures every few minutes. A woman in a head scarf dodged 
a row of turquoise chairs to follow after her two boys. A man 
with a crate full of oranges balanced them on his head with 
one hand. A tourist in a baseball cap and a T-shirt 
proclaiming I WANT My MUMMY strolled past Amy, her camera 
held up in front of her face. 


Amy felt the heat like waves against her skin. She hoped 
she wouldn’t faint. Colors swarmed, faces dissolved, 
unfamiliar noises pounded against her ears. She had never 
liked crowds, and Cairo seemed like the city that had 
invented them. 


She turned, her hand on her waist pack. Their au pair, 
Nellie Gomez, was just down the alley, bargaining over 
spices. Amy could just catch a glimpse of her crazy half- 
blond, half-black hair. 


Less than an hour ago, they’d been in a taxi, riding into 
Cairo from the airport. Then when the cabdriver had casually 
pointed out the window and said, “The Khan market starts 
here, very good place,” Nellie had suddenly yelled, “Stop!” 
Before they knew what was happening, they’d landed in the 
market with luggage and cat carrier. Saladin had meowed 
furiously when Nellie promised, “Just ten minutes, that’s all I 
need, and then we'll go straight to the hotel.... Cool! 
Cardamom pods!” For Nellie, every new city was just another 
opportunity for weird food. 


Finally, Amy spotted Dan through the crowd. He was 
pressed against a shop window crowded with souvenirs. She 
had a feeling he was captivated by the King Tutankhamen 
pencil sharpener, but it could have been the flashlight in the 
shape of a mummy. 


As she crossed the alley, Dan kept appearing and 
disappearing through the meandering crowd. The hot sun 
was blinding. She hoped that air-conditioning was in her 
future. 


The tourist in the I WANT MY MUMMY T-shirt drifted closer to 
Dan. She pushed her white sunglasses down her nose. Some 
small alarm chimed inside Amy. A man in a straw hat 
blocked her view, and she dodged to one side. 


The tourist bent her index finger back at the first joint, as 
if she had a cramp. The hot sun glinted on something 
protruding from her nail. 


“Dan!” Amy screamed. The music and the calls of the 
shopkeepers — Five dollars, five dollars! — drowned her out. 
She darted past a man balancing a dozen neon-colored soccer 
balls in a net. 


The hypodermic needle protruded out of the tourist’s 
clawlike finger. Dan leaned closer to the window.... 


“Dan!” She screamed the name. In her head. But it came 
out like a strangled croak. 


Amy threw herself forward. At the very last second, she 
flung out her hand. The needle jammed into the Nefertiti 
pencil and stuck. 


For one swift second, all Amy could do was stare down at 
the glint of sunlight on metal. In slow motion, a drop of 
something lethal fell from the tip and hit the dust. 


Amy looked into the face of Irina Spasky. Former KGB 
agent. Spy. Cousin. 


Irina’s left eye twitched. “Blin!” She twisted her hand, but 
the needle remained stuck in the pencil. 


The shopkeeper hurried over. “Beautiful lady, it is stuck on 
you. Here, I have more pencils for you!” 


Irina turned on him fiercely. “I don’t want your fancy 
pencils, shopkeeper of things!” 


Amy and Dan didn’t wait another second. Dan moved like 
a midfielder through the crowd, and Amy followed in his 
wake. 


Legs pumping, they ran until their lungs burned, dashing 
through the maze of twisting alleys. Finally they stopped, 
bent over at the waist, and tried to catch their breath. When 
they looked up, Amy realized they were lost. Badly, stupidly, 
irredeemably lost. 


“Nellie will be looking for us,” Amy said. She flipped open 
her cell phone. “No signal. We’ll have to find our way back.” 


“And hope we don’t bump into Comrade Irina,” Dan said. 
“T can skip the family reunion.” 


By now they were used to meeting family members with 
mayhem on their minds. Just weeks ago they’d had a hard 
time coping with the fact of their grandmother’s death. After 
their parents died, Grace had been the most important person 
in Amy and Dan’s life. Even though they didn’t live with her, 
they spent weekends at her mansion outside of Boston, and 
she always took them for trips during the school year and in 


the summers. Grace’s death from cancer knocked them off 
their feet. 


But that had been only the first of many shocks to come. 


Grace had invited the four branches of the Cahill family to 
the reading of her will. Appearing on a video, she’d offered 
them a choice. Take a million dollars and walk away or join 
in a chase for 39 Clues and become the most powerful person 
in the world. Even though the million had seemed like one 
sweet deal, Amy and Dan hadn’t really hesitated. They knew 
Grace would want them to accept the challenge. For Grace, 
there was no such thing as the easy way out. 


The decision had been easy. It was the living up to it that 
was hard. In her old life, Amy had thought playing to win was 
Courtney Catowski spiking a volleyball on her head. Now she 
knew what competition was really about. Relatives like Irina 
played for keeps. She’d drug them, kidnap them, even kill 
them if she had to. 


They started to walk. Amy felt as though they were going 
in circles. Like in a dream, where you run and run and get 
nowhere. Yesterday she’d been in Seoul, Korea. Before that, 
Tokyo and Venice. Vienna and Salzburg, Austria. Paris. 
Philadelphia. She’d even touched down on a private airfield 
in Russia. 


She’d never had so many secrets before. 

She’d never imagined she could be so afraid. 

She’d never imagined she could be so brave. 

Just a few days ago in Seoul they’d nearly been buried 
alive. Left for dead by people she trusted. Natalie and Ian 
Kabra ... she wouldn’t think about him. Wouldn’t think about 
how he held her hand and told her that together they could 


form a great alliance. The alliance lasted a couple of hours, 
until he saw the opportunity to leave her for dead. 


Wouldn’t. Think. About. Ian. 


Then they discovered that the only family member they 
almost-trusted, their uncle Alistair Oh, had double-crossed 


them as well. Pretended to be dead when he was clearly very 
much alive. 


What had sent them hurtling through international air 
space to Cairo was a hint, no more than that. But they were 
used to grabbing on to hints and riding them for all they 
were worth. A pyramid shape and a word. Sakhet. The 
Egyptian goddess with the lion’s head. Amy had bought 
several books before they left Korea and researched the 
goddess, but she still didn’t know why they were sent here ... 
or what, exactly, they were looking for. 


Amy felt sweat trickle in rivers underneath her T-shirt. The 
temperature was over ninety. Her hair was sticking to the 
back of her neck. She thought of Ian, who no matter what 
the circumstances always looked so cool. 


Wouldn’t. Think. About. Ian. 


The noise pressed against her ears, an exotic, whirling 
cacophony of horns honking, vendors shouting, cell phones 
ringing, and someone yelling over it all, “Move it, lame-o!” 


Oh. That voice was not so exotic. It was Dan. 
“Russian spy at two o’clock and gaining!” he hissed. 


Irina hadn’t seen them yet. She was too busy looking for 
them. She prowled along the opposite side, peering into shop 
windows. 


Amy pulled Dan into a café. Men sat at tables, drinking tea 
and having murmured conversations or reading newspapers. 
Tourists sat with their guidebooks over glasses of juice. As 
Amy squeezed past, her bulging backpack slammed against a 
burly gentleman sitting with a glass of mint tea. The tea 
spilled on his white suit. 


Every eye in the café turned to Amy. The clackety-clack of a 
backgammon game stopped. She felt her face turn bright red. 
She hated being the center of attention at any time, and 
especially when she’d done something clumsy. 


“S-s-sorry!” Amy stammered. Her stutter came out when 
she was nervous, and she hated it. She tried to mop up the 
mess. 


“It’s fine, young lady, do not worry.” The man smiled 
kindly at her and waved to the waiter. “It is just tea.” 


On the walls, heavy antique mirrors reflected the scene. 
Amy saw her own red face, her fluttering hands, the eyes of 
the patrons ... and the door opening. Even the tourist attire 
and white plastic sunglasses couldn’t disguise the way Irina 
soldier-marched into the café, as if she were inspecting 
everyone in it for demerits. 


And in exactly three seconds, her gaze would land on 
them. 


CHAPTER 2 


The fat man stood up, giving them cover for an instant. Dan 
grabbed the chance. He dodged behind a thick curtain, 
pulling Amy after him. 


They found themselves in a short hallway that led to a side 
door. They dashed outside. 


Now they were in an even smaller alley that snaked behind 
the shops. They knew Irina would be out there in a matter of 
seconds. They dodged a cart piled high with crates and a 
surprised man sleeping in the sun. Seeing a back door to a 
shop, they ran through it into a storeroom. It was dark and 
dusty, and Dan started to wheeze. 

“Use your inhaler,” Amy said. 

“It’s ... in ... Nellie’s ... carry-on,” Dan got out. He hated 
this feeling. As though someone were squeezing his lungs. It 
happened at the worst times. 

“Good place for it. Come on.” 


Amy quickly led Dan out of the dusty storeroom and into 
the store. It was bright and airy, with spangled belly dancing 
costumes hanging from the ceiling. 


“Welcome! You are looking for lovely costume? I'll give 
you a deal!” 


“Not my color! But thanks!” Dan called as he ran out. 


Down another twisting street, then another. Finally, Amy 
ordered a halt. 


“We lost her.” 
“For now.” Dan grabbed her elbow. “Amy, look.” 
Only a few feet away, they saw a sign: SAK HET 


In the dramatically red-curtained window, a statue stood 
alone. Blue stone, with a lion’s head, standing tall and proud. 


Amy and Dan looked at each other. Without a word, they 
pushed into the shop. 


They made a beeline for the Sakhet statue. It was 
obviously very old. The surface was worn and one of the 
lion’s ears had cracked off. 


The shop owner hurried forward, a thin, eager man in 
black pants and a white shirt. “You are interested? She is 
beautiful. Authentic, not a replica. Once owned by 
Napoleon,” the man went on. “You have an excellent eye.” 


“Napoleon? Isn’t that an Italian pastry?” Dan asked. “Sort 
of gooey inside?” 

Amy rolled her eyes. “You’re the one with goo — for 
brains. Napoleon was the French emperor. Remember, he 
conquered the world? We saw a picture of him in the Lucian 
stronghold back in Paris? He’s a Cahill. One of our 
ancestors.” 


The Lucian branch of the Cahill family had a strategic 
sense that was amazing. Of course, their powers had 
dwindled down to the petty, nasty deeds of Ian and Natalie 
Kabra and the crazy Russian Irina Spasky. 


“If he’d picked out this Sakhet, it could be important,” Dan 
said. 


“Tt can’t be this easy,” Amy said. 


“Why not, when everything else has been so hard?” Dan 
pointed out. 


The shopkeeper raised his voice, trying to get them back 
again. “I see you are fascinated. Yes, Napoleon owned many 
treasures. Some went back to France, some stayed here.” He 
put his hand on the statue and caressed it. “Are your parents 
with you? Pll give you the best price. I have the premier shop 
in Cairo.” 


“No, thanks,” Dan said. Back home, he was a collector. He 
knew the best way to bargain was to pretend you didn’t care. 


“Come on, Amy. Let’s keep looking. Why would Napoleon 
have stuff in Egypt, anyway?” 


“Napoleon invaded Egypt in 1798,” Amy said. 


“Ah, the young lady knows her history. I would be so 
proud if this statue came into her brilliant hands. Here.” He 
gave her the statue. 


It felt strange to touch something so old. Something 
Napoleon had touched. Every so often she got a deep thrill 
from a sense of her own DNA linking like a chain down a line 
leading to a bunch of extraordinary people. Napoleon! 


“Only two thousand,” he said. 
Amy jumped. “Two thousand dollars?” 


“For you, fifteen hundred. Someone from the Cairo 
Museum is interested in this piece. He is coming back at four 
o’clock.” 


“I doubt that, Abdul.” 


Amy turned. She’d noticed the tall, blond stranger 
browsing at the other part of the store. She hadn’t noticed 
him draw closer. He was in his twenties, dressed in a T-shirt, 
khaki shorts, and sandals. His eyes were vivid green next to 
his tan. 


“Unless he’s looking for a trinket for his key ring,” he said 
in a British accent. 

He plucked the Sakhet from her hands. “Pd date this piece 
at ... maybe 2007?” 

“Really, Theo, you are mistaken,” the shopkeeper said, 
smiling uneasily. “This is authentic, I assure you—” 
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“Assurances aside, I think you’re trying to take these two 
youngsters for a ride on the fake artifact express,” the man 
named Theo said. 

“He said Napoleon had owned it,” Dan said. 

“Maybe,” Theo said. “Joe Napoleon down the street runs a 
great Italian restaurant.” 


“I told you Napoleon was Italian,” Dan said scornfully to 
Amy. 


“Actually, he was born in Corsica,” Theo said. “Would you 
kids like to see the rest of the shop?” 


“No need,” Abdul said quickly. “I see I don’t have what 
you want. Perhaps next door you'll find what you’re looking 
for. It’s time for my tea break, so ...” 


Theo strode past him and pushed open a heavy curtain. At 
a long table, several workers were hunched over. Amy stood 
on tiptoe as the shop owner tried to block her view. The 
workers were using wire brushes and sandpaper on a row of 
statues similar to the Sakhet. They were sanding and 
brushing them in order to make them look old. 

Abdul shrugged. “Hey, it’s a living.” 

“No harm, no foul,” Theo said. 

Just then Dan grabbed Amy’s arm. Peering through the 
window and shading her eyes was Irina. 

Theo had noticed their alarm. “Who’s that? Your mother?” 

“Someone on our tour. She’s a total pain,” Amy said. 


“Always following us,” Dan said. “Is there another way out 
of here?” 


“One thing you should know about me,” Theo said. “I 
always know the back way.” 


The brass bell on the front door jangled as they pushed 
through the curtain and made their escape. 


This time it was easier. All they had to do was follow Theo. 
He moved quickly and expertly through the maze of narrow 
alleys. Finally, they stopped to rest near the arched entrance 
to the market. 


“I think you’re safe,” Theo said. “Can I get you a taxi back 
to your hotel?” 


“We lost our au pair,” Dan said. “We’d better find her. Uh, 
where are we?” 


“Let’s start with this. Where did you leave her?” 
Amy frowned. “By some spices?” 


“Okay, that narrows it down somewhat. Can you 
remember anything else?” 


Dan closed his eyes. “A yellow sign with maroon letters in 
Arabic. Three rows of spice baskets, nuts in green buckets. 
Shopkeeper with mustache and a mole on his left cheek. Next 
door was a fruit stall, thin guy in a red hat yelling, 
“Pomegranates!” 


Theo cocked an eyebrow at Amy. “Is he always like this?” 
“Constantly.” 


Again they followed Theo through the market, keeping a 
careful eye out for Irina. 


“Do you live here?” Amy asked him as they weaved 
through the crowds. 


“Went to university in England but came back and haven’t 
left since.” 


“You sure know your way around,” Amy said. 


“I used to be a tour guide,” Theo said. He smiled at her, 
and Amy suddenly realized that he was seriously good- 
looking. 


A fuming Nellie stood outside the stall where they’d left 
her. A string bag stuffed full of packages swung from her 
wrist. Dan’s duffel was at her feet, and her own bag, plus the 
nylon tote they’d borrowed from Alistair, was piled on top. 
Saladin the cat meowed woefully in his cat carrier. She 
advanced on them furiously. 


“Where have you been? I thought you were kidnapped!” 
Suddenly, Nellie caught sight of Theo. She stopped short. She 
gave Theo a long look, from the top of his blond head to his 
suntanned toes. “Well, hel-lo, Indiana Jones,” she purred in a 
voice just like Saladin made when he caught sight of a filet of 
red snapper in his food bowl. 


Since they’d left her, Nellie had gone shopping. Over her 
black T-shirt was a gauzy lavender fabric that she’d wound 
around her body to make a tunic. Black kohl now rimmed 
her eyes, and beaded bangles slid up her arm from wrist to 


elbow. Gold dusted her eyelids. She looked as though she 
were about to run off to a hip-hop harem. 


“Well, hello, Mary Poppins,” Theo replied with a grin. 


“How astute. I’m practically perfect in every way,” Nellie 
said. She stuck out her hand. “I’m Nellie Gomez.” 


“Theo Cotter.” 


Dan rolled his eyes as Nellie’s hand stayed in Theo’s longer 
than a handshake should take. Did Nellie actually blush? He 
didn’t think she was capable of it. 


“Theo saved us from buying an ancient priceless artifact 
that was made yesterday,” Amy said. 


Theo shrugged. “Unfortunately, you happened to stumble 
into one of the worst tourist traps around. I can show you 
some of the more authentic shops if you’d like,” he said, his 
eyes on Nellie. 


“That would be amazing,” Nellie said, as if Theo had just 
offered to show her the secrets of the universe. 


“I think we’d better get to our hotel,” Amy said. Theo 
seemed okay, but why should they trust him? Besides, they 
didn’t have time to waste. Before they’d left Seoul, they’d 
found a frequent-traveler’s card in Alistair’s bedroom. Dan 
had pocketed it and they’d used it at the airport to book a 
room at a hotel called the Excelsior. Amy was anxious to 
check in and figure out their next step. This was all 
happening too fast. 


Theo took a couple of Nellie’s bags from her. “You’re 
interested in Napoleon, right?” he said to Amy. “Did you 
know that when he invaded Egypt he brought scholars and 
archaeologists and artists with him to study the country?” 


Well, isn’t that sooo Lucian of him, Dan thought. 


“The house where his scholars lived is a museum now. I 
know the curator there.” 

Uh-oh, Dan thought. As soon as his sister heard the word 
museum, she started to salivate. It was like waving a double- 
fudge brownie in front of her face. 


“Is it nearby?” Amy asked eagerly. Maybe she should 
rethink this. If the house was still there, they might be able 
to find something to lead them to a Clue. 


“Nothing is too far in Cairo,” Theo said. “Sennari House. 
It’s just over on Haret Monge.” 


“Right. We knew that,” Dan said. 
“Come on, I'll get us a taxi.” 


Theo turned and led the way to the frenzy of a downtown 
street. If there were lanes on the wide street, Dan couldn’t 
see them. Cars slithered into tiny spaces, cut off trucks, 
accelerated at red lights, and tailgated buses, all to a 
symphony of horn blowing and yelling. Amy, Dan, and Nellie 
exchanged glances. They couldn’t imagine how to find a taxi 
in the melee. 


Theo stepped calmly out into the street, held up a hand, 
and a taxi skidded to a stop. 


“You see?” Nellie said in awe. “He is Indiana Jones.” 


CHAPTER 3 


When they arrived at Sennari House, Theo tossed a bundle of 
bills at the driver and spoke a few words in Arabic. 
“Baksheesh,” he told them. 


“Gesundheit,” Dan said. 


Theo grinned. “No, baksheesh means a tip. Now he'll wait 
for us.” 


Theo moved ahead to walk with Nellie, and Dan turned to 
Amy. 

“Not that I’m not really excited about going to yet another 
museum, but what exactly are we looking for?” 


“T don’t know,” Amy admitted. 


“This connection to Napoleon seems a little ... uh ... 
random.” 


“I know. It’s not much to go on. But we didn’t have much 
to go on in Philadelphia, Paris, Vienna, Salzburg, Venice, 
Tokyo, and Seoul. We still managed to find clues. We know 
Napoleon was a Lucian. We think there is a clue in Egypt. So 
if he found it, or if he found something, he might have left a 
hint here for the Lucians.” 


“It would be fun to steal something out from under 
Comrade Irina’s nose,” Dan admitted. 


Theo insisted on buying their tickets. They passed through 
a small door and into a courtyard. Small date palms and red- 
flowered bushes created a cooling effect despite the lack of 
shade. A fountain sat in the center. 


“Sennari House was built in 1794,” Theo explained. “It’s 
an example of classic Islamic domestic architecture, built 


around a central courtyard, called a sahn. I believe it has 
some of the most beautiful mashrabeya screens in Cairo.” 


“Those are the carved wooden screens in the windows,” 
Amy explained, pointing. 

“Napoleon’s scholars created Egyptology for the West,” 
Theo said. “After their writings were published, it started a 
craze all over Europe for everything Egyptian.” 


“That’s fascinating,” Nellie said. 


“Pm on the edge of my seat,” Dan said. Nellie stepped on 
his foot. 


“They used to have a permanent exhibition of Napoleon’s 
personal collection long ago, but it was removed in 1926,” 
Theo explained. “The building was renovated back in the 
1990s. Now they have some fine examples of textiles and 
ceramic art.” 


Dan held on to the end of Amy’s T-shirt so she couldn’t 
follow the two as they moved off. If he didn’t stop her, Amy 
would spend hours in a dusty, old museum, sopping up 
completely useless information. 


“Dude, we have work to do,” he told her. “Where should 
we start?” 


“I guess just wander around and look at the stuff that 
seems original,” Amy said. 


“Okay, not much of a plan, but it’s a plan.” 


They explored all over the building, but it was hard to tell 
what was absolutely original to the structure and what had 
been repaired or renovated. Finally, they found an old stone 
staircase leading back down to the courtyard. 
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“The Lucians are all little Napoleons,” Dan grumbled. 
“Look at Ian and Natalie. Just a couple of smarty-pants with 
cash. Comrade Irina? A smarty-pants with a tic. Napoleon? 
He was a smarty-pants with an army.” 


“Thanks, professor, for that illuminating lecture on the 
Napoleonic Wars,” Amy said. “Look at those carvings! Theo 


was right. These screens are amazing. And look at these 
gorgeous tiles,” Amy said, running her hand along the wall. 


“You sound like Ian Kabra. Remember when he admired 
Alistair’s window moldings?” Amy’s face fell. Oops — he’d 
mentioned the name. Every time he let it slip, Amy got that 
boo-hoo my hamster died look on her face. Amazing that a 
fourteen-year-old, close-to-normal girl could fall for such a 
serious creep. He’d thought — well, he’d hoped — that a 
sister of his would be cooler than that. 


Amy’s lost look suddenly changed to curiosity. She pointed 
to a tile. “Doesn’t that look familiar?” 


Dan squatted down. “It’s the Lucian crest!” The crest was 
hidden within the design, but he recognized it. “It’s the only 
one like this.” 


“This has got to be some kind of hint!” Amy said excitedly. 
“Maybe there’s something behind it.” She tried pushing the 
crest, then the corners. 


“Its been there for over two hundred years,” Dan said. 
“Maybe it needs a little help.” He took out a penknife from 
his pocket. He fit the blade into the mortar surrounding the 
tile. “If I can just ...” 


“Dan! We’re in a museum!” 
“Dur.” 
“Someone could see!” 


“Well, you’d better be a lookout, then,” Dan grunted as he 
pushed the penknife in. He could feel the tile loosening. He 
heard Amy’s footsteps pattering away. His sister was so rule- 
happy. It really got in the way sometimes. 


He eased the knife farther and wiggled it. He could just 
manage to get his fingers behind one corner. He pulled 
carefully. The tile fell out, right into his hand. Behind the 
wall there was now a narrow hole. Dan reached inside, 
hoping his fingers wouldn’t find a scary, crawly Egyptian 
insect instead of a Clue. 


But his fingers met something smooth and round. He 
pulled out a slender leather tube. 


“Just what do you think you are doing?” 


The bellowing voice almost made Dan drop the tube. He 
hid it behind his back as an Egyptian man dressed in a gray 
suit yelled up at him from the bottom of the stairs. He was 
heavyset, so he probably wasn’t too thrilled about climbing 
up toward Dan. Still, he looked like some sort of museum 
official. And he was carrying one of those walkie-talkie jobs 
that would no doubt bring security goons in seconds. 

Excellent lookout job, sis. 

He heard Amy’s quick steps behind him on the stairs. “Uh, 
w-w-w—.” he heard her stammer. As usual, Amy’s brain froze 
in the face of authority. 

But Dan was used to encountering red-faced adults. It had 
started with his preschool teacher, Miss Woolsey, and had 
gone on to homeroom teachers, art instructors (love that 
poster paint!), principals, the Boston fire department. This 
guy would be cake. 

Then Dan remembered he was in a foreign country. With 
jails. Did they throw eleven-year-olds in jail in Egypt? 


The man’s eyes narrowed. “What do you have there?” 


“Uh, this fell off the wall.” With one hand, Dan held up the 
tile. Behind his back, he waggled the tube. 


“Those tiles are original to the house! They are fragile!” 

“That’s my point,” Dan said reasonably. To his relief, he 
felt Amy grab the tube. “It fell off.” He held up the tile. “You 
want it?” 

“Young man, don’t you dare—” 

Dan launched the tile into the air. 

He had time to admire the man’s surprising grace as he 
leaped forward, terror on his face, to catch it. Then he 
scrambled up the stairs behind Amy. 


“Did you see that guy?” he panted. “He could play right 
field for the Red Sox!” 

“I wish,” Amy said, “you’d stop ... getting such a kick ... 
out of stealing things!” 


They heard pounding feet behind them as guards joined 
the chase. They made a quick right turn and raced down a 
narrow hallway. Dan skidded into a small room. He threw 
back the screen and leaped onto the balcony rail. 

“It’s not a long way down,” he told Amy. “Besides, you 
should be getting good at this by now.” 

“I don’t want to be good at this,” Amy said, gritting her 
teeth as she swung one leg over the rail. “I want to be good 
at library research.” She swung the other leg over. “Ice- 
skating.” She lowered herself over the side, hanging on with 
her eyes closed. “Baking brownies ...” 

“Let go!” Dan shouted, and Amy let go. He followed. 

He felt the shock of the courtyard stones shudder up his 
ankle bones. He hadn’t expected it to hurt ... quite so much. 
Amy fell over and rolled. She gave him a fearful look. He 
nodded to let her know he was okay. 


Someone shouted overhead in Arabic. Dan didn’t need a 
translator. Someone was definitely not happy. 


“What are you doing on the ground?” Nellie asked as she 
strolled out from one of the rooms leading off the courtyard. 
“And have you seen the ladies’ room?” 


Without answering, Dan and Amy raced toward Nellie, 
scooped their arms through hers, and started to drag her to 
the entrance. 


The guards hit the courtyard and started to run. 

“Oh, no, don’t tell me. Not again!” Nellie groaned. 
“Yell later. Now, run!” 

“Sorry! We love your beautiful country!” Nellie yelled. 


They charged through the front door while the shouting 
echoed in the courtyard behind them. The taxi was waiting, 
and they jumped in. 


“Where to?” the taxi driver asked, waking with a start. 
“Just go, go, go!” Nellie shouted. 


“Go, go, go!” the taxi driver shouted gleefully as he 
stomped on the gas, practically sending them through the 


roof. “I love Americans!” 


CHAPTER 4 


As soon as the taxi joined a raging river of traffic on a main 
street and they were sure they hadn’t been followed, Nellie 
gave the driver the name of their hotel. Then she crashed 
back against the seat and sighed. 


“You two owe me, big-time. I just left my soul mate 
waiting for me to get back from the ladies’ room.” 


“Don’t worry,” Dan said. “You'll always have cardapop.” 
“Cardamom,” Nellie corrected. 


“We'll make it up to you,” Amy said. “Anyway, we found 
something.” 


Amy held up the leather tube. She unwound the old, worn 
straps and popped off the top. Turning over the tube, she 
shook it gently. They gasped as a small fragment of rolled 
parchment fell out of the tube into her palm. 


It was dry and crumbled at the edges. It was so fragile Amy 
was afraid to even breathe on it. 


“I think it’s an old letter,” she said. “Or at least part of 
one.” She unwrapped it slowly. 


Dan groaned. “Not French again!” 
a ree eg, 
4 eT joun Ze pled grante g pire oled y 
es olecendlantd oe a et môn Empenn 
Z tndlice wt maintinant en 2routt anh 


P Palais duid a Paris. 5. D. 18 


a. 





“Translation?” Amy asked Nellie. 


““And for the greater glory of the descendants of Luke and 
my Emperor, the clue is now en route to the palace o... ”” 
Nellie stopped, tilting her sunglasses down to read. “‘... du la 
Paris’? Of the Paris? That isn’t correct. Unless L is an initial?” 


“So who could L be?” Dan wondered. 


“Well, there were an awful lot of kings of France named 
Louis,” Nellie said. “One of them lost his head, but he had a 
palace called Versailles.” 


“Anyway, some clue was shipped off to some palace by the 
Lucians,” Amy said. “But I wonder who B.D. is.” She sighed. 
“T was hoping it would be a message from Napoleon.” 


“Does this mean the clue is back in France?” Dan 
wondered. 


Amy carefully put the paper in her waist pack. “If we just 
keep digging, this will make sense sooner or later.” 


They had been so intent on the letter that they hadn’t 
noticed when the taxi turned off a main street and into a 
quieter neighborhood. Palm trees lined the boulevard. 
Bougainvillea bloomed in explosions of pink and purple. 
“Wow,” Nellie said, cranking down her window and sticking 
her head out to sniff the air. “I smell rich people.” 


The taxi pulled into a long, curving drive. Amy and Nellie 
gasped, and Dan cried out, “Sweet!” as the hotel came into 
view. 


It was a big white sprawling mansion of a building. Long 
green lawns stretched up to its front porch. A couple dressed 
in white terrycloth robes strolled across a side patio toward a 
turquoise pool. A pool boy rushed up to lead them to a 
cabana. Waiters glided through the chairs, balancing trays of 
iced drinks. Across the Nile loomed the great pyramids of 
Giza, appearing through the yellow air like a dream. 


Nellie whistled. “A lifestyle to which I am ready to become 
accustomed.” 


“How can we afford this?” Amy asked. 


“We do have the money from the Kabras,” Nellie said. 
“Which totally belongs to us now. We earned it.” 


“We sure did,” Amy said, remembering Ian’s double-cross. 
Mr. McIntyre, Grace’s lawyer, had told them Trust no one at 
the very beginning. She shouldn’t have forgotten that for a 
moment. Instead, she’d looked into Ian’s dark eyes and fallen 
for his lines. Dumb. Really dumb, Amy. She had no trouble 
with lessons at school. But when it came to real-life 
emotions, she’d score an F. 


“Still, we could run out of cash pronto at a place like this,” 
Nellie said. “Maybe we should try someplace else.” 


The taxi had already pulled up. A snappily dressed bellman 
ran to open the door. Another raced to collect their bags. 
Before they could protest, they were ushered out of the taxi, 
and the driver was heading back down the drive. 


The bellman hung their shabby backpacks and battered 
bags on the rolling cart as though they were fine luggage. 
Nobody gave their T-shirts and crumpled jeans a second 
look. 

“Welcome to the Hotel Excelsior,” the first bellman said. 
“Follow me, please.” 

They trailed behind him as Nellie smoothed her hair, Amy 
tucked in her shirt, and Dan tried to grab his backpack from 
the cart. 

There were more wide smiles from the clerks at the front 
desk. One slim, handsome gentleman waved them over. 
“Please, welcome to the Hotel Excelsior. May I inquire the 
name of your party?” 

“Uh ...,” Nellie said. 

“Oh ...” Dan said. 

“Oh?” 

“Oh,” Dan said firmly. 

“Pm sorry, the reservation is not showing up,” the man 
said, consulting the computer. “I can recommend several 
other hotels.... Excuse me,” he said as the phone rang. His 


posture grew even more erect as he listened for a moment. 
He looked at them, then turned a shoulder and spoke quietly 
into the receiver. “Ah, certainly, sir. Pll arrange that right 
away for you.” He hung up and turned back to the computer 
screen. “Oh. Of course. The Oh reservation. We’ve reserved 
the Aswan Suite, as usual.” 


“Suite?” Amy blurted. 


“At the usual family discount, of course,” he added. He 
pushed the register toward Nellie. “If you would just sign.” 


Amy peeked at the price. To her surprise, it wasn’t much 
more than the price of the fleabag hotel in Paris. Nellie 
signed the register and the desk clerk handed over three card 
keys. 


He reached over to ding the bell. 

“The bellman will show you upstairs.” 

“Family discount?” Amy hissed. 

“We are family,” Dan pointed out. “Technically.” 


“Your crazy Cahill family really spread out over the globe,” 
Nellie said, admiring the huge vases full of flowering 
branches. “So technically, you have family everywhere. Just 
think of all the five-star hotels we can crash, if only we can 
get hold of frequent-traveler cards...” 


“Shhhh,” Amy warned as they stepped into the elevator. 
The bellman swiped their key card through a slot, then 
pushed thirteen. 


When the elevator doors opened, the bellman led them 
into the hallway. There was only one door. 


“Where are the rest of the rooms?” Nellie asked. 


“The suite occupies the entire floor,” the bellman said. “I 
think you will like it.” He swiped the key card through the 
slot. “You must swipe this in the elevator, too. Only you have 
access to this floor.” 


He pushed open the door, and they gasped. Floor-to-ceiling 
windows gave a view of the Nile and the pyramids of Giza 
beyond. They stood in a living room with an armchair, two 


sofas, an eating area, and a desk. As the bellman pushed 
open the door to the bedroom, Dan practically danced 
behind him. 


“We've got three bathrooms!” he yodeled. 


Nellie fished in her bag for a tip and the smiling bellman 
left, closing the door softly. As soon as he was gone, Amy 
flopped down on the armchair, Nellie kicked off her shoes, 
and Dan jumped on a sofa. They all shouted a rousing chorus 
of “Woo-hoo!” 


Nellie let Saladin out of his cat carrier. “Welcome to the 
lush life, Sally,” she said, giving him a kiss on the top of his 
sleek head. Saladin roamed around, sniffing, jumped up on 
the desk, tightroped over the back of a sofa, picked the 
biggest, fluffiest pillow, curled up, and blinked at them as if 
to say, I could get used to this. 


Dan bounded off the sofa and prowled around, calling out 
bulletins to Amy and Nellie. “The desk is full of stationery! 
Here’s a guidebook! Hey, there’s an umbrella in the closet!” 
He wandered back into the bedroom and disappeared into 
the closet, coming out in a terrycloth robe that was so long it 
trailed after him on the floor. He opened a bedside drawer. 
“A Bible!” He shut the drawer and searched under the 
pillows. 


Nellie and Amy followed Dan into the bedroom. 
“What are you looking for?” Amy asked. “The tooth fairy?” 


“Chocolate. Don’t they leave chocolate under your pillow 
in these fancy hotels?” 


Nellie giggled. “Not under. On top of your pillow, after 
they turn down your bed for the night.” 


He disappeared into a bathroom. “You should see all the 
shampoo!” He stuck his head out. “I know how much girls 
loooove shampoo.” He batted his eyelashes at them. Amy 
threw a pillow at him. 


Dan dodged it and bounded back into the living room. 
“Stand back, Jack. I just found the minibar!” he crowed. 


Nellie stretched. “Well, I’m going to get in that bathtub, 
pour in about a gallon of bubble bath, and not get out until 
the food comes.” 


“What food?” 


“The food you are about to order from room service,” 
Nellie said. “Don’t let Dan raid the minibar, we’ll be broke in 
no time.” Nellie reached into the closet for a robe and settled 
her earbuds in her ears. “Go wild with the menu, I’m 
starving,” she said in a too-loud voice as music no doubt 
blasted in her ears from her iPod. She waggled her fingers in 
a wave and closed the bathroom door. Amy heard the taps go 
on full blast. 


She walked into the living room. Dan was chewing on a 
candy bar while he stood facing the only closed door in the 
suite. He’d checked out all the closets already. 


“Dan, Nellie said not to raid the minibar. That stuff is so 
expen—” Amy suddenly noticed that Dan was standing stock- 
still, staring across the room. He wasn’t even chewing. 


“What is it, dweeb? It’s a door. D-O-O-R.” 


“Didn’t the bellman say that there’s one suite to each 
floor?” Dan said. “Okay, this place is palatial, but it doesn’t 
take up the whole floor. We’re in the east wing of the hotel. 
There were seven windows on this side, and we only have 
four.” 


Amy didn’t bother to ask how Dan figured that out. Her 
brainiac brother had a computer for a brain. 


So she didn’t say anything as he walked toward the door, 
looking ridiculous in the oversize robe. He knelt down in 
front of it. It had an ornamental brass plate with an old- 
fashioned keyhole. 


“Look at the keyhole. Does it look familiar?” Dan asked 
her. 


“No,” Amy said. She knelt down to look carefully at the 
hole. It took her a long moment, and then she said, “It’s the 
Ekaterina symbol. The weird dragonlike thing with the 
wings.” 


“Why is there a keyhole, when the rest of the joint uses 
cards? Must be some funky key that fits in there,” Dan said. 
He looked around. “But where is it?” 


“Do you think it’s here? In the room?” 


Dan suddenly sprang up. “Hey, Amy, remember all that 
boring stuff you read to me on the plane? What’s the annual 
rainfall in Cairo?” 


“An inch,” Amy said. “And most of it falls between 
December and March.” 


“So why,” Dan said, bolting to the closet, “is there an 
umbrella in the closet?” He reached in and took it out. 


“I thought the handle was some sort of Egyptian design,” 
he said, showing it to Amy. “But look ...” He unscrewed the 
handle. It came off in his hand. Amy looked at the carvings 
on the handle. They matched the brass plate on the door. 
And the very end of the handle was configured like the lock. 


Dan slipped out of the robe. He took the handle and fitted 
it into the keyhole. It slid in easily. He looked at Amy. She 
nodded. 


He turned the knob, and the door opened. 
Slowly, they walked in. 


Plexiglass vitrines marched down a long, wide gallery. A 
series of archways connected more galleries, one after 
another. They saw glimpses of complicated machinery and 
blueprints. Framed drawings, photographs, maps, portraits, 
and texts lined the walls. As they crossed the threshold, 
lights in the ceiling blazed to life. The objects in the vitrines 
began to revolve. Three-dimensional holograms suddenly 
appeared and began to spin. 


In one of the vitrines, a foil-wrapped article rotated. 


“Its Alistair’s microwave burrito!” Dan exclaimed. “This 
must be the Ekat stronghold!” 

There was a soft but final thud as the door swung shut 
behind them. Amy sprang forward. “It’s locked,” she said. 
“But at least we have the key.” 


Dan looked down at his empty hands. “We do?” 


CHAPTER 5 


“Don’t say it,” Dan said. “I know, it’s my fault. But this place 
is so yikes-worthy, I forgot about the key.” 


“How are we going to get out of here?” 
“We'll figure it out. C’mon, let’s explore.” 


“I don’t know about this,” Amy said. “What if it’s booby- 
trapped?” 


“We would have tripped it already,” Dan pointed out. 


Amy lowered her voice to a whisper. “Why isn’t anyone 
here? The other strongholds were full of people.” 


“Because we got lucky. Come on. Don’t be a weenie.” Dan 
bounded forward. He couldn’t resist the array of genius and 
ingenuity before him. Holograms shimmered, LEDs flickered. 
Over in a corner, a machine began to clatter, spitting out 
ticker tape, just like in an old movie. Blueprints of inventions 
projected down one wall. He charged down the gallery, 
calling back, “Oh, man. Thomas Edison was a Cahill! How 
cool is that? The lightbulb!” 


Amy walked more slowly through the exhibits. While Dan 
circled Robert Fulton’s design for a steamboat, she stared at a 
schematic of a submarine weapons-delivery system. 


Dan let out a whoop. “The cotton gin! Eli Whitney was an 
Ekat. Genius!” 


Ahead, Amy saw a black curtain. It seemed to suck all the 
energy in the room. 


“Amy! We invented the bicycle!” 


Slowly, she walked toward it. As she grew closer, she 
realized that it wasn’t a curtain but a wall of shadow that 


was somehow created by a machine aiming light — or was it 
the absence of light? How was that possible? — toward a 
corner of the room. 


“The sewing machine. Elias Howe, you rock!” 


Hesitantly, she moved through the shadow. Ahead of her 
was a white screen. As soon as she approached, it was 
activated. 


It took her almost a full minute to understand. At first, it 
was just blueprints flashing on the screen. Then numbers. 
She heard Dan crowing something about the internal 
combustion engine. 


“Way to go, Marie Curie! Radioactivity!” 
A slide show began, black-and-white photographs. She 
pressed her hands to her mouth. 


Dan was right outside the shadow. “These inventions are 
so radical. We changed history!” 

“Not we,” Amy whispered. 

Another stream of images began. 

“Not we, Dan!” she suddenly shouted. 

Dan walked through the shadow curtain. “What’s this?” he 
asked, studying the schematic and then peering at an old 
black-and-white photograph. There were more photographs 
to come in the slide show. Amy yanked Dan back into the 
brightly lit gallery. 

“Hey!” Dan protested. “What are you doing? I want to 
see!” 


“No,” Amy said fiercely. “You don’t. You don’t want to see 
how we figured out a poison gas delivery system to kill 
millions.” 


The color drained from Dan’s face. 


“How we figured out how to split the atom and make a 
bomb that could annihilate a whole city!” 


Heat made Dan’s face turn red. Except for the small scar 
under his eye, which stayed white. It was how he looked 


when he was really upset. She should stop. But she didn’t. 
Couldn’t. 


“Chemical warfare, Dan? Does that rock?” Amy didn’t 
know why she was so angry at her brother. “Is genocide way 
cool?” 


Amy backed away, her hands shaking. For the first time 
since he was a tiny kid, she had set out to make her brother 
cry. Which was funny, because she was the one who wanted 
to wail. She wanted to stamp her feet. She wanted to scream. 
But her eyes were dry. 


“What if we’re Ekats?” she whispered. “What if all that evil 
is part of us? Embedded in our DNA?” 


Seeing the fear on her face, Dan suddenly felt afraid, too. 


“Every branch had bad people in it,” he said. “And there 
are plenty of good Ekats, too. I mean, where would we be 
without Edison? In the dark, that’s where. Anyway, we don’t 
know what branch we’re in. We only know we’re Cahills. If I 
had to choose a branch based on the bad guys, I wouldn’t 
want to be part of any of them.” 


Amy slumped to the floor and leaned her head against the 
wall. “What are we doing here?” she asked. “The more we 
find out, the more I have to wonder. Why would Grace want 
us to know that we were connected to so much evil?” 


“I was just babbling before,” Dan said. “Saying that we 
were responsible for that” — he jerked his head toward the 
black curtain — “is like saying I invented the cotton gin.” 


Amy gave a wan smile. “Good point. But Grace ... she 
always protected us. She loved us, Danny. Or, at least ... I 
thought so.” 


Dan was too stunned to even complain that she called him 
“Danny.” That nickname had been offlimits since he was six. 
“You thought so? What do you mean?” 


“Ever since we started this, we’ve wondered why Grace 
didn’t help us,” Amy said. “She didn’t leave us a private 
message. She didn’t leave us anything. She just lumped us in 
with all the rest of the Cahills.” 


“Like we weren’t special to her,” Dan said. He expected 
Amy to leap to Grace’s defense like she always did. It 
annoyed him, but he depended on it, too. 


Instead, she nodded. “So did we really know her at all?” 
Amy asked. “Think about it. There was this whole huge thing 
in her life, and we didn’t know. Being a Cahill was so much a 
part of her. How could we have known her, really known her, 
if we didn’t know that?” Amy swallowed. “It just makes me 
feel so ...” 


“Dumb?” Dan asked. “Hey, speak for yourself.” 


Amy didn’t even get irritated. “Mr. Mclntyre told us to trust 
no one. What if that includes ... Grace?” 


Amy closed her eyes. She hated saying these things. She 
hated thinking them. But she couldn’t stop now. She kept 
trusting people who weren’t worth it, and how dumb was 
that? Ian had played her for a sucker, and she sure had 
cooperated. If she was going to win this contest, she had to 
wise up. 

“Those field trips she took us on — to museums and 
university libraries? She was showing me how real research 
was done. So that if I had to go into a place like that, I 
wouldn’t be intimidated. What did she do after we went to 
the aquarium, Dan?” 


“Made me repeat the names of every fish I saw,” Dan said. 
“Plus their Latin names. I thought it was a game.” 


“She was training your photographic memory,” Amy said. 
“All this time, she was preparing us.” She waved a hand at the 
gallery. “For this! And why would she want us to know it? 
Already we’ve lied and cheated and stolen to get here. We’ve 
basically turned into criminals.” 


“I know,” Dan said. “Isn’t it cool?” 


His voice was unsteady and he didn’t meet Amy’s eyes. She 
knew her little brother was trying to distract her. He was 
afraid of what she was going to say. But she had to say it. 


“What else will we do before it’s over?” she asked. “Why 
would Grace want us to be exposed to this?” Her voice 


dropped to a whisper. “Was she evil, too?” 


“Don’t say that!” Dan yelled. He’d had enough of this new 
Amy. He wanted to shake her until the old one came back. 


He could hardly remember his parents. Grace was all he 
had when it came to memories of feeling safe. Amy couldn’t 
take that away from him. “Just shut up!” he told her fiercely. 


He never told his sister to shut up. He could call her a 
dweeb or a loser or a pain, but he never told her to shut up. 
They weren’t allowed to say those words to each other. It 
had been a rule their parents had, and even if he couldn’t 
remember their saying it, Amy could. 


But he wanted her to shut up. If he could have without 
looking like a baby, he’d put his hands over his ears. He 
could see by her face that she knew she’d gone too far. 


But his sister had suddenly turned into a district attorney. 
“Why hasn’t she helped us? Why? Think about it. We were 
just lucky that Nellie could come with us. Did Grace expect 
us to travel around the world by ourselves? Put us in horrible 
danger? If she loved us, wouldn’t she have wanted to protect 
us? And what about the branches of the family? She must 
have known which one we belong to. Everyone else knows 
their branch. Irina. The Horrible Holt family knows that they 
belong to the Tomas. Even Natalie and ...” Amy gulped. And 
he who shall not be named. “... her brother are Lucians. We’re 
just ... us.” 


“Stop it,” Dan said. His voice shook. It was okay for him to 
wonder why Grace hadn’t left them some kind of message. 
He’d been angry at his grandmother, too. But for Amy to say 
that Grace had been some kind of monster grooming them for 
this ... that scared him. 


It couldn’t be true. Something inside him would break into 
pieces if it was. Sometimes he had felt left out when Grace 
was still alive. Amy had been more like Grace, interested in 
history and museums. But now it was like she was speaking 
every dark thought he ever had since Grace’s funeral. That 
wasn’t what Amy was supposed to do. She was supposed to 


defend their grandmother. If Amy didn’t believe in Grace 
anymore, what did they have left ... of anything? 


He turned around, his eyes burning. He walked away. 


Amy stayed on the floor. She touched her jade necklace, 
the one she never took off that had belonged to Grace. She 
felt a sick sensation inside. Something hollow was there that 
hadn’t been before. It was the absence of something she’d 
depended on — Grace’s love. 


She’s gone, Amy thought. She’s not with me anymore. 


Her head in her hands, she heard Dan’s footsteps echo as 
he walked down the gallery, trying to put distance between 
them. The noise stopped. A long silence made her lift her 
head. Dan had walked all the way down to the third gallery. 
He stood in front of a vitrine, unmoving. Something about 
the tension in his shoulders made her instantly alert. 


“What is it?” she called. He didn’t answer. 


She rose and walked toward him. He stood in front of 
three vitrines lined up in a row. Each held an identical statue 
of the lion-headed goddess Sakhet. The statues were only 
about eight inches high and appeared to be made of solid 
gold. Only their eyes were different. One glittered with green 
stones, one with red, one with blue. Each statue floated and 
revolved in a pool of white light. 


“These must be what we’re looking for,” Amy whispered. 
She forgot the argument for now. The statues looked as 
coldly beautiful as jewels. “The Ekats already found them.” 


Dan spied a computer monitor built into one of the 
vitrines. He placed a finger on a touch-sensitive panel. 


A hologram appeared. It was a diagram of the Sakhet. It 
revolved to show a cross section. On the computer screen 
they read: 


FIRST SAKHET DISCOVERED BY NAPOLEON’S 
EXPEDITION AT QUEEN’S PYRAMID AT GIZA. 
BELIEVED TO HAVE BEEN LEFT BY KATHERINE. SENT 


TO LOUVRE AND RECOVERED. DRAWING 
DISCOVERED HIDDEN INSIDE. 


A drawing appeared on the screen. 





They crossed to the next vitrine, the one with the green- 
eyed Sakhet. Dan touched the screen. 


SECOND SAKHET FOUND BY EKAT HOWARD 
CARTER, 1916, IN HATSHEPSUT’S TOMB, THEBES. 
EARLY INVESTIGATION YIELDED NOTHING. STATUE 
HAS NOW BEEN INVESTIGATED BY ADVANCED NDT 
(NONDESTRUCTIVE TECHNIQUES) INCLUDING 
DIGITAL RADIOGRAPHY AND 3-D COMPUTED 
TOMOGRAPHY. YIELD: STATUE IS SOLID, NO SECRET 
COMPARTMENT. 


They crossed to the next Sakhet. Again, Dan touched the 
screen. 


PURCHASED BY BAE OH, 1965 SECRET 
COMPARTMENT DISCOVERED BY ALISTAIR OH. 





Amy returned to the second Sakhet, the one found by 
Howard Carter. She knew Carter was a famous archaeologist. 
Later, in 1922, he would go on to find King Tutankhamen’s 
tomb. 


“It says here that they studied the maps for years,” Dan 
said. “The two maps are similar, but they have differences. 
No one has been able to figure it out. They think they’re 
maps of tombs. But they don’t match with any that have 
been discovered.” 


“But isn’t it strange that this one doesn’t have a secret 
compartment?” Amy asked. “Maybe Howard Carter found 
the wrong Sakhet. There could be another one out there.” 


They were so intent on studying the statues that they 
hadn’t heard the tap-tap of a cane. “That is exactly right, 
young lady,” Bae Oh said. “That’s what I believe. And I 
believe my nephew might have it.” 


CHAPTER 6 


Where did he come from? Dan wondered. He didn’t see a door 
anywhere. It was like he’d just appeared out of nowhere. 
Creepy. 


“I had the pleasure of hearing that you made a reservation 
in my name. I thought it might be my nephew. What a pity 
not to see him. I was looking forward to it.” Bae smiled, but 
it was more like he’d bared his teeth at a dentist. “Not that it 
isn’t delightful to see you two.” 


Dan didn’t believe him for a minute. He thought about the 
locked exit door. If they had to run, where would they go? 
He saw Amy’s glance dart beyond Bae. She was looking for a 
way to escape, too. 


Bae’s weird grin grew wider, as if he’d smelled their fear. 
“Do you like the stronghold of the Ekaterinas?” he asked, 
waving his jeweled cane. “I must confess I’m proud of it. I 
designed it myself.” 


“It’s not exactly standing room only,” Dan said. 


Bae’s grin vanished. “Even Ekats can be jealous of genius. 
They don’t realize this has nothing to do with my own glory 
— I designed it for all Ekats. Nevertheless, am I wrong to 
point out that it was I who had the foresight to buy this 
hotel? It was I who had the vision? Cairo always had an Ekat 
stronghold, but it was nothing like this. A shabby house 
found for us by Howard Carter back in 1915, when he was 
searching for the second Sakhet. During the Second World 
War we had to hide the objects here and there, and I saw the 
wisdom of building a better stronghold. No one else 
understood the great need. It took me years. And as 
technology advances, I make improvements. This is as good 


as a museum, don’t you think? Better. Such a fitting tribute 
to the many geniuses of the descendants of Katherine.” 


“Including your nephew,” Amy said. 
“Bah.” Bae’s thin mouth curled in distaste. 


“I thought your name was Bae, not Bah,” Dan said. “My 
bad!” 


Bae turned his dark gaze on Dan. Dan felt a chill shudder 
through him. It was like having a close-up view of a shark’s 
eyes. Right before he opened his jaws and cut you in two. 


“I have heard that you are something of a wise guy,” Bae 
said to him. “I’m sure it will get you far in life.” He returned 
his attention to Amy. “Alistair has been a grave 
disappointment to me. Such a brilliant mind and such a silly 
man.” 


“Th-then why are you so interested in meeting up with him 
again?” Amy asked. She might be cornered, she might be 
scared, but she wasn’t going to let this evil guy push them 
around. 


“I am his uncle. I promised my dear departed brother I 
would watch out for him. When Alistair was younger, he had 
such promise. He was the one to discover how to open the 
third Sakhet. Then he goes off to become an inventor, and 
what does he invent? A tasteless, indigestible piece of frozen 
cardboard masquerading as food!” 


“I heard he made a couple of cool million on that piece of 
cardboard,” Dan said. 


Bae leaned on his cane. “You must understand something. 
Money is not a sign of achievement. Not to the Ekats. That’s 
why were superior to the others. What do we value? Not 
power, like the Lucians, or physical strength, like the Tomas. 
Not even the cleverness of the Janus. No. It is something 
greater. Ingenuity. Inspiration. And channeling it to 
usefulness.” He waved his stick. “You see what we have 
done!” 


“We just saw some pretty horrifying examples of what Ekat 
ingenuity came up with,” Amy said, gesturing back toward 


the black shadow-curtain. 


“I thought you were smarter than that, young lady. That 
remark was not worthy of you.” 


“Why is that?” Amy challenged. “Am I supposed to be 
impressed with concentration camps and atomic bombs?” 


Bae thumped his stick. “That is an emotional reaction! 
Ekats are not evil. They are not good. They invent. They 
challenge. They lead. Some lives lost? Those are petty 
concerns. What is important is the discovery. The invention. 
Do you understand?” 


“Yeah, we get it,” Dan said. “Here’s the four-one-one — 
you are one creepy dude.” 


Bae Oh moved closer to them, and they backed up a step. 
“You are Cahills, too. You know that what makes us 
extraordinary can sometimes make us dangerous. Your 
ancestors are proof of that. It is your job to learn from their 
mistakes as well as their triumphs. Isn’t that true?” 


Amy didn’t want to listen to him. But at last he’d made 
sense. 


He took another step toward them, holding out one arm in 
a genial way. They backed up again. No way did Dan want to 
get close to this evil, ancient dude. 


“Come,” he said, in a tone he probably thought was warm 
and fuzzy. Instead, it was a total creep-out. “We are all one 
family. We should be allies. You’ve come far on the search 
for the thirty-nine clues, but we all need help. How about a 
simple exchange of information? I will tell you what I know 
of the great Sakhet mystery. You will tell me the 
whereabouts of my nephew. I know he is fond of you.” 


“You first,” Dan said. 


Bae inclined his head. “Gladly. I will show you trust, and 
you will do the same, I am sure.” He pointed with his cane to 
the first Sakhet. “Here is what we Ekats know for certain. 
Our glorious ancestor Katherine, the queen of ingenuity, left 
Europe for Egypt. Can you imagine what kind of courage it 
took for a woman to travel alone in the early part of the 


sixteenth century? We know she came to Cairo and 
purchased three small statues of Sakhet. One had ruby eyes, 
one lapis, one emerald. She then disguised herself as a man 
and left Cairo. We know she met up with a family of tomb 
robbers and hired them to take her on a trip up the Nile. She 
hid each Sakhet, and each one hid a secret.” 


Bae stared at the statue. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she? It’s no 
accident that Katherine chose a goddess. She believed she 
was never given her due as a woman. And she wasn’t.” He 
sighed. “We don’t know how the other branches found out 
about Katherine’s clue, but we know they have been 
searching for centuries. That horrid little Lucian, Napoleon, 
instructed his scholars to keep their eyes peeled for any 
statue of Sakhet. Some think he decided to invade the 
country in order to obtain it. Napoleon wasn’t known for his 
intellect.” Bae sniffed. “He had another Lucian on the 
expedition who did the real work. Bernardino Drovetti. He 
was the one who identified the Sakhet. It was in Napoleon’s 
private collection. The Ekats made numerous attempts to 
steal it. Finally, Drovetti thought he could keep it safe if he 
shipped it off in a collection he donated to the Louvre 
Museum.” 


Amy was afraid to look at Dan. Bernardino Drovetti — 
could he be the “B.D.” who had written the letter they’d 
found at Sennari House? 


The clue is now en route to the palace of L in Paris ... 


“Luckily, one of our Ekats was an archaeologist hired by 
the Louvre. He pronounced the statue a fake and was able to 
get it from the museum. He smuggled it back to us for study. 
Ha! Right under Drovetti’s nose! We found the first piece of 
the puzzle.” 


But maybe there was another Sakhet, Amy thought. One you 
didn’t know about. Drovetti sent it to a palace. 


Bae took a few steps toward the second Sakhet. Amy and 
Dan were forced to move, too, or they’d be standing close to 
him. “The search for the Sakhets went on. The word got out, 
and many Cahills came to Egypt in hopes of finding one. The 


great explorer Richard Francis Burton, Winston Churchill, 
Flinders Petrie, Mark Twain ... none of them were Ekats. We 
prefer to work behind the scenes.” 


“Mark Twain?” Dan asked. 


“Janus,” Bae sniffed. “The descendants of Jane are such 
show-offs. It wasn’t until Howard Carter made it his business 
to search that we found the second. Tomb after tomb, 
excavation after excavation. He was in competition with 
Flinders Petrie.” 


“The other great archaeologist,” Amy said. “Lucian?” she 
guessed. 


Bae nodded. “Naturally, the Ekat won. Carter found it. 
Here, this one, with the emerald eyes. There was just one 
problem. The statue is solid. We cannot find a way in. It is 
identical to the others, but there is no secret catch. We know 
this for certain. So what is the answer? Is there another 
Sakhet? There must be. I myself, since I was a young man, 
have searched and searched. I haunted shops in Cairo, I 
searched through every auction catalog, I visited every black- 
market dealer. And then one day I found the third.” Bae 
gazed at the statue reverently. “Blue-eyed and full of 
treasure.” 


Bae slumped over his cane, suddenly looking old and 
defeated. “We still were not able to break the code. We’ve 
failed at such a crucial point. We’ve run computer modeling 
and written programs to solve the mystery. There are 
hundreds of tombs out there that haven’t been discovered 
yet. Any one of them could be the one. It could be that we 
misinterpreted Katherine’s hint. Or perhaps she had a fourth 
Sakhet as a backup. It’s impossible to say.” 


He took a faltering step toward them, pleading in his eyes. 
“I am head of the Ekats,” he said in a hoarse voice. He 
seemed out of breath. “Alistair is my successor. If he has a 
Sakhet, they will welcome and honor him. I can retire a 
happy man. But we’ve had our differences. He’s too proud to 
let me help him. But I must. For his sake, and the sake of the 
Ekaterinas. Do you understand?” Bae’s face softened. He 


stepped toward them again. “I do this for him. Tell me where 
I can find my nephew.” 


Dan looked at Amy. Was she actually buying this? Her eyes 
looked soft. He tugged at her elbow, making her back up. He 
was suddenly wary of being within striking distance of that 
cane. 


“Sorry to tell you this,” Dan said. “But Alistair is dead.” 

Bae looked hard at Dan. Dan stared back at him, never 
dropping his gaze. 

“What a pity,” Bae finally said, “that you lied.” 


The weakness was suddenly gone. Bae moved 
astonishingly fast. He flipped his cane around and aimed it at 
the far corner of the ceiling. From one of the faceted jewels, 
a laser shot out. They heard a soft whisper. 


A vitrine the size of a small room slammed down from 
above. They realized too late that Bae had maneuvered them 
into a specific spot. They were trapped inside four walls of 
unbreakable plastic with no door. 


“Until you choose to tell the truth, there will you stay,” 
Bae said. “An exhibit of fools for the descendants of 
Katherine to enjoy!” 


CHAPTER 7 


Irina Spasky was furious at herself. She’d throw herself into a 
gulag if she could. She deserved icy weather, thin blankets, 
one rotten turnip for supper. How could she let two 
amateurs, two children, give her the slip? 


And if she had to eat another falafel, she’d gag. You 
couldn’t find a plain boiled potato anywhere in this crazy 
country. 


Enough with foreign food. Enough with the tourist 
disguise. Disgustedly, she peeled off the 1 WANT My MUMMY T- 
shirt. Underneath it she wore a plain black T-shirt from the 
Gap. A little secret known only to her—she did love that 
American Gap. T-shirts in every color! She sat in a chair in 
her cheap hotel room and looked down at the crazy traffic. 
She pressed a finger against her eye, which had started to 
twitch. She had to think. 


She had almost had those kids, twice, and she’d lost them! 
Was she slipping? 


She wanted back on her home ground. She had done some 
operations in Cairo when she was with the KGB. She didn’t 
operate well here. The people were too friendly. If you asked 
someone for directions, they’d walk with you and take you 
there. And it was so hot. Soon the snows would be covering 
the steppes in Russia, and here it was well over ninety 
degrees. She turned the ceiling fan to the highest setting. 


She had another pair of brats on her hands — Ian and 
Natalie Kabra. They were supposed to be working together, 
and those two know-it-alls kept trying to double-cross her. 
Now they were in Kyrgyzstan, not answering their cell 
phones. She’d finally had to resort to calling their parents. 


And she never liked to talk to the Kabras. They had a history 
together, and she trusted them even less than their kids. 


Those two. Geniuses, but stupid. 
Just like their parents. 


Their parents ... Irina shook her head, trying to rid herself 
of the memory. 


She never thought about things she couldn’t change. 
Things in the past. Except suddenly, here in Cairo, she found 
herself thinking about Grace Cahill. 


It had been years ago that the Lucians had called a top- 
level meeting to discuss the Grace Cahill problem. They knew 
Grace had collected many Clues. She seemed to have a 
genius for it. Even the Lucians had to admit that. She had to 
be stopped. 


It was Irina who had come up with the idea of the alliance. 
Just a ruse, of course. But it could be a way to get close to 
Grace, to learn something. Irina had offered herself to be the 
go-between. The cheese in the mousetrap. 


She had met with Grace. Alone, and face-to-face. The 
conversation had been short. It was clear that Grace hadn’t 
believed Irina for a moment. 

You're trying to play me for a fool, but it is you, Irina, who is 
the fool, Grace had said. You offer an alliance as a ruse instead 
of a reality. It is the curse of the Lucians to think they can do 
everything alone. 


Irina had walked away furious. Nobody called her a fool. 
Nobody. 


Talks resumed on the Grace Cahill problem. Plans 
discussed and discarded. Overtures to others. Shaky alliances 
agreed to in order to attack a shared problem. All to the 
good. Except ... the plan had been agreed on, and everything 
had gone wrong. Horribly wrong. Grace’s daughter and son- 
in-law had lost their lives in that fire. 

She would never forget the day of the funeral. Irina knew 


it was not her place to go, yet she couldn’t stay away. It 
hadn’t been to gloat, no matter what Grace thought. Grace’s 


face had been so white and still. The loss of her beloved 
daughter, her treasured son-in-law, the tragedy of her 
orphaned grandchildren — she had seemed years older. She 
moved like an old woman and her eyes held limitless grief. 
Her hands shook as she tossed roses onto the caskets as they 
were lowered into the earth. 


Irina had wanted to say, I too have known such grief. 
But she didn’t. 


She wanted to say, I walked the streets of Moscow like a 
ghost. I lost my soul, I lost my heart. She wanted to say, They 
think that grief is noisy, Grace. They think you'll cry and wail. 
But I know that grief is as silent as snow. 


I too have lost a child. 


She said none of these things. Her memories were her own. 
She had sealed them off. The only relic of that time was an 
eye that twitched when she was under emotional stress. 


That day she had blamed Grace for forcing her to recall 
her memories. She had been brusque and chilly. She had said 
to Grace, “Fate has no scruples. These things happen.” 


These things happen, she had said to a mother who had just 
lost a child. She’d heard her own words echo and been 
shocked at their coldness. She’d wanted to turn back. She’d 
wanted to show compassion, to be a person with blood in her 
veins. 

But she hadn’t. Instead, she had felt Grace’s contempt run 
over her, like wave after wave from the cold Bering Strait. 
Then, in a flash, contempt turned to suspicion. 

Irina had not been able to meet Grace’s eyes. 

So, to say the least, she had been surprised to be invited to 
Grace’s funeral. It was only when she knew the other Cahills 
were invited that she decided to go. All of them in one room. 
All those ancient hatreds. And Grace as the puppet master. 

Had Grace set a trap that she couldn’t see? Who was the 
cheese? Who was the mouse? 


What is your plan, Grace? You always had a plan. 


Those grandchildren—why did Grace include them? They 
couldn’t possibly beat the rest of the Cahills for the Clues. 
They were years behind in knowledge and training. Too late 
to catch up. They had been lucky so far. Only that. Two 
children without anyone to help them, running on fear and 
loss ... 

Fear. 

Loss. 

The things lve known. The things I’ve seen ... 

She felt her eye twitching. She clapped a hand to her face, 
trying to halt the shivering nerve. 

The past was past. 

Except here she was in Egypt, and everywhere she turned, 
the very air seemed to whisper that the past was very much 
alive... 


CHAPTER 8 


It had to happen. After all these years of hating museums, 
he’d turned into a permanent exhibit. Dan pressed his palms 
against the wall. “Help,” he whispered. 


“How much longer do you think he’ll leave us here?” Amy 
asked. 


“Until we crack,” Dan said. 
“How can we crack? We don’t know anything.” 


“I know I’m hungry,” Dan said. “If Oh offered me a pizza, 
Pd think of something.” 

“Nellie will start to wonder where we are,” Amy said. 

“She’ll never find us.” 

“She'll tell the front desk. Maybe they’ll call the police....” 

“Don’t you get it? He owns the hotel. They’re not going to 
do anything.” 

“He can’t just leave us here.” Amy’s voice quavered, and 
she swallowed hard. She had been in worse spots, she told 
herself.But somehow this Plexiglas cube made her feel 
panicked. Like she was a thing on display, not a person. She 
tried to take a breath. “How much air is in this thing?” 

“I don’t know,” Dan said. “Maybe ... maybe we shouldn’t 
talk.” 

Now she had scared her brother. Losing his breath was a 
real issue for him. Amy straightened her shoulders. She 
wasn’t going to lose it. She’d freaked out in front of Dan 
before, and she wasn’t going to do it again. Ever. 


“Pm sure there’s enough.” For how long? 


The thought rose and she batted it away. The panic eased a 
little. She could do this. She knew now that the trick to being 
brave was not thinking of the worst thing that could happen. 
It was a weird thing — if you acted brave, you could almost 
feel brave. 


She’d just have to work at it. As hard as she could. 


“Kiddos?” Nellie called from the bedroom. “There’d better be 
food out there waiting for me!” 


No answer. “Dudes?” Nellie knotted the sash of the thick 
hotel robe. “Munchkins?” They hated when she called them 
that. But no howl of dismay came from the other room. 


Nellie pushed open the door. The room was empty. A robe 
lay on the floor next to a broken umbrella. The kids had 
flown the coop. 


Well. Who could blame them? They were in a five-star 
hotel, and they wanted to explore. Nellie flopped on a sofa 
and gave herself up to a luxurious perusal of the room 
service menu. 


Twenty minutes later, she’d plowed through quite a bit of 
the delicious assortment of small dishes called meze. But even 
with the last bites of sabanikhiyat, she realized that her 
stomach was more full of worry than spinach. 


Something was up. It had taken her way too long to realize 
it. Alarm bells should have been clanging way before this. 
She was getting sloppy. Blame it on hunger or jet lag, but 
there was no excuse. You’ve got some explaining to do if you 
don’t kick your brain into overdrive, Nellie. 


She had been schooled not to show panic, so she didn’t. 
She sprang up and inspected the room. For the first time, she 
took note of the robe on the floor by the door. At first she’d 
assumed that it was Dan’s usual sloppy habits, but when she 
studied it again, she realized that the way it was lying meant 
that someone had flung it off in a hurry. While standing 
facing that connecting door ... 


Nellie sprang forward. She examined every inch of the 
door. Then she looked at the broken umbrella on the floor. 
And everything suddenly made sense. 


She saw them before they saw her. Her heart squeezed. Just 
clapping her eyes on them gave her a nice rush of relief. But 
how was she going to get them out of there? She took a 
breath and composed herself. She had to keep them calm. 

Amy heard the slap of flip-flops and whirled around. The 
fear in her eyes turned to relief. “Nellie!” She could hear her 
clearly. The cube must have been wired for sound. 

Nellie took a bite of her pita. “What is this place?” she 
asked. 

“Nellie? Uh, notice something?” Dan asked. “Like, we’re 
trapped in a cube?” 

He was trying to act casual, but she could hear his breath 
was short. She had tucked his inhaler in her robe pocket in 
case he needed it. But it would be better if he didn’t. 


Nellie took another bite. Even while she chewed, she 
assessed the situation with a cool glance. Saladin appeared 
and brushed against her ankles. “You two are an au pair’s 
worst nightmare. This could be a way for me to keep tabs on 
you. It’s, like, a method.” 

“NELLIE!” they shouted. 

“He could be back any minute!” Dan said. 

“Who?” 

“Bae Oh! He’s the one who put us in this thing.” 

“That old dude you told me about? What did he do, arm 
wrestle you?” 

“NELLIE!” 

Nellie walked around the cube. She tapped it with a 
fingernail. “Any suggestions?” 

“Look up in that far left corner,” Amy suggested. “The 
circuit is up there.” 

“He pointed a laser at it,” Dan said. 


Nellie slapped the pocket of her robe. “Whoa, I think I left 
my laser pointer back with my PowerPoint presentation.” 


“Nellie!” 


She walked directly over to the corner and peered up. “I 
see it,” she said. She reached into her pita, then bent down 
and fed it to Saladin. “He loves hummus,” she said. “Who 
knew?” 


“Well, he is an Egyptian Mau,” Dan said. “Maybe this is 
home cooking for him.” 


“This is no time to feed the cat!” Amy exclaimed. 


Saladin licked his cat lips and began to rub against Nellie’s 
legs, begging for more. 


Nellie scooped out another blob of hummus. She looked up 
at the corner again. She aimed and fired the blob up at the 
ceiling. One of her many skills, besides making the best 
grilled cheese sandwiches on the planet, was perfect aim. 
Saladin followed her gaze. “Go ahead, kitty. Go get it!” Nellie 
urged. 

Saladin leaped up on a vitrine. He gathered himself to 
spring. He flew up to the ceiling and landed on the metal 
fretwork that held the lighting system. He casually stepped to 
the end of a beam, leaped over to the circuit, and began to 
lick the activator. 

The cube shuddered a bit, then slowly began to rise. 


“Get out of there!” Nellie roared. “Once he finishes the 
hummus, you’re cooked! The beam will reactivate.” 


Amy pushed Dan through the opening and rolled out 
herself. She snatched her foot away just as Saladin lazily 
jumped to the floor and the cube slammed back into place. 


“Cat tongues are awesome,” Nellie said with satisfaction. 


Amy stood and dusted off her knees. “How did you know 
where we were?” 


“It took me awhile,” Nellie said. “Then I saw little dude’s 
robe on the floor. That was a major hint.” 


“Wait a second,” Dan said furiously. “Little dude?” 


“Now, ordinarily I would think that opening a door with 
an umbrella would be, like, odd. But I’ve been hanging 
around with you two, so I figure, why not?” 


“Bae could be back at any minute,” Dan said. “I think we’d 
better ditch this place and find another hotel.” 


“Bae Oh owns the hotel, remember?” Amy pointed out. 
“How are we going to get out of here without being 
spotted?” 


“Simple biology,” Dan said with a glance at Nellie’s robe. 
“Protective coloration.” 


Bae Oh nodded politely at the man in black. “There was no 
need to come,” he said. “The situation is under control.” 


“Have you located your nephew?” 


“I am close to ascertaining his whereabouts,” Bae said. An 
overnight stay in the Ekat stronghold would get him the 
information. The grandchildren of Grace Cahill were 
amateurs. They would break. 


“There are too many factors out of our control,” the man in 
black said. But Bae stopped listening. He’d heard a cat yowl. 
Pets were not allowed at the Hotel Excelsior. 


Under the cover of his sunglasses, he could pretend to 
listen to his companion while searching over his shoulder. A 
family of tourists in white robes was heading toward the 
pool. They wore hats from the gift shop, a good thing. Profits 
from the gift shop paid for his vacation in Maui last year. 
They carried large canvas tote bags. Tourists always packed 
too much. 


A room service cart rumbled by the group. 
Mrrrrrreowwwwwrrrp! It was the oddest cat sound he’d ever 
heard. Unless they had a bag of hamsters in there with it. 


The smallest member of the group bent down and spoke 
into the tote bag. 


For the first time, Bae noted the footwear. Black high-tops. 
The Cahill grandchildren. How did they get out? 


Even when agitated, Bae did not believe in making a fuss. 
He saw hotel security rounding the corner. Dressed in the 
same white pants and shirts as the waiters, you would never 
guess their true function. Unless you noticed the tightly 
packed muscles underneath their shirts and the earpieces in 
their ears. 


All he had to do was lift a finger. Nod in their direction. 
The man in black was still talking. He hadn’t noticed a thing. 
It wasn’t in Bae’s best interest to let the man in black know 
that the Cahill grandchildren were trying to escape from his 
hotel. 


The security men moved toward the group swiftly but 
quietly. Things would have gone perfectly well if the young 
girl hadn’t been conducting surveillance of her own. She 
spotted the trio of guards before they’d gone too far. With a 
quick word, the three turned and started to run. 


There was no noise. No one yelled or screamed. The man 
in black kept talking. Bae watched as the group took off 
toward the back of the hotel. They paused only briefly to 
retrieve a large duffel from behind a bush. 


Balancing luggage and an angry cat in a bag, they ran. The 
security detail was only yards behind as the fugitives 
rounded a corner. 


Bae stifled a yawn. He didn’t need to see the end of this 
little chase. He had the best security in Cairo. They would be 
caught and handled carefully so that guests wouldn’t notice. 
They would be brought to his office. They would be held 
there. He was in no hurry. Let them sweat. 


“I assure you, everything is under control,” he told the 
man in black. 


Skittering on the loose stones of the drive, Amy, Dan, and 
Nellie flew around the corner. Nellie tried to keep hold of 
Saladin as well as her canvas carry-on. Amy’s backpack 
bumped against her back, and Dan’s sneaker came untied. 
When he risked a look behind him, the guards were gaining. 


“We'll never make it,” he puffed. 


Suddenly, a car peeled out of a parking space. It skidded to 
a stop in front of them, blocking their path. 


A tiny white-haired woman dressed in a loose embroidered 
white tunic and pants leaned out the window. “How about a 
lift?” 

They hesitated. 


“Oh, fudge. First things first. Maybe I should introduce 
myself. Pm Hilary Vale, and I have a message for you. From 
Grace. Oh, what lovely robes.” 


Pounding footsteps behind them. “Stop right there!” one of 
the guards yelled. 


Hilary reached behind and opened the back door. “I don’t 
think this is a time to hesitate, ducklings. Hop in.” 


CHAPTER 9 


Hilary Vale drove through the Cairo traffic with one foot on 
the gas and one hand on the horn. She accelerated, braked, 
wrenched the wheel to take advantage of sudden tiny spaces 
that she could swerve into. 


“Get out of my way, you muppet!” she yelled cheerily out 
the window at anyone who dared to cut her off. 


Dan’s eyes shone. “She’s awesome,” he whispered to Amy. 


Finally, she skidded off the main road, zoomed through a 
lovely section, and pulled into a driveway that wound 
through a garden thick with palms and flowering trees. She 
jerked the car to a stop in front of a gracious white house. 


They got out of the car, feeling a little dizzy from the fast 
ride and their narrow escape. The house was cool and silent 
after the noise and heat of the streets. Hilary turned 
immediately into a small sitting room. It was furnished with 
rugs and deep sofas covered in chintz. A piano sat in a 
corner. Shaded china lamps sat on tables, and vases were 
heaped with masses of blooms. 


Hilary opened the shutters. As the sun poured in, Amy 
could see that the sofa cushions were frayed, and that a table 
had been placed to disguise a hole in the rug. Shabby but 
comfortable, a place to flop and read for hours. Her shyness 
ebbed a little, just being in this room. 


“Now, just take off your ... uh, robes, and make yourselves 
comfortable,” Hilary said. “I guess you forgot to pay for 
them, ducks. Is that why those awful beefy men were chasing 
you? You poor dears.” 


“Right,” Dan said. “We didn’t realize they took robe theft 
so seriously here.” 


She put her fingers lightly on Amy’s chin and tilted her 
face to the light. “You look like Grace,” she said. “Cute as a 
bug!” 

“Hey. Check this out,” Dan said. 


Amy saw that Dan was looking at a silver-framed 
photograph on the piano. She walked over. It was a black- 
and-white photograph of two young women in front of the 
Sphinx. 

She recognized Grace immediately. Her hair fell to her 
shoulders, wavy and dark. She wore a white dress and 
pumps. Her slender, tanned arm was linked with the blond, 
petite girl at her side. 


“Grace was my best friend,” Hilary Vale said. She gently 
picked up the photograph. “We met at boarding school in the 
US. I was sent there when World War Two started — my 
parents stayed in Cairo. Grace was my family for many years, 
when communication was so difficult during the war. She 
took me in, even though I was younger and had a funny 
accent. After the war, I invited her back here to stay on 
holiday. She loved Egypt.” The sadness left her gaze suddenly 
as Hilary clapped her hands. “But it’s time for tiffin! You 
children get cozy-comfy, and I'll be back.” 


“What’s tiffin?” Dan whispered. “A cat?” 
“A snack,” Nellie said. “That’s always good news.” She put 


down Saladin’s carrier and flopped on the flowered couch. 
“Did Grace ever talk about her?” 


“I don’t remember,” Amy said. “I knew she’d been to 
Egypt, but she didn’t talk about it much.” Well, she did and 
she didn’t. It was all so vague. 

Cairo is a fascinating city. 

Have you been there, Grace? 

Of course, love. Many times. Oh, brrr, look at that cold rain. 


What do you say we go bake some brownies to cheer ourselves 
up? 


Deflection and disguise. Now Amy realized how often 
Grace had changed the subject when asked about her travels. 
Distrust snaked through Amy, tipping her off balance again. 


In the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves were more photographs. 
Amy picked up one in a silver frame. Someone had written 
over the image with a white pen — Us, Luxor, 1952. Grace 
was dressed in trousers that looked dusty and a pale shirt 
with her sleeves rolled up. She was squinting into the sun. 
Hilary Vale wore a flowered dress and a broad-brimmed hat. 
It looked as though they were standing in front of some kind 
of temple. Grace was jokingly making an Egyptian pose, her 
wrist bent and her hand flat. 


Just then Hilary came into the room carrying a large tray 
and set it down on a round polished table by the window. 
Nellie quickly moved to help her place the platters of pastries 
and sliced fruit in the center. 


“I see you’re looking at those old photographs,” Hilary 
said. “Hard to believe I was ever that young, isn’t it? Grace 
came every year and stayed with me. For years and years.” 


“Every year?” Amy asked. 


“She might have missed a few now and then. And of course 
near the end of her life travel became difficult. She told me 
about the cancer — she was very frank. But I was still so 
shocked when I heard. I never thought anything would 
defeat Grace.” 


Hilary gestured at the chairs, and they all took their seats. 
Amy ran her hands along the polished wood of the arms. 
Maybe Grace had sat in this chair. She wished she could feel 
closer to Grace, just from thinking that. But she couldn’t. 


Hilary poured a milky liquid out of a beautiful silver 
pitcher. “This is called sahlab,” she said. “They serve it in the 
cafés all over Egypt. I hope you like it.” 


Amy took a sip of the drink to be polite. It was creamy and 
sweet, like nothing she’d ever tasted, but she could barely 
swallow. Her throat felt tight with tears that threatened to 
spill over if she mentioned Grace’s name. 


“This is amazing food,” Nellie said, crumbling a cookie and 
feeding it to Saladin. “So, you say Grace contacted you 
before she died. What did she say?” 


Amy threw Nellie a grateful look. Nellie had seen her 
shyness and had taken over for now. She could always count 
on Nellie. Dan was too busy scarfing down lemon cake to 
notice her. 


Hilary smiled and rose. “Yes, let’s cut to the chase, as you 
Americans like to say. Grace sent me a letter and asked me to 
pass some things along.” She went to a small cabinet and 
opened it. She took out several items and went back to her 
chair, holding them in her lap. Amy felt an urge to grab them 
and run away to look at them in private, but she forced 
herself to take another sip of her drink and stay very still. 


Hilary placed a book on the table. “First, this is the travel 
guide to Egypt that Grace used for many years. She wanted 
you to have it.” She pushed it across the table to Amy. 


It was a thick book, the cover warped and stained, the 
pages well thumbed. 

“Of course it’s outdated,” Hilary said with a smile. “But 
things don’t change much here.” 


Amy flipped open the book. She saw notations in the 
margins in Grace’s loopy handwriting. 


en AE ff FDI f=. 
et El PIE L kere, | 1 FZ bAta 


Well, that didn’t sound too helpful. 


“This is her last Christmas card,” Hilary said. “There’s a 
message in it for you.” 


She handed the card to Amy. Dan scooted his chair closer 
so he could see it. 


The card was from the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. 
Grace had taken them there many times. It was a 
reproduction of an old painting, the Magi arriving with gifts 
to the manger. 


myself. L anly wish Seould be there 

ei gon au yore follower priti pen 

made lang age. dant argel- Lte aitt 
can alsoays end with Che basics 

Neth ll my lave, Prace. 

SoA Tre. Prnsoich renda her bel Tying | 


Amy and Dan looked down at the card. Grace’s hand had 
held the pen and made those lines and loops. She had used a 
fountain pen, the way she always did for important notes. 
There was a blob on the end of the “g” in “grandmother.” 
Even though they knew she’d been sick when she wrote it, 
the handwriting was strong and clear. She had known they 
would read this after she was dead. 


Even the misspelling of resonates made Amy feel woozy, as 
though her grandmother was just in the next room, writing 
Christmas cards and calling out, “Bring me some eggnog, will 
you, sweets? I can’t seem to locate my Christmas cheer!” 


She had left them a message. After all these weeks of 
wondering, here it was. Yet, what was it? It was personal — 
she had called them her treasures all the time — and yet it 
was impersonal at the same time. She sounded so cheerful, 
urging them to see Egypt. As though nothing else was going 
on but sightseeing. 


She looked over at Dan. She knew that his expression 
mirrored her own — bafflement and hurt. What kind of a 
final message was this? 


Dan reached for the envelope. “The postmark is 
Nantucket,” he said. “From last year.” 


Amy and Dan exchanged a glance. In that glance they left 
this room, this hot, strange city, and went to a place they 
knew well. Grace owned a small house in the town of 
‘Sconset on the island of Nantucket, off the coast of 
Massachusetts. They remembered blue skies and cottony 
clouds, air that tasted like salt. Grace grilling corn on the cob 
and making lime butter. Grace shouting, “Last one in is a boa 
constrictor!” and the sting of the cold, fresh ocean. 


“Remember Ye Olde Fenwick?” Dan asked. 


Amy smiled. Betsy Fenwick had been their neighbor. Amy 
no longer remembered which of them had given her that 
nickname. She came from “one of the oldest families on 
Beacon Hill” in Boston, which she managed to work into 
every conversation. She disapproved of Grace, who let her 
roses run wild and who gardened in old trousers and a 
Yankees cap. 


Mrs. Fenwick disliked cats but saved a particular hatred for 
Saladin, who for some reason chose Ye Olde Fenwick’s 
garden for his own personal bathroom. Grace said she didn’t 
understand the fuss — after all, wasn’t she saving Betsy 
Fenwick money on fertilizer? But as it was with all jokes, 
Mrs. Fenwick didn’t get it. She banned Saladin from her 


garden and insisted that Grace hang a bell on the cat’s collar. 
Saladin had hated that bell. He considered it beneath him. 
Am I a cat or a doorbell? he seemed to say. 


Amy’s smile faded. Remembering Nantucket made her feel 
even more mixed up. All that time they had! Nothing to do 
but enjoy summer. All those long afternoons, those evenings 
watching the sun melt into the ocean ... all that opportunity 
for Grace to turn to them and say, By the way, you have a 
birthright. And a burden. I need to fill you in. 


“End with the basics,” Nellie read. “What does that 
mean?” 


“Whenever she took us on a trip, Grace wouldn’t let us 
read the guidebook first,” Dan explained. “We had to look 
first, then read what someone else had said about it.” 


Hilary took a small box from her lap and said, “And now 
for my promise. This has been in a safety deposit box in 
Cairo for over fifty years. Grace gave me one key. She had 
the other. Her lawyer brought it just yesterday. A Mr. 
McIntyre?” 


“Mr. McIntyre is here in Cairo?” Amy asked. 


“Lovely man, if a bit stiff. We went to the bank together 
and opened up the safety deposit box. Inside was only this 
box. He told me that you would be arriving in Cairo shortly 
and I was to open it in front of you. Do you see the seal? I’m 
supposed to show you that it is unbroken. Now. Let us 
proceed.” 


Hilary broke the seal. The lid creaked as she opened the 
box. There was a small item wrapped in linen. “May I?” 

Amy and Dan nodded. Gently, Hilary picked up the object 
and unwrapped it. 


Emerald eyes stared at them, ancient and knowing. It was 
the golden statue of Sakhet. 


CHAPTER 10 


Hilary sucked in her breath. “Blimey! If this is genuine, it’s 
worth a fortune. Grace, you’re a sly one.” 


You have no idea, Amy thought. 


The only difference was that this statue sat on a beautiful 
gold pedestal. Amy stared at the goddess. She had been 
eroded by time, but she was feminine and strong. 


“She rocks,” Nellie said. 


“If it’s a fake, it’s a very good fake,” Hilary said. She 
hesitated. 


“What is it?” Amy asked. 


“Well. On Grace’s very first trip to Cairo — the one we 
took together in 1949—she asked me for a favor. For a 
friend, she said. Did I know an expert forger, someone who 
could produce a most perfect fake. And, as a matter of fact, I 
did. Grace knew that my father — he was an antiquities 
dealer — had fakes made of his most valuable pieces during 
the war. Just in case the Germans stole them, you see. I gave 
her the name, and I never heard another thing. So this ... 
well, it could be a very expert fake. Someone added this 
cheesy pedestal later on, obviously.” 


“Obviously,” Amy said, blushing. Oops — she’d thought it 
was beautiful. Clearly, she had a lot to learn about museum- 
quality statues. 


Amy exchanged a glance with Dan. Grace had made a fake. 
Could it be that Grace had stolen the original Sakhet — the 
one found by Howard Carter— and replaced it with a copy? 
Bae had told them that the statues were hidden during the 
war and it took a few years to retrieve them and build a new 


Ekat stronghold. In the confusion, could Grace have gotten 
her hands on one? Could this be the original that Howard 
Carter found? No wonder that with modern analysis 
techniques they couldn’t find a secret compartment! 


She looked again at Grace’s message to them. 
Egypt is full of wonderful things.... 


Amy remembered from her research that when Howard 
Carter found King Tutankhamen’s tomb, he was the first to 
look in, and when he was asked what he saw, he replied, 
“Wonderful things.” Was Grace quoting Carter to let them 
know that the Sakhet had once been Carter’s? 


There was only one way to find out. If there was a secret 
compartment in this Sakhet, it was the real one. Amy felt a 
chill travel up her spine, and she shivered. Katherine Cahill 
could have held this very object. Could have placed a hint 
inside with her own hands. 


“If you need to get it authenticated, I just happen to have 
an expert in the house,” Hilary said. 


“That would be me,” Theo Cotter said, walking into the 
room. 


Amy, Dan, and Nellie looked up with guilty expressions. 
They knew they’d left him in the lurch at Sennari House. 
“You know him?” Nellie blurted. 


Hilary smiled. “A bit.” 


Theo leaned over and kissed her. “Hello, Grandmother.” 
He turned to Amy, Dan, and Nellie. “Ah, here are the 
culprits. Let me give you lot a tip. Curators can get touchy 
when you throw objects around a museum. I had a bit of 
explaining to do.” 


Just then Theo caught sight of the Sakhet. He gave a long, 
low whistle. “What’s this? So you did find a real dealer after 
we got separated.” 


“No, Theo,” Hilary said. “They came upon this piece in a 
different way.” She spoke to the three. “I must confess 
something here. Theo came home and told me of his 
encounter in the Khan. He told me your names.” 


“But our hotel? How did you know where we were 
staying?” Amy asked. 

Theo held up a scrap of paper scrawled on a boarding pass. 
It was a phone number written in Nellie’s handwriting. 
They’d called the hotel reservation number right before they 
boarded the plane. “Call me Sherlock Holmes. Just don’t 
make me wear that hat.” He picked up the statue and ran his 
fingers over it. His voice was hushed. “Sakhet. The most 
powerful goddess of them all. Goddess of divine retribution 
and vengeance. Legend says that Ra once sent her against his 
enemies and she nearly destroyed the entire human race.” 


“Whoa, that’s one Rambo goddess,” Dan said. 


Nellie looked impressed. “You sound like you know what 
youre talking about.” 


“Theo is an Egyptologist,” Hilary said proudly. “He was a 
curator at the British Museum.” 


“I thought you said you were a tour guide,” Nellie said. 


“During holidays, while I was studying for my degree at 
Cambridge,” Theo answered. “If you want to sell the Sakhet, 
I can put out some feelers, and —” 


“No!” Amy and Dan cried together. 


“I mean, it has sentimental value,” Amy said quickly. She 
glanced at Dan. As usual, they were able to communicate 
without speaking. They both knew they needed help. They 
had to trust Grace’s best friend. Grace had led them there for 
a reason. 

“We think Grace left us a message inside that statue,” Amy 
said. “We’re on the trail of ... a family heirloom, and we 
think maybe this is it.” 

“But isn’t this the heirloom?” Hilary asked. “If Theo thinks 
it’s real, it could be quite valuable.” 

“Priceless, actually,” Theo said. “But of course there are 
always those who are willing to put a price on the priceless. 
Usually because they have pots of money.” 


Amy and Dan hesitated again. 


“You mean you’re after something more valuable?” Theo 
asked. 


“Well,” Nellie said, “value is in the eye of the beholder 
when it comes to family heirlooms, isn’t it? My family has 
been passing along the most hideous vase shaped like a 
pineapple for ages.” 


Dan picked up the Sakhet. Amy watched her brother. 
Something had kicked in behind his eyes. A great 
Egyptologist like Howard Carter hadn’t been able to discern 
the Sakhet’s secret, but she’d still bet on her eleven-year-old 
mad-hot genius of a brother. 


“Remember how Ye Olde Fenwick put up that fence just to 
keep the cat out?” he said. “Only it didn’t?” 


“Saladin figured out how to open the latch,” Amy said. “He 
jumped up on the top, and with one paw pulled against the 
fence post, then ...” 


“At the same time, pushed his nose against the latch. 
Which, for some crazy reason, popped the whole thing 
open.” 

“Mrs. Fenwick never understood how he got in.” 

“It was that push-pull thing at the same time. Seemed to be 
opposite forces, but actually ...” Dan pushed one finger 
against the nose of the statue and pulled at its neck. 

“No!” Theo cried, horrified. “Don’t —” 

Theo took a step forward, as if he could stop Dan, but they 
all gasped when the head of the statue suddenly revolved 
halfway. A small opening was revealed. Dan peered inside. “I 
think there’s something in there.” 

“Let me. Please.” Theo hurried to a desk in the corner of 
the room. He took out a small bag and withdrew a long pair 
of tweezers. 

“May I?” 

Reluctantly, Dan handed over the statue. Theo placed it on 
the table, then carefully slid the tweezers inside. His fingers 


moved delicately. Slowly, painstakingly, he withdrew a 
rolled piece of paper from inside the statue. 


“Papyrus! How old?” Hilary asked, her voice quavering 
with excitement. 


Theo frowned as he placed the papyrus on the desk. “It’s 
not an ancient papyrus. Sixteenth century, perhaps? Not my 


area of expertise. It’s got some kind of drawing on the back, 
and writing on the front.” 


“We’ve got to see the writing. How do we unroll it?” Amy 
asked. 


“Carefully.” Theo handled the pages by their edges and 
unrolled it. “This is mad,” he muttered. “This should be 
going straight to a museum.” But he, too, bent over the 
papyrus with the same eagerness to read it. 
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“K.C.,” Dan said under his breath to Amy. “Katherine 
Cahill!” 

This was stupendous. Katherine herself had left the 
message. Which meant that Grace had been the only one to 
know about it, and now ... they were the only ones. Amy 
grabbed Dan’s arm. 


999 


““Two shall aid you, one of dread,” Dan read. 

“Sakhet is sometimes called the Mistress of Dread,” Theo 
said. 

“Let’s look at the drawing.” Dan carefully turned over the 


delicate paper. 
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It was a drawing similar to the ones they had seen in the 
Ekat stronghold. 


“Can you tell what it is?” Amy asked Theo. 


He gave it a careful look. “I’d say it was a map of a tomb, 
but it would take some research to figure it out. There are 
hundreds of tombs all over Egypt, and more being discovered 
even now.” 


“Wait.” Dan reached for two pieces of paper from the pad 
on the desk. Quickly, he sketched out the other two drawings 
they’d seen in the Ekat stronghold, remembering them 
exactly. He placed the two papers next to the third and 
looked at them all side by side. 





“They’re all similar,” Theo said. “With small differences, 
but ...” 


“The differences are the point,” Dan said. 


He took another piece of blank paper. He bent over the 
paper, drawing intently, every so often checking the other 
drawings. “You have to look at all three, then just eliminate 
everything except what’s common to all of them.” He pushed 
his own drawing toward Theo. “Now do you recognize it?” 





Theo looked at the map for a few long moments. Then he 
crossed to the bookcase and took out a book called Valley of 
the Queens. 


He flipped it open to a page. “There. I thought so. That’s a 
map of the tomb of Queen Nefertari.” He looked up at them. 
“But why?” 


CHAPTER 11 


“T thought it was Nefertiti,” Amy said, trying to stall. 


Theo shook his head. “Different queen. Queen Nefertari, 
favorite wife of Ramses the Second. He ruled Egypt for sixty- 
six years during the Nineteenth Dynasty, New Kingdom, 
1279 to 1213 BC.” 


Dan sighed. Everywhere they went, it seemed, he got a 
lecture. 


“Nefertari’s tomb wasn’t discovered until 1904 by the 
Italian archaeologist Ernesto Schiaparelli. It was closed for a 
long time — about thirty years — because the wall paintings 
are so vulnerable. It was carved out of limestone and the 
reliefs were damaged by water, humidity, and salt. Then it 
underwent a massive conservation effort back in the early 
nineties. Now it’s regarded as the most beautiful tomb in all 
Egypt.” 

“But I don’t understand,” Hilary said. “You can’t take 
anything out of the tomb. Why do you have a map of it?” 

“It’s hard to explain,” Amy said. “There might be a 
message there for us.” 

“T see,” Hilary said, even though she clearly didn’t. “A kind 
of game?” 

“Exactly,” Amy said. “A sort of scavenger hunt.” 

“Wacky family, huh?” Dan said. 

“Well, you could have a problem,” Theo said. “The 
paintings are still so fragile that they limit access to the 
tomb. Very difficult to get in and have a look. I might be able 
to blag my way in....” 


“Why don’t you let Theo be your guide down to Luxor?” 
Hilary suggested. “My doctor has forbidden me to travel — 
he’s such a fussbudget, I’m only seventy-nine — but Theo 
will be a perfect guide. He’s led tours down to Luxor many 
times. He knows every inch of the valley. Let us help you, my 
dears. For Grace. I could do nothing for her in her final 
illness. Let me do this. rll ring and make the plane 
reservations right now.” 


Dan nodded. “All right,” Amy said. 


Hilary looked at the Sakhet. “I have a suggestion, dears. 
Now that you found your note, you might want to put her 
back in the bank. She’s too valuable to tote in your luggage. 
Pd be happy to do that for you.” 


Amy reached for the Sakhet. She wrapped the statue back 
in the soft linen. She zipped open her waist pack. The Sakhet 
fit perfectly inside. “Thanks, anyway. Pll keep her with me.” 
Hilary was probably right, but somehow Amy couldn’t let go 
of the statue Grace had wanted them to have, not even for a 
day. 

There was so little she had left. The jade necklace, and 
now this. Grace had reached out and sent them something. 
She didn’t understand where Grace was leading them or why, 
but she wasn’t about to let it go. 


The sun had barely risen when Hilary knocked softly at their 
doors. They ate a hasty breakfast and Hilary gave them 
another hair-raising ride to the airport. She offered to watch 
Saladin while they were gone. 


“Don’t fret a bit, ducks,” she said as Saladin hissed at her. 
“T love felines. We’ll get along just fine.” 


The airport terminal was hot and crowded. They stood in 
line, waiting for their boarding passes. The flight to Luxor 
was a little over an hour. They would be there mid-morning 
if it left on time. 

Amy felt like the crowds were pressing in on her, making it 
hard to breathe. So many people pushing their way to ticket 
counters and gates. She clutched Grace’s guidebook. She’d 


looked through it last night before going to sleep. It was clear 
that Grace had used the book on many trips to Egypt. Amy 
could tell from the different inks Grace had used. She’d dated 
her trips on the inside cover, from the 1960s through the 
1990s. Most of the entries were about cafés she’d liked, or 
the names of drivers she’d used. Many of them had been 
crossed out. Amy wondered why Grace hadn’t just bought 
another guidebook. Anyway, there was no message in the 
margin like, Here’s where you'll find Katherine’s Clue! 


There had been one ink color that looked fresher. She’d 
looked inside the cover but it wasn’t dated like the others 
were. Amy had thumbed through the book until the type had 
blurred, looking for notations in that light blue ink. She’d 
fallen asleep with the book next to her on the pillow. 


Theo led them to their gate. They stood to the side, 
watching passengers disembark from a flight from Rome. 

Suddenly, they heard a commotion. 

“Yo, my man. In the usual, I get an escort off the plane. 
The fans, they have a tendency to adore the Wizard. They 
spread the love, and it can get just a little too real, you know 
what I’m saying?” 

Dan groaned. “Oh, no.” 

Amy pulled him behind a pillar and gestured frantically at 
Nellie. Theo followed them curiously. 

They peeked around the pillar. Jonah Wizard stood with 
his father and a tall woman in a uniform, part of airport 
personnel. 

“Check out that mob,” Jonah Wizard said. 


“Those are the passengers awaiting the next flight,” the 
woman said. 

They could hear the clank of Jonah’s gold chains as he 
turned back to the attendant. “Solid. We’ve got some lead 
time. But as soon as I step foot out there, there’s going to be 
pandemonium a-go-go. Fo’ shizzle.” 


“A go ... fosh ... Excuse me, sir?” 


“Pll be calling your superior about the lack of crowd 
control,” Mr. Wizard said. “And I can’t access my 
BlackBerry!” 


“Do you know that young gentleman?” Theo asked in a 
low voice. 


“I wouldn’t throw the term gentleman around,” Dan said. 
“Tt might hit him and some manners might stick.” 


“Don’t you know him?” Amy asked. “He’s a huge star in 
the US.” 


At Theo’s blank look, Nellie said, “You know, ‘Get Your 
Groove Pants On’? ‘Turn Back the Feet of Time’? ‘You Makes 
My Funk Go Fresh’?” 


“Are you speaking English?” Theo asked. 


“We’re talking street,” Dan said. “Except it’s Rodeo Drive 
in Beverly Hills.” 


Theo held up his hands. “Help, I need a translator!” he 
said. 


“He’s a big, fat phony,” Dan said flatly. “That’s all you 
need to know.” 


Amy decided to leave out the fact that Jonah was a Cahill, 
and a cousin. At first she’d been totally thrilled to find out 
that the famous hip-hop star was actually related to her. Part 
of the Janus branch of the Cahills, Jonah had accepted the 39 
Clues challenge. Of course, it was easy for him to walk away 
from a million dollars. He probably spent that much a year 
on tips. 


Jonah swept out into the waiting room, sunglasses on. He 
held up his hands in order to ward off requests. There 
weren't any. 

“Send a porter for the bags. My limo will be at the curb,” 
he told the attendant. 

“Pm sorry, sir, you'll have to proceed to baggage claim.” 


Jonah looked startled. “I don’t do baggage claim, mama. 
The bags come to me.” 


“My name is Miss Senadi. I’m sorry, sir, if there’s nothing 
else—” 


“Don’t you know who I am?” 


Behind Jonah’s back, the attendant rolled her eyes at the 
other attendants at the desk. “Frankly, no.” 


Jonah looked stricken. He took off his sunglasses. “Dad!” 
he wailed. 


“Don’t worry now, Jonah,” his father said soothingly. 
“Obviously, here in Egypt, they aren’t aware that you’re a 
global brand.” 


“You mean ... nobody knows who I am?” 

“Now, Jonie, just calm down, I’m sure that—” 

“They don’t know that I’m da bomb?” 

An older woman swiveled. “Did someone say bomb?” 


Miss Senadi spoke rapidly into a walkie-talkie. “Security. 
Security, we’ve got a five-one-oh.” 

“Oh, man,” Dan said. “Did he just say the wrong thing, or 
what?” 


“We'd better board our flight,” Amy said. “I have a feeling 
Jonah is going to be stuck in interrogation for quite some 
time.” 


“Security, my mans!” Jonah held out his arms. “It’s about 
time! If you can just surround me on the way to the limo—” 


“Pm sorry, sir,” the security man said. He took his elbow. 
“You'll have to come with us.” 


“No touching,” Jonah said. “I don’t accept the touching of 
the merchandise.” 


Another security guard took his other elbow, and they 
lifted him off his feet. 


“Daddy!” 


Amy and Dan giggled as the security guards force-marched 
Jonah and his father away. 


“I havent seen anything so funny since that TV 
weatherman farted in the middle of a forecast,” Dan said 


gleefully. “I hope they keep him in detention for at least a 
year.” 


“Excuse me?” A polite young Egyptian man stood next to 
Dan. “For you from a friend.” He handed Dan a note. 


“Who was it?” 


“Paid thirty-dollar baksheesh. Bye, now!” The young man 
ran off before they could ask anything else. 


Dan unwrapped the note. It was a drawing of a long tool. 
“What’s this?” Dan asked. “A hoe?” 


“That’s not a gardening hoe,” Theo said, glancing at it. 
“That’s an ancient Egyptian embalming tool used during the 
mummification process. They used it to get the brains out of 
bodies. Up through the nostril, jiggle it about a bit until the 
brain liquefys and pours out the nose.” 

“Cool!” Dan said. 

“My sentiments exactly. They didn’t preserve the brain like 
they did the other organs, though. The lungs, stomach, and 
intestines were removed and each placed in a different 
canopic jar.” 


“Wow,” Dan said. “I’m impressed. Way to go, ancient 
dudes!” 


“A friend of yours sent the message?” Theo said. “Rather 
amusing, I suppose.” 


“Yeah,” Amy said. “It’s hysterical.” 


CHAPTER 12 


As they wound through the streets of Luxor, Dan started to 
feel like Egypt was the oven and he was the turkey. He was 
glad when the cab drove down a small lane to a dock and he 
could see the green water of the Nile. He didn’t feel any 
cooler, but it was better than looking at sand. 


“Where are we staying?” Amy asked Theo as they all 
grabbed their bags. 


Theo paid off the driver. He pointed with his chin to a 
small, trim white sailboat, sitting low in the water. “There.” 


“Whoa,” Dan said. “A boat? That rocks.” 


“Exactly,” Amy said. “And it doesn’t stop.” She’d never 
been crazy about boats. And it hadn’t helped that she’d 
almost drowned when she’d been thrown off one into a canal 
in Venice. 


“These boats are called dahabiyyas,” Theo said. “Do you 
see the smaller sailboats out on the river? They’re called 
feluccas. No trip to Egypt is complete without a Nile cruise on 
a felucca. My friend said we can stay for a couple of nights 
on his boat while he’s in Cairo.” 


“Hey, maybe after we go see Queen Neferfarty’s tomb, we 
can go for a swim in the river,” Dan said. 


“Its Nefertari, and whatever you do, don’t swim in the 
Nile,” Theo said. “There are parasites — worms — that could 
make you very, let’s say, uncomfortable. The larvae penetrate 
the skin. And, of course, there’s the occasional crocodile.” 

“Okay, you convinced me,” Dan said. 


“Come on, let’s take our gear aboard.” 


The cabin was trim and spare and gleaming. There was 
room for two people to sleep in the bow, and a seating area 
made up another bed. Bookshelves lined the sides of the 
cabin. Theo said he’d sleep on the deck. “To watch out for 
crocodiles,” he said with a wink. 


“Now,” he said, “I have to go see about those passes to the 
tomb. Might take a little persuasion. You'll want to take a 
rest later when it gets really hot, but you still have time to 
explore the Valley a bit. Where would you like to start?” 


Amy thumbed through Grace’s guidebook. On the plane 
she’d noted that Grace had outlined a site with light blue ink. 
“She said not to miss the Temple of Hatshepsut.” 


“Brilliant. Both sites are on the Thebes side of the river.” 
Theo looked at Nellie. “How would you like to see a real 
archaeologist’s office?” 


“Really? I’d love it.” 


Dan rolled his eyes at Amy. They had never realized that 
their smart-mouthed au pair was so capable of being ... a girl. 
He’d practically gotten airsick watching them share their 
bags of peanuts on the plane. He wished Nellie would go 
back to worshipping her iPod. 


“Let’s stroll down to the Corniche and IIl put you two in a 
taxi,” Theo said to Amy and Dan. “Nellie and I will meet you 
at Hatshepsut’s temple in exactly one hour. Then it’s off to 
the tomb.” 


“T can’t believe Theo said that it isn’t hot yet,” Amy said. 
“How much hotter can it possibly get?” 

She was about to grumble more, but ahead of her, an 
incredible sight was rising in the wavy desert air. The 
Temple of Hatshepsut sat at the foot of towering cliffs. It was 
built in three tiers, with columns marching along the front. A 
series of ramps and stairs led up to it. 

“Isn’t it amazing?” she said. 


“Which part?” Dan asked. “The sand? Or the sand?” 


“Here we are, walking on ground that people walked on 
thousands of years ago. I was reading in the guidebook—” 


Dan held up two crossed fingers. “Lecture alert.” 


“that this temple was designed by the queen’s architect, 
Senenmut, in the Eighteenth Dynasty. Later it was damaged 
by Ramses—” 


“T guess he wasn’t a fan—” 


“and it was even a Coptic monastery for awhile. They’re 
still excavating parts of it. I think we should go right to the 
reliefs of the queen’s journey to the Land of Punt. Look at 
what Grace wrote.” 
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“Where’s Punt?” Dan asked. “Is it next to Pass and Hike?” 


“No one knows for sure. They think it’s present-day 
Somalia. Hatshepsut led an expedition there.” 


They came to the wide ramp, which had shallow stairs in 
the center. The heat bounced off the pale stone and pounded 
against their bodies. The pale yellows and beiges of the sand 
and the cliffs turned everything into a pulsating shimmer. 
Amy was glad Theo had insisted they wear sunglasses and 
baseball caps. The glare was blinding. As they ascended, Amy 
felt more and more transfixed. It made her dizzy, heat and 
blue sky and cliff and the grandeur of the statues and the 
columns. 


99 


“There she is,” Amy said, pointing to a statue of 
Hatshepsut. 


“Whoa, she has a beard,” Dan said. “The queen is a dude!” 


“She called herself king,” Amy explained. “So sometimes 
she’s portrayed with a beard.” 


“Whatevs,” Dan said. “I still think she needs a shave.” 


“Come on, I think the wall reliefs are on the second tier.” 
Consulting the guidebook, Amy stopped for a moment. Dan 


tried to peer over her shoulder. 
“T think we go right,” Amy said. 
“No, left.” 
“Right. Then left, then right again—” 


“And turn and kick and jump. Are these directions or a 
cheerleading routine?” Dan tried to grab the book. “Let me 
see.” 


“No, I’ve got it.” 
“T haven’t even seen it yet!” 


Amy wrenched the book from Dan’s grasp. “I don’t want 
you to lose it.” 


“Pm going to lose it, all right,” Dan muttered darkly. 


Amy hurried ahead. She didn’t want the book out of her 
sight. Grace’s messages were in there, and even if she 
couldn’t figure them out, she didn’t want Dan spilling soda 
on the pages or forgetting the book in some café. 


Dan scowled as he trudged behind her. Amy kept looking 
up at the massive walls and checking the guidebook, anxious 
to find the exact spot. Suddenly, she stopped and pointed. 
“There! This is right where that picture of Grace was taken.” 
She stood where Grace had been standing and struck the 
same pose. 


“I don’t get it,” Dan said. “A bazillion years ago, a queen 
goes to Punt. I don’t see what that has to do with us. Hey, 
look at that.” 


He pointed to a short, squat figure. Amy consulted her 
guidebook. “That’s the Queen of Punt. She gave the gift of 
myrrh trees to Hatshepsut.” 

“T don’t care, she should still lay off the falafel.” 


“Why did Grace lead us here?” Amy wondered out loud. 
“What is she trying to tell us? It’s so frustrating!” 


“But at least she’s trying,” Dan said. “She finally left us 
something to go on. She left us the Saladin hint so we’d know 
how to open the statue. Only the two of us would know 
about that.” 


“I guess you’re right.” Amy looked out over the valley, 
then along the line of tourists heading up the sweep of the 
ramp. She picked out two figures straggling behind. “Look!” 
she cried. “It’s Jonah and his father.” 


“Oh, no,” Dan groaned. “I was hoping they’d stay locked 
up for at least eternity.” 


Suddenly, the glare made them feel exposed to every eye. 
Dan and Amy looked down as the tiny figures of Jonah and 
his father suddenly stopped. Jonah sat down, right on the 
ramp, as if he was too hot and tired to go another step. His 
father bent over, obviously trying to urge him to get up. 


“Where’s Theo and Nellie?” Dan wondered. “They should 
have been here by now.” 


Amy felt a shiver of alarm. “Let’s go look for them.” 


They headed up to the next terrace. As they reached the 
top of the ramp, they saw Theo and Nellie standing by a 
column. 


“We've been looking for you!” Nellie said, even though it 
seemed to Amy that she and Theo had been standing there, 
holding hands. 

“I have bad news and good news,” Theo said. “Bad news— 
Nefertari’s tomb is closed.” 

“Bummer!” Dan said. 

“The good news is that Theo is amazing,” Nellie said, 
giving Theo a starry-eyed gaze. “You should have seen him 
in action. He gets to the main top guy, some big-whoop 
archaeologist, and he starts talking about how he’s writing 
this book, and the guy is so impressed with how brilliant 
Theo is that he gives us a pass and says we can visit the 
tomb! Pure genius!” 

“You're exaggerating. It was nothing,” Theo said. 

“Don’t be so modest,” Nellie said. 

“It had nothing to do with me. It was because you were so 
charming.” 


“Um, hello? Mutual admiration society?” Dan said. 


“Tomb?” 


“Right-o,” Theo said. “We’d better go now, before he 
changes his mind.” 


“Is there a back way?” Amy asked. “I’d, um, like to see 
some stuff the tourists don’t see.” 


“I always know the back way, remember?” Theo asked. 
“But don’t forget this — when it comes to tombs, there’s only 
one way out.” 


“Okay, we have a few rules to follow,” Theo said. “This tomb 
is in a very fragile state, so absolutely no cameras, no flashes, 
no flashlights. Once I open the door, the lights will come on. 
You'll be able to see, but it’s not very bright. The frescoes 
must be protected at all cost. Watch your step on the stairs, 
and don’t touch any of the walls. And when I say it’s time to 
leave, we go. We have ten minutes. Agreed?” 


They all nodded. Theo swung open a heavy iron door. He 
disappeared into the tomb and they followed down the 
narrow stairs. The air was cooler as they descended, and 
smelled of dust. Amy heard Dan cough. She hoped the close 
air wouldn’t aggravate his asthma. 


Theo spoke in a hushed tone. “The tomb was found empty. 
Robbers had stolen everything long ago. But this tomb has a 
greater treasure.” 


They stepped into the first room. Amy sucked in a breath. 
Colors jumped out at her, alive and beautiful. Reds, golds, 
greens, blues. 


“There, that’s Nefertari. Her name means The Most 
Beautiful.” 


The figure wore a transparent white gown with a wide 
golden collar and earrings in the shape of flower blossoms. 


“She’s beautiful,” Nellie said. “I totally want her jewelry.” 
“Look up,” Theo whispered. 


Over their heads the ceiling was painted a deep blue. 
Golden stars were painted in a few swift strokes, row after 
row. It made Amy feel dizzy. 


“The tomb is designed so that Nefertari says goodbye to 
life as we descend,” Theo explained. He led the way down a 
flight of narrow stairs. “Various gods greet her and help her 
on her journey. The final room is the tomb room.” 


They walked past other wall paintings, vivid and beautiful. 
“That’s Osiris,” Theo said, pointing. “God of the underworld, 
husband of Isis. When we enter any tomb, we enter the world 
of Osiris.” 


They passed through into the burial chamber. “Here, Isis 
leads Nefertari to the underworld,” Theo said. “Look how 
tenderly she holds her hand. And she places the ankh, the 
symbol of eternal life, against her mouth.” 


Amy had forgotten about the Clue. It was hard to focus 
with so much color and mystery around her. She was in the 
center of an ancient world, and all she could do was turn 
around and around to gather in as many images as she could. 


“Our ten minutes are up,” Theo said. 
“But they can’t be! We just got here!” Amy said. 


“Time stops down here, doesn’t it? But we have to go. Did 
you find what you were looking for?” 


“No, but it was amazing,” Amy said. How could she pick 
out a single hieroglyph or a drawing? Everything was 
ancient, existing thousands of years before Katherine Cahill 
was born. Katherine must have seen this tomb, must have 
walked through and been stunned by its beauty, just as they 
had. How could she have left something here that she knew 
would be found? She wouldn’t have left an object; her guides 
were tomb robbers, so she knew that objects wouldn’t be 
safe. 


Amy gave a last glance behind as they climbed back up to 
air and sunlight. What did you leave, Katherine? she 
wondered. 


As they returned to the boat, they saw the white paper 
fluttering from the mast. “What’s that?” Amy asked warily. 


“Maybe it’s a takeout menu,” Dan said. “Do mummies eat 
pizza?” 

They jumped aboard and walked closer. Nellie gasped. The 
piece of paper had been attached to the mast with a lethal- 
looking knife. The blade glinted in the sun. 


They stepped closer to read the message. 
Death shall come on 
swift wings to him who disturbs 
the peace of those who sleep. 
“This is way too creepy,” Nellie said with a shudder. 


Theo extracted the knife and crumpled up the paper. “Must 
be the locals trying to scare us for their own amusement.” 

Amy didn’t think so. “But what does it mean?” she asked. 

“Its the pharaoh’s curse,” Theo explained. “A silly 
superstition, that’s all. Anyone who violates a tomb will 
suffer a terrible and untimely death. It’s all the stuff of horror 
films, really. Totally juvenile.” 

Juvenile? Dan looked at Amy. Jonah, he mouthed. 

Nellie sprang to set out the lunch they’d bought on the 
way home. “Could we not talk about mummys’ curses before 
we eat? Really bad for digestion.” 

Dan and Amy sat down on chairs out of earshot of Theo 
and Nellie, who chatted while they ate. “So Jonah knows 
we're here,” Dan said. 

Amy scooped up some baba ghanoush with the flat-bread 
called aish merahrah. 

“You're right. It’s probably him. Seems like his style.” 

“He’d rather follow us than figure something out himself,” 
Dan said. “But what is it?” 

Amy squinted at her plate. “Some kind of eggplant thing, I 
think.” 

“No, what we’re missing. We’re the thirty-nine clueless! 
There has to be a reason why Katherine Cahill led us to that 


tomb.” Dan had memorized Katherine’s dumb poem. Now he 
went over it slowly in his head. 


He sat up. “Hey. Remember — Under ancient stars step by 
step to mind. We thought she meant the sky. What if she 
meant —” 


“The golden stars on the ceiling of the tomb!” Amy cried. 


“Step by step,” Dan said. “We looked at everything on the 
walls, but did we examine the steps? We have to get back 
into that tomb!” 


CHAPTER 13 


Irina held on to the railing. She couldn’t risk stumbling on 
these steep stairs. She’d seen the Cahill kids leave the tomb, 
and she knew something must be here. A small explosive 
blew the lock, and she was in. Good thing she wasn’t seen. 
Egyptians could get so touchy about their precious sites. 


Irina came to a small antechamber. Those flat Egyptian 
figures — all the same, they were — surrounded her, some 
with a bird’s head, some with crowns, some holding staffs 
curved like snakes. She poked her head into the side room. 
More of the same. 


But the colors ... 


She wrenched her attention back to the task. More stairs. 
She descended carefully, glad she was wearing her Nikes. 
Those Americans knew how to make athletic shoes. She’d 
give them that. Irina kept her brain on sneakers because she 
was feeling a bit dizzy. It was a trick she used while on a job 
if she was tired or exasperated, any time her emotions 
threatened to overtake her. Concentrate on the trivial. 


But why was she feeling overwhelmed? 


To her left, a black jackal was offering something to an 
Egyptian queen person. It must be Nefertari. Irina didn’t 
know anything about Egyptian art, but somehow she knew 
this: The beautiful queen was being welcomed to the 
underworld. She would leave behind her life. Sunshine, river, 
palace, husband, child. All would be taken from her. 


She stepped inside the burial chamber. Here the queen had 
been laid, between the pillars. 


Those flat figures, all the same, like cartoons, with their 
black hair and their opaque eyes. She’d never realized before 


How beautiful they are! 

These paintings ... she imagined artists here, dipping their 
brushes into pots of gold and green and blue. They weren’t 
just painting the story of one queen’s death. They were 
painting every life. Every death. Every joy, every loss. 

Dazzled, Irina slowly revolved, drinking it all in. 

She felt something odd on her face, something so foreign 
she didn’t recognize it at first. She felt it like a draft, a 
coolness in this stale air. A tear. 

What was happening? 

Grace, what are you doing to me? 

Because she felt her, she felt Grace suddenly, her presence, 
right here. Her briskness, her intellect, her impatience ... her 
kindness. 

You were kind to me, she told Grace. When you told me I was 
a fool, there was no harshness in your tone. There was kindness 
in your eyes. 

Who can’t I forgive? You ... or myself? 

Irina stared ahead at the wall. Rebirth, she realized. This 
chamber wasn’t about death at all. It was about rebirth. 

Could that happen? After a life lived, after choice after 
choice after choice led you someplace small and dark ... 
could you ... change? 


CHAPTER 14 


Note to self, Dan thought. Do not think of brain-sucking 
mummies while standing in ancient tomb. 


The darkness pressed around them. They had just pushed 
on the door of the tomb, and it had swung open. Theo must 
have forgotten to lock it. Somehow without his cheery 
presence, the tomb seemed darker. Spookier. 


“D-do you think we should go down?” Amy whispered. 
“That’s why we’re here,” Dan said. He didn’t move. 


“This is ridiculous,” Amy said, straightening her shoulders. 
“Come on.” 


She eased the door shut, but left it open a crack. Dan 
stayed close behind her as she went down the stairs. When 
they got to the antechamber, they both looked up at the 
ceiling. The stars looked like a field of golden flowers against 
the brilliant blue. 


They looked back at the stairs. “Let’s look at the risers,” 
Amy said. “The stone that is behind the step. Katherine 
would have left a clue there rather than on the step itself. 
She’d know that hundreds of years of footsteps would wear 
away any message.” 


They examined each riser, but there was nothing except 
ancient, worn stone. 


“Next staircase,” Amy said. “We’d better hurry.” 

They cautiously made their way down the stairs, deeper 
into the tomb. 

“Wait!” Amy whispered. She didn’t know why she 
whispered, but it felt wrong to shout in this place. 


She bent over, squinting in the dim light. She forgot her 
nervousness as the discovery jolted through her. “Dan, come 
here! I think it’s a hieroglyph. It’s carved into the stone.” 





Suddenly, they heard a squealing noise, the sound of metal 
against metal. 


There was a loud clang as the iron tomb door shut 
completely. The lights immediately went out. 


“Amy?” Dan whispered. 


“Pm right here.” Amy only knew Dan was inches away by 
the sound of his voice. It was so dark she couldn’t see her 
own hand. She fought down panic. 


The darkness pressed against them like a living thing. 


Dan felt his breath catch. Amy grabbed his hand. 
Normally, Dan would have pulled his hand away and said 
something like “Ew,” but just then his sister’s fingers felt 
good, even if they were kind of sweaty. 


“Somebody shut the door,” Amy whispered. 

“Thanks for the tip, Miss Obvious,” Dan whispered back. 

Suddenly, he heard a noise. Was it a footstep? Shuffling, as 
if a foot was being dragged along the dusty ground. As 
though wrappings were dragging behind ... 

“Did you hear that?” Amy whispered. 

“No,” Dan lied. 


DEATH SHALL COME ON SWIFT WINGS TO HIM WHO 
DISTURBS THE PEACE OF THOSE WHO SLEEP. 


Dan knew he was breathing dust. He could feel his lungs 
struggling. He heard his own wheezing in his ears. 


“Dan.” Amy gripped his shoulder. “There’s plenty of air. 
Do you have your inhaler?” 


His sister’s calm voice steadied him. He didn’t know how 
she could be so calm, but it helped him. He knew how she’d 
panicked when she’d almost been buried alive. The Amester 
was getting braver all the time. He reached into the pocket of 
his shorts and brought out his inhaler. 

Better. 

The noise came again, terrifying in its soft menace. He 
didn’t even bother saying he didn’t hear it. He imagined a 
mummy, black holes for eyes, trailing linen. His brains had 
already been sucked out, and he was just a dead thing ... 
reaching ... 

Slow down, he told his heartbeat. If this was a video game, 
you’d think it was way cool. 


Another shuffling noise, closer still.But it’s not a game! 


Whoever it was — person or thing — it was hunting them. 


“Weve got to hide,” Amy whispered. “The burial 
chamber.” 


He didn’t, didn’t, didn’t want to go back to the burial 
chamber. The thought of it froze his blood. But he followed 
Amy into the place the mummy had lain thousands of years 
ago. 


Even in the enveloping dark, Irina was completely oriented. 
She heard Dan and Amy inching their way toward her. Her 
vision was like a cat’s. She could find her way out of a cave 
miles underground if she had to. As a matter of fact, she 
already had, thanks to that nasty little job in Marrakech back 
in the nineties. 


The acoustics in the tomb magnified every sound. They 
were coming right toward her. 


This was her chance. They were hers at last. The question 
was, what to do, exactly. The children needed to be slowed 
down, they needed to be stopped. Frightened so badly that 
they would go back to that Boston Beantown where they 
belonged. 


So, her poison nails — always an option. Or would a little 
explosive be better? Nothing too nasty, just enough to start a 
small cave-in. If she could get past them — and she could — 
she could place the device at the entrance, and ka-blooey. 
They would be stuck in the burial chamber for a good while, 
she imagined. Long enough to decide that the 39 Clues was a 
game for adults, not children. 


Irina moved forward silently. Amy took a hesitant step into 
the chamber. The children were holding hands. Awww. What 
adorable, sniveling cowards! 


The tomb had gotten to her. She’d been thinking crazy 
thoughts. Blin! As her grandmother used to say, she’d almost 
blown her own roof. Crazy thoughts, that she’d been on a 
wrong path, that there was another way to go. 


There was only one way to go, and that was over everyone 
else. 


They were close. She could smell their fear. She smiled as 
she moved closer. Just another millimeter or two ... Her foot 
hit something. 


“Did you hear that?” Amy squeaked. 


Irina was so close she could reach out and touch her. She 
had only to extend one finger ... and scratch. 


Her eye twitched. She bent down and touched what she’d 
hit with the toe of her Nike. Her fingers closed around a 
small book. She put it in her pocket. 


“Someone’s here with us,” Dan whispered. 


Yes, I am here, little comrade. Irina could make out the 
gleam of the back of Dan’s neck. So vulnerable. So close. 


But wait. Better they should be conscious when the 
explosion occurred. What was the good of scaring them if 
they were unconscious? Terror was best experienced when 
one was wide-awake. 

Reluctantly, Irina drifted past the children like a ghost. Up 
the stairs toward the door. The side chamber was to her left 
now. In her other pocket was the explosive. 

Irina stopped. She set the timer. She held the explosive in 
her hand, ready to place it. 

She remembered the wall paintings. The queen. The other 
goddess leading her by the hand. The greens, the golds, the 
blues. Three thousand years this tomb had survived. It should 
rest in peace. 

What? How did that thought enter her brain? 


She was a Cahill. A Lucian. Superior in intellect and 
cunning. She should do anything to get what she wanted... 


Except destroy what millennia of sand and water and 
thieves did not. 


Irina turned off the timer. 


That’s when she heard the footsteps. There was someone 
else here. 


Irina was scared of nothing in life. Except ... maybe 
clowns. 


She went toward the noise. 


CHAPTER 15 


The door clanged open. Lights went on. 

“Dan? Amy? Kiddos?” 

“It’s Nellie!” Amy cried. “We’re here!” 

Nellie rushed down the second set of stairs into the burial 
chamber. She threw herself at them and gave them a fierce 
hug. 

“Will you just stop doing this?” she demanded. “My nerves 
are shot! You could have been down here for, like, eternity!” 

Suddenly, Theo came rushing down toward them. “Amy? 
Dan? Nellie!” Theo grabbed Nellie by the elbows. “Are you 
okay?” 

“Tm fine,” Nellie said. 

“Amy and I are fine, thanks,” Dan said. 

“I was looking everywhere for you!” Theo said frantically 
to Nellie. “Are you certain you’re all right?” 

“Perfectly okay,” Dan said. “We were just shut up in a 
tomb. No problem.” 

“What do you mean, Theo?” Nellie asked. “I woke up and 
saw Amy and Dan were gone. I knew they would head back 
here. Basically, I just pick the thing that would freak me the 
most, and they do it.” 

Theo wiped at the sweat on his forehead. “I got a text 
message on my phone that you were in trouble. I’ve been 
looking everywhere.” 


“Did you see anyone when you entered the tomb?” Amy 
asked Nellie. 


Nellie shook her head. “I just rushed down the stairs when 
I heard you calling.” 


“We heard someone,” Dan said. “A sort of shuffling noise.” 
Theo tried not to smile. “A mummy?” 


“We didn’t imagine it,” Dan said, annoyed. “Whoever it 
was could have hidden in one of the side chambers, then 
gone out after Nellie came down to the burial chamber.” 


“Oh, no! Grace’s guidebook!” Amy said. “I must have 
dropped it.” 


They searched over the entire tomb but didn’t find it. 
“Are you sure you had it?” Theo asked. 


“Of course she’s sure,” Dan said. “She never lets it out of 
her sight. You see?” He looked around the tomb. “Someone 
else was here.” 


“And they took Grace’s book,” Amy said. 


Amy and Dan were silent as they sat in the cabin of the boat 
after dinner. Theo had suggested going to Luxor for dessert 
— he knew a “super” rooftop restaurant with a view of the 
river and the Temple of Luxor. But they couldn’t think about 
dessert or great touristy views. 


Misery hung over Amy like a cloud. Dan knew just how 
she felt. The book was gone. It was the same way he’d felt 
after he lost the photograph of his parents back in the train 
tunnel in Paris. It was like he’d lost a piece of them. Now 
they’d lost a piece of Grace. A crucial piece. 


They kept losing piece after piece of their old lives. Falling 
down, falling away. Until you felt like you were on a world 
without gravity, and soon you’d have nothing to hold on to. 
Tonight, the motion of the boat made Dan feel almost dizzy. 


It was time to work, not think. Thinking about stuff too 
much didn’t get you anywhere, no matter what his sister 
thought. 


Dan pushed a piece of paper toward Amy. “Here.” He’d 
written out the hieroglyphs they’d found on the stairs of 


Nefertari’s tomb. 


Amy didn’t bother asking if he was sure he remembered 
them right. She sprang up and went over to the crammed 
bookshelves. She slid out a heavy book. “I saw this before. 
It’s a hieroglyphic dictionary.” 

They flipped through the book. It took them awhile to find 
the explanations for the hieroglyphs. Dan copied them down. 


Ai a meee River 
hd a Cliff 
[ | iiai Island 


PEEPI IRTA: Obelisk 


“River, cliff, island, obelisk,” Dan said, pointing to each. 
“These are easy. But we can’t find this last one.” 


“Okay, here we are in Luxor,” Amy said. “There’s a river. 
There are cliffs. Islands in the river. Obelisks. But Katherine 
can’t just be listing random things.” 


“If Katherine made those glyphs,” Dan said. “We don’t 
know that for sure. She wouldn’t know how to decode 
hieroglyphs in the sixteenth century. Hieroglyphs weren’t 
translated until a couple of centuries later, when they found 
the Rosetta Stone.” 


“These are pretty simple, though,” Amy said. “They’re 
pictograms — they mean what they are. She would have 


figured them out. We could, even without the dictionary. 
Except for this last one.” 


“Things just aren’t adding up,” Dan said. “Maybe there is a 
fourth Sakhet. Remember that note we found from that guy 
Drovetti? He said the clue had been shipped to the palace of 
L. 2? 


“Louis the Fourteenth, maybe,” Amy said. “Versailles is 
right outside Paris.” 


“Maybe we shouldn’t be here at all,” Dan said. “Some 
Lucian shipped the most important hint to Paris. This feels 
like it could be a dead end.” 


Amy’s gaze wandered to the porthole. “Dan? Did you 
notice that the lights of town are ... kinda far away?” 


Dan stood up. “Our line came loose! We’re going toward 
the middle of the river!” 


“Excellent work, homies!” Jonah Wizard’s head appeared 
at the top of the steps leading to the deck. “Good lead. Paris 
is my city! They love me in Paris!” 

Amy and Dan charged toward the stairs. Jonah stepped 
back and let them come up on deck. They were in the middle 
of the river. The lights of Luxor seemed far away. 


Mr. Wizard was at the helm. Jonah collapsed in a chair 
with a laugh, pointing at them. “You should see your faces!” 
he said. “Hysterical. Anyway, what can I say? If only you 
agreed to be my homies when I offered you the deal. Yo, 
Dad, book us two first-class tickets to Paris. Love that Hall of 
Mirrors at Versailles. So much of moi to see!” 


“I can’t get service out here,” Mr. Wizard said, his thumbs 
trying to work his BlackBerry. 


“You know what?” Jonah threw his legs over the arm of 
the deck chair, one sneakered foot swinging. “You both look 
beat. Maybe you need a vacation. Say, on a nice tropical 
island?” 


Mr. Wizard brought the boat around. He crossed to the 
small gangplank on the side. 


“Oh, c’mon,” Dan said. “You’ve got to be kidding. You’re 
going to make us walk the plank?” 


Jonah chortled. “Tru dat, me hearties. I always wanted to 
be a pirate!” 


“Pd suggest you go now,” Mr. Wizard said. “We’ve got a 
plane to catch.” 


The gangplank thudded down on the sand of the small 
island. It was uninhabited. All Amy and Dan could see were 
thick trees and undergrowth. Amy was glad she had the 
Sakhet in her waist pack. 


“We'll get you for this!” Dan said to Jonah. 
“Yeah, whatever.” 
“And those stupid warnings didn’t scare us a bit.” 


“What warnings?” Jonah asked. “Just walk the walk, Peter 
Pan. You first, Tinker Bell,” he said to Amy. 

Dan followed Amy down the plank. 

Mr. Wizard hauled it up after they were on the island. The 
boat began to glide away. 

“Have a slammin’ time!” Jonah called out. “I’ll be betting 
that someone will come by ... sooner or later. Oh, but there’s 
just one thing.” 

His voice sailed over open water. “Watch out for the 
crocodiles!” 


CHAPTER 16 


Amy decided she was never watching Animal Planet again. 
Once you’d lived Animal Planet, it lost its charm. 


She edged away from the bank of the river. Behind her, the 
trees and foliage looked thick and impenetrable. Without the 
sun, the river had taken on a dark and oily look. 


“Crocodiles have the strongest bite of any animal on 
earth,” Dan said. “Five thousand pounds per square inch. 
That’s, like, twelve times stronger than a great white shark. 
They move fast, even on land. But the best way to run away 
from them is straight ahead, not zigzaggy. Just run really 
fast.” 

“Dan! Zip it,” Amy said. 

“They hunt at night. They wait in ambush for their prey.” 

“This isn’t helping.” 

“They drag you underneath the water and roll around and 
around with you and drown you before they chomp you. If 
youw’re lucky. You’ve got to get your hands around their jaws 
and hold them closed —” 

“Dan, get lost!” 

“T am lost!” 

There was a short silence. Across the dark river, the lights 
of Luxor glittered. Behind them on the west bank of the river, 
the ancient kings and queens slept in the limestone cliffs, the 
mummies still undiscovered, the hills cradling their spirits. 
The sky overhead was thick with more stars than Amy had 
ever seen. It would have been beautiful if only Amy could 
stop worrying about getting clamped in crocodile jaws. 


“Tm just trying to be helpful,” Dan said. 


“If we can attract a boat’s attention, someone will see us,” 
Amy said. She could see the individual lights on the ends of 
boats — feluccas, Theo had called them—out on the river. 
“How do you say yoo-hoo in Arabic?” 


“I believe that yoo-hoo could be part of a universal 
language,” Dan said. “Like ow. Or — you’re stepping on my 
foot.” 


“That’s universal?” 
“No, you're stepping on my foot. Ow.” 
Amy moved. 


“Yoo-hoo!” Her voice sounded thin. It was swallowed up 
by the darkness. She tried to remember if crocodiles hunted 
by noise. She decided not to ask Dan. 


“YOO-HOO!” she shouted. The tiny boat lights stayed on 
their courses, tacking lazily back and forth. “Well, Nellie and 
Theo will come looking for us,” she said. 


“How will they look for us?” Dan asked. “Jonah stole the 
boat!” 


“They'll hire a boat, and—” 

“Shhh,” Dan stopped her. 

“Just because I told you to be quiet before—” 

“Shhh! Listen.” 

Amy didn’t hear anything. Then she heard a soft splash. 
She froze. “Do you see anything?” she whispered. 


“T thought I saw ... two eyes,” Dan whispered. “Out there 

. by those reeds. Crocodiles stay submerged until they 
attack....” 

Amy looked. She didn’t see anything by the reeds. What 
she did see was a giant log floating close to the riverbank. 
Then she saw that the log had two eyes and a snout. The 
crocodile turned and began to glide toward the beach. 

“D-d-d-d ...” 

“What?” 

“C-c-croc ...” 


The crocodile lumbered onto the beach, and Amy forgot 
how to move. It looked like a walking dinosaur. Something 
primitive and evil and hungry for flesh. Every impulse had 
been driven from her brain except for terror. The crocodile 
opened its mouth. Amy felt mesmerized by what looked like 
hundreds of sharp, pointed teeth. 


Crocodiles have the strongest bite of any animal on earth.... 
“Run!” Dan hissed. He yanked at her arm. 


Amy wheeled, stumbled, and took off, running across the 
beach toward the center of the island. The sand sucked at her 
shoes. It was like running in a nightmare. 


Amy looked back. The crocodile was following them! 
“Don’t zigzag!” Dan shouted. 


But she wasn’t zigzagging. She was stumbling. Her legs 
were shaking so badly that she couldn’t run. 


They crashed into the underbrush, following a narrow path 
that snaked through the trees. Amy’s T-shirt snagged on a 
branch but she ripped it free and kept running, jumping over 
roots and ducking under branches. 


Over the sound of their gasping, they heard the actual 
thump of the crocodile hitting the path. The swish as its 
gigantic tail hit the greenery. 


It was so dark under the trees that it was like running 
underneath a black hood. Amy’s heart banged against her 
chest. She could already feel the hot breath of the beast. Any 
moment it would snatch her from behind and whirl her in 
the air as its jaws cut her in two. 


The path suddenly ended, spilling them out on a beach. 
Moonlight silvered the sand. It was as if someone had turned 
on the lights. 

“Where to now?” Amy asked, whipping her head around. 

Down by the water, a shadow slipped away from a palm 
tree. A man stood, dressed in the white galabia that many 
Egyptian men wore. 


“Help us!” Amy screamed. 


“Amy ...” Dan stopped short. “He’s got a knife.” Moonlight 
glinted on the blade the man held at his side. 


Amy turned around. Behind her on the path she saw the 
green eyes of the crocodile coming toward them. Faster. “I 
don’t care,” Amy said. “Come on!” 


They ran down the beach toward the man with the knife. 
Better that than a crocodile’s jaws. 


The man sheathed the knife as they approached him. The 
crocodile was running across the beach now. The man 
suddenly backed away, then scrambled toward a small 
felucca they hadn’t noticed before. 


“No, wait! Please!” Amy cried. 


He jumped in gracefully and began to paddle. Amy sobbed 
out loud. Terror squeezed her heart. There was no hope left. 
No place left to run. 


But the man was paddling toward them, not away. He was 
shouting something in Arabic. 


They ran to him, faster than they’d ever run in their lives. 
They waded through the water, feeling like their legs were 
lead. The crocodile was gaining the edge of the water. If it 
made it in the water, they were dead. Amy knew that clearly. 
She could see by Dan’s terrified face that he knew it, too. 


The man reached out. He grabbed the edge of Dan’s T-shirt 
with one hand, Amy’s with the other. Amy felt like a fish as 
he hauled them up and over the side. 


They lay in the boat, gasping. The sail furled as it caught a 
breeze. They all heard a plop as the crocodile entered the 
water. The man didn’t speak. His mouth was a grim line as 
he reached for the rudder. 


He tacked away, and the boat glided over the water, 
straight out toward the middle of the river. They caught a 
current and whirled away. They all held their breath, waiting 
for any movement near the boat. 


Suddenly, the man smiled. He nodded at them. “Okay,” he 
said. “Okay.” 


Amy’s entire body was trembling. She looked at Dan. That 
had been way too close. 


She pushed off the deck to sit up straight. Her hand landed 
in something wet and sticky. She brought it up to see. 

Blood. 

They were out in the middle of the Nile with a stranger 
with a very big knife and blood on the deck of his boat. 

“We ... we come in p-peace,” Amy said. 

The man leaned forward. His gaze was dark and blank. He 
reached out a strong hand and pointed at Dan. Amy threw 
herself over her brother to protect him. “No!” she screamed. 

“Yes!” the man shouted. “Red Sock!” 

“R-red ... what?” 

He pointed at Dan’s T-shirt. “Bos-ton. 2004 World Series 


champs!” the man said. “Fenway Park!” He pointed to his 
own chest. “Game Two!” 


Dan sat up, blinking as the man’s words registered. “You 
were there? Awesome!” 

“Curt Schilling!” 

“Manny Ramirez!” Dan beamed and turned to Amy. 
“Baseball. Another universal language.” 

“What about that knife?” Amy hissed. 

Dan began to laugh. It had finally happened. Her brother 
had lost it. 

“Can’t you smell it?” he said. “He’s a fisherman. 

Look!” 

Yes. Now she could smell it. Right next to her was a bucket 
of fish. He’d been cleaning them when they’d first spotted 
him. 

“Luxor?” the man said. Now Amy could read the 
friendliness in his smile. She nodded. 


The river was a dark, inky blue. Amy caught her breath as 
her heartbeat slowed. She tilted her head back. She picked 
out the Big Dipper in the cluster of stars. A sense of comfort 


trickled through her. From here she could see the moonlight 
on sand on the Thebes side of the river. It looked like a 
snowfield extending to the cliffs. As they sailed, the lights of 
the great Temple of Luxor twinkled. 


“Amazing,” she said. 
“Amazing,” the fisherman said. 


Apparently, amazing was part of the universal language, 
too. 


The fisherman left them on the dock close by the Luxor 
temple. With a huge grin and a friendly wave, he called, 
“Bye-bye, Bostons! See you later, alligators!” and sailed off. 

“We come in peace’?” Dan mimicked her. “Did you think 
he was an Egyptian or a Martian?” 

Amy couldn’t help giggling. “How did I know he was a Sox 
fan?” 

“Where to now?” Dan asked. 

“Theo and Nellie must have gotten back by now,” Amy 
said. “Maybe they’re waiting at the dock. We’ll have to 
explain why there’s no boat.” 

But when they got to the dock, the boat was there. Nellie 
and Theo sat on the deck, drinking tea. “Did you go for a 
walk?” Nellie asked. 

Dan looked at Amy. Amy looked at Dan. Should they 
mention Jonah Wizard, the boatnapping, the crocodile, the 
big knife? The Red Sox-loving fisherman? 

“Yeah,” Dan said. “We went for a walk.” 

They left Theo and Nellie on the deck, drinking chai and 
watching the night sky, and went below. 

“At least Jonah returned the boat,” Amy said. 

“At least he’s on his way to Paris,” Dan said. “The question 
is, should we be going, too?” 

“[ve been thinking about that. When we were in Paris, I 
read about the history of the Louvre Museum. It was once a 
palace. So when Drovetti wrote palais de L, he probably 


meant Palais de Louvre. Remember, Bae told us that Drovetti 
sent the Sakhet to the Louvre, and an Ekat managed to get it 
back. I bet there isn’t a fourth Sakhet. After all, the three 
maps added up to Nefertari’s tomb. Now we just have to use 
the hieroglyphs to figure out where to go next.” 


Dan frowned. “Katherine isn’t helping much. And neither 
is Grace!” 


“Well, Katherine mentions Aswan in the poem. Giza, 
Aswan, Thebes, and Cairo, remember? We started in Cairo. 
Napoleon found the first Sakhet in a pyramid in Giza. The 
second was found by Howard Carter in Hatshepsut’s tomb in 
Thebes. Aswan is the only city left. I bet that’s where the 
final clue is.” 


“But we don’t know that for sure,” Dan argued. “Bae found 
the third Sakhet in Cairo, but that was hundreds of years 
after Katherine left it somewhere. It could have been stolen 
and sold and sold again. It could have come from Aswan.” 


“Maybe,” Amy agreed reluctantly. “Remember what Bae 
said about Katherine, that she felt underestimated because 
she was a woman? Haven’t you noticed that Katherine has 
been leading us through all the female pharaohs, queens, and 
goddesses of ancient Egypt? Sakhet, Hatshepsut, Nefertari. 
Even the Giza clue was found in the queen’s pyramid.” 


“That reminds me.” Dan looked at the hieroglyphs again. 
“When Theo was giving us the tour, and that part where Isis 
is holding Nefertari’s hand? The glyph over Isis was the same 
as this.” 


“T bet this means Isis.” 


“Another female goddess!” Amy flipped through her book. 
“Ancient Egyptians believed that when Isis heard her 
husband, Osiris, was dead, her tears made the Nile overflow 


—turning the land fertile for cultivation.” She looked up, her 
eyes alight. “ ‘One makes green with tears long shed’!” 

“What about ‘where heart of her heart was found’?” Dan 
asked. 

Amy read on, her heartbeat quickening. “Osiris was 
dismembered by Seth. Isis found his heart on the island of 
Philae. That’s where her temple is.” 

Dan put his finger on each hieroglyph. “Island. Isis. 
Obelisk. 


[a 


“Where is Philae?” Dan asked. 

“Aswan!” Amy exclaimed. “It all adds up.” She closed the 
book with a thud. “The thing is,” she added, “I don’t 
remember if Grace wrote anything about Aswan. I wish we 
hadn’t lost her guidebook!” 

“We?” Dan asked. 


“Okay, me,” Amy said, flushing angrily. “If you want to 
blame me, go ahead.” 

“Well, maybe if you’d let me look at the book, we’d have 
an idea of what to do next,” Dan said. 

“That’s not fair,” Amy said. “You don’t like research like I 
do.” 

“I can read,” Dan said bitterly. “And unlike you, I can 
remember, too. You barely even let me look at it.” 

“You always say research is boring,” Amy countered. “How 
was I to know you wanted to read a guidebook for the first 
time in your life?” 


“It wasn’t just a guidebook. It was Grace’s guidebook!” 
Dan’s voice rose. “You want to keep everything that Grace 
left for yourself. You’ve got the necklace and now the Sakhet 
... you won’t let go of that, either. You even want to keep her 
memory to yourself!” 


“That’s not true,” Amy protested. “And it’s not fair, either!” 


“Well, she’s not just your grandmother, you know!” Dan 
said. His face was bright red. “You want her all to yourself!” 


“Don’t be ridiculous!” Amy yelled. She felt her face grow 
hot. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard!” 


“You get to decide if she was good or not. You get to 
decide if she loved us or not. If you’re going to tell me that 
my grandmother didn’t love me at all, that she was some evil 
mastermind, then you’d better back it up with facts,” Dan 
told her furiously. “You’re so spooked you’ll make a mistake 
again that you’re doing a complete one eighty. Everybody 
isn’t bad just because Ian Kabra is!” 


Amy gasped. She’d never seen Dan act like this before. He 
called her names and fought with her, but never like this. He 
was never deliberately mean. He looked almost triumphant 
now, like he’d scored a hit. 

Just like she’d felt in the Ekat stronghold when she’d made 
him cry. 

What was happening to them? Was this what the chase for 
the Clues was doing to them? Betrayals and secrets were the 
new normal. It was warping them. Turning them against 
each other. 

They were both acting like people she didn’t recognize. 
People she didn’t like. 


They were acting, Amy realized, like Cahills. 


CHAPTER 17 


It was only nine in the morning, and the temperature in 
Aswan was well over ninety. In the airport, Amy felt sweat 
snake down her back, and she shrugged off her backpack and 
looped it over a shoulder. With every step, it bumped into 
her waist pack. She wasn’t about to complain. If she did, Dan 
would just throw her a look of disgust and call her a wimp, 
and she wouldn’t be responsible for her actions. 


Then again, he probably wouldn’t call her names. They 
weren’t talking to each other. 


Slam, slam, went her backpack against her waist pack. She 
trudged after the others. Nellie was first, heading toward the 
taxi stand. Theo had called Hilary for help, and she’d 
recommended the Old Cataract Hotel, “where Grace always 
stayed in Aswan, ducks ... darling Saladin, do get your claws 
out of my arm, thank you....” 


Dan was after her, putting as much distance between 
himself and Amy as possible. Theo walked in front of Amy, 
digging for the sunglasses in his shirt pocket. Crowds of 
tourists waiting for luggage milled about, and a tour guide 
called out, “This way, people!” as another large clump of 
tourists moved toward a row of buses. 


Theo dropped his sunglasses and leaned over to pick them 
up. Amy felt someone bump into her from behind as she 
stopped short. She felt the chafing from the waist pack, and 
she reached down to move it slightly. To her surprise, she 
brushed a hand. “Hey!” 

She felt her waist pack being tugged. The crowd pressed in 
on her. She couldn’t turn, and she couldn’t move forward. 
Amy started to panic. “Help!” she cried, but nobody heard 


her. Theo didn’t turn. He was waving at Nellie. She felt as 
though she were being squeezed by a roomful of writhing 
snakes. She couldn’t get her breath. It was so hot, and the 
moving bodies around her trapped her. She couldn’t break 
free. “H-h-help!” Her voice was so puny, barely a squeak. 


Ahead, she saw Dan turn. His eyes met her panicked ones. 
He knew immediately she was in trouble. He started to force 
his way back to her. 


“Dan!” 

She tried to move toward him and almost fell. 

“Dan, help! My waist pack!” 

Suddenly, his arm popped through the crowd and he 
yanked on her wrist. He pulled her as hard as he could, 


knocking a woman out of their way. Amy felt the pressure on 
her waist pack ease. 


She twisted around and scanned the crowd. Instead of 
writhing snakes, she saw sweaty tourists anxious for ground 
transportation. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw 
someone move, but it was only an older couple, a fat man in 
a straw hat and his wife looking down and searching through 
her bulging tote bag. Amy saw the light glint on her silver 
snake ring. 


“Hurry, you two!” Theo stood at the cab, the door open. 
Amy tumbled into the backseat next to Dan. 


“Hey, someone tried to saw this off from behind,” Dan 
said. 


Amy unbuckled the waist pack with shaking fingers. She 
saw the mark of a knife trying to slice through the canvas. At 
the sight of the fresh cut, a chill went down her back. “That 
was close.” 


“You’ve got to watch your belongings in crowds,” Theo 
said. “I’m glad you reacted so quickly, Amy.” 


“It was Dan, actually,” Amy said. 
“Yeah, I managed to do something right,” Dan said. 


Theo looked out the window. “Why don’t we drop our bags 
at the hotel and catch a boat over to Agilika Island right 
away?” 

“Wait,” Dan said. “I thought Philae was the name of the 
island. That’s where the guidebook said the temple was.” 


“Philae is the name of the site, but Agilika is the island,” 
Theo said. “Philae Island has been completely underwater 
since the 1960s.” 


“What?” Amy blurted. The Clue was underwater? 


“That’s when the High Dam was built. Even before that, 
after the building of the first dam back in 1902, the island 
was submerged during certain parts of the year. People 
would actually look down at it through the water.” 


“So what happened to the buildings on the island?” Amy 
asked. 


“They were saved and moved to Agilika,” Theo explained. 
“The island was landscaped to look exactly like Philae. It’s as 
close as you can get to an authentic experience. The only 
thing that’s changed is the island itself. You’ll see the Temple 
of Isis just as it existed on Philae.” 


“Do you mean that the original island of Philae still exists, 
it’s just under the Nile?” Dan asked. 


Theo nodded. “Under the lake that was created by the 
dam. But there’s nothing to see on it now.” 


Theo and Nellie began to talk, and Amy spoke in a low 
tone to Dan. Since he’d practically saved her life, it was hard 
to stay as mad at him. 


“We still have a chance,” she whispered. “The poem said 
the rosy pillar would cast a shadow at noon. Since the 
buildings are positioned exactly the same, the same shadow 
will fall on the same place on the ‘long protecting arm’ — 
whatever that is. If we’re lucky, Katherine’s clue will still be 
there.” 


“Either that, or we need to stop at Snorkels-R-Us,” Dan 
said. 


The taxi drew up in front of the Old Cataract Hotel, a 
beautiful spot right on the Nile. Theo offered to take care of 
storing their bags and “distribute a little baksheesh.” When 
he headed back to the cab, a bellman ran up and handed him 
a small slip of paper. Theo read it and frowned, then slipped 
it into his shirt pocket. 


“What was that?” Amy asked as he slid into the front seat. 
“Nothing. Just ... a welcome greeting from the front desk.” 


Dan reached over the seat and grabbed it out of Theo’s 
pocket. He scanned it quickly. “Some welcome.” 


He showed it to Amy and Nellie. An Egyptian drawing of 
Osiris, god of the underworld, was at the top. Underneath 
was written: 


Your arrogance will 
lead to your demise! 


“I didn’t want you to see another one of these silly notes,” 
Theo said. 


Dan crumpled it up. “It doesn’t matter.” But it did. He’d 
thought Jonah had sent the notes. But Jonah was supposed 
to be headed to Paris. 


“Here are the docks,” Theo said. “Lets hustle — there’s a 
ferry leaving.” 


They ran for the boat and made it with seconds to spare. 
The ferryboat chugged away from the dock. Here in Aswan, 
the Nile seemed even more beautiful. The color was closer to 
emerald, and it was full of white sails. Large cruise ships 
docked nearby, tourists leaning over their railings, holding 
cameras and pointing. Two herons stepped delicately through 
the reeds, reminding Amy of the paintings she’d seen in 
Nefertari’s tomb. Ancient and new collided in one of those 
startling moments she was beginning to recognize as part of 
Egypt. 

“Were going to land at the southern tip, but it’s not far to 
the temple,” Theo told them. “Do you know the story of 
Isis?” 


“She was married to this dude Osiris, and he croaked,” Dan 
said. “So she freaked and was all wah! and went and cried 
herself a river.” 


“Amazing! That’s just what it says on the hieroglyphs,” 
Theo said. 


The boat docked, and they followed Theo to Isis’s Temple. 
It was a huge complex, tall and grand, with reliefs cut into 
the stone. They walked down the grand colonnade with its 
row of columns. 


Dan looked around. “Where’s the obelisk? Isn’t there one 
here?” 


“There was,” Theo said. “Two of them, actually, erected by 
Ptolemy VIII, cut in pink granite. They were damaged — one 
fell over — and were removed in the nineteenth century — 
well, stolen, or bought, depending on how you want to look 
at it — by an Englishman. They’re in his garden in Dorset, 
England.” 


Amy was crestfallen. The obelisks — the rosy pillars — 
were gone. There was nothing to cast a shadow now. How 
could they find the Clue? 


Theo went on with his tour. “On the old island, the Nile 
would flood once a year,” he said. “They built walls to 
protect the temples. That’s one reason why the temple is so 
remarkably well preserved.” 


“But there’re no walls here,” Amy said. 

“They didn’t need to relocate them.” Theo shrugged. 
“Because of the dam, the Nile doesn’t flood anymore.” 

Theo moved off with Nellie. Amy slumped down on a step. 
“What are we going to do now?” she asked. “The obelisk is 
gone.” 

Dan sat down next to her. “So are the walls — don’t you 
think they’re the ‘long protecting arm’?” 


“Why did Grace send us here if the dam flooded the 
island?” Amy wondered. “She must have known that. And 
this place is so huge. I wouldn’t know where to start.” 


“She must have left another hint,” Dan said. “We just 
haven’t found it yet.” 


There was a short silence. The ice had been broken, but 
the air was still frosty between them, despite the blazing sun. 


“Dan, we just can’t turn into bad Cahills,” Amy said in a 
small voice. “All we have is each other. I can’t do this 
without you.” 


“T feel the same way,” Dan agreed. “You can’t do it without 
me.” 


Amy laughed. If she was getting tougher, so was Dan. 
Maybe the changes wouldn’t be so bad. If they could just 
manage to stay a family, the two of them, they could figure 
out how to be Cahills, too. 


CHAPTER 18 


That night, Amy couldn’t sleep. Images collided in her head. 
Temples and tombs, crocodiles and lions. Ian Kabra’s dark 
eyes and flashing smile. The squeeze of panic she’d felt in the 
airport as the crowd closed in. Her brother’s narrow, intent 
face, the way he’d pushed through the crowd to get to her. 
The old couple, the woman looking down into her tote bag. 
Light glinting on the woman’s silver ring. 


Sleep was dragging her down, and right before she slipped 
into it, she saw Grace’s face smiling at her and saying, Trust 
people, but keep your money in your sock. 


Amy woke in the middle of the night. It wasn’t as though she 
heard a noise. It was more that she had the memory of a 
noise. She fought her way up from the luxury of sleep. 

Her hand fell alongside the bed, where she had a habit of 
resting it on the waist pack on the floor. There it was, the 
sharp angle of the base of the Sakhet, poking out. She started 
to settle back against her warm pillow again. 

... but keep your money in your sock. 


Amy reached down again and moved her fingers around 
the base to touch the Sakhet. Her fingers met empty air. 
There was no statue attached to the base. 


Heart hammering, Amy came fully awake. She slipped out 
of bed and felt along the floor. Nothing. Under the bed. 
Empty. 

The window was open. Had she left the window open? 
Amy ran to look out. 


The moon was high and full and illuminated the lawn 
outside like stadium lights. It was easy to see Theo, duffel in 
hand, hurrying along the curving path. Amy saw car 
headlights flash in the parking lot beyond. 


Amy didn’t stop to think. She raised the window the rest of 
the way and slipped outside. Her bare feet hit the cool dirt. 
She snaked through the bushes, hit the grass, and took off. 


Too late she realized that she’d need help. Theo was 
heading for that car. Could she take him down? She’d need 
to hit him right around the knees... 


She heard pounding footsteps behind her. Nellie was 
racing toward Theo, her face set with angry determination. 
Her legs flashed underneath the boxer shorts and oversize 
Pearl Jam T-shirt she wore to bed. 


She slammed into Theo in a tackle that would have gotten 
her thrown out of the NFL. He went down with a howl of 
pain. 

Amy sped past them and raced to the car. To her surprise, 
Hilary sat at the wheel, her mouth open in comical surprise 
at the sight of her grandson with Nellie on his chest. 


“What’s going on, ducks?” Hilary’s face was pale, but she 
tried to keep her voice merry. 


Amy reached over and turned off the engine, then 
pocketed the keys. “Why don’t we find out,” she suggested. 
She was surprised at her own coolness. If you got mad 
enough, you didn’t have to try to be brave. 


“Mrrrp.” Amy heard the soft noise and her heart lifted. 
“Saladin?” She reached into the backseat and took the cat 
carrier. 


Taking a firm grip on Hilary’s elbow, Amy marched her 
back to Theo and Nellie. 

Theo’s face was twisted in pain. “Did you have to hit me 
that hard?” he howled. 


Nellie leaned over and hissed the words in his face. “Your 
arrogance just led to your demise, sucker!” 


Theo sat on the floor of the hotel room while Amy lifted the 
Sakhet from his duffel. Hilary sat primly in a chair. 


“Pm sure we can work this out,” she said. “If Theo has 
done something wrong, I can take care of it.” 

“T wouldn’t be so sure,” Amy said. 

“Could I at least have some ice for my ankle?” Theo asked 
plaintively. 

“Sure,” Nellie said. She went to the ice bucket, picked it 
up, and dumped the contents on Theo’s head. 

“Thanks,” Theo said. 

“Don’t mention it,” Nellie said sweetly. “Snake.” 

“What should we do with them?” Dan asked. He’d grabbed 
the lamp off the table and was holding it, just in case Theo 


tried to get away. He’d bash him in a second if Theo gave 
him the chance. 


But Theo didn’t look like he wanted to give him the 
chance. He looked deflated and damp. 


“Police, for sure,” Nellie said. 
“Stick a fork in him, he’s done,” Dan agreed. 


“What are you talking about?” Hilary looked horrified. 
“Theo, what are they talking about?” 


“Not police,” Theo begged. “Please. Stealing the statue 
would be a capital crime. You don’t want me to go to jail, do 
you? Id be there for a thousand years!” 


“Then some archaeologist can study you,” Dan said. 


“You don’t understand,” Theo said. “You didn’t even seem 
to want the statue. It was just part of some silly scavenger 
hunt. You didn’t realize what you had!” 


“Theo!” Hilary cried. “When you asked me to meet you 
here, I never thought ...” Her hands flew to her mouth. 

“Oh, please,” Nellie said. She crossed to the phone. 

“Look, Pm sorry, okay?” Theo continued. “But after all, 
you know what Egyptologists make. You study for years and 
years, you go down into tombs, you pore over papyrus, and 


what do you get for it? A job offer as some assistant curator 
in a museum with a salary that won’t even cover the rent.” 


Hilary buried her face in her hands. “Oh, Theo. If you’d 
just let me take him away, I promise ... I’ll make it up to 
you.” 


Amy stared at her hand. “That’s a nice ring, Hilary.” 
“Thank you, dear.” 
“When did you get to Aswan?” 


“Just now, ducks. Theo asked me to meet him; I had no 
idea why.” 


“No idea,” Amy repeated. “That’s funny, because I saw you 
at the airport this morning. You stood next to some old guy, 
hoping it would look like you were with him. You’re the one 
who tried to saw off my waist pack!” She turned to Theo. 
“And you pretended to drop your sunglasses so she could do 
it!” 

Hilary gave a laugh that sounded strangled. “What an 
imagination!” 

“Oh, really, Grandmother, give it up,” Theo said tiredly. 
“Do you really think you’re fooling anybody?” 


“I can if you’d cooperate!” Hilary hissed. 


With a look at Hilary’s twisted face, Amy’s fury returned. 
Betrayed once again, taken for a fool. “How could you do 
it?” she demanded. “How could you betray Grace? She was 
your best friend!” 


“Exactly!” Hilary cried. “And she had all the money in the 
world while I slipped into poverty. I wasn’t in her will. Why 
shouldn’t I get a piece of her estate?” 


“You are one greedy old woman,” Nellie said, shaking her 
head. “Bad karma.” 


Again, Amy thought angrily. She’d trusted someone, and it 
turned out to be the completely wrong thing to do. Now she 
didn’t know whether to be angrier at Hilary or herself. 


Theo sighed. “Look, I’m sorry I took your statue,” he said 
to Amy and Dan. “But when somebody offers you a cool 


million, what are you going to do?” 
Nellie picked up the phone. 


“Wait a second,” Dan said. “Who offered you a cool 
million?” 


“Some crazy Russian lady.” 
Nellie put down the phone. 


“Just where did you see this crazy Russian lady?” Amy 
asked. 


Theo looked abashed. “In Nefertari’s tomb. I bumped into 
her in the antechamber.” 


“You were the one making the mummy noise?” Dan 
demanded. 


“I thought ... if you got scared enough ... you’d give me 
the Sakhet for safekeeping,” Theo said. 


“Youre the one who sent those warning messages, too,” 
Nellie said, her eyes narrowing to slits. “Admit it.” 


Theo nodded. He hung his head. “I’m sorry.” 


“Sorry? You lock my two kids in a tomb and you say 
sorry?” Nellie yelled. “Pll show you sorry!” She started to 
dial. 


“Wait a second, Nellie,” Amy said. “I think we can make a 
deal here.” She turned to Theo and Hilary. “We won’t turn 
either of you in. If you both do us a favor.” 


CHAPTER 19 


The blond archaeologist, or should she say thief, seemed 
nervous. Probably because he was double-crossing a couple 
of kids whose only legacy from their beloved grandmother 
was a crazy contest they were bound to lose and a priceless 
statue. And thanks to him, they’d lost the statue. 


Well, sore luck for them, Irina thought. 


The guidebook had turned out to be a dead end. No hints, 
just notes in the margins, stupid things like don’t miss this! 
and good food here. A big fat zero for any Aswan Clues. What 
a waste of time. She’d already thrown it away. Having 
Grace’s thoughts, no matter how trivial, just made her eye 
twitch. 


Irina circled back around to the café where Theo Cotter sat 
waiting, his fingers drumming on the small tiled table, the 
bag at his feet. She knew she hadn’t been followed. She’d 
passed by the café three times to make sure. 

She slid into the chair next to him. “You have the Sakhet?” 

“You have the money?” 

She inclined her head. “As we agreed. It will be wired to 
Swiss account once I authenticate the statue.” She had no 
intention of wiring the money. She didn’t need the statue, 
she needed what was inside it. Lucians had been searching 
for it over the centuries. She wasn’t sure why, but once she 
had it, she’d know. 

“First, I will examine in ladies’ room.” 


She picked up the small bag, then moved through the 
tables to the restroom. She locked the door securely. 


She turned over the statue in her hands. It was a Sakhet, 
she knew that, with a lion’s head. Golden, as had been 
reported by the great Lucian Napoleon. The eyes were 
emeralds, she supposed — she didn’t know anything about 
gems. Everything appeared to be as it should be. Irina tapped 
the statue gently, searching for the trick to open it. She saw a 
hairline crack along the lion’s mane. She slid a narrow 
stiletto (so useful that knife had been over the years!) into 
the crack and the head revolved counterclockwise easily. It 
revealed a small compartment inside. Turning the statue over 
again, she shook it. A rolled piece of papyrus fell out. 
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It sounded like a load of horseradish. But the hints toward 
Clues never did make sense, until you got to the place where 
you were guided. Rabat was a city in Morocco. No doubt 
everything would be clear once she got there. Carefully, Irina 
slid the secret compartment closed. She put the paper in her 
pocket and the statue back into the bag. 


She threaded her way back through the tables and plunked 
the bag back down at Cotter’s feet. “I’m surprised you would 
try to cheat me,” she said. “That is never good idea. This is 
fake statue.” 


“But I assure you, it’s genuine.” 


“Ha! You think for me I was born last Thursday? No 
money for you.” Irina got up and hurried away. 

She wondered if the airport had direct flights to Morocco. 
The ancient city of Rabat was her next stop. 

As she jumped into a taxi, she congratulated herself. She’d 
gotten over that brief moment of sentiment in Nefertari’s 
tomb. She couldn’t allow herself to be weak again. 


Once she had the 39 Clues, she could maybe afford to be 
generous. Or maybe not generous, no need to go overboard. 
Maybe just a little ... less strict. Until then, she would allow 
no more distractions. And she would never step foot in 
another tomb. Too many ghosts. Too many memories ... 


Irina’s eye began to twitch. 
“Aswan airport. And step on it with foot!” 


CHAPTER 20 


“It worked,” Dan said. “That’s good, right?” 


“Right,” Amy said. Irina had taken off for Morocco, and 
they’d seen Theo and Hilary board the plane to Cairo. 


“Why do you look so bummed?” Nellie asked. “You should 
be celebrating. You had this great plan — you bought some 
old papyrus, and Theo copied Katherine’s handwriting 
perfectly. We found the perfect fake statue and drilled the 
hole. Thanks to our collective brilliance, you just sent your 
worst enemy on a one-way trip to a wild goose chase. 
Besides, Pm the one who should be crying. My heart is 
broken.” Nellie waved her spoon, then scooped up another 
spoonful of yogurt and honey. 


“Oh, yum.” 
“Your heart was broken for about five minutes,” Amy said. 


Nellie shrugged. “What, am I supposed to stop eating?” 
She pointed her spoon at Amy. “Never regret trusting 
someone. It proves you have a heart. But if he turns out to be 
a lying worm ... ’m not going to waste my time crying. 
Because I am way too fabulous for that.” 

Amy knew that Nellie was telling her to get over Ian. 
Could she really borrow some of Nellie’s confidence? She 
never felt fabulous. Some days if she was lucky, she hit the 
high mark of not bad. 


“It was a brilliant plan,” Dan said. “You knew Irina 
wouldn’t fork over a million dollars.” 


“She doesn’t have a million dollars,” Amy said. “She was 
going to double-cross Theo. All she wanted was the lead. And 


she wanted it so badly she didn’t stop to think that it came a 
little too easily.” 


“That’s the fatal flaw of the Lucians,” Dan said. “They 
think they’re brilliant.” 


Nellie scooped up the rest of her yogurt and stretched. “I’m 
taking off for the pool. Suggestion—try to bypass the 
adventure highway for today?” 


“Pve been thinking,” Dan said as Nellie took off. “I think 
Grace prepped us for this trip. Remember when she took us 
to New York for the weekend? We went to the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art and spent a bunch of hours in the Egyptian 
wing. Remember the Temple of Dendur?” 


“That’s right!” Amy exclaimed. “She told us all about the 
Aswan High Dam, and how it flooded all these monuments 
they had to rescue, like the Temple of Dendur. But that’s all I 
remember. If she gave us a hint that day, it’s lost.” 


“She bought us hot pretzels,” Dan said. “That, I 
remember.” 


Memory bloomed inside Amy. One of hundreds that were 
buried in her head and heart about her grandmother. Eating 
pretzels with mustard on the steps of the museum. It had 
been fall — she remembered the brilliant orange trees in 
Central Park. Grace had already been through one round of 
chemotherapy. They’d all thought she had licked her cancer, 
that she would be well, that she would live forever. 


Well. Amy and Dan had thought that. Because Grace had 
wanted them to. For as long as they could. 


What wonderful things we saw today, Grace had said. But 
sometimes people spend too much time in the past. Nothing I saw 
today is as good as this pretzel! She’d waved it in the air and 
taken a bite. 


She hadn’t meant just the pretzel. Amy knew that now. 
She’d meant everything at that moment. The now. The three 
of them together, sitting on the museum steps on a perfect 
fall day, eating pretzels and mustard from a sidewalk vendor. 


The memory didn’t just belong to her. It belonged to Dan. 
He remembered things like that. Random moments that 
seemed small but were actually huge. Often those moments 
passed her by because she was so busy worrying about 
something stupid like catching a bus. Or mustard on her new 
skirt. 


She took the Sakhet out of her waist pack and put it on the 
table. 


“What should we do with her?” she asked. “I don’t feel safe 
carrying her around Aswan. It’s your call.” What she was 
really saying was, Grace belongs to both of us. 


Dan met her eyes. He knew. “Maybe the hotel safe?” he 
asked. “Then we can meet Nellie at the pool and do 
something you'll think is really radical.” 


“Like what?” 


Dan gave his crooked grin. “Have fun.” 


“Ah, Miss Cahill.” The manager rose to greet her from his 
desk. He hurried to shake her hand. “I was so glad when you 
phoned. I knew your grandmother very well.” 


“You did?” 


“Grace Cahill was a favorite guest for many years. She 
came first in the late forties and then just about every year 
for more than twenty years. We have hotel archives, and 
she’s featured prominently.” 


“T didn’t know that.” 


“Oh, yes. We have a wonderful photograph of your 
grandmother painting by the Nile. Would you like to see it?” 
He reached into his desk. “I tracked it down after you 
phoned.” 


Amy looked at the black-and-white photograph. Grace was 
younger and slimmer, wearing white trousers and a white 
shirt. A scarf was wrapped around her head. She was sitting 
at an easel somewhere in the gardens, facing the river. Next 
to her an older, stout man in a straw hat was painting the 
same scene. 


“Tsn’t that ...” 


“Yes, Sir Winston Churchill, also a favorite guest. Prime 
Minister of Great Britain during World War Two, great 
statesman, all that. But also — did you know this? — a 
painter. He always told Grace she needed lessons from him. I 
believe this photograph was taken in the 1950s.” 


“Thank you for showing it to me. I was wondering if you’d 
keep something in the safe for me,” Amy said, holding out 
the box with the Sakhet. 


“Of course.” He turned and opened the safe and placed the 
Sakhet inside. “And now, I must apologize to you for 
something.” He took something else out of the safe. “Grace 
Cahill called us a year ago and asked us to track down a 
painting she had done and left as a gift. She wanted to buy it 
back. The manager before me had it hanging in his office for 
years. Then, after a renovation, it was misplaced. When she 
called, we searched and couldn’t find it. Yet just today, when 
I went looking for this photograph, I found it. Now Id like to 
present it to you as a gift, with the hotel’s apologies.” He 
handed her a small wrapped package. 


Amy hugged it to her chest. “Thank you.” 


“You see?” Amy held out the painting to Dan. “Remember 
what Grace said in the card. Don’t forget the art! Here it is!” 


It was a watercolor of the Nile, and she recognized Grace’s 
style as well as the view. She’d captured the spiky palms, the 
green water, the delicate legs of the sandpipers on the banks. 


Dan sighed. “I have a feeling I’m not getting my swim.” 


Amy flipped the painting onto the bed. She bent back the 
nails that secured the painting to the frame. Dan watched as 
she carefully lifted off the backing and then lifted the 
painting out of the frame. “There’s something not right about 
this.” 


Dan squinted at it. He took it and held it up to the light. 
“Look. Grace painted on the back of somebody else’s 
painting.” 


Amy leaned closer to examine a scrawl at the bottom. 
“Grace painted on the back of Winston Churchill’s painting.” 
She grinned. “This must be her revenge for him telling her 
that she needed art lessons from him.” 


“Amy, this was her revenge on a Cahill,” Dan said. “Look at 
Churchill’s painting. Do you see how the sunlight is all 
directed to one place? It’s the island of Philae. See the 
Temple of Isis? This is the real island, before it was 
submerged.” 


“You’re right! Churchill must have painted it as a hint 
toward the clue! I wonder which branch of the family he was 
in.” 

“I don’t know, but if I had to guess, I’d bet he’s a Lucian,” 
Dan said. “He had that mastermind-of-destiny thing going 
on.” 


“I guess she painted over it to hide it,” Amy said. She held 
the painting up again. “Wait a minute. Do you see these 
waves that Grace painted? What do they look like to you?” 
She pointed to waves, orange-tipped from the setting sun. 


Dan looked for a long moment. “Arrows,” he said. “They’re 
arrows.” 


“If you hold the painting up, you can see Churchill’s 
painting of Philae. The arrows are pointing to that wall.” 


“The encircling arm!” Dan cried. 
“This is a map,” Amy said. “Pointing to Katherine’s clue!” 


“Great,” Dan said in a defeated voice. “The clue is 
underwater. Maybe I am getting my swim. With the 
crocodiles. And those flesh-burrowing parasites.” 


Amy tapped her fingers on the desk. “There has to be a 
solution,” she said. 


Just then she noticed that the drawer to the desk was 
slightly open. She turned her head to the side and saw a 
small metal object inside. 


Their room was bugged! 


CHAPTER 21 


The room door slammed. Nellie tossed her key on the 
dresser. “That pool is better than a chai smoothie. I am 
totally refreshed. Let me grab a shower and we'll discuss 
dinner plans. We only have one more evening in Aswan and I 
have some ideas.” 


Nellie stepped into the bathroom. Dan and Amy crowded 
in with her and closed the door. 


“Guys? Uh, I know we’ve gotten close and all? But this is a 
lit-tle too much togetherness for me, ’kay?” Nellie said. 


Amy reached over and turned on the shower full blast. 
“The hotel room is bugged,” she said underneath the noise of 
the rushing water. 


“Bugs in this hotel? Impossible. What is it, a spider or 
something? Chill out, Pll take care of it.” 


“Not bugs, bugged,” Dan said. “As in, illegal surveillance.” 


“We need you to go out there and cover for us while we 
search for whoever’s bugging us,” Amy said. “Whoever it is, 
he or she is probably nearby.” 


“All you have to do is keep talking. We’ve thought a lot 
about this, and we think you have the necessary skills,” Dan 
said. 


“Very funny, Dan-o. But true. When it comes to nonstop 
chat, I’m the champ,” Nellie agreed. 


Nellie turned off the shower and they all returned to the 
main room. “That pool is so fine,” she said, as if she’d never 
been interrupted. “I met this couple from Scotland, and I was 
all, whoa, you have some delish smoked salmon in your 
excellent country....” 


Amy raised the window carefully, not making a sound. She 
and Dan quietly climbed out. 


“__and they were all, ‘Aye, lassie, we dew, ye ken our bonny 
fish, ye dew!” Nellie said in a terrible Scottish accent. “So I 
said, ‘You know what ye lads and lassies need in Scotland? 
Bagels! To go with!’ ‘Whoa,’ they said, ‘lassie, ye canna be 
serious, that is one orrrig-in-al guid idea....’” With the drone of 
Nellie’s Scottish burr in their ears, they hurried away. 


Down the curving path, under the palms, past the gardens, 
and circling back to the front door of the hotel. 


“Pm betting lobby,” Dan said. “The device has a wireless 
transmitter, so we’re going to have to examine everyone’s 
ears.” 


“And how are we going to do that?” 
“Say we're at a Q-Tip convention?” 


They strolled inside. The lobby was crowded with guests 
taking shelter from the mid-afternoon heat. Dan and Amy 
paused near a column and watched the crowd. At first it was 
hard to single any one person out. Tourists stood and sat and 
chatted, read guidebooks and magazines, passed each other 
newspapers, all taking a breather before the next round of 
temples. 


Dan pointed with his chin to a man sitting with his back to 
them. He was a beefy guy in a stiff straw hat, a newspaper 
held up in front of his face. His thick neck was sunburned 
bright red. “He hasn’t turned a page in five minutes. And he’s 
got something in his ear. Come on.” 


“But I don’t recognize him....” 
“T bet it’s Eisenhower Holt in disguise.” 


Amy followed. Dan strode over to the man and ripped 
away the newspaper from in front of his face. “You’re 
busted!” 


“Just what do you think you are doing, sir?” the man 
blustered in a British accent. 


Dan quickly handed him back his paper. “Uh, busted for 
wearing the best hat in the joint!” he said. “You rock!” 


Amy tugged Dan away. “While you were assaulting that 
guy, everybody in the lobby looked up,” she whispered. 
“Except him.” 


A man sat in the corner, a newspaper in front of his face. 
He was dressed in a suit the color of vanilla ice cream. Above 
the matching shoes, Dan glimpsed bright pink socks. 


“That’s him,” Dan declared. “There’s only one jerk we 
know who can conduct high-tech surveillance and 
accessorize at the same time.” 


He’d made a dumb joke, but it was only to cover up how 
crazy-mad he felt at the sight of his uncle. Alistair Oh had 
been the only Cahill to truly befriend them. At least, they’d 
thought so. Sure, they’d double-crossed each other a few 
times, but they’d also ended up working together. Alistair 
had saved their necks on more than one occasion. But he’d 
ended up being like the rest of the Cahills — out for himself 
and willing to betray anyone who got in his way. 


Dan stalked over and grabbed a fistful of the newspaper, 
tearing it away from Alistair’s face. “Surprise!” 


Alistair Oh looked up at them sheepishly. “Greetings, 
young ones.” 


“Greetings, weasel,” Dan said. 
“Perhaps an explanation is in order—” 
“Perhaps a whomp upside the head is in order,” Dan said. 


Amy took a few steps and reached for a house phone. She 
dialed their room number. When Nellie answered, she said, 
“Okay, you can stop now.” 


“Man, that’s guid news,” Nellie said. “This lassie is about 
to pass out.” 


Amy hung up the phone and turned back to Alistair. Dan 
faced their uncle, his arms crossed. 


“T realize things look bad,” Alistair said. 
“Did you hear that?” Dan asked. “A dead man is talking.” 


“Amazing,” Amy said. “But didn’t you mean to say a lying, 
cheating, double-crossing dead man?” 


“I had good reason for what I did!” Alistair exclaimed. “My 
safety depends on my being dead. Anything less wouldn’t 
have worked. Do you see, our alliance will be stronger than 
ever.” 


“We don’t have an alliance,” Dan said. “Because you lied.” 


“A small necessary deception. Think about it. Now I can 
operate undercover. You will have a truly silent partner. The 
Kabras think I’m dead. Soon the news will spread out to all 
Cahills.” 


“Your uncle thinks you’re alive.” 


“Well.” Alistair gave a slight cough. “He might have his 
reasons. But he won’t tell the others. We are Ekats, no matter 
how we feel about each other.” 


“So why are you bugging our room?” Dan asked. 


“I knew you’d talked to my uncle back in Cairo. I wanted 
to see if you’d made an alliance with him. You mustn’t trust 
him.” 

“And we’re supposed to trust you?” Amy asked scornfully. 


“You bug us, and if you just happened to pick up 
information on a clue that you could beat us to, well, that 
would be a bonus, right?” Dan asked sarcastically. 


“No, not beat you to it,” Alistair said. “But help you, yes. 
We can do it together.” 


“We’re supposed to believe you now?” Amy demanded. 
“We trusted you, Alistair. You left us.” 


Alistair sighed. He looked down and regarded his pink 
ankles. “I regret that you lost confidence in me,” he said. He 
looked up and met their eyes. His warm brown gaze seemed 
sincere. “But I can’t regret my actions. I did it for the best 
reasons. For our alliance.” 


“You keep using that word,” Dan said. “Don’t you get it? 
We don’t trust weasels!” 


“You must understand something,” Alistair said. “This is 
just the beginning of the chase for the thirty-nine clues. 
There will be betrayals and seeming betrayals. There will be 
reversals. There will be victories that will turn out to be dust. 
What you must do is simple. No matter how things look, you 
must keep going. How do you do that? By following your 
heart. If you truly believe I’m not on your side, then walk 
away. But if you believe that together we can find this clue, 
then stay.” 


What should we do? Dan wondered. He was still furious at 
Alistair. They still felt rocky over the betrayal of Theo and 
Hilary. Maybe Amy was right—they couldn’t trust anyone. 
Especially Alistair. 


Except they were at a dead end, and they might need him. 
“I have a way to find the clue,” Alistair told them. 

Dan shook his head. “No way.” 

Alistair smiled. “I am an Ekat. Way.” 


Alistair beat a path through the reeds with a stick. Mud 
soaked the bottoms of his cream-colored trousers, custom 
made for him by a very good tailor in Hong Kong. Sometimes 
sacrifice was necessary in pursuit of a worthy goal. 


He had hired a taxi to take them south of the city, then 
dismissed the taxi at a Nubian village. He passed out bags of 
candy and pens in order to chase away the village boys 
clamoring for baksheesh. Now they were alone, on a dirt 
path to the river that had gradually grown more choked with 
weeds. 


The surveillance device had maybe not been his best idea. 
He should have just knocked on the door and talked to them. 
But he couldn’t be sure that they hadn’t talked to Bae. He 
had to be certain they hadn’t betrayed him. 


That was the problem with all the Cahills — nobody knew 
how to trust. With good reason, of course. Alistair had 
betrayed and been betrayed more times than he could count. 


He had wanted to escape the Cahill way. He had tried with 
Dan and Amy. But when he saw his chance to leave, pretend 
he was dead ... he left them. 


Sometimes sacrifice was necessary in pursuit of a worthy 
goal. 


He told himself. 
But there was a difference between trousers and children. 


What was so sad was that he saw himself in them. His 
childhood had been sacrificed to the hunt for the Clues. His 
uncle had made sure of that. He had used Alistair’s ingenuity, 
exploited it. Lied to him. Done unspeakable things in pursuit 
of a goal that eluded him. And now his uncle neared the end 
of his life and was even more desperate. 


And Alistair was desperate now, too. Desperate to win. 
Because the 39 Clues could not fall into the hands of Bae Oh. 
Even though he was an Ekat. 


What would happen to Dan and Amy? What would this 
chase do to them? What had Grace bequeathed them? She 
should have protected them more, Alistair thought with a flare 
of sorrow. Had the Clues corrupted her, too? 


Was it up to him to protect them? 


In that case, they were all in trouble. He would do the best 
he could, but he was no hero. 


He could see by Dan’s set face that the boy still didn’t trust 
him. Alistair felt something strange touch his heart. Affection. 
An emotion he’d left behind so many years ago as he 
concentrated on the hunt for the Clues. 


They burst through some underbrush and found 
themselves at the river. Alistair threw away the stick and 
pushed aside the reeds with his hands. “Behold,” he said 
fondly. “The Ekat submersible.” 


Dan and Amy peered into the reeds. A small bubble-shaped 
craft sat on two legs that ended in what looked like oversize 
duck feet. The bubble was made of green-tinted plastic. 
There was a small propeller at one end. 


“Are you kidding me?” Dan asked. “Did you buy that at 
Target?” 


“T designed it myself,” Alistair said, patting it. 
Amy looked nervous. “Is there an escape hatch?” 


“We don’t need an escape hatch. It’s a flawless design. You 
have the map?” 


Amy nodded and pointed to her waist pack. 

“It’s the only way,” Alistair said. “Philae is right out there 
waiting for us.” He pointed to the green water. “And we 
don’t have much daylight left.” 

“Dan?” Amy asked. 

Dan looked out at the water. Alistair saw the boy calculate 
his chances, then throw them away. He would do it. 

Was this a good trait or a dangerous one? 


Nevertheless, Alistair’s heart lifted as Dan nodded. “Let’s 
go find a clue.” 


CHAPTER 22 


The submersible plunged downward, and water closed over 
them. They glided deeper guided by a state-of-the-art 
(Alistair assured them) charting system. They all pressed 
forward in the small space, peering through the green, 
waiting to see the island appear. As the craft went deeper, 
the water grew more murky, dark and thick with silt. 


“Hope we find it soon,” Alistair said. “We don’t want the 
oxygen to run out.” 


“Run out?” Dan asked. “I thought you said this was 
flawless.” 


“Well, yes, the design is. But not necessarily the air 
circulation. I didn’t have time to completely perfect it.” 
Alistair jerked the controls to keep the craft on course. 


“Thanks for telling us!” 

“Now, Dan, don’t get excited. It uses too much oxygen.” 
“We'll try not to breathe,” Amy muttered. 

“I wasn’t expecting these currents,” Alistair said worriedly. 
“Well, isn’t that good news,” Dan said. 


The submersible was suddenly slammed by a current and 
spun sideways. 


“Whoa,” Alistair said, struggling for control. “There used 
to be rapids here, and waterfalls, before the dam, and I guess 
... there still are, just underneath the surface.” 

“Straight ahead!” Dan called. “I see it!” 

The island suddenly appeared through the murky water, 


overgrown with aquatic plant life and the remnants of 
ancient walls. As Alistair piloted the craft closer, they 


struggled to match Grace’s painting with what they saw. 
Alistair turned on an exterior light that illuminated the area 
around them. 

“There,” Alistair cried. “Do you see the rise? And that 
wall? That is where the Temple of Isis was! Can you see any 
distinguishing features from Grace’s map?” 

Amy moved the flashlight underneath the paper so that she 
could see both Churchill’s painting and Grace’s arrows. “See 
how the wall angles? And there are three large stones. One 
has a split down the middle.” 

“Can you get any closer?” Dan asked Alistair. 

The craft lurched as it drifted closer. “It’s hard ... to keep 

. on course ...” Alistair said, struggling with the wheel. 
Suddenly, the craft zoomed ahead, pushed by a tricky 
current, and slammed into the wall. Amy gasped with alarm. 

“Its all right, we’re still airtight,” Alistair said, checking 
the navigation lights. One began to blink yellow. “I think.” 

“Something’s carved into the stone!” Dan suddenly cried. 
“Get closer!” 

They peered through the murk as they bounced through 
turbulence. The submersible suddenly tumbled forward like a 
rolling ball, knocking Amy against the side. Her face pressed 
against the bubble, right against the ancient wall. 


She could just make out two letters. 
K.C. 
“Katherine Cahill!” she shouted. 
“I think the next one is numbers,” Dan said. “Get closer!” 
“I see it!” Amy cried. 


Alistair maneuvered the craft closer. Fronds waved in 
front, carried by the current, and they had to wait until their 
view cleared. The light shone on the wall. 


“One half of a gram!” Dan said. 
“But what’s with the M and Ms?” Amy asked. 


“Yeah, I prefer Skittles,” Dan said, peering at the wall. 

There was a sharp cut in the stone after the large M. “It 
looks like the big M is covering another letter,” Amy said. 
“There must have been a word there. We can’t read it!” 

“It must have happened when they moved the temple,” 
Dan said. 

There was a sheen of sweat on Alistair’s face. “No,” he said 
quietly. “The M is for Madrigal. They did it.” 

As if pushed by an unseen hand, the submersible suddenly 
rocked from side to side alarmingly. Amy and Dan grabbed 
the edges of their seats as Alistair struggled for control. 
Suddenly, a red light began to blink on the console. 

“Were taking on water,” Alistair said. “There must be a 
leak. If the submersible gets too heavy ...” 


“What?” Amy asked frantically. 
“We can’t rise.” 


Alistair yanked the controls. “The water must have gotten 
in the electrical system. I lost the rudder!” 

The current picked up the submersible like a small stick 
and hurled it toward the wall. 

“Do something!” Dan cried. 

“Tm trying!” 

Terror plastered Amy to her seat. At the very last moment, 
the current whirled the submersible away. 

“What are we going to do?” Amy tried to keep the panic 
out of her voice. Trapped under the deep waters of the lake, 
and nobody knew where they were ... 

It was as though the malevolent force of the Madrigals had 
worked on them from afar and led them to their doom. 

Alistair looked at the gauges. His face grew pale. “We’re 
sinking.” 

Amy gripped the sides of her chair. Slowly, the 
submersible sank to the bottom. It bumped down on the sand 
and tilted to one side. Everything went silent. 


Was this how it would end, with this terrible silence? 
“How much air do we have?” Amy asked. 

Alistair looked at the gauge. “Difficult to say.” 

She looked at him hard. “Say it.” 

He swallowed. “Fifteen minutes. Maybe.” 


They were all silent for a long moment. Then Dan shook 
his head. 


“No,” he said firmly. “No way. I’m not giving up. We’re 
getting out of here.” 


Alistair clicked on several buttons. “I’m sorry ... there’s no 
electrical power at all. There’s nothing we can do.” 


“Look up ahead,” Dan urged. “See where the bottom drops 
off? You can actually see the current. It’s wicked fast. If we 
could catch it ...” 


Ahead, Amy saw a ripple of water, a gleam of green, like a 
channel cutting through the murk. “I see it,” she said. “But 
how do we get to it?” 


“We walk,” Dan said, turning to Amy. “Remember? At the 
fairground I won the race ...” 
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“The bubble race!” Amy exclaimed. “Let’s try it 


Alistair watched in confusion as the two of them threw 
their weight against the front of the bubble-shaped craft. It 
started to roll forward slowly. They took another step, and it 
rolled forward again, another inch. 


“T’ve got it!” Alistair said. He sprang up and joined in. 

Inch by agonizing inch, slipping and sliding into each 
other, they rolled the bubble over the bottom, closer and 
closer to the current. 


“Just ... a... few ... more feet ...” Dan said, sweat pouring 
down his face. 

They strained with all their might. The submersible 
bumped off the drop-off, hit the current, and shot forward. 

Now they were caught in a screaming current, jouncing 
along at a rapid pace. 


“Woo-hoo!” Dan screamed as they zoomed along. 


They held on as it bounced and revolved, completely at the 
mercy of the rushing water. Amy slammed her head against 
the roof. Alistair clung to his seat. 


“It’s bringing us to shallow water!” Dan cried. 


They could see the bottom of the lake rising to meet them. 
With a sudden whoosh, they bounced against the ground and 
popped up above the surface. Water lapped around their 
sneakers, but the thing still floated. 


Alistair reached over and released the hatch. “I have a pair 
of oars,” he said sheepishly. 


“Great,” Dan said as they bobbed in the river. “A green 
bubble being rowed down the Nile. This shouldn’t attract any 
attention at all.” 


Luck was like Halloween candy, Dan reflected. Sure, you got 
to feast on Milky Ways for awhile, but before you knew it, 
you were scraping the bottom of the plastic pumpkin, and 
the only thing left was a lone piece of candy corn with fuzz 
on it. 


Then you bit it, and it broke your tooth. 


The shadows lengthened outside the Old Cataract Hotel as 
they stood saying good-bye to Alistair. Defeat was etched on 
their faces. They’d almost died, and they still hadn’t found 
the Clue. It was lost forever, stolen by the Madrigals. 


Alistair bowed. “I apologize for almost drowning you,” he 
said. “Grace would have been furious. I can hear her voice 
saying, Alistair, there are calculated risks, and then there is 
overconfidence.” 


“Where are you going next?” Dan asked him. 


“First, back home, to my library,” Alistair said. “When you 
hit a dead end, more research can sometimes be the answer.” 

Amy felt that way, too. But in this case, she didn’t know 
what to research. She’d failed. She only knew she was too 
tired to take another step. 


“Pm flying to Cairo tonight for a connecting flight to 
Seoul,” he said. “I'll give you my new cell number. Memorize 
it, please — don’t write it down.” 


He passed along a slip of paper. Dan glanced at it, then 
tore it up. 


“Are you sure you memorized it?” 
Dan gave him a you’ve got to be kidding me look. 


Alistair chuckled. “Let me tell you something—you two 
have unique talents. In the beginning, I thought you’d be 
completely outclassed. How wrong I was. If you need a place 
to stay in Cairo, feel free to use my card at the Hotel 
Excelsior. I’ve received word that my uncle has returned to 
Seoul. You'll be safe there for a night or two.” 


“What about the other Ekats?” Amy asked. 


“Oh, don’t worry—nobody goes there. Everyone got sick of 
Bae telling them what a genius he was to put it together, and 
how stupid they were not to realize it. So you might say 
there’s a boycott. Everyone prefers the Bermuda Triangle, 
anyway — now, there’s a stronghold!” 


Dan gulped. He’d like to explore this whole Bermuda 
Triangle idea, but Amy had that look on her face, like she 
was already planning the next step. Missing the cool stuff on 
the way, as usual. 


Amy nodded. “Good idea,” she said. “We need a place to 
plan our next move.” 


“ve received word that the Holts are operating 
somewhere near St. Petersburg,” Alistair said. “That’s an 
option, though the odds of the Holts doing something 
intelligent are very low.” 


“Thanks for the tip,” Dan said. “I think we’ll skip it.” 


“That’s probably wise,” Alistair said. He sighed. “The 
chances of finding a clue left untouched by an original Cahill 
... well, it was a dream, wasn’t it? Now we know that there’s 
a half gram of ... something waiting for us to discover.” He 
gave them a small salute. “See you out there.” 


Amy and Dan walked slowly back to the hotel room, too 
depressed to speak. 


“I don’t know what else to do,” Amy burst out finally. “We 
almost died down there! How could she have led us there like 
that?” 


“She didn’t know that the Madrigals would cut away the 
stone,” Dan said. 


“Even so,” Amy said. “How could she think we’d be able to 
get under that deep water?” 


Dan gripped Amy’s arm. “Wait a second. Maybe she didn’t. 
Remember you said that Grace had tried to get the painting 
back? Maybe she didn’t want us to find it. Maybe it’s an old 
hint. She painted it before the second dam.” 

“You could be right,” Amy said as she unlocked the door. 
“Maybe that’s why I don’t remember any notes in the 
guidebook for Aswan. Because there weren’t any. Grace told 
us to follow in her footsteps, but we’re the ones who figured 
out the Isis clue. Then Hilary told us to come here. Probably 
because she had a plan to steal the Sakhet.” 


Dan took out Grace’s card and read it again. “Were 
missing something.” 

Amy hung over his shoulder. Then she put her finger on a 
sentence. “Look at this, Dan.” 

se only E L heen hakl Lhe prand mother 
= skoull have heen 

“The word half is underlined. And the ‘g’ in grandmother is 

darker than the rest of the word.” 


“One half gram,” Dan said with a groan. “It was there all 
the time. We didn’t have to come here at all. But we’re still 
left with the most important question. Half gram of what?” 


“This is so frustrating! We’re just one step behind her.” 


“As usual.” Dan frowned. “If we shouldn’t have come to 
Aswan, I say we go back to Cairo.” 


“Let’s pack,” Amy agreed. 


They began to throw things into their duffels and 
backpacks. Dan held up the gold-painted base from the 
Sakhet. “Trash or save?” 

“Trash,” Amy said. “It’s worthless.” 

Dan tossed it in the wastebasket. It flipped over and landed 
bottom up. “Hey, Amy. C’mere.” 

Amy sighed and went over. “Trash in a trash can. Color me 
stunned.” 

“Look at the label. Treasures of Egypt. This came from a 
shop in Cairo. Here’s the name and address. It’s in the 
Citadel, whatever that is.” 

“So? Grace bought it there.” 

“Why did Grace buy a base for the Sakhet? To conceal it, 
Hilary said. But it’s been in a safety deposit box for what, 
thirty years?” 

“Grace’s message!” Amy exclaimed. “End with the basics, 
she said. Could she have meant this?” 

“Its our only lead,” Dan said. “We’ve got to follow in her 
footsteps — back in Cairo.” 


CHAPTER 23 
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““The Citadel was first used for defense,” Amy said, reading 
aloud from the new guidebook. “‘Now it has many holy sites. 
It offers some of the best views of the city.” 

“It also has a bunch of streets with no signs,” Dan said, 
looking around. “How are we going to find this shop?” 

“With great difficulty, obviously,” Amy answered, 
consulting the map. 

They walked through the twisting streets and alleys of the 
Citadel for twenty minutes. Finally, they found themselves in 
an unmarked alley. Most of the signs were in Arabic. There 
were no numbered addresses. 

“Never mind how we’re going to find it, how did Grace 
find it?” Dan wondered. 

Amy stopped in front of a narrow doorway that appeared 
like all the others. The window was dark. It looked closed. 
“This is it.” 

“You sure?” 

“Pm sure. Look.” 





Dan’s photographic memory clicked in. “It’s just like 
Grace’s card. Treasures, Egypt, and welcome were all in a 
line going down.” 

Amy clutched his arm. “She led us here, Dan. This is it!” 


Amy pushed open the door, and a bell tinkled. The shop 
was long and narrow, its shelves crowded with pottery and 
metalwork. Rugs covered the floor. In the very back, she 
could see a man sitting at a counter reading a book. He 
looked up at her for a moment. 


“You are welcome to look around.” He looked back down 
at his book. 


That was weird. She’d never been anywhere in Egypt 
where someone wasn’t eager to sell her something, pressing 
close, offering her bargains and cups of tea. 


“Excuse me?” Dan walked forward. “Did you sell this 
item?” He placed the base on the desk. 


The man picked it up. He was a handsome young Egyptian 
dressed in a snowy white shirt and a striped scarf that he’d 
wrapped around his neck despite the heat. He gave the base 
a quick glance. “Hard to say,” he said. “It looks like 
something we would use to showcase a souvenir. I can show 
you some just like it.” 


“We don’t want another one,” Amy said. “We want to 
know if you remember this one.” 


“I am sorry.” He looked at her for the first time, and he 
must have caught her frustration. “I am not sure what you 
are asking.” 


“Do you remember meeting a woman called Grace Cahill?” 
The man shook his head. “I know no one by that name.” 


Amy and Dan exchanged a glance. Now or never. Grace had 
led them here for a reason. Dan slipped the Sakhet out of his 
backpack. Amy had given it to him to carry. “Have you ever 
seen this?” 


Dan saw recognition in his eyes, but he quickly shook his 
head. “No.” 


“Were Grace Cahill’s grandchildren,” Dan said. “We 
believe she sent us here.” 


He looked at them for a long moment. His gaze was 
searching and somehow honest. Then he leaned forward. 
“That is a beautiful necklace, miss.” 


“Thank you.” 


“Thirty years ago, the clasp broke. May I?” His fingers 
reached out and touched the clasp gently. “My father 
repaired it. I’m glad to see it is still intact.” 


“So you do know her.” 


“Forgive me for my hesitation. One must be careful. My 
name is Sami Kamel. Please call me Sami.” 


“Pm Amy, and this is Dan.” 


“So you’ve come at last.” He left his chair at the counter 
and went to the door. He flipped the sign to CLOSED. 


“Please. If you would come with me.” He bowed slightly, 
then moved a curtain and disappeared. 


Amy and Dan followed him into a small, cozy room. He 
directed them to sit and then poured them mint tea in fragile 
porcelain cups. 


“Your grandmother knew my father,” he said. “And my 
father’s father. My father’s father was a famous ... how can I 
say this ... crook.” 


Amy and Dan laughed a little, startled. 


“But a good man,” Sami went on with a smile. “A forger of 
antiquities. He did a favor for your grandmother in the late 
forties, he would never say what. When my father took over 
the business in 1952, he convinced my grandfather to retire 
the, uh, illegitimate part of his business. We sell some good 
items, some high-quality, some cheap, but our customers 
always know what they are getting. Your grandmother came 
to the shop on every visit to Egypt. She was great friends 
with my grandfather and my father.” 
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Amy took a sip of tea. “You said, ‘you’ve come at last. 


“Your grandmother told my father that you would be 
coming. He has been keeping something for her for some 
time now. She bought it on her last trip to Cairo. And now, I 
give it to you.” 

He spun on his chair and reached out to the bookcases 
behind him. He flipped a lever concealed in the wood 
molding and the books revolved. He withdrew an old 
wooden game board and placed it on the tea table. “This.” 


“She left us a game of checkers?” Dan asked. 


Sami smiled. “Not checkers. Senet. It’s an ancient Egyptian 
game. A number of sets have been found in tombs, but no 
rules have survived. This one is not that old, but it is 
beautiful. Mother-of-pearl inlay and carved wood. We think 
it once had valuable marking pieces, perhaps made of gold, 
because there was originally a key to lock this drawer, where 
the pieces were kept.” 


“A drawer?” Amy reached out but he held up a hand. 


“Wait. Your grandmother had my father fashion another 
lock for the drawer. See the letters? He used what the 
Chinese would call an alphabet lock. Only a password will 
open it. You have to click the letters into place.” 


“We don’t have a password,” Dan said. “If we try some 
things ...” 


“You only get one chance,” Sami said. “It is the safeguard 
that you are who you say you are. If you don’t get it, the 
drawer will not open at all. You can smash the game board, 
but there are two problems. One, it would destroy what was 
inside. Two, I would not allow you to do it. That is my 
order.” He smiled at them, but they saw resolve behind the 
smile. 


Dan and Amy looked at each other, stricken. They had no 
idea what to try. 


“My father said that Grace was sure you would know.” 


“Did she ... say anything that might give us a clue?” Amy 
asked. 


“I am sorry. Just that you would know for certain.” 


He withdrew a little further away to give them privacy. 
Amy pressed her fingers against her forehead. 


“Well, I don’t know,” she murmured. “It could be so many 
things.” 

“What do people usually use for passwords?” Dan said. 
“Their middle name? Where they were born? Or Grace’s 
favorite color — green. Or her favorite ice cream ...” 


“Pistachio.” 
“Favorite food ...” 
“Sushi. Favorite place ...” 


“’Sconset in August, Paris at Christmas, New York in the 
fall, Boston anytime,” Dan recited. 


They both knew Grace’s favorites by heart. Those weren’t 
just words to them, Amy suddenly thought. They were 
memories. 


Amy recognized something then. All this time, memory 
after memory had filled in the blank shape where Grace had 
been. Sitting on the steps of a museum, waving hot pretzels. 
Baking brownies. Getting a giggling fit in a library, listening 
to Grace spin a tale by a roaring fire. Jumping into the cold 
ocean. Running down a Boston street in the rain. 


“I was wrong,” she said, leaning in to Dan. “I was so 
wrong. I didn’t trust my memories. Grace did prepare us for 
this, but not out of some warped power trip. She prepared us 
out of love. She knew what was in store. And she knew we 
couldn’t escape it. There’s a reason she wanted us in this race 
for the clues. We don’t know it yet. But we have to trust her. 
I mean, really trust her. Stop second-guessing her. We have to 
let her back in.” 


“It’s hard not to be mad at her when I miss her so much,” 
Dan said. 


“We can be mad that she’s gone. Just plain furious. But not 
at her.” 


Suddenly, Dan smiled. Something settled inside both of 
them, fitting like a puzzle piece. Amy felt the satisfying click. 


Dan nodded. “Okay. Back to the problem. She’d know that 
we’d go through everything we could think of. It has to be 
not a guess, but an absolutely sure thing.” Dan paced the 
room, trying to think. A large portrait hung over a desk, and 
its eyes seemed to be following him. It was a painting of an 
old man with a long white beard and piercing dark eyes. 


“Friend of yours?” he asked Sami. 


“Not really. It’s Salah ad-Din. A famous Muslim 
commander who built the Citadel back in 1176. You 
Americans would call him—” 


Amy and Dan said the word together in one long aha 
exhalation. “Saladin.” 


“Exactly.” 


Amy brought the game board closer. She looked up at Dan. 
He nodded. 


She moved the letters in the lock one by one. 
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They gasped as the lid popped open. “You see?” Sami 
smiled. “You know your grandmother better than you think.” 


Amy looked at Dan. “Yes,” she said softly. “We do.” 


Sami gave a short bow. “I will leave you to examine what 
she’s left.” 

They waited until the curtain was drawn. Amy slid the 
drawer open. She took out a small drawing in a linen mat. 





“It looks like a botanical illustration,” she said. “There’s 
something written in pencil,” Dan said. 


mat 2.11 
“Looks like the price of the mat,” Amy said. 


“All we have to do,” Dan said, “is figure out what plant 
this leaf belongs to, and we have the clue.” 


“That shouldn’t be too hard,” Amy said. 


CHAPTER 24 


“This is all your fault,” Dan said to Amy back in the Hotel 
Excelsior. “Don’t you know by now that you can never, ever 
say that something is going to be easy?” 


Amy dropped her head in her hands. “I know.” 


“Try chervil,” Nellie suggested. She leaned over to feed 
Saladin another blob of hummus. They had ordered room 
service just for him to thank him for being such an awesome 
password. 

Dan sat hunched over his laptop. He’d found an online 
dictionary of botanical illustrations, but it proved harder 
than they’d expected to match a leaf to a species. And it 
didn’t help that Nellie kept throwing out random herbs, as if 
she were making a stew. 

“How many entries are there?” Amy asked him. 

“Sheesh, I don’t know. Thousands.” 


“And since we’ve been here, how many entries have you 
checked?” 

Dan looked down at the list he was compiling. “Thirty- 
seven. No! Thirty-eight. I forgot chervil.” 

Amy groaned. “We’ve been here for twenty minutes. This 
could take all night.” 

“And tomorrow,” Nellie said. “Try tamarind!” 

Dan clicked away. “No,” he said, disappointed. 

Amy sprang up. She paced in back of Dan. “That’s an idea, 
though,” she said. “I mean, here we are in Egypt. We should 
look up Egyptian plants. Katherine wouldn’t lead all her 
descendants here for chervil, would she?” 


“ Try acacia,” Nellie suggested. 


“Or hummus, or baba ghanoush, or mint, or palm.” Dan 
spun around in the desk chair, waving his arms. “My brain is 
on overload.” 


“This place can do that to you,” Nellie agreed. “We saw so 
much in a few days. Temples and tombs and ancient cities. 
Amazing sunsets, beautiful art—” 


“Sure, but you’re leaving out the coolest stuff,” Dan said. 
“Crocodiles, pharaoh curses, brain hooks, body parts in 
canopic jars — what’s not to like?” 


“I liked seeing those old photos of Grace,” Amy said. 
“Remember the goofy one of her at Hatshepsut’s Temple? 
Sometimes I forget how funny she was.” 


“Pretzels and mustard,” Dan said. “Remember? She used to 
say, Pay attention! Everything counts!” 


Dan appreciated the little things, just like Grace, Amy 
thought. She remembered the day they’d first arrived at this 
suite. How he’d run around the rooms, calling out every 
object with delight, like he’d never seen it before. Pillows! 
Bible! Robes! Shampoo! 


“People say I look like Grace,” Amy said. “But you’re the 
one who’s like her.” 


Dan shrugged and turned back to the computer. Amy saw 
that the tips of his ears were glowing red, a sure sign that 
she’d pleased him. She could have said I’m sorry. She could 
have said You were right. I wanted Grace’s memory for myself. 
But she knew she’d said enough. 


“Everything counts,” Amy murmured. She gazed at the 
image on Grace’s card, the Magi arriving to bring gifts to the 
Christ child, looking way more fat and regal than any 
newborn Amy had ever seen. 


Suddenly, words and images became a mash-up in her 
head. 


Magi. Hatshepsut. Punt. 


Even back in the New Kingdom, a queen had to go Christmas 
shopping. 

As if in a trance, Amy slid open the bedside drawer. She 
took out the Bible Dan had found. She flipped rapidly 
through the pages to Matthew, chapter two, verse eleven. 

“Dan?” she asked in a voice that trembled a little. “Look up 
myrrh. M-y-r-r-h,” she spelled out, coming to stand behind 
him. Nellie hurried over. 

Dan typed out the word in the search engine. The leaf 
flashed on screen. 


MYRRH . 


Pronunciation: [mur] 
Latin: Commiphora myrrha 


see also “Sweet Cicely” 








myrrh 


“That’s it!” Dan cried. “Now explain how you did that.” 


“Don’t forget the art. We thought it was her painting, but 
we figured out that Grace didn’t leave that as a clue. We 
forgot to think about what she really meant.” Amy held up 
the card. “She was talking about the card itself.” 


“T still don’t get it.” 

“Tt all has to do with Hatshepsut.” 

“Hatshepsut?” Nellie looked puzzled. “But she lived 
thousands of years before Christmas was around.” 


“Hatshepsut went to the Land of Punt and came back with 
myrrh trees. Grace posed right in front of that relief. And she 
made that joke in the guidebook about how a queen has to 
go Christmas shopping? She was leading us back to this.” 
Amy held up the card. “The Magi. They brought—” 


“Gifts to the Christ child,” Nellie said. 


Amy picked up the Bible. “Matthew, chapter two, verse 
eleven. Mat 2:11 is a notation, not the price of the mat 


around the drawing. Listen.” Amy read the verse out loud. 
“And when they had opened their treasures, they presented 
gifts to him; gold, frankincense, and myrrh.” 

Dan nodded. “And Grace misspelled ‘resonates.’ Grace was 
an excellent speller — we should know. We played Scrabble 
with her every weekend for years. Myrrh is a resin! A half 
gram of myrrh. That’s the clue!” 

Amy’s eyes shone. “And Grace was with us all the way. She 
didn’t abandon us, Dan. She’ll help us when we need it. And 
it will be just like her, too. It won’t be when we expect it. It'll 
be when we least expect it. She hasn’t gone away. She’s still 
with us.” 

Dan turned away from her. But Amy knew it was because 
his eyes had filled. Her eyes were full of tears, too. She felt as 
though Grace’s hand was on her shoulder, squeezing. Saying 
good work, Amy. 

Grace had come back to them. They would never lose her 
again. 

Suddenly, they heard a noise from next door. A muffled 
thump. 

“That came from the stronghold,” Dan said in a low tone. 

“Should we look?” Amy asked. 

“Maybe it’s Alistair,” Nellie said. 

They all crept to the connecting door. They put their ears 
against it. 

“I don’t hear anything,” Amy whispered. 

“I think we should check it out,” Dan said. 


He got the umbrella from the closet, unscrewed the handle, 
and fitted it into the lock. The knob turned. 


He opened it in an inch and put his eye to the crack. 
“What do you see?” Amy whispered. 
“Wonderful things,” Dan said. “On the floor.” 


He pushed open the door. The stronghold had been 
violated. Vitrines were smashed, paintings thrown, panels 


tossed. They walked through carefully, avoiding the 
shattered glass. 


The Sakhets were gone, the pedestals empty. 
“Who could have done this?” Amy whispered. 


Nellie bent down to pick up something off the floor. A 
scrap of black cloth, probably torn off by the protruding edge 
of a shattered vitrine. 

Amy looked at the design woven into the cloth. She 
realized that the pattern was a repeating letter. M. 


Fear clutched her heart. “Madrigals,” she whispered. 





The Hunt Is On 


The race for the 39 Clues continues with more dangerous 
missions, top secret break-ins, and treacherous double-crossings. 
Stay one step ahead of the competition by following Amy and 
Dan’s next adventure. 


Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just make sure none of your 
enemies are watching ...) 


CHAPTER 1 


Amy Cahill liked to be the first one up in the morning. But not if 
it was because someone was screaming outside her hotel-room 
door. “Telegram for Mr. Cahill!” 

The words were accompanied by a thunderous knocking. Amy 
bolted upright in a panic, a terrifying thought racing through her 
mind. Madrigals! 

The yell came again. 

“Message for you!” 

Amy, her brother, Dan, and their au pair, Nellie, had fled to a 
different Cairo hotel in the night, afraid they might be attacked 
by the mysterious sect they knew so little about. The Madrigals 
couldn’t know where we are, could they? 

Dan rolled off the fuzzy gold couch he was sleeping on and 
landed on the floor with a thud. 

“No, Irina! Not the Catfish Hunter!” he yelled. Amy sighed. 
Once again, her brother was locked in a dream in which their 
cousin Irina Spasky was shredding a beloved baseball card with 
her fingernails. 

“Wake up, Dan. You’re dreaming.” 

Amy had never felt so tired in her life, and her brother was, as 
usual, acting like an idiot. 

“Telegram!” 

The knock at the door came again. 

“Dan! Get ... the ... door!” 

Amy stuffed her face in a pillow and screamed. She was awake 
for good and she knew it. Peering past her pillow, she saw that 
Nellie was still totally dead to the world. 

“Coming!” cried Amy. “Hold your horses!” 


When she reached the door, she hesitated, a familiar fear 
gripping her insides. What if she let someone dangerous in? 

Come on, Amy, get a grip. 

Amy opened the door, her eyes settling on an Egyptian bellboy 
standing in the hall. He was shorter than she was by a mile, 
wearing a spiffy red uniform with gold buttons up the front that 
was at least two sizes too big. In his hands was a sealed envelope. 

“For you, madam, from the desk. Someone has leaved it.” 

Amy took the envelope, and the bellboy stepped a tiny bit 
closer, beaming at her expectantly. 

“I bring message from the desk,” said the bellboy. “For you, 
madam.” 

His feet were halfway in and halfway out of the room, which 
made Amy nervous. 

“Ts there something else you have for me?” asked Amy. 

“Someone has leaved it for you,” he said, pointing at the 
envelope with a happy grin. 

“Give him this,” said Dan. “Then I can go back to sleep.” 

Dan’s voice was muffled, and when Amy turned around, she 
saw that he was talking into the carpeted floor, too lazy to lift his 
head. He was holding up a five-pound Egyptian note, worth about 
one dollar. 

Amy shut the door. Curiosity had killed any hope of going back 
to bed. The envelope had been addressed on an old-style 
typewriter that appeared to be missing the capital A. The 
underline was also randomly stuck on some of the letters. 
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She tore it open and sat on the couch, her face whitening as she 
scanned the note. Saladin meowed hungrily and raised his back, 


claws bared on the gold bedspread. 
“Dan, you better get up here.” 
Dan didn’t move, so she yelled. 
“TELEGRAM FOR DAN!” 


Dan lifted his head as if mustering the energy for a comeback, 
but Amy could tell her brother was still clawing his way out of 
dreamland. He stood up from the floor and dropped heavily onto 
the couch. Nellie was still curled up under the covers on one of 
the two beds in the room, the thin white cord of her iPod ear- 
buds snaking out from under a pile of seven pillows covering her 
head. 


“That girl could sleep through a demolition derby,” said Dan. 


“Dan! Listen!” Amy said, holding the telegram as she began to 
read. “‘Cairo International Airport, locker number 328. 56-12-19. 
NRR.’” 

“Sounds like a lame trap set by one of our competitors. Let’s 
order room service and go back to bed.” 

“T don’t think so,” said Amy. She held out the message so Dan 
could examine it. What he found on the paper took his breath 
away. 
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Cairo International Airport, locker number 328. 56-12-19. NAR. 


Under the birch tree 

Six inches deep 

Lies a treasure of bottle caps 
A child did keep 





Lazy Dan left the building and was replaced by Alarmed Dan. 
“No one knows about this, not even Nellie.” 


“Grace knew,” said Amy. “You, me, and Grace. Whoever sent 
this must have known Grace well enough to get this out of her.” 


Dan was still too dumbstruck to respond, but Amy knew what 
he was thinking. Just last year he’d brought his prized collection 
of bottle caps to Grace’s mansion — everything from Dr. Pepper 
to vintage Coca-Cola — and all sixty-three caps in a super-cool 
old-school cigar box. Grace had given him a spade and told him 
he could bury it on the property if he wanted. He’d told Amy and 
Grace where the treasure was hidden, even how deep he’d buried 
the box, just in case he died unexpectedly, snowboarding or 
skydiving. As he said at the time, it paid to be safe with a bottle 
cap collection. 


Dan looked at his sister, his green eyes brimming with hope. 
“Do you think Grace is helping us again?” 


Amy and Dan both used Grace’s name as if their grandmother 
were still alive, and for a moment it felt like she was. Their 
beloved old Grace, who’d given her heirs a choice: a million 
dollars or one of 39 Clues leading to immense power. Amy still 
couldn’t believe where the chase had led them in such a short 
time. They’d traversed four continents and been nearly killed 
more than once by their own relatives. If there was even a chance 
Grace Cahill was still offering help from the grave, Amy knew 
they had to follow the trail. 


“Come on. We’re getting out of here.” 


Ten minutes later, Dan and Amy made their way down to the 
bustling hotel lobby with nothing but a backpack between them. 
Dan had insisted on bringing his precious laptop, and Amy had 
grabbed Nellie’s cell phone, just in case. 


“T left Nellie a note saying we went looking for doughnuts. Let’s 
just hope this doesn’t take all morning. What we need right now 
is a way to the airport,” said Amy. 

“No worries, I got it covered.” 

Dan opened their backpack and removed a wad of money, 
stuffing the rumpled bills into his pocket. It didn’t amount to 


much, about fifty American dollars’ worth of Egyptian pound 
notes. 


“Yo! Cabby! Yo!” 
Dan held out a few bills and waited. 


“We’re not in New York,” Amy hissed. “Try to act like you have 
a clue.” 


As if by magic, a black-and-white car with a monstrous luggage 
rack pulled up and skidded to a stop. An Egyptian man jumped 
out and waved Dan and Amy over. 


“Come, come! I have nice car for you!” 


Dan tossed Amy an I-told-you-so look and marched for the car. 
The cabdriver hopped out and opened the door, then quick as a 
rabbit, snatched the backpack from Dan and headed for the trunk. 


“No thanks, amigo. Pll keep the bag on me if you don’t mind.” 


The driver didn’t seem to understand, so Dan grabbed the 
backpack, handed the cabby a ten-pound note, and dove into the 
backseat, commando style. 


Amy turned bright red and stammered an apology. She had a 
feeling Dan was warming up for a long morning of humiliating 
his sister. 

“We’re in a hurry, my man,” said Dan, confirming Amy’s 
suspicions. “The airport, double time.” 

“Fast is middle name!” The man laughed, slamming the door 
just shy of Amy’s foot and racing for the front seat. 


“You see there, sis? Everything is fine. This guy is perfect. Just 
sit back and re-laaaaaaah—!” 


The cab (and Dan) screamed into traffic, weaving and dodging 
like an amusement park ride gone haywire. Amy was tossed into 
Dan, then against the door, then back into Dan as they dodged 
honking buses and irate pedestrians. When they hit a slow patch, 
Amy caught sight of a big problem behind them. She turned to 
her brother, wide-eyed and worried. 


“He does leave a little to be desired in the safety department, 
doesn’t he? IIl ask him to take ’er down a notch.” 


“N-N-NO! Tell him to speed up! Speed up!” 


Dan glanced past his sister’s stricken face to the bright yellow 
Vespa zigzagging between cars behind them. Someone in a purple 
sweat suit was riding it, and that someone was huge. 


“Hamilton Holt!” 


It was Hamilton Holt of the Holt clan, a family of nitwits also 
in search of the 39 Clues. The last time Amy had seen him, 
Hamilton had left her for dead in a Tokyo train tunnel. 


“Step on it!” yelled Amy, but the driver didn’t seem to hear her. 
Dan pulled out another precious ten-pound note and tossed it into 
the front seat. 


That seemed to get the driver’s attention. His foot came down 
on the gas pedal like a hammer and the cab swerved violently 
into high gear. For the next ten minutes, Dan threw more and 
more money into the front seat until, at last, they looked back 
and Hamilton Holt was gone. When the cab lurched to a stop 
outside the Cairo airport, Dan checked his pockets. They were 
empty. 

“Is okay,” said the driver, grinning from ear to ear. “You pay 
plenty already!” 


“Nicely done, dweeb. Now we’re stuck at the airport with no 
money. Nellie’s going to love us when we wake her up and she 
discovers we’ve stolen her phone, spent most of our cash, and 
need a ride from the airport. And we don’t even have any 
doughnuts yet! Could it get any worse?” 


“T think it just did,” said Dan. 


Amy’s heart sank as a black stretch limo pulled up to the curb 
behind them, and a door opened. 


Ian and Natalie Kabra, a Clue-hunting team infinitely more 
dangerous than the Holts, had arrived on the scene. 


CHAPTER 2 


Most of the time, Dan Cahill would rather show up to school in 
his underwear than get involved in his sister’s love life. But this 
was different. 


Ian Kabra emerged from the limousine with a smirk the size of 
Texas plastered on his face, as self-assured as ever. Dan glanced 
over at his sister. Amy was glaring at Ian, but Dan could see her 
hands were trembling. This guy—this ogre — had not only lied 
about liking his sister, he’d tried to trap them in a cave. And 
leave them there forever. 


It was time to lower the boom. 


“You’ve got a lot of nerve showing up here after you tried to 
kill us!” Dan shouted. 


“Let’s not get carried away. Your little brother has a big 
imagination,” said Ian, taking a step toward Amy. “You know Id 
never actually hurt you.” 


Dan knew if Amy tried to talk it would come out all stutters. He 
wasn’t going to let lan Kabra anywhere near his sister. 


“Hold it together, Amy,” he whispered. 


“Pm fine,” said Amy, but now her lip was quivering ever so 
slightly. Dan lashed out at Ian. 

“Get back in your monstermobile and leave us alone!” 

Ian gave Amy a sideways smile, then sauntered up to the 
cabdriver. 


“Well done, my lead-footed friend. We had quite a time 
keeping up with you. Although I suppose it wouldn’t have 
mattered.” 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Dan, eyeing the 
revolving doors into the airport terminal. 


“You children play expensive games!” said the driver as he took 
a roll of rubber-banded bills from Ian and handed over a slick 
new phone in return. 


“Espionage must have been so much harder before GPS, don’t 
you think?” asked Ian. 


Ian’s sister, Natalie, emerged from the black limo like a model 
about to stroll down a media-frenzied red carpet. 


“Did you sleep in those pathetic things you call clothes?” 


Dan looked down at his zip-up hoodie, which was wrinkled 
beyond all imagining. Oops. He actually had slept in his clothes. 


“Wrinkles are the new thing. Ask Jonah Wizard. He'll tell you.” 


“Make this easy on yourself and tell us why you’re here,” said 
Ian, moving closer to Dan and Amy. Amy’s eyes were locked on 
Ian’s face, like a mouse confronted by a cobra. 


The cabdriver laughed at the scene playing out, got in his cab, 
and cranked it alive. A plume of black smoke burst from the 
tailpipe as he sped off, covering Natalie with a thin layer of soot. 
She howled and clutched protectively at her hair, which was just 
the diversion Dan needed. 


“Come on, Amy!” he yelled. He grabbed Amy by the hand and 
bolted for the revolving doors, but Ian was quick on his feet and 
snatched Amy’s other hand. Dan pulled one way, Ian pulled the 
other. People were starting to take notice of the ruckus. 


“Let my sister go!” yelled Dan. 


“I think she likes it when I hold her hand,” said Ian. “Don’t 
you, Amy?” 

Amy didn’t say a word. She reeled back and kicked Ian in the 
shin harder than she’d ever kicked anyone. There was a loud 
crack and Ian lost his grip, bouncing up and down on one leg as 
Dan and Amy ran for the revolving doors. 


“Direct hit!” cried Dan. 
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“So long, suckers!” Amy yelled over her shoulder. 


“Get them!” howled Ian, hobbling toward the terminal entrance 


with Natalie and their driver, a guy who looked like he could 
crack concrete with his forehead, close behind. 


Once inside, Dan and Amy darted among a sea of people with 
rolling luggage, but the Kabras stayed on their tail. 


“This way!” said Amy, taking Dan by the elbow and dragging 
him into a busy travelers’ store filled with candy bars and 
magazines. Seconds later, they were out the other side and into 
another store, through a web of foreigners. Dan was sure they’d 
lost the Kabras, but when he peered carefully around a corner, he 
saw Ian limping toward them, staring into his phone. 


“Uh-oh,” said Dan. “I think we’ve been had.” 


Dan took off his backpack and started unzipping compartments. 
Hidden in the front pocket was another cell phone, the GPS 
blinking their position. 

“Double-crossed times two!” said Dan. “That cab-driver must 
have planted it when he got ahold of my backpack at the hotel.” 


Amy looked around the corner once more. The Kabras were 
getting really close. 


“Give it here,” she said, taking the phone from her brother. “I 
know just what to do with Ian’s precious gadget.” 


Amy moved back into the flow of oncoming people with Dan 
close behind. She swept quickly across the wide corridor and 
dropped the phone into a passing baby stroller, then ducked into 
a bookstore and opened the first book she could find. The stroller 
was attached to a mother who was clearly late for a flight, 
parting traffic as she ran for her gate. 

The Kabras were so intent on watching the screen on Ian’s 
phone that they walked right past Dan and Amy, then broke into 
a run themselves. 

“Nice play!” said Dan. “I hope that kid drools all over their 
expensive technology before they get it back.” 

Amy shot Dan a triumphant smile. Clearly, outsmarting the 
Kabras — especially Ian — had put some Cahill sizzle back in her 
step. 

“Let’s find that locker,” she said. 


The locker wasn’t very big, about one foot square. But it was 
plenty full. There were three items inside, which Amy removed 


one at a time. 


“This looks like a paperweight, don’t you think?” she asked, 
holding a honey-colored glass ball in the palm of her hand. 


“Let me see,” Dan said, reaching out to grab it. 

“No way! Knowing you, itll get dropped on the floor and 
smashed into a thousand pieces. Let me have a look first.” 

Dan didn’t protest. He had already imagined what a marble 
that size would look like rolling down the long airport corridor. 

“Try holding it in the light a little more,” said Dan. 

Amy squinted up at it. “It looks like a room, and there’s a 
mother inside, sitting on a chair.” 

“How do you know it’s a mother?” asked Dan. 

“She’s holding a baby, stupid.” 

Amy looked closer. 

“There are three letters on one of the walls — TSV—and ew! I 
think that’s an eye staring back at me from another wall.” 

“Creepy,” said Dan. 

Amy held out the glass paperweight and told Dan to put it 
carefully in the backpack for future investigation. He hated it 
when she treated him like a three-year-old, and the temptation to 
roll the honey-colored ball down the airport corridor returned. He 
held it in the light again instead. 

“Did you see the key?” asked Dan. 

“What key? What are you talking about?” 

“On the bottom,” said Dan, rolling the paperweight over. Under 


the floor of the room there was a small key hidden in the glass. 
“When the time comes, I get to bust it open.” 


“The paperweight was holding something down,” said Amy, 
lifting out a thin piece of parchment about the width and length 
of her own hand. It was filled with ornately drawn letters, 
numbers, and lines. 
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“It looks like someone spent a lot of time misspelling words,” 
said Dan. Something about the way the letters were grouped 


looked oddly familiar to Dan, but he couldn’t pinpoint what. 
Especially with his stomach grumbling. 


“Ts there any food in that locker? I have got to get something to 
eat. Brain ... needs ... candy.” 


Amy ignored her brother and reached one last time into the 
small space. At the very back of the locker there was a ten-inch- 
square box. 


“T hope it’s full of Rice Krispies Treats,” said Dan, yanking the 
box out of Amy’s hands. 


“Hey! Be careful with that.” 


Dan looked like he wanted to give Amy a wedgie, but she was 
quick to calm him down. 


“Sorry, okay? I’m just nervous. Open it up.” 


Dan removed the lid, riffled through the contents, and then 
busted out laughing. 


“Check me out! Pm a nineteen-year-old beatnik from San 
Francisco!” 


Dan held out the first of two passports, expertly forged with 
Dan’s name. The photo showed Dan with a goatee and mustache, 
along with John Lennon glasses. 


“Let me see the other one,” Amy said. Dan flipped open the 
second passport and nearly fell over. 


“You really need to fire whoever’s cutting your hair.” 


Amy grabbed the passport from Dan. In it, she was wearing a 
short black wig and stylish red-rimmed glasses. 


“Tm twenty!” 

Dan had already pulled out each of the parts to make his 
disguise and begun putting them on, setting Amy’s wig and 
glasses aside as he went. 

At the bottom of the box, under the wig, Amy spied an inch- 
thick paperback. Dan knew it was love at first sight. 


“A Russian guidebook! And it’s well worn, like someone 
already used it on a long trip,” Amy exclaimed. 


“Looks like dullsville to me.” 

“What if it’s another guidebook Grace used?” 
Dan knew better than to get his hopes up. 
“Still dullsville.” 


But Amy was instantly captivated. It was her favorite kind of 
book: weathered so she didn’t need to take special care of it, with 
a story of its own because it had been in the possession of who 
knew how many travelers before her. As she flipped through, she 
came upon two tickets tucked between the pages about a certain 
city. 

“Two airline tickets for Volgograd, Russia, with our names on 
them,” she said. Amy looked at her watch. “Leaving in one hour. 
Why would anyone think we’re stupid enough just to hop on a 
plane to Russia?” 


“Check this out!” said Dan. There was one more thing at the 
bottom of the box, and as far as Dan was concerned, it was the 
best item of all. 


He held up a shiny new Visa gold card with his name on it. 


“Peace, love, and a Visa card! YES! It’s GOLD! Let’s go get some 
doughnuts! Let’s go get some video games! Let’s go get some 
computers!” 


“Calm down, Dan! You’re scaring me.” 


Amy put on her dark wig and tucked in her natural reddish- 
brown hair. She stuck out her tongue. With the red glasses on, 
she was virtually unrecognizable. 


“You look weird,” said Dan. 


“Speak for yourself.” Amy laughed. “You’ve achieved total 
dweebdom in that getup.” 


“Thank you.” 


Dan had the piece of parchment in his hand and turned it over. 
His heart flipped. He looked up, no longer goofy and excited. 


“Amy ...” 
“Dan? What is it?” 


Amy reached for the parchment, but Dan instinctively pulled it 
close. This was a treasure he never intended to let go. He looked 
at his sister. 


“We have to catch that plane.” 
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CHAPTER 1 


Amy Cahill liked to be the first one up in the morning. But not if it 
was because someone was screaming outside her hotel-room door. 

“Telegram for Mr. Cahill!” 

The words were accompanied by a thunderous knocking. Amy 
bolted upright in a panic, a terrifying thought racing through her 
mind. Madrigals! 

The yell came again. 

“Message for you!” 

Amy, her brother, Dan, and their au pair, Nellie, had fled to a 
different Cairo hotel in the night, afraid they might be attacked by 
the mysterious sect they knew so little about. The Madrigals 
couldn t know where we are, could they? 

Dan rolled off the fuzzy gold couch he was sleeping on and 
landed on the floor with a thud. 

“No, Irina! Not the Catfish Hunter!” he yelled. Amy sighed. 
Once again, her brother was locked in a dream in which their cousin 
Irina Spasky was shredding a beloved baseball card with her 
fingernails. 

“Wake up, Dan. You’re dreaming.” 

Amy had never felt so tired in her life, and her brother was, as 
usual, acting like an idiot. 

“Telegram!” 

The knock at the door came again. 

“Dan! Get ... the ... door!” 

Amy stuffed her face in a pillow and screamed. She was awake 
for good and she knew it. Peering past her pillow, she saw that 
Nellie was still totally dead to the world. 

“Coming!” cried Amy. “Hold your horses!” 

When she reached the door, she hesitated, a familiar fear gripping 
her insides. What if she let someone dangerous in? 

Come on, Amy, get a grip. 


Amy opened the door, her eyes settling on an Egyptian bellboy 
standing in the hall. He was shorter than she was by a mile, wearing 
a spiffy red uniform with gold buttons up the front that was at least 
two sizes too big. In his hands was a sealed envelope. 

“For you, madam, from the desk. Someone has leaved it.” 

Amy took the envelope, and the bellboy stepped a tiny bit closer, 
beaming at her expectantly. 

“I bring message from the desk,” said the bellboy. “For you, 
madam.” 

His feet were halfway in and halfway out of the room, which 
made Amy nervous. 

“Is there something else you have for me?” asked Amy. 

“Someone has leaved it for you,” he said, pointing at the 
envelope with a happy grin. 

“Give him this,” said Dan. “Then I can go back to sleep.” 

Dan’s voice was muffled, and when Amy turned around, she saw 
that he was talking into the carpeted floor, too lazy to lift his head. 
He was holding up a five-pound Egyptian note, worth about one 
dollar. 

Amy shut the door. Curiosity had killed any hope of going back 
to bed. The envelope had been addressed on an old-style typewriter 
that appeared to be missing the capital A. The underline was also 
randomly stuck on some of the letters. 
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She tore it open and sat on the couch, her face whitening as she 
scanned the note. Saladin meowed hungrily and raised his back, 
claws bared on the gold bedspread. 

“Dan, you better get up here.” 

Dan didn’t move, so she yelled. 

“TELEGRAM FOR DAN!” 


Dan lifted his head as if mustering the energy for a comeback, 
but Amy could tell her brother was still clawing his way out of 
dreamland. He stood up from the floor and dropped heavily onto the 
couch. Nellie was still curled up under the covers on one of the two 
beds in the room, the thin white cord of her iPod ear-buds snaking 
out from under a pile of seven pillows covering her head. 

“That girl could sleep through a demolition derby,” said Dan. 

“Dan! Listen!” Amy said, holding the telegram as she began to 
read. “‘Cairo International Airport, locker number 328. 56-12-19. 
NRR.” 

“Sounds like a lame trap set by one of our competitors. Let’s 
order room service and go back to bed.” 

“I don’t think so,” said Amy. She held out the message so Dan 
could examine it. What he found on the paper took his breath away. 


Under the birch tree 

Six inches deep 

Lies a treasure of bottle caps 
A child did keep 








Lazy Dan left the building and was replaced by Alarmed Dan. 

“No one knows about this, not even Nellie.” 

“Grace knew,” said Amy. “You, me, and Grace. Whoever sent 
this must have known Grace well enough to get this out of her.” 

Dan was still too dumbstruck to respond, but Amy knew what he 
was thinking. Just last year he’d brought his prized collection of 
bottle caps to Grace’s mansion — everything from Dr. Pepper to 
vintage Coca-Cola — and all sixty-three caps in a super-cool old- 
school cigar box. Grace had given him a spade and told him he 
could bury it on the property if he wanted. He’d told Amy and 
Grace where the treasure was hidden, even how deep he’d buried 
the box, just in case he died unexpectedly, snowboarding or 


skydiving. As he said at the time, it paid to be safe with a bottle cap 
collection. 

Dan looked at his sister, his green eyes brimming with hope. 

“Do you think Grace is helping us again?” 

Amy and Dan both used Grace’s name as if their grandmother 
were still alive, and for a moment it felt like she was. Their beloved 
old Grace, who’d given her heirs a choice: a million dollars or one 
of 39 Clues leading to immense power. Amy still couldn’t believe 
where the chase had led them in such a short time. They’d traversed 
four continents and been nearly killed more than once by their own 
relatives. If there was even a chance Grace Cahill was still offering 
help from the grave, Amy knew they had to follow the trail. “Come 
on. We’re getting out of here.” 


Ten minutes later, Dan and Amy made their way down to the 
bustling hotel lobby with nothing but a backpack between them. 
Dan had insisted on bringing his precious laptop, and Amy had 
grabbed Nellie’s cell phone, just in case. 

“I left Nellie a note saying we went looking for doughnuts. Let’s 
just hope this doesn’t take all morning. What we need right now is a 
way to the airport,” said Amy. 

“No worries, I got it covered.” 

Dan opened their backpack and removed a wad of money, 
stuffing the rumpled bills into his pocket. It didn’t amount to much, 
about fifty American dollars’ worth of Egyptian pound notes. 

“Yo! Cabby! Yo!” 

Dan held out a few bills and waited. 

“We’re not in New York,” Amy hissed. “Try to act like you have 
a clue.” 

As if by magic, a black-and-white car with a monstrous luggage 
rack pulled up and skidded to a stop. An Egyptian man jumped out 
and waved Dan and Amy over. 

“Come, come! I have nice car for you!” 

Dan tossed Amy an I-told-you-so look and marched for the car. 
The cabdriver hopped out and opened the door, then quick as a 
rabbit, snatched the backpack from Dan and headed for the trunk. 

“No thanks, amigo. I’ll keep the bag on me if you don’t mind.” 

The driver didn’t seem to understand, so Dan grabbed the 
backpack, handed the cabby a ten-pound note, and dove into the 


backseat, commando style. 

Amy turned bright red and stammered an apology. She had a 
feeling Dan was warming up for a long morning of humiliating his 
sister. 

“We’re in a hurry, my man,” said Dan, confirming Amy’s 
suspicions. “The airport, double time.” 

“Fast is middle name!” The man laughed, slamming the door just 
shy of Amy’s foot and racing for the front seat. 

“You see there, sis? Everything is fine. This guy is perfect. Just 
sit back and re-laaaaaaah —!” 

The cab (and Dan) screamed into traffic, weaving and dodging 
like an amusement park ride gone haywire. Amy was tossed into 
Dan, then against the door, then back into Dan as they dodged 
honking buses and irate pedestrians. When they hit a slow patch, 
Amy caught sight of a big problem behind them. She turned to her 
brother, wide-eyed and worried. 

“He does leave a little to be desired in the safety department, 
doesn’t he? I'll ask him to take ’er down a notch.” 

““N-N-NO! Tell him to speed up! Speed up!” 

Dan glanced past his sister’s stricken face to the bright yellow 
Vespa zigzagging between cars behind them. Someone in a purple 
sweat suit was riding it, and that someone was huge. 

“Hamilton Holt!” 

It was Hamilton Holt of the Holt clan, a family of nitwits also in 
search of the 39 Clues. The last time Amy had seen him, Hamilton 
had left her for dead in a Tokyo train tunnel. 

“Step on it!” yelled Amy, but the driver didn’t seem to hear her. 
Dan pulled out another precious ten-pound note and tossed it into 
the front seat. 

That seemed to get the driver’s attention. His foot came down on 
the gas pedal like a hammer and the cab swerved violently into high 
gear. For the next ten minutes, Dan threw more and more money 
into the front seat until, at last, they looked back and Hamilton Holt 
was gone. When the cab lurched to a stop outside the Cairo airport, 
Dan checked his pockets. They were empty. 

“Is okay,” said the driver, grinning from ear to ear. “You pay 
plenty already!” 

“Nicely done, dweeb. Now we’re stuck at the airport with no 
money. Nellie’s going to love us when we wake her up and she 
discovers we’ve stolen her phone, spent most of our cash, and need 


a ride from the airport. And we don’t even have any doughnuts yet! 
Could it get any worse?” 

“I think it just did,” said Dan. 

Amy’s heart sank as a black stretch limo pulled up to the curb 
behind them, and a door opened. 

Ian and Natalie Kabra, a Clue-hunting team infinitely more 
dangerous than the Holts, had arrived on the scene. 


CHAPTER 2 


Most of the time, Dan Cahill would rather show up to school in his 
underwear than get involved in his sister’s love life. But this was 
different. 

Ian Kabra emerged from the limousine with a smirk the size of 
Texas plastered on his face, as self-assured as ever. Dan glanced 
over at his sister. Amy was glaring at Ian, but Dan could see her 
hands were trembling. This guy—this ogre — had not only lied 
about liking his sister, he’d tried to trap them in a cave. And leave 
them there forever. 

It was time to lower the boom. 

“You’ve got a lot of nerve showing up here after you tried to kill 
us!” Dan shouted. 

“Let’s not get carried away. Your little brother has a big 
imagination,” said Ian, taking a step toward Amy. “You know Pd 
never actually hurt you.” 

Dan knew if Amy tried to talk it would come out all stutters. He 
wasn’t going to let lan Kabra anywhere near his sister. 

“Hold it together, Amy,” he whispered. 

“Tm fine,” said Amy, but now her lip was quivering ever so 
slightly. Dan lashed out at Ian. 

“Get back in your monstermobile and leave us alone!” 

Ian gave Amy a sideways smile, then sauntered up to the 
cabdriver. 

“Well done, my lead-footed friend. We had quite a time keeping 
up with you. Although I suppose it wouldn’t have mattered.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Dan, eyeing the 
revolving doors into the airport terminal. 

“You children play expensive games!” said the driver as he took a 
roll of rubber-banded bills from Ian and handed over a slick new 
phone in return. 

“Espionage must have been so much harder before GPS, don’t 
you think?” asked Ian. 


Ian’s sister, Natalie, emerged from the black limo like a model 
about to stroll down a media-frenzied red carpet. 

“Did you sleep in those pathetic things you call clothes?” 

Dan looked down at his zip-up hoodie, which was wrinkled 
beyond all imagining. Oops. He actually had slept in his clothes. 

“Wrinkles are the new thing. Ask Jonah Wizard. He’ll tell you.” 

“Make this easy on yourself and tell us why you’re here,” said 
Ian, moving closer to Dan and Amy. Amy’s eyes were locked on 
Ian’s face, like a mouse confronted by a cobra. 

The cabdriver laughed at the scene playing out, got in his cab, 
and cranked it alive. A plume of black smoke burst from the tailpipe 
as he sped off, covering Natalie with a thin layer of soot. She 
howled and clutched protectively at her hair, which was just the 
diversion Dan needed. 

“Come on, Amy!” he yelled. He grabbed Amy by the hand and 
bolted for the revolving doors, but Ian was quick on his feet and 
snatched Amy’s other hand. Dan pulled one way, Ian pulled the 
other. People were starting to take notice of the ruckus. 

“Let my sister go!” yelled Dan. 

“I think she likes it when I hold her hand,” said Ian. “Don’t you, 
Amy?” 

Amy didn’t say a word. She reeled back and kicked Ian in the 
shin harder than she’d ever kicked anyone. There was a loud crack 
and Ian lost his grip, bouncing up and down on one leg as Dan and 
Amy ran for the revolving doors. 

“Direct hit!” cried Dan. 

“So long, suckers!” Amy yelled over her shoulder. 

“Get them!” howled Ian, hobbling toward the terminal entrance 
with Natalie and their driver, a guy who looked like he could crack 
concrete with his forehead, close behind. 

Once inside, Dan and Amy darted among a sea of people with 
rolling luggage, but the Kabras stayed on their tail. 

“This way!” said Amy, taking Dan by the elbow and dragging 
him into a busy travelers’ store filled with candy bars and 
magazines. Seconds later, they were out the other side and into 
another store, through a web of foreigners. Dan was sure they’d lost 
the Kabras, but when he peered carefully around a corner, he saw 
Ian limping toward them, staring into his phone. 

“Uh-oh,” said Dan. “I think we’ve been had.” 


Dan took off his backpack and started unzipping compartments. 
Hidden in the front pocket was another cell phone, the GPS blinking 
their position. 

“Double-crossed times two!” said Dan. “That cab-driver must 
have planted it when he got ahold of my backpack at the hotel.” 

Amy looked around the corner once more. The Kabras were 
getting really close. 

“Give it here,” she said, taking the phone from her brother. “I 
know just what to do with Ian’s precious gadget.” 

Amy moved back into the flow of oncoming people with Dan 
close behind. She swept quickly across the wide corridor and 
dropped the phone into a passing baby stroller, then ducked into a 
bookstore and opened the first book she could find. The stroller was 
attached to a mother who was clearly late for a flight, parting traffic 
as she ran for her gate. 

The Kabras were so intent on watching the screen on Ian’s phone 
that they walked right past Dan and Amy, then broke into a run 
themselves. 

“Nice play!” said Dan. “I hope that kid drools all over their 
expensive technology before they get it back.” 

Amy shot Dan a triumphant smile. Clearly, outsmarting the 
Kabras — especially lan — had put some Cahill sizzle back in her 
step. 

“Let’s find that locker,” she said. 


The locker wasn’t very big, about one foot square. But it was plenty 
full. There were three items inside, which Amy removed one at a 
time. 

“This looks like a paperweight, don’t you think?” she asked, 
holding a honey-colored glass ball in the palm of her hand. 

“Let me see,” Dan said, reaching out to grab it. 

“No way! Knowing you, itll get dropped on the floor and 
smashed into a thousand pieces. Let me have a look first.” 

Dan didn’t protest. He had already imagined what a marble that 
size would look like rolling down the long airport corridor. 

“Try holding it in the light a little more,” said Dan. 

Amy squinted up at it. “It looks like a room, and there’s a mother 
inside, sitting on a chair.” 

“How do you know it’s a mother?” asked Dan. 


“She’s holding a baby, stupid.” 

Amy looked closer. 

“There are three letters on one of the walls — TSV 
think that’s an eye staring back at me from another wall.” 

“Creepy,” said Dan. 

Amy held out the glass paperweight and told Dan to put it 
carefully in the backpack for future investigation. He hated it when 
she treated him like a three-year-old, and the temptation to roll the 
honey-colored ball down the airport corridor returned. He held it in 
the light again instead. 

“Did you see the key?” asked Dan. 

“What key? What are you talking about?” 

“On the bottom,” said Dan, rolling the paperweight over. Under 
the floor of the room there was a small key hidden in the glass. 
“When the time comes, I get to bust it open.” 

“The paperweight was holding something down,” said Amy, 
lifting out a thin piece of parchment about the width and length of 
her own hand. It was filled with ornately drawn letters, numbers, 
and lines. 





and ew! I 


HE 70. GG RAD . 


G 
Kok iA MW He SIMOS 


ma, ke AG MBE The HAR, AAI 3) 
AKA CAE BEDRES Zi a 
ONDA LG: HRČE AZ 

OMG We it 


“It looks like someone spent a lot of time misspelling words,” 
said Dan. Something about the way the letters were grouped looked 
oddly familiar to Dan, but he couldn’t pinpoint what. Especially 
with his stomach grumbling. 

“Is there any food in that locker? I have got to get something to 
eat. Brain ... needs ... candy.” 

Amy ignored her brother and reached one last time into the small 
space. At the very back of the locker there was a ten-inch-square 
box. 


“I hope it’s full of Rice Krispies Treats,” said Dan, yanking the 
box out of Amy’s hands. 

“Hey! Be careful with that.” 

Dan looked like he wanted to give Amy a wedgie, but she was 
quick to calm him down. 

“Sorry, okay? I’m just nervous. Open it up.” 

Dan removed the lid, riffled through the contents, and then busted 
out laughing. 

“Check me out! I’m a nineteen-year-old beatnik from San 
Francisco!” 

Dan held out the first of two passports, expertly forged with 
Dan’s name. The photo showed Dan with a goatee and mustache, 
along with John Lennon glasses. 

“Let me see the other one,” Amy said. Dan flipped open the 
second passport and nearly fell over. 

“You really need to fire whoever’s cutting your hair.” 

Amy grabbed the passport from Dan. In it, she was wearing a 
short black wig and stylish red-rimmed glasses. 

“Tm twenty!” 

Dan had already pulled out each of the parts to make his disguise 
and begun putting them on, setting Amy’s wig and glasses aside as 
he went. 

At the bottom of the box, under the wig, Amy spied an inch-thick 
paperback. Dan knew it was love at first sight. 

“A Russian guidebook! And it’s well worn, like someone already 
used it on a long trip,” Amy exclaimed. 

“Looks like dullsville to me.” 

“What if it’s another guidebook Grace used?” 

Dan knew better than to get his hopes up. 

“Still dullsville.” 

But Amy was instantly captivated. It was her favorite kind of 
book: weathered so she didn’t need to take special care of it, with a 
story of its own because it had been in the possession of who knew 
how many travelers before her. As she flipped through, she came 
upon two tickets tucked between the pages about a certain city. 

“Two airline tickets for Volgograd, Russia, with our names on 
them,” she said. Amy looked at her watch. “Leaving in one hour. 
Why would anyone think we’re stupid enough just to hop on a plane 
to Russia?” 


“Check this out!” said Dan. There was one more thing at the 
bottom of the box, and as far as Dan was concerned, it was the best 
item of all. 

He held up a shiny new Visa gold card with his name on it. 

“Peace, love, and a Visa card! YES! It’s GOLD! Let’s go get 
some doughnuts! Let’s go get some video games! Let’s go get some 
computers!” 

“Calm down, Dan! You’re scaring me.” 

Amy put on her dark wig and tucked in her natural reddish-brown 
hair. She stuck out her tongue. With the red glasses on, she was 
virtually unrecognizable. 

“You look weird,” said Dan. 

“Speak for yourself.” Amy laughed. “You’ve achieved total 
dweebdom in that getup.” 

“Thank you.” 

Dan had the piece of parchment in his hand and turned it over. 
His heart flipped. He looked up, no longer goofy and excited. 

“Amy ...” 

“Dan? What is it?” 

Amy reached for the parchment, but Dan instinctively pulled it 
close. This was a treasure he never intended to let go. He looked at 
his sister. 

“We have to catch that plane.” 


CHAPTER 3 


When Amy Cahill dreamed of traveling the world, she’d never 
pictured herself sitting next to a pint-sized John Lennon. 

“I don’t think we’re going to find doughnuts in Russia,” she 
muttered, staring at her brother’s goofy round glasses. 

“Not to worry! We’re covered,’ Dan answered. He was staring 
into a bottomless pit of snacks. Their backpack was loaded down 
with candy bars and bags of chips, purchased by Dan with help 
from his new best friend, the Visa gold card. Dan opened a bag of 
Doritos and leaned back in his seat. 

Amy was more focused on what they should be doing than 
stuffing her face with junk food. She’d finally convinced Dan to let 
her hold the parchment so he wouldn’t cover it in Doritos dust, but 
staring at it only heightened her concern. The telegram they’d 
gotten that morning was from someone who called himself NRR, 
which meant nothing to Amy or Dan. Worse was the fact that 
Nellie’s phone was dead, so they couldn’t reach her. 

“Do you think we can trust NRR? I mean, we’re on our own here. 
Nellie can’t protect us this time. This whole thing could be an 
elaborate setup.” 

“All I know is four hours on a plane with this mustache is going 
to kill me. It itches like crazy.” 

“Can’t you be serious for one minute? We’re on our way to 
Russia. Russia, Dan. Do you get that? Without Nellie or Saladin.” 

Amy knew Dan loved Saladin and couldn’t bear the idea of being 
away from him for very long. And no Nellie? She wasn’t their 
mom, not even close, but she was a pretty good stand-in given the 
crazy situation they were in. 

“Let me see that thing again,” said Dan, snatching the note from 
Amy’s fingers. 

He held the parchment in his hand and looked at the scrambled 
letters, then he reverently turned it over. Amy knew it was the photo 
on that side that most intrigued him. She watched as he looked at it, 


his attention riveted on the black-and-white image of a couple, 
young and clearly in love, standing in front of the American 
embassy in Russia. 

“It’s really them, isn’t it?” asked Dan. 

“You bet it is,” Amy answered. 

In Paris, Dan had lost his only picture of their parents and Amy 
knew what having a new one meant to him. But it had also sent 
them both into a tailspin. 

Mom, Dad, what were you doing in Russia? 

Amy hesitated. “It’s amazing seeing them like this, so young and 
happy. I mean, it’s the perfect bait. How horrible would it be if 
someone was using this picture to manipulate us?” 

“I get what you’re saying,” said Dan. He ran his finger along the 
edge of the photo, touched his mom’s face, gazed into the eyes of a 
dad he could barely remember. “But if there’s a chance to find 
something out ...” 

Amy knew how Dan felt because she felt exactly the same way. 

There was a message in script below the picture, and Dan read it 
aloud for about the hundredth time, trying to make sense of it: 


Ske eloah ia tithing. Pind me in thinty- 


tite Raiha Of, CK dátt CA CK ADO 
hbd JOAR Came abtnt, Out yaus 
Portrtd did; AA, dant Ome at ale. 
Druat na ent. IRR 


Dan flipped over the parchment to look at the scrambled letters 
again. He stared at them all the way through takeoff while he 
munched through a second monster bag of Doritos. It wasn’t until 
the beverage cart arrived and he guzzled an entire Coke that Amy 
could see things were starting to click. 

“Where did you say we were flying to again? Volvoflurb?” 

“Volgograd, ” Amy replied. 
morning. I have an idea.” 

Amy was using the envelope as a bookmark. She pulled it out 
and gave it to Dan, curious about what he was up to. 

“This should do it,” said Dan. He ripped a page out of an in-flight 
magazine and pulled out a pen, writing down one of the word 
combinations. 


RGOLGOVAD 

“That was the problem, the missing letters. It was confusing me. 
But they come from the envelope — this one’s VOLGOGRAD, 
see?” 

Dan took the underlined L from the envelope into the mix and 
unscrambled all the letters. Amy flipped to a page in the guidebook 
listing cities in Russia, and a few minutes later Dan and Amy were 
staring at a list of six. 


RGOLGOVAD Volgograd 
OCOSWM Moscow 
ENBIRGKRUYEAT Yeexatermourg 


GBSUXRTEPRET SZ Sr. Petersburg X2 
DNAGABERSAMIAI Magadan, Siberia 
BAERMK SISO! Omsk, Siberia 


“Yekaterinburg,” said Dan. “Sounds like a place where they 
throw up a lot. Can we skip that one?” 

Amy didn’t bother commenting. She had already figured out 
something else. 

“We have a leftover X and a 2 with the St. Petersburg one,” said 
Amy. “I bet that means X2. St. Petersburg, times two. It must mean 
there are two things we have to discover there.” 

Dan nodded. “Now we just have to figure out what we’re 
supposed to do in all these places.” 

“Volgograd is where this plane is headed, so it has to be the first 
place we’re supposed to search. It’s also shown in this 
paperweight,” said Amy. 

“How do you figure?” asked Dan. 

She held the heavy glass ball out where Dan could better see it. 

“The letters on the wall — TSV — those stand for Tsaritsyn, 
Stalingrad, and Volgograd. According to the guidebook, they’ve 
renamed the city twice.” 

“The Russians can’t make up their minds?” asked Dan. 

Amy ignored her brother’s question and leaned in closer. “I think 
I know what we’re looking for once we land.” 

“You’ve been holding out on me!” said Dan, wiping his salty 
fingers on his goatee. 

Amy tapped the cover of the book she’d found in the locker. 
“These things are full of answers. You just have to open one up 
once in a while.” 


When Dan saw Russia for the first time, he choked on a corn chip 
and coughed it up onto the airport sidewalk. 

“Ew! Seriously, you will never have a girlfriend,” said Amy. 

“Like I’d want one!” 

Dan considered a sneak attack on his sister, but just then all his 
senses fired. Every sign was a collection of strange and swirly 
letters, impossible to read. The air was thick with flavors yet to be 
tried, red-and-yellow buses lumbered by, and everywhere Dan heard 
the sound of a new, exotic language. 

They glanced back and forth outside the Volgograd airport 
terminal looking at the jumbled lines of dirty taxicabs. Neither one 
of them was sure someone else could be trusted driving them, 
especially after the GPS snafu in Cairo. 

“What about that guy?” Dan asked through a mouthful of Kit 
Kat. It was his third candy bar in as many hours, and his voice was 
coming out a little jittery. 

“Don’t let him catch your eye,” said Amy. “He’ll never leave us 
alone.” 

But it was too late. The driver was already blasting across four 
lanes toward them. Dan had a feeling about the bearded Russian 
with the Volkswagen van. It suited his beatnik style to ride around 
in a vintage 1960s peacemobile. 

“No worries. I speak this guy’s language.” 

“Is wearing that mustache making you dumber or something?” 
Amy asked. 

The van veered wildly across the road and skidded to a stop in 
front of Dan and Amy. 

“We want to rent our own ride,” said Dan. “Can you help us 
out?” 

What?! Amy mouthed. Rent a car? Who was going to drive it? 

“You want car of your own? I know guy. Best deal in Volgograd.” 

Dan had never driven a car, but he was pretty good on a dirt bike. 
He flashed the Visa gold card, then slid it back into his pocket. 

“Can you get us a motorcycle? We like the open air.” 

The bearded Russian winked, and less than an hour later, Dan 
was pulling out of a back alley with Amy jammed into a sidecar 
beside him. It was a vintage Russian military bike, army green with 
a kick start. 

“Are you sure you can handle this thing?” asked Amy, clutching 
her guidebook. 


“Hold on! This is going to be a bumpy ride,” said Dan. The grill 
of a delivery truck blasted by, then Dan veered out of the alley and 
gunned it. 

“Slow down, you maniac!” Amy howled, but Dan was having the 
time of his life. It took him several tries to get out of first gear and 
the engine redlined. Horns honked and pedestrians glared as the 
bike swerved all over the road. Dan finally got ahold of second gear 
and headed into oncoming traffic, nearly letting go of the 
handlebars as the bike careened out of control. 

“D-D-D-D-Da ...” spluttered Amy, pointing to an oncoming 
slew of honking traffic. Dan slammed into third gear and raced back 
into his own lane. 

“Pm really getting the hang of this,” he yelled, zipping along in 
traffic with a grin as wide as a monster truck. Amy tore off her wig 
and red glasses, stowing them in the backpack. 

“You're going to get us killed is more like it!” 

“Don’t worry about a thing. I got this!” 

Amy pulled on a beat-up old helmet she’d found rolling around 
on the floor of the sidecar. Then she grabbed the guidebook and 
turned to the back page, where the bearded Russian had scribbled 
directions. 

“We take the third left,” she yelled, glancing up in search of 
directions. Every sign she saw was written in Russian, and they 
were just about to pass the turn they needed. 

“Right here!” Amy screamed, white-knuckling the sidecar as Dan 
slammed on the brakes and swung the bike into a hard left. 

“This is awesome!” howled Dan, leaving a black streak of burned 
rubber behind the bike. “Eat your heart out, Hamilton Holt!” 

It was twenty hair-raising minutes until the bike came to a stop in 
a football-field-size parking lot. 

Dan tore off his helmet, mustache, and goatee and gazed up over 
the sprawling grassy knoll. On the far end there stood a massive 
statue of a woman holding a sword over her head, rising like a 
skyscraper into the cloudy horizon. They’d seen it in the distance as 
they raced across the city, but up close it was a frightening 
spectacle. 

“The Motherland Calls,” said Amy. “It’s twice as tall as the 
Statue of Liberty. Do you know what it commemorates?” 

“Don’t have a clue, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me.” 


“The Battle of Stalingrad in World War Two, and it’s nothing to 
make jokes about. Over a million people died right here.” 

Parents had died here, leaving children to grieve in the care of 
others. Dan knew how awful that felt. All the unanswered 
questions, the frustration, the terrible sense that you’d lost your 
place in the world. Amy reached for her jade necklace, the one from 
Grace, and rubbed the pendant. 

“Better get the show on the road. Never know who might be 
following us,’ Dan said, starting up the pathway toward The 
Motherland Calls. 

There were people everywhere — families, old couples with 
canes, sightseers galore, and uniformed guards. 

“I was hoping we wouldn’t run into anyone here,” said Amy. 
“This place is crawling with police and tourists. Take it slow and 
easy, Okay, Dan? Better safe than sorry.” 

Dan nodded and suggested they split up to cover more ground. 
Amy had figured out that the mother sitting in a chair in the little 
glass paperweight was a reference to the enormous statue. One of 
the walls in the tiny room also had an eye on it, and this is where 
things got a little scary. If Amy was right about this being a 
reference to one of the eyes on the face of The Motherland Calls, it 
would mean climbing all the way to the top of a statue that was 
almost as tall as a mountain. 

Dan looked up. And up, and up. How are we going to get up 
there? And what are we going to find? 
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CHAPTER 4 


Hamilton Holt was the first to hit the pavement, followed by his 
sisters, who tumbled out in big-time wrestling mode, beating the tar 
out of each other. The Holts had tracked Dan and Amy all the way 
from Cairo in search of Clues, hotwiring a 1970s Eastern European 
van the moment they touched down in Russia. Landing at the 
Volgograd airport, they’d had no idea where to turn next, but the 
Holts were nothing if not conspicuously American. The same 
Russian who had picked up Amy and Dan smelled money and 
moved in for the kill. It didn’t take long to put two and two together. 
Ten minutes later, the Russian was a hundred dollars richer and the 
Holts knew right where to go. 

Gazing up at The Motherland Calls, Hamilton could tell that he’d 
finally arrived in a foreign land that might actually appreciate his 
size and strength. 

“Gather round, troops!” howled Eisenhower Holt, the kingpin of 
the sweat-suited band of Neanderthals. 

“Hamilton, front and center!” 

Hamilton, the biggest and brawniest of the three Holt kids, darted 
to within three inches of his father’s face and screamed, “SIR, YES 
SIR!” 

“Son, you’ve got protein-bar breath and you’re spraying spit 
again. Get it under control!” 

Hamilton’s face fell. It was hard to scream those Ss without 
showering someone. 

“Won’t happen again, SIR!” 

Eisenhower nodded in stern approval. 

“You’re on point. It’s our most important task. Figure out what 
those nitwits are up to and report back. Drag ’em back to the van if 
you have to. Got your two-way?” 

Hamilton pulled a two-way radio out of his pocket, hit the call 
button, and screamed into it. 

“SIR, YES SIR!” 


Eisenhower pulled out his own radio and screamed right back. 

“GO GET ’EM, BOY!” 

Hamilton bolted toward the towering statue, proud to be at the 
center of the action. He glanced back at his family. His younger 
sisters, Reagan and Madison, were already duct-taping a GPS under 
the sidecar on Dan’s motorbike. They complained bitterly about 
being hungry, and then Madison punched Reagan in the shoulder, 
which seemed to make her feel a little better. Mary-Todd, their 
mom, was on surveillance in the van, keeping an eye out for other 
teams. 

“Must eat!” bellowed Eisenhower. The last thing Hamilton heard 
was his dad yelling something about spying a food cart loaded 
down with Russian meat pies. 

It didn’t take Hamilton long to spot Amy lurking around the front 
of The Motherland Calls. She was running her fingers along the 
stone, peering carefully at every seam and corner. 

Whats that scrawny geek up to, and where’ that stupid little 
brother of hers? 

He turned and saw Dan approaching from the other side of the 
statue. One was standing thirty feet to his left, the other ten feet to 
his right, and he didn’t know which one to go after. The thought of 
disappointing his dad, again, put him in a cold sweat. 

“Hey, Hamilton!” yelled Dan. “Did you see me on that 
motorcycle? Better than that donkey you were riding in Cairo!” 

“Tt was a Vespa, you moron! And come say that to my face!” 

Then, with Hamilton looking on, Dan signaled his sister by 
turning his hand as if he needed a key. 

Hey! Do they think I’m stupid? 

“Looks like someone’s got a key,” yelled Hamilton, turning to 
Amy as his two-way radio went off. 

“Get moving!” boomed Eisenhower. “We’ve got company!” 

Hamilton, Amy, and Dan all swiveled toward the parking lot in 
unison. Ian and Natalie Kabra were pulling up in a white stretch 
limousine, almost as if they couldn’t bother to be inconspicuous. 
Eisenhower Holt started peppering the limo with meat pies from a 
huge bag, taking a bite out of each one before letting it fly. From a 
distance, it looked as if Eisenhower was unpinning hand grenades 
and throwing them into a bunker. 

“Your dad is a menace. You know that, right?” asked Dan. He’d 
moved within ten wary feet of Hamilton, motioning Amy to toss 


him the glass paperweight. Amy dug inside the backpack, but 
Hamilton took four big steps and cornered her. 

“What’s in the bag? Come on, fork it over!” said Hamilton, 
looming over Amy. He was just about to rip the backpack out of her 
hands when Amy said something that shocked him. 

“The K-K-K-Kabras are closing in on us,” said Amy. Hamilton 
could tell she was desperately trying to get her voice under control. 
“How many c-c-clues do you have?” 

Hamilton stopped cold. “We’ve got plenty! More than you two 
losers, I’m sure.” 

“We have ten. You have ten?” said Dan, looking Hamilton 
straight in the eye. His sister shifted from foot to foot, eyeing both 
of them warily. Grace had taught Dan how to bluff like a Vegas 
poker player, and Hamilton didn’t know what to think. 

“You got TEN? No way you got ten!” 

Dad is going to freak out if we’re that behind! he thought. 

Police were beginning to swarm the place, making sure the 
mischief breaking out in the parking lot didn’t spill over into the 
park itself. 

“You could be a hero, Hamilton,” said Amy. “You want to come 
back with something useful, don’t you?” 

That one hit Hamilton right between the eyes. There was nothing 
he wanted more than to please Eisenhower Holt. 

“What have you got in mind?” he asked, glaring down at them. 

He waited, watching the two Cahills as they stared at each other 
like each could read the other’s mind. 

Finally, Dan nodded. “Let’s get the show on the road before it’s 
too late,” he said. “This way!” 

Dan led the three of them around to the back of The Motherland 
Calls. The base of the statue was about as wide as a skyscraper, and 
the whole way around, Hamilton wondered if he should clobber 
Dan and Amy and take the backpack. 

Calm down! Let it play out! If they trick you, then you can 
clobber ’em! 

“Can you radio your dad?” Amy asked. “Tell him you’ve almost 
got what we came for and to keep the Kabras away from The 
Motherland Calls.” 

Hamilton gave Amy a searching look, then pressed the button 
and yelled into the receiver. 

“Holt here! Mission nearing success. Stay clear!” 


“Roger that!” 

Hamilton turned on Amy and Dan. “Now give me the goods.” 

Dan hesitated, then pointed to one of the stone slabs on The 
Motherland Calls. “Before you showed up to complicate things, I 
hit the jackpot,” said Dan. 

Hamilton took a closer look and saw the letters TSV carved into 
the stone above a small keyhole. Amy saw it, too. She smashed the 
glass paperweight against the stone pathway. 

“Hey!” yelped Dan. “That was my job!” 

“Got it!” said Amy. The key was free of its round prison, and 
before Hamilton’s unbelieving eyes, she inserted it into the stone 
panel. Dan pushed hard against the secret door, but it didn’t budge. 

“Step aside, shrimp,” said Hamilton. He shoved Dan out of the 
way and smashed his frame against the smooth stone. The panel 
gave easily, and the three of them dashed inside. 

“Close the door behind you, big guy. We’ve got work to do,” said 
Dan. 

Hamilton almost shoved Dan to the ground, but he knew it 
wouldn’t take much to injure the little jerk, and that might 
complicate things. 

“This better be good,” said Hamilton. 

“Don’t worry,” said Dan. “It will be.” 


With the secret opening firmly shut, Dan was able to breathe a sigh 
of relief and take stock of his surroundings. It was magnificent 
inside The Motherland Calls; wide open all the way to the top, with 
a web of beams and support systems all through the middle. Light 
trickled in from minute cracks that lined every side of the structure. 
Dan felt like he’d entered the shadowy realm of a gargantuan spider. 

“Where’s Gandalf when you need him?” asked Dan. 

“You’re a weird kid, you know that?” said Hamilton. 

Amy frowned at both of them. “We have to get to the top, where 
the eyes are,” she said. 

“Bring it on,” said Hamilton, peering up into the beams for the 
best place to start. “This will be a piece of cake.” 

Dan had already begun climbing a service ladder that ran two 
stories up into The Motherland Calls, but Hamilton had a different 
idea. He went straight for a massive steel beam running up the 
middle of the statue, with giant rivets on each side. 
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“See you at the top, losers 

By the time Dan and Amy reached the final rung of the ladder, 
Hamilton had scaled the steel beam like a lumberjack racing up a 
redwood. He was way ahead of them, disappearing into the faint 
light above. 

“We have to get there first!” yelled Amy. “Come on!” 

At the top of the ladder, Dan saw something. The crisscrossing 
beams were also designed as narrow catwalks. They were a foot 
wide and flat, and there was a cable running above them for holding 
on to. But there was no rail. 

“They must clip into the cable for safety when they’re working 
up here,” said Dan. “We can do this!” 

“A carabiner would have been nice,” said Amy. Looking up 
reminded her of a long series of rope bridges in an old movie. One 
where everyone falls into a bottomless canyon. 

Dan grabbed the cable and began walking, first slowly, then 
faster and faster as he gained confidence. He was standing at the 
other side of the statue, twenty-five feet higher in the air before he 
looked back. Amy hadn’t moved, and Hamilton was still fifty feet 
above them, traveling up the middle of the statue. 

“Come on, Amy! You can do it!” 

Amy took a deep breath and stepped out onto the beam. She 
wobbled back and forth, then stopped, gripping the cable tighter. 

“Keep moving, Dan! Pll make it. Just get there first!” 

Dan hesitated, his head pivoting between Hamilton ahead and 
Amy behind him. /t could be Christmas before she reaches the top! 
he thought. 

“Get moving, Dan!” Amy yelled. 

Dan took off like a monkey, arms and legs working in unison as 
he raced up another twenty-five feet. He turned at the other side and 
sped up even more. The switchback routine gave Dan an advantage 
over Hamilton: It was much easier going up this way than climbing 
straight up the middle. As Dan crossed the center of the statue for 
the fourth time, he overtook his larger competitor, who was gasping 
for air after having climbed over a hundred vertical feet. 

“Nice day for a stroll, wouldn’t you say?” called Dan. He was 
also totally out of breath, but his path to the top was way easier than 
Hamilton’s. 

The two-way radio was going off like a dinner bell, Eisenhower 
Holt screaming about the Kabras and demanding to know why 


Hamilton had disappeared. 

Dan was only three switchbacks from the head of The 
Motherland Calls when he looked back. He couldn’t see Amy. 

“Amy! Are you down there?” 

Dan’s voice echoed through the open air. No reply. 

“Amy! Answer me! How far behind are you?” 

“You don’t have to yell. I’m right here.” 

“No way!” said Dan, a huge smile lighting up his face. Amy had 
quietly caught up! She was only two switchbacks behind Dan and 
quickly coming even with Hamilton Holt, who had stopped moving. 

“Double no way!” Dan heard Hamilton mutter. Hamilton had 
clearly had enough of climbing up the center beam. Thin support 
rods ran twenty feet away from the beam and connected to the 
catwalks, and Hamilton grabbed one as Amy walked past. The radio 
was turning to static, and the calls for updates were garbled at best. 

“Hurry, Dan!” said Amy. 

Hamilton swung along the steel support rod, his feet dangling 
over a hundred and fifty feet of open air. It didn’t take long for him 
to reach the catwalk and swing his massive frame up and over. The 
first thing he did when he got there was turn off the two-way radio. 

Dan knew he had to hustle. He raced to the end of the final beam, 
where the cable ran straight into a ladder leading into the head of 
The Motherland Calls. 

“I’m heading into the brain!” yelled Dan. “Wish me luck!” 

At the top of the ladder, Dan found a platform big enough for 
several people to stand on. Two thick streams of light poured into 
the head from outside. It was eerie, as if Dan really were inside 
someone’s head, digging around in the dust for a hidden memory. 

“There!” whispered Dan. A small cylinder wrapped in paper and 
tied with twine was tucked into the corner of one of the eyes. On 
quick examination, Dan saw that the top of the rough paper was 
stenciled with three letters: ST. P. 

St. Petersburg! 

Dan jammed the object into his pocket for safekeeping. 

“I’m coming up,” said Amy, reaching the bottom of the ladder. 

“How far back is he?” asked Dan, pulling his gasping sister onto 
the platform. 

Amy looked down at the catwalks below. “He’s moving pretty 
slowly. I’d say three or four minutes.” 

“Perfect. I’ve got an idea.” 


It was a full five minutes later before Hamilton arrived in the head 
of The Motherland Calls and flopped down in the center of the 
platform. His chest heaved in and out, and a giant ring of sweat 
surrounded his neck. 

“Dude, you look like a fish out of water,” said Dan. “Speaking of 
which ...” 

Dan dug around in the backpack. Among the smashed candy bars 
and bags of chips were a few cans of Coke. He pulled one out, 
popped the top, and fizz shot all over Hamilton. 

“Oops,” said Dan, but Hamilton didn’t seem to care. He sat up 
and guzzled the whole can, then tossed the empty over the edge. 
They all listened as the can pinged and echoed all the way to the 
bottom. 

“We’re way, way up here,” said Amy, her face draining of color 
as it seemed to dawn on her for the first time that they’d have to get 
back down. 

“I found a lead,” said Dan, putting his plan into action. “And not 
only that, I solved it.” 

Hamilton perked up. 

“Lemme see,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow with a 
swipe of his arm. 

Dan pulled out the piece of parchment they’d gotten from the 
locker, the one with the scrambled words of all the places they were 
to visit. Dan had figured out, all on his own, that thirty-six hours 
wouldn’t be anywhere near enough time to visit all the places on the 
list, and they only had twenty-nine hours left. He didn’t want to 
admit it, but they needed help. 

Amy seemed to get what he was doing. “It’s a list of places, see,” 
said Amy to Hamilton, taking the parchment from Dan. She was 
careful not to turn it over and reveal the picture of her parents or the 
note from NRR. “And Dan already unscrambled the letters.” 

Hamilton looked at the parchment suspiciously. 

“Here’s the thing,” said Amy. “We can’t visit all these places 
alone, and neither can you. What if we were to split them up? You 
go one way, we’ ll go the other, and we’ll share what we find?” 

Hamilton Holt’s gelled slick of blond hair seemed to quiver as the 
gears in his brain started turning. He propped himself up on his 
elbow, and the look he gave Amy was almost imploring. 

“And you can trust us,” said Amy. “We’re giving you the next 
place we’re supposed to go. See that right there?” asked Amy, 


holding the parchment closer to Hamilton’s face. “That’s where 
we’ll pick up the trail. In Omsk, Siberia.” 

Right beside the words Dan had added: “Next, at the crossroads 
of Y and Z.” It made absolutely no sense whatsoever, but it sounded 
good, and Hamilton fell for it without hesitation. Dan figured he 
could give Hamilton the real instructions later, after he’d had more 
time to examine the treasure in his pocket. 

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” said Amy. 

Amy told Hamilton to visit both Siberian outposts while she and 
Dan focused on the closer places. That left Moscow, Yekaterinburg, 
and St. Petersburg for Dan and Amy. They exchanged cell phone 
numbers and e-mail addresses. 

“We’ll swap information as we go and beat the pants off 
everyone else!” Dan hooted. 

“That’s if we don’t kill ourselves getting down from here first,” 
said Amy. 


CHAPTER 5 


Ian Kabra had been in the back of a limousine hundreds of times but 
never when covered in meat pies. 

“The Holts are barbarians,” he said disgustedly. He was sitting in 
the backseat, wiping beef stains off his five-thousand-dollar Armani 
suit. 

“Here comes Hamilton!” said Natalie. She had fared better in the 
parking lot fight, retreating into the car at the first sign of flying 
food. She was never one to risk her Gucci. 

“Driver, follow that piece of junk,” said Ian. He pointed to the 
beat-up white van that Hamilton Holt had just dove into. The van 
rumbled to life and tore out of the lot. 

Ian dialed his cell phone. The mere mention of the competition 
heading into Russia at such a sensitive juncture had sent his father 
into a panic. Now was not the time to take chances. 

“What do you want?” The voice on the other end of the line 
belonged to Irina Spasky, the only Russian citizen on any of the 
teams. She, like Ian, was part of the Lucian branch. One rung under 
Ian and Natalie’s parents, a fact that had long infuriated her. 

“I don’t know how you managed to let everyone into your 
country,” said Ian. “But it’s making my father nervous. And when 
he’s nervous, /’m nervous. My father will have both our heads if we 
let another team capture one of our clues.” 

“They will not get anything!” snapped Irina. “It will be for them 
a wild geese chase.” 

Ian smirked. He could picture her eye twitching, as it always did 
when she was angry. 

“I don’t like all this activity so close to some very important 
secrets. It’s your country. Deal with it.” 

“I suggest you hold your tongue. The line is not secure,’ 
Irina. 

“You follow Dan and Amy Cahill. I think they’re on to 
something,” Ian ordered. “We’ll stay with the Holts.” 
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“Agreed. You babysit the idiots. I will get the real work done.” 


Irina clicked off her cell phone and brooded in the backseat of a 
dingy Volkswagen van, the very one Dan and Amy had ridden from 
the airport. The bearded Russian was on the Lucian payroll, like 
hundreds of other informants spread across the homeland. 

Who helping Dan and Amy Cahill? she wondered. Could there 
be a double agent within the ranks of the Lucians? The idea had 
crossed her mind before, but with the death of Grace Cahill, her 
suspicions had grown. There were secrets in Russia — secrets that 
had to be protected at all cost. Dan and Amy had stumbled into a 
hornet’s nest. 

“They’re on the move,” said the bearded Russian in the front 
seat. 

“Follow them,” ordered Irina. 

The driver merged into traffic and tracked a blinking dot on his 
screen. 

“He’s pretty good on that bike,” said the driver, laughing despite 
the ultraserious agent sitting in the backseat of his van. 

“I do not pay you for small talk,” Irina fired back. 

The bearded driver clammed up, and not another word was 
spoken during the drive through Volgograd. Irina felt the twitch in 
her eye return, soft at first but growing more violent. Twenty 
minutes passed before the driver spoke again. 

“They’ve stopped. We’re near the train station.” 

“Let me out,” said Irina. A wad of bills rolled past the driver and 
landed at his feet. 

“I may need you again,” said Irina as she opened the door. “Keep 
your phone on and don’t leave the city.” 

The driver nodded. He leaned down and picked the roll of bills 
off the floor. When he turned around again, Irina Spasky was gone. 


“Are you positive we’re going to the right place?” asked Amy. 
“Yup,” said Dan. Amy sighed, still not convinced they should 
have boarded the high-speed train. But Dan had been adamant about 
keeping the lead he’d found hidden until they were safely out of 
town. He was learning to be careful about who might be watching. 


“Let’s have a look at it,” said Amy. “You’ve been holding out on 
me long enough.” 

Dan pulled the object he’d found in The Motherland Calls out of 
his front pocket. He glanced both ways down the center aisle of the 
train, then held it out to Amy. 

“You can do the honors,” said Dan. “I’m too tired to open it up.” 

Instead, he fished around in the backpack for some chips and 
pulled out Amy’s Russian guidebook. 

“This thing is crushing my snacks.” 

He set the book between them, cracked open a bag of pulverized 
Doritos, and disgusted his sister by tipping his head back and 
pouring the broken chips into his mouth. 

Amy rolled her eyes and got back to the cylinder. It was wrapped 
in a tremendous amount of twine, so it was awhile before she finally 
parted the paper and held the secret object in her hand. It was a tiny 
statue intricately carved out of a hard orange substance, showing a 
bearded monk with wild eyes, standing with his arms folded in front 
of him. 

Amy brightened. “I think I know who this is!” 

“It’s that dude who got us the motorcycle!” said Dan, peering 
over. He frowned. “Or maybe it’s his brother.” 

Amy wasn’t sure what to do with the precious carving. She was 
itching to refer to a certain page in the guidebook, but if she gave 
the carved monk to Dan, she worried he might drop it. 

“Hold this,” she said, succumbing to her desire for information. 
“And be careful. It’s fragile.” 

“Got it covered,” said Dan, snatching the carving from her and 
holding it up to the light. 

“Its almost see-through,” he said as Amy riffled through the 
book. “And there’s something hidden inside.” 

“What?” asked Amy, reaching out for the carving. 

“Whoa, there! Take it easy. This thing is fragile, remember?” 

“What’s in there? What do you see?” 

“It’s one of those pop-top games. I’m good at these. There’s a 
little shoe, then two letters, a V and an A, then a heart.” 
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“Shoevaheart,” said Dan. “Is that something you’ve heard of?” 


Amy shook her head no, but something about the word tugged at 
her. She thought for a minute, but nothing crystallized, so she 
showed Dan the picture she’d been looking for in the guidebook. 

“It’s Rasputin,” said Amy. “I’m sure of it.” 

Dan looked at the photo, a grainy black-and-white of a man with 
furious eyes. 





“Boy, these monk people sure get angry,” he said. Amy knew he 
was thinking back to the mob of monks who had chased them in 
Austria. “Why so sure it’s this guy?” 

“Rasputin wasn’t any ordinary monk. He was said to be almost 
impossible to kill. Doesn’t that sound like something a Cahill would 
be? Un-killable?” 

Dan’s eyes widened. 

“Rasputin worked his way into the inner circle of the most 
powerful Russian families ever: the Romanovs. They were royalty, 
like Princess Diana in England.” 

“Keep it coming, but no more princesses. You’re starting to bore 
me.” 

“Rasputin was a real charmer. He convinced the royal family he 
had supernatural healing powers, and the evidence seems to suggest 
that he actually did.” 

“You’re kidding,” said Dan, looking almost as excited as when he 
realized his teacher was wearing a toupee. 


“He was especially close to the heir to the throne, Alexei, and his 
sister Anastasia. She was amazing, trust me, but Alexei was 
constantly sick. He had hemophilia.” 

Dan pulled back. “Isn’t that, like, something on your butt?” 

“Gross! Not hemorrhoids, Dan! Hemophilia is a blood disorder. 
If Alexei got even the smallest cut, it wouldn’t stop bleeding. So 
imagine like, I don’t know ... like if you fell off your skateboard 
and skinned your knee and it just bled and bled and bled until all 
your blood spilled out.” 

“Cool!” said Dan. 

“Not cool! If it hadn’t been for Rasputin, Alexei would have bled 
to death before he was ten. But that’s not the most interesting part. 
There were a lot of nobles who didn’t like the power Rasputin had 
over the royals, so they plotted to kill him.” 

“Okay, now this is getting good.” 

“Wait until you hear this,” said Amy. She scanned the next part of 
the guidebook and put things into her own words. “On December 
16, 1916, Prince Felix Yusupov invited Rasputin to a dinner party. 
First he fed Rasputin poisoned wine and cake, but that didn’t seem 
to bother Rasputin at all. Rasputin figured out they were trying to 
kill him, so he ran for the door. Then Prince Felix shot Rasputin in 
the back.” 

“End of Rasputin. Too bad — I was starting to like the guy.” 

“Wrong! Rasputin kept on going, right up the stairs and out of the 
house. The prince’s men shot him a few more times in the front 
yard, but Rasputin wouldn’t die. They tied his hands and feet, 
stuffed him in a bag, and dropped him into an ice hole in a frozen 
river. And that finally did it. Rasputin suffocated under the ice.” 
Amy’s eyes gleamed and she lowered her voice. “But they say his 
fingernails were all worn off when they found him, like he tried to 
claw his way out for a half hour or more before finally giving up.” 

“That’s the best story you’ve told me in your whole life,” said 
Dan. “I don’t even care if it’s true or not.” 

“Dan, I think it is true. We of all people should believe it, even if 
history buffs don’t buy it. Rasputin was a Cahill! Maybe we’re even 
from the same branch of the family!” 

“Like we could be superheroes!?!”’ Dan’s eyes bugged out. 

“Calm down,” said Amy. “We still have to figure out where we’re 
supposed to go in St. Petersburg once we get there.” 


Dan and Amy stopped talking, both lost in thought. And soon 
they were fighting sleep. The train had a maddening way of making 
a tired person even sleepier, the way it rocked and swayed, the 
clicking noise of the metal wheels on the track. Dan offered one last 
idea before conking out. 

“Maybe we should go where they tried to kill Rasputin.” 

Amy batted that idea away. The carvings inside the figurine 
didn’t match up with anything close to the Yusupov Palace. She 
stifled a yawn and kept digging, searching her book for anything 
related to a shoe or a heart. Her fingers floated up to her neck, and 
she absently rubbed the pendant on Grace’s jade necklace. 

Grace, what would you have done if you were me? she thought. 
Amy’s eyes pooled with tears as Dan slept and the worries she tried 
to keep from him flooded in. She looked out across a glowing 
sunset. 

I cant do this alone, she thought, flipping the Rasputin page in 
the Russian guidebook back and forth. One tear dropped, hitting the 
paper, and she wiped it away with a finger. Her eyes alighted on a 
word, and her mind turned it over, not wanting to let it go. And then 
out of nowhere she understood. It felt like a gift. 

“Pve got it! I’ve got it!” said Amy. Dan jerked awake and 
jumped to his feet in a ninja pose as Amy wiped the last of her tears 
away. 

“There!” she said, pointing to a picture of the Yusupov Palace. 
“You were right, Dan!” 

“Does this mean I get to go back to sleep?” 

“Before the Yusupovs took over the palace, it was owned by 
someone else. Care to know who it was?” 

“Enlighten me,” said Dan, awake but with his eyes closed to the 
world. 

“Tt was the mansion of Count Pyotr Shuvalov. Count Shoe - VA - 
Love. Don’t you get it? A shoe, the letters VA, and the heart — 
Shuvalov.” 

“That sounds right,” said Dan. Two seconds later, he bolted 
upright and turned to his sister with a big grin. 

“Hey! You know what this means? You and I are on our way to 
the scene of a murder!” 


Six rows back, Irina Spasky put down the newspaper she was hiding 
behind and frowned. She had walked past Dan and Amy’s seat, 
shrouded in dark sunglasses and a low-brimmed hat, and planted a 
wireless mic. Every word, every stupid, dangerous idea Amy and 
Dan had discussed came through loud and clear. 

The young Kabras are maniacs and the young Cahills are 
suicidal, she thought. And now I must track them across Russia and 
protect old secrets instead of hunting down new clues. She clicked 
her tongue in disgust and reflected on how much she disliked 
children. But her chest tightened in automatic protest. There was a 
child, a long, long time ago, she had liked very much. 


CHAPTER 6 


Sleeping on the train gave Dan and Amy an electric energy when 
they hit the pavement in St. Petersburg. Why go to a hotel when 
there were palaces to be broken into? 

“We need to go that way,” said Amy, the crisp evening air filling 
her with new excitement as she made her way down the bustling 
platform. They had arrived at Moskovsky Station, less than two 
miles from the palace, and decided to walk rather than risk another 
cab ride. 

“There’s a whole cluster of palaces along the banks of the Moika 
River. Yusupov is one of them.” 

“You should be a tour guide,” said Dan. “Lead the way.” 

Soon they were outside following Nevsky Prospekt, an eight-lane 
avenue. Seventeenth-century pastel buildings and newly constructed 
stores stood side by side, competing for space in thriving twenty- 
first-century Russia. 

“Dan,” said Amy, jerking her brother’s hand. “I think someone is 
tailing us.” 

Dan glanced over his shoulder. 

“The man in black,” he whispered. 

It was unquestionably him. The dark coat and hat, the gliding 
way he moved, the craggy face full of shadows. He was 
unmistakable. 

Amy and Dan broke into a run, darting between pedestrians on 
the busy sidewalk. Their movements seemed to set the world in 
motion. A truck barreled across two lanes, heading directly for 
them. Dan sped up, but Amy froze in her tracks. The truck swerved 
near the curb and an envelope came hurtling out the passenger 
window, landing in the gutter at Amy’s feet. 

“Watch where you’re going, you big jerk!” yelled Dan. A lot of 
people turned to stare at him as the truck sped back into traffic and 
disappeared around a corner. 


“He’s gone,” said Amy, her voice trembling in the night air. Had 
the man in black made the truck move? Either way, just as 
mysteriously as he had appeared, the man in black had vanished. 

“I think we should keep going,” said Dan. “That dude could be 
anywhere.” 

Amy nodded and they hurried down Nevsky Prospekt. Dan 
ripped open the envelope as they went. 

“What’s it say?” asked Amy. 

As Dan read the letter aloud, Amy could almost feel the night 
getting blacker around them. 

““Time is running out. You need to move faster. You are being 
followed, and I don’t mean the Madrigal. When your pursuers show 
themselves, give them this map to throw them off track and be on 
your way. You must enter the palace at night and find Rasputin. 
Follow the orange snake. NRR.’” 

“The man in black is a Madrigal! Do you realize what this 
means? We’re dead. Dead, dead, dead!” Dan yelped. 

“At least we got another note from NRR,” said Amy. “We’re hot 
on the trail of something ... I just wish we knew what it was.” 

She put her hand on Dan’s shoulder as if to steady both of them. 

“I think we should keep going, don’t you? It’s not like we have a 
lot of choices here. And besides, the man in black is gone,” Amy 
said. 

“Okay, let’s assume he’s actually hit the road, which I doubt. So 
what? Apparently, there’s someone else tailing us, not just him. It 
could be anyone, but it’s probably someone who wants to drop a 
piano on our heads!” 

“Chances are it’s another team, that’s all I’m saying. And besides, 
NRR gave us something to keep them busy.” 

“Maybe he wants to get us away from everyone else so we’re an 
easier target,” Dan argued. “Did you think of that? What if the 
picture of Mom and Dad is just a trick to get us totally off on our 
own?” 

Amy paused. “Dan, I hate to tell you this, but we’ve been on our 
own for awhile now.” 

The truth of that silenced them both. 

Amy took the letter from Dan. Across the bottom there was an 
elaborate map of St. Petersburg with a dotted line winding through 
it. It ended across two canals in an entirely different part of the city. 
Amy tore the map free from the rest of the letter. 


“See? It looks like a trail leading somewhere important, but it’s a 
wild goose chase. All we have to do is give it to whoever is tailing 
us when they show themselves, then they leave us alone for awhile. 
Maybe NRR is trying to isolate us, but the photo ... I want to know 
what it means.” 

Amy could see Dan had run out of steam. He took a half-empty 
box of Skittles out of his back pocket and dumped about twenty of 
them in his mouth, chomping morosely. 

“If we can just get inside the palace, I know what NRR means 
about Rasputin. There’s a reenactment exhibit inside. It’s all about 
when they tried to kill him, the stuff I was telling you,” Amy 
coaxed. 

“Suppose I gotta see that,” said Dan, getting reluctantly excited 
again at the thought of an unkillable monk. 

Amy smiled. “Okay! Now all we have to do is find a snake to 
follow.” 


It was nearly eleven o’clock by the time Dan and Amy approached 
Yusupov Palace. Things were starting to wind down along the quiet 
banks of the Moika, a river that ran along the front of the three-story 
palace of yellow and white. A few pedestrians strolled here and 
there along the embankment rail, and the occasional headlights 
came toward them, but other than that, the area was deserted. 

The Yusupov Palace stretched along the river with thirty 
darkened windows on each level staring out onto the Moika. There 
was a giant arched entryway at the very center of the building, and 
three tall white columns on each side of the door. 

“Somehow I don’t think the door is going to be open,” said Dan. 
“Should we try a window?” 

Amy walked along the front of the palace, looking for anything 
that might resemble a snake. 

“Amy,” called Dan. He’d crossed the street to get a better look at 
the narrow river. It was only about sixty feet to the other side, where 
windowed buildings and houses lined a street similar to the one he 
stood on. 

Amy arrived next to Dan and stared out into the black water. 

“Do you see it?” asked Dan. 

“See what?” 


Dan pointed into the center of the waterway, where a glowing 
orange snake danced on the shimmering water. It was small, no 
more than a foot across. Dan followed a laser beam of light up and 
over the edge on the other side of the river. There, in one of the 
windows, he found what he was looking for: the shadow of 
someone in a room high above the water, pointing a laser out the 
window. 

“It’s moving,” said Amy. And sure enough, when Dan looked 
back down, the orange snake was slithering across the water toward 
them. 

“This is creepy,” said Amy. “But cool. It’s the kind of hint no one 
else can get. When it’s gone, it’s gone. If we can just follow it and 
get inside, no one else will know what to look for.” 

The orange snake had reached the embankment wall, and Dan 
and Amy had to lean over the rail to see it rising out of the water 
along the concrete slabs. As it came closer, they could tell it was no 
ordinary laser beam. It was moving a thousand times a second, 
creating a 2-D hologram of a snake as it slid along the stones. 

“NRR has some cool toys,” said Dan as the snake cleared the rail 
and arrived on the palace wall behind them. 

“It’s jumped the street!” said Amy. “We’re going to lose it!” 

The snake was moving faster now. It flew past the main door, 
along a row of windows, then crawled up the wall to the second 
story. When it hit the third window from the end, it slithered back 
and forth along the sill. 

Amy glanced back in the direction of the window across the river. 
It made her nervous to think that someone was probably watching 
them through binoculars. 

“Come on,” Amy whispered, tearing her attention back to the 
palace. “I bet that window’s our way inside.” 

Dan and Amy stood below the window, which was a good ten 
feet over their heads. The palace wall was as flat as a pancake. 

“Even Spider-Man couldn’t climb this thing,” said Dan. 

“Oh, yes he could,” said Amy. 

The orange snake had moved up another level, where a third row 
of windows hung low over a decorative fagade. When the snake 
stopped, they heard a pop from the other side of the river. A split 
second later, something hit the façade and a spark flew. 

“That thing is attached to a gun!” said Amy. 


“Not a gun,” Dan corrected her. “A gun would have been way 
louder. Look!” 

A coil of rope was falling from where the snake had been. It 
rolled all the way down the side of the wall and dangled straight 
over the window they were to enter. 

“Sweet!” said Dan. 

“Dan, wait!” said Amy. She could hear a couple talking as they 
passed by, and a set of headlights was coming toward them. 

“Just act casual,” said Amy. “Pretend it’s not there.” 

Dan and Amy started walking away from the rope until they 
passed the couple, nodding hello as they went. The car moved on as 
well. 

“Um, Amy,” said Dan. 

“Yeah?” 

“I think NRR wants us to get up that rope right now.” 

Dan was staring down at his own heart, where the orange snake 
had come to rest. 

“The coast must be clear. He can see a lot better than we can 
from up there. Come on!” 

Amy went first, holding the rope as she walked up the wall to the 
wide windowsill. 

“Hurry, Dan!” 

Amy pushed on the window, and it opened like a door on hinges. 
She darted through, leaning her head out to watch for cars as Dan 
pulled himself up. 

“Headlights!” she said, grabbing Dan by his hoodie and yanking 
him inside. Dan lost his balance and toppled inside onto the marble 
floor, bashing his knee and howling in pain. 

“Shhhhh!” said Amy, closing the window behind them. “There 
might be a security guard in the palace.” 

“T can’t help it if you tried to break my neck getting in here!” 

Dan stood up and tried to put pressure on his knee. “I’m going to 
have a monster bruise, but everything’s still working. Where to 
now?” 

“The main floor in the east wing,” said Amy. “This way.” 

Amy had already scanned the guidebook and figured out the 
general location of the Rasputin exhibit. They passed through 
darkened rooms filled with expensive art and furniture. 

“Looks like these royals liked nice stuff,” said Dan. 


“The Yusupovs were known for their good taste. They spent 
millions on redecorating and rebuilding projects.” 

As they made their way down a wide flight of purple-velvet- 
carpeted stairs, Amy heard a thump behind them. 

“Did you hear that?” she asked. 

“I think someone followed us in here. Hurry 

Amy and Dan bolted down the stairs and turned a hard right. 
They passed under a tall archway and hung a left, ending up in front 
of a roped-off hallway. 

“This is it,’ said Amy. She ducked under the rope and Dan 
followed. Another turn to the left and they arrived in an open, dimly 
lit room. 

It was as if they’d stepped back in time to witness a murder. 
Everything from the night of Rasputin’s death was meticulously re- 
created. There were sculptures and pictures, and best of all, two 
rooms with life-size wax figures. 

“There he is,” said Amy. In a room behind a yellow rope, 
Rasputin was sitting down at a table, eating the poisoned cakes that 
had been set before him. 

“Come on, Dan. The trail leads to Rasputin. PI check his 
pockets.” 

“PI check under the table.” 

Amy braced herself and then reached into the thick black robes, 
her face just inches from Rasputin’s wax head with its bushy beard 
and fixed, staring eyes. 

A deep Russian voice behind her said, “You have made a grave 
error in coming here.” 


1? 


Dan tried to stand up from under the table and banged his head, 
sending saucers and cups clinking in the quiet room. 

“Come away from there, both of you.” 

Dan recognized the voice immediately. 

“Irina! What are you doing here?” 

“Children do not outsmart me in my own country.” 

Dan looked at Amy and tried, without much luck, to read her 
frightened face. Did you get anything? 

“Come, show me what you have found,” said Irina. “I do not plan 
to hurt you.” 


Even in the shadowy light, Dan could see Irina was in her usual 
cheerless mood. He didn’t trust her for one second. 

“I think we’ll stay right here if you don’t mind,” said Amy. 

“Suit yourself. But you do not leave without answering a few 
questions. And you will give me what you have found.” 

Dan didn’t have the map NRR had given them, and he wondered 
when Amy was going to spring it on Irina. What 5 she waiting for? 

“Who is helping you?” asked Irina. She deliberately toyed with 
her fingernails, and Dan flinched at the reminder of the poison they 
contained. 

“No one’s helping us. We’re just smarter than you are,” said Dan, 
his eyes on his frozen sister. 

“You think I didn’t see the snake? You think I didn’t hear 
everything you said on the train from Volgograd? You’re not so 
smart, little man.” 

Dan started. She 5 tailed us since Volgograd?! 

“You believe someone is trying to help you? Ridiculous!” 
continued Irina. “It’s a trap! If you persist with this game, it will 
only lead to disaster. This person you are following? They will kill 
you once you’ve done their bidding.” 

Like you tried to kill us in Paris? thought Dan. He spotted a 
butter knife on the table and wondered if it would do any good to 
grab for it. If only he had real ninja moves. 

“I ask you once more. Who is helping you?” 

“Here,” said Amy, finally emerging from her trance. She held out 
the map. “This is what we just found. You can have it. I haven’t 
even looked at it yet. But can we at least share the information?” 

Irina snatched the paper from Amy’s hand and held it open in the 
soft light of the room. She let out a furious hiss. 

“It is worse than I thought,” she warned, raising her arctic eyes to 
the children. “You two are in grave danger. You must believe me. 
Tell me! Who is helping you?!” 

For a second, Dan was almost taken in. He couldn’t possibly trust 
her, and yet ... something in her face registered a different kind of 
distress. 

The moment passed in a flash, and Irina reverted to her typical 
grim resolve. She took a step toward Dan and Amy and curved one 
hand, her fingernail injectors gleaming menace. 

“He didn’t give us a name,” said Dan. “We’re following a lead, 
that’s all. But if you don’t share that piece of paper with us it’s over. 


We’ll lose the trail. Just tell us what it says and we’ll go!” 

Irina seemed almost satisfied. “If this person contacts you again, 
don’t listen to him. He will kill you in the end. You must leave 
Russia and never come back. If you do not believe me, it is not my 
fault. But it is your death.” 

Irina backed off, shoving the map into her coat. 

“Let’s go, both of you. March!” 

Dan and Amy hustled out of the exhibit with Irina close behind. 
She barked out directions until they reached the main entrance. Irina 
tapped out a code on her phone, held it up to an electronic alarm on 
the wall, and the huge wooden door clicked. She ushered Dan and 
Amy out into the cool night. 

Once on the street, Irina hesitated, then seemed to make up her 
mind. “That map leads to secrets people would kill to protect,” said 
Irina. She shut the door and started walking away. “Leave now, 
alive. Someday you’ll thank me.” 

Dan and Amy watched her leave with open mouths, feeling like 
two small fish that have watched a great white shark swim by. Then 
they came to their senses and hustled along the canal in the opposite 
direction. When Dan was sure they’d lost Irina, he put a hand on 
Amy’s arm. 

“Did you find what NRR wanted us to find?” 

He held his breath. If Amy hadn’t discovered anything hidden on 
Rasputin, they were at a dead end. 

“I got it,” said Amy. “And that’s not all. There was something 
about the exhibit that’s got me very curious. I think we’re one step 
closer to figuring out who NRR is.” 

Amy reached into her pocket and pulled out the next piece of the 
puzzle. 


CHAPTER 7 


Amy was fine with a little bit of luxury if the opportunity presented 
itself, but the Russians took decadence to a whole new level. 

“How did I ever let you talk me into this?” she asked, staring at a 
grand piano in the middle of their hotel suite. They’d taken the risk 
of hailing a cab, after which Dan had held up his Visa gold card and 
said, “Take us to the best hotel in St. Pete’s.” 

They’d arrived at the Grand Hotel Europe, one of the fanciest 
hotels in all of Russia. But as they entered the $2,000-a-night suite, 
Dan decided it wasn’t up to snuff. 

“What a rip-off!” said Dan. “Sixty-eight thousand rubles and 
there’s no pinball machine?” 

Dan raced from room to room, past all the expensive furniture 
and paintings. 

“They don’t even have a big-screen TV or a Coke machine!” 

“It has two nice big beds and unlimited room service. Works for 
me,” said Amy, rubbing a small item between her fingers. It was the 
object she’d discovered in Rasputin’s pocket at the palace: an 
oblong wooden token painted with a coat of arms and a set of 
words: 


WHERE HE LOOKS NO MAN SHOULD FEAR 
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She’d understood the words right away, a reference to one of her 
favorite books. Criminals be not punished here had to mean 
Dostoevsky’s classic Crime and Punishment. Amy loved her books 
big and sprawling, and this thing was a doorstop. 

It was Dan, with his keen eye and incredible memory, who had 
recognized the coat of arms. The Russian guidebook had a whole 


section on heraldry. He’d correctly identified this one as belonging 
to Omsk, the very place the Holts were headed. Too bad they were 
being tailed by the Kabras. 

Amy pulled out Nellie’s phone and charger and searched for an 
outlet. They’d been too busy to contact Nellie, and the growing 
guilt had been knotting Amy’s stomach for hours. 

“I can’t believe we let her worry about us for the entire day and 
night. For all she knows, we’re still out looking for doughnuts in 
Cairo.” 

When she glanced over, she saw that Dan was on the hotel phone 
dialing room service. He had a giant English-Russian menu spread 
across his lap. Amy shook her head as she plugged in the phone and 
watched the little screen do its start-up dance. 

“You don’t have PB and J on the menu, either? Rich people food 
is no fun!” said Dan. He’d also asked for orange soda, chocolate 
chip cookies, and onion rings. 

“Pm calling Nellie,” Amy interrupted. “Do you want to listen 
in?” 

“Hang on,” said Dan. He hung up, grabbed his laptop and the 
power cord, and joined Amy on the floor. The two of them sat next 
to each other, the wall outlet between them. 

“All this beautiful furniture and we’re sitting on the floor. What’s 
wrong with us?” asked Amy. 

“I guess we’re not too good at living the high life. Good thing. 
Wouldn’t want to end up like the Cobras.” 

Amy couldn’t help thinking Dan had fallen under the spell of a 
Visa gold card pretty quickly. 

“Dan, look at this. She’s got messages.” 

The voice mail light blinked green on Nellie’s phone. Amy 
pressed the RETRIEVE button and activated the tiny speakerphone. 

“You have seven new messages,” a female voice offered. 

Amy pressed the 7 key and the first message came through, 
although it was a bad connection and they couldn’t catch the entire 


thing. 
“If you guys ... CALL ME! It’s taking a long ... get those 
doughnuts. The hotel number is ...” The message crackled so badly 


at the end they couldn’t decipher the rest. 

Five more messages were of equally lousy quality, all from 
Nellie, her voice becoming more concerned with each effort to 
reach them. 


“She’s going to kill us,” said Dan. 

“You got that right,” Amy agreed. 

She clicked to retrieve the last message. It wasn’t from Nellie. 

“Call in for a status report,” said a man’s whispery voice. “We 
haven’t heard from you.” 

Dan and Amy stared at each other. 

“Do you know who that was?” asked Amy. “It’s not a voice I’ve 
ever heard, have you?” 

“No,” Dan said, and shook his head hard, as if trying to knock a 
bad thought out of it. They stared at each other for a second, and 
then Amy deliberately changed the subject. 

“I hope Nellie is okay. I’m worried about her.” 

“I wonder how Saladin is doing,” said Dan, a glint of concern 
rising in his voice. 

“Let’s e-mail her instead of calling,” said Amy. “Just let her 
know we’re okay. That way we don’t have to worry about her 
freaking out on us. I’m not sure I could handle that right now.” 

“And we'll tell her to take good care of Saladin,” said Dan. 

They jumped online and found a string of e-mails from Nellie 
that sounded a lot like the phone messages she’d left. She was 
careful to let them know that Saladin was doing just fine, dining on 
fresh fish from a Cairo marketplace and taking long naps in the 
hotel room. 

“You see there?” said Amy. “Saladin is doing great.” 

Amy took the laptop and banged out a short message. 


Dear Nellie, We stumbled onto a trail we couldn’t turn back 
from. Before we knew it, we were on our way out of Cairo and 
into Russia. It all happened really fast. We know you probably 
can’t come get us, but don’t worry — we’re okay. No problems 
so far. Please take good care of Saladin. We promise to check 
back in tomorrow morning. Please don’t worry — we’re fine! 
Amy and Dan. 


“How’s that?” asked Amy. 

“I think it'll do the trick. Send it.” 

Amy clicked the SEND button. At least Nellie would know they 
weren’t dead. 

“We should send something to Hamilton, too, don’t you think?” 
asked Dan. 


Amy had almost forgotten. Of course! The trail led into Siberia 
next, right where Hamilton Holt would arrive by early morning on 
the Trans-Siberian Railway. She started typing out a message as 
Dan retrieved Hamilton’s e-mail address from their backpack. 


Hamilton — Your turn. We’ve found the next item and it leads 
right to where you’re going. When you get to Omsk, look for a 
statue of Dostoevsky. He’s a famous Russian writer, so if you 
ask around you shouldn’t have any trouble locating him. 
Here’s the important thing: You have to figure out what 
Dostoevsky is looking at. Follow his eyes. Whatever he’s 
staring at is the next thing on our hunt. Our guess is it will lead 
back toward us. Let’s stay ahead of the competition! Call our 
cell when you figure this out. Amy and Dan. 


“It’s ringing,” said Dan. Nellie’s phone was vibrating softly on 
the carpeted floor. Dan looked at the screen. 

“Tt must be Nellie. She must have been sitting by a computer just 
waiting for us to contact her. That’s good, right?” 

But Amy wasn’t so sure. She was exhausted, and the man’s 
whispering voice from Nellie’s phone seemed to reach for her. Call 
in for a status report. We haven t heard from you. 

“Let it ring,” she said. “Let’s get some sleep.” 


When Dan woke up, Amy was gone. For a split second he freaked 
out, running back and forth between rooms until he saw the note 
stuck to the post of his bed. 

Gone out to find us some new clothes in the hotel lobby. Ours are 
getting gross. Back in a flash. Order breakfast, sleepyhead. 

Dan breathed a huge sigh of relief. Looking at the clock, he saw 
that it was already after nine in the morning. He did a quick mental 
calculation. If NRR was to be trusted, they only had ten hours left 
before “the room” would close, whatever that meant. 

By the time Amy returned from the lobby carrying two shopping 
bags, Dan had already taken a shower and called in a colossal order 
from room service. He emerged from the bathroom in a fog of 
steam, wearing a plush white bathrobe and slippers. 

“Just once we should get to keep these,” said Dan. His words 
were garbled with foam as he brushed his teeth with a 


complimentary toothbrush. 

“If only we had room in our backpack. See if Hamilton Holt sent 
us an e-mail.” 

“You mean Hamilton Dolt, don’t you?” Dan laughed. 

“Well, we’re stuck with him now,” said Amy, digging into the 
bags in search of something to wear. “Better make the best of it.” 

Dan tossed his toothbrush into the sink and joined Amy at the 
bags of clothes. 

“They’ve got some nice stores down there. I charged it all to the 
room.” Amy grinned. “I’m starting to get the hang of this.” 

Everything from new underwear to jeans and shirts came 
tumbling out of the bags. They retreated to their own rooms, 
dressed quickly, and met at the entrance to the suite as room service 
arrived. 

“You get the laptop,” said Dan, “Ill get the food.” 

They devoured piles of steaming hot pancakes with cups of hot 
chocolate, and a feeling of good fortune rolled over them. They 
were well rested, well fed, newly clothed. Could they be any more 
ready for ten hours of adventure? While they ate, Dan checked their 
e-mail. He laughed so hard a chunk of pancake shot out of his 
mouth and landed on Amy’s plate. 

“Gross!” she yelled, but she laughed, too. She flicked the 
chewed-up gob of pancake onto the table and asked Dan what was 
so funny. 

“We got an e-mail from Hamilton. Check this out.” 

Dan slid the laptop over where Amy could see the screen. There 
was a picture of the Holts standing in front of the Omsk train 
station. They were all wearing gigantic parkas and grinning from 
ear to ear. They looked like an oversize team of gymnasts about to 
hit the slopes in the dead of winter—except the sun was shining and 
everyone else around them was dressed in thin sweaters. Below the 
picture was Hamilton’s reply to their e-mail of the night before: 


My mom made us put these stupid things on for a family 
picture. She said it would make the perfect Christmas card. 
Whatever. Not exactly cold in Siberia this time of year, so we 
ditched the jackets. Dad’s off looking for meat pies, Mom and 
the twins are looking for a bathroom. I just got service on my 
laptop again — spotty out here in the tundra, har-har, but I got 
your message. I’m at an Internet café. Had no trouble getting 


directions to this Dostrovinsky statue. Dude’s got a weird 
name, but that helped, because someone here at the café 
already told me where to find it. Lucky me, it’s right around 
the corner. I’Il check out where the guy is looking and get right 
back to you. Cell phone service is choppy, but I might get a bar 
or two once I’m out in the open air again. On the hunt — 
Hammer. 


“Hammer?” said Dan. “He’s kidding, right?” 

“Tt must be a family nickname.” 

Dan stuffed a wad of pancake in his mouth and held his fork high 
in the air. 

“Beware fellow contestants — the Hammer is on the case!” 

They were both giggling when they heard Nellie’s phone 
vibrating again. 

“I think we better answer it this time,’ 
gone out of his sails. 

Amy walked to the phone and picked it up. Unknown caller ID. 
She decided it was time to do some talking. 

“Hello?” said Amy, picking up the phone. 

“Amy? Is that you, Amy?” Nellie’s excited voice flooded across 
the line. She sounded overjoyed. 

“It’s me, we’re okay!” said Amy. 

“Yes, yes, YES! Is Dan there? IS HE SAFE?” 

“Dan’s okay, as long as he doesn’t explode from eating too many 
pancakes.” 

“I was worried SICK about you two,” said Nellie. “And Saladin 
won’t stop crying. He misses you guys. Russia? ARE YOU 
KIDDING ME?! How COULD you let this happen?” 

“How’s Saladin?” asked Dan. 

Amy waved him off as Nellie continued to rant. 

“I don’t know what’s gotten into you two! STAY PUT until I get 
there. I’ve already grabbed a flight to Moscow. Where are you 
exactly?” 

Amy tried to do the math in her head ... Moscow to St. 
Petersburg ... probably an overnight train. It was a long time to 
wait. 

“We’re in St. Petersburg, but we have to keep moving, Nellie,” 
said Amy. “This hunt we’re on is time sensitive. I don’t think we 
can sit here and do nothing all day.” 
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said Dan, all the wind 


Another call was trying to break in. It was Hamilton Holt. 

“Listen, Nellie, I’ve got to go. Come to Moscow and we’ll call 
you as soon as we can. Hold tight.” 

“NO WAY! Stay where you a—” 

Amy clicked the phone and switched calls. Hamilton started 
yelling into the phone so loudly Dan could hear it from across the 
room. 

“I see it! I see what that author dude is staring at!” 

“Good job, Hamilton! What is it? What’s he looking at?” 

Dan sidled up next to Amy so he could listen in. 

“Dad! I got this!” 

It sounded like Eisenhower Holt was trying to grab the phone. 
Amy heard Mary-Todd yell something in the background. 

“Hey! Let go of that parka!” 

Reagan and Madison were howling somewhere close by. 

“He’s looking at the ground!” Hamilton yelled. “It’s all bricks, 
and one of them says something on it. It says—” 

“Hamilton? What’s it say?” 

“It says “Alexei’s Playroom,’ and there’s a little symbol here, 
looks like a six-sided gem.” 

“You didn’t tell the Kabras, did you?” 

“Those losers? No way,” said Hamilton. 

“Great job, Hamilton! You did it! Um ... await further 
instructions.” 

“You got it ... Dad! Yo, Dad! This is getting WAY out of hand. 
Hammer Holt, signing off!” 

The phone went dead and Amy raced across the room for the 
Russian guidebook. 

“This confirms my suspicions,” said Amy, riffling through pages, 
searching, searching, searching.... 

She lifted gleaming eyes to Dan. “Get the backpack. We’ve got a 
royal village to visit!” 


CHAPTER 8 


Amy Cahill had been ripped off, bugged, double-crossed, and taken 
advantage of one too many times. She was through with taking 
taxicabs. 

“I have a better idea,” said Dan. He put his beatnik goatee and 
mustache on and walked right up to the hotel bank, flashing a smile 
along with his passport and Visa gold card. 

“I need a cash advance. Can you dig it?” 

Amy had to stifle a laugh. Did Dan actually think he was going to 
get real money with a line like that? 

“We have fee of one thousand rubles on American cards,” said 
the teller. One thousand rubles was about thirty bucks, which 
sounded like a lot of money to Amy. Then again, it was NRR’s 
money, not hers, and they’d just racked up more than $2,000 on 
their bill. 

“That'll be fine,” Dan replied. “And, ah, tip yourself another 
thousand while you’re at it. Pll take a hundred thousand for myself 
if the card will hold it. Been spending like a sailor on leave. I must 
be getting close to the limit on that thing.” 

Dan laughed as if he didn’t really care, but Amy knew better. 
They’d had to count every penny back home. 

“Ahhh, is good for you,” said the man, suddenly Dan’s best 
friend. “In American dollars you have balance of six thousand. The 
card has forty-four thousand unused. But you know the limits of 
your own credit, of course.” 

“FORTY-FOUR THOUSAND!” Dan choked back a cough of 
surprise, then asked for an additional 100,000 rubles, just in case. 
He leaned in close to Amy and whispered, “If rubles are anything 
like marbles, my backpack is going to be really heavy.” 

The teller counted out the bills. The stack, amounting to about 
7,500 American dollars, was so tall it teetered back and forth as he 
reached the final 1,000. Dan’s eyes got huge and he tipped the teller 
another 1,000. 


“Very kind, sir, very generous. Thank you! I wish you and your 
young friend a good day.” 

Amy’s jaw dropped as she realized that in disguise, Dan probably 
looked a lot older than she did. 

“He’s not older than me!” she said without thinking. 

Dan smirked and leaned in close to the teller. 

“You know how sensitive little sisters can be. She’s impossible.” 

“Keep it up, buddy,” Amy said under her breath, “and I'll tear 
that fake mustache right off your dumb face.” 

As soon as they got out of the lobby and into the street, Amy 
hammered Dan with questions. “What in the world do you want 
with all that money?” 

“I got a plan,” said Dan. 

“A plan? You’re eating way too much candy and it’s turning your 
head fizzy.” Carrying around gobs of money made her nervous. 

“There, that looks like the perfect fit for our needs,” said Dan. 

Dan was watching a middle-aged man get out of a car. It was the 
smallest car Amy had ever seen, more like a go-cart, really. And it 
was blue, which made Amy nervous. Blue was Dan’s favorite color. 

“Time to start my car collection!” said Dan. “Come on. This is 
going to be awesome.” 

“You’re so much dumber than I thought,” Amy groaned. “And 
that’s saying something. Do you remember that neither one of us 
knows how to drive?” 

But Dan bolted across the street and hailed the man. The guy was 
bald as a potato, with stains on his tie and an attitude of being late 
for something important. 

“How much for the car?” asked Dan. “I’m in a rush and I’ve got 
cash.” 

The man glanced at Dan, saw how small he was, and let out a 
sharp hoot of a laugh. “Stupid Americans! Go home!” 

“See this backpack?” Dan said, trailing after him. “It’s full of 
cash! I’m serious here!” 

The man couldn’t seem to help himself and turned back. “How 
much in rucksack? Tiny Tim not cheap,” he said. 

Tiny Tim?! thought Amy. “Wait a sec—” 

“Enough,” said Dan, talking over her. “TIl give you, um, let’s see 
... how about twenty thousand rubles for it?” 

Amy coughed up a weird yelping sound, as if there were a hair 
ball stuck in her throat. The idea of spending twenty thousand 





anything was outrageous. 

“Thirty,” said the man, fiddling with his tie and looking at Dan 
sideways. 

Dan hauled bills out of the backpack. 

“You know how to drive Russian car?” asked the man, beaming. 
“I show you!” 

Dan beamed right back. “You got yourself a deal.” 

A few minutes later, the potato-headed man had taken his thirty 
thousand rubles, happy as a clam, and given Dan and Amy a five- 
minute tour of Tiny Tim. It wasn’t much bigger than a refrigerator, 
and it only had two gears: slow and fast. 

“Leave stick up until Tiny is twenty-five, then slam it down, like 
so.” The man grabbed the stick shift and yanked it back about a 
foot. “No ... how you say ... clatch?” 

“Clutch, ” corrected Amy, sounding more interested in Tiny Tim. 

“Little sister is rude,” said the man. 

“You said it,” offered Dan, running his fingers through the fake 
goatee. Amy thought she might explode. 

The man pointed to the pedals on the floor in front of the driver’s 
seat. “That is brake, that is gas. Easy!” 

“Seems simple enough,” said Dan. Amy still couldn’t believe 
they’d just bought a go-cart masquerading as an automobile. 

“I am late,” said the man, patting his pocket to make sure the 
money was still there. “Be careful. Tiny is faster than he looks. He 
will make man out of you. Da svidanya!”’ 

“Dude, I’m so driving this thing,” said Dan. Amy gritted her 
teeth. She hated it when he called her dude. It made absolutely no 
sense. 

Dan grinned. “We’ve got a boatload of money and our own car! 
This is incredible.” 

“Yeah,” said Amy. “Incredibly stupid.” 

Dan looked wounded. “It’s not stupid. Every time we use the 
card, NRR can track us. Now we’re like outlaws — cash only and a 
cool ride of our own. Untraceable.” 

Amy had to concede the point, but there was no way she was 
letting her eleven-year-old brother drive her around Russia. 

“Move over, Richie Rich. I’ve practically got a learner’s permit 
already. I can do this.” 

Dan protested until his mustache fell off, but Amy wasn’t 
budging. She settled into the driver’s seat, her nerves starting to get 


the best of her. 

Dan hopped back on the offensive. “You absolutely sure you can 
do this? ve got experience on the streets of Russia. Maybe you 
should let the exp—” 

“Just stop talking and let me concentrate, will you?” 

“Oh, yeah, you sound really ready to drive,” said Dan, strapping 
a tattered old seat belt across his waist. 

That did it. Amy had had enough. She turned the key and the 
tailpipe coughed out a plume of smoke. The engine rumbled and 
popped as if it wanted nothing more than to race through traffic. 

“Okay,” said Amy, taking a deep breath and setting her foot on 
the pedal. “Here goes thirty thousand rubles.” 

Tiny Tim lurched along the side of the road doing about three 
miles an hour until Amy caught the hang of it and sped up to ten. 
Pretty soon she was doing twenty. 

“You like Tiny Tim, don’t you?” said Dan. “Come on, let me 
drive it. Please?” 

“Eat your heart out, dude,” said Amy. “Just keep the directions 
coming and don’t distract me.” 

Dan grumbled, but he found the dog-eared map of St. Pete in the 
guidebook. A smile bloomed on Amy’s face. When the speedometer 
hit 25, she slammed the stick shift down and Tiny Tim lurched 
forward with a sharp buzzing sound. 

“Wow! He’s got some giddyup!” said Amy. 

Tiny Tim swerved back and forth as Amy tried to find the brake 
pedal. 

“Amy,” said Dan. “You see the telephone pole, nght? AMY!” 

Amy jerked the steering wheel hard to the left, narrowly avoiding 
the sidewalk. 

“C-c-calm down, Tiny Tim!” yelled Amy. She finally found the 
brake pedal, tapping it softly a few times and bringing the car under 
control. 

“I think I’m getting the hang of it,” she said. 

Amy glanced at Dan. He looked as miserable as the time Aunt 
Beatrice confiscated his nunchucks. But he dutifully gave 
directions, asking questions as they went. 

“Tell me again why we’re going to this village of royals.” 

“The royal village. In Russia they call it Tsarskoye Selo, the 
Tsar’s Village. It’s where the Romanovs went on holiday.” 

“And why do we care about the Romanovs again?” asked Dan. 


“They were the last royal family in Russia. This is the family 
Rasputin held so much sway over.” 

Amy had settled onto a long highway doing about forty. As they 
headed for the Tsar’s Village, she told Dan all about the last Russian 
royal family. How they’d been overthrown and banished to the 
village. One day they were the most powerful family in Russia, the 
next they were prisoners. Amy was especially interested in the 
young grand duchess Anastasia. Everything Amy had read about 
her was fantastic. Anastasia was raised as a normal child, not like a 
royal, and she was exceptionally charming. She was also brilliantly 
naughty, always playing pranks on her teachers and friends. 

“She liked to play all sorts of tricks, and apparently she was a 
great climber of tall trees. Once she was up a tree it was hard to get 
her to come down.” 

“Sounds like my kind of kid,” said Dan. 

“But she came to an awful end. She was murdered, Dan. They all 
were. Her brother, Alexei, and her three sisters. And her parents. It 
was a firing squad, bullets flying everywhere, ricocheting off walls. 
But there’s a bright spot, something I think is connected to all this. 
There are a lot of people who think Anastasia didn’t die with the 
rest of her family.” 

“When did she die, then?” 

“Who knows? But some say when they went to examine the 
grave site years later, her body wasn’t there.” 

“Cool!” said Dan. 

“You know what I think? I think Rasputin was a Cahill. I think he 
might have tried to save Alexei and Anastasia. Maybe he gave them 
whatever it was that made him so hard to kill. First Alexei, to cure 
him of his illness, then Anastasia, to save her from a firing squad. 
Maybe they couldn t kill her.” 

Dan was silent, his eyes huge, and Amy knew he was lost in 
superhero daydreams again. 

Super Dan. That’s all I need. 

They kept driving in silence as St. Petersburg disappeared and the 
countryside started to take over. Rolling hills on either side marked 
their way, and with the windows rolled down, they smelled the fresh 
air. 

“The village was one of the last places where Alexei and 
Anastasia played. Alexei’s playroom was a favorite place in the 
palace. And Pll tell you something else. Right before they took her, 


at the very end, Anastasia and her sisters hid their most valuable 
jewels. They sewed them into their clothes so no one could find 
them.” 

“How’d you know about that?” Dan said, turning toward her with 
a Skeptical look. “Don’t tell me this guidebook has a section on 
hiding valuables.” 

“Wikipedia,” said Amy. “I checked it out while you were 
sleeping. They hid a lot of jewels in the hems of their dresses and 
pants. Hamilton Holt said that at the Dostoevsky statue there was a 
jewel on the brick along with the words Alexei’ Playroom. | think 
we should keep our eyes peeled for an article of clothing in this 
playroom. I bet that’s where we’ ll find what we’re looking for.” 

The royal village was coming into view and Amy tapped on the 
brakes, shifting Tiny Tim into low gear as it spluttered to a crawl. 

“Lets leave Tiny as far away from the security guards as 
possible. I’d hate to see him get towed away.” 

They parked the car and walked along a lengthy row of gardens 
and opulent buildings. Grand white fountains trickled everywhere 
and the flowing lawns were perfectly trimmed. 

“Pretty nice place to be banished,” said Dan. “It’s not exactly a 
prison cell.” 

“No kidding,” said Amy. The royal village was even more 
spectacular than Amy had imagined. She’d seen pictures, but they 
hadn’t come close to capturing the endless lawns and beautiful 
buildings. 

“That one is Catherine Palace,” said Amy, pointing to a building 
that went on for what seemed like a mile. 

“The Russians like their buildings long,” said Dan. Catherine 
Palace looked to Dan like an extended doll-house. It was bright blue 
with white accents and gold trim, about fifty feet tall and ten times 
as long. 

“And that’s our destination,” said Amy, pointing down the long 
row of gardens in the center of the royal village. “Alexander Palace. 
Come on, maybe we can get in and out fast.” 

Alexander Palace was completely different from Catherine 
Palace. Ancient white columns of stone stood before pale yellow 
walls that seemed to go on forever in a wide U-shape. Behind the 
circular driveway lay a sprawling green lawn leading to a 
shimmering pond. 


“I hope you know where we’re going,” said Dan. “This place is 
gigantic. It could take hours to find one room.” 

“Pve got it covered,” said Amy. She had taken down notes on a 
piece of hotel stationery, which she pulled out of her pocket. 

“According to a travel blog I read, Alexei’s Playroom is on the 
second floor in the children’s wing. We go past the Crimson Room, 
which will put us in the Marble Hall, then to a Portrait Hall ...” 

Amy kept reading off elaborate directions until they arrived at the 
arched front door and entered the palace. A uniformed tour guide 
nodded and smiled. 

“Can you point us in the direction of Alexei’s Playroom?” asked 
Dan. 

“Certainly.” The man turned and pointed to a wide set of stairs. 
“Up there, down hall, left. Is great room.” 

Amy put away her directions and scowled at Dan. “Show-off.” 

Within minutes, they were standing at the doorway of one of the 
most incredible playrooms Amy had ever seen. 

“This kid had it good,” said Dan. “I’d never leave unless I had to 
eat or use the bathroom.” 

Alexei’s Playroom was a vast space filled with handmade toys of 
every imaginable kind. There was a miniature tepee at the center of 
the room with two child-size canoes standing by. An elaborate train 
set with tracks running every which way, a giant stuffed sheepdog, 
sailing ships, and crates of blocks. The ceiling was hung with 
airplanes and gliders, and toy houses lined one entire wall. 

“I don’t see any clothes, do you?” asked Amy. The exhibit was 
designed to allow viewers to walk through the middle of the 
playroom on a narrow red carpet and exit on the other side. 

“Come on,” said Dan. “Let’s get a closer look.” 

“Your parents are nearby?” 

Amy was on edge already and the voice startled her. When she 
turned, she saw that the tour guide from downstairs had followed 
them up. 

“Children are not allowed without parents. Little hands are 
tempted.” 

Amy wished Dan had left the goatee on, but it was too late now. 

Dan glanced at her, then started talking. “This whole vacation has 
been the pits. Booooring. Just our luck we finally find something 
really cool and we can’t go inside.” 


Amy caught on quickly and jumped in. “Our mom and dad are 
still over at Catherine Palace, looking at paintings. Ugh.” 

The tour guide seemed to understand. 

“My children love this room also.” 

“Can you take us in?” pleaded Dan. 

The tour guide glanced back down the hall. It was early yet and 
the palace was relatively empty. No one else appeared to be coming. 

“Hands in pockets, please! No touching!” 

Amy and Dan reluctantly pocketed their hands, and the tour 
guide entered the room in front of them. He was showing them the 
ships when a rambunctious set of very young British children 
appeared in the doorway. 

“Mummy! Look at the toys!” yelled one of them, and they were 
off on a tear, heading straight for the tepee. 

“Stop! Stop! Stay on red carpet!” protested the tour guide. The 
parents tried to intervene, but the two children raced from one item 
to the next, just out of reach of the guide. 

This is my chance, thought Amy, spying a closet door. Dan stood 
his ground, trying his best to obscure her escape from the chaos in 
the room. Before the guide could turn around, Amy had slipped into 
the closet and closed the door. 

It was dark inside but for a sliver of light seeping through the 
bottom of the doorway. Amy felt around and discovered that the 
closet was full of hanging clothes. Could these really be items from 
such a long time ago? Her fingers searched through silky soft and 
lacy cloth for a jewel along the hems. She reached into a pocket and 
latched her fingers around something hard. It was small and round, 
solid and firm, but when she lifted it out and held it close, she felt a 
fizzy sting in her nose. 

Mothball! 

“Eeeww,” she whispered, dropping the round white ball back in 
the pocket where she’d found it. Amy dug her fingers into all the 
pockets she could find: nothing but more mothballs and pieces of 
fuzz. 

The sound of the tour guide’s muffled voice returned. 

“Where is sister?” 

“She’s gone up ahead. I think I'll do the same,” said Dan. 

Amy’s eyes were beginning to adjust to the darkness as she kept 
at it, scrunching each article of clothing between her fingers. She 


couldn’t be sure, but it seemed as if the tour guide was still just 
outside the door, making sure everything was properly in place. 

What's this? She had reached into the back of the closet to feel 
along the hem of a child’s dress. Amy got down on her hands and 
knees and crawled in deeper, keeping a tight grip on the small lump 
she’d discovered. 

Just then, the handle on the closet door turned and the door 
opened. Amy stayed perfectly still at the back of the closet, hidden 
in the forest of coats and dresses. She could see the silhouette of the 
tour guide. 

“Any chance you could let me have a closer look at the train? I’m 
big into railroads.” 

It was Dan, who’d come back into the room in the nick of time. 

“Oh. Yes,” said the tour guide. “But then I must find others. Bad 
children should be kept on leash!” 

The closet door closed once more and Amy breathed a sigh of 
relief. She tore at the hem of the dress, feeling terrible for having to 
damage such a precious item. For all she knew, it had actually been 
worn by the grand duchess Anastasia herself. The mere thought of it 
made her hands shake. 

“Got it!” she whispered, feeling the smooth stone between her 
fingers. She placed it in her pocket, returned to the door, and 
listened for voices. It sounded as if they’d gone. 

“Dan?” she whispered, opening the closet door a tiny crack and 
peering into the room. The door burst open and Amy fell forward, 
landing hard on the floor and nearly crushing a toy playhouse filled 
with miniature figurines. 

“I knew it!” said the tour guide. 

Dan sprang into action, jumping on the stuffed sheepdog. “Ride 
*em!” he called. Amy’s eyes bugged out. Her brother was always 
ready to humiliate himself for a cause. 

The tour guide marched toward Dan, his jaw clenched. Amy 
bolted for the exit, running as fast as she could. “C’mon, Dan!” 

She didn’t have to wait long. 

“Run!” Dan howled. “He’s right on my tail!” 

Amy and Dan shot down the staircase with the tour guide close 
behind. 

“Don’t stop, Amy! Just keep going!” said Dan. Tour guides were 
converging from three directions now, but Dan and Amy were just 
fast enough to reach the front door of the palace first. They dashed 


out into the bright light of the sunny Russian morning and kept right 
on going. 

“Do not come back!” yelled the tour guide they’d tricked. He 
stood fuming between his two coworkers. “Children! They will kill 
me!” 

Amy and Dan slowed to a walk and caught their breath. Before 
long, they were convulsed with laughter. 

“I found some candy in there,” said Amy. “Kept it for you.” 

She held out a round white mothball, but Dan wasn’t taking the 
bait. 

“You first!” 

Amy wound up and threw the mothball toward the pond. She’d 
driven a car for the first time, touched the clothes of a princess, and 
found their next lead — it was a great morning by anyone’s 
standards. 


CHAPTER 9 


Irina Spasky’s thumb hovered over the SEND button on her phone. 
She couldn’t seem to bring herself to make the call. She took a deep 
breath and put the phone back in the pocket of her thin black coat. 
The Kabras can wait, she thought, turning away from Alexander 
Palace. Irina began to walk, alone as usual, toward the pond at the 
other side of the palace grounds. 

She had watched Dan and Amy enter the palace, seen them run 
out toward that wreck of a car they’d purchased. They had been 
laughing. That bothered her. They were happy, these two. They 
would get into their tiny automobile and continue on until, 
eventually, they would lead Irina to trouble of the worst kind. A 
Lucian double agent. Perhaps a Madrigal. 

They’d found something in the palace, this much was obvious. 
They were in deeper trouble than they realized. 

It doesnt have to end badly, she tried to convince herself. 
Another child flashed before her eyes, younger, blonder. Why do I 
remember him best as a toddler? 

She remembered little of the last days, and almost nothing about 
the funeral. Almost everything had faded away but the weather. She 
would never forget the low, oppressive clouds and soft snow as they 
lowered the casket into the ground. Since then, there had been too 
many days and nights alone, too much time to think, and far too 
much compromised. Lose a child, and you lose your soul. 

Irina took the phone in her hand again and this time she didn’t 
hesitate to press the button. 

“Finally,” snapped Ian Kabra. “Have we got anything to worry 
about?” 

“Yes,” said Irina. She’d arrived at the pond and stood staring into 
the algae-covered water. “Someone helps them. Someone high up in 
the Lucian branch. It must be.” 

“What makes you think so?” Ian asked. 


“They’ve just left Alexei’s Playroom. They must know about the 
Lucian connection to the Romanovs.” 

“Make sure they don’t find themselves in possession of sensitive 
material. You know what’s at stake. One step closer and you'll have 
to remove them.” 

“T know.” 

Irina paused, but the temptation to goad was too strong. 

“It won’t be just me your father punishes,” she warned softly, and 
clicked off her phone. 

At least she wasn’t being asked to do anything too drastic to the 
children yet. She took a device out of her pocket and turned it on. A 
small screen came to life. 

“Where are you off to now, Dan and Amy Cahill?” she said. 

Irina had already placed the coordinates from the parking lot into 
the device. A distant satellite beamed images onto her screen, 
zooming in closer and closer until the top of a blue car came into 
view. 

“Not bad,” Irina said, pleased with the clever device the Lucians 
had only recently put into use in the field. The car was blurry and 
lacking detail on the screen, but the tiny blue top was unmistakable. 

This will be easier than I thought. 

Irina got in her own car, keeping the blue on-screen as she took 
chase. Two minutes later, the small car turned right. 

“Off the main road,” she mumbled, seeing Dan and Amy turn off 
the highway. “You two are full of surprises.” 

A few minutes later, Irina had unexpectedly caught up, finding 
herself on a one-lane dirt road. She no longer needed the satellite 
viewer because she was quickly overtaking the small car. She 
hadn’t intended to get so close to Amy and Dan, and she certainly 
didn’t want them spotting her. But the road was narrow, with 
plowed-over fields on both sides, and she had a big car. What was 
worse, the blue car had stopped and was turning around. 

This will be complicated, thought Irina as the little car zoomed 
closer. It was going way too fast, as if the driver was planning to 
slam right into her front grill. Irina threw her car into reverse and 
began backing down the dirt road. 

“Stop, you maniacs!” she screamed. Her car fish-tailed violently, 
caught the edge of a big rock, and spun out into the thick, tilled 
farmland. 


The blue car buzzed up to Irina and screeched to a halt. Its driver 
was a gray-bearded man whose smile revealed a missing front 
tooth. 

“Who gave you this car? Where did they go?” Irina screeched in 
Russian, rolling down her window. 

The man nodded with some enthusiasm, which made Irina 
wonder if he had understood her questions. She peered into the 
empty backseat. 

“Tell me, you idiot!” Irina screamed. 

The name-calling seemed to upset the driver and his smile 
evaporated. “Americans,” he began. “Gave me ten thousand rubles 
plus the car in exchange.” 

“Exchange for what?” yelled Irina. 

“My truck,” said the man. 

“What color was the truck? Which way did they go? Skazhi!” 

Irina should have known better than to hound an old Russian 
farmer. He was not amused by her angry tone, and he stared into the 
farmland as if he were made of iron. 

Irina reached into her pocket and pulled out a small revolver. Her 
eye was twitching furiously, but when she turned back to the car it 
widened in shock. The old farmer had slammed his foot down on 
the gas pedal, shooting a plume of dust and mud through her open 
window. 

Chunks of farm road flew into Irina’s face. She threw her car into 
gear and hit the gas, but the soft tilled earth she’d backed into gave 
way and her rear wheels dug in. 

She was stuck. 

Irina coughed and spit, trying to clear all the mud from her 
mouth. The gunk in her eyes and mouth wasn’t nearly as bad as the 
awful truth. 

I’ve lost them. 


“Do you think we’ve lost her for good?” asked Dan. It had been his 
idea to enlist the help of the farmer walking along the dirt road. 
Dan’s backpack full of money was coming in handy in more ways 
than he could have imagined. 

“I have no idea, but I don’t think I can stay in here much longer. 
Tiny Tim’s trunk is like a mailbox and your feet stink.” 


“I hate to break the news, but it’s your feet that stink, not mine,” 
said Dan. 

Amy sniffed. 

“Actually, I think it’s the farmer. He needs a bath.” 

Tiny Tim slowed to a crawl and turned a hard right. A few 
seconds later it stopped and the trunk popped open. 

“You pay now?” asked the farmer. 

“We pay now,” answered Dan, crawling out of the trunk and 
peering around him. Amy came out next and ran for the driver’s 
seat before Dan could beat her to it. She caught his eye in the 
rearview mirror and stuck out her tongue. 

When Dan got in the car after paying the farmer, he made his 
broccoli face. 

“Next time, let’s get help from someone who hasn’t been walking 
around in cow manure all day,” said Amy. They rolled down the 
windows and Amy hit the gas as the old man wandered into the 
open farmland, counting his rubles. 

Amy was pushing Tiny Tim as fast as it would go, straight for the 
airport in St. Petersburg. She assumed they’d need to visit one of 
the two non-Siberian places left on their hunt: Moscow or 
Yekaterinburg. 

As the little car strained along, Dan juddered in his seat, holding 
the honey-colored stone Amy had discovered in Alexei’s closet. It 
was an oval, about two inches around and flat like a skipping rock. 





“No way this thing was missed all those years,” said Dan. “NRR 
had to put it there for us.” 

“I agree. I just wish what was inscribed made more sense. He’s 
not making it easy on us.” 

“No kidding.” 


Dan looked carefully at each of the elements on the stone and 
tried to piece them together. It was just the kind of thing he should 
be able to figure out. 

“A pile of bones, the number fifty-two, an arrow, and the letters 
M and S separated by a comma. Cryptic to say the least.” 

“Is the arrow pointing toward the M and the S or away from 
them?” asked Amy. 

“Away from them,” answered Dan. “And the bones, now that I 
get a better look at them, are cracked. These are broken bones.” 

Amy slammed on the brakes way too hard and Tiny Tim swerved 
along the shoulder of the road. Cars honked from behind and Dan 
came inches from smacking his head against the windshield. 

Drivers passed by, screaming abuse and honking their horns. 
Amy tried to catch her breath; the near accident had really shaken 
her up. 

“You almost sent me through the windshield!” Dan yelled. 

Then his eyes lit up and he turned to his sister. “My turn to 
drive?” 

Fifty yards up was a tree-lined side road that looked much more 
calm than the two-lane highway. Amy put Tiny Tim into low gear, 
crawled to the turn, and drove another hundred yards before 
swinging a U-turn and parking on the side of the road. She’d finally 
calmed down enough to talk. 

“S-s-sorry about that. Obviously, I’m not ready for prime time 
behind the wheel. We need to retire this thing before someone gets 
hurt. But here’s the good news — I know what the message means. 
Where’s the guidebook?” 

“Can I drive now?” Dan asked again. 

“Not a chance.” 

“Come on! Let me drive! Please!” 

Within the space of thirty seconds, Dan asked if he could drive 
nine more times before finally handing over the guidebook. Amy 
flipped to Siberia, to a picture she’d seen with a caption that had 
interested her. 

“Okay, check this out. A long time ago, back when they had labor 
camps in these Siberian outposts, they put a lot of the political 
prisoners to work on this one road. It was long. I mean really long, 
and it was a grueling job. Sometimes, when prisoners dropped dead 
on the job, they’d use their bones in the road itself.” 


“The Road of Bones,” said Dan. “That’s a little bit unpleasant 
even by my standards.” 

“And totally real. See?” 

Amy held out the picture, which showed men with shovels and 
spades standing in the middle of nowhere with a long white road 
sprawling out behind them. 

“Hamilton is going to love this. The Road of Bones! You can’t 
make that sort of thing up.” 

“The M and the S in the stone, that has to refer to Magadan, 
Siberia. It’s one of the three places we have left to go.” 

“And the arrow points away, toward the pile of bones. So if 
someone were to start in Magadan and drive, what, fifty-two miles 
down the Road of Bones, they might find something?” 

“Precisely,” said Amy. 

Dan held the stone in the light once more and looked at all the 
parts inscribed. It added up. Broken bones, the number fifty-two, 
the arrow pointing away from M, S. 

“We better call Hamilton,” said Dan. 

Amy dialed Nellie’s cell phone and hoped Hamilton would be 
standing by, not goofing off or having a big brawl with the Kabras. 
He answered on the first ring. 

“That you, Amy?” Hamilton answered. “I hope you have 
something for us to do. My dad is getting so bored he’s throwing 
rocks at the birds. He thinks we’re on a wild goose chase.” 

“Not even close!” said Amy. “And you’re doing a great job. 
We’ve got to get you to Magadan as fast as we can.” 

“Well, then, you’re in luck,” said Hamilton. “What do you 
mean?” 

“We had to clear out of Omsk. That place was un-Holt friendly in 
the extreme. So I figured what the heck, chances are I’m probably 
needed in Magadan next anyway. It was the only other place you 
gave me to go. We hopped a plane last night and we’re already here. 
The Kabras followed us, though. Those guys are like a wad of gum 
on your shoe. They keep getting a free ride.” 

“Hamilton! You’re a genius!” said Amy. 

“Finally someone noticed.” 

Amy put Hamilton on the speakerphone. 

“So where am I going? Give me the news,” Hamilton said. 

Dan did the honors, after which Hamilton just about blew a 
gasket. 


“No way! This thing is real? The Road of Bones? Sweet! Dan, 
you are SO jealous. Don’t even pretend like you’re not.” 

Dan was so frustrated he wanted to jump out of his underwear. 
He couldn’t drive Tiny Tim, he couldn’t go to the Road of Bones. 
He was being iced out! 

“Get to work, Hamilton,” said Amy. “We’ll be standing by for 
your next lead. And don’t take the Kabras lightly. They’re ruthless 
— they’ll do anything to stop you.” 

“The Hammer is on the job. I'll be back in touch.” The line went 
dead. 

Dan stewed in the front seat while Amy tried to get up enough 
nerve to start Tiny Tim again. They were either going to Moscow or 
Yekaterinburg. Either way, they were getting very close to the end 
of the hunt, and not a minute too soon. The clock was down to eight 
hours and counting. 

Amy jumped as the phone vibrated in her hand. Number 
unknown. 

“Hello?” 

“Hi, Amy. It’s Ian. Been thinking about me?” Ian with the silky 
voice that sent chills down her spine. 

“What do you want? Wait — how did you get this number?” 

“Tm worried about you. You’re in way over your head, love. You 
should be careful who you trust.” 

“I can check you and your sister off my list! And don’t call me 
love!” 

“Look, Amy, I’ve been trying to play nice. You and Dan are fun 
to chase, but there’s something you should know.” 

“What’s that?” said Amy. She covered the mouthpiece and told 
Dan who it was. Dan stuck his finger down his throat and started 
fake puking. 

“You're hopelessly behind,” said Ian. “I don’t want to hurt your 
feelings, but lots of clues have already been found, including the 
one you’re looking for.” 

“You’re lying!” said Amy. “You don’t even know where we’re 
going. Yeah, I know all about it. You’re stuck out in Siberia 
somewhere. Well, here’s a little surprise for you, Ian. You’re three 
thousand miles from where you need to be.” 

There was a slight pause on the line, then a classic Kabra laugh, 
sly and almost imperceptible. 


“Oh, Amy. If only you knew the truth. You can’t say I didn’t 
warn you.” 

The phone clicked off, and Amy started up Tiny Tim. She was so 
angry she jammed on the gas and spun the tires, her fear of driving 
a distant memory. 

“He’s lying. They don’t have any more clues than we do, right, 
Dan?” 

But Dan wouldn’t meet her eyes. For the rest of the drive they 
were both completely silent. 


CHAPTER 10 


“This way,” whispered Reagan Holt, “stay low or they’ll see us 
coming.” 

Against all his natural tendencies, Eisenhower Holt crept along as 
quietly as a mouse. His huge frame was much more suited to 
tackling someone from behind and beating the tar out of him. 

“Do you see anyone?” he asked. 

“No. I think they went this way.” 

Reagan was peering around the corner of an aqua concrete 
building that hadn’t seen a fresh coat of paint in fifty years. She and 
her father were tracking two people down a potholed street lined 
with decaying buildings. 

“Where did they go?” boomed Eisenhower Holt. “They’re like 
cats, those two!” 

“Dad, will you please keep it down? Don’t you know the 
meaning of the word whisper?” 

Eisenhower Holt was about to retort when he and Reagan were 
jumped from behind. The bigger of the two attackers landed on 
Eisenhower’s back, put an arm around his neck, and wouldn’t let 
go. Reagan and a smaller assailant rolled around in the dirt while 
Eisenhower spun in a great circle, his captor’s legs swinging in the 
air behind him. 

“Sneak attack! I told you to zip it!” yelled Reagan. She was in a 
serious fight, punching and kicking from below a girl her exact 
same size. 

“PII save you!” said Eisenhower. 

“Too late,” said the person on his back. “I got it!” 

“And that’s the game!” said Mary-Todd, throwing her hands up 
as she appeared from out of nowhere. “This round goes to Hamilton 
and Madison. Nice job on the switchback.” 

Mary-Todd Holt pulled out a well-worn pocket-size journal and 
made a notation. 


“You're falling behind in the standings, sugar maple. You can do 
better.” 

Eisenhower had flopped down on all fours, his usual move when 
he’d lost the flag. Hamilton, Reagan, and Madison jumped on 
board. When Eisenhower stood up again, he shook with all his 
might until his children fell off in a pile at his feet. 

“I keep telling you,” fumed Reagan, “you need to be quieter. 
We’ ll never catch up if you can’t learn to stalk like a cat.” 

“Look at the size of these guns!” yelled Eisenhower, pointing to 
his preposterously bulging biceps. “It ain’t easy keeping these guys 
still. They like to fight.” 

“My dad is a dork,” said Reagan. “Someone help me, please.” 

Eisenhower pulled Hamilton aside, threw an arm around him, and 
began walking. The father and son were like two buildings, big and 
solid. 

“Did you hear from them yet?” asked Eisenhower. He knew it 
was past time for a father-son chat, but somehow they never went 
quite as planned. 

“Just a few minutes ago,” said Hamilton. Already the boy was 
looking defensive. “They told me where to go. I think we’re getting 
close.” 

“We’re putting an awful lot of trust in you on this deal. It would 
be a monumental disappointment if they were tricking us.” 

“No way, Dad. This is the real deal. I’m sure of it.” 

“You better be. You fail, the whole family fails. And you know 
how I feel about failure.” 

They walked a little farther and Eisenhower slapped his son on 
the back. 

“You do realize we’ll have to double-cross them in the end. We 
can’t risk falling behind here. If a clue comes our way, we need to 
keep it for ourselves. And don’t think for a second they won’t do 
the same to us given the chance. They’re no better than their parents 
were in that department.” 

“Dad ... I was thinking. We’ve got a lot more stuff to find before 
this is over,” said Hamilton, tension visible in his shoulders. 
“Maybe a partnership makes sense?” 

“You going soft on me?” asked Eisenhower. “This is a 
competition, not a playdate. When the time comes, we cut the cord 
and leave them behind. End of discussion.” 

“But, Dad—” 


“I said END OF DISCUSSION! Don’t overstep your pay grade, 
young man. Just get the job done and leave the rest to me.” 

Hamilton’s shoulders slumped, and deep in Eisenhower’s chest, 
his heart squeezed. But there was a chain of command that had to be 
followed. Or else people got hurt. Even killed. 

“My dad was bigger than me,” said Eisenhower, his eyes on his 
own family. “A mountain of a man.” 

Eisenhower fell silent as they walked back toward the twins, 
thinking about his father. Eisenhower’s mother had died really 
young and it had been just the two guys living together. A lot of 
sports. Not a lot of anything else. And that had been fine. Just fine. 

“Fall in, team!” cried Eisenhower. “New orders!” 

“We can’t seem to shake those Kabras,” said Mary-Todd, 
thumbing her hand behind her. A black Land Rover had pulled into 
an alley, where it sat idling, spewing exhaust. 

“We’ll deal with them soon enough,” said Eisenhower. He looked 
at his son with a mix of admiration and concern, which was the 
closest thing to praise he knew how to give. 

“Tell us where we’re going, Ham. And make it snappy!” 


“I have a hunch about something else,” said Amy. “Do you want to 
hear it?” 

They were sitting in the St. Petersburg airport, awaiting 
instructions, and Dan was itching to hit the magazine stand for some 
junk food. 

“Can it wait until I refill the backpack with provisions?” 

Amy rolled her eyes. 

As they walked, Amy laid out her idea.“Everything we’ve found 
has been carved or sculpted, right? First it was the little room in the 
paperweight, then the Rasputin figurine, then the coat of arms 
carved into wood and painted, and finally the stone with the broken 
bones. They’re all intricately made pieces of art.” 

They entered the store and Dan started perusing the shelves. 

“And we keep getting this recurring color — orange, like honey,” 
said Amy. “The paperweight was a murky orange. Rasputin’s 
model, it’s the same. The snake was orange, the stone is orange. At 
first I thought it was just a Russian thing, but I’m starting to think it 
means something else.” 


“Uh-huh,” said Dan, barely paying attention as he grabbed a 
handful of candy bars. “So what’s it mean?” 

His arms were overflowing with bags of chips, gum, and candy, 
which he dumped onto the counter. 

Amy leaned in to whisper, “I think when NRR talks about ‘the 
room,’ he’s talking about the Amber Room.” 

“What’s that?” asked Dan. 

“Nine hundred rubles,” said the lady at the cash register. 

They paid, dropped most of the snacks in the backpack, and 
continued walking. Amy started into a chocolate square while Dan 
devoured a Kit Kat bar. “It’s a room made out of amber.” 

Dan looked blank, so Amy continued. “You know, that stuff they 
got the dinosaur DNA from in Jurassic Park. This room was 
absolutely amazing. Wall after wall of intricately carved images. It’s 
a priceless treasure. And guess where it was? At Catherine Palace in 
the royal village.” 

Half the Whoppers crammed into Dan’s mouth sprayed out. “We 
were just there! Why didn’t you tell me? We could have stopped in 
and found something important.” 

“It would have been a waste of time. The Amber Room was 
stolen by the Nazis in World War Two. And then it disappeared. No 
one knows where it ended up, but some think it secretly made its 
way back into Russia after the war.” 

“How do you lose a room?” 

“It’s over a hundred and fifty feet of walls, to be precise. And 
they used six tons of amber,” said Amy, switching over to the bossy 
teacher voice that grated on Dan’s ears. 

“I’m guessing the Amber Room, if that really is the room we’re 
after, is either in Moscow or Yakville,” said Dan. 

“Yekaterinburg,” corrected Amy, popping another square of 
chocolate into her mouth. 

“Whatever. Let’s just hope it’s not in Siberia with the Holts.” 


Bzzzzzzzzzz. Bzzzzzzzzz. BZZZZZZZZZZ. 

Amy and Dan had both fallen asleep in the airport while Nellie’s 
phone vibrated. On the fourth vibration, Dan woke up. The phone 
sat between them on the backpack. 

“Hello? That you, Hamilton?” 


“Woooooo0o0hoo000000!” sounded a voice from the other end. 
Dan held the phone away from his ear and Amy stirred awake, 
rubbing her eyes. 

“We fell asleep,” she said. 

“No, duh,” said Dan. “I think lve got Hammerhead on the line. 
He’s in high spirits.” 

“Hamilton here! My dad just took the wheel. We’re taking turns 
with this thing. It’s amazing!” 

“What are you talking about?” said Dan. 

“Dude, we’re driving a KAMAZ truck down the Road of Bones! 
This thing is like a tank!” 

“NO WAY!” howled Dan. “A KAMAZ truck? Are you kidding? 
That’s a classic!” 

“What’s a KAMAZ truck?” asked Amy, listening in. 

“It’s the Godzilla of all Hummers! The Russian Monster Truck! 
Plus, it’s a Transformer ... sort of ... I mean, they use the same 
giant mother of a chassis and build a monster anything on top — 
dump trucks, army trucks, all-terrain buses — the KAMAZ is an 
all-weather, twelve-gear hunk of metal! How could you not know 
about this?!” 

“Okaaaaaaaaay,” said Amy. 

“That should be me driving!” Dan yelled into the phone. 

“Eat your heart out,” said Hamilton. Amy grabbed the phone. 
“What’s going on? Where are you?” 

“We’re heading back. Already made it to mile fifty-two WAY 
ahead of the Kabras. They bottomed out ten miles back. Reagan 
wanted to help ’em out when we passed by, but Dad said, ‘Let ’em 
call a tow truck.’ Dude! It’s a KAMAZ!” 

Dan plugged his ears. He couldn’t stand the sound of Hamilton 
Holt having so much fun while he sat bored in an airport. Amy 
grabbed the phone. 

“What did you find? Hamilton? Are you there?” 

The line was loaded with static, cutting in and out as the truck 
passed over the Road of Bones. 

“Hamilton, listen to me. I can barely hear you. What did you 
find? We’re running out of time here!” 

“Oh, yeah, I almost forgot! It wasn’t hard to see once we got 
there, PII tell you that. The thing was just sitting there on the side of 
the road.” 


Dan could tell Amy was about to blow a gasket while Hamilton 
stalled. 

“WHAT was sitting on the side of the road?” 

“Uh-oh,” said Hamilton. “There’s the Kabras. They are NOT 
happy. What the—? No way!” 

A loud crunching noise filled the cell phone speaker. Even Dan 
could hear it. 

“My dad just drove over the Land Rover! This is incredible! You 
GOTTA try this! What’s ... oh, no ... hey!” 

“WHAT ... DID... YOU ... FIND?” Amy yelled. She looked at 
Dan. “What’s oh, no? Why the oh, no?” 

The line crackled and popped, then Mary-Todd Holt got on the 
line. 

“Hello, Amy, how are you? Hamilton and his father are ... well 
they’re having a little skirmish with a couple of very big — oh, my, 
that had to hurt — PUNCH HIM BACK, EISENHOWER! ... 
Sorry, dear. I can tell you what we found. There was a stake in the 
ground on the side of the road at mile marker fifty-two. It was in 
there really deep, but my strongman Mr. Holt got it out. Yanked it 
until his back seized up — that’s why Hamilton got to drive the 
truck. They’ve been taking turns. Anyway, it was attached to the 
strangest thing. The bottom wasn’t what you’d think, like a big 
block of concrete, it was a — well ... it was a head. Not a real one, 
mind you — wouldn’t that be unpleasant? — I mean it was a 
sculpted head — NICE SHOT, HAMILTON! SHOW ’EM WHAT 
YOU GOT! — Pardon me, but my boy just clobbered one of these 
bodyguards right over the head with ... um ... the head. He’s doing 
a fine job out there. Where was I? Oh, yes, the head. It appears I’m 
going to have to get back to you on that. GET >EM, HOLTS! HIT 
"EM WHERE IT HURTS!” The line went dead. 

“You have got to be kidding me,” said Amy. 

Four minutes passed before the phone buzzed back to life. 

“We got ’em on the run!” 

It was Dan who picked up, and this time Hamilton was calling. 

“My dad is hobbled,” said Hamilton. “But he’s as tough as they 
come. Mom and the twins are out there bringing him in. Listen, I’m 
about to go a little rogue here. My dad’s not too big on me telling 
you what we found. Dude, can I trust you? I mean really trust you? 
If you double-cross me, my dad will go totally ballistic.” 

“You can trust me — I promise.” 


And the funny thing was, Dan was telling the truth. Something in 
his gut told him he wouldn’t be able to hold out after Hamilton had 
helped them so much. 

“Here’s the deal,” Hamilton started. “I’m no history nerd, but I 
know this head. Even my dad knew this head, after being here for 
awhile. It’s that Lenin guy, the one who started the Russian 
Revolution.” 

“The guy with the pointy goatee?” 

Hamilton started in about the driving and the cool head again, but 
he didn’t have long before Amy ripped the phone out of Dan’s 
hand. 

“Fork over the information, Hamilton! We’re running out of 
time!” 

“Oh, great,” Hamilton groaned. “It’s the bossy one. Get a pen and 
Pll tell you what’s written across Lenin’s head.” 

“Pm ready,” said Amy, already poised with a pad and pencil, 
ready to write down whatever came out of Hamilton’s mouth. 

“SKP BAL BOX4 R3 D1 45231 D2 45102 D3 NRR.” 

“Are you sure you got it right?” asked Amy. 

“It’s right! Stop bugging me. What do we do now?” 

Amy looked at Dan, who shrugged. 

“Um ... you’ve done a great job helping us. Head back to 
Moscow. We’ll be in touch as soon as we know something.” 

“Over and out,” said Hamilton. 

Amy turned to Dan. 

“Are you ready? You and I are going to break into the Kremlin.” 


CHAPTER 11 


Ian Kabra couldn’t decide what was worse: being stranded on a 
road of bones, or having to put up with his little sister. 

“Look at me! This is a disaster!” she howled. 

Ian quirked his lip at that. Natalie’s leggings were torn, her Prada 
shoes were scuffed beyond repair, and her normally sleek hair 
looked like it had been gone over with an eggbeater. Ian knew he 
hadn’t fared much better, bruised and battered after an all-out 
rumble with the Holts. 

“This clue hunt is stupid. Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!” Natalie said, 
her voice particularly shrill in the small backseat of the busted-up 
Land Rover. The driver was on the phone trying to reach a tow 
company and gingerly feeling his broken nose. 

“The big guy is quicker than he looks,” said Ian, trying to lighten 
the mood. “I’d hate to take him on when his back is working 
properly.” 

“Face it, Ian, we’ve hit bottom. They trashed the car. We’re 
sitting on a road of peasant bones, and we’re stuck in Siberia. It’s a 
nightmare. I WANT TO GO HOME!” 

That was it. Ian couldn’t take one more second confined in a 
small space with Natalie. He stepped out of the car and paced, 
dialing his phone. Five rings later, he hung up, unable to reach his 
father. As usual. He dialed again. This time, after three rings, Irina 
Spasky answered. 

“I’m busy,” she snapped. 

“Our day isn’t going as well as I’d expected. I hope you have 
better news for me.” 

“Couldn’t handle the Holts? Why am I not surprised?” 

Ian refused to be distracted by the sniping. He gathered himself, 
took a very deep breath, and put in the order. 

“You have to get rid of them. They’re working with the Holts, 
and I’m pretty certain they’ve relayed another message. Dan and 
Amy are too close.” 


For some reason, Amy’s face and her stupid stutter flashed into 
his mind. He paused. “Get them out of Russia.” 

He had chosen his words carefully. It was not officially a kill 
order. And yet he knew Irina would go to any extreme to remove 
the risk. 

“Agreed,” Irina finally answered. 

“Relay the details when you’ve accomplished your task.” 

Irina clicked off her phone. 

It was done. 


The one-hour flight from St. Petersburg to Moscow gave Amy and 
Dan the time they needed to decipher the riddle and formulate a 
plan. They were back in their disguises, and this time they decided 
to leave them on until they were finished exploring the Kremlin. It 
didn’t seem like a good idea to visit the Russian center of power 
looking like two kids who’d gotten separated from their parents. 

Lenin, Amy had immediately assumed, was a reference to the 
Kremlin, where the preserved body of the leader of the Russian 
Revolution was still on display, decades after his death. 

This time, the rest of the riddle required the skills of both Dan 
and Amy. Amy was quick to put the first part together: SKP, she 
was sure, stood for State Kremlin Palace, a prestigious concert hall 
on the sprawling grounds of the Kremlin. Dan was first to suggest 
the meaning of the rest of the numbers and letters. 

“BAL BOX4 R3 must be a row of seats. Balcony Box Four, third 
row, to be exact,” Dan said. 

Amy nodded approvingly. “I don’t always think you were 
switched at birth with my real brother. The rest of the numbers must 
be some sort of combination or code. I bet we can figure it out when 
we get there.” 

A dash through the airport and a quick cab ride later, Dan and 
Amy stood squarely in front of the State Kremlin Palace, the 
guidebook open. They were down to a couple of hours, and a sense 
of heightened urgency crackled in their voices. 

“We’ll need to get to the upper section,” said Amy. They were 
looking at a seating chart for the State Kremlin Palace, where Amy 
had circled Row 3 in one of the balcony boxes. 

Amy checked her watch again. 

“Two hours and counting. I don’t think we’re going to make it.” 


“We’ll make it,’ said Dan, heading for the entrance of the 
looming white theater. 

There was a hallway outside the main seating area, with doors 
leading inside and lots of ornate artwork on the walls. Tourists were 
perusing the space, waiting for a chance to get inside and look 
around. The next tour didn’t start for another twenty minutes. 

“This is our chance,” whispered Amy. “Come on, we’ll sneak in 
while everyone is milling around.” 


Somewhere in the deep recesses of the very building in which Dan 
and Amy searched, a person tracked their every move. 

Very resourceful, these two, NRR thought. They might make the 
deadline after all. 

NRR dialed a phone and let it ring several times before the call 
was picked up. 

“Is this a secure line?” 

“I will not dignify that with an answer,” NRR answered. 

“Okay, okay. Just make it quick.” 

“I will be seeing them shortly. Do you still want me to go through 
with it?” 

A pause ensued on the line. NRR was used to this. The contact 
was a thinker who liked to weigh every option. 

“They are extraordinary, aren’t they? No one can say they haven’t 
proven themselves.” 

“They understood from the start it could not be done alone,” 
NRR responded. 

“And recruiting a team like the Holts? Simply remarkable. I 
didn’t think it was possible.” 

“So we go ahead, then?” asked NRR. 

“We’re a go. If they make it to your desk, take them to the room. 
I think they’re ready.” 

The line went dead and NRR turned back to the bank of video 
screens. 


CHAPTER 12 


All the doors into the theater were locked, but it was only a few 
minutes before a maintenance worker emerged, pushing a garbage 
can on wheels. Dan saw the opportunity they needed and shoved 
Amy into the man’s path. When she hit the cart, Amy caught her 
foot on the metal wheel and flew forward onto the marble floor. 

“You little monster!” she said, turning beet red and forgetting for 
a moment that she was visiting one of the more opulent concert 
halls in Europe, disguised as an adult. 

When she got up, the man was wearing a cramped smile, trying 
not to laugh. He mumbled something in Russian that Amy felt sure 
meant “hopeless klutz,” then wandered down the long corridor, 
shaking his head. 

“Dan?” 

Amy looked every which way, straightening her ridiculous wig 
and glasses, but there was no sign of her brother. 

“Pssst. Over here,” said Dan. 

Amy turned around and saw that a door to the theater was open 
just far enough for Dan’s goatee to poke out at her. 

“Get in here before someone sees you.” 

Amy backed up slowly as a group of women walked past, 
chatting quietly in Russian. By the time they’d disappeared, Amy 
had her back against one of the two doors. Dan grabbed her by the 
arm and yanked her inside. 

“What’s taking you so long?” 

Amy scowled at her brother. First he pushes me, then he pulls 
me. Now he gets all over my case. 

“You’re starting to annoy me,” she said, gearing up for an epic 
brother-sister argument. But when she turned toward the stage, her 
anger melted away. Amy loved the theater almost as much as she 
loved books, and the State Kremlin Palace was a stunner if ever 
she’d seen one. The stage was set with blue lights shining down as 
night descended on the scene. There were scale model buildings and 


a Russian-style church deep in the background. It was breathtaking 
from where they stood, like a scene from a fairy tale in which 
Anastasia came back to life and Rasputin roamed the woods. 

Long rows of seats lined the middle of the theater, all of them 
empty, awaiting theatergoers who wouldn’t arrive until evening. 

Dan led the way into the darkness along the back wall of the 
theater. “The balcony’s up there, so the stairs can’t be too far. This 
place is gigantic. It must hold at least six thousand people.” 

They could hear a door opening as they crept onto the stairs, 
which were hidden behind a curtain. Amy put her finger to her lips, 
then looked back to see that a security guard had entered. And what 
was worse, he had a giant German shepherd on a leash. 

Dan waved Amy along and soon they were at the top of the 
gilded stairway, down a short hall, and standing in Balcony Box 4. 
Dan began searching for row number 3, then tried to imagine what 
D1 meant. He hadn’t got that far in his thinking before Amy could 
tell he was stumped. She crouched down low, peering over the edge 
of the balcony. The dog was guiding the guard closer toward the 
stairs. 

“He’s coming this way!” said Amy. 

She crept over to Dan, and they both looked at the scribble of 
numbers and letters on the piece of paper again. 

“There are three Ds — D1, D2, D3. Maybe they refer to doors?” 

“Could be,” said Dan. He whispered all the letters and numbers 
again. Sometimes it helped to say things out loud. “SKP BAL 
BOX4 R3 D1 45231 D2 45102 D3 NRR.” 

“Hurry, Dan! That dog is serious business. It looks angry and 
hungry. You know what that means—” 

Dan walked along Row 3 and sat down. 

“What are you doing? This is no time to sit around! Do 
something!” 

“I am,” said Dan. “I think I got this.” 

“You think you got what?” Amy said nervously. She was 
searching on the floor for a button or a lock, anything that might get 
them away from the approaching guard dog. “Look for some dials 
or a hidden panel. Make yourself useful!” 

Dan calmly got up and sat in the next seat over, seat number 5 in 
the row. He’d been in seat number 4. Then he got up again and sat 
in seat number 2. 

“Seriously, Dan, you’ve lost your marbles.” 


“I don’t think so,” he whispered. “45231 might be the order in 
which a person has to sit in the seats in Row 3. Let me finish.” 

He sat in seat number 3, then moved right up next to Amy. 

“If something doesn’t happen when I sit down, we’re in big 
trouble.” 

He took a deep breath and plopped down in the seat. There was a 
soft snick behind a curtained wall at the rear of the balcony. 

“I think you did something,” whispered Amy. She could hear the 
German shepherd sniffing at the top of the stairs now. 

Dan and Amy moved quietly to the rear of the balcony and pulled 
back the red curtain. One of the panels had slid open an inch, 
revealing a black seam of darkness behind. 

“Kto tam?” 

Amy nearly jumped out of the balcony at the sound of the guard’s 
voice. He was right outside, about to enter, as Dan slid the panel 
open just enough to glide through. Amy followed and the curtain 
dropped. She slid the panel shut. 

The German shepherd whined and sniffed, searching everything 
in the balcony, including the curtain. But the dog didn’t find 
anything. Dan and Amy had vanished. 


“I guess we follow the lights,” said Amy. 

They were in a long, narrow corridor with runway lights 
embedded in the center of the floor. The walls and ceiling were 
black, so that it felt like walking in the midnight sky along a line of 
stars. They snaked back and forth for fifty feet and came to the end. 

“Looks like an elevator,” said Dan. “D2 — door number two.” 

Amy nodded her agreement in the darkness. A row of five 
elevator buttons, each round and circled in red, glowed softly 
against the black wall. 

“Remember the order?” asked Amy. Dan stepped up to the bank 
of buttons and began pushing them one at a time. First the 4, then 
the 5, then the 1, 0, and 2. 

The doors opened with surprising speed and Dan jumped back, 
accidentally clocking Amy in the arm with his elbow. The entire 
back wall of the elevator was covered with a giant portrait of the 
Kabra family. Ian looked particularly smug. 

“They really think a lot of themselves, don’t they?” said Dan. 

“You said it,” agreed Amy. 


They glanced at each other, and Dan could see that Amy’s hands 
were trembling again. She had a lot on her plate, being the older of 
the two, always having to be the responsible one. Dan felt an 
unexpected twinge of guilt. “We’re doing okay, you know,” he said. 

Amy started to smile, but just then the elevator began to 
plummet. She grabbed a rail and held on for dear life. Dan wasn’t 
so lucky. He rolled around on the floor of the elevator until it came 
to an abrupt stop, the doors opening once more. 

“I’m starting to think this place is haunted,” said Dan. There was 
something about being way underground that scared Dan, like he 
was trapped in a mine shaft and the air was running out. “How far 
belowground do you think we are?” 

Amy didn’t answer. Her eyes were locked on the monstrous 
Gothic door that stood twenty feet in front of them down a cavelike 
passageway. 

“This is so Dungeons and Dragons,” said Dan. 

“Its D3, the last door. Dan, I think we found him. We found 
NRR.” 

“We’ve discovered a lot more than that. I think we just found 
some sort of old stronghold.” 

Amy walked out of the elevator and Dan followed until they 
stood before a door of iron and wood with an ancient set of dials set 
into its surface. There was only one problem. The writing on the 
dials was in Russian. 

“Give me the guidebook,” said Amy. Dan unzipped the backpack 
and handed the book to Amy. She thumbed through the pages, 
trying to remembert.... 

“Here! This is it. It’s zero to ten written out in Russian and 
English.” 

Dan leaned over and glanced at the page. The passage was dimly 
lit at best, but he could see the strange Russian letters. 

“Are we sure about this?” asked Dan. 

Everything about their Russian journey had smelled like a trap, 
and now they’d entered some sort of secret lair from which they 
might not be able to escape. But none of that mattered to Amy, and 
she was pretty sure it didn’t matter to Dan, either. Come alone, as 
your parents did. The words thrummed in her mind, driving her 
forward. 

“What if Mom and Dad were here?” she whispered. “They could 
have stood right here, trying to figure this out. It’s like they’re 


calling us.” 

Dan nodded. 

“That’s exactly how I feel,” he said. 

“You want to do the honors?” asked Amy. 

“You bet I do,” said Dan. He scanned the list for a few seconds 
and went to work on the dials. 

“Four ... Five ... One... Zero ... Two. 

When the last dial was turned, the lock clicked open and the door 
slid back on its hinges with a grinding sound of old metal. A female 
voice echoed quietly from behind the door. 

“Come in. I have been expecting you.” 
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CHAPTER 13 


“This place gives me the serious creeps,” Dan whispered. 

“You’re not k-k-kidding,” stammered Amy. No one was waiting 
for them. They’d entered a small, round room with an elaborate 
painting that covered all the walls and the domed ceiling. There 
were no doors except the one that had closed behind them. 

“Where’d she go?” asked Dan. “And how the heck are we getting 
out of here?” 

Amy shrugged her shoulders nervously, gazing at the intricately 
painted walls around her. 

“Tt looks like something Michelangelo would have done.” 

“Hey!” said Dan. “I know some of these people. That’s Ben 
Franklin!” 

Sure enough, the bespectacled figure was towering over their 
heads, holding the string for a kite and smiling into the sky. 

“And I’m pretty sure that’s Napoleon. He’s definitely small 
enough,” said Amy. 

“That’s gotta be Churchill,’ said Dan, spying a round man 
making the V sign. 

“Dan,” said Amy, her eyes huge in her face. “They’re all Lucians. 
Every one of them.” 

Dan’s stomach sank. It could only mean one thing. “We’re in a 
Lucian stronghold,” he whispered. 

“Bad,” said Amy. “Very bad! Let’s get out of here!” 

She ran her hands frantically over the great surface of the door, 
searching for a latch or a dial that would set them free. 

“Come on, Dan!” 

There was a fast sliding sound from one of the walls, and Dan 
turned around to see that a panel on the far wall had opened. The 
painted form of Sir Isaac Newton stood next to the door and seemed 
to beckon them forward. 

The voice returned, confident and smooth as silk. 


“There is no need to be afraid. Follow the lights. Quickly now, 
before you’re caught!” 

A runway of lights directed them down an endless hall, just as 
they had upstairs. These lights were orange, not white as the others 
had been, and they seemed to go on forever. 

“Follow the lights until you reach the twelfth door on the left. 
And hurry! These halls never stay empty for long.” 

“The voice must be coming from a speaker in this room,” said 
Amy. “She’s not in here.” 

Dan and Amy took one last look at each other and nodded. They 
had no choice. Not two steps in, the panel slid shut and it was more 
dark than light. 

“How many doors is that?” said Dan, trying to figure out just 
how imprisoned they’d become. “We’re never getting out of here.” 

They counted the doors until at last they came to the twelfth. 
They stood for a long, silent moment. A door opened somewhere in 
the distance and they stood perfectly still. Dan turned his head and 
saw a figure seven or eight doors back walking away. The panel 
opened just long enough for the person to slip through and then it 
closed again. 

“An agent of some k-k-kind, no doubt,” whispered Amy. 

“Let’s do this,” said Dan. 

He lifted his hand to the knob, then hesitated. 

“Are you absolutely sure we went twelve doors on the left side?” 
asked Dan. “It would be a real bummer if we were knocking on the 
wrong door.” 

The last thing Dan wanted to do was barge in on a meeting 
between dark-suited secret agents. 

Amy hesitated. Dan could tell she wanted to go back and recount, 
just to be sure, but the panel at the far end of the hall opened again. 

Dan turned the knob and the two of them darted inside the room, 
slamming the door behind them. 


They were in what appeared to be a rather run-of-the mill office. 
There was a big oak desk, a rug over a wooden floor, and a 
freestanding globe of the world. A long white coat hung on an 
equally white coatrack, and the Lucian crest filled one entire wall. 
The only thing at all remarkable about the room was the person 
sitting behind the desk. 


She wore a suit of white, which was all the more striking against 
her black hair. And she was, in a word, ageless. Dan couldn’t have 
said whether she was forty or sixty, for there was something very 
old about her eyes, and yet her face was unlined. She was beautiful 
in a classic Russian way. Amy stared at her as if the woman were a 
queen. 

“You do make things interesting. I like that about you. Please, 
come, sit down,” the woman said. 

There were two chairs before her desk, and Dan and Amy 
promptly did what they were told. 

“You may dispense with the disguises. They do you no good 
here.” 

Dan had set the backpack on the floor. He was happy to tear the 
mustache and goatee off his face and drop them in the backpack, 
glancing at his watch as he did. We made it! he thought. Only 
minutes to spare, but Amy and I did it! 

Amy’s hair tumbled down as she took off the black wig and 
dropped it in the backpack. 

“You’re very pretty, young lady,” said the woman in white. “I 
hope Grace was kind enough to tell you that when she was alive.” 

“You knew Grace?” 

The woman nodded, her eyes brimming with secrets. 

“You might say our families go way back. I never met Grace 
Cahill personally. My mother did. They were both remarkable 
women — my mother and your grandmother. Remarkable women 
have a way of finding one another.” 

I hope this remarkable woman doesn t kill us, thought Dan. 

Amy seemed to have no reservations. Her cheeks turned pink and 
she asked, “Are you the grand duchess Anastasia?” 

The moment Amy said the words, NRR burst out laughing. 

A light flashed on her desk and she resumed her air of dignity. 

“If you'll excuse me a moment,” she said. “Very bad timing, but 
I’m afraid it can’t be helped.” 

She turned in her chair, away from Dan and Amy, and drew open 
the doors on a wooden credenza to reveal a bank of monitors. One 
of them was receiving a feed from the painted room Dan and Amy 
had just left. 

“If you would be so kind, could you hide behind the desk? A call 
is coming in from someone who would find it very curious to see 
the two of you here.” 


It was getting stranger by the minute, but Dan and Amy felt they 
had no choice, so down on the floor they went. A few seconds later, 
a familiar voice filled the room. 

“Hello, Nataliya Ruslanovna Radova. You’re looking picture- 
perfect as usual.” 

“You’re too kind, Irina Nikolaievna Spaskaya. What do you 
need?” 

Dan couldn’t believe his ears. Irina Spasky was calling in. Every 
muscle in his body tensed as it now seemed positive they were 
trapped. 

“I need you to send a team to the room. There’s a lot of activity 
going on and I want to make sure it’s well guarded.” 

“Funny you should call. Ian Kabra made the same request only an 
hour ago. We’re already building a black circle.” 

“Excellent. Did he tell you he was in Siberia, chasing the Holts 
down the Road of Bones? He’s got himself into quite a mess.” 

“His father was not pleased, as you might imagine.” 

“Maybe Vikram will finally come to his senses and put them both 
back in school, where they belong.” 

“Would you like me to send the Shark to pick you up?” asked 
Nataliya. 

“That’s an excellent idea. I’ve had some complications of my 
own, but I think I can get to the room before nightfall. Bring the 
Shark to me, Pll bring it back. We can have that cup of tea you’ ve 
been promising me.” 

“Be careful.” 

“T’m always careful.” 

There was a pause in the room and then Nataliya told Amy and 
Dan they could come out. 

“T’ve never heard Irina so ... I don’t know ... talkative,’ 
Amy. 

“We have been friends a long, long time,” said the woman in 
white. She placed her elbows on the desk. “I understand her, so she 
talks.” 

“Let me get one thing straight,” said Dan. “Are you NRR?” 

The woman in white smiled thinly without showing her teeth. 
“You were expecting a man, I suppose.” 

“Uh ... well ... not exactly,” said Dan. “Okay, you got me. I was 
expecting a dude.” 
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The woman in white chuckled and shook her head. “I am NRR. 
Sorry to disappoint you.” 

Dan tried to offer an apology, but NRR put her hand up so 
authoritatively it clammed him right up. 

“We’ve got enough time for a few more questions, but the call 
from Irina changes things. Your access to the room grows perilously 
small.” 

“I don’t understand,” said Amy. She sounded frustrated and 
maybe even a little bit angry. “Are you a Lucian or not? Why are 
you helping us? Who are you?” 

The woman in white sighed deeply, folded her fingers together, 
and tried to explain. 

“I am not the grand duchess Anastasia, though I must thank you 
for the compliment. You’re not far off the mark. Anastasia 
Nikolaievna Romanova was my mother.” 

“Your mother?!” said Dan, dumbstruck by what Nataliya was 
saying. “You’re Anastasia’s daughter? That’s insane!” 

“Her only child, yes.” 

“And she knew Grace Cahill?” asked Amy. “You expect us to 
believe our grandmother knew the grand duchess Anastasia?” 

“Oh, yes, they were quite close, actually. I’m sure you’ve heard 
the rumors about my mother. They’re true. She was not killed with 
the rest of her family. She escaped. And as I said, remarkable 
women have a way of finding one another.” 

Amy was struck silent, but Dan was happy to fill the void. 

“So everything we’ve imagined actually happened! Rasputin had 
some serious death-defying ninja skills and he passed them on to 
Anastasia!” 

“Does he always talk this way?” NRR asked Amy, clearly 
amused. 

“He does. It’s a problem.” 

“He'll grow out of it.” 

Dan’s head swiveled back and forth. They had formed some sort 
of girl alliance! “I’m sitting right here! Stop talking about me,” said 
Dan. 

NRR made a calming motion with her hands, glanced at her 
watch, and gave Dan and Amy a look that said time was running 
very short. 

“You’re a grand duchess, like your mom,” said Amy. “Grand 
Duchess Nataliya.” 


Dan frowned. Amy looked like she was about to bow or 
something. 

“Pm afraid those days are long gone, Amy. We’re not like the 
British, with their kings and queens. The age of royalty has passed 
in Russia. But what I do today honors my mother’s memory.” 

“How?” Dan asked. “You want to help us find this secret because 
...2” He wasn’t about to be taken in by this woman just because she 
was pretty and had an awesome accent. Had James Bond taught him 
nothing? 

“What I tell you now must never leave this room. My life and the 
lives of others would be compromised. You understand?” 

Dan and Amy nodded. 

“My mother, my grandmother — all of them were Lucians. I, too, 
am a Lucian. But like so many who are born into one branch or 
another, most of my family was never actively involved in ... what 
is Grace calling it? The clue hunt. In fact, for a very long time, my 
mother was unaware of her Lucian heritage at all. Then came my 
father, who my mother met much later in life. He was one of the 
most powerful Lucians of the past fifty years. Before the Kabras, it 
was my father in charge. It’s why I hold such a sensitive position, 
why we got involved to begin with. So you see, I am a Lucian, a 
very powerful one at that. But I am first and foremost myself.” 

Nataliya brushed a dark strand of hair away from her face. She 
was so elegant and poised, but she had inherited that mischievous 
Anastasia flair Amy had talked so much about. 

“Why are you helping us?” Dan persisted. He still didn’t 
understand what Natalitya’s story had to do with them. Why would 
an heir to the Romanov throne care about two kids? 

Nataliya looked at her gold watch again, then tapped her desk 
phone. 

“Trina has requested backup. Prepare the Shark for departure in 
fifteen minutes.” 

Nataliya turned her gaze to Amy. “I sent you on this chase for 
many reasons,” said Nataliya. “The first was to distract my Lucian 
counterparts, to confuse them. The Kabras are thousands of miles 
away in Siberia, and Irina has been frustrated at every turn. Mission 
accomplished. The second reason was to discover what you are 
made of. You’ve been tested all along, no? You knew right away 
that it would take more than yourselves to find the room. I would 
never have guessed that anyone could bring the Holts under control, 


but you did it. It is imperative that you learn to work with others to 
achieve a greater good.” 

“Okay, so we passed this test and outsmarted the Lucians,” said 
Amy. “I still don’t see why you’re helping us.” 

“Or if you’re helping us at all,” Dan muttered. Nothing Nataliya 
had said so far led him to believe their dangerous hunt all over 
Russia would even lead to a Clue. 

“I will guide you to what you are looking for,” said Nataliya. 
“Both in this ridiculous contest and beyond.” She gave them a 
meaningful look. 

Dan’s throat tightened. “You’re talking about our parents, aren’t 
you?” 

Nataliya tapped an index finger on the desk. She was extremely 
quiet. It was as if ninety-nine percent of her body had turned to 
stone, leaving just the finger. Tap, tap, tap. 

Finally, after Dan had popped every knuckle on both hands, 
Nataliya spoke. “Certain information, when you find it, changes you 
forever. You wish you could go back, but you can’t. And still we go 
searching after secrets. I never wanted any part of this madness 
about clues, and yet here we all are.” She paused. “The Amber 
Room is hidden in a vault of Lucian secrets. There you will find the 
Lucian clue and also information about your parents.” 

Nataliya shook her head. “Grace was very fond of pulling strings, 
even from the grave. I counsel you to walk away from all this. But 
if you will not, I will help you. I warn you, you might not thank me 
for it later.” 

Nataliya looked at Amy, then turned her mesmerizing eyes to 
Dan. “I help you because it is what Anastasia Romanova would 
have wanted. I help you because it is right. But I cannot say if you 
will like what you find.” 

Amy was openly crying, and Dan could feel his own eyes fill 
with tears. It was too much, help that was not help, an ally that fed 
them riddles and unsavory hints about their parents and Grace. Dan 
could feel the earth shifting beneath his feet. Again. There was no 
safe place for them, no one to trust. And no home to go back to. 

He looked at Amy and they both nodded. 

“We want to go to the Amber Room,” said Amy. 

Nataliya tipped her head to them and stood up, taking the long 
white coat in her hand. 


“We must hurry, then,” she said. “It won’t be easy if Irina arrives 
before you.” 

Nataliya slid open a desk drawer and removed a small tin 
canister. Opening it, she took out two small keys and placed them in 
a pocket of her white coat. 

“Do you know where my ancestors were massacred?” 

“Yekaterinburg,” Amy said. “In a house there.” 

“Where the Church on the Blood now stands. A terrible name, 
but sadly appropriate. The church was built much later, but 
underneath ... it was there, in the basement, where all of them were 
shot. Only my mother survived.” 

“And you’re taking us there in this thing called the Shark?” asked 
Dan, brightening for the first time. 

Nataliya went to the door. She opened it and peered down the 
long, dark hallway. 

“The Shark is the quickest way. Now we go.” 

Dan and Amy followed Nataliya into the hallway. They arrived at 
an elevator and boarded. Dan had imagined some sort of high-speed 
watercraft, so he was surprised when the elevator went up instead of 
down. It opened on the roof of the State Kremlin Palace. 

“Here we are,” said Nataliya. 

“Thats the Shark?” asked Amy, but Dan was already running 
toward it. 

“It is the fastest helicopter in Russia. She will do three hundred.” 

The Shark was twice the size of a normal copter, completely 
black, with a rudder that looked like a shark fin. 

“No way!” said Dan. “Three hundred miles per hour? That’s, 
like, a world record!” 

“Many world records such as these have long been broken.” 
Nataliya smiled. “We Lucians keep the best toys for ourselves.” 

Dan ran a circle around the Shark and tried to pry open one of the 
doors. 

“He’s excitable, isn’t he?” asked Nataliya. 

“You don’t know the half of it,” said Amy. 

Nataliya put her arm around Amy and drew her close. “You show 
great promise. Grace would have been proud of you.” 

Amy gave her a watery smile. 

“Now you must go,” Nataliya said. 

“What? I don’t understand,” said Amy. “Aren’t you coming with 
us?” 


“I can’t.” 

“But ... why n-n-not? And how are we supposed to fly this thing? 
We’re not pilots!” 

“I will fly you by remote control. Pll get you there safely. But I 
can’t go with you.” 

“No way!” yelled Dan, bounding over next to them. “It’s like the 
best video game ever!” 

“I don’t understand!” Amy protested. 

“If I could, I might hunt the clues myself. But you read about my 
uncle. You know the struggles he faced.” 

Amy nodded. Alexei Romanov had been a hemophiliac. The 
slightest cut would leave him bleeding for weeks. 

“I suffer the same fate,” said Nataliya. She put her hand in the 
white pocket and Dan imagined a red stain of blood appearing on 
Nataliya’s snowy jacket. 

“A skinned knee or elbow, a bloody nose or a simple cut — if I 
start bleeding, it doesn’t stop. Even with medicine, it’s too 
dangerous for me.” Nataliya held out the keys and Amy took them, 
nodding sadly. 

“PIL be in constant communication,” said Nataliya. She smiled. 
“Put on the headphones and get ready for the ride of your life.” 

It was time to head into the Lucian black circle. 





CHAPTER 14 


Riding in the Shark made Amy scream with terror. Dan, she 
assumed, was screaming with joy. 

“Wait until Hamilton hears about this! It’s untoppable!” 

The Shark was stunningly loud at top speed, and Nataliya was 
pushing it as fast as it would go from her location beneath the 
Kremlin. 

“I love flying the Shark,” Amy heard Nataliya say into her 
headset. 

“But you’re not really flying it,” yelled Amy, trying to be heard 
over the sound of the blades. It was a scary sensation, flying in a 
helicopter without a pilot. 

“You don’t have to yell, I can hear you perfectly,” said Nataliya. 
“From where I’m sitting I might as well be flying the Shark. My 
control room for the Shark is quite amazing. It’s a replica down to 
the leather on the seats, with wraparound monitors on every side. 
Front, back, bottom, top — it looks and feels as if I’m really flying 
the Shark. The only thing missing is the wind and the noise.” 

“You're lucky,” said Amy. “It’s rough up here, and loud, and s-s- 
scary.” 

“No need to be the slightest bit afraid, Amy. The Shark knows I 
am its boss.” 

“What’s up, sis?” screamed Dan, bouncing up and down in his 
seat. “No throwing up in the Shark or we throw you overboard!” 

“Close your eyes,” said Nataliya. Amy obeyed and tried to calm 
down while Nataliya spoke softly to her. 

“I rarely leave the Lucian surveillance center. It’s like being 
trapped underground, but flying the Shark feels like I’ve escaped 
my cage. I’ve never been to where you’ll be going tonight. I’ve only 
heard about it. You’re going to the place where my ancestors were 
gunned down in the upheaval of history. What you find there, I fear, 
will not be pretty.” 


Nataliya fell silent, letting the words sink in as Amy tried to keep 
from getting sick. 

“I read all about the Amber Room,” said Amy. “Can you believe 
it’s been hidden here in Russia all along? There are a lot of people 
searching for it.” 

“We Lucians are good at hiding things. And now we’ve put a 
black circle around the Church on the Blood.” 

“What’s a black circle?” 

“It means no Lucians except those given direct permission 
expressly from Vikram Kabra are allowed to enter.” 

“How will we know what to look for?” asked Amy. 

“There is but one clock inside the room. Set the time for 
midnight, then one, then midnight again. The face of the clock will 
open.” 

“I can remember that.” 

“You’re a smart girl. I’m sure you can.” 

The rest of the trip passed in silence as everyone watched the sun 
setting in the western sky. The closer it came to the horizon, the 
faster Nataliya pushed the Shark toward the Church on the Blood. 
The noise in the cockpit became almost deafening as the great 
helicopter struggled to maintain speeds approaching three hundred 
miles per hour. 

The church was located on a small hill of grass in an otherwise 
sleepy section of town. At this hour, there were few people walking 
and even fewer cars to contend with. Nataliya announced that given 
the lateness of their arrival, she would land them directly in front of 
the church itself. It would be quite a spectacle, but at least there 
wouldn’t be very many people to see it. 

“We may be too late,” Nataliya said into her microphone. 
“There’s a door in the floor between your feet. You and your 
brother, get in there and hide. Quickly!” 

They were over the church now, descending toward the empty 
parking lot as the darkness approached. 

“You'll need to enter the church through the door at the back 
using the gold key. Once inside, look for the trail of amber on the 
floor. The orange key will reveal a set of seven dials. Set them all to 
amber, with alternating diamonds and hearts. This will open the last 
door and you’ll be inside. Don’t be alarmed by what you see. As I 
have been told, you must first pass through the tomb. Beyond the 
tomb you’ll find the Amber Room.” 


Dan and Amy didn’t comment on what had just been said. There 
was only one tomb Nataliya could be referring to, the resting place 
of the six executed Romanovs. Amy’s guidebook said they had been 
moved to the Peter and Paul Cathedral in St. Petersburg. But the 
Lucians were powerful, especially in Russia. They must have 
decided to honor their dead more privately. 

“Do you see Irina anywhere?” asked Dan. 

“The monitors don’t show anything,” said Nataliya. “But that 
doesn’t mean she isn’t here. Irina isn’t the type to stand in plain 
view.” 

“We’re getting inside the hatch,” yelled Dan. 

“You'll find a flashlight you can use,” said Nataliya. “But don’t 
turn it on until you’re under the church or someone might see you. 
There’s a monitor down there. Turn it on and you’ll see the parking 
lot. Keep an eye out for a moment when you can escape. Good 
luck!” 

Nothing more could be heard above the noise of the massive 
black propeller as the Shark came down. 

Night had arrived at the Church on the Blood. 


“Set a perimeter at a quarter of a mile, Braslov,” Nataliya said. She 
had called Braslov, a surveillance technician who worked three 
doors down from her own, in the Lucian headquarters. “I’ve come 
in a little fast and landed in the parking lot of the church.” 

“So I noticed,” Braslov answered. “I already made the calls.” 

Nataliya was so immersed in the images of the Church on the 
Blood she couldn’t help feeling like she was sitting in the Shark 
instead of the safety of a Lucian stronghold. 

“Trina saw you and contacted me a few minutes ago,” Braslov 
continued. “The area will be secured.” 

“Thank you, Braslov.” 

“You're in the hottest Lucian spot on earth. Don’t get burned.” 

The lights of an approaching police car came into view even 
before Braslov was through warning Nataliya. A second car 
followed. The Lucians controlled every level of security in Russia. 
The agents were fond of sitting around a big table at the Lucian 
headquarters, coming up with reasons for keeping people out of 
sensitive areas. The most effective tended to be hazardous spill 
alerts, which kept people out of designated areas and were often 


used in black circle situations. They’d been even more careful than 
usual with the Church on the Blood, which they had just designated 
a radioactive zone. The police cars were a backup, just in case 
anyone was curious enough to take a closer look at a giant 
helicopter. 

Nataliya panned her cameras around the lot and saw the dark 
figure of Irina emerge from a stand of trees. She walked with a stiff 
confidence, hands in her coat pockets, a woman in charge of her 
surroundings. A moment later, Irina was standing at the cockpit 
door, staring into the dark interior of the Shark. 

“You couldn’t land somewhere a little less conspicuous?” asked 
Irina. “This kind of event makes problems for us.” 

Anyone else would have thought Irina was talking to herself, but 
Nataliya heard the message loud and clear. 

“I apologize, Irina. But I thought it was necessary to get here as 
quickly as possible. I’ve never pushed the Shark quite so hard.” 

“She is a lovely beast, no? I look forward to flying her again.” 

Nataliya watched as Irina peered into the Shark, then back at the 
church. 

“Why so focused on two American brats?” asked Nataliya. “They 
seem hardly a threat. I’ve been tracking them from the start, just 
like all the other teams, and I don’t see anything special. They’re 
hopelessly behind.” 

“Don’t underestimate them,” said Irina. “They’ve outsmarted me 
before.” 

Irina turned back toward the Shark. 

“Let me have a look inside. I haven’t taken her for a ride in 
months.” 

Nataliya knew all too well how keen Irina’s senses were. The 
slightest mistake on the children’s part might lead to disaster. She 
pressed a white button and the cockpit door unlocked. Then she 
watched as Irina pulled open the door. 

“Keep an eye out with all those cameras of yours, won’t you?” 
said Irina. 

“Absolutely.” 

Nataliya switched to the inside camera and watched as Irina 
studied the inside of the Shark for anything suspicious. Everything 
appeared to be in order, so she moved to the back and examined the 
seats. Still nothing. 


“I hope I didn’t break something,” said Nataliya. “I pushed the 
Shark getting here so fast.” 

Without warning, Irina disappeared from view. Nataliya swung 
the inside camera from side to side, then down to the floor, where 
she saw Irina lifting the trapdoor. Nataliya’s heart thrummed like a 
hummingbird. /t’s over! We’re caught! 

But nothing happened. Irina dropped the trapdoor and stepped out 
of the Shark without a word. 

“I’m going inside. You keep a watch out here.” 

Nataliya breathed a short-lived sigh of relief. At least Dan and 
Amy hadn’t been discovered. She could only assume they’d used 
what little time they’d had to escape into the church unseen. But 
they were anything but safe. 

Irina Spasky was about to join them in the Church on the Blood. 


CHAPTER 15 


Dan was rubbing a sore shoulder as they stumbled through the 
interior of the church. 

“Still hurts, huh?” whispered Amy. 

“Falling out of a helicopter and being crushed by your big sister 
will do that to a guy. I’m just glad I didn’t land on my head.” 

“That makes two of us. Next time, think twice before pressing the 
red button.” 

“It got us out of there!” Dan protested. 

Two seconds after the trapdoor in the Shark had shut, Dan had 
pressed a glowing red button that dropped the floor out, sending 
them both tumbling out onto the pavement before Irina got close 
enough to see them. 

“Let’s just find the Amber Room and get out of here as fast as we 
can,” said Amy. “We don’t want to come face-to-face with Irina 
again.” 

“Do you see anything that looks like amber?” asked Dan. There 
were small lights here and there, and all the colors inside the church 
seemed to melt into the white marble floor. 

“Let’s try up there,” said Amy. She started walking down the 
middle aisle that separated the pews. It was eerie being in a church 
at night, especially one with a tomb underneath it, and Amy 
shuddered at the thought of what might jump out from the shadows. 
Dan thought the pews looked like rows of black teeth. 

The floor was worn and grooved at the front of the church. 
Looking down, Dan was the first to see what they’d been looking 
for. 

“Amber squares.” 

Burnt-orange tiles were beginning to appear every few feet 
between the marble. 

“Tt looks like a trail of blood,” said Dan. 

They followed the amber tiles around the altar and down a flight 
of stone steps. A cold wisp of air brushed Dan’s cheek as he opened 


the door at the bottom of the stairs and peered down a darkened 
passageway. 

The underground hallway led twenty feet in one direction and 
then turned into the shadows. They walked, careful not to make any 
noise, until they stood at the cross of a T. The walls turned to 
concrete slab, and Dan had the distinct feeling they were about to 
enter the restricted area. 

“I think we should go that way,” said Amy, pointing to the left. 
At the end of a long hallway, a murky bulb shed light on an orange 
door bolted to the concrete wall with thick iron hinges. It looked 
like it belonged in a bank, not a church. 

“Why am I so n-n-nervous?” said Amy. The orange key was 
shaking in her hand. 

“I don’t know, maybe because we’re about to enter a tomb at 
night in a place called the Church on the Blood?” 

“You’re n-n-not helping,” said Amy. 

“Give me the key. I'll open it.” 

Dan inserted it into a keyhole to the left of the vault door and 
turned his hand. A panel slid open and revealed a set of dials. The 
four symbols from a deck of cards appeared randomly, and Dan 
quickly turned the dials to diamonds and hearts. The door clicked 
open. 

“Here we go,” said Amy, taking a deep breath as Dan pulled the 
heavy door forward just enough for them to sneak through. The air 
was cool and dank, as if they were walking on packed earth. 

It was dark down there and Dan couldn’t feel a light switch on 
the wall. He flicked on their one flashlight. 

“Should we close the door behind us?” asked Amy. 

“Better not. What if we get locked in? I don’t want them 
discovering our bones in ten years.” Dan’s thoughts flashed back to 
the cave in Korea. 

Cobwebs hung from a low-slung ceiling as they made their way 
down wide steps. When they reached the bottom, Amy lost it. 

“Dan, I d-d-don’t think m — Pm — I’m...” 

Dan grabbed his sister’s hand and pointed the light into the tomb, 
shooting the beam into every dark corner. It was a big space, and it 
was filled with dusty old coffins. On the far wall, in the deepest 
corner of the tomb, sat one final door. 

“This place is awful,” said Amy. “People were gunned down in 
here, killed in cold blood.” 


She instinctively leaned toward the door they had entered, but 
Dan wouldn’t budge. 

“Amy, we’re right here. What if it leads to something about Mom 
and Dad? Just hold my hand and close your eyes if you have to. PIH 
get us there. Trust me.” 

Dan cracked a crooked smile, but his eyes were as nervous as 
Amy’s. 

“C’mon, Amy. A history paper is scary, but this?” 

For once, Amy let her brother lead and followed his instructions 
without argument. She closed her eyes, shuffling past six coffins 
filled with brittle bones. Dan kept the flashlight beam focused on 
the door until he’d managed to crisscross his way around a maze of 
the dead. 

“Hold the light,” said Dan. He didn’t want to let go of her hand, 
but he needed to turn the knob on the door. Amy reached out her 
hand and felt for the flashlight, keeping her eyes sealed tight. 

“Don’t open your eyes yet,” said Dan. But Amy didn’t listen. She 
peeked and saw that Dan had opened the lid to one of the coffins. 

“Are you crazy! Close that thing right now!” 

“Calm down. Nothing but bones in there.” Dan set the coffin lid 
down and reached for the final door. 

“You can turn that off now,” said Dan. “We won’t be needing a 
flashlight in here.” 

Dan slowly stepped inside and found himself surrounded by soft 
golden light. He closed the door behind him and Amy clicked off 
the flashlight. It was impossible to say where the light inside the 
room came from, but it seemed as if its source was everywhere, like 
a thousand candles were hidden in the walls. 

“The Amber Room,” Amy marveled. “We made it, Dan. We’re 
in!” 

The ceiling had opened up above them and rose twenty feet in the 
air. Every part of the room was the deep color of burnt honey shot 
through with dazzling light. 

‘“Where’s the light coming from?” asked Dan. “I can’t figure it 
out.” 

Amy had moved to one of the walls, touching its intricate 
designs. Panel after panel of glowing orange framed delicately 
carved amber. The superb craftsmanship must have taken years to 
achieve. It was like the pyramids in Egypt or the ceiling of the 


Sistine Chapel in Rome. Yet Dan and Amy stood within the golden 
light of its walls. 

“Here it is,” said Amy. She’d found a table made entirely of 
amber, upon which sat an outrageously ornate golden clock. Dan 
crossed through the center of the room, past a massive sculpture of 
a man on a horse high on a pedestal and a bank of ominous black 
file cabinets. 

They were standing in a room almost no one had seen since 
before the Second World War. They’d been pushed and pulled all 
over Russia, but they’d prevailed. As far as the outside world was 
concerned, this was a priceless treasure that had long been lost 
forever. Dan’s heart welled with pride as he looked at Amy. 

“We need to turn the clock dial to midnight,” said Amy. “Then 
one, then midnight again.” 

Dan crept a little closer to the clock and felt around for a dial that 
would allow him to change the time. 

“Got it,” he said, spinning the dial until the clock read midnight. 

“Now forward to one o’clock,” said Amy. 

Dan dialed it forward, then back again to midnight, and the face 
of the clock came open on a single gold hinge. 

Inside, Dan found a bead of amber, inscribed with the words / 
gram melted amber. 





“The clue’s been right under our noses the entire time,” said 
Amy, marveling at the bead in her hand. 

“I hate it when that happens,” said Dan. But he smiled at his 
sister. They now had five Clues and were five steps closer to 
claiming what Grace had called the Cahill destiny. But the Clue was 
not all they had come for. 

Dan and Amy turned to the row of flat black file cabinets, an 
ominous absence of color against the softly glowing amber. 


“What do we look for?” Dan asked. “Cahill? Trent? Hope and 
Arthur?” 

“All of them. You start on that side, and I’ll take the other. And 
hurry.” 

Dan opened the first drawer and rapidly flicked through the thick 
manila files. Angola Mission. Arkangelsk. Assassinations. The 
neatly printed labels concealed a wealth of dirty Lucian secrets. 

“Dan!” called Amy, and he looked up to see Amy holding out a 
slim file, her face set and scared. 

“Mom and Dad?” he asked. 

“No,” she whispered. “Madrigals.” 

Amy opened the file and reached for the loose papers inside. She 
riffled through a series of short notes handwritten in Russian. On 
the back, the letters had been translated into English with a ballpoint 
pen. 

She read the first aloud: 









om proti gto gure / 
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“Dan, this is really strange,” said Amy. “I read about these two. 
Constantine gave up his right to the throne and let his brother 
Nicholas become Tsar of Russia. But this seems to indicate he did it 
for a purpose, so he could bring together all the clues.” 

“Does this mean the Lucians have all the clues?” Dan’s face was 
pinched with anxiety. “Read the next one.” 


Amy set the yellowed page aside and read the words on the next 
piece of paper: 









My brother - 
there are but a few ingredients i 
l lack, though this is only = 
hal? the baitte: the amounts. 
| and the order are contounding. 
| [may need a month or more ` 
| Constantine 6.27, 1826 






“What if they really do have all the others?” asked Dan. He 
wasn’t sure he wanted to know what was on the last slip of paper. If 
the Lucians really had won already, then everything he and Amy 
were doing was for nothing. They’d already lost. 

“Oh, no,” said Amy. She was scanning the last note. 

“They have it, don’t they? The Lucians have already finished us 
off.” 

Amy looked at her brother and then in a trembling voice read the 
last note: 


iat a 


brother - 
“be found Me They have 
destroyed everything. 
| have failed uz. 
| Beware the Madrigal. l a, 
S they are coming for you next. 
| Lonstam ined. 10.07. 1876 


= 


= a 


A heavy silence fell over the room. 

“The Madrigals are more powerful than the Lucians! They maybe 
even had the royal family murdered!” 

Amy nodded, then whispered what was on both of their minds. 
“And the man in black is a Madrigal.” 

“Let’s get out of here,” said Dan. 

“Wait!” said Amy. “There might be something about Mom and 
Dad!” The kids rushed back to the files, riffling frantically until Dan 
found it, a thin manila folder labeled simply CAHILL, HOPE AND 
TRENT, ARTHUR. His heart thumped against his rib cage. 

Amy looked over. “Dan! What is it?” 

With trembling fingers, they opened the file together. Inside were 
two Australian passports stamped CONFISCATED. Amy opened 
one. 

“Tt can’t be,” said Dan, leaning in for a closer look. 

Amy opened the second. “It’s them,” she said, looking at the two 
pictures. The names were fake, but the faces were unbearably 
familiar. 

“Mom and Dad,” said Dan. “They were here.” 

Amy flipped through the passport pages, crammed full with 
stamps from different countries. Egypt. South Africa. Nepal. Japan. 
Indonesia. France. 

“They were searching for clues, just like us.” 


“Only they never finished,” said Dan. 

Dan’s whole world narrowed to the two faces staring up at him. 
His mom and his dad, young and hopeful, taking on the world just 
as he and his sister were doing now. And failing. 

Tears poured down Amy’s cheeks. “It’s like they’ve come back to 
help us. Almost like they’re watching over us.” 

“They’re not the only ones watching you.” 

Irina Spasky entered through the vault door. 


“What have you done?” 

Irina’s voice betrayed none of the horror she felt. How could the 
children have been so stupid? Of all the places in the world they 
could have tried to break into, a Lucian black circle was the most 
dangerous. There was only the slimmest chance.... 

She advanced on them quickly, crossing the room like a black cat 
until she had them cornered. 

“Tell me what you have found. Quickly!” 

“Nothing yet. We’re still looking,” said Dan. It was a pathetic 
attempt. Irina could see he held a hand behind his back and was 
trying to stuff something in his back pocket. 

Irina surveyed the room, careful to keep them cornered. 

“I see you’ve taken something out of its folder,’ she said, 
spotting the yellowed paper on the floor. “And you’ve opened the 
face of the clock. Clever. Joo clever! Someone has helped you. Tell 
me who!” 

“We didn’t find anything important,” said Amy. “Just some old 
papers.” 

“Give them to me at once! Your lives are in danger!” 

Irina glanced toward the door. There are minutes at best, she 
thought. 

But she was wrong. 

“We’ll take it from here.” 

Irina whirled around. Two men, both with veils of black over 
their faces, blocked the entrance to the Amber Room. In unison, 
they pulled back the folds of their gray jackets, revealing the Lucian 
crest set in a black circle. 

“We are authorized by Mr. Kabra,” one of them growled, holding 
his position at the door. “What is your clearance?” 


“I created the black circle,” Irina spat out. “I have the highest 
clearance.” 

The men looked at each other, sizing up the situation. Irina 
Spasky stared back at them, knowing what their presence meant. 
She had no choice now. She would have to kill the Cahill children, 
or these men would do it for her and kill her as well. 

“I was about to clean up this situation,” said Irina. “Cover the 
door.” 

The two agents retreated into the shadows, but Irina could feel 
their dark presence. 

She hadn’t thought it would come to this. Two more minutes and 
I could have dealt with them, taken the secrets, and gotten them 
safely out. She moved in closer, reaching behind her for the dagger 
concealed at her back. 

The girl seemed to sense the coldness that was coming. She 
pressed herself in front of her brother, protectively. “We’ll give you 
what you want,” said Amy. “Just let us go. Please.” 

“It’s too late,” said Irina. “I tried.” 

When you lose a child, you lose your soul. 

The dagger felt like ice in her hand. 

There was a sharp crack from behind her. Irina turned to see 
shadows struggling on the wall of the darkened tomb. 

“Behind you!” cried Irina. 

One of the agents screamed. Irina felt a flame of wild hope and 
barked out to Amy and Dan, “Stay where you are!” 

She crouched like a cat and burst through the doorway. Voices 
and shadows bounced off the wall, echoing in her brain. At first she 
wasn’t sure, but then ... 

“You?” she gasped, her eyes latched on the wiry figure of a man 
dressed all in black, lunging for the Lucian agents with the blunt 
end of a metal pole. 


Dan and Amy didn’t waste any time. The second Irina entered the 
darkness beyond the door they followed, creeping into the tomb 
behind her. There was slashing and yelling and the sound of 
someone hitting the ground, and Dan’s and Amy’s shocked eyes 
made out the outline of a man in black locked in struggle with Irina 
Spasky. 


Dan crept low along the first coffin, raised its lid as quietly as he 
could, and slid inside. Amy hesitated, but Dan took hold of her hand 
and wouldn’t let go. She climbed in and Dan pulled the lid of the 
coffin shut. They listened as combatants crashed against walls and 
howled in pain, one of them falling against the very coffin in which 
they hid. 

“They’ve escaped!” cried one of the Lucian agents. 

“We have?” whispered Dan. 

“T see them!” 

The gravelly voice was one they hadn’t heard before; it was 
followed by the sound of someone running from the tomb and back 
into the church. 

“That had to be the man in black,” whispered Amy. “Is he 
helping us?” 

“No way,” whispered Dan. He paused until it was silent, then he 
lifted the coffin lid ever so slightly and peered out into the darkness. 

Everyone was gone. 

Dan carefully lowered the lid and he and Amy waited, quiet as 
mice, in a coffin filled with the bones of the royal dead. 


CHAPTER 16 


Two hours later, Dan and Amy received a call on Nellie’s phone in 
the coffin. The phone vibrated in Amy’s pocket, shocking her out of 
her half slumber. Dan had fallen asleep, unmoved by the glowing 
green light as Amy held the phone to her eyes. 

Unidentified caller. Perfect. 

She decided to risk a whisper. 

“Hello?” 

The line was barely working underground, and Amy strained to 
hear the scarcely discernible, staticfilled voice on the other end. All 
Amy could make out was the word safe, which she took to mean the 
coast was clear. It was a female voice, so it was probably Nataliya. 
Or Irina trying to smoke us out. She pushed the thought aside. 

Amy nudged Dan hard enough to wake him and he grumbled, 
trying to nestle in. The bones beneath them sounded hollow and dry. 

“I just got a call. Someone said it’s safe.” 

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” said Dan, pushing up on the 
coffin lid without another word of encouragement. 

They both peered into the darkness. The doors had been closed. 
There was no light at all. 

“Here goes,” said Amy. 

She turned on the flashlight and they were blinded by the harsh 
light of the beam. Amy sent the light dancing from wall to wall, 
coffin to coffin, until it rested on the door that would lead them out 
of the tomb and into the church upstairs. 

They got out as quietly as they could, though to Amy’s horror, 
she heard the sound of bones breaking under her weight. 

“Probably just ribs,” said Dan. “It’s not like he’s using them for 
anything. Who called?” 

“T’m not sure. I think it was Nataliya.” 

They arrived at the exit. The card deck symbols did not appear 
from the tomb side of the door. It stmply opened, and they were 
free. 


The next morning, ensconced in a Yekaterinburg hotel with Nellie 
on her way, Dan made a phone call. 

“You’re not driving a monster truck, are you?” Dan asked 
Hamilton Holt. 

“Not yet, but the day is young.” 

“Got your clue. Are you ready?” 

“T’ve been ready for two days. Lay it on me.” 

“One gram melted amber.” 

“Dude, that’s gross. Who’s Amber?” 

Dan laughed. He could imagine Hamilton Holt grinning on the 
other side of the line. 

Eisenhower grabbed the phone and yelled into it. 

“Don’t think this means anything. We’re done partnering! Siberia 
and back was a raw deal and you know it. You used us!” 

“Okay, Mr. Holt, whatever you say. Game on.” 

“Game on!” Amy agreed. 





The Hunt Is On 


The race for the 39 Clues continues with more dangerous 
missions, top secret break-ins, and treacherous double-crossings. 
Stay one step ahead of the competition by following Amy and 
Dan’s next adventure. 


Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just make sure none of your 
enemies are watching ...) 


CHAPTER 1 


The sound of rushing water filled Amy Cahill’s ears. If she kept her 
eyes closed, she could imagine she was standing under a beautiful 
tropical waterfall. Unfortunately, she was hiding in an airport 
bathroom. 

Inside a stall, she tucked up her legs and balanced her backpack 
on her knees. Toilets flushed, faucets ran, and suitcases on wheels 
trailed feet in a big hurry. The airport in Sydney, Australia, was a 
busy place. 

Busy was good. Busy was cover. If you wanted to ditch 
surveillance, a bathroom could offer you a perfect opportunity. If 
you didn’t mind crouching on a toilet for fifteen minutes. 

Ditch surveillance. Only weeks ago, that would have meant not 
letting her little brother, Dan, read her diary. Now it was all too real. 
Too real for a fourteen-year-old. 

Amy peeked over the stall. A tour group of teenagers had entered 
the bathroom a few moments ago, and now they chattered in French 
as they washed their hands and primped at the mirror. The guide 
cried, “Allons-y!” Still talking and laughing, they began to wheel 
their suitcases toward the exit. 

It was a perfect opportunity. Amy slipped out of the stall. Smiling 
at a pretty French girl, she melted into the group. Women streamed 
in and out of the doors, and the tour group got entangled with an 
Australian woman with four daughters. Amy slid into the middle of 
the crowd as they exited. 

She kept the tour group between her and the gate opposite. As 
soon as they headed off toward baggage claim, she ducked into a 
coffee bar. She scanned the corridor, searching out anyone familiar 
... Or a Suspicious stranger. 

Everything looked normal. The only problem was that normal 
wasn’t necessarily good. Because the new normal meant anyone at 
all could be a threat. 


How about that Japanese family in super-cool footwear? The 
backpacking American boy and girl in matching SMELL U T- 
shirts? The middle-aged woman munching a muffin, the mother 
with a stroller, the man stopping to dial his cell phone. 

Any one of them could be after her and her brother, Dan. Any 
one of them could be Cahills. Amy had never dreamed that her own 
last name would send such a chill down her spine. 

Ever since her grandmother’s will had been read, she’d been 
chased from one continent to another ... by her own relatives. Her 
grandmother Grace Cahill had laid down a challenge to every 
branch of the Cahill family—either join the race for the 39 Clues 
and become the most powerful person in the world ... or walk away 
with a million dollars. Amy and Dan had chosen the chase. Not that 
a million dollars wouldn’t be pretty sweet. But they knew their 
grandmother wanted them to win. 

They had no idea what they were getting into. 

Sometimes Amy wondered what the scariest thing about being 
involved with the hunt for the Clues was. Maybe it wasn’t being 
buried alive or almost creamed by a train or locked in a mummy’s 
tomb. All those things had actually happened to her ... and she’d 
survived. Maybe it was this — having to be suspicious of every 
single person on the planet. Amy and Dan had learned the hard way 
that any one of them could be an informer. 

Would the rest of her life be like this? Looking over her shoulder 
all the time? Don t wig out on me now, Dan would say. He was three 
years younger, but sometimes she needed him for a reality check. 
Amy hurried on. 

They were supposed to meet at ground transportation. As soon as 
their plane from Moscow had touched down, Amy, Dan, and their 
au pair, Nellie Gomez, split up. Instead of rushing for a taxi, they 
would wander the airport and give any possible pursuers the slip. 

They had come to Sydney on a hunch. Back in Russia, they’d 
discovered that their parents had traveled under false names on 
Australian passports. As Amy walked down the busy corridor, she 
thought of the photo of her parents the Lucian Nataliya had sent 
them. She and Dan traded it back and forth because they both 
wanted to sneak looks at it. Since their parents had died in a fire at 
their family home, all the photographs of them had been destroyed. 
All except one, and Dan had lost that back in Paris. 


Ever since she’d seen that photo, little pieces of memory kept 
drifting back to her. Suddenly, she remembered silly things, like 
how they’d had “breakfast for dinner” on Thursday nights, or how 
her mother had always carried different colored markers in her 
purse so they could draw on place mats if they went somewhere to 
eat. How one day they’d made jewels out of aluminum foil ... and 
wore their crowns to the grocery store. She’d almost forgotten what 
a goofball her mother had been. 

Her parents had been in this airport more than eight years ago. 
They’d walked these corridors. Mom, Dad ... what were you doing 
here? 

She and Dan could be off on a tangent. This trip might not lead to 
a Clue. They had no evidence that it would. But they had both 
known the moment they saw those passports where they were 
headed next. They didn’t even have to exchange a word. 

Their only contact in Australia was a cousin of their father’s, 
Shepard Trent. He’d grown up with their father, so they’d always 
called him “uncle.” They knew he lived in Sydney. There was no 
way their parents would have traveled here without seeing him. 
Uncle Shep would be their first stop. 

The only problem was, they still hadn’t been able to get in touch 
with him. His phone had been cut off. Nellie had managed to grab 
an address off the Internet, but they had no idea if it was current. 

Amy headed for the rendezvous point. They had already decided 
that public transportation would be better than a taxi. If they kept a 
low profile, they should be able to hide in the crowds of tourists. 

“Throw a roo on the barbie, mate!” 

Amy winced as the bad Australian accent crashed against her 
ears. Then she cringed as she saw Dan dressed in an Australian 
bush hat and a safari jacket. He had a fake rubber snake wrapped 
around his neck. 

“You call this is a low profile?” she hissed, swiping the hat off his 
head and stuffing it in the side pocket of her pack. 

“What was I supposed to do in the airport shop?” Dan asked. “I 
had to buy something. Did you know that Australia has more deadly 
creatures than anywhere else in the world? Look at this snake — it’s 
called a taipan. Its venom can kill, like, two thousand sheep. Or 
maybe it was two hundred. Anyway, if you get bit by one of these 
babies, you have to, like, get airlifted to a hospital for antivenom or 
else die a horrifying death right there.” To demonstrate, Dan 


clutched the snake and began to emit choking noises, bug out his 
eyes, and hold his breath. “Arrggghhhh,” he yelled. 

“Here you are, right on time. It’s a miracle.” Nellie walked up. 
She completely ignored Dan’s popping eyes, red face, and strangle 
noises. “I like this place already, don’t you? I just had the best 
lamington,” she said, licking chocolate off her fingers. “Beats a 
donut any day.” 

On their last night in Moscow, Nellie had trimmed her hair with 
nail scissors. Now tufts of her jet-black-and-platinum-streaked hair 
stuck out from her head like exclamation points. She ran her fingers 
through it, making it stick up more than ever. 

Dan fell on the floor, one leg twitching. “I bought some 
postcards,” Nellie continued, stepping over Dan to show Amy. 
“Australia is gorgeous. I wonder if we have time to hit the beach.” 

Dan popped up. “The blue-ringed octopus!” he cried. “Instant 
death!” 

“There’s a bus that takes us into central Sydney,” Nellie said, 
unfolding a map. “Then we can transfer to another to get to your 
cousin’s place. I think that’s our best bet. I mapped out the route.” 

“Great,” Amy said. 

“Even a platypus can kill you if you’re not careful,” Dan added. 
“This place is awesome.” 

They walked out into the bright Australian sunshine and joined 
the line for the bus. After the gray clouds of Russia, they were 
cheered by the soft breeze and blue skies. 

Nellie held the cat carrier up to her face and purred at Saladin. 
“G’day, mate,” she said in an Australian accent. “You’ll be eating 
snapper soon, I promise.” 

In answer, Saladin let out a mrrp as the bus pulled up with a 
squeal of brakes. The cat-screech startled the elderly woman 
standing in front of them. She turned around. “What is that, dear? 
Some exotic Australian bird?” She peered at the cat carrier 
nearsightedly as she fished in her purse for a tissue. 

“It’s just a cat,” Amy said apologetically. “He’s hungry, I guess.” 

“Ooo, I love kitties.” She pulled her red suitcase on wheels as the 
line of tourists shuffled forward. 

Amy spoke in a low tone to Dan. “I hope Uncle Shep is still at 
this address. I don’t know how to find him otherwise.” 

“We can just hang out at surf shops,” Dan said. “We’ll find him 
eventually.” 


Shep was a surfing bum. They’d met him when they were little, 
but Amy only had a hazy memory and Dan didn’t remember him at 
all. He hadn’t made it to their parents’ funeral seven years before. 
But one of Dan’s collections back in Boston was a stack of 
postcards Shep had sent them over the years, from places like Bali 
or Oahu. There was always a big wave on the front. 

They boarded the bus and stowed their backpacks under their 
seats. The elderly woman with the red suitcase opened up her map 
behind them as the bus took off. 

The map bounced off the back of Amy’s head. “Oops, sorry 
dear,” the woman said. “I just bopped you with the Blue 
Mountains.” 

“It’s okay,” Amy said. “No worries.” 

“Americans! I knew it! So friendly. I traveled to Kansas City 
once. Delicious barbecue. You’re not from Kansas by any chance? 
No? Pity.” The woman began to murmur to herself as she looked 
over the map. Every so often it would smack Amy on the head 
again, but she ignored it. 

As the bus hit the city center, traffic swirled around them, and 
they rumbled from block to block. The change from Moscow was 
startling. Outside the people walked with brisk athletic strides, 
dressed in bright summery clothes, chatting and laughing with their 
companions. Everybody in Sydney seemed fit and happy. 

“No wonder they call it Oz,” Dan said. “This is unreal.” 

Nellie kept her eyes on the map and on their various stops. Amy 
peered at the signs. 

“Doesn’t Shep live near Darlinghurst?” Amy asked. 

“Dude, don’t call me darling,’ Dan said. “Ever. That’s an 
absolute rule.” 

“Darlinghurst is an area of Sydney, you dork,” Amy said. 

“Dork, acceptable. Darling, un.” 

The friendly woman behind them stood up as they rolled to a 
stop. Dragging her suitcase and folding her map, she waved at them. 
“Cheerio! Enjoy your trip!” 

“You, too!” Amy waved. The doors hissed shut. 

Nellie consulted the map again. “We’re near Circular Quay. Only 
a couple more stops before we transfer.” 

Amy leaned over to look at the map. Something was different. A 
familiar weight was missing.... 


“Grace’s necklace!” Amy felt weak as her hands flew up to her 
neck. “I lost it!” 

“Are you sure?” Nellie asked, looking on the seat. 

Amy couldn’t answer. There was a huge lump in her throat, and 
she fought back tears. The necklace wasn’t just a necklace. It was 
something that Grace had cherished. Every time Amy touched it, it 
brought back her grandmother’s bracing presence, and she felt a 
connection to Grace’s own courage. 

The bus turned a corner as Amy frantically scrabbled on the floor. 
“It’s not here!” 

“When do you remember it last?” Nellie asked. 

“When we were waiting for the bus,” Amy said, thinking hard. “I 
tucked it underneath my T-shirt.” 

“It’s not missing,” Nellie said. “It was stolen. That old woman!” 

“Really? She was so sweet. She kept hitting me in the head with 
the map and apologizing....””» Amy’s mouth dropped open. 

Nellie nodded. “Yup. Distracting you.” 

Dan began to stab at the STOP button on his armrest. “Come on. 
Let’s go kick some little-old-lady butt!” 


CHAPTER 2 


Dan’s backpack thudded against his spine. It felt good to run after 
being on a plane for a million hours. The only problem with 
traveling so much was ... traveling. 

That, and the lack of Cherry Garcia ice cream on airplanes. 

Nellie passed him easily, even with Saladin’s cat carrier swinging 
back and forth in one hand, her overstuffed pack on her back, and 
their duffel slamming against her hip with every step. Nellie seemed 
to spend her time napping or eating, but she was in awesome shape. 
Nothing like having a commando for an au pair. 

They reached the bus stop where the old woman had gotten off. 
They looked around wildly, but there was no sign of her. 
Pedestrians swirled around them, walking quickly, smiling, 
laughing, and chatting. A tall, elegant woman in green suede heels 
strolled over to look at an interesting building. Nobody hobbled 
around waving a map. 

Dan spotted a splash of red in the middle of some bushes. He 
hurried over. 

He pulled out the red suitcase the old lady had carried. It was 
surprisingly light. Dan flipped it open; it was empty. 

Two red splotches appeared on Amy’s pale cheeks, as though 
somebody had slapped her. Dan knew that sign. Amy was trying not 
to cry. 

“I l-l-lost Grace’s necklace. I can’t believe it!” Amy collapsed on 
the stairs in front of a stone building. 

“Tt could turn up,” Dan said. He thought he knew how Amy felt. 
When he’d lost the photograph of their parents in the train tunnel in 
Paris, he’d cried like a little kid. Right in public. 

Dan looked up at the building Amy had collapsed in front of. He 
saw the word museum on the sign. Normally, that would cause hives 
to break out on every inch of his body as he waited for his sister to 
drag him inside, but maybe a museum would distract her. Amy was 
blinking back tears so fast she was causing a breeze. 


“Hey, look, a museum,” he said. “Want to go in?” 

“Uh, Dan? Have you noticed? It’s a museum,” Nellie said. “I 
think I recall you saying you’d rather have spiders suck out your 
eyeballs than step foot in another museum again.” 

Dan jerked his head toward his blubbering sister, letting Nellie 
know what he was up to. Nellie gave him an appreciative nod. 

“That’s just silly,” Dan said. “Spiders can’t suck out eyeballs.” 
He thought a moment. “Though maybe they can in Australia. Cool. 
Anyway, it’s the Justice and Police Museum. That could rock. 
Come on, Amy, let’s check it out. Maybe the thief ran in here to get 
away from us. You can read labels,” he coaxed. 

Nellie sat on the stairs. “Pll wait here. They probably wouldn’t 
let me bring in Saladin, anyway.” She opened her Dictionary of 
Australian Slang. “TIl just put on my sunnies,” she said, slipping on 
sunglasses. “Ill spit the dummy if you ankle biters take too long, 
but if you don’t, she’ll be apples!” 

“Speak English, please,” Dan said. 

“If you take too long, dude, you’ re toast.” 

“Got it. C’mon, Amy, I bet they have weapons.” Dan bounced up 
the stairs while Amy followed more slowly. At least she was 
coming. 

After they paid admission, Dan paused at a wall lined with 
photographs of criminals from the 1890s. They all looked like they 
were about to eat your face for breakfast. Incredibly cool. 

“Amy, listen to this! Once, this guy went missing, and then one 
day this shark in an aquarium coughed up his arm! I love this 
place!” But Amy had wandered off to look at a courtroom. 

Dan bent over to examine the death mask of Captain Moonlight. 
For once, he’d found a museum that made sense. 


Amy didn’t get her brother. Didn’t they have enough mayhem in 
their lives? Why did he find a place like this so fascinating? 

She saw the elegant woman in the green suede shoes lean 
forward to examine the wall of mug shots. She looked intently at 
the wall, but Amy couldn’t tell what she was looking at. Whatever it 
was, it was fascinating. 

The woman turned and reached into her purse, and something 
about the motion pinged inside Amy. Something familiar ... like 
she knew this woman. But she didn’t know anyone in Australia. 


By now she was used to following her instincts, no matter how 
strange they seemed. When the woman moved off down the hall, 
Amy followed. But when she turned the corner, the woman had 
disappeared. 

A re-creation of an old cell caught her attention. Amy stepped 
inside. It would be so handy to have a place like this to lock away 
little brothers when they got obnoxious. Which would be every five 
minutes ... 

Suddenly, she heard the door behind her clang shut. She spun 
around. The woman was smiling pleasantly at her through the bars 
of the cell. She was beautiful, with huge amber eyes and gleaming 
dark hair that feathered against her face. Her skin was so smooth 
and perfect that it looked like a china doll’s. 

“Don’t be alarmed. This was the only way I’d get to talk to you,” 
she said in a British accent. Her voice was thick and creamy, as if 
she was holding a spoonful of yogurt in her mouth. She leaned 
closer, as though confiding in Amy. “We Cahills have a way of 
running away from each other, don’t we.” She winked. 

Amy wanted to kick herself. The woman was a Cahill! Amy 
casually looked around for another exit. 

“Still a worrier, I see.” The woman’s smile didn’t waver. “You 
never trusted your own courage. Grace used to say that.” 

Amy felt a stab of pain at those words. She lifted her chin. “D-d- 
don’t tell me about my grandmother. Who are you?” 

She cocked her head and studied Amy, an affectionate smile still 
on her lips. “Ah, the regal stare. Now I see Grace in you. I’m Isabel 
Kabra.” 

“Tan and Natalie’s mother?” 

She nodded. “I’ve tried to stay out of the hunt for the thirty-nine 
clues. Tried to keep Ian and Natalie out of it, too. Unfortunately ...” 
She gave an elegant shrug. “They pay more attention to their father. 
But things have gone too far. My children need me to step in. So, 
I’ve tracked them here.” 

“They’re in Sydney?” That wasn’t good news. 

“They’re checking into the Observatory Hotel right now. Natalie 
is probably going through the complimentary bath products, and Jan 
... well, Ian is probably thinking about you.” 

Amy hated the spurt of pleasure that made her heart race. Even 
though she didn’t believe it for a minute. She rolled her eyes. 
“Please.” 


“His behavior has been disgraceful, I admit. He’s afraid of his 
feelings. He confessed to me how much he admires you.” 

“Do I look like I just fell off the turnip truck?” 

Isabel Kabra’s eyes glinted. “What a delightful expression. Ian is 
all show. Underneath that superior exterior is a normal boy with his 
own insecurities. I have ... complicated children.” She waved a 
manicured hand. “I wanted to keep them away from this Cahill 
nonsense, believe me. We have such a lovely, fragrant life in 
London. Cars, clothes, a private plane. What more do they want?” 

“Apparently, to be the most powerful people in the world,” Amy 
said. 

“And what does that mean, exactly?” Isabel asked. “Have you 
thought about that?” 

She had. She still hadn’t grasped it. It just seemed so unreal, like 
something out of a movie or a video game. 

“What would be the source of your power?” Isabel asked softly. 
“And how would you wield it? I mean, really,” she said, chuckling, 
“a fourteen-year-old and an eleven-year-old ruling the world? You 
have to admit it’s rather ridiculous.” 

“Wow,” Amy said. “Can you do that again? I mean, insult me in a 
really nice way?” Amy couldn’t believe the cool, sardonic voice 
was her own. 

“I don’t mean to be insulting,” Isabel said in a kind tone. “Just 
realistic. Do you think that even if you win the hunt for the clues, 
the danger you face would be over?” She shook her head. “It would 
be just the beginning. One only has to look at history to see that. My 
children are poor students. But you are a great researcher. You know 
that history has proved that every conqueror has a fall.” 

Why does she know so much about me? Amy wondered. J know 
nothing about her. 

“I was so fond of your parents,” Isabel said. “They had such 
beauty and promise.... I was devastated when I heard about the fire. 
Maybe if they had lived, things would be different today. Maybe the 
Cahills would be a little more ... civilized. But as it is, we have only 
one hope. The Lucians.” 

Amy snorted. “There’s a shocker. You’re a Lucian.” 

“Naturally, I feel the Lucians are best equipped to handle ultimate 
power. We combine the best qualities of all the Cahills. We are 
leaders. We have a global network in place. But you and your 
brother ... you’re so alone. Your parents are gone, Grace is gone, 


there’s no one to protect you. I only want the little girl I remember 
— the girl in the nightie I cuddled in my lap so long ago — to grow 
up safe. If you only knew what ...” She hesitated. 

“What?” 

Footsteps echoed down the hallway. Isabel turned in the direction 
of the noise. 

“Trust me,” she whispered. And then she hurried away. 
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CHAPTER 1 


The sound of rushing water filled Amy Cahill’s ears. If 
she kept her eyes closed, she could imagine she was 
standing under a beautiful tropical waterfall. 
Unfortunately, she was hiding in an airport bathroom. 


Inside a stall, she tucked up her legs and balanced her 
backpack on her knees. Toilets flushed, faucets ran, and 
suitcases on wheels trailed feet in a big hurry. The 
airport in Sydney, Australia, was a busy place. 


Busy was good. Busy was cover. If you wanted to ditch 
surveillance, a bathroom could offer you a_ perfect 
opportunity. If you didn’t mind crouching on a toilet for 
fifteen minutes. 


Ditch surveillance. Only weeks ago, that would have 
meant not letting her little brother, Dan, read her diary. 
Now it was all too real. Too real for a fourteen-year-old. 


Amy peeked over the stall. A tour group of teenagers 
had entered the bathroom a few moments ago, and now 
they chattered in French as they washed their hands and 
primped at the mirror. The guide cried, “Allons-y!” Still 
talking and laughing, they began to wheel their suitcases 
toward the exit. 


It was a perfect opportunity. Amy slipped out of the 
stall. Smiling at a pretty French girl, she melted into the 
group. Women streamed in and out of the doors, and the 
tour group got entangled with an Australian woman 
with four daughters. Amy slid into the middle of the 
crowd as they exited. 


She kept the tour group between her and the gate 
opposite. As soon as they headed off toward baggage 
claim, she ducked into a coffee bar. She scanned the 


corridor, searching out anyone familiar ... or a 
suspicious stranger. 


Everything looked normal. The only problem was that 
normal wasn’t necessarily good. Because the new normal 
meant anyone at all could be a threat. 


How about that Japanese family in  super-cool 
footwear? The backpacking American boy and girl in 
matching smm vu T-shirts? The middle-aged woman 
munching a muffin, the mother with a stroller, the man 
stopping to dial his cell phone. 


Any one of them could be after her and her brother, 
Dan. Any one of them could be Cahills. Amy had never 
dreamed that her own last name would send such a chill 
down her spine. 


Ever since her grandmother’s will had been read, she’d 
been chased from one continent to another ... by her 
own relatives. Her grandmother Grace Cahill had laid 
down a challenge to every branch of the Cahill family— 
either join the race for the 39 Clues and become the 
most powerful person in the world ... or walk away with 
a million dollars. Amy and Dan had chosen the chase. 
Not that a million dollars wouldn’t be pretty sweet. But 
they knew their grandmother wanted them to win. 


They had no idea what they were getting into. 


Sometimes Amy wondered what the scariest thing 
about being involved with the hunt for the Clues was. 
Maybe it wasn’t being buried alive or almost creamed by 
a train or locked in a mummy’s tomb. All those things 
had actually happened to her ... and she’d survived. 
Maybe it was this — having to be suspicious of every 
single person on the planet. Amy and Dan had learned 
the hard way that any one of them could be an informer. 

Would the rest of her life be like this? Looking over 
her shoulder all the time? Don’t wig out on me now, Dan 
would say. He was three years younger, but sometimes 
she needed him for a reality check. Amy hurried on. 


They were supposed to meet at ground transportation. 
As soon as their plane from Moscow had touched down, 
Amy, Dan, and their au pair, Nellie Gomez, split up. 
Instead of rushing for a taxi, they would wander the 
airport and give any possible pursuers the slip. 


They had come to Sydney on a hunch. Back in Russia, 
they’d discovered that their parents had traveled under 
false names on Australian passports. As Amy walked 
down the busy corridor, she thought of the photo of her 
parents the Lucian Nataliya had sent them. She and Dan 
traded it back and forth because they both wanted to 
sneak looks at it. Since their parents had died in a fire at 
their family home, all the photographs of them had been 
destroyed. All except one, and Dan had lost that back in 
Paris. 


Ever since she’d seen that photo, little pieces of 
memory kept drifting back to her. Suddenly, she 
remembered silly things, like how they’d had “breakfast 
for dinner” on Thursday nights, or how her mother had 
always carried different colored markers in her purse so 
they could draw on place mats if they went somewhere 
to eat. How one day they’d made jewels out of 
aluminum foil ... and wore their crowns to the grocery 
store. She’d almost forgotten what a goofball her mother 
had been. 


Her parents had been in this airport more than eight 
years ago. They’d walked these corridors. Mom, Dad ... 
what were you doing here? 


She and Dan could be off on a tangent. This trip might 
not lead to a Clue. They had no evidence that it would. 
But they had both known the moment they saw those 
passports where they were headed next. They didn’t 
even have to exchange a word. 


Their only contact in Australia was a cousin of their 
father’s, Shepard Trent. He’d grown up with their father, 
so they’d always called him “uncle.” They knew he lived 
in Sydney. There was no way their parents would have 


traveled here without seeing him. Uncle Shep would be 
their first stop. 


The only problem was, they still hadn’t been able to 
get in touch with him. His phone had been cut off. Nellie 
had managed to grab an address off the Internet, but 
they had no idea if it was current. 


Amy headed for the rendezvous point. They had 
already decided that public transportation would be 
better than a taxi. If they kept a low profile, they should 
be able to hide in the crowds of tourists. 


“Throw a roo on the barbie, mate!” 


Amy winced as the bad Australian accent crashed 
against her ears. Then she cringed as she saw Dan 
dressed in an Australian bush hat and a safari jacket. He 
had a fake rubber snake wrapped around his neck. 


“You call this is a low profile?” she hissed, swiping the 
hat off his head and stuffing it in the side pocket of her 
pack. 


“What was I supposed to do in the airport shop?” Dan 
asked. “I had to buy something. Did you know that 
Australia has more deadly creatures than anywhere else 
in the world? Look at this snake — it’s called a taipan. 
Its venom can kill, like, two thousand sheep. Or maybe it 
was two hundred. Anyway, if you get bit by one of these 
babies, you have to, like, get airlifted to a hospital for 
antivenom or else die a horrifying death right there.” To 
demonstrate, Dan clutched the snake and began to emit 
choking noises, bug out his eyes, and hold his breath. 
“Arrggghhhh,” he yelled. 


“Here you are, right on time. It’s a miracle.” Nellie 
walked up. She completely ignored Dan’s popping eyes, 
red face, and strangle noises. “I like this place already, 
don’t you? I just had the best lamington,” she said, 
licking chocolate off her fingers. “Beats a donut any 
day.” 


On their last night in Moscow, Nellie had trimmed her 
hair with nail scissors. Now tufts of her jet-black-and- 
platinum-streaked hair stuck out from her head like 
exclamation points. She ran her fingers through it, 
making it stick up more than ever. 


Dan fell on the floor, one leg twitching. “I bought 
some postcards,” Nellie continued, stepping over Dan to 
show Amy. “Australia is gorgeous. I wonder if we have 
time to hit the beach.” 


Dan popped up. “The blue-ringed octopus!” he cried. 
“Instant death!” 


“There’s a bus that takes us into central Sydney,” 
Nellie said, unfolding a map. “Then we can transfer to 
another to get to your cousin’s place. I think that’s our 
best bet. I mapped out the route.” 


“Great,” Amy said. 


“Even a platypus can kill you if you’re not careful,” 
Dan added. “This place is awesome.” 


They walked out into the bright Australian sunshine 
and joined the line for the bus. After the gray clouds of 
Russia, they were cheered by the soft breeze and blue 
skies. 


Nellie held the cat carrier up to her face and purred at 
Saladin. “G’day, mate,” she said in an Australian accent. 
“Youll be eating snapper soon, I promise.” 


In answer, Saladin let out a mrrp as the bus pulled up 
with a squeal of brakes. The cat-screech startled the 
elderly woman standing in front of them. She turned 
around. “What is that, dear? Some exotic Australian 
bird?” She peered at the cat carrier nearsightedly as she 
fished in her purse for a tissue. 

“It’s just a cat,” Amy said apologetically. “He’s hungry, 
I guess.” 

“Ooo, I love kitties.” She pulled her red suitcase on 
wheels as the line of tourists shuffled forward. 


Amy spoke in a low tone to Dan. “I hope Uncle Shep is 
still at this address. I don’t know how to find him 
otherwise.” 


“We can just hang out at surf shops,” Dan said. “We’ll 
find him eventually.” 


Shep was a surfing bum. They’d met him when they 
were little, but Amy only had a hazy memory and Dan 
didn’t remember him at all. He hadn’t made it to their 
parents’ funeral seven years before. But one of Dan’s 
collections back in Boston was a stack of postcards Shep 
had sent them over the years, from places like Bali or 
Oahu. There was always a big wave on the front. 


They boarded the bus and stowed their backpacks 
under their seats. The elderly woman with the red 
suitcase opened up her map behind them as the bus took 
off. 


The map bounced off the back of Amy’s head. “Oops, 
sorry dear,” the woman said. “I just bopped you with the 
Blue Mountains.” 


“Its okay,” Amy said. “No worries.” 


“Americans! I knew it! So friendly. I traveled to 
Kansas City once. Delicious barbecue. You’re not from 
Kansas by any chance? No? Pity.” The woman began to 
murmur to herself as she looked over the map. Every so 
often it would smack Amy on the head again, but she 
ignored it. 


As the bus hit the city center, traffic swirled around 
them, and they rumbled from block to block. The change 
from Moscow was startling. Outside the people walked 
with brisk athletic strides, dressed in bright summery 
clothes, chatting and laughing with their companions. 
Everybody in Sydney seemed fit and happy. 


Dan said. “This is 
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“No wonder they call it Oz, 
unreal.” 

Nellie kept her eyes on the map and on their various 
stops. Amy peered at the signs. 


“Doesn’t Shep live near Darlinghurst?” Amy asked. 

“Dude, don’t call me darling,” Dan said. “Ever. That’s 
an absolute rule.” 

“Darlinghurst is an area of Sydney, you dork,” Amy 
said. 

“Dork, acceptable. Darling, un.” 

The friendly woman behind them stood up as they 


rolled to a stop. Dragging her suitcase and folding her 
map, she waved at them. “Cheerio! Enjoy your trip!” 

“You, too!” Amy waved. The doors hissed shut. 

Nellie consulted the map again. “We’re near Circular 
Quay. Only a couple more stops before we transfer.” 

Amy leaned over to look at the map. Something was 
different. A familiar weight was missing.... 

“Grace’s necklace!” Amy felt weak as her hands flew 
up to her neck. “I lost it!” 

“Are you sure?” Nellie asked, looking on the seat. 

Amy couldn’t answer. There was a huge lump in her 
throat, and she fought back tears. The necklace wasn’t 
just a necklace. It was something that Grace had 
cherished. Every time Amy touched it, it brought back 
her grandmother’s bracing presence, and she felt a 
connection to Grace’s own courage. 


The bus turned a corner as Amy frantically scrabbled 
on the floor. “It’s not here!” 


“When do you remember it last?” Nellie asked. 


“When we were waiting for the bus,” Amy said, 
thinking hard. “I tucked it underneath my T-shirt.” 

“Its not missing,” Nellie said. “It was stolen. That old 
woman!” 

“Really? She was so sweet. She kept hitting me in the 
head with the map and apologizing....” Amy’s mouth 
dropped open. 


Nellie nodded. “Yup. Distracting you.” 


Dan began to stab at the srop button on his armrest. 
“Come on. Let’s go kick some little-old-lady butt!” 


CHAPTER 2 


Dan’s backpack thudded against his spine. It felt good to 
run after being on a plane for a million hours. The only 
problem with traveling so much was ... traveling. 


That, and the lack of Cherry Garcia ice cream on 
airplanes. 


Nellie passed him easily, even with Saladin’s cat 
carrier swinging back and forth in one hand, her 
overstuffed pack on her back, and their duffel slamming 
against her hip with every step. Nellie seemed to spend 
her time napping or eating, but she was in awesome 
shape. Nothing like having a commando for an au pair. 


They reached the bus stop where the old woman had 
gotten off. They looked around wildly, but there was no 
sign of her. Pedestrians swirled around them, walking 
quickly, smiling, laughing, and chatting. A tall, elegant 
woman in green suede heels strolled over to look at an 
interesting building. Nobody hobbled around waving a 
map. 

Dan spotted a splash of red in the middle of some 
bushes. He hurried over. 


He pulled out the red suitcase the old lady had 
carried. It was surprisingly light. Dan flipped it open; it 
was empty. 

Two red splotches appeared on Amy’s pale cheeks, as 
though somebody had slapped her. Dan knew that sign. 
Amy was trying not to cry. 


“I 1-I-lost Grace’s necklace. I can’t believe it!” Amy 
collapsed on the stairs in front of a stone building. 


“Tt could turn up,” Dan said. He thought he knew how 
Amy felt. When he’d lost the photograph of their parents 


in the train tunnel in Paris, he’d cried like a little kid. 
Right in public. 

Dan looked up at the building Amy had collapsed in 
front of. He saw the word museum on the sign. Normally, 
that would cause hives to break out on every inch of his 
body as he waited for his sister to drag him inside, but 
maybe a museum would distract her. Amy was blinking 
back tears so fast she was causing a breeze. 


“Hey, look, a museum,” he said. “Want to go in?” 


“Uh, Dan? Have you noticed? It’s a museum,” Nellie 
said. “I think I recall you saying you’d rather have 
spiders suck out your eyeballs than step foot in another 
museum again.” 


Dan jerked his head toward his blubbering sister, 
letting Nellie know what he was up to. Nellie gave him 
an appreciative nod. 


“That’s just silly,” Dan said. “Spiders can’t suck out 
eyeballs.” He thought a moment. “Though maybe they 
can in Australia. Cool. Anyway, it’s the Justice and Police 
Museum. That could rock. Come on, Amy, let’s check it 
out. Maybe the thief ran in here to get away from us. 
You can read labels,” he coaxed. 


Nellie sat on the stairs. “Pll wait here. They probably 
wouldn’t let me bring in Saladin, anyway.” She opened 
her Dictionary of Australian Slang. “Tl just put on my 
sunnies,” she said, slipping on sunglasses. “Ill spit the 
dummy if you ankle biters take too long, but if you 
don’t, she’ll be apples!” 


“Speak English, please,” Dan said. 
“If you take too long, dude, you’re toast.” 


“Got it. Cmon, Amy, I bet they have weapons.” Dan 
bounced up the stairs while Amy followed more slowly. 
At least she was coming. 


After they paid admission, Dan paused at a wall lined 
with photographs of criminals from the 1890s. They all 


looked like they were about to eat your face for 
breakfast. Incredibly cool. 


“Amy, listen to this! Once, this guy went missing, and 
then one day this shark in an aquarium coughed up his 
arm! I love this place!” But Amy had wandered off to 
look at a courtroom. 


Dan bent over to examine the death mask of Captain 
Moonlight. For once, he’d found a museum that made 
sense. 


Amy didn’t get her brother. Didn’t they have enough 
mayhem in their lives? Why did he find a place like this 
so fascinating? 


She saw the elegant woman in the green suede shoes 
lean forward to examine the wall of mug shots. She 
looked intently at the wall, but Amy couldn’t tell what 
she was looking at. Whatever it was, it was fascinating. 


The woman turned and reached into her purse, and 
something about the motion pinged inside Amy. 
Something familiar ... like she knew this woman. But 
she didn’t know anyone in Australia. 


By now she was used to following her instincts, no 
matter how strange they seemed. When the woman 
moved off down the hall, Amy followed. But when she 
turned the corner, the woman had disappeared. 


A re-creation of an old cell caught her attention. Amy 
stepped inside. It would be so handy to have a place like 
this to lock away little brothers when they got 
obnoxious. Which would be every five minutes ... 


Suddenly, she heard the door behind her clang shut. 
She spun around. The woman was smiling pleasantly at 
her through the bars of the cell. She was beautiful, with 
huge amber eyes and gleaming dark hair that feathered 
against her face. Her skin was so smooth and perfect that 
it looked like a china doll’s. 


“Don’t be alarmed. This was the only way Id get to 
talk to you,” she said in a British accent. Her voice was 
thick and creamy, as if she was holding a spoonful of 
yogurt in her mouth. She leaned closer, as though 
confiding in Amy. “We Cahills have a way of running 
away from each other, don’t we.” She winked. 


Amy wanted to kick herself. The woman was a Cahill! 
Amy casually looked around for another exit. 


“Still a worrier, I see.” The woman’s smile didn’t 
waver. “You never trusted your own courage. Grace used 
to say that.” 


Amy felt a stab of pain at those words. She lifted her 
chin. “D-d-don’t tell me about my grandmother. Who are 
you?” 

She cocked her head and studied Amy, an affectionate 
smile still on her lips. “Ah, the regal stare. Now I see 
Grace in you. I’m Isabel Kabra.” 


“Tan and Natalie’s mother?” 


She nodded. “I’ve tried to stay out of the hunt for the 
thirty-nine clues. Tried to keep Ian and Natalie out of it, 
too. Unfortunately ...” She gave an elegant shrug. “They 
pay more attention to their father. But things have gone 
too far. My children need me to step in. So, I’ve tracked 
them here.” 


“They’re in Sydney?” That wasn’t good news. 


“They’re checking into the Observatory Hotel right 
now. Natalie is probably going through the 
complimentary bath products, and Ian ... well, Ian is 
probably thinking about you.” 

Amy hated the spurt of pleasure that made her heart 
race. Even though she didn’t believe it for a minute. She 
rolled her eyes. “Please.” 

“His behavior has been disgraceful, I admit. He’s 
afraid of his feelings. He confessed to me how much he 
admires you.” 


“Do I look like I just fell off the turnip truck?” 


Isabel Kabra’s eyes glinted. “What a delightful 
expression. Ian is all show. Underneath that superior 
exterior is a normal boy with his own insecurities. I have 
... complicated children.” She waved a manicured hand. 
“I wanted to keep them away from this Cahill nonsense, 
believe me. We have such a lovely, fragrant life in 
London. Cars, clothes, a private plane. What more do 
they want?” 


“Apparently, to be the most powerful people in the 
world,” Amy said. 


“And what does that mean, exactly?” Isabel asked. 
“Have you thought about that?” 


She had. She still hadn’t grasped it. It just seemed so 
unreal, like something out of a movie or a video game. 


“What would be the source of your power?” Isabel 
asked softly. “And how would you wield it? I mean, 
really,” she said, chuckling, “a fourteen-year-old and an 
eleven-year-old ruling the world? You have to admit it’s 
rather ridiculous.” 


“Wow,” Amy said. “Can you do that again? I mean, 
insult me in a really nice way?” Amy couldn’t believe 
the cool, sardonic voice was her own. 


“I don’t mean to be insulting,” Isabel said in a kind 
tone. “Just realistic. Do you think that even if you win 
the hunt for the clues, the danger you face would be 
over?” She shook her head. “It would be just the 
beginning. One only has to look at history to see that. 
My children are poor students. But you are a great 
researcher. You know that history has proved that every 
conqueror has a fall.” 


Why does she know so much about me? Amy wondered. 
I know nothing about her. 


“T was so fond of your parents,” Isabel said. “They had 
such beauty and promise.... I was devastated when I 
heard about the fire. Maybe if they had lived, things 
would be different today. Maybe the Cahills would be a 


little more ... civilized. But as it is, we have only one 
hope. The Lucians.” 


Amy snorted. “There’s a shocker. You’re a Lucian.” 


“Naturally, I feel the Lucians are best equipped to 
handle ultimate power. We combine the best qualities of 
all the Cahills. We are leaders. We have a global network 
in place. But you and your brother ... you’re so alone. 
Your parents are gone, Grace is gone, there’s no one to 
protect you. I only want the little girl I remember—the 
girl in the nightie I cuddled in my lap so long ago — to 
grow up Safe. If you only knew what ...” She hesitated. 


“What?” 


Footsteps echoed down the hallway. Isabel turned in 
the direction of the noise. 


“Trust me,” she whispered. And then she hurried 
away. 


CHAPTER 3 


Amy pounded on the cell door. “Hello? Help?” she 
yelled. 


Dan appeared and looked inside the bars. “Whatever 
you did, Pll always stand by you,” he said. 


“Don’t be a dweeb. Get the guard and open this door!” 
Amy yelled. 


Dan pushed on the door, and it slowly swung open. 


Amy blinked. Why had she thought the door was 
locked? Come to think of it, Isabel had never said that it 
was. 


She felt her legs trembling. She was more shaken up 
than she wanted to admit. 


“C’mon,” Dan said. “I found this awesome collection 
of knives. One of them still has bloodstains on it!” 


“Dan, Isabel Kabra was here,” Amy said. 

“Isabel Kabra? Multiplying Cobras. Which one is that?” 
“Tan and Natalie’s mother!” 

“Oh, man. Those kids have a mother?” 


“She was almost ... nice,” Amy said. “She actually 
apologized for Ian.” 


“Too late. Her kids are the hounds of suck.” 
“She said the Lucians should win—” 
“Duh.” 


“__and that I should trust her. She was about to tell 
me something.” 


Dan made a face. “Let me guess. Go home, little 
children, this game is too dangerous for you, you’re 
going to lose. Blahbaddy blah. We’ve heard it a million 


times since we started. So which branch got the 
originality gene? They all sound the same.” 


Amy decided to leave out the part about Ian really 
liking her. She wasn’t buying it, of course. But Dan 
definitely wouldn’t buy it. 

“She said she met me when I was little, but I don’t 
remember her at all,” Amy said. 


Dan was barely listening. “We’d better get outside or 
Nellie is going to have a freak attack.” 


As they walked toward the exit, Amy stopped in front 
of the wall of mug shots. “Why was she here?” she 
wondered. “It wasn’t just a coincidence. She stopped 
here, at the mug shots. She was leaning in, right—” Amy 
stopped. “Dan! One of the mug shots is missing!” 


Neatly cut out from behind the Plexiglas, one small 
photograph was gone. 


“Now we'll never know who it was,” Amy said. 


Dan closed his eyes. Amy knew he was going over the 
photographs in his mind. Even though there were about 
a hundred on the wall, she knew he’d remember the one 
that was missing. 


“Follow me,” he said. Amy hurried after him to the 
gift shop. There was a framed poster on the wall 
showing the same criminal faces. Dan put his finger on 
one, a youngish man with dirty hair and a blank 
expression. One side of his face showed white scars from 
his forehead to his chin. “Him.” 


“Bob Troppo,” the clerk behind the register said. 


“Ts that some sort of Aussie greeting?” Dan murmured 
to Amy. He waved. “Bob Troppo!” he called. 


The clerk came from around the counter. “The bloke 
youre looking at. He was called Bob Troppo. Nobody 
knew his real name because he never spoke. ‘Gone 
troppo’ is an Australian expression for someone who’s 
lived in the tropics so long he’s gone a bit weird. He 
lived in Sydney in the 1890s.” 


“What did he do?” Dan asked. “Feed someone to a 
croc? Tie him to the railroad tracks?” 


“He tried to assassinate Mark Twain.” 


Amy and Dan exchanged a glance. Mark Twain was a 
Cahill descendant. He was a Janus, the clever, artistic 
branch. 


The clerk, a burly young man in khaki shorts, leaned 
against the counter. “Twain was on a lecture tour, you 
see, back in 1896. Troppo was seen talking to him in an 
alley outside the hall where he spoke. Apparently, they 
had words, and Troppo smashed him on the shoulder 
with a cane!” 


“That doesn’t sound like an attempted assassination,” 
Amy said. 


“The cane had a knife concealed in it. That was 
enough to convict him, especially since he never spoke a 
word in his defense. Anyway, he escaped in a totally 
ingenious way.” The clerk leaned forward as if he was 
about to impart a secret. “He was in jail, but he had the 
job of cleaning the floors at night, you see. So every 
night he scraped the wax off the wood and kept it in his 
cell. Then he made a wax impression of a key! Is that 
clever or what?” 

Dan and Amy exchanged another glance. They knew 
each other so well and had depended on each other for 
everything for so long that they could communicate 
without speaking. Ekaterina? The Ekat branch was 
ingenious and inventive. 

“What happened to him?” Amy asked. 


“Nobody knows. Rumor has it that he took off into the 
bush. Would you like to buy some handcuffs? A book?” 


“Handcuffs?” Dan asked. 


Amy pulled on his shirt. “No, thank you. We have to 
be going. Thanks for the story!” 


Amy and Dan walked out of the shop and headed for 
the door. 


“Bob Troppo sounds crazy,” Amy said. 
Dan nodded. “Gotta be a Cahill.” 


“But what does Isabel want with him?” Amy 
wondered. “Is he the reason the Kabras are in Sydney? 
Or a3" 


“'.. is it us?” Dan asked. 


Amy, Dan, and Nellie stood in front of a metal door. 
There was no nameplate, just a grimy button that could 
be a doorbell. The building was made of corrugated steel 
and brick, with long shuttered windows. It looked like a 
warehouse. 


“Maybe this isn’t it,” Amy said, suddenly nervous. 
“It’s the address,” Nellie said. She pressed the bell. 


They waited. Amy shifted from one foot to the other. 
She felt heat rise in her cheeks. How crazy was it to 
travel halfway around the world and show up at 
someone’s door? Someone who hardly managed to stay 
in touch with his own cousin and best friend? 


“Can you say ‘wild goose chase’?” Dan whispered after 
a few moments. 

“We should go,” Amy said. She took a step back. 

“Yo!” The voice came from inside. 

A moment later, the door was flung open. A middle- 
aged blond man stood looking inquisitively at them. 
Everything about him seemed sun bleached, from his 
hair to his yellowish T-shirt to the golden hair on his 
tanned, muscular forearms. He was wearing board 
shorts, and his feet were bare. 

“G'day,” he said pleasantly. He used the Australian 
greeting they’d heard several times today, but he still 
had his American accent. “Can I help you?” 

“Uncle Shep?” Dan asked. “It’s Dan and Amy. This is 
our au pair, Nellie Gomez.” 


Shep looked puzzled. 


“Dan and Amy Cahill,” Amy added. “Y-your cousins.” 
How awkward was this? He didn’t even recognize them! 


Shep looked stunned for a moment. Then a grin lit up 
his face. His light blue eyes almost disappeared, and 
lines radiated out from the corners. 


Amy felt as though she’d been punched in the 
stomach. She had blurred memories of her parents, but 
seeing that grin, suddenly her father came back to her. 
He used to smile that way just before he scooped her up 
in one of his big hugs. She felt tears sting her eyes, and 
she quickly looked away, as though she was checking 
the address. 


“You’ve got to be kidding me. Dan and Amy?” 
“We were in the neighborhood,” Dan said. 


Shep stepped forward so quickly it alarmed them. But 
he embraced Dan, almost crushing the breath out of 
him. Then he hugged Amy. 


“Well, stone the crows! Come in, come in!” He 
ushered them inside. 


The house was just one huge open room divided by 
sofas and stacks of shelves. The long far wall was filled 
top to bottom with shelves crammed with books. Amy 
longed to explore the titles. Another wall was all glass 
and led to a patio. Groupings of furniture separated the 
room into living, dining, and playing areas, apparent by 
the piles of audio equipment, the guitars, keyboards, 
surfboards, computers, pinball machines, three carousel 
horses, and a Foosball table. Brightly painted wooden 
crates held items that spilled out onto the floor— 
clothing, more books, athletic equipment, DVDs, and 
computer parts. 


“Wow,” Dan said. “This place could have been 
designed by me.” 


“Have a seat.” Shep quickly rushed to push a load of 
surfing magazines, T-shirts, and sandals off a couch. 


“What are you doing in Sydney? Last I heard you were 
living with your aunt.” 


“Um, we still are,” Amy said. “Technically. But we’re 
on vacation. Sort of.” 


“T see. I think. Man, you two sure have grown.” 
“Well, it’s been eight years since you saw us.” 

He nodded, and the brightness left his gaze. “I know.” 
Amy, Dan, and Nellie sat on the couch. 


Shep took a seat on the coffee table made out of a 
surfboard in front of them. “Listen, first off, Pm sorry 
about not keeping in touch,” he said. “I’m just not the 
keep-in-touch sort.” 


“Its okay,” Amy said. But suddenly, she realized that 
it really wasn’t. They didn’t know Shep, but he was their 
father’s closest relative and best friend. Except for 
postcards and a couple of Christmas cards of kangaroos 
in Santa hats, they’d barely heard from him. 


“Its not okay.” Shep looked down at his clasped 
hands. “I was sorry to hear about Arthur and Hope. 
Devastated, actually. I didn’t get the message until after 
the funeral that they ... were gone. I called, but some 
old bat kept telling me you had enough to worry about. 
That wouldn’t be your auntie, would it?” 


“That would be her,” Dan said grimly. 
“She never told us you called,” Amy said. 


“Do you have a place to stay? I’ve got plenty of room. 
No beds, but plenty of room.” He grinned at them, and 
Amy had a weird sensation like she wanted to cry and 
laugh at the same time. He looked so much like her 
father. 


“We tried to call,” Amy said. 


“T just have a mobile now. Sorry I’m such a hard bloke 
to find.” 


Amy leaned forward. “We wanted to ask you about 
our parents’ last trip here. Did you see them?” 


“See them? Of course I did. That would be about ... 
five years ago?” 
“Eight, actually.” 


“Yeah, time flies.” Shep shook his head. “It was the 
last time I saw Artie.” 


Artie? Nobody ever called their father Artie. 


Saladin mrrped loudly. Shep leaned over. “Hello there, 
Mister Chow,” he said. “You look hungry. Would you 
like to get out of there?” 


“Careful, he’s been in there awhile,” Nellie said. “And 
he’s not so good with strange—” 


Shep was already lifting Saladin out and twining him 
around his shoulders like a fur stole. Saladin blinked, 
then purred happily. “Bet you’d like a dish of 
something,” Shep said to the cat. He crossed to the 
kitchen area. He poured water into a shallow bowl and 
stuck his head in the fridge. “How about some 
barramundi?” 


“Barracuda?” Dan asked. 
“Barramundi,” Nellie said. “It’s a delicious fish.” 
“He only likes snapper,” Amy said. 


“Then he’ll love barramundi,” Shep said. “Best fish in 
the world.” He forked some into a bowl and put it on the 
floor. Saladin smelled it, looked up at Shep, and gave a 
great, happy me-WOW! 


They all laughed as Saladin dived in. 


“I practically grew up with your dad,” Shep said, 
crossing back to them. “Our mothers were cousins and 
best friends. They grew up together, and Artie and I did, 
too. Until we were twelve. Then my mom and dad got 
divorced and the next thing I knew I was in Oahu with 
my mom. Art and I tried to stay in touch, but ... well, 
twelve-year-old boys don’t make the best pen pals. But 
every time I saw him, we just picked up where we left 
off.” 


“Do you know where our parents went when they 
were here?” Dan asked. 


“Sure. I ferried them around.” 
“You have a ferry?” Dan asked hopefully. 


“Better than that,” Shep said with a laugh. “A plane. A 
sweet Cessna Caravan, so—” His cell phone trilled, and 
he reached into the pocket of his shorts. He listened 
intently for a moment, said “Right-o,” and hung up. 


He jumped to his feet. “We’ve got to get out of here. 
Now!” 


CHAPTER 4 


Amy, Dan, and Nellie were used to quick exits. Dan 
stuffed his feet back in his sneakers. Amy leaped over 
the back of the couch. Nellie charged for the door, 
opened it, and waited until Amy and Dan were clear. 


Shep leaped into the Jeep parked outside. “Get in!” he 
roared. 


A surfboard stuck out of the back, and Dan and Amy 
had to wedge themselves in next to it while Nellie swung 
into the front seat. Shep took off with a squeal of tires. 


Nellie leaned closer to Shep as they rocketed over the 
bumpy road. “What happened? Where are we going?” 


“Bondi, of course!” Shep yelled over the rushing wind. 
“Surf’s up!” 

“Surf's up?” Nellie asked incredulously. “I thought the 
place was going to blow!” 


Dan crashed back against the seat in relief. Amy blew 
out a breath. 


“You’ve got to drop everything when the call comes,” 
Shep said. “I have to say, you three are aces at clearing 
out.” 


“We used to be fire drill monitors at school,” Dan said 
lamely. 


“Don’t worry, there’re plenty of shops,” Shep yelled 
over the rushing wind. “You can pick up your gear there. 
And I’ve got plenty of surfie mates with long boards, 
short boards, body boards — we'll set you up.” 

“T never understood surfing,” Nellie said. “I’m a New 
England girl. Why jump on a board and get creamed by 
giant waves? I'd rather just swim.” 


Shep chortled. “You'll love it. Just watch out for the 
bluebottles, and you'll be fine.” 


“Can they kill you?” Dan asked hopefully. 
“Nah, but the pain is excruciating.” 
“Cool!” 


Within a few minutes, Shep pulled into a space in 
front of a small surf shop. Soon he was cheerfully 
directing them to the proper gear and slapping down a 
credit card. Now dressed in board shorts and tops, they 
followed him down to a wide beach with rolling high 
surf. 


“The waves look awfully big,” Amy said. 
Dan was glad that somebody besides him had said it. 


“Don’t worry. Excellent lifeguards. Don’t wave if you 
get into trouble, just raise your arm. Hey, there are my 
surfies!” 


Shep waved at a group that was passing around 
bottles of juice and sandwiches. They all looked tanned 
and athletic, both men and women, with sun-bleached 
hair like Shep’s. Surfboards were resting on the sand or 
stuck in it like standing stones. 

“There he is!” one of the men called. “Took your time 
getting here, mate.” 

“What have you got there, some shark biscuits?” 
another one called. 

“Did they just call us shark food?” Amy asked, 
gulping. 

“Don’t pay them any mind. Shark biscuit just means a 
beginner.” Shep strode forward. “These are my rellies 
Amy and Dan, and their au pair, Nellie. They’re going to 
learn how to surf like an Aussie.” 

“Choice,” one of the girls said. “I’ve got a boogie 
board you can borrow.” 

Shep grinned and tucked his board under his arm. 
“Come on, you three. I’ll give you a quick lesson. And 


don’t worry about the sharks — just stay between the 
flags.” 


“Sharks,” Nellie muttered. “Better on a plate. Sauce on 
the side.” 


They spent twenty minutes trying to get the hang of 
the boogie boards. Nellie caught on almost immediately, 
but Amy kept falling off and getting dunked in the surf. 
She’d wind up yards down the beach and come up 
sputtering, having swallowed half of the Pacific Ocean. 
Dan kept laughing at her and getting smacked in the 
face with a wave. It was the most fun he’d had since 
he’d Fed-Exed his dead spider collection to his piano 
teacher. 


“I think you’ve got the hang of it now,” Shep told 
them after awhile. “If you don’t mind, Pll paddle out 
with the long board for a bit.” 


“Pm going to sunbathe,” Nellie said. 


Nellie headed in, and Shep paddled out. Dan and Amy 
positioned themselves for the next wave. Amy pushed 
her hair out of her eyes and grinned. That worried look 
that made her eyebrows come together was gone. Dan 
caught a wave at the perfect point. He yodeled with 
happiness. 

When he finally came into shore, he sprang up 
laughing. But his grin faded when he saw a family in 
matching bright yellow board shorts and blue goggles 
start to splash into the water with long surfboards. 

Holts. Muscle-bound dimwits on parade. 

Dan towed his board as he timed a swim out past the 
breakers to where Amy still lay on her board, rocking 
with the swells. 

“We have company.” 

Amy scanned the beach. “Oh, no. Quick, let’s—” 

But it was too late. Eisenhower Holt had spotted them. 
He pointed a thick finger in their direction. “Game on!” 
he bellowed over the crashing surf. 


“What do you think they want?” Dan asked. “Besides 
to drown us?” 


“Hamilton wouldn’t,” Amy said uncertainly. 


They had struck up a temporary alliance with 
Hamilton Holt in Russia. They’d even shared a Clue with 
him. But that didn’t mean they were friends. 


“The Hammer is scared of his daddy,” Dan said. “I’m 
scared of his daddy. You can’t show fear to a Holt, 
though. They smell fear, and it tastes like chicken.” He 
smacked the surface of the water. “Bring it on!” he 
yelled back at Eisenhower. 


Eisenhower flopped onto his board awkwardly, but as 
he began to paddle through the surf, he moved 
powerfully fast. “You owe us!” he yelled. “You sent us to 
Siberia! That wasn’t fun! Now we need some answers.” 


“We gave you a clue!” Amy shouted. 
“Big deal! We would have found it anyway!” 


“Dream on!” Dan yelled. “You couldn’t find a clue if it 
bit you on the nose and hung on until Thursday!” 


Eisenhower beckoned to his family. “Hit the waves, 
crew!” Reagan and her twin sister, Madison, jumped on 
their boards and began to paddle. Mary-Todd followed 
more slowly, eyeing the breaking surf. Hamilton brought 
up the rear. 


“What should we do?” Amy bit her lip. 
“Catch the next wave,” Dan said. “C’mon!” 


They flipped over on their boogie boards and looked 
behind. A set of waves was approaching, and they 
paddled hard. But they couldn’t get up enough 
momentum. The first wave picked them up, but they 
ended up sliding over the lip instead of being carried 
toward the beach. 

Eisenhower Holt emerged through the breaking wave, 
his powerful arms propelling him toward them. Within 
seconds, he had smashed his board into Dan’s. Dan felt 


himself flying off and hitting the water. When he came 
up for air, Eisenhower’s big hand was on his head. Dan 
felt himself going under again. 


He came up sputtering. 


“Stop it!” Amy shouted. She threw herself off her 
board and began pounding on Eisenhower’s leg. “He has 
asthma!” 


Amy might have been a delicate frond of seaweed 
brushing his leg for all the attention he gave her 
pounding fists. Eisenhower ducked Dan again. Dan felt 
his lungs squeezing. When he came up, he hung on to 
Eisenhower’s board and panted. His own board floated 
nearby. 


Eisenhower held his meaty palm over Dan’s head. 
“Give me a hint or he goes under.” 


They had drifted down the beach and were closer to 
the big sets rolling in. A wave was forming. 


“Dive,” Dan said to Amy. 
“Dive?” Eisenhower asked. “What kind of a hint is—” 


Dan and Amy dived. The last thing they heard was 
Mary-Todd screaming, “Honey, watch—” 


Dan felt the powerful pull of the wave, but he was 
deep enough to escape it. He came up, taking a breath. 
Amy emerged next to him, treading water. 


Eisenhower hadn’t had time to maneuver himself or 
dive. The wave smacked into him and took him, his 
surfboard flying in the air. They only saw flashes of 
bright yellow as he tumbled. A lifeguard stood up with 
binoculars, watching. 


Eisenhower ended up on the beach, his face in the 
sand. Mary-Todd had caught the wave in, and she 
hurried toward him. Eisenhower got up, red with anger. 
He shook off Mary-Todd’s arm, struggled back to his 
board, and charged back into the surf. All the Holts 
began to power-paddle their way out to the breakers 


again. They moved like sharks, slicing through the water 
with grace and speed. 


Shep paddled up to Amy and Dan, towing their boogie 
boards. “He got caught in the rinse cycle, all right. 
Deserved it, too. Does he think it’s funny to dunk a kid? 
Friend of yours?” 


“A really obnoxious family we met on the plane,” Amy 
said. “Think you and your friends can out-maneuver 
them?” 


“Seriously?” Shep said. 


The rest of his surfing buddies came near as Shep gave 
a whistle. They paddled over in quick strokes. 


“My rellies have a slight problem with those yellow 
tourists over there,” Shep said. “They’re trying to horn in 
on our territory, for one. And they’re a bit nasty, to 
boot.” 


Shep’s friends all grinned. “Let’s go,” one of them said. 


“Tl catch you later,” Shep told his friends. He turned 
to Amy and Dan. “Just paddle along behind me. Pll get 
you clear.” 


They paddled behind Shep but couldn’t resist twisting 
to watch his friends. Three of them caught the next wave 
and headed straight for the Holts, who were paddling 
out to the break. With expert control of their boards, 
Shep’s friends plowed right through the group. 
Eisenhower fell off his board and came up sputtering. 
Amy saw Hamilton start to laugh, then quickly dive into 
a wave instead. 


The surfers easily cut back over the wave and paddled 
out again. A red-faced Eisenhower swam after his board, 
shouting at his children and his wife. 


The Holts spread out as another wave rolled in. Two 
of Shep’s friends paddled quickly. Amy lost sight of them 
as the wave curled, but in another moment she saw 
them riding the wave ... straight toward Eisenhower. 
Eisenhower’s eyes bugged out as he saw two surfers 


skimming down the wave at him. He tried to maneuver 
his board away, but it flipped over and flew into the air. 
They lost sight of Eisenhower until the shallow water, 
where he came up gasping. His board smacked him on 
the head. 


Dan and Amy burst out laughing. 
“All right, we’re going to catch this wave,” Shep said. 


Amy gulped. The swell looked enormous. “That one?” 
she squeaked. 


“Just paddle as fast as you can. Then ride this baby in. 
NOW!” 


Amy dug her fingers into the sea, paddling as fast as 
she could. She felt the wave suck her backward. And 
then suddenly, she felt the lift as the wave caught her 
board and propelled her forward. Shep leaped to his feet 
and glided down the wave, shaking the water out of his 
hair. 


Amy decided she wasn’t going to die. She heard Dan 
yell “Ya-hoo!” as the wave brought them in. She rolled 
off the board, her whole body tingling. 


Amy scanned the ocean behind her. Reagan and 
Madison were paddling out. Mary-Todd was hanging on 
to the edge of her board. Hamilton was beyond the 
swells, rocking gently on the waves. When Eisenhower 
saw that Amy and Dan had hit the beach, he tried to 
turn around, but Shep’s friends ringed him on their long 
boards. He got hit in the face with another wave. 


Shep’s friends waved good-bye as they headed up the 
beach. Nellie was already standing, waiting for them. 
Laughing, they ran to Shep’s Jeep. He tossed towels at 
them, still chuckling. 


“Nothing like a band of surfies to teach some 
manners,” Shep said, satisfied. 


CHAPTER 5 


Irina Spasky sat on the steps of the Sydney Opera House. 
The roofline of the famous building surged forward, 
mimicking the dancing waves of the harbor. The sun was 
a golden disc in a sky as blue as a Fabergé egg. Tourists 
and locals walked by, contented people enjoying a lovely 
day in a beautiful city. 


You are all doomed, she thought. 


If she were to stop these people and ask Where are you 
from? — although of course she would never be so 
friendly—the answers would be easy. Sydney, Tokyo, 
Manila, Los Angeles. Tourists from so many cities and 
small towns in so many countries. Sometimes their 
countries got along, and sometimes their countries did 
not, and that was why there were governments and 
diplomats and, occasionally, wars. That’s the way the 
world worked. They thought. 


But where did the real power lie? In the shadows. In 
the shadows, there were no borders. Everything 
dissolved into gray. 


For a Cahill, countries and boundaries were 
meaningless. Only branches mattered. One branch could 
rule the world. 


Blin! Irina had come to grudgingly admit that Grace 
had done it after all. She had contrived a way to find the 
39 Clues. A hunt that had been going on for hundreds of 
years, but at last it would be over. Irina had little doubt 
of it now. She felt it in her Russian bones. 


Then what? 


Irina had always believed with every cell in her body 
that the Lucians were best equipped to win. She had 


believed in Vikram Kabra once. But the years had 
corrupted that bright young man she’d known at Oxford. 
He had met the beautiful Isabel and married her. Once 
upon a time, if those two walked into a room, it seemed 
to shine and spin with their particular dazzle. Irina 
remembered days and nights of falling under their spell 
—Vikram’s warm voice, his keen intelligence, Isabel’s 
shrewdness and humor. 


Once upon a time ... yes, every fairy tale began that 
way. 

When she’d met them, she’d already been a KGB agent 
for two years. She’d joined the KGB at sixteen — their 
youngest operative — and had been trained and 
educated to become an exchange student at Oxford. She 
had met Vikram, and they’d become friends almost 
immediately. 


Irina hadn’t known it, but she was a Cahill. She had 
been recruited by the KGB because she was a Cahill. Her 
superior had also been a Lucian, and she had been sent 
to Oxford, where Vikram had been waiting. 

It had been Vikram who had shown her the Cahill 
world, told her about the Lucians. She had continued in 
the KGB, but as the years went on, she did more and 
more jobs for Isabel and Vikram as they ascended the 
ranks of the Lucian elite. 

She had believed in them. She had believed in their 
ruthlessness. She’d believed in her own. It was necessary. 
The Lucians must win at any cost. 

And then just a few days ago, she’d almost killed two 
people who got in her way. 

Amy and Dan Cahill. Children. 

What had become of her? 

Irina put a finger on her twitching eye, but it would 
not stop jumping. 

Irina stared at the bright, pretty world. She was not 
used to having doubts. They made a person feel so ... 


unmoored. 


Right now she had a job. Amy and Dan were in 
Sydney. Isabel herself had gone with the Lucian team to 
tail them from the airport. It had been years since Isabel 
had acted as an agent, and it was typical of her to jump 
in and risk the careful planning. Her ego came into play, 
as it always did. She wanted to prove that she was still 
an expert at disguise. So she’d pretended to be an elderly 
woman, and then, just for fun, she’d stolen Amy’s jade 
necklace. Which meant she had to leave the bus, which 
meant that now Irina had a problem. She had no idea 
where Dan and Amy were staying, and Isabel snapping 
Find them! in her face wasn’t helping. 


What was Isabel up to? The fact that she’d actually left 
her mansion in London to fly all the way here was 
troubling. Isabel and Vikram liked to control things from 
afar. Isabel claimed that jet lag gave her wrinkles. 


Not that you have to worry about such things, she’d told 
Irina with a laugh. Obviously, you don’t care about your 
appearance. 


This was true, but it was still insulting. Once, Irina 
had been attractive. Some had called her beautiful. One 
person in particular. 


Irina’s eye twitched. That was long ago. 


So much had gone wrong in Russia. Amy and Dan, she 
was sure, had found the Clue. She’d been certain that 
they were being helped, but still.... What they were able 
to accomplish on their own ... Dan on that motorcycle! 
Amy driving a car! Irina quirked her lips, but she didn’t 
allow the smile to escape. 

She rose to her feet. Enough. She had a duty to do. If 
only the memories would stop! A little boy walked by 
between his parents, clutching a stuffed animal, 
something gray ... a monkey? No, a puppy. It was only a 
puppy. 


Irina felt the nerve in her eye shiver, and she reached 
up a hand to still it. A group of young people thought 
she was waving to them, and they waved back. 


Scowling, she jammed her black sunglasses on. How 
she hated Australia! It was such a cheerful country. 


CHAPTER 6 


It was hard to imagine, but it was still afternoon. Jet lag 
was beginning to set in. But there was so much still to 
talk about. Shep made tea, and they sat around a table 
on the patio off the kitchen area. The exhilaration of 
out-surfing the Holts had drained away. Now they 
wanted answers. 


Saladin jumped up on Shep’s lap. Shep stroked him 
absentmindedly as he talked. 


“T did get the idea that Art and Hope’s visit was more 
than a pleasure trip,” he said. “I guess Art was doing 
some sort of mapping connected to his mathematical 
genius thing. He was always interested in geography as a 
kid. Always poring over maps. It’s strange how I was the 
one who traveled the world. I think he liked going 
places in his head.” Shep smiled. “Not your mother, 
though. She was ready for anything.” 


“So where did they go?” Amy asked. 


“Normally, Pd space that kind of thing out,” Shep 
admitted. “I fly a lot of people a lot of places, you see. 
That’s what I do for a living — I fly tourists around the 
outback. But that trip, I remember. Let’s see ... I flew 
them to Adelaide, dropped them off for a few days while 
I went on to Perth. Then I flew back, picked them up, 
and we all went up to the Top End. Darwin. Hey, I bet I 
still have their itinerary. Lucky for you, I’m the original 
pack rat. I don’t throw anything away.” 


Gently, Shep dropped Saladin on Dan’s lap and got up. 
Through the open door, they could see him rummaging 
in one of the colorful bins. “Well, would you look at 
this,” he muttered, tossing away a tennis racket. “That’s 


where that went. Never could stand tennis. Now, I know 
it’s in here someplace.... Aha!” 


Shep came back, a battered leather jacket over one 
arm and a thick book in the other. He handed the jacket 
to Amy. “Here’s something of your mother’s. She picked 
it up at a vintage shop in Darwin. At the last minute she 
left it with me. She said she had enough baggage to 
carry. Sure she would want you to have it.” 


It was warm on the patio, but Amy let the weight of 
the jacket remain on her lap. Her fingers ran over the 
leather. Her mother had picked this out. Slipped her 
arms in the sleeves. Amy would hug it if she could, but 
she was too embarrassed. 


Shep held up the book. “This is my logbook from that 
year. Let’s see now ...” He leafed through it. “I thought 
so. They gave me an itinerary, just in case, they said. 
Here.” He held out a piece of paper. Amy recognized her 
mother’s neat handwriting in the purple ink she liked to 
use. 


Miami Calcutta 
Natal Rangoon 
Dakar Bangkok 
Khartoum Singapore 
Karachi Darwin 


“They went to all these places?” Amy asked. 
“Round-the-world trip, I guess,” Shep said. 


Dan peered over her shoulder. “How come Sydney 
isn’t there? And Adelaide?” 

“I guess I was the pleasure part of the trip,” Shep said 
with a grin. 

Amy put her finger on Miami. “I remember now!” she 
exclaimed. “They brought us along on the first part of 
the trip. We stayed in a hotel on the beach. Dan, you 


were only about three. Grace came with us, too. I 
remember crying so hard when they left. I thought Pd 
never see them again....” 


Amy’s voice trailed off. She remembered her six-year- 
old self crying as though her heart would break, feeling 
abandoned. She’d been holding Grace’s hand, and it 
scared her when she saw that Grace was crying, too. 
Grace never cried. They had stood in the lobby of the 
hotel, watching through the glass doors as her parents 
climbed into a taxi. She remembered that glass wall 
between them, so that no matter how hard she cried her 
mother couldn’t hear her. 


“T don’t remember a thing,” Dan said. 


“No, you were too young,” Amy said. “They were gone 
for a long time — I mean, it seemed long, but it was 
probably about a month. Grace stayed with us.” Amy 
had a sudden memory of Grace sitting at the window, 
looking out at the yard. Her grandmother had looked so 
worried. To Amy, it seemed that Grace had felt exactly 
as she did, lonely and scared. She had climbed into 
Grace’s lap. They'll be home soon, Grace had murmured 
against her cheek. 


Had Grace been trying to reassure herself ... as well as 
Amy? Had Grace been just as afraid as her 
granddaughter? 


They had to have been on a Cahill mission. It was no 
pleasure trip. They wouldn’t have left Dan and Amy for 
that long if they didn’t have to. Amy knew that as a solid 
truth in her heart. 

“Surprised me when Arthur became a professor,” Shep 
said. “I would have thought anything but that.” 

“What do you mean?” Dan asked. “What did you think 
he’d become?” 

“Lion tamer,” Shep said, putting his empty mug down 
with a smack. He grinned. “Acrobat. Professional race 
car driver. Bush pilot, like me.” 


Dan hooted with laughter. “You’ve got to be kidding 
me.” 


“When we were kids, Artie was the daredevil,” Shep 
said. “He was always egging me on. Built an obstacle 
course for our bikes. Built a tower out of boxes so we 
could jump into the lake. Once we built a slide from the 
garage roof. Artie always went first.” 


“Dad?” Dan’s voice was close to a squeak. “Awesome!” 


Amy looked at Dan. He was sitting up straight in his 
chair, his eyes sparkling. Hearing about their father 
always made him happy. Why did it make her so sad? 


When you lose your parents, the sadness doesn’t go 
away. It just changes. It hits you sideways sometimes 
instead of head-on. Like now. Amy hadn’t expected to 
suddenly feel like bursting into tears just hearing that 
her dad had been a daredevil when he was younger ... 
just like Dan. 


“Your dad, though — he was smarter than me. He did 
his schoolwork. He was always interested in puzzles, 
too, in figuring things out. I moved to Hawaii and 
discovered waves, and I was a lost cause.” Shep grinned 
cheerfully at them. “I’ve been traveling around the 
world ever since. Until I landed here in Oz.” 


“Awesome,” Dan said again. Amy could see that he’d 
found a new hero. 


“Now it’s your turn.” Suddenly, Shep’s blue gaze was 
penetrating. “What are you doing in Australia?” 


Amy spoke quickly, before Dan could say anything. It 
wasn’t as though they couldn’t trust Shep, but it would 
be better for him if he didn’t know anything about the 
chase for the 39 Clues. 


“We’re on vacation,” she said. “And we’re tracing our 
family history for a school project. Have you ever heard 
of Bob Troppo?” 


“Can’t say I know him. Does he live in Sydney?” 


“No, he was a famous criminal from long ago, like the 
1890s,” Dan said. “He has these really fierce scars on his 
face. He was in jail in Sydney and he escaped to the 
outback.” 


“Where?” Shep asked. “The outback is a pretty big 
place, you know. Thousands and thousands of miles.” He 
raised his eyebrows. “The land of the Never Never.” 


Amy and Dan looked at each helplessly. They didn’t 
know. 


“Doesn’t seem like you have much to go on,” Shep 
said genially. “That’s just the way I like it. You find out 
more that way.” 


“But where do we start?” Amy wondered. 


“Well, I have a mate who does outback tours from out 
of the Red Centre,” Shep said. “Uluru, Coober Pedy, the 
Alice.” 


Dan and Amy had no idea what he was talking about. 
He fished in his pocket for his cell phone. “I can give 
him a call and ask if he knows anything about your Bob 
Troppo.” He dialed a number and waited, then shrugged 
and hung up. “No answer. Jeffs not keen on voice mail. 
But he’ll turn up eventually.” 


They didn’t have time for eventually. 
“So,” Dan said. “You have a plane.” 
“That’s really cool,” Amy said. 


Shep laughed. “Hold on, I’m starting to get this,” he 
said. “You want me to fly you to the outback? Meet up 
with my mate and see what you can find?” 

“Its not like we’d want you to feel obligated or 
anything,” Amy said, feeling defensive. 

“Tt really wasn’t that bad, being brought up by an evil 
aunt,” Dan said. “Except for that whole part about being 
chained up in the basement.” 

Shep rolled his eyes, but then the humor drained from 
his face. “I wasn’t much of an uncle to you two, was I.” 


“No worries,” Dan said. Amy could see that in Dan’s 
eyes, Shep could do no wrong. 


Shep cleared his throat. He stood up and stacked the 
mugs on a tray. “Well,” he said, “at least I can fly.” 


Dan hooted with laughter. “You mean you'll do it? 
You'll fly us, like, a thousand miles, just because we 
asked?” 


“A couple of thousand. Welcome to Australia, mate,” 
Shep said with a grin. 


He disappeared inside, whistling. 


Dan leaned over to Amy. “We could have gotten him 
as a guardian. Instead, we got Aunt Beatrice the Bloody. 
Life stinks.” 


Nellie laughed. “Those are the breaks, kiddo. Anyway, 
now you’ve got me—Nellie the Magnificent.” Nellie’s 
phone rang, and she was smiling as she answered it. Her 
face changed as she listened. She put her hand over it. 
“Its Ian Kabra,” she said to Amy. “He wants to talk to 
you.” 


CHAPTER 7 


Amy felt their eyes on her as she took the phone. Her 
face grew hot and she turned so that Dan couldn’t see it. 
“Wh-what do you want, Ian?” She hated herself for 
stuttering. Pressing her lips together, she promised 
herself she wouldn’t do it again. 


“Now, that’s not much of a greeting,” Ian said in his 
silky British accent. “But I suppose I deserve it.” 


“You deserve worse than that,” Amy said. 


“T know. I have done some terrible things to you. But 
we're in a contest. I learned from my father that the only 
important thing is to win,” Ian said. “I hear his voice in 
my head all the time, like after a cricket match. Ian, I 
don’t care if you played well. Didn’t you notice that your 
team lost? If you expect a pat on the back, you’re not getting 
it from me!” 

Amy felt a spurt of sympathy. But Ian had 
manipulated her before. She wasn’t going to fall for it 
again. No matter how sincere he sounded. 


“Tell it to your therapist.” 


“Look, I deserve everything you’re saying. I’m not 
calling to gain your trust,” Ian said. “I’m calling because 
I have some information.” 


“Tell it to someone who cares,” Amy said. Dan moved 
closer so he could try to hear the other side of the 
conversation. Amy backed away. “Do you expect me to 
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“Its about your parents,” Ian said. “About their 
death.” 


Amy froze. 


“My mother told me everything. They were 
murdered.” 


Amy felt a buzzing in her ears. She couldn’t 
concentrate. She just kept hearing the word murdered. 

Parents ... murdered ... Parents ... murdered ... 

“Amy?” She heard Ian talking, but she couldn’t make 
sense of what he was saying. 


Was it something she’d always known somehow? Deep 
down in a place she was afraid to look? 

The fire ... wet grass against her legs ... Dan shivering in 
her lap ... smoke and fire pouring out into the night air ... 

What was that? The image had just popped into her 
head. Amy put her fingers on her forehead and kneaded 
it, trying to make the image go away. 

“... wanted to talk to you about it. A temporary truce. 
We give you our word that nothing will happen....” 

Parents. Murdered. 

“Will you come?” Ian asked. 


“Tell me what you know.” Amy struggled to keep her 
voice level. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. 


“This phone is not secure.” 

“What?” 

“Trust me. It’s not. Listen, Pll meet you in an open 
place with lots of people — The Rocks Market at 
Circular Quay. Meet me in front of the Museum of 
Contemporary Art at three o’clock.” 

Amy said nothing. 

“T hope you do,” Ian said, and hung up. 

“So, what did the creep say?” Dan asked. “What did 
he expect you to do this time? No, don’t tell me. You’re 
going to fall for whatever he said, right? Oh, Ian,” he 
said in a high voice, fluttering his eyelashes, “take me 
for a sail on your S.S. Dreamboat ...” 


Amy turned on him fiercely. “Cut it out, dweeb! He 
just asked for a meeting!” 


“Stop the madness!” Dan said, holding his head and 
rocking back and forth. “My sister is a love alien!” 


“DAN! 99 


“All right, you two,” Nellie said. “Separate corners.” 
She peered worriedly at Amy. “But you’re not going to 
meet him, are you, Amy? Because ...” 


“I wish you two would stop treating me like I’m 
completely stupid,” Amy said. 
“Hey, if the Crocs fit,” Dan muttered. 


Amy jammed her hands in her pockets. She had to be 
alone and think. Because the idea was just too huge. She 
couldn’t begin to talk about it. Not yet. 


Parents. Murdered. 


Amy turned and flung herself back into the house. 
Shep was just heading out, jingling his car keys. 
“Everybody ready to hit the road? We have time for a 
quick tour of Sydney, then let’s head to the market for 
some grub.” 

“Pm going to hang out here,” Amy said, trying to keep 
her voice calm. “Jet lag just hit. I need some downtime.” 

Nellie looked at her sympathetically. “You'll feel 
better after a nap.” 


“Are you going to dream about your dreamboat?” Dan 
asked. 

“Down, boy,” Nellie said to Dan. “Let’s give Amy a 
rest.” 

They cleared out, and Amy was left alone with Ian’s 
voice in her head. Murder. Was he lying? Or did he know 
who killed them? 

Amy bent over and took deep breaths. Someone had 
killed her parents. Someone she probably even knew. 


The Kabras couldn’t be trusted. 


She could be walking into a trap. She didn’t care. 
Because inside her brain one question burned: Who? 


The late afternoon sun was still strong as she left the bus 
stop and walked toward the museum by the harbor. 
Circular Quay was a busy spot for tourists. She was 
relieved to find it crowded and lively. It was easy to lose 
herself in the wandering throngs. She stopped at the first 
store she found that sold touristy things and bought a 
baseball cap that read OZ. She pulled it low over her 
face as if she was shading her eyes from the bright 
afternoon sunlight. 


She wished she could be one of the tourists with a 
camera, ambling through the maze of cobblestone streets 
and alleyways. This was one of the oldest parts of 
Sydney, and the stores and sidewalk cafés she passed 
looked tempting. Ahead, the spectacular Harbour Bridge 
curved against a brilliant bright blue sky. She caught her 
first glimpse of the famous Sydney Opera House, looking 
to her like a flower unfurling its petals. Music filled the 
air. Awnings mimicking the shape of the opera house 
roof shaded tables laden with crafts. 


But she wasn’t a tourist. Her strolling had a purpose. 
When she stopped to look in a store window, it wasn’t to 
see the merchandise. It was to check out the people 
around her in the reflection. When she turned a corner 
and doubled back, it wasn’t because she’d made a 
mistake in direction — it was to catch any tails behind 
her. And when she tilted her head to admire the 
surrounding buildings, she was checking out the 
rooflines and any possible flash from binoculars. 


When Amy felt satisfied that she wasn’t being 
followed, she headed down toward the museum. She 
slowed her steps and proceeded cautiously as she grew 
closer to the harbor. She was fifteen minutes ahead of 
schedule. Time to check out the area. She hung back in a 
doorway, watching the swirl of tourists. Every so often 


she checked her watch so that it would appear as though 
she was waiting for someone. 


Suddenly, she felt someone behind her, a little too 
close. 


“Beautiful day. Hope you are able to enjoy it.” 


Amy felt the fear curl inside her at the sound of that 
harsh Russian-accented voice. She tried to move away, 
but a group of tourists was directly in front of her, 
loudly discussing where to eat dinner. She felt something 
press against her back. 


“By the way, the nails are loaded,” Irina said. 


All Irina had to do was bend back the joint of her 
finger, and a needle full of poison would sink into Amy’s 
neck. She looked around frantically for a policeman. 


“Do not be a stupid person. No one can help you. Now 
go.” 

She moved away from the harbor, back down the 
street. Her eyes searched the area, looking for a way out. 
Could she outrun Irina? Maybe. But Irina pressed so 
close behind her that Amy knew she’d never get away 
without a prick from that needle. 


“Don’t think. Just walk. No business that is funny. 
Now in here. Go.” Irina urged her inside an old stone 
building. The door was unlocked, and she pushed it 
open. Irina crowded in behind her and shut the door. 


They were in an old pub. The curved wooden bar 
stretched the length of the room. Dim light caught the 
flash of amber in bottles still lined up on a shelf. But 
cobwebs hung from the ceiling, and they had disturbed 
dust that swirled in the slanting sunlight. 


“This way,” Irina said, prodding Amy toward a small 
door at the back. 


Fear coiled inside Amy. She had seen the blank, 
intense look in Irina’s eyes in the Church on the Blood. 
Irina had been close to killing her and Dan that dark 
night. “No.” 


“Push door, please,” Irina said. When Amy hesitated, 
Irina’s foot shot forward and kicked open the door. She 
gave Amy a small shove. “If I were going to kill you, I 
could have done it ten times already. We need private 
talk away from the Kabras. When you don’t show up on 
time, they’ll come looking. So go.” 


Amy found herself in a large storeroom. Huge cans of 
baked beans and tomatoes sat on the shelves. “You’ve 
brought me to Costco?” she asked in a mocking voice. 
She needed to push back, let Irina know she wasn’t 
paralyzed with fear. Even though she was. 


“You should know by now I don’t understand the 
jokes.” Irina pushed her to the rear of the storeroom. A 
smaller door was set into the thick stone wall, made of 
old wood with deep, long cracks running down it. Irina 
produced a large iron key and fitted it into the lock. She 
pushed open the door. All Amy could see was darkness. 


“Now I show you special piece of Australian history.” 
Irina nudged her in the back. Amy felt the sharpness of 
her fingernail. “Go.” 


CHAPTER 8 


A tiny penlight barely illuminated a rickety set of stairs. 
The door thudded shut behind them. 


“We could meet an occasional rat,” Irina said. 
“Otherwise, perfectly safe.” 


“Don’t worry,” Amy said. “I’m used to rats. They run 
in my family.” 

“Comedian like your brother, eh?” Irina said. “This 
tunnel was used in the 1800s. If a lowlife drank too 
much rum at a bar, he found himself on a ship out to sea 
the next morning. Smuggled through tunnel to harbor.” 


They reached the bottom of the stairs. The floor was 
dirt, the walls crumbling stone. Amy couldn’t see what 
was ahead. 


“Wh-where are you taking me?” She hated the quaver 
in her voice. She wouldn’t let it out again. 


“Ha!” Irina barked the word without humor. “You 
think Pm kidnapping you? I’m saving you. There are 
some things I won’t stoop to do.” 


“Really,” Amy said. “I thought you stooped at 
nothing.” 

“Ts a joke? It’s true, though, what you say. There was 
nothing I wouldn’t do to win. But today, Amy Cahill, Pm 
doing you a favor. Pm giving you advice you need. Here 
it is—you are afraid of everything except what you 
should fear.” 


“Thanks,” Amy said. “That was really helpful.” 


“For example, you are afraid of me right now. 
Understandable, I am your enemy. But at this moment, I 
am least of your problems.” 


“Really?” Amy said. “Weird. Seeing that I’m in a 
tunnel with rats, and you just threatened me with 
poison.” 


“Here is other thing I must tell you — you don’t 
remember what you should never forget.” 


“That really clears up a lot.” 


“Go ahead, make the fun. But before we part, you 
must understand that what you don’t know will doom 
you. And the world.” 


“Exaggerate much?” Somehow, taunting Irina kept her 
fear in check. 


“No.” Irina spun her around. In the darkness, she 
stood very close. “Listen to me, Amy Cahill. It is time 
you lift your head and look around you. The thirty-nine 
clues are like game to your brother, yes?” 


Amy felt compelled by the ferocity of Irina’s gaze. Her 
eyes, even in the faint glow of the penlight, were ice 
blue, her lashes startlingly dark against them. She 
couldn’t deny what Irina had said. In many ways, the 
chase for the Clues was a game for Dan. 


“But you know better. That’s why I risk so much to 
talk to you. Your parents died for this. Do you think they 
wanted to go?” 

“Don’t talk about my parents!” Amy would have put 
her hands over her ears if she wasn’t afraid it would 
make her look like a child. 

“No parent would ever want to leave a child. Do you 
think they would leave their beloved children for a 
game?” 

“Stop it!” 

“Do you think your mother left you alone and raced 
back into a burning house just for her husband?” 

Amy looked at Irina, startled. Frozen. “How do you 
know what happened?” she whispered. 


Irina shrugged. “From newspaper, of course. Unless 
not. Only you know for sure. Because you know who 
was there that night. You were old enough to see. You 
won’t believe what any Cahill tells you, and that is 
smart. We each have our agenda. So you must 
remember.” 


“I don’t remember anything from that night,” Amy 
said. But something dislodged and floated up into her 
brain, cold grass, ash flying, a window shattering, Dan 
crying ... 

“You have been resourceful, I give you that,” Irina 
said. “You think on your feet, you and your brother. But 
there comes a time when you must think deeper. You 
must face the thing you don’t want to face. Until you can 
do that, you’re vulnerable.” 


“To what?” 


“To someone who will tell you what you want to 
hear,” Irina said. “So I ask again. What happened the 
night of the fire?” 


She was choking through the cold, wet towel Mommy had 
placed over her mouth. Mommy held her hand so tightly. 
She could hear the flames, but she couldn’t see them. It was 
all smoke. Dan cried in their mother’s arms. 


“T don’t remember! I was a kid!” Fear tore the words 
from Amy’s throat. The flashes she was getting were 
making her dizzy and sick. 


“It’s strange,” Irina said, her gaze suddenly unfocused. 
“I remember so clearly being seven. The day I got 
separated from my mother on the streets of St. 
Petersburg ... I remember the coat I was wearing, my 
shoes, the exact color of the river, the look on her face 
when she found me ...” 


“Pm happy for you,” Amy said, swallowing hard. 


“Did anyone visit the house that night?” Irina asked. 
“Did you hear anything? Did your mother come upstairs 
for you? How did you get out of the house?” 


“Stop it!” 

They fought their way down the stairs. Daddy was in the 
study, throwing books on the floor. 

“Get the children out!” he shouted. 

“Daddy!” she screamed. She held out her arms and he 
stopped for a second. 

“Angel,” he said, “go with Mommy.” 

“No!” She sobbed as her mother pulled her away. “No! 
Daddy!” 

“No,” Amy whispered. “No.” 

“We push away the bad memories,” Irina said. Bleak 
sadness deadened her voice. “We tell ourselves is better 
not to remember. It is not better. Better to remember 
everything, even pain.” 

“What do you want from me?” 

Irina’s gaze snapped back into its glittering directness. 
“Come. We run out of time. This is a Lucian site. If we’re 
both missing, it won’t take long for Isabel to look here.” 

They started to walk again. Amy thought the light 
might have been getting grayer. Were they reaching the 
end of the tunnel? She was ready to run if they were. 
She felt something scurry past, and she jumped. 

“Just a rat,” Irina said. “One of the family, eh? And it’s 
a rat who will fill your ears with lies.” 

“Stop!” Amy said. “If you’re not going to kill me or 
kidnap me, the least you can do is talk straight.” 

They had reached the door. Amy saw the heavy iron 
lock. She wasn’t getting out without Irina’s help. 

Irina stood with her back to the door. “Okay, I will 
talk straight. Isabel has called a meeting, yes?” 

“Tan did.” 

Irina waved a hand dismissively. “Ian is the lure. She 
thinks you’re stupid enough to come running if he asks. 


She chose him to dangle the bait. She knows you will 
come if you want to know who killed your parents.” 


“Does she know?” 


Irina lifted a shoulder. “That is wrong question. Right 
question is, will she tell you the truth? Of course not. 
She will tell you a lie in order to soften you. The lie will 
sound like truth. Then she will offer you a deal.” 


“And you think I’m dumb enough to believe what she 
tells me.” 


Irina held up a finger. “Nyet, not dumb. You are here 
with me now because I know you are smart. You need to 
know that if Isabel doesn’t get her way, she can be ... 
unreasonable. There will be bad consequences if you 
refuse the deal.” 


“So what do you want me to do?” Amy asked. 


“Don’t go. You don’t need her version of that night. 
You have your own. Reach for it.” Irina put her hand on 
the door. “This leads to the street three blocks from 
harbor. No surveillance here. You can catch bus or taxi 
right outside. Go back to wherever you are staying.” 


“Why should I?” 


Irina sighed. “Because you must fear the right thing, 
as I said in beginning. Do you think whoever killed your 
parents would hesitate to kill you, too?” 


“I don’t believe anything that you’re saying,” Amy 
said. “I think you’re trying to manipulate me and 
frighten me.” 


Irina’s gaze flared in anger or exasperation, Amy 
couldn’t tell which. “Little girl, keep up. You should be 
frightened.” She hesitated. “What if I give you clue to let 
you know I’m telling the truth. Okay?” 


“What’s the catch?” 


“No catch,” Irina said impatiently. “Listen. Sooner or 
later you will get hint leading you to New York City 
subway. The clue is hidden there in a mural in the tile. 


Seventeenth Street stop on number six subway train. I 
know what you will say — Irina, there is no stop on 
number six train for Seventeenth Street. But that is why 
the clue is so difficult to find. Rosemary. One sprig.” 


“Why should I believe you?” 


Irina shrugged. “Thirty-nine clues, I give away one. 
So? As you would say, no biggie. It is worth it if you 
trust me.” 


“T could never trust you in a million years,” Amy said. 


“Pm not asking for a million years or never or 
forever,” Irina snapped. “I’m asking for one day only. 
Today.” 


“Why are you doing this?” Amy asked. “If the clue is 
real, you just betrayed your branch.” 


Irina flinched. “I’m doing this for my branch. Someday 
I hope this becomes clear.” She unlocked the door and 
pushed it open. “Turn right at end of alley. Go.” 


Amy’s legs trembled as she walked out. She was in a 
dark, narrow alley. Ahead she could see sunlight and 
traffic, a taxi cruising by. When she reached the street, 
she looked behind her. Irina was gone. 


Could Irina really have just let her go? 


She hesitated. Why should she trust Irina? She was 
suddenly paralyzed with fear. Her parents had been 
murdered. This was all too real. Was someone watching 
her even now? If Irina had lied, she had also set a trap. 
If Amy hailed a taxi or got on a bus, someone would 
follow her straight to Shep’s. Irina had said wherever you 
are staying. They still didn’t know. 


But if Irina hadn’t lied, she was walking into Isabel’s 
trap. 


People were starting to look at her curiously. Did she 
look as stunned as she felt? She forced herself to move. 
When she reached the corner, she saw that she was now 
blocks away from the museum. A ferry was crossing the 
water, passing underneath the Harbour Bridge. 


Maybe that could be her escape. Nobody expected her 
to leave by water. 


She saw the ferry heading in. She was blocks from the 
museum. She could easily lose herself in the throng and 
jump aboard. 


Legs pumping, Amy ran toward the ferry stop. 
Passengers filed down the gangway. She’d reach it in 
time. 


She reached the dock and started down toward the 
ferry. Suddenly, a speedboat zipped in front of the idling 
ferry and came straight toward the dock. At the last 
moment, it cut its engine and the boat bobbed only 
inches away. A boy on the bow leaped down in front of 
her. 


“There you are!” Ian said. 
Isabel waved from the deck. “Amy! Come aboard!” 


Amy glanced behind her. Irina stood at the end of the 
dock, blocking her way back to The Rocks. She was 
wearing sunglasses, and Amy couldn’t read her 
expression. 

Amy felt like a fool. Irina had planned this. She’d 
probably been behind her the whole way and radioed 
ahead to Isabel. 

Ian slid an arm through hers. “I’m glad you came,” he 
murmured. “There’s a lot to say.” 

Isabel waved from the wheel of the boat. “Isn’t it a 
beautiful day?” 

Amy knew she had no choice. She had walked right 
into the trap. She shook off Ian’s arm and climbed 
aboard. 


CHAPTER 9 


“Have a seat, Amy,” Isabel said, pointing to the long 
cushioned bench in the stern of the speedboat. She was 
dressed casually in a striped T-shirt and trim white pants 
with white sneakers. “Let’s take a quick tour of the 
harbor and then Ill show you the prettiest cove. Pll have 
you back in forty-five minutes. Promise!” 


“T guess it’s—” Amy’s next words were drowned out as 
Isabel gunned the motor. The boat zipped away from the 
quay, passing right by the ferry as it blasted its horn. 
Amy clapped her hands over her ears. 


“Oopsie, sorry!” Isabel laughed as she turned the 
wheel and skipped over another boat’s wake. The waves 
thudded against the hull. “Let’s get away from this 
traffic. Don’t worry, Amy, I’m an expert captain.” 


“Mother keeps a boat at our place in the Bahamas,” 
Ian shouted in Amy’s ear. “She’s raced competitively. 
There’s no cause for concern.” 


In her head, she heard Dan mimicking Ian’s British 
accent and formal words. She wished he was here to 
make fun of him. Anything to stop this dread in her 
stomach. 


She had been afraid of grim, colorless Irina for so long 
and the menacing Holts that this new shape of villain 
didn’t make sense. Isabel looked like a model. Her eyes 
sparkled and her smile was generous and warm. She was 
one of the most beautiful women Amy had ever seen. 
Isabel perched high on the captain’s chair, her white 
sneaker swinging gaily. Dangerous? It didn’t seem 
possible. Just another of Irina’s lies. 


An open path of water lay in front of them now. Amy’s 
teeth slammed together as the boat surged forward. She 


felt the bow lift off the water. They raced across the 
harbor at what Amy considered a terrifying speed. 


“That’s more like it!” Isabel yelled. When she turned, 
her eyes were alight with excitement. “Don’t you love 
it?” 

“LOVE IT!” Ian shouted, but Amy noticed he was 
gripping the railing. 

The boat slammed against the waves as they entered a 
rougher part of the harbor. Amy bounced up and down, 
trying to keep her seat. The wind whipped her hair into 
her eyes. 


Finally, when Amy thought her bones might 
disintegrate into powder after being slammed against the 
water so much, Isabel cut the speed and motored into a 
beautiful cove. Amy saw a white horseshoe-shaped 
beach. She could see a sprinkling of people on the beach 
and a few swimmers beyond the surf line. She relaxed. 
She’d been afraid that Isabel would take her somewhere 
totally secluded or way out at sea. If she had to, she 
could dive off the boat and swim to shore from here. 


The boat bobbed gently in the waves. Isabel crossed 
over and sat in a deck chair that faced Ian and Amy. She 
took each of their hands. 


“Now, you two,” she said. “Enough squabbling. You’re 
here to make up.” 


Amy looked at her incredulously. Squabbling? 
Obviously, Mother Kabra didn’t have a clue about the 
homicidal tendencies of her son. 


Amy withdrew her hand. “I’m not here to make up 
with Ian,” she said firmly. She was relieved that her 
voice came out so strong. “I’m here because he told me 
that my parents were murdered.” 


“Right to the point, aren’t you?” Isabel dropped Ian’s 
hand. “I admire that! All right, then. Pm going to tell 
you some things in confidence and hope that you will 
respect it. I didn’t come to Australia just to collect my 


darling children.” Isabel paused. “There is a mole in the 
Lucian branch. We believe this mole has been operating 
for some time. Thwarting us at every turn.” 


Nataliya, Amy thought. She had led Amy and Dan to 
Russia. She was a Lucian, but she’d helped them get 
their last Clue. 


“Weve wondered where they were getting 
information, resources. And then we realized. The 
Madrigals. One of our own has joined them.” 


Amy didn’t believe it. If Isabel was talking about 
Nataliya, she had to be wrong. “What does this have to 
do with me?” Amy asked. 


“I believe — we believe, those of us at the highest 
levels — that this person, this spy, this mole, along with 
the Madrigals — murdered your parents.” 


No. Isabel was definitely not talking about Nataliya. It 
was someone else. Nataliya had risked so much to help 
them. 


“How do you know?” she asked, swallowing hard. 


“The fire was deliberately set. Cleverly done,” Isabel 
said. “We investigated ourselves. Pm sorry to shock you, 
Amy, but you must come to terms with it. You must see 
what you’re up against. The Madrigals are ruthless.” 


“Why should I believe you?” Amy challenged. Why 
should she believe anyone? 


Isabel’s voice was soft. “Because I was close to your 
parents, for one thing. I mourned them. When I realized 
that the Lucian spy was aligned with the Madrigals, I 
decided I had to get involved with the hunt. I called off 
Ian and Natalie. I want an alliance with you and Dan. I 
will help you bring the murderer to justice.” 


“Who is it?” Amy asked, swallowing hard. 


“Not only will I help you,” Isabel said, ignoring Amy’s 
question, “but the full resources of the Lucians will be 
placed before you and your brother. Information. 


Strongholds. Money. We’ll share the clues, and we’ll win 
together.” 


“Enough about the clues. Who killed my parents?” 
“Trina Spasky.” 


The sun was sinking lower in the sky, staining the blue 
water with pink. The glare behind Isabel put her face in 
shadow, obliterating her features. It seemed to flare out 
like fire around her. Amy felt dizzy. 


This was what Irina had warned her about. The lie will 
sound like truth. But was it a lie? Or did Irina just want 
her to think it was? 


“My husband and I knew Irina when we were all 
teenagers,” Isabel said. “I watched her turn from an 
idealistic scholar into a cold-blooded killer. But I never 
dreamed she’d strike against her own relatives. The 
chase for the clues is a hunger for her. It’s warped her. 
Pm sorry, Amy. This can’t be easy to hear. But you 
should know who killed them.” 


And Isabel did look sorry. Her bright eyes, the color of 
dark honey, were full of sympathy. 


“If we join forces, we can defeat her,” Isabel said. “We 
can expose her. That’s what she fears more than 
anything. The Madrigals ... they are the game changers. 
What do we know about them? Only that they’re bent on 
the destruction of all Cahill branches ... and yet nobody 
knows who or what they are. We suspect that the group 
was formed by rogue Cahills hundreds of years ago, and 
they are committed to the destruction of the entire 
family. Surely you’d think the branches would unite 
against them. But for all those years, the branches 
couldn’t form an alliance, even against a common 
enemy. Until now.” Isabel clasped her hands. “We can 
make the future, Amy. We can find the thirty-nine clues 
and you can avenge your parents. If we work together.” 


“T don’t see what you get out of this,” Amy said. 


“Your brains. Your brother’s instincts. You have to 
admit you’ve bested even my own children. And 
remember this, Amy—you could already be a Lucian. 
Grace chose not to have allegiances. You seem most like 
a Lucian to me,” Isabel said. Her voice was husky, warm. 
She opened her arms. “So this could be just ... coming 
home. One more thing we offer, the most important 
thing. Protection. Irina has more tricks up her sleeve, I 
promise you. And the Madrigals are ruthless.” 


Had she been in the tunnel with her parents’ 
murderer? Amy thought again of the look in Irina’s eyes 
at the confrontation in the church crypt. She knew Irina 
was capable of terrible things.... 


Unless ... Irina had told the truth, and it was Isabel 
who was lying. Amy felt her stomach churn. 


Trust no one, Mr. Mcintyre had said. For the first time, 
she truly understood what he meant. The stakes were so 
much higher than she’d thought. The lies cut so much 
deeper. Right to her heart. 


“What do you say, Amy?” Isabel looked at her with 
concern. “I hate to hit you with this all at once, but you 
need to get up to speed, and fast, if you want to 
survive.” 


Why would Isabel just assume Amy would believe her? 
Because Ian had duped her so easily? She looked over at 
him. He was gazing at his mother, his handsome profile 
turned to Amy. He had barely said a word on the boat. 
He hadn’t even met her gaze, not once. 


He had lied to her over and over again. Had he told 
his mother how gullible Amy was? 

It didn’t matter, Amy thought. If it was the truth, then 
she and Dan would figure out what to do about it. 
Together. They were a team. They’d gotten this far. 


She lifted her chin. “Dan and I can handle our own 
problems. So thanks, but no thanks.” 


A tiny flush stained Isabel’s cheek. Amy noted some 
perspiration above her lip. “You need to be certain,” 
Isabel said tightly. “I can’t make this offer again.” 


“Its my final answer,” Amy said. 


Isabel paused just a fraction of a moment. Then she 
smiled. “I understand. Pll take you back.” 


She stood and went to the railing. “But first, let’s take 
a moment to admire this lovely cove. Australia has the 
most beautiful beaches in the world, don’t you agree? Of 
course, you have to watch out for riptides and 
bluebottles and sharks, but what are the odds of them 
finding you? Shark attacks are actually quite rare. I find 
sharks beautiful. The great white is a machine that 
searches for food constantly. It has one purpose in life, 
and it knows exactly what it is and what to do about it. 
It can rip your arm or your leg off with one bite, but you 
can’t blame the shark. And then when blood foams in 
the water, what else can it do but keep feeding?” 


“Mum, please—” Ian started to say, but Isabel just 
talked over him. 


“Have you ever been in a shark cage? I have. I’ve 
looked into a shark’s eyes and it’s like looking at death 
itself.” 


Isabel walked over to a storage compartment on the 
far side of the deck. She flipped open the top and hoisted 
out a large white bucket. Amy saw the muscles in her 
arms flex as she lifted it and carried it over to the 
railing. She reached in and began to ladle something 
into the water. 


The smell reached Amy’s nose just as the realization 
hit. Isabel was tossing fish parts into the water. Amy saw 
the slimy white chunks, the bloody ends. She heard the 
splash as half of a bloody fish hit the water. 


She felt Ian tense up next to her. His hands gripped 
the edge of the seat cushion. 


Isabel didn’t look at Amy. She was smiling to herself 
as she ladled out the macabre stew. 


Amy looked out over the calm blue water. She saw the 
fin. It moved back and forth in a line a few yards from 
the boat. She saw another, farther out. The sharks must 
have smelled the blood. Now they were tacking back 
and forth, heading for the boat. 


Isabel straightened. She went over to a shelf by the 
wheel and pumped out a dollop of antibacterial gel on 
her hands. She rubbed them together briskly. 


“All right, then,” she said brightly. “Why don’t you tell 
me all the clues that you and your brother have 
gathered? Or would you rather go for a swim?” 


CHAPTER 10 


There was no hint of cruelty on Isabel’s face. That was 
the scariest thing of all. Just that same bright smile. 


“Are you out of your mind?” Amy asked. 


But Isabel didn’t seem crazy. Now Amy could see the 
ice under the warmth. “You don’t need a suit,” Isabel 
said. “It won’t matter in a few seconds anyway. Or 
minutes. The sharks might be feeding on the fish parts, 
but they’ll get to you eventually.” She kicked the bucket 
slightly with her bright white sneaker. “And I have 
plenty more. So. What do you say? Swim or talk?” 

“Pm not jumping in that water,” Amy said, standing 
up and going to the opposite side of the boat. 

“Well, if you won’t do it yourself, I can toss you in,” 
Isabel said. “Heave ho and all that. Martial arts training. 
Not a problem. Ian can help.” 


“Mum?” Ian’s voice wobbled a bit. 


She turned on him fiercely. Her voice was like a knife 
cutting glass. “Not Mum! How many times must I remind 
you? It makes me sound old!” She regained her 
composure and shrugged at Amy. “So, maybe my lazy 
coward of a son won’t give me a hand. But I don’t need 
one.” 


She moved toward Amy. Amy backed away until she 
hit the rail. There was nowhere to go except the water. 

“Little Amy and little Dan,” she said. “Who knew they 
would find a way to travel the world? Paris, Moscow, 
Venice, Seoul, Karachi. You sent the Lucian stronghold 
into a frenzy.” 

Karachi? Amy thought through her panic. She and Dan 
hadn’t been to Karachi. 


“Who helped you in Russia? How many clues have 
you found?” Isabel planted her muscled arms on the rail 
on either side of Amy. Up close, Amy could see the eerie 
tight perfection of her skin, the cruel glow in her dark 
golden eyes. 


“Throw some more fish in the water,” Isabel barked to 
Ian. 


Ian didn’t move. 
“NOW!” 


Ian rose and went toward the bucket. Amy’s heart 
banged against her chest, and she couldn’t seem to get a 
breath. Isabel was no longer pinning her against the rail, 
but she was close and ready to spring. Amy wondered 
what her chances were if she ran to the bow and jumped 
in. If she swam as fast as she could, how far could she 
make it before a shark chewed off a piece of her? 


Isabel turned impatiently to watch Ian, and Amy saw 
something out of the corner of her eye. A spray of bright 
colors in the sky over Isabel’s shoulder. Orange, purple, 
pink — striped paragliders soaring over the beach. 


The red-and-orange paraglider moved faster than the 
rest. It scudded across the sky, making a wide loop over 
the water. Amy realized that it was catching wind 
currents, heading closer and closer to the boat. She saw 
a pair of beefy white legs dangling. Meaty hands on the 
controls. 


Hamilton! 


Not by a flicker, not by a breath, did Amy indicate 
what she saw bearing down on them. Isabel urged Ian to 
hurry. The shark fins circled the boat. 


Amy tensed as Hamilton caught a downdraft. He 
temporarily blocked out the sun. Isabel looked up, 
shading her eyes, as he zoomed down. “Come on!” he 
shouted to Amy. She leaped up on the cushioned bench 
and grabbed for his ankles. 


“Woo-hoo!” Hamilton screamed as Amy tucked up her 
legs and held on. 


Isabel screamed in fury and tried to grab Amy’s legs. 
Hamilton steered the paraglider away. It lurched to the 
left, and Isabel sprang and snatched at empty air. At the 
same time, Amy kicked savagely at the bucket. It tipped, 
spilling fish guts and blood over the deck. Isabel slipped 
and fell into it. Blood and guts stained her pristine 
sneakers and white pants. She screamed. 


“Way to go, Amy!” Hamilton chortled. 

But another gust of wind sent them  scudding 
sideways, and Isabel managed to grab hold of Amy’s 
ankle with a bloody, fishy hand. Amy screamed and 
kicked. 

“Whoa!” Hamilton shouted as the paraglider tilted. 

Isabel slipped and fell back into the fish parts. Amy 
tucked up her legs again as they sailed over the boat 
railing. She was barely clearing the water now. Only 
inches below the surface she could see the dark mass of 
the shark. 

“H-Hamilton ...” 

“Just hang on!” he shouted. 


Amy’s sneaker skidded along the surface. The shark 
whipped around. 


“HAMILTON!” 

“Don’t worry! This baby has a motor!” 

“Then USE IT!” 

The motor kicked on. The paraglider rose inches 
above the water. They skimmed along, and it rose higher 
and higher. Soon they were soaring over the bay. 

“Okay!” Hamilton yelled. “I think I have the hang of it 
now....” 

Amy’s arms began to ache. “Hamilton, I can’t hold 


on!” she shouted. If she fell from this height, she didn’t 
think she would make it. 


“No problemo, Ame-o,” Hamilton called. With his 
powerful legs, he simply bent his knees and pulled her 
up higher. “Grab on to the harness,” he told her. Amy 
grabbed the paraglider bar, and they lurched to the side. 
“Whoa, baby,” Hamilton said to the paraglider, 
correcting the movement. 


“That was a little too close,” Hamilton said. “Sorry. 
This is my first time on one of these things.” 


“And you flew down to rescue me? Weren’t you 
scared?” 


“Holts don’t feel fear,” Hamilton said. “Haven’t you 
heard?” 


The other paragliders were soaring toward them now. 
She saw Ejisenhower’s red face. He was shouting 
something. 


“What is your dad saying?” Amy asked. 


“Don’t know,” Hamilton said. “I turned off my radio. 
He probably wants me to land so we can question you. 
He has no idea why you’re in Australia. It’s driving him 
bonkerinos. But you came through and gave me that 
clue. So I owe you.” 


He soared to the far end of the beach, coming in near 
the shallow water. “There’s a road at the end of the 
beach,” he told her. “You can find your way back.” 


“Looks like I owe you one now,” Amy said. 


“You bet. Ill collect one day. Don’t forget the 
Hammer. The Holt brigade is behind that hill, so they 
won’t see you if you run fast. Keep your knees bent 
when you jump and run like a hurricane wind. I’m going 
to take off again.” 


He gently steered the paraglider down. “Now!” he 
yelled, and Amy let go. 


She bent her knees as she hit the soft sand and took 
off. Hamilton rose, catching an updraft, and was soon 
sailing high above her. 


Her legs were shaking, but she managed to run up to 
the road. She slowed to a walk when she knew she was 
safe. She tried not to think about the sharks and the 
bloody water. 

Jamming her trembling hands into her pockets, she 
started to walk. Images bombarded her — fire, blood, 
sharks, Isabel’s lipsticked mouth like a scar. The sun 
around Isabel’s head had looked like fire.... 

Damp grass against her bare legs. Smoke. Fire. Her 
mother bending over her, her hands on Amy’s cheeks ... 

Amy shook her head hard. She didn’t have to 
remember! She didn’t want to! The images made her feel 
sick and dizzy and scared. 

You don’t remember what you should never forget. 


But what if she didn’t want to remember? What if she 
wanted to lock away a memory forever? 


CHAPTER 11 


Mummy wasn’t happy. 
That was never good. 


But this time, it was sour-faced Spasky getting the 
heat. That was sweet. 


Natalie kept her posture straight, even though it was 
difficult on the cushy sofa. She kept sliding forward on 
the slippery satin. But even while Mummy ranted, she 
could spot slumping shoulders. 


Ian sat next to her. He’d come back seasick, his face 
the color of her new chartreuse Prada purse. 


“This is your fault.” Isabel’s voice had taken on the 
cool, precise tone that Ian and Natalie privately called 
the scalpel. It sliced you open and left you bleeding. She 
paced in front of Irina, her high heels making dents in 
the thick carpet of the hotel suite. Her heavy charm 
bracelet jangled along with her agitation. “I had to soak 
for an hour to get the smell out. I had to throw away my 
entire outfit. And it was Chanel!” 


Natalie shuddered. Nothing worse than losing couture. 


“Not to mention that the girl got away!” Isabel put her 
hand to her throat, where Amy’s jade necklace gleamed 
against her sleeveless white dress. Natalie had no idea 
why she was wearing it when she could be wearing 
diamonds. 

“Excuse me, but I don’t see why this is my fault,” Irina 
said. “Reminder: I was not on boat.” 

Ian stiffened beside her and Natalie stared at Irina, 
fascinated. Didn’t she have any idea how to handle 
Isabel when she was angry? You had to agree with 


everything she said and apologize, no matter how unfair 
the accusations were. Otherwise, you were toast. 


Isabel wheeled and approached her. Natalie knew that 
look. Irina was about to get it. Both barrels between the 
eyes. This was going to be very good. 


“Excuse me,” Isabel said witheringly. “You had one 
simple assignment. Find Amy. Bring her to the boat.” 


“Excuse me for second time,” Irina said. “She did go 
aboard boat, which was the objective. I do not see—” 


“You do not see because you are a fool!” Isabel let her 
contempt drip from every word. “You were supposed to 
deliver Amy at three-twelve exactly. And you were 
supposed to arrive by Argyle Street so that Ian could 
spot you with the binoculars and I could prepare the 
boat. You didn’t do any of it! You were fifteen minutes 
late. Fifteen minutes! That gave the Holts enough time 
to get organized. Even those thick skulls don’t need too 
long to figure out a plan!” Isabel planted herself in front 
of Irina. “They had us under surveillance. And you are 
responsible for counter surveillance. So add it up, Irina. 
Not only did you fail ... you failed miserably.” 


Natalie smirked. Why shouldn’t she let Irina know 
how much she was enjoying this? Irina had never gotten 
it into her head that she wasn’t the boss. Ian and Natalie 
were the personal representatives of Vikram and Isabel. 
They were the de facto Lucian leaders. Irina couldn’t 
bear that. 


Isabel held up her thumb and index finger a fraction 
apart. “I was this close to getting her to tell all the clues 
they had. This close! That little mouse was terrified.” 


“What if she didn’t?” Irina asked. 
“What if she didn’t what?” 
“Cooperate. You would throw her to sharks?” 


“Don’t bore me with what ifs,” Isabel said, turning and 
waving a hand. “I am about results. And now we’ve been 
defeated. By the Tomas. Unacceptable!” 


Isabel’s narrow, toned shoulders lifted up, then down. 
When she turned around, her expression was calm. Not 
that her face ever showed much emotion. Isabel kept the 
best plastic surgeons in London very busy. She’d been 
pulled, pricked, smoothed, and plumped. Natalie wished 
her mother wasn’t quite so obsessed, but she guessed that 
once you were in your forties, it was a gigantic amount 
of work to keep yourself up. 

“The thing is, Irina, this isn’t the first time you’ve 
failed to achieve our objectives,” she said. “You’re 
slipping. You’re ... well, frankly, you’re old.” 


“Reminder,” Irina said. “We are the same age.” 


“Old thinking,” Isabel said. “You don’t keep up. You 
were once the best spy in the business. I give you that. 
But if you don’t shape up, you’re going to be out. Do you 
understand? It’s crunch time, as the Americans say. 
There is no such thing as failure for a Kabra.” 


“Don’t you mean, no such thing as failure for the 
Lucians?” Irina asked. 


Isabel looked uncertain for a moment. “Of course that 
is what I meant.” 


“Because this contest is about power for the Lucian 
Cahills, not the Kabra family,” Irina said. “Unless I’ve 
been misinformed.” 


“Well, naturally.” Isabel’s fingers drummed on her leg. 


Somehow, Irina had succeeded in making Mummy 
uncomfortable. Isabel flicked a piece of lint off her dress 
as though it were a missile. Natalie hoped her mother 
would demolish Irina, or they’d be in for a very bad 
afternoon. 


“And I would also argue that perhaps Kabras do know 
failure occasionally,” Irina continued, keeping her voice 
bland. “Your children, for example.” 


You hateful witch, Natalie thought. She waited for Ian 
to say something, but he was like a statue next to her. 


Irina smiled. “It seems that Amy and Dan Cahill have 
bested them at every turn. How many clues have you 
two collected?” she asked. “I mean, the two of you, 
alone. How many?” She put a finger to her temple. “Let 
me think ... oh, I remember! One.” 


“Mummy!” Natalie half rose. “She can’t talk to us that 
way!” 

Irina turned back to Isabel. “The truth is that those 
two have turned out to be much smarter than we 
expected. And what if they discover what really 
happened to their parents? Now, they are resourceful. If 
they have an even greater reason to win — revenge — 
they will be dangerous.” 


Suddenly, Isabel undid the clasp of the jade necklace 
and threw it at Irina’s feet. 


“That is what I think of those Cahills. Not to mention 
your ridiculous obsession with Grace Cahill. She was a 
batty old lady who thought she knew best. Well, she and 
her grandchildren won’t get in our way — no matter 
how much they know.” 


Irina picked up the necklace. She ran her fingers along 
the carved dragon in the center. 


“You thought it was important,” Isabel said. “Another 
one of your mistakes. I had it thoroughly checked this 
morning. It’s just a necklace. A cheap piece of 
sentimentality that the girl clings to. It was a waste of 
my time to steal it. Well, ’m done wasting time. Now, if 
you could manage to do one simple thing.” Isabel tossed 
her cell phone to Irina. “Call the Fixer.” 


Who’s the Fixer? Natalie wondered. 

Irina cleared her throat. “I am no longer sure of his 
reliability.” 

“Of course he’s reliable,” Isabel countered. “We’ve 


used him many times. Tell him I’m in Sydney and I need 
a few things. Pll contact him later with a list.” 


Isabel picked up her purse. “Ian, Natalie. Come. We’re 
going shopping.” 

Natalie popped up. At last! 

“Let yourself out, Irina.” 


The door slammed behind them. Natalie had to 
practically skip to keep up with her mother’s fast pace. 
“Trina is just jealous of you,” she said. “She wants to be 
leader, and she’s just hopeless at it.” 


“Right,” Ian said. Natalie shot him a look. He was 
supposed to sound enthusiastic. Isabel counted on them 
for support. 


She expected her mother to smile and agree, but Isabel 
just stabbed the elevator button. “Shut up, Natalie, I’m 
trying to think,” she snapped. 


Natalie rubbed her fingers along the fabric of her 
sweater. Cashmere. Her mother had bought her one in 
every color. Whenever she felt upset, she thought of 
them stacked in her huge closet at home in London. She 
had the best mother in the world. 


Isabel stabbed the elevator button again. “Call the 
concierge, Ian,” she barked. “First, order a car. And 
second, tell them to fix their elevators.” 

“Yes, Mummy.” 


“And don’t speak to me, either of you,” Isabel said as 
the elevator doors opened. “I have to think.” 


CHAPTER 12 


The echo of the door slam faded. Irina stared at the 
phone. She would have to call the Fixer. He could be out 
of the country on a job, but that would be too much to 
hope for. 


There was one in every city, she supposed, a person 
who could get anything you needed. Passports, cars, 
explosives, poisons. The Lucians found such contacts 
valuable. The Fixer was one of the best. He did not balk 
at anything, he could get anything, and he asked no 
questions. She had used him herself. 


What would Isabel need from him this time? What 
was she planning? 


Restlessly, Irina paced the room. She had lost Isabel’s 
confidence. She no longer knew the plan, only parts of 
it. 


She ran her fingers over the cool green stones of the 
necklace. Isabel’s insults had washed over her like water. 
They hadn’t stung. 


She slid the necklace into the pocket of her black 
jacket and zipped the pocket shut. She never felt 
sentimental. Ever. Yet she understood sentiment. Having 
something a loved one had touched. Keeping it near. 


When she had finally made herself clean out Nikolai’s 
room all those years ago, she had folded his favorite pair 
of pants and found something in the pocket. Her own 
school medal for First Place Vaulting Championship. The 
metal was tarnished, the ribbon tattered and faded. But 
Nikolai had carried it with him. He had touched it every 
day. A reminder of his mother. She was away so much. 
He needed something real to keep her with him. She 
hadn’t known. 


She hadn’t known. 


That had been the moment she had broken. She had 
held the pants against herself and sobbed. She had 
screamed out her agony. She had put herself back 
together slowly, but she was never the same. She was 
still broken. She had lost her son. 


She slid her hand into her other pocket and touched 
the medal. Now it was her turn to keep something close 
as a reminder. To touch something he had touched. 


Irina, the problem in Helsinki needs your attention. 
My son is sick. It’s not a good time. 

She still remembered Isabel’s brittle laugh. 
Children are sick all the time. 

No, it is more than that. The doctor said ... 


Don’t bore me with details. Do your job. The tickets are 
waiting for you at the airport. 


So she had kissed him, kissed his golden curls. She had 
whispered that she would be gone for only two days. 
Anna, her neighbor who watched him, whom he adored, 
Anna would be by his side. Irina would bring him back 
anything he wanted. 


A monkey, he said, and she had laughed. 


She had to go undercover. No communication, no 
phones, nothing. So she did not collect Anna’s 
increasingly frantic messages. She did not get the 
doctor’s call. She touched down in Moscow two days 
later and discovered that her nine-year-old son was 
dead. She was holding the stuffed monkey, an expectant 
smile on her face, when a weeping Anna told her the 
news. 


Now Irina rose. Once Isabel had forced her to do 
something that she regretted with every waking breath. 
It would not happen again. 


CHAPTER 13 


The delicious smells of good things cooking greeted Amy 
as she wearily pushed open the door to Shep’s house. It 
had taken her over an hour to get back. Plenty of time 
for her to digest what had happened. But it still hadn’t 
taken away her fear. It was still there in her stomach, a 
cold, hard ball. 


When she closed the door, she began to shake. Now 
that she was safe, the horror of what had happened truly 
sank in. What if Hamilton hadn’t saved her? She saw 
herself falling into that water, saw the sharks circling 
with their dead black eyes.... 


She felt so cold. She couldn’t take a step, she was 
shaking so hard. 


In the kitchen area, Nellie was cooking, a bright 
bandanna wrapped around her hair. She stirred 
something in a pan while outside Shep tended to the 
barbecue. Dan was playing one-person Foosball, running 
back and forth to each end of the table. 


Nellie looked up. Her welcoming smile faded as she 
took in Amy’s appearance. 


She dropped the wooden spoon, splattering tomato 
sauce on the stove. Amy saw it bloom like blood in the 
water. Dizziness swept over her, a buzzing in her ears. 
The room started to spin.... 


Nellie caught her as her knees gave way. 


“Dan, get a blanket!” Nellie’s voice was steady, but it 
rang through the open space. She half carried Amy to 
the couch. 


The only thing Dan could find was the leather jacket. 
He brought it over and Amy gratefully wrapped herself 


in it. 
“What happened?” Dan asked, his small face looking 
pinched. She’d spooked him. 


“They didn’t hurt me. I mean, if Pd been thrown into 
the bloody fish water with the sharks, who knows? But 
Hamilton came by on a paraglider, so—” 


“What?” Nellie exclaimed at the same moment that 
Dan yelled, “Sharks?” 


Quickly, Amy recounted how Irina had led her 
through the tunnel and warned her about Isabel, yet 
she’d wound up on the boat anyway. She explained how 
Isabel had offered them Lucian protection and what had 
happened when she’d said no. When she described Isabel 
calmly ladling the fish parts into the sea, Nellie turned 
white. But the funny thing was that as Amy told the 
story, she stopped shaking, and her fear went away. 


She told them everything, including the rosemary Clue 
that Irina had given her. But she didn’t tell them the 
most important thing. That Ian, Irina, and Isabel all told 
her that Hope and Arthur had been murdered. And that 
Isabel had accused the Madrigals and Irina of the crime. 


“Oh, man,” Dan said, throwing himself back on the 
cushions. “I missed it! If Pd been there, Isabel Cobra 
wouldn’t have had a chance. We could have pushed her 
into the water. Or I could have gotten fishing line and 
tied her up. Or we could have used Ian as a battering 
ram!” 


“Dan,” Nellie chided. “This isn’t a game.” 
The thirty-nine clues are like game to your brother, yes? 


Dan jumped up and began pretending to paraglide 
over snapping sharks. Amy made a decision as she 
watched him. She couldn’t tell him about their parents. 
There was a soft, secret spot in her brother that he 
covered up with jokes. It was all about losing his parents 
so young — before he could even have memories of 


them. She would have to try to figure it out on her own. 
At least for awhile. 


Amy touched her throat, momentarily forgetting that 
Grace’s necklace was gone. The absence of it made her 
feel more alone than ever. This feeling inside — that 
there was something she needed to remember — was big 
and scary. She’d have to hide that from Dan, too. 


He hates when I act like a big sister. But I am one. 


Nellie patted her knee. “Food. That’s what you need.” 
She got up and went back to the kitchen. 


Amy wrapped the jacket more tightly around herself. 
She felt the lining tear and she groaned softly. The only 
thing she had from her mother, and she’d ripped it! She 
moved her fingers along the lining, searching for the 
tear, and heard something crackle. Sitting up, she 
examined it more closely. The jacket had already been 
torn along the seam and repaired again. She reached 
inside the tear and took out a brittle piece of lined paper 
—something ripped from a notebook. 


“What is it?” Dan asked, coming closer. 


“A piece of old notebook paper hidden in the lining.” 
Her heart pounding, Amy read the words aloud. 


28 June 1937 


Each stronghold I was able to enter seems shaky now. 
War is on the horizon, nothing seems simple or safe, from 
Natal to Karachi. They fear us; that is good. 


Left Bandung and flew to Darwin. Here we sent back 
parachutes to lighten load so I am including this jacket as 
well. GP has been instructed to pass it along to you. 
Tomorrow we go on to Lae. Then it is off across the Pacific 
to Howland. 


I’m sorry to report that I failed to find our assassin H, or 
any real clues to his whereabouts. I was able to get to 
Batavia from Bandung and managed to find our contact. He 
told of a “scarred white man” who the natives believed had 


escaped the mountain. His body was intact but not his mind. 
What he had endured was terrible enough to break it. 


Here in Darwin our informer turned out to be a dead end. 
It was soon clear that the gentleman — and I use the term 
loosely, because he was quite a charlatan — was just 
looking for another payoff. All he offered was riddles. He 
even had the audacity to try to sell me a ring — it will bring 
you luck, he said, so I bought it in hopes it would gain me 
information. It didn’t. When I asked again if he knew H, he 
said both of them were in a hole but not to worry. Then he 
cackled a laugh and that was the end of it. Clearly he 
enjoyed giving me no information ... and making me pay for 
tt. 

I am off into the blue. No more strongholds to penetrate. 
Only sky. AE 


“I don’t get it,” Dan said. “Who do you think AE is? 
Some Australian dude who flew a plane?” 


“Not a dude,” Amy said with dawning excitement. 


She sprang up and ran to Shep’s bookshelves. 
Naturally, she’d already checked out his library. Shep 
had whole shelves dedicated to aviation history. It didn’t 
take long before she found what she was looking for. She 
thumped the book down on the surfboard table. 


Dan hurried over. “Amelia Earhart?” 


“It’s got to be!” Amy said. “Her last flight was right 
around that time.” One of Amy’s childhood heroes had 
been Amelia Earhart. Grace had given her a biography of 
the flier when she was eight years old. “She was 
amazing. She was the first woman to fly solo over the 
Atlantic. She broke records for speed and altitude. She 
didn’t let anything stop her.” 


She flipped to the index and looked up “last flight.” 
Then she turned to the page and read through the 
itinerary. “Look,” she said, pointing to the page. “She 
was in Darwin, Australia, on June 28, 1937. She was 
trying to become the first woman to circumnavigate the 


world, and by the longest distance. And Dan, look at the 
rest of her stops!” She placed the paper with her parents’ 
itinerary next to Amelia’s journey. Her parents had hit 
many of the major stops. 


“They match,” Dan said. “But why would Mom and 
Dad be following where Amelia Earhart went about a 
bazillion years before?” 


“About sixty years before,” Amy corrected. She tapped 
the paper. “Isabel said something to me about the Lucian 
stronghold in Karachi. I bet all these cities are 
strongholds for other branches, too.” 


“So what happened after she left Darwin?” 


“She flew to Lae, New Guinea, for refueling. Then she 
took off for Howland Island — which is basically a speck 
in the middle of the Pacific — but she never made it. 
Her plane was never found. There were all sorts of 
rumors that she survived, but basically everyone believes 
that she and her navigator couldn’t locate the island and 
ran out of gas. But before that happened, it looks like she 
had a secret agenda. Do you realize what this means? 
She was a Cahill!” 


“So who was GP?” Dan asked. 


Amy searched through the book. “It must be George 
Putnam, her husband. They shipped the parachutes back 
because they would be useless over water. But whoever 
she trusted to ship the jacket didn’t do it. Even then, it 
would have been valuable as a souvenir. It must have 
just stayed in Darwin. Mom must have had some kind of 
lead to it....” 


“ “Our assassin H, ” Dan read. “Do you think it could 
be Bob Troppo? Maybe she’s using the word assassin in a 
funny way because he hit Mark Twain with his cane. She 
says he has scars, just like the photograph.” 

“It has to be!” Amy said. “The Cahills have been 
looking for him for a long time, I guess. I wonder why.” 
She reread the letter. “I wonder where Bandung is.” 


Shep overheard her from the kitchen, where he was 
transferring grilled fish onto a platter. “It’s on the island 
of Java, not far from Jakarta,” he said. “Indonesia.” 


“It was Earhart’s stop before she flew to Darwin,” Amy 
said. 


“ “They fear us,’ ” Dan read. “Who is ‘they’?” 


Amy looked up and met his gaze. “Who does every 
branch fear?” 


“Madrigals,” Dan said. 


“Isabel said that Madrigals might be rogue Cahills — 
they left their own branches and formed a new group. 
They’re like a secret society. That would explain why 
nobody really knows who they are.... They’re just afraid 
of them.” Amy frowned. “But Amelia Earhart couldn’t be 
a Madrigal. She just couldn’t. She was a hero. An 
explorer. And not only that, she wasn’t ... sneaky or 
mean. I can’t believe she’d betray her branch just to get 
power.” Or that she could belong to a group that would one 
day kill our parents ... if that part of the story is even true. 


“Maybe she was just really good at hiding things,” 
Dan said, frowning. “Okay, we’ve got Amelia Earhart, 
branch strongholds, and some crazy dude with no name 
— maybe he’s H, maybe he’s Bob, but he’s definitely a 
few Lucky Charms short of a bowl,” Dan summarized. “I 
still don’t know what we’re doing in Australia. And what 
were our parents doing here? And why did they come to 
Sydney? Amelia Earhart didn’t.” 

“Well, they probably flew here so that they could meet 
up with Shep and have him take them on his own plane. 
Less chance to be followed that way.” 

Amy turned back to Shep and raised her voice. “Shep, 
why did our parents go to Adelaide? Do you know?” 

“Sure,” Shep said. “We needed a refueling stop before 


Darwin. We had a couple of choices, and they picked 
Adelaide.” 


He put down the platter of fish on the dining table. 


“I don’t want to be nosy,” he said, “but I have a 
feeling I don’t have the whole story here. So far today 
we’ve been attacked by very large American surfers, 
Amy disappears for hours and then shows up looking 
like death warmed up, and now apparently Amelia 
Earhart is speaking to you from a watery grave. Do you 
want to fill me in on what’s going on? Since I’m flying 
you over half of Australia and I happen to be your 
cousin, I think I have a right to know.” 


“Absolutely,” Dan said. “The truth is that we’re part of 
a gang of master thieves who broke into the US Mint and 
stole one billion dollars in gold. Amy and I are small 
enough to climb into AC ducts. We took off with the 
gold, so they’re chasing us. But what they don’t know is 
that we’re working directly for the president.” 


“And Amelia Earhart ...” 


“... was on a Secret mission to find a place to hide the 
world’s gold in a top secret underwater fortress. We’re 
looking for that, too.” 


Shep nodded. “O-kay. Glad we got that straightened 
out. Now it’s time to eat.” 


Amy couldn’t sleep. Every time she closed her eyes she 
saw Irina’s fierce gaze, blue as a flame in the darkness. 


Do you think your mother left you alone and raced back 
into a burning house just for her husband? 


Remember that night, Amy. Think about that night. You 
were there. You were old enough to see. 


All this confusion, all this tightness in her chest made 
her feel like she couldn’t breathe. Why was she so 
afraid? Why did Isabel seem so familiar to her, and why 
did that fill her with dread? 


Nellie snoozed next to her, and Dan was just a lump 
wrapped in a quilt on the sofa by the window. Amy 
slipped out of bed. The leather jacket was lying on the 
armchair near Dan, and she put it on and wrapped it 


around her. The thrilling thought that it had belonged to 
Amelia Earhart had been replaced by the simple need to 
touch something her mother had touched. She lay her 
cheek against the collar. 


“I miss them.” Dan’s voice was sleepy. “How can you 
miss people you can’t remember?” 


“I miss them, too,” Amy said softly. “Being here is so 
weird. Because they were here, too.” 


“Yeah. It feels like they could just walk in the door 
any second. I don’t know why.” 


Amy realized that she felt the same way. She felt 
closer to her parents here. Closer than she’d felt in a 
long time. And they were half a world away from 
everything they knew. 


Dan yawned. “They left us for a whole month.” His 
voice was drowsy, and she could tell he was close to 
sleep. “That’s a long time to leave your kids.” 


“It must have been super important,” Amy whispered. 


“Pm glad they were searching for the clues, just like 
us,” Dan said. He yawned again. “Wouldn’t it be great if 
after this is over ... Shep could maybe be our dad? We 
could move in with him....” 


“Dan, I don’t know. He’s not the dad type.” 


“People don’t know they’re the dad type until they’re 
dads. Besides, can you imagine going back to Beatrice 
the Bloody?” 

Amy couldn’t. She couldn’t imagine what the end of 
this would be like at all. But as soon as Dan said it, she 
realized he was right. She couldn’t imagine going back to 
Aunt Beatrice. She couldn’t imagine going back to 
school, or Boston. 

They didn’t belong there anymore. 

They didn’t belong anywhere. 

After a minute, Dan’s breathing was deep and regular. 
Amy went back to the foldout couch she shared with 


Nellie. She climbed back under the covers and she fell 
asleep, clutching her mother’s jacket around her. 


She dreamed. Her mother’s hand gripping hers. A fire 
crackling in the fireplace. And then a fire out of control 
... ash falling like snow on the lawn. 


“Get the children out!” 


She woke with a start. It was still dark. She could hear 
Nellie’s soft breathing next to her. 


And then memory lit up her brain, and the shadows 
went away. 


She hadn’t gone to sleep after her bath. She’d turned 
on her little green glass lamp and picked out a book. 
Sometimes she read herself to sleep. It was a secret she 
kept from her parents. Grace knew. Grace always let her. 


So she heard the sound of visitors arriving. Heard a 
murmur of voices. Then suddenly the voices were raised. 
She got up and listened. She was dressed in her 
nightgown, the one with the koalas her mother had 
brought back from her long trip. Her parents’ voices 
sounded different. There was something hard in their 
voices, something that glinted and clanked like coins. 


She crept down the stairs and then down the hall to 
her father’s study. She couldn’t see her parents. 
Strangers surrounded them. The lights were low, but the 
fire blazed in the hearth. 


She heard bursts of words, and Amy closed her eyes, 
trying to remember. 


The violation of the strongholds ... 
Where did you go... 


And her father’s voice: Our travels are our business, not 
yours. 


Let’s all calm down. We only want what is ours. 
Where did you go ... 
Tell us or... 


Or what? You are standing in my home and you dare to 
threaten me? 


Her mother’s voice was hard and cool. It scared Amy. 
She burst through the circle. “Mommy!” 


But before her mother could scoop her up, someone 
else did. Someone who smelled of perfume and makeup. 
A beautiful lady with big eyes the color of honey. In 
Amy’s mind, she’d seen the flicker of fire reflected there. 

“And who is this? What a pretty nightgown! Such cheerful 
teddy bears.” 

“Koalas,” Amy corrects, because she’s proud to know the 
word. 

The lady’s fingers tighten, just a bit. She looks over Amy’s 
head and smiles at Mommy and Daddy. 

“Did your mommy and daddy bring it back for you from 
their trip?” 

The lady holds her too tightly. Amy starts to squirm, but 
the grip doesn’t loosen. 

And her mother looks so afraid ... 

Amy sat up in bed. The truth brought a rush of horror. 

The facts pounded her like body blows. 

The lady holding her had been Isabel Kabra. Who else 
was there? She strained to remember. A bunch of 
people, strangers to her at the time. She’d been too shy 
to look at their faces. They knew her parents had come 
back from a trip but they weren’t sure where they’d 
gone. For some reason, they had to know. Her parents 
had hidden the destination from them ... until a seven- 
year-old girl had run downstairs in her nightgown and 
said the word koalas. 

And then her parents’ enemies had their answer. 


She had betrayed them. 


CHAPTER 14 


“Rise and shine, mates,” Shep called cheerfully. “I’m 
going to make a pot of coffee and a bit of brekkie, and 
then we’re off to the field. Everybody sleep okay?” 

It was still dark out. Shep had switched on the lights. 

“Mmmfff,” Nellie said, her head in the pillow. 

“Great,” Dan said, sitting up in a tangle of quilts. 

While Nellie put the pillow over her head and Shep 
started the coffee, Amy rose woodenly and went to the 
bathroom. She splashed cold water on her face and 
looked at herself in the mirror. 

They had all come to find out where her parents had 
been. That was crucial. Finding that out told them 
something. Something that made one of them start the 
fire. 

Her fault. 

She remembered the flush of triumph on Isabel’s 
cheeks as she held her. The way she held her even as she 
squirmed ... that had been a threat. 

Isabel was saying I can get to your children. 

Amy closed her eyes, remembering the flash of fear 
and anger on her mother’s face. She held on to the sink 
and leaned over while the words beat inside het.... 

My fault my fault my fault 

Dan banged on the door. “Are you asleep in there?” 

Amy opened the door and walked over to the couch. 
Mechanically, she began to pack. 

Nellie shot her concerned glances but Amy always 
turned away. She couldn’t talk about it. If she talked 


about it, she would crack wide open. She would cry and 
cry and never stop. 


My fault my parents are dead. 


Research. That always helped her. If she could get her 
mind going on a problem, she could forget what she 
didn’t want to remember. 


While Shep made pancakes, Amy opened Dan’s laptop 
and searched for anything involving Amelia Earhart and 
Darwin, Australia. Amy clicked through photographs 
and found one taken of her at the Darwin airport. She 
was climbing steps to a building, holding her jacket and 
a notebook. It could be the very notebook she’d written 
the letter on! Amy peered closer. Visible on Amelia’s 
pinkie finger was a ring with a white stone. She clicked 
back to a photograph of Amelia in Bandung. No ring. It 
must be the ring she’d described, the one the strange 
man had sold to her. 


She tried to magnify the image, but it just became 
blurry. Dan came over and peered at the screen. 


“What are you doing?” 


“Pm not sure,” Amy admitted. “Do you see the ring on 
Amelia’s finger? It must be the one she bought in 
Darwin. I’m trying to see it up close. I’m wondering why 
this guy tried to sell her a ring.” 


“Well, it sure wasn’t a good luck charm,” Dan said. He 
made a noise like a plane spiraling down and crashing. 
Amy winced. 


“It looks like a white stone,” she said. 

“Probably an opal,” Nellie said with a quick look at 
the computer. She was on her way to the bathroom. 

“Most likely,” Shep agreed. “Australia has more than 
ninety percent of the world’s opals. Even back then, 
there was a pretty solid mining trade going on, Pd 
imagine.” 

“He said they were in a hole but not to worry,” Amy 
quoted. 


Shep grinned. “In a hole? Sounds like Coober Pedy. It 
means ‘white man in a hole’ in Aboriginal language.” 


“Coober who?” 


“Name of a town, love,” Shep said. “Most of the 
buildings are underground because it’s so freakish hot. 
Even for Australia. And it’s the number one town in the 
world for mining opals.” 


“Where is it?” Dan asked. 
“Oh, a bit north of Adelaide. About nine hours’ drive.” 


That didn’t sound like a bit, but maybe it was for 
Australia. Amy felt her excitement growing. They were 
getting close to something, she could feel it. She knew 
Dan could feel it, too. 


“How long did our parents stay in Adelaide?” Dan 
asked. 


“Let’s see ... I picked up some tourists in Perth and 
flew them to Alice Springs and Uluru ... or was it Shark 
Bay and Ningaloo ... can’t remember, but I think I was 
gone three or four days. Then I swung on down to 
Adelaide to pick up Hope and Arthur for the Darwin 
trip.” 

Amy and Dan exchanged a glance. They didn’t have to 
say it out loud. They knew it. Their parents had gone to 
Coober Pedy. They’d driven up from Adelaide. They just 
hadn’t wanted to involve Shep more than they had to. It 
could have put him in danger. Amy and Dan nodded at 
each other. 


Shep pointed the spatula to Amy and then to Dan. 
“How did you just do that? You two just had a 
conversation without saying a word!” 


They looked at each other again. It’s not that we don’t 
trust him. It’s that our parents were right — the less he 
knows, the better off he is. 

“You just did it again! What are you saying?” Shep put 
his hands on his hips. “Wait a minute. Hold the phone. 
You want me to fly you to Coober Pedy, don’t you.” 


Dan smiled innocently. “Your pancakes are burning,” 
he said. 


After a breakfast of slightly charred pancakes, they 
loaded their gear into Shep’s Jeep and took off for the 
airfield. The sun was rising as they left the outskirts of 
Sydney and took a smaller road, snaking up into the 
hills. Finally, Shep pulled up to a wire gate and punched 
in a code. The gate opened and they roared in. 


“Congratulations,” Shep said. “You just passed 
through airfield security.” 


He parked the car and pointed out the plane. 

“Um, it looks kind of ... small?” Amy offered. 

“Small? I can fit fourteen in that baby,” Shep said. 

“Youre a good pilot,” Nellie said. “Right?” 

Shep shrugged. “Except for those crash landings.” 
Chuckling, he headed off to the office. 


“Funny cousin you’ve got there,” Nellie said with a 
yawn. 


“C’mon, let’s check out the plane,” Dan said. 


They circled around it, and Nellie climbed inside the 
cockpit. Dan followed. Amy stood outside, trying to 
imagine being high above. She’d been in a high-speed 
helicopter at night and that was terrifying; she’d been 
swept up by a paraglider, but somehow this small plane 
made her feel even more nervous. Maybe because she 
had time to think about how small it seemed and how 
wide the sky was in Australia. 

When Shep headed out of the office and ambled 
toward them, it only increased her nerves. Shouldn’t a 
pilot be wearing a uniform? It was just Shep, in his 
khaki shorts and a syrup stain on his T-shirt. 

“Are, um, w-we sure about this?” she asked, climbing 
in. 

“Are you kidding?” Dan said, bouncing in his seat. 


Nellie was staring out of the cockpit window. She 
didn’t answer. 


“Nellie?” 


Amy followed her gaze. She saw a plume of dust, 
rising straight beyond the scrub bushes. 


Shep climbed into the plane, instantly making it feel 
smaller. 


“Its a willy willy!” Dan called, pointing at the column 
of dust. 


“A who?” Amy asked. 


“A kind of harmless tornado,” Shep said, sliding into 
the pilot seat. “And that isn’t one. We don’t get willy 
willys around here. I think it’s just a truck going fast on 
a dirt road. Strap in, everyone. We’ve got clearance to 
take off.” He put headphones on. 


Dan looked disappointed as he strapped into his seat. 
Nellie buckled in, still peering out at the dust. “It’s not a 
truck,” she said. “It’s a Hummer. Can we get going?” she 
asked with sudden impatience in her voice. 


“Got to finish the preflight check,” Shep said amiably. 
Just then the speeding Hummer crashed through the 
metal gate. Shep didn’t hear it over the noise of the 
engine whirring to life. 


“Can you hurry?” Amy asked. Shep couldn’t hear her, 
but he gave her a thumbs-up from the cockpit. 


Isabel Kabra was at the wheel of the Hummer. She 
screeched to a halt. Amy saw her head swiveling, 
squinting through the bright sunlight, trying to see 
inside the cockpits of the planes. 


Slowly, the propeller of Shep’s plane started to turn. 


“All righty, here we go,” Shep said. The plane started 
to swing toward the runway. 


Isabel’s head snapped back. She was wearing big black 


sunglasses, but Amy almost thought she could see the 
glint of her eyes. 


The plane taxied toward the runway. 

Amy, Dan, and Nellie watched as Isabel jerked the 
Hummer with a squeal of tires. To their surprise, Isabel 
sped off in the opposite direction. But when Shep turned 
onto the runway, they saw Isabel pull into the field near 
the runway. 

“What’s that blasted car doing there?” Shep asked. 

“Sightseers?” Nellie suggested. 

Shep taxied forward. They picked up speed. Amy 
relaxed against the seat. Isabel had been foiled. She was 
probably furious. 

“Nyah, nyah,” Dan muttered. 

As their speed increased, Isabel suddenly cut the 
wheel and bumped onto the runway. 

“What the ...” Shep exclaimed. 

She gunned the motor of the Hummer. Amy could 
clearly see the terrified faces of Natalie and Ian in the 
backseat. Natalie had her mouth wide open in a scream. 

“T can’t stop. I’ve got to take off!” Shep yelled. 

“Go!” Nellie screamed. 

The plane lifted, clearing the Hummer by inches. 

The last thing Amy saw was Isabel’s face. Completely 


calm. Natalie was still screaming. Isabel was willing to 
risk her children’s lives to stop them. 


As soon as they were at cruising altitude, Shep tore off 
his headphones. “What was that?” he shouted. “That 
crazy Hummer almost killed us all! Did you see who was 
driving?” 

“Did you see, Amy?” Dan asked. 

“The sun was in my eyes,” Amy said. “Nellie?” 

“That was just too scary,” Nellie said. 

“Pm going to radio the airport and get that idiot 
arrested,” Shep said. He put his headphones back on and 
began to speak rapidly into the headset. 


Dan and Amy exchanged a glance. There was no way 
anybody was going to arrest Isabel Kabra. And she was 
on their tail. 


CHAPTER 15 


They flew along the coastline, aquamarine water below 
and stretches of golden sand. Amy’s head began to nod, 
and she fell asleep. No wonder, Dan thought. His sister 
had tangled with sharks and poison needles, all in one 
day. That could wear a dude out. 


After an hour, even a postcard view couldn’t keep his 
attention. Dan got tired of looking for kangaroos out the 
window. He hadn’t been this bored since Amy forced 
him to babysit her Barbies when he was five. He started 
to wonder about the Land Down Under. What was it 
under, exactly? He almost woke Amy up to ask her but 
decided it wasn’t such a great idea. 


Shep’s voice came over a speaker. “There are snacks in 
the cabinet under the sink.” 


“Dude! You’re speaking my language!” But Shep 
couldn’t hear him. Dan got up and foraged. 


By the time Amy woke up, they were flying over red 
ground, vast and empty, and Dan had struck up a 
beautiful friendship with Australian snack food. 


“How long has it been like this?” Amy asked, 
yawning. 

Dan was chewing on a potato chip. “Forever. But 
check this out.” He held up a bag of chips. “These are 
chicken flavored! Is that genius or what? Are you 
hungry? I’ve got Tim Tams, Cheezels, Toobs, and Burger 
Rings. Can you imagine making a snack that tastes like a 
burger? Australians are our friends. And look, Violet 
Crumbles — the best chocolate bar in the world!” 


“Don’t spoil your appetite, mate,” Nellie called in her 
Aussie accent. She was now wearing the bush hat Dan 


had bought in the airport. “We might be stopping for a 
tick at a chew and spew.” 


“Chew and spew!” Dan laughed and sprayed potato 
chips. “Love it!” 


“Try the chew part,” Amy said. “Lose the spew.” 
Shep stretched and yawned. 


“Want to take a break?” Nellie asked. “I can take over 
for awhile.” At Shep’s inquisitive look, she said, “I’ve 
been flying since I was a teenager.” 


“That wasn’t so long ago. I’m not reassured.” 


Nellie grinned. “Trust me. I’ve got a pilot’s license. 
Five hundred hours. Instrument flying. Night flying.” 


She and Shep started talking about wind shifts, 
thrusts, and passenger loads. Dan leaned over to Amy. 


“Did you know Nellie could fly a plane?” 
Amy shook her head. “I guess it never came up.” 


“Lots of things don’t come up with Nellie. Until they 
do.” 


A flicker of doubt passed between them for a moment, 
but they shoved it aside. 


Nellie took over the controls. Shep watched her for 
awhile, then stepped back into the cabin to talk to them. 
He leaned against the bulkhead and crossed his arms. 


“Okay, something doesn’t smell right,” he said. “Did 
you know the person in that Hummer? Because it 
doesn’t seem like a coincidence that it showed up like 
that.” 

Dan put on a look of innocence. “No?” 

“Is there something you want to tell me? About what 
you’re really doing in Australia?” 

“Okay,” Dan said. “I guess it’s time we told you the 
truth.” 


Amy gave him a no way look. 


“Back in Massachusetts, Amy and I broke into our 
school one night. No biggie, right? Except that our 
assistant principal, Mortimer C. Murchinson, is an alien. 
At night he takes off his face and turns into this eleven- 
foot-tall thing with eight arms ...” 


“.. who plays for the Boston Celtics,” Shep said with a 
sigh. “I get it.” His gaze was searching as it rested on 
them. Then he turned and started back to the cockpit. “If 
you see any stealth bombers coming our way, just give a 
yell, okay?” 

“You got it, Captain,” Dan answered. 


Nellie flew the plane for the next hour, then Shep took 
over for the approach to Coober Pedy. 


“Where is it?” Dan asked, craning his neck. All he 
could see for miles and miles was red dirt. The horizon 
was curved, as though he could see the edge of the 
earth. 


“See those pyramids?” Shep’s voice came over the 
loudspeaker. 


“They look like little hills of salt,” Dan said to Amy. 


“Those are the slag heaps from opal mining,” Shep 
explained. “We’re going to fly right over the opal fields. 
I reached my mate Jeff this morning. He’ll pick us up.” 


The plane eased down on the runway and rolled to a 
stop. The airfield was even smaller than the one outside 
Sydney. There were a few outbuildings and a couple of 
bush planes. They tumbled out and were hit by a wall of 
heat. Dan’s throat felt as dry as the dusty hills. Shep 
jumped down, looking as fresh as when he’d begun. 


“Ts it always this hot?” Dan asked Shep. 


“Oh, it’s cool today. Only a hundred or so. Let me deal 
with a bit of paperwork and then I’m guessing Jeff will 
show up.” 


Shep ambled into the office, emerging just as a dirt- 
caked four-wheel-drive truck roared down the road to 


the airfield. A tall, slim man wearing the usual khaki 
shorts jumped out. 


“They let you land in that shonky orange crate?” he 
shouted in an Australian accent. 


“Next time, I'll land it on your head,” Shep answered. 
“It’s big enough.” 


They clapped each other on the shoulders. Shep 
turned to them. 


“Let me introduce you to my long-lost cousins,” he 
said. “Amy, Dan, and their au pair, Nellie Gomez. This is 
Jeff Chandler, best tour guide in the Red Centre.” 


“Mates of Shep’s are mates of mine,” Jeff said. “What 
brings you to Coober Pedy? A little noodling?” 


“We just had lunch,” Amy said politely. She fanned 
away an enormous black fly. “But thank you.” 


He laughed. “No, noodling’s what we call searching 
for opals in the slag heaps. Lots of tourists love it. Odds 
aren’t good you'll come up with a valuable stone, but 
there’s always a chance, isn’t there?” 


“Actually, my rellies are here looking for some 
information,” Shep said. “About someone who might 
have lived around here in the thirties. He had a scarred 
face, and back in Sydney he was known as a criminal 
called Bob Troppo. He didn’t speak and he might have 
been crazy.” 


“Let’s see. Scars on his face, criminal, keeps to himself, 
mad as a cut snake,” Jeff said. “Sounds like half the 
population of this place.” He laughed at Amy’s and Dan’s 
crestfallen expressions. “No worries. I know just who to 
consult. Climb aboard.” 


They piled in, and he swung out onto the dusty road 
and hit the gas hard. He pointed to the opal fields. “If 
you go out there, you’ve got to keep your wits about 
you. Every year we lose a couple of tourists in the open 
mine shafts. They back up to snap a photo, and whoosh, 


down they go, and come a cropper. Got to tell you, we 
find it very annoying.” 
“T bet it annoys the tourists more,” Dan said. 


“No drama, they’re already dead.” Jeff drove through 
the center of town, which wasn’t very big. It looked like 
a Wild West town from a movie. The surrounding area 
was barren as the moon. The few people on the street 
wore broad-brimmed hats, and many of the men had 
long hair and mustaches. From every corner signs 
shouted orars and unpercrounp morst. There was even a sign 
for an underground church. 


“Where is everybody?” Nellie asked. 


“In the mines or in their homes about now,” Jeff said. 
“Which means underground. Most of us live in dugouts 
here. They keep us cool during the day and warm at 
night.” 


“Wow,” Dan said. “This is really the Land Down 
Under.” 


“You’ve got it, mate! Population comes and goes — 
it’s about two thousand right now. And we’ve got about 
forty-five different nationalities, everybody looking to 
strike it rich. We all get along pretty well, until 
somebody decides to blow something up. Maybe we 
should stop selling dynamite in the supermarket, eh?” 

“He’s kidding, right?” Nellie asked Shep. 

“Afraid not.” 

Jeff had slowed on the main drag but picked up speed 
on the outskirts of town. He roared along the dirt road 
with all the windows open. At least they’d left the flies 
behind. 

“Here we are!” he called suddenly. 

They were in a desolate area. Hills surrounded them, 
and they could see the now-familiar pyramid shapes of 
opal mining. 

“Which is ... where?” Nellie asked. 


“Kangaroo Ken’s place,” Jeff said, grinning. “Don’t 
believe a word he says, but he does know everything 
about Coober Pedy.” 


With that dubious endorsement, he jumped out of the 
car and headed toward one of the hills. Now they could 
see a multicolored door set into the hillside. As they 
drew closer, they saw that the door was decorated with 
countless flattened beer cans nailed to its surface. 


“Interesting décor,” Nellie said. 
“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” Shep said. 


“I can get you a mate’s rate if you care to spend the 
night. Ken rents out rooms, too.” Jeff opened the door 
without knocking and shoved his head inside. 
“Coooeee!” he shouted. “You home? It’s Jeff, mate! Got 
some folks who want to meet you!” 


“No need to shout, just come on in before you let in 
all the blowies, you blooming twit!” a voice roared back. 


Jeff winked at them. “Don’t let him bother you. He 
does the Aussie act for the tourists. He’s a bit deaf, so 
speak up.” 

They crowded inside and Nellie quickly shut the door. 
They were in a small hallway. Faint light came from the 
two small windows near the door. There were hundreds 
of things tacked to the wall — license plates, bumper 
stickers in every language, T-shirts, candy wrappers, 
postcards. The items were so numerous that they were 
nailed over each other and made a kind of crazy 
wallpaper. Where there was bare wall, people had 
scrawled signatures and messages. 


“The house was built straight back into the hill, so 
we're underground right now,” Jeff explained as they 
passed through a kitchen and dining area. The rough 
walls curved around them. It was like being in a cave, 
except there was a stove, a refrigerator, a dining table, 
and a rug on the floor. 


They followed Jeff farther into the house, where he 
led them to a living room lit with lamps. They’d 
expected to find themselves in some kind of a bunker, 
but instead they were in a regular room, with a brown 
couch, a coffee table, a shelf of books, and a TV. It took 
you a minute to realize the weird part — there were no 
windows. But after the blasting heat outside, the inside 
felt cool and comfortable. 


An old man sat on the couch, reading a newspaper. He 
was tanned to the color of a walnut and completely bald. 
He, too, wore khaki shorts and a T-shirt that read pont 
asx. He looked over his half glasses at them. “G’day, 
cobbers. I can see you bunch of galans made it to my 
shack okay, so pull up a pew and Pll fire up the barbie.” 


“Stuff the lingo, Kenny,” Jeff said. “They’re here for a 
bit of history of Coober Pedy, not your Aussie act.” 


“You say this is your posse?” the man asked with a 
chortle. “Knew you’d turn out to be no good.” He 
slapped his knee. 


“Aussie act,” Jeff shouted. “Oh, never mind. These 
folks need some information.” He raised his voice. “Did 
you ever hear of a bloke called Bob Troppo?” 

“We think he might have lived here in the 1930s,” 
Amy said in a loud voice. “He could have been a miner, 
but we’re not sure about that. We’re not sure of his 
name, but it could have been Bob. His face was scarred 
on one side and he didn’t speak.” 

“Go on.” 


“We think he knew someone here ... someone who 
sold a ring to Amelia Earhart.” 


“Blimey,” Ken said. “I thought that was just old Ron 
taking the mick.” 

“You’ve heard the story?” 

“My own dad told it! Right before the war, he took a 


trip up to Darwin with some loose opals and some 
jewelry. He told me the story about how Earhart bought 


a ring off him. Typical of my dad—he’d tell you some 
whopping tall tale, and you couldn’t prove it didn’t 
happen.” 


“Well, it did,” Dan said. “We know that for sure.” 


“Too bad he’s not around to rub it in.” The old man 
laughed. 


“What about the scarred man?” Amy asked. 


“Sounds like Fossie,” Ken said. “My dad called him 
that because he got lucky fossicking.” 


Amy and Dan looked blank. 


“Same as noodling,” Jeff explained. “Searching for 
opals on the heaps of sand that get dug out for a mine. It 
takes some patience, let me tell you.” 


“Fossie made more money fossicking than mining. He 
was a strange one. Didn’t talk, just stared right past you. 
A few kangaroos loose in the top paddock, for certain.” 


“Has anyone else besides us ever asked about him?” 
Dan asked. He was hoping for news of their parents. 

“Eh?” 

Dan repeated the question, louder this time. “Not a 
one,” Ken said. “Not many left in Coober Pedy who 
remember him, and we keep things to ourselves. Besides, 
Fossie didn’t socialize at the pub. He died before Coober 
Pedy really took off.” 


Nellie’s face changed, and Amy knew she was trying 
not to smile at the notion that dusty Coober Pedy had 
taken off. She looked as if she’d just inhaled pepper and 
was trying not to sneeze. 


“Did you ever meet him?” Dan asked. 


“Once. He didn’t welcome visitors, Pll tell you that. 
But when he was dying, he called my dad over, and I 
went with him. I was just a lad then. He left my dad his 
mine. Nothing much to it, we never did get a stone out 
of it. After that, he went on a walkabout and never came 
back. Died out there, alone, just as he wanted.” 


“Do you know where he lived?” 


“Too right I do! Lived right in the mine. Dug a room 
next to it. Many did in those days. He was the first to 
figure out a ventilation system, get the whole system 
working right.” 

Amy and Dan exchanged a glance. Ekat. 

“Can we see it?” 

“Sure, it’s just down the hall.” 

“Wait a second,” Amy said. “Are you telling us that 
Bob — I mean, Fossie — lived here?” 


“Well, not here here,” Ken said, gesturing around the 
room. “My dad dug out more of the hill and made the 
house. Fossie just carved out a tunnel and mined straight 
back into the hill. He dug out a room for himself.” 


“Ts the room still here?” Amy asked. 


He nodded. “Sure. We just slapped up a wall to block 
the mine. But Fossie’s room is still there. Shazzer made it 
up as one of the guest rooms. She was my third wife.” 


“Your fourth, I think,” Jeff said. “And my mum, if 
you'll recall. You were my stepdad for about two years.” 


“That’s right!” Ken laughed. “How are you, sonny? 
Sure, have a look,” he said to Amy and Dan. “It’s been 
fifty years at least, so I don’t think you'll find a thing. 
But you’re welcome to try.” 


CHAPTER 16 


A short while later, Amy sat back on her heels. “Ken’s 
right. There’s nothing here. It was all too long ago.” 


They'd searched the simply furnished room 
thoroughly, including the small closet. Nothing 
remained from the home that Bob Troppo had made 
there. 


“T hate dead ends,” Dan muttered. “I thought for sure 
we'd lucked out.” 


They got up wearily and went back out into the 
crazily patterned hallway. Amy turned back for a last 
look and stopped dead. She pointed to the wall on top of 
the doorway. “Dan, look!” 


Amid old postcards from all over the world, crazy 
drawings, and loopy scrawled messages there was a silly 
drawing. 





“Mom drew this,” Amy said breathlessly, pointing to 
the heart. “I know it. It’s drawn with a purple pen! And 
look, the eyes are red and the smile is blue. She used to 
make us heart-shaped waffles with strawberries for eyes 
and a blueberry smile.” 


“Everybody’s mom does that,” Dan said. 
“But do they do zucchini curls for hair? Look! Green!” 


Dan gave her a pained look. 

“T liked to dip the zucchini in syrup.” 
“HA,” Dan said. 

“Okay, I know it’s gross, but—” 


“No, HA. It could stand for Hope and Arthur. They 
were here!” Dan shivered with a sudden chill, as though 
the ghosts of their parents were right there underground 
with them. 


“Do you think they knew we’d come here?” Amy 
whispered. 


Dan shook his head. “They’d never think we’d be 
going on the clue hunt. Did Grace know about the waffle 
zucchini thing?” 

Amy nodded. “Sure. She made them for me, too.” 


“It must be a message for Grace, then,” Dan said. 
“They were telling her where to go.” 


“Where?” 
Dan pointed to the last word. “The old mine.” 


It was late afternoon, but it was still brutally hot. The 
heat shimmered and bounced. Dan had to squint to see 
the map that Ken had made for them. They stood on the 
hill behind Ken’s house. Or, Dan corrected in his mind, 
on top of Ken’s house. 


“It’s an old minefield back there, see,” Ken had said, 
“so watch out for mine shafts — they’re not all marked. 
The old ventilation shaft for Fossie’s room is still there 
— you'll see it near the circle of orange flags. Take the 
first mine shaft past the flags and head down. Then head 
back the way you came. Easy as pie, not that pie is easy 
to make, heh!” 

They left their bags and Saladin with Ken, who had 
rooms to rent for the night. Jeff had to get back to work, 
meeting a busload of tourists, but Shep, Nellie, Amy, and 
Dan carefully made their way through the field. They 


saw the orange warning flags, brilliant against the blue 
sky. “There’s the ventilation shaft right there,” Shep 
said, pointing. “So we take the next mine shaft over.” 


“This isn’t exactly what I had in mind when I agreed 
to bring you here,” Shep added, avoiding a mine shaft. 
“A little sightseeing, a little relaxation, sure. But 
climbing into an old mine isn’t my idea of recreation.” 


“You don’t have to come,” Dan said. “You can wait for 
us at the pub.” 


“Pm not letting you go down alone,” Shep said. “I 
haven’t been there for you in the past, but I can do it 
now.” He grinned. “I’m here to protect you against the 
ghost of Amelia Earhart. Or the principal without a 
face.” 


“Assistant principal,” Dan corrected. 


“Here we are,” Nellie said. She stopped at a shaft. An 
iron ladder led straight down to a bottom they couldn’t 
see. 


“Well, let’s get to it,” Shep said. “If we don’t come up 
in an hour, Jeff will come looking for us. Unless he 
forgets.” 


Shep balanced carefully and started to climb down. 
Dan went after him. His fingers slipped on the metal, 
and he gripped it harder, his heart pounding. Why did 
they always end up underground? Caves, train tunnels, 
catacombs ... Were the Cahills vampires? Did they hate 
the sun? 


Nellie swung down, and Amy brought up the rear. It 
was a long way to the bottom. Darkness crept over them, 
but there was enough light from the top to barely make 
out the rungs. Finally, Dan heard Shep’s voice. “I’m 
there. It’s about forty feet, I’m guessing.” A light 
switched on. 


When his feet finally hit the ground, Dan let out a 
shaky breath of relief. Not that he’d tell anyone how he 


felt. But he was creeped out by being so far below, down 
a little hole. 


They had all bought powerful lights in town, and Dan 
turned his on. The glow illuminated the shaft. A 
forgotten lantern lay caked with dust in a corner. The 
walls themselves looked as though they’d been hacked 
and gouged out by hand. 


“All right. If we follow the main tunnel and turn left, 
we should find Bob’s mine,” Shep said. 


Dan felt his lungs begin to constrict. With every step 
they disturbed more dust, and he felt the familiar 
tightness in his chest. “Are you okay?” Amy whispered. 


“Fine,” he answered. He never liked to admit when he 
had trouble with his breathing. 


Nellie slipped the inhaler into his hand and he took a 
quick hit. He shot her a grateful look. The tunnel grew 
narrower. Every few feet they came to another spot that 
had been worked by a miner. Dan had expected the 
walls to glitter in many colors like opals, but they were a 
dull, chalky beige. 


The tunnel narrowed further and then twisted sharply 
right. A pile of rubble lay in front of an opening. 


“I think this is it,” Shep said. He knelt down and 
peered over the rubble. Dan looked over his shoulder. 
Inside the opening was a small cavelike room. The floor 
was smooth and even. An old stained mattress on an 
iron bedstead was pushed into a corner. “He must have 
lived in the mine, as well as that room in Ken’s house,” 
Shep said. 


Amy and Dan climbed in first. It was a bit brighter in 
here due to the ventilation shaft that spilled out dim 
light from a corner. 


Amy bent down and picked up a newspaper. She 
shined her light on it. “It’s from Adelaide. The date is 
1951. This must be it,” she said. “Ken said that Fossie 
left here in the early fifties. If he was a young man when 


he assaulted Mark Twain, he must have been close to 
ninety years old.” 


Shep stepped inside. “Did you just say assaulted Mark 
Twain?” He held up his hands. “Never mind. Don’t tell 
me.” 


Dan swept his flashlight over the wall. “Amy, check 
this out,” he said. “He wrote all over the walls.” He’d 
thought it was a design at first, but he realized that it 
was the words ring of fire written in small, cramped 
handwriting. 


The words didn’t stop. Tiny, faded in places, in other 
places covered with dust, the words ran around the 
entire room, over and over and over, like crazy 
wallpaper covering every inch of the cavern. Dan and 
Amy flashed their lights around. 


“How long do you think it took?” Amy asked in a 
hushed voice. 

“Years,” Shep said, looking around. “You’d have to be 
pretty crazy to do this,” he said with a low whistle. 


“Ring of fire,” Dan said. “What does that mean?” 


“An opal ring?” Amy asked. “They have glints of red 
and yellow all through them.” 

Shep went to the far wall and knocked on it. “This 
isn’t solid. This must be the common wall with Ken’s 
house.” He stepped closer and accidentally kicked an old 
toolbox caked with dust. He rapped his knuckles against 
the wall. “Yeah, this is just drywall. Funny ...” 


“Amy!” Dan shouted. “I found something. A date! It’s 
carved into the rock.” 
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“And an M next to it!” Amy exclaimed. 


“It might mean that Amelia Earhart was a Madrigal,” 
Dan said. “He knew she was looking for him. It was the 
year the Madrigal came.” 


“We don’t know she was a Madrigal for sure,” Amy 
argued. She couldn’t accept that about her childhood 
hero. “She could have been here trying to protect him 
from Madrigals.” 


“Our parents must have seen this place,” Dan said. 
“But how did they get in? And out?” 


“Maybe Mom and Dad stayed in that room and broke 
through the wall overnight,” Amy said. “Then they 
repaired it.” 


“They could have left just a few nails and a hammer 
out,” Shep said, “then pushed the toolbox through the 
opening. This toolbox doesn’t look that old.” 


“It’s not like he would have heard them,” Dan said. 
“Ken can’t hear, period.” 


“Dad was a pretty good carpenter. So was Mom,” Amy 
said. “They did a bunch of renovation work on our old 
house.” 
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“Hey, maybe we’re Ekats!” Dan whispered. 


He moved closer to the ventilation shaft and gazed at 
the wall. “There’s a drawing here and some kind of 
quote.” 


Partially hidden within the streams of repeating 
words, they saw: 
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“That’s kind of sad,” Amy said. 

“Sounds like a Cahill philosophy to me,” Dan 
murmured. “Just tell lies all the time.” 

“Look at the drawing. It looks like an upside-down ice 
cream cone. With arrows.” 

“I prefer sprinkles myself,” Dan said. 

“I think this is a drawing of this room,” Amy said. “I 
guess this gap here is where the door used to be.” 

“I hope he didn’t quit his day job,” Dan said. “He 
wasn’t much of an artist.” 


“ “To be direct and honest is not safe,’ ” Amy said. “I 
wonder why he wrote that.” 

“He didn’t,” Nellie said. “Shakespeare did. In Othello. I 
played Desdemona in my senior year. We set the play in 


the future and we all wore aluminum foil costumes. It 
was a blast.” 


“Wait a second,” Dan said. He got down on his knees 
and started to search along the wall. 


“What are you looking for?” Amy asked. 


“It’s weird that he wrote the word safe right where he 
did. Maybe he wasn’t talking about being safe. Maybe he 
was talking about a safe.” 


Amy got down on the floor with Dan. They ran their 
hands along the wall in the corner. 


“I found a seam,” Amy said excitedly. “We need 
something for leverage.” 


Nellie fished in the toolbox and came back with a 
chisel. Amy slowly worked at the seam. She felt the rock 
beginning to give. Suddenly, it popped out into her 
hand. 


Dan peered in. “There’s an opening carved out.” He 
stuck his hand in. “I’ve got something!” His fingers 
closed around something smooth and cool. He withdrew 
a small metal box. He opened it. Inside was a leather 
envelope with a leather cord that wound around it. 


Slowly, Dan unwound the cord. He opened the 
envelope. It was empty. “NOT FAIR!” he yelled. 


Amy slumped back in disappointment. “Somebody else 
got here first!” 


“Like our own parents!” Dan tossed the leather 
envelope aside in frustration. 


“Wait.” Amy picked up the envelope. She could just 
make out some faded gold letters on it. “It’s a 
monogram! R C H!” 

She looked up at Dan. “Amelia was searching for H, 
remember? This must be Bob Troppo’s real name!” 


“But how can we find out who he is?” Dan asked. “We 
don’t know where he was born or where he came 
from....” 


“Its a place to start, anyway.” Amy scrambled to her 
feet. “We need the laptop.” 


Nellie suddenly put a finger to her lips. “I hear 
something,” she whispered. “Something above ...” 


Dan moved closer to the ventilation shaft. He stood 
underneath it and looked up. He could hear the sound of 
voices, but he couldn’t see anyone, just a faint circle of 
blue sky. “This is it,” someone said. He saw a shadow 
and quickly jumped back. 


“Eww,” someone said, a high-pitched whine. “Don’t 
put them near me.” 


“That sounds like Natalie Kabra,” he whispered. 


“I am surrounded by fools,” a woman’s voice said 
impatiently. “Hand me the jar.” 


“That’s Isabel,” Amy whispered. 


Suddenly, something fell through the ventilation shaft. 
It was black and the size of a salad plate. Dan felt it 
brush his arm. He looked down and saw the biggest, 
hairiest spider he’d ever seen. It started to crawl up his 
arm toward his face. He screamed and backed up to the 
wall. He was too paralyzed to touch it. 


Shep sprang over. “It’s all right,” he said. He brushed 
off the spider and it scurried away on the floor. “It’s not 
poisonous.” 


“I-I think we should move away from the shaft,” Amy 
said. 


They all looked at her for a second. Then they quickly 
sprang back as a shower of spiders began dropping down 
onto the floor. Soon there was a carpet of scurrying, 
hairy arachnids waving thick spider legs. Amy screamed. 


“Get back!” Shep ordered. He swallowed and pointed 
to a hairy spider on the ground. “That’s a funnel-web. 
And there’s another one ...” 

Dan gulped. He was still shaking from his encounter 
with the plate-sized spider. “The most venomous spider 
in the world?” 


“Its all right, it’s not aggressive,” Shep said. “Just ... 
don’t ... alarm it.” 


“H-how do you alarm a spider?” Amy squeaked. 
“Should we reason with it?” Nellie asked shakily. 


“Okay, here’s the good news.” Shep scanned the floor 
rapidly. “I think I only see two.” 


“You think?” Nellie asked, leaping away from one 
hairy specimen. 

The funnel-web spider had scurried in front of the 
exit. It sat there for a moment, raising its hairy legs and 
tentatively exploring its new surroundings. The other 
funnel-web walked along the wall, and they backed 
away from it. 


“Okay,” Shep said, scanning the spiders as he kept his 
eyes on the funnel-webs. “Looks like there are only two 
funnel-webs, but there are a few red-backs. Not deadly, 
but they can give a nasty bite. We’re going to have to get 
out of here. But no worries. We’ll just—” 


With a soft thump, another creature landed in the 
dust. The snake curled around and raised its head. 


They heard Isabel’s laugh come down through the 
shaft. “Yoo-hoo!” she said. “Thought you might be 
lonesome down there. We sent you some pets!” 


Dan swallowed. “Please don’t tell me that’s what I 
think it is....” 


“Taipan,” Shep breathed. “The most ...” 
“... poisonous snake in the world,” Dan finished. 


CHAPTER 17 


The snake slithered across the small room. Dan didn’t 
think it looked happy about falling forty feet onto the 
floor. 


“Don’t panic. Just let it go about its business,” Shep 
said in a whisper. 


“T wouldn’t dream of interfering,” Nellie said, backing 
away. 


“In its venom is a neurotoxin that can cause 
paralysis,” Dan said. “But it also contains a myotoxin. 
Which means it can break down your muscle tissue ...” 


“We really don’t need the details,” Nellie said. “Can’t 
we condense it to — don’t let it bite ya?” 


The orange-brown snake made its way slowly toward 
the exit to the main tunnel. Its tongue flicked out and in. 
It must have been seven feet long. They held their breath 
as its head rose. But it just curled up and rested on the 
mine floor. They’d have to step over it in order to get 
out. 


Shep reached out and picked up a hammer. “It’ll move 
eventually. We can wait.” 


Dan felt the familiar squeezing in his chest. His breath 
came out in a wheeze. He coughed, and Amy shot him a 
concerned look. “You okay?” 


“Okay.” He could barely get the word out. 


“Dan! Your inhaler!” Nellie’s voice was urgent. “It’s in 
your pocket.” 


He reached into his pocket. Stuffed in there was the 
packaging from a candy bar, a cool rock he’d found in 
Shep’s garden, and a chunk of granola bar he was saving 
for later. He tugged, and the inhaler popped out, flew in 


the air, and landed on the mine floor. It rolled toward 
the snake. 


Everyone’s heart seemed to stop. The only sound was 
Dan’s labored breath. 


The inhaler stopped rolling just inches from the 
taipan. 


Dan’s wheezing got worse, and his hands flew to his 
chest. 

“PIL get it,” Nellie said. 

“No.” Shep’s voice was quiet but rang with authority, 
and he was already moving. He kept the hammer cocked 
into position in case the snake struck. Shep walked 
closer. The snake’s tongue flickered. Swiftly, Shep kicked 
the inhaler back toward Nellie. Then he jumped back as 
the snake moved. It slithered another inch or two, then 
stopped. Amy let out a shaky breath. 


Nellie knocked a spider off the inhaler with her shoe. 
Quickly, she handed it to Dan. 


He felt his lungs open. The rattling breathing eased. 
But his chest still felt tight. He still struggled. This was a 
bad one. There was so much dust in the air, and it 
wasn’t helping his nerves to be in a cave full of 
poisonous creatures. He leaned over as black spots 
swarmed in his vision. Panic makes it worse, he told 
himself. 


“Just keep breathing, nice and slow, Dan-o,” Nellie 
said. She turned to Shep. 

“We’ve got to get Dan out of here. He needs medical 
attention.” 

Dan was scared that he didn’t have the breath to say 
I’m okay. 

A spider crawled up Amy’s sneaker, and she yelped 
and jumped away. 

“It’s all right, it’s not poisonous,” Shep told her. He 
called over to Nellie. “Get the toolbox. Careful, make 


sure there’s nothing crawling in there.” 


Gingerly, Nellie picked up the toolbox. She handed it 
to Shep. 

“Let’s pay Ken a surprise visit,” Shep said. “We just 
have to make a new door. Hang in there, Dan.” He 
swung at the wall with the hammer. A chunk fell off 
onto the floor. 


“Hand me a hammer,” Nellie said. “I'll help.” 


“You two, keep your eyes on the taipan and the 
spiders,” Shep said. “If they move this way, tell me.” 


He bashed on the wall and it splintered into chunks. 
Nellie swung with powerful strokes. Within a few 
minutes, they had cleared a hole in the wall big enough 
to step through. Dan went first, and then one by one, 
they climbed into Ken’s closet. 


Dan sat on the floor, struggling to breathe. 
“He needs a doctor,” Nellie said anxiously. 


“Call Jeff and tell him it’s an emergency,” Shep said. 
“And then tell him to call the police.” 


By the time they reached the doctor, Dan was already 
feeling better. He was given a checkup and a warning to 
stay out of the opal mines. Dan agreed immediately. 


“That’s the first time I’ve ever heard you say ‘yes, sir’ 
to an authority figure and mean it,” Nellie said with a 
grin as they got back into Ken’s car. She slung an arm 
around his shoulders and even kissed the top of his 
head, but Dan didn’t mind. “Don’t scare me like that 
again, dude,” she said. “Or else.” 


“Yeah,” Amy added. “Maybe we should leave mines 
off our itinerary for awhile.” She said the words lightly, 
but she still felt shaky from seeing her brother look so 
pale and sick. 


Ken wasn’t happy when he took a peek in his spare 
room and found out he’d lost a wall in the closet. Not to 


mention that a number of deadly creatures lay on the 
other side. With the help of some experts in Coober 
Pedy, the snake and the spiders were trapped and taken 
away. The police asked questions, but Dan and Amy had 
no answers. Shep couldn’t seem to lose his worried 
frown. Finally, Jeff and Shep volunteered to take Ken 
down to the pub in order to calm him down. 


It had been one long day. But Amy was itching to 
research the initials they’d found on the leather 
envelope. After a quick dinner, she fired up Dan’s laptop. 


“Okay,” she said, her fingers poised over the keys. 
“What do we search for? Plugging in the letters RCH is 
going to get us exactly nowhere.” 


“T think we should figure that the C maybe stands for 
Cahill?” Dan suggested. 


Amy nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. And if 
we can place him in Sydney in 1896, let’s say he was at 
least in his twenties? So that means he was born 
somewhere around ...” 


“The 1870s,” Dan said. 


Amy opened a search engine. “Okay. Let’s start with 
Robert Cahill something ... just in case Bob was his real 
name. I'll try ... Robert Cahill with Sydney and 1890.” 
Amy groaned as a long list of hits popped up. “Nothing 
looks promising,” she murmured. 

“Try ‘Darwin,’ ” Dan suggested. “It’s a smaller city.” 

“Especially back then,” Amy agreed. 

Amy plugged in “Robert Cahill,” “1890s,” and 
“Darwin.” Another stream of information came up. She 
read down the list. “This isn’t working, I’m getting all 
these references to Charles Darwin ... wait a second ...” 
Suddenly, Amy sat up straight. “This has got to be it! I 
have his name! It’s—” 


CHAPTER 18 


“Robert Cahill Henderson,” Isabel repeated into the cell 
phone. “Got it.” 


She turned around to talk to the others in the 
backseat. They’d left Coober Pedy at high speed, but 
she’d pulled off the road in order to take the call she’d 
been waiting for. 


“Its about time somebody did something right. The 
Lucian stronghold used their mother computer to 
analyze all known Ekaterinas from 1840 to 1900. The 
computer had a match for Coober Pedy and Cahill. 
Apparently, even mute crazy fools have to use their real 
name on a mining claim. Robert Cahill Henderson is our 
man.” 


“So where do we go next?” Natalie asked, flipping her 
long silky hair over her shoulder. “I hope it’s someplace 
with good shopping. Dubai?” she asked hopefully. 


“Jakarta,” her mother said. 


“Where is that?” Natalie said, crashing back against 
the seat. “It doesn’t sound glamorous.” 


“Why am I paying for your education?” Isabel asked. 
“Jakarta is on Java. Henderson took passage from there 
on a ship called the Lady Anne to Sydney in 1883.” 
Isabel eyed Irina. “What’s your problemski, comrade? 
Are you worried about little Dan and Amy? They seem 
to have nine lives. They survived. A little scare will keep 
them on their toes.” 


Irina said nothing. At her feet was the empty jar and 
box that the Fixer had delivered to Isabel. Isabel had 
whistled as she’d carried it herself to the private plane 


she’d hired to take them to Coober Pedy. She’d also 
arranged for a Hummer to be driven up from Adelaide. 


Irina hadn’t known what was in the box until Isabel 
had opened it. Isabel had smiled as she shook out the jar 
of deadly spiders. She’d planned on releasing them into 
the Cahills’ hotel room, but this was better still. Right 
down the shaft onto their heads! Isabel had also handled 
the snake easily. Not a drop of perspiration on her brow 
as she flipped the latch and grabbed him from behind, 
wearing the heavy gloves. She had enjoyed it. Enjoyed 
being close to so much deadly terror. 


“T want you to keep track of the Cahill brats while I 
take Ian and Natalie with me. Report in on their 
movements. If by some slim chance they’re on their way 
to Java, delay them. I’m tired of them in my hair.” 


“And then?” Irina asked. 


“And then what?” Isabel asked irritably. She was 
checking her lipstick in the rearview mirror, and she 
tilted it to look at Irina. 


“They aren’t going away for long,” Irina said. “We 
have seen their tenacity. What are your ultimate plans 
for them?” 


Isabel shrugged. “I haven’t thought that far ahead. I’m 
concentrating on this clue. We could even find all thirty- 
nine clues — can you imagine that, children? — because 
were almost one hundred percent sure that Robert 
Cahill Henderson had most, if not all, of them. Amy and 
Dan will be immaterial. They’ll be dust. Not worth 
dealing with.” Isabel played with the gold charms on her 
bracelet, then turned her attention to her fingernails. 


Irina watched Isabel’s careless indifference, as though 
her manicure was the most important thing in the world. 
She knew Isabel too well and for too long. It was true 
she cared deeply about nail polish. But she also cared 
deeply about getting rid of dust. 


Isabel had used some of her best tricks to scare them 
away. Soon she would unleash her rage. Irina could feel 
it building. 

This has been a long road, she thought. Now, I can 
finally see the end. 


CHAPTER 19 


“Robert Cahill Henderson was a brilliant chemist,” Amy 
said, reading rapidly. “He was also engaged to a cousin 
of Queen Victoria. He was a champion of Darwin’s 
theories. That’s why the search engine came up with so 
many hits. This is fascinating....” 


“Yeah. Wake me up when it’s over,” Dan said. He lay 
stretched out on one of the twin beds in Ken’s spare 
room. He glanced over at the closet. “Are we sure they 
caught the snake?” 


“Were sure. Anyway, one day he suddenly broke his 
engagement — which was a huge deal in those days — 
and took off for the South Seas. He said he was going to 
do further study on Darwin’s theories. But he wasn’t a 
naturalist, he was a chemist,” Amy added thoughtfully. 
“So that’s strange.” 


“Whatevs,” Dan said with a yawn. “When does the 
fascinating part come?” 


“He made his way around the islands of Indonesia 
until settling on one to conduct experiments. He was 
believed to have perished in the eruption of Krakatau in 
1883.” 

“Krak-a-wa?” 

“Krakatau,” Amy said. “It was a huge volcanic 
explosion. Actually, a series of explosions. The mountain 
basically imploded, and then came these huge tsunamis 
that killed about thirty-six thousand people. They heard 
the noise of the final explosion all the way in Australia. 
The dust cloud that came afterward gave spectacular 
sunsets even in the United States.” 


“Now you're getting to the cool part.” 


“That’s it! The upside-down ice cream cone!” Amy 
said excitedly. “It was a volcano! He was drawing 
Krakatau. But why did he suddenly leave his fiancée and 
go to Indonesia? There has to be a reason.” 


“Sure,” Dan said. “He was one smart dude. Get 
married or go lie on a beach. No contest. Even with the 
volcano, the dude was ahead.” 


“So he must have been in the vicinity of Krakatau 
when it blew. He barely escaped with his life,” Amy 
said. “He got to Sydney somehow. And Cahills and 
Madrigals have been looking for him ever since. Why?” 


If you found something, it belongs to all of us. If you keep 
it, you are thieves. Simple as that. 


It was the strangest thing. Dan’s face was in front of 
her, but she had been gone, for just a moment. Standing 
in her nightgown, listening to the grown-ups. 

“Earth to Amy,” Dan said. 


She didn’t fall asleep until the people left. She heard the 
front door shut. She looked out to make sure they were 
really gone. But they stood in a little knot right under her 
window. She raised it slightly so she could look at them 
again. All she could see was the top of their heads. 


“Get some nerve,” the beautiful lady said. “We have our 
answer. They traced him to Australia. This has to be taken 
care of tonight.” 

Her fault. 

Her fault. 


“Amy? You’re wigging.” Dan peered at her. “Seriously, 
are you okay?” 


She looked at her brother. At his pale face, the way he 
was worried about her but trying not to be. The asthma 
attack had taken so much out of him, but he was 
pretending it hadn’t. She could see the exhaustion in the 
dark circles under his eyes. 


“Tm fine,” she said. 


“So, what’s next, space shot?” Dan asked. “Back to 
Sydney?” 

She cleared her throat. Her voice sounded rusty to her 
ears. “Darwin. We have to keep following their 
footsteps.” 


On the plane the next morning, Amy settled back into 
the seat and opened the biography of Amelia Earhart 
she’d borrowed from Shep. She didn’t know what she 
was looking for, so she leafed through the book, reading 
various passages, while Nellie zoned out with her 
earbuds and Dan made his way through a package of 
chicken-flavored potato crisps. A good night’s sleep had 
restored him to his usual ravenous self. 


“Dan, listen to this,” she called. “In 1935, when 
Amelia was in Hawaii, she consulted with a noted 
volcanologist!” 

“Fascinating!” Dan said, ripping open a Violet 
Crumble. 

“Don’t you see? She could have been gathering 
information about Krakatau, even then,” Amy said. 


Dan closed his eyes and gave a huge pretend snore. 
Amy sighed and took out the pages she’d downloaded 
from the Internet and printed out on Ken’s printer. She 
read through accounts of the original explosion. 
Occasionally, she’d read out an interesting fact to Dan, 
even though he had taken all his wrappers, balled them 
up, and was pretending to shoot baskets with them. 
Then she read a story that made her sit up. She read it 
slowly again. “Dan!” 


“Swish! Another three-pointer!” 


Amy threw a pillow at him. “DAN! Listen to this. 
During the day of the eruption, a ship heading for 
Batavia — that was the name for Jakarta then — got 
into trouble. They ran into this huge cloud of ash, and 
then all this pumice — volcanic rock — started to rain 


on the deck. So the captain pulled into a harbor miles 
away. They never made it to port, they had to turn 
around. But get this — the cargo was wolfram.” 


Dan sat up straight. “Wolfram? That’s tungsten, one of 
the clues.” 


“Not only that, the captain mentions that they had all 
these myrrh plants on deck. And the pumice and ash was 
raining down, so he had to order the crew to take it all 
below. What are the odds of a ship carrying both 
tungsten and myrrh?” 


“They were bringing clues. Probably to Henderson, 
right?” 

“It must have been! He was assembling clues!” Amy 
cried. “That’s it! He was a scientist, so he was working 
on some kind of formula. Maybe that’s why trying to 
find him is so crucial — why all the branches are 
looking. He set up some sort of lab....” Amy smacked her 
chair. “On Krakatau! That’s it! He had to order stuff to 
be delivered. And then when Krakatau blew ... the lab 
was destroyed. He must have gotten caught in the 
tsunami ... but he survived.” 


“So the only thing left ... was in his head,” Dan said. 
“And he was nuts.” 


Amy nodded, remembering the crazy obsessive writing 
in the mine. “I bet we’re right that he was an Ekat. He 
attacked Mark Twain, so he can’t be a Janus. And Isabel 
doesn’t seem to know much about him, so he can’t be a 
Lucian. He sure didn’t look like a Tomas.” 


Dan frowned. “We know that a Lucian — Constantine 
of Russia — had found most of the clues early in the 
nineteenth century. It seems like two of the branches 
were getting pretty close back then.” 

Amy tapped the papers. “You know what else is in 
here? The island of Java is part of this whole area of 
volcanoes in the Pacific called the Ring of Fire. RCH 


wasn’t talking about opals. He was talking about Java. 
That’s where we have to go next!” 


Nellie took over the piloting and Shep came back to 
stretch out in one of the seats. He blinked when Amy 
and Dan mentioned Jakarta. 


“I said Pd do anything for you, and I will, but my 
plane doesn’t have the range,” he said. “I’d guess it’s 
about sixteen or seventeen hundred miles. You'll be 
better with a commercial flight. Plenty of those from 
Darwin. I’ve got a satellite phone — I can set you up 
right from here.” Shep hesitated. “I trust Nellie to take 
care of you. But is there any chance you can pass on 
Java? Danger seems to be tailing you guys — that, or 
some incredible bad luck. You could hang out with me 
for awhile. Not that I’m a father figure or anything ... 
just a surfing bum. Can’t you not do ... whatever it is 
that you won’t tell me you’re doing?” 


Amy blinked back sudden tears. “We’d be honored to 
hang with a surfing bum like you.” She swallowed hard. 
“But we have to do this.” 


Shep held her gaze for a minute. Then he nodded. “I 
never tried to talk Artie out of anything, either.” 


While Shep made arrangements, Amy looked down. 
They were flying over red earth and tall cliffs, a dark 
blue river snaking through a canyon. It was 
spectacularly beautiful. 


“Katherine Gorge,” Shep told her, hanging up. “There 
are some amazing sights here in the Top End.” 


“I wish ...” Amy said. She didn’t complete the 
thought. The next time I go around the world, it would be 
nice to actually see it. 


“ve got you on a flight leaving about an hour after 
we arrive,” Shep said. “It’s going to be tight, but I know 
the airport. We can swing it.” He looked at Amy and 
Dan. “Things will be hectic when we get there, so it 


seems like a good time to tell you that if you ever need 
anything from me, it’s yours. I won’t fail you guys 
again.” 

“Thanks,” Amy said. “And you didn’t fail us.” 


“You helped us when someone else would have 
screamed and run,” Dan said. “Cousins for life.” 


“And one more thing,” Shep said. “So far I’ve been 
chased off my favorite beach, almost crashed into on a 
runway, almost killed in a mine, and had to entertain 
the biggest bore in Coober Pedy in a pub for two hours. 
Not to mention that I’ve grown fond of you three. So out 
with it. The truth. I think I deserve to know. What’s 
really going on? And leave out the aliens.” 


Amy and Dan looked at each other. 


“Okay,” Amy said, blowing out a breath. “Our 
grandmother Grace left a will that gave us a choice 
between a million dollars and a hunt to find thirty-nine 
clues, which, when we put them together, will make us 
the most powerful people in the world. So we chose the 
hunt. Along with various assorted horrible Cahill 
relatives, all of whom have tried to kill us at one time or 
another.” 


Shep sighed. “If you don’t want to tell me, I guess 
that’s up to you.” 


Within an hour, the city of Darwin loomed ahead, 
curling around a beautiful harbor. Beyond lay a vast 
blue sea. They landed and ran through the airport to 
Qantas Airlines. 

“This is impossible,” they heard a voice say. “There 
have to be seats in first class.” 

The desk clerk leaned over to murmur. Amy, Dan, and 
Nellie backed up behind a pillar. Shep followed 
curiously. “Whats up, gang? Another pack of 
bloodthirsty aliens?” 


“You got it,” Dan said. 


“We can’t get on that plane,” Amy whispered. 


Shep peered around the pillar at Isabel, Natalie, and 
Ian. “They don’t look so bad to me.” 


“They just tried to kill you with the most venomous 
snake on the planet,” Dan said. 


“We've got to get to Java,” Amy said. 


Shep shook his head. “This is just too dangerous. I 
can’t let you go.” 


Amy gave him a level look. There was no pleading in 
it, only determination. 
“You said you’d be there for us, no matter what.” 


Reluctantly, Shep nodded. “I don’t like it, but okay. 
Time for Plan B. Let’s check out the pilots’ lounge.” 


Shep took them to the part of the airport where 
chartered flights came in. He walked into the plush 
lounge as though he owned it and scanned the room. 


“We are in luck,” he whispered to Amy, Dan, and 
Nellie. “I see somebody who owes me a favor.” 

They followed in his wake as he moved casually 
toward a tall man in a pilot’s uniform who was sitting 
with a cup of coffee by the window. 


“Greg!” Shep called. “Fancy seeing you here, mate!” 


“Shep, haven’t seen you in donkey’s years. When are 
you going to get respectable and find a real job?” 

“Never, I guess.” Shep quickly introduced them. 
“Thing is, mate, we’re in a bit of a jam. We need to get 
to Jakarta. And I happen to remember that you owe me 
a favor.” 

“No, mate. You owe me a favor.” 


“What? Remember that turn I did for you back in 
Brissie last year?” 


“Paid you back in Perth last December.” 


Shep scratched his head. “So you did. Well, have you 
got a job going right now?” 
“Just got back from one. Taking a few weeks off.” 


“Perfect! Then I’m about to owe you another favor.” 
Shep grinned at his friend. “Loan me your plane.” 


They didn’t know how he arranged it, but he did. As part 
of a charter service, they were whisked through security. 
They waited in the cushy lounge while Shep handled the 
details of departure. 


“All right,” Shep said, rubbing his hands together. 
“We're all set. Hangar Eight. I can’t wait to get my hands 
on this plane. It’s a luxury prop jet. Awesomely sweet.” 


“You really came through for us,” Amy said. “Thanks.” 


“Pm doing this for Artie and Hope,” Shep answered. 
“And you two. We’re family. I think after all these years, 
I finally get what that means. So I owe you a bigger 
thanks.” 


“Family, dude.” Dan held out a fist, and Shep did the 
same. They bumped knuckles. 


“Family,” Amy repeated. She bumped knuckles with 
Shep, too. 


Shep cleared his throat. “All right. Now let’s get on the 
plane before I change my mind.” 


They were met with a blast of humid air as they exited 
the lounge and walked to the plane. Dan climbed the 
steps and peeked inside. It was luxurious, with plush 
seats, a dining area, and screens at every seat. “Whoa,” 
Dan said. “Traveling in style! At last!” 


“Weve got about an eight-hour flight,” Shep said. 
“There should be plenty of food stocked aboard, and 
movies, games, whatever you want.” He turned to 
Nellie. “Bet you haven’t seen one of these babies before.” 


“Actually, I’ve flown one from Akron to Reykjavik,” 
Nellie said. 


“Whoa, Madame Mysterioso,” Shep said. “What kind 
of au pair are you?” 

“T just like to fly,” Nellie said. 

“T can see my cousins are in good hands,” Shep said to 


her. “Cool in the face of a taipan snake and capable of 
flying a plane overseas. Awesome combo.” 

Amy frowned at Dan. Just how many more surprises 
was Nellie going to pull? 

Just then several uniformed officers came toward 
them. “Excuse me, sir,” the tallest one said politely to 


Shep. “May I see your passport?” The officer held out his 
hand. 


“We’ve already gone through security,” Shep said. 
“Your passport, please.” The officer’s voice was firm. 


Shep checked the pockets of his shorts. “I thought I 
had it here. Hang on.” 

“Can you all come with us, please?” 

“Its them! It’s my babies!” The voice echoed across 
the hangar. 


A woman in a black dress hurried into the hangar, 
clasping her hands together. It took them a moment to 
recognize Irina. She was wearing a scarf tied under her 
chin and small rimless glasses. 

“There they are, my little pierogies!” she cried. “Are 
you all right? Did he hurt you?” 


“Did who hurt us?” Dan asked. 


“This woman claims to be your cousin,” the officer 
said. 


“She is,” Amy admitted, “technically, but ...” 


The officer turned to Shep. “In that case, you’re under 
arrest for kidnapping.” 


CHAPTER 20 


“This is ridiculous!” Shep said as they walked back into 
the hanger. “I’m their cousin, too!” 


“You see how he makes big lie from mouth,” Irina 
said, pressing her handkerchief to her eyes. Her Russian 
accent had thickened. “Maya morkovka!” she cried to 
Amy. “My little carrot! How my eyes have longed to 
plant themselves on your face!” 


Amy grabbed Shep’s arm. “He is our cousin!” 


“May I see your passport, sir?” the officer asked Shep 
sternly. 


“T just had it a minute ago....” 


“Come here, little treasure,” Irina said, trying to hug 
Dan. “I am like grandmother to these children. They ran 
away from guardian in Boston. You see I have papers. 
Look! Office Social Services, city of Massachusetts, have 
been looking. I have been sent to bring them home.” 


“Everything looks in order,” the officer said, 
consulting the papers. “Apparently, Social Services are 
looking for these two back in the States.” 


“That woman is a lying, homicidal spy!” Dan cried, 
pointing at Irina. 


“She tried to kill us!” Amy yelled. 


Irina dabbed at her eyes again, which were completely 
dry. “They have always had trouble with authority,” she 
said to the officer. “You know American children, so 
spoiled. But they are my little pierogies, and I love them. 
They are family.” 


“You say you’re their nanny and their cousin?” the 
officer asked. 


“Oooooo,” Irina cried, throwing her handkerchief over 
her face. “My heart in broken pieces like teacup, just 
seeing sweet angel faces again!” 


“My heart is throwing up in mouth,” Nellie said, 
rolling her eyes. 


Even the security officer lifted an eyebrow. Amy 
thought Irina was piling it on a little too thick. 
Obviously, she didn’t have much practice at sentiment. 


“If you could let me go back to the plane, I could get 
the papers,” Shep said. “I’ve clearly misplaced them, but 
they can’t have gone far.” 


“Don’t move.” The officer turned to Amy and Dan. 
“This lady is Irina Cahill, and she claims—” 


“She’s not a Cahill!” Amy cried. “I mean, she is, but 
that’s not her name!” 


The officer wiped some sweat from his forehead. “Can 
everybody stop shouting? We’re trying to straighten this 
out.” 


Another officer hurried from the building. He 
whispered in the head officer’s ear. Amy heard the word 
Interpol. 


The head officer turned to Irina. “Do you happen to 
know an Irina Spasky?” 


“Never heard of this person.” Irina looked blank. 
“Spasky is common Russian name.” 


“She’s Irina Spasky!” Amy yelled. 


“This person is wanted by Interpol for ... uh, various 
international crimes.” The officer consulted the list. 
“Dubrovnik, 2002, traveling under false passport. Sofia, 
1999, administering paralyzing poison to unidentified 
male. Sri Lanka ...” The officer looked pale. “Crikey.” 


“That’s her!” Dan cried. “Lock her up and throw away 
Russian key!” 

Irina smiled. “Silly children. Tell me, officers, why 
aren't you chasing criminals like this Spasky, not 


accusing poor Russian nanny trying to save children 
from kidnapper.” 


The officer sighed. “So you say, ma’am.” 
Shep began to talk to the officer, explaining that he 
was Arthur Trent’s cousin and a respectable citizen with 


a flight plan and a plane he needed to take off in. He 
pulled Nellie into the discussion. 


Irina turned to Amy and Dan. She lowered her voice 
to a whisper. 

“T am here to help you. You are flying straight into a 
trap.” 

“Hello? It seems to me that we’re already in one,” Dan 
said. 

“Can’t resist chance to needle me,” Irina said. “I 
understand.” 

“Youre the one with the needles,” Dan pointed out. 


“We’re not going to get caught in your trap,” Amy said 
fiercely. “You probably thought you killed us back in 
that mine—” 


“T was not involved in what happened,” Irina said. “I 
didn’t know what Isabel was planning until she did it. I 
would have stopped her if I could.” 

“Liar!” 

“Haven’t you figured out who your real enemy is yet?” 

Dan pointed to Irina. “Bingo!” 


“Don’t go to Jakarta. If Isabel knows youre there, she 
will kill you, do you understand?” 


“And suddenly you’re some sort of grandma?” Dan 
asked scornfully. “Please. You would have killed us if 
you had the chance.” 


“Amy.” Irina said her name quietly. Amy had never 
heard that tone in Irina’s voice. She couldn’t quite figure 
it out at first, but then she got it. The scorn was missing. 


“Isabel told you it was me who killed your parents. 
Correct?” 


Amy only stared at her. 


Dan’s head whipped from Irina to Amy and back 
again. “What did she just say?” 

“She lied. She will lie about anything to get what she 
wants. Have you remembered more about that night?” 


“Our parents were murdered?” Dan asked in a 
whisper. He turned his bewildered gaze on Amy. He 
looked like a lost little boy. It was exactly the look she 
had dreaded seeing. 


“Yes,” Amy said. “I remember you.” She made the 
accusation coolly, hoping Irina would take the bait. Irina 
must have been there, even if she couldn’t remember 
her. 


“But not just me, correct?” 
“What is going on?” Dan’s voice wavered. 


“Why?” Amy asked. She forced the words out around 
the tightness in her throat. “How could you do it?” 


“T didn’t,” Irina said. “Yet, I was there.” 
“That’s called accessory to murder,” Amy said. 


Dan’s face had seemed to shrink in his bewilderment. 
He looked as though somebody had kicked him hard in 
the stomach. 


Shep’s voice grew louder. “If you’d just let me back on 
my plane!” 


“Not your plane, I think,” the officer said. “It is leased 
from a Mr. Gregory Tolliver, and we’re trying to contact 
him. Unfortunately, his mobile is off.” 


“He’s a mate of mine,” Shep said. “He’ll vouch for 
me.” 


“Well, if I can’t reach him, he can hardly do that.” 
“Tm just saying—” 


“Accessory, no,” Irina said rapidly to Amy. “I walked 
away. But at least one of us remained. Do you remember 
who?” 

“Why don’t you tell me?” 

“Because you must remember.” 


“You keep hinting that it’s Isabel. I know what you 
want me to say. So what’s the difference between the 
two of you? She accuses you, and you accuse her.” 


Irina’s face drained of color. “What is the difference 
between us,” she repeated. “I’m finding that out.” 


“Can we go back to the lounge, please?” Nellie asked 
the officer. “This is very upsetting for the children.” 


Irina’s hand gripped Amy’s wrist. “You must believe 
me—” 

“Hey! Hands off my cousin!” Shep ordered. “Are you 
going to let her do that?” he said to the officer. For a 
split second, he looked at Amy. He raised his fist and 
punched the air lightly. Family, Amy thought. It was like 
Shep was saying good-bye. 

Irina dropped Amy’s hand, but she leaned in closer. “I 
cannot stop you,” she said rapidly. “But remember my 
warning. That’s the best I can hope for now.” 


“All right,” the officer said to Nellie, distracted as 
Shep began arguing with Irina. “But don’t leave the 
lounge!” 


“Too right! She’ll be apples!” Nellie said cheerfully, 
and pulled Dan and Amy away. As soon as they were out 
of earshot, she murmured, “Back to the plane.” 


“What?” Amy asked. 


“Shep slipped me the documentation. It was in his 
shorts. We’re good to go.” 


“Can you fly that thing?” Amy asked nervously. 
“Cake,” Nellie said. 
“But what about the security guys?” Dan asked. 


“Thats why we have to do it fast,” Nellie said. “And 
casually.” 


“How do you steal a plane casually?” Dan asked. 
“Like this.” 


Nellie strolled over to the plane. She gave a quick look 
back, then ran up the stairs. Amy and Dan followed. 


“Buckle up. Pll radio the tower. Shep told me there 
was a good chance they hadn’t rescinded the flight 
information yet. By the way ...” Nellie turned around 
briefly to grin at them, “he said good luck.” 


Amy and Dan buckled in nervously as Nellie spoke to 
the control tower. The plane rolled out onto the runway. 
Amy pressed her nose against the window. Shep was 
waving his arms and talking to the security officers, who 
were completely unaware that the plane was taxiing 
away. 


Irina stood unmoving, her gaze on the plane. At any 
moment, Amy expected her to alert the officers. But she 
just stood and watched. 


Why was she just letting them go? 


“Were off!” Nellie called as the plane picked up 
speed. Soon they were barreling down the runway. Amy 
gripped the armrest. She sure hoped Nellie hadn’t 
exaggerated her piloting skills. 


“Do you think we have parachutes?” she asked Dan. 
He didn’t answer. He, too, was gripping the armrest. 


The plane lifted off smoothly. It rose in the air, banked 
over the city of Darwin, and headed out across the green 
water. 


Nellie’s voice came over the PA system. “Okay, 
passenger peeps, just sit back and enjoy the ride. Next 
stop, Java.” 

Amy leaned closer to Dan. “It’s so weird, all these 
things we’re finding out about Nellie,” she said. “It’s like 
she’s been trained for this.” Dan didn’t answer. He was 


staring out the window, his face tight and strained. “I’m 
beginning to wonder if we really know her at all.” 

Dan turned on her fiercely. “I know how that feels.” 

“What?” Amy asked. 

“Tsabel told you that Irina killed our parents? And you 
didn’t tell me?” 

Amy could see the tips of Dan’s ears glowing red, the 
way his mouth twisted. His eyes filled with tears. 

“T was going to tell you, it’s just that ...” 

It’s just that I keep getting these flashes. And sometimes I 


don’t know if they’re real. And I’m scared, Dan. Really 
scared. What if it’s my fault they died? 


“Oh, and when was that going to be?” Dan’s mouth set 
in a line. “Tomorrow? Next week? Or never?” 

“It seemed like it was better to wait.” Even to Amy’s 
ears, her explanation sounded lame. 

“Our parents were murdered, and you found out who 
did it, and you didn’t tell me?” 

“We don’t know it was Irina!” 

“And you believe her?” 


“Well, it’s not like we can trust Isabel. She tried to 
feed me to the sharks, remember? And she tried to kill 
us in the mine. Hello? She doesn’t sound like the most 
trustworthy person, either.” 

“T deserve to know. You’re treating me like ... like a 
baby brother!” 

“You are my baby brother!” 

“Pm not a baby!” Dan’s face was like a fist, screwed 
up tight. “I saved your sorry butt enough times. You 
counted on me enough times to get you out of places 
when you were too scared to move. So why do you think 
you have to protect me?” 


Because you’re my baby brother, Amy wanted to say. 


But she couldn’t say it. She knew if she did, Dan just 
might jump out of the plane, with or without a 
parachute. 

So she just looked at him, helpless. 


“Secrets and lies,” he said. “Congratulations, sister. 
You've officially turned into a Cahill.” 


CHAPTER 21 


If there was one thing Dan never expected to hear in his 
life, it was Next stop, Java as his au pair took off across a 
sea that stretched in every direction. 


If there was one thing he never thought he’d feel, it 
was this alone. 


Once, when he was seven, he’d run into a sliding glass 
door. Straight into it, and flat-out running. He’d bounced 
back and landed on the ground. He still remembered 
that feeling of sudden, violent shock. And right after 
that, the pain. 


Now he felt exactly the same way. 


His parents dying was something he tried not to think 
about, but of course he thought about it almost every 
day. He especially tried not to think about goopy stuff 
like what if. What if Dad was around to take him to 
soccer? What if Mom had been there for his worst 
asthma attack? He told himself that it was babyish to 
have those thoughts. The fire happened. It was fate. 
Nothing he could change about it. Nobody to blame. 


Except there was somebody to blame. Someone had 
stolen his family. Someone had stolen his childhood. 
Someone had, one chilly night, deliberately gone into a 
house with four people who loved each other and set a 
fire... 


Dan shook his head violently. He felt his legs 
trembling. He looked out at the vast sea. Aunt Beatrice 
used to say, Aren’t our problems so small when we look at 
something big, like the sky? That was her way of 
comforting two kids whose parents had died. Aunt 
Beatrice was an idiot. 


The Indian Ocean didn’t make him feel one bit better. 
It would be easier if he could talk to Amy, but he’d 
pretty much decided he’d never talk to her again. 


He’d been angry at Amy lots of times. Way lots. This 
was worse than when she’d made tiny little dolls for all 
his Matchbox cars right before his best friend, Liam, 
came over. Worse than when she told Aunt Beatrice that 
he loved Beethoven so she should sign him up for piano 
lessons. Worse than back in Egypt, when he thought she 
was grabbing all of their memories of Grace for herself. 

That was nothing compared to this. 

She’d found out his parents had been murdered, and 
she’d kept it secret. The most important thing in their 
lives! 

The fire hadn’t been accidental. It hadn’t been because 
his father hadn’t banked the fire and a spark had hit the 
rug. Someone had gone in and deliberately set it. 

And Amy had known. She’d even been downstairs that 
night! And she’d never told him. 

He’d thought they were together. In everything. 

He stared out at the green water stretching to the 
horizon. He didn’t know how to get over this. He didn’t 
know how to deal with it. His parents. Grace. Now Amy. 

There was nobody left. 


It was still light as Nellie landed the plane expertly at 
Halim Perdanakusuma International Airport, south of 
the city of Jakarta. She took off her earphones and let 
out a breath. “I’m totally beat,” she said. 


She slung her bag over her arm and picked up 
Saladin’s carrier. “If we run into trouble at customs, let 
me do the talking,” she said. 

That'll be easy, Amy thought. Dan wasn’t talking at all. 


They were all relieved when they breezed through 
customs. Halim was a smaller airport for charter flights, 


so it wasn’t too crowded. Within minutes, Nellie had 
hustled them through the crowd of taxi drivers and 
picked a blue cab to ride into the city. She worked her 
cell phone and arranged a hotel room. 


“T texted Shep and told him we were safe,” she said. 
“He’s going to take a commercial flight and pick up the 
plane.” She shot them a concerned look. “You guys must 
be exhausted. I’ve never heard you be quiet for more 
than thirty seconds. Unless you’re asleep.” 


Dan said nothing, looking out the window at the road 
lined with palm trees. It was dusk, and lights were 
beginning to come on. The driver wove through the 
heavy traffic expertly. 


The lights of Jakarta approached. The tall buildings 
glittered through the heavy air. The skyscrapers seemed 
impossibly tall, like something out of a science fiction 
movie. The driver turned off the highway and soon they 
were on a wide boulevard. The swirling traffic of 
crowded buses, taxis, and motorcycles whirled them 
toward a huge circle that surrounded a beautiful 
fountain. The driver shot off the circle onto a narrower 
street and gradually, they left the tall buildings behind. 


Amy had never been in such a crowded, 
overwhelming city. She’d thought Cairo was confusing, 
but this city was a maze, and choked with cars ignoring 
traffic rules and people dodging between vehicles to 
cross the traffic-snarled streets. The air was thick and 
heavy with fumes. 


Finally, the driver pulled over in front of a bright 
orange awning attached to a white building. A doorman 
hurried out to open the doors and reached for their bags. 
Nellie counted out the money she’d exchanged at the 
airport. 


They stopped at the desk and Nellie checked them in. 
“Wed like to arrange a trip to Anak Krakatau 
tomorrow,” she said. “Could you help us with that?” 


“Normally, yes,” the man said. “But it’s off-limits right 
now by order of the government. When it goes active, 
you're not allowed to land on the island.” 


Amy wanted to burst into tears. Had they come all this 
way for nothing? Somehow she’d felt that if she could 
just take a look at the island, they might find something 
that Robert Henderson had left behind. She had no idea 
where to start looking for traces of him in Jakarta. 


Nellie looked over her shoulder at them. She smiled 
understandingly, as if she knew how disappointed and 
tired they were. 


“Can we get some American food?” Nellie asked. “Like 
cheeseburgers?” 


Nellie must really be worried about them if she was 
passing up the opportunity for local food, Amy thought. 
Then again, Amy herself was worried. Dan was never 
quiet this long. 


The clerk smiled. “You can get anything in Jakarta. I 
can arrange to send food up to your room.” 


“Cheeseburgers, fries, potato chips ... whatever you’ve 
got,” Nellie said. 


They took the elevator up to the room and threw 
down their bags. Amy lifted Saladin from his carrier. 


Nellie turned to them. “All right, out with it. What 
happened? Why aren’t you two talking? When I 
mentioned cheeseburgers, Dan didn’t even yelp.” 


“No reason,” Dan said. 
“Just tired,” Amy mumbled into Saladin’s soft fur. 


“Sure,” Nellie said. “Bad news about Krakatau, but we 
can think about what to do in the morning. I say we 
order up a DVD and just hang tonight. I’ve never been so 
exhausted.” She yawned. “We could maybe go close to 
the island, but will that tell us anything?” Nellie shook 
her head. “I’m willing to go, but I’m still not sure what 
were looking for.” 


“Pm not sure, either,” Amy said. 


“Really?” Dan asked. “I thought you knew 
everything.” 

Nellie looked from Dan to Amy, and back to Dan. 
“Kay,” she said, “I’m making an executive decision. No 
more talking. Let’s eat.” 


Amy woke up and didn’t know where she was. It was 
pitch-black, and all she heard was a faint hum of air- 
conditioning. What hotel, what city, what country? A car 
horn bleated. The room smelled faintly of 
cheeseburgers. Really bad cheeseburgers. 


Jakarta. Java. 


The names sounded so foreign as she turned them 
over in her mind. She doubted that a month ago she 
could have picked them out on a map. They had flown 
west from Darwin over the Indian Ocean. Was it possible 
to be farther away from Boston, Massachusetts? She 
didn’t think so. 


She couldn’t go back to sleep. Now that her eyes had 
adjusted, she could just make out the lump that was 
Dan, over on the sofabed. 


She’d hurt Dan. She knew that. All evening she’d 
wanted to explain. But explaining would mean 
confessing. And she couldn’t face that night. Talking 
about it out loud would make the whole thing too real. 
She’d have to relive it. And if she had to do that, she 
would break. 


She sighed and turned over. Nellie was scrunched over 
on the side of the wide bed, a pillow half over her head. 
The edge of the curtain glowed orange from the rising 
sun. Amy’s heart beat faster. 

Fire. 

“Get the children out!” 


She threw the covers back. She clapped her hands 
over her ears. Inside her head, she was screaming. 


Mommy! Don’t go! 
She sprang up and walked across the room. She 


pushed the curtains aside. She saw the sun splashing the 
tall towers with the start of the day. 


She tiptoed over the carpet and sat on the sofabed. 
“Dan,” she whispered. 


He kept on sleeping. 
“Dan!” 


He sat up, confused. “Where are we going? Where are 
my pants?” 


She laughed softly. But the confusion cleared on his 
face, and the closed look came back. 


“Pm sorry I didn’t tell you,” she said. 
“Whatever.” 

“Tt’s just that—” 

“Tt doesn’t matter.” Dan threw the covers back. 
“So you forgive me?” 


“T didn’t say that.” Dan’s mouth was set in a tight line. 
“Tell me what you remember. Obviously Irina knows.” 


“No, she doesn’t! And I don’t remember much. It’s all 
weird flashes of stuff. I remember hearing people’s 
voices, and going downstairs, and being afraid because a 
bunch of strangers were in the house. The voices 
sounded mean. And Isabel Kabra picked me up ...” Amy 
gulped. She couldn’t tell Dan about the koalas. He was 
just absorbing the fact that their parents were murdered 
by some relative of theirs. What if he knew it was her 
fault? 


“... and I could tell Mom was scared. And I remember 
later on hearing the front door close and being glad they 
were gone. And I looked outside and they were standing 
under my window. Isabel said they had to act that night. 
Nobody else said anything.” 


“What do you remember about Mom and Dad?” Dan 
pressed. 


Amy shook her head. “Not much. I remember Mom 
getting you and me out, and Dad was taking books down 
from the shelves.” 


“He was looking for something.” 


“And then Mom put us on the grass and told me to 
take care of you, and she ran back inside. And I waited 
and waited to see them come out. And they didn’t.” 
Tears rolled down Amy’s cheeks. Take care of your 
brother. It sounded easy. But what was the best way to 
do it? 

Dan looked embarrassed at her tears. “Don’t lose it 
now,” he said. “We have work to do.” 


“Youre still talking to me?” Amy asked tearfully. 


“T guess so,” Dan said. “We’re still on a clue hunt. So 
let’s get to work.” 


Amy pushed away the hurt from Dan’s cool tone. 
Maybe the tension between them would ease. Dan 
wasn’t too good at holding grudges. 


She rooted in her backpack. She found packages of 
peanut butter crackers and tossed one to Dan. 
“Breakfast.” 


Dan ripped open the package. “Okay. Last night I tried 
to figure out how to trace Henderson, but my brain 
started to hurt. This city is huge. And we have zip for 
leads.” 


“T still wish we could see Krakatau,” Amy said. “If we 
could just be where he was, we might figure something 
out.” 


“Remember what the desk clerk said when Nellie 
asked about cheeseburgers?” A little rain of cracker dust 
spewed out of Dan’s mouth when he talked, but Amy 
wasn’t about to mention it. “You can get anything in 
Jakarta. Maybe if we could just see it, or see what’s 
around it ... we’d notice something.” Dan popped the 
last cracker in his mouth. “It beats sitting around here.” 


Amy looked over at the bed, where Nellie was 
sprawled out, her breathing deep and regular. 


“She was so exhausted last night she didn’t even listen 
to her iPod,” Amy said. “We can’t wake her up. Let’s do 
a little more research.” She reached for Dan’s laptop. 


Dan flopped back on the bed. “Research? Is that all 
you can think about?” 


“T want to see if there’s any more I can find out about 
that ship. Nellie just flew us over an ocean. We owe her 
a little sleep.” 


“Do we?” Dan asked. “I don’t know how much we owe 
her.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“It is funny that we keep finding out stuff about her,” 
Dan said in a low tone. “Remember what you said on the 
plane?” 


“T thought you weren’t listening.” 


“T just wasn’t talking to you. I’m still not, except when 
I have to. You said it was like she was trained for this 
job. You're right.” 


“I know. And remember that weird message we heard 
on her cell phone back in Russia? Call in for a status 
report ... Madame Mysterioso is right.” Amy bit her lip. 
“It’s not that I don’t trust her. I mean, she’s Nellie. She’s 
totally cool. It’s just that ... who is she, really?” 


“You never know who anybody is,” Dan said. “Even 
the people closest to you. I’ve learned that for sure.” 

Amy felt herself blush. She knew Dan wasn’t just 
talking about the Cahills. He was talking about her, too. 

Dan glanced over at the sleeping Nellie. “I was 
thinking ... if we took a look at her e-mails ...” 

“How can we do that?” Amy asked. “I know she uses 
your laptop to check in, but she has a password.” 

Dan looked embarrassed. “Um ... I memorized it.” At 
Amy’s astonished look, he quickly said, “I didn’t mean 


to! One morning she was checking e-mail, and I watched 
her fingers on the keys, and I just ... remember it.” 


Dan gave the sleeping Nellie a quick glance. “So all we 
have to do is log in to her account, and we can plug it 
in.” 

“That is so wrong,” Amy whispered. 

There was a short silence. Amy sighed. “And I wish I’d 
thought of it first.” 


She logged on. Dan leaned forward and whispered, 
“Whoa Nellie.” In a moment, they had accessed Nellie’s 
e-mail list. There was a message from her father, agomez, 
saying ponpe estas you Now and a new message from someone 


called clashgrrl at a Boston University e-mail address. 


“Look, clashgrrl sent Nellie a message yesterday, too,” 
Amy said. “The subject line says ‘check in babe.” 

“Probably one of her college friends.” 

“Sounds like it.” Amy clicked on the message. enter 
password Came up on screen. “That’s funny. Are all of her 
individual e-mails password protected?” Amy clicked on 
her father’s message. Hola wayward daughter, haven’t 
heard from you since Sydney. Check in with the old man so 
he can sleep at night. Your admiring and ever-patient father. 
PS. If you’re anywhere near Thailand, ship me some hot 
sauce. 

Amy smiled. “Sounds like her dad is a lot like Nellie.” 

“Check the rest of the e-mails.” 

Amy went through them. Nellie had received plenty of 
other e-mails from friends and some from her little 
sister, but the only ones they couldn’t access were from 
clasherrl. 

“Why is Nellie getting password-protected messages?” 
she asked Dan. 

They both looked at their sleeping au pair. Just the 
top of her head was visible. Without her crackling gaze, 


she looked different asleep, like someone they didn’t 
know. 


“Trust no one,” Amy whispered. Hadn’t they known 
that from the very beginning? But Nellie? Thinking that 
she could be hiding things from them made Amy feel 
shaky and off balance, as though the ground was moving 
underneath them. 


Dan just looked angry. “If she doesn’t tell us 
everything, why should we tell her everything?” He 
balled up the cracker wrapper and tossed it in the trash 
can. “Let’s go find a volcano.” 


CHAPTER 22 


The city of Jakarta had come alive as though at once, in 
an explosive roar. Outside their hotel, Dan and Amy 
stood in amazement, watching the trucks, cars, bicycles, 
and taxis tangle and untangle on the street. Palm trees 
waved overhead in the breeze, and the sidewalk was 
packed with people hurrying to work. 


“Tt’ll take us hours to get anywhere,” Amy said. 


Was she always this negative, or did Dan just notice it 
more when he was mad at her? “Not if we take one of 
those.” Dan pointed down the street. Heading toward 
them was an orange scooter with three wheels and an 
open cabin in the back. Dan waved. 


“What are you doing?” 

“It’s a taxi,” Dan said. “This thing doesn’t have to wait 
in traffic, either.” 

The driver pulled over. “You need a Bajaj? Easy ride, 
very cheap, and fast, too. I go everywhere.” 

“Can you take us to boats?” Dan asked. “Harbor?” 

“Harbor, yes, of course. No worries! Hop in!” 

They climbed into the back. The driver took off. Amy’s 
head slammed back from the acceleration. 

“Sweet!” Dan cried. He couldn’t help it. 


The scooter dodged between cars and trucks. It made 
lanes where there were no lanes. It scooted down alleys 
and rattled through tiny streets. It almost mowed down 
pedestrians. Dan’s head filled with the smell of gasoline 
and smog, and the noises of the city pressed against him. 
It was like being in the center of a roaring, rattling 
machine. 


He loved Jakarta. 


The streets got narrower as their driver zoomed along. 
Suddenly, they could smell the sea. The driver slowed 
down, and they passed a market where brightly colored 
beach umbrellas were stuck in the ground, shading 
blankets where men in shorts and flip-flops sat selling 
baskets of fish. They were calling out in high-pitched 
voices, throwing money around like crazy, and he 
wished they could stop and check it out. 


Ahead they saw masts and colorful sails. The driver 
pulled up near the harbor. Dan held out a hand filled 
with crumpled bills, and the driver took some out. 


“Do you need a tour?” He swept a hand, taking in the 
harbor. “I know it all. My cousin owns a fishing boat. 
Best boat in the harbor, best pilot.” 

“We want to go to Krakatau,” Amy said. 


He shook his head. “Active now ... you can’t land on 
Krakatau.” 


“Would your cousin ... take us there? Just to look?” 
Dan asked. 


“Long trip, take all day.” 

“That’s okay.” 

Dan expected the next words out of the man’s mouth 
to be “Where are your parents?” He knew the guy was 
thinking it. Dan mutely held out a fistful of money. 

“Sure,” the driver said, grabbing it. “No worries!” 


The driver’s cousin’s name was Darma, and the boat, 
which seemed good-sized and sturdy at the dock, was 
suddenly small and flimsy once they’d chugged out into 
open sea. 

Amy and Dan sat in the back watching Darma smiling 
and pointing out sights. They couldn’t hear what he was 
saying over the motor. He had two men as his crew who 


spoke no English, but smiled at Amy and Dan if they 
happened to catch their eyes. 


The bow thumped against the sea, and the smell of 
fish was overpowering. Amy clutched the rail, looking a 
little green. Dan faced the open water, the wind in his 
face. The water was a brilliant turquoise, and off to the 
side he could see a string of islands. Smaller fishing 
boats tacked across the bay. 


After traveling for some time, they saw a point ahead. 
They were going to round the corner of Java, Dan 
guessed. He knew Krakatau was to the west. 


Darma yelled something at them and laughed. Amy 
turned to Dan. “What did he say?” 


“T think something about Sunday and ships. Is today 
Sunday? Did we cross the international date line again? 
Do I have to repeat fourth grade?” 


“He must have said Sunda. As in Sunda Strait. After 
we round the corner of Java, we’ll be in it. It’s the 
channel between Java and Sumatra. And it’s the way to 
Rakata. That’s the island that Anak Krakatau is on. You 
see, the island of Krakatau imploded, but another island 
took its place. It means ‘Child of Krakatau,’ and—” 


“T know you can’t help yourself,” Dan said. “But please 
stop.” 


“Shipping channel!” Darma yelled. This time they 
heard him perfectly. He smiled and laughed. “When we 
cross, hang on!” 


The water got choppier as they rounded the point. 
Darma steered the boat closer to the shoreline, and the 
water smoothed out. The beach looked beautiful, and 
the hills rose behind them in smoky greens and grays. 
Across the blue water was Sumatra. 


I am on a boat between Java and Sumatra, Dan thought. 
How cool is that? 


He was just starting to regret not packing a lunch 
when the crew set out bowls full of coconut rice. Dan 


and Amy feasted while they watched the larger cargo 
ships out in the strait. 


The sun was high overhead when Darma signaled to 
them. “Okay, crossing the strait now.” He pointed. 
“There is Rakata.” 


They could see it now, the island with the volcanic 
peak of Anak Krakatau, the child of Krakatau. Dan felt a 
chill along his spine. 


Darma headed out into the strait, weaving the fishing 
boat through the busy traffic in the channel with skill. 
Gigantic cargo ships steamed by, sending their small 
boat rocking in their wakes. At last they sailed into 
quieter waters, past islands thick with palm trees and 
beckoning beaches. They were in the middle of a 
tropical paradise. It must have looked similar to this 
when Robert Cahill Henderson first arrived. Except that 
where the mighty Krakatau once rose from the sea, now 
a new mountain was rising. It was flat on top, and the 
white smoke was mixed with gray. Dan heard a rumble 
of thunder but hardly registered it. He was too much in 
awe of the sight in front of him. Somehow you could feel 
the power of it, of how much boiling energy was 
contained inside. 


Even though he’d pretended not to listen, his brain 
couldn’t help but record the facts Amy had read to him 
back on Shep’s plane: 36,000 people died, mostly in the 
tsunamis that followed the final explosion on August 27; 
two-thirds of the island was blown away; the final, 
massive explosion was heard more than 2,000 miles off; 
shock waves circled the earth seven times; the ash cloud 
was propelled upward for fifty miles and circled the 
globe for thirteen days, eventually creating amazing 
sunsets throughout the following year. All the numbers 
added up to one bad volcano. 


Darma gave the helm to one of his crew and came 
back to them. “Not good today,” he said. He pointed. 
“Very active.” 


Dan saw something sliding down the mountain. 
Clouds of smoke rose from it as it thundered into the 
sea. Rocks flew out and splashed so close that Dan could 
see them. They floated on top of the gentle waves. “Is it 
erupting?” 

“No. But it’s not happy,” Darma said. “Those are 
pumice. Not good for the boat.” 


By the look of the island, Amy and Dan could see that 
even if they could explore it, they would find nothing. 
Krakatau had exploded into ash and fire. It had fallen 
into the sea and vaporized into the air. Seeing the power 
of the second mountain was enough. 


“He must have barely made it out alive,” Amy 
whispered to Dan. “And he lost everything. Everything 
he worked for.” 


“No pictures? No video?” Darma asked. “Most tourists 
do that.” 


They shook their heads. They didn’t need pictures to 
remember this. 


The trip back across the channel was nerve-wracking, 
but they trusted Darma’s handling of the boat and the 
expert scrambling of the crew. They had hours before 
they got back, and now there was nothing to do but sit 
and look at the same shoreline they’d stared at for hours 
on the way there. The question was, once they got back 
to Jakarta, what would they do next? Dan almost asked 
the question out loud, but then he remembered that he 
was barely talking to his sister. She looked so bummed 
that he almost forgot how mad he was. 


The sun slipped lower in the sky behind them as they 
finally rounded the point and headed for Jakarta. 

Darma came back to talk to them. “Excuse me? We are 
near the Thousand Islands. Beautiful spot, tourist 
destination ...” 


“We really have to get back,” Amy said. 


“Just a little out of your way,” Darma said with a wide 
smile. “I have quick delivery to one island, it won’t take 
long at all!” 


Dan shrugged. “I guess it’s okay.” 


They motored through the islands. They could see 
beautiful houses on some of them, while some were 
uninhabited. 


“He lives on a tiny island, not near the others,” Darma 
explained. “Orders groceries, supplies, things like that. 
Old man, doesn’t say much — my friend took him to 
Krakatau, just like you! No video for him, either!” 

Darma slowed the engine as they chugged toward a 
lush tropical island. The crew loaded the supplies into a 
rubber raft. “It will take a moment only,” Darma said. 

The crew began bringing up supplies from the cabin. 
Amy sat up. 

“Dan,” she whispered. “I saw a rosemary plant! 
Remember Irina’s clue?” 

Dan turned to Amy. “Okay, this is totally weird, but 
are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 

“That the guy on the island is a Cahill?” 

“That the guy on the island is Robert Cahill 
Henderson!” 

“That’s impossible! He’d be ... about a hundred and 
forty years old!” 

Dan nodded. “Exactly. Maybe the great Cahill secret is 
eternal life. Or at least a life extender. Think about it, 
Amy. Wouldn’t it make you the most powerful person in 
the world? Maybe Robert Cahill Henderson didn’t go off 
to die. Maybe he came back here, and for the last fifty 
years, he’s been working on the formula!” 

“It’s crazy,” Amy said slowly. 

“Tt could be true,” Dan argued. 

They both jumped up. “We’re getting off here!” Amy 
announced. “We’ll take the supplies!” 


“But there’s no hotel here!” Darma protested. 
“Nothing for tourists!” 


“It’s okay! We love to camp!” Dan fished in his pocket 
and came up with more money. He pressed it on Darma. 
“Pick us up tomorrow, okay?” Dan asked. He slipped out 
of the boat into the knee-deep water. He picked up one 
of the boxes and balanced it on his head. 


Amy slipped over the rail. She picked up the other 
box. “Bye!” 

Darma hauled the rubber raft aboard. He looked 
confused. But he shrugged and waved at them. Within 
moments, his boat had rounded the end of the island and 
disappeared. 


CHAPTER 23 


Nellie ran her hands through her hair groggily. She 
looked at the clock. She couldn’t believe that she’d slept 
for twelve hours. 


Naturally, Dan and Amy were gone. And this time, 
they hadn’t even left a note. 


She checked her e-mail, and sure enough, there were 
two messages from clashgrrl. She typed in the code and 
sighed. 


KEEP THEM CLOSE. RED ALERT. ARRANGE IMMEDIATE DEPARTURE. 
“Now you tell me,” Nellie said out loud. 


Saladin mewed plaintively. “You, too?” Nellie asked. 
She scooped him up and petted him absentmindedly. 
She couldn’t believe she’d lost Amy and Dan again. She’d 
give them an hour or so before she started to tear her 
hair out. 


Saladin squirmed out of her arms. She was holding 
him too tight. It was because she was worried. 
Something didn’t feel right. 


They were usually good about letting her know when 
they split. But she’d caught the looks between them 
when they’d found out she could fly a plane. They were 
starting to suspect her. Poor little dudes. They couldn’t 
trust anybody. 


Another message popped up from clashgrrl. The 
subject line read don’t b lame! 

That meant the message was of the utmost urgency. 

Nellie shut the laptop with one bare foot. She wasn’t 


going to check in until she found them. She had a bad 
feeling about this. 


Irina stayed behind as Isabel entered the shop. Isabel 
had hired a car, but Irina had been able to keep up on a 
motorcycle. She wore a disguise, but Isabel hadn’t taken 
any of the usual precautions, which meant that she felt 
safe in Jakarta. 


Isabel had a canvas shopping bag that had started out 
empty and was now bulging with items. Irina had been 
able to get close enough with the scope in her camera to 
see what Isabel was buying. 


This last item sent a chill through Irina. It was just as 
she suspected. Isabel had cunning, but not much 
imagination. 

And so here it was. Her last stand would take place 
here. The power of the 39 Clues could not rest in Lucian 
hands if Isabel Kabra was the head of the branch. 


What would the consequences be if she acted against 
her leader? She knew very well. She would be cast out. 
Every Lucian would know that she had betrayed the 
branch. Isabel and Vikram would make sure of that. 
They would make up a story, slant things their way. 
Everything she knew would be gone — money, 
connections, purpose. The world would become an 
empty place, and she would become a ghost. 


She had no choice. She had to try. What is the 
difference between you? Amy had asked. 

This is the difference, Amy. There are some things I will 
not do. And there are some things I will not allow to happen. 

She turned and ran into Ian and Natalie. 

Natalie smiled. Irina couldn’t see her eyes behind the 
black sunglasses. 


“Good news. My countersurveillance indicates that 
your mother has not been tailed,” Irina said. Not by a 
flicker of an eyelash would she allow these two 
hooligans to see they’d unnerved her. 


“I have more good news,” Natalie said. “Mother 
received new orders this morning.” 


“And?” 


Stealthily, Irina shot out a needle from each index 
finger. It would be easier to operate if these two were 
out of commission for a nice long while. 


Natalie moved with such speed that Irina had time for 
only a flicker of astonishment. She’d always thought of 
the sulky girl as incapable of zeal. Natalie’s hand shot 
forward, grabbed Irina’s finger, and bent it back almost 
all the way. Irina felt white pain as her finger joint 
popped. And then the needle sank in. 


Amy and Dan dropped the boxes on the beach and 
trudged up toward the path. 


“Why did we let Darma go?” Amy asked. “If we don’t 
find anybody, we'll have to spend the night here.” 


“That would totally rock,” Dan said. “Like Robinson 
Cruise-o.” 


“Robinson Crusoe,” Amy corrected. They reached the 
lush tropical forest and struck out on the path. 


“T bet Troppo will be glad to see us,” Dan said. “We’re 
just one big happy family, right?” 


Amy was filled with foreboding. The sun had gone 
down behind the hill, so the shadows were lengthening. 
She was suddenly afraid of what they would find. 


Dan stepped out into a clearing. “Whoa,” he said. 
“Look at this.” 


The shell of a large building stood by a stand of palms. 
Construction equipment still littered the ground, big 
concrete blocks, thick coils of wire, clay tiles. “It looks 
like they were going to build a hotel,” Dan said. “Look, 
there are more buildings down there.” 


“Dan,” Amy said. “Look.” 


She pointed to the sand. Footprints were clearly 
outlined. Dan put his own foot next to one. The footprint 
was much larger, the footprint of a man. Amy’s doubts 


about Dan’s theory were suddenly crowded out by her 
fear. 


They followed the footprints past the abandoned hotel 
and through the clearing. Down the path they could see 
a small crescent beach, the sand colored pink by the 
setting sun. Tall palms surrounded it. The footprints 
disappeared, melded into the dimples of the soft sand. 


Amy caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of 
her eye. A hammock was strung between two palm trees. 
It swayed back and forth gently. She couldn’t see the 
person lying in it, just one bare foot gently pushing the 
ground to keep it rocking. 


They walked closer, hardly breathing. As they reached 
the hammock, they could see a pair of perfectly pressed 
lemon-yellow linen shorts. A crisp white shirt. And, his 
eyes closed, a smile on his face ... their cousin Alistair 
Oh. 


CHAPTER 24 


Alistair opened one eye. If he was surprised to see them, 
he didn’t show it. 


“Welcome to paradise,” he said. 


He swung both legs down so that he was sitting up. 
“You look disappointed.” 


“We didn’t expect to see you here,” Dan muttered. 


“T could say the same,” Alistair said. “Except it 
wouldn’t be quite true. Pm getting to the point where 
I’m never surprised when you pop up.” 


Dan wanted to punch a tree. He was sure he was on 
the trail of the oldest man in the world. Instead, he’d 
only found another Cahill cousin. 


And he still wasn’t sure how he felt about Alistair. 
Amy had cried when she’d thought Alistair had died in 
the cave-in back in Korea. Even he had gotten a little 
damp. Well, okay, he’d cried. A little. But then it turned 
out Alistair was alive. Which meant he’d totally 
scammed them. It hadn’t been the first time, either. He 
was an Ekaterina, just as intent on finding the 39 Clues 
as they were. 


Still, he’d helped them in Egypt. It wasn’t his fault his 
submersible — which he’d invented — had sunk. Well, 
maybe it was his fault. They’d almost been fish food 
under the Nile. 


“What are you doing here, Alistair?” Amy asked. 


“Same thing you are, I expect,” Alistair said. “Trying 
to figure out what Robert C. Henderson did here. A 
brilliant man. An Ekat, of course.” 


“We guessed that,” Dan said. “We tracked him in 
Australia.” 


“Did you now.” Alistair’s eyes gleamed. “I’d hate for 
you to come all the way to Indonesia without satisfying 
a bit of your curiosity. How about another information 
exchange? You tell me what you learned in Australia, 
and Ill tell you what I’ve learned here. Deal?” 


Dan and Amy exchanged a glance. They’d shared 
information with Alistair before. It usually worked out 
okay. 


“You probably know he was a scientist,” Alistair said. 
“Like so many of our branch, he had a brilliant and 
inventive mind. He ascended the ranks of the Ekat elite 
very quickly and attracted the notice of the branch 
leaders. He was headed for great things. And then he 
made a great mistake.” Alistair paused. “He fell in love 
with a Lucian.” 


Dan groaned. “Oh, please. Barf control! Not a love 
story.” 


“Yes, a love story. But many love stories are also ... 
betrayal stories. She was highborn, a cousin of Queen 
Victoria. Which gave the Ekats an idea. There had been 
a rumor—well, more than a rumor—that about sixty 
years before a highborn Lucian in the Russian monarchy 
had assembled most — or even all — of the thirty-nine 
clues. The Madrigals destroyed his evidence in a raid. 
But he had retained one copy for safekeeping. It was 
passed to Lucian headquarters in London sometime in 
the 1880s. We suspect that the Madrigals killed Tsar 
Nicholas II and his family in 1918, searching for that 
list. But that’s another story. Only the Ekats knew that 
the list had been passed to London.” 


Amy didn’t look at Dan. Dan didn’t look at Amy. They 
had found the evidence of the assembled Clues back in 
Russia, but they weren’t about to tell Alistair that. 


“However — and this is so typically Lucian — even if 
they had been able to steal and trick enough to get so 
many, they didn’t have the skill to figure out amounts. 
That is a job for the Ekats. So they gave Robert 


Henderson a choice. His fiancée’s father was the branch 
leader of the Lucians. If Robert didn’t spy on him and try 
to ascertain whether the Lucians had the thirty-nine 
clues, he would be kicked out of the Ekats forever.” 


Amy gasped. “That’s terrible!” 


Alistair turned his dark eyes on her. “After all this 
time, all this effort, you still don’t understand how 
important this is, do you?” 

“T do. It’s just that—” 


He shook his head. “No. If you truly understood what 
was at stake, you would know that it’s sometimes 
necessary to be ruthless. At any rate, Robert Henderson 
was torn. Apparently, he was deeply in love. But he was 
also something else — a scientist. The temptation to find 
the clues and assemble them — he couldn’t resist that 
challenge. So he successfully stole the only copy of the 
clues the Lucians had. Naturally, they knew perfectly 
well it was he who had done it, so ... the marriage was 
off. The Ekats got him on a ship to the South Seas and 
made up a story about him following Darwin. But he 
really went to Indonesia. Then, of course, he made his 
fatal mistake. He built his lab on a known volcano. 
There were reasons for it — it was uninhabited, and he 
was able to harness its geothermal energy to power his 
lab. He was an Ekat, after all. He was taking a chance, 
and he knew it. Of course, he lost the gamble.” 


“What happened?” Amy asked. “I mean, we know that 
Krakatau erupted, but where was he?” 


“Ah, the Krakatau eruption. Who knows what 
triggered it? Some Ekats believed the Madrigals blew up 
Henderson’s lab, which started a deadly geothermal 
chain of explosions. But Henderson? He was lucky. He 
was on his way to collect a shipment he had ordered for 
the lab. He knew that the volcano was active. There had 
been considerable activity on the island, earthquakes, 
steam ... he knew very well the danger he faced. But he 
was Close. So agonizingly close that he left the island at 


the last possible second — the night before the main 
eruption. He barely made it out alive, and his laboratory 
blew up in one of the first eruptions. That’s when he got 
burned. That next morning he was across the strait in 
the coastal town of Anjer when the tsunami came. He 
ran up into the hills to escape it. The population tried to 
outrun this gigantic, overpowering wave a hundred feet 
tall ... can you imagine the terror? Hundreds were 
sucked back into the sea or pummeled against the rocks. 
He saw horror and suffering and he made it out alive. 
We know he went to Jakarta. We know weeks later he 
booked passage to Sydney. We lost track of him after 
that. We think his mind was broken. He just 
disappeared.” Alistair turned to them. “So. Did you find 
him?” 

“We found out that he was in jail,” Amy said. “They 
called him Bob Troppo. We traced him to a place called 
Coober Pedy, where he became an opal miner called 
Fossie. He died in the 1950s. But he never said another 
word. Or left a hint. Just a bunch of gibberish on the 
walls of a mine.” 


“But he did leave a hint,” Alistair said. “I know 
because I have it.” 


“Where did you get it?” 

“Ah,” Alistair said. His gaze slid away from them. 
“Perhaps that revelation should be left for another time.” 

“Can we see it?” 


Alistair took an old paper out of his shirt pocket. “If 
you figure it out, we share the clue. Agreed?” After they 
nodded, he handed it to Dan and Amy. 
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“Well, that clears everything up,” Dan said. 


“I think I get part of it,” Amy said. “He left everything 
behind, risked his life, in order to put together the 
thirty-nine clues. And he almost got the answer — he 


was missing one only clue. By merely one, cruel fate/Left 
for me to calculate.” 


“He was wrong about that,” Alistair said. “We know 


he didn’t actually have thirty-eight clues. But he was 
close. Very close.” 


“But what does it mean that the waves sang a song 
and he knew it but he didn’t know it?” 


“It means he’d already gone troppo,” Dan said. He 
groaned. “I’m flashing back to Mrs. Malarkey’s English 


class, and it’s not pretty. What’s rue?” 


“It means sadness,” Alistair said. “He tried so hard and 
for so long, and he came so close, but he lost. But here’s 
the part I can’t figure out. He’s in despair, so he comes 
and throws himself on the strand — a fancy word for 
beach. Then all of a sudden he’s talking about Newton. 
Was there something that Newton discovered that he 
needed? I know he figured out gravity, but what does it 
have to do with the thirty-nine clues?” 


“The price? A sodden crown,” Amy repeated. “What 
does that mean? That he was almost king of the world or 
something?” 


“Crown can mean ‘head,’ too,” Alistair said. “As in 
‘Jack fell down and broke his crown’ but it still doesn’t 
make sense to me. I believe the reference is to the story 
of Newton — that he thought of gravity when he was 
lying under a tree and an apple fell on his head. So he 
could be saying that he had a sudden revelation. But 
why doesn’t he say what it is?” Alistair sighed. “Maybe 
he was already losing his mind.” 


“Ya think?” Dan asked. 


A strong breeze rattled the paper. It had grown 
suddenly dark. The palm trees were bending with the 
gusts. 


“Its going to storm,” Alistair said. “We’d better get 
inside. Don’t worry, these tropical storms blow 
themselves out quickly. I can call for a launch and get 
you home in time for dinner.” 


CHAPTER 25 


Hours later, Dan stared out at the pounding rain. The 
palm trees were bending like dancers. From here he 
could just make out the white line of the surf. The sun 
had set long ago. They were trapped for the night. 


“Not exactly blowing over,” he said. “More like 
blowing.” 


“Who knew?” Alistair said sheepishly. “I haven’t been 
watching the weather. As soon as I get a clear signal, 
you can call Nellie. There’s plenty of room here for you 
to spend the night.” 


Alistair was staying in the only finished house on the 
island, on the edge of the construction site. It had been 
planned as a resort, but the Ekaterinas had bought it as a 
site for a possible stronghold. They were still deciding 
whether to finish it, but, in the meantime, Alistair came 
now and then. 


The house had one large room downstairs that was 
open on all sides and had a double-height ceiling. 
Alistair had closed sturdy wooden shutters when they 
had come up from the beach. Upstairs was a complete 
living area, with two bedrooms, a sitting room, and a 
small kitchen. 


The rain was still pattering lightly while they finished 
a meal of vegetables and rice. Alistair tried Nellie on his 
phone and she answered. He put her on speaker. 


“Who is this?” she barked. 


“Its Alistair Oh, Ms. Gomez. I’m calling to tell you 
that Dan and Amy are here with me and—” 


“Are they safe?” 
“We’re safe, Nellie!” Amy called. 


“PI come and get them.” 
“No need. The weather—” 
“T don’t care about the weather! Where are you?” 


“Nellie, were on an island. We’ll be back in the 
morning,” Amy said. She could hear real concern in 
Nellie’s voice. “We’re sorry we didn’t leave a note.” 


“We can talk about the fact that you totally freaked me 
out for an entire day another time. Right now I’m coming 
to get you.” 


“Ms. Gomez — Nellie — I’m afraid you will have to 
wait until morning,” Alistair said reluctantly. “I swear I 
will deliver the children to you myself.” 


“Don’t bother. TIl be there tomorrow morning.” 


After Alistair gave her directions and assurances that 
he’d fed them dinner and Dan had chimed in about the 
sad lack of dessert, Nellie said a reluctant good night 
and she’d see them tomorrow. Early. 


“Now, I think it’s been a long day and we should all 
retire,” Alistair said in his formal way. “You'll be safe 
here tonight.” 


A few minutes later, Amy did feel safe as she snuggled 
under the cotton quilt. Alistair had loaned them each 
one of his soft white cotton T-shirts to wear to bed 
because their clothes still smelled like fish and saltwater. 
The wind and rain had stopped, and a fresh breeze 
wafted through the window. Amy fell asleep listening to 
the faint rustling of the palms. Far away, a motor softly 
purred out on the dark sea. She was so tired that she 
hoped she wouldn’t dream. 


At first she thought she was still hearing the whisper of 
the leaves outside. The noise was so soft. She turned 
over and felt herself slipping back into sleep. She could 
still smell the smoky trace of their dinnet.... 


She sat up. She could smell it now. She could see the 
wisps of smoke curling in the moonlight. 


Panic shot through her. But she couldn’t seem to 
move. She was seeing another night, another time. 


Fire. Amy holds her mother’s hand. She cries as they run 
down the stairs to the first floor. “Get the children out!” her 
father shouts. He’s in the den, pulling books down off the 
shelves. Looking for something ... “Daddy!” she screams. 
She holds out her arms and he stops for a second. “Angel,” 
he says, “go with Mommy.” 


“No!” She sobs as her mother pulls her away. “No! 
Daddy!” 


“Arthur!” her mother shouts. But she continues on with 
Amy and Dan. 


Cool night air, damp grass against her bare legs. Her 
mother leans over her. She takes Amy’s face in her hands. 
“Look at me,” her mother says, the way she always does 
when she wants Amy to listen hard. “Take care of your 
brother. I love you.” Amy screams, begs her to come back 
even as her mother races back into the burning house.... 


She was so intensely part of the memory that it wasn’t 
until she started to cough that she realized fully this 
wasn’t a dream. The house was on fire! 


Alistair appeared in the doorway. She saw the 
shadows of flames flickering on his face, and it sent a 
jolt through her body. 


Alistair was there that night, too. 


He had damp towels in his hands, just like her mother 
had on that night so long ago. He closed the bedroom 
door and put the wet towel against the crack. Then he 
bent over double, coughing. 

He was standing next to the fireplace, his face in shadow. 
Pants ironed to a knife-crease. Gray suit, bright yellow tie. 
He coughed politely. “Let’s calm down. We are only here to 
take what is ours.” 

Dan sat up in bed, coughing. The sound of his distress 
helped Amy to move. 


She threw off the sheet. 


Alistair rushed toward Dan. He pressed the wet towel 
against Dan’s face. He put an arm around him and 
started to lead him to the window. “Hurry!” he called 
over his shoulder to Amy. 


When she got to the window, she saw smoke rolling 
out from below. She looked behind and saw the eerie 
sight of smoke blasting through the cracks surrounding 
the closed door. There would be no escape that way. 


“The ledge,” Alistair said. 


Outside the window was a ledge wide enough to stand 
on. She heard the sound of shattering glass as the 
window blew out in the room next door. Alistair stepped 
out on the ledge and held out a hand to Dan. “Come on. 
The wind is blowing the smoke the other way. You can 
breathe out here.” 


Dan stepped out onto the ledge. He gulped in the fresh 
air. Amy stepped out next. The wall behind her back was 
hot. 


She looked down. Far below was the construction 
debris. Twisted coils of wire, concrete, nails, tangles of 
rusty rebar. There was no clear place to land. Even if 
they could survive the jump, they could be impaled on 
the sharp objects. Dan’s breathing was heavy and 
constricted. Alistair kept his arm around him. The flames 
roared. No help was coming. No sirens. 


“Tl jump,” Alistair said. “Maybe I can find a ladder or 
something. lIl find a way to get you down.” 


“You can’t jump!” Amy cried. “You'll be killed!” 


He smiled as he touched her cheek briefly. “It’s our 
only chance.” 


Alistair braced himself against the wall. He looked 
down, searching for a clear spot to land. There was 
none. 


“Wait!” Amy hung on to his sleeve. “Look!” 
“Trina,” Dan said. 


The smoke rolled and cleared, and they saw her 
running below, fast and strong, her legs pumping. She 
had a bamboo pole in her hand. As they watched in 
astonishment, she dug the pole into the ground and 
made a spectacular vault up to the roof. 


They heard the soft thump as she landed. Amy leaned 
out. She could just make out Irina above. Irina slid the 
pole down and steadied it against the lip of the roof. 


“What is the word?” she called to them. “Shimmy? 
Shimmy down the pole! One at a time, it’s not very 
strong.” 

“Can we trust her?” Alistair asked Dan and Amy. 


It was Amy who spoke. She kept her eyes on Irina’s 
intent face. 


“Yes,” she said. 


Dan went first. He wrapped his legs around the pole 
and half slid, half shimmied down. As soon as he hit the 
ground, Amy took a deep breath of relief. 


“Go, Amy,” Alistair said. 


Amy turned and put her hands on the pole. She looked 
up at Irina, who was lying flat on the roof, steadying the 
pole with both hands. Irina winced, and Amy saw a red 
and swollen finger. 


“Wait. Before you go,” Irina said. “Take this.” 

She held out one hand. Amy reached up. Grace’s 
necklace dropped into her palm. 

“Isabel did it again,” Irina said. “The first time, I 
walked away. Not this time. This time, I will not let her 
succeed. Now ... everything is up to you and Dan. Go!” 


The force of Irina’s words propelled Amy into action. 
She grabbed the bamboo pole. It felt hot against her 
hands, but she slid down. 


She looked up at Alistair. He saluted Irina, then 
grabbed the pole and winced. Amy saw smoke curling 


up. The pole was starting to burn. Alistair quickly 
shimmied down, jumping off the last few feet. 


The pole burst into flame. Slowly, it toppled down. 
Amy, Dan, and Alistair leaped out of the way as it 
crashed inches away from them. 


“We need to find another pole!” Alistair shouted. 


They wrenched their eyes from the burning building. 
They scanned the area frantically, moving through the 
debris. Dan headed to search in the grove. Somewhere, 
they had to find something to save her. 


From high above, Irina watched them. The roof was so 
hot now it was agony to stand on it. The smoke rolled 
across her and cleared. She felt so far away from them. 
How hopeful they were. They didn’t know yet that it 
was too late. 


Half the roof collapsed in a shower of sparks. Fire was 
roaring, eating up the wood beams. She inched away. 


She had only seconds. That was all right. She’d saved 
him. She’d saved her beloved boy. 


No, not Nikolai. Dan. Dan and Amy. 


She struggled to keep her mind clear. The smoke was 
burning her eyes, her throat. It was a great effort to keep 
standing. She would keep standing. 


She would die a better person than she’d lived. That 
wasn’t too bad, for an ex-KGB spy, not to mention a 
Cahill. 


Look, they are still searching for a pole, hoping to save 
me. How nice to see that. Poor Alistair, he never liked me, 
but there was that one night in Seoul when he let down his 
guard and I let down mine, and we shared a bowl of bibim- 
bap. One bowl, two spoons. Every time I clinked against his 
spoon by accident he would accuse me of flirting with him. 
Finally, he got me to laugh.... 


Sudden panic seized her. Was she really ready to let 
go of life? There was a way to live that was not her way 


—she’d had glimpses of it. With Nikolai and ... a few 
others. What agony it was to let it go! It was letting go 
of possibility. Of a dream. 

I hope they know it was worth it to me, she thought, 
staring at the Cahill children. Remember what I said, 
children. Fear her. In your hands it all lies now. 

The roof gave a great crack and roar — and collapsed. 
Irina cried out as she felt herself fall, and she looked up. 
She wanted her last sight to be the stars. 


CHAPTER 26 


Amy and Dan sat on the beach the next morning, 
looking out at the calm tropical waters. They had spent 
the longest night of their lives, unable to sleep, just 
sitting, waiting for dawn. Now they stared with 
bloodshot eyes out at the horizon. Their white T-shirts 
were gray from smoke and soot, and their throats still 
felt dry and scratchy despite the water they’d drunk. 


They knew Nellie would be here soon on a launch. It 
was important they leave before the authorities arrived. 
Alistair had ordered them to stay on the beach. He didn’t 
want them to see what remained at the house. They 
didn’t want to think about it. 


He had wandered off, and they knew he wanted to be 
alone. Irina had been his enemy, but he’d known her a 
long time. Maybe he wanted to mourn her. 


Irina had been their enemy, too. Last night, she had 
saved their lives. 


Amy touched the jade dragon on her necklace. Why? 
How could someone she’d thought of as pure evil have 
the goodness inside to sacrifice her life for them? 


Last night someone had stolen the poem. Alistair knew 
that much. He had awakened, smelled smoke, and 
immediately checked for the paper. They all knew it had 
to be Isabel. Alistair had heard the sound of a motor out 
on the water, but he hadn’t been able to see anything. 


This morning they’d found the vessel that no doubt 
Irina had used, a small fishing boat she’d probably paid 
someone to borrow back at the harbor. 


They had the facts, or most of them. What they 
couldn’t sift through was their feelings. 


The only thing Amy knew for sure was that it was 
time to tell Dan. She had to tell him now, before Nellie 
showed up. She couldn’t go through another day like 
yesterday. She could face anything, but she couldn’t face 
it without Dan. 


She’d been so wrong, and he’d been so right. He’d 
been so scared last night, but he’d never lost his nerve. 
He’d been like that all along. Times when she was frozen 
with fear, he’d kept on moving. In so many ways, he was 
braver than she was. 


He could face anything. 


“There’s a reason I didn’t tell you about Mom and Dad 
being murdered,” she said haltingly. “And it wasn’t 
because I didn’t trust you. It was because I remembered 
something I did. I didn’t want you to know. I-I didn’t 
want you to blame me.” 


He shot her a questioning look. 


“That night ... the night of the fire ... I was still awake 
when the strangers came. I heard them downstairs. I 
listened at the door. They were asking Mom and Dad 
where they’d been. They asked over and over.” Amy 
paused, and then the words rushed out. “I was scared. S- 
so I ran inside the room. A woman picked me up. Isabel. 
She talked about the teddy bears on my nightgown and I 
corrected her. I said they were koalas. So that’s how they 
all knew.” 


Dan shook his head. “Knew what?” 


“That Mom and Dad had gone to Australia in search of 
Robert Cahill Henderson. And they must have figured 
that they’d brought something back. Because later, when 
they were outside, Isabel said, They traced him to 
Australia, didn’t they? This has to be taken care of tonight.” 


“Do you think that they did bring something back? 
And that’s what Dad was looking for?” 


“What do you do when your house is on fire?” Amy 
asked. 


“You run for the most valuable thing. So Mom ran for 
us, and Dad ran for whatever it was.” 


“Maybe somebody set the fire so they could watch 
what happened. Maybe things went wrong. But the fire 
wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t told them that Mom 
and Dad were in Australia! If I hadn’t been such a ... 
know-it-all!” Amy buried her face in her hands. Her 
shoulders shook with sobs. She felt as though she could 
cry forever. She could cry out her grief and her shame 
but it would keep welling back up, and it would never 
stop. 


Dan squirmed. “Amy. Wigging. Totally.” 


She lifted her head, swiping a hand across her eyes. 
“What?” 


“Let me get this straight. Because you had koalas on 
your pajamas, our parents died?” 


“Well ...” 


“That’s just dumb. Our parents died because our house 
caught fire. You didn’t light the match. One of our dear, 
devoted relatives did. You dweeb. You think that 
because you said the magic word, you changed 
everything? We’re talking Cahills here. They would have 
done it no matter what.” 


The scorn in Dan’s voice took away Amy’s fear. If Dan 
had been soothing, if he’d tried to reassure her, she 
would have lost it again. Soot still streaked his pale face. 
He looked tired, worn out, sad. And honest. 


“You are one awesomely weird sister-dude,” Dan said. 


She wanted to hug him, but she knew it would totally 
freak him out. She hugged her knees instead. She felt a 
little of her shame begin to lift. Dan saw things clear. If 
he didn’t think she was to blame ... maybe she wasn’t. 
She had said the words out loud, she had dredged up 
every memory, and she hadn’t shattered. 


Instead, Amy realized, the opposite had happened. She 
was stronger. 


“Trina said something else in the tunnel,” she said. 
“She asked me why Mom ran back into the house. Was it 
just for Daddy? What could be more important than 
their children?” 


“The fate of the world?” Dan joked. 
But his grin faded as he met Amy’s serious green eyes. 
“The fate of the world,” she repeated. 


They didn’t say anything for a minute. It seemed 
impossible to think about right now, with the smudge of 
pink on the horizon and the lightening blue of the sea. 
Impossible to think of the great, wide world around 
them ... depending on them. 


“T think I know what they were looking for,” Dan said. 
“The poem.” 


“Alistair stole it,” Amy said. “It all makes sense now. 
Last night I remembered him standing by the fireplace. 
While everyone was looking at me, he was looking at the 
books.” 

“Where they’d hidden the poem.” 

“T bet Mom and Dad thought the poem could lead to 
lots of clues,” Amy said. “And they sacrificed themselves 
to save it.” 

“If Alistair was there that night, he could have been in 
on the plan to start the fire,” Dan said. 

“Not Alistair!” 

“Why not?” Dan asked. “Remember what he said to 
you yesterday? That when so much is at stake, it’s okay 
to be ruthless? We can’t say it wasn’t him.” 

“If only we could figure out the poem,” Amy said. 
“There’s got to be a clue hidden in it. I wish the answer 
would thunder down on my head. Like last night, during 
the storm ...” 

Dan frowned and looked out at the sea. Suddenly, he 
slapped the sand and began to laugh. 


“Have you gone troppo?” Amy asked. 


Dan jumped up and down in front of Amy. “It’s just 
like Mrs. Malarkey said.” Dan put on a falsetto voice. 
“Class, don’t be scared by the fancy language. Find the 
meaning.” 

“So?” Amy waved her hand in the air. “Mrs. 
Malarkey? I still don’t get it.” 


“The poem! The dude is feeling bummed out, and he’s 
sitting on the beach, and it starts to rain, okay? And rain 
comes down on his head.” 


“T got that much.” 


“But it also makes him think. The very waves sang the 
song I knew. What does he keep talking about?” At Amy’s 
blank look, Dan pointed. “Water!” 


“Water is the clue?” Amy asked. “Could it be that 
easy?” 

“That’s why the dude was so happy and so mad at 
himself at the same time,” Dan said. “It is that easy.” 


Amy frowned. “We promised to tell Alistair.” 


“Even though we know he was at the house that night 
and could have murdered our parents?” Dan asked. “Prd 
call that a deal breaker.” 


“Last night he was willing to jump off that ledge to 
save us,” Amy said. 


“Or himself,” Dan said. “I say we wait until we know 
for sure what happened that night.” 


“Shhh,” Amy said, because she saw Alistair heading 
toward them. His silk pajamas were stained with soot 
and dirt, and tufts of hair stood out from his head. 


He faced the rising sun. “It’s a good day,” he said. 
“Were alive.” 


He looked sad and funny, Amy thought, in his pink 
pajamas and his cotton candy hair. How could he be a 
murderer? But Dan was right. They couldn’t just hand 
him a Clue. Not yet. 


They heard the faint sound of a motor. Out beyond the 
reef, a boat was approaching. They could see an arm 
waving frantically. Nellie. 


Alistair waved back. He walked to the edge of the sea. 


They watched as Alistair stood, the cuffs of his sooty 
pajama bottoms getting wet, the breeze blowing his gray 
hair. The man they were fond of, whom they couldn’t 
trust, was waving at the au pair they were learning to 
love ... and whom they couldn’t trust. 


“Things are getting complicated,” Dan said. 


“I wish I could remember who else was there!” Amy 
burst out. “Maybe more flashes will come back to me. I 
can’t stand not knowing.” 


Dan’s face hardened. “We have to find out who did it 
for sure. Isabel set the fire, but we need to know who 
else was there.” 


“And then what?” Amy asked. “What do we do? Call 
the cops?” She gave a weird strangled laugh. 


“T don’t know yet,” Dan said. “But they have to pay.” 
“Revenge sounds so ... Cahill,” Amy said. 
“Not revenge,” Dan said. “Justice.” 


They looked at each other. Amy felt the presence of 
her parents, closer than they’d ever been, and the ghost 
of Irina saying, It’s all up to you now. 


She and Dan were together again. There were no 
secrets between them. There never would be again. She 
could see that he knew it. Behind his eyes, trust was 
back. 


And on this sad morning, sitting on a tropical beach 
with ruins smoking behind them, with Irina’s last cry 
still ringing in their ears, they made a promise to each 
other without speaking. A vow. They wouldn’t rest until 
they had exposed who had murdered their parents. 


They had started on the hunt for the 39 Clues for 
Grace’s sake. Now they would win it for Arthur and 


Hope. 
“Justice,” Amy agreed. 





The Hunt Is On 


The race for the 39 Clues continues with more 
dangerous missions, top secret break-ins, and 
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competition by following Amy and Dan’s next adventure. 


Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just make sure none 
of your enemies are watching ...) 


CHAPTER 1 


Amy Cahill didn’t believe in omens. But black snow was 
falling, the earth was rumbling beneath her feet, her 
brother was meowing, and her uncle Alistair was 
prancing on the beach in pink pajamas. 


She had to admit, the signs were not promising. 


“Ahoy, Nellie!” Alistair shouted across the Java Sea, 
his hands cupped to his mouth. “Rescue us, dear girl!” 


Amy wiped a dark flake from her cheek. Ash. 
Could it be left over from the fire last night? 
Don’t think of that. Not now. 


Out at sea, a distant engine noise grew louder. On a 
small launch, speeding toward the tiny Indonesian island 
where they were stranded, was Amy and Dan’s au pair, 
Nellie Gomez. In the eerie morning darkness, sky and 
water merged into a blue-gray wall, and she seemed to 
be floating in midair. 


“Mrrrrrrrrrrp!” Dan wailed. 
“What are you doing?” Amy asked. 


“Imitating an Egyptian Mau.” Dan gave Amy an 
exasperated look, as if what he had just said made 
perfect sense. “Saladin hates the water. If he hears 
another Mau, maybe he’ll come on deck with Nellie — 
and we’ll see him at least! Don’t you miss him?” 


Amy sighed. “I do. But after last night ... I mean, I 
love Saladin, too, Dan, but honestly I haven’t thought 
too much about him.” 

She heard a distant rumble of thunder. As she glanced 


out to sea, her eyes stung. A tear washed a gray line 
down her cheek. How could a fire from last night still 


produce so much ash? It was only one building. A place 
where she and Dan and Alistair would have become 
charcoal if it weren’t for ... 


Don’t think of her. Think about normal things. Peanut 
butter. Homework. TV. Saladin. 


But images from last night were racing through her 
mind. The flames licking up the wall ... Dan’s 
expression, like a frightened toddler ... Alistair shouting 
to them ... the call from out the window, from the last 
person they’d wanted to see ... the woman who had 
almost murdered them in Russia. 


You thought she was trying to burn you alive last night. 
But she wasn’t. It wasn’t Irina. 


Isabel Kabra had done it. She had burned down their 
house in Massachusetts all those years ago, and Dan and 
Amy’s parents hadn’t been able to escape. Now Isabel 
was finishing the job. She was a murderer. A Lucian 
killing machine in pearls and perfume. 

Until last night, Isabel had been one of the two people 
Amy had feared most. 

The other was the blond woman who had called up to 
them from below the ledge. 

Yesterday, if you’d asked Amy to list the Predictions 
Least Likely Ever to Come True in a Million Years, right up 
there with The world will turn into cheese and My brother 
Dan will say he loves me, would have been this: 

Irina Spasky will sacrifice herself— for us. 

But Irina had leaped to the roof on a pole, into the 
flames. She had held that pole in front of their window 
so they could slide to safety. Then she had disappeared 
into the fire before Amy’s eyes. Why? 

How could a person change so much? 

“Earth to Amy,” Dan said. “Dude, can you hear what 
Nellie’s saying?” 

Stop. Thinking. 


Amy’s thoughts blew away into the smoky air. Out at 
sea, Nellie was waving frantically. Behind her, the sky 
was dark with ominous low clouds. 


“The dear girl looks frightened,” Alistair said. 
“There’s a storm coming,” Amy said. 


“Maybe she just noticed your pjs, Uncle Alistair,” Dan 
suggested. “They are kind of scary.” 


Alistair glanced down. His silken sleepwear was 
tattered and sooty from the previous night’s fire. “Oh, 
dear, would you pardon me while I change?” 


Now Nellie was gesturing to something behind her, 
toward an island called Rakata. Amy stiffened. In 1883, 
the Krakatau volcano had erupted there, one of the 
worst natural disasters in recorded history. 


Amy remembered the words of the motorboat skipper 
who had taken them here. 


Not good today ... very active. 


She felt the ash on her cheek and suddenly it made 
sense. She held out her blackened fingertips toward her 
brother. It wasn’t only the storm Nellie was worried 
about. “I — I think she’s trying to tell us something 
about the volcano,” Amy said. 


Dan’s eyes lit up. “Whoa. Are we going to be like 
Pompeii? Like, hmm-hmm, here we are, cleaning the 
kitchen — whoa, zap! — lavafied!” 


“This is no joke,” Amy said. “For your information, the 
last time the volcano blew, there were tidal waves all 
over the South Seas. Thirty-six thousand people died.” 


Dan took a deep breath. “Okay, Amy, let’s chill. 
Nellie’s almost here. In a few moments we'll be riding 
away, cuddling Saladin, everything situation normal....” 

“We have no lead, Dan,” Amy said. “Even if we make 
it out of here, where do we go — back to Boston, so 
Social Services will take us to Aunt Beatrice?” 


Dan glanced over toward where Alistair had 
disappeared. “I bet he knows where to go next.” 


“Great. After Alistair freshens up, we’ll ask him,” Amy 
said. “Do we have a lie detector handy? And where is he, 
anyway?” 

As far as Amy was concerned, Alistair was the Whac- 
A-Mole of reliability. One minute he’d pop up in your 
life as protector and best friend. The next minute he’d 
betray you, and you wanted to bonk him down again. 
Where had he gone to change clothes? Did he have a 
secret hiding place here? Was he going to vanish now, 
the way he had after the cave-in in Seoul? 


The Ekaterinas had been on the Clues search for years. 
So had the other Cahill branches — the Tomas, the 
Lucians, and the Janus — all with money, experience, 
and the willingness to kill. The odds were so on their 
side. Grandmother Grace’s will had raised the stakes by 
inviting handpicked Cahills to join a bizarre hunt to find 
39 Clues that would lead to the greatest power ever 
known. But the will had given an out, too. Amy and Dan 
could have taken a million dollars each and forgotten 
about the hunt. 


That choice would have been normal. 


But Grace wanted them to find the Clues. And Amy 
couldn’t imagine not doing what Grace wanted. Dan 
couldn’t imagine not finding the greatest power ever 
known. Then there was the part about tracking hints left 
by famous ancestors, like Mozart and Ben Franklin. So 
here they were, four continents and six Clues later: a 
fourteen-year-old girl, her eleven-year-old brother, and 
an au pair whose main espionage training had involved 
downloading punk tunes and mastering tattoo pain — 
that is, unless she was really a master spy. 


In the 39 Clues search, Abnormal was the new 
Normal. 

Once again, Nellie’s voice pierced the air. She was 
closer now, the launch’s engine noise softening as it 


prepared to dock. Now her cry was crystal clear. 
“POLICE!” She gestured over her shoulder. “POLICE!” 
“They’re going to arrest the volcano?” Dan asked. 


“Come on!” Amy said, grabbing her brother’s arm and 
heading toward Alistair. “A house burned down, Dan — 
and somebody died! Police investigate stuff like that. 
Uncle Alistair! Nellie’s being followed by the cops!” 


Alistair emerged from the nearby woods in a crisply 
pressed gray silk suit, his yellow shirt bright and clean, 
his bowler hat tilted just so. His face fell as he heard 
Nellie’s cry. “Isabel ...” he murmured. “She must have 
told the police we’re to blame. That’s her modus 
operandi.” 


Dan sighed. “You know, I follow you just fine and 
then bam! You stick in the vocabulary words.” 


Alistair gently placed the tip of his cane on Dan’s foot, 
pinning him in place. He leaned into his nephew. “I 
know what you are doing. You believe that humor will 
lighten our load. But some things do not have a lighter 
side — like being thrown in jail in Jakarta. Because that, 
young man, is where we are all headed.” 


CHAPTER 2 


“Rock star do not jump!” The launch was cutting 
sharply, its skipper calling out a phrase that bore no 
relationship to the English language as Amy knew it. 


“Rock star in a hurry!” Nellie replied, one foot on the 
boat’s gunwale. As the skipper docked next to a beat-up 
old fishing boat, Nellie tumbled out onto the soggy 
planks. She was dressed in a black jeans vest, shorts, 
striped knee socks, laceless red Converse, and a Mr. Bill 
T-shirt. Her spiky two-toned hair lay flat, making her 
head look from a distance like a wet skunk. As she ran to 
Dan and Amy, Saladin slinked along behind her. “Oh, 
my God, you guys!” Nellie cried out. “You’re okay! I am 
so happy to see you!” 


“Saladin!” Dan cried out, running toward the Mau. 


“Saladin? What am I, chopped liver?” Nellie scooped 
both Dan and Saladin into a big hug as she walked. 
“Okay, listen up, dudes. We have to book. Yesterday, 
when I find you guys are, like, AWOL? I, like, freak. 
Yelling at everybody—where are they, why did you let 
them leave—the hotel people are, like, whaaaa? Anyway, 
I pack up all your stuff, figuring I may never see the 
place again, and down in the lobby I find my man Arif. 
I’m, like, help me, and he takes all our stuff to this launch 
—and then we’re halfway across the sea when Arif gets 
this radio message, and he’s all excited, but I don’t know 
what he’s saying until he’s, like, ‘POLICE!’ in English. 
And we see these cop cars and somebody’s getting a big 
old boat, so we’re, like, sayonara, only in Indonesian, 
and we tool out into this boat-traffic jam to try to lose 
them, and I’m hearing these radio reports that are half 
English—there’s been a fire and somebody’s dead, yada 


yada, and I’m totally wigging out — Why did you do 
that? Why did you and your sister leave me in the hotel 
without even a note?” 


“Sorry,” Dan began. “But you were sleeping—” He 
glanced quickly at Amy. All their lives they had been 
able to communicate so much with just a look, and Amy 
silently gave him everything she could: 


... and also, Nellie, we saw that you were receiving coded 
e-mails from someone ... 


... and back in Russia you also got a voicemail that said 
“Call in for a status report”... 


... plus, you just happen to be able to fly a plane ... ... 
and we hate to be paranoid, but one thing we learned on this 
clue hunt is “Trust no one.” 


“Dang! Do they do this in front of you, too, Al?” Nellie 
said, throwing Dan and Amy each a huge backpack. 
“Mind-melding?” 

Alistair looked flummoxed. “Do they ... pardon?” 


Nellie handed Saladin’s cat carrier to Arif. She took 
Alistair’s and Arif’s arms and headed for the woods. 
“Don’t mind us, kiddos. We’re just going to hide in the 
trees. You can send us mental tweets from jail. Just 
include an explanation about why you betrayed your 
loyal babysitter.” 


“Wait, we’re coming!” Dan said, donning his backpack 
as he ran after her. “And you’re an au pair!” 

As they neared the woods, Amy glimpsed the 
smoldering remains of the house. She turned away, not 
wanting to see. Not wanting to think about Irina. 

Trina’s visit to the island would not be round-trip. 


The thought made Amy stop in her tracks. “Why don’t 
we use Irina’s fishing boat?” she called out. “The police 
won't recognize it.” 


“Far too small,” Alistair said. “And I was the one who 
arrived on that boat, not Irina.” 


“Then how—” Dan said. “Uncle Alistair, is there 
another dock on this island?” 


“Well, now that you mention it ...” Alistair stopped, 
catching his breath. “Many years ago I found the 
remnants of a small sailing vessel in a tiny cove to the 
north. Why do you ask?” 


“We may find our escape vessel there!” Amy blurted 
out. “If Irina didn’t dock here, she may have pulled into 
that cove!” 


“Brilliant, dear girl!” Alistair said. 
“T was the one who thought of it,” Dan grumbled. 


Pulling free of Nellie, Alistair pointed his cane 
confidently toward a distant tree. “Do you see that 
yellow mark high on the tree? It’s a trail blaze. If we 
follow the trees marked in yellow, we will reach the 
cove. But the marks are quite faded, so we must proceed 
carefully. I shall bushwhack.” He removed his jacket, 
placing it over his left arm, then held the arm out to 
Nellie. “Would you give me some support, dear girl?” 


Nellie held on firmly to Alistair’s jacket-draped arm. 
Alistair was walking fast, whacking at vines and 
branches with his cane. Arif followed behind, muttering. 
Before long, the contents of one of Alistair’s jacket 
pockets began to spill. 


“Youre dropping things!” Dan scooped up a comb, 
mints, a handkerchief, and a small blue felt pouch. 


The pouch had Russian writing on it. 

“Whoa ... is this Irina’s?” Dan reached in and lifted 
out a vial of bluish liquid. 

Alistair turned, mopping his brow with his sleeve. “Er, 
well, I saw something on the ground last night. Outside 
the house. I wasn’t sure what it was, so ...” 

Irina’s poisons, Amy thought. 

Alistair took the pouch and walked away, tucking it 
into his pocket. He was so calm. So logical. 


But ... she died. These were her things. This is stealing. 


Amy looked at Dan, but he was already running 
ahead, following the trail marks. 


“Dan?” Nellie yelled. “Yo, Indiana Jones, sound off so 
we know you're alive!” 


They stopped. A few seconds of tense silence were 
followed by a shriek. 

“AAAAAAGGHHHH! SNAKES! GET OFF ME!” 

Amy raced ahead. Her ankle caught on a rain- 
slickened vine and she tumbled over a bush and down a 
steep, sandy decline. 

She landed in mud at the bottom, stopped by Dan’s 
filthy Converse sneakers. He loomed above her, 
grinning, leaning against the prow of a large, two-level 
motorboat. “Found it first.” 

Amy scrambled to her feet. “I thought you were being 
attacked!” 


“That was my Indy imitation. Good, huh?” 


Amy smiled and then shoved Dan backward into the 
water. “That,” she said, “was my Darth Vader.” 
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CHABIERE 


Amy Cahill didn’t believe in omens. But black snow was falling, the 
earth was rumbling beneath her feet, her brother was meowing, and her 
uncle Alistair was prancing on the beach in pink pajamas. 


She had to admit, the signs were not promising. 


“Ahoy, Nellie!” Alistair shouted across the Java Sea, his hands 
cupped to his mouth. “Rescue us, dear girl!” 


Amy wiped a dark flake from her cheek. Ash. 
Could it be left over from the fire last night? 
Don t think of that. Not now. 


Out at sea, a distant engine noise grew louder. On a small launch, 
speeding toward the tiny Indonesian island where they were stranded, 
was Amy and Dan’s au pair, Nellie Gomez. In the eerie morning 
darkness, sky and water merged into a blue-gray wall, and she seemed to 
be floating in midair. 


“Mrrrrrrrrrrp!” Dan wailed. 
“What are you doing?” Amy asked. 


“Imitating an Egyptian Mau.” Dan gave Amy an exasperated look, as 
if what he had just said made perfect sense. “Saladin hates the water. If 
he hears another Mau, maybe he’ll come on deck with Nellie — and 
we'll see him at least! Don’t you miss him?” 


Amy sighed. “I do. But after last night ... I mean, I love Saladin, too, 
Dan, but honestly I haven’t thought too much about him.” 


She heard a distant rumble of thunder. As she glanced out to sea, her 
eyes stung. A tear washed a gray line down her cheek. How could a fire 
from last night still produce so much ash? It was only one building. A 
place where she and Dan and Alistair would have become charcoal if it 
weren’t for ... 


Don’t think of her. Think about normal things. Peanut butter. 


Homework. TV. Saladin. 


But images from last night were racing through her mind. The flames 
licking up the wall ... Dan’s expression, like a frightened toddler ... 
Alistair shouting to them ... the call from out the window, from the last 
person they’d wanted to see ... the woman who had almost murdered 
them in Russia. 


You thought she was trying to burn you alive last night. But she 
wasn t. It wasn t Irina. 


Isabel Kabra had done it. She had burned down their house in 
Massachusetts all those years ago, and Dan and Amy’s parents hadn’t 
been able to escape. Now Isabel was finishing the job. She was a 
murderer. A Lucian killing machine in pearls and perfume. 


Until last night, Isabel had been one of the two people Amy had 
feared most. 

The other was the blond woman who had called up to them from 
below the ledge. 

Yesterday, if you’d asked Amy to list the Predictions Least Likely 
Ever to Come True in a Million Years, right up there with The world will 
turn into cheese and My brother Dan will say he loves me, would have 
been this: 

Irina Spasky will sacrifice herself—for us. 

But Irina had leaped to the roof on a pole, into the flames. She had 
held that pole in front of their window so they could slide to safety. Then 
she had disappeared into the fire before Amy’s eyes. Why? 

How could a person change so much? 

“Earth to Amy,” Dan said. “Dude, can you hear what Nellie’s 
saying?” 

Stop. Thinking. 

Amy’s thoughts blew away into the smoky air. Out at sea, Nellie was 
waving frantically. Behind her, the sky was dark with ominous low 
clouds. 

“The dear girl looks frightened,” Alistair said. 

“There’s a storm coming,” Amy said. 


“Maybe she just noticed your pjs, Uncle Alistair,’ Dan suggested. 
“They are kind of scary.” 

Alistair glanced down. His silken sleepwear was tattered and sooty 
from the previous night’s fire. “Oh, dear, would you pardon me while I 
change?” 


Now Nellie was gesturing to something behind her, toward an island 
called Rakata. Amy stiffened. In 1883, the Krakatau volcano had erupted 
there, one of the worst natural disasters in recorded history. 


Amy remembered the words of the motorboat skipper who had taken 
them here. 


Not good today ... very active. 


She felt the ash on her cheek and suddenly it made sense. She held 
out her blackened fingertips toward her brother. It wasn’t only the storm 
Nellie was worried about. “I — I think she’s trying to tell us something 
about the volcano,” Amy said. 


Dan’s eyes lit up. “Whoa. Are we going to be like Pompeii? Like, 
hmm-hmm, here we are, cleaning the kitchen — whoa, zap! — lavafied!” 


“This is no joke,” Amy said. “For your information, the last time the 
volcano blew, there were tidal waves all over the South Seas. Thirty-six 
thousand people died.” 


Dan took a deep breath. “Okay, Amy, let’s chill. Nellie’s almost here. 
In a few moments we’ll be riding away, cuddling Saladin, everything 
situation normal....” 


“We have no lead, Dan,” Amy said. “Even if we make it out of here, 
where do we go — back to Boston, so Social Services will take us to 
Aunt Beatrice?” 


Dan glanced over toward where Alistair had disappeared. “I bet he 
knows where to go next.” 


“Great. After Alistair freshens up, we’ll ask him,” Amy said. “Do we 
have a lie detector handy? And where is he, anyway?” 


As far as Amy was concerned, Alistair was the Whac-A-Mole of 
reliability. One minute he’d pop up in your life as protector and best 
friend. The next minute he’d betray you, and you wanted to bonk him 
down again. Where had he gone to change clothes? Did he have a secret 
hiding place here? Was he going to vanish now, the way he had after the 
cave-in in Seoul? 


The Ekaterinas had been on the Clues search for years. So had the 
other Cahill branches — the Tomas, the Lucians, and the Janus — all 
with money, experience, and the willingness to kill. The odds were so on 
their side. Grandmother Grace’s will had raised the stakes by inviting 
handpicked Cahills to join a bizarre hunt to find 39 Clues that would lead 
to the greatest power ever known. But the will had given an out, too. 
Amy and Dan could have taken a million dollars each and forgotten 
about the hunt. 


That choice would have been normal. 


But Grace wanted them to find the Clues. And Amy couldn’t imagine 
not doing what Grace wanted. Dan couldn’t imagine not finding the 
greatest power ever known. Then there was the part about tracking hints 
left by famous ancestors, like Mozart and Ben Franklin. So here they 
were, four continents and six Clues later: a fourteen-year-old girl, her 
eleven-year-old brother, and an au pair whose main espionage training 
had involved downloading punk tunes and mastering tattoo pain — that 
is, unless she was really a master spy. 


In the 39 Clues search, Abnormal was the new Normal. 


Once again, Nellie’s voice pierced the air. She was closer now, the 
launch’s engine noise softening as it prepared to dock. Now her cry was 
crystal clear. 


“POLICE!” She gestured over her shoulder. “POLICE!” 
“They’re going to arrest the volcano?” Dan asked. 


“Come on!” Amy said, grabbing her brother’s arm and heading 
toward Alistair. “A house burned down, Dan — and somebody died! 
Police investigate stuff like that. Uncle Alistair! Nellie’s being followed 
by the cops!” 


Alistair emerged from the nearby woods in a crisply pressed gray silk 
suit, his yellow shirt bright and clean, his bowler hat tilted just so. His 
face fell as he heard Nellie’s cry. “Isabel ...” he murmured. “She must 
have told the police we’re to blame. That’s her modus operandi.” 


Dan sighed. “You know, I follow you just fine and then bam! You 
stick in the vocabulary words.” 


Alistair gently placed the tip of his cane on Dan’s foot, pinning him 
in place. He leaned into his nephew. “I know what you are doing. You 
believe that humor will lighten our load. But some things do not have a 
lighter side — like being thrown in jail in Jakarta. Because that, young 
man, is where we are all headed.” 


CHARTER 


“Rock star do not jump!” The launch was cutting sharply, its skipper 
calling out a phrase that bore no relationship to the English language as 
Amy knew it. 


“Rock star in a hurry!” Nellie replied, one foot on the boat’s 
gunwale. As the skipper docked next to a beat-up old fishing boat, Nellie 
tumbled out onto the soggy planks. She was dressed in a black jeans 
vest, shorts, striped knee socks, laceless red Converse, and a Mr. Bill T- 
shirt. Her spiky two-toned hair lay flat, making her head look from a 
distance like a wet skunk. As she ran to Dan and Amy, Saladin slinked 
along behind her. “Oh, my God, you guys!” Nellie cried out. “You’re 
okay! I am so happy to see you!” 


“Saladin!” Dan cried out, running toward the Mau. 


“Saladin? What am I, chopped liver?” Nellie scooped both Dan and 
Saladin into a big hug as she walked. “Okay, listen up, dudes. We have to 
book. Yesterday, when I find you guys are, like, AWOL? I, like, freak. 
Yelling at everybody—where are they, why did you let them leave—the 
hotel people are, like, whaaaa? Anyway, I pack up all your stuff, 
figuring I may never see the place again, and down in the lobby I find 
my man Arif. I’m, like, help me, and he takes all our stuff to this launch 
—and then we’re halfway across the sea when Arif gets this radio 
message, and he’s all excited, but I don’t know what he’s saying until 
he’s, like, ‘POLICE!’ in English. And we see these cop cars and 
somebody’s getting a big old boat, so we’re, like, sayonara, only in 
Indonesian, and we tool out into this boat-traffic jam to try to lose them, 
and I’m hearing these radio reports that are half English—there’s been a 
fire and somebody’s dead, yada yada, and I’m totally wigging out — 
Why did you do that? Why did you and your sister leave me in the hotel 
without even a note?” 


“Sorry,” Dan began. “But you were sleeping —” 
He glanced quickly at Amy. All their lives they had been able to 


communicate so much with just a look, and Amy silently gave him 
everything she could: 


. and also, Nellie, we saw that you were receiving coded e-mails 
from someone ... 


... and back in Russia you also got a voicemail that said “Call in for 
a status report” ... 


... plus, you just happen to be able to fly a plane ... 


... and we hate to be paranoid, but one thing we learned on this clue 
hunt is “Trust no one.” 

“Dang! Do they do this in front of you, too, Al?” Nellie said, 
throwing Dan and Amy each a huge backpack. “Mind-melding?” 

Alistair looked flummoxed. “Do they ... pardon?” 

Nellie handed Saladin’s cat carrier to Arif. She took Alistair’s and 
Arif’s arms and headed for the woods. “Don’t mind us, kiddos. We’re 
just going to hide in the trees. You can send us mental tweets from jail. 
Just include an explanation about why you betrayed your loyal 
babysitter.” 

“Wait, we’re coming!” Dan said, donning his backpack as he ran 
after her. “And you’re an au pair!” 

As they neared the woods, Amy glimpsed the smoldering remains of 
the house. She turned away, not wanting to see. Not wanting to think 
about Irina. 

Trina’s visit to the island would not be round-trip. 

The thought made Amy stop in her tracks. “Why don’t we use Irina’s 
fishing boat?” she called out. “The police won’t recognize it.” 

“Far too small,” Alistair said. “And I was the one who arrived on that 
boat, not Irina.” 

“Then how—” Dan said. “Uncle Alistair, is there another dock on 
this island?” 

“Well, now that you mention it ...” Alistair stopped, catching his 
breath. “Many years ago I found the remnants of a small sailing vessel in 
a tiny cove to the north. Why do you ask?” 


“We may find our escape vessel there!” Amy blurted out. “If Irina 
didn’t dock here, she may have pulled into that cove!” 


“Brilliant, dear girl!” Alistair said. 
“T was the one who thought of it,” Dan grumbled. 
Pulling free of Nellie, Alistair pointed his cane confidently toward a 


distant tree. “Do you see that yellow mark high on the tree? It’s a trail 
blaze. If we follow the trees marked in yellow, we will reach the cove. 
But the marks are quite faded, so we must proceed carefully. I shall 
bushwhack.” He removed his jacket, placing it over his left arm, then 
held the arm out to Nellie. “Would you give me some support, dear 
girl?” 

Nellie held on firmly to Alistair’s jacket-draped arm. Alistair was 
walking fast, whacking at vines and branches with his cane. Arif 
followed behind, muttering. Before long, the contents of one of Alistair’s 
jacket pockets began to spill. 


“You’re dropping things!” Dan scooped up a comb, mints, a 
handkerchief, and a small blue felt pouch. 


The pouch had Russian writing on it. 


“Whoa ... is this Irina’s?” Dan reached in and lifted out a vial of 
bluish liquid. 


Alistair turned, mopping his brow with his sleeve. “Er, well, I saw 
something on the ground last night. Outside the house. I wasn’t sure 
what it was, so...” 


Trina’s poisons, Amy thought. 


Alistair took the pouch and walked away, tucking it into his pocket. 
He was so calm. So logical. 


But ... she died. These were her things. This is stealing. 


Amy looked at Dan, but he was already running ahead, following the 
trail marks. 


“Dan?” Nellie yelled. “Yo, Indiana Jones, sound off so we know 
you’re alive!” 


They stopped. A few seconds of tense silence were followed by a 
shriek. 


“AAAAAAGGHHHH! SNAKES! GET OFF ME!” 


Amy raced ahead. Her ankle caught on a rain-slickened vine and she 
tumbled over a bush and down a steep, sandy decline. 


She landed in mud at the bottom, stopped by Dan’s filthy Converse 
sneakers. He loomed above her, grinning, leaning against the prow of a 
large, two-level motorboat. “Found it first.” 


Amy scrambled to her feet. “I thought you were being attacked!” 
“That was my Indy imitation. Good, huh?” 
Amy smiled and then shoved Dan backward into the water. “That,” 


she said, “was my Darth Vader.” 


CHARTERIS 


Standing at the rail, Dan Cahill looked over the roiling sea and thought: 
He who is responsible for the fate of the world does not lose his lunch. 


He held tight, feeling like the time Aunt Beatrice had let him ride the 
Whirl-a-Cup after three helpings of French fries. The results weren’t 
pretty. 


The boat lurched on giant swells. The rain had let up, but that just 
made the volcanic ash worse. Between the ash and fog, Dan couldn’t see 
the island where last night he and Amy almost became roast sibling stew. 
Arif had evaded the police by finding a channel behind the island. After 
circling south, he was now heading back to Jakarta. Well, bouncing back 
was more like it. The trip would take three hours. Which meant three 
hours of Radio Silence between Dan and his sister. Amy was mad at him. 


He who is responsible for the fate of the world does not think about 
his sister while trying not to lose his lunch. 


Usually, you could count to ten and Amy would start jabbering about 
some fascinating topic like the growth rate of flax in Uruguay. But this 
anger was different. Sticky. Amy was mad at everybody—Alistair, 
Nellie, him. 


Not that he blamed her. Everything was confusing, and confusion 
made Amy mad. Even their motto — Trust no one — couldn’t be trusted. 
Irina was bad, then good. Nellie was good, then (maybe) bad. Alistair 
was in a class by himself. Plus, they didn’t know where they were going 
next. And the ride was nauseating. 


Take deep breaths. Think cheerful. Think funny. 
A lot of help that strategy had been. No one was laughing at his 


jokes. But jokes were the only way to get relief from yesterday. From the 
memory of Irina. 


He couldn’t stop hearing her last words — “Everything is up to you 
and Dan. Go! ”—or seeing her face. She was reaching up from under the 


sea, staring down from the storm clouds, crying on the wind. 
Tickling his ankle. 
“GAHH!” Dan gasped, jumping away. 
“Mrrp?” said Saladin, looking as confused as he felt. 


“Didn’t mean to scare you, little guy,” Dan said, lifting the Mau into 
his arms. He felt Saladin’s heart beat against his own chest. “How do you 
do it? How do you make me feel so much better? I try to make everyone 
feel good, and I just get them mad. With you, it’s like, hey, everything’s 
situation normal.” 


Dan smiled. Situation normal was his dad’s expression — one of the 
few things he remembered. 


“Dude, I have someone I want you to meet,” Dan said. He reached 
into his pocket and took out his father’s old Australian passport. It had a 
faint musty, sweet smell. Dan imagined the smell was his dad’s cologne, 
but Amy claimed it was just passport paper. Flipping open the blue 
cover, he looked at the photo and the fake name beneath: ROGER 
NUDELMAN. Dad had hidden his identity, probably to deceive rivals in the 
hunt. But the goofiness of the name always made Dan smile. 


“Say hi, Rog!” he said softly. “He was a jokester, too, Saladin — I 
know it. Like me. Family tradition.” 


The boat lifted sharply up on a wave and then slapped down. Rain 
was beginning to fall again, so Dan quickly slipped the passport back 
into his pocket. 


With a crack of thunder, the skies emptied hard. Dan cowered. 
Saladin jumped away and scampered toward a small glassed-in cabin. 
Dan followed, the rain so thick he could barely breathe. 


“Ya, saya mendengar mereka—” Inside, the skipper, Arif, was 
shouting into a cell phone while at the wheel. He spun around suddenly. 
“No come in!” 


“Um, rain?” Dan gestured outside. “Wet?” He shook his head, 
spraying water on the floor. “Towels?” 


Arif muttered something into the phone in Indonesian, then pointed 
toward a hinged wooden chest that ran the length of the cabin’s back 
wall. 


Saladin was already scratching at something in the space between the 
chest and the wall. He managed to slide out a small oval-shaped tin. A 
rancid, fishy smell wafted upward and Dan felt his stomach lurch. As 
Saladin eagerly began licking out the slimy black contents, Dan noticed 


the tin’s label: GENUINE RUSSIAN SEVRUGA CAVIAR. 
Irina’s snack. 
Why did Russians like such disgusting food? 
Breathe. In. Out. 
You will not get sick. 


Dan opened the chest and found a stack of white towels, along with 
ropes, blankets, and notebooks. As he pulled out a towel, he stopped 
cold. 


Next to the stack was a leather shoulder bag engraved with the letters 
INS. 


Trina N. Spasky. 
Dan pulled it out and quietly shut the top. 


The door to the cabin flew open, startling Arif. Amy barged in, 
soaked and angry looking. “There you are! I thought you’d hurled too 
many chunks and fallen off the edge of the boat.” 


Glancing at Arif, Dan tucked the shoulder bag under his arm. He 
pulled Amy outside to a rain-sheltering overhang. “Before you say 
anything that makes me feel even more special, look at this,” Dan said. 


Amy gasped when she saw the bag. “It’s Irina’s!” 


Dan opened it and riffled through the contents — some makeup, a 
telescope shaped like a lipstick container, some suspicious-looking vials, 
a leather notebook ... 


“What’s this?” Amy said, pulling out a thin leather wallet. Tucked 
inside was a stack of rubber-banded cards. Quickly, she unwrapped the 
bands and thumbed through. The top card made her flinch — a copy of 
her own United States Social Security card. 


Under it were copies of Ian’s and Natalie’s school IDs, an ID card for 
each Holt, a Burrit-Oh! business card with a photo of a much-younger 
Alistair.... “Dan, this is scary. She had IDs for everyone on the hunt!” 


From the bottom of the wallet, she pulled out three small ziplock 
plastic bags. Each contained thin plastic squares resembling microscope 
slides. “What the —?” 

But Dan was intent on the leather notebook. “Check this out!” he 
said, examining a page full of scribbled phone numbers, calculations, 
and notes in Russian. 


Amy repacked the wallet and stuffed it into her backpack. “I don’t 
understand a word of this....” She leafed through to the very last page 


and stopped. 
Crcgurouee mecho, 39 Kuou? Om mempagu RCH. 


lm with you and you've with me and so we ave all 
together. 


“We know what the ‘thirty-nine’ means,” Dan said. “She was 
collecting information about the clues. Maybe this involves our next 
destination. Maybe she was going to give this to us — to help us!” 


Amy’s eyes watered. “She was on our side, Dan. How is that fair? 
Why hadn’t she told us? Was she just pretending to be bad, or did she 
have a change of heart?” 


Dan tried to smile. “Typical Lucian, huh? Sneaky and unpredictable.” 
“T can’t believe you said that!” Amy snapped. “She saved our lives!” 
“Hey,” Dan said, “I was just kidding —” 


“Lucians are liars,” Amy went on in a mocking, singsong voice. 
“Tomas eat broken glass for breakfast, Ekaterinas are smart enough to 
build computers out of toe jam, Janus can write novels in their sleep, 
blah blah blah. Do you really think all of that is true, Dan? Then what 
about you and me? We’re not like any of those. But we are in one of the 
branches.” 


Amy was in a mood. She needed a dose of lighten-up. Dan picked up 
Saladin and turned his face toward her, imitating a cat voice. “And what 
branch am I, the brave Saladin?” Dan purred. “E-CAT-erina? To- 
MOUSE?” 


Amy turned away and began pacing, as if she hadn’t even heard him. 


The boat rode a steep swell again, and Dan felt his insides dance. He 
let out an involuntary glurp. 


“Whoaaaaa — AARRRGGGGGGGHHHH ... shove two fingers 
down my throat and pull out my heart ... to prove you love meeeee ... !” 
Clutching her iPod, Nellie emerged from the hatch and lurched toward 
them, like a creature put together from spare parts — a motion that Dan 
and Amy recognized as dancing. Pulling out her earbuds, she raised her 
face to the sky and let the rain pelt her for a few seconds. “Woo-hoo, that 
is better than a facial!” she cried, running to join Dan and Amy under the 
overhang. 


“Stick around,” Dan said, “for a lava treatment.” 
Nellie shook her hair dry and leaned against the wall. “Are you guys 


okay? Down below, I had a long talk with your uncle. He filled me in on 
all the details. What happened last night ... what you saw ... that was a 
lot to handle for a kid.” 


Dan nodded. “For anybody.” 


Amy wandered by, barely acknowledging Nellie. “I’m with you and 
you’re with me and so we are all together ...” she murmured under her 
breath. 


Nellie burst out laughing. “What did you just say?” 
“Some weird note,” Dan began. “It was in —” 


“Nothing!” Amy interrupted, whirling around. She was staring at 
Dan, the look in her eyes unmistakable: We can’t tell her. We can t trust 
her anymore. 


Dan glanced back helplessly. If we don t trust Nellie, he said with his 
eyes, how will we get around? Who'll drive us — and pay for food and 
flights, and cover for the fact that we are two underage people traveling 
the world by ourselves? We have to tell her! 


Dan took a deep breath and looked away from his sister’s piercing 
glance. “Okay. We saw that you had a bunch of coded e-mail messages.” 


“Dan!” Amy blurted. 


“They were from someone named clashgrrl,” Dan barged on. “The 
subject line said ‘Status report’ or something. And we also saw a text 
message. ‘Keep them close.’ Plus, we think it’s weird that someone who 
can fly a plane has to work as an au pair.” 


“Whoa. You spied on me?” Nellie said. 
“Tt wasn’t like that —” Amy began. 


Thunder echoed again. The boat tilted. Dan, Amy, and Nellie 
grabbed on to the metal poles that supported the overhang. 


“You little sneaks!” Nellie practically had to shout to be heard over 
the rain. She shook her head and shrugged. “Well, at least you’re honest. 
Okay, you really want to know? Clashgrrl? That’s my homey from high 
school. We, like, talk about everything? Like, stuff that shouldn’t be read 
by nosy little kids? Plus, she’s an IT manager—total geek. She knows 
how to code messages and she does it with everyone. And FYI, she 
thinks I’m in the States, and ‘keep them close’ means two CDs of photos 
she gave me, to keep from her boyfriend, for reasons I don’t want to tell 
you, thank you very much. And why I’m not, like, a real pilot yet is 
because my dad has this crazy idea I should be twenty-five before I even 
think of flying commercially. And that’s why you got so lucky to have 


me. Any other questions?” 


Dan felt like a total idiot. Amy was shuffling her feet, looking at the 
deck. “Sorry,” Dan squeaked. 


“Trust issues,” Amy said. 

“Apology accepted,” Nellie said, glancing at Dan expectantly. “Your 
turn.” 

“Okay,” Dan said, “the thing Amy said — ‘I’m with you and you’re 
with me’ — it was a message Irina left. Probably a code, I’m thinking.” 

Nellie laughed. “Shut up! Irina said that?” She began flipping 
through her iPod playlists. 


“You know it?” Amy asked incredulously. 
“Voila!” Nellie said, holding out the iPod screen. 
Dan squinted at the album. “Velvet Cesspool ...?” 


“The best. Band. Ever!” Nellie contorted her face into a pained 
expression and began to sing: 


“I’m with you and you’re with me! 

And so we are all together! 

So we are all together! So we are all together! 

We are marching to Peoria! Peoria! Peoria! 

We are marching to Peoria! 

Peoria, hoo-RARRRRRAAAGGGHHHHHHHHH!” 


“Huh?” Dan scratched his head. “I’m thinking Irina was more into, 
like, gloomy Russian church music.” 


Nellie held out the iPod toward Amy. “It’s the album Amputation for 
Beginners,” she said. “Third song, ‘The Tracks of My Spit.’ Go ahead, 
listen.” 


Amy inserted the earbuds. For a moment, her face got all lemony and 
puckered, which Dan found fun to watch. But soon she grinned and said, 
“Dan, don’t you see? Our next destination is in the lyric! That’s what 
Irina was trying to tell us, but she didn’t have the chance to finish. It’s 
right there at the end of the verse — the place they’re marching to in the 
song!” 

Dan pumped his fist in the air. “Woo-HOO! Bye-bye, Jakarta, hello 
...” His voice trailed off, his expression suddenly slack. “Peoria? As in, 
Illinois?” 


“Well, no one said all Cahill ancestors had to live in exotic places,” 
Amy said. “Pll bet Peoria is nice.” 


Behind them the hatch smacked open, and Uncle Alistair staggered 
up into the rain. He was hunched and sleepy, and he carried an umbrella 
along with his cane. “My goodness, what a storm,” he said, rushing to 
the overhang. “I confess I slept through most of it, until I heard this 
dreadful screaming —” 

“That was singing, Al,” Nellie shot back. 

“Yes, well, I’m not exactly hep to the new styles,” Alistair continued. 
“But, erm, those lyrics —There is a song I remember from the Harvard 
Glee Club. The song was brought to us, interestingly, by a bright young 
grad student from —” 

Another bolt of lightning washed the eerily darkened sky in bluish 
white. As if on cue, the sea began to rise to the starboard side. Inside the 
cabin, Arif was shouting, his voice muffled by the sound of pelting rain. 

“What’s he saying?” Dan shouted. 


Alistair was staring out into the fog. “Perhaps it is Indonesian for we 
have company!” 

A red light was pulsing toward them. 

“The police ...” Dan said. 


“Why would they suspect this boat?” Amy asked. “They’re looking 
for the launch Nellie took!” 


The boat’s motor, which had been roaring against the force of the 
storm, now began to power down. Arif was heading out the cabin door, 
his arms in the air. 


“He’s giving us up!” Dan shouted. 
“Of course,” Alistair said. “If they catch us, he’s an accomplice to a 
getaway. If he gives us up, he’s a hero.” 


Nellie ran through the cabin door. “Get belowdecks, right away!” she 
shouted over her shoulder. “Go!” 


Before they could react, Nellie was sitting at the controls. The motor 
revved. 


The bow rose up and the boat veered to the right. Alistair grabbed a 
pile of life vests. “Put these on!” he shouted, throwing vests to Dan, 
Amy, and Nellie. 


Dan quickly donned his vest and scooped Saladin into his arms. He 
tried to get to the hatch, but Nellie was swinging the boat too sharply. 
He, Amy, and Alistair stumbled toward the stern. 


Nellie had managed to slam the cabin door shut. Arif was banging on 
it, shouting. 

“Hard to port, Nellie—that’s the wrong side!” Alistair shouted 
through the cabin window. “It will be too shallow!” 


The side of the boat now rose to starboard, and Dan’s knees buckled. 
He slid across the deck, holding tight to Saladin. Alistair, trying to stand, 
lost his balance. Windmilling his arms, he staggered toward the side of 
the boat. Amy grabbed his arm, but the combined weight just gave him 
more momentum. 


The deck angled higher. Dan reached out to brace himself against the 
gunwale, which was slanting ever closer to the water. 


Alistair and Amy slammed into his side. He let go of Saladin. 


The cat’s scream was the last thing Dan heard before he and Saladin 
plunged into the Java Sea. 


“Saladin!” Dan screamed as his head popped above the water’s surface. 


Saladin was paddling, his wet fur matted to his face. He was all eyes, 
as if they’d grown twice their normal size. He seemed frightened to 
death. 


“Dan ... swim to shore!” cried Amy. She was to his right, treading 
water. “I see it. We’re not that far!” 
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“Saladin!” Dan repeated. 

“For heaven’s sake, let the cat go!” Alistair cried out. “It’s only an 
animal!” 

Lightning flashed nearby, and Dan could hear a tree branch crack. 

Dan could see two shapes converging toward him, large and small. 
One was the boat, tacking left and right as Nellie strained to see him over 


the steering wheel. The other was Alistair, swimming with slow, even 
strokes, somehow managing to keep hold of his cane. 


Dan swam faster. He did not want to be grabbed in the water by 
anyone. Not before reaching Saladin. 

“Gotcha!” As he grabbed the Mau and drew him close, Saladin 
yelped and scratched. “Easy, now ...” 

A wave slapped his face. He let himself rise with it, trying not to 
swallow. Trying not to let go of Saladin. 

Where was the shore? 

On the downwash of the wave, Dan looked desperately around for 
some sense of direction. Through the rain he could see a small flashing 
light. He began swimming, holding tight to Saladin. Alistair was soon by 
Dan’s side. “Good, Daniel!” he cried. 

“Mrrrrrooooowwwwwrr!” Saladin whined. 


Amy was just ahead of him. The boat had stalled. Nellie and Arif 


were now by the railing, arguing in two different languages. Nellie was 
strapping on a life jacket and preparing to jump. 

A wave broke over Dan’s head and he gulped seawater. He could feel 
it filling up his lungs. Swimming with one hand was exhausting, even 
with a life jacket. The spray from the sea’s surface blinded him.... 


And then his head bashed into Amy’s knee. 
“REEOOOW!” screeched Saladin. 
Dan’s feet dropped — and he felt sand beneath him. 


Saladin shivered, his chest pounding fast and hard. Dan stood, 
cradling the Mau in his arms. He glanced behind him for the police boat 
but could see nothing through the fog and rain. Swimming against the 
rough surf, Nellie shouted, “I’m at your back!” 


“Are you okay?” Amy asked Dan. 
Dan nodded. “I’m good. Thanks. Saladin, too.” 


As he watched Nellie stand in the shallows, a white light from the 
shore momentarily blinded him. Dan shielded Saladin’s eyes as the light 
traveled to Amy, then Nellie. Finally, it settled on Alistair. 


A hand came out of the mist, grabbing Dan and pulling him onto the 
sand. A couple of others reached out for Nellie and Amy. 


“Itu dia!” a voice called out. 


Alistair’s voice, muffled but agitated, came through the pattering of 
the rain. “I beg your pardon, officers, unhand me! This is a mistake!” 


“Tkuti kami!” the voice snapped back. 


Dan turned to see one of the cops slapping a pair of handcuffs on 
Alistair and dragging him toward a van. Dan shook loose and ran toward 
them. 


“Stay back, Dan!” Alistair shouted over his shoulder. “Isabel must 
have pinned the fire on me! I may be able to turn this to our advantage 
— but only if you don’t make trouble! I can handle this.” 


“But — but they can’t do this!” Dan shouted back. 
One of the cops turned toward Dan. 


Glorp. Dan swallowed his next words of protest. He sheltered 
Saladin in his chest and shrank back. 


“Dan, stand still,” Nellie commanded. “Both of you, be safe!” 


Out of the corner of his eye, Dan could see the boat floating just 
offshore. Arif was still aboard, talking quietly into his cell phone. 


The cop glowered at each of them and began pointing. “Tetap di situ! 


You, you, you, you ... stay!” 


Then, barking a command, he shoved Alistair into the van and shut 
the door. He slid into the driver’s seat, and the van slipped away into the 
fog. 


“It’s a trumped-up charge,” Nellie said. “It can’t stick. He’ll be out in no 
time.” 


“Why would Isabel pin it on him?” Amy asked. 


Dan nodded, shifting the pet carrier from his right hand to his left. 
“We were the ones she wanted to kill. It doesn’t make sense.” 


“I guess he took the hit for you,” Nellie said. “You owe him, big- 
time.” 


Amy’s shoes squished loudly as they all trudged into town from the 
dock. The rain had stopped as suddenly as it had started, and the late 
morning had a crisp feeling. After Alistair had been carted away, they’d 
retrieved their stuff from the boat, but everything was drenched—except 
for Dan’s computer, which he had wrapped in plastic, in true Dan style. 
Alistair had been on Amy’s mind a lot, but she didn’t want to admit what 
she was thinking — that it wouldn’t bother her a bit if he were jailed in 
Indonesia for a long, long time. 


Owe him? For all Amy knew, Alistair could have staged the whole 
thing. To slip away again. 

We gave him the clue. We trusted him. 

How did he do it? And how did they end up trusting a guy ... 

A guy who was at our house the night of the fire and didnt do a thing 
to stop it. 

“We don’t owe him anything,” Amy growled. 

Dan looked at her, startled. “Hey, Alistair was ready to die for us last 
night.” 

“T think he’s up to something,” Amy said, “and Isabel may still be 
after us.” The sun hit her eyes. It was peeking through trees now, 
dappling the water-darkened sidewalks, as if they’d already been through 
nighttime and fast-forwarded to another day. Just ahead, she could see 
taxicabs whizzing across a busy street. “Let’s book a flight and get out of 
here.” 

Nellie exhaled. “Sure, no problem. My Visa’s gone, but I can rack up 
my MasterCard. Remind me to enter the Peoria Lotto when we get 


there.” 


“Peoria ...” Dan murmured. “No dissing the place but is anyone 
worried that we’re wrong about this?” 


“Hey, we decoded the message,” Nellie said. “Plus, there are two 
Cahill Cluesters who know the song. Irina wrote down the words, and 
Alistair sang it in the Harvard Glee Club. It’s a lock, dude.” 


“Glee Club ...” Dan repeated. “What do they do, sit around and 
tickle each other?” 


“Tt’s an old-school word for chorus.” Amy smiled. “Both Dad and 
Mom sang in their college glee clubs. When we were growing up, their 
friends would come over and do a cappella music. You know, songs 
without instruments? One guy would bring this sheet music. Grace 
would sometimes come to hear. I used to love listening. Especially some 
of these amazing songs in German and French.” 


“Figures you’d like the boring stuff,” Dan said. 


In her memory, Amy could see the men and women standing in the 
old living room, their reading glasses at half-mast on their noses. She 
could picture the ornate script of the song titles on the sheet music.... 


And in that moment, she knew exactly what she needed to do next. 


Just up the street was a stout tan-brick building with flags flying from 
either side of the front door. The words Perpustakaan Umum were 
carved into a marble stone above the entrance, and even though they 
were completely unfamiliar, she had a feeling she knew exactly what the 
building was. “Can we make a short stop here?” 


Dan’s skin was beginning to lose its color. “Oh, har-har. A library, 
right? Just to make me crazy. ‘Cause there’s no reason we would go into 
a library. Right? I mean, we don’t need to research Peoria, do we?” 

Amy began heading for the building. “Not Peoria. Something else.” 


“Not funny, Amy!” Dan called as she pushed open the heavy brass 
doors. “Amy ... Amy?” 


CHARTERIS 


Alistair Oh had nothing against brass wristwear, but handcuffs created 
unsightly marks on one’s skin. 


As the police van jounced along a road west of Jakarta, he carefully 
adjusted the metal shackle so it was over the cuff of his Egyptian-cotton 
shirt. This sort of thing was a good distraction from the chaos in his 
brain. Nothing made sense anymore — how could Irina Spasky be dead? 
Why had she saved him and the children? 

He had only been able to stare in disbelief. He had been a coward, 
just as he’d been seven years ago ... 

Don * think of that now. 

He had to keep his head clear. There were more immediate problems. 

The car bounced over a pothole, and Alistair heard a grunt of 
complaint from the front. From the person who had framed him. The 
person he had stupidly assumed would be Isabel Kabra. 

From the front passenger seat, a familiar gaunt old man turned stiffly. 
“Are you experiencing discomfort, Alistair? You are certainly looking 
well for someone who died in Pukhansan Park.” 

Bae Oh’s words cut through Alistair like a rusty blade. He stared at 
his uncle, trying to detect a shred of feeling in the steel-gray eyes. 

As a child, Alistair had been afraid of Bae, from the day the old man 
took custody of him. Which was immediately after the mysterious 
murder of Gordon Oh, Alistair’s father. 

Bae had been second in line to the leadership of the Ekaterina 
branch. All that lay in his way was his brother Gordon. At Gordon’s 
funeral, Bae appeared to be sobbing. Alistair was only five, but he never 
forgot staring at his uncle’s cheeks and seeing they were bone dry. 

The innocent wept. The guilty pretended. 

“I commend you, Uncle, on your acting abilities,’ Alistair said. 


“They have improved since I was a boy. Did you convince the police that 
I set the fire?” 


“T fail to understand your hostility toward me, Alistair,” Bae said. “I 
do have a heart, you know. Your obituaries in the Seoul newspapers 
moved me, and I rejoiced when I learned you were alive. Even after that 
bit of drama in my office, which I must add was rather baffling. Has it 
occurred to you that you are being unfair to me?” 


“An interesting claim, with me here in the back of a police car,” 
Alistair said. 


“First things first,” Bae said. “Perhaps you would like to tell me how 
you survived the cave-in.” 


“Life must retain some of its mysteries, don’t you think?” Alistair 
said. “You certainly have your own.” 


Bae sighed. “I tried my whole life to groom you, Alistair. You had so 
much potential. I thought we could share the duties of Ekat leadership — 
I as branch head, you as my successor. Why did you never take 
responsibility? Spending time with those wretched American children. 
Did I teach you nothing, my son?” 


“I am not your son,” Alistair said through tightly clenched teeth. “I 
am the son of Gordon Oh.” 

Bae bowed his head. “Dear, dear Gordon ...” 

Tell him, Alistair thought. Confront him now. 

Why was it so hard to face up to Bae? Alistair had had the 


opportunity after the cave-in. He’d sneaked into Bae’s office, scared 
away his secretary. 

I had him all alone, but I walked away. I didn’t do a thing. 

He. Must. Not. Scare. Me. Any. Longer. 

Alistair took a deep breath. “I found the letter,” he said calmly. “You 
wrote it on Oh stationery in 1948. A letter concerning a payment for the 
murder of Father.” 

Bae’s eyes widened. “It was a payment for driving!” 

“Five thousand dollars to drive across town — the exact day Father 
was murdered?” Alistair said. “With the command to ‘destroy letter 
immediately’?” 

“It was a lump payment to the limo company for several months’ 
business. And for your information, we routinely destroyed all our 
correspondence!” Bae stared at his nephew in shock, slowly shaking his 
head. “Honestly, Alistair, you surprise me.” 


Alistair, you surprise me ... 
Alistair, you disappoint me... 
Alistair, how could you have been expelled from college ... AGAIN? 


Alistair shook off memories that never seemed to fade, no matter 
how old he was. He was letting Bae into his soul again. He will lie to 
your face because he knows you will lose your cool, Alistair told himself. 
And then, once again, he will own you. 


Alistair met his uncle’s glance. “How am I to trust someone who lies 
to the police about his own nephew?” he said. “You know I didn’t set the 
fire, and you will never make that charge stick.” 


Opening his overcoat, Bae patted a thick leather wallet that jutted 
from an inner pocket. “I have ways of influencing what sticks and what 
does not. And I can be persuaded to use that influence to your benefit.” 


Alistair laughed. “Lies and bribes, as always —” 


“Unlike you, Alistair, I value the truth,’ Bae said. “You are an 
Ekaterina. And yet you withhold the truth from me, your erstwhile 
guardian and branch leader. All you need do is give what you owe me — 
the truth about what happened on that island, and all you have learned 
about Robert Cahill Henderson’s discoveries.” 


“I... will ... never...” 


“Watch that blood pressure, my son,” Bae said. “Your years as a 
failed junk-food magnate have taken their toll. Too many cheese burritos 
weaken the heart.” 


Alistair closed his eyes briefly and remembered something his father 
told him, a phrase he had never understood as a child: Silence is strength. 
He breathed deep and then stared calmly at Bae Oh. 


“Well?” Bae asked. 
Alistair suddenly lurched back in the seat. His body convulsed once, 


twice. He gasped for air, flailing wildly, yanking the handcuffed arm of 
the cop. 


The car was swerving now, toward the side of the road. The tires 
screeched. As the backseat cop tried to hold Alistair still, the driver 
swerved around. 


“Keep going!” Bae shouted. “We have no time!” 


“ARGGHH ... GLLLLURGHHH!” Alistair sputtered. With a violent 
jolt of his upper body, he felt his head hit the roof and then collapsed, 
lifeless, on the backseat. 


CHARTER 


Mildew. Rotting paper. Amy smiled. There was nothing more 
intoxicating than the aroma of old books. 


In a small air-conditioned library room in Java, she set down a stack 
of music books from the library archives. The books were heavy, and 
they made a comforting thump on her table. Amy’s backpack sat in a 
small puddle on the floor, and a young librarian rushed over with a towel 
to protect the cloth seats from Amy’s wet clothes. She frowned, scolding 
Amy softly in Indonesian. 

“Thanks,” Amy said. “S-s-sorry.” 

Sheepishly she concentrated on the books, opening the top one first: 
Glees, Shanties, Fight Songs, Madrigals, and Motets. Just inside the 
cover was a stamp — the book had been donated by a local Harvard 
graduate. 

As she opened the book, she heard a commotion by the door. The 
librarian and Nellie were chasing Saladin around the room. Dan skulked 
behind them. He shrugged at Amy. “Sorrrrry ... I took him out for dinner 
and a cleaning. Now he’s frisky.” 

“Got ’im!” Nellie said, snatching Saladin by the collar. 

As Nellie scooted outside, Amy turned to her brother. “How is 
Saladin feeling?” 


“Angry,” Dan said. “After the bath, we found an Internet café. I 
checked a Mau-lovers’ listserv? Oops, no red snapper in this area. He 
had to eat tuna.” 


But Amy didn’t hear a word. She was too busy staring at a song title 
on page 47. 


Fewer than a hundred miles away, on a highway outside the airport, Bae 


Oh watched his nephew in the throes of heart failure. 
“Eccckkkk ... Unc... Uncle...” Alistair cried out. 


The driver was kneeling over Alistair, urgently talking on a cell 
phone while trying to hold his nephew still. The officer who had been 
cuffed to Alistair was fumbling with the keys to the cuffs. 


“Good grief, men, do something!” Bae shouted. 


Alistair reached up with trembling hands. He was gagging, his body 
contorted. Seeing him this way shocked Bae. Alistair had always carried 
himself with dignity. He had survived deadly explosions and massive 
collapses with nary a hair out of place. 

How ironic that his own heart would do him in. 

And nothing to show for it, Bae thought, but a life frittered away. 
College, business, and now health—Alistair had failed in everything. If 
only he hadn’t been so soft. So ignorant of the uses of power. So willing 
to put others first. College is needlessly competitive, Uncle ... I want my 
own business to feed people at reasonable prices, Uncle ... By now he 
could have been something in the Ekaterina branch. Instead of a constant 
problem. 

Ah, well, Bae thought, watching the life ebb from Alistair. Often 
problems have unexpected solutions. 

The officer finally unlocked the cuff. As it fell away, Alistair’s arm 
thudded heavily to the roadbed. His head lolled to the side. The officers 
were dumbfounded. 

“Mati?” one of them muttered. 

Dead, Bae translated silently. 

He steadied himself on the police van. Alistair’s eyes were open, 
staring. Accusing. In repose, he looked like his father. “Gordon ...” Bae 
whispered. 

Stop. It’s not Gordon. It’s the boy. 

Struggling to stand, Bae walked farther into the road’s shoulder, 
away from the noise of traffic. Leaning on his cane, he spoke into his 
cell. “Hello ... I am calling to report the natural death of Alistair Oh....” 

“AAAAAAAGHHHH!” At the sound of an officer’s scream, Bae 
hurried back toward the car. 


He stopped short, dropping his phone and his cane. 


The two officers were flat on the ground, writhing in pain. Alistair 
Oh stood between them, brushing himself off. He turned to Bae, nodded 
cheerfully, then scooped Bae’s cane off the ground. “You dropped this, 


Uncle?” 
Bae reached out. “But ... but you were ...” 


“I may have been expelled from Harvard, but I got an A in acting,” 
Alistair said, flipping open the top of Bae’s cane to reveal a collection of 
small black switches. “My, what have we here?” 

Bae lurched forward. “No, Alistair, you don’t know what you’re 
doing!” 

“Watch me,” Alistair said. He swung the hilt of the cane toward Bae, 
releasing a black cloud of pepper spray. 

Bae dropped to the road in a fit of coughing. His leg twisted. He 
heard a snap below the knee. Pain shot upward from his leg and 
downward through his lungs, and he felt as if his body were exploding. 

He screamed, fighting to keep consciousness. 


Alistair approached, the cane raised. “You look distressed, my dear, 
compassionate uncle.” 

Breathe. Eyes open. Focus. Bae stared at his nephew. Alistair had the 
perfect chance. One rap to the head was all it would take. 

“AAGHH!” Alistair raised the cane over his head. 

Bae closed his eyes. He heard a thump on the ground. He felt his 
hand being pulled upward. His back sliding against the grass. A cuff 
clanking shut on his wrist. Another on the car door handle. 


Over the sound of his own shrieking, he was vaguely aware of a 
distant police siren piercing the air. And his nephew’s voice, growing 
fainter and fainter. 


Alistair was singing. 
“I’m with you and you’re with me and so we are all together....” 


CHARTER 


The Peoria International Airport had its share of mums and bored 
children. But rarely ones with an arsenal of poisons tucked into carry-on 
shampoo bottles, which made Ian Kabra quite proud. 


The fact that the Cahill children had missed their flight did spoil 
things a bit. Not to mention the airport uniforms they were wearing. 
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“I can’t believe we have to make ourselves look so ... so ... 
stammered Natalie Kabra. 


“Working class?” said Ian, whose airline security shirt was already 
making him itch. “Remember what Mother said. It’s no longer so easy to 
infiltrate airline personnel. Be grateful for our Lucian contacts.” 


“Don’t get me started on the little airplane name badges,” Natalie 
grumbled. 


“Will you two be quiet?” said Isabel Kabra as they rounded a corner, 
heading for the airport employee lounge. A brimmed SUPERVISOR cap 
could not hide the anger in her eyes as she hissed softly into her mobile: 
“Arif, speak slowly. My Indonesian is exceptional but not perfect ... yes, 
I know you outwitted them ... of course they didn’t suspect you knew 
English, that is precisely why we pay you the big bucks ... yes, I saw 
their names on the passenger list to Peoria, but they were not in their 
seats, Arif! ... Ah, you have information on the next flight ... three 
hours? Good. We shall hope they are on it. And, Arif ... you should hope 
so, too.” She flipped the phone shut, her face flushed. 


“Well, then, happy news! Hakuna matata and all that,” Ian said 
cheerily. “We’ll rest and have a fine dining moment while we wait.” He 
looked around at the various airport fast-food choices. “Well, er, we’ ll 
rest ...” 


“Three hours — here?” Natalie pulled on her starched collar. 
“Yesterday it was Tokyo, Paris, Vienna, Seoul, Sydney, and Java. I had 
such respect for the Cahills’ location scouting. But — oh, honestly, 


Mother, that bumpy little puddle jumper to ... P-Peo —” Her face turned 
green. “Excuse me, I’m not feeling well.” 

Ian watched her run off. “She has a point.” 

“Complaining about a location?” Isabel spun on her son. “When 
those children evaded us in Indonesia—twice? What does that tell you, 
Tan?” 

“That they’re lucky?” Ian guessed. 

“Those children,” his mother said, “are our only worthy adversaries.” 

Ian barked a laugh. “Good one, Mother!” 

“Are you laughing at me, Ian?” 

“No.” Ian dropped the smile. “Then is it possible, Mother, that they 
have flown somewhere else?” 

“Remember who is leading them,” Isabel replied. “That nose-ringed 
nanny grafted to an iPod. It’s a wonder they ever make a flight on time. 
No, Ian, we will not panic. They will be on the next flight they can 
manage to book. Remember, by our little arrangement with Bae Oh, we 
have taken out Alistair. Here in Peoria, they will be alone. To eliminate 
them, there must be no variables — that is the lesson of Indonesia.” 


Ian nodded. Do not question her, he told himself. Not when she is in 
a State like this. 


Still, it was a pity to attack them with such force. Especially the girl, 
Amy. He’d never met anyone like her. Shy. Gentle. With an exciting 
edge of hostility. So unlike the girls back home, who flung themselves at 
him so often that his chauffeurs traveled with first-aid kits. 

Doesnt she know better? Isn’t she smart enough to stop the hunt? 

It was the boy and the au pair. He was a pint-sized hothead. She was 
a collection of piercings and piggish-ness. If only Amy and Dan had 
stayed trapped in the cave in Seoul, at least long enough to get 
discouraged. Why did they antagonize Mother? 

They don't know what it’s like to live with her. 

“Right you are,” Ian said. “They’re asking for it. Heaven forbid they 
listen to the brains of the outfit.” 

“And that would be —?” Isabel said 

Ian looked away. “Well, the sister, I’d say. Amy.” 

He felt a smile inching across his face. 

“Tan?” His mother grabbed his wrist. “If you are having the inkling 
of a shadow of a thought ...” 


“Mother!” Ian could feel the blood rushing to his face. “How could 
you suspect for a moment ...?” 


“Mother! Ian!” Natalie was racing out of the bathroom now. She 
looked even sicker than before. “I just got a text message from Reagan 
Holt!” 


Isabel Kabra looked aghast. “You texted a Tomas?” 


“No! She hacked into my mobile.” Dismayed, Natalie looked at the 
screen in her hand and began reading. “ ‘Thanks, Nat. We managed to 
pick up Dan and Amy’s next loction from your phine’ — oh, good grief, 
the spelling! — ‘location from your phone. We are on their tail, and if 
we smell a Lucian, WATCH OUT. ttfn, Reagan.’” 


Ian groaned. The Holts were one of the more unpleasant aspects of 
this hunt — nasty, brutish, and dull. “So much for the Cahills being 
alone.” 


“Perhaps we can put a “Tomas-Free Zone’ sign on the landing strip,” 
Natalie said. “That will confuse the dolts — sorry, Holts — for a day or 
so.” 


“Those dimwits,” Isabel said with a calm smile, “may be good with a 
paraglider, but they will not stop us from isolating Dan and Amy here. 
And once we have them, we’ ll have some fun with this.” 


She pulled out a glowing green vial from her shoulder bag. 
Tan swallowed hard. 


“Tt’s the liquid we snatched from the Cahills in Paris!” Natalie said. 
“Mother, you’ve made a mistake!” 


Isabel glared at her daughter. “As Jan no doubt realizes, this vial is a 
fake. Inside it is a poison. After we administer this, they will experience 
a slow deterioration of body function, culminating in a long hospital stay 
and then death.” Isabel opened her shoulder bag to reveal a collection of 
hypodermic needles. 


“T see,” Ian said. “We, erm, force-feed them, as it were.” 
Natalie’s face was turning green. “What if they ... have an antidote?” 
she squeaked. 


“A good question — by God, was that Natalie speaking?” Isabel said. 
“Well, yes, one of the family branches is rumored to have developed 
antidotes to Kabra poisons over the years. I always suspected Grace of 
being behind this. But oh, dear, I do suppose it’s a bit too late for the 
children to run crying to her, isn’t it?” 


Ian flinched. He glanced toward his sister to see if she agreed, but 


she seemed intent on her mobile, as usual. 


“Okay, change of topic?” Natalie said, looking up. “Um, do either of 
you know what red snapper is?” 

“Its what some people eat when there is no lobster or caviar,” Ian 
replied. “Why?” 

“My RSS feed on Dan Cahill’s name shows a request a few hours 
ago for ... red snapper?” Natalie scratched her head. “For their cat!” 


Isabel grabbed the phone so quickly her hat went askew. “Natalie — 
where did that request come from?” 


“We are in Code Red.” 


The professor sat bolt upright. He had been only half awake when 
he’d answered the mobile. 


The call could mean only one thing. “They are here?” 

“I am not at liberty to say,” came a familiar gravelly voice. “But this 
is my final request of you.” 

With the phone tucked into his ear, the professor quickly, quietly 
dressed himself. “You know I cannot do as you wish. I am not one of 
your people.” 

“You have left the Tomas —” 

“T am an educator,” the professor said. “I believe in teaching. It is not 


necessary to cut each other’s throats. This kind of thinking has hurt my 
country, my people — and the family.” 


He knelt over his laptop and keyed in the network password. 
Running the cursor down the left side, he clicked on the FLIGHT 
PASSENGER INFORMATION Nav bar. 


He scrolled through a list of flight rolls. 
There. Just as he suspected. 


Running out to the car, he kept his attention only half tuned to the 
voice at the other end. “... your goals are exactly the same as ours,” it 
said. 


“But our methods could not be more different.” The professor spoke 
loud as he started the car, to blot out the engine noise. “I do not take joy 
in being feared. As I recall, neither did you, years ago!” 


“Isabel Kabra has killed Spasky,” said the voice. “She is getting 
angry. And sloppy. I have picked up an intercept on her phone. We must 


close ranks. We need you.” 


The professor barreled through a red light. A horn blared in his ear 
and he slammed on his brakes. As he swerved through the intersection, 
the sounds of motorists’ curses rose up behind him like barking dogs. 
“How on earth — how did Irina die?” he shouted. 

“While saving the children’s lives!” 

“What?” 

“Where are you?” the other voice demanded. 

The professor closed the phone. Could it be? 

He pulled to the side of the road and let his breathing ease. Focus 
was necessary. For his own safety. For the safety of his fellow drivers. 
And, perhaps, for the peaceful end to a half millennium of needless 
violence. 

Trina came to her senses. Irina is dead. 

The chase was heating up. Loyalties were fraying. 

He reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a small 
framed photograph. It was a portrait of a man dressed in full Zulu war 
gear, white feathers at his arms and calves. He wore a black-and-white 
headdress and held a full-body shield and a bladed weapon that was 
neither sword nor knife. His face was gaunt and severe, his skin nearly as 
coal-black as the Macassar oil that slickened his hair. 

The professor placed the portrait on his seat. He drove on singing, as 
he always did to clear his mind. In twenty minutes he reached the airport. 
Flashing his badge to security, he entered the service road to the back of 
the terminal. 


They would be arriving in a matter of minutes. 


CHARTERIS 


Changing travel plans was one thing. Entering an airport in a strange 
country with a wet backpack that smelled like dead possum was a whole 
other story. 


“Welcome to South Africa!” a flight attendant chirped. 

“Thank you!” Hoping the aroma wasn’t too noticeable, Amy raced 
out the door of the 767 and into the bustle of OR Tambo International 
Airport. 

A day ago she wouldn’t have dreamed they’d be here. But the library 
trip had set them straight. 


“You’d better be right about this,” Nellie muttered, grumpy after the 
uncomfortable night’s sleep. 


“Who farted?” Dan asked. 
“Tt’s our clothes,” Amy said. 
“Our clothes farted?” Dan asked. 


“I don’t know them, ladies and gentlemen,” Nellie said under her 
breath, “never saw them in my life ...” 


Dan began sprinting off toward a sign that said CHECK YOUR E- 
MAIL/SURF THE WEB HERE! “Nellie, I’m going to use your MasterCard, 
okay?” 

“Sure, just call me Cash Machine Gomez!” Nellie took Amy’s arm. 
“Tell me again why you decided to come here? I remember it was smart, 
and I remember making the decoy reservations to Peoria, but we did it 
when I was in a state of almost-asleepness.” 


Amy pulled from her pocket a copy of the sheet music she had found 
in the library: “Marching to Pretoria.” 


“It’s a traditional song, performed by choruses all over the world,” 
Amy continued. “Including the Harvard Glee Club. That’s what Uncle 
Alistair was trying to tell us — the real lyric is Pretoria. In South Africa. 


It’s much more likely Irina knew the lyrics to the original. She was 
telling us to go here.” 


Nellie was keeping an eye on Dan, who was scrolling through a 
screen dense with text. “Don’t rack up too many minutes, little dude. I’m 
not rich, especially when you make me buy decoy tickets. And I’m about 
to buy you phones.” 


“Arrrghhhh!” Dan cried out, bouncing away from the computer. 
“No, no, no, no, no!” 


Amy nearly leaped into the air. She and Nellie bolted toward the web 
station. 


“What, Dan?” Amy called out. “What happened?” 


Dan sighed. “Just checked the listserv. No fresh red snapper in South 
Africa. Saladin’s going to kill me.” 


If there was anything worse than waiting for a pet carrier to appear, it 
was waiting for a pet carrier to appear while being lectured by a big 
sister about the history of South Africa. And Nellie was off buying cell 
phones and renting a car, so Dan was trapped. 
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.. As gold and diamond deposits were found,’ ” Amy read from a 
pamphlet, “ ‘more and more English miners flooded into the Transvaal 
region, which was controlled by the Dutch. Tensions over this eventually 
led to the Boer War.’ Dan, that’s when ‘Marching to Pretoria’ was written 
— it was all about the Boer War!” 


“Hey,” Dan said, “any country that sings about hairy pigs can’t be all 
bad.” 

Amy groaned. “Not that kind of boar!” 

“Oh ... Bore War!” Dan said. “That’s so you, Amy. What’d they do, 
read history to each other until one side went ‘GAAHHH!’ and 
surrendered?” 

“B-o-e-r,” Amy said. “It’s the Dutch word for farmer. Most of the 
original seventeenth-century settlers were Dutch, German, and French 
Huguenot farmers and cattle herders. They also became known as 
Afrikaners.” 

Dan’s eyes started to glaze, and he ran right into an older man 
dressed in a shabby jacket and ripped pants. “Sorry,” he squeaked, 
bouncing quickly away. 


The man was giving him a quizzical smile. His skin was dark brown, 


with a curved scar running along his jawline, and his gray-green eyes 
seemed to dance in the fluorescent light. 

“Do you need a car service?” he asked. “Or can spirited young 
people like yourselves navigate South Africa on your own?” He handed 
Dan a postcard. 

“Uh, no thanks,” Dan said. 


“Keep it anyway,” the man said. “Just in case! You never know when 
you will need Slimgaard!” 


As the man left, Amy walked over. “What was that about?” she 
asked, an eye still on the conveyor belt. 


Dan glanced at the card: 
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‘The hope of mankind’?” Amy said. “A limo service with a 
handwritten card?” 


Dan flipped it over. The other side had an image of a tall African 
man holding a shield, with what looked like an encyclopedia entry 
underneath: 


Shaka, 1787—1828. Founder of Zulu Nation. Son of a Zulu tribal king and a woman, Nandi, 
from another kraal. His birth was considered shameful; his name means “intestinal parasite.” 
Shaka and Nandi were exiled, only to be abused by other local tribes. At 16, Shaka turned his 
rage on an attacking leopard and killed it single-handedly. With brawn and cunning, he rose to 
power, fueled by vengeance. Shaka scorned tribal war tactics of the time, spear-throwing from 
long distances, and perfected close combat with short, large-bladed spears. His famed “buffalo 
horn” attack strategy helped build a military force that overtook local tribes and created one of 
the most powerful kingdoms ever known. Although many modern historians decry his 
violence, Shaka is considered the father of the united Zulu nation and a hero to South Africans. 


“Cool,” Dan murmured to himself, staring at the image of Shaka. 


“Woo-hoo — look! Saladin’s here!” Amy was now running over to 
the baggage claim conveyor belt. In a moment, she was walking back 
with the pet carrier. “Want to be the first to open it and say hi?” 


But Dan couldn’t take his eyes off the image of Shaka’s shield. 
“Amy,” he said, “what do you see here?” 


“Um ... Saladin’s starving and you’re looking at a cheesy tourist 
postcard?” she replied. 


“His shield,” Dan said. “Take a look at his shield.” 


Amy nearly dropped the pet carrier to the floor—and Dan instantly 
knew he wasn’t seeing things. 


In the center of Shaka’s shield was the Tomas crest. 


CHARTERIS 


Amy had come within an inch of being flattened by a subway train. She 
had escaped collapsing buildings and been trapped in airless tombs. But 
waiting for Dan outside a bookstore was a shock she never anticipated. 


“Maybe we should find a doctor,” Nellie murmured. She handed 
Amy a recycled cell phone she had bought at an airport shop. 


“Thanks—well, at least he’s interested in something,” Amy said, 
pocketing the phone. 


Dan was grinning as he left the airport bookshop with a biography of 
Shaka Zulu. “Thanks, guys, this is awesome. They didn’t have anything 
by the Gekks, but this one looked cool.” 


“The Gekks?” Amy asked. 


“The people who wrote the text on the Shaka card.” Dan flashed his 
postcard. “I can’t pronounce their first names, but I like their style. Hey, 
how’s Saladin?” 


Hearing his name, Saladin scratched the side of his pet carrier. It was 
amazing how much anger could be contained in a mrrp. 


As Dan knelt in front of the pet carrier, Nellie grabbed his arm. 
“Who-o-o-oa! The last time you did this, I ended up chasing that cat all 
over a library. Best behavior, guys. The rental-car clerk is eyeing me. It 
was hard enough convincing her to rent to me. I’m scared she’s going to 
change her mind. Oh, and here’s your phone, Dan. Don’t say I never 
gave you anything.” 

Nellie grabbed the carrier and headed down the corridor. Dan 
followed her, leafing through the Shaka biography. “Nothing Cahill-ish 
in the index. He’s got to be descended from Thomas, right?” 


Amy shook her head. “Thomas Cahill settled in Japan. Shaka’s 
parents were members of African tribes — and none of them had seen 
Europeans. Ever. Shaka didn’t meet any Europeans until, like, the 1800s. 


Right?” 

“Right ...” He leafed through his Shaka book. “Some guy from a 
British delegation — Fynn — saves Shaka’s life. Heals a sword wound, 
gives him meds. Hair dye, too. When Shaka sees his gray hair disappear, 
he’s, like, whoa, they made me younger. It’s magic! Up till then, Shaka 
hasn’t liked the Europeans. Now he realizes, hey, they have something I 
need.” 


“The hair dye?” Nellie said. 


“The weapons,” Dan answered. “So now he’s, like, okay, I trust 
them. Which ends up being a bad call.” 


Nellie led them to an elevator. “The point is, if he wasn’t descended 
from a Cahill, he couldn’t be one,” Amy said. “So how did he get a 
shield with a Tomas crest?” 


“A certified pre-owned shield store?” Dan replied. “I don’t know. 
Let’s do some more research on him.” 


“T can’t believe you suggested that.” 


“Shaka’s fun, not boring,” Dan said. “The Zulus did this killing head- 
twist? Snnnap — dead. They impaled enemies on stakes, then planted 
them like trees! Shaka was a genius. He’s, like, what’s up with spear- 
throwing, dudes? It’s like throwing fly balls. The bad guys just step out 
of the way—plus, you lose the spear! So he teaches everyone to shish- 
kebob enemies with recyclable swords — green combat! His archrival, a 
dude named Zwide? Shaka fed his mother to the jackals. Who wouldn't 
want to research someone like that?” 


“Sounds like a real laugh riot,” Amy said flatly. 

The elevator door opened, and Nellie stepped into the car-rental lot. 
“The chariot waits, kids. We’re looking for slot thirty-seven K.” 

Dan followed her into the lot and scanned the area. “Whoa ... you 
ordered a Hummer? WOO-HOO!” 

Yipping with glee, he sprinted toward an enormous black Hummer 
near a post labeled 37K. 

Nellie examined her receipt. “I said the cheapest car. Even one with 
holes in the floor, like the Flintstones.” 


Amy counted to seven before she heard what she expected — a 
devastated “AAGHHHH!” from Dan. They found him slumped against a 
yellow two-door Yugo, looking forlornly to his right, where the Hummer 
sat in the slot marked 38K. “I was off by one.” 


Nellie looked inside. “Sweet. A stick shift!” 


“I think you should demand an upgrade,” Dan said. “Look at this 
hunk of junk. The steering wheel in on the wrong side!” 


“They’re all like that,” Nellie said. “They drive on the wrong side of 
the road here.” 


“The rental clerk insulted your honor!” Dan pressed. “Shaka Zulu 
would not have settled for a Yugo.” 


“Dude, this was hard enough to get,” Nellie said. 


Amy backed away from her brother and au pair, leaving them to their 
argument. She crept around to the other side of the Hummer. There was 
something strange about it. The windows were dark, a dusky black. But 
they were also fogged. 


She leaned in to the driver’s side, peering through the window. She 
couldn’t see much, but the front seat seemed to be shaped funny— 
lumpy, not straight across. 


Then the lump moved. 


Dan reluctantly settled into the front seat of the Yugo, putting Saladin’s 
carrier on his lap. The seats were hard. “Smells like fish in here,” Dan 
said. 


“At least Saladin will like it,” Nellie replied. 


“Now can I let him out?” Dan said, beginning to unlatch the pet 
Carrier straps. 


But Amy was flinging open the passenger door, diving into the 
backseat. “Go! Go!” 


Next to them, the Hummer began to bounce. From inside came the 
sound of shouting voices. 


“Someone’s in there?” Dan said. 
“They were waiting for us!” Amy shouted. 


“I thought they were all in Illinois!” Nellie slammed on the gas and 
threw the stick shift into reverse. The car jumped off the ground and 
jolted backward. 


“You’re right, this is a piece of junk,” Nellie said. 


Dan felt Amy’s arm reach over his shoulder and grab the pet carrier. 
“Give me this before Saladin goes flying out the window!” 


With a screech of tires, the Yugo peeled backward out of slot 37K. 


Nellie yanked the steering wheel to the right and the car did a ninety- 
degree turn. “Yee-hah!” she screamed, throwing the car into first gear. 


Dan was looking over their shoulders. “Um, Amy, they’re not 
following us.” 


“That’s because I took these.” Amy held up a set of keys. “The front 
door was open and I reached in.” 


“Whoa, snnnap!” Dan said. His sister was all grinning and proud of 
herself. “You took your Cahill pills!” 


THUNK. The car jounced over a traffic barrier and into the streets. 
Dan didn’t know what to expect of Johannesburg, but he didn’t see much 
of anything here, just dry fields stretching out in all directions. 


“Guys? How do we get to Pretoria?” Nellie asked. 


“Northeast,” Amy said, leafing through a pamphlet. “Ought to be 
about a half hour. There’s a major library, the State Library. Also the 
government archives, the University of South Africa, the National 
Cultural History Museum. We ought to be able to find some connection 
between Shaka and the Cahills.” 


“Northeast ...” Nellie said, peering out the window to her left. “Let’s 
see. The sun is rising in the east ...” 


“Watch it!” Dan shouted. 


The Hummer zoomed around them from the left, cutting sharply in 
front. 


“How’d they get a set of keys so fast?” Nellie said. 
“Now you did it,” Dan shouted. “They’re mad!” 
“Hurry!” Amy said. 

“I’m going as fast as I can!” Nellie yelled. 


She wove in and out of traffic, whizzing past a sharp right-hand exit. 
“Nellie, get off this road!” Dan said. 


“She can’t,” Amy replied. “She’s past the exit —” 
“Not yet!” 


Nellie yanked the steering wheel right. The Yugo tilted sharply, its 
left wheels lifting off the ground as it veered onto the grassy shoulder. 


The car bounced, its front bumper crunching down repeatedly on the 
rock-hard dirt. Its rear wheels began sliding side to side, kicking up dust 
clouds. Inches away, the road dropped off sharply into a steep ditch. 


“Hang on!” Nellie cried out. 
“We’re going to die!” Amy shouted. 


She closed her eyes as the car sailed into the air. 


CHABTERITO 


Dan had no idea that dying felt so bad on the tongue. 


“OWWWYW ... ow-ow-ow-ow-ow!” he screamed, blood trickling 
over his bottom lip. 


His eyes opened. The Yugo was in the ditch, slanted to the right. 
Nellie gunned it forward, her left tires just gripping the ditch’s upper 
ridge. “HANG ON!” 

With a loud bump, the car lifted upward onto the lip of a downhill 
exit ramp. It swerved, straightened, and picked up speed. 

Dan sucked back the blood from his bitten tongue, which was 
beginning to swell. He watched the dust settle around them. Nellie had 
managed to backtrack to the exit ramp she’d passed, and they were 
headed into a bleak-looking area just short of the city skyline. 

How did she learn to drive like that? 

“You did it!” Amy cried out. “You got away!” 


“Why did oo haf thoo do that?” Dan said, his tongue thick and 
throbbing. “I bit my thongue!” 


Nellie was staring angrily forward, leaning on her horn. “Hey, who 
taught you idiots how to drive?” 


There was a car headed directly toward them. 


“The left side of the road, Nellie!” Amy shouted. “They drive on the 
left!” 


“Oh, right. Brain fart.” 


Nellie adjusted into the left lane and gunned it. She zoomed through 
an intersection, not stopping for any of the cars. Hugging the left side of 
the road, Nellie sped past whitewashed buildings and chicken-wire 
fences, past women balancing buckets on their heads and men three-to-a- 
seat on motorcycles. 


A screech of tires made Dan spin around. Through the rear window 
he spotted the Hummer stuck in the intersection, surrounded by honking 
motorists. 


Nellie pushed the Yugo to its limits. The town was small, and the 
four-lane road soon narrowed to two. Outside the town, the countryside 
was flat and green, with distant outcroppings resembling enormous stone 
fists. Cattle grazed in pastures, and the land was dotted with tin shacks 
and wood huts. 


“We really lost them,” Amy said. 


But Dan had his eye on the back window. A faint hum grew louder, 
like an approaching plane. 


And then, through the dust, a wide black silhouette purred its way up 
the street. 


Dan’s tongue felt like a wad of paper towel. “Hummuh!” he said. 
“HUMMUH!” 


As Nellie sped over a hill, a flock of goats ambled across the road. 
The goatherd was a craggy old man singing to himself and beating the 
ground rhythmically with a staff. Seeing the car, the goats lifted their 
heads as if to say, Sorry, WE were here first. 

“YO, GET OUT OF THE WAY!” Nellie screamed. 

“They’re goats!” Amy said. “They don’t understand English!” 

“NO-O-O-O-O-O!” Dan shouted. 

Nellie slammed on the brakes. The Yugo arced to the left, onto the 
parched plain. Dan listened for the sound of goat massacre but heard 
only the crunching of rock underneath them. 

Then, from behind them, a hollow, unearthly 

Dan opened his eyes. The Yugo was careening across open ground. 
Goatless. 

The smell of burning rubber reached him from behind. He turned to 
look out the back window. 

The goats were thick in the road now, still chewing, still bleating, 
still alive and safe. The Hummer had narrowly missed the flock and 
disappeared headfirst into a chicken coop. A cloud of white feathers 
plumed up around it, and some very angry birds were expressing their 
disapproval. 

A farmer drove up to them in a purple-painted pickup and hopped 
out, yelling. 


Dan sat back and let out a sigh of relief. He rubbed his tongue against 
his lips, trying to stop the pain, as Nellie aimed the car back onto the 
highway. 


CHABTERH 


When Dan’s eyes opened from a nap, the Yugo was parked under a tree 
at the top of a hill. Below them was a field where a group of men played 
soccer. 


He pressed his tongue against the top of his mouth. The tip was still 
sore, but the swelling had gone down. “Owwwv ...” 


“Where are we?” Amy said groggily. 
“Lunch stop,” Nellie said. “Just outside Pretoria. There’s a food shop 


up the road. I figure we’ll hide the car here in case our friends come 
looking for us.” 


“Um, guys?” Dan said, looking past Amy. “Is that what I think it is?” 

Amy whirled around. A hulking purple pickup truck trailing white 
feathers was lumbering up the road toward them. 

“Why would that be here?” Amy said. “It belongs to the farmer 
whose chicken coop the Hummer destroyed.” 

“Unless the Hummer dudes hijacked it!” Dan said. 

“Come on!” Nellie hopped in the Yugo and turned the ignition key. 
The car sputtered and wheezed. She tried again and it died. 

“Run!” Amy said. 

They sprinted down toward the soccer field. The players stopped, 


staring at them in bafflement. Beyond the field, the hill swept upward 
into a dense thicket of trees. It would be easy to get lost there. 


Amy climbed, keeping right behind Nellie. But when they reached 
the top, Dan wasn’t with them. 

“What the —>?” Nellie said. 

Dan was talking to one of the soccer players, gesturing back toward 


the pickup. The man was nodding intently as other players gathered 
around them. 


“Dan!” Amy started to call out, but Nellie put her hand over her 
mouth. 


In a moment, Dan was scooting up the hill. “Move!” he said. “We 
need to hide!” 


“What were you doing?” Amy hissed. 


“Run now, chat later.” Dan scampered past them into the woods, 
finding a path that followed along the ridge. When the soccer field came 
in sight again, he ducked behind a thick bush. “We’ll wait,” he said. “If 
everything goes right, there will be a huge fight down there. We’ll circle 
back to the car and try again.” 


Amy and Nellie knelt on either side of him. On the field, the soccer 
team had closed around five people dressed in elaborate, colorful African 
robes and odd feathered hats. One guy, who appeared to be captain of the 
players, was gesturing heatedly. 

In a moment, Amy and Dan’s pursuers were shedding their robes. 
The burliest one was the first to remove his hat. 

The bristling, brush-cut scalp of Eisenhower Holt was instantly 
recognizable. As was the slavering pit bull that was bounding around the 
sidelines. 

“The Holts?” Dan said. 

Amy grabbed Dan’s arm. “Those were the clothes they were wearing 
when I saw them crouched down in the Hummer. It’s their idea of a 
disguise. What did you tell the players?” 

“The truth, sort of,” Dan replied. “That the people in the truck were a 
gang of bad guys chasing after innocent kids. Now, come on, let’s get 
ready to move.” 

Amy glanced to her left, following the path they would need to take 
to the car. For at least fifty yards, they would be totally exposed. 

Below, Eisenhower was shouting at one of the players. Pushing him. 
But Hamilton was on the sidelines, combing his hair in a hand mirror. 
Preening. 

The sun’s reflection glinted from Ham’s mirror. Dan recoiled, 
shielding his face with his hand. “The jerk.” 

The glare landed on Nellie. “Ow! Oh, thanks a lot. Let’s get out of 
here.” 

“Wait,” Amy said. “I think he’s aiming it.” 

Dan became rigid. “Whoa. Hold still, Nellie. He’s sending a 
message!” 


“A what?” Nellie said. 

“Dit-dit-dit, dah-dah-dah, dit-dit-dit,” Dan muttered. 

“The standard Morse code distress signal. Hamilton is sending Morse 
code! This is, like, so World War Two!” 


He took his Shaka card from his pocket and gave it to Amy. “Hold 
this up. Try to catch the mirror message as best you can. Pll write down 
the letters.” 

“You know Morse code?” Nellie said. 

“Duh,” Dan replied. 


By the time Dan got out a pencil and candy wrapper, the flares had 
stopped. But they began again as Amy held up the card. 


Dan whispered as he wrote: “Dah-dah-dit ... dah-dah-dah ... dah-dit 
... dah-dah-dah ... dit-dah-dah ... dah-dit-dit-dit ... dit ... dit-dah-dah ... 
dit-dah ... dit-dah-dit ... dit ...” 

Hamilton abruptly put his mirror in his pocket and ran onto the field. 
The African players were teasing him in a mixture of English and some 
other language. 

“What’s it say?” Amy asked. 


Dan showed what he’d written: 





Dan read the letters. “ ‘Gon ow be ware’?” he said. 


“Um, I’m just a stupid au pair,” Nellie said, “but wouldn’t that be, 
Go now. Beware?” 


RRRROMMMMMM ... CHCK! CHCK-CHCK-CHCK. 
Amy looked up at the sound. 


At the top of the ridge, about twenty yards farther in and well out of 
sight of the clearing, the yellow Yugo had pulled to a ragged stop in a 
clearing. The driver’s window was begrimed with dirt. 

A shiny two-tone dress shoe emerged from the car first, planting 
itself on the ground, followed by a pair of cream-colored linen pants. 


“Greetings, my beloved niece and nephew,” said Alistair Oh. 


ne 


“You’re ... here!” said Amy. “How did you escape?” 

“How did you find us?” Dan asked. 

“How did you start the car?” said Nellie. 

“All will be explained in the fullness of time, my dears.” Alistair 
gestured urgently toward the door. “I suggest we enter the chariot and 
ride away from our well-muscled nemeses.” 

“TIl drive!” Nellie raced around to the driver’s side. 

“Let me,” Alistair said, blocking her way. 

Amy stepped forward, then stopped in her tracks. 

Go now. Beware. That was the warning. 


Hamilton doesn’t mean “beware the Holts,” she thought. He means 
“beware Alistair.” 


“No, Nellie!” Amy shouted. “Don’t get in there.” 


Amy fixed Uncle Alistair in her vision. He was cocking his head to 
one side, his yellow silk scarf gently wrinkling with the motion. 


“Where do you go when you leave us?” Amy asked. 


“Amy ...?” Alistair said, wiping his forehead with a white 
handkerchief. 


Amy took a deep breath and counted to three. It was a technique 
Mom had taught her. Sometimes that was all it took to check your heart 
against your brain. “Think about this, Dan. We open our hearts to him 
every time. He swoops in to save us. We give him whatever we find. 
Then he vanishes. What does he do with the information? And how did 
he and the Holts find us at the same time — in the middle of South 
Africa?” 


Dan looked uncomfortably at Uncle Alistair. Nellie retreated from 
the car door. 


“If you must know,” Alistair said, looking nervously down the hill, “I 
was held in Indonesia under false pretenses, but I escaped. I gambled on 
the notion that you were marching to Pretoria, as it were, but most 
international flights come in to Johannesburg. I was able to convince 
some airline personnel to reveal flight lists to me. It took detective work 
among the rental-car people to find which car you took, but we Ekats are 
good at that. I hired a driver to head for Pretoria. That was when I saw 
the Hummer, which made me suspicious.” 


“And you followed it ...” Amy said. 
“Precisely,” Alistair replied. “Now may we go?” 
“Wait,” Dan said. “How did the Holts find us?” 
“We can talk inside the car!” Alistair said. 


“You’re a smart guy,” Amy said. “You heard Nellie sing the song and 
boom! You knew the hint. You’re light-years ahead of anyone. And 
you’re telling us that the Holts figured all of this out without your help?” 

Alistair cocked his head curiously. “Are you suggesting I am in an 
alliance with the Holts? I can’t even carry on a conversation with them!” 

“Come on, troops,” Nellie said, reaching for the car door. “Let’s 
leave Old Burrito Man here with the Frankenstein family. Maybe when 
they find out their plan failed, they’ll use him as a soccer ball.” 


Nellie was in the car now. She turned the engine over once ... twice 
... three times, and it finally started. 

“You’re not going to leave me here, are you?” Alistair was looking at 
Amy now. His face registered shock, panic. It was an expression she 
recognized from the fire two nights before. 


He was willing to save our lives. He was about to jump off a ledge 
for us, until Irina arrived. 


But she also knew the look from another time. From seven years ago. 
When he had come to their house to steal a poem. A poem with a Clue 
hidden in it. A poem that Hope Cahill and Arthur Trent thought would 
solve the riddle of the 39 Clues. 


We only want what is ours. 


Someone had said that during the night. She’d heard the voice from 
the study, just after the commotion had wakened her. 


Alistair ’s voice. 


Alistair hadn’t set the fire. But he could have said something. He 
could have prevented ... 


“Amy ...?” Alistair said. “Are you all right, dear?” 


Amy looked him in the eye. “Why did you keep it from them — the 
fact that you’d stolen the poem?” 


“I — this is hardly the time —” Alistair stammered. 


“You could have told them,” Amy said. “You could have shouted, ‘I 
have the poem!’ She was running into a fire, Uncle Alistair!” 


“I was contending with so many people,” Alistair said. “I could 
barely see straight. Eisenhower Holt had some cockamamie idea that we 
could use the neighbors’ garden hose —” 


“Eisenhower Holt was there, too?” Amy said. 
“And his wife, Mary-Todd,” Alistair said. 


Dan’s face was red. “How many people were there — just standing 
around, doing nothing to help them?” 


Eisenhower. 


Yes, Amy saw him now in her memory of the night. A gruff man 
with a red face and bristles for hair. 


They were all in it together. United. They may not all have set the 
fire, but without them it wouldn’t have happened. 


They were killers, all of them. 


Tears rushed to her eyes, but Amy kept them back. Without thinking, 
she grabbed Uncle Alistair’s silk scarf and pulled him toward her. “I 
don’t care if you’re working with them or not,” she said. “Either way, 
when they find you, they will make your life miserable.” 

She let go and jumped into the backseat next to Dan. Nellie gunned 
the engine. 

“Wait—you can’t —” Alistair sputtered, struggling with something at 
the top of his cane. 


“Oh?” Nellie said, stepping on the gas. “Watch me.” 


Alistair Oh staggered away from the cloud of exhaust and dust. He had 
never seen the girl so angry. 


Dealing with the children was going to be nearly impossible now. 


You knew to expect this, old boy, he told himself. They are Grace’s 
grandchildren. 


They were smart. Too smart. They had read him almost perfectly. If 
only they hadn’t misread his motives. 


The Holts, as usual, had ruined everything. Goodness knows how 
those blockheads had picked up the trail in South Africa! Or how they 
had managed to ambush him at the airport. The ride in the Hummer and 
the chicken truck had been grueling, but it hadn’t compared with the 
humiliation of being their decoy. 


They’re scared of us, Alistair, but not of you, Mary-Todd had said. 
We’ll advance slowly and scare them. You sweep behind and drive them 
to us. 


Or die, Eisenhower had added. 


Alistair dusted himself off and lifted his cane. None of them 
remembered that Oh Enterprises had been a proud NASCAR sponsor. 
None of them knew how Alistair Oh could handle even the lowliest 
automobile. 


He glanced down the hill. The argument still raged. Soon it would be 
over, and the Holts would be after him. He would have to flee on foot 
while he had a chance. 


Turning toward the road, he noticed a glint of silver in the dust—a 
cell phone. Most likely dead, but perhaps the aftermath of some recent 
picnic. If it worked, he could use it to call a car service. 


Picking it up, he noticed a text message notification. He pressed 
READ. 


SBS! M347. 
How sad that people no longer communicated in real words. By now 
he had mastered “omg,” “osm,” “imho,” “lol,” “ttfn,” and “rofl” — but 


not “sbs.” Such Boffo Shenanigans perhaps. Sis Boom Shazam? Super 
Bowl Sunday. He winced as he remembered Sushi Burrito Special, a 
notorious product line that led to his company’s demise. He’d been so 
obsessed with the hunt for the 39 Clues that he’d neglected to oversee 
the proper storage, resulting in the illness of thirteen people. And 
bankruptcy. 


He clicked through the various menus, trying to find some sort of ID. 
But it was fruitless. Finally, holding the phone to his ear, he tapped out 
the number for information. 


Static. Broken sound. 


He tossed the phone back onto the ground and carefully placed his 
fallen bowler back on his head. 


Thwock. 
A soccer ball knocked it off again. 


“Freeze,” came a rough voice from behind him. “Hands in the air and 
about-face — harch!” 


Alistair tried not to shake as he turned. 
“I hope,” Eisenhower Holt said, “you play good defense.” 


CHAPTERS 


Dan wondered how Shaka Zulu would handle a ride in a busted Yugo 
with two females arguing over hotel accommodations. 


“You’re the one who worries about money,” Amy said. “A tent is 
perfect. We’d use it every day.” 


“T need a mirror, clean sheets, and those little paper-wrapped soaps,” 
Nellie said. “I collect them. If you use them at home they remind you of 
where you’ve been—” 


“This search is not about comfort,” Amy said. “You’re being like the 
Kabras and Alistair — pampered and fussy. First it’s the secrets, and 
now it’s —” 

“Excuse me, Little Miss Anger Management,” Nellie interrupted. 
“What’s happened to you?” 

“OFF WITH YOUR HEADS!” Dan announced. 

“Cram it, Shaka,” Amy said dully. 


But Dan ignored her. A brave warrior never took the bait. He was 
fighting to focus on the Shaka postcard, now wrinkled and sweat-soaked 
after their adventure. He stared at the last lines: 


BIMRSESOSEIM GEKK #4 
BGoaBG GEKK 
ALPHA» 


“This doesn’t look right,” he said. 


“Lots of African words have odd pronunciations,’ Amy began 
lecturing. “Like, you make a clicking sound while saying it, like the 
Xhosa tribe.” 


The way Amy said the word, it was like a tongue-click followed by - 
osa. 


” 


“Right, but those words have, like, Xs and exclamation points in the 
middle and stuff,” Dan said. “These are different. They don’t look 
African. They just look ... weird.” 


“If it’s not African weird, maybe it’s Dutch weird,” Nellie said. 
“They use lots of double letters. My aunt married a guy named 
Vanderdoonk.” 


Amy was peering at the names closely. “The brothers Gekk? I told 
you, those are the limo drivers. This is a business card for a taxi service.” 


“What about the stuff under the name?” Dan asked. 


“ “Alpha more than one,’ ” Amy said. “Alpha means ‘A’ — like, the 
best. They’re bragging. Advertising.” 


Dan began to write. He scribbled the alphabet across the top of the 
card. “I’m thinking it’s a code. ‘Alpha’ means ‘alphabet.’ ‘More than 
one’ is actually an arrow pointing to the right. It could mean ‘substitute 
each letter with the one to the right’ — like, B becomes C.” 


“You actually think like that?” Nellie asked. 
Dan began replacing the letters one by one. 


CINST FT PT FIN HELL *4 


“Like I said, it was a dumb idea,” Dan said. 


“Whoa, wait,’ Amy said. “What if instead of a simple substitution 
code you, like, replace each consonant with the next consonant, and each 
vowel with the next vowel? Like, B becomes C but I becomes O?” 


“You, too?” Nellie said. 


Dan began writing again: 


CONSTITUTION HILL *4 


“Bingo!” Amy exclaimed. She leafed through pamphlets she had 
stashed in the glove compartment. “Constitution Hill ... it’s a region in 
Johannesburg. The site of an old jail. Number Four must be an address.” 


“Johannesburg?” Nellie said. “I thought we were marching to 
Pretoria!” 


“Don’t forget the other Gekk name,” Dan said. 
Quickly, he decoded it, using Amy’s method: 


CHURCH HILL 


“ ‘Church Hill’ — find that!” Dan said. 


Amy shook her head. “Nope. No such place. We’ll need to get a 
better map. But at least we have a start. Okay, Nellie, we have to go back 
in the direction of the airport, toward Johannesburg!” 

“What if Church Hill is the thing that’s in Pretoria?” Dan said. “I 
mean, we’re here already!” 

Nellie slammed on the brakes and glided into a turnoff at the edge of 
the road. “Whoa, whoa, guys. I’ve been stunt-driving in a Yugo, running 
from Holts, dissing old men, and barely avoiding death by goat. I’m, 
like, ready to drop. I will take you wherever you want, but I want to 
finish what I started with Amy—and I get to pick where we stay, okay? I 
say, hotel. And I say, book it now or we sleep in the car.” She reached 
into her pocket. “Do either one of you guys have my cell phone?” 

“Nope,” Amy and Dan said at the same time. 


Nellie looked on the floor, then in the glove compartment. “Weird. I 
had it back on that field.” 


“The Holts are probably kicking it through the goal post,” Dan said. 
“Uh, dude,” Nellie said. “This is no joke. I have to have that phone.” 


“The phone company has your stuff saved online,” Dan said, “with 
all your boyfriends’ numbers —” 


“Not funny,” Nellie said. “You don‘ get it! I need that phone!” 

Dan gave Amy a look. This was not Normal Nellie. 

“Now who’s got a problem with anger management?” Amy said 
quietly. 

Nellie took a deep breath and hung her head over the steering wheel. 
“Okay. Sorry. I’m losing my head. May I use your phone, Amy?” 


Amy handed over her phone. As Nellie made her call, Dan pulled out 
his and quickly accessed his e-mail account. He stared at the most recent 
message: 


we won. 10-7. 
ilikeike 


“Hey, Amy,” Dan said, showing the screen to his sister. “Do we 
know anyone with this name?” 


“Tlikeike ...” Amy shrugged. “Looks Hawaiian.” 


Dan typed back: 


um, gr8. who ru? 


A moment later the response came: 


meat 100 m n of BOOM on P Kruger 
or tacoman go BOOM 
ilikeike 


“Tt’s a wrong number,” Dan said. 


“Wait,” Amy said. “It’s not Hawaiian. I like Ike was a presidential 
campaign slogan from the 1950s!” 


“Historical facts make me quiver with excitement,” Dan said. 
“For President Dwight David Eisenhower!” Amy said. 
Eisenhower. 


Dan stared at the screen. “ ‘Tacoman’ ... but Uncle Alistair was 
burritos ... yup, that would be something Eisenhower would write.” 

“Exactly!” Amy said. “And I’m thinking m-e-a-t is supposed to be 
m-e-e-t. He wants us to meet him — or something bad is going to happen 
to Uncle Alistair.” 

“Guys, what if this is a trap?” Dan asked. 

“What if it’s not?” Amy replied. “Think about it, Dan. The Holts 
found Alistair on that hilltop after we left. If he was working with them, 
they’d be mad at him, because he didn’t deliver us. If he wasn’t working 
with them, they’d be just as mad to find him interfering.” 

“We can’t just ignore this,” Nellie said. 

“Yes, we can,” Amy blurted. “Why do we have to run all over a 
strange country and risk our own lives? Why do we owe Alistair 
anything?” 

Dan glanced at his sister uneasily. “Amy ...? I know you don’t really 
mean that, right?” 

His sister turned away, her face red. She took a breath and murmured 
something he took to mean yes. 


“Okay ...” Dan nodded. “ ‘One hundred m n’ ... that’s one hundred 


meters north of—what’s Boom?” He grabbed Amy’s map of Pretoria. On 
the right side was an alphabetical list of street names. “It’s a street — 
Boom Street on the north side of the city, near the zoo! Near Paul Kruger 
Street.” 


“Hang on, boys and girls,” Nellie said, handing Amy back her phone. 
“Gomez and Cahills go Boom.” 


Boom Street ringed a large field across from the zoo. At the corner of 
Paul Kruger, Nellie hung a tight left turn, tires screeching. 


A traffic sign on a wooden horse said: 


DANGER: CONSTRUCTION SITE 
HARD HATS* only 


At the bottom, scribbled in nearly illegible handwriting next to an 
asterisk, were the words *and Cahills! 


“Drive around it,” Dan said. “They’re up ahead.” 


Behind the sign, the street dropped off into a steep decline. Parked at 
the bottom was the purple pickup. Uncle Alistair stood beside it at 
attention, his cane in hand and his bowler hat neatly on his head. 


Nellie put the car in first gear and rode the brake downhill. At the 
sound of the engine’s whine, Alistair looked upward and waved them 
over. 


“Alistair is working with the Holts,” Amy hissed. 

“He looks worried about something,” Dan said. 

“Be careful,” Amy replied. 

As Nellie slowed, Alistair’s waving got more urgent. “Um, guys, 
what’s with his hat?” 

Two blue wires extended from the back of Alistair’s bowler all the 
way into the driver’s window of the pickup. Amy couldn’t see anyone 
inside the cab, but Alistair was looking agitatedly across the street. 

There, standing near a thick, gnarled acacia tree, were Eisenhower, 
Mary-Todd, Reagan, Madison, and Hamilton Holt, along with their pit 
bull, Arnold. Eisenhower leered triumphantly, his neck the color of rare 


roast beef. In his hand was a long yellow string leading to Alistair’s 
bowler. “Let’s talk,” he said. 


“Let’s book!” Dan said. 
Nellie threw the car into reverse. 
Alistair’s face turned ashen. “No, dont!” he shouted. 


“Retreat is not — I repeat, not — recommended!” Eisenhower 
barked. “If you value human life.” 


“Don’t listen to him!” Amy said. “Go, Nellie, go!” 


“Ten-HUT!” Eisenhower held up his hand. “Your uncle is attached 
by means of technology learned and perfected by myself in Explosives 
Lab 101, Instructor Todd Bempster, West Point Class of None-of-Your- 
Business, to the pickup battery, in a manner too electronical to explain in 
civilianistic terms but easy to set up with the help of a few handy 
household —” 


“Cut to the chase, will you, lamby?” said Mary-Todd. 


Eisenhower held up the string with a triumphant smile. “If the hat 
comes off Alistair’s head, the pickup explodes.” 


“He’s bluffing,” Dan said shakily. 


“He’s not.” Amy knew Eisenhower meant business. And she liked 
the idea. 


NOW you’ll finally feel what our parents felt, Uncle Alistair. You’ll 
know what it’s like to be abandoned, instead of the one who abandons. 


“YOU IN THE YUGO — COME ACROSS THE STREET, IF YOU 
KNOW WHAT’S GOOD FOR YOU,” shouted Eisenhower. “ON THE 
DOUBLE! — ER, TRIPLE!” 


Amy took a deep breath. She tried to grab on to a coherent thought in 
her brain, but they were flying around inside, slippery and dark like bats. 


Dan put his hand gently on her shoulder. “Follow me.” 


He stepped out of the car and walked downhill toward the Holts. 
Amy followed behind, numbly. On the other side of the street, she could 
sense a change in the faces of Reagan and Madison — something like 
relief. This scheme, Amy realized, wasn’t their idea. Hamilton was 
looking downright panicked. 


She tried to meet his glance. He was blinking fast, as if he were 
embarrassed or fighting back tears. She felt a surge of gratitude toward 
him. For saving her life. For helping them against Alistair. “Ham ...?” 
she said. 


Eisenhower clapped a beefy hand on his son’s shoulder, nearly 
knocking him over. “We know you’re here for the Tomas clue.” 


“We are?” Nellie blurted out. 
Madison rolled her eyes. “Oh, that was convincing.” 
“Actually,” Reagan murmured, “it was.” 


“When we heard you were going to Peoria on that intercept from 
Indonesia,” Eisenhower said, “we made sure to follow.” 


“You mean, Pretoria,” Nellie corrected. 

“My husb — er, we bungled the flight booking,” Mary-Todd said. 
“The two choices were so close on the drop-down menu. You see, by 
getting it wrong, we got it right.” 

“You found us by mistake?” Amy said. She glanced at Dan, but he 
was Staring intently ahead, as if hypnotized by something. 

“Who are you here to meet?” Eisenhower demanded. 

“Reagan did some research?” Madison said, parking her gum under 
her tongue. “She found out that the Tomas have a clue? It has something 
to do with some South African tribe?” 

“But if it’s a Tomas clue, don’t you know it?” Dan asked. 


“You little brat,” Eisenhower said. “Just like the others. Laughing at 
us. Looking down their noses. Cutting us off from the family secrets.” 


“Sweet pea ...” Mary-Todd said. “Your blood pressure ...” 

The angrier Eisenhower got, the redder his face became. He clenched 
his fist around the string. Amy thought she could hear a frightened yeep 
from Alistair. 

“Don’t!” Nellie shouted. 


“Who is your contact?” Eisenhower demanded. “Where is the Tomas 
clue?” 


Stay calm, Amy commanded herself. She was shaking. 
She looked at Dan. He seemed paralyzed, staring intently ahead. 
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“Your uncle’s hat,” Eisenhower said in a tense, measured tone, “is 
connected to a wire via a magnet, which creates a groundified circuit. 
Knock off the hat, the circuit breaks. The pickup — bang! And for good 
measure, a loose wire falls upon the base of Mr. Oh’s brain. Five 
hundred volts. I would hate to see that happen on a beautiful day like 
this, wouldn’t you?” 

Suddenly, Dan snapped out of his trance. “I know the clue!” he 
blurted. 


Amy spun around. “You do?” 
Her brother was jerking his arm back toward the car. “I — I need to 


get the map. Permission, sir?” 
Map? Amy stared at him in utter confusion. 


“Granted!” Eisenhower barked. “And you know what happens if this 
is a trick.” 


Dan ran to the Yugo. He was sweating. His fingertips shook. He 
opened the passenger door and leaned in. 


“Mrrp?” 
Saladin mewed hungrily from the backseat. 


“RAWRF!” Arnold lunged forward. His leash flew out of Mary- 
Todd’s hand. 


“No-o-o-o!” Amy cried out. “Shut the door, Dan!” 


Dan scrambled to turn around. He pulled himself fully into the car. 
As he slammed shut the driver’s door, Arnold banged headfirst into it. 


The Yugo rolled downhill, toward the pickup. 

“Pull back the handbrake!” Nellie shouted, racing toward the car. 
“The what?” Dan said. 

“He’s heading for the pickup!” Reagan shouted. “Stop him!” 


“No ... oh, please, no ...” Alistair murmured, his face puckered and 
sallow. 


“THIS IS NOT ACCORDING TO PROTOCOL!” Eisenhower 
bellowed. 


Hamilton Holt sprinted across the road. He pulled open the pickup’s 
front door and dived inside, his fingers working a tangle of blue wires in 
the dashboard. 


The Yugo was picking up speed. 
“The lever in the center!” Nellie shouted. “Pull it!” 


Hamilton leaped out of the cab. He leaned toward Alistair, turning 
his back, then whirled around. 


The Yugo was fifteen feet away ... ten ... 
“Now!” he shouted. “Stop now, Dan!” 


Amy heard a metallic ratchet noise. The Yugo skidded left, turning 
sideways in the road. 


She watched in horror as its right rear fender smacked against the 
pickup. 
“DAN!” she cried, racing toward him.... 


Her brother was trembling. Staring at the steering wheel of the 
stopped car. 


In one piece. 


Hamilton, Nellie, and Amy converged at the side of the Yugo. “I 
reset the mechanism,” Hamilton said. “It’s on a timer now. Three 
minutes. Take this. Go.” 

He handed Amy a folded-up sheet of paper and sprang away, running 
across the street. “Move!” he shouted to his family. “It’s about to blow!” 


The Holts all ran in the other direction. Out of the corner of her eye, 
Amy could see Alistair crouching behind a tree. When the Holts were a 
half block gone, he began limping away, fast. 


Amy felt a hand on her shoulder. Dan was pulling her into the car. 
The door shut and Nellie tore away as the pickup blew. 


CHABTER Ta 


Amy flinched at the sound of the bomb blast on Boom Street. Nellie was 
speeding the Yugo onto the highway entrance ramp. 


“Yeeee-HAHHH!” Dan screamed, hitting the car roof with his fist. 

Amy’s insides were frayed. “You think that was fun?” she blurted. 
“We could have all been killed — because of you! What did you think 
you were doing?” 

“Didn’t you see him?” Dan said. “Hamilton — he was blinking!” 

“So?” Amy said. 

“Blinking Morse code, Amy!” Dan explained. “Dit-dah-dit, dit, dit- 
dah-dit-dit, dit, dit-dah, dit-dit-dit, dit, dah-dit-dit-dit, dit-dah-dit, dit- 
dah, dah-dit-dah, dit! Two words — release brake! He was giving me 
instructions.” 

“You understood that?” Nellie said. 


“At first I’m, like, dude, what?” Dan said. “But he kept repeating the 
same message. He wanted me to create a distraction!” 


“Are you crazy?” Amy pressed. “What if Hamilton hadn’t been able 
to fix the wires in time? You hit the van, Dan! You hit it! A distraction 
doesn’t mean dying!” 


Dan deflated. His face darkened, and he fell back heavily into his 
seat. “You really know how to ruin a nice day.” 


The car fell silent as Nellie pulled onto the highway and zoomed 
toward Johannesburg. “So, campers,” she chirped, “what say we 
celebrate our escape, Alistair’s escape, Hamilton’s good-guyness, and 
Dan’s great code-breaking skills by stopping off and getting us a fresh 
GPS? And maybe, like, some food?” She paused while Amy and Dan 
shifted uncomfortably. “I knew you’d jump on that idea. I’Il keep an eye 
out for a place.” 


As the flat, parched countryside raced by, Amy stared out the 


window. “I wonder where he is now—Ailistair.” 


“I saw Hamilton whisper something to him after he fixed the wires,” 
Nellie said. “Must have been telling him to make like a tortilla chip and 
break away.” 


Dan shook his head. “I can’t believe that wacko was going to zap 
him.” 

Amy closed her eyes. The plan was so barbaric. 

Zap. One flip of the bowler. 

She suddenly had the urge to cry. 


Something was bubbling up inside Amy, something so muddy and 
deep she couldn’t define it. “I ... wanted him to die, Dan. I never felt 
that before. What’s wrong with me?” 


“Hey, kiddo ...” Nellie said gently. 

Dan nodded. “Yeah. It’s understandable. Really.” 

“Ts it?” Amy said. “I don’t understand it. You should climb around 
inside my brain, Dan. It’s like this dark room surrounded by quicksand.” 

“I know what you mean,” her brother said quietly. “I hate being in 
my brain sometimes. I have to get out.” 

“What do you do?” Amy said. 

Dan shrugged. “I go to other places — my toes. My shoulders. But 
mostly here.” He tapped his chest and immediately turned red. “I know. 
It’s stupid.” 

“Not really,” Amy said. “I wish I could do that, too.” 

“It’s not something you do,” Dan said. “I mean, something’s always 
going on in there whether you want it to or not. You just have to, like, lift 
up the shades and peek in.” 


Amy took a deep breath. The idea sounded so Dan. She closed her 
eyes and thought about the past few days. About Alistair and the hunt. 
About Dan and his body travel. 


Lift the shades ... 


The quicksand was fading away. Relief washed over her. And she 
began to cry. “I hate myself,” she said. “I hate what I’m seeing.” 


“Why?” Dan asked. 


Stop feeling relief! she scolded herself. Relief is weakness. Relief is 
compassion. Compassion is trust. 


Trust no one. 


“Why do you have such stupid ideas, Dan!” she blurted. 
Dan smiled. “You do feel happy, right? About Alistair?” 


“I shouldn’t!” Amy willed back the tears. “I can’t! He always 
escapes. Mom and Dad didn’t escape, but he does. It’s not fair. He 
deserves to die.” 


“Amy?” Dan said. 


“I don’t want to feel glad that we saved Alistair!” Amy said. 
“Because saving him is like betraying the memory of Mom and Dad.” 


Dan nodded. He fell silent for a long time and then finally said, “You 
can’t help it, Amy—being glad he’s alive. I think Mom and Dad would 
be proud of you. They valued life. It’s what made them different from 
some of those other Cahills. And Madrigals.” 


Amy thought for a moment. He was right. Being like a Madrigal was 
the worst possible fate she could imagine. 


Sometimes — just sometimes—Amy wanted to put her arm around 
her brother. But the last time she’d done that, he’d washed his shoulders 
off and written CP on his shirt for Cootie Protection. So she just smiled 
and asked, “How do you know, Dan? You were so young when they 
died. Do you really remember them?” 


“Not in my mind,” Dan replied, gazing at the passing scenery. “But 
everyplace else ...” 


“Turn left, now ...” said a soothing voice from the Yugo dashboard. 


“Thank you, Carlos,” Nellie replied with a grin. “I’m going to marry 
Carlos. I tell him what to do, and he just does it. No complaints.” 


Nellie’s new GPS device, which they had named Carlos, was leading 
them into the city of Johannesburg. In the near distance, a cluster of 
glass-and-steel skyscrapers sloped up gently toward a slim, graceful 
structure like a giant scepter. 


Amy’s face was buried in a book. She had been reading aloud from 
it, a fact that made the trip seem about fifteen hours long. “ “The N1 
Western Bypass is part of a road system that rings the city, the busiest 
section of road in South Africa,’ ” Amy recited. “ ‘As you approach 
Constitution Hill, notice the Hillbrow Tower, one of South Africa’s 
tallest structures, resembling a more modest version of the Space Needle 
in Seattle.’” 


“Uh—Amy?” Dan said. “We’re here. We are in the traffic. We can 


see the tower.” 
Amy ignored him. “Let’s find the Jan Smuts exit.” 
“Sounds like one of Nellie’s boyfriends,” Dan said. 


Nellie leaned over and smacked him. “I’m loyal to Carlos. And he 
will find the exit for us.” 


“Smuts — pronounced Smoots — was an Afrikaner military leader 
and prime minister of South Africa,” Amy said. “He supported apartheid, 
the separation of races. But in 1948 he came out against it — and lost the 
election. Can you believe it? I mean, the Africans — the ones who were 
here first — were treated like that? And you could only be president if 
you agreed to it?” 


“They could have voted the bad guys out,” Dan said, “like we do in 
America. Well, sometimes.” 


“We’re not so squeaky clean,” Nellie said. “My dad— Pedro Gomez 
—was chased out of this town in the ’burbs? They hated Mexicans 
gathering on the street — but they were just waiting for farmers to hire 
them for daily work! My grandmother? She was going to settle in the 
South, until she saw this sign on a water fountain that said ‘Coloreds 
Only.’ She wasn’t sure if she was or wasn’t. But just the idea that she had 
to think of it was disgusting. Dude, why do you think there were marches 
and protests in the fifties and sixties?” 


Dan recalled all pictures in textbooks and on a million PBS specials 
Aunt Beatrice used to sleep through. “People were crazy back then,” he 
said. 


“Crazy is something you can’t help,” Amy said. “This was planned. 
South Africa had always separated races, even in colonial days. Tribal 
people couldn’t go into white cities after dark. They had to carry passes, 
or they were jailed. But apartheid didn’t even start, officially, till, like, 
the forties. You had to be labeled black, colored, white, Indian. ‘Colored’ 
meant you looked part white, part black. If you weren’t white you 
couldn’t vote. You had to live in segregated areas — like our Indian 
reservations but called Bantustans. You had your own schools, doctors, 
and stuff—totally inferior. The government made Bantustans separate 
countries, so they could control people with immigration laws. You had 
white bus stops and colored bus stops. You couldn’t marry out of your 
race.” 


Dan’s head was spinning. This somehow didn’t seem real. It didn’t 
match what he was seeing outside the car window. But when Amy was 
on a roll like this, she had the facts locked. 


Colored? 


“How could you tell if someone was, like, colored?” Dan asked. 
“What did that mean?” 


“They had tests,” Nellie said with a shrug. “Like, looking at your 
skin color with paint samples? I don’t know. Sometimes two people in 
the same family were called different races. So they had to move. Dude, 
people protested all the time. The Soweto student uprising in, like, the 
seventies? Kids were killed by police. Nelson Mandela? He was in jail 
for almost thirty years. He nearly died.” 


“Mandela’s like this big honcho,” Dan said. He could picture the guy 
on news reports, all smiley and kind-faced like your favorite uncle. 


“Now he is,” Amy said. “The government woke up. Foreigners 
stopped investing in South Africa. Protests were ruining the country. 
Apartheid ended, but not till 1994.” 


Dan looked out the window. He was feeling sick but not from the car. 
Different countries for different races ... police killing kids ... 1994? It 
didn’t seem real. 


He saw people of all colors heading out of buildings, leaving work. 
Some had heads down, some were on cell phones. If it weren’t for the 
weird languages, it could have been home. 


As the Yugo puffed up a hill, he saw a strange collection of buildings 
and a sign welcoming them to Constitution Hill. The building on the left 
was Sleek and modern, with a glass tower rising out of the center. A wall 
near the entrance contained the words Constitutional Court in different 
colors and languages. 


Nellie parked, and she and Amy went straight to the court entrance, a 
massive carved wooden door. But Dan stood staring to the right, at 
another set of buildings, dirty and flecked with peeling paint. A decrepit 
lookout building sat above a thicket of razor wire, straddling two of the 
larger buildings. It was balanced precariously, as if a shove in either 
direction could send it tumbling. 


“Sorry, miss,” he overheard a guard saying to Amy, “Shaka Zulu died 
many decades before the prison was built. There is no connection to 
Shaka here. But of course you are welcome to come inside to see the 
museum.” 

“Come on,” Amy said, grabbing Dan’s arm. 

Dan fell in behind her and Nellie. “Great. A museum next to a prison 
in the wrong town. That’s a good start.” 


“Ssshhh,” Amy said. They stepped into a cavernous, light-drenched 


foyer with slanted columns and colorful mosaic walls. “There’s a library 
here. I saw signs.” 


“Whaaat?” Dan shot back. “The guy said prison, not library! Oh, I 
forgot. Same thing.” 


Amy took a left, then followed signs down a long hallway until they 
emerged into a towering room with a wide spiral staircase. “May I help 
you?” asked a woman with light brown skin and salt-and-pepper hair. 
She was wearing a simple string of white pearls that somehow seemed to 
pick up the tint of her deep brown eyes. 


Amy wondered if her skin shade would have been considered 
“black” or “colored” in apartheid South Africa and immediately felt 
embarrassed. “Hi I’m, um, Amy and th-th-this is my b-b-brother, Dan, 
and N-Nellie,” she said. 


“We’re looking for, like, Shaka Zulu information?” Dan said. “Also 
ice cream. If you have it.” 


“Americans — how delightful.” The woman smiled and extended a 
hand. “I am Mrs. Winifred Thembeka, and I’m the librarian here. This is 
mainly a place for information about human rights. Alas, I’m afraid we 
don’t have much about Shaka, although they’re planning an exhibit for 
two years from now.” 


“Two years?” Dan said. 


Mrs. Thembeka gave a sympathetic nod. “Our main reading room is 
on the third floor, should you care to use it. Ice cream is sold in the 
café.” 


“Thank you.” Amy pulled Dan toward the stairs. 


The third floor contained an airy reading room leading to endless 
stacks of books. “I thought this was a center for human rights,” Dan said, 
shaking free of Amy’s grip. “Now what? We look up every book about 
Shaka and hope we find a clue?” 

“Have faith,” Amy said, sitting at a computer terminal and typing in 
Shaka’s name. 

Nellie sighed. “I hope you’re right, Amy. ‘Cause Little Mister Ben 
and Jerry’s here has a point. I mean, I love you and all, but I’m thinking 
that at this rate we’re going to end up living in this library.” 

Dan sat at another terminal, ready to start his own search. A glossy 
Constitution Hill pamphlet rested on the keyboard, and as he pushed it 
aside, he glanced at its title: “The Shameful History of Number Four.” 


Shameful History. That had some potential. 


He began reading: 


To understand the history of the South African people, their grit and 
defiance against oppression, we start at the Old Fort Prison Complex, 
also known as “Number Four.” 


Originally called Mentonville, it opened in 1893 on what was then 
called Hospital Hill. A fort was built around it several years later, after 
British uitlanders (outsiders) tried to overthrow the Boer government. At 
first, the prison housed only white prisoners. “Number Four” was built 
as a so-called “Native Prison” for blacks. Informers had their teeth 
yanked out. Some wore them around their necks. Built for 356 prisoners, 
it soon housed over 1100. Gangs of inmates often attacked each other. 
Flush toilets were not introduced until 1959. Striking mineworkers, 
victims of petty apartheid laws, “Pass Law” protesters, rebelling 
students of the 1976 Soweto uprising—all were kept in Number Four, as 
well as many heroes of the Congress Movement, including Nelson and 
Winnie Mandela, Albertina Sisulu, and Oliver R. Tambo. 


Dan stopped reading. This was how they treated people under 
apartheid. What a waste of human life at Number Four! 


Number Four. 


Dan’s mind flashed to the handwriting at the bottom of the Shaka 
card. 
BIMRSESOSEIM GEKK #4 


“Amy!” he blurted out. “Number Four—remember? It was written 
after the name we decoded? Number Four is also the name of the Old 
Prison!” 


Amy bolted over. “Constitution Hill, Number Four—that’s it, Dan!” 
Dan went on reading, this time aloud: 


“ ‘The notorious prison has had its share of historical figures: 
Mahatma Gandhi, for protesting the condition of Indians; Winston 
Churchill, held here while a war correspondent before being transferred 
to prison in Pretoria. Although Churchill wrote publicly about the Boer 
War in his books London to Ladysmith via Pretoria and Ian Hamilton’s 
March, a hidden trove of private correspondence about Number Four 
was found recently in Pretoria. Most of the papers were instantly stolen, 
but one of the only remaining documents was given to the Constitution 
Hill library as a bequest from the private collection of the late Mrs. 
Grace Cahill....’” 


Dan stopped reading. The silence on the third floor was total, as if 
even the air-conditioning ducts and computer electricity had shut down. 


“Grace ...” he said. 


“Dan ...” Amy said. “That second name? The other Gekk brother? 
Do you remember what it decoded to?” 


Dan remembered. “Church Hill ...” he said. “Churchill!” 
“Typo,” Nellie said. “Should be two Hs, not three.” 
“Churchill was a Cahill,” Amy said. “A Lucian.” 


“And the document was from Pretoria — as in ‘Marching to 
Pretoria,’ ” Dan said. “The song Irina quoted? It pointed to where the 
document was. But Grace got there first!” 


Dan typed in the name WINSTON CHURCHILL. A list of documents 
appeared, each with a line of identifying text. Dan looked for the one that 
said “gift of Mrs. G. Cahill” and pressed a button marked access. 


The screen instantly turned blue: 


PRIVATE HOLDING 
NOT FOR PUBLIC VIEWING 


CHARTERIS 


Dan’s patented I’m just a cute, curious kid expression always got him 
results. “Can we just see that Churchill document?” he asked Mrs. 
Thembeka, with Oscar-winning innocence. “It would be, like, so cool to 
touch something that Churchill personally wrote.” 


He turned to Amy for support, but she was barely paying attention. 
Her nose was in a biography of Winston Churchill that she had found. 


Mrs. Thembeka’s phone started beeping, and she turned to pick it up. 
“Pm dreadfully sorry, dear, but our private holdings have very strict 
access. Excuse me.” 


“Nice try,” Nellie muttered. 


Dan’s eyes wandered over to the file cabinets in the library office 
directly behind Mrs. Thembeka. The papers had to be in there. He looked 
around frantically for anything that he could use to help distract the 
librarian. But his eyes locked on a bronze plaque hanging directly over 
the file cabinet: 


The Constitution Hill Library 
Is Grateful for the Support 

Of Our Generous Patrons to the 
Literacy Campaign 


ək K 

Ruth Aluwani 
Oliver Bheka 
Piet Broeksma 
Grace Cahill 


“Amy, look!” Dan blurted out. “Grace! She’s all over this place.” 


Mrs. Thembeka glanced up at Dan. She murmured something into 
the phone, hung up abruptly, and came out from behind her desk. “Did 
you know Grace Cahill?” she said. As she looked from Dan to Amy to 
Nellie and back, her eyes misted. “Oh, my goodness, I should have 
known. You look just like her.” 


“I do?” Dan said. He adored his grandmother, but she did have silver 
hair and wrinkles. 


“The eyes are the same. And you ...” Mrs. Thembeka took Amy’s 
hand. “You must be the beloved granddaughter of whom she so often 
spoke. Please, sit.” She gestured toward a chair and a small sofa and 
went to shut the office door. “I was so sorry to hear of your 
grandmother’s passing. We were good friends, you know. How did you 
find this place? Was it Robert?” 


Dan looked at Amy. “Uh, we don’t know any Robert.” 


Mrs. Thembeka reached inside her desk, pulled out a stack of old 
photos, and held one toward them. “You see? This was, oh, ten years 
ago.” 

In the photo, Mrs. Thembeka and Grace stood arm in arm under a 
theater marquee, on which could only be seen the words by Athol 
Fugard. Grace’s skin was quite tan. In fact, her skin color was nearly 
identical to Mrs. Thembeka’s. “You look like sisters,” Amy said. 


Mrs. Thembeka laughed. “Perhaps we were. In our souls we were 
very much the same.” 


Dan flipped the photo and saw a faded inscription: 


Kimur by day... lata by night... 


Pine adirtnthrtt) dear grinda! 


He held it toward Amy, who looked as if she were about to cry. 
“Lemur ...” she said. “That must be The Flying Lemur, Grace’s private 
plane.” 


“We'd had a full day of flying that afternoon — oh, did she love that 
airplane! Swaziland, Banhine National Park in Mozambique, refueling 
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“What’s ‘Aloes’?” Dan said. 


Mrs. Thembeka smiled. “A reference to the play we saw, A Lesson 
from Aloes. The aloe plant thrives under the worst imaginable 
deprivation—harsh sun, no water for months. It is a symbol of the South 
African people, surviving despite apartheid. Some aloe species have 


quite remarkable healing properties. Grace loved this play.” 
“How did you know her?” Amy said. 


“She was on the library board committee that interviewed me,” Mrs. 
Thembeka said softly. “They were about to hire a more seasoned 
administrator, but Grace insisted on someone passionate about human 
rights. Pd been involved in the struggle since my cousin Vuyo’s ... 
experience. He was a student in Soweto....” 


Was. 


Mrs. Thembeka’s voice trailed off, and Dan recalled what Nellie had 
said about the Soweto uprising. 


Kids were killed by police. 
He had to turn away. 
“Can I look through these?” Amy asked, gazing at the pile of photos. 


“Of course, dear.” As Amy eagerly took up the photos, Mrs. 
Thembeka unlocked another desk drawer. “A few months ago, Grace left 
me a phone message. She sounded weak, but I had no idea she was 
dying. She alerted me about the Churchill document. She said I was to 
list it in the catalogue but limit it strictly to scholars and her direct 
descendants. With positive identification.” Mrs. Thembeka shrugged, 
looking a little embarrassed. “It was an odd request, something we 
weren’t used to — frankly, I don’t imagine any library would be. But she 
was insistent. Because she had done so much for us, the board approved. 
So, although I hate to ask, I will need to see proof....” 


“T think I have my school ID.” Dan fumbled in his pocket. He pulled 
out a crumpled Mars Bar wrapper, some loose string, a cherry Starburst, 
several unidentified pieces of clear plastic, and his dad’s Australian 
passport. He panicked for a moment, until he spotted a corner of his 
school ID jutting out from it. 


He opened the passport and laid it flat. His ID was sticking to an 
inner page. He peeled it off to reveal his dad’s passport photo and fake 
name, Roger Nudelman. “Here you go!” Dan said, holding out the ID. 

But Mrs. Thembeka was riveted on the photo, her eyes widening. 
“Nudelman ...?” she said. “What on earth are you doing with 
Nudelman’s passport?” 

“Oh,” Dan said. “That’s actually not —” 

Amy stomped on his foot under the desk. Dan was about to whap her 


upside the head, but he caught her glance and instantly read what was 
behind her eyes. She obviously doesn’t know Dad, and there must be a 


good reason for that, they were saying. 


“He’s my ... find of the month,” Dan ad-libbed. “The passport was 
on the floor at the airport.” 


Dan thought he could see Mrs. Thembeka shudder. “Then I would 
destroy it,” she said. “And if you were to find his wife’s, destroy that, 


too. Although it probably wouldn’t help. Forging passports is nothing to 
murderers and thieves.” 


CHAPTER G 


Murderers? Thieves? This has got to be a mistake. 


The names on the passports had seemed a little odd to Amy, but not 
familiar. Maybe Dad had chosen a South African crook’s name by 
mistake. 

Amy glanced at Dan, but he was staring at the photo. “I — I don’t 
think —” he stammered. 

“Honestly, I can’t imagine how this passport ended up on the airport 
floor,’ Mrs. Thembeka said as she opened a file cabinet. “The 
Nudelmans were Aussies, I believe, but they went all over the world on 
their spree. India, Indonesia, South Africa ...” 

India, Indonesia, South Africa ... Arthur and Hope’s route in pursuit 
of Amelia Earhart. 


“What did they do?” Nellie insisted. 


“Without using graphic details,” Mrs. Thembeka said, “suffice it to 
say, brutal crimes with no motives. Ransacking buildings and leaving no 
one alive. Happily, they haven’t been seen in years. I assumed they’d 
died, but ... ah, here we are!” She lifted a document from the file and put 
it on the desk. “You may copy it, if you promise to keep it to 
yourselves.” 


“But — about the —” Dan began. 

Amy cut him off with a strong glare. 

A mistake. That was it. Pure and simple. 
“Thank you,” Amy said. “We’ll make a copy.” 


Dan ran out of the building. He was trembling. 
“Wait up!” Amy said, clutching a manila envelope. 


Nellie followed close behind. “Dude, you’re shaking,” she said, 
putting a hand on Dan’s shoulder. 


“Sorry!” Dan took a deep breath. “It’s just ... she called them ... 
murderers.” 


“She’s old. Bad eyesight,” Nellie said reassuringly. 


“Wouldn’t Mrs. Thembeka know what Dad looked like if she and 
Grace were good friends?” Dan asked. 


“Like I said, old,” Nellie said. “Grandparent-old. People like that 
don’t show off pictures of their grownup children. That’s, like, for 
parents of little kids.” 


“So ... Dad chose to use the name of a famous bad guy on his 
passport?” Dan asked. “Why?” 


“Maybe he didn’t know who Nudelman was,” Amy said. “ ‘Roger 
Nudelman’ — that’s the kind of goofy name Dad would always make up. 
Remember Oscar Schmutz, the dirty-fingernail wizard?” 


Dan shook his head sadly. “No.” 


Amy fixed her eyes on Dan’s. “What do you remember about them, 
Dan — Mom and Dad?” 


“Practically nothing,” Dan said, his eyes welling up. 


“Dan, think,” Amy said. “You told me you didn’t remember them in 
your mind, but you did everyplace else. What were those memories?” 


Dan was breathing hard. “Silly stories. Hot chocolate on the white 
kitchen table. Songs at night. This clean-laundry smell. Big arms around 
me...” 


“When you were about two,” Amy said, “I heard Dad say to Mom, ‘I 
just want to reach forty-three. Then he’ll be eight, and if I die, at least 
he’ll remember who I am.’ I wasn’t supposed to hear it, and it scared me. 
Mom told him he was being morbid. Pll never forget what she said next. 
‘Babies remember souls, Arthur.’ So for a year or so I tried to put you 
near Dad’s shoes. I thought she was saying soles. Okay, I figured out 
what she meant — but it wasn’t until now that I really understood. Those 
things you remember? That’s what Mom meant.” 


“People like your mom and dad,” Nellie said gently, “are not capable 
of such bad things.” 


“Trina turned out to have a good soul,” Dan said. “And she was 
capable of very bad things.” 


Amy put her hand on Dan’s shoulder. “Irina found her goodness late. 
Mom and Dad already had it.” 


“Right,” Dan said. “That’s true. Can we go now?” 
As he walked to the car, he unfolded the copy of the Churchill letter. 


Amy linked arms with Nellie. She hoped Dan could let go of this. 
She hoped she could, too. 


In the parking lot, Dan laid out the copied letter on the backseat. “Check 
this out ...” he said in awe. 




































FROM THE DESK OF 
WINSTON LEONARD SPENCER-CHURCHILL 


11 May 1900 


My Darling M_j_ C___. 
Tho’ my loyalty to Britain & 

(tAste for tumult may have drawn me 
| to the Anglo-Boer conflict eventually, I 
commend you for urging that 
my war reporting begin here now. 
My loss in the election, as you say, 
was a scar to be borne bravely & 
is surely meant to strengthen me, 
as will our army’s troubles with the 
mighty Boers strengthen it. Yes, I 
did escape imprisonment from Pretoria's 
State Model School, to where they’d 
taken me (fortunately!) from H. Hill. 
One cannot summon words for that 
filthy pit in Johannesburg, a place 
far more miserable than my fetid 
hidey hole in Witbank’s mines, post- 
escape (where I was able indeed 
to discover a realization, given herein!). 


This I send you, 
With all my heart, 
Your Winnie 








ine shal! deliver 
@ letter, if thou 
ard ever. 


The unbroken 
thy desire to 
| proceedeth dow: 
in single steps.) 













“This is a big help,” Dan said disgustedly. 


“H. Hill,” Amy said, flipping through her Churchill biography. “That 
must mean Hospital Hill. That’s what they used to call Constitution Hill 
back then.” 


“Right. And Churchill hated it.” Nellie shrugged. “No big shocker 
there.” 


“It says here that Churchill was taken from the prison here and 
transferred to a place called the Staatsmodel, or State Model School, in 
Pretoria,” Amy went on. 


Dan nodded. “Where he wrote this. Where it stayed for years until 
Grace sent it to Constitution Hill.” 


Amy continued reading her book. “Okay. They were using that 
school in Pretoria as a prison. Churchill scaled a ten-foot wall and 
escaped to a mining town called Witbank, where he hid until he was able 
to hop a supply truck. It all checks out with the text in this letter!” 


Dan leaned close. “What’s this bit at the end? “The unbroken line 
shall deliver thy desire ...’?” 


“An unbroken line could mean, like, eternity,” Amy said, scanning 
her book’s index. 


“Or a circle,” Dan suggested. “Or a box or a trapezoid or any kind of 
closed shape!” 


Amy glanced at the top of the letter. “Who is M-blank C-blank?” 


“C for Cahill!” Dan blurted out. “Maybe he was writing this to, like, 
our great-grandmother. Do we know her first name?” 


“No,” Amy said, pacing back and forth. “Okay, let’s think this 
through. The guy at the airport gave us the code that led us here. 
Somehow, he’s connected with all this. Grace left a secret document here 
for us, a document stolen from Pretoria and written by a Cahill. The 
Holts have reason to believe that there’s a Tomas clue hidden somewhere 
in South Africa —” 


“Yes — and Churchill knew what it was!” Dan said. “That’s what 
Grace is trying to show us. Maybe the location of the clue died with 
Churchill. Look at what Old Winnie wrote at the end of the message.” 


“ ‘Witbank’s mines ...” ” Amy read, “ ‘where I was able indeed to 
discover a realization ...’ A Cahill writing to possibly another Cahill 
about discovering a realization! Sounds like a clue to me.” 


Amy felt light-headed. Grace was talking to her from the grave — 
did she know where the Clue was? 


Nellie slid into the Yugo and began tapping her new GPS. “Carlos, 
darling, take us to Witbank.” 


It took longer than expected to find Witbank, mainly because its official 
name had been changed to Emalahleni and no one had told Carlos. No 


one had told Carlos he should be an air conditioner, either, and as far as 
Dan was concerned, that was even worse. 


After a few confused questions in a petrol station, they were driving 
toward the abandoned mine where Churchill had been hidden. 
Amy was reading again. Constantly. 


C c 
oe 


. a town built on its rich mining resources, Witbank was the 
home of British sympathizers who hid Churchill after his daring escape 
from the State Model School ...’” Amy read. 

“This was before he turned into ... you know, a famous fat guy,” Dan 
said. 

“Prime Minister of England,” Amy corrected. “During World War 
Two.” 

Nellie parked in a small lot. A house stood nearby and behind it a 
parched landscape marked with mounds of dirt. They walked through the 
open door. 

Inside the building, a craggy, thin man with a pencil behind his ear 
played chess with a teenager. 

When the guy turned around, Amy began stuttering. Silently. It was a 
feat only Amy could manage, and only Dan could notice. 

And it only happened in front of boys who looked like this one. He 
had brown hair and caramel-colored eyes, like Dan’s friend Nick Santos, 
who made all the sixth-grade girls turn into blithering idiots when he 
looked their way—in fact, would even say Watch, I can make them turn 
into blithering idiots, and then he’d do it. Only older. 

“He. Is. Hot,” Nellie said under her breath. 

“You too?” Dan hissed. 

“Checkmate!” Mr. Hottie exclaimed. 

“Wowww,” Amy managed. 

“Um, we’re looking for the Churchill escape site?” Dan said. 

The man groaned and rose from his chair. “It’s out back. You’ll see 
the plaque. Help ’em, will you, Kurt? We’ll have our rematch when you 
get back from chorus rehearsal tomorrow.” 

The boy smiled — mostly at Amy. 

“Sorry, her heart belongs to Ian Kabra,” Dan said, except that 
something in her expression made him realize her heart didn’t belong at 
all to Ian right now. 


Kurt gave a perplexed smile. “Walk this way,” he said, unfolding 


himself to his full height, which had to be at least 6’2”. Amy watched 
him swagger to the door. 


“Churchill hid from the Boers in this mine shaft after his escape,” 
Kurt said, “until he was smuggled out in a supply truck.” 


“Did he, like, leave any messages here?” Dan said. “You know, 
letters written to someone from inside the mine? With stuff about, um, 
locations and stuff?” 


Kurt leaned closer to Dan. “Sounds like you know the secret — that 
the Churchill story was all a lie.” 

“Yes, exactly,” Dan said, playing along and trying not to look like an 
idiot. “A total lie. I knew that.” 

“A l-l-lie?” Amy squeaked. 

“Churchill was a double agent,” Kurt whispered. “That’s why he was 
in South Africa. Not to be a reporter. To find secrets.” 

“A double agent for the Boers?” Nellie asked. 

“Someone else,” Kurt said. “Some group. He left a symbol on a 
clothing scrap we have inside. Two snakes and a sword, with a big L. 
Haven’t figured it out yet. But he was looking for something. And he 
was exchanging messages with his agents, in the tunnels. I know, 
because he left a message on the wall.” 


Dan glanced at Amy and knew she was thinking that same thing he 
was. L—Lucian. 


“What did it say?” Dan said. 


Kurt shrugged. “I saw it when I was a boy. I used to spend hours 
down there, practicing my singing where no one could hear me.” He 
smiled at Amy. “I used to be shy.” 


“Where’s this wall?” Dan demanded. “Can we see it?” 
“You have asthma,” Amy said. “Mines are dusty.” 
“So was the cave in Seoul,” Dan said. “I was fine!” 


“Well, take a look,” Kurt said, gesturing toward a rickety structure, a 
fenced-in area marked OFF-LIMITS. “There have already been a few 
incidents with that mine. Look at the thing the wrong way, and 
something inside collapses. They plan to cave it in soon.” 

“So... we can’t get inside?” Dan said. 

“Sure, if you’re looking for a free burial,” Kurt replied. He winked at 
Dan, then turned to Amy. “Do you play chess?” 


“A l-l-little,” Amy stammered. 


Perfect. Dan couldn’t believe his good fortune. 
“She’s great,” Dan said. “She’ II kill you!” 


“T accept the challenge,” Kurt said flirtatiously. Dan couldn’t believe 
it — did Kurt actually like his sister? 


Red-faced, Amy followed Kurt to the building. And Dan backed 
slowly away. 


Toward the abandoned mine. 


CHARTE RLG 


“Are you out of your mind?” 


Dan spun around. In the setting sun, he saw Nellie in silhouette. With 
her current hairstyle, she looked like a tiny stegosaurus mounted on a 
human body. “He winked,” Dan said. “Meaning it’s okay to do this.” 


“You are out of your mind,” Nellie said. “He winked because he 
likes your sister. Amy is being held captive by the mad chess fiend of 
South Africa.” 


Dan looked over her shoulder. Through the window he could see the 
older man was chatting, fixing something on a stove, while Amy and 
Kurt sat playing chess. When they weren’t looking at the board, they 
were sneaking glances at each other. 


“They’re perfect together,” Dan said. “And he was exaggerating 
about this mine. These guys get all nervous about this stuff for insurance 
reasons.” 

“Do you even know what that means?” Nellie asked. 

“No,” Dan said. “But hey, it’s been here since the eighteen-hundreds, 
right?” 

Nellie thought a moment. Then she reached around, unhooked her 
backpack, and pulled out a flashlight. “Take this. If I hear one pebble 
come loose, I pull you up for safety reasons. Duck down into the shaft. 
Do not fall. If you find something written on the wall, I will help you 
write it down. If you don’t, that’s it. We’re out of here. Got it?” 


Dan grabbed the flashlight. “You are awesome.” 
“I know. Now hurry.” 


Dan ran toward the shack and darted around back. In the center of a 
fenced-in area was a wide hole with the top of a frayed rope ladder 
bolted to the rim. He gulped. “This ladder is looking a little vintage.” 


Nellie peered over. “Okay, Plan B. You lean over and look. That’s it. 


Pll hold your legs. Hurry!” 


“Right.” For a moment Dan froze. The last time he was in a mine, in 
Coober Pedy, Australia, he had encountered poisonous spiders and a 
deadly snake. Not to mention asthma. You’re not actually going in, he 
told himself. Just dipping down a little. 


Swallowing hard, Dan got on all fours at the edge of the hole. He 
could feel Nellie’s hands gripping his ankles as he flicked on the 
flashlight. 

The hole was wide enough for one person. The walls were slick, as if 
painted with shellac. The rope ladder hung down, disappearing into 
nothingness and swaying slowly on the current of some invisible breeze. 
An acrid, vaguely rotten stench wafted upward. 

My fetid hidey hole in Witbank’s mines ... Churchill had written. 

“What do you see?” Nellie hissed. 

“Hold tight,” Dan said. 

The rock walls were rough and pocked, and a jagged crack ran down 
the opposite side. Dan thought he could spot some writing, but it was just 
the accumulation of gravelly dirt on a narrow ledge. 

“T hear something!” Nellie said. “Make it fast!” 

Nada. 


Dan exhaled. It was too dark, too much pressure. “Beam me up, 
Scotty,” he said. 

The words caught in his mouth. His flashlight was angled inward 
now, shining on the wall just below him. 

And there, carefully carved into the rock about four feet directly 
underneath him, were several lines of writing. “Wait! I got it!” Dan 
cried. “Lower me a little! I see something!” 

Nellie inched forward. Dan sank lower into the shaft. Pebbles shook 
loose from the rim and rained downward into the hole — into silence. 
Dan never heard them reach bottom. 

Dan squinted, reaching down with the flashlight to the writing on the 
wall. It was too hard to read. 


A rubbing. That would do the trick. 
“Pull me up!” Dan said. 


In a moment, Dan was over the edge of the hole. “Okay, Nellie, I 
need to go back down, this time with a sheet of paper and pencil. There’s 
writing down there, and I can get it by rubbing it.” 


“Now I know you’re crazy,” she said. 


“Checkmate!” Amy’s voice echoed from the hut, followed by a 
laugh from the old man and a playful moan from Kurt. 


“We have a few more minutes,” Dan said. “He’s going to ask for a 
rematch.” 


“How do you know?” 

“Tt’s a guy thing!” 

Nellie sighed. Rummaging around in Dan’s pack, she pulled out a 
pencil and a notebook, ripping out a sheet. “Okay, but be quick.” 


Maneuvering the light, the pencil, and the paper wasn’t going to be 
easy. “TIl need spares,” he said. “In case I drop something.” 


With a look of exasperation, Nellie tore off more sheets and found 
two other pencils. Dan stuffed them into his pants pocket and held on to 
the originals. 

Clasping the flashlight in his mouth, he said, “Chhochhay, chech 
go!” 

Dan stretched out on his stomach at the hole’s edge. He felt a shudder 
and heard the sound of pebbles slipping down the wall beneath him. He 
moved left, until he gripped what felt like solid rock. 

“Chhere!” Dan said, inching over the edge. 

“Just a minute, dude, you have something sticky in your pack,” 
Nellie said. “I’m getting it off my —” 

Suddenly, the ground beneath Dan fell in an explosion of black soil. 
He felt himself drop abruptly. And then he was hurtling down into the 
darkness, his mouth open in a silent scream. 


“GOTCHA!” 


“YAAAAGH!” Dan thought his left leg was going to be pulled out 
from its socket. He was hanging by it, with Nellie’s hand clasped around 
his ankle. 


His arms flailed. Pen and paper fell. The flashlight flung away, 
casting a wild, brief light show around him. 


“T’m pulling you up!” Nellie called. 


Dan instinctively pressed his hands against the wall, looking for a 
root, something to support him, just in case. 


The wall was solid here, filled with tiny cracks. 


No. Not cracks. 

Carvings. 

“T got it!” Dan said. “I got the message!” 
“You’re heavy!” Nellie complained. 
“One minute, Nellie! Just one minute!” 


Quickly, he pulled the spare paper and pen from his pocket. He 
placed the paper over it and began to trace. 


When he was pretty sure he was finished, he folded the paper and 
tucked it back into his pocket. “Okay— now!” 


“Arrgghhhh ...” Nellie pulled. Dan felt himself begin to rise. Slowly. 


He felt a jolt. Soil poured down around him, catching in his hair, 
Sliding into his upside-down pants. “Pull harder!” he yelled. “It’s 
collapsing!” 

“I’m pulling as hard as I can!” 


Now Dan could hear a commotion. Other voices — Amy’s, Kurt’s, 
the old man’s. 


He felt himself rising steadily. He tried to grab on to the wall but it 
was slipping out beneath his fingers wherever he touched it, sliding 
down in cascades of soil. 


“Yeeee-ahhh!” came Kurt’s voice — and Dan was rising over the 
top, coughing. 

“Hhhhhhh ... hhhhhh ...” His breaths were contracted wheezes, 
papery-sounding in the night. 

“Bring him inside!” the old man’s voice said. 


Asthma. Sometimes, in emergencies, adrenaline kicked in and 
prevented the symptoms. The way it had happened in Seoul. But asthma 
was unpredictable. And now he felt as if someone had put a cloth over 
his nose and mouth. 


He felt himself being carried inside and set down on a sofa. “Chew 
on this,” Kurt said, handing him a tube-like, cactus-ish object, broken to 
release a white liquid. 


It tasted bland and oozy. Dan gagged at first but forced himself to 
swallow. Amy sat by his side until he was breathing easy again. 

And then she freaked. 

“How could you have done that?” she said, then glared at Nellie. 


“And you — you’re supposed to take care of us, not encourage Dan’s 
stupid ideas!” 


“But —” Dan sputtered. 


Amy wasn’t letting him have a word. “Don’t you get it? We’re all we 
have, Dan! Just you and me!” 


“I — I found Churchill’s message!” he said. 

“You what?” Kurt said. 

“You what?” Amy repeated. 

Dan reached into his back pocket and took out the rubbing. “It was 


1? 


on the wall of the mine shaft! 
“Ex-mine shaft,” Kurt said. “A big sinkhole of rocks and soil now.” 
“A sinkhole!” Amy echoed. 


Kurt lifted a powerful flashlight from a window ledge and shone it 
out over a section of sunken earth. 


“I — I would have been buried in that?” Dan said. 
“Don’t think about that, my friend,” Kurt said. “Let’s have a look.” 


Dan glanced at his sister. “Aren’t you going to repeat what your new 
boyfriend said?” Before she could react, he spread out his wall rubbing 
on the table: 
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Dan stared at it in silence, reading it over and over. 
“WLSC ...” Kurt said. 
“Winston Leonard Spencer-Churchill!” Amy added. 


“You guys make a great team,” Dan remarked. Once again, Amy 
blushed. 


The old man was beaming. “Will you look at that! We didn’t even 
know he’d been hiding in that shaft!” 


“Well, some of us did,” Kurt murmured. “But ... what does the 
writing mean? It’s completely daft. Like the ravings of a madman.” 


“Word,” Nellie agreed. “The dude was shut up for weeks in a mine 
shaft. Who wouldn’t go a little postal?” 


Kurt burst out laughing. “ ‘We hit a shark’?” 
Churchill going postal. Madman. Daft ravings. 
Dan did the only thing that made sense. 


“Yeah, you’re right,” he said, holding up the sheet. “Total nonsense. 
Let’s forget any of us ever saw it.” 


As Amy and Nellie stared, open-mouthed, he ripped the secret 
message into small pieces. 


CHABTERIIG 


Amy couldn’t believe it. 


Something had happened between her and Kurt. She couldn’t really 
explain it. Yes, they’d played chess. But there had been more to it than 
that. Like her senses had all been suddenly plugged in. 


For the first time in weeks, she had been able to think about 
something other than the hunt. 


Then, just like that, she had to go. 

There was barely time for a good-bye. 

“Good luck,” Kurt had told her. 

But all she felt was the bad luck of the moment. 

And then there was Dan’s destruction of Churchill’s message. 


“How could you do that?” she asked as Nellie sped them away from 
the Witbank mine ... and Kurt. 


Her brother looked at her in disbelief. “Come on, Amy. You didn’t 
think that just because I ripped it up —” 


“I know, I know, you memorized it!” Amy said. “It’s the Dan Cahill 
Mental Gymnastics Show. But that’s not the point! How could you have 
taken that incredibly stupid risk in the mine? You could have died! 
Again!” 

“I found what no one else has found in a hundred years,” Dan said, 
“so maybe you say, like, thanks?” 


“He also tricked those two guys into thinking the paper meant 
nothing,” Nellie said. 

“You’re just as bad as he is!” Amy shot back. 

Dan held up a finger. “Winston Churchill once said, ‘In wartime, 


truth is so precious that she should always be attended by a bodyguard of 
lies,’” 


“How do you know that?” Amy asked. 


“Its right there, on the page your book is open to,” Dan said, 
pointing to the biography on the car seat. “Churchill was all about hidden 
messages. He worked with spies. I locked this baby in my head, dude.” 


On the other blank page Nellie had given him he wrote out what he 
had found in the mine: 


AM LOST, 
TIRED, GONE IN, 
DRIVEN NOUGHT. 
WE HIT 

A SHARK 


—0 CONFUSED LETTERS, 
FLEE, LOVER, FROM THESE LINES/ 
WLSC 

-24.08634 / 3/.2Z3/7 


“Churchill wasn’t crazy,” Dan said. “And he wasn’t drunk. Pm 
betting this all means something.” 


Amy stared at the words. “ ‘We hit a shark’?” 
“T’m buying the nutcase scenario,” Nellie said. 


“Okay, okay, it sounds a little weird, but let’s think,” Dan said. “Isn’t 
that what you do when you’re attacked by a shark — hit it on its snout?” 


“Churchill just escaped from prison, right?” Nellie said. “So maybe 
it’s some English expression for victory. Like, ‘Ho-ho, we really hit a 
shark there, didn’t we, old chap?’ Very Kabra, don’t you think?” 


“Dan?” Amy said. “Remember that code we had to solve on Uncle 
Alistair’s estate, to open the hatch in his backyard? Where the hint was 
actually a play on words? What if this thing is actually two parts — the 
top part is the code, and the bottom part is the instructions for decoding 
it?” 

“Hmm ...” Dan looked at the last few lines of the message. “So, ‘O 
confused letters’ would be part of the instructions.” 


“Yup, and ‘confused’ could be a code for ‘scrambled.’ Scrambled 
letters means an anagram,” Amy said. “And ‘flee’? — that means the 


same thing as ‘leave’ in Uncle Alistair’s puzzle. You have to take 
something away, like a letter or word ...” 


“Lover!” Dan said. “That’s it. He doesn’t mean a real lover. He 
means the word l-o-v-e-r! And ‘from these lines’ — five letters, five 
lines! — wait, I think I know ...” 

AM LOST,-L = AMOST 

TIRED, GONE IN,- 0 = TIREDGNEIN 
DRIVEN NOUGHT.-V = DRIENNOUGHT 
WE HIT -E = WHIT 

A SHARK -R = ASHAK 


Dan slapped his forehead. “Agggh, it’s in Dutch.” 
“T don’t think so,” Amy said. “Churchill was a Brit, not a Boer. So 
now we unscramble. Okay, that second to last word is easy—with.” 


“Shaka!” Dan blurted out. “That’s the last word! So the final words 
are with Shaka! Okay, I’ll get the rest of it in two minutes. Time me. Go 
ahead.” 


But Amy was Staring at the first word already. “Dan, I think we hit 
the jackpot.” 


Dan’s face lit up, the way it did whenever the supermarket stocked 
Red Sox ice cream. Slowly, he attacked the puzzle and didn’t stop until 
he’d finished: 


AMOST TOMAS 

TIREDGNEIN INGREDIENT 
DRIENNOUGHT IN THE GROUND 
WHIT WITH 

ASHAK SHAKA 


“Tomas ingredient in the ground with Shaka!” Dan blurted. 


“That was three minutes seven seconds,” Nellie remarked. 


“He knew!” Amy said. “Churchill knew the location of the Tomas 
clue!” 


“He must have found out while in prison,” Dan said. “Or maybe 
there was a Cahill running the mine.” 


“So ... the clue must be buried with Shaka’s corpse,” Amy said. 
“Now we’re talking!” Dan replied. 


“Ew,” Nellie called from the front seat. “We have to dig up a body?” 
“Dan?” Amy asked. “Where is Shaka buried?” 


Dan took out his Shaka book and leafed to the end. “Well, no one is 
one hundred percent sure. But legend has it he was killed in a place 
called Durban, which is in the KwaZulu-Natal province.” 


“Which is, uh, where?” Nellie said. 
“Past the Mpumalanga province,” Dan replied. 
“Thanks a lot.” 


But Dan was looking at the bottom of the code sheet. “One thing. 
What about these lotto numbers?” 


Amy looked at them closely. “They look like longitude/latitude 
coordinates. Can we find out where it is?” 


Dan began fiddling with the GPS. “Have Carlos, will travel.” 


The phone rang just as Professor Robert Bardsley was listening to the 
final strains of the Mahler “Resurrection” symphony. “Oh, dear, 
Winifred?” he said, wiping away a tear as he picked up the receiver. 
“You caught me at an emotional moment.” 


As he listened to the voice at the other end, his tears dried. He turned 
off the music. “You met who? Yes, I know she had grandchildren — how 
old? — that’s wonderful. How sad she’s gone. So you showed them the 
Churchill letter? Aha ... yes, I don’t know why the secrecy, either. A 
rather tepid love poem, if you ask me. Oh, I’m sure they are remarkable 
children. Pah, not to worry, neglecting to give them my contact info was 
fine. Why would they want to meet a tired old academic like me? Thank 
you for the call ... tea indeed, perhaps when I’m in Joburg in July. Yes, 
good night.” 


Hanging up the phone, Professor Bardsley packed a few CDs, a 
telescope, a pitchpipe, and a set of infrared glasses into a canvas bag and 
peered out the front door. The street was clear, as far as he could see. But 
he would need to take precautions. 


He ducked back in, dialed a number, and reached voice mail. “Hello, 
Nsizwa, this is Bardsley. I will need you to take over rehearsal tomorrow 
morning, as I have been called away for the day.” Pausing a moment, he 
added, “Come to think of it, I may need the group. You shall hear from 
me soon....” 


On his way out, he lifted a floppy hat from atop his closet shelf, and 


a hunting knife. 


CHARTERIS 


“Ending a sentence with a preposition,” said the official at the Shaka 
Museum in Durban, “is something up with which I shall not put!” 


“Say what?” Dan was not in the mood for this. The ride the previous 
night had taken hours. And now, after a few hours sleep in Durban, the 
center of the KwaZulu-Natal province, and a trip to the museum, all he 
had asked for was the bathroom. Not a grammar lesson. 


The guide smiled. “You are Churchill people, no? You don’t 
recognize your hero’s quote? He was famous for saying it to someone 
like you. You said, ‘Where’s the bathroom at?’ This is ending a sentence 
with a preposition! Very bad!” 

“Um, I gotta go, Mister ...” Dan said. 

“Cole,” the man said. “First door on your right.” 


On the way in, Dan nearly collided with an ancient guy whose face 
was nearly skeletal. “Sorry, dude.” 


When he was finally relieved, Dan skipped back outside. The old 
man, moving very slowly, hadn’t even made it across the room. 


“Over the years, from time to time,” Mr. Cole was saying to Nellie 
and Amy, “some people have inquired about the relationship between 
Churchill and Shaka Zulu. Father doesn’t like those visitors very much.” 
He gestured toward the old man. 


“Well, Churchill couldn’t have had a relationship with Shaka,” Amy 
pointed out. “He was born almost fifty years after Shaka died.” 


“Indeed,” Mr. Cole said. “We told this to our visitors time and again. 
Then, one day, after a visit, one of our prized possessions disappeared — 
a very large shield that belonged to Shaka. My father was on duty at the 
time, and he has never forgiven himself.” 


“The shield these guys took?” Dan said, pulling his Shaka card out of 
his pocket and turning it toward the man. “Did it look like this?” 


Mr. Cole nodded. “Very much so.” 


“And this group — did they happen to be, like, big?” Dan asked. 
“And, like, loud and bossy?” 


He couldn’t help noticing that the old man had almost reached them. 
The man was scowling, and when he spoke, his voice was a whispery 
rasp. “Why do you want to know about Churchill?” he demanded. 


“Father, please, these are children, not thieves.” Mr. Cole smiled 
apologetically. “My great-grandfather— my father’s grandfather—knew 
Churchill.” 


“Churchill was sneaky,” the old man said. “Obsessed with Shaka. 
That is why he traveled to South Africa. Not to report. Not to fight. To 
find out about the isipho.” 


Dan glanced warily at his sister, then back at the old man, whose 
eyes were reddening. “Isipho?” 


“It is something Shaka gave to the Europeans,” the old man said. 
“They saved his life with their medicine, and he thought they had magic 
powers. But they were looking for something, too. Something the Zulu 
had. Something the Europeans took and transformed into a potion. It was 
said to have magnified his powers.” 


Amy’s eyes were saying exactly what Dan was thinking. Sounds like 
Cahills. 

“A p-potion?” Amy asked. 

“Nonsense, of course!” the old man shot back. “But they said Shaka 


could be one of them — their family. Shaka trusted them! He should 
have trusted no one! Shaka should have given Fynn the aniklwa!” 


“Father, please, let us not start again,” Mr. Cole said. As he led his 
father back to the exhibit, he gave Dan an apologetic shrug. “Feel free to 
explore.” 


“The Tomas!” Amy said as Nellie turned onto the highway. “That’s who 
Mr. Cole was talking about.” 


“Big meatheads asking about Shaka and Churchill,” Nellie said. 
“That’d make sense.” 

“And stealing a shield that just happened to have the Tomas crest on 
it,” Dan remarked, his nose buried in his Shaka biography. 


“Remember what Mr. Holt was whining about,’ Amy said. “The 
other Tomas finding the clue, blah blah blah? I thought he was being 


paranoid, but maybe he was right. Maybe the thieves who visited this 
museum were the ones who eventually found the clue.” 


“Fynn — okay, here he is!” Dan said, pointing to a page in the Shaka 
biography. “This is the guy the old man was talking about — Henry 
Francis Fynn. After a battle, he gave Shaka medical help and weapons. 
Shaka was so grateful he allowed the Brits to hang out in the Zulu 
kingdom. Then things started going bad. Way bad. Years later, Fynn was 
dissing Shaka in some book. Saying he was a monster.” 


Amy nodded. “England was trying to colonize South Africa, mostly 
because of the diamonds.” 


“Right!” Dan said. “And anyway, even without the European rifles 
Shaka was a superstar. Before him, tribes would throw long spears at 
each other and wait. Like, ho hum, arrow arrow in the air, hey, want 
some coffee? Shaka said no way, José — well, maybe not José but the 
Zulu equivalent — short spears are better! Then you can go right up to 
your enemy’s ugly face and wham! Stab! Arrrrgghh!” 


“Have you considered a writing career?” Nellie said. 
“Does your book say what an isipho is?” Amy asked. 
“Negatory,” Dan said, shaking his head. 


“Dan ...” Amy said. “Fynn and the other Europeans ... they told 
Shaka he was one of the family. That’s what the old man said. Maybe 
Shaka was a Cahill after all. Not by birth, but because of something they 
exchanged. The isipho.” 


Following Carlos’s guidance, Nellie drove out of Durban going 
northwest toward -29.086341 / 31.32817. Small villages dotted the 
countryside, each a cluster of circular mud-brick huts with tightly 
thatched roofs. In one village, a group of men herded cattle into a rickety 
wooden pen. In another, Dan exchanged waves with a team making 
bricks out of mud, stacking them in perfect red-brown piles. Nellie had 
to swerve to avoid a group of women walking along the road, each 
balancing what looked like an entire tree’s-worth of branches on her 
head. And an outdoor classroom of small children looked up idly as the 
Yugo passed, just as bored as American kids. 


“Road not detected,” Carlos was saying now. “Make a right turn 
when possible.” 


Nellie stopped. To their right was a crowd of people spread out 
among blankets covered with clothes, beads, crafts, and containers of 


food. Around the perimeter people sang and danced, children ran around 
playing games, and older people sat like kings and queens as the others 
rushed to entertain and feed them. Most of the villagers wore everyday 
Western-type clothing, but a few were dressed in colorful feathers, 
calfskins, and beaded dresses. 


“A street fair,” Dan said, “without the street.” 


“Sawubona! Welcome!” one of the vendors called out, a young man 
dressed in what looked like leopard skin, complete with a leopard 
headband. He gestured to the bounty around him and spoke in a clipped, 
heavy accent that sounded vaguely British. “We have beads, statues, 
food! Join us! I am Mondli—Mondli, the Zulu word for one who feeds! 
And you?” 

“Dan,” Dan said. “The American word for one who eats. What’s the 
occasion?” 


“Pension day! The elders in our community receive pay every month. 
And we respect our elders. So we celebrate, and they buy!” Mondli let 
out a laugh and then held out an elaborate beaded skirt toward Amy. 
“For the young lady?” 


“Tt’s more ... Nellie’s style,” Amy said. 


But Nellie was looking off into the distance. “Um, guys? According 
to Carlos, we’re going there.” 


Dan followed her gaze. Beyond the fair, a sloping field rose steeply 
upward, dotted with rugged rock formations. At the top, a distant herd of 
long-horned antelopes grazed quietly. A wooded area stretched down a 
slope to the left. But Nellie was looking at a squat white building at the 
top of the hill. 


“There?” Mondli said. “Are you certain? May I ask, what business 
do you have?” 

“We’re ... um, researching Zulu culture,” Dan said. Amy shot him a 
lame-o look. 

“Ah, well, in that case, stay with us here,” Mondli said. He gestured 
toward the hill and frowned. “The people who built this place are not 
Zulu.” 

“Who are they?” Dan asked. 

Mondli shrugged. “White people, yellow people, dark people — a 
factory. They told us they would bring jobs. But the people who went to 
work there—they changed.” 


“Changed?” Nellie said. “In what way?” 


“Secrets,” Mondli said with disgust. “They never would tell us. Very 
important. They said our people will benefit, but we have not seen that. 
Some of our young men and women disappeared. The company said 
they have been transferred. To secret locations.” 


One of the elders, who had been sitting close by in a beach chair, 
now walked toward them. He was barefoot and wearing plain, loose- 
fitting clothes. “Tokoloshe!“ he said, a shaky finger pointing up the hill. 
“Tokoloshe!” 


“Excuse me.” Mondli nodded respectfully and escorted the man back 
to his chair, speaking to him in Zulu. As he walked back, he gestured for 
Dan and Amy to follow a bit farther away. Under the shade of a tree with 
a canopy that looked like someone had pressed it flat with a giant hand, 
Mondli said, “We have been trying to get these people to leave the 
community. I am a university alumnus, and a group of us are working 
with someone there. We have not been successful.” He glanced up the 
hill. “We do have a spy within, but to achieve anything against these 
people, you practically need an army.” 


Dan was not liking the sound of this. He gazed up at the imposing 
building and swallowed hard. “If we, um, decide to go up there, what’s 
the best way?” 


Mondli pointed out a route up through the steep incline among the 
rocks. “I don’t suggest it, but ... stay on the pathway. Whatever you do, 
avoid the trees. There are hunting traps.” He stepped back, pulling a 
sheaf of papers from underneath his robe. “I am a cartographer by trade. 
My firm is involved in mapping the area. We are not quite finished, but 
here is a copy. For a souvenir.” 


“Thanks.” Dan nodded. “One question. What was that old guy telling 
us?” 

“He is a sangoma, a traditional healer,” Mondli said. “Most people 
look up the hill and see a big company. He sees something else. 
Tokoloshe.” 

“Toko ...2” Amy said. 


“There is not a word in English for this,” Mondli said with a sigh. 
“Perhaps you believe in a soul? The tokoloshe take the soul away. They 
steal it, and it never comes back.” 


CHARTER PQ 


GUARD DOGS 
LIVE ELECTRICAL CURRENT 
ALARMED!! KEEP OUT!!! 


Dan gaped at the sign over the locked gate. Behind it was a stone 
walkway flanked by shrubbery. It led to a windowless building with six 
sides, constructed of pale marble that seemed to change shade as you 
walked. On one side, a massive air-conditioning machine hummed, and 
over the front door hung a sign with a corporate logo: UBUHLALU 
ELECTRONICS. 


“Well, that’s cheery,” Nellie said. “I — I think Mr. Mondli was 
right,” Amy said. “We probably shouldn’t do this.” 


“How would we get in?” Nellie said. 


“Do we want to get in?” Amy asked. “This could be a wild goose 
chase. I mean, Churchill wrote those coordinates over a hundred years 
ago. We don’t know if the Tomas are really here. What if they moved 
on?” 

Nellie glanced skeptically at the building. “This place doesn’t look 
very Tomas-ish,” Nellie said. 

Dan thought for a moment. Churchill had given coordinates for a 
Tomas clue. Mr. Mondli’s description made it sound like these people 
could be Tomas. But companies could be unfriendly, too. “Let’s scope 
the place out,” he suggested, heading around the side of the building, 
“and be careful in the bushes.” 

“Why?” Amy said. 

“This is South Africa, dude,” Dan replied. “Where cobras come 
from. And not the hot ones, like Ian.” 


He followed the building to its opposite side, where a hill sloped 


gently downward. Extending from the back of the building was an ugly, 
rusted metal structure that looked like the remains of an old warehouse. 
Above it rested sheets and sheets of sleek blue solar panels. A tidy white 
picket fence enclosed the warehouse, extending from the larger 
building’s wall down the hill. A weary-looking gardener was opening a 
door in the warehouse. He scowled, waving for them to go away. Then 
he disappeared inside. 


“Green recycling,’ Amy remarked. “Old building on bottom, solar 
collector on top.” 


Attached to the fence was a sign with a message in different 
languages. In English it said DO NOT PROCEED BEYOND THIS AREA/ENERGY 
COLLECTORS. 

“Okay, that does it,” Nellie said. “I say we head back down the hill, 
buy some beads from the locals, crack a few antelope jokes ...” 


But Dan had his eye on something. A vertical wooden post was 
attached to the bigger building, with a glass strip running down its 
length. A series of these posts, like stray cacti, had been placed in the 
grassy area between the picket fence and the solar collectors — like the 
remains of an older fence within the newer one. “Amy, do you have any 
coins?” 

Amy pulled out several Indonesian rupiah coins from her pocket, 
which she gave to Dan. Rearing back, he tossed them toward the old 
building. 

Dzzzit! Dzzzit! Dzzzit! Dzzzit! 

One by one, they sparked and fell to the ground, trailing wisps of 
smoke. 

“Who-o-oa,” Nellie gasped. “What’d you do?” 

“Its an invisible electric eye,” Dan said. “Go past it, and you’re 
nuked. The gardener must turn it on and off.” 

“Nuking people to protect solar panels?” Amy said. 

“Come on, let’s pay these guys a visit.” Dan began sprinting back to 
the main entrance. 

Amy caught up to Dan in front of the warning sign. “ ‘Guard dogs ... 
live electrical current.’ Who goes first?” 

“Maybe there’s a doorbell,” Nellie said. 

“Hey, this could be worse,” Dan said. “At least it doesn’t say ...” Out 


of the corner of his eye, he spotted a slithery movement in the grass. 
“SNAKE!” 


Amy rolled her eyes. “Very funny.” 

“No, Amy, look!” 

“Ghhh ... gchhh ...” The words caught in Amy’s throat. She felt the 
weight across her shoe tops even before looking down. When she did, 
her feet were under the flowing green body of a snake at least six feet 
long. It slithered fast, its eyes wide. 

“Mamba,” Dan said, remembering it from science class. Snakes 
were one of the only topics that kept him awake in school. “Don’t. 
Move. As long as its head is close to the ground, you should be all 
right.” 

Amy’s arms were vibrating. Her face was bone white. The bulk of 
the snake’s body was over her now ... the tail ... almost gone ... 

THWACK! 

The building’s door swung open. Amy jumped. 

With an angry hiss and a flare of its sides, the snake reared up out of 
the grass. 

“Dan!” Amy yelled. 


A man stormed toward them, down the flagstone walkway. He was 
dark-skinned and close to seven feet tall, with a potbelly that strained the 
buttons of his black shirt. A scar split his left eyebrow, running down his 
cheek to his jawbone. He glared at them with bloodshot eyes. In his right 
hand was a rifle. 

The snake rose higher, eyes now on the guard. As the man 
approached, it lunged forward. 

With one fluid motion, the man lifted a stick from the ground in his 
bare hand. The mamba clamped its teeth down hard on the stick. Calmly, 
the man tossed the stick down the hillside, the snake flailing along with 
it. 

He glared at Dan, Amy, and Nellie. The anger in his eyes had turned 
to puzzlement. “May I help you?” 

On his badge was the name A. Bhekisisa. 

“Th-that was awesome,” Dan said. 


The guard smiled. “Thank you. I am confused. An alarm went off. 
Was that you?” 


“Maybe,” Dan said. “We got kind of lost.” 
“We’re ... l-l-looking for our p-p-parents,” Amy stammered. 
Dan groaned inwardly. 


Mr. Bhekisisa laughed. “I’m so sorry. The gun is making you 
nervous. I carry it by orders. We have some sensitive and very expensive 
equipment here. People are always trying to steal. Come!” 


Amy hated the place. It was vast and clean, with polished floors and 
rubber-wheeled vehicles scuttling to and fro. Around the perimeter were 
cubicles where geeky-looking people were scrolling through 
spreadsheets. 


Mr. Bhekisisa asked them to empty their pockets for security, 
apologizing the whole time. He offered to dispose of Dan’s candy 
wrappers. He looked at Amy’s various folded notes and souvenirs. He 
fiddled with Nellie’s iPod. Then he opened their backpacks. 


Trina’s wallet. 
Amy froze. If he looked inside it, he’d suspect something. 


But all he did was stir everything around and hand the packs back. 
“So sorry, they are quite paranoid here,” Mr. Bhekisisa said. “So. Where 
are your parents?” 


“We’re, um, early,” Dan blurted out. “They should be here in an hour 
or so.” 


“Then I will take you on a tour,” said Mr. Bhekisisa. 
As he walked ahead, Dan muttered, “Killer electric eyes, for this?” 


“T think I know what the sangoma meant,” Nellie said. “This place 
does take your soul away. Yuck.” 


Amy passed a wall lined with cartons partially hiding a door marked 
with a small sign: 


RADIOACTIVE: AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY 


Her eyes stopped. Where did the door lead? 
She took a mental map of the room. 
The solar-energy storage area. The old warehouse. 


The door was about where those outbuildings had been. She 
examined the sign. 


Radioactive. 
That was weird. Solar energy wasn’t radioactive. 


Then again, solar energy wasn’t usually protected by an invisible 
high-voltage fence. 


She crept closer. The door had a small, shiny, rectangular panel near 
the latch. On a hunch, she pulled out Irina’s wallet from her pack. She 
flipped through the plastic ID cards until she came to Reagan Holt’s. 
Carefully, she held it up to the panel. 


A small LED screen lit up: 


HOLT, R. 
PLACE FINGER IN SENSOR NOW 


CHAPTER DI 


“Dan, you have to come now! Nellie, too!” 


Amy raced into the Ubuhlalu Electronics employee lounge, looking 
unbelievably excited. 


“Where were you?” Nellie blurted. 
“Don’t tell me,” Dan said. “You found a library.” 
“Where’s the guard?” Amy said, looking around. 


Dan gestured toward Mr. Bhekisisa, who was standing in a comer, 
talking into a cell phone. 

Amy grabbed Nellie’s hand. “Quickly!” 

Dan followed them across the floor. Amy led them to a door hidden 
behind a stack of boxes. He leaned in toward the door’s sign. “ 
‘Radioactive’ ?” he said. “This should lead outside, to those buildings.” 

“Exactly,” Amy said. “Okay, remember Irina’s wallet, with all the 
IDs? She had one for each of the Holts.” Looking left and right, she 
pulled out three plastic ID cards, one each for Hamilton, Reagan, and 
Madison. “When I put Reagan’s card against the screen on this door, her 
name registered.” 

“Its a Tomas hiding place,” Dan said. “I knew it! And we have 
access!” 


Amy shook her head. “It needs a fingerprint, Dan.” 


“Dang, I knew we should have amputated when we had the chance,” 
Nellie said. 


Dan frowned. “Wait — the door is just here? Unhidden?” 


“Tf this company is a front,” Amy said, “then there are a lot of Tomas 
here. Maybe everybody is. So hiding it wouldn’t be necessary. People 
probably come in and out of this door all the time.” 


“Let me see that wallet,” Dan said. Amy handed it to him, and he dug 


around, taking out the three small zipped plastic bags, each containing a 
microscope slide. On each bag, an initial had been written in black 
marker. Dan carefully opened the one marked H and took out the slide. 
He held it up to the light. 


“It’s impossible to see anything,” Amy said. “Someone left a smudge 
smack in the middle.” 


Smudge. 
Smudge meant handling. Handling meant hands. Hands meant ... 


“Its not a smudge,” Dan said. He separated the two pieces of 
Plexiglas comprising the slide. Inside it was a moist, shriveled-up 
membrane in the shape of a cap. “It’s a fingerprint.” 


“What?” Amy said. 


Dan reached into the wallet again and extracted Hamilton Holt’s ID 
card. “Hold this,” he said, handing the ID to Amy. As delicately as he 
could, Dan snapped the membrane cap over his right index finger. It felt 
a little slimy, more substantial than he expected. 


He nodded at his sister. “Now.” 


Amy waved the card over the plate. 


HOLT, H. 
PLACE FINGER IN SENSOR NOW. 


A round disk glowed red, just below the words. Dan pressed his 
capped finger to it firmly and waited. 


“Nothing,” he murmured. “What did I do wrong?” 
He pulled it away to look at the membrane. 
The red disk sputtered and turned green. The door emitted a beep. 


CLEARANCE SECURED! 
WELCOME, HAMILTON HOLT. 


With a click, the door opened. 


“Now, this rocks ...” Dan said. 


As he stepped onto an escalator, he turned toward Nellie and Amy. 
One by one, they had cleared the sensor. The door had sealed shut 


behind them and they were now in the connected building. 


Like the tip of an iceberg, the solar-paneled structure was only the 
top of a gargantuan headquarters that seemed to stretch out forever. It 
was as if the entire hill had been hollowed out. 


The place was alive with natural light. There must have been 
windows strategically placed among the solar panels — maybe even 
windows embedded in the grassy surface of the hill beyond. 


As the escalator descended, Dan could see the arrangement of the 
place. It was shaped like a vast hive — interconnected hexagonal 
chambers with glass walls, each chamber filled with people. 


The strangest part was the voices — grunts, cries of anguish, 
shrieks for mercy, triumphant bellowing. Like a torture chamber with 
an unlimited budget. Some chambers contained two people, some 
groups — wrestling, boxing, forms of combat he had never seen 
before. Some of the glass walls were smeared with red. 

“What are they doing in there?” Amy asked, her face contorted in 
dismay. 

“It’s not ballroom dance class,” Nellie said. 

As the escalator reached bottom, a trim, gray-haired man bustled 
toward them. “Holt,” he said, eyeing them impassively. “The United 
States?” 

“Yes,” Dan replied. 

“Mr. Malusi,” the man said efficiently. “Follow me.” 

“FEAAARRRGHHH — STOP!” a voice screamed as they walked 
past a chamber marked COMBAT FREESTYLE. 

“Tt is quieter in my office,” Mr. Malusi said over his shoulder. He 
led them into a spacious room, frigid with air- conditioning. He 
gestured toward a set of leather chairs as he sat behind a dark 
polished-wood desk. “Holt ... Holt ...” he said, fingers tapping on his 
phone. “Not much information here. Oh! Oh, my goodness. Ha! 
Eisenhower ...” 

Despite himself, Dan felt the pang of insult. “Our family has been 
loyal for generations —” 

“Yes, yes, the sins of the father, et cetera,” Mr. Malusi said, 
vaguely waving the thought away. “It is still very good you have 
volunteered for the training.” 

“Training?” Nellie said. 

“You have seen our pods,” Mr. Malusi said. “Each is dedicated to 


an aspect of Zulu training adapted for the twenty-first century— 
agility, tactics, strength, endurance. The Zulus, of course, were the 
greatest warriors ever known. Under history’s greatest leader. We are a 
leadership school.” He stood up abruptly. “We have exactly two hours 
for a tour and dormitory placement. Then you must choose your 
combat specialty.” 


“I — I — I don’t know if ...” Amy stuttered. 
But Mr. Malusi was already out the door. 


They followed him past a three-walled boxing ring where two men 
were duking it out with lightly padded gloves and no helmets. Each 
whirled with blinding speed, leaping impossibly high, lashing with 
legs and arms, seeming to defy gravity as they ran up the walls to 
execute flips and frontal attacks. 


“Now, that’s cool,” Dan said. 


“Tt is the art of samhetsin, a martial art invented by the Tomas,” 
Mr. Malusi said. 

Just beyond the ring, taking up nearly half the room, was a dirt- 
floored cage. In it was a bare-chested man facing a slavering animal 
with a sloped back. 

“Ts that a hyena?” Dan asked. 


Mr. Malusi nodded. “Chosen for the power of its jaws, which can 
crush and pulverize bone.” 


The hyena leaped at the guy. With a grunt the man stepped aside, 
managing to avoid the animal and dart out his hand to its neck at the 
same time. 

The hyena collapsed silently onto the floor. 

“Excellent, Mr. Yaman!” Mr. Malusi called out. Noticing Amy’s 
look of horror, he said, “Do not be concerned. Mr. Yaman has 
mastered the art of nerve isolation, which demobilizes the animal only 
briefly, before we let it back into the wild.” 

“And if he misses?” Amy said. 

Mr. Malusi shrugged. “He doesn’t.” 

As Mr. Malusi moved on, Dan felt Amy grabbing his shirt. “D-D- 
Dan, we can’t do this,” she said. 

“T know,” he whispered. “I’m thinking.” 

“Unlike the other branches,” Mr. Malusi said over his shoulder, 


“we realize we are at war. Ownership of the clues will require the 
greatest defense, the fiercest and most skillful protectors the world has 


known. Other branches may have the technical know-how, the design 
skill, and so on. Only the Tomas will be prepared to keep and hold the 
secret of the thirty-nine clues.” 


And do what? Dan thought. What exactly do you do when you find 
the greatest power on earth? 


Dan looked nervously at Amy. He could tell she was thinking the 
same thing. 


“How will you — we — share it?” Dan asked. 


Mr. Malusi turned, tilting his head curiously. “Share? That’s an 
odd concept. Does a country share its nuclear stockpile? Does a 
successful merchant share his goods? We are not in the business of 
chaos, young Hamilton. We are in the business of taking and holding. 
For the benefit of our glorious family.” 


He led them to a section set off from the others, the size of several 
pods put together. “Our theater,” he said. “Your timing is impeccable. 
The Shaka Zulu play begins in five minutes.” 


“Can I go to the bathroom first?” Dan asked. 


Mr. Malusi looked at his watch. “Three minutes. Fourth pod to 
your left.” 


Amy had a creepy feeling even before the play began. 


The Tomas training center was like being in some kind of end-of- 
the-world fantasy. Was this the branch philosophy? People turning into 
fighting machines? If this was what power did to people, why search 
for the 39 Clues at all? 


Because Grace wanted you to, she thought. She had a plan. And 
she was not a Tomas. 


Or was she? Amy realized that besides her and Dan, Grace was the 
only Cahill whose family branch she didn’t know. 


As the lights dimmed, Dan slid into the seat next to her and the 
play began. Mr. Malusi, who was sitting one row in front of them, 
looked at his watch and glared disapprovingly at Dan. 


To the rhythms of a musical group in traditional dress, the play 
told the life story of Shaka. It was brutal and realistic, climaxing in the 
Ndwandwe-Zulu battle, with hundreds of actors sweeping away each 
other’s shields with grand gestures, then driving spears into each 
other’s chests. Amy closed her eyes. 


“Ew,” Nellie murmured. 
“Tt’s not real,” Dan whispered. “I don’t think.” 


When Amy opened her eyes, the actor playing Shaka was shoving 
a screaming older woman into a hut. Her face was covered in bluish- 
brown makeup, her eyes solid white. She was chanting to the heavens, 
causing a burst of stage lightning. From upstage came three realistic- 
looking, slavering jackals. Mr. Malusi turned in his seat to face them. 
“Shaka was great but ruthless,” he explained eagerly. “He believed 
that the mother of Zwide, the Ndwandwe king and his main rival, was 
an evil sangoma whose spirit had magically entered the Zulu kingdom 
and slaughtered his people. So when he captured her, he fed her to the 
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“AAAHHH!” came a scream inside the hut. 
Amy couldn’t take it. She leaped up and ran. 


“A Tomas with a weak stomach?” Mr. Malusi said to Dan. “We 
have training for this, too.” 


“Pll talk to her,” Dan said. 


He found her outside the theater, pacing back and forth. “Let’s go,” 
she said. “I want to get out of here, Dan. I hate this place.” 


“You are brilliant,” Dan said, taking Amy by the arm. “I was trying 
to figure out a way to leave the theater with you, but you did it for me. 
Hurry.” 


“Where are we going?” Amy said. 


“T wasn’t in the bathroom,” Dan said. “When we came down the 
escalator, I noticed a pod that was different than the others. So I went 
and looked at it....” 


He led her to the center of the hive. There, inside a chamber of ivy- 
covered glass walls ascending toward a skylight that seemed miles 
above them, was a sun-drenched quadrangle with grassy, twisting 
paths. Exotic cacti with brightly colored shoots obscured what looked 
like a stone monument inside. 


“Tt’s, like, two acres,” Amy said. 
“Come,” Dan said. “We’re allowed. We’re Tomas.” 


Amy followed him into the huge pod and along one of the paths, 
until they were standing at the monument. It was shaped like a circular 
Zulu hut with a pointed thatched roof. In front was a statue of Shaka 
Zulu, holding a body-sized shield. 


At the center of the shield was the Tomas symbol. 


“This was the shield stolen from the Durban museum!” Amy 
whispered. 


Dan was looking at a series of plaques on the walls of the hut, each 
in a different language. “Dutch ... Afrikaans ... Zulu ...” Dan read. 
“Xitsonga ... Xhosa ... Sesotho ... Setswana ... SiSwati ... Shangaan 
... Venda ... Tsonga ... English. Okay. Read this.” 


@ IN.MEMORIAM 
Shaka Zulu: 


© WARRIOR * UNITEI 


May:His Soul Rest in P 
Buti 


; Everywhere 





“Dan, is this ...?” Amy asked. 


“A crypt?” Dan’s face was so alive with emotion it looked like it 
was going to crack. “Okay, this building is at the location of 
Churchill’s coordinates — and he wrote “Tomas ingredient in the 
ground with Shaka.’ The legend says Shaka was buried in Durban, but 
no one has ever been able to prove it. This is it, Amy. We found the 
real burial place of Shaka Zulu!” 


Amy looked down. The soil was dry and hard, the base of the 
monument choked with cactuslike plants. 


When she looked up, Dan was holding a spear. “What are you 
doing with that thing?” Amy hissed. 


“Its not a thing, it’s an assegai,” Dan said. “They’re all over the 
place here. I hid one in the vegetation.” 


He pointed it toward Amy and plunged it down. 
“Hey!” Amy shouted, lurching aside. 


The spear sank with a solid thunk into the dirt, splitting a cactus 
plant. “I can do this,” Dan said. “But Pll need cover. How long will 
that play last?” 


“Mr. Malusi isn’t going to be fooled for long!” Amy insisted. 
“This is suicidal. I am putting my foot down, Dan. This will not 


happen.” 

“Dan? Amy?” Nellie called out from the corridor. “Yo, where are 
you guys?” 

Amy whirled around, and the door swung open. 


CHAPTERD2 


The man in black hated airports. So much waiting, so much security. 


He looked up. His surveillance had indicated enemy arrival at any 
minute. But flights were crowded today. Schedules would be disrupted, 
landings postponed. They could be circling for a long time. Or, heaven 
forbid, sent to another airport. 


But Lucians had a way of sneaking up on you, and the man in black 
was nothing if not patient. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted 
someone approaching the circular landing pad. An airline employee. He 
lowered the magnification lens over his sunglasses and waited for a clear 
frontal view of the face. 


There. Using the high-res telephoto cam in his glasses frame, he 
captured the image, uploading it to his portable surveillance device. He 
waited .7 seconds for a facial recognition check against the master 
database. 

He was a Lucian operative. A Fixer, no doubt. Very well paid these 
days, as it had become so difficult to infiltrate airlines. 

The man in black smiled. The two men were waiting for the same 
arrival. But for very different reasons. 

A distant familiar noise cut through the airspace above. The Lucian 
lackey looked up, his face a rigid mask of efficiency. 

As the man in black began to move forward, a large silk handkerchief 
came down from behind, in front of his face. His hand darted upward, 
catching the scarf before it could make contact with his neck. 

Hermes. Silk. 


Whirling around like a skater, the man in black lifted the scarf, and 
with it, the arms of his attacker. 


He brought the scarf down around the neck of Alistair Oh. 
“Arrrggllichh ...” Alistair sputtered. 


“Alistair,” said the man in black, “I would have thought that at your 
age, with your experience, you would know better than to make such a 
serious mistake.” 


Dan stood stock-still against the Shaka monument, holding his breath. 

“Yo, Amy, Dan — Mr. Malusi is looking for you!” came Nellie’s 
panicked voice from the direction of the courtyard-pod door. “Where are 
you guys?” 

“T’ll take care of this,” Amy said to Dan. “Pll go back to the theater 
and make up some excuse to Mr. Malusi about where you are. Hurry!” 

She ran to the door. With a soft thump, it shut. 

Dan made a quick circle around the monument. Where to start? The 
cactuslike plants were thick and stubbornly hard to move. He yanked the 
stalks aside as best he could, examining the smooth stone at the base of 
the monument, hoping for some hint. 

Just under the statue of Shaka, the stone was gouged in about three or 
four places, as if someone had banged it with blunt instruments. A thick 
shovel could have done that. It was as good a place as any to start. 

Dan dug in with the blade. The soil was packed thick, but he hacked 
away, sending up little explosions of dirt. An assegai may have been a 
great spear, but it was a terrible shovel. 

Outside he could hear a commotion, a rumble of voices. He plunged 
harder, a rhythmic chuck ... chuck ... chuck ... echoing ever louder 
against the surrounding walls. 

A voice filtered in from outside, growing closer. “I know he is only a 
boy—but he is a Tomas boy, and I expect a Tomas sense of 
responsibility!” 

Mr. Malusi. 

CHUCK ... CHUCK... CHUCK... 

Sweat dripped into Dan’s eyes. It stung. 

“Can you show me the women’s m-m-martial arts?” Amy was 
saying. 

THOCK. 

Dan stopped and knelt. The arrowhead had hit something solid. He 
brushed aside loose dirt. This wasn’t a root or a rock. It was metal. 


Dan placed a hand near the assegai blade and steadied the shaft with 


his other hand, scraping away the dirt until he made out the edges of a 
square. 


He dug down the four sides. It seemed like he was cutting through 
more plant life than soil. The network of roots was so dense it looked 
like an army of dead snakes. Finally, he shook the thing loose and pulled 
it out. 


It was a small metal cube, hinged halfway down and held shut by an 
ancient, dirt-choked lock. 

Wiping away the soil, Dan saw the word Shaka carved into the face 
of the box. He tugged at the lock, but it wouldn’t budge. 


Dan’s heart pounded. Churchill’s message had said in the ground 
with Shaka. 


This had to be it. 


He stood, scraping the dirt back over the hole. He shoved broken 
plant shards over the mound, tamping it all down with his feet. Tossing 
the assegai into a thicket, he swung his backpack around and opened it. 

Then he noticed the sharp ridge of the monument’s stone base jutting 
about a half inch from the statue of the hut. If he could bring the lock 
down on that, hard ... 

Letting his open backpack fall to the ground, he held the box high 
over his head. He brought it down, but it smacked against the stone, 
resounding dully in the courtyard. 

He gritted his teeth and lifted the box again. With a loud grunt, he 
smashed it downward. The lock smacked against the edge and broke 
cleanly in two. 

BWWWOPP! BWWWOPP! BWWWOPP! 


An alarm sounded. Dan picked up the box and his pack and ran for 
the door. With a loud clank, it swung open. 


Mr. Malusi barged in, with Amy and Nellie close behind. “Young 
man, what on earth are you doing?” 


CHAPTERS 


“AMY, NELLIE, RUN!” Dan shouted. 


Mr. Malusi was racing toward him. Dan ran to the assegai, picked it 
up, and threw it toward one of the glass walls. The spear pierced the 
network of vines, shattering the wall in a deafening explosion. 


Dan ran to the wall at full speed, leaping around the plants. He 
jumped through the hole and out of the pod. 

The vast central room, with its winding pathways between pods, was 
in chaos. 

“STOP HIM!” Mr. Malusi’s voice bellowed. 

From the left. 

Dan’s eyes scanned the area, and he sprinted right, clutching his 


backpack. Amy and Nellie were running toward him now. “Follow me!” 
he shouted. 


A loud thrum permeated the complex. Bright emergency floodlights 
flickered on overhead, circling columns of blinding white light around 
the rooms. On all sides, Dan heard the thumps of closing doors. 


“The escalator!” Nellie said. 


Dan glanced upward. The door above the escalator had opened, and 
men in white suits were streaming in from the other building. “I don’t 
think so,” he said. “Come on. Let’s move to the outer wall and follow it.” 


The dense network of overlapping pods made the wall the best place 
to hide. They crept slowly along it. In the chaos, Dan heard a high- 
pitched shriek above them. “Duck!” 


They went down, but Dan realized it was a bird. It must have flown 
in through the gardener’s door. 


The door. 
Where was it? He glanced around frantically. 


There. It was shut tight, way above their heads. Next to it was a 
metal-mesh cage. An elevator cage. “Follow me!” he shouted, sprinting 
to the bottom of the cage. The elevator was resting on the floor, its door 
open. Inside were two broken clay flowerpots and sections of garden 
hose. “Get in!” 


When Nellie and Amy were inside, he shut the door and swung a 
metal dial to the oN position. The elevator rose slowly above the chaos. 
They shrank down against the soil-encrusted elevator floor, out of sight, 
unnoticed by the swarms of screaming Tomas below. 


“STOP THEM!” a voice bellowed. 
Almost unnoticed. 
The elevator suddenly stopped. “Dan!” Amy screamed. 


The top ten or so inches of the elevator door had risen into the frame 
of the old warehouse exit. It was big enough for a human body. Dan 
yanked open the elevator door, then cupped his hands. “We can do this. 
Amy, you’re first.” 


“T can’t leave you!” Amy protested. 

“Hurry, before they lower this thing!” Dan said. 

He hoisted her up and she squeezed through the opening. 

“You next, little guy,” Nellie said. “And don’t even think of arguing.” 


She boosted him through. Dan tossed aside his backpack, leaned in, 
and reached down for Nellie. Together he and Amy grabbed Nellie’s 
arms and pulled. 


The elevator creaked and juddered. It was sinking now. “PULL!” 
Nellie screamed. 


She was halfway through, but the space was closing. 


From behind them, a man’s arm reached into the elevator opening. 
The palm pressed upward against the elevator’s ceiling, while the elbow 
jammed against the ground. 


The elevator groaned, then stopped moving. With his other arm, the 
man grabbed Nellie. 


Dan stiffened. No time to wonder. No time to look. 
“Heave-ho!” the man shouted. 
“YEQOOWWWW/!” Nellie squeaked through, tumbling onto the grass. 


Dan and Amy tumbled with her, as the elevator sank quickly out of 
sight. 


“You dropped this?” a deep voice said. 


Dan turned to face the man who had saved Nellie. 
Mr. Bhekisisa held up the Shaka box. He was not smiling. 


“Where did you find this?” Mr. Bhekisisa demanded. 

“I didn’t mean to steal anything. Pl give it back!” Dan said. “We — 
we can work this out together!” 

“Come with me, all of you,” he said. “Now!” 

He began running down the hill, away from the front door of 
Ubuhlalu. 

Amy had no intention of following this guy into ... what? “Where’s 
he going?” she asked. 

“Do you need an invitation?” Mr. Bhekisisa said. 

“Come on,” Dan said. “He has the box!” 

As Dan, Amy, and Nellie raced after him, Mr. Bhekisisa called out, 
“They have not had a security breach like this. You are lucky. I told them 
you had found the secret tunnel network. That will occupy them for 
awhile.” 

“Wait ... you’re —” Dan said. 

We do have a spy within, but to achieve anything against these 
people, you practically need an army.... That’s what Mr. Mondli had 
said. 

“You’re a spy!” Dan blurted. 

Mr. Bhekisisa was moving fast. “I was ... a Tomas,” he said 
breathlessly. “Now ... Iam as I was born. A South African. Hurry. There 
are more of us waiting.” 

“More?” Nellie said. “How did they know?” 

“Hurry!” Mr. Bhekisisa headed down the slope, toward the woods. 
There, a group of men and women were trudging upward toward them. 


Dan ran after him, with Amy and Nellie close behind. His eyes were 
focused on the man in front. He was instantly familiar, his face etched 
with wrinkles and a long scar, his eyes gray-green. His khakis and 
button-down shirt were a much tidier outfit than the peddler garb he’d 
been wearing before. 


Do you need a car service? Or can spirited young people like 
yourselves navigate South Africa on your own? 


“You!” Dan said. “You’re the guy at the airport—the one who gave 


us the card!” 


The man was wiping the sweat from his brow. “What happened up 
there, Bhekisisa?” he asked urgently. 


Mr. Bhekisisa held up the box, smiling broadly. “They are very smart 
children.” 


The other man’s jaw dropped. “Good God, have you really found the 
Churchill clue?” 


“Your hint ...” Amy said. “Constitution Hill ...” 


“Yes, and Church Hill,” the man replied, his words clipped and 
quick. “Pardon my creative misspelling on that one — a bit of poetic 
symmetry. I am Robert Bardsley, professor of music. These are my 
students.” He gestured behind him but kept his eye on the box. 


Amy gasped. Dan jerked his head and followed her gaze toward the 
edge of the group, where a tall, brown-haired boy was standing, 
grinning. 

“Kurt?” Amy said, her eyes widening. “What are you doing here?” 


“I sing with Professor Bardsley’s class sometimes. He said he was 
taking us on a field trip.” As Kurt stepped forward, his eyes moved over 
to Mr. Bhekisisa, who was panting as he clutched the box. Kurt’s excited 
grin faded into a look of concem as he turned back to Amy. “Are you 
okay? What’s going on?” 

Professor Bardsley clamped his hand down on Kurt’s shoulder. “You 
children know Kurt? A fine singer — I only wish he could come from 
Emalahleni more often.” He smiled at his student, then turned back. 
“The clue. Is it in there?” 


Mr. Bhekisisa held out the box to Dan, who took it. “I will let the 
brother and sister have the honor. But we must move out of sight.” 


“Come, then,” Professor Bardsley said. “Quickly.” 


He began rushing toward the trees. Kurt grabbed Amy’s hand and 
followed, with Nellie on their heels. 


But Dan froze. Whatever you do, avoid the trees. 


“Wait—we can’t go there!” he cried out. “Remember what Mr. 
Mondli said!” 


“We can’t worry about that now!” Amy shouted back. “These guys 
must know the area!” 


Dan sprinted downhill and caught up to Nellie, Amy, and Kurt, who 
were running with Professor Bardsley. 


“Who’s chasing you?” Kurt said as he helped Amy over a fallen 
branch. 

“She’ll explain later,” Nellie said breathlessly. “So, Bhekisisa is not a 
real Tomas. You guys are with Bhekisisa. You’re here to rescue us. You 
know about the thirty-nine clues. And you’re a professor who happened 
to be traipsing through the trees with his chorus?” 


Professor Bardsley spoke fast, his eyes constantly darting back over 
his shoulder. “Most of us were once Tomas. We know the training pods. 
We know the townspeople here, too, and the way the Tomas have 
exploited them. I am a South African. I have long been weary of 
exploitation.” He smiled. “Music happens to be my profession. So, like it 
or not, those who join in the resistance must agree to sing.” 


“Your name ... Robert ...” Amy said as they began down a decline. 
“Back at the museum, Mrs. Thembeka asked us if Robert had sent us.” 


“Winifred and I are old friends,” Robert said. 


From behind them, shouts rang out. Dan turned. The Tomas were 
flying out of the building, fanning out down the hill. 


Amy panicked. “Hide the box!” she cried out. 
“GO!” Mr. Bhekisisa yelled. 


The group stayed close to one another, leaping over bushes, slogging 
through mud. Dan clutched the box. No time to hide it. No time to think. 


They were totally outnumbered. “Dan,” Amy said, running alongside 
him. “We have to give it to them!” 


“Are you crazy?” Dan said. 


“Tt’s theirs, Dan!” Amy shot back. “We stole it! It’s not like the other 
clues. We took it from them. That makes us just as bad as they are.” 


“Children, run!” Professor Bardsley cried. 


Amy and Kurt took off at a sprint through the trees. Dan followed 
behind, looking left and right. 


Mondli had said there were hunting traps. But what kind of traps? 
Iron jaws? Suspended cages? And where were they, anyway? 


The map. 


Dan stopped short and swung open his backpack. He reached inside 
and pulled out a rolled-up sheet of paper. 


“Guys! STOP RIGHT NOW!” 


Amy and Kurt spun around at the sound of Dan’s voice. He was 
running toward them, his face red. 


“Did we lose them?” Professor Bardsley asked. 

“Just tell your people to stop!” Dan insisted. 

Professor Bardsley shouted to the others, who began tuming 
curiously. 

Just ahead of them, visible through the trees, was a huge grassy 
clearing. 

“We have to stay out of this clearing at all costs,’ Dan insisted, 
running past them until he was at the edges of the tree line. 


The others gathered behind him, staring at the sundrenched, oval 
field. “This may sound crazy,” Dan continued, “but trust me. We have to 
go around to the other side.” 


The students, looking skeptical, wound their way around the clearing 
to the other side. They huddled behind bushes, shrouded by the canopies 
of trees. 


“What’s going on?” Amy asked. 

Dan had that concentrated, intense look on his face, the one that in 
normal life said I’m waiting to see if Mindy Bluhdorn will notice that I 
put gum in her hair but now could mean anything. 

“Everybody, listen!” Dan blurted out. “The Tomas are heading 
toward us from the left, the north, through the woods. Start making noise 
— now!” 

“This is a strategy?” Professor Bardsley said. 

“Just do it — please!” Dan said. 

Amy looked at Nellie, whose face was ashen. 


One by one, they reluctantly did as Dan said. Shouting, singing, 
beating trees with fallen branches. 


Now Amy heard footsteps, voices. The Tomas were tromping 
through the woods. “Dan, come on, we cant just stand here!” Amy 
shouted. 


The first Tomas broke through the trees. Among them was Mr. 
Malusi. Kurt stepped in front of Amy and began to nudge her back. 


“Well, well,” Mr. Malusi said, his face creasing into a tight, pained 
expression. “Daniel and Amy Cahill, I presume? I should have known. 
You didn’t seem to be cut of the Holt cloth. You pulled off quite a trick. 
Now all you need do is return the box.” 


Soon the upper edge of the clearing was filled with kick boxers, 
sword fighters, and guards. The entire Tomas compound began edging 
toward Professor Bardsley’s students, staying to the edge of the clearing. 


“I don’t believe this,” Dan whispered. “This part isn’t supposed to 
happen....” 


“What? Us dying?” Nellie said. 


“Them staying to the edge like that, not coming into the clearing.” 
Dan shouted over his shoulder, “Start singing! Spread out to the right 
and left!” 


“Excuse me?” Professor Bardsley said. 


“Tm with you and you’re with me’ — that one!” Dan said. “We 
need to throw them off. To get them to move into the clearing!” 


The students exchanged confused looks. But Kurt took a step 
forward, and in a voice deep and resonant, began singing: 


“I’m with you and you’re with me, and so we are all together, so we 
are all together, so we are all together....” 


The men and women crossed their arms over their chests, reaching 
for the hands of the singers on either side, to form a human chain. Their 
voices soared into the trees. As they sang, the stepped to the right in 
rhythm, along the perimeter of the clearing. 

“Sing with me, I’ll sing with you, and so we will sing together, as we 
march along! We are marching to Pretoria, Pretoria, Pretoria...” 

The Tomas stopped in their tracks, looking uneasily at each other. 
Amy had no idea what on earth her brother had in mind, but she was 
singing, too. 

“That’s it,” Dan said softly to Professor Bardsley. “Surround them on 
either side.” 

Bardsley looked at Dan as if he’d lost his mind. Then a sudden smile 
crept across his face. “You are a student of Shaka....” 


Dan nodded. “The buffalo horns — some of us remain as the body, 
and the others ...” 


The students moved outward, into the trees, singing, enclosing the 
Tomas like a big fist. 

Mr. Malusi looked to both sides with a smile that was half confusion, 
half amusement. 

But the Tomas were angling their bodies, backing up, bunching ... 
and slowly inching into the clearing. 


“I am in no mood for a musical interlude,” Mr. Malusi said. “And I 
am in no mood to attack stupid children. But you have seen the kind of 
training we do. And if you do not give me that box immediately, imagine 
what will happen!” 


Professor Bardsley’s people were closing in, arm in arm. All around 
Mr. Malusi, the Tomas were crowding in, waiting for orders. 

Dan took a deep breath and held the box tight. “Over my dead body,” 
he said. 


Mr. Malusi shrugged. “All right, Tomas ... ATTACK!” 


CHARTERIPA 


“YEEEEEEAAAAAAAAHHHGH!” 

The voices caromed through the clearing, bloodthirsty and loud. 
Amy was shrieking behind him. The singing had stopped. 

And then, nothing. No sound at all. 


Dan could feel his arms shaking. His fingertips were numb around 
the box. But he was still holding it. Around the clearing, Professor 
Bardsley’s students had gathered, all of them staring downward. 


The Tomas were ... gone. 
There are traps. 
Dan was shaking. “I — I don’t believe it worked ...” he murmured. 


Where the grassy field had been was now a huge hole, at least ten 
feet deep and nearly the entire circumference of the clearing. From the 
bottom, among the throng of bruised and groaning Tomas heroes, Mr. 
Malusi lay dazed. 

“Dan, what did you just do?” Amy was pulling him from behind, 
shrieking. 

Numbly, Dan pulled out the rolled-up map. “Mr. Mondli gave us this. 
It’s a topographical map. It shows this humongous trap. I don’t know 
what they catch in here. Maybe rhinos.” 

Professor Bardsley was wiping his brow with a handkerchief. 
“Brilliant, my boy. I don’t know if we’d have made it without you!” 


“Without Shaka,” Dan corrected. 


Move the body forward, then let the horns form outward to the side. 
Squeeze your enemy. 

“The buffalo horn formation worked in battle,” Dan went on. “People 
still use the technique in wars. These guys weren’t going where we 
wanted them to. We needed to get them to move. I just thought we could 


... learn from history, I guess.” 
“Wait,” Nellie said. “Is that Dan Cahill talking?” 


The Tomas were lying below him in a vast pit, moaning, arguing, 
trying to scrabble up the nearly vertical sides. The students stood at the 
edge, singing another song in a foreign language with flowing 
harmonies. Professor Bardsley smiled. “French,” he said. “ ‘Mon coeur 
se recommande a vous.’ Orlando di Lasso. One of your grandmother’s 
favorites. And mine.” 


“The box, Dan,” Amy hissed. “Open the box!” 
Dan tried to yank the top off, but pieces of the cactuslike plant were 
still jammed into the crack. 


“Let me try,” Amy said, smacking the top. She pulled it open and 
broken plant roots spilled out. But even more had grown into the box 
through the crack. The insides seemed like one solid-packed tin of plant 
root. 

“Whoa,” said Dan, “it’s like tuna.” 

Kurt produced a pocketknife. “You may need this,” he said. 

Amy stabbed the knife into the roots, chipping them away. “There’s 
something in here,” she murmured. 

“Yeah, pressed cactus,” Dan said. 

“Not cactus.” Kurt smiled. “That is umhlaba, also known as inhlaba, 
a medicinal plant. You’d call it aloe. It helps with many ailments. It’s 
fairly unique to this part of the world.” 

“Dan, look!” Amy was pulling out a delicate piece of jewelry, a 
bracelet with gems that caught the sunlight, reflecting it in sharp 
pinpoints of light. She dropped the box and let the piece hang so it could 
be fully seen. 

A glittering arrangement spelled out SHAKA. 


“May I?” Professor Bardsley held the bracelet up to the light. He 
pulled out a small knife from his pocket and scratched one of the stones. 
“Dear God, those are diamonds. Do you know how much this is worth?” 


Dan reached out, running his fingers over the clear, cool stones. He 
recalled the words of the old man at the Shaka Museum in Durban: 


Churchill was obsessed with Shaka. That is why he traveled to South 
Africa. Not to report. Not to fight. To find out about the isipho. 


“Um, guys?” Dan said. “Do any of you know the word isipho?” 
“A Zulu word,” Professor Bardsley said. “It means gift.” 


Dan’s brain was swirling. Churchill had been on a mission. He was 
obsessed with the Tomas Clue. He had been jailed, had hidden in a mine 
— and none of that had stopped him. As the men walked ahead, Dan 
murmured to Amy and Nellie, “In his note, Churchill said he wanted the 
thing that was in the ground with Shaka — and remember what the guy 
at the museum said? He was after the isipho! This is the Tomas clue, 
Amy!” 

Diamond. The most magical of substances. Organic matter—plants, 
trees, animal remains — compressed by time and the earth’s weight into 
the hardest, most brilliant substance known. 


He held the bracelet to the sun, through the dappled cover of the 
trees. The diamonds had been hidden for who knew how long, and yet 
they shot back the sun’s light with a radiance that was nearly blinding. 


“We should have guessed,” Amy said, taking back the bracelet. 
“Wars, apartheid — all of it happened because of the diamonds in the 
soil.” 


“Everyone wanted it, and people were willing to kill to get it ...” Dan 
said. “Sounds like the secret to the thirty-nine clues.” 


“You will pay for this,” Mr. Malusi’s voice called out from inside the 
pit. “You are thieves of identity and thieves of our property!” 


Amy wanted to throw something at him. She counted to ten and 
unclenched her teeth, holding tight to the bracelet. Taking it from Malusi 
would be the perfect revenge. But she realized something: She wasn’t 
sure if it rightfully belonged to the Tomas, but it sure wasn’t hers, either. 


Amy took a step forward. Kurt started to follow, but she motioned for 
him to stay and walked to the edge of the hole and looked down. “Um, 
about that shield you stole from the museum in Durban?” 

Mr. Malusi glared at her silently. 


“Maybe the Tomas still believe that one good turn deserves another,” 
she continued softly. 

The bracelet was beautiful, and valuable. But the hunt was about 
knowledge, not possession. She gave the bracelet a look, then tossed it 
down into the hole. 

“Amy, what are you doing?” Dan shouted. 

Nellie groaned. “That could have paid off my MasterCard!” 


Below her, the Tomas began falling over each other, clawing to get to 
the priceless diamonds. Mr. Malusi quickly became engulfed in a sea of 
grasping arms. “Stop! STOP—THAT IS AN ORDER!” he shouted. 


To the sounds of scrabbling and fighting, Amy turned her back and 
walked away. 


CHAPTER PS 


The name had been in Amy’s mind for days, but it was now 
struggling for space against thoughts of an easy smile and a singing 
voice that gave her chills. 


Karachi. 


Back in Sydney, while threatening to feed Amy to sharks, Isabel 
Kabra had listed the places Dan and Amy had been. For some reason, 
she’d included a place they’d never visited: Karachi, Pakistan. 


Amy had to accept that they were done in South Africa. Lingering 
any longer would be a mistake. The Holts were still out there, and angry. 
But that didn’t make it any easier to leave. 


“Let’s keep in touch,” Kurt had said before they’d parted. “I hope we 
meet again.” 


Amy hoped so, too. She couldn’t expect it, though. She couldn’t 
expect anything other than constant change. 


“Flight 796, Johannesburg to Karachi, will be boarding in ten 
minutes,” a voice echoed through the terminal. 


“Hey, gotta go,” Dan said. 
Amy hugged Professor Bardsley. “Thanks for your help.” 


“Yeah, and the tunes you let me upload onto my iPod,” Nellie said 
unenthusiastically. “Can’t wait to listen to Renaissance church music.” 


“I suppose,” Professor Bardsley said, “I cannot convince you to 
remain.” 


“Sorry,” Amy said sadly. Professor Bardsley had been kind to them. 
He had driven the Yugo all the way back to Johannesburg, allowing 
Nellie, Dan, and Amy to sleep. He had found food for Saladin, helped 
book the flights, and even offered to pay. “We know how you feel about 
the thirty-nine clues, Professor Bardsley. But we have to continue. We 
were given a challenge, and we have to see it through.” 


“By grace,” he murmured. His face crinkled, and he gave a small 
wink. 


Amy wasn’t expecting that response. “Grace ...?” 


“She was a remarkable, lovely, generous woman,” Professor 
Bardsley said. 


“You knew her?” Amy said. 
“Did she know everyone in South Africa?” Dan said. 


Professor Bardsley nodded, smiling. “Grace had many friends here. 
Does this surprise you?” 


Amy smiled. Bardsley had a long history with the 39 Clues and the 
Tomas. He knew Winifred Thembeka. Of course it made sense that he’d 
known Grace. “Let’s stay in contact, Professor.” 


“Godspeed,” he replied. 


She, Dan, and Nellie turned to the security line. It was quicker than 
they expected. After passing through the scanner, they followed the sign 
for the boarding gates, but a man with a mustache gestured toward a 
motor cart. “This way, please,” he said. 


“No, thanks,” Amy replied. “We’ll walk.” 
The man moved closer. “This way.” 


“Just give him some baksheesh and tell him to go away,” Dan 
murmured. 


“Wrong country, dude,” Nellie said. 


The man stepped quickly in Dan’s path. In his right hand was a small 
knife. 


“What the —?” Dan looked around frantically. 
Behind him, Nellie drew in a breath. “Better do what he says. Now.” 


Amy trembled. She and Dan climbed into the back of the cart as 
Nellie took the front passenger seat. The man sped away from the gates, 
driving out a back door and across a tarmac. Small craft buzzed overhead 
and cargo carriers rolled by. 


Soon they raced around the corner of a hangar. If the coast was clear, 
they could make a run for it. 


Dan poked Amy. She eyed him and nodded ever so slightly. The 
driver swerved around the building. 


Suddenly, Dan felt a bag come down over his head. “Hey!” he 
shouted. 


Amy and Nellie were screaming. Dan tried to stand, but his arms 


were yanked behind him. He felt a coarse rope tightening around his 
wrists and a gag around his mouth. 


In moments, he was being shoved from behind. They were walking 
on concrete. A rush of wind lifted his shirttail as a low-flying plane 
passed. 


He felt himself being pushed through a door. Then two hands were 
shoving him downward, into a chair. On either side of him, he could hear 
Amy and Nellie grunting against the gags. 


“One ... two ... three ... all present.” The voice felt like a scrape of 
acid down Dan’s back. “Let’s be civilized about this, shall we?” 


The bag was pulled up over his head, and he was staring into the face 
of Isabel Kabra. 


“Diamond,” Isabel Kabra said, filing her fingernails and looking out of 
place in a molded plastic chair. “You came to South Africa and 
discovered the clue was diamond. Aren’t they clever, children?” 
“Hope it wasn’t too ... erm, hard for you,” Natalie said, snickering. 
“A pity you had to strain yourselves,” Ian continued, “when we could 
have easily told you.” 


The mustached man squatted behind Amy, Dan, and Nellie, tying 
their legs to the chair. Isabel, Ian, and Natalie faced them across the 
cement floor of a storage shed. Shelves were crammed with cans, boxes, 
tools, and parts. Behind Ian’s head was a huge, dented propeller lying 
sideways on a machine with a fan belt. 


Amy pulled at her restraints. Isabel knew about the Clue. Somehow 
she’d tracked them down. But Amy was no longer surprised at Isabel. 
No longer scared. At this point, all she wanted to do was one thing. 


Get her. 
“How did you know? Dan sputtered. “This was a Tomas clue!” 


“Churchill was a Lucian, dear,” Isabel said with a chortle. “He found 
the Tomas clue a hundred years ago. Did you really think we wouldn’t 
know?” 


“Indeed,” Ian piped up. “Well put, Mother.” 

She shot him a glance and he shut up. 

“So ... if you know it already,” Nellie said, “why are we here?” 

“I missed you, darlings,” Isabel replied. “Ever since our awful little 


tête-à-tête with the sharks, Amy—for which I apologize — I’ve had a bit 
of a reawakening. I’ve been wondering about your health.” 


“You didn’t seem too concerned about it when you set that fire, you 
animal!” Amy said. 


Dan glared at her, his face rigid with fear. 


But Isabel just shook her head sadly. “Animal. This is a strong word 
for someone who murdered Irina Spasky.” 


“Me — murder ?—it was YOU!” Amy shouted. 


“Really? Hmm, that’s not what the newspapers are saying,” Isabel 
said. “Are they, children?” 

“Indeed,” Ian said. 

“Is that all you can say?” Isabel snapped, then turned back to Dan 
and Amy. “You know, it is not easy being international fugitives. People 
tend to want you in jail. You wouldn’t like it. Although I suppose it’s in 
the genes. After all, Mr. and Mrs. Nudelman were masters.” 

Amy’s stomach knotted. “Another lie!” 

“Ah, the drama,” Isabel said, smiling. “I see you recognize the 
name!” 

“What do you want from us?” Amy demanded. 

Isabel leaned forward. “I know how you feel about me, and I don’t 
blame you. But I am in need of a few good young minds. And you, my 
dears, are in need of something more profound.” She shrugged. “A 
family.” 

Dan looked at her in disbelief. “You want to adopt us?” 

“Would you like a token of my good intentions?” Isabel reached into 
her bag and pulled out a vial of green liquid. “Voila!” 

“Your kids stole that from us!” Amy said. “In Paris!” 

“And I am willing to share it with you,” Isabel said. “You have no 
idea how important this is to the search for the thirty-nine clues. With it, 
you will be shoulder to shoulder with the winning team. Think about it. 


We will fold you into the Kabra family. You will lend your skills and 
knowledge to us. You will be like brother and sister to Ian and Natalie.” 


Natalie blanched. “Please! Distant poor cousins, perhaps ...” 


It took all Amy’s strength to keep from laughing out loud. Isabel had 
something in mind — but if she was serious about this, she was truly 
insane. 


She met Isabel’s gaze. The eyes were like a lizard’s, cold and 


bloodless. But for the first time — even as helpless as she was—Amy 
felt no fear. Fold into the Kabra family? She would rather die a hundred 
times. 

“Amy?” Isabel said with a magnanimous smile. “I know, perhaps you 
need a moment to let this extraordinary opportunity sink in ...” 

Amy smiled back. “Actually, I don’t need a moment,” she said 
sweetly. “You can shove it.” 


Isabel recoiled. Nellie let out a hoot of laughter. 
“Amy!” Dan cried out. 


“So be it,” Isabel snapped. “Some people just like to make things 
difficult.” She held out the vial to her son. “Tan?” 

Ian rose uncertainly. He placed the vial on a shelf just beyond the 
horizontal propeller. He paused for a moment, as if trying to decide 
something, then flicked a switch on the wall. 

The propeller began to spin. It made a low humming sound that 
quickly grew into a roar. It was only about four feet off the ground, and 
the wind it created was strewing papers everywhere. 


Isabel gestured toward the green vial. “One by one! Come and get 
it!” she trilled. 


The mustached man grabbed the back of Dan’s chair. He angled it 
toward the spinning propeller. 


And he began to push. 


CHAPTERS 


“NO-O-O-O!” Amy was shrieking from behind Dan. 


Dan pulled at the ropes. The propeller was screaming in his ears, a 
silver blur, the blades coming closer. He smelled the burning motor, the 
grease. 


Too tight. 

Dan jerked his body, trying to tip the chair. 

Ian Kabra looked queasily from Dan to the propeller. 

Now the blade was inches from Dan’s neck. He leaned back, eyes 
closed, his mind seeming to detach. He heard a scream and wasn’t sure if 
it was his. 

But he did feel his chair tilting. And his head hitting something, hard. 

“Get him!” a voice commanded. 

Isabel. 

Dan opened his eyes. He saw Amy hurtling across the room, still tied 
to her chair, ramming her head into Isabel Kabra. 

Suddenly, he felt himself rolling backward. “Dan! Dan, can you hear 
me?” a deep voice asked. 


“Owwwvw ...” Dan’s hands were suddenly free. He staggered to his 
feet. Across the room, Amy was on top of Isabel, pinning her to the 
floor. 


A hand shoved him toward the door. “Go. We must not waste time. 
Make a left and head for Hangar Three. I will join you.” 

Professor Bardsley was pushing him. Three of his students wrestled 
with the Kabras while untying Nellie and Amy. The propeller was 
slowing. 

Dan felt his neck, just to be sure. Then he ran to grab his sister. “Let’s 
go!” 

They raced to the door, with Nellie close behind. Isabel was 


shrieking, her voice piercing through the rumble of the slowing blade. 
“THIS IS AN INJUSTICE!” 


As Amy and Nellie scurried out, Dan ducked back in to get Saladin. 
Then he ran around to the other side of the propeller and grabbed the vial 
of green liquid off the shelf. 


Racing outside, he stuffed the vial into his pocket. 


He caught up with Amy and Nellie just outside Hangar Three. The 
door was open, revealing a prop plane under a thick canvas. 


“Are you okay?” Amy asked. “Oh, my God, Dan, I thought you were 
going to —” She swallowed the rest of the thought. 


“What you did to Isabel was awesome,” Dan said. 


Professor Bardsley was sprinting toward them now. “Children, we 
are leaving,” he said breathlessly. “You cannot stay in South Africa any 
longer. The Kabras can be subdued, but they will not be stopped. And 
there is someone else —” He glanced over his shoulder. 


“Who?” Dan asked. 


But Professor Bardsley ducked into the hangar, calling out, “Hall- 
ooooo!” 


Two uniformed workers came running. “Do you have flight-path 
clearance, Professor?” one of them asked. 


“Please get it for me — ASAP!” Professor Bardsley said. 


The man ran off as the other worker helped Professor Bardsley 
unsheathe the plane. 


Its sides were yellow, with red piping and a name in fancy script: The 
Flying Lemur. 


“Tt’s Grace’s plane!” Amy exclaimed. 


“Grace taught me to fly,” Professor Bardsley said. “When she knew 
she was dying, she gave me permission to keep this old girl in business. 
Now, let’s take her for a spin, shall we?” 


Amy ran around to the other side and jumped into the passenger seat 
of the cockpit. 


“Hey! I want to sit there,” Dan protested. 
“Dude, you weren’t fast enough,” Nellie added, sliding into the rear. 


Professor Bardsley turned the ignition. The propellers spun. “Go!” 
the airport worker was shouting. “You have the green light!” 


“They let you cut in front of everybody, just like that?” Nellie asked. 
Professor Bardsley grinned. “Don’t ask questions. Get in, Dan!” 


Nellie pulled Dan into the backseat. 

Dan plopped in beside her, fuming. “You guys think I’m not fast 
enough?” he said. “You think it had nothing to do with the fact that I’m 
holding Saladin, so maybe it was unfair for Amy to jump in like that?” 

“Mrrp,” said Saladin in agreement. 


Nellie shrugged. “You could have done rock-paper-scissors for a half 
hour or so.” 


“Ha-ha. You just yuk it up with my sister.” Dan folded his arms and 
sat back as Amy shrank in her seat. 

“Dude, where are you taking us?” Nellie asked. 

“If anything, he will be expecting us to land in Swaziland,” Professor 
Bardsley said. 

“He?” Nellie asked. 

“They,” Professor Bardsley quickly replied. “Anyone who may be on 
your tail. So I will take you to Mozambique. There you will board a 
plane to Germany, where I will arrange transport to—wherever it is you 
need to go next.” 

The plane rolled out of the hangar and taxied onto the runway, 
propellers whirring. 

“Why are you doing this for us, Professor Bardsley?” Amy spoke up. 
“What’s going on?” 

“Because your work is done here,” he replied. “Because you have 
found a clue. Because even though I am not a part of this, I respect that 
you are doing your grandmother’s bidding.” 

“How well did you know Grace?” Amy pressed. “Did you know 
which branch she belonged to?” 

As Professor Bardsley yanked back the throttle, the noise was 
deafening. “What?” he said. 


The plane lurched forward. 
“YEEE-HAH!” Nellie shouted. 


From the backseat, Dan leaned into Amy. “You really think I’m so 
slow? Well, if I’m so slow, how come I was the one who remembered to 
hold on to this?” 


He was shoving something in her face now. The Kabras’ green vial. 


“Dan, sit back and put your seat belt on!” Amy spun around. The 
vial was knocked out of Dan’s hand. It flipped in the air twice. Dan 
flailed for it but only managed to bat it against the inner wall of the 


plane. 


It smashed into pieces, spurting green ooze onto Dan’s arm and the 
seat next to him. 


“Auuuggghh!” Dan shrieked. “Amy, I can’t believe you did that, you 
idiot!” 

Amy sighed. “It’s a fake, Dan.” 

But as a drop fell onto the seat, the fabric smoldered. 


“UH, DAN?” Nellie shouted to be heard over the engine noise. 
“WHAT DID YOU SAY THAT WAS?” 


Dan felt as if a zoofull of scorpions had dropped from the sky on his 
arm. “OW,” he cried out. “IT STINGS!” 


The plane was in the air now. Amy looked at Professor Bardsley in 
the rearview mirror. “WHAT COLOR DID YOU SAY THAT SERUM 
WAS?” he asked. 


“GREEN. OOZY. IT’S BURNING THE SEAT.” 


Professor Bardsley’s eyes went wide. “IT IS NOT A SERUM. IT IS 
A SLOW-ACTING POISON! THE KABRAS TRIED IT ON ONE OF 
MY COHORTS. IT WILL ERODE THE SKIN AND OVER TIME 
WORK ITS WAY INTO THE NERVOUS SYSTEM!” His hands were 
all over the controls now, flipping switches, setting dials. “I NEED 
SOMEONE TO MAN THE COCKPIT!” 


Nellie leaned forward. “I WILL! I KNOW WHAT I’M DOING!” 
Professor Bardsley quickly traded places with Nellie, causing Saladin 


to jump to the floor with a hiss. The old man reached behind the seat and 
pulled a canister labeled UMHLABA. 


The pain was spreading. Dan felt his entire body vibrating. He gritted 
his teeth. Don t think of it don’t think of it don’t think of it don’t think of it 


“WH-WHAT’S THAT?” he asked. 


“CONCENTRATE OF ALOE,” Professor Bardsley replied. “IT 
WILL SLOW THE POISON’S ACTION UNTIL WE GET TO A 
HOSPITAL IN MOZAMBIQUE. IT WILL TAKE ABOUT TWO 
HOURS, BUT YOU SHOULD BE ALL RIGHT. I BELIEVE THEY 
MAY HAVE THE PROPER ANTIDOTE THERE.” 


“MAY HAVE IT?” Amy was screaming. Her face was bone white. 
“YOU CAN’T LET THE KABRAS KILL HIM!” 


Professor Bardsley nodded, his brows knitted. 


He soaked a handkerchief and applied it to Dan’s arm. It felt like ice 
water, soothing the fire. Dan’s body began to settle, but there wasn’t 
enough. 


“MORE!” Dan yelled. “MORE!” 
Professor Bardsley daubed the stuff more thickly. 


“ISN’T THERE ANYTHING ELSE IN GRACE’S PLANE?” Amy 
shouted. “MAYBE SHE HAD SOME ANTIDOTE HERE!” 


Bardsley suddenly looked up at Amy. “WHAT AM I TALKING 
ABOUT? I DO KNOW OF A PLACE WE CAN GET THE 
ANTIDOTE. BUT PLL NEED TO RESET OUR COURSE TO 
MADAGASCAR!” 


“ON IT, DUDE!” Nellie was flipping dials with confidence now. The 
plane veered to the right. 


“Mrrp!” Saladin said, sliding across the floor. 


“WHAT’S IN MADAGASCAR?” Amy yelled. Through Dan’s 
fluttering eyelids, all he saw were the veins of her neck sticking out like 
tree roots.... 


Professor Bardsley was now wrapping a tourniquet on Dan’s arm. It 
felt good, but the pain was changing. It shot out in waves, up his neck, 
down to his legs, yo-yoing back and forth like some medieval torture. 

Professor Bardsley’s voice came to Dan like a radio station slowly 
fading. “WE ARE GOING,” he replied, “TO YOUR 
GRANDMOTHER’S AFRICAN HOME!” 


CHARTER 7 


“Dan ...?” Amy said, dragging her brother across the scrubby pathway, 
little more than a tangle of vines and roots. “Dan, stay awake!” 


He was moaning. Deteriorating fast. 


Amy barely noticed the entrance. Grace’s “African home” was tiny, 
little more than a mound of rock and soil, a cave fitted with a custom- 
carved wooden door. 


“We will not enter her working headquarters,” Professor Bardsley 
said. “There is a small house around back, where she lived when she was 
here. I — I have a pass — a pass card....” 


Professor Bardsley was shaking. He’d landed the plane safely but 
taken a corner too sharp on the taxiing, clipping a wing. He was coming 
apart, Amy could tell. 


Keep it together, she thought. Keep my brother alive! 

Dan sagged between Nellie and Amy, no longer able to walk. 
“You’re g-g-going to be f-f-fine,” Amy said. 

Alone. The word muscled its way into Amy’s brain. For her whole 


life, she’d felt like a part, a half. It was never Amy. It was Dan and Amy. 
Like one word. 


DanandAmy. 
AmyandDan. 


“Here we are!” she said, stopping before a small, shuttered shingle 
house as the professor fumbled with the lock. Dan was shivering again. 
His arms were wrapped in white tourniquets soaked in umhlaba, but his 
face was turning from red to yellow. 


Nellie had her arms around him. “He’s going into toxic shock,” she 
said. “Hurry!” 


With a loud thwock, Professor Bardsley opened the front door. “Sit 
him down!” he said. “I will go to the medicine cabinet.” 


Nellie and Amy wriggled Dan through the door. 


Amy couldn’t hold back a shiver of recognition. In a split-second 
view, she took in details that were hardwired into her memory — lace 
doilies on small dark-wood tea tables, demitasse cups placed as if Grace 
were about to emerge from the kitchen with tea, a portrait of Grace that 
Amy had drawn in third grade. 


She and Nellie sat Dan down on a damask sofa. “OWWW ... OW OW 
OW OW!” he cried. 

Professor Bardsley ran in, a hypodermic needle in one hand. “You 
have to inject him?” Amy cried out. 

“Tt is the only way to get it into his bloodstream fast,” Professor 
Bardsley said. 

Amy looked away, holding tight to Dan’s hand. She felt him stiffen 
briefly, a tiny whine emitting from his mouth that was more breath than 
sound. 

Finally, she felt him go slack. Amy felt her heart turning inside out. 
“What’s happening? Is he ...?” 

Professor Bardsley wiped his brow. The knots in his forehead were 
deep. “We can only pray now.” 


“Thank you,” Nellie said, “for everything.” 


Professor Bardsley smiled wanly. “Thank you. If I’d had to change 
the course of the plane myself ...” 


Dan’s head lolled to one side. His mouth moved, but no sounds came 
out. 


Professor Bardsley felt Dan’s forehead. “I must return to the airfield 
for a moment. The way I landed The Flying Lemur may be a hazard to 
other craft. I will not be long. As soon as he is feeling well, we must 
leave. We cannot stay here.” 


Professor Bardsley was gone longer than Amy expected. Nellie 
continued to put fresh dressings of umhlaba on Dan’s arm, but he 
wouldn’t be back to normal for some time. The skin was badly burned. 


“A-Amy?” Dan rasped, wincing. Amy ran to his side. 

“Dan! You’re speaking!” 

“Duh,” Dan said. “That Churchill note — the one Mrs. Thembeka 
gave us? Where is it?” 


“Your back pocket, I think,” Amy said. 
“Want me to get it for you?” Nellie volunteered. 
Dan groaned. “Could you ... get me more dressing? Please?” 


As Nellie disappeared into the bathroom, Amy continued exploring 
the room. She fought back tears. She had almost gotten Dan killed. Her 
anger had angered Isabel. Made Ian shove Dan toward the propeller. 
Then, in The Flying Lemur, she’d made Dan so frustrated he’d forgotten 
to be cautious about the poison.... 


“Dan?” she said. “I’m sorry I’ve been a hothead.” 


Dan smiled weakly. “You’re saving my life,” he said. “So I don’t 
care. Hey, check out the piano.” 


Tucked in the corner, barely fitting, was a spinet piano with a stack of 
sheet music on it. Amy stepped over to the piano and hit a few chords, 
but it was sadly out of tune. She remembered the hours Grace would 
spend in her mansion in Massachusetts, on a much nicer piano, teaching 
Dan and Amy all the words to her favorite Broadway showtunes. “Now, 


tell me the iPod compares to this!” Grace loved to say. 


Nearby sat a desk whose ornately carved designs contrasted with the 
simple lines of the piano. Amy opened a drawer and jumped as a hairy 
spider crawled out. She looked over her shoulder, checking Dan. He was 
scribbling weakly on a pad of paper. 


As Amy went to close the drawer, she noticed a small notebook 
tucked deeply inside. She pulled it out, rubbing her hands over the soft 
leather cover. 


It was full of Grace’s perfect, small handwriting, as if Amy were 
opening a letter written yesterday. Each page was covered with notes — 
travelogues, mostly— with postcards from various countries taped to the 


pages. 
Amy paused at a page of notes from a trip to China. Grace had never 
told them about this trip.... 


na WALL we tek. Leng = aw me WH S IP 
agreed cb a Tis At Ch Lt ld 4 ose nile Ww he 
Lacovered Chil Chey, Lhe Poses AAE P 


A & H — Amy’s heart jumped. That would be Arthur and Hope! 
“Dan?” she called out. 


“Amy ... look!” Dan blurted out. He shuffled toward Amy, holding a 


sheet of paper in a shaky hand. 
“Easy, Hercules,” Nellie said. 


Dan placed the Churchill note on the desk. “The letter ... look what 
he wrote at the bottom.” 


“ ‘The unbroken line shall deliver thy desire to the letter, if thou 
proceedeth downward ever, in single steps,’ ” Amy read aloud. 


“Remember what we said about an unbroken line?” Dan said 
hoarsely “Look ... Churchill’s circle — one letter, a T. All the way at the 
top, all the way to the left! Now. ‘Proceedeth downward in single steps’ 
— that’s what I couldn’t figure out.” Dan flinched as Nellie put gauze 
tape around the dressing. “What if ... you go down ... from that first 
letter. Step by step? Watch!” 






















FROM THE DESK OF 
WINSTON LEONARD SPENCER-CHURCHILL. 


11 May 1900 


My Darling M_4_ C ; 
Tho’ my loyalty to Britain & 

/st (Aste for tumult may have drawn me 

Znd ‘the Anglo-Boer conflict eventually, I 
3rd cdmena you for urging that 

Lith my reporting begin here now. 

5th My 1d} in the election, as you say, 

6th wasa pr to be borne bravely & 

7th is surdiy meant to strengthen me, 

gth as will QY army’s troubles with the 

7th mighty B@s strengthen it. Yes, I 

/oth did escape prisonment from Pretoria’s 
//th State Model @phool, to where they'd 
/Zth taken me (for@hately!) from H. Hill. 

/3th One cannot su n words for that 

/Yth filthy pit in J nnesburg, a place 

/5th far more miserakl} than my fetid 

/óth hidey hole in With@nk’s mines, post- 
/7th escape (where I was indeed 

/$th to discover a realiq@ion, given herein!). 








This I send you, 
With all my heart, 
Your Winnie 
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“ ‘A realization ... given herein,’ ” Dan said. “The realization was the 
clue, Amy. It was buried in this letter!” 


“ “Tomas Clue is umhlaba,’ ” Amy read. “That’s amazing!” 

“Whoa!” Nellie shouted. “I thought the clue was diamonds! The 
Kabras said it was, too. You guys—you can’t just reject that. There was 
that message about being ‘in the ground with Shaka’!” 

“What was in that box, Nellie?” Amy said. “What did we have to cut 
away? What was growing all over the place?” 

“The clue we were looking for ...” Dan said, gently touching his aloe 
dressing, “is saving my life!” 

“Aloe ...” Amy said. “It was right in front of our noses. The Kabras 
must not have decoded the Churchill letter. Maybe we’re the first to do 
it!” 

Nellie hooted. “Take that, Dragon Lady!” 

Dan sank wearily in the sofa. “We’re good, yo,” he said, a peaceful 
smile spreading across his face. “Now all we need to do is figure out 
where to go next.” 

The house fell silent. 
But Amy was fixated on the message in Grace’s notebook. “Uh, Dan 
she said. “What do you think this means? ‘I have written Deng 
Xiaoping, who has agreed to grant visit to A & H when he discovered 
that they, like him, are M.’” 
“Deng — he was, like, the head of China, right?” Nellie said. 


“A and H ...” Dan said. “Arthur and Hope — Mom and Dad. They 
met the leader of China? Cool. Let’s go there next.” 


+” 
. 


“Maybe,” Amy said. “But read it again — Deng agreed to meet them 
because he realized they were ...” 


“M,” Nellie said. “What’s M? Mandarin? Uh, wait ...” 


Dan stood and limped over toward a rear window. “Where’s 
Professor Bardsley, guys?” 


He stubbed his toe on the foot of the piano and his knees buckled. 
Nellie ran to him as his hand landed hard on the piano keys. “OW!” he 
cried as an ugly sound echoed through the room. 


Amy ran to him, still holding Grace’s book. “Can’t you sit still?” 
“The book ...” Dan was grimacing. “Read me some more ...” 


Amy flipped all the way to the end, where there were a dozen or so 
empty pages — pages Grace would have filled had she lived. 

The last page of writing contained only one entry. “Listen to this,” 
Amy said, reading aloud: “ ‘I am feeling melancholy today, thinking 


about my dear A & H and missing them so. I cannot even bear to listen 
to my beloved di Lasso, because of the reminder ...’” 


“Reminder?” Nellie asked. “Reminder of what?” 


Dan was staring at the piano, his face was ashen. “Oh, no ...” he 
murmured. 


Amy panicked. “Dan, sit! You are very, very sick!” 


“Orlando di Lasso ...” Dan murmured. “That’s the guy Professor 
Bardsley specializes in. Loves the music and all. Look.” 


He lifted some sheet music from the piano and showed it to Amy and 
Nellie. 


Amy glanced at the title, a complicated name in French. “That was 
the piece Professor Bardsley’s guys sang after we defeated the Tomas, 
right?” 

“He said Grace loved it,” Nellie said. 


“A reminder, guys,” Dan said. “Grace wrote that his music was a 
reminder of something sad.” 


“Uh ... I’m not following,” Amy said. 


“Amy, you want to know what branch we belong to?” Dan said. 
“Well, it would be the same one as Mom and Dad, right?” 

“Yeah ...” 

“And they were M, Amy! They were able to see this Chinese leader 
because they were M. And Grace couldn’t look at this music because it 
made her think of them.” Dan’s face grew red, his raspy voice rising. 
“Did you read this cover sheet? Did you read this closely? Do you want 
to know who we are? Look at the third line!” 


He held the music up to her face: 


Mon coeur se recommande à vous 
by Orlando di Lasso 
A Madrigal, in Four Parts 


Madrigal. 
Amy blinked, gathering her senses, and closed Grace’s book. 


Placing it on the table, facedown, she noticed a photo had been 
laminated onto the back cover. 


Arthur and Hope, looking young and happy, with their arms around a 


gaunt, unsmiling man. 


From head to toe, he was dressed in black. 





The Hunt Is On 


The race for the 39 Clues continues with more dangerous missions, top 
secret break-ins, and treacherous double-crossings. Stay one step ahead of the 
competition by following Amy and Dan’s next adventure. 


Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just make sure none of your enemies are 
watching ...) 


CHABIERE 


The sneezing began the instant the pet carrier passed the passenger’s 
nose. 


A-choo! ... a-choo! ... a-choo! ... 

Frozen in the aisle of the British Airways 777, Amy and Dan Cahill 
waited for the spasm to end. It never did. Instead, the sneezes grew in 
intensity, each wheezing explosion shaking the poor man’s entire body. 

“Tt can’t be that bad!” Dan said impatiently. 


Inside the carrier, Saladin looked around anxiously, unnerved by the 
ruckus. “Mrrp?” 


Nellie Gomez, the Cahill kids’ au pair, came up behind them. With 
her iPod blaring the Ramones full blast, all she saw was the man 
squirming in watery-eyed distress. “I told you the taco stand was serving 
habanero peppers!” she announced too loudly. 


Her booming voice drew the flight attendant to their row. She spoke 
to the sneezer in Chinese and then turned to Amy and Dan. “It seems Mr. 
Lee is allergic to cat hair. Your pet will have to ride in the cargo hold.” 


“But they let us keep him on the connecting flight from 
Madagascar,” Amy protested. 


By this time, Nellie had switched off her iPod. “Can’t Mr. Lee move 
to another seat?” 

“T’m sorry. The flight is completely full.” 

Saladin did not go quietly. The Egyptian Mau’s outraged mrrps 
resounded through the cabin until the boarding door was closed. 


Mr. Lee blew his nose as Amy and Dan squeezed past him into their 
seats. Nellie settled herself one row behind them, lost once again in her 
iPod. 


“How lame is this?” Dan complained, already fidgeting, even though 
the plane had yet to pull back from the gate. “Our second million-hour 


flight in a row, and we don’t even have Saladin. What could be worse?” 


Their eyes met for about half a second, and then they both looked 
away. It was a stupid question, and Dan knew it. What could be worse? 
This was the definition of worse — the real reason Dan’s mood was 
misery-minus, and why Amy had no patience for him. It had nothing to 
do with long flights and cats. 


Madrigals! 


After all these weeks, Amy and Dan had finally solved the mystery 
of which branch of the Cahill family they belonged to. Not the scheming 
and brilliant Lucians, masters of strategy. Not the creative geniuses, the 
Janus. Not the physically dominant Tomas, descended from warriors. 
Not the innovative Ekaterinas, the greatest inventors the world has ever 
known. 


No. All these weeks circling the globe in the hunt for the 39 Clues, 
Amy and Dan had been Madrigals. 


Madrigals. The worst of the worst. Madrigals had slaughtered the 
Russian royal family in the course of a killing spree that spanned 
continents. Their tools of the trade: stealth, sabotage, deceit, murder, and 
above all, terror. Even the Lucians feared the Madrigals — and everyone 
was afraid of the Lucians. 


It’s like living your whole life without ever looking in a mirror, Amy 
thought, and suddenly you see your reflection, and you’re a monster. 


How could they have been Madrigals without knowing it? All the 
way from Africa they had repeated that question, hammering themselves 
with it, hoping against hope that if they asked it enough, the answer 
might change from the awful truth. 


But Madrigals were so secretive that they even kept secrets from 
themselves. Amy and Dan’s grandmother, Grace, must have been a 
Madrigal, too. After the death of their parents, she’d been their closest 
relative in the world. Yet she’d never said a word about it to them. 


Now Grace is gone, too, Amy reflected sadly. She and Dan were 
alone — except for Nellie. And, of course, Saladin, their grandmother’s 
cherished pet. 


They had barely gotten used to the idea that they were members of 
the illustrious Cahill family. The search for the 39 Clues still seemed 
unreal to them — a chance for two Boston orphans to become the most 
powerful people in human history! Yet this was the ultimate shocker. 
Their mom and dad must have been Madrigals, too. Did that mean they 
were evil? 


Amy had been soul-searching a lot lately, trying to see clearly what 
was inside her own heart. It wasn’t all sweetness and light. Anger at the 
dirty tricks of the hunt. Isabel — just the name of her parents’ killer 
kindled a heat shimmer that distorted her vision. 


Isabel, who had held her as a child. Who had called her dear and 
played the part of the loving aunt. 


Isabel, who had taken two happy kids and turned them into orphans 


Revenge!! It was more emotional surge than rational thought, the 
revving of a supercharged engine. It was so automatic, so pure, that it 
could only have come from the Madrigal at her core. 


When you’re evil, can you recognize it in yourself? 


Aloud, she said to her brother, “Try to sleep. We’re going to be jet- 
lagged like crazy when we get to China.” 


“T slept all the way from Africa,” Dan grumbled. 


The plane backed away from the gate, and the safety demonstrations 
began. “Shortly after takeoff, we invite you to enjoy the video 
entertainment on your seat-back screen,” came the announcement. “Our 
first feature film is entitled Terminator Salvation.” 


“Yes!” Dan plucked the headphones out of the seat pocket. “Finally, 
something goes our way!” 


“Your dweeb-hood will be studied by future generations,’ Amy 
informed him solemnly. 


“Don’t knock it,” he lectured. “Good luck is like a rash. It spreads. 
Maybe we’ll get on a roll.” He popped the phones over his ears as the 
777 taxied through the airport traffic, rambled down the runway, and 
took off. 


London fell away beneath them, yet another city. Mr. Lee clutched 
his armrest, knuckles whitening with every bump and roll. But Amy and 
Dan were now experienced flyers who barely noticed the turbulence. In 
the space of weeks, two kids who had never left New England had 
visited more than a dozen countries on five different continents. 


Dan reclined his chair and focused on the entertainment system in 
front of him. But when the screen came to life, it showed not the heart- 
pounding opening of Terminator Salvation but scenes of an omate 
palace. 


“What the —” Dan flipped through the channels. The palace was on 
every station. 


“What’s the problem?” Amy hissed. 
“Where’s the Terminator?” 


Amy activated her own screen and peered at the palace scene. “I 
know this movie —” All at once, her expression softened. “It’s The Last 
Emperor. I’ve seen it two or three times — with Grace.” 


A lump materialized in her throat. In the heat of the Clue hunt, it was 
easy to forget that it had been less than two months since Grace Cahill’s 
death. 


Grace ... Madrigal ... It was no misunderstanding. They’d even seen 
her secret Madrigal hideout. 


I don’ care! I loved her ... still love her... 


Dan was in no mood for sentimentality. “Man, they put on the wrong 
movie!” As he reached for the flight attendant call button, he caught 
sight of the monitor in front of their allergic neighbor. There was the 
Terminator, in all his futuristic glory. 


In dismay, Dan climbed halfway over the seat back and gawked at 
the upside-down cyborg on Nellie’s screen. “Everybody’s getting 
Terminator but us!” 


Amy frowned. “Why would only two seats be showing something 
different?” 


“There’s an international conspiracy to bore me,” mourned her 
brother. 


Beneath the passenger concourses of Heathrow churned a beehive of 
activity. Down at the tarmac, an army of mechanics and baggage 
handlers kept one of the world’s busiest airports humming. 


Several maintenance people were enjoying a tea break when they 
noticed a new man in the locker room. He was older than the others — 
probably in his late sixties. As he shrugged out of his coverall, they 
observed that he was very well dressed in a cashmere blazer, turtleneck, 
and slacks, all black. Careful scrutiny would have revealed that his ID 
badge was counterfeit. He did not work here. He did not work anywhere. 


Although none of the employees recognized the man in black, Amy 


and Dan would have. He had dogged their footsteps across more than 
half the globe. 


CHARTER 


To Dan, The Last Emperor was as boring as the ten-hour flight to 
Beijing. 

“You should pay attention,” Amy advised. “This will be good 
preparation for our trip to China.” 


“Mmm,” he murmured, eyelids heavy. The only good that could 
come from being cheated out of Terminator would be if this lousy film 
put him to sleep. 


He had just dozed off when Amy suddenly dug her fingernails into 
his arm. “Dan!” 


“What’s the big idea?” His bleary eyes focused on his sister, who was 
pointing at the screen. “Come on, Amy. I went to sleep to get away from 
The Last Emperor!” 

“Look!” Amy insisted. “On that wall!” 

Dan squinted. The scene showed the three-year-old Puyi, emperor of 
China, playing in the Forbidden City, the vast imperial complex. There 
were hundreds of ornately decorated palaces, temples, and statues. And 
there, painted on the side of a small building — 

“The Janus crest!” he exclaimed in amazement. 

Amy frowned. “Why’s it in The Last Emperor?” 


“A lot of showbiz people are Janus,” Dan suggested. “Maybe the guy 
who made this movie was one of them.” 


“Maybe,” his sister said grudgingly, “but I doubt it. The Last 
Emperor was shot in the eighties. The paint on that wall looks a lot older 
than that.” 

“But who else could have —?” Dan goggled. “You mean him?” He 
pointed to the toddler clad in royal robes on the screen. “Pee-yoo?” 


Amy was disgusted. “The name is Puyi, and he was emperor of 
China, not a bad smell.” 


“And you think he comes from one of the Asian branches of the 
Cahills?” 


“Tt doesn’t have to be Puyi,” Amy reasoned. “The Forbidden City has 
existed for centuries. And a lot more people than just emperors have 
lived there. Don’t forget the imperial court, attendants, monks, eunuchs 
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“What’s a eunuch?” Dan interrupted. 


“Well ...” Amy blushed, choosing her words carefully. “You know 
how Saladin was neutered to keep him from making any cat babies —” 


“Yeah, but they don’t do that to people —” Dan’s face drained of 
color. “Do they?” 


“In ancient China they did,” his sister replied. 
Dan was wary. “But they stopped, right?” 


She rolled her eyes. “A lot of cultures used to do things we’d 
consider weird today. Including our own. And anyway, China is where 
our parents went after they left Africa, and Grace traveled there, too. The 
movie is even more proof that we’re on the right track. Ours are the only 
two seats on this plane getting The Last Emperor. Somebody wanted us 
to see the Janus crest.” 


“Yeah, but what if it was the competition sending us on a wild goose 
chase?” Dan asked. “Or the Madrigals, trying to ...” The skin around his 
lips tightened to a grimace. 

“It’s a chance we’ll have to take,” Amy decided. “At least we know 
our first stop in Beijing: the Forbidden City, home to China’s rulers a 
half century before Gideon Cahill was even born.” 


Eyes on the prize. It made sense. 
It was also a very Madrigal way of thinking. 


The new Beijing terminal was one of the most advanced airport 
buildings in the world. It was ultramodern, yet distinctly Chinese, the 
curves of its soaring glass ceiling incorporating ancient colors and 
designs. 


“According to the guidebook, the whole place was inspired by the 
form of the Chinese dragon,” Amy told her travel companions. 

Dan’s eyes were set on the signs leading to baggage claim. “Let’s 
hope the airline didn’t send Saladin to Antarctica.” 

The pet carrier circled a luggage carousel, partly hidden by much 
larger suitcases, boxes, and trunks. Outraged mewing could be heard 


halfway across the international arrivals lobby. 

Dan dug the carrier out from beneath a bag of golf clubs. He peered 
in at the cat. “Chill out, buddy.” 

He received a sharp mrrp of admonishment in return. 

As they left the baggage claim, the cat’s agitation grew. He clawed 
nonstop at the mesh of the carrier. 

Amy was worried. “What’s wrong with Saladin, Dan? Is he sick?” 

“He’s probably just stir-crazy,” Dan replied. “I’m going to cut him 
loose, let him stretch his legs.” 

“You can’t do that,” Nellie protested. “We’re in the middle of a 
crowded airport.” 

But Dan had already sprung the door. 

Saladin burst from the carrier like he’d been shot out of a cannon, 
claws skittering on the tiles. He spun around, getting his bearings. Then, 
before their horrified eyes, he launched himself at a tall, lean older man 
seated on a nearby bench, reading a newspaper. 

“Saladin!” Amy gasped. “No!” 

A cry of shock escaped the victim, and he leaped to his feet, sending 
his hat flopping to the floor. 


Dan grabbed the cat. Amy picked up the fallen hat and held it out to 
its owner. “Sorry, mister —” Her eyes fell on his diamond-handled 
walking stick. 

He accepted the hat with a sheepish smile. It was Alistair Oh, Cahill 
cousin and competitor in the search for the 39 Clues. 


“Ah, hello, children. You’re looking well.” 
The Egyptian Mau hissed at him from Dan’s arms. 
“You were spying on us!” Amy accused. 


“Spying?” Uncle Alistair repeated. “No. I’m merely here to welcome 
you back to Asia and offer my assistance. The language barrier can be 
quite a hurdle in China, but my Mandarin is excellent.” 

Nellie’s eyes narrowed the way they always did when she suspected 
her charges were being taken advantage of. “And you’re making this 
offer out of the goodness of your heart?” 

“Of course! Although”—Alistair’s gracious smile began to seem 
slightly forced — “it would be an excellent opportunity to bring one 
another up to date on our progress on the clue hunt.” 


“Aha!” Dan exploded. “You only want to help so you can steal our 


clues because you know you’re losing!” 


The smile disappeared, and Amy and Dan noticed their distant 
cousin’s exhausted, red-rimmed eyes. 


“I’m afraid, children, that we all might be losing,” he admitted. “Ian 
and Natalie Kabra have been in China for several days already. Even 
more worrisome, the Holts have completely dropped off the radar 
screen.” 


“Try the Mr. Universe contest,” Dan suggested. 


Alistair regarded him ruefully. “We’ve all underestimated the Holts. 
In Ekat circles, the rumor is that they’ve made a major breakthrough. It’s 
not too late to catch them — if we work together.” 


Amy’s eyes locked with her brother’s. Of all their competitors in the 
contest, Uncle Alistair was the only one who felt like family. True, he 
had betrayed them—and more than just once. But out of their Cahill 
cousins, Alistair alone seemed to care what happened to them. 


The image of Uncle Alistair faded in Amy’s mind, to be replaced by 
a much darker picture. That terrible night years before; the fire that had 
killed their parents. Alistair had been there. 


Amy’s eyes filled with tears. Stop thinking about it! 


Alistair was no murderer. At worst, he had been Isabel’s unwitting 
accomplice. Still, it would take a lot for her to confide in him. And as for 
Dan... 


“Why can’t you just lie and cheat like the others?” Dan snapped. 
“Can’t you see that’s better than being nice one minute and then turning 
around and selling us out? It may be very Cahill, but it stinks! Grace had 
a saying: Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, PI conk you with 
this pet carrier!” 


“You must reconsider,” Alistair began urgently. 
Nellie spoke up. “The kids said it’s not happening.” 
“Yes, but —” 


Dan let go of Saladin, and the Egyptian Mau pounced on Alistair’s 
ankles. There was a ripping sound as the cat’s claws removed most of the 
left cuff from Alistair’s custom-tailored dress slacks. Fabric flapping, the 
old fellow hightailed it to the exit. 


“If you change your mind, I’m at the Imperial Hotel,” he tossed over 
his shoulder, and was gone. 


Nellie put an arm around her two charges. “I hope you knuckleheads 
have a plan, now that you’ve sent Alistair packing.” 


Amy manufactured a nervous smile. “Next stop—the Gate of 
Heavenly Peace.” 
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CHAPTER 1 


The sneezing began the instant the pet carrier passed the 
passenger’s nose. 


A-choo! ... a-choo! ... a-choo! ... 


Frozen in the aisle of the British Airways 777, Amy and Dan 
Cahill waited for the spasm to end. It never did. Instead, the 
sneezes grew in intensity, each wheezing explosion shaking the 
poor man’s entire body. 


“It can’t be that bad!” Dan said impatiently. 


Inside the carrier, Saladin looked around anxiously, unnerved 
by the ruckus. “Mrrp?” 


Nellie Gomez, the Cahill kids’ au pair, came up behind them. 
With her iPod blaring the Ramones full blast, all she saw was the 
man squirming in watery-eyed distress. “I told you the taco stand 
was serving habanero peppers!” she announced too loudly. 


Her booming voice drew the flight attendant to their row. She 
spoke to the sneezer in Chinese and then turned to Amy and Dan. 
“It seems Mr. Lee is allergic to cat hair. Your pet will have to ride 
in the cargo hold.” 


“But they let us keep him on the connecting flight from 
Madagascar,” Amy protested. 


By this time, Nellie had switched off her iPod. “Can’t Mr. Lee 
move to another seat?” 

“Tm sorry. The flight is completely full.” 

Saladin did not go quietly. The Egyptian Mau’s outraged mrrps 
resounded through the cabin until the boarding door was closed. 


Mr. Lee blew his nose as Amy and Dan squeezed past him into 
their seats. Nellie settled herself one row behind them, lost once 
again in her iPod. 


“How lame is this?” Dan complained, already fidgeting, even 
though the plane had yet to pull back from the gate. “Our second 


million-hour flight in a row, and we don’t even have Saladin. 
What could be worse?” 


Their eyes met for about half a second, and then they both 
looked away. It was a stupid question, and Dan knew it. What 
could be worse? This was the definition of worse — the real 
reason Dan’s mood was misery-minus, and why Amy had no 
patience for him. It had nothing to do with long flights and cats. 


Madrigals! 


After all these weeks, Amy and Dan had finally solved the 
mystery of which branch of the Cahill family they belonged to. 
Not the scheming and brilliant Lucians, masters of strategy. Not 
the creative geniuses, the Janus. Not the physically dominant 
Tomas, descended from warriors. Not the innovative Ekaterinas, 
the greatest inventors the world has ever known. 


No. All these weeks circling the globe in the hunt for the 39 
Clues, Amy and Dan had been Madrigals. 


Madrigals. The worst of the worst. Madrigals had slaughtered 
the Russian royal family in the course of a killing spree that 
spanned continents. Their tools of the trade: stealth, sabotage, 
deceit, murder, and above all, terror. Even the Lucians feared the 
Madrigals — and everyone was afraid of the Lucians. 


It’s like living your whole life without ever looking in a mirror, Amy 
thought, and suddenly you see your reflection, and you’re a monster. 


How could they have been Madrigals without knowing it? All 
the way from Africa they had repeated that question, hammering 
themselves with it, hoping against hope that if they asked it 
enough, the answer might change from the awful truth. 


But Madrigals were so secretive that they even kept secrets 
from themselves. Amy and Dan’s grandmother, Grace, must have 
been a Madrigal, too. After the death of their parents, she’d been 
their closest relative in the world. Yet she’d never said a word 
about it to them. 


Now Grace is gone, too, Amy reflected sadly. She and Dan were 
alone — except for Nellie. And, of course, Saladin, their 
grandmother’s cherished pet. 


They had barely gotten used to the idea that they were 
members of the illustrious Cahill family. The search for the 39 


Clues still seemed unreal to them — a chance for two Boston 
orphans to become the most powerful people in human history! 
Yet this was the ultimate shocker. Their mom and dad must have 
been Madrigals, too. Did that mean they were evil? 


Amy had been soul-searching a lot lately, trying to see clearly 
what was inside her own heart. It wasn’t all sweetness and light. 
Anger at the dirty tricks of the hunt. Isabel — just the name of 
her parents’ killer kindled a heat shimmer that distorted her 
vision. 

Isabel, who had held her as a child. Who had called her dear 
and played the part of the loving aunt. 


Isabel, who had taken two happy kids and turned them into 
orphans ... 


Revenge!! It was more emotional surge than rational thought, 
the revving of a supercharged engine. It was so automatic, so 
pure, that it could only have come from the Madrigal at her core. 


When you're evil, can you recognize it in yourself? 


Aloud, she said to her brother, “Try to sleep. We’re going to be 
jet-lagged like crazy when we get to China.” 


“T slept all the way from Africa,” Dan grumbled. 


The plane backed away from the gate, and the safety 
demonstrations began. “Shortly after takeoff, we invite you to enjoy 
the video entertainment on your seat-back screen,” came the 
announcement. “Our first feature film is entitled Terminator 
Salvation.” 


“Yes!” Dan plucked the headphones out of the seat pocket. 
“Finally, something goes our way!” 


“Your dweeb-hood will be studied by future generations,” Amy 
informed him solemnly. 


“Don’t knock it,” he lectured. “Good luck is like a rash. It 
spreads. Maybe we'll get on a roll.” He popped the phones over 
his ears as the 777 taxied through the airport traffic, rumbled 
down the runway, and took off. 


London fell away beneath them, yet another city. Mr. Lee 
clutched his armrest, knuckles whitening with every bump and 
roll. But Amy and Dan were now experienced flyers who barely 
noticed the turbulence. In the space of weeks, two kids who had 


never left New England had visited more than a dozen countries 
on five different continents. 


Dan reclined his chair and focused on the entertainment system 
in front of him. But when the screen came to life, it showed not 
the heart-pounding opening of Terminator Salvation but scenes of 
an ornate palace. 


“What the—” Dan flipped through the channels. The palace 
was on every station. 


“What’s the problem?” Amy hissed. 
“Where’s the Terminator?” 


Amy activated her own screen and peered at the palace scene. 
“I know this movie—” All at once, her expression softened. “It’s 
The Last Emperor. I’ve seen it two or three times — with Grace.” 


A lump materialized in her throat. In the heat of the Clue hunt, 
it was easy to forget that it had been less than two months since 
Grace Cahill’s death. 


Grace ... Madrigal ... It was no misunderstanding. They’d even 
seen her secret Madrigal hideout. 


I don’t care! I loved her ... still love her ... 


Dan was in no mood for sentimentality. “Man, they put on the 
wrong movie!” As he reached for the flight attendant call button, 
he caught sight of the monitor in front of their allergic neighbor. 
There was the Terminator, in all his futuristic glory. 


In dismay, Dan climbed halfway over the seat back and gawked 
at the upside-down cyborg on Nellie’s screen. “Everybody’s 
getting Terminator but us!” 


Amy frowned. “Why would only two seats be showing 
something different?” 


“There’s an international conspiracy to bore me,” mourned her 
brother. 


Beneath the passenger concourses of Heathrow churned a beehive 
of activity. Down at the tarmac, an army of mechanics and 
baggage handlers kept one of the world’s busiest airports 
humming. 


Several maintenance people were enjoying a tea break when 


they noticed a new man in the locker room. He was older than 
the others — probably in his late sixties. As he shrugged out of 
his coverall, they observed that he was very well dressed in a 
cashmere blazer, turtleneck, and slacks, all black. Careful scrutiny 
would have revealed that his ID badge was counterfeit. He did 
not work here. He did not work anywhere. 

Although none of the employees recognized the man in black, 
Amy and Dan would have. He had dogged their footsteps across 
more than half the globe. 


CHAPTER 2 


To Dan, The Last Emperor was as boring as the ten-hour flight to 
Beijing. 

“You should pay attention,” Amy advised. “This will be good 
preparation for our trip to China.” 


“Mmm,” he murmured, eyelids heavy. The only good that could 
come from being cheated out of Terminator would be if this lousy 
film put him to sleep. 


He had just dozed off when Amy suddenly dug her fingernails 
into his arm. “Dan!” 


“What’s the big idea?” His bleary eyes focused on his sister, 
who was pointing at the screen. “Come on, Amy. I went to sleep 
to get away from The Last Emperor!” 


“Look!” Amy insisted. “On that wall!” 


Dan squinted. The scene showed the three-year-old Puyi, 
emperor of China, playing in the Forbidden City, the vast 
imperial complex. There were hundreds of ornately decorated 
palaces, temples, and statues. And there, painted on the side of a 
small building — 


“The Janus crest!” he exclaimed in amazement. 
Amy frowned. “Why’s it in The Last Emperor?” 


“A lot of showbiz people are Janus,” Dan suggested. “Maybe 
the guy who made this movie was one of them.” 


“Maybe,” his sister said grudgingly, “but I doubt it. The Last 
Emperor was shot in the eighties. The paint on that wall looks a 
lot older than that.” 


“But who else could have—?” Dan goggled. “You mean him?” 
He pointed to the toddler clad in royal robes on the screen. “Pee- 
yoo?” 

Amy was disgusted. “The name is Puyi, and he was emperor of 
China, not a bad smell.” 


“And you think he comes from one of the Asian branches of the 
Cahills?” 


“It doesn’t have to be Puyi,” Amy reasoned. “The Forbidden 
City has existed for centuries. And a lot more people than just 
emperors have lived there. Don’t forget the imperial court, 
attendants, monks, eunuchs—” 


“What’s a eunuch?” Dan interrupted. 


“Well ...” Amy blushed, choosing her words carefully. “You 
know how Saladin was neutered to keep him from making any 
cat babies—” 


“Yeah, but they don’t do that to people —” Dan’s face drained 
of color. “Do they?” 


“In ancient China they did,” his sister replied. 
Dan was wary. “But they stopped, right?” 


She rolled her eyes. “A lot of cultures used to do things we’d 
consider weird today. Including our own. And anyway, China is 
where our parents went after they left Africa, and Grace traveled 
there, too. The movie is even more proof that we’re on the right 
track. Ours are the only two seats on this plane getting The Last 
Emperor. Somebody wanted us to see the Janus crest.” 


“Yeah, but what if it was the competition sending us on a wild 
goose chase?” Dan asked. “Or the Madrigals, trying to ...” The 
skin around his lips tightened to a grimace. 


“It’s a chance we’ll have to take,” Amy decided. “At least we 
know our first stop in Beijing: the Forbidden City, home to 
China’s rulers a half century before Gideon Cahill was even 
born.” 


Eyes on the prize. It made sense. 
It was also a very Madrigal way of thinking. 


The new Beijing terminal was one of the most advanced airport 
buildings in the world. It was ultramodern, yet distinctly Chinese, 
the curves of its soaring glass ceiling incorporating ancient colors 
and designs. 


“According to the guidebook, the whole place was inspired by 
the form of the Chinese dragon,” Amy told her travel 


companions. 


Dan’s eyes were set on the signs leading to baggage claim. 
“Let’s hope the airline didn’t send Saladin to Antarctica.” 


The pet carrier circled a luggage carousel, partly hidden by 
much larger suitcases, boxes, and trunks. Outraged mewing could 
be heard halfway across the international arrivals lobby. 


Dan dug the carrier out from beneath a bag of golf clubs. He 
peered in at the cat. “Chill out, buddy.” 


He received a sharp mrrp of admonishment in return. 


As they left the baggage claim, the cat’s agitation grew. He 
clawed nonstop at the mesh of the carrier. 


Amy was worried. “What’s wrong with Saladin, Dan? Is he 
sick?” 

“He’s probably just stir-crazy,” Dan replied. “Pm going to cut 
him loose, let him stretch his legs.” 


“You can’t do that,” Nellie protested. “We’re in the middle of a 
crowded airport.” 


But Dan had already sprung the door. 


Saladin burst from the carrier like he’d been shot out of a 
cannon, claws skittering on the tiles. He spun around, getting his 
bearings. Then, before their horrified eyes, he launched himself at 
a tall, lean older man seated on a nearby bench, reading a 
newspaper. 


“Saladin!” Amy gasped. “No!” 


A cry of shock escaped the victim, and he leaped to his feet, 
sending his hat flopping to the floor. 


Dan grabbed the cat. Amy picked up the fallen hat and held it 
out to its owner. “Sorry, mister—” Her eyes fell on his diamond- 
handled walking stick. 


He accepted the hat with a sheepish smile. It was Alistair Oh, 
Cahill cousin and competitor in the search for the 39 Clues. 


“Ah, hello, children. You’re looking well.” 

The Egyptian Mau hissed at him from Dan’s arms. 

“You were spying on us!” Amy accused. 

“Spying?” Uncle Alistair repeated. “No. Pm merely here to 


welcome you back to Asia and offer my assistance. The language 
barrier can be quite a hurdle in China, but my Mandarin is 
excellent.” 


Nellie’s eyes narrowed the way they always did when she 
suspected her charges were being taken advantage of. “And 
you're making this offer out of the goodness of your heart?” 


“Of course! Although”—Alistair’s gracious smile began to seem 
slightly forced — “it would be an excellent opportunity to bring 
one another up to date on our progress on the clue hunt.” 


“Aha!” Dan exploded. “You only want to help so you can steal 
our clues because you know yourre losing!” 


The smile disappeared, and Amy and Dan noticed their distant 
cousin’s exhausted, red-rimmed eyes. 


“Tm afraid, children, that we all might be losing,” he admitted. 
“Tan and Natalie Kabra have been in China for several days 
already. Even more worrisome, the Holts have completely 
dropped off the radar screen.” 


“Try the Mr. Universe contest,” Dan suggested. 


Alistair regarded him ruefully. “We’ve all underestimated the 
Holts. In Ekat circles, the rumor is that they’ve made a major 
breakthrough. It’s not too late to catch them — if we work 
together.” 


Amy’s eyes locked with her brother’s. Of all their competitors 
in the contest, Uncle Alistair was the only one who felt like 
family. True, he had betrayed them — and more than just once. 
But out of their Cahill cousins, Alistair alone seemed to care what 
happened to them. 


The image of Uncle Alistair faded in Amy’s mind, to be 
replaced by a much darker picture. That terrible night years 
before; the fire that had killed their parents. Alistair had been 
there. 


Amy’s eyes filled with tears. Stop thinking about it! 


Alistair was no murderer. At worst, he had been Isabel’s 
unwitting accomplice. Still, it would take a lot for her to confide 
in him. And as for Dan ... 


“Why can’t you just lie and cheat like the others?” Dan 
snapped. “Can’t you see that’s better than being nice one minute 


and then turning around and selling us out? It may be very 
Cahill, but it stinks! Grace had a saying: Fool me once, shame on 
you; fool me twice, I’ll conk you with this pet carrier!” 

“You must reconsider,” Alistair began urgently. 

Nellie spoke up. “The kids said it’s not happening.” 

“Yes, but—” 

Dan let go of Saladin, and the Egyptian Mau pounced on 
Alistair’s ankles. There was a ripping sound as the cat’s claws 
removed most of the left cuff from Alistair’s custom-tailored dress 
slacks. Fabric flapping, the old fellow hightailed it to the exit. 

“If you change your mind, I’m at the Imperial Hotel,” he tossed 
over his shoulder, and was gone. 

Nellie put an arm around her two charges. “I hope you 
knuckleheads have a plan, now that you’ve sent Alistair packing.” 

Amy manufactured a nervous smile. “Next stop — the Gate of 
Heavenly Peace.” 


CHAPTER 3 


The 39 Clues may have been a high-stakes treasure hunt with 
world domination as the prize. But sooner or later you always 
ended up in some dumb museum. 


Sad but true, Dan thought as the smiling tour guide led them 
through vast halls filled with floor-to-ceiling display cases. The 
Palace Museum inside the Forbidden City held more than three 
hundred thousand ceramic and porcelain pieces alone. 


“You could have soup in a different bowl every day for, like, a 
thousand years,” he whispered to Amy. 


“This is the greatest art collection I’ve ever seen,” she 
marveled, missing his wisecrack. “Even better than the Janus 
stronghold in Venice!” 


“Those emperors were Cahills, all right,” Dan decided. “Totally 
loaded — like everybody else in the family except us.” 


Amy’s brow knit. “The emperors lived here for six centuries. 
How do we know which generation was involved in the clue 
hunt?” 


“Our parents must have had an idea,” Dan put in. “Why else 
would they come here after Africa?” 


She nodded. “Good point. Let’s listen to the tour guide. We 
might learn something important.” 


Dan groaned. Like there was going to be a Clue in the butterfly 
pattern on an old chamber pot. They already knew what they 
were looking for — the crest from The Last Emperor. It was out 
there somewhere, faded but still visible, on the wall of one of 
these buildings. 


Dan checked his watch. Still more than three hours to go before 
they were meeting Nellie, who was off with Saladin, looking for a 
hotel. And no chance of pushing the time up. None of their new 
phones had service in China. They were trapped here with three 


hundred thousand plates. 


“This collection began in the Ming dynasty, but the size 
increased greatly during the Qing,” the guide was saying. “The 
Qing emperors were renowned for their obsessive commitment to 
the arts....” 


“That’s it!” Amy hissed. 
“That’s what?” 
“Obsessed with art? Does that sound familiar?” 


Dan was beginning to clue in. “The Janus! Those guys would 
trade their mothers for a painting!” 


Amy’s eyes were alight with excitement. “Dan, it’s all coming 
together. Whatever brought our parents to China — it has 
something to do with the Janus branch. Something big.” 


Dan nodded. “But how are we going to find the Janus crest if 
we're stuck doing the dishes?” 


Amy took in the walkie-talkie dangling from the guide’s belt. 
“If that guy sees us sneaking away, he’ll call security. Besides, we 
don’t know where to look. The Forbidden City is the largest 
palace complex in the world. There are more than nine hundred 
buildings!” 

Dan opened their brochure to the grounds plan of the 180-acre 
Forbidden City. “I think I remember the movie. If I can figure out 
which way to tilt this map—” He shifted the page, studying it 
intently. Dan had a photographic memory, but coordinating film 
scenes with a printed diagram was tricky. “Let’s see, the 
doohickey of supreme whatchamacallit is over there—” 


“Hall of Supreme Harmony,” Amy corrected. 


“—so I bet the Janus crest should be somewhere in this section, 
over by the whatchamacallit of tranquil thingamajig.” 


“Palace of Tranquil Longevity,” Amy supplied. 
“PI find it,” Dan decided. “Okay, you create a diversion—” 


His sister was nervous. “What diversion? I can’t do cartwheels 
in here. Something could get broken.” 


“Yeah,” Dan said, “you wouldn’t want these guys to run out of 
plates. It’s not rocket science. Just go to the other side of the 
group and start asking boring questions. And while he’s giving 


you boring answers, I'll slip away.” 
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“Fine,” she replied, sounding only a little miffed at his word 
choice. She raised her hand. “Ex-ex—” Stop it she commanded 
herself. Her stammer often came out at moments of stress, but 
this was important. “Excuse me, how old are those pieces — no, 
these over here—” 


Amy had chosen well. A line of tall glass cases separated Dan 
from the group. It was no problem for him to slip out of the 
room. His sister was annoying, but he had to admit they made a 
pretty good team. 


Not bad for a couple of Madrigals, he reflected, and immediately 
regretted the thought. 


It was no joke. In Africa they’d learned that the aliases on their 
parents’ passports — Mr. and Mrs. Nudelman — matched the 
names of a notorious pair of murderers and thieves. Mom and 
Dad — the Bonnie and Clyde of the Southern Hemisphere? 
Ridiculous. A coincidence. And yet... 


Husband and wife ... ruthless killers ... Madrigals ... 
Just the thought of it made his shoulders sag. 


He got lost a few times sneaking out of the building, wandering 
through the labyrinth of ornate rooms. At last, he managed to 
find an entrance and stepped out into the Forbidden City. It was 
an immense complex, with five ginormous palaces and seventeen 
that counted as merely huge — not to mention nearly a thousand 
smaller buildings of various shapes and sizes. The temples, 
monuments, and gardens seemed to go on forever. It really was a 
city — as if half of downtown Boston had all been built for one 
guy to live in. But this was far more colorful than any part of 
Boston — a kaleidoscope of imperial yellow, rich red, and 
glittering gold leaf. Everything screamed wealth and luxury 
beyond imagination. Yet despite the size of the place, Dan 
couldn’t escape a shut-in feeling — the four massive outer gates, 
the high walls, the observation towers at the corners. He tried to 
picture Puyi — the kid emperor from the movie — having all this 
as his personal playground. According to the tour guide, Puyi had 
officially abdicated at age six, but the Chinese government let 
him stay here until he was a young man. 


Using the Gate of Heavenly Peace as a point of reference, Dan 


got his bearings and headed for the area he remembered from The 
Last Emperor. He knew a moment of uncertainty. Was he 
searching in China for a crest that was really six thousand miles 
away on a Hollywood soundstage? 


Too late to worry about that now ... 


Soon he was in a section of smaller, lower buildings. Even 
though the Forbidden City had been the emperor’s home, there 
had been plenty of attendants, monks, and — ouch — eunuchs 
who'd lived there, too. Maybe this was their neighborhood. As he 
began to pass between the rows, scanning walls for the Janus 
crest, he wondered how high up on the trouble scale it would be 
to get caught here. There were no tourists around, and also no 
security. Everybody seemed to be at Plates “R” Us, either looking 
at dishes or guarding them. 


Dan forged on. Artwork, designs, and calligraphy surrounded 
him on pillars, signs, and walls. A very Janus place, for sure. So 
where was the crest? 


A feeling of deep dread took hold in the pit of his stomach. 
This was their only lead. If they couldn’t find it, they’d be left 
wandering around a vast country of more than a billion people 
without the faintest idea what they were looking for. 

Frustration melted into alarm. He’d miscalculated somehow. 
Maybe his photographic memory wasn’t as photographic as he’d 
thought. He spun around desperately. Nothing! Except— 

Around the corner, on the wall of a small temple, his eyes fell 
on a shape that didn’t belong. The letter S. 

Everything else is in Chinese. What’s an S doing there? 

The paint was old and washed out, barely visible anymore. He 
squinted at the wall ... and suddenly he was looking right at it. 

It wasn’t an S at all! It was the curled tail of an animal — a 
picture that had faded over the years, bleached by sun and worn 
by weather. A standing wolf in a fighting pose, glancing over its 
shoulder. 


Symbol of the Janus branch! 


CHAPTER 4 


Dan could barely restrain himself from letting out a whoop that 
would have shattered every dish in the museum. 


Calm down. Finding the crest is the easy part. 
The trick was to figure out what it meant. 


The original temple had an open entrance, but in modern times 
a metal gate had been installed to keep intruders out. Cautiously, 
he edged up to the chain mesh and peered inside. The interior 
reminded him of a house right after movers had driven off with 
the entire contents — a hollow shell. It was empty, except for 
dust and a few crickets. 


He examined the barrier critically. He could probably break in 
somehow, but why bother? There didn’t seem to be anything 
here. Besides, his sister would go nuts if he defiled a four- 
hundred-year-old temple. He smiled in spite of himself. For her, it 
was a short trip. 


He stepped back off the wooden porch, watching the crickets 
on the sloped roof. 


This place could use a Roach Motel, he reflected. Was there such 
a thing as a Cricket Motel? 


And then one of the insects disappeared. 

Huh? He paid closer attention. There must have been an 
opening in the roof tiles that the crickets were crawling in and 
out of. 

He returned to the security gate and peered inside. The temple 


ceiling was low, almost claustrophobic. Yet the roof was a tall A- 
frame.... 


An attic! A secret attic! 


With a furtive look around to confirm he was alone, he climbed 
onto the porch rail and began to shinny up the corner post to the 
eaves. A moment’s hesitation — unobserved also meant there’d 


be no one to call an ambulance if he fell off the building. 
Mustering his strength, he reached past the overhang and hoisted 
himself onto the steep roof, holding on like Spider-Man to the 
ancient yellow tile shingles. 


He clung there for a moment, catching his breath and listening 
to the steady pounding of his heart. No, wait — that wasn’t his 
heartbeat! It was the thrum, thrum, thrum of marching feet. He 
flattened himself on the steep sloping roof and tried to disappear. 


In the pathway below, a unit of six soldiers trooped by in close- 
order formation. Security? No, they were dressed in red silk 
tunics with matching hats — like palace guards from back in the 
day when the emperors lived here. This was a ceremonial parade. 
The soldiers were trained to keep their eyes riveted straight 
ahead and never noticed the intruder on the roof. 


As they disappeared into the maze of crimson walls, Dan 
allowed his body to relax. And that was something you should 
never do on a steep incline. 


He was sliding before he even noticed. Frantically, he scrabbled 
for a handhold, to no avail. He was skidding slowly but 
inexorably toward a long drop. 


In desperation, he tried to wedge his fingers into the gap in a 
broken tile — anything to gain some leverage. With the creak of 
rusty hinges, a section of shingles came away from the roof, 
opening like a mailbox. 

He hung there, stopped at last, his astonishment turning to 
triumph. A trapdoor! This was the way in. 

The discovery brought a hidden reserve of strength. Dan hauled 
himself up and over the lip of the opening and dropped down 
onto a dusty wooden floor. 

The chirping was all around him like church bells, so loud that 
he felt it below the line of his gums. Crickets. Thousands of them. 
The floor and walls crawled. 

Instinctively, he reached for the inhaler in his pocket. No, he 
told himself. You don’t get an asthma attack from being grossed out. 

With effort, he forced away his revulsion and examined the 
hidden compartment. 

The attic was narrow, with decent headroom only at the center. 


In the corners, he had to duck. The place was empty except for 
the crickets. Could crickets be the Clue? That made zero sense. 
There was no way these crickets could date back to some Chinese 
emperor. 


Then he realized that the place wasn’t empty after all. On the 
floor in the far corner lay a piece of fabric about the size of a 
hand towel. He stooped and picked it up, shaking off several 
crickets and a puff of dust. It was a dull gold sheet of silk covered 
in Chinese calligraphy, with a large red signature stamp — a 
“chop,” the tour guide had called it. 


He looked closer in the dim light. It wasn’t all Chinese 
characters. With mounting excitement, he recognized the symbols 
for the four branches of his illustrious family, as well as the Cahill 
crest. 


His brow furrowed. The symbols were laid out like a 
mathematical equation: 
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There was no question about it. This object was what had 
brought them to the Forbidden City. He had to get it back to Amy 
so they could figure out what it meant. 


“Later, dudes,” he breathed to the chirping crickets. He folded 
the piece of silk and stuffed it into his shirt. Then he stretched for 
the opening above and hauled himself back onto the roof. 


He was extra careful on the way down, pressing himself into 
the tiles as he shut the trapdoor. He practically oozed to the pillar 
that was his safe passage back to ground level. Perhaps he should 
have used some of that great care to scout the area first. For 
when he set foot on the pathway, he found himself in the grip of 
a uniformed guard. And this one wasn’t wearing the ceremonial 
garb of centuries past. His jacket bore the red star insignia of the 
Chinese army. 


The man barked something in his own language, then took in 
Dan’s Western features and switched to English. “This area is 
restricted!” 


“I lost my tour group—” Dan began. 


The officer began to pat him down, pausing at the soft bulge 
under his shirt. 

“What is this?” He pulled out the folded silk. 

Dan’s mind worked at light speed. If he sees the writing inside, 
he'll never let me keep it. 


With a wheeze, he sucked back all the dust of the attic that had 
found its way into his nasal passages. Then he snatched the silk 
out of the officer’s hand and unloaded a mighty sneeze into it. 

The man grimaced. “Where are your parents?” 

“Dead,” Dan replied, sticking the silk back under his shirt. “I’m 
here with my sister, and I got lost.” 

“You lie. I saw you climbing down from the roof of this 
structure.” 

“I wanted a better view. I was trying to find the museum so I 
could go back.” 


The man scoffed and indicated the immense roof of the main 
palace towering over the Forbidden City. “The museum is 
difficult to miss.” 

“Tve got a lousy sense of direction,” Dan said. 


“You are rude, young man. You are also — how do they say it 
in your language? Ah, yes — busted.” 


CHAPTER 5 


Amy walked with the rest of her tour group toward the Gate of 
Heavenly Peace, wondering if Dan had located the mysterious 
Janus crest they had spotted in the movie. 


The tiny twists of fortune that spelled the difference between 
discovering a Clue and being left clueless could be so minor. It 
would almost be funny — if the fate of the world didn’t hang in 
the balance. 


As for the thought of her eleven-year-old brother on the loose 
in the Forbidden City — well, it made her nervous, but she was 
learning to live with it. Over the past weeks, the two of them had 
survived near misses that made this seem like playtime at day 
care. Anyway, they would be reunited when they met Nellie in — 
she consulted her watch — half an hour. She hoped the au pair 
had found them a decent hotel. 


The thought made her frown. Lately, there had been hints that 
Nellie might be more than she seemed. 


Or maybe I’m just getting paranoid.... 


She had no trouble believing that paranoia was very Madrigal. 
Her parents had been paranoid — and with good reason. 
Everybody had been out to get them. 


And one had succeeded. 


Yet even with their small children, Mom and Dad had been 
strangely secretive. Thinking back, there had always been rules 
— keep out of the basement or a certain closet; don’t open that 
crate or that duffel bag. Only now did it occur to her to wonder 
what they’d been hiding — black-market grenades, a severed 
head, uranium 235, the Ebola virus, the lost remains of Wolfgang 
Amadeus Mozart. They were “Nudelmans,” after all. She cringed 
as if shrinking from something horrible. She had so few memories 
of her parents, and now even the tiny scraps that were left had to 
be put through the Madrigal detector — every word, every 


gesture scanned for signs of evil. How pathetic was that? 


A member of her tour interrupted her tortured reverie. “Excuse 
me, dear, but isn’t that your little brother over there? Why does 
that soldier have him in handcuffs?” 


Just inside the gate stood an angry-looking man in a military 
uniform, with Dan in custody. 


Amy rushed forward. “What are you doing to my brother?” 


The guard spoke up. “You are in charge of this boy? You 
yourself are a child.” 


“We’re meeting our au pair in Tiananmen Square,” Amy 
explained. “Dan, what happened?” 


Dan winked at her and shrugged. “I couldn’t find you, so I 
climbed up on some temple for a better view. And this guy got all 
bent out of shape about it.” 


The guard reddened and unlocked the cuffs. “You will leave 
and never return.” 


“How about that,” Dan said mildly as they were escorted 
through the Gate of Heavenly Peace, across the footbridge, and 
over the moat. “Forbidden from the Forbidden City. Oh, well, if 
you have to get forbidden, I suppose this is the place for it.” 


“Very funny,” Amy hissed as they crossed the boulevard into 
Tiananmen Square. She shuddered. Considering the vast size of 
the square, it was packed with people. Amy didn’t like crowds — 
and here she was in the most crowded place in the most crowded 
country on earth. “Now we can’t go back and look for—” 


“[ve already got it,” Dan said, removing the folded silk from 
inside his shirt. “Here, hold it by the edges. I had to blow my 
nose in it so Mr. Happy would think it was a handkerchief.” He 
handed it to her. 


Amy nearly dropped it. “You put snot on the clue?” 
Dan was annoyed. “You want to see it or not?” 


Amy unwrapped the soiled, wrinkled silk, keeping it hidden 
from curious passersby in the bustling square. In the bright sun, 
they could see that the pale gold silk was overlaid with a pattern 
of butterflies: 





“Lucian plus Janus plus Tomas plus Ekat equals Cahill,” she 
recited aloud. “What could that mean? That if you add up the 
branches you’ve got the whole family?” 


“If that’s the big message,” Dan concluded, “then it wasn’t 
worth getting arrested. That’s like saying hearts, spades, 
diamonds, and clubs make a deck of cards.” 


“What’s this shape?” Amy traced a line that circled the Lucian 
crest. “There’s one around each symbol, including the Cahill coat 
of arms.” 

Dan frowned. “I wish we could translate some of this writing.” 

“Uncle Alistair knows Chinese,” Amy mused. 


“No way!” Dan was adamant. “I’m never trusting that guy 
again! We know he was with Mom and Dad the night Isabel set 
the fire!” 

Amy tried to choose her words carefully. “You know, Dan, I’ve 
been thinking about something that won’t go away.” 


Dan was alarmed. “I don’t like that look on your face. It usually 
means I have to do research on Mozart or Howard Carter or some 
other boring dead guy.” 


“Be serious,” she chided gently. “There’s something pretty big 
we have to face up to.” She took a deep breath. “Mom and Dad 


were Madrigals. Did it ever occur to you that the fire had 
something to do with that?” 


Dan was wide-eyed. “You don’t think they helped Isabel burn 
their own house down!” 


“Of course not. But who knows what kind of weird stuff a 
couple of Madrigals could have been into? We look at the other 
teams as the bad guys. But what if, back then, that’s how the rest 
of the family saw Mom and Dad? A couple of loose cannons who 
had to be stopped?” 


Dan was horrified. “You’re saying they died because they had it 
coming?” 

“Not exactly that, but—” 

“You are! That’s exactly what you’re saying!” Dan reddened. 
“This clue hunt has turned your brains to cole slaw! That’s our 
parents you’re talking about! How can you even consider it?” 

“You think it’s easy for me?” Amy shot back. “You were four 
when they died. You barely remember them.” 

“You don’t own their memory!” Dan shot back. “Not even a 
four-year-old forgets when the fire chief tells him his parents are 
never coming back. If I close my eyes, I can still see the guy! He 
has a mustache and a big ring on his finger, and he’s showing 
Grace what’s left of that copper sculpture, the one with the bug 
on it!” 

“Bug?” 

“That’s exactly what he said!” Dan insisted. “You know how 
things stick in my mind! Pd bet my life on it!” 

“And you remember seeing a bug?” Amy probed. 

“No. Only hearing the words. The bug must have burned up in 
the fire.” 


“Then how would the fire chief know about it?” 
Dan stared at her. “Ask him!” 


“Don’t you see?” Amy demanded. “He wasn’t talking about an 
insect. It must have been a listening device! Our house was 
bugged — by Isabel, probably.” 


“So what?” Dan argued. “She burned the place to the ground 
with two people inside! She’s sick! Planting a bug would be kid 


stuff!” 


“The point is that our memories of our parents are so distant 
we can’t rely on them,” Amy said in a choked voice. “If a bug can 
turn out to be a listening device, there’s no telling how much we 
got confused. Did we really know Mom and Dad? They were up to 
their necks in the thirty-nine clues; we had no idea. They were 
Madrigals, and even today, we don’t understand how bad that 
could be. Face it, Dan. We never knew them.” 


Dan was so angry that his face radiated heat. “Speak for 
yourself! I know them just fine! I know they were great people! I 
know they didn’t deserve to die young! And I know they definitely 
didn’t deserve to have a daughter like you trashing their 
memory!” 


“In Africa it’s the memory of two serial killers! Down there, 
people would be relieved to know they’re dead, and — and—” Her 
voice cracked. 


He stuck out his chin, daring her to say it. “And what?” 
“And maybe we should be, too,” Amy blurted. 


In that instant, Dan Cahill knew what it was to be a booster 
rocket — white-hot combustion converting to pure motion, 
thrusting you forward. He launched himself at her, fists balled, 
ready to fight. But at the point of attack, he found he couldn’t hit 
her, couldn’t even yell at her. All he could do was run away. 


“Come back!” she cried anxiously. 


At last he found words, the only three he could bring himself to 
utter to the sister he no longer knew. “I hate you!” 


He bumped into a tourist focusing a camera, sidestepped, kept 
on going. Anything to put distance between himself and Amy. 


Her voice was distant now. “Don’t get lost! Nellie will be here 
in twenty minutes!” 


Lost! he seethed. Amy was the one who was lost. If you spent 
enough time hanging around Cahills, eventually you ended up 
just like them. What a sorry bunch, squabbling over who was 
going to rule the world by out-backstabbing the backstabbers! 
And now Amy was right up there with the worst of them. 


How could she say stuff like that? They had so little of their 
parents — barely more than a few fading recollections — a kiss, a 


touch, a burst of laughter. Amy was tarnishing all that. And for 
what? The Clue hunt! 


I’ve got to get off this treadmill before it makes a traitor of me, too! 
I quit! 

The sheer gravity of the decision brought him up short. He and 
his sister had nearly gotten killed for this contest. They had given 
up two million dollars to be a part of it. It was a chance to shape 
human history — to become the most powerful Cahills of all 
time! 

Cahill, shmahill! I’ve already had enough of the Cahills to last a 
thousand centuries. I wish my name was Finkelstein! I’m out! 


Could you do that? Could a guy just secede from the Cahill 
family? Leaving the Clue hunt would be easy. All he had to do 
was stop searching. But he’d always be a Cahill. The family knew 
it. Isabel Kabra knew it — he’d never be free of the danger from 
his crazy relatives. 


He stumbled across the square, slaloming around classes of 
children on field trips, business people on break, senior citizens 
doing calisthenics and tai chi, tourists, and small patrols of police 
and military. The chatter of conversation was everywhere, much 
of it on cell phones, which everyone seemed to have. For the first 
time since arriving in China, he really had a sense of being at the 
center of the busiest, most populated nation on earth. 


A plan — that was it. He needed a post—39 Clues plan. He’d 
gone straight from his regular life to Grace’s funeral to the 
contest. What was next? Aunt Beatrice? Not an option. The US 
Embassy? No good, that just led to Aunt Beatrice. Amy? 


I'll never forgive her for what she said! 


He turned back to glare at her, but his view of Amy was 
obstructed by a wedding party crossing the square. Instead of a 
rented limo, the bride and groom rode in old-fashioned sedan 
chairs, sliding doors drawn. 

What’s a Boston kid doing in this bizarre, alien place, ten thousand 
miles from Fenway? 

Disoriented as he was, he had to admit this was the best way to 
travel in Beijing — carried around by bearers who toted you, 
unjostled, through the crowds in Tiananmen Square. The first 


chair brushed by close enough for Dan to see the grain in the 
painted wood. The second stopped directly in front of him. He 
stared in amazement as the sliding panel was swept aside. 


It happened so fast that it was all over by the time Dan had the 
chance to register any alarm. Two strong arms reached out and 
hauled him inside. Then his captor jumped down to the square, 
slammed the door shut, and joined the bearers who were carrying 
the chair. Before Dan could protest, he was hoisted up and 
moving quickly. 

“Hey!” Desperately, Dan worked at the slider, but it was locked 
in place. He pounded on the wooden panel. “Let me out!” 


No one paid any attention. In fact, he seemed to be gathering 
speed, jolted along as the bearers broke into a run. A horn 
honked; traffic noise. They were out of the square, moving along 
the city streets. 


Dan pressed his back against the side of the compartment and 
kicked frantically at the closed slider. The chair shook, but the 
panel held firm. He got up to a crouch and slammed his shoulder 
against the wall. Pain stabbed through his upper body. He fought 
through it, pounding ever harder. There were shouts of agitation 
from the bearers, but their distress never even slowed them 
down. 


For the first time, Dan’s determination to escape gave way to 
fear. 


I’m being kidnapped! 


CHAPTER 6 


A minute ago, he’d been so furious with Amy that their argument 
had filled his every thought. Now, in the blink of an eye, the 
entire world had changed. 


He resumed his struggle, banging and shouting. He couldn’t 
blast his way out, but the fuss he was kicking up might attract 
someone’s attention — maybe even a cop’s. 


After ten minutes of it, he was sweat-soaked and exhausted — 
so much so that he almost didn’t notice when the sedan chair 
stopped and was lowered to ground level. A new plan formed in 
Dan’s mind. The instant that door opened, somebody was going 
to get a memorable kick in the head. And while the guy was 
picking up his teeth, Dan would be out of there and gone. 


There was a clicking sound as the panel was unlocked. He 
tensed, ready for action. His foot was already coming forward as 
the slider eased open. 


There was no one to kick. Instead, he was looking at the 
interior of a van. Suddenly, the sedan chair tilted, and he was 
dumped into the cargo bay. The van’s door shut, and the vehicle 
screeched away, burning rubber. 


Enraged, Dan managed to get to his knees for the first glimpse 
of his captors. 


“Is that you, or is the air pollution in Beijing as bad as they 
say?” sniffed Natalie Kabra. 


Dan drew in a shocked breath. Natalie’s olive skin was darker 
than her mother’s, but the two shared the same chiseled features 
— classic beauty camouflaging merciless, piercing eyes. In the 
case of Isabel, the eyes of a murderer. 


Natalie and her older brother, Ian, peered disdainfully back at 
him over the cargo partition. Dan looked around anxiously — no 
Isabel, at least, not in the van. The only other occupant was on a 
jump seat in the rear with Dan — a huge man, obviously the 


Kabras’ hired goon. 


Dan wasn’t going to give his Lucian cousins the satisfaction of 
knowing he was scared. “No limo today?” he sneered. “What, you 
maxed out your credit cards in Africa?” 


Ian turned to the driver. “Stop short.” 


The man slammed on the brakes, and the van bucked to a halt, 
sending Dan flying into the cargo partition. He came up stunned, 
lip swelling. 

“So Alistair was right,” Dan groaned. “You guys are in China.” 


“Were everywhere,” Natalie purred. “And rest assured we’re 
always several steps ahead of you two charity cases and your 
freakish babysitter.” 


“Au pair,” Dan corrected automatically. 


“Yes, we’re in China,” Ian said impatiently. “And so are you. 
Now explain to me what you were doing inside that temple in the 
Forbidden City.” 


“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dan mumbled 
stubbornly. 


Ian nodded agreeably. “I thought that might be your answer. 
This is the part where Mr. Chen helps you remember.” 


With the smile of a man who enjoys his work, the goon reached 
out, grabbed Dan by the collar, and hoisted him in the air. 


“Okay, okay!” Dan gave in. What was the point of taking a 
beating? Amy had the silk, so it was safe from these vultures. 
Besides, Dan was out of the contest. He didn’t care if he never 
saw another Clue in his life. “Yeah, I broke into the temple 
because there was a Janus crest on the outside wall.” 

“And what did you find?” Natalie probed, voice silky, 
expression ruthless. 

“Crickets,” Dan replied. “About forty billion of them. Ugly 
suckers — like you two.” 

“Anything else?” Ian demanded with a gesture at Mr. Chen. 

The goon twisted Dan’s arm in a hammerlock and applied 
subtle pressure. The pain was unlike anything Dan had ever 


experienced before. It was a shattering agony that erased all 
thoughts but one: Make this stop. 


Still, he held back. If they know about the silk, that'll sic them on 
Amy.... 


Angry as he was with his sister, he couldn’t do that to her. 
“Tell us the truth!” Ian ordered, his composure slightly broken. 


“Calm down,” Natalie soothed. “No one can resist Mr. Chen’s 
built-in lie detector test.” 


“What do you know about the Holts?” Ian persisted. 


Dan saw no harm in replying. “Uncle Alistair’s all freaked out 
about them. He says they’ve found a lead none of the rest of us 
have.” 


“What lead?” Ian fairly exploded. 


His sister was patient. “If he knew, then obviously it wouldn’t 
be a lead that nobody else has.” 


“Hilarious,” Ian muttered. “It won’t be so funny if we lose to 
those gorillas! Can you imagine a world with them in charge?” 


Natalie sighed her agreement. “I guess we’ll have to search the 
urchin just in case. And me without my flea powder ...” 


But besides an inhaler, a few bills from three different 
continents, and a dead cricket, there was nothing to be found. 


Mr. Chen placed a chloroform-soaked handkerchief over Dan’s 
nose and mouth. Dan held his breath and put up a struggle, but a 
sharp chemical smell, somewhere between hospital antiseptic and 
rubbing alcohol, penetrated his defenses. His vision began to 
darken around the edges as the interior of the van receded from 
him. 

“Can’t ...” He tried to claw back, but it was no use. He was 
falling. 


“Nighty-night,” Natalie whispered. 


Dan’s last thought before blackness claimed him: I never 
realized how much she sounds like her mother. 


Saladin was munching contentedly on a shrimp dumpling when 
Nellie carried him through Tiananmen Square to the appointed 
meeting place in front of the Gate of Heavenly Peace. 


She spotted Amy and marched right up to her. “I got us a 
pretty good hotel right off the main drag — which I can’t 


pronounce. It isn’t luxe, but the chef in the restaurant is kind of 
cute. And he makes a bird’s nest soup to die for.” She looked 
around. “Where’s Dan?” 


Amy’s expression was tragic. “Gone.” 
“What do you mean ‘gone’? Gone where?” 
Amy shrugged miserably. “We had a big fight and he took off.” 


Nellie sighed tolerantly. “Save me from these Cahills! Bad 
enough your whole family is in a perpetual state of warfare; you 
have to start something up with your brother.” 


“Sorry,” Amy mumbled. She had to hold herself back from 
spilling the beans about the argument she’d had with Dan. Not 
that it would change anything, but the idea that someone else 
knew might help her feel a little less alone. 


And yet — how would she even begin to describe it? The 
feelings about Mom and Dad were just too personal and too 
painful. Aside from a few dusty memories, all they had of their 
parents was the belief that Hope and Arthur had been good. To 
lose that— 


No wonder Dan couldn’t handle it. 


Her words came back to haunt her. She had suggested they 
should be glad their parents were dead. 


Harsh. True or not, it was a cruel thing to say. Madrigal cruel. 
This is my fault. I drove him away. 

She swallowed hard. “He wouldn’t go far, right?” 

“Let’s search the square,” Nellie decided. 

They did — for two solid hours. Dan was nowhere to be found. 


“PIU kill him!” Amy threatened. “He’s doing this on purpose just 
to make me nuts!” 


Nellie’s face was whitening steadily as she scanned the crowd. 
“Where can he be?” 


“Mrrp,” put in Saladin pointedly. 


The au pair regarded the cat with annoyance. “How can you 
think of food at a time like this? Dan’s missing.” 


“Never underestimate Dan’s capacity to disappear just to be a 
rotten kid,” Amy put in. 


Nellie was more serious. “I don’t think so. He has no Chinese 
money, no clothes to change into, no place to sleep — he doesn’t 
even have his laptop, and you know how much he loves that. I 
have to admit I’m worried.” 


“Animals have a good sense of smell,” Amy suggested. “Maybe 
Saladin can be like a bloodhound.” She took the belt from her 
jeans and looped it through the cat’s collar, forming a makeshift 
leash. Then she took out the silk that had been inside Dan’s shirt 
and held it to the cat’s nose. “Come on, Saladin. Find Dan.” 


Nellie sat Saladin on the pavement, and the Egyptian Mau took 
off across the square. He was moving so fast that the girls had to 
run to keep up with him. 


“Good boy!” Amy urged. “He’s on the scent!” 


They drew a lot of curious glances — two Westerners 
scrambling behind a cat on a leash. The threesome left 
Tiananmen Square and headed east on Dong Chang’an Jie. That 
was where Saladin’s destination became clear. He led them 
straight to a sidewalk food vendor selling dumplings. There, he 
took his place in line behind the current customer, waiting his 
turn. 


Nellie clucked disapprovingly. “For a cat, you’re a pretty big 
pig.” 

“Mrrp!” 

At last, Amy was able to step back from her short-term 
irritation and see the big picture. 

Something’s happened to Dan. 


CHAPTER 7 


The headache came first, and it was awful — a pounding behind 
his right eye that would not quit. The whole room seemed to 
thrum in rhythm with his pain — or, wait! Maybe it was his pain 
thrumming with the room. What was that noise? 

And why was his bed moving? 


He sat up with a start and very nearly toppled off the conveyor 
belt to the factory floor forty feet below. 


What the— 


It all came back to him — being kidnapped, interrogated, and 
chloroformed by the Kabras. They must have dumped him here 
— in one of the factories that made China the industrial engine of 
the entire world! 


He took stock of the situation. Behind him and in front of him 
on the belt were large sheets of multicolored plastic. About ten 
yards ahead, the pieces were being dropped into a hopper that 
fed a gigantic stamping machine beneath it. The closer he got, the 
louder the noise, until it threatened to jar loose his molars. 

All remaining grogginess disappeared in a heartbeat. 

I’m going to get stamped into the door-crasher special at Walmart! 

The only way off the conveyor belt was a four-story drop. And 
there was no point in yelling for help. No one could possibly hear 
him over the general din. He had to find a way to stop this belt! 

He jumped up and ran against the direction of the conveyor. 
Every time he came to a sheet of plastic, he crammed it under the 
belt, hoping to disrupt its operation. There was no result at first, 
but he refused to despair. This giant machine was never going to 
run out of plastic. And he was never going to run out of energy to 
use it to jam the conveyor. 

Not unless I want a one-way trip through the guts of that machine! 

When he felt the first wobble, he was so encouraged that he 


found the strength to speed up his efforts. The burning rubber 
smell came next, and soon he had to watch his footing on the 
pitching belt. Smoke began to surround him, and the automatic 
sprinkler system came on. A moment later, the conveyor ground 
to a halt, and the stamping machine fell silent. 


A hooray died in Dan’s throat as dozens of factory workers 
began scaling a system of catwalks toward his position. 


Now that the belt had stopped, he could see that the only other 
way down was on the stamping machine itself. A system of grips 
and ladders for maintenance workers traced a route up its steel 
flank. He ran to the end of the belt and swung himself down to a 
metal ring. From there, it was like the rock wall at the 
community center back in Massachusetts — a simple matter of 
finding the right handholds and footholds. 


As he jumped to the floor, he nearly tripped over a pallet piled 
high with the factory’s finished product — a mechanical lollipop 
holder with a figure as its base. All this equipment, all these 
workers, this giant manufacturing complex, for lollipops. Sheesh. 


He picked one up and almost swallowed his tongue. The figure 
was none other than his Cahill cousin Jonah Wizard, reality TV 
star, hip-hop mogul, and rival in the Clue hunt. Jonah’s smirking 
face routinely appeared on posters, magazines, action figures, Pez 
dispensers, lunch boxes, and now motorized lollipop holders. 
There was no escaping the guy. 

He pressed a small button on the base. The candy twirled, and 
Jonah’s tinny voice announced, “What’s happening, yo?” 


Those recorded words turned out to be Dan’s undoing. A very 
agitated foreman grabbed him by the arm. In a few seconds, he 
was surrounded by a small army of irate factory workers, all 
yelling at him in Chinese. 


He took a lick of the lollipop and tried to look like a passing 
tourist. “Mmm — grape. My favorite.” 


The foreman switched to heavily accented English. “What you 
do, boy? You break everything!” 


“Check out the conveyor up top,” Dan advised. “The belt got a 
little jammed. Happens a lot, right?” 


“Never happens!” thundered the foreman. “You spoil perfect 


record on day of very important visitor!” 
“What’s happening, yo?” came Jonah Wizard’s voice again. 


Dan stared at the lollipop holder in his hand. He hadn’t pressed 
the button.... 


The angry crowd melted away and went to surround the 
newcomer. 


Dan goggled. It was the real Jonah Wizard, live and in person, 
touring the factory where his lollipops were made. No wonder the 
Kabras had dumped Dan here. It was a message not just to Dan, 
but to Jonah, too. He recalled Natalie’s words: We’re 
everywhere.... 


The hip-hop star’s eyes widened when he spotted Dan. A half 
step behind him, his ever-present father began composing an e- 
mail on his BlackBerry. 


“Mr. Wizard!” the foreman exclaimed. “Thousand apologies! 
Worthless boy break machine—” 


“Chill, man.” Jonah somehow managed to imbue his street 
lingo with an easygoing, almost folksy simplicity. The world’s 
first down-home hip-hop star. “The kid’s my cousin. I told him to 
meet me here. My fault.” 


Dan’s eyes narrowed even as he sighed with relief. The last 
time he and Amy had seen Jonah, the creep had marooned them 
on a crocodile-infested island in the middle of the Nile. 

“Where’s your sis and the nanny?” Jonah asked. 

“Au pair,” Dan corrected. “We got — separated.” 

Jonah shrugged. “It’s all good. Chinese TV gave us a limo to 
use while we’re in town. Ill have the driver give you a ride back 
to your hotel.” He noted the anxious flush on Dan’s cheeks. “I get 
it. You’re lost, and you don’t know where to find them.” 

“I can take care of myself,” Dan said. 

“Word,” Jonah agreed. “But why should you have to? Were 
family. I got you.” 

“Like you had my back in Egypt?” Dan retorted. 

The star looked sheepish. “I feel bad about that. It wasn’t cool, 
but, seriously, I wasn’t trying to kill you. I was just slowing you 
down a little.” 


“More like trying to turn us into Purina Crocodile Chow.” 


“Not true, yo. I knew you and your sis could handle yourselves 
around a few crocs.” Jonah took in the wary expression on Dan’s 
face, then turned to his father. “Pops, have our people call every 
hotel and see if They can track down Amy Cahill and — and —” 


“Nellie Gomez,” Dan supplied. 


“Don’t stress, cuz,” Jonah soothed. “We’ll find them. In the 
meantime, you can kick it with us.” 


Dan thought it over. He doubted Amy and Nellie would still be 
in Tiananmen Square, and he had no idea where they were 
staying. Right now, Mr. Wizard has a better chance of finding them 
than I do.... 


By then, the sprinklers had been shut off, and the workers were 
repairing the conveyor belt. Dan allowed himself to be taken on 
the factory tour with Jonah, the two of them licking at motorized 
lollipops. 


After the factory, they boarded Jonah’s stretch Hummer and 
traveled to the mammoth Lufthansa Friendship Shopping Center. 


When the staff saw the international reality TV star in their 
establishment, the store shut down and turned into an autograph 
session. Customers and employees alike lined up for the privilege 
of shaking Jonah’s hand and having their pictures taken with the 
icon. Some even tried to get their tongues around his rap riffs. 

At last, Jonah pulled the plug on the celebrity meet-and-greet. 
“Thanks! ’Preciate the love. But right now, I’m in the market for 
the flyest jeans in China. Shirts, too. Show me some mad fashion 
love.” He turned to Dan. “What’s your size, cuz?” 

Dan was astonished. “I can’t afford to buy anything in a place 
like this!” 

“I got you covered,” Jonah assured him. “When you roll with 
the Wiz, you’ve got to look like you roll with the Wiz.” 

Dan hesitated. Was he being bribed? “I don’t know when Pll be 
able to pay you back,” he said cautiously. 

“Its all good. Let me do you a solid to make up for the crocs. 
And when we find your sis, we’ll be straight.” 


When they left the Friendship Shopping Center, Dan was 


resplendent in designer jeans that cost more than a plasma TV, 
basketball shoes autographed by Yao Ming, and a limited edition 
silk-screen T-shirt that the salesman insisted read ROCK DA HOUSE in 
Chinese. 


As they climbed back into the limo, a young girl on the street 
asked Dan for his autograph. He was a little ashamed at feeling so 
pleased. 


Jonah grinned like a proud parent. “Now yourre getting it,” he 
approved as they drove away. “We’ll have you partying like a 
rock star in no time.” 


Dan turned to Jonah’s father. “Any luck finding Amy and 
Nellie?” 


“They aren’t in the major hotels,” Broderick Wizard reported. 
“But don’t worry. There are hundreds of smaller inns and 
guesthouses in and around Beijing. We’ll track them down.” 


Dan gazed out the Hummer’s window. Night was falling. He 
wondered what Amy was doing right now. Was she worried 
about him? Or did she consider it his problem to get back to her, 
since he’d been the one to storm away? 


She’s probably still mad. I almost took her head off in Tiananmen 
Square ... maybe I should have. 


And what about Nellie? Surely the au pair handbook had a rule 
against leaving one of your charges to wander a Chinese megacity 
alone. 


No one felt like going out for dinner, so the Wizard entourage 
hired the head chef of the hotel restaurant to come to their 
penthouse suite and cook for them. 


Afterward, they watched pay-per-view movies in the private 
home theater while Jonah autographed a stack of “Wassup, Yo” 
publicity photographs. 


Dan imagined ecstatic kids all around the world receiving a 
letter from their hero. “It’s really cool that you answer every 
single fan letter.” 


Jonah was the image of modesty. “Used to be a time when my 
concerts didn’t sell out in eight minutes, and my show was on 
basic cable. Paparazzi are the worst, but not half as bad as when 


nobody wants to take your picture. You do it — for the fans. They 
gave you what you’ve got; they can take it away.” He tossed a 
game controller into Dan’s hands. “Do you Xbox, cuz?” 


“Bring it!” Dan challenged. He hadn’t played video games since 
before Grace’s funeral. 


Many wounded GIs, slain dragons, vaporized spacecraft, and 
demolished police cars later, Dan and Jonah hunched over their 
controllers in the midst of a one-on-one all-night gaming 
marathon. 


Weird, Dan reflected — Jonah Wizard was practically Dan’s 
opposite. Jonah was rich; Dan was flat broke. Jonah was famous; 
Dan was nobody. Jonah had powerful parents; Dan was an 
orphan. Jonah was supported by TV and record companies and, 
from a distance, the entire Janus branch. Dan? He’d never been 
so completely alone. 


And yet playing video games with Jonah was the most normal 
thing Dan had done since the contest had begun. 


“Looks like you’re bunking with us tonight,” Jonah said, 
clicking off the Xbox. “We’ll find your sis tomorrow.” 


It brought Dan back to earth with a discordant clunk. “Your 
dad came up empty?” 


“So far,” Jonah admitted. “Computers here are all based on 
Chinese characters. It’s tough to know how a hotel clerk is going 
to spell a name like Cahill or Gomez. The cell phone thing’s a 
killer, man.” 


“We could still leave a message,” Dan suggested hopefully. 
“They might be able to call in from a pay phone or something.” 


“Already done,” Jonah confirmed. “If your sis is looking for 
you, she’ll know where to track you down.” 


Dan looked up in surprise. “You don’t think she’s looking for 
me?” 

“Of course she’s looking for you, cuz! That’s a definite! You 
know, probably.” The famous eyes scrutinized Dan. “Yo, Pops!” 
Jonah called to his father. “Hook my man up with a room. 
Nothing cheap, either. I want a def crib, got it?” 


Later, Dan lay in the silk sheets of his very own suite, savoring 
the taste of the mint he had found on his pillow. Def really was 


the word for it — five-star hotel, designer decoration, sixty-inch 
plasma screen. It must have cost a fortune, not that Jonah was 
hurting for money. The one thing it didn’t have — 


He missed the sound of Amy’s breathing. Always just a touch 
too fast, fueled by the nervous dreams of a world-champion 
worrywart. Quiet, barely audible. But to her brother, as 
unmistakable as a police siren. 


Amy — was she okay? 
If 1 got kidnapped, she might also be in danger.... 


And Dan’s abduction had been at the hands of Ian and Natalie. 
The Kabra kids were bad enough, but what if Amy had been 
visited by their mother? Isabel — the murderer ... 


Don’t be such a baby! Everything’s fine. You heard Jonah — they'll 
find Amy tomorrow. 


It occurred to Dan that, just as the Kabras had used hired 
muscle to kidnap him, the Wizards might be using the high life to 
do exactly the same thing. 


But if that’s true, why put me in my own room, free to take off any 
time I want? 


He got up, opened the door, and peered both ways down the 
long hall. No Broderick Wizard watching his suite while texting 
on his BlackBerry. No record company flunky. He could leave 
when he pleased — if he had anywhere to go. 


Was it really so hard to believe that Jonah actually felt bad 
about the crocodile thing and was trying to make amends? 


“Trust no one,” William McIntyre, Grace’s lawyer, had told 
them at the beginning of the contest. Yet Jonah had shown him 
nothing but kindness today. And the last time Dan had seen Amy, 
she had bombarded him with hateful accusations about their 
parents. If anyone deserved not to be trusted, it was her. 

For all he knew, she was totally thrilled to be rid of him. She 
probably hadn’t given him a second thought since Tiananmen 
Square, when he’d turned and walked out of her life. 


CHAPTER 8 


Amy barely slept a wink. 


Worry mingled with jet lag in her mind, a toxic brew that had 
her watching the LED readout on her bedside clock throughout 
the long night. Never did more than ten minutes go by between 
red-eyed updates. 


In the other bed, Nellie was also sleeping fitfully, murmuring 
under her breath through nervous dreams. Even Saladin was 
restless and had coughed up three fur balls by morning. 


It was after five when Amy finally fell into an exhausted sleep. 
She was plagued by nightmares about her brother wandering 
through the deserted predawn gloom of Tiananmen Square. He 
would know no other place to look for her. And where was she? 
Safe in bed. 


It was all her fault. Why had she burdened her brother with her 
deepest fears about Mom and Dad? No eleven-year-old was ready 
to face something like that. She wasn’t sure she could face it 
herself. 


Nellie’s urgent whispering penetrated her reverie. “... in Russia 
they ran ahead of me on purpose. This is different. Dan knew we 
were in the square, waiting for him, and he didn’t come back—” 


Amy sat up. “Who are you talking to?” 


Startled, Nellie slammed down the hotel phone. “Your uncle 
Alistair,” she said quickly. “We got cut off.” 


Amy frowned. “No offense, but that’s not your call. We don’t 
want to have anything to do with Alistair. He was there the night 
our parents were killed.” 


Nellie was stubborn. “That was then and this is now. Youre in 
charge of the clue hunt. But when one of you kids goes missing, 
that’s Nellie time. Do you speak Chinese? Me, neither. We need 
someone who'll pick up on it if there’s a story around town about 


a lost American boy.” 
Amy nodded, chastened. “Call him back. Thanks, Nellie.” 


They arranged to meet Uncle Alistair at the Imperial Hotel in 
half an hour. And as they slipped out the door, leaving Saladin 
asleep on a pillow, a tiny nagging doubt tugged at Amy’s mind. If 
Nellie had just been talking to Alistair on the phone, how come 
she’d had to look up the number? 


“Amy. Nellie.” 


Alistair Oh stood as they approached his table and gallantly 
saw them into their chairs before reseating himself. He may have 
been a backstabber like all the other Cahills, but his manners 
were impeccable. 


“I took the liberty of ordering breakfast. Please help 
yourselves.” 


Amy and Nellie dug in ravenously. In the tumult of Dan’s 
disappearance, they had skipped dinner. 


“Amy, you must be frantic,” Alistair said in a mixture of 
sympathy and worry. “Dan lost in Beijing. All of us who love you 
will find this most upsetting.” 


Amy’s lips were tight. “How much did you love us when you 
faked your own death in Korea?” 


Uncle Alistair did not apologize. “That was different. A clue 
was involved. We Cahills are destined to serve two masters — our 
humanity and the thirty-nine clues.” 

“And if a clue becomes involved again this time?” Nellie put in 
pointedly. 

“I care deeply about Dan, just as you do,” he assured them, his 
expression pinched. “Where did you last see him?” 

“In Tiananmen Square,” replied Amy, mangling the name with 
her full mouth. “Near the Gate of Heavenly Peace. We had an 
argument, and he ran away and never came back.” 

The older man was astonished. “But you and your brother are 
so close. What were you fighting about?” 


Amy stuck out her jaw. “The night our parents died. The fire 
Isabel set. And the other people who might have been there — 


like you.” 


Uncle Alistair shut his eyes for so long that both girls thought 
he might have dozed off. When he looked at them again, it was as 
if his face had been drawn downward by a kind of peculiar 
gravity. 

“If I could travel back in time and change a single hour, that 
would be the one,” he said, his voice husky with emotion. “Two 
fine lives extinguished, two beautiful children orphaned. What a 
terrible calamity.” 


“Calamity!” Amy sat forward. “You talk about it like it was an 
accident! Isabel burned our house down!” 


Alistair winced, as if the effort of recalling were physically 
painful. “Do you want the truth?” 


“T have all the truth I need!” Amy seethed. “She set fire to your 
house in Java, and now Irina’s gone! She did the same thing 
seven years ago!” 


Alistair nodded tragically. “We all knew Isabel’s ruthlessness. I 
should have foreseen that she was capable of murder. Perhaps 
that is why I’ve always felt a special responsibility toward you 
and your brother — and why his disappearance is so distressing 
to me.” 


It was not that Amy had nothing to say to this. She simply did 
not trust herself to speak without falling to pieces, as if the only 
thing holding her together were her silence. 


Nellie put an arm around her. “I know this is big stuff for you, 
Amy. But right now we have to concentrate on Dan.” 


“What do you need from me?” Alistair offered. 


Nellie pulled a stack of Beijing newspapers out of a large tote 
bag and dropped them with a thud on the table in front of him. 
“Look through these. Anything suspicious — lost American kid, 
young tourist in trouble, boy found sleeping on the subway — 
that kind of angle. Check radio and TV news, too.” 


“What about the US Embassy?” Alistair suggested. 


“No embassy!” Amy rasped. “At least, not yet. Dan and I are 
wanted by Social Services! If they run our names through a 
computer, we’re out of the contest.” 


“The contest,” he repeated carefully. “My dear child, far be it 
from me to use this terrible situation to pressure you to reveal 
secrets. But if I perhaps knew what you two were working on—” 


“Don’t you Cahills ever turn it off?” Nellie interrupted angrily. 
“How stupid do you think we are? We’ve got a missing kid, and 
you're gaming it to squeeze information out of us!” 


“It’s okay,” Amy decided. “Dan might follow the clue hunt, 
hoping to find us that way.” From her backpack, she produced 
the silk sheet from the Forbidden City and spread it out on the 
table. 


Alistair sat forward, stiff with wonder. “Where did you acquire 
this item? In the Imperial Palace?” 


Nellie spoke up. “Just be grateful that you’re seeing it at all. 
What do you know about it?” 


The older man was vastly impressed. He pointed to the red 
signature chop in the bottom corner. “That is without a doubt the 
personal seal of Puyi himself, the last emperor of China.” 


“So it’s true!” breathed Amy. “The Qing dynasty were Cahills.” 


Alistair nodded. “That is well known among the Asian branches 
of our family. It began with Emperor Qian Long, who ascended 
the throne in 1736. His mother was related to the Janus in 
Manchuria.” 


“But Puyi only reigned until he was six,” Amy mused. “No way 
is this the work of a six-year-old.” 


“He was no longer emperor,” Alistair agreed, “but he was 
permitted to live the emperor’s life until he was eighteen. Like his 
Qing ancestors, he pursued the arts. And, we now know, the 
thirty-nine clues.” 


Amy indicated the “equation” of Cahill symbols. “What do you 
make of this?” 

“It seems fairly self-explanatory. The Lucian, Janus, Tomas, and 
Ekat branches comprise our family.” 

“But if it’s so obvious, why treat it like some huge secret?” Amy 
persisted. 

Alistair avoided her eyes, focusing instead on the Chinese 
message on the silk. “This part appears to be a poem. It says: 


‘That which you seek, you hold in your hand, 
Fixed forever in birth, 
Where the Earth meets the sky.”” 


“Well, that explains everything,” Nellie said sarcastically, 
jotting down his translation on a napkin. 


“Some poem,” scoffed Amy. “It doesn’t even rhyme.” 

The older man regarded her with perplexity. “Surely you know, 
Amy, that poetry is often free verse.” 

“I do,” Amy replied shakily. “I was just thinking that, if Dan 
were here, that’s what he’d probably say.” 


It sobered them all. 


Uncle Alistair broke the melancholy silence. “To business, 
then.” He scanned the headlines of the Beijing Daily and then 
opened the paper to page two. 


A very famous face smirked out at them. 


“Jonah Wizard!” Amy exclaimed. “Why is that bonehead 
getting so much press?” 


Alistair scanned the article. “It would appear our Janus rival is 
also in Beijing. He’s performing a rap concert at the Bird’s Nest 
this evening.” 


“I remember that stadium from the Olympics,” Nellie put in. 
“How’s a no-talent creep like him going to fill that place? It 
holds, like, eighty thousand people.” 

“And we’re going to be two of them,” announced Amy. 

Nellie made a face. “Why would a missing kid go to a hip-hop 
concert?” 

“Think, Nellie. He doesn’t know the language, he’s got no 
money, he can’t go to the embassy, he can’t find us. Jonah’s a 
familiar face for him.” 


Alistair frowned. “We’re all anxious to find Dan, but this seems 
far-fetched. It makes very little sense to go.” 


“Maybe,” said Amy. “But it makes even less to stay away.” 


CHAPTER 9 


From backstage, the sound system in the Bird’s Nest was 
shattering. The drumbeats were artillery shells. The capacity 
crowd swallowed this incoming fire and howled for more — 
eighty-one thousand people in frenzied overdrive, rattling the 
interlacing steel “twigs” of the most famous stadium in the world. 


Dan had never much appreciated Jonah as a person or as a 
celebrity. But the guy definitely knew how to work an audience, 
even a humongous one that didn’t speak much English. He 
conjured his rhymes like Zeus conjured thunderbolts. And yet, 
when he addressed the crowd in his down-to-earth way, it was 
somehow intimate, as if every one of the eighty-one thousand 
were enjoying a personal visit with the megastar. He was 
electrifying. 

Clutching his backstage pass, Dan stood in the wings with 
Jonah’s father and assorted roadies, bodyguards, and music 
journalists. He couldn’t help wondering why Jonah even bothered 
with the 39 Clues. Who needed to become the most powerful 
person in history when being famous was so flat-out awesome? 
Jonah had it all — money, fame, screaming girls. Even the Cahill 
family had nothing to offer compared with that. 


A few feet away, Mr. Wizard’s BlackBerry lit up like a Roman 
candle, and he took an urgent phone call. 


Dan looked on eagerly. “Is that about my sister? Have you 
found their hotel?” He had to cup his hands to his mouth and 
shout directly into the man’s ear. 


“No — no luck on that!” Jonah’s father yelled back. “But this is 
an emergency! The fans have broken through to the tunnel 
outside the dressing room. Security says there are hundreds of 
them! It’s not going to be easy to get Jonah out of here! Come 
on!” 


He led Dan and the bodyguards through a heavy door marked 


RESTRICTED ACCESS in a dozen languages. Now they were in the true 
guts of the Bird’s Nest, the passages no one got to see during the 
Olympics on TV. They navigated the network of underground 
concrete tunnels, squinting in the harsh fluorescent light. After a 
few turns, they emerged into the main corridor and sheer bedlam. 


Five hundred Jonah Wizard fans, amped up to fever pitch, were 
jammed in like sardines, screaming for a glimpse of their idol. 
They held up signs, in Chinese and English, with messages like 
MARRY ME, JONAH; I WANNA BE YOUR GANGSTA; and THE YEAR OF THE WIZ. 
The never-ending chant of Jo-nah! Jo-nah! Jo-nah! rivaled the 
gigawatt sound system of the stadium. 


Broderick and the security guards formed a human wall, 
holding the fans back, and Dan joined them. 


A fistful of Chinese money was thrust into his face by a girl 
even younger than he was. 


“I must meet him! One kiss!” she shrieked. Her face was the 
color of an overripe tomato, so flushed was she with emotion. 


A paper airplane came sailing from the middle of the crowd 
and bounced off Dan’s head. He unfolded it and giggled in 
amazement. The page contained a pink impression of kissing lips 
along with a Beijing telephone number. 


At that moment, Amy, Nellie, and the Clue hunt might as well 
have been a million miles away. 


Amy and Nellie were less than a hundred feet back, at the edge of 
the surging crowd. 


“You know, this kind of brings back memories,” shouted Nellie, 
straining to push ahead in the sea of people. “Green Day at 
Fenway Park, summer 2005. I sucker punched a bouncer and got 
Billie Joe Armstrong to autograph my forehead. I didn’t wash my 
face for a month.” 


“But how are we going to get through to Jonah to ask if he’s 
seen Dan?” cried Amy in despair. “No way can we sucker punch 
all these people!” 


Suddenly, Jonah’s voice echoed through the underground 


tunnels of the Bird’s Nest. “Good-night, Beijing! You’re the bomb! 
Word!” 


The stadium rocked with cheers. In the corridor, the already 
charged atmosphere went supercritical. The chanting ceased; the 
cheering ceased; the signs were dropped. Five hundred crazed 
fans devoted all their energy to pushing. 


At the front, Dan, Broderick Wizard, and the security guards 
struggled to hold off the advancing wall of humanity. Even 
Jonah, who saw frenzied admirers everywhere he went, was 
alarmed by the ferocity of this onslaught. 


“Let’s get out of here, yo! These people are psycho!” 


He wheeled away from the dressing room and sprinted for the 
emergency exit. 


That was when Dan made his first mistake. He took his eye off 
the crowd and turned to look at Jonah. The girl with the money 
leaped onto his back and hung on, clamping her arms around his 
head. Blinded, he staggered backward, and the throng poured in 
through the opening in the line. 


When the crowd began to move, oozing forward like an 
enormous amoeba, Nellie tucked Amy behind her and plowed 
into the fray. 


Amy followed, stumbling over fallen fans, putting all her faith 
in the au pair. If Amy had bothered to look down instead of 
scanning the area for a glimpse of Jonah, she would have seen 
that she had very nearly stepped on the brother she was so 
anxious to find. 


Nellie and Amy barreled right over Dan, following the 
stampede. 

“Faster!” Amy shouted. 

Nellie stopped, poised like a pointer. The herd was thundering 
down the hallway to Jonah’s dressing room. But Nellie’s sharp 
eyes were focused on the emergency exit. 

“You think he left the building?” Amy panted. 

“You don’t get Billie Joe Armstrong’s autograph on your 
forehead without following your instincts,” she shot back. “Come 
on!” 

They blasted through the door to see a Hummer stretch limo 
parked at the curb. The window was down, revealing none other 
than Jonah Wizard inside, drinking from a water bottle. 


A bodyguard jumped out of the front of the car and moved to 
bar their way. But Jonah called him back. “It’s all good, Bruno. 
The little chick’s my cousin.” 


Amy saw no reason for small talk. “Jonah, have you heard 
anything from Dan?” 


Jonah looked surprised. “Dan, your brother? Why would he be 
calling me?” 

Those simple words were a cannon-shot to Amy’s chest. If 
Nellie had not been there to hold her up, she might have 
collapsed on the spot. 


“Something wrong?” Jonah asked with concern. 


Amy tried to answer, but there seemed to be a short circuit 
between her brain and her mouth. She had pinned so much hope 
on the idea that Dan had somehow found Jonah. How crazy was 
that — like a gambler piling his life savings on a single number 
on a roulette wheel! And now that her bet had come up empty ... 


He’s gone ... 


Not temporarily separated or turned around. Lost. For more 
than twenty-four hours now. A real missing person. And she had 
absolutely no idea where to look for him. 


“We got separated from Dan,” Nellie explained to Jonah. “Our 
cells don’t work here, so he’s got no way to reach us. We thought 
he might come to you because you’re the most visible.” 


Jonah nodded. “Makes sense. Pll keep my eyes open. He still 
might show up.” 


“Thank you,” Amy managed, fighting back tears. “I know we’re 
not on the same side, but Dan’s only eleven. This is a huge 
country, and there are”’—an image of Isabel Kabra appeared in 
her mind—”bad people out there. Some things are more 
important than winning.” 


“Right — uh — word.” The megastar’s eyes strayed to the exit. 
“Can I offer you ladies a ride? You don’t want to get busted if the 
cops call in the riot squad.” 


He hustled them inside, and the limo drove off. Amy and Nellie 
were passing through the Bird’s Nest VIP gate when the object of 
their search stepped out of the emergency exit in the company of 
Jonah’s father. 


They had missed seeing Dan by fifteen seconds. 


The Chinese TV network provided the surgeon who stitched up 
the nasty cut over Dan’s eyebrow where the money girl had used 
his face as a starting block for her bull run at the dressing room. 


Jonah was contrite. “Sorry, cuz. Never meant for you to end up 
in the middle of a feeding frenzy. My fault.” 


Dan tapped the Steri-Strip on his forehead. Regular people sat 
in the emergency room, getting coughed on and waiting hours to 
be seen. When you were with the Wizard posse, a private doctor 
came to your hotel at two in the morning. It made getting stitches 
almost a luxury experience. 


“Its okay,” Dan told him. “Thanks for the doctor.” 

“Least I could do. Listen, we haven’t located your sis yet, and 
this is our last night in Beijing.” 

“Youre leaving?” What was Dan going to do with no Amy and 
no Jonah? Could he make it on his own in this vast alien city? 


Jonah nodded. “Places to go, people to see. Here’s the thing — 
I know you can handle yourself, yo. But as your cousin, I can’t 
dump you in Beijing all alone. It’s just not cool.” 


“T have to find Amy.” 


“True,” Jonah agreed. “But look — we both know the real 
reason we’re in China, and it has nothing to do with TV shows or 
concert tours. The next clue is here somewhere.” 


If there was one topic Dan wasn’t in the mood for, it was the 39 
Clues. “So?” 

“So even though we’re not on the same team, your sis is 
looking for the same clue. The way to find her is on the clue 
hunt.” 


It wasn’t hard to see the truth. Maybe Dan was out of the 
contest, but Amy was still hot after Clues. 


“Come with us, cuz,” Jonah went on. “We’ll find her together. I 
got you.” 


Cold suspicion chilled Dan from the inside. I quit, but Jonah 
doesn’t know that. To him, I’m still the competition. 


What if this was a trap — a plan to strand Grace Cahill’s 


grandchildren oceans apart from each other? Nile crocodiles were 
a minor inconvenience compared with losing his sister. 


MclIntyre’s words again: Trust no one. 


Yeah, real helpful advice — I’ve got no Amy and no money. If I 
don’t trust somebody, I’m sleeping on the street! 


Aloud, he said, “It’s pretty risky. If you and Amy are working 
different angles, we could end up thousands of miles away from 
each other.” 


“Word,” Jonah agreed seriously. “I’m not going to lie and tell 
you it can’t happen. But you’ve got a better chance tracking her 
down on the clue hunt than by hoping to run into her in a city of 
seventeen million.” 


“But what if she’s looking for me here?” 


The star shook his head. “Then we would have found her by 
now. It’s not just my pops — we’ve got the whole Wizard PR 
machine on this job. No way she’s local.” 


It made sense. Why would Amy waste time waiting around for 
Dan? 


She probably hates me after what happened in Tiananmen 
Square.... 


“You're right, Jonah. I’ll stay with you guys. Where to next?” 


“Change in plan,” the star replied. “I was scheduled for a state 
tour of the Great Wall, but that'll have to wait. Sorry if I can’t 
give you all the details, but this is hardcore inside-baseball Janus 
info. One day, when you guys figure out which branch you 
belong to, you'll understand the code of silence they slap on you.” 


“T understand,” Dan said, thinking darkly of his secret Madrigal 
identity. “I haven’t told you everything, either.” 

“Anyway, we’re going to Henan Province to a place called the 
Shaolin Temple. Heard of it?” 

Dan was bug-eyed. “You mean the place where kung fu was 
developed? Those are the sweetest fighting skills ever!” 

“The Janus are all about that,” Jonah went on. “You know — 
martial arts? We’re more than just pastels and harpsichords.” 

“This is going to be awesome!” Dan exclaimed. “Is it far? How 
do we get there?” 


“Chinese TV has a private jet we can use. When you roll with 
me, you go first class.” 


CHAPTER 10 


Alistair Oh was absently doodling on his paper place mat at the 
dim sum restaurant when Amy and Nellie joined him. 


“Nice calligraphy,” Nellie commented. 

Startled, the older man leaped to his feet, upending his walking 
stick, which clattered to the floor. “Good morning!” He seated 
them in his gallant old-world fashion. 

“What does it say?” Amy asked listlessly. 

“I beg your pardon?” 


She indicated the Chinese character on his place mat, 
elaborately formed despite the fact that he was using a ballpoint 
pen rather than the customary paintbrush. 
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“That word. What does it mean?” 


“Oh, this. It says—‘charm,” he replied, looking a little 
uncomfortable. “Never mind that, Amy. Where is your brother?” 

“We didn’t find him.” Amy was working hard to hold it 
together, but the dark circles around her eyes revealed the depth 
of her worry. “I’m getting really freaked. What if Isabel Kabra has 
him?” Isabel, the human worst-case scenario. 


“Calm down.” Nellie put an arm around her shoulders. “It 
doesn’t help Dan if we panic.” 


“Isabel is not the problem.” Alistair held up a copy of the 


Beijing Daily, featuring a picture of Jonah at the Bird’s Nest. “This 
is what I called you about.” 


Nellie shook her head sadly. “Old news, Uncle A. Bad music. 
Good riot. No Dan.” 


“Jonah’s keeping an eye out for him,” Amy added. “I know he’s 
the enemy, but I think he really cares.” 


Alistair was unimpressed. “Allow me to translate.” He read 
from the middle of the article. “‘Police broke up the altercation 
before there were any serious injuries. But one member of the 
Wizard entourage, Mr. Daniel K. Hill, was treated for a minor cut 
above his left eye. Mr. Hill, a young cousin of the superstar, 
described the scene as Ladies’ Night Smackdown ...”” 


“He’s alive!” Amy exploded. “Who else could think of wrestling 
at a time like this?” 


Nellie’s powerful sigh of relief sent paper napkins aloft. “Thank 
God! He’s still lost, but at least he’s okay. I mean, he’s with Jonah 
—” Her face twisted. “That stuck-up tin-plated little hip-hop freak 
show! I should have known he was lying!” 


Alistair clucked wanly. “How little our Janus cousins have 
changed over time. In the years leading up to the Second World 
War, Puyi became a Japanese puppet in exchange for the chance 
to be emperor again — just as Jonah has become so obsessed 
with his own purposes that he can’t see the anguish he’s 
inflicting.” 

“Or he sees it fine and flat-out doesn’t care,” the au pair 
suggested darkly. 


Amy struggled to keep her emotions in check. “But why would 
Jonah kidnap Dan? And more important, why would my idiot 
brother play along with it?” 


“The second question you’ve answered yourself,” Alistair 
replied. “He has nowhere else to go. He probably believes he’s an 
invited guest. As for Jonah’s motive — isn’t it obvious? The 
search for the thirty-nine clues.” 


Nellie frowned. “He’s got money up the wazoo and connections 
everywhere. What does he need Dan for?” 

“Don’t you know?” Surprised, Alistair turned from the au pair 
to Amy. “You children have created quite a stir in the hunt.” 


“Why?” asked Amy. “We’ve outsmarted a few people, but I 
don’t think we’re winning.” She paused. “Are we?” 


“Perhaps not, but you’re younger than the rest of us, with 
fewer resources, no branch to support you, and almost zero 
knowledge of our family history. Many predicted you wouldn’t 
last a week. Yet here you are, right in the thick of things. Maybe 
you’ve inherited some of Grace’s abilities, or perhaps your 
outsider status allows you to see the big picture. Whatever it is, 
Jonah seems to believe it can help him.” 


“I don’t care about the contest,” Amy said impatiently. “Not 
until we’ve got Dan back. Who knows what Jonah’s going to do 
when he’s through with him? They’ve got crocodiles here, too!” 


“At least now we know where to look,” Nellie reminded her. 
“Find Jonah and we’ve found Dan. One thing about being a 
world-renowned jerk-face — he can’t hide. Wherever he goes, it 
makes the news.” 


Alistair scanned the article. “According to this, his next stop is 
the Great Wall.” 


“Then so is ours,” Amy decided. 


“My dear,” he told her, “the Great Wall of China is over four 
thousand miles long. Since Jonah is traveling from Beijing, we 
can make an educated guess that he will visit the Badaling 
section, closest to here. But even that is a vast amount of territory 
to cover.” 


“Jonah’s a celebrity,” Amy argued. “If he’s there, we’ll find 
him.” Her face turned grim. “We have to if we want to save Dan.” 


Broderick Wizard frowned out the window of the Gulfstream G5. 
Far below, the rolling Chinese countryside gave way to a wide 
sprawl of houses and low apartment buildings. “I thought 
Dengfeng was supposed to be a little village. There’s a lot of 
population down there.” 

“Welcome to China,” the flight attendant told him with a smile. 
“Even the small towns are big.” 

“When you’ve got one-point-three billion people, you have to 
stick them wherever they fit,” suggested Dan from the depths of a 
forest of sodas, milk shakes, and snacks of all varieties. 


It was a good thing Dan took advantage of the extravagance of 
the jet ride, because the comforts evaporated on the ground. The 
airport was little more than a landing strip, and their “limo” 
turned out to be a 1969 Volkswagen Bus. 


Their driver spoke no English but kept up an elaborate 
travelogue in Chinese for the hour-long ride. The first thing Dan 
noticed in Shaolin was a small strip of souvenir shops and 
restaurants. Not even this remote corner of Asia could escape 
tourism. Then he saw it — the fields surrounding the main path 
were filled with kung fu classes — dozens of teachers and 
students in the orange robes of the Shaolin monks. 


He pressed his face against the fly-specked window of the VW 
and watched. “How cool is this?” 


“Off the chain,” Jonah agreed absently. 


Dan recognized Jonah’s tunnel vision. The star was so focused 
on the next Clue that he barely noticed his surroundings. He 
couldn’t help wondering if Amy was the same way right now — 
so engrossed in the hunt that she had barely a thought for her 
brother. 


The driver dropped them off with elaborate instructions no one 
understood, and they continued on foot. 


The first view of the Shaolin Temple was of a magic floating 
kingdom. Nestled in the Songshan mountain range, the huge 
complex of hip-roofed structures seemed to float on the clouds. 


This was the cradle of martial arts. All at once, Dan understood 
Amy’s excitement when the contest took her to the footsteps of 
the history she loved so much. Standing between the foo dog 
statues that guarded the front entrance, he could almost feel the 
fifteen hundred years of super-sweet fighting skills that had been 
refined in this very spot. 


If Amy were here, she could exact some revenge for the hard 
time he’d given her at all those museums and research libraries — 
oh, the boring Shaolin Temple, boring kung fu, I’m so bored.... 


Of course, Amy would never say that stuff. It was Dan who 
went around affixing the Dan Cahill Seal of Disapproval to 
anything he deemed uncool. Which was — let’s face it — an 
awful lot. 


On the other hand, forget Amy! I’m a Madrigal! We’re stone-cold 
killers! What do we care about family — we probably eat our young 


An image of his parents appeared in his mind, bringing him up 
short. He didn’t remember much about them, but the memories 
he had were not stone-cold at all. The thought triggered a stab of 
longing. 

A young monk with a shaved head and orange robes exposing 
one shoulder stepped in front of Broderick and pointed to the 
BlackBerry in his hand. 


“Photography forbidden,” he said with a heavy accent. 

“Pm not going to take any pictures,” Jonah’s father promised 
airily. 

Like lightning, the monk snatched the device out of his hand. 
“Return camera later.” 

Dan had never seen a human move that fast before. 

Jonah’s father was outraged. “That’s my lifeline to the world!” 

“Tt’s all good, Pops,” soothed his son. “Give the thumbs a rest.” 


As they passed through the gate, the monk gave each member 
of the Wizard party a thorough once-over, especially Jonah. 


They probably don’t get a lot of hip-hop kids in Henan Province, 
Dan reflected. 


Soon they found themselves in the Chang Zhu courtyard, 
surrounded by sculptures and frescoes. Dan was fascinated. Most 
of the art depicted fighting figures in every imaginable kung fu 
pose. 


From there, they entered the Hall of One Thousand Buddhas, 
with its central shrine of bronze and white jade. 


“Notice the floor is uneven,” intoned a monk guiding a group 
of British tourists. “These depressions come from long-term foot- 
stamping practices of Shaolin teachers with profound kung fu 
powers.” 


Dan made it a point to step in one. He could almost feel the 
energy. 

Although there were no stairs, the farther they moved through 
the series of halls, the higher they seemed to climb. The temple 


was built directly into the mountainside and moved up with the 
slope. 


Jonah’s father regarded the thick stone walls covered in 
frescoes of martial arts scenes. “No way would I get reception in 
here anyway.” 


The largest crowd of visitors was gathered around an exhibit 
protected by a Plexiglas case. “This is the shadow stone, the most 
sacred artifact in the temple,” another Shaolin guide was 
explaining to his tour group. “The  fifth-century monk 
Bodhidharma sat facing this rock for nine years of silent 
meditation. When his eyes began to close out of weariness, he 
tore his own eyelids off. He maintained the lotus position for so 
long that his legs withered away. And the sun was so strong that 
his shadow was cast onto this stone with such detail that even the 
pleats of his clothing can be seen.” 


No wonder the Shaolin are tough, thought Dan. He wasn’t a big 
fan of meditation, and definitely not the eyelids part. But talk 
about willpower! What a fighter this Bodhidharma guy must have 
been — when he had legs, of course. 


Jonah let out a snicker. “I guess homey wasn’t much for 
winking and tap-dancing after that.” 


The guide regarded him with scorn. “Rude jokes are not 
welcome here. Bodhidharma is the monk who brought Zen 
Buddhism to China and introduced the art of kung fu to the 
Shaolin Temple.” 


“Chill.” Jonah held up his arms in a gesture of innocence. “No 
need to go medieval on the Gangsta—” 

““Gangsta’?” Suddenly, the monk’s eyes widened in wonder, 
and he called out in agitated Mandarin. 

Monks came running from throughout the building, converging 
on the Shadow Stone. 

Jonah’s cocky sneer vanished. “Whoa, I was just playing 
around! I didn’t mean no disrespect!” 

His father reached into his BlackBerry belt holder, but there 
was nothing there to dial for help on. 


Even Dan was nervous as he watched the orange robes 
congregate around them, a collection of kung fu masters capable 


of unleashing unimaginable martial arts force. 


“Word!” Jonah was babbling now. “I’m down with the respect 
thing! Pm all about respect for — uh — great traditions and — uh 
— orange dresses—” 


The monks continued to assemble, their piercing stares burning 
into Jonah. At last, an older monk who seemed to be in charge 
said, “So it is true, yes? You are Jonah Wizard, the American 
television and music performer?” 


CHAPTER 11 


Never before had the famous Jonah Wizard felt so lost at sea. He 
could usually charm his way out of any situation. But his 
patented hip-hop charisma didn’t work on Shaolin monks. 


Dan scanned the temple for the nearest exit. They were badly 
outnumbered by trained martial arts masters. Escape would be 
their sole option if this got ugly. 


The head monk went on. “You have many admirers among our 
order, Jonah Wizard. We find similarities between our ritual 
chants and your — I believe the term is ‘hip-hop groove’? We 
consider you to be, as you might say, ‘all that.” 


Jonah laughed with pure relief. “Thanks, yo. Nice to be kickin’ 
it in — you know — wherever we are.” 


“I am Li Wu Chen, Chief Abbot of the Shaolin Order,” the man 
introduced himself. “Please honor us by coming this way.” 


The procession of monks led them farther into the temple. 
Jonah walked beside the abbot, with Broderick and Dan bringing 
up the rear. They passed through room after room of Chinese art 
treasures that rivaled the Palace Museum in the Forbidden City. 
Farther on, the library hall featured countless shelves of ancient 
manuscripts. At last, they stepped through an elaborately carved 
archway. Dan felt the temperature drop, and he understood that 
they were no longer in the building on the mountainside but 
inside the mountain itself. There were no tourists here, no 
souvenir stands, no signs in a dozen languages. This was the heart 
of the Shaolin Temple, a secret place reserved for only a handful 
of chosen visitors. 


Dan peered into a huge chamber where several monks — 
obviously the top fighters — were engaged in a spectacular 
battle. The movements were so fast, yet so perfectly fluid and 
natural, that at first glance, the lightning combat seemed almost 
like dance. But this was no ballet. The punches and kicks cut the 


air like bullets, leaving whispers of sound. Bodies soared, as if 
gravity did not exist. Watching it, Dan realized that all the 
martial arts he had seen in the fields of Shaolin had been child’s 
play by comparison. 

It took him several seconds to find his voice. Still, it was in a 
hushed whisper that he said, “This is the coolest kung fu I’ve ever 
seen in my life!” 


Li Wu Chen smiled tolerantly. “We prefer to call it wushu here. 
The word kung fu can mean any skill mastered through long 
practice. Wushu refers specifically to martial arts. Would the 
young man care for a lesson?” 


Dan’s heart very nearly blasted through his rib cage and leaped 
out of his chest. “Me? With these guys? You’re kidding!” 


“There is no kidding in the Shaolin order,” the abbot 
deadpanned. “But if you wish, we will show you a few of the fine 
points.” 


“Oh, I wish!” Dan exclaimed fervently. “I wish!” 


The bus ride to the Great Wall was scheduled for seventy 
minutes, but that obviously didn’t include Beijing traffic. At the 
seventy-minute mark of their trip, Amy and Nellie were still 
gridlocked on the freeway, and they were having a hard time 
restraining Saladin. The Egyptian Mau was expressing more than 
average interest in the plump hen in the arms of a peasant farmer 
in the next row. 


“I feel sorry for that chicken,” Nellie commented. “Her options 
are lousy — the tender mercies of Saladin, or the stew pot of that 
family. Either way, the end of her day is going to be a bummer.” 


Amy was deep in the pages of Puyi: The Last Son of Heaven, a 
thick paperback she had picked up at the bus station bookshop. 
But her mind was never far from her brother. “Is anybody 
wearing a Jonah Wizard T-shirt?” she asked, scanning the aisle. 
“If we find a real fan, maybe we can follow him to Jonah — and 
Dan.” 


“I don’t think this is the fan bus,” Nellie observed glumly. 
“More like the poultry bus.” 


In fact, Nellie had been checking for T-shirts — and hats, belt 


buckles, Pez dispensers, and authentic Wizard Enterprises Bling™ 
ever since the Beijing terminal. She had even been sidling up to 
random teenagers in hip-hop clothing, hoping to pick up snippets 
of Jonah’s music on their iPods. No luck. 


How could they have lost Dan? If Amy was frantic about 
finding her brother, Nellie was doubly so. She was outwardly 
calm — no point in making Amy even more distraught. But these 
were her kids — in her care — and one of them was missing! 


Well, not missing, technically. Dan was with Jonah, which was 
better than him vanishing completely or landing in the clutches 
of Isabel Kabra. Jonah wasn’t the worst of those Cahill vipers, but 
that was like saying it was preferable to be attacked by a tiger 
shark than a great white. Especially since Jonah was up to 
something. Why else would he lie to them about Dan? 


Nellie’s instructions were clear: “Finding Dan is important,” the 
voice on the other end of the crackly line had told her. “But 
nothing takes precedence over the clue hunt.” 


“You're talking about an eleven-year-old kid!” Nellie had 
shouted into the pay phone. 


“Who happens to be Grace Cahill’s grandson,” the voice had 
added. “He has shown himself to be quite a resourceful young 
man. We have every reason to believe he can take care of 
himself.” 


Big talk from someone sitting in a paneled office thousands of 
miles away. 


Suddenly, the pressure of keeping her real mission a secret 
seemed nearly as exhausting as the Clue hunt. Nellie slumped in 
her seat, hugging Saladin to her chest. 


The guilt gave her no respite. These poor kids had been 
deceived practically from birth — first by their parents, who had 
hid their Cahill identity, then by Grace, who had withheld the 
truth about the fire. Next, the Clue hunt — practically a double- 
crossers’ convention. Who knew what lies Jonah was telling Dan 
right now? 


And on top of it all, there’s me — someone they trust. Someone 
who’s supposed to protect them ... 


If it ever came down to a choice between the mission or Amy 


and Dan — 


Don’t get ahead of yourself. Worry about today’s problems, not 
what might happen tomorrow. Find Dan. Keep Amy from losing it— 


After all, whatever Nellie’s covert role, she was still an au pair. 
The kids were her responsibility. That included Dan’s safety and 
Amy’s mental health. 


Keep her distracted. 
She turned to Amy. “How’s the book? Any leads?” 


Amy shrugged. “Puyi was a Janus, all right. I recognize the 
type — spoiled rotten, nuts about art, totally self-centered. 
According to this, his life was basically one extended hissy fit 
after he was kicked off the throne. It wasn’t so bad while they let 
him stay in the Imperial Palace. He still had eunuchs to worship 
him and servants to do his bidding. When he demanded a 
Western education, they brought him a tutor all the way from 
London. He loved the West — even took an English name: 
Henry.” 


“Emperor Henry,” Nellie mused. “Has a nice ring to it. Like 
King Ralph.” 

“When they threw him out of the Forbidden City, he kind of 
fell apart. He turned into a real playboy, a do-nothing rich guy. 
Sound like anybody we know?” 


“At least Jonah raps for a living,” Nellie offered. “I mean, he’s a 
world-class idiot, but he has a job.” 


There was a roar as the bus picked up speed. They were 
moving again. 

“During World War Two,” Amy went on, “the Japanese set Puyi 
up as emperor of Manchukuo — the old Manchuria, where the 
Qing dynasty had originated. He knew he was just a puppet for 
Japan, but he needed to feel like a king again. He paid the price, 
too — when the war was over, he served ten years in jail for it. 
And after they let him out, he spent the rest of his life as an 
ordinary citizen working in a library. He died in 1967.” 


“That’s cold,” Nellie agreed. “It’s a big come-down from jewel- 
encrusted golden robes. Poor guy peaked at six.” 

“It’s pretty Cahill, too,” Amy pointed out bitterly. “They dump 
everything on your shoulders when youw’re just a kid. In our 


family, you don’t get a childhood. We’re too busy trying to 
dominate the world.” 


And I’m a part of that, Nellie reflected as the bus rattled over a 
pothole. Pushing children into a lethal game. 


She felt a sudden yearning to take the girl in her arms, to 
reassure her that everything would be okay, that she’d get to be a 
normal teenager one day. Yet that would be deception, too. 


Aloud, she said, “So when Puyi painted that silk and hid it in 
the secret attic, it had to be before he got booted from the 
Forbidden City. They wouldn’t have let him back in and given 
him the run of the place.” 

Amy checked the time line at the front of the book. “That 
happened in 1924, when he was eighteen. Maybe Puyi sensed 
that his days were numbered in the Imperial Palace, and that’s 
why he wrote the poem.” She recited from memory: 


““That which you seek, you hold in your hand, 
Fixed forever in birth, 
Where the Earth meets the sky.” 


Her brow furrowed. “But what did he mean?” 


Nellie rolled her eyes. “What do you Cahills ever mean? More 
thirty-nine clues mumbo jumbo.” 


Amy frowned. “What you hold in your hand can only be the 
page itself. And it’s not what we seek, since the clue is someplace 
else. Fixed forever in birth — well, nothing stays exactly the way it 
is the instant it’s born. And where the Earth meets the sky—” 

“ve got news for you,” the au pair said sourly. “The Earth 
meets the sky everywhere. That’s how it works. Earth stops; sky 
starts. Face it, we’ve got nothing.” 

Amy raised an eyebrow. “We don’t know what Puyi was trying 
to say. But we do know when he said it—1924.” 

“So? 99 

Amy pulled Dan’s laptop computer from his backpack and 
powered it on. “So if we research major world events from the 
early nineteen twenties, we might be able to learn what Puyi was 


up to. One thing about Cahills — we make the news.” 


Nellie was skeptical. “The guy went from child emperor to rich 
slacker, to Japanese puppet, to war criminal, to librarian. What 
do you expect to find that isn’t in the history books?” 


“The Cahill connection,” Amy explained. “Look, books say 
Amelia Earhart was trying to fly around the world. We know she 
was really following the clue hunt. Pl bet there’s something 
similar about Puyi.” 


“Such as?” 


On the laptop’s encyclopedia, Amy set the yearbook function to 
1924. “Okay, within a few months of the day Puyi was exiled, 
IBM was formed, Joseph Stalin came to power in Russia —” 


Not for the first time, Nellie was amazed at the brilliance of the 
girl’s logic. She peered over her shoulder at the screen. “Greece 
became a republic — ooh, Id love to go there. The islands, the 
baklava ...” 


Her voice trailed off as the bus crested a ridge. For the past half 
hour, the terrain had been growing hillier, the rises steeper. 
Suddenly, it was laid out before them — the Great Wall of China. 


Beside her, Amy gasped. The ancient barrier stretched up 
slopes and into valleys, farther than the eye could see in both 
directions. Four thousand miles, Nellie reflected — long enough to 
go from Boston to San Diego, and then hang a left to Mexico City. 


“Pve seen pictures,” Amy said in awe, “but the real thing —” 


Even Saladin turned his attention from the chicken in the next 
row to gaze out the window at the giant structure that loomed up 
as the bus approached. 


Nellie took the computer from Amy’s lap and browsed to the 
Great Wall, glancing back and forth from the pictures on-screen 
to the mind-blowing reality. The only man-made structure that 
could be seen from outer space. Once guarded by more than a 
million men. 

During construction, when a worker died, his body was built 
right into the Wall itself. No one knew how many corpses lay 
within the stone and mortar, but some estimates ran as high as 
three million souls. 


It was a sight without equal anywhere in the world — unique 


because of its age, its historical importance, and mostly its 
unimaginable length. 

Nellie’s heart sank. To find a single person in such a place — 
even a celebrity like Jonah Wizard — would be like searching the 
universe for a grain of sand. 


CHAPTER 12 


The orange robe looked somehow right on Dan — like he was 
meant to wear it. 


“Can somebody take my picture?” He had his collection in 
mind. This would be the prized piece. He’d have it blown up to 
twenty feet wide. It would be an entire wall of his trophy room. 


“Photography forbidden.” 


Dan was crushed. He opened his mouth to protest, then 
thought better of it. You didn’t argue with a guy who could rip 
your arm out and beat you to death with the bloody end. “Can I 
at least keep the suit?” 


His sparring partners smiled tolerantly. 


The lesson began. Dan had envisioned himself flying through 
the air with the greatest of ease. But he was not surprised that it 
didn’t happen that way. As a beginner, he started at the 
beginning — simple punches and kicks, and learning how to fall. 


It doesn’t get any better than this, he reflected, slapping the mat 
in a break-fall. Learning kung fu — wushu — in a secret part of the 
Shaolin Temple in the very heart of Mount Song. 


Soon they progressed to basic throws. Dan glowed when the 
monks praised his balance. And thanks to his extraordinary 
memory, he was a quick study, with perfect recall of everything 
he’d been taught. 


The highlight of the hour was a sparring session — Dan versus 
four of the most dangerous fighters in the world. Oh, sure, he 
knew they were letting him win. But the feeling of throwing a 
kung fu master was indescribable — even if the guy was mostly 
throwing himself. 


All at once, Dan saw an opening. The monk in front of him was 
down, perfectly positioned for one of the holds Dan had just 
learned. This was it — a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for a 


novice to star in real Shaolin competition. 


As Dan pounced, two powerful hands reached up and grabbed 
the front of his robe. Suddenly, his opponent’s foot was against 
his abdomen — not kicking, but launching Dan up and over him 
with astonishing force. Flying through the air, the triumphant 
thought flashed through his mind: I just got schooled by a Shaolin 
master! It never occurred to him that he was about to break every 
bone in his body. 


The other three caught him and set him gently down on the 
mat. He did a quick self-inventory — two arms, two legs, 
everything still attached. 


A colossal grin split his face. “That was mad awesome! How did 
you do that?” 


His teachers looked vaguely pleased. 


“This is the basis of all defense in wushu,” the thrower 
explained. “The momentum of your adversary is your greatest 
ally.” 


Another monk arrived with a tea service and a platter of food, 
and the sparring was adjourned. Dan bit down on a deep-fried 
snack and chewed thoughtfully, trying to place the unfamiliar 
flavor. Not bad, he decided. Crispy, kind of salty — a little like 
pork rinds, but the texture was different. 


“What are these?” Dan asked, popping another piece into his 
mouth. 

“It is a delicacy made from the larva of the silkworm,” came 
the reply. 

Dan nearly spit the morsel clear across the room. “We’re eating 
worms?” 


“No. The silkworm is the caterpillar of the Bombyx mori — the 
silk moth.” 


Like that was any better. Not worms, bugs. The effort to 
swallow required all the willpower he could muster. He knew he 
was imagining it, but he felt an entire insect zoo in his stomach, 
writhing and buzzing. 


He struggled to unsteady feet. “I think I need some air.” 
One of the monks escorted him through the many twists and 


turns that led to the Chang Zhu courtyard. He murmured his 
thanks and staggered out onto the grounds. 


I’d never make it as a Shaolin monk. Great martial arts — but the 
meal plan! 


Tourists and visitors regarded him quizically — a Western boy 
in Shaolin robes. He was too nauseated to be impressed by the 
sights, but just walking helped to settle his stomach. Jonah was 
nowhere to be seen. The star was probably still inside the temple, 
signing autographs for his Shaolin fans. 


Dan surveyed his surroundings. What was that? From a 
distance it looked like a miniature city. He drifted over and 
discovered that the structures were not buildings but towering 
brick-and-stone grave markers, shaped like Chinese pagodas, 
some of them thirty or forty feet tall. A sign declared that this 
burial ground was the Pagoda Forest — the final resting place for 
the cremated remains of centuries of Shaolin monks. 


Pretty cool — unless you’re trying to digest a couple of Bombyx 
moris. 


Just outside the temple grounds, by the side of the road, he 
noticed a line of coin-operated telescopes trained up Mount Song. 


He left the Pagoda Forest and trudged along the path, fishing in 
his pocket for change. Another advantage of being part of the 
Wizard posse — Jonah had provided him with some Chinese 
money. 

Exiting via a rear gate, he approached the line of telescopes. He 
squinted up at the mist-drenched summit of Mount Song. He 
could make out a distant monument, white against the gray sky. 
“What is it?” 

An attendant supplied the answer. “It is the statue of 
Bodhidharma.” 

“You mean the eyelids dude?” Dan blurted. 

The man pointed to the money slot. “One yuan.” 

Dan inserted a coin, and the telescope whirred to life with the 
ticking of a timer. He peered into the eyepiece. 

The statue was carved from white stone — a bearded monk 


sitting cross-legged atop a brick pedestal. As far as Dan could tell, 
there were no missing eyelids, and the figure’s lower body, 


shriveled or not, was hidden by robes. 
But that wasn’t what made Dan gasp. 
I know that guy! 


Where would a Boston orphan have seen a statue that sat atop 
a remote Chinese mountain? On TV? The Internet? In a textbook 
at school? 


He had a murky vision of the white sculpture surrounded by 
thick gray fur ... 


Cat fur ... 
Saladin? 


Of course! Grace had kept a small replica of this statue on the 
landing of her stairs! It had been one of Saladin’s favorite spots — 
the Egyptian Mau used to circle it endlessly, rubbing against the 
contours of the porcelain. 


Amy and Dan had called it the Beard Buddha. 
How could I ever forget that thing? I was scared to death of it! 
And now he was staring at the real one. 


He frowned. They never knew it when she was alive, but Grace 
Cahill had been embroiled up to her nostrils in the 39 Clues. The 
entire contest was her creation, written into her will with the 
help of William McIntyre. A lot of things Grace had casually 
mentioned over the years had turned out to be vital to the Clue 
hunt. It was almost like she was still searching from the grave. 


He felt a brief flash of irritation at his grandmother. She had 
implanted so many things like this in his head — and even more 
in Amy’s, since the two of them had been extra close. Sometimes 
he couldn’t escape the feeling that his brain was a computer hard 
drive infected with dozens of viruses just waiting for some 
outside trigger to set them off. 

The one possibility Grace had never considered was that he 
might quit the contest and be stuck with all these mental time 
bombs to drive him crazy. Because, Clue hunt or not, he couldn’t 
help being curious. 

1) Jonah’s Janus connections had sent him to the Shaolin 
Temple. 


2) That was the real Beard Buddha up there. 


Coincidence? 
Yeah, right. 


The white statue loomed high above, seemingly miles in the 
sky. Directly in front of Dan, an endless series of ancient 
crumbling stone steps led up the mountain. 


A million stairs — at least it looked like that many. 
Good thing I ate my silkworm today.... 
He was going to need the energy. 


CHAPTER 13 


“That’s pretty wild, you guys being fans, yo,” Jonah said to Li Wu 
Chen. 


The abbot regarded him disapprovingly. “So long we have 
waited and the branch sends us a foolish boy.” 


“Branch?” Jonah repeated. He dropped his voice to a murmur. 
“You mean — Janus?” 


“We are not fans of your obnoxious noise. Yes, we are Janus — 
the one true line of the Cahill family in Asia. We welcome you as 
the son of Cora Wizard.” Li Wu Chen’s gaze moved to Jonah’s 
father. “And of course, her non-Janus husband.” 


It was as if a curtain had been swept aside. No wonder the 
branch leadership in Venice had sent Jonah here! As Janus 
representatives, the Shaolin monks might be able to help with a 
Clue in this part of the world. 


“She’s got a real sense of humor, my wife,” Broderick 
mumbled, a little resentfully. His thumbs twitched as if his hands 
felt empty with no BlackBerry in them. “She could have told us 
the natives were Janus friendlies.” 


“Chill, Pops,” soothed his son. “She got us where we needed to 
be, no harm done.” Classic Cora Wizard. She ran the branch like 
one of her performance-art pieces — equipping the actors with 
limited information and then stepping back to watch the sparks 
fly. It was very Janus, although he’d never expected her to do it 
with her own son. 


The abbot ushered them into a small antechamber furnished 
with a rough-hewn round table. The door closed with a sucking 
sound, and they realized they were in a secure room. 

“First things first,” Li Wu Chen announced. “Who is the boy, 
and why is he with you?” 

“His name is Dan Cahill,” Jonah’s father replied. 


“Cahill.” The abbot sat forward. “Janus?” 


Jonah shrugged. “Nobody knows. Hes Grace Cahill’s 
grandson.” 


Li Wu Chen was impressed. “Ah, Grace Cahill. Good bloodlines. 
Dangerous woman. Few have come as close as she to solving the 
thirty-nine mysteries that cannot be solved.” 


“Easy on the lovefest,” said Jonah firmly. “Grace did her thing, 
but my mom’s got her smoked. I think that’s why Cora hooked us 
up. Venice is one ingredient shy of duplicating the Janus 
formula.” 


The abbot leaped to his feet, shouting something in excited 
Mandarin. “Please excuse my exuberance,” he added sheepishly, 
reseating himself. “Too long have we Janus in Asia lived in the 
shadow of those Tomas louts with their large muscles and small 
minds.” 


“Word,” agreed Jonah, thinking of the Holts. 


“Consider the resources of the Shaolin order completely at your 
disposal. What is the missing ingredient?” 


“Pm on it,” Jonah assured him. “Mom’s convinced it’s here in 
China, but we don’t know what it is or where to find it. That’s 
why we’re hanging on to the Cahill kid.” 


Li Wu Chen frowned. “Surely this small boy has no knowledge 
beyond the grasp of the Janus branch.” 


“Don’t sell the kid short,” Jonah insisted. “He looks dumb, but 
he and his sis have pulled off a lot of miracles. Maybe it’s the 
Grace connection, who knows?” 


“Wise to cover all possibilities,” the abbot admitted grudgingly. 
“Perhaps representing the Janus and appearing on the cover of 
Tiger Beat are not mutually exclusive endeavors. Manipulated 
cleverly, Grace’s descendant could prove to be a valuable asset.” 


“Uh — thanks.” Was that supposed to be a compliment? 


“Your mother has good reason to search for the missing 
ingredient in China,” Li Wu Chen told him. “Replicating the 
Janus serum has been the goal of the Qing emperors dating back 
hundreds of years. It was this obsession — not their admirable 
devotion to the arts — that caused them to neglect their people.” 


“But did they get the job done?” Jonah probed. “Did any of 
those emperors score the formula?” 


“We believe the answer is yes.” 
Broderick spoke up. “Believe? Don’t you know?” 


The abbot supplied the answer to Jonah, not his father. “As 
passed down through the decades, the story is thus: Puyi, the last 
emperor, hired a tutor named Reginald Fleming Johnston, a 
Janus scientist from the British Isles. Together, they completed 
the serum in a secret laboratory in the Forbidden City.” 


Jonah could tell from his father’s scowl that Pops didn’t 
appreciate being ignored. But this was more important than 
Broderick’s bruised ego. “So, what happened to it?” he asked 
urgently. 


“It was most unfortunate. The year was 1924. Puyi sensed that 
he would soon be exiled. Naturally, the safety of the serum was 
his paramount concern. Johnston knew a fellow British Cahill 
with a unique skill that enabled him to hide the formula where it 
would be preserved indefinitely. It is said that not another man 
alive at the time could have performed the task.” 


“But where did he hide it?” Broderick demanded, almost 
shouting. 


Li Wu Chen shook his head. “There the legend ends.” 


“Tell me about this big player they hired to stash the 
merchandise,” Jonah persisted. “Who was he?” 


“This too is not known. After leaving the Forbidden City, Puyi 
became inactive. Some say he journeyed to the Great Wall prior 
to his death, but this has never been confirmed. Completing the 
Janus formula was his one great achievement. Not even his brief 
reign on the Throne of Heaven could compare. The rest of the life 
of Henry Puyi — as a figurehead, a prisoner, a simple library 
clerk — this was no fate for a Janus.” The abbot’s eyes flashed to 
Jonah’s father before settling back on the star. “For an ordinary 
person, perhaps even for an emperor. But not for a descendant of 
Jane Cahill.” 


With a whoosh, the door to the chamber swept open and in 
rushed another monk in a state of high anxiety. He held 
Broderick’s BlackBerry between his thumb and forefinger, as if 


expecting it to explode at any second. The smartphone was lit up 
like a Christmas tree. 


Jonah’s father leaped to his feet. “That’s Janus business — 
highest priority code!” 

The agitated monk could not have been happier to hand it over 
and make his escape. 


Only when the security door had slurped shut again did Jonah 
ask, “Is it from Mom?” 


His father frowned. “No, not your mother.” He held it up. 
Chinese characters filled the small screen. 


Li Wu Chen produced a pair of reading glasses. “Most curious. 
It is a series of numbers. One, thirty-eight, fifty-three.” 


Broderick Wizard grimaced. “The message is from a dummy 
server. It won’t let me identify the sender.” He thumbed the 
keypad in frustration. “What’s the point of encrypting a 
meaningless message?” 


“Because it’s not meaningless, Pops.” Jonah was triumphant. 
“Section one, row thirty-eight, seat fifty-three — yo, this message 
is a seat location in a stadium!” 


“But we don’t have any more concerts scheduled this month,” 
his father reminded him. 


“Maybe that’s the point,” the star argued. “We set up a gig — 
in Shanghai, let’s say — and whoever sent that message knows to 
show up in that seat. All we have to do is put an agent in the next 
spot over.” 

“Risky,” Broderick mused. 

“Not really. Pll be onstage with a microphone in my hand. If 
things get really hairy, I can bring fifty thousand screaming fans 
down on this guy. Even the Lucians don’t have that kind of 
backup.” He grinned with all thirty-two perfect teeth. He would 
have loved to have this get back to Mom somehow. 

“Most clever, star of Who Wants to Be a Gangsta?” Li Wu Chen 
told him. “But, alas, you are wrong.” 

Jonah was insulted. “You’re trippin’!” 

The abbot regarded him disapprovingly. “Shaolin monks do not 
‘trip.”” 


“No disrespect,” Jonah said quickly. “It’s just — well, you tell 
me what that message is supposed to mean.” 


“Gladly,” the abbot agreed. “Are you familiar with the 
terracotta army at the tombs of Xian?” 


Broderick frowned. “The message is from the army?” 


“It is not a real army,” Li Wu Chen explained with a weary 
sigh. “The terracotta warriors are considered the eighth wonder 
of the ancient world. If you could step back from your son’s silly 
career for a moment, you might acquire a measure of wisdom 
beyond Entertainment Tonight.” 


“Let’s all take it down a notch,” Jonah suggested, seeing his 
father redden. The last thing he needed was for Pops to get into a 
scrap with a Shaolin martial arts master. First of all, Li Wu Chen, 
although small and slight, could probably lay waste to a city. And 
second, if Mom found out, the payback would be a monster. 


He turned to the abbot. “We didn’t mean to dis your ancient 
wonder. We respectfully ask”—respect was big here — “for the 
lowdown on this fly army.” 


“Just outside the city of Xian lies the tomb of Qin Shi Huang, 
first emperor of a united China. It is defended by a vast buried 
army of terracotta warrior statues.” 


“That’s it?” asked Jonah. “Statues?” 


“They are thousands in number, greater than life-size and 
carved with spectacular attention to detail. Even now, 
undiscovered battalions are being unearthed every month.” 


Jonah’s father was skeptical. “But why are you so sure the 
message is about this place?” 

“It is a reference to a specific terracotta figure,” Li Wu Chen 
explained. “The fifty-third soldier in the thirty-eighth rank of the 
first excavation pit.” 


“Or,” Broderick added, “it could be a trap.” 


“It’s all good,” Jonah said blithely. “Trap, no trap, P’ve got it 
covered.” 
The monk was wide-eyed. “Surely even you cannot be so 


reckless! The son of Cora Wizard would be a fine prize for our 
rival branches.” 


Jonah was unruffled. “Won’t be me out there on the firing 
line.” A flash of the grin that had graced so many magazine 
covers. “I knew it would come in handy keeping the Cahill kid 
around.” 


CHAPTER 14 


After the first three hundred stairs, Dan was breathing hard. By 
five hundred, he was ready to cough up his lungs and leave them 
on the flank of Mount Song. 


A few times, orange-robed monks and kung fu students puffed 
past, running up the endless steps. No wonder the Shaolin 
fighters were unbeatable. If they trained here, they could 
probably bench-press the temple, and maybe the whole mountain 
with it. 

He lost count somewhere around seven hundred fifty, and the 
Bodhidharma statue was still nowhere to be seen. Perspiration 
dripped from every pore of his body. 


I’m turning my precious wushu outfit into sweat rags! 


Dan glanced at his watch — he’d been climbing for nearly an 
hour. Where was the Beard Buddha — on the moon? 


Another group of monks jogged past, this time on the way 
down. There was a distinct chill in the air now. Surely he was 
near the top. 


The stairs twisted abruptly to the right, and there towered his 
childhood nightmare, twenty feet tall. An involuntary yelp 
escaped him. He looked around in embarrassment. No training 
monks, no wandering tourists. He was alone. 


He examined the huge base and then let his eyes wander up the 
folds of Bodhidharma’s robes. There were no markings or symbols 
— not even a crack in the stone where a secret message might be 
hidden. 


Was I wrong about the Beard Buddha? 

As he circled Bodhidharma’s bulk, his eyes fell on a small 
shrine constructed behind the statue. He stepped inside. Chinese 
writing was everywhere, but a lone sign in English read: DHARMA 
HOLE. An arrow pointed to an opening in the stone. 


A cave! 


Oh, how he didn’t want to go inside. In the course of the Clue 
hunt, he’d been in enough tunnels, shafts, pits, and catacombs to 
last a lifetime. And in some of them, it had very nearly come to 
that. 


But he hadn’t climbed that stairway to heaven for nothing. He 
got down on all fours and crawled inside. It was dark and tight, 
the rock cold and damp from the misty air. 


About fifteen feet in, the cave faded to utter blackness. The 
shut-in feeling was unendurable — ancient stone pressing on all 
sides, zero vision. It was as if he’d been swallowed by Mount 
Song. He began to hyperventilate. Asthma? No, the gasping 
breaths were bringing air into his lungs, but they were 
accelerating, and he was powerless to control them. 


What was happening to him? Was he sick? 
I’m having a claustrophobia attack! 


He shut his eyes and tried to pump all thought out of his mind. 
He was not wedged into an unimaginably tight seam inside 
millions of tons of solid rock. He was just — chilling. 


It was only about thirty seconds, but it seemed like an eternity. 
At last, he was breathing normally and ready to press on. 


His probing hand struck a loose rock, and he felt a vibration in 
his palm. A second later, his knee rattled over the same spot. 
Odd. He reversed a few inches and tapped at the stone. It made a 
peculiar sound, not hollow, exactly, but — different. 


If only I had a flashlight! 


All at once, he realized that he did have a light. Not a very 
bright one, but better than nothing. He aimed his left wrist at the 
loose piece and pressed the small button that lit up the dial of his 
watch. 


The glow was dim, but it revealed an amazing sight. This stone 
was not native to the cave. An examination of the edges showed 
that it had been specially shaped to fit into that very spot. 


He scrabbled with his fingers and managed to pry one corner 
up. It lifted easily. He set it aside and activated the watch light 
once again. 


The exhilaration of discovery flooded over him. He was looking 
into a secret compartment carved into the rock, not seen by 
human eyes for who knew how long. 


He leaned closer. There lay the tattered remains of a moldy 
blanket wrapped around — what? 


He drew the parcel out and tried to unwrap it. It was no use. 
This was a two-hand project, impossible to accomplish when one 
hand was occupied with lighting up the watch face. He reverted 
to darkness and replaced the stone over the empty compartment. 
Then he grasped the bundle in his arms and began the arduous 
journey, inch by inch, reversing out of the cave. Slowly, the light 
returned, and he was in the open again. 


A quick scan of the shrine and the area around the statue. He 
was still alone. Eagerly, he unwrapped the ancient fabric and 
examined the contents. His brow knit. 


Garbage. Literally! Pots and cups, broken glass, all scorched 
black and half melted. 


Who takes out the trash and hides it like it’s something precious and 
top secret? 


He regarded the pieces. Those weren’t cups, they were beakers. 
And the taller, thin ones — broken test tubes and maybe glass 
pipes. Those were clamps, the screws charred black. This wasn’t 
trash — it was lab equipment! And something had obviously gone 
very wrong, because the stuff was all burned. 


A fire. Wasn’t that the Cahill way! His parents, Grace’s home, 
cousin Irina barely a week ago. He could still see her as she fell, 
as the flaming beach house caved in around her. It was a terrible 
image — one that had returned to him, unbidden, over and over 
again since that awful night. 


Dan had witnessed a lot since Grace’s funeral. But that was the 
first time he’d ever watched someone die. He remembered Irina’s 
face and couldn’t help but wonder if his parents had looked like 
that when their final moment had come. 


No — can’t think about that.... 


His mind traveled back to the underground chamber in Paris. 
The mural of Gideon Cahill and his four children — Luke, Jane, 
Thomas, and Catherine — the forebears of the Cahill branches. 


That picture had showed a fire, too. 


Gingerly, he picked up a scorched shard between his thumb 
and forefinger. The glass was thick and bubbly — barely 
translucent. The other components were oversize and clunky. 
They seemed to be made of heavy iron rather than stainless steel 
or aluminum. How stone-age was this stuff? 


His heart began to beat at double speed. Wait a minute! Gideon 
Cahill had been an alchemist! Could this be the stuff from his lab 
— burned by the very same fire that was depicted in that 
painting? Henan Province was nowhere near Europe, but five 
hundred years was a long time, and, let’s face it, Cahills got 
around. 


He began to sift through the burned remnants, searching for 
some hint as to why this debris was so important that it had to be 
dragged halfway around the world and then hidden. 


Ow! A shard pierced his skin, and he sucked on the bleeding 
finger. He could almost hear Amy’s voice: I told you not to play 
with broken glass. 


Oh, yeah? he retorted mentally. Well I’m the one who found it, 
not you. And I’m not even part of the clue hunt anymore! 


Looking down from the heights, he spotted the observation 
platform far below. Two figures the size of ants were crouched at 
one of the telescopes. Jonah and his dad? He couldn’t tell. But 
they would probably be looking for him about now. 


His first instinct was to hide the remains of Gideon’s lab. It 
didn’t seem to hold any Clue, but the fact that someone had gone 
to such great lengths to bring it here meant it was probably 
important. You didn’t hand stuff over to the Janus just like that. 


He began to wrap up the pieces. Something tumbled through a 
rip in the blanket and landed with a clunk at his feet. He reached 
down and picked it up. It didn’t look like part of the lab. It was 
oval in shape, probably gold — it was hard to tell because it was 
so blackened. But it had a button catch. He pressed it and the 
oval popped open. 

The inside was lined with what had probably been purple 
velvet. Nestled there was an ivory miniature, ornately framed and 
painted with incredible detail. 


Dan stared at the face of the young woman portrayed there. 
It was his mother! 
No, not possible. This stuff is hundreds of years old! 





Her hair and her clothes were all wrong — from another time. 
This couldn’t be Hope Cahill. 


But it’s her face! 


Dan had been only four when she’d died. Yet you didn’t forget 
your mother’s face. Not ever. 


He heard distant voices, chanting in unison. More monks, 
training on the stairs. He only had a few short moments to hide 
the lab components— 


He regarded the miniature again. But not this. This was staying 
with him. 


He stuck the portrait in the waistband of his underwear, hefted 
the blanket bundle, and started down the steps. It had to go 
somewhere he could find it again if he needed to. He counted 
twenty-five steps — fourteen plus eleven, Amy’s age plus his own 
— and strayed off the path into the underbrush that framed the 
stairway. He found an indentation in the ground and nestled it 
there, covering it with stones and loose branches. Not the best 
hiding place, but it would have to do. 


Dan got back on the steps just as a monk and three kung fu 
students came into view. They passed him at a run without a 
second look. 


He speeded his descent. The way down was sweat free — and 
much, much faster. He would have been able to make even better 
time, except that he kept pausing to marvel at the miniature in 
his waistband. His mother’s face, yet not his mother. 


Amy had to see it. Whatever their disagreements over the 
contest, she wouldn’t be able to ignore this. It was a lightning 
strike. 


No sooner had he set foot on the telescope platform at the 
bottom than he spotted Jonah jogging toward him. His father 
followed several yards behind, hampered by the effort of running 
and texting at the same time. 


“Where were you, cuz?” Jonah called urgently. “What were 
you doing up there?” 
“Well—” Dan hesitated, not sure what he dare reveal. 


Luckily, the star was in too much of a rush to wait for an 
answer. “Find your clothes and lose those pajamas. We’re out.” 


“Where are we going?” Dan asked. 


“PII let you know the deal on the plane. We’ve got a date—with 
an army.” 


CHAPTER 15 


The Great Wall. 


Even seeing it from the bus, Amy had been unable to 
appreciate its vastness. It had been built as protection from the 
Mongols, its ribbon cutting clear across ancient China’s vast 
northern frontier. 


Now, walking along the ramparts of the Badaling section, Amy 
could see why even the Mongol hordes had thought twice before 
trying to attack this place. For starters, the Wall was thick — the 
top was as wide as the living room of their apartment back in 
Boston. That meant the Chinese could pack it with soldiers. There 
were towers every half mile or so. These served as observation 
posts, barracks, armories, and storehouses for supplies. The 
defenders could live on the Wall indefinitely. 


It was also high — at least thirty feet at Badaling. Any 
attacking army would have to climb that distance through a 
barrage of arrows and boiling oil. 


Dan should see this, she reflected. Arrows and boiling oil were 
just his speed. Yet it wasn’t only the Wall’s military history that 
made her think of her brother. Rarely did a full minute pass 
without her recalling their ugly fight in Tiananmen Square. 


And now Dan was gone. Well, not exactly. He hadn’t vanished 
into thin air. She knew who he was with, if not where he was. 


An unpleasant memory returned — the murky picture of a 
slimy ridged body and long reptilian tail. An eighteen-foot Nile 
crocodile, viewed by moonlight. 

Jonah Wizard could not be trusted. No Cahill could. 

It had been more than two days since she’d last seen her 
brother. Their longest separation since the day Mom brought the 


little dweeb home from the hospital to ruin her life. Now it was 
starting to sink in that, without Dan, she had no life. 


She thought back to their grandmother’s funeral, the day when 
she and Dan had first learned about the search for the 39 Clues. 
They may have signed on as a sort of tribute to Grace, but, by the 
time the hunt had taken them to Paris, both believed with all 
their hearts that the contest was the most important thing on the 
face of the earth. 


With each passing hour, Amy was becoming increasingly 
convinced that the whole business meant less than nothing if she 
couldn’t get her brother back. 


Where are you, Dan? Is this my fault? Are you so mad that you’re 
never coming back? 


She recalled his exact words: I hate you! It didn’t get much 
clearer than that. 


She couldn’t blame him for hating her for what she’d said 
about Mom and Dad. In a weird way, she was almost proud of 
him for defending them when she couldn’t. 


To be relieved their parents were dead. The mere fact that she 
could think such a thing was like a business card with MADRIGAL 
printed on it. 


“I can’t put you down, Saladin, so stop asking,” Nellie was 
muttering irritably. “It’s too crowded. You'll get lost.” 


“Mrrp,” Saladin complained. 


Crowded. Amy shuddered. Was it ever! Their bus had turned 
out to be one of hundreds. Near the main parking area, tourists 
had swarmed like a plague of locusts among guides, souvenir 
vendors, and security guards. And the stuff! The Wall itself might 
have been an unspoiled ancient wonder, but beside it the goods 
for sale would have filled fifty malls — paper cuttings ranging 
from postcard size to large murals; intricate carvings from walnut 
shells; pictures made of seashells and feathers; silk kites, toys, 
figurines; traditional Chinese puzzle boxes by the thousands. 
Some of it was beautiful folk art; some of it was cheap junk. All of 
it had throngs of customers lined up with credit cards and fistfuls 
of yuan. The crush made Tiananmen Square seem empty by 
comparison. Amy had very nearly lost it. Only the refrain in her 
head had kept her focused: Jonah draws a crowd ... find Jonah and 
you’ve found Dan.... 


But so far, the crowds had been sightseers, not Wizard fans. 
Around here, the Great Wall outdrew teenage moguls, even the 
wonderful and celebrated Wiz. 


Nellie peered over the parapet at the purple-tinged mountain 
vista that seemed to go on forever. “Pretty slick. From here you 
could spot an invading army twenty miles away. Are you sure 
those emperors were Janus? This place has Lucian written all 
over it.” 


Amy shook her head. “Way back then there was no Lucian or 
Janus. The Wall was started two thousand years before Gideon 
Cahill was even born.” 


The au pair shot her a cockeyed smile. “I forgot that there are 
still a few things on this planet you Cahills haven’t had a hand 
in.” The sun was low in the sky now, and she had to squint to see 
the next tower. “Looks like a big mob ahead. Maybe it’s God’s gift 
to hip-hop.” 

Amy nodded but said nothing. To her, the setting sun meant 
only one thing: They had been wandering around the Wall all 
afternoon, with no sign of Jonah — or Dan. 


They raced along the ancient battlement — this stretch 
arduously uphill. Nellie set Saladin down, and the cat, happy to 
stretch his legs, bounded beside them. Puffing hard, they caught 
up to the horde assembled outside the tower — a Brazilian tour 
group. 

“Jo-Jo—?” This time Amy’s stammer had as much to do with 
breathlessness as the presence of a large group of people. 


“Jonah Wizard,” Nellie finished, scooping Saladin back into her 
arms. “Have you seen him?” 


“The Wiz?” The tour guide brightened. “He is here? I read his 
O Filho Da Gangsta bedtime stories to my nieces in Sao Paolo.” 

Nellie was totally disgusted. “No matter where you go, or who 
you meet, it’s all Jonah, all the time.” 

“But,” Amy added, barely able to lift her gaze from the 
cobblestones, “when you really need him, he’s nowhere.” 

The au pair recognized the hopelessness in the girl’s voice. 
“Okay,” she said, taking charge. “We're tired. It’s time to admit 
that we’re not going to find Dan today. We have to figure out 


where we’re going to sleep so we'll be fresh to take up the search 
in the morning.” 


Amy stuck out her jaw. “No! I’m not leaving here without my 
brother!” 


“Be sensible. It'll be dark soon. We won’t improve our chances 
of getting to Dan if we kill ourselves. We need rest and we need 
food. We haven’t eaten since breakfast. You know how cranky 
Saladin gets when he’s hungry.” 


Saladin added a plaintive “mrrp!” to the conversation. 


“That cat eats too much already!” Amy erupted. “Fresh 
snapper, shrimp dumplings — what’s next, beluga caviar? We 
don’t have time for breaks! Who knows what Jonah could be 
doing to Dan right now? If he harms my brother in any way, I 
swear I’ll put my hands around his throat and strangle him!” 


Her breath caught in shock at the violence of her tone, and — 
worse — the realization that she meant every word. Was the 
Madrigal in her coming to the surface? Ordinary people tossed 
words like strangle around casually, not meaning anything by 
them. It was different for Madrigals. Madrigals killed. 


“So with all that we have to worry about,” she mumbled in a 
quieter tone, “you'll have to forgive me for not dropping 
everything because Saladin’s a little hungry. He could live for a 
month on his own blubber. The last thing he needs is another 
snack.” 


A few feet away, a tourist unwrapped a sardine sandwich. With 
a “mrrp!” that was practically the shriek of a hunting bobcat, the 
Egyptian Mau hurled himself out of Nellie’s grasp. Unaccustomed 
to hunting for his food, Saladin overshot the sandwich, skimmed 
the parapet at the edge of the Wall, and disappeared over the 
side. 


Twin screams escaped Amy and Nellie. 


They raced to the edge and looked down, terrified of what they 
might see. 


Thirty feet below, Grace Cahill’s beloved pet stood on the spot 
where invading armies had been repelled and slaughtered. His 
tail was high in the air; his fur bristled in outrage. The “mrrp!” he 
emitted was the most thorough scolding either of them had ever 


received. 


“You know,” Amy said, her voice shaking, “maybe we should 
get something to eat and find a hotel for the night.” 


CHAPTER 16 


The city of Xian was much smaller than Beijing, but Dan could 
hardly tell the difference out the window of the G5. There was no 
towering skyline like the one in China’s capital, but the sprawl of 
buildings seemed infinite, the red of brake lights clogging every 
inch of the grid of roadways. Traffic. 


Pollution, too, he thought as the plane descended through a 
thick layer of brownish haze. 


“Oh, no —” They weren’t even on the runway, and Jonah’s 
father was already immersed in his BlackBerry. “Remember those 
‘Live Large with the Wiz Generation’ posters? Well, guess how 
that translates into Chinese—Jonah Wizard Makes Your 
Ancestors Fat.’” 


Dan brayed a laugh in his face. “Can you save me one? It’ll go 
great in my collection!” 


Broderick was not amused. “In that case, why don’t you take 
the conference call from the record company?” 


“It’s all good, Pops.” Jonah yawned as the jet touched down. 
“You know the drill. I take some lucky fan out to dinner; we post 
the whole thing on YouTube; everybody forgets about a few 
posters.” 


“They printed over six hundred thousand,” his father reminded 
him, tight-lipped. 

“Dinner and a movie,” Jonah amended. “Better yet, clubbing in 
Xian. We’ll give MTV Asia an exclusive. It'll be epic, yo! Just as 
soon as we’re done with these terracotta homeys,” he added with 
a wink at Dan. 


Of all the managers, publicists, and bodyguards of the Wizard 
entourage, and even Jonah’s own father, the star had chosen Dan 
to accompany him on this mission to learn the secret of the 
terracotta army. 


Not that Dan cared about the Clue hunt anymore. 


Another thing about Xian — they had real limos here. A silver 
stretch was waiting at the airport to take them to their hotel, the 
Bell Tower, where Jonah had reserved the entire top floor. 


Jonah’s father was on the phone with the hotel’s nightclub to 
hire the headline act to perform for them in their suite — a little 
dinner entertainment. 


Dan glanced at his watch. Seven-thirty. “How late does this 
terracotta place stay open?” 


Jonah flashed his rock star grin. “It closed two hours ago. We 
can’t go yet. It isn’t dark enough.” 


Dan’s voice dropped. “I get it. We have to check it out when 
there’s no one around.” 


“Thats how I know we’re family,” Jonah approved. “Cahills 
think alike, yo. Got a good feeling about us working together. We 
make a fly team.” 


If this were Amy, Dan reflected mournfully, she’d be telling 
him how stupid he was, calling him dweeb while she went to 
some library to check out six hundred books on terracotta 
warriors. 


His mood darkened abruptly. Then she’d accuse their poor 
parents of deserving their fate. How could she even think that 
about Mom and Dad? He patted his pocket where the picture 
from Bodhidharma’s cave lay hidden. “You know, Jonah,” he 
ventured, “it’s been — uh — two days, four hours, twenty-one 
minutes—” 


“Since you last saw your sis,” Jonah finished sympathetically. 
“Not that I’m keeping track,” Dan added quickly. 


“Must be hard,” the star agreed. “I’ve got to tell you, cuz, Pm 
amazed we haven’t come up with her yet. By now — it’s almost 
like she doesn’t want to be found.” 

Dan recoiled as if he had just been slapped. 


His distress was interrupted by a knock at the door. The 
entertainment had arrived. 


Dan had little appetite at first. He sat at the table, viciously 
dismantling dumplings with his chopsticks, eating next to nothing 


as he mulled over the devastating notion that Amy might have 
written him off. Was that possible? She called him annoying often 
enough. Yet he said the same about her, and he would have given 
anything to be reunited with his sister. 


The show turned out to be Chinese acrobats who executed an 
unbelievable climbing-and-tumbling routine. It was off the chain 
— Jonah’s words. Even Dan began to climb out of his funk, 
especially for the grand finale — a dragon dance performed 
upside down while hanging from the ceiling. 


Jonah’s father invited a few local entertainment reporters to 
join the fun, so Jonah was sure to get good press in Xian — as if 
Jonah got bad press anywhere. 


The man of the hour was at his schmoozing best, laughing and 
joking with the media. No way could anybody tell that, as soon as 
this was over, he was off to burglarize the most important 
archaeological site in Asia. Yet when no one was looking, Dan 
couldn’t help but notice a glazed expression on the famous face. 


Funny — I think the rock star lifestyle is amazing, but it has to be 
brutal twenty-four/seven. For Jonah, this was the normal routine. 
It was probably exhausting to be at fever pitch, day after day, 
week after week. 


It was past midnight by the time the acrobats had gone home 
and the reporters had finished their interviews. Dan was 
rummaging through the minibar when the sound of distant music 
reached him. Not Jonah’s music — in fact, the melody was 
classical. To Dan’s astonishment, he recognized the piece. It was 
by Mozart, perhaps the greatest of Jonah’s Janus relatives. 


He followed the sound to the suite’s smallest bedroom and 
peered inside. Broderick Wizard perched on the edge of the bed, 
an acoustic guitar in his arms, his fingers a blur over the nylon 
strings. It was obvious — even to Dan, who knew nothing about 
music — that Jonah’s father was playing with great skill. 


“You’re awesome.” 


Broderick looked up in surprise. “Oh — it’s you.” He set the 
guitar down on the comforter, picked up his BlackBerry, and 
began self-consciously scrolling through e-mail. 


“Does Jonah know how good you are?” Dan asked. 


Jonah’s father cleared his throat uncomfortably and tried to 
hide behind the pocket-size device. “I was quite the rising star in 
college. But then I met Cora, and ... well, I’m decent, but, you 
know, compared to them —” 


Them. The Janus. Why play music if you can’t be Mozart, or 
Scott Joplin, or John Lennon, or Jonah Wizard? What a Cahill 
attitude! 


Dan was surprised to feel genuine sympathy for Jonah’s father. 
Whatever dreams he might have had were gone, traded for a spot 
on the red carpet a half step behind his famous son. And what 
was left for Broderick? Thumb cramps, maybe, from texting. 


It made Dan wonder about his own father. He remembered 
very little about either of his parents, but, like Broderick, Arthur 
Trent had been an outsider who married into the Cahill family. 
When people talked about Dad, he was always just Mom’s 
partner, working with Grace in the Clue hunt. He’d even raised 
his kids with the legal name Cahill, just as Grace had done with 
her daughter. What else had he given up to play in the big 
leagues with the Cahill heavy hitters? 


Jonah appeared in the doorway behind Dan. “You guys having 
a secret meeting without me?” His eyes fell on the guitar lying on 
the bedspread. 

His father looked uncomfortable. “I was just — you know — 
killing time.” 

“He’s amazing!” Dan enthused. “Not all your talent comes from 
the Janus side, Jonah. You should hear your dad play. He’s good 
enough to—” 


“Great, cuz,” Jonah interrupted firmly. “Let’s bounce. The car’s 
waiting for us outside.” 


His father nodded in resignation. “Let’s go.” 


It was 12:25 a.m. when the silver stretch pulled away from the 
curb in front of the Bell Tower Hotel. 


“Tell the driver to stop short of the terracotta museum,” Jonah 
advised his father. “We can hoof it a couple of blocks. Last thing 
we need is cops nosing around our ride.” 


“Got it,” Broderick confirmed. “Good luck, guys.” 
“Luck’s got nothing to do with it,” Jonah replied with supreme 


confidence. 


They drove about twenty minutes before the driver called out 
that they were getting close. 


Dan squinted through the window. “There’s no museum 
coming up. Wait — you mean that thing?” 


The structure that loomed out of the darkness was low and 
absolutely enormous — at least five blocks wide and stretching 
back as far as they could see. 


“They built a giant airplane hangar over the whole dig,” 
Jonah’s father explained. “The biggest in the world.” 


“Crazy,” Jonah commented. “Okay, we’ll roll from here. Ready, 
cuz?” 


“Let’s do it,” Dan replied. 


They got out, keeping to the shadows. The limo backed away to 
a spot behind some bushes. 


They made their way swiftly and silently toward the hangar. It 
was farther away than it looked — its sheer size created the 
illusion of closeness. Both were breathing hard as they mounted 
the front steps and concealed themselves behind the ticket 
booths. 


Jonah reached into the pocket of his black leather jacket and 
pulled out a device that resembled a larger version of his father’s 
BlackBerry. 


“Is that to call your dad when we’re done?” Dan asked. 


“Its a heat sensor,” Jonah explained in a low tone. “A place 
like this has got to be crawling with guards. We can keep track of 
them on this screen.” 


Dan peered at the readout. The vast complex was mostly in 
darkness, but there were at least seven or eight heat signatures 
inside and outside the building. Several of them seemed to be 
bunched together. 


Dan was alarmed. “Do they see us?” 


Jonah watched as tiny but very bright flickers appeared around 
the group. “I think they’re on a tea break.” 


“Yeah, but where?” Dan persisted. 
“In the back. Come on, cuz, we may never get a better chance!” 


Jonah produced two lumps of putty and affixed them to the lock 
on the glass doors, kneading them together. There was a sizzling 
sound, and he whipped his hand away. Smoke issued from the 
spot as the chemical reaction burned the lock away. 


“I thought you guys were just into art,” Dan said. 


Jonah shrugged. “Depends what you call art, yo. Burglary can 
be an art. We jacked this stuff from the Ekats.” He pushed the 
door open. They were inside. 


Dan gawked. Laid out before them was a most astonishing 
sight. It was like looking at a vast crowd of people — in Fenway 
Park, maybe. But they weren’t real. An entire army of soldiers, 
horses, and chariots, all made of off-white earthenware. 
Thousands of them, lined up in tight ranks and forever on guard. 


Jonah dragged him into a crouch. “Cuz — we’re not tourists!” 
“This is the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen!” Dan breathed. 
“Tve seen better,” Jonah told him, “by my own branch.” 
“Yeah, but there are so many of them!” 


“Yo, here’s the plan: You check out the warrior in row thirty- 
eight, space fifty-three of the first pit.” 


Dan looked worried. “What about you?” 


“ve got you,” Jonah promised. “Pll be right behind, 
monitoring the guards. Hurry!” 


That made sense to Dan. He scrambled under the railing and 
dropped down into the huge excavation pit, where the warriors 
towered over him, each one unique. 


He flashed a sign at Jonah and began to count rows, hiding 
himself among the tall figures. The detail was astounding. The 
facial features, hairstyles, and clothing textures were all 
distinctive. He passed a kneeling archer and was amazed to note 
that there was a tread pattern on the bottom of the figure’s shoe. 
From close up, he could see that the warriors had been painted, 
although the colors had faded over the centuries. Jonah’s father 
had told them that the terracotta army was more than two 
thousand years old. According to legend, each statue had been 
built around a living soldier. It was very cool, in an ultra-creepy 
way — burying thousands of warriors with their emperor to 
protect him in the afterlife. As Dan threaded his way between the 


figures, he imagined a skeleton at the heart of each one — a real 
army of the dead. 


Concentrate! If you lose count, you’ll have to go back to start! 
Thirty-one ... thirty-two ... thirty-three ... 


He peered over his shoulder, but Jonah was out of sight. How 
much longer could the guards’ break go on? Jonah’s heat sensor 
wouldn’t be of much help if they were spotted. 

Row 38. He made a right turn and began to count his way 
across the ranks. One ... two... three... 

The almond-shaped eyes were blank and unmoving as he 
passed by. Yet he couldn’t escape the feeling that he was being 
watched. 


CHAPTER 17 


Jonah lay flat on his stomach, keeping one eye on the heat sensor 
and the other on Dan. The kid had guts — you had to give him 
props for that, even if he was too dumb to know he was being 
used. 


No, he corrected himself. Poor little orphan. Bad luck, that’s all. 
It wasn’t as if Dan and his sister ever had a shot at being big 
players in the scheme of things. Jonah had earned his success, 
sure. But it hadn’t hurt to be the son of Cora Wizard, the Janus 
leader. He’d been born with his foot in every door in the arts. 


Find the thirty-nine clues, and you won’t need anybody’s 
connections. You'll be your own man. 


More like your own Superman. 


The hangar was in night mode, with most of the lights out. 
Anybody else scanning the ranks of soldiers would probably miss 
seeing short, scrawny Dan Cahill in between the larger terracotta 
figures. 


Pretty wild to build a fake army to protect a dead guy. But as a 
Janus, Jonah had to respect the ancient Chinese who had set this 
up. Very sweet. From his vantage point over the pits, the endless 
rows of soldiers looked almost like one of his concert audiences 
— except, of course, they weren’t going totally apewire. 


He checked the monitor. The tea break was still in progress, 
but that couldn’t last much longer. 


Hurry up, cuz... 


He squinted at the sensor. Pretty tight technology, but there 
were still some bugs to iron out. You could see everybody, yet it 
was hard to judge the perspective. He was pretty sure the guards 
were out back. But on the monitor, they appeared dead center 
and higher up. Two other security people on the side pathways, 
also toward the rear. The smaller, moving blip was Dan. But— 


He frowned. Who was that bright spot over there? If this guy 
was at the back, shouldn’t his heat signature appear near the top, 
by the tea drinkers? 


Jonah tapped the sensor in annoyance. This dumb gizmo made 
it seem like there was an extra person right smack-dab in the 
middle of the terracotta army! 


And the Dan Cahill blip was heading directly toward him.... 


Twenty-seven ... twenty-eight ... twenty-nine ... 


Dan pushed through the ranks of warriors, nearly tripping over 
the hoof of a terracotta horse. When he righted himself, he ended 
up scraping his chin against the elbow of the archer in the row in 
front of him. 


According to Jonah’s father, all these warriors had originally 
been armed with real weapons. I could have just sliced my head off! 
Certainly, it would have been even harder to move through these 
tight ranks if they were filled with razor-sharp swords and spear 
points. 


Dan scrambled over an unexcavated mound. Forty-seven ... 
forty-eight ... just a few more, now ... He peered ahead in an 
attempt to pick out number fifty-three. 


He saw the battle mace first — a heavy spiked iron ball 
attached by a chain to a wooden handle. 


Maybe a few of them are still armed.... 


This thought was quickly replaced by another: If this is number 
fifty-three, maybe the weapon is the clue! 


Eagerly, he scrambled toward it. Just as he noticed that this 
figure was shorter than the others, terracotta warrior number 
fifty-three moved. 


The astonishment paralyzed Dan for an instant. And by the 
time he came out of it, the mace was hurtling through the air on 
a collision course with his head. With a gasp, Dan ducked, and 
the lethal spikes went singing past his ear. A warrior’s elbow 
shattered. The hand and forearm fell to the ground. 


No bones, no dead guy inside, Dan thought — when he should 
have been concentrating on survival. 


The imposter hefted his weapon for another strike. Through his 
terror, Dan could see that his assailant was clad in head-to-toe 
padded foam, colored to match the fading paint of the terracotta 
army. He wore a full mask made of rubber, designed to mimic the 
faces and expressions of the statues. From close range, it was not 
a great likeness. But standing amid thousands of his fellow 
soldiers, it would have been impossible to pick him out. 


“Who are you?” Dan rasped. 


His answer was another attack from the mace, a devastating 
swipe that missed only by inches. Dan felt a stab of pain as the 
chain burned along his arm. 


All rational thought disappeared from Dan’s mind, save for one: 
Run. 


A trap! Jonah’s eyes were riveted to the small screen where the 
heat signatures of Dan and his assailant played out the chase. The 
security people hadn’t noticed them yet, but how long would that 
last? 

I’ve got to get out of here! 


He was on his feet in a heartbeat, sprinting for the front door 
where he had burned away the lock. And from there, the 
turnstiles, the limo, the hotel — it was all going to be okay.... 


He froze in his tracks. Dan. How could he leave him in danger? 

Forget Dan! You brought him in case it was a trap! 

Dan was an eleven-year-old kid. He was only down in that pit 
because Jonah had sent him there. 

Boo-hoo, life’s rough. You’re a big player! Cora Wizard’s son! The 
only chance for the Janus in the clue hunt — 

He threw open the door. The cool air of the outside beckoned. 
Freedom; safety ... 

Awww! 


Jonah spun around and ran back inside, jumping down into the 
pit. Through the rows of warriors he dashed, using the heat 
sensor to guide him. 


His mind whirled. If I get killed in China, the press is going to have 
a field day! Mingled with a more urgent thought: Hang on, cuz! 


I’m coming! 

When he came upon the attacker, he almost rear-ended him. 
Whoa, the guy was dressed up like one of the statues! Jonah’s 
eyes bulged. The fake warrior was twirling a mace, ready to 
smash Dan’s head in. 


“Yo!” he called. 


The imposter spun around, and the mace shattered the face of 
the terracotta swordsman beside him. 


Dan jumped up and threw himself onto the imposter’s back. 
Enraged, the man jabbed at him with the wooden handle. 


Jonah grabbed two fistfuls of the foam costume and pulled 
with all his strength. The material tore away, revealing track 
pants and a sweatshirt. The man swung at him with his free hand, 
landing a dizzying blow on Jonah’s cheek. The star went down, 
landing in a terracotta chariot, stunned. 


With a violent twist, the imposter threw Dan off his back and 
wheeled menacingly. Dan tried to scramble up again but whacked 
his forehead on the clay hoof of a battle horse. The attacker 
raised his mace high over his head, ready to bring it down with 
crushing force. 


Dan knew a moment of perfect horror. He was going to die. He 
was too hemmed in to roll away, and the imposter’s momentum 
was unstoppable. 


Momentum. The abbot’s voice echoed in Dan’s mind. The 
momentum of your adversary is your greatest ally. 


As the fake warrior loomed over him, arm high to deliver the 
fatal blow, Dan’s foot shot up and lodged in his attacker’s 
midsection. Dan’s hands were next, grabbing the ripped foam of 
the costume so he could guide his assailant up and over him. 


Dan was amazed at how little of his own force was required. 
Just as the wushu master had promised, the smaller Dan was able 
to launch his fully grown attacker fifteen feet down the row, 
wiping out warriors like tenpins. The man lay in the rubble, 
unconscious. 


Dan and Jonah were on him in an instant. Jonah pried the 
mace handle from the foam glove. “That was some serious Jackie 


Chan, cuz!” the hip-hop star wheezed in awe. 
“Let’s get out of here!” Dan hissed. 


“Not yet,” said Jonah grimly. He yanked their prisoner’s mask 
off and slapped him awake. 


The man shrugged blankly. “No speak.” 


Dan reached into the man’s fanny pack and pulled out a thick 
wad of hundred-euro notes. “Where did you get this?” 


Jonah brandished the spiked ball of the mace. “We could jog 
your memory.” 

“Children!” the imposter babbled. “Boy and girl!” 

“Got a name?” Jonah persisted. 

“No name! Talk like Simon on American Idol!” 

“British accent!” Dan breathed. “The Kabras — they set you up, 
Jonah!” 


“They set us both up,” the star amended. “And now they’re way 
ahead while we’re in the wrong city, fighting for our lives.” 


“We'll pay them back,” Dan promised. “But first we’ve got to 
get out of this—” 


His sentence was interrupted by the loudest alarm either of 
them had ever heard. At the first sound of the Klaxon, their 
captive was up and gone, hopping along the rows, ripping off his 
costume as he ran. 

Jonah and Dan needed no further encouragement. They were 
off at a sprint, heading for the front exit. 


Security guards swarmed the pathways. Flashlight beams 
crisscrossed the pits. The emergency lighting came on. There was 
no place to hide. 


Jonah tripped over one of the figures and went down. Dan 
hauled him up. The two cousins clambered out of the pit onto a 
strip of unexcavated ground. It was a footrace now as they made 
it to the entrance and blasted through the unlocked door. 


Jonah leaped the turnstile — right into the arms of a 
policeman. A second officer scooped up Dan. 


They were caught. 


CHAPTER 18 


The holding cell was tiny and smelled bad. This may or may not 
have been because the toilet was right in the middle of the room, 
displayed like it was a stylish conversation piece. Dan hoped he 
wouldn’t be there long enough to have to use it. 


If Dan was upset, Jonah was devastated. His fans would not 
have recognized their hip-hop idol, who sat on the wooden 
bench, his famous face sinking lower with each passing hour. 
Gone was his effervescent confidence. In fact, he wasn’t speaking 
at all. To Dan, who had only known Jonah the world-beater, the 
change was almost as scary as their current predicament. 


Dan tried to be encouraging. “Your dad was parked just down 
the block. He must have seen what happened. Pll bet he’s on his 
BlackBerry right now, pulling strings to get us out of jail.” 

“Yeah, whatever,” Jonah mumbled. 

Dan was bewildered. “Don’t you want to get out of here?” 

Jonah shrugged. “I don’t care.” 

“Well, you ought to care! You’ve got the world’s greatest life to 
get back to! You’re a rap star, a TV star—” 

“You think that means anything?” Jonah interrupted. 
“Seriously, yo, in our family, if you can’t hack it with the thirty- 
nine clues, you’re nothing!” 

“Fine,” Dan conceded. “Ian and Natalie put one over on us. So 
what?” 

Jonah was bitter. “So what if I stink at the thing I’ve been 
prepping for since the day I was born? Yeah, put me in a 
recording studio — double platinum. Put me on TV — hit show. 
Put me in the clue hunt—” 

“Who cares about the clue hunt?” Dan interrupted. “After all 
you’ve accomplished, you’re a failure because you don’t think 
you're acing the clue hunt?” 


“I am a failure!” Jonah stormed. “As a Cahill and a person! 
Don’t you get it? I bailed on you tonight!” 


“You didn’t! You probably saved my life!” 


“I was halfway out the door, cuz,” Jonah insisted. “Okay, I 
came back. But I was gone.” 


“That proves you’re not bad,” Dan reasoned. “Any idiot can do 
the right thing. You know what’s hard? Doing the right thing 
when you’ve been hardwired to do the wrong one!” Who better 
than a Madrigal to understand that? 


“T flaked on an eleven-year-old kid who I set up to get killed!” 
Dan took a step back. “You wanted me dead?” 


The famous features twisted. “You were supposed to be my 
decoy. If the guards spot us, I throw you to the sharks and 
bounce. Nothing personal,” he added, noting Dan’s hurt 
expression. “It’s the clues, yo. They’re supposed to make you the 
most powerful human in history — I say they make you less than 
human!” 


Dan said nothing, mostly because there was nothing he could 
say. He wasn’t even all that angry at Jonah. Dan knew better than 
anybody how the Clue hunt could mess with your head. Look 
how it had turned Amy against their parents and split up two 
siblings who had scarcely left each other’s company for eleven 
years. Dan couldn’t escape a growing dread that this wasn’t a 
temporary separation — that there was a very real chance that he 
might never see his sister again. 

At the same time, he had saved his own life in hand-to-hand 
combat, using skills taught to him by a Shaolin master — how 
awesome was that? 


There was a clatter of metal on metal, and the guard appeared, 
accompanied by Broderick Wizard. 

“Are you guys okay?” 

His famous son didn’t even look up, but to Dan, the man was a 
welcome sight. This was the closest Dan would ever come to 
having a dad show up in the nick of time. 

“We’re all right,” Dan told Broderick. “Thanks for getting us 
out.” 


Jonah’s father marched them briskly through the building 
toward the waiting limo. Their quick pace and the dirty looks 
they were receiving from all the police officers plainly said that 
they were making their getaway before the cops changed their 
minds. 


“Don’t even ask what the record company had to say about 
this,” Broderick informed his son as the limo pulled away from 
the station. “They called in favors they'll still be repaying twenty 
years down the road.” 


Jonah slumped against the leather upholstery. “I thought the 
‘gangsta’ image was good for sales.” 


“Not in China,” Broderick growled. “They take their terracotta 
warriors very seriously. And you turned six of them into dust.” 


“Blame the Kabras,” Dan said defensively. “And the hit man 
they hired.” 


“Well, he must have escaped,” Jonah’s father concluded, 
“because this whole rap is on your heads. And you wouldn’t 
believe what it cost to make it go away. Venice hit the ceiling! 
The Janus haven’t had a cover-up this big since Lufbery’s lion got 
loose in Piccadilly!” 


Jonah’s answer was a soft purring snore. He hadn’t slept a wink 
all night. Neither had Dan, but never could he remember being so 
wired — not even the time he’d put away forty ounces of Red 
Bull. He watched the sun rise over the miles of apartment 
buildings in Xian on both sides of the walls of the old city. The 
dawn of a new day that he had almost not lived to see. It felt — 
big. 

Jonah woke up as the limo stopped in front of the Bell Tower. 
He followed along like a zombie as they took the private elevator 
up to the penthouse. 


“There’s a surprise waiting for you in the room,” Broderick 
promised his son. 

“And I’ve got a surprise for you. ’m out. No more clue hunt for 
this kid. I don’t want it and I don’t like what it’s turning me into. 
Tell Mom she’s going to have to find another chump.” 

At that moment, the elevator door slid aside, leading them 
directly into the suite, and a strong female voice declared, “Why 


don’t you tell me yourself, Jonah?” 
Jonah’s eyes widened. “Mom?” 


Cora Wizard, internationally renowned sculptor and 
performance artist. The youngest Nobel laureate in history. 
Legendary leader of the Janus branch. 


The woman standing before them looked a lot like — Dan did a 
double take — a hippie? 


Yeah! Her shoulder-length hair was pulled back with a 
headband. She wore a simple, loose-fitting tunic. This was Jonah’s 
mother? 


But on closer inspection, her ordinary appearance concealed 
the bearing of a five-star general. Her black eyes moved like the 
targeting mechanism of a laser-guided missile launcher. Around 
her neck hung a rope dangling a copper modern art piece — one 
of the many she was famous for. And, at her instant command, an 
army of the world’s most brilliant and creative people — 
thousands of actors, musicians, directors, writers, painters, 
comedians, sculptors, magicians, and swashbuckling showmen of 
all stripes. 


“You have to find someone else to win the contest for the 
Janus,” Jonah said plaintively. “I can’t do it anymore.” 


“It’s good to see you, too, son who’s been away for three 
months,” Cora replied sarcastically. She turned her penetrating 
gaze on Dan. “And I can’t tell you how happy I am finally to meet 
Grace’s grandson.” 


“You're not listening, Mom,” Jonah interjected. 


“Pm multitasking, dear.” She cut him off in a voice that was at 
once motherly and tempered steel. “You'll have the help you need 
soon enough.” To Dan, she went on, “You and your sister are the 
pride of the family. Everybody’s raving about how you're holding 
your own in the clue hunt. And at last we understand why.” 


Dan waited. What was she talking about? 


“For all these weeks, you’ve been wondering which Cahill 
branch you belong to. Well, the mystery is over. Our genealogy 
department has proven once and for all that you and your sister 
are Janus. Welcome to our clan!” 


Her husband applauded, and even Jonah smiled. “That’s tight, 


cuz. I knew you had it going on.” 


Dan nodded weakly. Janus? But that was impossible! He knew 
his branch all too well. He would have given anything to change 
that awful truth, but wishing didn’t make it so. 


Why was Cora Wizard lying to him? Not that the deception 
bothered him. He expected that from any Cahill. But why this lie? 
Was she trying to recruit the Cahill kids to jumpstart the Janus 
effort for the 39 Clues? This was a woman with wushu masters at 
her beck and call, fencers and expert marksmen. She could pick 
up the phone and have Steven Spielberg, Justin Timberlake, and 
half of Hollywood on a plane to China. What did she need Amy 
and Dan for? Were they really that good? Half the time, it felt 
like they were in way over their heads, bickering about nonsense 
because their true situation was just too awful. Parents dead; 
grandmother dead; fugitives from Massachusetts Social Services; 
and now their only asset — their strength as a unit — taken from 
them. 


“Well?” Cora prodded. “Don’t you have anything to say?” 


He stared at her, mesmerized, the doomed fly in the spider’s 
thrall. He looked away from the burning black eyes and found 
himself gazing at the copper piece on the end of her necklace. 


Weird — it seemed familiar somehow. But that didn’t make 
sense. This was the first time he’d ever laid eyes on Jonah’s 
mother. 


When the distant memory came back, it struck him like a 
hammer blow, and he actually staggered from the impact. He’d 
been only four, but he would never forget. The metal sculpture, 
one of the handful of objects that survived the fire. The artwork 
with the bug — the listening device. 


Cora’s necklace is a miniature replica of that sculpture! 


The sculpture had come from Cora, her personal design! A gift, 
she had probably called it. And all the time it had been a ruse to 
spy on his parents — part of an escalating cycle of surveillance 
and coercion that ended with the fire that devoured Hope and 
Arthur and left their children orphans. 


No, Cora hadn’t set that fire. But only because Isabel Kabra had 
beaten her to it. They were all guilty — all those Cahills who let 


their blind ambition and craving for power fuel the runaway train 
that was the search for the 39 Clues. It was that unstoppable 
juggernaut — as much as any flaming match — that had killed 
Mom and Dad. 


When at last he found his voice, it was the voice of a much 
taller, much older young man, as if he had aged ten years in the 
past ten seconds. He had been blind before, but it was crystal 
clear to him now. Jonah’s father had never tried to find Amy. 
They had been keeping him, using him like a puppet on a string. 
And now along came this horrible woman who had participated 
in the confrontation that had led to the death of his parents. And 
she had the nerve to welcome him to her poisonous family. 


“Janus?” he spat contemptuously. “I’m no Janus! I know exactly 
what branch I am!” He stormed to the open elevator and turned 
for a parting shot. He was so full of emotion that it was out 
before he could stop himself: 


“Tm a Madrigal!” 


The last thing he saw before the doors swept shut was the first 
family of the Janus frozen in openmouthed shock. 


CHAPTER 19 


The fine for dropping a cat off the Great Wall of China turned out 
to be four hundred yuan — about fifty-nine US dollars. Amy and 
Nellie also paid a hundred-yuan tip to the soldier who went down 
to bring Saladin back to them, plus another forty-three and 
change to buy ointment and bandages for the scratches he 
received. 


Their hotel was really more of a guest cottage — just barely 
adequate. It was called the Golden Monkey. It didn’t have 
monkeys, but a couple of the cockroaches could have passed for 
pygmy marmosets. 


Amy barely noticed the dingy, cramped room and the bugs. 
The only thing on her mind was Dan. 


“We blew it, Nellie,” she exclaimed, staring out the fly-specked 
window at the distant ramparts of the Great Wall. “We took a 
gamble and we lost. For some reason, Jonah blew off that trip to 
the Wall. Or we were in a different part. And by now he could be 
anywhere. They might not even be in China anymore. For all we 
know, we’re on the wrong continent.” 


Nellie was at the tiny desk, hunched over Dan’s laptop 
computer. “Hey, come and look at this.” 


“You found Jonah?” Amy asked eagerly. 


“No. But I’ve been thinking about your idea — that Puyi was 
working on something Cahill when he got turfed out of the 
Forbidden City. And that we might be able to take a guess at it by 
looking at major world events around 1924.” 


“I don’t care,” Amy groaned. “I just want Dan back.” 


Nellie looked up sharply. “Hey, little girl, you get a grip. The 
clue hunt isn’t over, and it’s doubly important now. Remember, 
Jonah’s still on it, which makes it the best way to pick up Dan’s 
trail. Now, lve made a list of some of the top news headlines 
from the early 1920s. See if any of this rings a bell in the Cahill 


world.” 


Chastened, Amy got up to join her. Of course her au pair was 
right. Without a lead pointing directly to Dan, all they could do 
was pursue the 39 Clues in the hope that Dan would do the same. 


She peered down at the screen: 


20-ton meteorite lands near Blackstone, Virginia. 
Egypt gains independence. 

President Harding dies in office. 

Construction begins on Yankee Stadium. 


George Mallory and Andrew Irvine lost on Mount 
Everest. 


Great Kanto earthquake devastates Japan. 
First US execution using poison gas. 
J. Edgar Hoover appointed head of FBI. 


Amy read the full three-page list and sat back with a sigh. “I 
don’t know. I think Grace may have mentioned some of these 
things over the years, but I can’t be sure. The truth is, she’s only 
been dead a couple of months, and already I’m having trouble 
remembering the sound of her voice.” 


Saladin rubbed up against her leg and emitted a sympathetic 
mrrp. 39 
“So what should we do?” she asked worriedly. 


Nellie shrugged. “We’ll go back to the Wall. We’re already here. 
We might as well give it one more try.” 


6. 


Amy nodded. They had no other leads — for Dan or the Clue 
hunt. If they came up empty today, they would be completely 
adrift. 


The pounding punk rock chords were tinny and distorted through 
the tiny speaker. 

“Hi, this is Nellie. Pm probably off tasting food you’ve never heard 
of, or listening to music that would blow your mind. So what are you 


waiting for? Leave a message.” 


The beep cut right to Dan’s heart. He slumped against the glass 
of the pay phone booth, hoping against hope that the cell phone 
problem had been fixed — that the message was a mistake, and 
the au pair’s familiar voice would cut in. 


“Its me — Dan,” he stammered. “Sorry I haven’t called sooner. 
I thought Jonah’s dad was leaving messages for me. It’s a long 
story. Pm in—well, I guess that doesn’t matter because I have to 
find you guys now. Uh ... see you later — I hope.” 


He hung up and immediately wrenched the receiver from its 
cradle and added, “I miss you!” But it was too late. The 
connection was already broken. 


The streets of downtown Xian had been deserted when Dan had 
stormed out of the Bell Tower Hotel. They were crowded now, 
like Boston at the height of rush hour. Peddlers clogged the 
sidewalks; bizarre food smells issued from every storefront; 
plucked chickens hung next to state-of-the-art cell phones in 
display windows. The sounds were loud and discordant. Bicycles 
and motor scooters battled buses for road space. 


Being alone, a foreign kid amid all this chaos, should have been 
frightening to Dan. Instead, all he felt was anger, most of it 
directed at himself. 


What have I done? 


He had trusted Jonah, who had always proved to be 
untrustworthy. And he had run away from Amy when he should 
have stuck by her. Standing alone on this street, it seemed like 
the ultimate no-brainer — she was all he had in the world, and he 
was the same for her. 


Now it was too late. He had no way of finding Amy, no way to 
know what leads they were following, no way even to surrender 
to Social Services — or worse, Aunt Beatrice. Possibly the most 
dangerous of all, he had spilled the beans about their deepest, 
darkest secret. Now the word was out that he and Amy were 
Madrigals. And for what? The pleasure of seeing the Wizards look 
shocked for two or three seconds? 


He grinned in spite of himself. It was a pretty great two or three 
seconds. 


But stupid. He was a target now. Amy, too. 
I should have warned her. 


Of course, who knew if Nellie was even checking her cell phone 
if it didn’t work in China? 

The cloudburst was sudden — sheets of rain pelting the Xian 
streets. Peddlers scrambled to protect their wares; pedestrians ran 
for cover. Dan wound up at the bottom of a half flight of stairs in 
a grungy basement-level video arcade. Okay — maybe this was 
just what he needed. Blasting a few spaceships might settle his 
nerves. And a little breakfast wouldn’t hurt. His Chinese money 
would go at least that far. 


As he examined the selection of candy bars on the rack by the 
cash register, his eyes focused on a large TV monitor tuned to 
CNN International. 


What he saw very nearly stopped his heart. 


This time Saladin did not complain about being carried around 
the Great Wall. The safety of Nellie’s arms seemed like a pretty 
good place to the Egyptian Mau. 


The crowds were just as dense as yesterday. It put Amy on 
edge, but not nearly as much as the fact that there was no Jonah 
and no indication that he would ever be coming. Somehow, the 
star’s schedule must have changed. He was off in a different 
direction, dragging Dan with him. Or, even scarier, abandoning 
Dan, leaving him on his own in this strange country. Not for the 
first time, she thought of the US Embassy in Beijing. Yes, it would 
mean a one-way trip to Social Services in Massachusetts. Yet if 
she was unable to scour the most populous nation in the world 
for a single lost eleven-year-old, she had to appeal to somebody 
who could. 


The question was when. When was it time to turn this over to 
the professionals, people with the power to stage a major 
manhunt? It had been four full days since she’d last laid eyes on 
Dan. 

They walked for miles, never stopping, always searching. The 
crowds thinned as they moved farther from the main tourist area 
of the Badaling section. 


Amy’s feet felt like blocks of granite and her spirits were even 
heavier. Giving up was unthinkable, but the Wall went on for 
thousands of miles. 


A passing couple asked her to take their picture. 


“Sure.” She peered through the viewfinder of their expensive- 
looking camera and began to adjust the long telephoto lens. As 
she centered the frame around the posing subjects, the tower 
behind them came into sharp focus. She frowned at the Chinese 
character painted on the wooden door. 
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Why is that so familiar? I can’t read Chinese. 


As she snapped a couple of pictures and handed back the 
camera, it came to her. 


“Nellie, isn’t that the symbol that Alistair was doodling on his 
place mat yesterday?” 


Nellie squinted at it. “I think you’re right. But why would 
anybody write charm on an old door in the middle of the Great 
Wall?” 


The lady tourist spoke up. “Charm? That’s not the best 
translation. A better word might be — grace.” 


At first glance this tower seemed no different from the dozens of 
others they had passed through — the stone husk of what had 
once been a guard station on the Mongolian frontier. The 
windows were small openings designed more for archers than for 
light. An ancient staircase led down into the base of the structure, 
which had probably once served as barracks and armory. 


Nellie pointed. “Look.” She indicated another flight of stairs 
heading to the top of the tower. That was unusual. They started 
up. At the landing, they came upon another door with the same 
grace symbol. Locked. 


“Hold the cat.” Nellie thrust Saladin into Amy’s arms. From the 
pocket of her jeans, she pulled two bobby pins and began to work 
them into the skeleton-key lock. Amy was just reflecting that the 
au pair seemed awfully skilled at lock picking — and besides, 
Nellie didn’t wear bobby pins — when there was a click, and the 
door swung open. 


They found themselves in a square room, window-less except 
for a round skylight directly overhead. There were six wooden 
tables of varying heights, and a clutter of clocks, crystal vases, 
tiny framed mirrors, figurines in glass boxes, and tall champagne 
flutes. 


“Oh, God,” groaned Nellie. “We’ve broken into somebody’s 
garage sale.” 


Amy’s brow furrowed. “It can’t be a coincidence. Grace’s name 
on the door and all this stuff up here. But what does it mean?” 


“Tt’s just a bunch of knickknacks — the kind of junk you find in 
an old lady’s attic. I mean, you’d think that in the country that 
invented feng shui—” 


“That’s it!” Amy almost screamed. “Grace was totally into feng 
shui! She was constantly talking about how important it was to 
arrange your stuff to allow for positive energy flow.” 


“Her house always looked pretty good,” Nellie admitted. “Until 
your nut-loaf relatives burned it down.” 


“Its way more than that!” Amy insisted, her excitement level 
rising. “Grace spent hours teaching me about feng shui. I think 
she knew that the clue hunt might bring me to this room one 
day.” 

Nellie was thunderstruck. “Are you saying that your 
grandmother put together a feng shui puzzle for you ten thousand 
miles from Massachusetts?” 


Amy shook her head. “No, I think Grace found the puzzle on 
her travels through China and marked the spot by painting her 
name on the doors.” 

“But if she didn’t set this up, who did?” 

Amy scoured the featureless walls, looking for some sort of hint 


as to who might have created this bizarre brainteaser. When she 
saw the faint letters scratched into the stone just about eye level, 


she laughed out loud. A name was spelled out in block capitals: 
HENRY. 


Nellie was bewildered. “Who’s Henry?” 


“We just read about him, remember?” Amy explained 
breathlessly. “Henry is the English name Puyi adopted! This is the 
work of the last emperor himself! And the stuff looks modern, so 
he must have done all this near the end of his life, after he was 
released from prison!” 


The au pair rolled her eyes. “Isn’t that just like a Cahill? Why 
say something when you can turn it into a feng shui puzzle at the 
Great Wall of China?” 


Amy handed Saladin back to her and pushed up her sleeves. 


“Wait,” said Nellie. “Youre not going to try to rearrange this 
whole mess.” 


“Oh, yes I am. Grace made me an expert for a reason. There’s 
only one problem. She had this special Chinese compass — a 
luopan, she called it. I don’t have anything like that.” 


“How about that?” Nellie pointed straight down. 


Tiled into the floor was an elaborate design of concentric 
circles, with hundreds of Chinese markings. 


“That’s it!” Amy breathed, eyes alight. “Grace’s luopan had 
moving parts, so you could take it from house to house. This 
one’s fixed, permanently aligned to magnetic north.” 


“I guess nobody’s moving the Great Wall after two thousand 
years,” Nellie conceded. 


Amy set up the tables first, consulting the luopan constantly in 
order to get the corners in harmony with the Earth Plate and 
Heaven Dial. Then came the painstaking placement of the smaller 
pieces according to the feng shui principles of the flow of qi — 
energy. 


She knew this wasn’t a puzzle in the usual sense. There was no 
single solution. Many different arrangements would be correct 
and acceptable. But would all of them produce the result that 
Puyi had intended? 


She was on to the figurines now, carefully turning them so that 
their faces were pointed in accordance with the twenty-four 


directions on the luopan’s dial. 
At last, she stepped back and surveyed her handiwork. 
“Now what?” asked Nellie. 


Amy had no answer. Had she messed up the feng shui? Or was 
the whole idea wrong to begin with? 


Nellie gave her a sympathetic smile. “Well, you may not win 
the clue hunt. But if I ever need an interior decorator, you’ve got 
the job.” 


Amy was bewildered. How could she have been mistaken about 
this? She’d been so sure. 


She scrutinized the setup and leaned forward to straighten a 
mirror that might have been tilted ever so slightly off the Red 
Cross Grid line. She stepped back and watched it happen. 


A beam came straight down from the skylight, struck the 
mirror, and ricocheted around the array of objects. In an instant, 
the dim room was crisscrossed with brilliant rays. 


“Whoa!” exclaimed Nellie. 


Amy stared. The product of this symphony of refraction was an 
image projected on the gray wall at the Iuopan’s magnetic north. 
It was an inverted V, with one slope much steeper than the other. 





“What is it?” Nellie asked. 
To Amy, the silhouette was unmistakable. 


“I know where the next clue is!” she breathed. From beneath 
her shirt, Amy drew out the folded silk message from the 
Forbidden City. Here, in the guts of the Great Wall, she had 
unlocked Puyi’s explanation of the poem he had written as a 
much younger man. 


“It’s where the Earth meets the sky.” 


CHAPTER 20 


The screen at the video arcade showed a tilted landscape of pure 
white. A howling blizzard was in progress, roaring in the parka- 
clad CNN reporter’s microphone so that he had to shout to be 
understood. 


“The fall climbing season here on Mount Everest is almost over, and 
it looks like winter is well underway. In the ongoing battle of man 
versus mountain, score this round for mountain. Not a single climber 
has reached the summit, and the teams are heading home in defeat — 
all but a few diehards, who are hunkered down, sheltering from the 
storm....” 


As the man spoke, a huge burly form powered by, bent into the 
wind, carrying full gear — ice ax and heavy pack, spiked 
crampons on his feet. Despite the cumbersome load and terrible 
conditions, the climber moved with athletic ease. Just before he 
pulled his goggles over his eyes, his full face came into view. 


Dan emitted a wheeze that matched the worst asthma attack of 
his life. 


Hamilton Holt. 


The Holts — the family of Cahills who had gotten a jump on 
the next Clue — those Tomas muscleheads were climbing Mount 
Everest! 


The frustration nearly dropped him where he stood in the video 
arcade. Now he knew where the next Clue was. And so what? He 
couldn’t get in touch with Amy! 


The sensation began at the base of his spine and expanded 
outward until it flooded his entire body. It was the feeling he’d 
had after Grace’s funeral, when William McIntyre had told them 
all about the 39 Clues — urgent purpose, infinite possibility. A 
chance to become the most powerful person on earth, to shape 
human history! An opportunity so incredible that a pair of Boston 
orphans had turned down two million dollars for a place on the 


hunt. 


Back then, it had been mostly Amy’s call to chuck everything 
and join the contest. It was only a few weeks ago, but Dan had 
been through a lot since then. He’d traveled the world, 
experiencing thrills most people could only dream about. He’d 
nearly gotten killed at least a dozen times. That changed a guy. 
Life felt different after you’d looked death in the face. 


He was not the same Dan Cahill — the one who’d wanted to 
take the money and buy baseball cards. He was now a full partner 
in the destiny Grace had set for them. How could he have been 
fool enough to let go of it? He could never quit the Clue hunt. 
He’d been born into it! Amy, too. And although there was no 
telling how many miles lay between them right now, as long as 
they were both on the trail of the 39 Clues, they were not truly 
separated. 


The likes of Cora Wizard or Isabel Kabra could not be offered a 
chance at world domination. 


I have to get to Mount Everest! 


The arcade had a bank of computer workstations. Dan raced to 
an unoccupied one and opened the Internet browser. The 
manager rushed over and began yelling at him in Mandarin. Dan 
tossed a ball of crumpled Chinese bills onto the counter, hoping it 
would be enough to buy him some computer time. 


Mount Everest ... Mount Everest ... there it was, on the border 
between Nepal and Tibet. And — okay, Tibet was in the 
southwest corner of China. Not close exactly, but at least he was 
in the same part of the world. 


He Googled further. It was good to be back online. Amy felt 
comfortable surrounded by a stack of dusty books, but Dan was 
most at home surfing the web. 

A railroad timetable came up on the screen. There it was — a 
train from Beijing, China, all the way to Lhasa, Tibet. One of the 
stops, about halfway along, was Xian. He grimaced at the 
schedule. Thirty hours?! 

I'll go nuts! 


Travel by air would be a lot faster, he reflected. But he had no 
passport and very little money. 


And you can’t stow away on a plane. 


“... Pm in — well, I guess that doesn’t matter, because I have to find 
you guys now. Uh... see you later — I hope.” 


Nellie stepped back from the pay phone at the Beijing airport, 
exhaling in sheer relief. The message was ten hours old, but Dan 
was alive! A little shaken up but okay. She couldn’t wait to tell 
Amy. 

The marathon that had brought them to this spot had been 
dizzying. A seven-mile sprint along the Great Wall to the bus 
staging area; an hour bus trip, which took three hours thanks to 
Beijing traffic; and a taxi ride out to the airport. All this carrying 
one very ticked-off cat. 


Amy stepped out of the ladies’ room and began to make her 
way through the crowded concourse. “Did you get the tickets?” 


Nellie nodded grimly. “Brace yourself, kiddo. We can’t get 
there till tomorrow.” 


“Huh? Why not?” 


“You need a special travel permit for Tibet,” the au pair 
explained. “They’re letting us fly as far as Chengdu tonight. We 
can pick up the permits there tomorrow morning and grab the 
next plane to Lhasa. But there’s bigger news. We got a message 
from Dan.” 


Amy’s whoop echoed throughout the soaring curves of the 
terminal building. Heads turned their way. A security officer 
craned his neck to investigate the source of the disturbance. 


Quickly, Nellie put an arm around Amy’s shoulder and 
marched her to the pay phone so she could listen to the recording 
herself. She replayed the message four times before finally 
hanging up, trembling with emotion. “He sounds scared.” 


“Hey,” Nellie’s voice was kind but firm, “this is good news, 
remember? Of course he’s scared. It looks like he’s split with the 
Wizards. That’s not so bad, either. Did you trust those sideshow 
freaks?” 


“But he’s all alone,” Amy lamented. “Why didn’t he tell us 
where to come and get him?” 


“He had no way to be sure we’d get the message. For all he 


knew, he’d be waiting around for people who weren’t going to 
show. We have to take him at his word that he’s trying to find 
us.” She shook her head helplessly. “God only knows how he’s 
going to do that.” 


“By following the clue hunt,” Amy said positively. The process 
of forcing herself to think logically was helping her control her 
emotions and focus her mind. 


“Yeah, but youre talking about going to Mount Everest!” 


Amy nodded grimly. “The mountain shape from the feng shui 
room — that’s Everest — steep on one slope, more gradual on the 
other! Remember the list of headlines from the early twenties? 
George Mallory died high on Everest’s north ridge in 1924! A lot 
of people believe he actually got to the top — that he was killed 
on the way down, not the way up.” 


“[ve read about him,” Nellie told her. “He was the guy who 
said he was climbing Everest ‘because it is there.’” 


Amy nodded. “I think he was climbing for another reason, too. 
What if he was a Cahill, just like Puyi? In 1924, Puyi made some 
kind of breakthrough in the clue hunt. But he knew his days in 
the Forbidden City were numbered. So he arranged to have 
another Cahill hide the clue for him ‘where the Earth meets the 
sky.’ In other words, on top of the highest mountain in the world. 
Is that so impossible?” 


“It’s totally impossible!” Nellie raved. “It’s the flimsiest, most 
insane fairy tale ’ve ever heard!” An odd expression came over 
her face. “In fact, it’s just crazy enough to be the kind of thing 
that actually happens in your family. A regular hiding place isn’t 
good enough for you Froot Loops; you have to use Mount 
Everest!” 


“There could have been other factors,” Amy suggested. “Everest 
is very cold; the air is thin; the atmospheric pressure is low. Puyi 
might have needed safe long-term storage.” 


“Well, here’s something you might not have thought of,” Nellie 
challenged. “Getting to Mount Everest is one thing. Getting to the 
top is another. You can’t just walk up and start climbing. Even if 
the mountain doesn’t stop you, the altitude will. People spend 
weeks acclimatizing. You go up too soon and it’ll kill you!” 


Amy smiled uncertainly. “I think I might have an idea about 
that.” 


In the search for the 39 Clues, Dan Cahill had been manhandled, 
half drowned, blown up, buried alive, and poisoned. But this was 
the most perilous of all. 


He was being bored to death. 


A thousand-mile journey on the slowest train in Asia, creeping 
across the continent one rattle at a time. 


It had started out pretty well at the station in Xian. While the 
passengers were loading up the front coaches, Dan had managed 
to slip into a boxcar and hide behind sacks of rice. There he 
cowered, barely daring to breathe as a crew carried on more 
cargo. 


Don’t get caught. If they threw him off the train, there wasn’t 
another one until tomorrow. He had no time to waste. This trip 
took long enough as it was. 


Soon, though, the train was underway, and reality set in. Thirty 
hours stuck in this car, in the company of rice, a sleeping dog in a 
carrier, and — what was that over there? Oh, man, a coffin! His 
traveling companion was a dead guy. 


With the passage of time, the casket became less creepy and 
more intriguing. By the fourth hour, Dan had convinced himself 
that he owed it to the dear departed to pay his respects by 
looking inside. 

Empty. He was first relieved, then disappointed, then bored 
again. He checked his watch. Twenty-five and a half hours 
remained in the journey. 


The worst part — even worse than the crushing boredom — 
was the fact that, while he was going out of his mind on the 
Turtle Express, the Holts were climbing Mount Everest in search 
of the Clue. 


As the trip progressed, the train made a gradual ascent onto the 
Tibetan plateau. Dan could not actually feel himself going up, but 
he did sense it in other ways — a splitting headache, fatigue, and 
a roaring thirst. The railway’s website had warned about this. 
Lhasa, Tibet, the end of the line, was above eleven thousand feet. 


That took some getting used to for a Boston native who had lived 
most of his life at sea level. 


He was also starving — to the point where he reached into the 
cage and stole a biscuit from the sleeping dog. It was disgusting 
— a meat-flavored cookie, with tons of salt, which parched him 
even further. 


The slow ride became even slower, and the train squealed to a 
halt in yet another station. A second later, he heard voices and 
someone fumbling with the lock on the sliding door. 


It left him with no time and no options. In a panic, he crawled 
into the coffin, pulling the lid shut after him. He was just in time. 
The boxcar door screeched wide, and footsteps and conversation 
filled the car. He lay there in abject misery, praying that he 
wouldn’t have an asthma attack. 


It was really no more than a few minutes, but it felt a lot 
longer. Finally, the heavy boxcar door slid shut and the train 
started off again. He pushed against the lid. 


It didn’t budge. 
They locked me in here! 


CHAPTER 21 


Blind panic surged through him. He scrambled to his knees and 
began to push against the top with the strength of his entire 
body. 


All at once, there was a clunk, and the resistance was gone. 
Dan exploded out of the casket as if he’d been fired from a missile 
silo. He landed in a heap on top of the rice bag that had been 
leaning on the coffin lid. 


He tried to laugh it off. It wasn’t funny. 


He took stock of his surroundings. The dog was gone. No more 
meat cookies. In the pet carrier’s place stood three tall stainless 
steel canisters. Something was sloshing inside of them. If it wasn’t 
sulfuric acid, he was going to drink it. 


He pried off the seal. Milk. Probably goat’s, maybe even yak’s. 
Definitely unpasteurized. Gross. 


Nothing had ever tasted better. 


At an altitude of 26,000 feet, the South Col of Everest was 
already higher than all but a handful of the world’s mountains. 
This barren, rocky, storm-swept platform in the sky was formed 
in the place where Everest met its neighboring peak, Lhotse, 
creating the loftiest, coldest, least hospitable valley on the face of 
the earth. 


It was a typical night on the Col — eighty below zero, with 
sustained winds that would have counted as a category two 
hurricane anyplace else. 

“Isn’t it beautiful, Ham?” shouted Eisenhower Holt over the 
howling of the gale. “A wind like this would toss an Ekat or a 
Lucian clean off the mountain! Finally the clue hunt comes 
around to something we Holts are good at!” 


It was almost time for them to begin their push for the summit. 


On Everest, a team headed for the top in the middle of the night 
in order to arrive around midday with plenty of time to get back 
down again in daylight. 


The Holts were looking forward to this with the joy of true 
athletes anticipating a monumental physical challenge. For most 
of the contest, they’d been out-maneuvered and outsmarted by 
their competition. Yet the Tomas had long known that George 
Mallory had been in cahoots with Emperor Puyi when the 
legendary mountaineer disappeared on Everest in 1924. What 
none of those smarty-pants branches had ever figured out was 
that Reginald Fleming Johnston, Puyi’s tutor, had not been just a 
Janus scientist but also a cunning Tomas spy. Too cunning — 
Johnston had never revealed to anybody, not even his Tomas 
handlers, what Mallory had been carrying to the summit. It had 
taken some Holt-style persuasion, but Johnston’s grandson had 
finally spilled the beans about what was up there. This prize 
would be more than enough to catapult the Holts into first place 
in the Clue hunt. 


“Pm pumped!” Hamilton barked, and father and son bonked 
climbing helmets. “Reagan!” he bellowed at their tent. He 
switched on his flashlight and shone it in through the flap. 


His sister Reagan, nearly as big and brawny as he was, crawled 
out onto the Col, zipping her wind suit. “Let’s do this thing!” she 
cheered, and choked up momentarily. “I only wish poor Madison 
could be with us tonight.” 


“No, you don’t!” Eisenhower boomed. “You're tickled pink that 
your sister got altitude sickness so you can hold it over her head 
forever!” 


“She’s not dead,” Reagan defended herself. “A couple of days in 
a hyperbaric bag, and she’ll be good as new.” 


“Save your breath,” Eisenhower advised. “You’re going to need 
it. They call it the Death Zone up here. Above twenty-five 
thousand feet, you’re slowly dying — one cell at a time!” 


It brought a cheer from his son and daughter. The Holts were 
all about living on the edge. And you couldn’t get much more 
edgy than the Col, where, if you missed a step, the next one was 
more than a mile straight down. 


“Oxygen!” 


The three of them put masks over their noses and mouths and 
started toward Everests looming summit pyramid, their 
crampons scraping on the barren rocks. 


Greatness awaited above. The windchill was unimaginable; the 
altitude made every step a gasping, painful effort. But Eisenhower 
Holt might as well have been dancing through a garden of 
hyacinths. Gone was the humiliation of washing out at West 
Point. Gone was the myth that the Holts lacked the smarts to 
keep up with their illustrious family. Tonight, they were reaching 
for the sky. And nobody, Cahill or otherwise, stood between them 
and the top of the world. 


They had not yet even reached the slope of the summit 
pyramid when another team passed them by, moving quickly 
across the Col. Four of the members were Sherpas — the stalwart 
Himalayan climbing guides who lived in the Khumbu Valley, the 
region around Everest on the Nepal side. They were 
accompanying a figure wearing what looked like a space suit. 


Accompanying? They were practically carrying him! As the 
incline began, they were actually hoisting him under the arms as 
he moved forward. His high-tech costume pumped in oxygen and 
maintained the atmospheric pressure of sea level. Without it, 
anyone not acclimatized to Everest’s thin air would have passed 
out in minutes. 


The space-suited climber turned and waved at the 
thunderstruck Holts. His face was clearly visible through the 
Plexiglas of his helmet. 


Ian Kabra. 


The Lhasa airport was only a fraction the size of Beijing’s, and 
certainly not state of the art. It was even a lot smaller than 
Chengdu’s, where Amy and Nellie had spent a miserable night 
trying to sleep on rows of benches, waiting for their travel papers 
for Tibet. 

There was no jet bridge. The passengers exited the aircraft 
down portable stairs directly onto the tarmac. By the time they 
reached the terminal building, Nellie was out of breath, puffing 
from the effort of lugging her backpack and Saladin’s pet carrier. 


“Man, when this contest is over, I’ve got to get back to the 


gym. I’m way out of shape!” 


“That’s not it,” Amy told her, a little breathless herself. “It’s the 
altitude. Lhasa’s over eleven thousand feet. And Tingri is even 
higher than that. It’s not deadly like Everest, but we’re going to 
feel the effects.” 


Nellie looked worried. “Couldn’t we still get — you know — 
really sick?” 


“Hopefully, we won’t be here long enough for that to happen. 
The guidebook said it helps to drink a lot of water. Dehydration is 
a big part of it.” 


“PI do my best,” Nellie said sourly. “But good luck explaining 
all this to Saladin. He’s such a crab anyway. This’ll probably put 
him over the edge.” 


Their only stop was at a pay phone — no new message from 
Dan — before they trudged to the taxi line to ask about a very 
nonaverage ride. 


Amy had been afraid it would be hard to find transportation to 
the village of Tingri, about three hours away. But the airport was 
crawling with taxis in search of business. When Nellie offered 
three hundred US dollars for the trip, it ignited a price war 
among the drivers, which brought the fare down to two hundred 
twenty-five. 


Soon they were off with the lowest bidder, a perpetually 
smiling young man who spoke a little English. According to the 
ID certificate on the dashboard, his name was thirty-one letters 
long, but he introduced himself as Chip. 


“Tingri. No problem. Near Chomolungma. You call Everest. Go 
climbing?” 

“I hope not!” Nellie mumbled fervently. She turned to Amy. 
“You have a plan, right? We’re not going all the way to Everest so 
we can stare at the top where the clue is, but not get there?” 

“It’s kind of a long shot,” Amy admitted. 

“That’s not what I wanted to hear,” the au pair put in. 

“One of the reasons Everest is so dangerous is because most of 
the mountain is too high to be reached by rescue helicopter. The 


air is so thin that the rotor blades can’t get any lift. But in 2005, 
the French developed an ultralight chopper, the A-Star, that 


landed for a few minutes on the summit. That helicopter is 
parked at an airfield outside Tingri.” 


Nellie regarded her with a mixture of admiration and wonder. 
“You’re crazy — even for a Cahill! Who’s going to fly the thing?” 


“You have a pilot’s license. I was thinking that, between the 
two of us, we could figure it out.” 


“I fly airplanes!” Nellie exploded. “Not some experimental Star 
Wars helicopter up Mount Everest!” 


“I know it sounds nuts,” Amy pleaded, “but I think this was 
meant to happen. Back in 2005, when the French landed that 
chopper on the summit, Grace made a huge deal out of it. She 
took Dan and me for the weekend, and we spent the whole time 
talking about the A-Star, reading about the A-Star, and watching 
the clips on YouTube. She knew we might have to do this one 
day. And when it came to the thirty-nine clues, Grace was never 
wrong.” 

“Except once,” Nellie amended in a sober tone. “She thought 
she’d live longer so you poor kids wouldn’t have to go through 
this alone.” 


CHAPTER 22 


The yak cart creaked down the dirt lane on the outskirts of the 
village of Tingri in Xigaze Prefecture. It contained twigs for 
kindling, dried yak manure for heating fuel, and Dan Cahill. 


He got out of the cart and handed over his last few coins to the 
driver. He was puffing on the thin air; his legs were so stiff they 
would barely support him; and he was flat broke in the middle of 
nowhere. 


But he had made it! After a thirty-hour train ride, four hours on 
a smelly bus, and twenty minutes in the company of sticks and 
yak poop, he was actually at the helipad his grandmother had 
told him about. 


The hangar was just an old barn. Only the French flag that 
doubled as a windsock hinted that this remote field was the home 
of the Ecureuil/A-Star 350, the helicopter that had landed on top 
of the world. 


Everest. The peak towered over Dan as he approached the barn. 
Here it was only one feature in a titanic skyline, but it was the 
mightiest, the lord and master. The sight of it took his breath 
away — and breath was hard to come by at this altitude. 

He peered in the window of the barn, knowing a brief moment 
of panic. What if it wasn’t there? He’d come an awfully long way 
to find out that the helicopter was — God forbid — in the shop or 
something. 

But no — there it was, looking just like the pictures Grace had 
shown him, futuristic and spare. The bubble was up, and 
someone was peering in at the instrument panel. 

Why is it so dark in there? Why doesn’t he just turn on a light? 

Dan was about to knock on the door when he spotted the 
smashed padlock dangling from the hasp. 


That guy’s stealing my ultralight! 


Without a moment’s hesitation, Dan burst into the barn and 
brought down the intruder with a flying tackle. The two fell to 
the concrete floor in a struggling heap. A flailing elbow hit Dan in 
the mouth, and he tasted blood. Enraged, he reached around and 
pressed the heel of his hand into his opponent’s face. He was 
encouraged to note that the intruder was not much bigger than 
he was, and about equal in strength. 


Suddenly, pain shot through his hand, and he howled in shock. 

He bit me! 

They wrestled, rolling one over the other, until Dan found his 
face pressed against a metal grill, eyes staring in at— 

“Saladin?” 

His opponent’s grip disintegrated. “Dan?” 

“Amy?” 

“Oh, God!” Nellie dropped the crowbar she was just about to 
bring down on Dan’s head. 


The two Cahills scrambled up, each one goggling as if the sight 
of the other was a mirage. Then they were together in an ecstatic 
bear hug. 


“Cut it out!” Dan complained. “You’re strangling me!” But he 
didn’t loosen his grip on his sister. 

Amy had been so worried for so long that the sudden 
evaporation of tension left her boneless. If she let go, she 
probably would have collapsed in a heap. “I thought I’d lost you! 
Just like we lost Mom and Dad!” 

“Why didn’t you look for me?” Dan babbled. 

“We did! We never stopped!” 

“Oh, yeah? Then what are you doing here?” 


“Well, it must have been exactly the right place!” Amy 
snapped. “You showed up, didn’t you?” 

“I caught the Holts on TV!” Dan pulled away. “Stop yelling at 
me! I missed you so much! I thought I’'d never see you again!” He 
scanned the hangar. “And if you lost my computer—” 

Amy struggled to regain her composure. “You look taller,” she 
said finally, devouring him with her eyes. 


“Don’t be an idiot. It was only five days.” 


“I know ...” There was a tremor in her voice. “But it was a very 
long five days. Dan, I’m so sorry—” And then his words 
percolated down to her. “Wait a minute! The Holts were on TV?” 


“They’re climbing Mount Everest!” Dan exclaimed. “Like, right 
now! There has to be a clue up there!” 


Amy turned back to the A-Star. “We can beat them to the top. 
Right, Nellie?” 
“Wrong,” the au pair said sadly. “I’m sorry, you guys, but 
there’s no way I can fly this thing. It looks more like a cat’s cradle 


than an aircraft. Pd get us all killed for sure.” 


Amy and Dan regarded each other with anguish. Had fate 
brought them to the same spot in this tiny village in Everest’s 
shadow only to stymie them now? 


At that moment, the lights flashed on and a sharp voice rang 
out: “Que faites-vous ici? What are you doing here?” 


Startled, the three turned to face the newcomer, a short, gaunt, 
middle-aged man in pilot’s coveralls. 


Shy Amy was tongue-tied. Not so Dan. “We need to go up 
Mount Everest,” he blurted. 


The man laughed out loud. “I do not run a tourist service. If it 
is pretty pictures you want, they sell postcards in the village.” 


Amy found her voice. “No, he means we have to go to the 
summit. Right away.” 


The man’s eyes narrowed. “Ah, so you know what the A-Star is 
capable of. Alors, this is impossible. Leave the property at once.” 


“We'll pay,” said Nellie. 


The man scowled. “The A-Star is a piece of technology unique 
in all the world. You do not rent it like a Jet Ski for one hour at 
the beach.” 


The Cahills’ despair was palpable. Up until now, they’d 
succeeded by thinking on their feet, improvising, and overcoming 
obstacles. This was different. There was only one quick way up 
Mount Everest — one that avoided the months of training, 
provisioning, acclimatizing, and climbing. It was this helicopter, 
period. The laws of science and nature provided no plan B. If the 


pilot refused to take them, what then? 


Nellie indicated the satellite phone on the corner of the 
workbench. “Let me call my boss. Maybe we can work something 
out.” 


Amy and Dan exchanged bewildered glances. As far as they 
knew, Nellie’s boss was their Aunt Beatrice, Grace’s sister, 
technically their guardian. Aunt Beatrice was so cheap that she 
wouldn’t spring for cable TV, much less a helicopter to the earth’s 
pinnacle. 


The pilot was disgusted. “You Americans think everything can 
be bought with your money!” 


“One call,” Nellie persisted. 


There was a confidence and authority in her voice that Amy 
and Dan hadn’t heard before. Their au pair had always been 
helpful — occasionally a lifesaver. But she’d always taken a 
backseat in the Clue hunt. Something was different now. 


“Listen to what my boss has to say,” Nellie went on. “I really 
think it’ll be worth your while.” 


He looked aggrieved but gestured toward the sat phone. 


She punched in the numbers and waited for the satellite 
connection to be made. 


“Sorry to wake you up, sir. Yes, I do know what time it is 
there.” Quickly, she outlined their situation and then passed the 
handset to the Frenchman. “He wants to talk to you.” 


Amy and Dan watched intently as the pilot listened to the voice 
many thousands of miles away. His eyes widened; his expression 
grew increasingly awed. He did not say a single word; just 
handed the phone back to Nellie and announced, “We depart in 
ten minutes!” 


As the man set about the preflight preparations, Amy sidled up 
to the au pair. “Who did you call?” 

Nellie shrugged. “My uncle. He’s a pretty persuasive person.” 

“But what did he say? Did he bribe the guy?” 


“How should I know?” the au pair retorted. “I wasn’t part of 
the conversation.” She glared at them, as if daring them to 
question her further. 


The Cahills knew better than to second-guess the person who 
finagled them a ride up Everest. Yet Amy couldn’t hold back. 
“Are you ever going to tell us who you really are?” 


Nellie hesitated. “I’m your babysitter—” 
“Au pair,” Dan corrected automatically. 


She gathered them into her arms. “And your friend,” she 
finished. But the expression on her face was strangely guilty. 
“You'd better get ready. This is your one shot.” 


The pilot helped brother and sister into GORE-TEX wind suits 
and provided them with boots and gloves. The temperature at the 
Everest summit could reach triple digits below zero, even without 
factoring in the wind, which averaged 120 miles per hour. 


Breathing apparatus was next — face masks connected to 
cylinders that were harnessed to their backs. The rigs were 
awkward and uncomfortable. Dan couldn’t escape the feeling of a 
mild yet never-ending asthma attack, and Amy was unnerved by 
the sound of her own breath reverberating in her ears. But the 
equipment was absolutely necessary. At 29,035 feet, the air 
contained only one-third as much oxygen as at sea level. Without 
supplemental Os, they would not last thirty seconds. 


Finally, the pilot carefully weighed them on a scale. In the 
impossibly thin air and low pressure, every ounce was critical. A 
few extra pounds could make the difference between a clean 
takeoff and being stranded in a place where no one could survive 
for long. 


Nellie stepped forward. “My turn.” 


“This is the famous American sense of humor, no?” the 
Frenchman exclaimed in disbelief. “We cannot accommodate 
another milligram. It is only because these two are children that I 
can take them both without risking all our lives.” 


“It’s my job to look out for their safety!” the au pair protested. 

“In that case, your incompetence is beyond measure,” the pilot 
told her without hesitation. “Where we journey, safety is a word 
truly without meaning. Now, do we go, or do we not?” 

“We go,” Amy said, hoping she sounded decisive rather than 


just plain scared. “Otherwise we’re handing this clue to the 
Holts.” 


They opened the hangar doors, and the A-Star was wheeled out 
onto the helipad on a rolling skid. It was so light that the pilot 
was able to move it on his own, mostly because he did not trust 
anyone else to touch it. The low-density metals and polymers 
were so delicate that “clumsy children might compromise the 
integrity of the craft.” 


Their seats took up less space than the seat belts that buckled 
them in. The helicopter was as minimal and empty as it could 
possibly be. 


Nellie turned to her charges. “Promise me you won’t do 
anything crazy.” 

The Cahills were too cowed to respond. Besides, it was already 
past time for promises. It didn’t get much crazier than what they 
were about to do. 


Nellie backed away, and the rotor blade began to turn, slowly 
at first, then picking up speed. The A-Star lifted off the Tibetan 
plateau. 


Next stop: the planet’s zenith — a jagged spike of ice and rock 
nearly three miles above them. 


CHAPTER 23 


The Hillary Step was a fifty-five-foot cliff in the sky — Mount 
Everest’s last cruel joke on its exhausted, breathless, hypothermic 
climbers. At a lower altitude, it would have presented a minor 
obstacle to a seasoned mountaineer. But at nearly 29,000 feet — 
well above the summit of K-2, the world’s second-highest peak — 
each tiny movement was a guided tour through a world of pain. 


The three bone-weary Holts watched in dismay as Ian Kabra’s 
Sherpa team dragged their Lucian rival up the Step, literally 
carrying him as they ascended the tangle of fixed ropes left over 
from decades of expeditions. 


“No fair!” bawled Hamilton. What would normally have been a 
bellow barely made it past the plastic of his oxygen mask. 


“Lucian cheater!” panted Reagan. 


Their Tomas strength had enabled the Holts to acclimatize for 
the Himalayan ascent in a fraction of the usual time. Yet they 
were still subject to Everest’s merciless ravages. The three were 
exhausted, freezing, dehydrated, and oxygen starved. Ian, by 
contrast, was warm and comfortable in his space suit. And thanks 
to his Sherpa bearers, he probably wasn’t even very tired. 


The summit ridge was blanketed in waist-deep snow from the 
recent blizzards. The Holts were swimming the mountain as much 
as climbing it. Reagan was now thinking enviously of her sister’s 
hospital bed. She knew she couldn’t go much farther. 


Eisenhower Holt let out a howl of pure emotion that started a 
small avalanche on the Step. They were not going to lose to those 
Kabras again! When he spoke, the focus of a champion athlete 
was unmistakable behind his crushing fatigue. 


“Kids, we don’t get much respect from the rest of the family. 
But we’re part of a great tradition, stretching back five hundred 
years to Thomas Cahill himself. Ham, stay with your sister. Pm 
going to show the world what the Tomas can do!” 


He took off through the deep snowdrifts, a study in 
determination and raw power. He hit the ropes of the Hillary 
Step, climbing hand over hand without pausing for rest. Any 
mountaineer would have claimed it was physically impossible. 


There were no such words in the Holt vocabulary. 


At the top, he disappeared into the blowing snow, but they 
heard his booming voice: “Eat my dust, Kabra!” 


“He’s ahead!” Reagan croaked. 


Hamilton nodded in admiration and pride. He’d spent most of 
his life thinking of his father as kind of a boob. But here on 
Mount Everest, Eisenhower Holt was the boob you wanted on 
your side. 


“No one can beat him to the summit now!” 


The Ecureuil/A-Star 350 climbed higher and higher into the thin 
air, soaring past altitudes far beyond the ceiling of any other 
helicopter in the world. 


For Amy and Dan, who had been through some pretty 
terrifying experiences, this was the ultimate terror. The A-Star 
was so tiny and insubstantial that they felt completely 
unprotected, as if this were some demented theme park ride, out 
in the open, six miles above sea level. 


The brutal Himalayan winds buffeted the ultralight craft, 
tossing it around like a Ping-Pong ball in a hurricane. Amy and 
Dan clutched at each other because there was literally nothing 
else to hold on to. 


The closer they got to the mountain, the more defined Everest 
became from its neighbors — higher, massive, with a distinctive 
white plume streaming from its peak. 


“Is that a cloud?” Dan asked, shouting to get the words past his 
breathing apparatus. 


Their pilot provided the answer. “The top of Everest reaches 
into the jet stream,” he called back. “What you see are millions of 
ice crystals blowing off the summit. I told you this was no 
sightseeing tour. Prepare for what you Americans call a bumpy 
ride.” 


It was no exaggeration. The closer they got to the summit, the 


more ferocious the gyrations of the A-Star became. 


“How are we going to land?” Amy shrilled in a panic. “We’ll 
crash into the mountain!” 


The pilot’s upper body shook, as if the controls were 
manipulating him rather than the other way around. Except for 
the turbulence, they were barely moving now, trying to hover 
over the peak. Suddenly, the world disappeared as they passed 
through the ice plume. They were flying blind at the very edge of 
the atmosphere. 


A sudden drop and bump drew screams from both Cahills. 
“What happened?” Dan wailed. 


“You wanted the summit; you are there,” the pilot informed 
them. He indicated the altimeter: 29,035 feet. There could be no 
higher reading. Not on earth. 


“We — we made it?” Amy stammered. She had fully expected 
to be smashed to pieces far below. 


“Vite! Hurry!” he ordered. “We have five minutes at the most! I 
cannot shut down the engine for fear it will not restart!” With a 
pop, he opened the bubble. 


Amy and Dan wasted precious seconds unclipping their belts 
and struggling out of the A-Star. They’d had a zero percent 
expectation of making it this far, so there was no concrete plan of 
what to do now. 


The search for the 39 Clues had brought them to some amazing 
places, but the summit of Mount Everest literally topped them all. 
The cold was indescribable, the wind an unrelenting onslaught. 
They had to crawl away from the chopper to get clear of the rotor 
blades. Even with supplemental oxygen from their masks, the 
effort left them gasping for air that simply wasn’t there. 


Yet nothing could move Amy’s mind from the magnificence of 
this spot. “Everything’s down!” she exclaimed in wonder. “There’s 
no up anymore! Even the clouds are below us!” 


The world’s pinnacle! No amount of research could have 
prepared her for this spectacular place. Gargantuan peaks rose all 
around, but their perch was the highest of all, dominating the 
planet’s loftiest neighborhood. Lhotse, at nearly twenty-eight 
thousand feet, seemed far beneath them. The sky was an 


incredible, unnaturally deep cobalt blue. At this altitude, they 
were at the edge of the earth’s troposphere, not far from the 
beginning of outer space. 


As Dan’s boots crunched the snow on the roof of the world, he 
tossed over his shoulder at the pilot, “If you leave us here, that 
dude on the phone is going to be really ticked off!” He had no 
idea who “that dude” might be — obviously not Nellie’s uncle. 
But there could be no question about the person’s power and 
influence. 


“Can you believe where we are?” Amy shouted over the roar of 
the jet stream. 


“Awesome!” Dan tore his eyes from the view and concentrated 
on the terrain of the summit. The sight jarred him. “Hey, this is a 
garbage dump!” 


A spaghetti of colorful Buddhist prayer flags flapped fiercely in 
the gale. There were also dozens of national flags. Empty oxygen 
cylinders were scattered everywhere. And buried in the snow was 
an oddball collection of objects and knickknacks, everything from 
framed family photographs to pieces of jewelry and even toys. 


Dan was bewildered. “Who brought all this stuff up here?” 


“They’re souvenirs,” Amy explained breathlessly. “Every 
climber wants to leave something on the summit. The question is, 
what did Mallory leave?” 


Dan picked up a locket and opened it to reveal a faded 
snapshot of a fat baby. “How do we know which of this junk is 
the clue? We’ve only got five minutes, Amy! We’re probably 
down to four now!” 


Amy thought hard. “Mallory was here first, so whatever he 
brought must be on the bottom. We dig.” 


They began to scrabble at the snow, clearing away dense 
powder littered with hundreds of random items. Farther down, 
the snow was packed a little harder, and Amy grabbed a large 
picture frame to function as a shovel while Dan pounded with a 
spent oxygen bottle, using it as a hammer. Luckily, there were no 
major ice formations, thanks to the jet stream, which ripped off 
most of the moisture. 


At this altitude, an ironman triathlon was packed into every 


simple movement. Within seconds, both were wheezing and 
coughing violently. Human bodies were not meant to survive in 
these conditions, much less work hard. Amy could sense her 
vision constricting as her brain screamed for more oxygen. She 
bit down painfully on the side of her mouth to stay alert and 
focused. On Everest, mental exhaustion could be just as deadly as 
the physical kind. 


“If we dig much more,” Dan puffed, “K-2 may have to take over 
as the world’s tallest mountain!” 


“I don’t think we need to worry about that,” Amy gasped. 
“Look — already there’s a lot less stuff buried here. We’re getting 
down to the layers from the very earliest Everest expeditions.” 


“Two minutes!” came a shout from the ultralight. 


Against all odds, they sped up. Dan pounded wildly with the 
cylinder, and Amy sifted with icy fingers, discarding amulets and 
St. Christopher medals. It had been difficult enough getting here. 
To run out of time before they could find the Clue was 
unthinkable. 


“Stop!” she screamed suddenly. 


Dan froze in midair, the cylinder poised inches from a small 
half-buried glass vial. 


Delicately, Amy cleared away the surrounding snow and drew 
out the bottle. It was a thick glass container, tightly corked, its 
contents frozen. 


On one flat surface was a Chinese chop that Amy recognized 
instantly. She unzipped her wind suit, reached inside her shirt, 
and pulled out the folded silk from the Forbidden City. The wind 
nearly ripped it from her hand, but she kept a death grip on it. 
Together, she and Dan managed to get it opened up. 


“That’s the chop of Puyi, the last emperor!” she shouted into 
the gale. “It’s a perfect match, see? Puyi gave this to George 
Mallory to hide for him!” 


“But what’s in the bottle?” Dan asked. 

“Remember the vial from Paris — the one the Kabras stole? I 
think this might be something similar.” She turned over the 
bottle. Etched into the other side was the symbol of the standing 
wolf — the Janus crest. 


The rush of discovery had blood pounding in her ears loud 
enough to drown out the howling jet stream. “Dan, I’ve got it!” 
She pointed to the pictures on the silk — the “equation” made 
from the family symbols. “This doesn’t mean that the family is 
the sum of its branches. Look at the shapes around those crests! 
They’re vials, just like this one and the one from Paris! There are 
four chemical formulas — one for each branch. And when you 
mix them all together, they make some kind of master serum! 
That’s what the thirty-nine clues are — the ingredients to that 
serum!” 


“One minute!” bellowed the pilot. 


Not even the fact that they were running out of time could 
distract them as the truth about the 39 Clues began to reveal 
itself. 


“Think about the family branches and what they’re good at!” 
Amy went on. “The Lucians are masters of strategy and cunning; 
the Janus are creative and dramatic; the Tomas are athletic and 
strong; and the Ekats can invent anything. And those traits have 
been passed on from generation to generation, so the chemical 
effect must actually become part of your DNA. With the master 
serum, you’d be all those things at the same time! You’d be 
unbeatable!” 


There was a silent exchange between the two of them. A 
formula that powerful in the wrong hands ... 


“Thirty seconds!” The pilot was practically hysterical. “If you 
are coming, the time is now!” 


Dan helped Amy wrestle the blowing silk back into her wind 
suit and ran. Amy was about to follow him when the snow- 
reflected sun glinted off one more inscription on the bottle, this 
one much smaller than the others. She held it up to her goggles 
and squinted at the bottom of the vial. 


The message had been scratched into the glass, probably by 
pen knife, or perhaps the edge of an ice ax. It read: 





GM — George Mallory. Generations of adventurers had been 
inspired by his legendary words — that he was climbing Everest 
“because it is here.” But he hadn’t been talking about the peak at 
all! He’d meant the Janus serum — and the one place on earth 
where it would be safe. 


Her energy was nearly gone, sapped by the altitude and the 
herculean feat of digging at twenty-nine thousand feet. Hands 
trembling, she clutched the vial, final proof of the collaboration 
between two Cahills separated by thousands of miles. The 
conspirators could not possibly have been more different. One an 
emperor, the last of a glorious dynasty that dated back centuries; 
the other a simple British schoolteacher who climbed mountains 
as a hobby. What had it taken to bring them together? Nothing 
less than the 39 Clues. 

“Ten seconds! !” 

“Come on, Amy!” Dan grabbed her arm, jolting her out of her 
reverie. The two dropped to the snow, scrambled under the 


ultralight’s whirling rotor, and dived through the opening in the 
bubble. 


“Go! Go! Go!” Dan croaked. 


The pilot worked the controls. There was a grinding sound, and 
the A-Star resisted for an instant, its rotor struggling to coax some 
lift from the nonexistent air. At last, the ultralight slowly began 
to rise from the world’s highest peak. 


“I can’t believe we did it!” breathed Amy. 


And then a very large gloved hand closed on the A-Star’s left 
runner. 


CHAPTER 24 


Their ascent halted. The chopper began to shake violently. 
“What is this malfunction?” the pilot yelled. 


Roaring with effort, Eisenhower Holt pulled down on the 
runner, preventing their departure. 


“It’s not a malfunction, it’s a Holt!” Dan cried. “Keep flying! 
He'll have to let go!” 


“He is too heavy for this altitude!” the pilot insisted. “He 
wastes our fuel! We must depart now if we are to get home at 
all!” 


Still holding on with one hand, Eisenhower swung his ice a? 
and wedged the sharp point in the gasket between the ultralight 
and its bubble. Then he pried with all his remaining strength 
until the Plexiglas popped open. A split second later, his 
enormous frostbitten, wild-eyed head loomed directly over them. 


“The clue!” he roared. As Amy sat petrified with fear, her Holt 
cousin snatched the vial from her nerveless fingers. He backed 
off, releasing the chopper. 


He got three steps from that spot. Four Sherpas appeared out of 
the ice plume and grabbed him, two on each arm. A fifth figure, 
the space-suited Ian Kabra, staggered up against the wind and 
wrenched the vial from Eisenhower’s glove. 


What happened next would remain burned in everyone’s 
memory. A blast of wind seized the A-Star and pitched it around. 
Dan tumbled from his seat, whacking his head on the Plexiglas 
bubble. Amy was tossed clean out, landing in the snow. The tail 
of the chopper swung over earth’s pinnacle, whacking Ian across 
his back, knocking him off the summit. 


He flailed for a handhold, digging the arms of his space suit 
into a snow cornice. Screaming in horror, he clung to the edge, 
dangling over the massive Kangshung face, a drop of eleven 


thousand feet. 


Amy grabbed for his hand and found herself holding not Ian, 
but the vial containing the Janus serum. 


Her first thought was jubilation. I’ve got it back! 


But then she looked through the space suit helmet at the 
terrified face of the teenager inside. 


Suddenly, the ledge of packed powder that was supporting Ian 
crumbled under his weight. 


There was nothing beneath him for nearly two miles. 


CHAPTER 25 


Amy’s decision was instant. She dropped the Janus serum and 
clamped both hands on Ian’s arm. The vial plunged down the 
face, disappearing from sight long before it shattered far below. 
The Sherpas joined her, and Ian was hauled back to the safety of 
the summit. 


Amy had no more breath. Even as she sprinted for the 
ultralight, she knew it was too late. She was running on empty, 
already collapsing, the snow of the summit swinging up to meet 
her.... 


Dan clamped his arms around his sister and hauled her bodily 
into the A-Star. As they tumbled aboard, the pilot reached up and 
closed the bubble. With a lurch, the little craft left Everest 
behind. 


“The serum!” Dan asked anxiously. 


Amy shook her head, awareness returning. “Smashed.” She 
regarded her brother apologetically. “I couldn’t let him die.” 


As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she realized the 
importance of what she’d just said. “Dan — I had a choice! And I 
saved Isabel Kabra’s son!” 


“Don’t remind me,” Dan said through clenched teeth. “The next 
time Ian and Natalie feed me to a lollipop machine, Ill know who 
to thank.” 


“Don’t you get it?” Amy persisted. “If the Madrigals were as 
bad as everybody says, I would have saved the bottle, not Ian! I 
did the human thing.” She looked at him earnestly. “We don’t 
have to be evil just because we’re Madrigals. Madrigals are 
horrible — but we can change our destiny.” 


“What about Mom and Dad?” asked Dan. 


“T don’t know....” If Amy had learned one lesson from the Clue 
hunt and its many deceptions, it was to value truth above all. She 


would have given anything to believe that their parents were 
good people. But her eyes met Dan’s, and the name beamed 
between them as if by radar: Nudelman. 


“I wouldn’t have let Ian die, either,” Dan admitted after a 
solemn pause. “I just hate losing the serum. Especially since we 
didn’t even get a clue out of this.” 


Amy smiled broadly. “Yes, we did. We’ve had it since the 
Forbidden City,” She told him. “I just didn’t understand it until 
now. Alistair translated Puyi’s poem: 


‘That which you seek, you hold in your hand, 
Fixed forever in birth, 
Where the Earth meets the sky.’”” 


“I understand the ‘Earth meets sky’ part,” said Dan. “But 
holding it in your hand? The only thing you could be holding is 
the sheet with the poem on it.” 


“Which is silk,” Amy added, eyes alight. “Silk is spun by the 
silkworm, which is really—” 


“The Bombyx mori caterpillar,” her brother supplied, thinking 
of snack time at the Shaolin Temple. “It tastes like chicken.” 


She gave him a strange look and went on. “The stuff comes out 
liquid and solidifies into silk filament when it hits the air. But the 
ingredient is ‘fixed forever in birth.’ In other words, the silk in its 
liquid form — raw silkworm secretion.” 


Dan shook his head in wonder. “And Puyi didn’t have a freezer, 
so he got Mallory to stick it up on Mount Everest for him. Wow!” 


Amy nodded. “Can you imagine what must have been going 
through Mallory’s head when he planted that vial on the summit 
eighty-six years ago? He’d just conquered Everest — and he did it 
twenty-nine years before Sir Edmund Hillary in 1953.” She 
paused ruefully. “Little did the poor guy realize that he was going 
to die on the way down. He’s still on the mountain, you know. 
His body is frozen solid, so he’s always going to be there.” 

“Cool,” said Dan. “I mean, not the being dead part. But, you 


know — the spot of his greatest triumph becomes his final resting 
place. It makes sense.” 


Amy regarded him with disapproval. “Pd forgotten how weird 
you are.” 


The pilot’s voice intruded on their conversation. “Since neither 
of you American hotshots bothered to ask if we have enough fuel 
to land, the answer is yes. Barely.” 


“That’s great news!” Amy exclaimed, embarrassed. “Thank you 
for the — uh — ride.” 


“De rien, mademoiselle. You have powerful friends. At least, 
your companion with the nose ring does.” 


“Yeah, what’s up with that?” Dan mused. “How many au pairs 
could make a phone call and score you a ticket up Everest in an 
experimental chopper?” 


“She’s definitely more than a regular au pair,” Amy agreed. 
“You should have seen her at the Great Wall. She picked a lock 
like a pro.” Her expression softened. “But whatever else she is, 
she’s on our side. I think.” 


They looked back at Everest, silent and severe in its powerful 
majesty. 

“Did you ever dream of being up there?” Amy asked in a 
hushed tone. 


“Sure,” Dan enthused. “All the time. One day I’m going to 
climb it.” 


She made a face. “Be sure to send me a postcard.” 


They were low enough to make out the village of Tingri now, a 
small collection of ancient buildings on the vast Tibetan plateau. 
A mile or so outside of town, the helipad came into view, and, 
standing outside, Nellie was shading her eyes as she scanned the 
sky. Not far from her, a tiny gray dot — Saladin. 


Family, waiting to welcome them home. For two orphans, that 
was something you couldn’t put a price on. 


CHAPTER 26 


In the underground parking garage of the Bell Tower Hotel in 
Xian, China, Jonah Wizard emerged from his limo just in time to 
see a six-foot terracotta warrior figure being loaded carefully onto 
a truck by two uniformed workmen. 


“Hey, where’d you get—?” 
The words were barely out of his mouth when a second warrior 
was toted by, this time under the supervision of Cora Wizard. 


“Mom — where did these come from?” 


“Were the Janus,” she explained. “Do you really think we can’t 
whip up a few statues to replace the ones you broke? Careful with 
that!” she snapped as one of the porters sideswiped a pillar. “It’s 
supposed to look two thousand years old, not two million!” 


She turned back to her son. “I’ve been thinking about your 
request to be relieved of your responsibilities in the clue hunt.” 


“And?” he prompted anxiously. 


In answer, her hand came around and slapped him across the 
face hard enough to send him sprawling. 


He scrambled up again. “What’s up with that, yo?” 
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“I am not ‘yo,’” Cora Wizard said through clenched teeth. “I am 
the head of this branch, which is bigger than you or I or Mozart 
or Jane Cahill herself. The future of our kind, from Spielberg to 
the lowliest juggler on a unicycle, lies in the thirty-nine clues, 
and I won’t allow my son or anyone else to take the Janus out of 
the running for this prize. Especially now that we know there are 
Madrigals involved.” 

“Are you sure about that?” Jonah challenged. “What if the kid 
was just blowing smoke?” 


“I should have figured it out years ago,” she berated herself. 
“No wonder Grace and her oh-so-perfect daughter never allied 
themselves with one of the branches. We all thought it was part 


of their high-and-mighty routine — always above the fray, never 
dirtying their hands. And all this time, they were the lowest of 
the low.” 


“Pm not cut out for the clue hunt, Mom,” Jonah pleaded. “I’m 
not good at it.” 


“You are Janus,” his mother said firmly. “You are more gifted 
and brilliant than all the Lucian, Tomas, and Ekat troglodytes put 
together. For centuries, we have played second fiddle to those 
Lucian butchers, when our qualities dwarf theirs. And do you 
want to know the reason?” 


He stared at her, totally abashed. 


“The reason is that Lucians stop at nothing to achieve their 
goals. They lie, they cheat, they steal.” Her laser-guided eyes 
locked with her son’s. “And they kill.” 


Jonah Wizard had spent his entire life in service to the Janus 
branch. On their instructions, he had become a rapper, a TV star, 
and an international mogul. 


He had no doubt what was expected of him next. 


With the fall climbing season over, Tingri wasn’t much of a 
tourist attraction, so they had the guesthouse all to themselves. 
Amy, Dan, and Nellie sat around the open fire pit in the kitchen, 
completely exhausted, but too excited to sleep. Saladin had no 
such problem. He was curled up on the hearth and hadn’t moved 
for hours. 


“This is wonderful,” Nellie murmured contentedly. “The heat of 
the fire, the cold, dry air. Someone ought to open a resort in 
Tingri. Even the smoke smells richer, earthier. Maybe it’s the 
altitude.” 


Dan laughed without humor. “Maybe it’s the yak poop. That’s 
what they heat with up here.” 


“And cook, too?” Amy asked in dismay. She pushed away her 
cup of sweet aromatic tea. 


They had spent the evening filling each other in on their 
separate adventures throughout China, marveling at how such 
different paths had brought the two of them to the foot of Everest 
at almost the same moment. 


Dan howled with delight at Amy’s description of Saladin’s 
plunge off the Great Wall. And Amy laughed just as hard when 
Dan tried to convince her that their cousin Jonah wasn’t all bad. 


“Seriously,” he insisted, “you’ve got to feel sorry for someone 
who’s trying to live up to guys like Mozart and Rembrandt. And 
that mother! He could sell a trillion CDs, and it would never be 
good enough for her. She’s like a cross between Aunt Beatrice and 
Medusa. Man, she practically swallowed her own head when I 
told her we were Madrigals.” 


Amy drew in a sharp breath. “You told her that?” 
“T couldn’t help it. I was just too mad.” 


She nodded. “I hear you. But you know how the Cahills feel 
about Madrigals. The other teams will be gunning for us twice as 
much as before. We have no idea where to look for the next clue. 
And which of our darling cousins will be willing to trade 
information with us now? Nobody would form an alliance with a 
Madrigal.” 


Dan looked crestfallen, then suddenly leaped to his feet. “Wait 
a minute! Maybe we’re not so dead in the water. Remember the 
Beard Buddha from Grace’s house? Well, the real thing is on 
Mount Song. In a cave behind it, I found these ancient burned-up 
pieces of lab equipment. Wasn’t Gideon Cahill’s lab destroyed in a 
fire?” 

Amy nodded, intrigued. “Where’s all that stuff now?” 


“It was too much to bring, so I re-hid it. But there was one 
thing I couldn’t leave.” He reached into the pocket of his jeans 
and drew out the painted miniature in the gold frame. 


Amy was thunderstruck. “A picture of Mom?” 


“Look closer. The clothes, the hair. That’s not Mom. It’s old. 
Maybe centuries old.” 


Amy took the miniature and peered at it. “An ancestor, then.” 

“A Cahill ancestor,” Dan amended. “And when you’ve got 
Cahills—” 

“They’re usually mixed up in the thirty-nine clues.” Amy gently 
pried the oval miniature out of the frame. The portrait was 


unmarked and unsigned. But engraved on the inside of the frame 
Was: PROPERTY OF ANNE BONNY. 


“Anne Bonny!” Amy repeated. “She was a pirate in the 
Caribbean — the most notorious female pirate ever! Was she a 
Cahill?” 


“Only one way to find out,” replied Dan. “Looks like we’re 
going to the Caribbean.” 

Nellie, who had been dozing, sat bolt upright in her chair. “Did 
somebody say Caribbean?” 

“The next clue might be there,” Amy confirmed. 

“Now, that’s more like it!” Nellie crowed. “Number thirty-five 
sunblock, bikinis, beach time, drinks served in coconuts — I’m so 
in!” 

Outside the guesthouse, the shadowy hulk of Everest loomed 
over them, now holding one less secret. 





The race for the 39 Clues continues with more dangerous 
missions, top secret break-ins, and treacherous double-crossings. 
Stay one step ahead of the competition by following Amy and 
Dan’s next adventure. 


Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just make sure none of your 
enemies are watching ...) 


CHAPTER 1 


“Bahamas.” 
“Jamaica.” 
“Bahamas.” 
“Jamaica.” 


Dan gritted and clenched every part of his body that could be 
gritted or clenched. He tried one more time. “BA-HA-MAS. Amy, 
think about it—” 


“I am thinking about it!” his sister shot back. “Which is more 
than you’re doing! Look, if we’re going to go where she went, it 
has to be Jamaica. She wasn’t even a pirate when she lived in the 
Bahamas!” 


They were talking about Anne Bonny, who had disguised 
herself as a man and become a swashbuckling pirate way back in 
the 1700s. And who might — or might not — be one of their 
ancestors. In China, Dan had found a miniature portrait of a 
woman with Anne Bonny’s name on the back. It was their only 
lead to the next step in their quest. 


Amy and Dan were Cahills. For more than five hundred years, 
Cahill family members had been among the most influential 
people in the world. Scientists like Galileo and Marie Curie; 
artists and writers like Vincent Van Gogh and Mark Twain; world 
leaders — Napoleon and George Washington; the list went on and 
on ... and it was looking like Anne Bonny might have been a 
Cahill, too. 


In the early 1500s, the Cahill family had separated into 
branches, each bearing the legacy of a child born to Gideon and 
Olivia Cahill. Oldest son, Luke: the Lucians. Strategists, 
politicians, businesspeople. Sister Katherine: the Ekaterina 
branch, innovators and inventors. Brother Thomas: the Tomas 
clan of explorers, adventurers, and athletes. And sister Jane: the 
Janus line, populated by artists and visionaries. Since that time, 


the factions had been battling one another in a desperate race to 
find the secret to becoming the most powerful people on the 
planet. 


Amy and Dan had joined that race. Not that they knew what 
they were doing at first. When their beloved grandmother Grace 
died, the terms of her will gave them a hint toward the first Clue 
— and set in motion an adventure they could never have 
imagined. 

Not alone, either. Other teams were chasing down the Clues, 
too — teams that would do anything to keep Amy and Dan from 
getting there first. Explosions, cave-ins, atttempts to poison them, 
drown them, bury them alive. In France, Austria, Japan, Korea, 
Egypt, Australia, South Africa, China ... Dan and Amy had 
survived it all, finding several of the precious Clues along the 
way. 

And they still didn’t know what they were doing. 


They were now in the Beijing airport waiting for Nellie, their au 
pair, who was at the currency exchange window. 


“Jamaica was the last place anyone ever saw or heard of her,” 
Amy said. She had already researched Anne Bonny online. “So 
that’s where we should start looking.” 


“But—” Dan stopped, trying desperately to think of a way 
around Amy’s reasoning. She was good at this stuff, at seeing the 
big picture. He was more a detail guy, and right now he was very 
interested in one particular detail about the Bahamas. 


Amy looked him right in the eye. “I know what you’re thinking, 
Daniel Arthur Cahill,” she said sternly. “Don’t be ridiculous. 
We’ve got to beat the other teams to the next clue. We don’t have 
time to waste at some dumb amusement park.” 

Dan yelped. “‘Dumb amusement park’? Is that what you think 
it is? Don’t you know anything? Oceanus is the biggest water park 
in the world! They’ve got, like, a hundred waterslides! And you 
can swim with dolphins! And see stingrays and piranhas!” 

“Ha!” Amy pointed at him in triumph. “I knew you were 
thinking about Oceanus!” 


“Well, it’s the last thing you’d think about,” Dan said bitterly. 


“The only person in the world who has no idea how to have fun, 
and she has to be my sister. No wait, I take that back. Your idea 
of fun is a library open twenty-four-seven.” 


Amy’s eyes widened in hurt. “D-Dan, that’s not f-fair,” she said, 
her slight stammer surfacing as it always did when she was upset. 


Dan’s shoulders slumped. Hurting Amy’s feelings always made 
him feel bad, but honestly, sometimes he couldn’t help it. “Look, I 
know you think it doesn’t make sense for us to go to the Bahamas 
first. But we don’t know for sure that the clue is in Jamaica, 
either.” 


“True,” Amy admitted. 


Dan sensed her softening and strained his brain to come up 
with something that would convince her. “With every clue we’ve 
found, it’s always been because we discovered a bunch of other 
stuff along the way, right? In the ‘wrong’ places. But if we hadn’t 
gone to the wrong places first, we wouldn’t have gotten what we 
needed to find the clue in the right place.” 


His face was a little red now from the effort of trying to 
explain. “What I mean is, it’s turned out that we were right to go 
to the wrong places first. Voila, the Bahamas!” 


Amy burst out laughing. “Do you realize what you’re saying? 
You're admitting that I’m right about Jamaica!” 


Dan grinned. “You get to be right, and I get to go to Oceanus.” 
He punched her on the arm. “That’s what’s known as win-win.” 


In their mutual satisfaction, neither of them remembered that 
the Kabras had a villa in the Bahamas. 


The super-rich, super-Lucian family headed by Isabel Kabra, 
who had already tried to eliminate both Dan and Amy from the 
hunt. 


And who, years before, had murdered their parents. 


Nellie rejoined them, bobbing her head in time to whatever was 
playing on her iPod, as usual. Dan had once suggested that she 
have the earbuds implanted surgically, since she hardly ever took 
them out. 


“Okay, kids, ticket counter,” Nellie said. She nodded 
approvingly. “Bahamas — now that’s what I’m talkin’ about, 


dude! Beach chair, here I come!” 


On the way to the ticket counter, Nellie stopped in the 
restroom. When she emerged, she took their passports from them. 


They had the routine down pat now: Nellie got in the ticket 
line and dealt with the agent, while Dan and Amy stood behind 
her, trying to look as much as possible like two kids traveling 
with their au pair on a pleasant trip to see nice relatives 
somewhere. Not like two kids constantly on the run from 
scheming, murderous, cutthroat relatives, which is what they 
actually were. 


“Three tickets to the Bahamas,” Nellie said to the ticket agent. 


While he waited, Dan checked his phone messages. He frowned 
as he listened. “Hamilton called,” he said to Amy after he closed 
the phone. 


“What did he want?” 


Dan shook his head. “The signal was terrible, he kept cutting in 
and out. But”—he looked around suspiciously—“somehow his 
dad already knew where we were going.” 


Amy gasped. “How is that possible? We didn’t even know 
where we were going until, like, five minutes ago! And the only 
other person—” She stopped, her eyes wide. 


“While she was in the bathroom!” Dan exclaimed. 


Together they turned and stared at Nellie’s back as she stood at 
the ticket counter. 


Amy felt her heart sinking. She squeezed her eyes shut for a 
moment, remembering other times when Nellie’s actions had 
seemed suspicious. When she opened them again, she saw that 
Dan looked exactly how she felt. There was distress on every 
square inch of his face. Even his nose, if that were possible. 


In the last few months, they had spent more time with Nellie 
than anyone else. She’s more than an au pair now— she’s like a 
cousin, Amy thought. Maybe even an older sister. How could she 
possibly— 

“We have to figure out what she’s up to,” Dan said. “We’ll grill 
her on the plane, where she can’t get away from us. But I gotta 
tell you the rest of what Hamilton said.” 


After one more worried look at Nellie, Amy turned back toward 
him. 

“So Eisenhower finds out we’re going to the Bahamas,” Dan 
said, “and Hamilton didn’t really understand it all, but he said his 
dad said something about a cat, and how we got it all wrong, and 
the Bahamas wasn’t the right place. They’re going to South 
Carolina instead.” 


“Did he know about the portrait? About Anne Bonny?” Amy 
asked. 

“I don’t know. He didn’t say anything about her, just something 
about a cat.” 


“A cat? Was he talking about Saladin?” 


“No. The call kept breaking up, and I didn’t really get it all, but 
definitely not Saladin. Speaking of which—” 

He took Saladin out of the pet carrier and stroked the cat for a 
few moments. Amy could sense that he was still thinking about 
Nellie and had turned to Saladin for a brief moment of comfort. 

Saladin snuggled into Dan’s arms and purred — the only one 
among the three of them who was perfectly content. 


CHAPTER 2 


Nellie’s jaw dropped. 
“You're giving me the window seat?” she said, incredulous. 


She was momentarily stunned by their generosity but didn’t 
hesitate to snatch up this rare gift. She settled into the seat and 
rested her head against the window. 


After takeoff, Dan reached over and plucked the earbuds out of 
her ears. 


“Dude!” she said. “What are you doing?” 


“Right question,” Dan said. “What are you doing?” He pulled 
the cord out of the iPod and held the earbuds out of her reach. 


Amy took the earbuds from Dan and wound the cord neatly, 
away from Nellie’s swiping hand. “Nellie, cut it out,” she said. 
“We — we really need to talk.” 


Nellie felt a prickle of unease, which she covered with an 
exasperated sigh. “What’s the problem now? You said Europe, I 
took you to Europe. You said Japan, so I took you there, and then 
Egypt and Russia and — and I don’t even know where else, I can’t 
keep track — and now you said the Bahamas, so we’re on our 
way. What’s to talk about?” 


Dan crossed his arms sternly. For a fleeting moment, Nellie 
almost wanted to pat him on the head; with his face so serious, 
he looked younger somehow. 


“How’s this for starters,” he said. “You somehow magically get 
us permits to go to Tibet when it takes months for most people. 
You make one phone call, and all of a sudden we have access to 
the only helicopter in the world that can get to the top of Everest. 
The Holts found out that we’re going to the Bahamas when no 
one else but you knew. And in Russia, we heard a message on 
your phone, asking for a ‘status report.” 


Nellie had known this moment would come sooner or later; 


she’d been praying it would be later. 


Well, here goes, she thought. Maybe she could distract them.... 
She tossed her head. 


“Great. I leave school to look after you guys; I leave the country 
and go wild-goose-chasing all over the world, which has my 
parents just thrilled, thank you very much; I even save your necks 
more than once, and this is the thanks I get?” 


Amy looked miserable. Nellie felt a surge of pity. Poor kid. 
Even with an au pair around, Amy had been shouldering burdens 
that would crush many adults. 


“Nellie, it’s not that we don’t trust you,” she said. “Except that 
Mr. McIntyre told us not to trust anyone. And what Dan said — 
well, can’t you see how it looks kind of fishy to us?” 


When the going gets tough, the tough go to the bathroom. Nellie 
unclasped her seat belt. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to use the 
restroom.” 

Neither of them budged. “Ah,” she said. “So that’s why you 
gave me the window seat. I should have known something was 
up.” 

Dan twisted in his seat so he was blocking her way even more. 

Nellie bit her lip and stared down at her lap. Thoughts were 
racing through her head. That secrecy clause in my contract — fifty 
thousand dollars extra if I make it through without telling them. Fifty 
thousand! But I never thought things would get so complicated ... and 
it’s probably going to get way worse before this is over. 

Without looking up, she could feel their eyes boring into her. 
They wouldn’t be fooled easily. 

The truth, then. But not the whole truth. Not who I’m really 
working for. Just enough to get them off my back for now. 

She made up her mind. “Okay” she said. “I shouldn’t be doing 
this, but I can’t stand it anymore. I’m going to tell you 
everything.” 

She pushed the button to recline her seat its full three-quarters 
of an inch. “Get comfy, kids,” she said. “This is a long story.” 


Amy felt almost like she was falling. It was as if someone had 


yanked out the rug she was standing on and thrown her 
completely off balance. Even though she was sitting down. 


Nellie, whom they had trusted and relied on and confided in all 
these weeks ... she wasn’t who they thought she was. 


She wasn’t a random college student hired by Aunt Beatrice to 
be their au pair. Not even close. 


Nellie had just told them that she was being paid by Mr. 
McIntyre to look after them — and that all along, she had been 
sending him reports about their activities. 


Without realizing it, Amy took hold of Dan’s hand. She looked 
at him and saw that his face was pale, his lips almost colorless. 
He didn’t pull his hand away. 


Nellie was just getting started. 


“It was Grace who hired me,” she said. “When she made out 
her will, she must have guessed that you would go after the clues. 
And that the other teams would have grown-ups or money or 
both. So she planned it out carefully. She wanted you to have 
someone along who could help you with all the travel stuff and 
drive and everything. She told me you’d be hunting for clues and 
that things might get a little tricky. But she sure as heck didn’t 
tell me what I was really getting into!” 


Nellie shook her head. 


“I had to interview three different times. For hours — man, did 
she grill me. I knew I had a good shot when I told her that I knew 
how to fly a plane. And when I finally got the job, she told your 
Aunt Beatrice that if she fired me, she wouldn’t get anything in 
the will. Your grandmother was one smart lady.” 


Dan cleared his throat. “No wonder you’ve lasted so long,” he 
said slowly. “Before you, Aunt Beatrice got rid of au pairs like 
they were cockroaches or something.” 


“I swear I’ve never told any of the other teams a single thing,” 
Nellie said. “I tell McIntyre, and he decides what to do with the 
information. So like with the Bahamas? Yeah, I told him. But I 
didn’t tell the Holts. He must have told them, and he must have 
had his reasons, but he usually doesn’t tell me what they are. 
Otherwise, my only job is to keep you safe.” 


Silence. 


“Don’t you get it?” Nellie asked, sounding a little desperate. 
“Keeping in touch with McIntyre was part of the job description 
right from the start. It’s what they’ve been paying me for all 
along.” 


Finally, Amy forced out a few words. “All this time?” she 
whispered. “All this time you’ve been ratting us out for the 
money?” 


“No,” Nellie said fiercely. “I got into it because of the money. 
But now—” 


Amy hardly noticed the unfinished sentence because of the hot 
tears gathering in her eyes. She couldn’t have said exactly what 
she was feeling. Anger? Sadness? Fear? Confusion? 


Answer E, all of the above. 


How can we believe her now when she’s been lying to us for so 
long? 

She unbuckled her seat belt and stood up abruptly. “Excuse us,” 
she said in what she hoped was a cold voice. Still holding Nellie’s 
earbuds, she walked the length of the plane with Dan behind her. 
When they got to the back, Amy spoke in a ghostly whisper. 


“From now on, we don’t let her know anything about what 
we’re doing,” she said. 


Dan stared at her in alarm. “We can’t do that, Amy! We need 
her to — I mean, without her—” He was floundering for the right 
words. “She still has to drive us and—and everything. What are 
we gonna do about that?” 


The stricken expression on his face told her more than his 
words. What he was really saying was, We’re up against schemers 
and thieves and murderers! We’re just kids — we can’t do this on our 
own! 


She swallowed her own panic and tried to speak calmly. “We’ll 
have to play it by ear. Like, we can tell her where to go but still 
not say what we’re going to do when we get there, see what I 
mean?” 


“Okay,” he said after a long pause. “We’ll figure it out as we go 
along, right?” 


Amy swiped at her eyes with her sleeve. She still felt shaky, but 
standing there with Dan had strengthened her resolve a little. At 


least we’ve got each other .... 
“Right,” she said in as normal a voice as she could manage. 
Normal. Amy didn’t even know what the word meant anymore. 
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CHAPTER 1 


“Bahamas.” 
“Jamaica.” 
“Bahamas.” 
“Jamaica.” 


Dan gritted and clenched every part of his body that could be 
gritted or clenched. He tried one more time. “BA-HA-MAS. Amy, 
think about it —” 


“I am thinking about it!” his sister shot back. “Which is more than 
you're doing! Look, if we’re going to go where she went, it has to be 
Jamaica. She wasn’t even a pirate when she lived in the Bahamas!” 


They were talking about Anne Bonny, who had disguised herself as 
a man and become a swashbuckling pirate way back in the 1700s. 
And who might — or might not — be one of their ancestors. In China, 
Dan had found a miniature portrait of a woman with Anne Bonny’s 
name on the back. It was their only lead to the next step in their 
quest. 


Amy and Dan were Cahills. For more than five hundred years, 
Cahill family members had been among the most influential people in 
the world. Scientists like Galileo and Marie Curie; artists and writers 
like Vincent Van Gogh and Mark Twain; world leaders — Napoleon 
and George Washington; the list went on and on ... and it was looking 
like Anne Bonny might have been a Cahill, too. 


In the early 1500s, the Cahill family had separated into branches, 
each bearing the legacy of a child born to Gideon and Olivia Cahill. 
Oldest son, Luke: the Lucians. Strategists, politicians, businesspeople. 
Sister Katherine: the Ekaterina branch, innovators and inventors. 
Brother Thomas: the Tomas clan of explorers, adventurers, and 
athletes. And sister Jane: the Janus line, populated by artists and 
visionaries. Since that time, the factions had been battling one 
another in a desperate race to find the secret to becoming the most 
powerful people on the planet. 


Amy and Dan had joined that race. Not that they knew what they 


were doing at first. When their beloved grandmother Grace died, the 
terms of her will gave them a hint toward the first Clue — and set in 
motion an adventure they could never have imagined. 


Not alone, either. Other teams were chasing down the Clues, too — 
teams that would do anything to keep Amy and Dan from getting 
there first. Explosions, cave—ins, atttempts to poison them, drown 
them, bury them alive. In France, Austria, Japan, Korea, Egypt, 
Australia, South Africa, China ... Dan and Amy had survived it all, 
finding several of the precious Clues along the way. 


And they still didn’t know what they were doing. 


They were now in the Beijing airport waiting for Nellie, their au pair, 
who was at the currency exchange window. 


“Jamaica was the last place anyone ever saw or heard of her,” Amy 
said. She had already researched Anne Bonny online. “So that’s where 
we should start looking.” 


“But —” Dan stopped, trying desperately to think of a way around 
Amy’s reasoning. She was good at this stuff, at seeing the big picture. 
He was more a detail guy, and right now he was very interested in 
one particular detail about the Bahamas. 


Amy looked him right in the eye. “I know what you're thinking, 
Daniel Arthur Cahill,” she said sternly. “Don’t be ridiculous. We’ve got 
to beat the other teams to the next clue. We don’t have time to waste 
at some dumb amusement park.” 


Dan yelped. “‘Dumb amusement park’? Is that what you think it is? 
Don’t you know anything? Oceanus is the biggest water park in the 
world! They’ve got, like, a hundred waterslides! And you can swim 
with dolphins! And see stingrays and piranhas!” 


“Ha!” Amy pointed at him in triumph. “I knew you were thinking 
about Oceanus!” 

“Well, it’s the last thing you’d think about,” Dan said bitterly. “The 
only person in the world who has no idea how to have fun, and she 
has to be my sister. No wait, I take that back. Your idea of fun is a 
library open twenty—four-seven.” 

Amy’s eyes widened in hurt. “D—Dan, that’s not f-fair,” she said, her 
slight stammer surfacing as it always did when she was upset. 


Dan’s shoulders slumped. Hurting Amy’s feelings always made him 


feel bad, but honestly, sometimes he couldn’t help it. “Look, I know 
you think it doesn’t make sense for us to go to the Bahamas first. But 
we don’t know for sure that the clue is in Jamaica, either.” 


“True,” Amy admitted. 


Dan sensed her softening and strained his brain to come up with 
something that would convince her. “With every clue we’ve found, it’s 
always been because we discovered a bunch of other stuff along the 
way, right? In the ‘wrong’ places. But if we hadn’t gone to the wrong 
places first, we wouldn’t have gotten what we needed to find the clue 
in the right place.” 


His face was a little red now from the effort of trying to explain. 
“What I mean is, it’s turned out that we were right to go to the wrong 
places first. Voila, the Bahamas!” 


Amy burst out laughing. “Do you realize what you’re saying? You’re 
admitting that I’m right about Jamaica!” 


Dan grinned. “You get to be right, and I get to go to Oceanus.” He 
punched her on the arm. “That’s what’s known as win-win.” 


In their mutual satisfaction, neither of them remembered that the 
Kabras had a villa in the Bahamas. 


The super-rich, super—Lucian family headed by Isabel Kabra, who 
had already tried to eliminate both Dan and Amy from the hunt. 


And who, years before, had murdered their parents. 


Nellie rejoined them, bobbing her head in time to whatever was 
playing on her iPod, as usual. Dan had once suggested that she have 
the earbuds implanted surgically, since she hardly ever took them out. 


“Okay, kids, ticket counter,” Nellie said. She nodded approvingly. 
“Bahamas — now that’s what I’m talkin’ about, dude! Beach chair, 
here I come!” 


On the way to the ticket counter, Nellie stopped in the restroom. 
When she emerged, she took their passports from them. 


They had the routine down pat now: Nellie got in the ticket line and 
dealt with the agent, while Dan and Amy stood behind her, trying to 
look as much as possible like two kids traveling with their au pair on 
a pleasant trip to see nice relatives somewhere. Not like two kids 
constantly on the run from scheming, murderous, cutthroat relatives, 
which is what they actually were. 


“Three tickets to the Bahamas,” Nellie said to the ticket agent. 


While he waited, Dan checked his phone messages. He frowned as 
he listened. “Hamilton called,” he said to Amy after he closed the 
phone. 


“What did he want?” 


Dan shook his head. “The signal was terrible, he kept cutting in and 
out. But” — he looked around suspiciously —“somehow his dad 
already knew where we were going.” 


Amy gasped. “How is that possible? We didn’t even know where we 
were going until, like, five minutes ago! And the only other person —” 
She stopped, her eyes wide. 


“While she was in the bathroom!” Dan exclaimed. 


Together they turned and stared at Nellie’s back as she stood at the 
ticket counter. 


Amy felt her heart sinking. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, 
remembering other times when Nellie’s actions had seemed 
suspicious. When she opened them again, she saw that Dan looked 
exactly how she felt. There was distress on every square inch of his 
face. Even his nose, if that were possible. 


In the last few months, they had spent more time with Nellie than 
anyone else. She’s more than an au pair now — she’s like a cousin, Amy 
thought. Maybe even an older sister. How could she possibly — 

“We have to figure out what she’s up to,” Dan said. “We’ll grill her 
on the plane, where she can’t get away from us. But I gotta tell you 
the rest of what Hamilton said.” 

After one more worried look at Nellie, Amy turned back toward 
him. 

“So Eisenhower finds out we’re going to the Bahamas,” Dan said, 
“and Hamilton didn’t really understand it all, but he said his dad said 
something about a cat, and how we got it all wrong, and the Bahamas 
wasn’t the right place. They’re going to South Carolina instead.” 

“Did he know about the portrait? About Anne Bonny?” Amy asked. 


“I don’t know. He didn’t say anything about her, just something 
about a cat.” 


“A cat? Was he talking about Saladin?” 


“No. The call kept breaking up, and I didn’t really get it all, but 
definitely not Saladin. Speaking of which —” 

He took Saladin out of the pet carrier and stroked the cat for a few 
moments. Amy could sense that he was still thinking about Nellie and 
had turned to Saladin for a brief moment of comfort. 

Saladin snuggled into Dan’s arms and purred — the only one among 
the three of them who was perfectly content. 


CHAPTER 2 


Nellie’s jaw dropped. 
“You're giving me the window seat?” she said, incredulous. 


She was momentarily stunned by their generosity but didn’t hesitate 
to snatch up this rare gift. She settled into the seat and rested her 
head against the window. 


After takeoff, Dan reached over and plucked the earbuds out of her 
ears. 


“Dude!” she said. “What are you doing?” 


“Right question,” Dan said. “What are you doing?” He pulled the 
cord out of the iPod and held the earbuds out of her reach. 


Amy took the earbuds from Dan and wound the cord neatly, away 
from Nellie’s swiping hand. “Nellie, cut it out,” she said. “We — we 
really need to talk.” 


Nellie felt a prickle of unease, which she covered with an 
exasperated sigh. “What’s the problem now? You said Europe, I took 
you to Europe. You said Japan, so I took you there, and then Egypt 
and Russia and — and I don’t even know where else, I can’t keep 
track — and now you said the Bahamas, so we’re on our way. What’s 
to talk about?” 


Dan crossed his arms sternly. For a fleeting moment, Nellie almost 
wanted to pat him on the head; with his face so serious, he looked 
younger somehow. 


“How’s this for starters,” he said. “You somehow magically get us 
permits to go to Tibet when it takes months for most people. You 
make one phone call, and all of a sudden we have access to the only 
helicopter in the world that can get to the top of Everest. The Holts 
found out that we’re going to the Bahamas when no one else but you 
knew. And in Russia, we heard a message on your phone, asking for a 
‘status report.’” 


Nellie had known this moment would come sooner or later; she’d 
been praying it would be later. 


Well, here goes, she thought. Maybe she could distract them.... She 


tossed her head. 


“Great. I leave school to look after you guys; I leave the country and 
go wild—goose-chasing all over the world, which has my parents just 
thrilled, thank you very much; I even save your necks more than once, 
and this is the thanks I get?” 


Amy looked miserable. Nellie felt a surge of pity. Poor kid. Even 
with an au pair around, Amy had been shouldering burdens that 
would crush many adults. 


“Nellie, it’s not that we don’t trust you,” she said. “Except that Mr. 
McIntyre told us not to trust anyone. And what Dan said — well, can’t 
you see how it looks kind of fishy to us?” 


When the going gets tough, the tough go to the bathroom. Nellie 
unclasped her seat belt. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to use the 
restroom.” 


Neither of them budged. “Ah,” she said. “So that’s why you gave me 
the window seat. I should have known something was up.” 


Dan twisted in his seat so he was blocking her way even more. 


Nellie bit her lip and stared down at her lap. Thoughts were racing 
through her head. That secrecy clause in my contract — fifty thousand 
dollars extra if I make it through without telling them. Fifty thousand! But 
I never thought things would get so complicated ... and it’s probably going 
to get way worse before this is over. 

Without looking up, she could feel their eyes boring into her. They 
wouldn’t be fooled easily. 

The truth, then. But not the whole truth. Not who I’m really working for. 
Just enough to get them off my back for now. 

She made up her mind. “Okay,” she said. “I shouldn’t be doing this, 
but I can’t stand it anymore. I’m going to tell you everything.” 

She pushed the button to recline her seat its full three-quarters of 
an inch. “Get comfy, kids,” she said. “This is a long story.” 


Amy felt almost like she was falling. It was as if someone had yanked 
out the rug she was standing on and thrown her completely off 
balance. Even though she was sitting down. 


Nellie, whom they had trusted and relied on and confided in all 
these weeks ... she wasn’t who they thought she was. 


She wasn’t a random college student hired by Aunt Beatrice to be 
their au pair. Not even close. 


Nellie had just told them that she was being paid by Mr. McIntyre, 
to look after them — and that all along, she had been sending him 
reports about their activities. 


Without realizing it, Amy took hold of Dan’s hand. She looked at 
him and saw that his face was pale, his lips almost colorless. He didn’t 
pull his hand away. 


Nellie was just getting started. 


“It was Grace who hired me,” she said. “When she made out her 
will, she must have guessed that you would go after the clues. And 
that the other teams would have grown-ups or money or both. So she 
planned it out carefully. She wanted you to have someone along who 
could help you with all the travel stuff and drive and everything. She 
told me you’d be hunting for clues and that things might get a little 
tricky. But she sure as heck didn’t tell me what I was really getting 
into!” 

Nellie shook her head. 


“I had to interview three different times. For hours — man, did she 
grill me. I knew I had a good shot when I told her that I knew how to 
fly a plane. And when I finally got the job, she told your Aunt Beatrice 
that if she fired me, she wouldn’t get anything in the will. Your 
grandmother was one smart lady.” 


Dan cleared his throat. “No wonder you’ve lasted so long,” he said 
slowly. “Before you, Aunt Beatrice got rid of au pairs like they were 
cockroaches or something.” 


“I swear I’ve never told any of the other teams a single thing,” Nellie 
said. “I tell McIntyre, and he decides what to do with the information. 
So like with the Bahamas? Yeah, I told him. But I didn’t tell the Holts. 
He must have told them, and he must have had his reasons, but he 
usually doesn’t tell me what they are. Otherwise, my only job is to 
keep you safe.” 


Silence. 


“Don’t you get it?” Nellie asked, sounding a little desperate. 
“Keeping in touch with McIntyre, was part of the job description right 
from the start. It’s what they’ve been paying me for all along.” 


Finally, Amy forced out a few words. “All this time?” she 


whispered. “All this time you’ve been ratting us out for the money?” 


“No,” Nellie said fiercely. “I got into it because of the money. But 
now —” 


Amy hardly noticed the unfinished sentence because of the hot tears 
gathering in her eyes. She couldn’t have said exactly what she was 
feeling. Anger? Sadness? Fear? Confusion? 


Answer E, all of the above. 
How can we believe her now when she’s been lying to us for so long? 


She unbuckled her seat belt and stood up abruptly. “Excuse us,” she 
said in what she hoped was a cold voice. Still holding Nellie’s 
earbuds, she walked the length of the plane with Dan behind her. 
When they got to the back, Amy spoke in a ghostly whisper. 


“From now on, we don’t let her know anything about what we’re 
doing,” she said. 


Dan stared at her in alarm. “We can’t do that, Amy! We need her to 
— I mean, without her —” He was floundering for the right words. 
“She still has to drive us and — and everything. What are we gonna 
do about that?” 


The stricken expression on his face told her more than his words. 
What he was really saying was, We’re up against schemers and thieves 
and murderers! We’re just kids — we can’t do this on our own! 


She swallowed her own panic and tried to speak calmly. “We'll 
have to play it by ear. Like, we can tell her where to go but still not 
say what we’re going to do when we get there, see what I mean?” 


“Okay,” he said after a long pause. “We'll figure it out as we go 
along, right?” 


Amy swiped at her eyes with her sleeve. She still felt shaky, but 
standing there with Dan had strengthened her resolve a little. At least 
we’ve got each other.... 


“Right,” she said in as normal a voice as she could manage. 
Normal. Amy didn’t even know what the word meant anymore. 


CHAPTER 3 


Traitorous au pair or not, Dan was ready to go. 


He was at Oceanus, and nothing was going to stop him from 
checking out the water park. 


“What is it with girls — what’s taking so long?” 


Dan was in his swim trunks, one hand on the doorknob as he 
watched Amy and Nellie burrow through their suitcases. Between the 
three of them, hardly half a dozen words had been spoken since the 
plane. 


Dan had spent the rest of the trip with his thoughts going around in 
circles. He kept trying to make a mental list of everything that had 
happened to them when Nellie was around. It wasn’t easy, because 
she’d been around almost the whole time. And no matter how he 
added things up — from the streets of Paris ... through the Australian 
outback ... to the top of Everest — Nellie had helped them far more 
than she’d hindered them. 


All those hotel rooms ... Sometimes Nellie had stayed in the same 
room; other times she’d had her own room. No doubt about it, she 
would have had plenty of chances to stay in touch with McIntyre, and 
work out a scheme for betrayal. But why take so long? If she was in 
league with their enemies, why not just get them out of the way as 
soon as possible? 


It just didn’t make sense. And Dan had spent enough time on the 
Clue hunt to know what that meant. 


Trouble. 


But for the moment, he had decided to put it out of his mind as 
much as he could. 


“C'mon, hurry UP!” he said, jiggling with impatience. 
“Sunscreen first,” Nellie said, tossing him a tube. 


Dan threw his towel on the bed. He smeared a little sunscreen on 
his arms, stomach, and chest, then rubbed his greasy hands down the 
front of his legs. “There. Okay?” 


“No, not okay,” Nellie said. “Your back, your neck, and the backs of 


your legs, too. And your ears.” 
“PI do your back,” Amy said quickly. 
Dan threw her a glance. It was clear to him that she didn’t want 


Nellie in their lives any more than absolutely necessary — not even 
doing sunscreen duty. 


“I can do it myself,” he said, and did an even worse job on his back 
than he had on his front. Then he grabbed his towel. “I’m not waiting 
any longer — I’m going without you.” 

He saw Nellie roll her eyes. “Check in with me at that Dolphin Inlet 
place at” — she glanced at her watch —“two. And don’t lose track of 
the time. I’m sick of getting freaked out when I can’t find you!” 


He was out the door before she had finished speaking. 


Dan paid for his admission into the water park and got a rubber band 
to wear on his wrist. First stop: the Sun Palace waterslides. One of the 
slides looked almost perpendicular! He went down as instructed by 
the park workers at the top of the slide: legs crossed at the ankles, 
arms crossed over his chest. 


What a breathtaking ride! Literally. Water sprayed into his mouth 
and got blasted up his nose; by the time he splashed into the pool at 
the bottom, he was choking and coughing and spitting water. It was 
glorious. 


For two hours, Dan ran around the water park. He couldn’t decide if 
he should first try every single ride once, or if he should do the ones 
he liked over and over again. This might be his only chance; there 
wouldn’t be any time for fun once they got back on the Clue hunt. 


This thought made Dan feel a tiny bit guilty. On the way to the next 
ride, he spent a few minutes poking around the bushes, looking for a 
cat. Not just any cat — a calico cat, that was what Hamilton had said. 


Then he saw a sign stating that pets weren’t allowed in the park. 
That meant, of course, that the hunt for the cat would have to take 
place outside the park. How many cats lived in the Bahamas? How 
were they ever going to find the right one? 


But the next ride put any thought of cats out of his mind. He got on 
an inner tube and went down a steep slide. The slide leveled out and 
led into a long tunnel. Except it wasn’t like the usual waterslide 
tunnels. This one was made of clear glass — and it went through a 


shark tank. The sharks came really close — if the glass hadn’t been 
there, he could have touched them! 


“It was WAY cool,” he said to Amy when the threesome met up. He 
was only seven minutes late. 


“Yeah, well, this is way cooler,” Nellie said. She held up a string 
bag full of weird-looking produce. 


Amy looked away, and Dan followed her lead in ignoring Nellie. 


But Nellie wasn’t giving up. “You should have seen all the stuff at 
the market,” she said. “Plantains, jack fruit, custard apples — I 
bought, like, one of everything!” She pulled out a handful of round 
dark brown nuts wrapped in what looked like red tentacles. 


“Whole nutmegs. The red stuff, that’s mace. You can hardly ever 
find it whole back home — it’s way better for cooking than the 
powdered stuff. Smell.” She thrust her hand out at Dan, who 
immediately backed away. 


“No, thanks,” he said. “They look like turds. Designer dog turds, 
like from some fancy miniature show dog.” 


Nellie put the nutmegs back in her bag. “Why do I even bother 
trying,” she muttered. 


“Wait till you hear this,” Dan said. “When I was standing in line, 
some people were talking about how a shark once jumped OUT of the 
tank and landed on the slide, can you believe it? And then it slid 
down and ended up in the splash pool!” 

Amy shuddered, and Dan knew that she was remembering 
Australia, where she’d had enough experience with sharks to last a 
lifetime. “Did anyone get hurt?” she asked anxiously. 

Dan shrugged. “Naw. It happened before the park was open for the 
day.” His face fell a little. “But the shark died because of the 
chlorinated water.” 

“Poor shark,” Nellie said. 

“I wish I’d been there!” Dan said. “Just think, I could have gone 
swimming with a shark!” 

Amy made a noise in her throat, fear and loathing combined. “Can 
we change the subject?” she said. Then she glared at Nellie. “If you'll 
excuse us —” 

Nellie flipped her sunglasses down and shrugged. Amy pulled Dan 


away a few yards, then held up a brochure. 
“Wow. A brochure,” Dan said. He mimed a yawn. 


“Just listen,” she said. “It’s the Jolly Codger Pirate’s Cove tour. You 
go on a boat to the smaller islands.” She opened the brochure and 
read aloud from it: “‘... islands known to have been frequented by 
famed pirates like Henry Morgan, Blackbeard, and’”” — she paused for 
dramatic effect — “Jack Rackham!”’ 

“Jack Crackem? Good name for a pirate.” 

“Rackham,” Amy corrected him. “The pirate Anne Bonny joined up 
with. If we look around the places he’s been, maybe we’ll find 
something!” 

Dan took the brochure from her and skimmed it. 

“Listen to this part,” he said. “‘Dig for buried treasure! Use of metal 
detectors and spades included.’” Then his face fell. “Wait, there’s this 
asterisk and it says, ‘Coins unearthed on the tour may be redeemed at 
any resort gift shop.” 

He snorted. “Fake treasure,” he said in disgust. “If they want a real 
challenge, they should try hunting for clues instead.” 

Amy swallowed a smile. She was pretty sure that not long ago, Dan 
would have been digging for those coins himself. 

They walked back toward Nellie. “We’re going on a tour,” Amy 
said. “No need for you to go with us — we'll be back in a couple of 
hours.” 

“What kind of tour?” Nellie asked. 

“Does it matter?” Amy parried. 

“Yes, in fact, it does,” Nellie said. “Amy, like it or not, I’m still your 
au pair. You’re my responsibility. That means I get to ask what kind of 
tour, and you have to answer. If you don’t —” She stopped and 
shrugged. 

It was easy to figure out what that shrug meant. It meant back to 
Aunt Beatrice. 

Dan whispered into Amy’s ear. “Remember what we said? We can 
tell her where we’re going but not what we’re doing.” 

Amy nodded at him, then looked at Nellie. “Okay. We’re going on 
the Jolly Codger boat tour.” 


“A boat tour,” Nellie repeated. “As in, out on the ocean?” 


“Um, yeah.” 


“Then Pm coming with you. And you don’t have a choice about 
that, either.” 


Amy clenched her fists, struggling to keep her face expressionless. 
She was forcing herself to act cold and angry so she wouldn’t burst 
into tears. The truth was, ever since Nellie’s revelation on the plane, 
there had been half a dozen times already when Amy had felt like 
crying. 

Nellie wouldn’t win any awards at the Au Pair Olympics, if there 
ever were such a thing. She was careless sometimes, and drove like a 
maniac, and let them eat too much junk food. But she had always 
been there for them, and Amy was only now realizing how much she 
had come to depend on Nellie’s presence. 


Dan touched her arm. “Come on,” he said. They turned away from 
Nellie and hurried down the path toward the marina. 


Nellie followed. They didn’t see her turn to glance at a man hidden 
behind a stand of bougainvillea. 


The man nodded at her, and she nodded back. 


With a dozen other tourists, the trio boarded a big catamaran called 
the Jolly Codger. As instructed by the crew, they sat around the edges 
of the tarp that stretched between the two keels. Amy made sure that 
she and Dan sat several yards away from Nellie. 


It was a wonderful day on the water, with a breeze just strong 
enough to fill the sails and keep the sun from feeling too hot. Amy 
stared over the edge of the boat. Before, when she had seen photos of 
the Caribbean Sea, she always thought the pictures must have been 
retouched, that the water couldn’t possibly be such an amazing shade 
of blue. She was wrong. The water really was that incredible. 


She thought of the different names for blue colors: azure, turquoise, 
peacock, cerulean. None of them was quite right — the color of the 
ocean she was looking at needed its own name, one that hadn’t been 
invented yet. A combination of all those blues. 


Azure plus turquoise ... az—tur— 


“Az—tur—pea—lean,” she mumbled. She was pleased; it sounded like 
the name of a fancy color. Maybe if she used it, it would sort of catch 
on and become a real word someday. “Azturpealean,” she repeated. 


“Asked her what?” Dan said. “I mean, asked who what?” 
Amy reddened. “Never mind.” 


At that moment, the ship’s first mate called out, “Ahoy, everyone!” 
He was a fit-looking young man wearing cargo shorts and a tank shirt 
that showed off his perfect biceps. Nellie sat up straighter, and to 
Amy’s amazement, she actually took out the earbuds. 


“Tm going to tell you a little about where we’re heading today,” he 
said. His accent was singsongy and seemed to fit perfectly with his 
smile and easy manner. “I hope you’re going to have a great time — 
maybe youre already enjoying yourselves!” 


The tourists nodded and smiled. 


“Our first stop is coming up soon. It’s called Boucan Cay. Boucan is 
an old French word. A boucan was a kind of grill used for meat. When 
European sailors first came to our islands, they would roast their meat 
on a boucan. So the French started calling those sailors ‘boucaniers.’” 


“Buccaneers!” Amy said. 


“That’s right,” he said. “In English, we say ‘buccaneers’; we’ve got a 
very smart young lady there.” 


The first mate continued his speech. “The Bahamas was a pirate 
haven for a long time. Captain Kidd put in at Exuma Island, not far 
from here. And maybe the most famous pirate of all — Blackbeard? 
His real name was Edward Teach. He visited the Bahamas often.” 


Amy cleared her throat. “Calico Jack Rackham was here, too, 
wasn’t he?” 


“Yes, young lady, Jack Rackham, too. Everyone loves the 
Bahamas!” he joked. “You know the famous skull—-and-crossbones 
flag? Some say it was Jack Rackham who first used it.” 


Amy poked Dan. “Jack Rackham!” she whispered fiercely. 


The catamaran dropped anchor in a beautiful little cove. The crew 
loaded gear into a motorized rubber raft; everyone else jumped off the 
boat and swam in to the beach. 


Once ashore, most of the kids grabbed metal detectors to hunt for 
the “buried treasure.” Some of the tourists donned snorkeling gear 
while others, including Nellie, put their towels down on the sand in 
preparation for some hard work on their tans. Nellie made herself 


comfortable at once, sunglasses and earbuds firmly in place. 


“Young lady!” The first mate waved at Amy. “And you, too, young 
fella. I have something for you.” 


“For us?” Amy said. They walked over to where he was working, 
unloading the raft. 


The man reached into one of the pockets of his cargo shorts. “A 
friend of yours came by before we sailed. He said to give this to you 
on the island.” He handed Amy a folded piece of paper. 


“A friend?” Dan echoed. “Did he say his name?” 
The mate shook his head. “Sorry.” 
“What did he look like?” 


The mate frowned a little, trying to remember. “He was an older 
gentleman. Wearing a gray shirt, I think.” 


“Was he Asian?” Dan asked. Amy knew exactly what he was 
thinking because she was thinking the same thing: Could it have been 
Alistair Oh? Or maybe even his uncle Bae? 


“Pm afraid I didn’t see his face well. He had a hat on and 
sunglasses, too. Sorry.” He smiled. “Will you be wanting snorkel 
gear?” 

“Not right now, thanks,” Amy said. 


“Actually, yes,” Dan contradicted her. He took a mask and snorkel 
for himself and handed her one, too. “Just in case,” he said to her 
under his breath. 


The man gave them a friendly wave. “You tell your friend” — he 
gestured toward Nellie —“to move her towel if she doesn’t want to get 
wet. The tide will be coming in soon.” 


Amy and Dan headed away from the other tourists to one side of 
the cove where there were rocks to sit on. With Dan looking over her 
shoulder, Amy unfolded the piece of paper. 


y. 

TEXY TSI 
TK NXOFSI. 
HAT. 


“Code,” Dan groaned. “Why does it always have to be so hard? Why 
can’t we just get what we need straight up for once?” 


Amy sighed, too. “We don’t even know if it’s good or bad.” 
Mysterious hints like this one had surfaced before. Some had been 
helpful, but others had led them straight into traps. 


“Either way we still have to figure it out,” Dan said. 


“Let’s get started,” Amy said. “First letter, V. V for victory? What 
other words start with V — vegetable, valentine —” 


“Right. Someone’s sending us a valentine in the middle of fall. 
Someone who wants us to be victorious. And eat more vegetables.” 

“Very funny,” she said. “At least I’m trying.” 

“We'll never get it that way,” Dan said. “Not by guessing — it’s way 
too random. There has to be some kind of pattern.” 

Amy looked sheepish. “You're right. Sorry, I was being stupid.” 

Dan raised his eyebrows, surprised by her apology. “Okay, let me 
think a minute.” He stared at the paper for a few moments, then spoke 
again. 

“What if every letter stands for a different letter, like the code we 
had in South Africa?” 


Amy’s face lit up. “Yeah. See the V all by itself? It has to stand for 
either I or A — those are the only two words in English that have just 
one letter.” 

“Its probably not even English,” Dan moaned. “It’s probably from 
some language that has hundreds of one-letter words.” 

Amy shook her head. “Chances are it’s in English. Somebody 
wanted us to have it, and it wouldn’t make sense if we couldn’t figure 
it out.” 


“Okay, but look. The V has a period after it. ‘I, period.’ Or ‘A, 
period.’ Neither one makes sense.” 


Amy sighed. “So we’re back to guessing again?” 


“No, wait. What if the V isn’t a letter? What if —” Dan paused. His 
eyes began to gleam. “What if it’s a number?” 


“A number?” Amy echoed. She furrowed her brow. Dan was almost 
twitching with excitement now, but he let her have a moment to 
figure it out. 


“OH!” she exclaimed. “Roman numerals — it’s the number five!” 


Dan hopped down off the rock. He found a stick of driftwood and 
began writing in the damp sand. 


“Five,” he said as he worked, “that’s the key.” 


RST 
UVWXYZ 


“Now we take each letter and count five, and that should do it! 
What’s the first word?” 


Amy read aloud. “J — F — X — Y.” 


“Wait, not so fast. J — that’s an O ...” Dan wrote again on the sand. 
“O ... then F equals K ... X, C ... Y, D.” He stared at the letters. 
“OKCD? That’s not a word.” He scuffed his feet in disgust and kicked 
the sand to obliterate what he had just written. “I was so sure Pd 
figured it out.” 


Meanwhile, Amy was still sitting on the rock. Dan had written the 
alphabet while facing her, so she was seeing it upside down. 

“Hang on a second.” She glanced back and forth between the paper 
in her hand and the alphabet on the sand, sometimes tilting her head 


to read the upside-down letters. 
Then she looked up at him. 
“You did figure it out,” she said. 
“Huh?” He stopped with his foot in mid—stamp. 


“Just go the other way,” she said. “Count backwards.” She hopped 
down off the rock to join him, reading what was on the paper while 
he counted out the corresponding letters and wrote them in the sand. 


It didn’t take long. They stared at the completed message. 
“Oh, no,” Amy said — at the same time that Dan said, “Cool!” 


CHAPTER 4 


Natalie Kabra had been having nightmares for more than a week. 


The same dream every night, in perfect clarity and detail: Amy 
Cahill — her hair looking like it had never been styled in her entire 
life — and her brother, Dan, (ditto) in an airplane hangar, tied to 
chairs, helpless as the propeller of a plane came closer and closer. 


But there was no noise. 


Their mouths were wide open, screaming, and the propeller was 
whirling at top speed. Yet the silence was complete, as if someone had 
hit the muTE button on a TV remote. 


In the dream, Natalie was standing right next to them. She wasn’t 
tied to a chair, but she couldn’t move, either; she was frozen where 
she stood. She could see Ian beside her mother, his face ashen with 
dread. The propeller would hit Dan first, then Amy, and then — 


The volume came back on again, full blast. 
But still no propeller noise, no screaming. Just one sound. 
Laughter. 


That sound always jerked Natalie out of sleep. Instantly, she was 
heart-thumpingly, sweat—drenchingly awake. She would turn on her 
bedside lamp immediately. She had to reassure herself that she was in 
her own room, every inch of it designed by the same decorator who 
worked for the British royal family. The familiar paintings on the 
walls (originals, of course), her custom-made desk and chair in their 
usual positions, her perfect couture outfit for the next day hanging on 
the closet door. Despite these reassurances, it always took her a long 
time to fall asleep again. 


And every morning, the dream seemed foolish, as bad dreams so 
often do. The horror faded, and Natalie imagined that she had 
remembered it wrong, that she wasn’t standing next to Dan and Amy 
but in her proper place, alongside her mother and brother. 


Yes. She was, after all, a Kabra. The very best kind of Cahill. None 
of the others even came close, most especially Dan and Amy. 


The thought would have been laughable if it weren’t so pathetic. 


EAST END OF ISLAND. 

CAVE. 

Amy and Dan stared at the decoded message scrawled in the sand. 
“Not again,” Amy said in alarm. 

Dan snapped his fingers. “Maybe there are cats living in the cave!” 


“Well, if there are, I bet they aren’t nice fuzzy house pets,” Amy 
pointed out. “Tigers and — and panthers, those are the kinds of cats 
that live in caves.” 


“Tigers don’t live in the Caribbean,” Dan said. “And stray cats might 
live in caves.” 


Amy glanced around quickly. “Stamp it out,” she said. Dan 
complied, and the water did its part by washing away some of the 
letters. 


They walked back to where Nellie was sunbathing to pick up their 
backpacks. 


“Where are you going?” she asked, raising herself on one elbow. 
“To a c —” Dan started to say. 

“For a walk,” Amy said loudly, cutting him off. 

“PII go with you,” Nellie said, sitting up. 

“No, thanks,” Amy said. 


Nellie pushed her sunglasses onto the top of her head. “Amy, come 
on,” she said. “Whatever you might think of me now, you gotta give 
me one thing: I’ve always done my best to keep you guys safe.” 


Amy hesitated. Caves could be dangerous. If anything happened ... 


Potential danger or potential traitor, which was worse? Once again, 
the hunt was forcing Amy to make choices she had never dreamed 
she’d face. 


“You can come with us,” she said to Nellie. “We’re going to a cave. 
But once we get there, we go in by ourselves, got it?” 

That way, if they found something there, they could keep it a secret 
from Nellie. 

Nellie looked hurt for just a moment, then lowered her sunglasses. 
“Got it,” she said in a neutral voice. 


They began walking east. As they passed the first mate, Nellie asked 
if she could borrow a coil of rope. 


“No problem,” the mate said. “What do you need it for?” 
“Uh, we thought we’d play tug-of-war,” Dan said. 


The man laughed and handed Nellie the rope. She slung it over her 
shoulder. 


“Cave. Rope. Good idea,” Amy muttered, not quite loud enough for 
Nellie to hear. 


The island was a tiny one; it took them only about ten minutes to 
reach the eastern end. They left the curve of golden sand behind and 
walked along rocky outcrops that jutted into the sea. The azturpealean 
sea, Amy thought. Very poetic. 


“The rocks end, so the cave must be around there somewhere,” Dan 
said, pointing to the area in front of them. They walked back and 
forth for a while but found nothing that looked like a cave entrance. 


“Well have to wade,” Dan said. “The entrance must face the 
ocean.” He pulled off his T-shirt and dropped it and his backpack on 
the sand. He took a flashlight out of the pack; experience had taught 
both Cahills that a flashlight often came in handy while Clue hunting. 
Then he picked his way through the rocks and sat down on the edge 
of one. After donning the mask and snorkel, he splashed into the 
water. 


Amy and Nellie followed more cautiously. The water was only hip 
deep and as warm as a nice bath, but there were rocks protruding 
from the sandy bottom. Their sole purpose in life seemed to be to 
cause sprained ankles. 


“Here!” Dan called out. 


He was standing in front of a group of larger rock formations that 
blocked their view of the beach they had seen earlier. The cave was in 
a natural depression. From the shore, the rocks looked no taller than 
Dan, but the seabed sloped lower here. The rocks were taller than 
Nellie, and the water was up to Dan’s waist. 

The girls joined him. The cave opening was a little wider than one 
person but not quite wide enough for two, and just high enough so 
that Nellie could have entered without ducking. Dan picked up a 
stone from the seabed and threw it into the opening. 

It made only a splashing sound, which meant that it hadn’t hit a 
wall. 


“It goes in pretty far,” he said. 


“Ta-da,” Nellie said, taking the coil of rope off her shoulder and 
holding it up. 

They tied themselves together: one end of the rope around Dan’s 
waist, a couple of yards of slack between him and Amy, and Nellie 
holding the coil. 


“If yowre not back in fifteen minutes, Pm coming in after you,” 
Nellie said. 


Dan was already inside the cave. “Here, kitty kitty kitty,” he called. 
“Meow? Anybody home?” 


“Wait,” Amy said. She turned back toward Nellie. “We’ll pull twice 
if — if we need you to come in before that,” she said. 


Nellie nodded. She leaned against a rock a few feet away from the 
entrance and got busy tying the rope around her waist. 


Amy took a few steps through the water, then paused again. One 
more step and she’d be in the full gloom of the cave. She looked 
around carefully. Once, when they were in a tomb, they had missed 
an important hint that was right on the stairs as they entered. She 
didn’t want to make the same mistake again. 


“Dan!” she said, her voice quiet but urgent. 
She was looking at the wall right above the cave entrance. 


At a crude carving of a bear — the top half, its head and front paws, 
with their vicious claws. 


The symbol of the Tomas clan. 


Nellie made sure the rope around her waist had a good solid knot in 
it. Things looked peaceful enough, but with those two, it never 
seemed to stay that way for long.... She held the rest of the coil in her 
hand and watched as it slowly payed out. Before it had reached its full 
length, the rope stopped moving. That meant Dan and Amy had 
stopped moving, too. Good — maybe they would come out again 
soon. 


She looked longingly at her backpack, which she had set down on 
the beach before entering the water. Her iPod was in there. No music 
in her ears, but there was always music in her head. She leaned 
against the rock behind her and started humming. 


“Miss Gomez.” 


Nellie almost fell over into the water. She caught herself just in time 
and planted her feet as firmly as she could in the shifting sand. 


She would know that voice anywhere. Soft, raspy, as if it hardly 
ever got any use ... Her heart pounding, she looked to her right, and 
there, standing on the rocks between her and the shore, was the man 
in black. 


Except that now, he was the man in gray. He was wearing a gray 
long-sleeved camp shirt, gray trousers, and a gray bucket hat pulled 
down over his brow. Even his sunglasses were gray. 


Nellie squared her shoulders, faced him straight on, and lifted her 
chin defiantly. 


“Dude,” she said. “I wish, just once, you wouldn’t sneak up on me 
like that.” 


The man in black — now the man in gray — glanced into the mouth 
of the cave. “Not so loud,” he rasped. 


Nellie shrugged. She was always nervous when he was around, and 
now she tried to cover it with nonchalance. “Pll be able to tell when 
they’re on their way back,” she said. “The rope will move.” 

She looked him up and down. “I hear gray is very fashionable this 
year.” 

“My customary attire would have stood out too much in this 


environment,” he said. “But that is of little consequence. Your 
message said you have news?” 


“Yeah,” she said. “I had to tell them about working for McIntyre.” 
He was silent for a moment. “That is unfortunate,” he said at last. 


The chill in his voice made her neck prickle. Don’t let him know he’s 
getting to you, she thought. 


“Easy for you to say,” she said. “You get to skulk around and stay 
hidden and never talk to them. I have to live with them! You have no 
idea how hard it is —” 

He held up his hand. “Your efforts have been appreciated.” 

She sniffed. “Well, they don’t trust me now. But it'll make some 
things easier. They won’t get all suspicious if they catch me 
communicating with McIntyre now. And I didn’t say anything about 
you or — or anything else. So technically the terms of my contract are 


still intact.” 


She was pleased with how that last line came out; she had been 
rehearsing it in her head. 


“Agreed,” he said. “I trust there will be no further breaches. It also 
appears that they deciphered the most recent message. Did you help 
them?” 


“No way,” she said. “I told you, they don’t trust me. Especially 
Amy. They didn’t even tell me about it.” 


He leaned toward her and lowered his voice even more. “I am sure 
that I don’t need to remind you how crucial these next few days will 
be. The Madrigals are most anxious to make their final move.” 


Nellie almost choked on the wave of guilt that rose in her. How can 
I do this to those kids? 

You have to, another part of her answered. You can’t quit now. It’s 
not just about the money and you know it. 

“Can’t you give them a little more time?” she pleaded. “They’re 
only kids!” 

He shook his head. “There is too much at stake.” 

Nellie shivered and felt a creeping sensation up her spine. Then she 
realized it wasn’t just the conversation that was making her feel that 
way. The tide had risen while they were talking, and the water was 
now up to her waist. She looked at the cave entrance. There was less 
than a yard of clearance above the water now. 

“They can’t stay in there much longer,” she said. She cursed, 
realizing that while two tugs on the rope meant she should go into the 
cave, they hadn’t set up a signal meaning they should come out of it. 

“I better check —” Nellie turned to look at the man in gray again. 


He was gone. 


CHAPTER 5 


It wasn’t quite pitch-black in the cave. A lighter shade of black, if that 
was possible. 


Dan was leading the way. The light from the entrance and the beam 
of the flashlight showed that the walls and ceiling were pitted and 
craggy. Dan stopped every step or two so he could shine the 
flashlight’s beam all around. 


It was slow going. After about twenty cautious paces, Dan reached 
the far wall. 


“That’s it,” he said. “It doesn’t go any farther.” 


They now knew that the cave was not very big, perhaps fifteen feet 
across and thirty feet long, narrower at the entrance and toward the 
ceiling. No passages branched off, nor were there any niches or 
alcoves in the rock walls. 


“We must have missed something,” Amy said. 


“How do you know we’re in the right place? There could be another 
cave around here somewhere.” 


“With the Tomas crest over the door?” 
“Well, no cats in here, that’s for sure,” he said. 
“Let’s walk around the edge now,” Amy suggested. 


They turned to their right and made their way slowly around the 
side of the cave. 


Dan touched the wall gingerly. It was rough, maybe granite. The 
water slapped at the walls all around, not big waves, just wavelets. 
Each small surge brought the water to almost chest level. 


Chest level? 
“The tide!” he said. “It’s coming in!” 
“Then we better find it quick,” Amy said grimly. 


They took another couple of steps to the right. Dan flashed the light 
at the side wall. 


“Not so fast,” Amy said. “Do it, like, a square foot at a time.” 


They went over that section of wall slowly. Dan glanced anxiously 
down at the water. Then it hit him. They were only searching above 
the waterline! 


“Oh, no,” he said. “What if it’s down there somewhere?” He pointed 
the flashlight beam through the water. 


Amy groaned. “We’ll have to come back when the tide is out all the 
way. Maybe we could just sort of guard the place until the tide goes 
down — Nellie could go back to the boat and tell them we’re staying 
here —” 


Dan hardly heard her. “Here,” he said, handing her the flashlight. 
“Aim it straight down there.” He pointed the beam of light at where 
the wall of the cave joined the ocean floor. It wasn’t a neat, right- 
angle seam as it would have been for a room indoors; there were 
rocks of all sizes sticking out from both the ocean floor and the wall 
itself. 


He hadn’t really seen anything. It was so dark, with the water 
moving and the flashlight beam wavering .... But maybe he had seen 
something, just not clearly enough or long enough for his brain to put 
a name to it. 


He adjusted his mask and snorkel, took a deep breath, and ducked 
under the surface. Bent over, half swimming and half crawling, he 
groped around the rocks at the bottom, trying to remember what he 
had seen or thought he’d seen. Here? Or closer to the wall? 


He surfaced and spat out the snorkel mouthpiece. “Can’t you hold 
the light steady?” he said. “It’s wobbling around so much I can’t get a 
bead on anything.” 

“T am holding it still,” she said. “It’s the waves. And the reflection.” 

“Refraction,” he corrected her. 

“Whatever. Dan, it’s not going to be safe here much longer.” The 
water level now rose to Amy’s chest, which meant that it was almost 
up to Dan’s neck. 


He knew she was right. “I’m gonna go down once or twice more,” 
he said. “I think —” 

But he didn’t finish the thought. Maybe that would jinx him. He 
fixed the snorkel in place again and went back underwater. 


Rock. Bigger rock. Rock. He touched each one with his fingertips as 
he moved toward the wall to make sure he wasn’t missing anything. 


Rock, tiny pebbles, rock ... 


Wait. Tiny pebbles? There weren’t any other tiny pebbles around. 
All the rocks were at least the size of baseballs. Those pebbles ... 


He surfaced. “Gimme the flashlight,” he said, trying to keep his 
voice calm. 


“Did you find something?” 


“No. I don’t know.” He shone the light on the area he’d been 
searching. “Man! Why didn’t we bring an underwater flashlight?” 


One more circuit with the light, a square foot at a time ... 
“There! Hold the light right here — don’t move a muscle!” 


He went back under again. They weren’t tiny pebbles. They were 
links that formed some kind of chain lodged firmly between two 
rocks. He got two fingers under the links and tugged. They didn’t 
budge. 


Dan put his foot on the chain and stood up straight again. When his 
head broke the surface, it was the only body part that did. The water 
was up to his chin now, and the waves grew rougher as the water was 
forced into the narrower confines of the cave’s upper reaches. 


“Dan! We have to get out of here!” Amy was now holding the 
flashlight up above her shoulder to keep it out of the water. 


“Pve got something! It’s right here!” 


He went back down again and yanked frantically at the chain. With 
his other hand, he pushed at one of the rocks. It didn’t budge, either. 
He switched to using both hands on the rock ... was it moving? 


Just then he felt a hand on his shoulder, yanking him up. “Dan, 
come on!” 


“No!” he said, and inhaled a little seawater as a wave rose over the 
top of the snorkel. He hacked and coughed for a few moments, feeling 
his chest start to tighten. 


“Just one more try,” he gasped, and plunged back down again. 

With all his might, Dan shoved at the rock. Finally, he felt it give, 
grabbed the chain, and gave it a yank. It came free! 

He stood up straight again and wrapped the chain around his wrist 
twice. Only the tips of his toes were touching the bottom now, and the 
snorkel was useless — the waves kept swamping it. The air space in 
the cave had shrunk to only a couple of feet. 


Amy hadn’t said a word, and Dan knew what that meant. She was 
frozen in panic. 


“We gotta swim,” he said. “Come on, it’s not far —” 


Amy dropped the flashlight. It stayed lit until it hit the bottom, then 
blinked out. 


“DAN! AMY!” It was Nellie, hollering from the cave entrance. “You 
gotta get out of there! I’m going to start pulling on the rope! On the 
count of three — one, two, THREE!” 

Ahead of him, Dan saw Amy suddenly shoot forward and up; she 
must have launched herself off the bottom at the same instant that 
Nellie pulled. Amy crashed head first into the jagged rock ceiling. She 
reeled backward, knocking him over. 

When they both came up again, he saw her face in the dim light 
from the entrance. There were dark streams running down from her 
forehead. 

Blood. 


Lots of it. 


“STOP!” Dan yelled. “Nellie, stop pulling!” 
“What’s wrong?” she yelled back. 


“It’s Amy! She hit her head —” He gurgled as a wave washed over 
him. 


Amy was staggering around, clearly disoriented. 


“Amy!” Dan grabbed the rope and started pulling her toward him. 
She fought against the pull of the rope around her waist. 


Dan pushed off the bottom and got his head above water long 
enough to take half a breath. He swam to Amy and tried to grab her 
arm. She slipped out of his grasp and began stumbling in the wrong 
direction, back into the cave. He caught her again and yanked her 
toward him as hard as he could. 

“AMY!” he yelled. “THIS WAY!” 

Amy gurgled and coughed; she must have swallowed some water. 
But at least she wasn’t fighting against him now. He put one arm 
under her shoulders and began paddling with the other. His feet made 
motions between kicking and bicycling as he tried to move forward. 


He had never been so scared. Where had all that blood come from? 


He tried to yell for Nellie but could manage only a strangled “Nel —” 
before a wave swamped him. 

He struggled to keep Amy’s head above water. His own lungs were 
bursting. He wrestled both their heads up and took a breath that was 
more water than air. Choking, he felt his grip on Amy start to loosen, 
and he tried frantically to tighten his arm around her. 

Nellie must have found the muscle power of three grown men 
because suddenly, Dan and Amy were pulled almost straight into her 
with one last great heave. 


But they weren’t out of the cave yet. Nellie had been standing a few 
yards inside the entrance, or maybe their weight had pulled her in. 
Her head was still above water — barely. 


Now she grabbed Amy under the arms. “GO!” she yelled. 


Dan felt his arm squeeze his sister even tighter. He couldn’t seem to 
let go of her. For a terrible moment, it was almost as if he and Nellie 
were fighting over Amy. 


“DAN! I’ve got her! Now GET OUT OF HERE!” 
Dan flailed out of the cave on the backwash of the next wave. 


It was a different world. 

Outside the cave, the sun was shining and the waves were gentle. A 
beautiful day at the beach. Dan stumbled, his legs feeling as soggy as 
his brain. As he righted himself, Nellie came out of the cave sideways, 
pulling Amy with her. 

They half dragged, half carried Amy up to the beach. Nellie turned 
her on her side in the warm sand and bent over her. 

“She’s breathing,” Nellie said, and the relief on her face was 
unmistakable. 

Dan dropped to his knees on Amy’s other side, behind her. Then 
Amy made a dreadful coughing, hacking noise. 

Dan thought it was the nicest sound he had ever heard. 

Amy tried to say something and coughed some more. Nellie 
pounded her on the back, and Amy finally got her breath. 

“Dan,” she croaked. “Is Dan okay?” 

The lump that rose in Dan’s throat made him start coughing. Now 
they were both coughing and hacking, and Dan was laughing and 


maybe crying a little, too, or maybe there was still seawater in his 
eyes. 


Nellie shook her head. “What’s so funny? You both nearly 
drowned!” 


Amy rolled onto her back and looked at Dan. 
“Yuck,” he said, and gave her a feeble smile. “You look terrible.” 


Back on the catamaran, Nellie wouldn’t let the first mate anywhere 
near Amy. 


“But I am trained in first aid,” he said. 
“So am I,” she retorted. “Red Cross certified — can you top that?” 
The mate handed her the first-aid kit. 


Once the blood was cleaned off Amy’s face, Dan was relieved to see 
that she looked a whole lot better. Except for the three-inch gash on 
her forehead just above her left temple. 


“Head wounds bleed a lot, so they usually look worse than they 
are,” Nellie said, all business now. She cleaned the cut and used 
suture tape to close it. Then she put a gauze dressing on it. She moved 
her finger in front of Amy’s face to make sure her eyes were tracking 
it and had Amy answer some simple math questions. 


“We'll get you checked out by a doctor as soon as we get back to 
the hotel,” Nellie said. “For now, you rest.” Dan helped her arrange 
some deck pillows and towels into a makeshift bed on the catamaran’s 
tarp. 


Amy kept insisting that she was fine, and that she didn’t want to 
spoil the rest of the tour for the other passengers. But the captain was 
firm. The boat would return to Oceanus and drop off Nellie and her 
charges so Amy could see a doctor. 


Nellie went with the first mate to get Amy something to drink. Dan 
sat down next to Amy. His legs still felt shaky, and his stomach was 
tight with nerves. It was strange — they’d been in and out of danger a 
whole bunch of times before, but he couldn’t remember ever being 
that scared. When he’d seen the blood all over Amy’s face ... He 
shivered in spite of the sunshine. 


If Nellie can’t be trusted, and if — if something worse had happened to 
Amy ... 


He swallowed hard, not daring to finish the thought. 


Dan gazed solemnly at the sea. There were lots of boats out today 
— a racing sloop with tall white sails, a dinghy with a rainbow- 
striped spinnaker, a fancy black yacht.... He stretched one arm out 
along the railing and felt something scratch his wrist. 


“Hey!” he said, pulling up his sleeve, “I forgot about this!” 


It was the chain around his wrist, which had been covered up by his 
sleeve. 


“What is it?” Amy asked eagerly. 


Dan turned so that his back was to the rest of the boat. He took the 
chain off his wrist. Something dangled from it — a slender, curved, 
pointy object a couple of inches long. Both the chain and the object 
were mostly a dull gray now, but it was easy to see that they had once 
been yellow. 


“Gold,” Dan said, very pleased. “Silver might have been okay, too, 
but anything else would have gotten ruined by the saltwater.” 


“A shark tooth?” Amy said. She touched it hesitantly, as if she were 
afraid it might bite her. 


Dan shook his head. “No, those are a lot more triangle shaped,” he 
said, “and flatter. This looks more like some kind of — of claw. Or 
talon, maybe.” 


“Wow,” Amy said. “That would be one big bird.” 
“An eagle or a hawk could have a talon this big.” 
“Or a superchicken.” Amy giggled. 


Dan looked at her. It wasn’t like Amy to make jokes when it came 
to the hunt for Clues. Maybe that knock on the head had done her 
some real harm. 


As if he had spoken aloud, she said, “My brain must be mush. It’s so 
simple.” 

“Your brain? Your brain is simple?” 

“Very funny. It all makes sense. Tomas cave, right?” 


Dan felt as if a lightbulb had switched on in his brain. Amy was so 
darn smart. 


“Bear claw,” they said at the same time. 


CHAPTER 6 


Ian adjusted the focus on the binoculars. 


“He’s definitely got something in his hand,” he said, “but Pm not 
sure what it is. It could be — it’s long and pointed —” 


“Another fang?” Natalie asked. 


She glanced at her mother’s wrist. Isabel was wearing a bracelet of 
heavy gold links that held a small collection of intricate charms. So 
classy, Natalie thought. Why do the masses persist in thinking that more 
is always better? 


One of the charms was a gold wolf fang. Natalie didn’t know why 
the charm was important, only that it was somehow part of the Clue 
hunt, and that Isabel was sure there were other charms like it out 
there somewhere. 


They were on the Kabra family yacht, the Universal Force. Natalie 
loved everything about the sleek black boat, especially its name. It 
had been Isabel’s inspiration, but Natalie and Ian had done the 
legwork. With the help of the Internet, they had researched anagram 
sites and found the perfect name. 


Universal Force was an anagram for Lucians Forever. 


“Whatever it is, they've found it,” Isabel said in a grim voice. She 
lowered the binoculars and stared at Ian, her eyes like laser beams. 
“How long have we known that the cave was a Tomas site? And you 
searched it how many times?” 

Ian muttered something under his breath. Natalie glanced nervously 
between her mother and her brother. “Maybe it wasn’t there before. 
Maybe it got washed in by the waves.” she said. “Or somebody put it 
there, um, just now.” 

She cringed from the force of Isabel’s withering glare. “Don’t you 
dare make excuses for him, Natalie,” Isabel said. “Those brats have 
bested you again.” 

Isabel shoved the throttle. The boat leaped forward. 


“Tm telling you both,” she said, “I won’t stand for it anymore!” 


Natalie knew that to the rest of the world, she and Ian were golden. 
They had it all: money, good looks, intelligence. It was only around 
Isabel that Natalie found herself feeling uncertain, hesitant, afraid to 
make a mistake. 


Especially lately. It wasn’t easy having a mother who was always 
perfectly dressed and exquisitely coiffed and strode through the world 
as if she owned it. (She did, in fact, own considerable chunks of it.) 


Natalie stood alone at the Force’s bow, trying to collect herself. Her 
mother was always at her worst when it came to Dan and Amy. They 
made her so angry! Why did they have to keep fouling things up for 
Natalie’s family? 


The Kabras had to win the race for the Clues, it was as simple as 
that. Who else could possibly handle the power and responsibility? 
The dunderheaded Holts? The shallow, media—crazed Wizards? The 
inept Alistair Oh and his decrepit uncle? 


Any one of them as head of the Cahill clan would be a complete 
disaster. 


From the beginning of the Clue hunt, Ian and Natalie had worked to 
find the answers, sometimes even competing against each other in an 
effort to win Isabel’s approval. But time after time, Dan and Amy had 
defeated them. 

How was it possible? They’re nothing! No family, no power, not even 
any staff — except for that crazy au pair — how could they have beaten 
us so many times? 

And the worst of it was that her mother had lost faith in Natalie. In 
Ian, too. Since their failure in Russia, Isabel had taken over, and 
nothing Natalie or her brother did was ever right. 

Now Natalie shivered in the full sunshine. The scene in the hangar 
was haunting her waking hours as well as her dreams. The propeller, 
rotating slowly at first, then faster, faster, until it was a lethal blur ... 
the boy tied to the chair being pushed closer and closer ... 

Natalie squeezed her eyes shut tight, which did nothing to block out 
the image in her mind. 

She wouldn’t have done it. 

She’d have stopped the propeller somehow. At the very last second. 


She wouldn’t really have killed them. Not like that. 


Natalie herself, along with Ian, had tried several times to thwart 
Dan and Amy in ways that were ... less than pleasant. But their ruses 
were all planned so they would never have to witness the end results. 
Which meant that Natalie could — and did — choose not to consider 
the grisly consequences of their actions. She focused instead on the 
hope that Dan and Amy would be out of the way once and for all. 


When Isabel stepped in, some of her plans had followed a similar 
pattern: the poisonous snakes in the mine, the fire in Indonesia. If 
those schemes had worked, the Kabras wouldn’t have been there 
when the Cahills actually met their doom. The sharks in Australia — 
that would have been different, but Natalie hadn’t been there. So she 
had conveniently been able to put any thought of bloodshed out of 
her mind. 


Until the propeller had started its deathly whirl. 


Overhead, a seagull made a harsh sound, almost like it was 
laughing ... like the laughter in her dream. 


Natalie gasped and opened her eyes. The person laughing in her 
dream was Isabel! 


Could her mother be so cruel and heartless that she would laugh at 
the prospect of a violent and agonizing death for the Cahills? Is that 
what the dream meant? 


No! 


She’s perfect! Or as perfect as anyone can be. And nobody really 
understands her except me — not even Ian. She might be a bit demanding 
at times, but that’s only because she’s so determined. She’s warned me 
about this — that people always resent when a woman has a lot of 
power.... 


Natalie knew that Ian was having doubts about their mother. She 
had seen it in small ways: how he wouldn’t quite meet their mother’s 
eyes and often muttered under his breath when she was around. 
Perhaps it wasn’t surprising; after all, he was the one who had turned 
on the propeller, following Isabel’s orders. 

But what else could that laugh possibly mean? 


Natalie searched her mind desperately. It could mean — I don’t know 
— there has to be some other explanation — 


Suddenly, she lifted her head and laughed herself. 
It was all a joke! She just wanted to scare them! That’s what my dream 


is trying to tell me — that laugh — she was joking; she never would have 
gone through with it! 

Practically floating with relief, Natalie made her way down the 
stairs to her cabin. The things in her shipboard closet from the last 
fashion season simply had to be thrown away. 


CHAPTER 7 


“Ish ish AY!” 


It was not easy to speak clearly through a gargantuan mouthful of 
cheeseburger. Dan was trying to say “This is GREAT!” but the words 
came out filtered through ground sirloin and two slices of cheese. 

Nellie had organized everything. The resort’s doctor was waiting for 
them at the hotel. She examined Amy and diagnosed a laceration, a 
contusion, and a possible slight concussion. After redressing the 
wound, the doctor told Amy to take it easy for the rest of the day. 

Nellie had called room service, too; there were burgers and shakes 
ready for them when they got back to the room. Once again, Dan 
didn’t know what to think. If Nellie was trying to help their enemies, 
she was certainly going about it backwards. 

Now a taxi was out front to take them to the airport. The Cahills 
had decided that it was time to visit Jamaica. 

After they ate, Dan dragged the luggage and Saladin’s carrier to the 
taxi while Nellie checked out. As the driver opened the trunk, Dan got 
an eerie feeling in the back of his neck as if someone were watching 
him. He turned slowly and looked around. 

At the side of the hotel’s big sweeping forecourt, there were 
bougainvillea bushes in full bloom. Crazy colors — pink and red and 
sort of orangey. Pretty, if you liked that sort of thing. 

Dan stared at the bushes. 

Nobody there. He was just about to turn back when he saw it: a pair 
of eyes peering at him through the branches at the base of one of the 
bushes. 


Green eyes. 

Green cat eyes. 

He dropped his backpack and took off running. 
“Hey!” Amy said. “What are you doing?” 
“Cat,” he yelled back over his shoulder. 

“Dan, wait!” 


No use. Dan was chasing the cat, which had bolted as soon as he 
made a move toward it. 


The cat led Dan away from the hotel, down the long driveway to a 
parade of small shops. He lost sight of it when it darted around to the 
back. 


Panting, Dan trotted after it. The buildings were all nice wooden 
houses, painted in bright tropical colors, with front porches, chairs, 
windchimes.... Everything at the front was very tourist-tidy. 


But around the back, there were dumpsters and garbage cans. Cat 
territory. 


By the time Dan got back to the hotel twenty minutes later, Amy was 
frantic and Nellie was furious. In fact, he heard them before he saw 
them. 


“You can’t go running off like that!” 
“Where have you been?” 

“T tried to —” 

“What were you doing?” 

“I was just —” 

“What were you thinking?” 

“I thought maybe —” 


Nellie put two fingers in her mouth and gave a shrill whistle. “Time 
out!” she yelled. “You can tell us all about it in the car.” 


She hustled them into the backseat and tossed Dan’s backpack onto 
his lap. 

“OW!” he yelped. He was wearing shorts, and the pack had landed 
partly on his bare legs. 


“I now know the true meaning of pain,” he said sadly. “Cat 
scratches on top of sunburn.” 


“But it wasn’t just any cat,” Dan said. He was trying to explain the 
reason for his sudden disappearance. “It was a calico cat. I tried to 
catch it, but it scratched the heck out of me and got away.” 


He rubbed at one of the scratches. “I don’t think we should leave 
here yet,” he said. “We still haven’t figured out this cat thing, and 


Hamilton said —” 


“Why in the world would — oh.” Amy was quiet for a moment. 
Then she started to laugh. 
“What’s so funny?” Dan demanded. 


She didn’t answer, or rather, she couldn’t answer. She was laughing 
too hard. Dan looked at her for a few moments, first puzzled, then 
annoyed. 


“Amy!” he said impatiently. It was no fun watching someone laugh 
at you. 


Finally, Amy gasped for breath and wiped her eyes. “Jack 
Rackham,” she said. “The pirate. He did some pirating here, and later 
Anne Bonny joined up with him, right?” 


“So what?” 


“He — his name —” Amy started laughing again, but Dan glared at 
her so fiercely that she got herself under control more quickly this 
time. 

“His nickname” — snort, chortle —“was Calico Jack.” 

“Calico Jack?” 

Amy’s laughing jag released a few final giggles. “Hamilton must 
have been saying ‘Calico Jack,’ but you thought he said ‘calico cat.” 


“I get it, you don’t have to spell it out for me.” Dan’s face was 
already pink from sunburn and running in the heat, but he felt it 
getting even pinker. 


Time to change the subject. “Nellie, do you have any first-aid 
cream handy?” 


As they drove away, none of them noticed the black SUV pulling 
into traffic behind them. 


Or, for that matter, the discreet gray sedan following them both. 


At the Montego Bay airport in Jamaica, Nellie rented a car, then 
found a hotel. It was only about eight o’clock in the evening, local 
time, but they were all exhausted. Dan fell asleep in his clothes. 

After breakfast the next morning, they headed for the car on Amy’s 
instructions. 


“Kingston,” she said. 


“Huh,” Nellie snorted. Her hand was on the key in the ignition slot, 
but she wasn’t starting the engine. “How about something like, ‘Nellie, 
dear, would you please be so good as to take us to Kingston?’ Then I 
could say, ‘Why, yes, Amy, I’d be totally down with that. It’s beyond 
cool to work with such awesome kids.” 


Amy caught herself just before she giggled. She had almost 
forgotten about keeping Nellie at arm’s length. Probably a subconscious 
thing, she thought, me wanting everything to be all right again ... 


“We’re in a hurry,” she said tersely. 
“When are we not in a hurry,” Nellie grumbled. 


It was a long drive from Montego Bay to Kingston; the hotel desk 
clerk had told them it would probably take almost four hours. 


Amy needed to talk to Dan, but not in front of Nellie. The solution 
was simple enough. 


“Put your earbuds in,” she said, “and turn the music up loud.” 


Nellie sighed but did as ordered. Then Amy climbed into the 
backseat. She saw Nellie’s eyes flick to the rearview mirror, so she put 
her hand over her mouth as she spoke to Dan in a low voice. Nellie 
probably couldn’t lip-read, but Amy wasn’t taking any chances. 


“[ve been reading this really interesting book,” she said. “A General 
History of the Pyrates — pyrates spelled with a ‘y, the old-fashioned 
way.” 

“Amy __” 

“Put your hand over your mouth.” 


Dan complied after a quick glance at the back of Nellie’s head. “We 
were in the Bahamas for about eight hours. You spent more than half 
that time on a boat and the other half in a doctor’s office. When did 
you have time to buy a book?” 


“I didn’t buy it. I downloaded it in the Oceanus library. While you 
were at the water park. And I read it on the plane just now.” 


“The whole thing?” 


“No, silly. Just the chapters about Anne Bonny and Jack Rackham. 
Anyway, the book was written by this guy named Captain Charles 
Johnson. But a lot of people think that was a pseudonym and that it 
was really written by Daniel Defoe — you know, the guy who wrote 
Robinson Crusoe.” 


“Oh, yeah,” he said. “I knew that. But not everybody has a library 
catalog for a brain like you do.” 


Amy ignored his last comment. She went on. “Anne Bonny joined 
Rackham’s crew. She dressed up as a man and learned how to sail and 
sword fight and everything, and nobody on the ship except Calico 
Jack knew she was a woman.” 


“Pretty cool,” Dan said. 
“They had a baby in Cuba. But Anne wanted to keep being a pirate, 


so she left it there with a nanny. And then this new pirate joined 
them, and it turned out he was a woman, too — Mary Read.” 

“No way,” Dan said in disbelief. “You’re telling me that a whole 
bunch of those old-time pirates were really women?” 


Amy shook her head. “No, hardly any. It was just like this big 
coincidence that they both ended up on the same ship. And 
supposedly they were just as good fighters as any of the men — 
sometimes better.” 

She paused. They could have been pals with Nellie.... 

“Calico Jack’s ship got caught by the British Navy,” Amy went on, 
“and the whole crew was put on trial. They were all found guilty and 
sentenced to death by hanging. But at the last minute, Anne and Mary 
told the court that they were pregnant. It was against the law to 
execute a pregnant woman, so they got sent to prison instead. And —” 

“Let me guess,” Dan said. “The prison is in Kingston?” 

“No,” Amy said, “it doesn’t exist anymore.” 


“Then what are we going to Kingston for? This is an awfully long 
drive!” 


“The prison was in Spanish Town. That was the capital of Jamaica 
back then. But later they moved the capital and all the government 
records to Kingston. So that’s why we’re going there. To look up the 
records and see if there’s anything that might help.” 


“Okay, I get it,” Dan said. “But aren’t you forgetting something?” 
“What?” 
“This.” He tapped his chest. 


Amy knew what “this” was. The bear claw. Dan was wearing the 
chain around his neck, and hopefully Nellie still didn’t know about it. 


“We don’t have any idea how it fits in,” Dan said. “It would make 


sense that some pirates were Tomas, all that adventuring and sword- 
fighting and stuff. And we found this in a Tomas cave. But it’s like a 
dead end, it doesn’t lead to anything else.” 


Amy sighed. “I’ve been worrying about that,” she said. “We might 
end up having to go back to the Bahamas to hunt around some more. 
But the portrait with Anne Bonny’s name on the back — that’s a lead, 
too, and we know she was in Jamaica.” 


Amy took the little portrait out of her backpack. Together she and 
Dan leaned over it and studied the face with its wide green eyes and 
snub nose. 

Hope. 


Both marveled again that the woman in the picture looked just like 
their mother, Hope Cahill. 


CHAPTER 8 


They were in the wrong place. Again. 


Nellie had parked at the Government Records Centre in Kingston. 
Within a few minutes, Dan and Amy learned from a clerk that they 
would have to backtrack to Spanish Town and go to the Jamaica 
Archives there. Fortunately, Spanish Town wasn’t too far from 
Kingston. 


The main square in Spanish Town was very impressive — beautiful 
old colonial buildings and lots of tall palm trees. The Jamaica 
Archives was a more modern two-story, tan-brick building just 
behind the square. 


In the research room, Amy filled out the request form for the file 
she wanted to look at: the transcript for the trials of Jack Rackham, 
Anne Bonny, and Mary Read. 


She gave the form to the man at the request desk. He was a tall, 
well-built young man with a name tag that read LESTER. 


Lester stared at Nellie for a few moments; he seemed fascinated by 
her nose ring. She was busy untangling the cord to her earbuds and 
didn’t seem to notice. 


Then he glanced down at the form. “Oh, that file again,” he said. 
“You Americans, you have a thing about pirates.” 


Amy caught her breath. “Has someone else been in here asking for 
this file lately?” 

“Maybe not lately,” he said. “Let’s see — the record says it was last 
year sometime.” 


Amy frowned. That would have been before Grace’s death — before 
this frenzied hunt for Clues started. Still, it could have been a 
Cahill.... 


“Oh, and you know those Pirates of the Caribbean films?” Lester said. 
“They sent a researcher here and he looked up all our pirate stuff.” 


“Did they use anything they found?” Dan asked eagerly. 


“Yah, they did, young man,” he said with a smile. Amy thought it 
was a very nice smile, one that filled his whole face. Not just his 


mouth, but his cheeks and eyes, too. “Calico Jack Rackham was 
hanged, and then his body was squeezed into a little iron cage. They 
hung the cage at the entrance to Kingston Harbour with his rotting 
corpse as a warning to other pirates.” 


“Ewwww,” Amy said. 
“Cool!” Dan said. 


Lester laughed. “In the movie, they changed it a little — they had 
pirates’ corpses hanging from gallows instead of in a cage. But that’s 
where they got the idea.” 


He got up and went into the stacks. A few minutes later, he 
returned with a file folder. Meanwhile, Nellie had wandered off 
toward an easy chair by the window. Lester stared at her again. 


“PII need a driver’s license or passport to hold until you return the 
file,” he said. 


Dan went to Nellie and got her driver’s license. Lester glanced at 
Nellie, then at the photo on the license, then back at Nellie again. 
Apparently satisfied, he put the license into a little numbered 
cubbyhole behind him and handed Amy the file. 


In the chair by the window, Nellie was already dozing off. Amy and 
Dan sat down at a table nearby, split up the papers in the file, and 
began skimming through them. Or rather, Amy began skimming. Dan 
was still stuck on the rotten corpse. 


“Do you think there were maggots?” he asked. “Probably. I mean, 
it’s tropical here. He was probably crawling with them.” 


Amy hardly heard him. “Dan, listen to this,” she said. “There’s this 
witness testifying against Anne Bonny and Mary Read, who said that 
they wore ‘Men’s Jackets and long Trouzers, and Handkerchiefs tied 
about their heads.’ And that ‘the Reason of knowing and believing 
them to be Women then was, by the largeness of their Breasts.’” 


“Um, that would do it,” Dan said with a snicker. “But what 
happened to them? Were they in jail for the rest of their lives?” 


“Mary Read died in prison,” Amy said, “only a few months later. 
But nobody knows for sure what happened to Anne. Some people 
think that her father — he was a big shot in South Carolina — 
managed to spirit her out of prison, and she lived under another name 
for the rest of her life.” 


Dan gave a little snort. “That sounds very Cahillesque,” he said. 


“It’s all pretty interesting,” Amy said slowly, “but there’s really 
nothing here that points to a clue.” She nodded toward the papers she 
had given him. “What have you got there?” 


“I don’t know,” he said. “It’s a really long list. I started trying to 
read it, but it’s just all this stuff.” 


Amy took the pages from him. Her heart skipped a beat. “Dan, do 
you realize what this is? It’s the manifest of Rackham’s ship!” 


“Cool!” Dan said. Then, “What’s a manifest?” 


Amy was too excited even to roll her eyes at him. “It’s like an 
inventory list of everything on board the ship when it was taken. 
Every ship had to have one by law.” 


“Even pirate ships? You’d think they’d be a little looser about rules 
like that.” 


“Actually, pirates were even stricter about it than some legitimate 
ships. The loot got divided up at the end of a trip, and of course every 
pirate wanted his fair share. So they kept really close track. When the 
quartermaster was making out the manifest, there had to be witnesses 
and everything. It was part of the pirates’ code, and they were really 
proud of it.” 


The number and variety of things listed on the William’s manifest 
were astounding. The ship had been carrying all the equipment 
needed to make a life at sea. There was food: dried fish and salted 
meat; ship’s biscuits, dried beans, salt, rum, and wine, as well as live 
chickens and turtles for slaughtering along the way. There were 
wooden trenchers for plates and leather pouches for cups. There were 
tools and weapons: axes, chisels, mallets, shovels; nets and fishing 
tackle; knives, cutlasses, pistols and muskets; powder, shot, cannons 
and cannonballs; leather vests for protection and metal cuirasses for 
even more protection. There were hammocks, ropes, canvas, chains; 
navigating instruments, maps, parchment paper, lanterns, needles, 
buckets, rags, jugs, surgical supplies and medicines. There were 
musical instruments — fiddle, flute, a concertina; checkers and chess 
sets and boards, playing cards and dice. 


There was the ship’s flag: Calico Jack’s famous skull—and- 
crossbones. There was a cat, to keep the rats and mice at bay — and a 
parrot! 


“What about doubloons?” Dan asked. “I thought pirate ships were 


always full of gold doubloons.” 


Amy flipped through the pages and found what she was looking for: 
the list of the booty taken from other ships. 
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“There’s some gold here,” she said, running her finger down the 
page. “Not a whole lot. They were sailing in a sloop, which was fast 
and easy to maneuver but couldn’t carry as much cargo as a bigger, 
heavier ship.” 


Even so, the list was impressive. 


24 Bolts Silk 

15 Bolts Cotton, Madras & Calico 

6 Silver Chargers 

6 Silver Goblets 

2 Doz. Silver Spoons 

4 Pewter Flasks 

8 Silver Bowls 

1 Silver Tea Service 

1 Pewter Coffee Service 

4 Bags Silver Coins 

2 Bags Gold Coins 

1 Leather Pouch Containing 98 Pearls 
2 Gold Bands, plain 

1 Gold Band, carved 

7 Gold Chains 

1 Pendant, Lion Head, ruby eyes 

1 Silver Moon pendant 

1 Cameo Brooch, Carved, Onyx Stone 
1 Gold Cross, carved 

2 Silver Crosses, plain 

1 Serpent Medallion, Carved, Green Stone 
1 Floral Medallion, Gold, Sapphires 

3 Brooches, Gold 

2 Brooches, Gold & Gems 


3 Brooches, Silver, Carved 

3 Snuffboxes, Silver 

2 Snuffboxes, Silver Inlaid 

2 Silver-handled Mirrors 

2 Ivory Combs 

4 Tortoise—Shell Combs 

1 Ivory-handled Mirror 

2 Silver Hair—Pins with Pearls 

1 Gold Hair-Pin, Plain 

10 Crates Tobacco 

10 Barrels Sugar 

3 Sacks Pepper Corns 

2 Sacks Nutmegs 

1 Sack Mace 

14 Deer Hides 

6 Buffalo Hides 

1 Crate Beaver Furs 

3 Gilded Talons, Panther, Bear, Eagle 
1 Ivory Whale—Tusk, Carved 

Antlers of Large Deer 

Animal Jawbones With Teeth, Buffalo, Bearcat, Wolf 
2 Doz. Pea—Cock Feathers 

8 Ostrich Plumes 

26 Turkey Quills 

6 Large Conch Shells 

1 Silver Chest, Small, Carved 

3 Wooden Chests, Large, Brass—Trimmed 
4 Doz. Tobacco Pipes, Clay 


Almost without her realizing it, Amy’s finger went back up the list 
and stopped; it was as if she were developing invisible antennae for 
anything connected to the hunt for Clues. “Dan, listen,” she said. 
“Three Gilded Talons, Panther, Bear, Eagle.” 


Dan grinned and patted his chest, where the bear claw hung safely 
beneath his shirt. “Yup,” he said. “Proves that Calico Jack and Anne 
whatshername really knew about this.” 


But Amy was already focused on the manifest again. Another listing 
had caught her eye. 


“Animal Jawbones With Teeth, Buffalo, Bearcat, Wolf,” she read 
aloud. She looked up in excitement. “Wolf, Dan! The Janus symbol!” 


Dan looked dubious. “Uh, don’t you think that might be stretching 
it a little? I mean, ‘bearcat’ would maybe make sense, too. Bear for 
Tomas, and maybe Hamilton was saying ‘cat’ after all. Is there such a 
thing as a calico bearcat?” 


Amy snorted. “If there is, ’ve never heard of it.” 


A wolf jawbone as a Janus hint? Dan was probably right — maybe 
that was stretching it; it was enough to have found proof that the bear 
claw really was something associated with Anne Bonny. 


“Wait,” Dan said, staring at the page. “I think I just changed my 
mind.” 


He pointed to a line on the manifest: 


1 Serpent Medallion, Carved, Green Stone 
“Serpent?” Amy said. “As in, snakes, for Lucian? 
“Nope,” he said. 

“How can you be so sure?” 


“Because” — he cocked his head smugly —“we’ve already got this 
one.” 


Amy looked at him, completely at a loss. He tortured her with 
silence for a few moments longer, then said, “In fact, I believe you’re 
wearing it as we speak.” 


Her mouth fell open as her hand flew to her neck. 
Grace’s necklace! 


She took it off so they could examine it. The medallion was shaped 
like a rectangle with rounded corners. The dragon was carved in full 
relief on one side of the jade; the reverse side was plain except for its 
smooth beveled edges. 


Dan was grinning. “Serpent — dragon. Green stone — green jade. 


Carved medallion — carved medallion. Am I right or am I right?” he 
said. 


Amy closed her eyes to focus on the thought that was forming in 
her mind. 


“Okay,” she said slowly. “Suppose Anne Bonny was a Cahill. That’s 
not so far-fetched. To start with, she was born in Ireland, where the 
original Cahills lived. And then there’s the portrait.” She didn’t need 
to elaborate further; Dan would know she was thinking about Anne’s 
uncanny resemblance to their mother. 


“She lived during a time when women were really restricted. Most 
of them weren’t allowed to do a lot of the things that men could. Like 
travel. So she finds out about the clues, and she disguises herself as a 
man and becomes a pirate because she figures it’ll be the best way to 
hunt for clues.” 


She opened her eyes to see Dan listening intently. 


“Or hide them,” he said. “Dragon medallion, bear claw — that’s 
why I think you might be right after all, about the wolf.” 


Amy began scanning the manifest again. “But there’s nothing here 
about snakes,” she said, disappointed. 


Dan seemed unfazed. “That doesn’t matter. She might not have 
found a snake thing yet. Or she found it already and hid it 
somewhere.” Then he frowned. “But we still have the same problem. 
We’ve got an Ekat symbol and a Tomas symbol. What are they for? 
And what do we do now?” 


“That’s easy. We keep following Anne Bonny’s trail,” Amy said. She 
wished she felt as confident as she sounded; in truth, it was the only 
thing she could think of. “The prison is gone now, but I thought we’d 
look around anyway. It was right here in Spanish Town. Maybe 
there’s a memorial or something there.” 


They copied down the entire manifest. Then they gave the file back 
to Lester, who returned Nellie’s license to them. 


As they went to wake Nellie, both of them fingered their 
neckpieces. 


Amy, the jade dragon. Dan, the gilded bear claw. 


CHAPTER 9 


Nellie had the feeling that someone was following her. 


They were walking through the parking lot of the Archives building. 
She glanced over her shoulder. 


She was right but relaxed immediately. It was only that guy Lester. 
“Please, young lady,” he said to Nellie, “will you come with me?” 


Nellie stopped, turned, looked him over. She’d been so tired from 
all the driving that she hadn’t taken much notice of him earlier. 


Tall, muscular, in a short-sleeved shirt that fit him very nicely. And 
that Jamaican accent, so cool. Pretty fine, Nellie thought. 


“Tm busy at the moment,” she said, and nodded toward Dan and 
Amy. “But” — she smiled, tilted her head, and blinked slowly 
—‘“maybe later?” 


Standing off to the side with Amy, Dan mimed putting a finger 
down his throat. 


“Tm afraid it has to be now,” he said firmly. 
Nellie frowned. “I said later, but I think ’m changing my mind.” 


He held up his hands and took a step back. “Hey, ease up, sister. 
You just need to come with me because somebody wants to talk to 
you.” 


Nellie frowned. Who could that possibly be? If it were McIntyre, or — 
or the other guy, they would just call or e-mail, they wouldn’t send a 
message through someone else.... 


She tried to disguise her puzzlement by talking tough. “If they want 
to talk to me, they can talk to me right here, like you are,” she said. 
“Pm not going with someone I don’t know to talk to someone else I 
don’t know when I don’t know where I’m going or — most important 
— why.” 

Lester was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Yah, I get that you’re 
nervous. How about this. I’ll take you to the street. You can check it 
out. There are people all around, you can see that it’s safe. You stand 
outside the house and she’ll come out to talk to you. She’s old, but 


that much she can do. Okay?” 


Nellie pointed her chin at Dan and Amy. “I don’t go anywhere 
without them.” 


Lester shrugged. “She didn’t say anything about other people. It’s 
fine with me.” 


They set out with Lester leading the way. He turned off the big 
avenue onto a smaller street. As he had promised, there were still 
plenty of people around. After a couple of blocks, he stopped in front 
of a small bungalow that had once been painted pink but was now 
faded to a weak shade of tan. He led them up the shallow concrete 
steps to the front porch. 


“You wait here,” he said. He opened the screen door and went 
inside. They heard him call out, “Granma? A dawta here to you.” 


Dan and Amy looked startled. “Daughter —?” Dan said. 

“Patois,” Nellie said. “Jamaicans speak standard English to tourists 
but patois to each other. ‘Dawta’ means ‘daughter,’ but it can also 
mean ‘woman,’ especially a younger woman. So he said something 
like, ‘a young woman here to see you.” 

“How do you know all that?” Amy demanded. 

“I have Jamaican friends in Boston,” Nellie said. “I used to go to 
reggae clubs with them.” It was the truth, but Amy didn’t look 
entirely convinced. 

“What is your problem?” Nellie said with an impatient flap of her 
hand. “It’s not like I could learn every language in the world just to 
spy on you guys! And even if I was going to try, do you think 
Jamaican patois would be high on the list?” 

No reply, of course. Amy, always scared of her own shadow ... who’d 
have thought she could be so stubborn? 

The door opened. Standing there was a very old woman, bony, 
dark-skinned and gray—haired, wearing glasses. She looked at Nellie, 
expressionless, and nodded. 

Then she flicked a glance at Dan and finally at Amy. Her eyes lit up. 

“Ha!” she said. 

All three of them jumped. 


“Look pon Grace!” the old woman said to Amy, and laughed 
heartily. 


Nellie was now thoroughly confused. Lester had wanted her to come 
with him, but now the old woman seemed to recognize Amy. What 
was going on? 

“Me shoulda know.” The woman shook her head, still smiling. “You 
fayva Grace a whole heap. Dem eyes, uh-huh, yes.” 

Amy cleared her throat. “You — you knew my grandmother?” 

“Jah know, dat is one fine lady. How she do now?” 

It was Dan who answered. “Our grandmother died,” he said. “In 
August.” 

The light faded from the woman’s eyes. “Hush, bwoy. I so sorry. 
Sorry, sorry, sorry. I nebah know.” 

Awkward silence. 
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“Its okay,” Nellie said at last. It wasn’t, but what were you 
supposed to say at a time like this? 


“Yes,” the woman said. “Is her time. Nobody cyant do nothin’ when 
is their time.” A pause. “My name Alice — you to call me Miss Alice.” 

“Tm Nellie, and this is Dan and Amy.” 

“I am surprise, seein’ Grace’s girl there,” Miss Alice said. “But you is 
de one I waitin’ on.” She jerked her chin at Nellie. 

“Me? But how — I didn’t — you couldn’t —” 

“Grace. She say you gwine come one day, tell me to look out for 
you.” 

“She told you that? When?” 

Miss Alice wrinkled her forehead. “She here when ... twenty year 
ago? Maybe goin’ on for twenty-five now.” 


Nellie turned toward the porch steps. “Okay, we’re out of here,” she 
said. “I don’t know what your game is, Miss Alice, but I know for sure 
that the truth isn’t part of it. I wasn’t even born then, and I didn’t meet 
Grace until this year.” 


Miss Alice scowled. “Ease up, dawta. You always so rude to them 
who is older than you?” 

Nellie felt like a little kid, getting scolded like that. She hesitated, 
trying to decide on a response. 

“Siddung, lemme finish.” Miss Alice glared at her, then limped to a 
battered lawn chair and sat down. Dan and Amy sat on the porch 


steps. Nellie took the other chair but didn’t plan on getting too 
comfortable. Miss Alice waited a moment, then went on. 


“Grace come lookin’ for me. Not me, ’zactly, but she lookin’ for 
sintim’ I got. Sint’in’ been in de fambly long time. She find it, meaning 
to say she find me, an’ she aks a favor. She say, when someone come 
with de matchin’ piece, I am to give mine to them.” 


Miss Alice made that sharp short laugh again. “Ha! I say, why I 
should do like she say? She a stranger, and this in my fambly for how 
long I don’ know. But you know Grace, she don’ give up.” 


Amy and Dan nodded at her and at each other. 


“She tell me it important to her and her fambly, den aks me what do 
I want, what she to give me, ’f I do dat for her. An’ I think on it a long 
time, long time. Two, three months. She stay right yah-so, visit me 
every day. We talk about Jamaica, she want to know all de old stories. 
She a give me time to think on it. And ’tween times we get to be frens. 


“So I finally mek up my mind and I tell her, what I want is, Lester 
to get educated. College. He jus’ a pickney then, no bigger dan dis” — 
she held her hand up at knee height — “but we not stoosh, get by all 
right, but college cost too dear. 


“An’ Grace say fine and lef, back to the States. But she call from 
time to time, memba me, memba Lester. Time come, Lester go a 
college in Atlanta, get hisself a fancy degree, an’ now a good job. He 
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study history and liberryin’. 


Miss Alice nodded. “Yes. So den I must keep dat promise I mek. 
Grace dint say no rude American girl a come,” she said with a sniff. 
“Jus’ whoever come with de match.” 


“What match?” Nellie asked, mystified. 


Miss Alice turned her head. “Lester!” she shouted. “Bring me dat 
box in de drawer ’side my bed.” 


Lester came out to the porch with a sandwich in one hand and a 
small box in the other. 


“Lester, meet dem folks,” Miss Alice said. “Dey is Denny an’ Ellie 
an’ Jamie.” 


“Close enough,” Nellie said under her breath. 


“Lester sight you,” Miss Alice said. “I don’t get round much no 
more, so long time ago I told him what to look for. He see you at de 


archives, den call me.” She beamed at him proudly. 


Lester gave them that nice smile and handed Miss Alice the box. 
“Me going now, Granma,” he said. They made their good—byes, and 
Lester left, still munching on his sandwich. 


Miss Alice gave the box a little shake. “All dem years,” she said. 
Then she peered closely at Nellie through her glasses. “Yah, is a 
match, alright.” 


Nellie was beside herself with curiosity. The match to what — my 
face? she wondered. It was all she could do to keep herself from 
snatching the box out of the old woman’s hands. 


Dan stood up from the step. Amy edged forward. 


Miss Alice lifted the lid of the box and removed a protective layer of 
cotton fluff. She stretched out her hand. 


They all leaned forward to see what rested inside. 
A small silver snake. 
The identical twin to the one Nellie wore in her nose. 


CHAPTER 10 


“You order for me,” Nellie said to Amy. 


For the first time on the entire trip, Nellie didn’t look at the menu. 
Her mind was too preoccupied to think about food. 


They had stayed at Miss Alice’s house for a couple of hours; it had 
taken that long to hear the whole story. 


Hundreds of years earlier, an ancestor of Miss Alice’s had worked as 
a nanny for a woman in Cuba. The woman put her baby in the 
nanny’s care and also gave the nanny a pair of silver snake earrings. 
She told her to keep both the baby and the earrings safe. 


The woman then left Cuba to join her husband. At sea. 
They were pirates. 


The baby died in infancy. The nanny was so distraught that she 
made a vow to take care of those earrings no matter what. Over the 
years, one of the earrings had gotten lost. But Miss Alice’s family had 
faithfully guarded the remaining earring. Everywhere they went, they 
brought the little silver snake with them. It had been passed down, 
mother to daughter, for nearly three hundred years. 


In some impossible way, Grace had discovered that the second 
earring had ended up in Mexico, with another branch of the family. It, 
too, had been faithfully passed down. A generation ago, there had 
been no daughters born to that family, so the earring was passed to a 
son. When he grew up and had children of his own, he gave the 
earring to his oldest daughter. 


Nellie. 


Now Nellie rubbed the back of her neck with one hand. She could feel 
knots of tension in her muscles. 


“If Grace traced the earring to my family, she must have had her 
eye on me for years,” she said. “But she never said a word about it. 
Why didn’t she tell me?” 


“Well,” Amy said, “now you know how it feels.” 
Nellie stared. “What are you talking about?” 


“You didn’t tell us the whole truth, just like what Grace did to you.” 
Nellie felt the blood rush to her face. “It’s not the same thing at all!” 
Amy raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think?” 


Her calmness made Nellie even madder. “I’m talking about my 
whole life here!” she said, pounding the table with her fist. 
“Everything! Like — like — what about the flying lessons?” 


“Flying lessons?” Dan said, clearly mystified by the change in 
subject. 


“They’re expensive, right? But my dad said no problem. Did Grace 
pay for them? Come to think of it, it wasn’t even my idea — it was 
his! Or maybe it was Grace’s, and does that mean my parents were in 
on the whole thing all along?” Nellie caught her breath in what was 
almost a sob. “This isn’t just about the stupid clues thing. This is my 
family!” 

Amy looked at her for a long moment. “For the last few months,” 
she said slowly, “our family has been the three of us.” 


Her sentence hung in the air almost as if it were written there. 
Nellie looked at their faces, both as solemn as she’d ever seen them. 


It’s true, Nellie thought. Parents gone, grandmother gone, an aunt who 
doesn’t want them. Guilt washed over her yet again — for lying to 
them and even more, over her part in what was soon to happen.... 


She slumped forward, her head in her hands. “Okay, I get it,” she 
said quietly. “I thought I did before, but now I really get it. How you 
felt — still feel, I guess — about me working for Grace and McIntyre. 
You feel like you’ve been played, and that’s what I feel like now, too.” 

The silence among them grew to awkward proportions. They were 
rescued by the waiter, who arrived with the three plates of jerk 
chicken Amy had ordered. 


Nellie was suddenly ravenous. She began attacking her chicken. It 
was delicious. 


“Dude,” she said. “This is good.” 


Spicy, but not just pepper—hot. Thyme, for sure ... maybe nutmeg, 
too? And mace? She’d have to look up a recipe and make it herself 
sometime. 


Dan’s mouth wasn’t quite full as he spoke. “C’we talk ’bout 
shomething elsh now?” he said. 


“Swallow,” Amy commanded. 
Nellie’s phone rang. She took it out of her pack and looked at it. 


“It’s my dad,” she said. She had left a message for him when they 
were at Miss Alice’s house; she wanted to tell him about their 
newfound relative. 


And now she had other things to talk about. She stood up from the 
table and walked outside to take the call. 


A few minutes later, she came back to the table, shaking her head. 
“That Grace. She never quits.” 


“What? What is it?” Amy and Dan said at the same time. 


“My dad got a letter from Grace. A few weeks before she passed 
away. He thought the letter was kinda strange because it was so short. 
It just said that if I ever found the mate to my snake, he should give 
me a message.” 


“What message? What was the message?” The sibling chorus again. 


Nellie frowned a little. “The message is even shorter. ‘C/o The Right 
Excellent Nanny,” she said. “The c/o, that means ‘care of,’ which is 
weird — you only ever see it as part of a mailing address.” 


“The Right Excellent Nanny,” Amy echoed. “Wow. Grace planned 
for you to be the one to find the missing earring all along.” 


The waiter came by to give them the check. He poured more water 
for them. 


“Yeah, but it doesn’t really sound like Grace, does it?” Dan said. 
“Too — too awkward, or something. ‘The Right Excellent Nanny,’ 
hmmm ...” 


The waiter paused in his water pouring. “Oh, yah,” he said. “You 
already been to the park?” 


All three of them looked at him blankly. 
“Heroes Park,” he said. “Her statue there.” 


Then they looked at each other blankly. Nellie recovered first. 
“Whose statue where?” 


Now he looked at them blankly. “Nanny,” he said. “You talkin’ 
about Nanny of the Maroons, yah? The Right Excellent Nanny?” 


“That’s somebody’s name?” Nellie said, incredulous. 
“One of our Jamaican heroes,” he said. “Go see the National Heroes 


Park. In Kingston.” 
All three of them jumped up from their chairs. 


Back to Kingston again. In the car, Amy and Dan had a quick 
whispered powwow. Then Amy climbed into the front seat. 


“No earbuds required,” she announced. “We’ve decided that since 
Grace intended this hint for you, we might need you to be in on it.” 


Nellie nodded. 


“We don’t know exactly what were looking for,” Amy said 
carefully. Even though they had decided to include Nellie in this stage 
of the hunt, Amy still didn’t want to give away too much. “But it 
might be something Janus. We think maybe Nanny was a Janus.” 


“So it could be something to do with a wolf,” Dan added. “Maybe, 
like, a fang. That would be awesome — a big ol’ wolf fang!” 


Honestly, the things boys think are awesome... “You’d probably love it 
if it had drool all over it,” Amy said. Then she changed the subject 
before it could get any grosser. “Laptop, please?” 


For the rest of the drive she researched The Right Excellent Nanny. 
Nanny Sharpe, known as Queen Nanny or Granny Nanny, had been 
captured in West Africa and brought to Jamaica as a slave. But she 
and her brothers escaped. High in the mountains of Jamaica, they 
established communities for runaway slaves, called Maroons. When 
the British finally found them, Nanny led the fight to keep from being 
enslaved again. 


“She had all kinds of warfare strategies,” Amy said. “She made sure 
the towns only had one point of entry, like up high on a cliff, so they 
could control who came in and out. And — oh, you'll like this — she 
had her Maroons put leaves and branches on their clothes. Then 
they’d hide until the Brits were practically on top of them and spring 
a surprise attack. It says here in one battle, the Maroons were 
seriously outnumbered but still managed to kill all but one British 
soldier.” 


Nellie grinned. “Dude, I am lovin’ this. First a girl pirate, and now 
this Nanny. It’s great, isn’t it?” she said as she glanced at Amy. 


“What’s so great about it?” Dan asked. 


“Women,” Nellie answered. “Women kicking butt all over the 
place.” 


The entrance to the National Heroes Park was pretty grand for a laid- 
back island like Jamaica, with a big war memorial statue guarded by 
soldiers in fancy uniforms. A few minutes’ walk to the eastern side of 
the park brought them to a triad of tall metal sculptures, each as high 
as a flagpole. Dan ran ahead to read the plaque in front of the 
sculptures. 


“This is it!” he yelled. 
The girls hurried to join him. 


MONUMENT TO 
THE RIGHT EXCELLENT NANNY OF THE MAROONS 


“Maybe it’s some kind of code,” Dan said doubtfully. 


Amy pointed to the nearest sculpture. It was topped by a large 
metal horn that looked like an empty Thanksgiving cornucopia. 

“That horn,” she said. “I read about it on one of the websites. It’s 
called an abeng. It’s from the Ashanti tribe in Ghana. In Africa. That’s 
where Nanny was from. She used it to warn her warriors during 
battle.” 

The sculpture was constructed to be heard as well as seen. When 
the wind blew, the horn made a faint but eerie sound, almost like a 
wail. 

Dan cocked his head, listening for a moment. Then he grinned. 
“That sound means it’s hollow.” 


Amy gasped. “Something could be inside!” 


All three of them ran to the base of the sculpture. The pole itself 
was made of metal, twisted evenly so it looked sort of like a rope. “I 
always wanted to climb a flagpole,” Dan said eagerly. 


Amy glanced around. There were a few people walking nearby, but 
nobody official looking. 


“How do you think I should do this?” Dan asked. 


“I saw these guys on TV, in the tropics somewhere, who gather 
coconuts,” Nellie said. “They looped a rope around the trunk and used 
it to climb up.” 


“Fine,” Dan said. “Rope, please.” 
None of them had a rope, of course. 


Dan snapped his fingers. He took out his phone, dialed a number, 
and waited. 


“Who are you calling?” Amy asked. 
He held up one finger. 


“Hey, Hamilton, it’s me,” Dan said. “Got a question for you. Ever 
climbed a flagpole?” 


CHAPTER 11 


Hamilton Holt, it turned out, was a flagpole-climbing champ. Part of 
his dad’s training regimen for the family, he explained to Dan, was 
climbing all manner of obstacles. Dan received detailed instructions in 
exchange for a promise to tell Hamilton what, if anything, was inside 
the horn. 


“I don’t know —” Amy said doubtfully. 


“It’s worth the risk,” Dan argued. “There might be nothing inside. 
And even if there is something, I didn’t promise to give it to him, only 
to tell him what it is.” 


He reviewed Hamilton’s instructions. “Ham said that if the pole’s 
metal, clothes make you slip.” He pulled off his T-shirt. 


Nellie’s eyes widened. “So you’re supposed to take off all your 
clothes?” 


“Are you out of your mind?” Dan said. “I’m not climbing this thing 
naked!” 


“T didn’t say that — you said —” 


“He said to wear sneakers and strip down as much as possible,” Dan 
said. “I don’t think I have to be completely naked.” 


Nellie covered her mouth with her hand and turned away; Amy 
cleared her throat several times. Both of them were clearly hiding 
giggles. So immature. He decided to ignore them for the moment. 


“Pm supposed to keep my body as close to the pole as I can by 
wrapping my legs around it.” Dan said. “Then I reach up with my 
hands, reposition my feet, and hike myself higher.” 

“Be careful,” Amy said. She and Nellie stood on opposite sides of 
the base of the sculpture. 

Dan took one last look at the horn. Then he grabbed the pole, 
wrapped his legs around it, and began pulling himself up a little at a 
time. 

The ridges of the twisted pole dug into his sunburned legs, making 
him wince. 


After about six inches of progress, he let go and dropped back down 
to the ground. 


“Okay,” he said, flexing his fingers and hands. It hurt to grip so 
hard. “I’ve got the feel of it.” He gazed again at the top of the pole; 
the horn suddenly looked much farther away. “It’s harder than I 
thought.” 


“Want me to try?” Nellie asked. 

“No, thanks, lIl give it another shot.” He felt almost insulted by the 
offer. 

“If we gave you a boost, you could start up higher,” Amy suggested. 

With some maneuvering, several grunts, and more than one “ouch,” 


they managed to get Dan standing with one foot on Nellie’s shoulder 
and the other on Amy’s, holding on to the pole. 

“Way better,” he said. He was now already almost halfway to the 
top. Cautiously, he took his right foot off Amy’s shoulder and wrapped 
his leg around the pole. 

“Here I go,” he said, and took his left foot off Nellie. 

Hands — feet — hands — feet ... Hamilton had said to keep an 
even rhythm. It was almost like Dan’s hands started looking forward 
to the tiny rest they got when he let go to move them up farther. In 
what seemed like almost no time, he reached the top. 

“T did it!” he called down to the girls. 

First mistake. He was much higher than he’d expected! It wasn’t 
like being in a plane or on top of a building — there was nothing 
keeping him in the air but his own muscle power. 

Dan gulped. Okay, so don’t look down again, he told himself firmly. 

“Look in the horn!” Amy was calling back. “Do you see anything?” 

Now things got tricky. He was right up against the side of the horn. 
The flared opening jutted out from the pole almost an arm’s length. 
There was no way he could look into the opening. 

“I can’t look into it,” he said. “I’m just going to have to try to reach 
in.” 

He held on with his left hand and stretched out his right. Gingerly, 
he put his hand inside. 


Nothing but the horn’s metal interior. 


He adjusted his grip on the pole and reached in a little farther. Then 
he felt something else — prickly? No, crawly ... 


“YIKES!” he shouted. 


With a panicked motion of his hand, he swept out whatever it was 
he had just touched and flung it toward the ground. 


Amy knew what it was as soon as she saw it falling. She knew because 
it was her secret nightmare: She would recognize it instantly, 
anywhere. 


Sharks, scary. Venomous snakes, scary. Huge spiders, scary. But for 
Amy, this particular creature was beyond scary. It wasn’t just 
frightening. It was almost ... evil. 


Amy knew this was irrational. Animals weren’t evil. They were 
what they were, and maybe she should even admire this one. It had 
been in existence for millions of years, surviving when other species 
had been unable to adapt. But she couldn’t help it. Her fear seemed to 
come from so deep inside it was part of her DNA — a complete and 
instinctive kind of fear. 


She could hardly have seen more than its color and size — dark and 
small — as it fell through the air when the word exploded in her 
mind. 


Scorpion! 


As Amy watched in utter horror, the scorpion fell onto Nellie’s head, 
bounced once, and landed on her back, just below her shoulder. 


“Nellie,” she whispered. 
It wasn’t even really a whisper; she had barely moved her lips. 


Amy felt a familiar panic. The kind where she would end up frozen, 
unable to move or speak. 


NO! she yelled at herself. DON’T FREEZE — move something, 
anything! 
She clenched and unclenched her fists. Just once, but somehow it 


seemed to help. She could almost feel the blood moving through her 
hands and arms and up into her body. 


Now she forced her voice out of hiding. “Nellie,” she said. “Do. Not. 
Move.” 


Amy crouched down and picked up the T-shirt Dan had thrown on 
the ground. Then she tiptoed toward Nellie. 


She could see the scorpion clearly now. It was only a few inches 
long but still positively evil looking, tail curved over its back, pincers 
raised. 


Amy grasped the shirt with both hands. Deep breath ... 


She slammed her hands together so the fabric closed around the 
scorpion. She squeezed hard and felt something crunch and squish. 
Then she flung the shirt away as far as she could and collapsed onto 
the ground. 


Nellie broke out of statue mode immediately. “Dude,” she said, 
“what was that?” 

Amy could hardly breathe. “S-scorpion,” she gasped. “I don’t know 
if — if I killed it —” 

Nellie walked over to the shirt and peered at it cautiously from a 
safe distance. 


“Ew,” she said. Then she grinned at Amy. “He’s a goner.” She 
picked up the shirt and shook out the bits of dead scorpion. “Thanks, 
kiddo.” 


Amy swallowed. 
“Anytime,” she said shakily. 


“Hey,” Dan hollered from the top of the pole. “It’s just me up here, all 
alone. Everybody okay down there?” 


“Yeah,” Nellie said. “Your sister just killed a scorpion.” 

“No way,” Dan said. 

“Way,” Nellie replied. “What’s going on up there?” 

“One more try,” Dan said. “I sure hope that scorpion didn’t live 
with a whole bunch of relatives.” 

He held on to the pole with his right hand and freed his left, 
wiggling his fingers to keep them from cramping. Then he grabbed on 
again. 

“There better be — I don’t know, rubies or something in there,” he 
said. 


Grimly, he plunged his hand into the horn one more time. 


Nothing crawly. Good. 
Nothing at all. Bad. 


“If there’s anything in here, I can’t reach it,” he called without 
looking down. “It’s sort of like, dusty. I can feel a little grit. But that’s 
all.” 


He pulled his hand out. It was very dirty. And his other arm was 
killing him. 

Dan closed his eyes for a moment and tried to concentrate. The 
horn was hollow.... How could you hide something inside a plain 
empty space like that? It wasn’t like the cave, there weren’t any rocks 
to put something under — 


Wait. It was like the cave in a way. The mouth of the horn was like 
the opening of the cave ... and Amy had found the Tomas sign inside 
above the opening.... 

Dan hiked himself up the pole a few more inches. Then he groped 
around just inside the horn’s mouth. At the top, he felt some kind of 
ridge in the metal — maybe a seam where it had been welded 
together? With his fingertips he traced the ridge. 

It was a skinny strip of metal nearly half the circumference of the 
horn, eight or nine inches long, maybe a little longer. 


He picked at one corner with his fingernail. The strip was not 
welded to the horn — the corner came free as he picked at it. It was 
stuck to the horn with some kind of adhesive. 


“Please please please,” Dan whispered fiercely. 


Bit by bit, he pried off the strip. It was not until the whole strip was 
free that he realized how numb his other arm was. 


“Tm coming down now,” he called. Then he grinned. “And I’m not 
alone.” 


“YES!” Amy raised her arms in triumph. 


It was a strip of gold, soft enough to have taken on the curve of the 
horn and bent at one corner where Dan had pried it up. Close up, they 
could see that it was actually two strips of metal welded into one. 


“But it isn’t anything to do with a wolf,” Dan said, disappointed. 


“That’s okay,” Amy said doggedly. “It’s still obviously something to 
do with the clue hunt.” 


There were raised letters embossed on the whole length of the strip 
on both sides — letters so tiny that they were impossible to read. All 
three of them tried; Dan was the only one who thought he could make 
out a few letters. 


“I see some Os, they’re easy,” he said. “And maybe some Ms? Or 
they could be Ws.” 


“T have a little magnifying mirror in the car,” Nellie said. 
As they walked to the parking lot, Dan put his T-shirt back on. 
“Yuck,” Nellie said, pointing at the front of it. 


Dan looked down at the smears and stains. “Cool,” he said. 
“Scorpion guts!” 


CHAPTER 12 


True to his word, Dan phoned Hamilton to tell him what they had 
found. This time, the connection was terrible, which turned out to 
work in their favor; it was clear that Hamilton couldn’t make heads or 
tails of the conversation. But Amy agreed with Dan that they had held 
up their side of the deal. 


Now they were in the car, examining the gold strip with a 
magnifying mirror that Nellie produced from her luggage. 





“First four letters e-k-t—o,” Dan said. 

“Ekto,” Nellie said. “That’s from Greek. It means ‘outer,’ or 
‘outside.’ Then m-a-l, right? ‘Mal,’ French, with Latin roots, meaning 
‘bad.’” She frowned. “After that, ‘u-j-a,’ and the whole thing starts 
over again. But I don’t know what ‘uja’ means.” 

“J-A for Jamaica?” Dan proposed. “And U, short for Y—O-U. 
Outside, bad, you, Jamaica?” 


“Too late,” Amy said. “We’ve already been outside a lot here.” 

Something about the letters seemed vaguely familiar to her.... What 
was it? 

““Ekto’ and ‘mal’ do sound like some kind of warning,” Nellie said. 
“It would probably make sense if we knew what ‘uja’ meant.” 


Amy felt a sharp pang. The three of us working together — that’s what 
it was like before. And now it’s all different, and we'll never be able to 
trust her again, not like before.... 


SCRRREEEEEECH! 


Amy jerked her head up. A big SUV was pulling into the parking lot 
much too fast. 


Dan started yelling. “GO, NELLIE! DRIVE — GET OUT OF HERE 
NOW!” 

Nellie obeyed instantly, jerking the car into gear and heading for 
the lot’s exit. She peeled out into traffic, causing cars going both ways 
to slam on their brakes. The driver of the SUV had to wait for the 
traffic to untangle before making the turn behind them. 


“What —?” Amy said. 
“Cobras,” Dan said grimly. 
The Kabras had followed them to Jamaica. 


By dint of very creative driving, some of which may not have been 
entirely legal, Nellie managed to lose the SUV in downtown Kingston. 
Now they were in an alley behind a sporting goods store, hiding out. 


“ve had it up to here with them!” Dan said angrily. “It’s always 
them chasing us. Why can’t it be us chasing them, just for once?” 


Amy’s lips were pale. “We — we have to stay away from them,” she 
whispered. “Especially Isabel.” 


“Pm with you there,” Nellie said. “Let’s see” — she started ticking 
off on her fingers —“Amy and the sharks, snakes in the mine, the fire 
in Indonesia, all three of us in the airplane hangar. What do you think 
she’ll do for an encore?” 

Amy hesitated. Then she said quietly, “You forgot one.” 

Nellie saw the expression on Dan’s face change from anger to 
anguish. Amy closed her eyes. 

Their parents, Nellie thought. Years ago, when Amy was seven and 
Dan only four, Isabel Kabra had deliberately, coldheartedly, started 
the fire in which Hope Cahill and Arthur Trent had died. 

Of course, Nellie had known this for ages. But it was only at certain 
moments that it really hit her. She tried to imagine what it would be 
like to know that the person who murdered your parents was free in 
the world — and gunning for you as well. 

“That witch,” she said bitterly. “I mean, anyone who would threaten 
to throw a kid into an ocean full of sharks —” 


Suddenly, Amy opened her eyes, and Nellie could almost feel the 


electricity of excitement crackling from her. 
“She has it,” Amy announced. “The Janus icon.” 


When Amy had closed her eyes, she was doing her best to block out 
the image of her parents’ death. Even the memory of being on that 
boat in Australia with Isabel was better than thinking about how Mom 
and Dad had died.... 


It was a sound, not a picture, that came to her first. A small metallic 
sound, like something rattling, almost tinkling. 


Isabel’s bracelet. It was sliding around her wrist as she gestured at 
the water. A gold bracelet. 


Amy hadn’t thought anything of it at the time, of course; she’d been 
too busy being terrified. But now the image grew clearer. 


The charms ... Like a camera lens zooming in, Amy’s memory 
homed in on one charm in particular. Triangular, with a sharp point... 
She could see it in her mind’s eye with perfect clarity. 


A 


She blinked in sudden realization. “We were right,” she said. 
“Remember the manifest? The animal bones?” 


“It’s a jawbone?” Dan said in amazement. “A wolf’s jaw?” 


Amy shook her head. “Not the whole jaw,” she said. “One tooth — 
a fang, just like you wanted. And we’re going to steal it from her.” 


Planning an ambush was hard work. 


“Excellent Nanny probably had weeks to work out her ambushes,” 
Dan complained. “We could definitely use her help.” 


The Cahills got busy. They chose the location after a quick stop at 
the tourist information office: a forested park outside Kingston, where 
a ropes course was being constructed near a waterfall. They spent the 
afternoon checking out the park and buying a little equipment. 


Over her (very loud) protests, Nellie was made to stay in the car 
during the reconnaissance of the park. Amy had been firm about this. 


“This has nothing to do with Grace’s letter, so you’re out of the loop 


again. We’ll need you standing by with the car so we can get out of 
there at the end. That’s it.” Nothing Nellie said would change her 
mind. 


At a hotel in Kingston, Amy slept badly that night, exhausted but 
wired. In the morning, she could see on Dan’s and Nellie’s faces that 
they hadn’t slept well, either. But they couldn’t wait any longer. They 
had to find the Kabras before the Kabras found them. 


After breakfast, Amy nodded at Nellie. “Make the call,” she said. 


“Since when did you become CEO?” Nellie muttered. She punched 
in the number. 


Irony. That was the right word. Amy knew that McIntyre, had some 
kind of line to their rivals, and Nellie had a line to McIntyre,. Nellie’s 
betrayal had become a tool that the Cahills were now using to try to 
gain an advantage. 


Nellie spoke briefly into the phone and told McIntyre, to get a 
message to the Kabras. 


Then they packed the car and drove to the park. 


Nellie was in the car on the road beyond the park’s entrance. Dan sat 
with Amy at a picnic table off the side of the path that led into the 
forest, screened by a stand of trees. 

The Kabras were right on schedule. Their now-—familiar SUV pulled 
into the dirt parking lot of the forest preserve. Isabel got out of the 
driver’s seat and walked toward the path, followed by Ian and Natalie. 

Dan’s heart was in his throat. During all their other confrontations 
with Isabel, they’d been running away. This was different. This time, 
they wanted her here. 

He licked his lips. Futilely, as it turned out — his mouth was all but 
spitless. “Ready?” he croaked. 

Amy had that scared-rabbit look in her eyes, but she nodded. He 
saw her clench and unclench her fists. 

Dan exhaled once, hard. Then, feigning surprise, he jumped to his 
feet. 

“Amy! Kabras — RUN!” he yelled. 


They ran up the path about a quarter mile until it forked into two 
smaller tracks. Dan veered to the left while Amy went right. As they 


split up, Dan risked a quick look over his shoulder. 


All three Kabras were chasing them. Isabel Kabra was running flat 
out, her children barely keeping up. 


“Tan! Go after the boy!” Isabel shouted. 


Dan was panting up a steep slope now. Soon he reached a sign 
posted along the dirt track: 


COMING SOON! 
BLUE MOUNTAIN ROPES COURSE 
FUN AND ADVENTURE FOR THE WHOLE FAMILY! 


The ropes course had several stations spread out over a few acres. A 
couple of men were working on the last stations, but the beginning of 
the course was finished — and deserted. 


Now Dan pounded down the path for several yards until it opened 
onto a little clearing. There was a rough, newly built hut on the left, 
and to the right, the first station of the ropes course: wooden slats 
nailed ladder fashion to the trunk of a big tree. 


It was straight out of Nanny’s book. The ladder was the only point 
of entry to the ropes course. 


Halfway up the ladder, Dan checked to see that Ian was still 
following. For the plan to work, he had to make sure Ian didn’t lose 
him. Dan heard footsteps and hard breathing; satisfied, he kept 
climbing. 

About sixty feet above the ground was a small wooden platform. A 
heavy metal cable led to a second platform in another tree. Half a 
dozen pulleys were rigged to the cable. The pulleys had large metal 
clips on them, meant to be fastened to harnesses. With no harness, 
Dan grabbed the clip itself. 


When Ian entered the clearing and spotted him, Dan launched 
himself into the air, hanging on to the clip for dear life. He’d done it 
earlier, when they checked out the place, so he already knew what it 
would feel like. 


If Ian hadn’t been chasing him, riding the zip line would have been 
one of the most fun things Dan had ever done. Actually, it was still 
pretty fun. For the few moments it took to zip down the line, he didn’t 
think about Isabel or the Madrigals or the Clue hunt; he just held on 
tight as he sped through the air, the sky rushing by above him and the 


ground far below. 


Dan landed on the second platform and looked back. Right on cue, 
Ian was following him up the ladder. 

The next station was another zip line. Then Dan crossed the third 
obstacle, a rope bridge that stretched across a dry gully. Ahead he 
could see the landing platform and beyond it, a long expanse of cargo 
net. 

As he began climbing the cargo net, Dan muttered a fervent plea. 
“Please please let this work....” 

The cargo net was in two sections that ascended at about a forty- 
five-degree angle. The first section ended at a horizontal bar set 
between two trees. Then a second stretch hung from several hooks 
underneath the next landing platform. 

The timing had to be just right. Standing on the platform, Dan faked 
a cramp, doubled over, holding his side. Ian crossed the rope bridge 
and leaped onto the cargo net. 

He started climbing faster once he saw that Dan wasn’t moving. 

Wait for it ... wait... 

When Ian was two-thirds of the way up the first section of cargo 
net, Dan dropped to his knees. He unhooked the second net from 
under the platform, scrunched the top of it so he could hold it in one 
hand, and then threw it as hard as he could into the air. 

Tan yelled. 

Dan yelled, too. 

Two entirely different yells: one of panic, the other of triumph. 


Ian was caught. 


CHAPTER 13 


Amy knew she was in trouble as soon as the Kabras got out of the car. 


She and Dan had counted on Isabel being impeccably dressed and 
groomed as always, wearing her signature stiletto heels. The plan had 
been to draw Ian one way and Natalie another into the forest, where 
surely Isabel wouldn’t follow them. Dan would stall Ian, Amy would 
stall Natalie, and then they would double back to confront Isabel on 
her own. 


But Isabel was wearing hiking sneakers and running step for step 
with Natalie. 


It would be two against one at the waterfall. 


Having scouted out the area earlier, Amy gained a bigger lead on 
the Kabras when she left the path for a smaller trail through the 
forest. If Natalie had been on her own, Amy could have tried losing 
her. But Amy had to keep track of where Isabel was, which meant 
continuing on to the waterfall. 


Amy ran over a little wooden bridge that crossed a stream. A few 
yards farther on, she reached the clearing at the bottom of the falls. 
The waterfall was hemmed in between two rock walls covered with 
ferns and other lush plant life. It spilled down over a series of rock 
shelves, almost like a steep staircase. 


Amy splashed into the water and began climbing the rocks right 
into the falls. There were four shelves of rock that could be climbed. 
Amy scaled them quickly but carefully; they were slippery with moss 
and algae. 


The fifth shelf was too high to reach. It formed the roof of a shallow 
little cave, with the water pouring down the front of it like a curtain. 
Already soaking wet, Amy clambered onto the fourth shelf and slipped 
through the waterfall. 


It wasn’t exactly a hiding place. One look at the falls, and anyone 
could guess where she had gone. 

She took a few steps toward the back of the cave and found the gear 
she and Dan had left there earlier: a mosquito net and some rope. The 


plan had been that if she couldn’t lose Natalie, she would lead her 
here, throw the net over her, and tie her up. It had been Dan’s idea; 
after deciding to trap Ian in the cargo net, he must have had nets on 
the brain. 


It wasn’t a very good plan to start with; Amy was pretty doubtful 
about being able to get Natalie tied up. And now, with Isabel in the 
picture, too ... 


Amy’s hands were shaking. What could she do against both of 
them? She looked around wildly, as if a solution might suddenly 
appear out of thin air. 


Nothing. Her mind was blank, except for a feeling of terror. Any 
second now, the murderer of her parents would burst through the 
curtain of water. 


If Isabel hadn’t been right next to her, Natalie didn’t know if she 
would have recognized her mother. She was soaking wet — totally 
inelegant — and climbing the rocks faster than Natalie thought 
possible. 


Isabel stepped through the waterfall with Natalie right behind her. 
Natalie watched as her mother tossed her head gently, to shake out 
some of the water in her hair. She was suddenly not in a hurry 
anymore. 


Natalie saw Amy standing against the rock wall. Isabel stretched out 
her hand. “The dragon, please?” she said. Her voice was raised so she 
could be heard over the din of the waterfall; still, Natalie was 
impressed by her mother’s utterly calm demeanor. It was as if she 
were asking Amy for a chocolate or something. 


“I — I don’t have it with me,” Amy said, edging away from Isabel. 
“You can search me if you want. I’m telling you the truth. It’s not 
here, I left it back in town.” 


“In that case, you’re coming with us,” Isabel said. “Where are your 
cohorts? Never mind, it doesn’t matter. We’ll get word to them 
somehow, and I’m sure that once they hear of the — well, the plans I 
have for you — they’ll come running.” 

Natalie didn’t know what her mother’s plans were, but it wouldn’t 
be lunch and shopping, that was for sure. She felt a little flutter in her 
stomach. 


No blood. Please, no blood, it — it’s so ... disgusting. 


Natalie immediately felt guilty for her disloyalty, but she still 
couldn’t quell the thought. 


Isabel stepped forward, grabbed Amy’s arm, and dragged her 
through the curtain of water. She pushed Amy down the rock steps, 
her grip so tight that Amy cried out in pain. Natalie followed, almost 
losing her balance several times on the slippery surface. 


“Were going back to town, and you will give me that dragon,” 
Isabel said, as if nothing could be simpler. “Then we'll get in touch 
with that nanny of yours.” 

They made their way back onto the path. Amy was doing her best 
to struggle against her captor but without success. Isabel’s grip was 
like iron. 

The little wooden bridge came into view. Then — 

“AMY! RUN!” 

Natalie saw Amy react immediately. She backward—head-butted 
Isabel on the chin. Isabel shrieked in pain as Amy broke free of her 
grasp and ran over the bridge. 

There was a sudden rattling sound; Natalie couldn’t make out what 
it was. She and Isabel raced onto the bridge. 


Too late, Natalie saw dozens of small round brown objects rolling 
around in front of her. She slipped on one and lost her balance. The 
same thing happened to Isabel. Natalie grabbed on to a bridge strut to 
stop her fall. Her mother was not so lucky. 


Isabel fell and struck her head on an iron post. She crumpled to the 
ground, unconscious. 


Natalie cried out. She saw blood coming from a gash on her 
mother’s forehead. 


Then she heard someone say, “Designer dog turds. I knew they’d 
come in handy.” 


Amy could hardly believe her eyes. 
It was Nellie. 


She had thrown dozens of nutmegs onto the bridge and now stood 
at the other end, waving an empty bag. 


Just then Amy heard footsteps approaching. 


“Amy? 99 
It was Dan. He came into view and stopped abruptly, taking in the 
scene in front of him. 


“What’s going on?” he asked. 


Nellie crushed the bag and put one hand on her hip. “I’m off duty 
when I say so, not when someone else tells me,” she said, staring 
pointedly at Amy. 


Amy looked at Nellie, her eyes wide with surprise. 


“Yes!” Dan pumped his fist once. “And lan’s trapped in the net — 
itll take him ages to figure out a way to get down. Did you get the 
fang?” 

Amy blinked. “Not yet,” she said. 


The trio walked onto the bridge. Isabel was lying on her back, her 
limbs splayed awkwardly. Amy could hardly think straight. It was so 
strange to see the invincible and terrifying Isabel on the ground like a 
doll tossed aside by a child. 


“We could” — Dan’s voice came out a hoarse croak —“we could 
make sure that — that she doesn’t bother us anymore.” 


Amy looked at him in wonder. How does he always seem to know 
what’s in my head? 


“Um, I don’t mean —” Dan stumbled over the words. “But if — if 
maybe there’s something that would keep her — sort of, out of 
action? For like, a month?” 


What could they do? Hit her on the head again — would that do it? 
Break a few bones? Some hard kicks to the stomach and hope for 
internal injuries? 

It had only taken a few seconds for Amy to have those thoughts, but 
already she knew the truth. 


“We can’t,” she whispered. 


She didn’t just mean physically. She meant that they couldn’t take 
that kind of revenge on Isabel. They had already agreed that it was 
justice they were after. This was another chance to prove that they 
were different from the rest of the Madrigals. 


Dan sighed loud enough for both of them, a sigh of both relief and 
regret. 


Natalie was kneeling over Isabel. She had taken off her jacket and was 
pressing the arm of it against the wound on her mother’s forehead. 
She looked up. 


“She’s bleeding. Please, can you help me?” 


Amy had never seen Natalie like this before. Of course, she was 
soaking wet, which didn’t help, but still, Amy could tell that every 
vestige of polish was gone. Natalie looked like a frightened five-year- 
old. 


Nellie checked Isabel over quickly. “Her pulse and breathing are 
fine. But that gash may need stitches.” 


“Stitches? You mean ... a scar?” Natalie asked, apparently horrified. 
Nellie ignored her. “Are you doing the honors?” she asked Amy. 


Amy hesitated for a moment. She’s not dead — it’s not like touching a 
dead body, she told herself. Still, it was unnerving to take Isabel’s arm 
and push up her sleeve. 


No bracelet on either arm. 
“The fang,” Amy said to Natalie, “where is it?” 
Natalie pressed her lips together and shook her head. 


“You want us to search her? We can do that,” Nellie said with more 
than a little menace in her voice. 


Amy glanced quickly at Natalie, then back at Nellie. 
“Give me a minute?” Amy said. “You, too, Dan.” 


Dan looked indignant. But he and Nellie walked off the bridge and 
went to stand several yards away. 


Amy knelt down next to Natalie. “I need that fang,” she said. “If 
your mother starts to come to, we’ll have to knock her out again, and 
that wouldn’t be good for her. Tell me where it is and we'll help you 
get her to a doctor.” 


Natalie frowned but said nothing. 


Amy pushed harder. “She might already have a concussion. The 
longer we sit here, the worse it is for her.” 


Natalie looked desperate. “A trade,” she said. “You have a dragon 
she wants. I’ll give you the fang, you give me the dragon.” 


Amy shook her head. “I can’t do that,” she said. 
Long silence. Natalie took the pressure off her mother’s wound; the 


bleeding had stopped. “She’s going to hate having a scar,” she 
whispered. “Do you think makeup will cover it up?” 

Her mom is knocked out cold and bleeding, and she’s talking about 
makeup? ? 

But Natalie really did look worried. 

“I don’t know much about makeup,” Amy said slowly. “My mom — 
she never got to show me. I was only seven when she died.” Pause. 
“There are so many things I never got to do with her.” 


“Shopping,” Natalie said. “Thats what my mum and I do together 
mostly.” 

“Yeah,” Amy said quietly. “Pll never get to go shopping with my 
mom.” 


Natalie’s eyes widened. “That’s just awful.” 


Amy leaned forward. “Natalie, please,” she said. “Your mom needs 
to get to someone who can help her.” 


Natalie looked back at Isabel. “Promise?” she said, her voice 
quavery. “Promise you — you won’t hurt her anymore if — if I —” 


Amy raised her hand, Scout style. “I swear,” she said. 


Natalie reached for one of the interior pockets at the waistband of 
her mother’s trousers. “She put it in here,” she explained. “She said 
that if anything happened, she might have to take off her jacket, but it 
would take a lot more nerve for someone to take off her trousers.” 

“That’s pretty smart,” Amy said, and meant it. 

Natalie lifted the Velcro-sealed flap of the pocket and took out the 
fang, which was on a key ring. “She found it ages ago,” she said. “She 
usually wears it on her charm bracelet, but she said this was safer 
today.” She handed it to Amy, who looked at it for a moment, then 
closed her hand around it tightly. 


Amy stood up. “Just stay here,” she said. “We’ll call emergency, and 
someone will come help you.” 


Natalie furrowed her brow in thought. “Wait,” she said. “Do you 
have anything you can tie me up with?” 


“You want me to tie you up?” Amy asked, startled. 
Natalie nodded. “When she wakes up and finds out the fang is gone 
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“Oh, I get it,” Amy said. She gave Natalie a half grin. 
“That’s pretty smart,” she said, and meant it again. 


CHAPTER 14 


Back in the car, Dan high-fived Amy so hard that her palm stung. 


“We did it!” he yelled. “Cobras — go worm away on your bellies 
and crawl into a hole somewhere! Ha!” 


Amy let herself enjoy the spark and fizz of his excitement for a few 
moments. Her own response was much more subdued. She felt almost 
dazed by the idea that they had actually gone after Isabel Kabra and 
succeeded in securing the fang. 


Dan’s enthusiasm bubbled over into a complete lack of caution. 
“Now we’ve got icons for all four branches!” he crowed, totally 
oblivious to Amy’s look of dismay. 


Great. Nellie only knew about the snakes and the fang before, but now 
she knows everything. 


Dan babbled on. “But we still don’t know what they’re for, so what 
do we do next?” 


Amy had thought this through already. “Nellie, will you call Miss 
Alice? Ask her if she remembers if there was anything that Grace was 
really interested in when she was here. I mean, something other than 
the earring.” 


The phone calls that followed proved even more productive than 
they’d hoped. Miss Alice recalled that Grace had been fascinated by 
the archaeological site of Port Royal and had spent a lot of time there. 
At Miss Alice’s suggestion, they then phoned Lester at the Archives. 
Because Lester was a historian, he knew all about Port Royal. He 
would meet them there when he got off work. 


The route to Port Royal took them onto the Palisadoes, a long spit 
of land that curved out into the ocean. The peninsula was so narrow 
that at times they could see the waters of Kingston Harbour on one 
side and the open sea on the other. Lester had instructed Nellie to 
drive to a church called St. Peter’s. It was not a grand, impressive 
cathedral — just a small white church. 


Lester was already there and greeted them with that nice smile of 
his. 


“This is St. Peter’s,” he said. “There’s something here I want you to 
see.” 


He led them to the churchyard, where there was a little cemetery. 


“This one,” he said, pointing to a tombstone that lay flat on the 
ground. 


Amy read the inscription aloud. 


“Here lies the body of Lewis Galdy who departed this life at Port 
Royal on December 22, 1739 aged 80. He was born at Montpelier in 
France but left that country for his religion and came to settle in this 
island where he was swallowed up in the Great Earthquake in the 
year 1692 and by the providence of God was by another shock thrown 
into the sea and miraculously saved by swimming until a boat took 
him up. He lived many years after in great reputation. Beloved by all 
and much lamented at his Death.” 


““Swallowed up in the Great Earthquake’?” Dan asked. 

“June 7, 1692,” Lester said. “A huge earthquake, followed by tidal 
waves and aftershocks. Supposedly, Lewis Galdy fell into a fissure like 
a lot of other folks. Most of them died when the aftershocks sealed the 
fissures. But somehow he got ejected and ended up miles out at sea.” 

“What a ride!” Dan exclaimed. 

Lester grinned. “I thought you’d be interested.” 

“It’s amazing he got through it alive!” Amy said. 

“The earthquake destroyed two-thirds of the city,” Lester said. “You 
probably noticed on the way here, it’s pretty quiet now, just a small 
fishing village.” 

“That must have been one heck of an earthquake,” Nellie said. 

“I bet it was the waves,” Dan said. “Like tsunamis. They probably 
swamped the place.” 

“Close,” Lester said, “but not quite. The whole city was built on 
sand. The earthquake and the tidal waves destabilized the ground, 
and nearly the whole city got sucked down in quicksand.” 

Dan’s mouth fell open. “A whole city? Wow!” 

“It’s called the Sunken City now, over that way,” Lester said, 
pointing to the northeast. “I do some research for the excavation 


crew. The Sunken City is considered one of the richest archaeological 
sites in the Caribbean — in the whole Western Hemisphere, actually. 


A seventeenth-century city, preserved underwater!” 


Amy found his enthusiasm contagious. She had always loved 
history, but Lester was making her realize that it wasn’t just dates and 
places and names. The past was alive all around him, every day. 


“There are also a number of ships that are important salvage sites,” 
he said. “They’re being carefully excavated, too.” 

Amy was paying close attention. “Can we go there? Can we see any 
of the excavation work?” 


Grace, she thought. Miss Alice said Grace spent a lot of time here. 
Probably poking around looking for stuff related to Anne Bonny or Nanny. 
A dig site would be the perfect place to start figuring out what she was 
looking for.... 


“You’d like to see it?” Lester’s smile was even wider than usual. 
“They don’t normally allow tourists, but Pll see what I can do,” he 
said, and winked. 


Dan beamed back at him. “Lester, you rock!” 
Lester laughed. “Thanks. But reggae is more my style.” 
“Okay,” Dan said cheerfully. “Lester, you reggae!” 


In the car, as they neared the oceanfront on the other side of the 
peninsula, Amy marveled for the hundredth time at the color of the 
sea. 


“Az—tur—pea-—lean,” she whispered again. 
Then she blinked. 


Amy took the magnifying glass and the little gold strip out of her 
backpack. 


“What?” Dan said. “Did we miss something?” 

Amy’s eyes were glowing. “I got it!” she said. “It’s not words at all. 
It’s sort of — it’s like abbreviations.” She scrabbled around in her pack 
again and took out a pen and her little notepad. 

“Look,” she said as she wrote. 


EKTOMALUJA 
EK — Ekaterina 
TOMA — Tomas 


LU — Lucian 


JA — Janus 


“Cool!” Dan said. “That’s gotta be it!” Then his face fell. “But it’s 
the same old problem. Even if we figured out what it says, we don’t 
know what to do with it.” He smacked one fist into the other palm in 
frustration. “It’s so annoying!” 


Amy put the strip of gold away again. “I know,” she said, “but two 
steps forward, one step back — that’s still progress.” 


Dan refused to be soothed. “NO steps back would be better,” he 
muttered. 


The Port Royal excavation site was an archaeological dig, not a tourist 
attraction. The work was mostly being done in a Quonset hut not far 
from the main pier. 


Lester ushered them inside the hut. It was a single huge space. Long 
tables lined both side walls. Along the back wall were desks and 
computers. There were half a dozen people in the room, working at 
the tables or on the computers. Down the middle of the floor, there 
were crates full of mysterious objects and piles of stuff on top of and 
under tarps. It was impossible to tell what the “stuff” was; everything 
seemed to be encrusted with the same shade of brownish grayish 
green. 


Amy felt a little thrill run through her. Those colors — rust and 
barnacles and algae — meant everything in those piles had come from 
beneath the surface of the ocean. From the Sunken City, or from ships 


“This project is to excavate five buildings that were buried in 
quicksand and have been remarkably well preserved,” Lester said. “On 
the walls, you’ll see architectural drawings of what the houses used to 
look like.” 


“Is any of the stuff here from pirate ships?” Amy asked. 


“It’s possible,” Lester said. “The ships themselves, we’re not working 
on those. That’s being done by private salvage companies. But Port 
Royal was a pirate haven for many years. We might never know for 
sure, but the artifacts we’re finding in these buildings — it’s very 
likely that some of them were once in pirate hands.” 


Amy gave Dan a meaningful glance. Something Anne Bonny had 
touched could be in this very room. 


“Go ahead and look around,” Lester said. “Please don’t touch 
anything, but I’ll be happy to answer your questions. On this side” — 
he pointed to the left wall —“they’re restoring the larger items and on 
the right, the smaller ones.” 


Amy and Dan headed for the right side of the hut. Three people 
were working at the long tables, using a variety of tools. Some looked 
like dentists’ implements — delicate scrapers and picks. There were 
magnifying glasses and jewelers’ loupes and even a microscope. There 
were all sizes of brushes, too, from the kind you would use to wash 
dishes to the finest of paintbrushes. 


One woman was working on what looked like a large bowl. Another 
had a very dirty-looking set of silverware in front of her. Amy walked 
slowly down the length of the room, pausing now and then to watch 
the work. It was painstaking, she could tell; it probably took days to 
clean a single fork. 


“We use mechanical methods of cleaning first,” Lester explained, 
“meaning that we try to clean the objects by hand. If something really 
can’t be cleaned that way, they’ll use chemicals. But that’s much 
riskier. When you can’t tell for certain what something’s made of, you 
don’t know how it will react if you put it into a chemical bath. So 
that’s a last resort, and they do that at the university. We only do 
mechanical cleaning here.” 


Amy made her way to the last two tables. One table held objects 
that had already been cleaned. Each one was encased in a plastic 
zipper bag with a numbered label. On the other table were objects 
that would need a chemical bath. They were still crusty. 


Amy looked over the cleaned items. Most of them seemed to be 
broken bits of pottery. One bag held a ceramic jug missing several 
pieces. A fancy silver box was carved all over with squiggly designs. 
Two pewter plates looked almost undamaged. There were several 
glass bottles, a bunch of clay pipes, and at least a dozen spoons, too, 
each in its own bag. 


Dan was now standing beside her. “I don’t know how we'll ever find 
it,” he said. 


“Especially when we don’t know what ‘it’ is.” 


He waved hopelessly at the piles in the middle of the room. Then 
his arm stopped in mid—wave. 


“Wait,” he said, “we don’t know what it is, but we do know 
something about it. Maybe we should look for bears and wolves and 
snakes, things like that.” 


Amy stood very still for a moment. Dan’s words had triggered a 
thought, and she moved her gaze from the spoons to the silver box. 


It was carved everywhere, not just on the top but on the sides, too. 
The carvings seemed completely random. They weren’t wolves or 
bears, of course — that would be too easy. They were just squiggles 
and loops with uncarved recesses here and there in no discernible 
pattern. 


“Dan,” she whispered. “That box — see the empty space along the 
side?” 

Dan looked where she was pointing. 

“Am I crazy —” 

“Yes,” Dan said immediately, “I’ve been telling you that for years.” 


But Amy didn’t feel like joking around. “That uncarved space,” she 
said slowly, “it’s like a rectangle, but the corners are rounded. I think 
it’s the exact size and shape of this.” And she tapped the dragon 
medallion at the center of her necklace. 


Dan looked back and forth between the necklace and the box. Then 
he closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again he said, 
“There was a carved box listed on that manifest,” he said. 


“There was?” Amy said, her voice pitched high in both amazement 
at his memory — yet again — and the hope that they were on to 
something. 

“We need to get a closer look at it,” Dan said. 

He went to fetch Lester, who was chatting with Nellie. The three of 
them walked toward Amy. 

“Sure,” Lester was saying. “I can take it out of the bag for you, but I 
can’t let you touch it.” 

He slid the box out of its plastic protection. It was the size and 
shape of half a shoe box. “Interesting that you should ask about this,” 
he said. “It’s the only piece here that wasn’t actually excavated from 
the ruins.” 

“Then where’d it come from?” Amy asked. 


“An anonymous donor,” Lester said. “It came with a letter stating 


that the box was a family heirloom from Port Royal — a family that 
had survived the earthquake. The donor felt it should be displayed 
with the artifacts from the dig.” 


He gave it a very gentle shake, and they all heard a faint noise. 
“The letter also said that no one had ever been able to open it. There’s 
something inside, but we might never find out what it is. We’ve tried 
x-raying it, but it’s apparently lined with lead. And we wouldn’t 
destroy an artifact like this to get at what’s inside. Have you ever seen 
those Chinese puzzle boxes?” 


“T have,” Nellie said. “They’re really cool.” 


“Right,” Lester agreed. “They’re usually made of wood, with sliding 
panels. There’s no lock, but the box won’t open unless you slide the 
panels in exactly the right order. This seems to be something like that, 
except it doesn’t have any panels, and so far we haven’t been able to 
figure it out.” 

He held up the box so they could see it on all sides. 

Amy and Dan both began a thorough inspection. In less than five 
seconds, Dan glanced at Amy with his eyes blazing. She stepped 
toward him immediately. 

On the opposite side of the box from the medallion-shaped space, 
the carvings meandered randomly. But there was another empty space 
that Amy knew on sight was what had caught Dan’s eye. You would 
never have noticed it if you didn’t know what you were looking for. 

It was the exact size and shape of the bear claw. 

And sure enough, on the third side of the box, they found two 
snake-shaped squiggles, and on the fourth, an elongated triangle the 
same size as the wolf fang. 

“Excuse us,” Amy mumbled, and dragged Dan away several steps. 


“Anonymous donor, gimme a break,” he whispered excitedly. “It 
was a Cahill for sure!” 

“That’s probably how the box is rigged,” Amy said, just as excited. 
“Put all four icons in place and the box opens! That’s gotta be it!” 


“We have to get hold of that box,” Dan said. 


“But how?” Amy had already started thinking about this as soon as 
she saw the bear-claw shape. “Even if we could steal it, that would be 
a horrible thing to do to Lester. He might even lose his job!” 


“Of course we don’t want to steal it,” Dan said, “but it might be our 
only option.” 
“Excuse me?” 


Amy turned, startled. She hadn’t noticed that Nellie was standing 
close enough to eavesdrop. 


“You're not stealing anything,” Nellie said. “Not from this place.” 
Amy clenched her fists. “This doesn’t concern you,” she said. 


Nellie looked at her coolly. “We’ll see about that,” she said, and 
stalked off. 


CHAPTER 15 


“Lester, can I talk to you for a minute?” 


Nellie approached the table. Lester was putting the box down 
carefully on top of its plastic bag. 


“Sure,” he said. “What’s up?” 


Nellie touched the snake nose ring. Everything was so complicated 
... how could she possibly explain it all to him? Where should she 
start? 


At the beginning, of course. With Grace. Everything started with 
Grace. 


“Grace was really interested in this project, wasn’t she?” Nellie said. 


“Oh, yah,” Lester said with a smile. “She was interested in 
everything about old Jamaica. I remember the time she was here, 
when I was just a little kid. She’d ask my Granma about all the old 
stories, and Granma would tell her, and Pd sit there listening. It’s 
probably what made me want to study history.” 


“Did she know you were working on the project?” 


“Oh, sure. She’s the one who got me the job. She found out that a 
university in the States was teaming up with the Jamaican Historical 
Society to excavate the site. She gave a big donation and” — another 
smile —“got me an interview to be a researcher here. So now I work 
full time at the Archives and do consulting work on the project.” 


Nellie nodded. Grace the mastermind at work again. 


Lester frowned. “She used to check in with me from time to time, 
ask how the project was going, if we’d found anything interesting. I 
hadn’t heard from her in a few months. I should have gotten in touch 
myself.” 


He looked sad. They were both quiet for a moment, remembering 
Grace. 


Nellie touched his arm. “Lester, I think we know something about 
Grace that you might not,” she said. “Grace was interested in this 
project for a specific reason. There was something she was hoping to 
find.” 


Lester looked at her curiously. “What, exactly?” 


“This is going to sound crazy,” Nellie said, “but we’re not sure if she 
actually knew what she was looking for. All we know is, she had come 
across bits and pieces of it over the years. And she died before she 
could finish her search, so Amy and Dan are trying to finish it for her. 
And me, too.” 


Lester seemed a little bemused now, but not alarmed. “Okay, I’m 
still with you,” he said. 


Nellie took a deep breath. “It was really important to Grace,” she 
said. “And also secret — she wanted as few people as possible to 
know about it. So what it comes down to is this: We need that box.” 
She nodded toward the table. “We think that’s what Grace was 
looking for. We need to take it with us” — she raised her hand to stop 
Lester from objecting —“but we want to make a deal.” 


She rushed on before Lester could say anything. “We think we have 
at least part of what’s needed to open it. You let us take the box to see 
if we can open it. Then when we’re done with it, we give it back to 
you with the secret of how to open it.” 


She locked eyes with him. 


He has to say yes, he just has to. If not, the people she was working 
for would be extremely displeased. 


And they were no fun when they were displeased. 


Lester looked at the box on the table. Then he glanced toward the 
back of the hut, at one of his colleagues working on a computer. 
Probably his boss. He looked at the box again, and finally at Nellie. 


She waited in silence for what felt like hours. 


“Okay, here’s my deal,” he said at last. “Grace meant the world to 
me and Granma. Before you showed up, ld have said there was 
nothing I wouldn’t do for her.” 


He shook his head. “I’d have been wrong. I can’t do it — I can’t let 
you take it. Not just because I’d lose my job. But because it goes 
against every principle of good historianship. You think you have a 
good reason for taking it. So does every other person or group or 
government in the world who’s ever taken artifacts away from where 
they belong.” 


“But we’d return it! I swear!” 


Nellie crossed her fingers surreptitiously, praying that what she said 
was true. 


“It’s not that I don’t trust you,” Lester said. “Really, I don’t even 
know you. The fact that you knew Grace, and they’re her 
grandchildren — I wish that could be enough. But it’s not. I’m sorry.” 


Nellie’s heart sank to the pit of her stomach. They’d have to steal 
the box, and if they could manage to pull that off, then Lester, who 
had been so nice, would hate them, and Miss Alice would hate them, 
too.... 


Lester was staring at her so hard he was almost glaring. She held his 
gaze, not daring to blink or breathe, hoping her expression didn’t give 
away that she was already trying to figure out how to steal the box. 

After a long moment, he seemed to make up his mind and eased off 
on the laser—beam stare. 

“You can’t take the box,” he said flatly, “but J can. I can say I want 
to do some research on it, and they’ll let me take it off the site. So 
here’s how it goes down. Whatever you need to do with the box, you 
do it with me there. That’s nonnegotiable.” 

Nellie flung her arms around his neck. Not like she had to force 
herself — he was, after all, very ... 

“Thanks a million, Lester! You won’t regret it, I promise!” 

Her ebullient response drew Dan and Amy over. Nellie gave them a 
thumbs-up. 

“YESSSS!” Dan said, and made a valiant attempt to moonwalk. 


Nellie raised her eyebrows at Amy, who was smiling at Lester. She 
caught Nellie’s glance and shrugged in return. 


Jeez, she’s a tough nut, Nellie thought. I might be making progress with 
Dan, but she’s a different animal altogether.... 

Grinning sheepishly, Lester disentangled himself from Nellie’s 
embrace. He picked up the box and put it back in its plastic bag. 


“PI go talk to the boss,” he said. “Pll meet you guys outside.” 


Outside the hut, the weather was changing. The sun was an angry 
orange ball, fighting against a huge pile of purple clouds. The wind 
rustled the fronds of the palm trees with an ominous whispering 
sound. 


Amy rubbed her bare arms. The air was warm and humid, but the 
wind had a cool edge to it. 


“Feels like a storm coming,” Nellie said. 


But Amy couldn’t keep her mind on the weather for long. She 
fingered the dragon medallion. “Pll have to cut it off,” she said, 
saddened by the idea. Maybe Grace was always an evil Madrigal, she 
thought, but I loved the necklace before I knew any of that. 

“We'll probably only need it to get the box open,” Dan said. “After 
that, maybe you can have the necklace put back together.” 

“Um, that might be a problem,” Nellie said. “To get Lester to give 
us the box, I told him we might be able to open it, and we’d give it 
back to him with the secret of how it opens.” 

“That’s still okay,” Dan said. “Telling him how to open it doesn’t 
mean we have to give him all the stuff for it.” 

Amy looked dubious. “I don’t know,” she said. “What good is 
knowing how to open it if you can’t actually open it?” 

“Maybe they can have reproductions made of the medallion and the 
other stuff,” Dan persisted. 

Amy looked at him fondly. He understood how much Grace’s 
necklace meant to her. 

Just then, Lester came out of the hut. He was carrying a canvas- 
wrapped parcel. 

The box. Amy felt a tingle of anticipation run down her spine. 

“Okay, where should we do this?” Lester asked. 

Amy thought for a moment. “Nellie, how about if we check in to a 
hotel? That would give us some ... privacy.” 

“The Royal Harbour Hotel is right on the water,” Lester said. “It’s 
probably the nicest place in Port Royal, and it’s just up the road.” 

“You guys walk,” Nellie said. “Pll get the car and drive there with 
our bags.” 

The wind was getting stronger. It whipped Amy’s hair into her eyes; 
she finally ended up holding it back with one hand. 

They got to the hotel and waited just inside the entry. As Nellie 
pulled up a few minutes later, big slow blobs of rain began to fall. 
Amy and Dan rushed to help bring in the bags, including Saladin’s 
carrier. He was making it very clear that he had not appreciated being 


left alone in the car. Dan took him out of the carrier and began 
petting him. Saladin gave a last huffy mrrp, but settled down in Dan’s 
arms. 


As Nellie checked in, Lester wandered over to the windows on the 
other side of the lobby. The view looked out toward the ocean, past a 
terraced restaurant that was roofed with palm fronds but otherwise 
open-air. 

Amy went to join him. She peered out the window at the groups of 
diners in the restaurant. A few couples, a group of women, five people 
at a round table — 


Amy gasped and turned pale. 
Five people. 
Ian, Natalie, two very large men — and Isabel. 


Isabel Kabra, with a bandage on her head — a bigger version of the 
gauze Amy had worn two days earlier. Somehow, the bandage didn’t 
make her look feeble or vulnerable; instead, like a pirate’s eye patch 
or a motorcycle gang member’s scar, it made her even more 
formidable. 


Amy felt a flicker of what almost could have been admiration. Only 
a few hours earlier, Isabel had been unconscious and bleeding. She 
probably still had a whopper of a headache at the very least. But here 
she was doing all the talking as the group huddled together, clearly 
making plans. 


And Amy knew for sure it wasn’t a tea party they were planning. 


“Dan!” Amy ran over to him. “The Kabras — they’re here!” 

“Where?” 

Amy waved her hand frantically. “Out there. In the restaurant. They 
might come in here any minute now!” 

“We have to warn Lester —” 

As they hurried across the lobby to Lester, Amy wondered what to 
tell him. They could hardly give him a crash course in the Clue hunt 


— that would take hours. Just the most important thing, Amy 
decided. 


“Lester,” she said breathlessly, “there are some people in the 
restaurant, and if they come in here and see us — whatever you do, 


do not let them get anywhere near that box. They mustn’t know 
anything about it —” 

“They might try to steal it from you,” Dan said. “Maybe you should 
pretend like you don’t know us —” 


Lester looked from face to face; Amy could tell he was completely 
befuddled. 


“They’re coming!” Dan said. 


No time for a plan. “Look out the window,” Amy said desperately. 
“That will put our backs to the room, and maybe they won’t notice 
us.” 


Nellie was walking toward them. “All checked in,” she called out. 
“What’s going on?” 
“It’s the Kabras,” Dan said. “We can’t let them see Lester.” 


Nellie didn’t ask any questions. She stood behind Lester as they 
arranged themselves in a little cluster by the window, with Lester and 
the precious box in the middle. 


“Here they come,” Dan said. 


The Kabras entered the lobby, followed by the two men, who were 
wearing tracksuits and sunglasses. The men were huge, both well over 
six feet of solid muscle. They looked like they ate Dan-size children 
regularly for breakfast. 


Amy pretended as hard as she could to be fascinated by something 
outside the window, which at the moment was the rain pelting down. 
As the Kabra group walked past on the other side of the lobby, she 
could see them for a few moments in her peripheral vision. Then they 
were out of sight, and she fought the urge to turn around and watch 
them by counting off the seconds. 


Two ... three ... four ... If they were staying at the hotel, they would 
have reached the elevator by now, and if not, they should be just 
about out the door. Five ... six... seven... 


Seven did not prove to be a lucky number. 


CHAPTER 16 


“There they are!” Isabel’s voice rang out through the lobby. “Hugo, 
Anton, quick!” 


Amy whirled around. The Kabra group had indeed reached the 
elevator; Ian and Natalie were already inside. The doors slid shut, 
leaving Isabel with the two men; the floor numbers began to light up, 
indicating that the elevator was in motion. 


Nellie turned to Lester. “Run! And whatever you do, don’t let them 
get that box. We'll stall them.” 


Lester seemed about to speak, but Isabel was already striding across 
the room with her companions in tow. 


Dan was still holding Saladin. Suddenly, he thrust the cat out 
toward Isabel and the two men. “STAY BACK!” he yelled, brandishing 
the cat in front of him. “This cat is dangerous! He has, um — feline — 
feline spongiform halitosis! It can be fatal to humans!” 


Saladin cooperated by swiping the air with his claws extended and 
hissing fiercely. It seemed that he did not appreciate being described 
as disease ridden, even if the disease didn’t really exist. 


Isabel broke stride, and the two men stumbled into her. She 
bumped her head on the shoulder of one of the men. Letting out a 
shriek of pain, she put her hand to her forehead and staggered. 


It was a delay of only seconds, but it was enough. 
“Please, Lester!” Amy begged. “Go!” 


Lester shook his head in bafflement, then edged his way out the 
door to the restaurant. Moments later, Amy saw him out the window, 
running through the rain along the beach back toward the excavation 
hut. 


Just then, the elevator doors opened. Natalie and Ian stepped out 
after their ride up a few floors and back down again. 


Isabel shook her head, as if clearing her vision. “Typical!” she 
yelled. “Where have you two been? Hugo, Anton, you idiots, don’t 
just stand there! Go after the man — he’s carrying something — he 
went that way!” She pointed at the restaurant door. 


Dan hurriedly deposited Saladin in his carrier. The hotel bellman 
standing nearby looked alarmed and gave the cat a respectful berth. 


Then Dan followed Amy as she and Nellie dashed toward the door, 
with Hugo and Anton on their heels. 


Hurricane. That was the word that popped into Nellie’s head as soon 
as she set foot in the open-air restaurant. The rain seemed to be 
coming at her horizontally. Nellie had never seen a hurricane before, 
except on TV. If this wasn’t a hurricane, she didn’t ever want to be 
within a thousand miles of a real one. 


She ran through the restaurant, where the staff was hurriedly 
locking things down. At the far end of the terrace were shallow stairs 
leading to the beach. With Amy and Dan beside her, Nellie took the 
stairs in a single jump. Within a few strides she was soaking wet. 

“This way!” she heard Amy scream into the wind. 

They turned to the right. Far down the beach, they could see a blur 
that was Lester struggling against the storm. The beach was quite 
wide because the tide was out, or at least it had been before the storm 
began. But each wave that crashed in was bigger than the one before 
it. 

What was the best way to slow down Isabel’s thugs? Nellie risked a 
quick glance over her shoulder. 


“HEY!” she hollered. 
Hugo and Anton were no longer behind them. 


“They must have gone out the front!” Dan screamed. “They’re going 
to try to head him off!” 


“We have to get to him first!” Nellie screamed back. 
They had to scream to be heard over the howling wind. 


Nellie tried to think. With the rain pummeling down and the wind 
shrieking, she could hardly hear her own thoughts. They'll be faster, 
running on the road instead of on the sand. Lester has a good head start. 
But when he gets to the hut, then what? They'll get there before us.... 

They raced down the beach. Lester was almost to the hut now. 

“Come on!” Amy shouted, and pulled ahead. 


Nellie had thought that she was already running as fast as she 
could, but seeing Amy’s burst of speed made her find one of her own. 


Up ahead, Lester stopped abruptly. Nellie knew what that meant: 
He had spotted either Hugo or Anton. 


Sure enough, Lester reversed himself and began running back 
toward them. 


Behind him, Nellie saw one of the thugs. Where was the other one? 


A few seconds later, she had her answer. The second man emerged 
on the beach not far ahead of them. Now Lester was caught between 
the two men, who were rapidly closing in on him. He moved forward 
a few more yards and then, to Nellie’s astonishment, he turned to his 
right and started running. 


Toward the ocean. 
“What’s he doing?” Dan yelled. 


Hugo and Anton thundered after Lester, the Cahill gang right 
behind them. Through the pelting rain, Nellie could now see what she 
hadn’t earlier. Lester, still hugging the box to his chest, was running 
on a narrow spit of sand that rose a little higher than the rest of the 
seabed and stretched far out into the water. Maybe he was hoping 
that the thugs wouldn’t follow him. Who runs out into the ocean 
during a hurricane? 


The spit was so narrow that the three of them couldn’t run side by 
side. Amy was in front. Water was splashing around Nellie’s ankles, 
but everything was so wet that she couldn’t tell if it was rain or 
waves. 


Beyond Amy’s shoulder, Nellie saw Lester make a flying leap. He 
landed and stumbled forward a few steps. Then he turned and looked 
behind him. 


Hugo and Anton had been running one after the other, barely two 
paces apart. Suddenly, they both tripped and fell forward. 


But what had they tripped on? Nellie couldn’t see a rock or a piece 
of driftwood or anything — just sand, with water roiling and swirling 
over it.... 


“STOP!” Lester screamed. “DON’T COME ANY FARTHER! IT’S 
QUICKSAND!” 


Amy stopped so fast that Nellie ran into her, and Dan plowed into 
both of them. Somehow, grabbing on to each other, they managed to 
remain upright. All three of them gaped at the scene before them. 


Hugo and Anton had tripped because their feet had been sucked in 
by the quicksand that Lester had jumped over. They had already sunk 
in up to their knees and were struggling violently, trying to pull their 
legs out of the mire. 


“NELLIE!” Lester yelled. “CATCH!” 


He tossed the canvas parcel to her, then shouted, “GO BACK! WAIT 
FOR ME AT THE HUT!” 


Yeah, right, Nellie thought, like we’re going to leave you out here on 
your own. 


But she backed up, and so did Dan and Amy. 
Lester took a step toward Hugo and Anton. 


“Listen to me,” he shouted. “I’m going to tell you how to get out. 
Stop struggling; you’ll only get sucked in more. Lie back, like you’re 
floating on your backs —” 


Anton and Hugo responded with a string of swear words, some of 
which Nellie had never heard before. They were still trying to pull 
themselves out. 


One of them had already sunk in as far as his waist, the other to his 
thighs. 


“Lie back!” Lester yelled again. “Spread out your arms and kick 
your legs like you’re swimming! It’s your only chance!” 


He took another cautious step forward. Nellie could see that he was 
being careful to avoid the edge of the quicksand pit. 


Then Hugo — or maybe it was Anton — gave an enormous bellow, 
lunged forward, and grabbed Lester’s leg. If he was trying to use 
Lester to pull himself out, his strategy failed miserably. 


Instead, he pulled Lester in. 


“LESTER!” 
Dan, Amy, and Nellie all screamed his name at once. 


The two thugs were both yelling and grappling with Lester, one 
grabbing his arm, the other clutching at his belt. Lester almost fell 
face-first into the quicksand but grabbed on to Anton — or maybe it 
was Hugo — and straightened himself out. Then he used his elbow to 
whack one thug squarely in the nose. The thug howled and clapped 
both hands to his face. 


“If you idiots don’t want to die, you better listen!” Lester shouted. 


Dan felt a surge of admiration. Lester was shouting so he could be 
heard over the thug’s howls, but there was no panic in his voice. Dan 
wondered if he could ever be that cool under fire. 


Hugo and Anton looked at each other, then at Lester. Both of them 
stopped struggling. Dan noticed that the storm had eased up a little. It 
was still pouring, but the wind wasn’t howling anymore. 


“That’s better,” Lester said. “Now. No one ever really sinks 
completely into quicksand — that’s a Hollywood myth. As long as you 
keep your arms out, you’ll only sink in as far as your armpits. The real 
danger now is the tide coming in. If we don’t get out soon, we could 
drown.” 


Dan saw both thugs’ eyes widen in fear. 


“You.” Lester pointed up to the thug who had fallen in first and was 
now mired to his chest. “What’s your name?” 


“Anton,” the thug replied. 


“Okay, Anton. Start wiggling your feet and legs. DON’T PANIC. 
Little motions, like kicking. Don’t try to pull them out. What you want 
to do is get your body as horizontal as possible.” 


On hearing this, Hugo, who had fallen in after Anton and was 
therefore only up to his waist, immediately began moving, too. 


“NO,” Lester said to him sternly. “One at a time. Too much 
movement will destabilize the sand and we'll sink even faster. Anton 
goes first, he’s in deepest —” 


“Screw that!” Hugo yelled. Although, of course, Dan couldn’t see 
what Hugo’s legs were doing; they must have been moving like crazy 
because just as Lester had predicted, all three of them began to sink 
faster. 

“CUT IT OUT!” Anton screamed. “You heard him, I go first!” He 
reared back and punched Hugo in the nose — the same nose that 
Lester had elbowed earlier. Hugo roared out a curse and grabbed his 
nose again. 

Dan took a step closer, then squatted down. “Lester,” he said 
urgently, “what can we do?” 

“Go find a pole or a flat piece of wood or something,” Lester said. 
“If they listen to what I’m saying, we shouldn’t need it, but just in 


case —” He was now up to his waist in the quicksand himself; even 
so, he gave Dan a cheerful wink. 


Dan looked at Amy and Nellie. “You go,” he said. “I’ll stay here. 
Hurry!” 


Amy and Nellie started running toward the beach. 
“BE CAREFUL!” Dan yelled after them. 
The Kabras were still onshore somewhere. 


CHAPTER 17 


With Hugo somewhat subdued, Anton must have been able to wiggle 
his feet and legs the way Lester had told him to, because Dan saw that 
his head and shoulders were leaning back, as if he were trying to lie 
on top of the sand. The waves were lapping at his neck and chin. 


“Good, you’re in position now,” Lester said as calmly as if he were 
giving a tennis lesson. “Pretend like you’re floating on your back — 
move your arms and legs like you’re swimming.” 


Dan watched in amazement as the rest of Anton’s body gradually 
emerged from the quicksand. 


“Any minute now, you should be able to roll out,” Lester said. 


Sure enough, a few moments later, Anton “swam” onto firmer sand 
and rolled onto his stomach. He pushed himself up on his hands and 
knees and panted, looking so much like a giant breed of dog that Dan 
almost laughed. 


“Your turn,” Lester said to Hugo. “Start wiggling your feet and 
legs.” 


Hugo ignored him. “Get over here and pull me out!” he yelled at 
Anton. 


“He can’t pull you out,” Lester said. “The suction’s too strong. You'll 
have to do what he did to get out.” 


“Do like he says,” Anton said. 
“GIMME YOUR HAND!” Hugo bellowed. 


Anton shrugged. Then he lay down on his stomach and put out his 
hand. Hugo grabbed it and Anton started pulling. Hugo struggled 
against the muck. 


“NO!” Lester yelled. “You’re churning up the sand —” 
Instead of being pulled out, Hugo sank in further. 
“LET GO!” Anton yelled. “You’re pulling me in!” 


Hugo responded by grabbing on to Anton’s arm with both hands. 
Anton made a fist with his free hand. “Let go or Pll bash your nose 
again!” he threatened. 


The quicksand was moving, sliding around and rippling as if it were 
a living thing. Now Hugo and Lester were both up to their armpits in 
the mire. Hugo was much taller than Lester; the waves were lapping 
at his chin. But they were washing over Lester’s mouth. 


Just then the crest of a bigger wave broke over them. Lester 
managed to hold his breath in time, but Hugo emerged coughing and 
spluttering. 


“Okay, okay!” he choked out. “Pll do it your way!” He glared at 
Lester, then looked up at Anton. “Hold him so he don’t get in my 
way.” 

Anton grabbed one of Lester’s arms, although Dan could see it that 
it was totally unnecessary. Lester wasn’t getting in anyone’s way. 


“Go on,” Lester said. “Lean back, wiggle your feet.” He held his 
breath as another wave washed over him. 


Hugo was mired deeper than Anton had been, so it was taking him 
longer to get his body into position. Now Lester could only take a 
breath by stretching his head up between waves. 


“Lester!” Dan shouted. “Forget about him — save yourself!” 

He looked over his shoulder. Where were the girls? 

Hugo finally rolled out of the quicksand. 

“Let’s blow,” Anton said. 

“Wait!” Dan cried out. “You’re just gonna leave him? After he 
helped you?” 

Hugo shrugged. “Whatcha want us to do, kid? He said it himself, we 
can’t pull him out.” 

“That’s what he said,” Anton agreed. 


They began splashing their way toward the beach, leaving Dan at 
the edge of the quicksand pit with Lester all but fully submerged. 


Dan glanced around frantically. No sign of Amy or Nellie. He looked 
at Lester, who was leaning back, obviously wiggling his legs in the 
quicksand. Dan knew that Lester could get himself out — if he didn’t 
run out of air. 


He thought he’d have enough time. He didn’t count on the waves getting 
bigger so fast. 


Another wave crested, and Dan saw to his horror that Lester could 


no longer take a breath between waves; his head was completely 
underwater. 


A tube, like a snorkel, Dan thought desperately. Some sort of tube he 
could stick in Lester’s mouth that would clear the top of the waves so 
he could breathe ... 


Dan patted his pockets frantically. Nothing there. 


Nothing anywhere except water that was getting deeper by the 
minute. 


Lester was still leaning back, working his legs and feet toward the 
surface. But as Dan watched, Lester’s eyes began bugging out. He was 
almost out of air. 


Dan had never felt so helpless. If he grabbed Lester and tried to pull 
him out, it would only make things worse. Should he run back to try 
to find help? 


No! I can’t leave him here alone — I’m all he’s got! 
And in that moment, Dan knew what to do. 


Dan dropped to his hands and knees in the water. It was getting hard 
to tell where the edges of the pit were; he just had to trust that the 
sand would stay firm beneath him. 


He took a huge breath and puffed his cheeks out, leaning over so 
Lester could see him clearly. 


Lester jerked his head in a nod. He understood what Dan was doing. 


Dan plunged his face into the water. He found Lester’s mouth with 
his own and exhaled all the air in his lungs. Then he surfaced and 
wiped away the water streaming into his eyes. 


It worked! Between waves, he could see Lester smiling! 


“YES!” Dan pumped his fist once. A few more breaths should give 
Lester enough time to get out. He inhaled, went under, and gave 
Lester a second breath. 


This time Lester gave him a thumbs-up. Dan was ecstatic. He still 
couldn’t see the lower half of Lester’s body, but surely it wouldn’t be 
much longer.... 

Dan took in another lungful of air. He leaned over, ready to go 
beneath the surface again. 


A huge wave crashed into him, sweeping him head over heels 


toward the beach. 


Dan tried to get up and was knocked down by another wave. Finally, 
he staggered to his feet and whirled around frantically. 


Where was Lester? 


The spit of sand that led to the quicksand was now completely 
underwater. Dan had no idea if he had been swept straight in or to 
one side. He didn’t know if the wave had carried him five feet or 
twenty-five. 


Where was Lester? 

Four minutes. The thought surfaced in Dan’s mind, popping up from 
wherever it was buried. Four minutes without oxygen before brain 
damage set in. He had to find Lester in the next four minutes. 

“DAN! 99 


It was Amy, running toward him from the beach, holding a short 
plank. 


“Amy!” He splashed over to her and grabbed the plank. 
“Where —” 


“I don’t know!” he said. “I was right there with him — and then a 
wave — and he’s stuck in the quicksand — we’ve got to find him!” 


Despite that garbled explanation, Amy didn’t question him. “Let’s 
go,” she said. “You look to the right, Pll look to the left, and we'll 
both keep checking the middle.” 


The rain had stopped and the sky was clearing; there was even a 
sunset now, purple and orange and oblivious to their distress. They 
ran out into the waves. As he searched the water desperately, Dan 
realized that he had no idea what to do with the plank. If Lester was 
unconscious — if he couldn’t get himself out of the pit, and they 
couldn’t pull him out — 


Dan shut that thought out of his mind. 


How much time had passed? A minute? Two minutes? The water 
was up to his thighs now. Had it been that deep at the pit? Were they 
already out too far? 

If only Lester would stick his arm up out of the water so they could 
see where he was.... 


Dan gasped as fear hit his stomach so hard he felt like he’d been 


punched. 
Lester would have thought of that. 
If he could raise his arm, he would have done it by now. 


CHAPTER 18 


Dan had heard of people being “in shock” before. He thought it meant 
like being really stunned so you couldn’t talk or even get your breath. 


This was different. He was breathing in tiny shallow gasps, 
trembling all over. His skin was cold and clammy; he felt cold inside, 
too. He had heard the ambulance attendant say it to Amy and Nellie. 
“He’s in shock. We’ll take care of him.” 


How long had it been? Since Amy had left him in the water to run 
and call for help; since she’d come back; since he had heard the wail 
of sirens, and the beach had filled up with people — police and 
ambulance and rescue, people milling around everywhere, and none 
of them mattered to Dan. Only one person mattered. 


Lester. 


They’d had to drag Dan out of the water. He was okay, he kept 
telling everyone, he was fine, it was Lester who was in trouble, he had 
to find Lester. 


They had brought Lester up onto the beach, and Dan was still okay 
then; he had knelt next to Lester while the EMTs worked on him for 
what seemed like hours. A police officer wanted to interview him; he 
refused to budge from Lester’s side, but he told the officer what had 
happened, beginning with Hugo and Anton chasing Lester out into the 
ocean, and how Lester had helped them escape from the quicksand. 
The police officer had been very gentle with him, not asking any hard 
questions, so Dan didn’t have to explain why the two thugs had been 
chasing Lester in the first place. 


Finally, they had taken Lester away on a stretcher. And even then 
Dan might have been okay, but as one of the EMTs closed the 
ambulance’s bay doors, she looked at the police officer standing 
nearby and shook her head, and Dan could see it in her eyes, could 
see beyond any doubt, that there was no hope for Lester. 


That was when he had gone into shock. Amy had been by his side, 
she had caught him as he fell to his knees, and then another EMT 
made him lie on a stretcher and put blankets on top of him, but still 
he couldn’t get warm, and now that was all he could think about, how 


cold he was, shivering, shaking, his teeth chattering, cold to the very 
middle of his bones. 


So cold that he’d never ever ever be able to feel warm again. 


The hospital was keeping Dan overnight “for observation.” A nurse 
came into the room from time to time, but she didn’t need to do much 
observing. Amy was doing it for her. 


She hadn’t left Dan’s side for hours. When the EMTs had put him in 
the ambulance, they had tried to explain that minors weren’t allowed 
to ride along, but Amy had spoken to them so firmly that Nellie 
looked at her in surprise. 


“Pm his only relative here, and she’s our guardian,” Amy had said, 
pointing at Nellie. “She’s giving me permission to ride with him.” And 
without waiting for a response, she had climbed into the ambulance. 


Dan hadn’t said a word since going into shock. He had looked at her 
just once, with so much bewilderment and grief in his expression that 
her eyes had instantly filled with tears. Finally, he had fallen asleep, 
and Nellie had made her sit in an armchair in the corner of the room 
with stern instructions to get some rest. Then Nellie had left to go talk 
to Miss Alice. 


Poor Miss Alice ... Amy could hardly bear to think of her. She was 
so old ... would she survive the shock of hearing the news? 


Amy woke an hour or so later. Before her eyes were even fully 
open, she was stumbling to Dan’s bedside again. Nellie was right 
beside her. 


As if sensing their presence, Dan stirred. Amy waited until he sat up 
a little, then poured him a drink. 


Nellie reported that Miss Alice’s niece was driving down from 
Montego Bay to be with her, and that Miss Alice appeared to be 
bearing the news with considerable strength. 


“She’s pretty tough,” Nellie said, admiration in her voice. 


With a start, Amy remembered something. “Where’s the box?” she 
asked. It was ages since she had last thought about it. “We split up on 
the beach,” she explained to Dan. “Nellie had the box.” 


“Don’t worry, it’s safe,” Nellie said, waving her hand as if brushing 
off the question. 


Amy frowned. “Where?” 

“T said it’s safe,” Nellie replied. 
“But why won’t you say where?” 
“Can’t you trust me for once —” 


“Stop it! Just stop it!” Dan’s voice was anguished. Stunned, both 
girls stared at him. Amy saw that he was clutching the bedsheet in 
both hands, so tightly that his knuckles were white. “I don’t care 
about the stupid box anymore,” he said, his voice cracking with 
strain. “Lester’s dead. He died because of that box. If it were here, rd 
smash it into a million pieces.” 


Tears began streaming down his cheeks. “Pd give up the box, and 
every clue, and the million dollars, too,” he whispered, “if it would 
bring Lester back.” 


Amy had never seen him so miserable. She got up from her chair 
and sat on the bed next to him. Gently, she pried one of his hands 
loose from the sheet and took it in hers. 


For what felt like a long time, the room was quiet except for the 
sound of Dan’s sniffles. Amy waited until his tears stopped. With her 
free hand, she gave him a tissue from a box on the nightstand. She 
restrained her impulse to wipe his nose for him; she was pretty sure 
he wouldn’t like that. 


Dan wiped his eyes first. Then he blew his nose. It sounded exactly 
like a goose honking. 


A tiny giggle escaped from Nellie; she immediately looked contrite 
and pretended to clear her throat. 


Dan blew his nose again. This time, it sounded like a goose honking 
while being tortured. 


Nellie burst out laughing, and Amy would have been appalled 
except that she found herself laughing, too. For a brief moment, Dan 
looked indignant, and then he was laughing hardest of all. 


It was one of those things that none of them could have explained, 
the way they were laughing. They would calm down, then one of 
them would look at the other two and the giggles would start up and 
grow until they were laughing flat out once more. They laughed so 
hard that Dan’s eyes began streaming again, and he had to blow his 
nose again, which produced the tortured—goose honk again, and of 
course made them laugh even harder. Amy put her hands over her 


mouth, trying in vain to stem the tide, while Nellie grabbed a pillow 
and buried her face in it. 


At last their laughter faded into giggles, then silence. Amy’s 
stomach muscles actually felt sore from all the laughing. 


Just then the night nurse came in. She refilled Dan’s water pitcher 
and plumped his pillows. “Time to go,” she said. 


“Thanks,” Amy said. The nurse had let them stay way past visiting 
hours. Amy and Nellie had already decided that Dan would be safe in 
the hospital for one night. What with everything that had happened, 
they were sure that the Kabras would be lying low for at least a little 
while. The girls would go back to the hotel and come get Dan in the 
morning. 

They said their good-nights. At the door, Amy turned and went 
back to the bed. 

Dan already looked half asleep. She leaned over and gave him a 
quick kiss on his forehead. 

It had been a long time since she’d given him a kiss. He didn’t really 
respond, just wriggled deeper under the sheets and closed his eyes, 
which meant, she knew, that he didn’t mind. 


CHAPTER 19 


“Tt’s not like with Irina.” 


From the backseat of the car, Dan’s voice was barely above a 
whisper. 


The doctor who had signed off on Dan’s chart that morning said 
there was nothing physically wrong with him, but that he might feel a 
little woozy from the sedative given to him in the night. “Good food, 
sunshine, relaxation, that’s my prescription,” the doctor declared. 


No, Amy had thought. That won’t do it. What Dan needs is to rewind 
everything, back to a time when Lester was still alive. 


Looking at her brother’s pale, exhausted face, Amy knew exactly 
what he meant about Irina. 


Irina had chosen to be part of the Clue hunt. She had known about 
both the rewards and the risks and had made the deliberate decision 
to participate despite the potential dangers. She had died in full 
knowledge that her death was a consequence of the battle over the 
Clues. 


Lester hadn’t known any of that. 


“It’s so unfair,” Dan said. “All he wanted to do was be helpful.” 
Tears slid out from behind his closed eyelids. “And we never gave him 
a chance.” 


Tears were rolling down Amy’s cheeks, too, but now she cleared her 
throat. “What do you mean?” she asked. 


Dan opened his eyes. “We should have told him. That it might be 
dangerous to help us. We should have given him a chance to decide.” 


He used his T-shirt to wipe his eyes. “We’re Madrigals, all right. I 
mean, we knew that before, but we were thinking we could be 
different, right? This proves we can’t. Lester died, and it was our 
fault.” 


“But — but we didn’t set out to — to kill him. Or anyone! Not even 
close!” 


Dan shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Whether we meant to or 
not, that doesn’t change anything for Lester.” 


Amy’s insides twisted. The pain in Dan’s eyes mirrored the pain in 
her own heart — to the nth degree. 


It was too much to bear. 


Amy almost choked on the lump in her throat. She had to try twice 
before she could speak. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” she 
whispered. 


He nodded. “Yeah,” he said. 

She didn’t have to stop to consider it. “Okay.” 
“Okay,” he echoed. 

There was no need for more words. 


“Airport.” 

Nellie slammed on the brakes. Fortunately, they weren’t even out of 
the parking lot yet. 

“Airport? What for?” she demanded. 


Amy was staring out the window. “We’re going home,’ 
hoarsely. “Back to Aunt Beatrice.” 


“WHAT?!” 
“Its the only way,” Dan said. “We’re Madrigals. Madrigals hurt 


people. Even kill them, or at least get them killed. We have to get out 
of the hunt before it happens again.” 
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she said 


The silence that followed lasted for several moments. 

“You sure about this?” Nellie said at last. 

“Yes.” They spoke in one voice, quietly but without hesitation. 
Nellie drove onto the road. 


Dan stared out the car window. My last views of Jamaica ... I’m never 
coming back here again. 


Then a guilty thought occurred to him. 


We should go see Miss Alice. He was about to mention it when he 
saw the sign for the airport exit whiz by. 


“Hey, that was the turnoff for the airport,” he said. “You missed it. 
But it’s okay — I was thinking we should go see Miss Alice before we 
leave.” 


Amy looked at him sadly. “You're right,” she said. 


“So, Spanish Town instead of the airport,” Dan said, wondering 
what he could possibly say to Miss Alice. 


No reply from Nellie. 
And she wasn’t wearing her earbuds. 


“Nellie?” Amy said. “We want to go see Miss Alice, did you get 
that?” 


Nellie pulled her sunglasses off the top of her head and put them 
on. “I heard you,” she said. “Just sit back and relax. You could both 
use some rest.” 


“But this isn’t the right way,” Dan said. “Spanish Town is that way 
—” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, indicating the opposite 
direction. 


After another moment or two, it became clear that Nellie had no 
intention of turning around, and Dan felt his confusion turning into a 
vague sense of dread. 


“Where’s Lester’s box?” he said suddenly. 
“T told you, it’s safe,” Nellie replied. 


He could see Nellie’s reflection in the rearview mirror. She gave 
him a thin little smile. 


“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Remember, the doctor said you 
should take it easy.” 


“PII take it easy as soon as you tell me where the box is,” Dan said. 


Nellie’s lips tightened. Then she said, “I’m not answering any more 
questions. You’ll understand everything once we get there.” 


“Get WHERE?” Dan’s voice rose. “Where are you taking us?” 
No answer. 


Amy must have felt the same panic he did, because now she 
grabbed the door handle. 


“Stop the car,” she said. “I’m getting out — I’m not going any 
farther until you tell us what’s going on.” 


“Sorry,” Nellie said. “This is an express car. No stops until — the 
terminus.” 


The terminus. The way she said it sounded ominous to Dan. 
Amy jerked the door handle. The child latch was engaged; they 


were locked in. 
“For your own protection,” Nellie said. 


For a wild moment, Dan thought of grabbing the steering wheel or 
putting his hands over Nellie’s eyes — anything to make her stop. But 
there were other cars on the road; someone else might get hurt. 


Dan’s heart was pounding so hard that he could feel his pulse in his 
throat. He tried to speak, but no words came out. He could only stare 
in disbelief at the back of Nellie’s head. 


All this time she was helping us just so we would let our guard down. 
And we did, and now she’s sucker punched us. 


After a few minutes on the road, Nellie pulled over and made a call on 
her cell phone. 


“On my way,” she said. Then, “No. Didn’t work out. But they’re 
with me. Which means Plan B.” 


The words were both cryptic and frightening, but to Amy, the 
scariest thing of all was the flatness of Nellie’s voice. She could have 
been a robot; there was not a shred of emotion in her words. And her 
face looked as cold as stone. 


Kidnapped. We’re being kidnapped. 


Amy didn’t even try to ask what Plan B meant; she knew she’d get 
no answer. With trembling fingers, she undid her seat belt and 
climbed into the backseat. She needed to be near Dan. 


Amy wanted to feel furious at this final, incontrovertible evidence 
of Nellie’s betrayal. Instead, she was almost overwhelmed by a wave 
of exhaustion. 


I’m so tired. Too tired and sad to be angry. She wished she could curl 
up into a ball in a dark, soundless room and sleep and sleep and sleep. 
For, like, ten years. 


Turning her face toward the window, Amy closed her eyes 
helplessly. A few tears wet her lashes. 


After they had driven about an hour and a half — in utter silence — 
Nellie turned the car off the highway onto a smaller road that wound 
through the mountains. Although the mountains seemed to be almost 
pure wilderness, they did pass an occasional house. A few houses 


close together made up a town. The road grew narrower and steeper 
at every turn and finally brought them to an iron bridge paved with 
steel plates that crossed a gully. 

MOORE TOWN the sign on the bridge read. 


Nellie drove across the bridge and stopped the car on the other side. 
She popped the door locks. 

“You can get out,” she said in that same expressionless voice. “But 
don’t even think of running anywhere.” 

She can’t stop both of us, Amy thought. Maybe I could distract her and 
Dan could make a run for it.... 

Amy got out of the car and looked around. Moore Town wasn’t like 
any town she had ever seen before. The houses hopscotched to either 
side of a dirt track that led up the mountainside. Some were painted 
in tropical colors — blue, pink, lemon yellow — faded but still 
cheerful. The mountains beyond were draped in a blue—gray mist that 
blurred their edges. 

Dan walked around the car and stood next to her. “What now?” he 
asked anxiously. 


“That’s up to you.” 


The voice had come from behind them. Soft, raspy ... As Amy 
turned around, she grabbed Dan’s hand, knowing exactly who she 
would see. 


The man in black. 
Who was dressed all in gray now. 


Amy stood paralyzed. She saw that he was holding a familiar 
canvas—wrapped parcel. 


The box. 
Nellie had given it to the man in black. 


CHAPTER 20 


“NOOOOO!” 


Dan wrenched his hand out of Amy’s and launched himself forward. 
His rage was palpable. Amy knew there was no way he was going to 
allow the box — Lester’s box — to remain in the hands of the enemy. 


For an old guy, the man proved surprisingly agile. He sidestepped 
Dan’s charge and thrust out his foot. Dan tripped and ended up 
sprawled in the dirt. 


Amy rushed to his side. 


He looked up at her wildly. “We can take them — you go for Nellie 
and PI —” 


“Oh, please,” the man in gray said. “And then what — run to escape 
us? Exactly where do you plan on running to?” 


In desperation, Amy realized he was right. He had probably chosen 
this location for exactly that reason. It was miles away from anywhere 
safe, and Dan was surely still too weak to run very far. 


“Perhaps you should hear me out instead,” the man said. “Shall we 
go somewhere more comfortable where we can talk?” 


“You tried to kill us!” Dan shouted. “In Austria! Why would we ever 
sit down with a murderer?” 


The man looked surprised. “You have misunderstood. Forgivable, 
given that you do not have all the facts. I’m afraid I must insist on our 
sitting down together. I am alone at the moment, but I have help 
nearby.” He held up a cell phone. “I assume you would rather talk to 
me than to some of my less genteel colleagues.” 


The threat could not have been any clearer. 


They sat under an awning at the side of one of the buildings, a 
combination bar and general store. Nellie took the box and locked it 
in the car. Then, oddly, she did not sit down with them but went to 
stand by the side of the road. 


Amy and Dan sat next to each other, opposite their adversary. 


“Do you know about Moore Town?” the man asked. 


Amy had already decided not to say one word more than necessary 
to him. Neither she nor Dan replied. It was apparently a rhetorical 
question anyway; the man continued speaking, unfazed by their lack 
of response. 


“It was one of the original settlements of the Windward Maroons,” 
he said. “Another was Nanny Town, named, of course, for The Right 
Excellent Nanny.” 


Amy shivered. It seemed that he already knew about their Nanny 
investigations. Of course. Nellie must have told him. 


Nellie must have told him everything. 


“It was both her home and her base of operations,” he continued. “I 
wish Nanny Town could have been our meeting place, but it’s been 
abandoned for many years now.” 


He took a sip of his drink. “The bridge you crossed over is the only 
access to the town,” he said. “The Maroons were very clever; all of 
their settlements had only one point of entry. It made the towns easy 
to guard. Just a few Maroons could hold off much larger numbers of 
British troops. Nanny Town had a similar defense; it was on a high 
spur overlooking a river.” 


Amy glanced at Nellie, whose back was to them. Nellie seemed to 
be watching the road back toward the bridge. 

The man followed her gaze. “Yes, that’s right,” he said. “She’s 
standing guard. With her there, no one can sneak up on us, because 
the only way into Moore Town is along that road.” 

“Not interested in a geography lesson from someone who tried to 
kill us,” Dan snapped. 

That was the only good thing about the mess they were in: Dan’s 
anger had made him much more himself. 


The man inclined his head. “But of course. Your impatience is 
understandable.” 


He interlaced his fingers and put his hands on the table in front of 
him. 

“The first thing I should tell you is that I am speaking to you on 
behalf of the Madrigals.” 


Amy nudged Dan under the table. She could feel his anger seething. 


Stay calm, she tried to tell him telepathically. Focus. We have to find a 
way to get that box back and then get out of here.... 


“The Madrigals have been following your progress with great 
interest,” the man said. “They are quite impressed. I have been 
charged with the task of discovering how you perform on a particular 
task they have set for you.” 


“We’re not doing anything for them!” Amy burst out. 


The man shrugged. “Fine. But I must tell you the consequences for 
not cooperating. Without going into too much detail, you should 
know that we are holding your other companion.” 


“Our other —?” Amy stopped, aghast. 


Saladin! She had been so exhausted at the hotel the night before, 
she hadn’t even noticed that the cat wasn’t there. 


“You — you better not — you just leave him alone!” Dan could 
barely get the words out. 


“Wh-what have you done to him?” Amy’s voice quavered. She 
didn’t even want to imagine what they might do to Saladin.... Who 
were these people who would threaten a poor innocent cat? 


“Why, nothing,” the man said. “He’s perfectly fine. And will 
continue to be, so long as you cooperate. It’s quite simple: All you 
have to do is get the box to open.” 


“I want your word on something,” Dan said. Amy could tell from 
his voice that he was still struggling to suppress his fury. 


“You’re hardly in a position to negotiate.” 


“You’re wrong about that. You want us to do this. If you didn’t, 
you'd just do it yourselves. So I want something in return.” 


The man said nothing. 


Dan went on. “Once you get your precious little secret out of the 
box, I want it back. The box — and Saladin.” 


The man shrugged. “I believe that can be arranged.” 


“I want your word on it,” Dan said doggedly. He looked at the man 
with an expression of disdain. “That is, if your word is any good,” he 
added spitefully. 


The man winced, then held up his hand. 
“You have my word,” he said with a bow of his head. When he 


glanced up at Dan, Amy was startled to see a look of — could it be 
respect? Or maybe even pride? — in his eyes. Only for the merest 
second, though; maybe she had imagined it. 


“If you’re finished,” she said coldly, “we’d like to get started.” 


“Miss Gomez?” 

Nellie trotted back from her sentry position. 

Like his lapdog, Amy thought in disgust. 

But beneath that disdainful thought, she could still feel a deep 
ocean of sorrow over Nellie’s betrayal. 


“Please retrieve the box,” he said, “and then you and I will be 
leaving these two in peace to attempt the completion of their task.” 


“What?” Nellie frowned. 
“T believe you heard me quite clearly.” 


“No!” Nellie shouted. “That was not part of the deal — you said I 
could help them!” 


Amy’s heart leaped in her chest. Could Nellie be — a triple—crosser? 
Amy tried to quash the thought; she couldn’t bear to get her hopes up 
only to have them crushed again. 


“The deal, Miss Gomez, is whatever we say it is.” 


Nellie narrowed her eyes. “You think?” She ran to the car, opened 
the door, and held up the keys. 


“If you don’t let me help them,” she yelled, “Ill drive off right this 
minute. With the box.” 


The man in gray seemed unperturbed. “How long do you think it 
would take us to track you down?” 


“Long enough for me to give the box to the Kabras,” she shot back. 


A flicker of unease crossed the man’s face, but in the next moment 
he was back in control. “Now, now,” he said. “No need to be hasty 
about this.” 


“I mean it!” she yelled. “Just try me!” 


The man held up his hands. “Calm down, please,” he said, then 
shrugged. “You may remain with them if that is your desire.” 


“You got that right,” Nellie muttered. She stalked back to the table. 
Amy stared at her. 


What’s going on? 
One way or another, they were about to find out. 


Nellie removed her nose ring and got out Miss Alice’s matching snake. 
Amy put her dragon necklace and the wolf fang side by side in front 
of her. Dan took the bear claw off its chain. 


“You'll need these,” the man said, and produced a small pair of 
pliers. 


Nellie used them to snip the post off her nose ring and Miss Alice’s 
earring. She passed the pliers to Dan, who clipped the hanging bail 
from the claw. 


Amy took up the pliers. She hesitated for only a moment before 
cutting the dragon medallion free from Grace’s necklace. 


The man unwrapped the carved box and handed it to Nellie. She 
fitted the snakes into place on one side. 


Dan did the same with the bear claw. 


Then Amy put the fang on the third side of the box. She picked up 
the dragon medallion and held her breath. 


The dragon snapped into place neatly. 


The box did not open. Amy let out her breath. Of course not, she 
thought. It’s not magic, for heaven’s sake. 


She tried opening it the way you would a normal box. 
No luck. 


“Here, let me try,” Dan said eagerly. He worked his way around all 
four sides trying to open it; he even turned it upside down. 


Still no good. 


The man in gray was watching them, leaning back in his chair a 
little with his arms crossed. He had donned sunglasses; Amy couldn’t 
see his expression. 


Nellie took a turn, too. For the moment, Amy had decided to stop 
wondering whose side Nellie was on; right now she and Dan needed 
all the help they could get. 

They went around one more time. Amy tried opening the side 
panels, then sliding the top instead of lifting it. 


Nothing. 


The man in gray stood. “It appears that you have failed,” he said, 
and reached for the box. 


Dan snatched it up and put it behind his back. He glared at the man 
so ferociously that Amy almost shivered. She’d never seen him look 
like that before; she didn’t know what would happen if the man tried 
to take the box away from Dan. 

“Please,” she said in desperation, “can’t we have just a little more 
time? We have the icons, they all fit, we just have to figure out ...” 
Her voice trailed off. 

The man walked away a few steps. He took out a cell phone, dialed 
a number, and spoke quickly. Then he turned and looked at them. 

“It is now five minutes past twelve,” he announced. “You have 
exactly one hour. If the box is not open by one-oh-five, you will have 
failed. Is that understood?” 

Amy nodded. 

“Young man?” 

Dan was still glaring, but he nodded, too. 

“I will be back in”— the man glanced at his watch —“fifty—nine 
minutes.” He paused. “Remember, all sides of this are really one, and 
you need us to succeed.” 

The man walked away, leaving them with the box. 


Forty minutes later, Nellie looked at Amy helplessly. Amy was near 
tears, and nothing Nellie could say would comfort her. 


They had tried everything. They had taken the icons out and put 
them back in again, in every possible order. They had put all four 
icons in at the same time. They had stood the box on each of its four 
sides; they’d tried having two people push on different parts of the 
box at the same time. They had tapped and poked and prodded every 
square centimeter of it. 


Nothing worked. 


Amy’s head was bowed in a vain attempt to hide her weeping. 
Sweat was running down Dan’s face as he examined the box yet again. 


Nellie felt like her head was about to burst. There had to be some 
way she could help.... 


“Think!” she said. “We must have forgotten something. Think back 


to the very start — to the Bahamas.” 


Amy lifted her head a little. “The bear claw,” she said. “That was 
the Bahamas.” 


Dan stopped fiddling with the box and looked up, too. “After that 
we came here — to Jamaica — and we found Miss Alice’s snake.” 


Clearly, it was making them feel a little better to focus on 
something other than the box. “Then what?” Nellie encouraged them. 


“Then you called your dad,” Amy said, “and —” 


“THE RIGHT EXCELLENT NANNY!” Dan shouted. “The gold strip 
from the horn!” 


Amy was already digging into her backpack. She took out the little 
piece of metal, which had been carefully wrapped in a piece of paper. 


Nellie saw her frown almost immediately. 

“It doesn’t fit,” Amy said. “Look. It’s longer than any of the sides.” 
“What about diagonally?” Dan suggested. 

“Still too long.” 

“Maybe it’s supposed to be bent,” Nellie said. 

“But how?” Amy asked. 


Nellie’s heart sank. Amy was right; there were probably about a 
million ways the strip could be bent. They’d never figure it out in 
time. 


“This has to be it, this HAS to be it,” Dan kept saying. 
“Let me see it,” Nellie said. “The strip, I mean.” 
She inspected it closely. Those tiny letters ... 


ektomaluja ektomaluja ektomaluja ektomaluja 


“Why would it have lettering on both sides?” she asked. “I mean, if 
it fits into the box like the other pieces, there should be a ‘right side’ 
and a ‘wrong side.’ But there isn’t. Both sides are the same.” 


Dan and Amy bent over the strip in Nellie’s hand. Then Amy 
gasped. She dived into her backpack again and took out her notepad. 


“I thought about this once before and then I forgot about it,” she 
said. “Look.” 


She showed them the page where she’d written down the mystery 
word: 


EKTOMALUJA 
EK — Ekaterina 
TOMA — Tomas 
LU — Lucian 

JA — Janus 


“I wondered why Tomas got four letters when all the others had 
only two,” she said. “It’s because it’s not T-O-M-A for Tomas.” She 
scribbled furiously, then showed them the page again. 


EK — Ekaterina 


TO — Tomas 
MA-MADRIGAL 
LU — Lucian 
JA — Janus 


“Brilliant!” Dan shouted. 


Nellie closed her eyes in concentration. “Remember what he said 
when he left? Something about how we needed them to succeed. The 
Madrigals.” 


“The four branches, one icon on each side of the box,” Amy said. 
“Madrigals, in the middle of the code word ... Madrigals in the middle 
somehow ...” 


Dan was frowning fiercely. He looked at Nellie. “What did you say 
before? You said something — I’m trying to remember —” 


“About the man in black? I mean, gray?” 
“No. Before that.” 


Nellie thought for a moment. “Oh, I remember. I was asking why 
the letters are on both sides.” 


She saw Dan go very still; she could almost hear the effort his brain 
was making. 


“The lettering is raised,” he said, “and on both sides. That means the 
letters fit — somewhere we can’t see. Give me that strip.” 


Nellie watched as Dan fashioned the strip into a circle by joining 
the ends. 


“See?” he said. “It could go like this, edgewise, not flat, and if you 


put it in exactly the right place —” 


The three of them nearly cracked heads as they bent to examine the 
box again. 


“It has to be the top,” Amy said excitedly. “It’s not any one of the 
four sides, so the top is like the middle.” 


It was Dan who found it: a narrow slit in the carvings on the top of 
the box. The slit was shaped like a loop, a rough oval into which the 
strip would fit. 


Except that it didn’t. The strip almost fit, but not quite. No matter 
how they positioned it, shifting it a tiny bit at a time, it wouldn’t slide 
into the slit. 


Nellie let out a moan of frustration. She took out her cell phone to 
check the time. 

“It’s one-oh-two,” she said urgently. “He’ll be back any minute 
now.” 

“There was something else,” Amy said suddenly. “He said 
something else before he left. Besides the part about us needing the 
Madrigals.” 

“He said”— Dan narrowed his eyes in concentration —“he said to 
remember that all sides are really one.” 


“All sides are one,” Amy whispered. “All sides are one....” 
There was a moment of complete silence. 


Then Amy smiled. It was, Nellie thought, a radiant smile — there 
was no other word for it. 


“Mobius strip,” she said. 
“What kind of trip?” Dan said. 


“Not trip, strip,” she said. “Mobius strip. It’s a geometric shape that 
has only one side.” 


She took up the piece of gold and formed it into a loop again. But 
before joining the ends, she put a half twist into it. It now formed a 
wobbly ovalish shape. 


“Look,” she said. “If I were to put my pencil point here and trace a 
line down the middle of the strip, I could go all the way around until I 
came right back to where I started. And the line would show up on 
both sides, without me ever lifting my pencil. Which proves that it 
really has only one side.” 


“I don’t get it,” Nellie said. 

“Pll show you again later,” Amy said. “It works better with a strip 
of paper.” 

“FORGET IT!” Dan said. “Just see if it fits that way!” 

“Okay, okay,” Amy said. 


Nellie could tell that Amy wasn’t in any hurry now. She looked 
utterly calm and supremely confident. 


Holding the strip in its Mobius shape, Amy inserted it into the slit. 
She tried once, twice, three times. 


On the fourth try, the strip clicked perfectly into place. 


There was a small pinging sound, and the lid of the box sprang 
open. 


CHAPTER 21 


“We open it together,” Amy said, her eyes gleaming. “Ready? One — 
two — three —” 


Inside, the box was lined with silk decorated with an elaborately 
embroidered whale. Two objects rested on the silk: a small roll of 
parchment and a little pouch. 


Amy unrolled the parchment carefully. The edges crackled; a few 
tiny pieces flaked off. The ink on the page was faded but still legible. 
Amy read aloud: 





“Can I see it?” Dan took the parchment gently from Amy’s hands. 
He glanced at it quickly. 


“WOO-HOO!” he whooped. “Finally, an easy one!” 


With one hand, he made a beckoning motion with his fingers. “Go 
on, go on, ask me,” he said. 


Amy and Nellie rolled their eyes at each other. 

“Okay,” Nellie said, “whatcha got?” 

Dan’s expression was pure smugness. “I want you to beg,” he said. 
“Dan!” Amy said, half laughing but completely annoyed. 

“Just kidding,” he said. He held out the page and pointed to it. “See 


that? The word ‘danngle.’ It’s misspelled. And it has to be, because 
without the extra ‘n,’ it wouldn’t be an anagram for ENGLAND. That’s 
where we go next!” 


He mimed licking his finger and then touched his temple. “Sssss, ” 
he said. “Oh, yeah, Pm good. I’m so good.” 


More eye-rolling from the girls. In an effort to distract Dan’s 
attention away from his self-proclaimed greatness, Amy reached for 
the little pouch. It was beautifully made, lined and heavily padded 
and closed with a drawstring. She opened it carefully and took out a 
small glass vial. 


The vial was filled with a rusty brownish red substance, like a 
rough powder. Amy uncorked the vial and brought it up to her nose. 
She sniffed cautiously. 


“I don’t know,” she said, frowning a little. “You can still smell 
something, even after all this time, but I can’t tell —” 


Nellie reached for the vial. She gave it a quick sniff. 


“It’s mace,” she said immediately. “That spice I bought. The outer 
covering of a nutmeg.” 


The three of them beamed at one another. 


“A clue and the next location, both inside about thirty seconds!” 
Dan crowed. 


The man in gray was standing behind Nellie. They had been so 
engrossed in the box and its contents, none of them had noticed when 
he rejoined them. 


“Well done,” he said quietly. 


He sat down and took off his sunglasses. Then, to Amy’s 
astonishment, he wiped his eyes as if they were tearing up. 


He cleared his throat and picked up the box. “Made by a renegade 
Ekat,” he said. “Most ingenious, wouldn’t you say? The Ekaterinas 
claimed this area — the Caribbean — long ago and have been very 
active here. By the way, I thought you would like to know that your 
cat is safe in Kingston. We will collect him when we leave here.” 


He put the box back on the table. “I must apologize,” he said. “First, 


for my earlier unpleasantness. As you will learn shortly, it was all part 
of the grand scheme. And second, because I’ve never properly 


introduced myself. My name is Fiske Cahill. And I would like to thank 
you for bringing such joy to my sister.” 
His sister? 


“Grace,” he said as he sat down next to Nellie. “Grace was my 
sister.” 


Amy’s jaw dropped. 


Grace had one sibling — Aunt Beatrice. Neither of them had ever 
once mentioned a brother. It couldn’t be true! 


“How come we never heard of you?” Dan asked. 


The man winced and slumped a little in his chair. “There is no easy 
answer to that question,” he said, almost to himself. He paused and 
took a breath. “As a small child, I was painfully shy. So much so that I 
simply couldn’t function when I was with other people. My parents 
allowed me to stay out of school, at home with a tutor. Perhaps that 
was a mistake because in the end, it made it easier for me to — to 
disappear altogether when I decided as a young man that I wanted 
nothing to do with — with the family business.” 


He gave them a searching look, and Amy knew what business he 
meant: the hunt for the 39 Clues. 


The man laced his fingers together and stared at his hands. “As 
children, Grace and I adored each other. She was the only one I kept 
in touch with over the years, and on my terms, not hers. I would call 
or write once in a while, brief visits every other year or so. It was not 
until she became ill that I went to see her for an extended time.” 


He shook his head, and his already soft voice lowered to a whisper. 
“Of the many poor choices I made in my life, the one I most regret is 
not spending more time with her.” 


Amy felt her throat clutch a little. What would it be like if Dan 
disappeared from her life? Then she caught herself and frowned. If 
Fiske Cahill wasn’t telling the truth, he was an awfully good actor. He 
probably wanted her to think exactly what she had been thinking. She 
had to stay on guard.... 


“I hope that is sufficient explanation as to why you have never 
heard of me,” he was saying, “because there is no other. Grace, in her 
last days, asked me to become involved in the hunt for clues. I could 
not refuse her.” 


“Not good enough,” Dan said. “You still haven’t given us any real 
proof that you’re Grace’s brother.” 


Fiske Cahill sat in silence for a moment. Then he lifted his chin, 
blinked his eyes, and spoke in a nasal, high-pitched voice. “Anyone 
who plays this silly game is a fool. ll take the money!” 


Amy stared at him in amazement. He had just done a pitch—perfect 
imitation of Aunt Beatrice! 


Aunt Beatrice had said something almost exactly like that on the 
day Grace’s will was read. The mimicry was dead-on. It could only 
have been done by someone who knew her well — very well. 


“You were there?” Amy whispered. 


“Yes. Hidden, and listening from another room. My oldest sister’s 
voice can be quite irritating, as of course you know.” 


Amy looked at Dan. He gave her a combined nod and shrug. 


She shook her head in response. “It could still be a trick,” she said. 
“He could have, like, studied her. You know, followed her around like 
a stalker, or filmed her, or something like that. And practiced 
imitating her. Or maybe he’s working on some kind of plot with her 
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“With Beatrice?” Fiske Cahill said. 
“With Aunt Beatrice?” Dan said. 


Not only had they spoken at the same moment, but they had 
identical incredulous expressions on their faces. Amy was struck by a 
revelation. For so long, she had heard about how much she reminded 
people of Grace. Miss Alice had recognized their resemblance to each 
other even though she hadn’t seen Grace in years. Now Amy saw 
precisely the same kind of likeness between Dan and the man in gray! 


They had to be related. 


CHAPTER 22 


“I have so much to tell you, I hardly know where to start,” Fiske 
Cahill said. “I will do my best. You already know that you are 
Madrigals.” 


“Yeah, and we know that’s bad news,” Dan said. 
“Not necessarily,” Fiske replied. “It depends on your point of view.” 
“Oh, great,” Dan said, “now everything’s much clearer.” 


For a split second, Amy thought Fiske might smile. But then his 
eyebrows drew together and he looked very serious. 


“Gideon and Olivia Cahill had four children,” Fiske said. He paused, 
waiting. 

Dan and Amy looked at each other. Apparently, this was sort of a 
quiz. 

“Katherine, Luke, Thomas, and Jane,” Amy said. 


Fiske nodded his approval. “Gideon spent a fortune and a lifetime 
trying to find a cure for the plague. The serum he created did indeed 
protect against the plague, and also had unexpected side effects. 
Although he didn’t know it at the time, his serum altered the DNA of 
those who took it, giving them greater abilities in every area of 
human endeavor. Eventually, Gideon gave each of his children part of 
the formula. Soon afterwards, he died in a fire that destroyed his 
laboratory. His children suspected one another of sabotage, which 
sundered the family. Each child went off to spearhead a particular 
branch of the Cahill clan.” 


Pause. 
Dan’s turn. “Ekaterina, Lucian, Tomas, Janus.” 


Another nod. “For centuries now, the branches have been on a 
relentless search, battling one another to find clues to the ingredients 
that will reconstruct the formula, both their own particular serum and 
the master serum that contains the secret to the powers of all four 
branches. But every time a branch comes close, they are prevented 
from achieving success.” 


“By the Madrigals,” Amy whispered. 


“So that’s why all the other branches hate them — I mean, us,” Dan 
said. “But how did the Madrigals get mixed up with the clue hunt in 
the first place?” 


Fiske answered the question with one of his own. “Amy,” he said, 
“may I see that miniature painting?” 


Puzzled, Amy took the painting out of her backpack and handed it 
to him. 


He gazed at it for a few moments, then spoke slowly. “At the time 
of the fire, no one knew that Gideon’s wife, Olivia, was pregnant with 
their fifth child.” 


He turned the painting around so it was facing them. 
“Meet Madeleine Cahill,” he said. “Founder of the Madrigal line.” 


Amy had looked at the little painting dozens of times before, but it 
was as if she were seeing it for the first time. It was incredible — no 
wonder the woman in the picture was a dead ringer for her mother! 


“Your great-great — well, about twenty-two greats — 
grandmother,” Fiske said. 


“She’s the one who wrote the poem,” Dan said, gesturing at the box. 
“MC. Madeleine Cahill.” 


Fiske nodded as he put the painting down gently. He cleared his 
throat. “Olivia Cahill supported her husband’s efforts at first,” he said, 
“when he was trying to find a cure for the plague. But she was 
devastated by what the obsession with the serum’s side effects did to 
the family. Her children scattered across the globe to begin their own 
schemes. She was left alone with the baby. 


“Olivia was terrified of the corrupting power of the serum. She also 
desperately wanted to bring the family together again, and she raised 
Madeleine to believe that nothing was more important.” 

Amy made a small noise of surprise. Her face lit up, not in 
happiness, but in understanding. 

Fiske Cahill cracked his first smile. “Why don’t you go ahead, young 
lady?” 

“That’s in the poem, too!” Amy burst out. “One web, many a tether, 
united — that’s what the Madrigals do! They try to get the other 
branches to stop fighting!” 


“Exactly,” Fiske said. 


“I don’t get it,” Dan said crossly. “If you ask me, they sure don’t act 
like peacekeepers a lot of the time.” 


Fiske looked solemn again. “I’m afraid you’re right, Dan. Preventing 
the branches from achieving too much power has not always been a 
pleasant task. And just as important, the Madrigals try to protect 
innocent people from becoming victims of the battle.” 


“Oh. Ah.” Dan was momentarily struck speechless, and Amy knew 
he was trying to wrap his mind around the same thoughts she was 
having. 

The Madrigals — they’re the good guys? But how — 


“The other branches would be most unhappy to learn that the 
Madrigals have equal status as Cahill heirs and even more unhappy if 
they knew what the Madrigal quest was,” Fiske continued. “That is 
why the branch has always been shrouded in secrecy.” 


“And — and Mom and Dad?” Amy asked. “That’s what they were 
doing, too?” 

Fiske nodded. “They were among our most active members. 
Something else you should know: The Lucians pinned the blame for 
one of their own evil acts on Hope and Arthur. It happened in South 
Africa.” 


Winnie Thembeka! Amy’s mind flashed back to the terrible moment 
when she and Dan had been told that their parents were murderers. 


“I knew it! I knew they were good all along!” Dan exulted as he 
held his fist out toward Amy. 


Amy returned his fist bump, but inside she didn’t feel quite the 
same triumph as her brother. They had to make hard choices, too, she 
thought. Being good might seem simple, but it’s never easy. 


“What about Austria?” Dan asked. “Was that all part of the plan, 
too — to blow us up? Then what, rescue us? Pretty risky if you ask me 
— we could have died!” 


“It was Alistair Oh who triggered the explosion,” Fiske said. 
“Believe me, we were relieved beyond words to learn that you were 
safe. You assumed that I was the culprit, and we decided it would be 
useful not to correct that assumption. It reinforced the image of 
Madrigal power among those in the other branches.” 


Now Nellie spoke up. “You two scared me to death when you said 
you wanted out of the hunt,” she said. “I knew how much the 
Madrigals needed you.” 


Fiske nodded solemnly. “Without the Madrigals working at full 
strength, there would be countless people who would meet a fate like 
Lester’s,” he said gently. “Who knows how many more ...” 


The fate of the world, Amy thought. 


There was quiet around the table. Amy saw that some of the hurt 
had returned to Dan’s eyes but not the empty hurt like before. Instead, 
she saw a kind of determination there. No one else would die like 
Lester had, not if Dan could help it. 


She was with him on that one. 
It was Dan who broke the silence. 


“There’s one thing I still don’t get,” he said. “Why couldn’t we have 
known all this before? Why did Mr. McIntyre, tell us to beware the 
Madrigals? Why couldn’t Grace have told us we were Madrigals and 
what the Madrigals do?” 


Fiske sighed. “That is, perhaps, the most complicated part of the 
equation,” he said. “Madeleine Cahill swore an oath on her mother’s 
deathbed to do everything in her power to reunite the family. She was 
well aware of how difficult the Madrigals’ task would be and spent 
years designing and implementing guidelines for the branch. 


“Some of these you already know, even if you don’t know you know 
them. The Madrigal branch is matrilineal — Madrigals often take the 
last name of their mothers, not their fathers. It was a symbol of 
Madeleine’s devotion to Olivia.” 


“So that’s why we’re Cahills and not Trents,” Dan said. 
“Mom always told me it was a feminist thing,” Amy recalled. 
Dan thought for a moment. “That wasn’t really a lie,” he said. 


“But most important,” Fiske continued, “Madeleine knew that the 
only chance for success was if the Madrigals themselves were the best 
of the best. Amelia Earhart, as you discovered. Anne Bonny, Mary 
Read, Nanny Sharpe. All Madrigals. Many more names — Mother 
Teresa, Frederick Douglass, Roberto Clemente. And more than half of 
the Nobel Peace Prize winners.” 


“Wow.” That was Amy and Dan, together. 


“There’s more,” Fiske went on. “The Madrigal line is the only one of 
the Cahill branches for which active status must be earned. Simply 
being born into the line is not enough.” 


“Earned?” Dan said. “Earned how?” 


“Cahills who exhibit the potential to become active Madrigals have 
to undergo a period of rigorous trials, without knowing they are doing 
so. That way, if they do not succeed, the secret of the Madrigal line 
remains inviolate. 


“Some of the trials result from conflict with the other branches or 
from the hunt itself. Others are — how can I put it — designed by the 
Madrigals themselves. This last challenge was actually a combination. 
We needed the fang and hoped fervently that you could obtain it. 
Once you had achieved that, we decided you should be put to the test 
of opening the box under rather menacing conditions.” 


“So the Madrigals have deliberately been trying to trip us up all 
along?” Dan’s voice rose higher, on the edge of anger. 


“They have also given you aid from time to time,” Fiske shot back. 
“Believe me, we want all the active members we can get. We want you 
to succeed. But we cannot let our desires get in the way of our goal to 
select only the most worthy. 


“The activities of potential Madrigals are tracked quite closely, 
hence, Miss Gomez’s involvement. And the need for her deception.” 


“Pm sorry, guys,” Nellie said. “I wanted to tell you about a million 
times, but —” 


Then Nellie put her head down on the table, and a moment later, 
Amy could hear strange snuffling noises. 


What the heck — is she — no, it can’t be — 
“Are you crying?” Dan asked, staring at Nellie in amazement. 


Nellie raised her tear-streaked face to Amy. “It was s—so awful,” she 
said. “H-having to lie to you, and — and then when you f-found out, 
you didn’t trust me anymore, it was almost like you hated me — and 
— and I had to keep g-going somehow —” She put her head down 
again, shaking with sobs. 

For a long moment, Amy felt almost blind with anger. Part of her 
wanted to hit something or someone as hard as she could — for 
putting the three of them through all this. 


Nellie had indeed betrayed them. Many times over — to Mr. 
McIntyre, to the man in black, to the Madrigals. 


But she had done it for the right reasons. And it couldn’t have been 
easy. 

Amy took a deep breath. She exhaled slowly, trying to blow away 
all of her anger. 


It worked. Mostly, anyway. 


When her vision cleared, she found herself staring at Nellie’s spiky 
blond—and-black hair ... tough—as—nails Nellie, reduced to a puddle 
by the Clue hunt.... 


She reached out and put her hand on Nellie’s arm. “Nellie?” she 
said softly. “I’m sorry, too. Really sorry. It must have been so hard for 
you.” 


“Yeah, Nellie,” Dan said, his voice anxious. “Everything’s cool now, 
so you can quit bawling, okay?” 


The snuffling noises grew quieter. Fiske cleared his throat. “Miss 
Gomez was not always as cooperative as we would have liked,” he 
said. “There were a number of times when she acted against our 
wishes. Helping you with Isabel Kabra earlier, for example. And just 
now with the box.” 

Nellie sat up, sniffed loudly, and scrubbed at her tears, leaving 
mascara tracks in interesting designs all over her cheeks. 

“What you gonna do,” she said, and managed a watery wink at 
Amy. 

Amy winked back. 

It was amazing how the tiny twitch of an eyelid could give her such 
a huge feeling of relief. 


“Indeed.” Fiske seemed almost amused. Then he went on again. 
“After the designated trial period, those who are deemed worthy are 
notified of their active Madrigal status, and the secrets of the Madrigal 
line are revealed to them.” 


Amy drew in a sharp breath. “So if you’re telling us all this now —” 
Fiske Cahill nodded. 


“Yes. I have been authorized to tell you both, Amy and Dan, that 
you have been granted active Madrigal status.” He paused. “I might 
add, you are by far the youngest candidates ever to have achieved 


this.” 
Amy was pretty sure his eyes were watering again. 
“Your grandmother would be so proud of you,” he said. “As am I.” 


Dan bounced in his chair. “Is there, like, a certificate? Or a pin or a 
badge or something?” 


Fiske smiled and inclined his head. “Sorry, nothing like that. But 
there is a reward of a different sort —” 


He stopped and glanced around furtively. “As of today, seven 
Madrigal clues have been discovered,” he said. “Mace, of course, 
thanks to your good selves. Also —” he leaned toward them and 
whispered the other Clues quickly but clearly. 


I should try to remember them all, Amy thought. Just then, Dan 
elbowed her gently and nodded. She knew what that meant. He’s 
already got them memorized. 


“With this knowledge comes a great responsibility,” Fiske said. “The 
Cahill clan must be reunited. It was Grace’s greatest desire; she spent 
her lifetime preparing for it. It’s why she wrote her will the way she 
did: to trigger the hunt for the thirty-nine clues. She hoped the hunt 
would prove so difficult that the clans would band together to 
complete it.” 


He paused and looked at each of them in turn. “As you well know, 
that hasn’t happened. The hunt is nearly over now. England will be 
our last chance. Your focus there will be twofold: to win the clue hunt 
for the Madrigal branch, and even more important, to bring the family 
together.” 


“The family?” Amy said, confused. Who was he talking about — 
him and Aunt Beatrice? 


“Yes,” Fiske said. “The other Cahill branches. You must work with 
them, get them to cooperate, and trust you and one another. It will be 
the most difficult challenge you have ever faced.” 


Amy could hardly believe what she was hearing. Winning the Clue 
race would be hard enough, but to get all four branches to cooperate? 


The feuding, lying, treacherous Wizards and Ohs and Holts? 
And worst of all ... 


“Isabel?” Dan screeched in alarm. “You expect us to work with her? 
No way — never in a million years!” 


“We c-couldn’t,” Amy stuttered. “Our parents, she — they — we 
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Fiske lowered his head. “I knew your mother as a girl,” he said 
softly. “A terrible loss, for one so bright to die so young. And the same 
for your father.” 

Another silence. Then Fiske cleared his throat. 

“Tell me,” he said, “what do you think they would want you to do?” 

How many times had Amy wondered that herself? Would her 
parents want her to stay out of trouble — to be safe and to keep Dan 
safe? Maybe ... but how safe could they ever be in a world run by 
someone like Isabel? How safe would anyone be? 

Dan pushed back his chair and stood up. Amy could see that his 
mind was made up, and she knew he was right. 

Not revenge, she thought again. Justice. And not just for us and our 
parents, but for the whole world. 

“We better get going,” Dan said. “England! But first we pick up 
Saladin, and then”— his voice grew quieter —“then we have to go see 
Miss Alice.” 

They were all quiet for a few moments. 


Amy felt her heart breaking when she thought of Miss Alice, how 
lonely she would be without Lester. 

“The Madrigals will help her, financially and otherwise,” Fiske said. 
“Now, and for the rest of her life.” 

Lester would like that, Amy thought. If only we could do more for her 
somehow.... 


“And,” Fiske said, “they have made another decision. For the first 
time in their history, the Madrigals are granting active status to 
someone not born to the bloodline.” 

He turned to Nellie. 

“Miss Gomez? Welcome to the Madrigals.” 

Amy watched as the expression on Nellie’s face went from 
confusion to astonishment to pleasure. Then she blushed a very rosy 
pink. 

“Dude,” she said. 





The Hunt Is On 


The race for the 39 Clues continues with more dangerous missions, 
top secret break-ins, and treacherous double-crossings. Stay one step 
ahead of the competition by following Amy and Dan’s next adventure. 


Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just make sure none of your 
enemies are watching ...) 


CHAPTER 1 


Amy and Dan Cahill forgot to look for bugs in London. 


They knew the drill. Arriving at a new hotel, they always had to 
scour their room for any listening devices or other top secret spy gear 
their enemies might have planted. They always checked for all 
possible exit routes and anything that could serve as a weapon, as 
well. Amy and Dan were only fourteen and eleven. But they’d 
developed the instincts of CIA pros. 


Arriving in London, though, Amy stumbled three steps into the 
hotel room and collapsed onto the bed. Dan wobbled past her to 
sprawl on the couch. He sat, then slipped backward, weighed down by 
his backpack. He looked like he’d been flattened. 


He has, Amy thought. We both have. Now that we know the truth. Now 
that we know how many lies we’ve been told all along, how many secrets 
were being kept from us, how much is expected of us ... 


Only the kids’ wild—haired au pair, Nellie Gomez, seemed to have 
enough energy left to keep standing. She even had enough energy to 
sway slightly to whatever crazy music she was listening to on her iPod 
as she tugged their duffel bag and cat carrier into the room. Dimly, 
Amy thought that she or Dan should have offered to help. But even 
carrying a duffel bag seemed beyond Amy right now. 


Nellie turned to shut the door. Then she, too, seemed to collapse. 
Did she faint? Amy wondered. 


Before Amy had time to do anything, Nellie was standing again. She 
hadn’t fainted. She’d just dipped down to the floor to pick up 
something Amy and Dan must have walked right over: a plain manila 
envelope. 


Nellie held the envelope in the air like a prize. 


“What do you think, kiddos?” she asked. “Wanna bet this is your 
next lead?” 

They’d been warned to expect one — coded, of course, in case any 
of their enemies intercepted it. Normally, the two siblings would have 
dashed to grab the envelope, raced to open it, scrambled to break the 


latest code. At the very least, they would have told Nellie that at their 
ages — and with the fate of the world depending upon them — they 
were way too old to be called “kiddos.” 


Now Amy just shrugged. 
Dan tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling. 


“Kiddos?” Nellie said in a puzzled voice. She popped out her iPod 
earbuds. “Didn’t you hear me?” 


Nellie flipped the envelope over. 


“Yep, addressed to Amy and Dan Cahill,” she said. “And Nellie 
Gomez. Wow. Now I really feel official. This must have been slipped 
under the door, waiting for us.” She held out the envelope toward the 
two siblings. “Who wants to do the honors?” 


Neither kid moved. 
Nellie shook the envelope at Amy and Dan. 


“Come on, guys,” she said. “It’s a lead.” She acted like they were as 
simple as Saladin the cat, always easily distracted with his favorite red 
snapper. “Don’t you want to see what this says? Somebody’s trying to 
help us!” 


“If somebody wanted to help us,” Amy retorted, “they would have 
just given us all the answers back in Jamaica.” 


She knew why they hadn’t, but it was too much to think about right 
now. 


“Or way back at the beginning,” Dan added. “At the funeral.” 


Just over a month ago, Amy and Dan had gotten a huge surprise 
after the death of their beloved grandmother Grace. They’d been 
among a select group of relatives given an odd offer in Grace’s will: 
They could have a million dollars apiece or a single Clue. 


Amy and Dan had picked the Clue. 


Since then, they’d been traipsing around the globe, scrambling to 
outsmart or outrun or simply avoid some of their least-charming 
relatives in the race to the final prize. They’d lost count of how many 
times someone had tried to kill them. 


When Amy wasn’t completely terrified, there had also been 
moments she’d absolutely loved. Learning that she was brave enough 
to jump off that roof in Vienna. Being the only team to figure out the 
Clue in Cairo. Flying to the top of Mount Everest. 


But only the day before, in Jamaica, Amy and Dan and Nellie had 
learned what the Clue hunt was really all about. Then the cruelty of it 
had sunk in on their long flight over the Atlantic. Before yesterday, 
they’d thought they were no different from the other teams — if you 
didn’t count being younger, poorer, orphaned, and less informed. 
They’d thought their goal, at least, was the same: Win. Beat everyone 
else to the final prize. 


But no, Amy thought bitterly. We’re younger, poorer, and more 
ignorant — and it’s not enough for us just to beat everyone else to the 
prize. For us to win, we also have to make everyone else forgive and forget 
five hundred years of backstabbing, in fighting, double-crossing and ... 
murder. 


How could anyone forgive or forget that? 
“It’s impossible,” Amy muttered. 


“The lead?” Nellie said, a baffled look spreading across her face. 
“You haven’t even heard it yet.” 


“The whole clue hunt,” Dan corrected. “It’s useless. We can’t win. 
Not the way we’re supposed to. Why’d we even bother coming here?” 
He gestured toward the window. Since they were on the twelfth floor, 
all they could see was a patch of gray sky. “I hate London. Doesn’t it 
ever stop raining?” 


Amy had a flash of remembering Dan’s wild enthusiasm checking 
into another hotel, weeks ago, back in Egypt. He’d run around the 
room, delightedly calling out the names of every new object he 
discovered—‘Stationery!” “Umbrella!” “Bible!” Amy felt guilty 
thinking about what the Clue hunt had done to that enthusiastic kid. 
It was like he’d turned into a grumpy old man about seventy years 
early. 


“Well ...” Nellie frowned uncertainly. For a moment, Amy thought 
she would say, You’re right, kiddos. It never stops raining in London, and 
this clue hunt is insane. I’m only twenty years old, and you aren’t even my 
real family. I’m going home. Now. Then she shook her head, her black- 
and—blond-dyed hair flaring out. “Look, kiddos. I promised your 
grandmother —” 


“She’s dead,” Dan said in the same old—before—-his—-time voice. 
“She’s dead, Lester’s dead, Irina’s dead....” 


Mom and Dad are dead, Amy finished in her head. Back in Jamaica, 


they’d counted all those deaths as reasons to complete the Clue hunt. 
Lester had been an innocent bystander, drawn into things only 
because he’d been willing to help. Irina was a former enemy who’d 
given her life to save Amy and Dan. And the children’s parents had 
gone to their deaths trying to save a single Clue from falling into the 
wrong hands. 


What did any of those deaths mean if Amy and Dan didn’t keep 
trying? 

But how could Amy and Dan keep trying when everything was 
impossible? 

Nellie looked from Amy to Dan as if she could read their minds. 


“Let’s take this one step at a time, okay?” she said quietly. “Just 
listen.” 


She tore open the envelope and began reading aloud: 


“Lest our hopes vanish into thin air at the crack of doom, you must 
follow the longing of your heart of hearts. Can’t you see in your 
mind’s eye how everything can come full circle?” She looked up. 
“Does that make any sense to you? Some of the words are underlined 
— that might mean something.” 


She held out the note first to Amy, then to Dan: 


Leet our hopes vanish inte thin 2ir 
3t the crack of doom, You must Follow 
the longing of your heart of hearts. 
Can't you see in your mind = eve 
how everything can come full circle? 
Something tickled Amy’s mind, but she ignored it. 
Doesn’t matter, she thought. We can’t win. 
“It doesn’t mean anything to me,” Dan said bitterly. 


Mrrp, complained Saladin from his cat carrier. He sounded just as 
cranky as Dan. Nellie bent down to push the lever that set him free. 


“At least I can make the cat happy,” Nellie mumbled. 


But Saladin didn’t rub against her leg in thanks. He stiffened and 
growled low in his throat. And then he sprang straight toward the 
window. 


“Saladin!” Amy shouted. 


She glanced quickly to see if the window was open — it was, but 
there was a screen. Saladin, mid-leap, hissed at it. No, he was hissing 
at something beyond the screen, perched on the window ledge 
outside. 


It was a monkey. 


Amy blinked. And then, in spite of everything, she grinned. The 
monkey reminded her of one of her favorite books set in London: The 
Little Princess, where a monkey homesick for India climbed across the 
rooftops to visit a lonely girl who was also homesick for India. And 
then the monkey led to her finding a new family, even though her 
parents were dead.... 

Amy’s grin faded. 

Fiction, she told herself. Something else that isn’t true. 

Anyhow, this monkey wasn’t carrying treats. He was baring his 
teeth at Saladin, slamming his hand against the screen. He must have 
had something sharp in his hand — just his claws? Or a knife? — 
because the screen split. The monkey sprang over Saladin, dropping to 
the floor. And then in three quick bounds, he was at Nellie’s side. He 
leaped up and snatched the paper from her hand. 

“No! That’s ours!” Nellie yelled. 


She dived for the monkey, trying to snatch the paper back. But the 
monkey darted away. 

“PII get him!” Dan called. 

He jumped up from the couch. He must have forgotten he still had 
his backpack on because he just fell forward, missing the monkey by a 
mile. The monkey skittered sideways toward Amy. 

“TII try!” Amy hollered. 

She scrambled up and darted to the right. The monkey darted to the 
left. 


Saladin jumped down from the windowsill, as if he thought he and 
Amy could corner the monkey together. The monkey easily sprang 
past them. 


He turned around once he reached the windowsill again. He 
grinned and nodded up and down, making a kee—kee-kee sound. 


“Is that monkey laughing at us?” Nellie demanded, outraged. She 
rushed toward the windowsill. 


The monkey only laughed harder. Then, just as Nellie reached for 
him, he tossed a coinlike object into the room and plunged out the 
window. 


He was gone. 
With their only lead. 


CHAPTER 2 


Dan picked up the coin. It was some sort of thick metal, stamped with 
a fancy script “K” on each side. 





A “K.” Of course. 
“The Kabras,” Dan said darkly. 


The Kabras had become Dan and Amy’s worst enemies in the Clue 
hunt. They were filthy rich — and pure evil. 


“Of course they even have their own trained monkey to do their 
bidding,” Amy said bleakly. 


“They probably have their own private zoo,” Dan muttered. 


He rushed to the window, getting there just a few steps ahead of 
Amy. The monkey was several stories below them now. He had the 
paper rolled up in his teeth and was climbing down a rope suspended 
from the roof. While Dan, Amy, and Nellie watched, the monkey 
reached the ground and scrambled across the sidewalk. Then a pair of 
hands reached out of a waiting limo and scooped up the monkey. The 
door shut; the black limo sped away. 


“Those were Isabel Kabra’s hands,” Amy said. She pronounced the 
name carefully, as if every syllable hurt. 


It does, Dan thought. 


He didn’t ask how Amy thought she could recognize Isabel’s hands 
from twelve stories up. Isabel had murdered Amy and Dan’s parents. 
She’d tried to murder Amy and Dan themselves back in Indonesia, and 
threatened them with death in Australia and South Africa. Then there 
were all those times she’d sent her nasty children, Ian and Natalie, to 
attack them. Back in Korea, the Kabra kids had tried to leave Amy and 


Dan to die in a collapsed cave. 


When someone has been so incredibly cruel and awful to you so 
many times, you develop a sixth sense about them. You know when 
they’re around. 


Dan was just as certain as Amy that those had been Isabel’s hands. 


Dan turned away from his sister because he couldn’t stand seeing 
the agony on her face. He wished he could run after Isabel, beat her 
up, throw her in jail, take back everything she’d taken from them. But 
he was an eleven—year-old kid. He didn’t have much to work with. 
The best he could do was to hock up a huge glob of phlegm and spit it 
out the window. He aimed precisely toward the speeding limo. 


“Dan!” Nellie exclaimed. 


“What?” Dan said innocently. “She’s evil. Getting spit on her limo — 
that’s the least she deserves.” 


Dan could tell Nellie was trying not to laugh. The advantage of 
having an au pair who was only twenty was that sometimes she 
thought and acted like a kid herself. But then she put on a stern face. 


“T just don’t think your aim is that good,” Nellie said. “Not at this 
distance.” 


“Oh, yeah?” Dan said. He was glad of the distraction. He thrust the 
“K” coin into Nellie’s hand. “Throw that out the window, anywhere 
you want. I promise, I’ll hit it on the first try.” 


Before Dan had a chance to really prove his spitting ability, he felt a 
tugging behind him. Now what? Was someone trying to steal his 
backpack? Right off his back? 

Dan whirled around. It was only Amy. 

“What are you doing?” he said. 

“We need to check the Internet,” she said. “Immediately.” 

Dan’s eyes met his sister’s. Sometimes he wondered how they could 
be related. She was shy; he was a chatterbox. She liked books and 
quiet libraries; he liked noisy video games and any sort of joke that 
involved burping or farting. Still, there had been times — especially 
during this Clue hunt — when Dan felt like he and Amy were 
practically the same person, thinking the same thought at the exact 
same time. 


Now was one of those times. 


“Right,” Dan said. He lowered the backpack so Amy could get the 
laptop out faster. She handed him the cord. He plugged it into the 
wall while she plugged the other end into the computer. While they 
waited for the laptop to fire up, she gave him a pen and a piece of 
hotel stationery from the desk. 


“What are you two doing?” Nellie asked as Dan began writing on 
the paper. 

“We’re figuring out the lead,” Amy said. “I have a hunch, but I want 
to check it out online.” 


“I thought you were giving up,” Nellie said. “I thought you said you 
couldn’t win.” 


Dan looked at Amy and went back to writing. He’d let her explain. 


“I still don’t think we can win,” Amy said. “Not the way the 
Madrigals want.” 


Once she would have said that word — Madrigals—with the same 
kind of fear and disgust she reserved for Isabel Kabra. But in Jamaica, 
Dan and Amy had found out that the Madrigals were really the good 
guys. 

The way-too—good guys, Dan thought. The ones who think we can end 
this all holding hands and singing “Kumbaya” around a campfire 
someplace. They’re nuts! 


“You agreed with everything the Madrigals wanted in Jamaica,” 
Nellie said. “So did I.” 


“Yeah,” Amy said. She sounded distracted. The computer had 
booted up now, and she was logging on to the Internet. “It just doesn’t 
seem possible. But if we can’t win the Madrigal way, the least we can 
do is make sure the Kabras don’t win instead.” 


Dan looked up from his paper. “Can you imagine letting Isabel 
Kabra take over the world?” he asked. 


The words hung in the quiet hotel room. This, finally, was 
something Dan could hold on to. Everything the Madrigals wanted 
was too big and slippery: peace, love, forgiveness.... Dan hadn’t even 
been able to keep those goals in his mind during a single uneventful 
plane ride. He would never be able to look Isabel Kabra right in the 
eye and say, “I forgive you.” But keeping her from winning the Clue 
hunt, stopping her from gaining ultimate power, preventing her from 
being able to cause even more unforgivable deaths ... that would be 


close enough, wouldn’t it? 
It would have to be. That was the best that Dan could hope for. 


The rain kept falling outside, harder now. The room stayed gray. 
Nellie was shaking her head, her expression grim. 


Then Nellie, irreverent as ever, grinned. She lifted the “K” coin Dan 
had given her toward her mouth. 


“And now we have yet another game-changing turnover,” she said, 
as if she were some sort of sports announcer and the “K” coin was her 
microphone. “For those of you scoring at home, the evil Kabras may 
think they just surged ahead, but their little monkey business has 
backfired. They seem to have completely reenergized the scrappy 
Cahill kids, who are just seconds away from figuring out their latest 
lead, thanks to Dan’s photographic memory and Amy’s amazing 
research skills.” 


Dan finished writing the exact replica of the note the monkey had 
stolen. (Exact, that is, except for Dan’s sloppier printing.) He did 
indeed have a photographic memory, which had already saved them 
many times during the Clue hunt. He was sure he’d gotten everything 
right, even the underlining. He handed the paper to Amy and turned 
to Nellie. 


“Nellie,” he said, almost scolding her, “this isn’t a game.” 


Nellie watched Dan and Amy bent over the computer together. She 
had no doubt that in a few moments they’d turn around with some 
brilliant deduction. And then they’d announce that they needed to 
depart immediately for some dramatic location. 


Personally, Nellie was hoping for Stonehenge. She’d always wanted 
to see that. But maybe not on this trip — Nellie wouldn’t want to have 
to explain to some proper British authority why her two charges were 
rappelling down such a major landmark. That’s how these Clue hunt 
adventures often turned out. 


It had been amazing — and a little scary — to watch the 
transformation in Amy and Dan over the course of the past month. 
Nellie tried to remember what she herself had been like at eleven or 
fourteen. Eleven was the summer she’d done nothing but hang out at 
the local swimming pool, right? And fourteen was the year she’d 
gotten her nose pierced. 


And ... that was the year Dan and Amy’s grandmother had entered 
Nellie’s life. Not directly — Nellie didn’t meet Grace until later. But 
opportunities had begun falling into Nellie’s lap the year she started 
high school. For a kung fu “scholarship.” For flying lessons. For more 
advanced classes than she’d signed up for at school, with demanding 
new teachers who seemed to care way too much about a certain girl 
with a pierced nose and multicolored hair sitting at the back of the 
room. 


It had taken Nellie a long time to figure out where all those 
opportunities came from. But now Nellie saw that Grace had changed 
her life completely. 

And Grace was one of the good Cahills, Nellie thought. What could 
someone like Isabel Kabra do to people like me if she’s in charge? 

Nellie fingered the “K” coin Dan had handed her. It had seemed just 
like a coin toss — random luck — that Grace had chosen Nellie to be 
Amy and Dan’s au pair. But in Jamaica, Nellie had found out that her 
family had been linked to the Cahills for generations. In her own way, 
Nellie had been as fated to take part in the Clue hunt as Amy and 
Dan. 

And, in Jamaica, Nellie had accepted that fate. 

Nellie kept fingering the “K” coin. And then she wasn’t thinking 
about families or fate. She was thinking about the coin, which didn’t 
exactly seem like a coin anymore. It had a thin line that went all the 
way around the edge. A crack maybe? 

Nellie forced her thumbnail into the crack. Under pressure, the 
“coin” popped open, revealing a miniature electronic network inside. 


Just then Amy whirled around in her chair. 
“ve got it!” she said. “The answer is —” 
Nellie dived toward Amy. She clapped her hand over Amy’s mouth. 


“Don’t say it!” Nellie commanded. “We’ve been” — with the hand 
that wasn’t on Amy’s mouth, she flicked miniature wires out of the 
faux coin — “bugged!” 


In the limo a block away, Isabel Kabra leaned forward, intent on the 
headset piping an uncultured girl’s words into her ears: “We’ve been 


Static. Nothing but static. The audio link was gone. 


So they discovered the listening device. So what? It had been overkill 
anyhow. Isabel had the Cahill children’s lead, and she had vastly more 
resources than they did for figuring it out. She had vastly more of 
everything that mattered than they ever would. 


This was just ... annoying. 


Isabel almost frowned — no, don’t do that. Remember? Frown lines? 
There’s only so much that Botox can do. Those brats aren’t worth getting 
wrinkles. 


They really weren’t worth noticing, but just in case, she mentally 
sorted through everything she’d heard, checking for any significance 
at all in those pathetic children’s pathetic conversation. 


“You agreed with everything the Madrigals wanted in Jamaica” ... “If 
we can’t win the Madrigal way ...” This meant they’d joined forces with 
the Madrigals, the shadowy ne’er—do—wells who had been the bane of 
Isabel’s family’s existence for centuries. Ah, well. In Isabel’s 
experience, loyalties were nothing more than opportunities for 
betrayal. 

Isabel mentally fast-forwarded to something the boy had said: “Can 
you imagine letting Isabel Kabra take over the world?” 

Isabel let herself smile, even though smiles were nearly as likely to 
cause wrinkles as frowns. 

Yes. She could imagine that. She could imagine it perfectly: the 
power, the glory, the rightness of it. Isabel Kabra was superior to 
everyone else in the world. When she won the Clue hunt, everybody 
would finally see that. She would rule, and everyone on the planet 
would obey. 

They would obey — or they would die. Exactly as they deserved. 

Amy and Dan Cahill certainly deserved to die. 

Isabel’s smile widened. She was almost grateful to those brats for 
managing to stay alive so long. This way, she could think of even 
crueler ways to kill them. 

“Mummy?” Isabel’s eleven—year—old daughter, Natalie, half whined 
from the opposing seat in the limo. “You look a little scary right now.” 

Isabel realized she was still holding the disgusting monkey. 

“Here,” Isabel said, thrusting the nasty creature into her daughter’s 
lap. “You and Ian take the paper out of his mouth and figure out what 


it means. Justify your superior abilities and education for once in your 
life.” 


Isabel had trained her children well — the girl cringed away from 
the monkey, instinctively knowing that monkey hair would look 
horrible on her haute couture black dress. And fourteen—year—old Ian 
looked nauseated at the thought of potentially exposing himself to 
monkey spittle. These instincts would serve Ian and Natalie well 
someday, if they ever became the heads of the Kabra empire — after 
long decades of Isabel’s astute rule, of course. But right now, Isabel’s 
children were mere underlings, and she couldn’t have them failing to 
obey a direct order. 


“Whatever happened to, ‘Yes, Mum. Whatever you say, Mum’?” 
Isabel demanded. “When did you stop obeying instantly?” 


Ian mumbled something Isabel couldn’t quite catch. 
“What’s that you say?” Isabel asked. “Speak up!” 


“W-we —” Was Ian stammering? Ian, whom she’d trained to be 
smooth and suave, who’d known how to wear a tuxedo properly since 
he was three? He cleared his throat and managed to get the words 
out: “We haven’t stopped obeying. We just think first now.” 


Isabel slapped the boy. 
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CHABIERE 


Amy Cahill eyed the battered black duffel bag rumbling up the 


They were toast. 


airport conveyor belt. It bulged at the corners. The sign above the 
belt said THANK YOU FOR VISITING VENICE: RANDOM PIECES OF CHECKED LUGGAGE WILL BE 


seaRcHED in five languages. 
“Oh, great,” Amy said. “How random is ‘random’?” 


“I told you, a ninja warrior must always keep his swords in his 
carry-on,” whispered her brother, Dan, who had been operating 


on brain deficit for as long as Amy could remember. 


“Excuse me, Jackie Chan, but carry-on luggage is always X- 
rayed,” Amy whispered back. “There are extra-special rules about 
samurai swords in backpacks. Even if they belong to scrawny, 
delusional eleven-year-olds who think they’re ninjas.” 

“What was wrong with ‘we need them to slice the veal 
parmigiana’?” Dan said. “It would have worked fine. The Italians 


understand food.” 
“Can you understand ‘five to twenty years, no parole’?” 


Dan shrugged. He lifted up a mesh-sided pet carrier, inside of 
which a very disgruntled-looking Egyptian Mau was eyeing him 


suspiciously. “Bye-bye, Saladin,” he sang into the mesh. 


“Remember, when we get to Tokyo ... red snapper sushi every 
night!” 
“Mrrp?” whined Saladin from inside the carrier, as Dan set it 


gently onto the conveyor belt. 


“Mmmm, hmm, ohh ... aaaaaaaaghhhh!” came a strangled yelp 
from behind them. Although everyone else in the vicinity was 
turning with a look of alarm, Amy and Dan knew it was their au 
pair, Nellie Gomez, dancing to a tune on her iPod. She didn’t care 
that she sounded like a dying meerkat, which was one of the 


many cool things about Nellie Gomez. 


Amy watched as the carrier disappeared through the cargo 
window. If the officials did search the bag, there would be 
alarms. Screaming Italian cops. She, Dan, and Nellie would have 


to run. 


Not that they weren’t used to that. They’d been running a lot 
lately. It began the day they accepted the challenge in their 
grandmother Grace’s will. They’d had to go to her mansion in 
Massachusetts for that — and immediately afterward the mansion 
went up in flames. Since then, they’d nearly been killed in a 
collapsing building in Philadelphia, attacked by monks in Austria, 
and chased by boats through the canals of Venice. They’d been 
the target of dirty tricks from every branch of the Cahill family. 


Once in a while — like every three seconds—Amy wondered 
why the heck they were doing this. She and Dan could have 
opted for a cool million dollars each, like a lot of Cahill family 
members did. But Grace had offered another choice: a race for 39 
Clues to a secret that had been hidden for centuries, the greatest 


source of power the world had known. 


Until then, Amy and Dan had been leading pretty lame, 
ordinary lives. After their parents had died seven years ago, their 
crabby Aunt Beatrice had taken them in — and the only cool 
thing she’d ever done was hire Nellie. But now they knew they 
were part of something way bigger, a huge family that included 
ancestors like Ben Franklin and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. It 
seemed like all the great geniuses of the world had been Cahills. 


That was pretty amazing. 


“Hey, Amy, did you ever want to, like, get on the conveyor belt 
and see what happened? Like, ‘Hey, don’t mind me, I’m just 
hanging with the cargo’?” 

And then there was Dan. 


“Come on!” Amy grabbed her brother by the arm and headed 
for the departure gates. Nellie was right on their heels, spinning 
the wheel of her iPod with one hand and adjusting her snake nose 
ring with the other. 

Amy eyed the airport clock. 2:13. The flight was scheduled to 
leave at 2:37. This was an international flight. You were supposed 
to arrive at the airport two hours in advance, not twenty-four 
minutes. “We’re not going to make it!” Amy said. 

Now they were running toward gate 4, dodging other 
passengers. “Guess they didn’t find Rufus and Remus, huh?” Dan 
called out. 

“Who are Rufus and Remus?” Amy asked. 

“The swords!” Dan said. “I named them after the founders of 


Italy.” 


“It’s Romulus and Remus,” Amy hissed. “And they founded 


Rome. And don’t ever say that word!” 

“Rome?” 

“No—s-w-o-r-d.” Amy dropped her voice to a whisper as they 
pulled up to the rear of a very long security line. “Do you want us 
to go to j-a-i-l?” 

“O-0-p-s.” 

“O-O0-O-O ...” Nellie wailed off-key to some unidentifiable punk 


track. 


The security line seemed to take, like, thirty-two hours. The 
worst part for Amy, as always, was having to take off her jade 
necklace to go through the X-ray machine. She hated to part from 
that necklace even for a minute. When they emerged, the clock 


read 2:31. They raced down a long corridor toward the gate. 


“Now boarding all remaining passengers for Japan Airlines, 
flight eight-oh-seven to Tokyo, at gate four,” said a voice over the 
PA system in heavily accented English. “Have your boarding 


passes ready, and ... arrrrrrrivederci!” 

They pulled up to the rear of the line behind a sniffling toddler 
who turned and sneezed on Nellie. “Ew. Manners?” she said, 
wiping her arm on her sleeve. 

“Has anyone seen my boarding pass?” Dan said, rummaging in 
his pockets. 

“Have mine,” drawled Nellie. “It’s covered with boogers.” 

“Try inside your book,” Amy said, pointing toward the 
paperback stuffed in Dan’s back pants pocket. 

He pulled out a dog-eared copy of Classic All-Time Movie 


Comedies, which he’d found in the backseat of the cab on the way 


to the airport. The boarding pass was marking page 93. “It’s a 
Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World,” Dan said. 


“That’s the smartest observation you’ve made all day,” Amy 


said. 


“It’s the name of a movie,” Dan replied. “I’m reading about it. 


The plot is so awesome—” 


“Step forward, please — welcome aboard!” chirped a perky 
blond flight attendant whose Japan Airlines headset bobbed every 
time she nodded a greeting. She was wearing a name tag that 


read 1. RINALDI. 


Nellie handed over her boarding pass and headed into the 
accordion-walled tunnel that led to the plane’s hatch. “Um, guys, 


this shouldn’t be so hard to do,” she called over her shoulder. 


Dan held out his pass to the attendant. “It’s really a funny 
movie. Like, all these old-school comedians, searching for this 
treasure—” 

“Sorry, he’s challenged,” Amy said to the attendant, handing 
over her pass and nudging him toward the tunnel. 

But Ms. Rinaldi scooted in front of them, blocking their path. 
“Un momento?” she said, trying to keep her airline smile while 
listening to something over her headset. “Si ... ah, si si si si... 
buono,” she said into the headset mike. 

Then, with a shrug toward Dan and Amy, she said, “You come 
with me, please?” 

As they followed her toward the corner, Amy tried to keep 
herself from shaking. The swords. They’d found the swords. 


Dan was looking all puppy-eyed at her. Sometimes all she 


needed to do was look at him, and she knew exactly what he was 
thinking. 

Maybe we should run, his eyes were saying. 

Uh, where? she said back to him silently. 

I will make myself invisible by using ninja mind control, he was 
thinking. 

You have to HAVE a mind to do it, she beamed to him. 


Nellie peered out from the tunnel entrance. “What’s going on?” 
she asked. 


“It is routine,” Ms. Rinaldi called out, turning to face Amy and 
Dan. “My supervisor tells me it is random check. You please wait 
here by the wall?” 


She bustled away, holding the two boarding passes, and 


disappeared around the corner. 


From inside the tunnel, another attendant called out to Nellie, 
“Please take your seat, dear. Don’t worry, the plane will not leave 


without all passengers.” 


“I hate airports.” Nellie rolled her eyes and turned back toward 


the plane. “See you inside. Pll save you a bag of peanuts.” 


As she disappeared, Amy hissed to her brother, “I knew it — 
they searched your duffel. They’re going to detain us and contact 


Aunt Beatrice, and that’s the last we’ll ever see of Nellie—” 


“Will you stop being so gloomy?” Dan said. “We’ll tell them 
someone else put the swor — the you-know-whats in the duffel. 
We never saw them before in our lives. We’re kids. They always 
believe kids. And besides, maybe they haven’t searched our bags. 


Maybe they’re just double-checking your passport to make sure 


they can allow someone so ugly to board a plane—” 
Amy elbowed him in the ribs. 


“Final boarding call, flight eight-oh-seven to Tokyo, gate four!” 


a voice boomed. 


A third attendant was putting a web-ribbon barrier in front of 


the tunnel. 


Amy was nervous now. They weren’t going to hold the plane 
forever. “We have to get that flight attendant — Rinaldi,” she 


said. “Come on!” 


Amy grabbed Dan by the arm and they raced to the corner, 


taking it at a run. 


Whomp! They ran smack into another pair who were racing 
toward the gate. Amy bounced away, the wind momentarily 
knocked out of her. She bumped into Dan, who nearly fell to the 
floor. “What the—?” he blurted. 


The two strangers were wrapped in full-length black trench 
coats with high collars obscuring their faces. One of them wore 
expensive black dress shoes; the other, jewel-encrusted sneakers. 
As they barreled past Dan and Amy, waving boarding passes in 


the air, one of them called out, “Clear, please!” 


Amy recognized the voice. She grabbed Dan and whirled 
around. The two were grabbing the barrier and pulling it aside. 
“Wait!” Amy said. 

An airline official shouted at them, too, sprinting to head them 
off. The two politely stopped and handed over their boarding 
passes. He examined the passes quickly, nodded, and pulled back 


the barrier. “Enjoy your flight, Amy and Dan,” he said. 


The two passengers stepped into the tunnel entrance and 
immediately turned around. They pulled down their raised collars 


and grinned. 


Amy gasped at the sight of their cousins, their archrivals in the 
search for the 39 Clues, a pair whose nastiness was surpassed 


only by their wealth and cunning. 


“Sayonara, suckers!” sang Ian and Natalie Kabra. 


CHARTER 


“Stop them!” Dan and Amy ran toward the tunnel, shouting as 


loud as they could. 


Quickly, the flight official stepped into their path. “Boarding 
passes, per favore?” he asked, his face a mix of bafflement and 


annoyance. 

Amy watched helplessly as Ian and Natalie slipped into the 
tunnel’s long shadow. 

They could hear the plane’s hatch shut with a dull thump. 

“Theyre — theyre the Kabras!” Dan said. “Evil Kabras. 
Famoso, evillo, Kabritos! They are holding our au pair hostage!” 

As a crowd of curious onlookers gathered, the official repeated, 
“No boarding passes?” 

He was looking straight at Amy. Dan glanced frantically her 
way, his eyes screaming, You’re the older one — do something! 


The thoughts were firing around in Amy’s brain like a broken 
laser-light show. How could the Kabras be here? She and Dan had 
left them unconscious in a smoldering room in Venice. Who had 
rescued them? How had they recovered so fast? How had they 


stolen the tickets? 


Everyone was looking at Amy now. The whole airport. She 


hated when people stared at her. She hated it even worse when it 
involved being humiliated by the Kabras. They were always one 
step ahead, always one Clue closer to the Cahill secret. No matter 
how hard Amy and Dan tried, the Kabras were smarter, faster, 
cooler — and ruthless. They were impersonating Dan and Amy. 
They were about to ambush a defenseless au pair. How could 
Amy possibly communicate all this? She opened her mouth to try, 
but it was too much. Too many eyes. She felt as if someone had 


tied off her vocal cords. Nothing came out. 


“Ohhh-kay, thank you, Amy,” Dan said. “Um, look, dude — 
officer — these guys? The Kabras? Well, actually, they’re a guy 
and a girl? They ripped us off, okay? Comprendo? The tickets say 
Cahill and they’re not Cahills — well, technically they are, but it’s 
a different branch of the family, they’re like Janus, I mean 
Lucians, and we don’t know what we are, I mean what branch, but 
we're related — anyway, we’re all kind of involved in something, 
sort of this battle about our grandmother’s will, you could say, 
but it’s kind of a long story and THEY HAVE TO BE STOPPED! 
PRONTO!” 


“Sorry,” the official said, “if you have no boarding—” 


Amy grabbed Dan by the arm. This wasn’t getting them 
anywhere. They needed to find Ms. Rinaldi — or the supervisor 
who had summoned her. That person would rank higher than 
anyone here. Maybe there was still a chance. Maybe they could 


stop the plane from taking off. 


She and Dan ran toward the corner again and rounded it. They 
raced past the place where they had collided with the Kabras, and 


immediately they emerged into the main corridor. In the distance 


they could see a line of shops. To their right was a supply closet 


anda glass door marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. 


To their left, a knot of onlookers surrounded the entrance to 
the women’s room, where a group of EMT workers emerged, 
carrying a woman on a stretcher. Police were running in to join 


them from all directions. 


Chaos. Total pandemonium. Amy strained to see around the 


rush of people as she ran, hoping to find a familiar face. 
There. 


A flash of blond hair, tossed over a shoulder, drew Amy’s eyes 
to the right. “Dan, look!” 


“Oh, now you can talk,” Dan said. “What?” 


Winding swiftly through the crowd was a tall woman in a 


Japan Airlines uniform about a size too large. 


The sight of the familiar figure was enough to unlock Amy’s 


loudest outdoor voice. “IRINA!” she blurted out. 


There was no mistaking Irina Spasky — the stiff military 
bearing, the bladelike motion of the shoulders as she walked. 
Irina was another of the Cahill family bent on finding the 39 
Clues. Like Ian and Natalie, she was ruthless. Unlike Ian and 


Natalie, she had been trained in espionage by the KGB. 

Irina did not turn. She showed no outward signs of hearing 
Amy, aside from a quickening of her step. 

Then she disappeared into the throng as if she’d never been 
there. 

“Stop her!” Dan sprinted forward, nearly colliding with a rather 


sour-looking man in a wheelchair. 


“Polizia!” the man shouted, lifting his cane as if to whack Dan 


over the head. 


Dan ducked. Amy pulled him away, trying to keep an eye on 
Irina. They plowed forward, elbowing their way around 


passengers. 


When they emerged into a less crowded area near the end of 
the terminal, Irina was nowhere to be seen. “She’s gone,” Dan 
said. 

“I — I don’t believe this,” Amy said, catching her breath. “She 
was working with Ian and Natalie. They sabotaged us together.” 

“Are we sure that was her?” Dan asked. “I mean, how would 
Irina manage to get that uniform?” 

Before he finished the question, a voice shouted in Italian over 
a bullhorn, and the crowd quickly parted. A small ambulance 
made its way through the airport, siren blaring. 

Murmurs were passing through the crowd, mostly in languages 
Amy didn’t understand. But she spotted a couple with sunglasses, 
lots of cameras, awful Hawaiian shirts, and vapid smiles. “Look, 
Dan—Americans,” she said. “Let’s listen....” 

They both wandered closer until they could hear snatches of 
conversation. The people were talking about the woman on the 


stretcher. 
Dan looked confused. “She was salted in the ladies’ room?” 


“Assaulted,” Amy said. “She must have been the flight 


supervisor, Dan! Irina knocked her out and took her uniform.” 
“Wow,” Dan replied, looking almost impressed. 


Amy glanced toward the window, where she saw the jet slowly 


backing away from gate 4 and onto the tarmac. 


They were leaving. Detached from the tunnel, taxiing for the 


runway. 
Amy panicked. “Don’t look now, but they’re going!” 
“Where’s the door? We can still run after them!” 


“Right. You do that, Dan. Meanwhile [ll try to talk my way 
onto the next flight — a ticket for one, while they’re scraping 
your remains out of the jet engine that sucked you in.” Amy 
began running again, back toward the reservation desk. “Or you 


can come with me!” 


Outside, the windows of flight 807 were dull silver-black holes 
in the distance. Amy knew that behind one of them was Nellie, in 


a situation no human being should ever have to face. 


She was alone with the Kabras. 


Dan followed Amy past the crowded security checkpoint, back 
toward the reception desk. The line for tickets doubled around at 


least three times, and they took their places at the back. 


They exchanged a silent glance. Amy knew Dan was thinking 
exactly the same thing she was. He sighed, his saddened eyes 
wandering slowly to the conveyor belt. “Saladin’s on the plane, 


too,” Dan said. “And our swords.” 


Amy fought the urge to just collapse and cry. Right there in the 
middle of the terminal. Everything was going wrong. It had been 
a seven-year string of bad luck, ever since their parents died in 


that house fire. How were Amy and Dan supposed to do this 


alone? The Kabras had money. Their parents supported them. 
Plus, they were working with Irina. The Holts were a whole 
family. Jonah Wizard had his dad planning every moment of his 
life. It was Amy and Dan against ... families. Teams. Generations. 


They didn’t stand a chance. 


If only Grace had told them earlier, back when their mom and 
dad had been alive. If only they were alive now! Thinking about 
them just made Amy feel worse. She’d been dreaming about them 
every night. She’d see their faces at odd times — smiling, 
confident, kind. She could sense their approval or disapproval, 
their pride whenever she got things right. They’d be there in her 


mind and then — whoosh! Gone. And she’d feel the loss all over. 


“Amy?” Dan said quizzically. And there they were — again. In 
the eyes of El Dweebo. Not their faces, exactly, but them. Looking 
out at her, as if they’d just borrowed Dan’s features for a moment. 


Which no other sane person would do. 
In that moment, she knew exactly what the right decision was. 
“There’s a flight leaving at five-ten,” she said, reading the 
overhead departures screen. “Nellie’s safety is at stake. We have 
to follow.” 


“Hey, coolio — no retreat, no surrender!” Dan whooped. “So. 


Any thoughts about how we’re going to pay for it?” 

WAWWP! WAWWP! WAWWP! WAWWP! 

An alarm rocked the terminal, stopping all conversation. As a 
terse announcement resounded, first in Italian, then French, then 


German, sections of the crowd began heading for the entrance — 


until finally: 


“Ladies and gentlemen, please proceed immediately to the nearest 


exit, as this terminal must be evacuated for safety reasons ....” 


A scream ripped the air, and then people were rushing, falling 
over one another. Amy ran toward the door, pulling her brother 
behind her, listening to shouted fragments around them, some of 


them in English: 
“Bomb scare ...” 
“Terrorists ...” 
“Anonymous phone call ...” 


They reached the door and pushed their way through. The day 
had turned gray, but the winding access roads were dotted with 
the headlights of approaching vehicles. Passengers crowded the 
sidewalk, shouting into cell phones, hurtling toward buses and 
cabs. Dan and Amy pushed against the crush of bodies toward the 


curb, where the last of a group had climbed onto a bus. 


The door shut in their faces and the bus farted its way noisily 
into the clogged road. Dan ran after it, banging on the window. 
“Stop! Pasta!” 

“Pasta?” Amy said in bewilderment. 

“I have a limited vocabulary!” Dan shouted. “Linguini! Mangia! 
Buon giorno! Gucci!” 

A black limo screeched to a halt inches away, nearly hitting 
her. 

“Gucci. I knew that would do it,” Dan said. 

The tinted window on the driver’s side rolled down, and a man 


wearing sunglasses and a thick mustache calmly gestured for 


them to get in. 


Amy opened the passenger door and climbed inside, yanking 


her brother in after her. 


“Hey!” shouted another frantic passenger, pulling a wad of cash 
from his pocket and waving it at the driver through the window. 
“Soldi, soldi!” 


Dan pulled his door shut, and three people fell on the car, 
banging and shouting. The driver turned forward and let his 
window roll up, nearly amputating the arm of the man with the 


money. 


“Dude, thanks,” Dan said to the driver. “Or gracias or 


whatever.” 


“Ve go to de udder airport?” the man replied in a deep accent 


that did not sound Italian. 
“There’s another airport?” Dan said. 
“Small craft,” the man replied. 
“But—” Amy stammered. “We don’t have any mon—” 
Dan poked her in the ribs. 
“T have to tell him the truth,” Amy whispered. 
Dan poked her again. 
Amy glared at him. “Will you please stop—?” 


It was only then that she saw the other person sitting in the 
backseat. An Asian man with a placid smile, dressed in a silk suit 


with white gloves and a bowler hat. 


“Greetings, my elusive relatives,” purred Alistair Oh. 


CHARTERIS 


Alistair’s father had always said that in every Oh there was an 


element of surprise. 


Not that Alistair remembered him actually saying it, 
considering Alistair had been a child when he died. But it was an 


Oh family trait to mix truth with a touch of wit. 


Alas, the Cahill children’s hostile silence perplexed Alistair. He 


would have thought they’d have enjoyed this particular surprise. 
Screeee ... screeeee ... 


As Serge yanked the steering wheel left and right, forcing the 
car into spaces no normal human would dare to go, the children 
lurched from side to side. They seemed loathe to touch Alistair or 
even look at him, as if he were some distasteful substance, like 
boiled asparagus. As if he had not just snatched them from the 
jaws of chaos to deliver them back to their chosen path. He tried 
to smile reassuringly at them. He felt for them. They looked so 


small, so scared, so lonely. 
He understood the feeling. More than they knew. 


“Gyess what?” shouted Serge over the noise of furious honking. 
“I chave keeds, too — gerrl fourteen, boy elyeven! Yes! True. 


They leeve in Moscow!” 


Alistair kept an eye on Dan, who was looking quite sick. The 
boy tried the door handle for what must have been the twentieth 
time in the last two minutes. Luckily, Alistair had made sure the 
safety locks had been activated. “Do not bother, please,” he said. 
“You will only give yourself carpal tunnel problems later in life. 


And besides that, you are making me nervous for your safety.” 


“So you were behind all this, huh?” Dan said. “With the Kabras 


and Irina. And the bomb scare. You’re working with them now.” 


Alistair’s face twitched. He knew it would be difficult to earn 
their trust. Wild accusations were to be expected. He knew there 
would be resentment, and understandably so. Leaving them in a 
burning house on the day of the will reading had been an 
unfortunate necessity — but a personal and strategic mistake. 
One he regretted deeply. “Believe me, my dear nephew, I don’t 


have the slightest idea—” 


“Believe you?” Dan replied, spinning around to face him eye to 
eye. “Let’s see. You abandoned us when Grace’s house was 


collapsing around us. You planted a tracking device on Saladin 
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“Tracking device? This?” Alistair reached into his pocket and 
pulled out an electronic device the size of a lapel pin. “I believe 
you planted it on me. At the museum in Salzburg, while I was 
dozing.” 

“You d-d-deserved that, Uncle Alistair,” Amy said uneasily, 


“after having hidden it in Saladin’s collar in the f-f-first place.” 
“No again, darling girl,” Alistair replied with a warm smile, 


hoping to calm the girl’s nerves. “Someone else was keeping tabs 


on you. Not I. Remember, many others in the family are 


competing for the clues. I am on your side. I, as you know, 


believe in cooperation.” 


“Oh, that’s hilarious,” Dan shot back. “Tell it to Comedy 


Central.” 


Patience. Ever patience. Alistair folded his white-gloved hands 
over his lap. “Consider exactly who rescued you today,” he said. 
“And who, in a very short time, managed not only to find you but 
to devise a method of escape. Consider also that as an added 
bonus, I am about to take you wherever it is you need to go. By 
private plane. All of this, and I ask only one thing in return — the 
location of where you are headed. Which, under the 
circumstances, is rather a necessity.” 

“You have your own p-plane?” Amy asked. 

Alistair smiled modestly. “Well, not mine. But I still have 
business connections, favors I can call in during times of 
emergency. There are some financial advantages to being the 
inventor of microwavable burritos.” 

“Ve stock zem on ze plane!” Serge said. “Biff, cheecken, cheese 
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Good old Serge. Experience had taught them both the value of 
the Oh company motto: The way to a young person’s heart is 
through microwavable meals. 

Amy exhaled. “Okay, once we’re on this plane — if we agree — 
what assurances do we have that—” 

“Amy!” Dan blurted. “Uh, no way, Goldfinger. If we’re going to 


do this, we’re doing it ourselves.” 


Amy glared at him. “So I guess we’re swimming to Japan? Drop 


us off at a mall, Uncle Alistair. I need flippers. The really big 
kind? With mad shark repellent?” 


Dan groaned. “You said the J word, Amy! You told him!” 


“What are our choices, Dan?” Amy said. “They have Nellie and 


Saladin and our s—” 


Amy stopped short, and Alistair glanced at her encouragingly. 
The poor thing had been making such great progress with her 


shyness. “Your ...?” he said. 
“S-s-suitcases,” she replied. 


Alistair nodded. Japan. Excellent. So that was where the next 
Clue would be. A fruitful turn of events. He leaned forward to his 


driver. “Can we handle Japan, Serge?” 


The driver shrugged. “Vell, eez long treep. Ve must stop for 
refueling halfvay. In Moscow. I call ahead. Vhen ve stop, you can 


meet my keeds — Kolya and Tinatchka!” 
“Serge, please,” Alistair said. “This is not a social trip.” 


Serge let out a deep belly laugh. “Kolya and Tinatchka not 


socialists!” 


Dan glared at his sister. Swords, she’d been about to say. They 
have Nellie and Saladin and our swords. At least she corked herself 
on that one. Giving away their destination to the slippery dude 
was one thing. Giving away their Clue was another. Some things 
had to stay secret. Even sisterus dorkus knew that. 

He recognized the look in Amy’s eyes right now. It was more 
than the usual disgust, more than her usual variations of You 


dweeb and No, it’s not time to eat. This one said, If you screw this 


up, I will kill you. 
Which was exactly how he was feeling. 


Uncle Alistair reached into his pocket and pulled out two small 
electronic devices, which he held out to Dan and Amy with fake 
cheeriness, like a demented butler pretending to be Santa Claus. 
“These are state-of-the-art GPS devices. Attach them to your 
phones, as I have done to mine. I have not yet figured out how to 
one-twenty-eight-bit-encrypt the signal, but the lower default 
encryption should suffice. The point is, once we are in Japan, we 


cannot lose one another.” 


Serge was flashing an ID pass to a guard at a gate now. The 
limo entered a narrow road leading to a tiny airport. It glided 
past several small propeller planes and stopped next to a long, 


open hangar. 


Serge quickly got out and held the passenger door open. 
Beaming, he gestured grandly toward the hangar. “Say hello to 


my darling Ludmila.” 


“Another keed?” Dan asked. “How many do you have?” He 
looked left and right. The place seemed empty except for a few 
small jets and some burly half-shaven crew members, none of 


whom looked like a Ludmila. 
“Um ... I don’t see her,” Amy said meekly. 


But Dan was distracted by a flash of silver. A ridiculously sleek 
jet rolled into view. It had tinted windows, a profile like a knife, 
and an open cockpit that seemed to beckon, Enter for the coolest 


ride of your life. 


“This,” said Serge, as the jet rolled to a stop in front of them, 


“is Ludmila.” 


CHARTER 


The peculiar word coacu on Natalie’s plane ticket had conjured up 


images of leather benches, uniformed coachmen, and fine horses. 
Not tiny, hard seats and a pig. 


It wasn’t so much the babysitter’s attitude. Which was horrid. 
Or the tattoos and piercings. Which someday would cause the girl 
such embarrassment at her job — that is, should she ever find a 
real one. It wasn’t even the girl’s rudeness upon seeing Natalie 
and her brother. Granted, a warm hello and hugs were not 
warranted under the circumstances, but the stream of barnyard 


epithets was a bit ... well, unseemly. To say the least. 


Yet all of the above was to be expected from a person of 
Nellie’s station. And Natalie and Ian could withstand the 
crudeness. Some sacrifices were necessary in order to get the 


information they needed. 


No, the worst part was the sloppiness. The candy wrappers and 
potato chip shards on the seats to either side of her, the backpack 
plopped on the floor between her feet instead of tucked under the 
seat in front. The nervous habit of shoveling fistfuls of snack mix 
into her mouth and chewing while speaking. Dreadful. Sloppy 
habits make a sloppy mind, according to the old Kabra family 


saying. Or maybe that was from Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations. 


Natalie wasn’t quite sure. 


She winced as the loathsome babysitter spoke with a mouthful 
of food. 


“Soffy, unca wassoosa, ynah gongahwawee!” Nellie said, 


spitting bits of peanut and Chex from the corners of her mouth. 


Natalie’s brother, Ian, picked a fleck of Rice Krispie from his 


otherwise flawless jet-black hair. “Swallow, please, and repeat?” 


Nellie gulped. “Sorry, I don’t care what you say, you’re not 
going to get away with this.” 

“Oh?” Ian looked over his shoulder, up and down the crowded 
jetliner. “Do I see anyone sympathizing with your plight? No? 
What do you say, Natalie — did we get away with it?” 

“You can do this the easy way, you know, by answering one 
simple question ...” Natalie pressed. They had asked Nellie a 
dozen times, and each answer had been sassier than the last. She 
would learn, though. If she knew what was good for her. And if 
not, well, the Kabras had other ways. “So. One last time — why 
are you going to Japan?” 

Nellie yanked a magazine out of the seat pocket in front of her, 
sending a set of earphones and some used tissues flying toward 
Ian, who leaped with a barely concealed yeep of disgust. “Because 
I love sudoku,” Nellie said. “You can get the best sudoku puzzles 


on a flight to Japan, duh. Don’t you know anything?” 


“Coffee, tea, complimentary snack packet, or anything else I 
can assist you with to make this your best flight ever?” a flight 


attendant piped up, walking slowly up the aisle. 


“A Diet Coke and a restraining order, please?” Nellie said. 


“Because these two are not supposed to be in these seats, and they 


are harassing me.” 


Ian let out a hearty laugh. “Ha-ha! Oh, Cousin Nell, you always 
crack me up with your jokes and whatnot — doesn’t she, uh, 
Amy?” 

“Yes, Daniel,” Natalie replied. “Just like back home. In ... 


Homedale.” 


“Oh, that’s convincing,” Nellie said. “Is there a cop on board? 
Because if there’s not, I want to make a citizen’s arrest. Can you 


do that in Italy, or wherever we are?” 


Smiling uneasily, the flight attendant placed a Diet Coke on 
Nellie’s tray. As she stood back up, Natalie turned to the baffled 
woman and circled her finger by her ear in a subtle cuckoo 


gesture. 

Outside the window, lightning flashed. The plane suddenly 
began to lurch. “Heh-heh, well, looks like we’re experiencing just 
a bit of bumpiness here ...” the pilot said over the PA. 

The flight attendant began pushing her cart back up the aisle, 


calling out, “Please return your seats to the upright position.” 
Ian groaned. “I — I’m not feeling too well....” 


As he keeled forward, face turning green, it was Nellie’s turn to 


look alarmed. 

Natalie smiled. She and Ian had planned this. Certain signals 
for certain contingencies. Kabras were masters of tight planning. 
Ian’s act meant one thing only, and Natalie knew just what to do. 

Still, she couldn’t help but feel pity for the girl. Underneath the 


raffishness there was a bit of spunk and spirit. In another 


circumstance, another time, she would make a good Kabra 


employee. 

“Uh, you’re not going to be sick, are you?” Nellie said. 
“Because I hate the sight of puke.” She leaned forward to sift 
through all the detritus on the floor, looking for an air-sickness 
bag. 

There. 

While Nellie was turned away, Natalie reached into her pocket 
and extracted a small vial of dark liquid. With a deft motion, she 
lifted the vial to Nellie’s soda. Two drops was all that was 


needed. 


The plane jumped again, causing Natalie to flinch, and the 


entire contents of the vial spilled inside the Coke. 


Oops. 


The beeping of the phone woke Dan up from a deep sleep. 


The first thing he noticed was Amy’s hand, bone-white and 
clenching the armrest. “I don’t know how you can sleep at a time 
like this ...” she said through gritted teeth. 


The little jet banked to the left, causing Amy to let out a 


scream. “Sweet!” Dan said. “Do that again, Serge!” 
Serge laughed. “You like?” 
“No!” Amy blurted. 


Alistair was straining to hear the phone. “This is who?” he said, 


gesturing for everyone to be quiet. “Irina?” 
Amy groaned. 


“Yes, they did get away,” Alistair said loudly. “They are with 


me, quite safe and sound ... what? Did you say Japan?” Alistair 
let out a big laugh. “Oh, dear. You thought ... you really believed 
that Dan and Amy didn’t let the Kabra children take their tickets 
— that they didn’t purposefully direct their babysitter to board 
the plane as a decoy ... oh, my. Oh, that is rich ... no no no, 
Irina.... What? You’re breaking up. Perhaps you heard me wrong. 
Yes, OF COURSE THE CAHILLS ARE HEADED TO JAPAN. THAT 
IS EXACTLY RIGHT. Good-bye, dear.” 


“Um ... what was that all about?” Dan said. 


Alistair smiled. “I know Irina quite well. At this moment she is 
convinced you tricked the Kabras, not the other way around. And 
trust me, after what I just said, the last place in the world she 


suspects you to be going is Japan....” 


“Wait. You think you convinced her?” Dan said. “Uh, no 
offense, but that sounded pretty lame to me.” 

“I may be a failure in some things in my life, but I am a very 
quick study of people,” Alistair replied. “I know exactly what 
works with Irina Spasky.” 

Amy turned her head toward Alistair, the color nearly drained 
from her face. He was a smart guy in many ways but a little old- 


fashioned. And he had overlooked something incredibly obvious. 


“Don’t ... be too sure ...” she said. 


The pilot’s voice, in Russian, called for clearance and quickly got 
it. 


Banking to the right, the jet swooped low toward a small 


airport on the outskirts of Moscow. In the dry, parched landscape, 


the landing strip was a ghostly gray. 


The lone passenger’s fingers gripped the armrest as the wheels 
of the plane bumped against the ground. These landings were 


always rougher than she expected. 


As the jet slowed, taxiing on the tarmac, she eyed the sleek 


silver Cessna being refueled. An impressive piece of machinery. 
“Stop here,” Irina said. 


She could see the old man now, limping with his walking stick. 
He was dressed crisply and correctly, as always. The bowler and 
sunglasses gave that subtle touch of refinement. Irina liked a 
traditional man, not a slave to fashion. His clothes seemed a bit 
tight today, but during these stressful times, who hadn’t put on 
weight? 

A moment later, the little devils appeared, bundled in down 
coats and hats. Protected as always — first by Grace Cahill, now 
by the uncle. Why he had sold his soul to those two, she could 


never figure out. Someday he would learn. 


They will betray you, Alistair, she thought, unless you betray them 
first. 


She smiled. Thoughts of human weakness always picked up her 
spirits after a long trip. Back in her KGB days, betrayal came in so 
many colorful varieties — blackmail, white lies, red tape, yellow 
journalism. 

Teams — paahh! she thought. Teams were of no use in 


discovering the 39 Clues. With a secret of this much power, 


jealousies were inevitable and no alliances would survive. 


Irina would find the Clues by herself. Without lazy rich kids, 
over-the-hill taco tycoons, or dewy-eyed orphans. To them, the 
amateurs, this was a mysterious game. Not to Irina. The spoils, 
she knew, deserved to go to the one who had lost the most. To 


the lone wolf seeking justice. And vengeance. 


Across the runway, the trio climbed into the jet. Irina leaned 
forward, glancing at her cell phone, which still showed the GPS 


coordinates and recipient of her last call: on, ALISTAIR. 


“Oh, Alistair,’ indeed,” she said under her breath. “You are 


making this chase too easy for me ...” 
“Shto?” said her pilot. 
“Follow them, Alexander.” 


He pulled the gearshift and the plane’s engine hummed to life. 


Ahead of them, the Cessna was beginning to position for takeoff. 


Now she would see if he was telling the truth about their 


ultimate destination. 


She grinned. No one ever put anything over on Irina Spasky. 


CHARTERIS 


Amy’s brother was never comfortable in a new place until he 
committed an act of cluelessness. In Tokyo, it happened the 


morning after their arrival at the Thank You Very Much Hotel. 


“Dan, you can’t just take that — it’s stealing,” Amy said, 


watching him struggle to fit a hotel ashtray in his back pocket. 


“They won’t know it’s missing!” Dan protested. “I need it for 


my collection.” 


Dan collected everything. If it fit in a house and wasn’t chained 


to the floor, he had a collection for it. 


“Your sister is correct,” Uncle Alistair said sternly, stopping to 
lean on his walking stick on the way to the front door. He smelled 
of aftershave and powder. On the trip in from the airport, he had 
bought Amy and Dan a few changes of clothes and insisted they 


freshen up and have a long sleep. 


Amy had not slept for a nanosecond. For one thing, she was too 
nervous. For another, Dan kept muttering “Mrrp” in his sleep. He 
was really missing Saladin. 

But that hadn’t curbed his obsession for collecting. Amy held 
out her palm. Reluctantly, Dan put the ashtray in it. “Okay, but 


can you get me a Thank You Very Much Hotel matchbook, then?” 


he asked. 


Amy returned the ashtray to a table in the lobby, with Dan 
skulking behind. They still couldn’t pronounce the hotel’s real 
name. Instead, they nicknamed it after the only phrase any of the 
staff ever said to them. Picking up a matchbook from the front 
desk, Amy smiled at the desk clerk. “Thank you very much!” the 


clerk said. 


As they walked back toward the door, Dan eyed Alistair, who 
was looking away from them. “Let’s escape,” Dan murmured. “We 


have to find our peeps. Nellie and Saladin.” 


“Are you crazy?” Amy whispered back. “Uncle Alistair paid for 
this hotel stay. He knows Japanese, and he’s going to help us 


around town.” 
“You like him!” Dan said in horror. “He’s turned your mind!” 


Amy whirled on him. “I don’t like him or trust him. But 
without him we’re stuck, Dan. So we have to pretend, at least 


until Nellie finds us.” 


“Or we find her!” Dan grumbled as he and Amy headed toward 
Alistair at the front entrance. Together they stepped out into a 
crisp, sunny day. To their left, people in manga-hero costumes 
greeted shoppers in front of a gleaming high-rise shopping center. 
The scent of some strange blossom wafted from a park, which 
was across a busy street filled with car and bike traffic. Tokyo 
reminded Amy of New York City, without all the people yelling at 
each other. 

Dan’s eyes were cast upward, gawking at a steel structure that 


rose above the park. “Cool, someone brought over the Eiffel 


Tower and painted it red and white!” 


Alistair smiled. “The Tokyo Tower is taller than its Parisian 
counterpart, but also lighter, due to advances in steel 
construction — advances that were developed, may I add, by an 
Ekat engineer. My illustrious family. And you see that tall 
apartment tower with curved sides? It suggests a Japanese flower 
found in great abundance in Shiba Park. The brainchild of a 


Janus architect—” 
“Wait, that park has flowers made of steel?” Dan said. 


“I know someone with a brain made of tin,” Amy replied, then 
turned back to Alistair. “How do you know so much about your 
family?” 

“Someday I will show you my collection,” Alistair said. “But 
let’s get to the task at hand. It is a ten-minute cab ride to the 


Metropolitan Library.” 


“Library. Woo-hoo. Can’t wait,” Dan said, absently fingering his 
matchbook. “Hey, I know. You guys go. Pll pick up some snapper 


sushi and take a cab to the airport. Pll meet you later.” 


“What makes you think Saladin is at the airport?” Alistair 


asked, walking toward the street. 


“I figure two things could have happened,” Dan said. “One — 
the Kabras brainwashed Nellie and are leading her around town 
trying to find us. Or Two—Nellie managed to subdue them with 
superior ninja training techniques she didn’t realize she had 
picked up by mental telepathy from me. Actually, I’m betting on 
One. Either way, Saladin would ...” Dan’s face darkened. “I — I 
can’t stop thinking of him, still on that conveyor belt, all alone, 


going round and round ...” 


“I know you love your pet,” Alistair said. “But you must think 


of your own safety first. The Kabras will expect you to come to 
Japan. They may also expect you to go to the airport in search of 


your beloved feline and babysitter—” 
“Au pair,” Dan corrected him. 


“You simply cannot risk walking into a trap,” Alistair 


continued. 


It made Amy sick not to know where Nellie and Saladin were, 
too. She’d been trying to contact Nellie on her cell phone since 
they arrived. She hated telling Dan not to go after them. But 
Alistair’s advice made sense. “Knowing Natalie and Ian,” Amy 


said, following Alistair toward a taxi stand, “they’ll find us.” 
“But—” Dan protested. 


“We have to move forward,” Amy said. “Nellie will land on her 


feet.” 


Dan sighed. “Saladin, too, I guess. I mean, being a cat and all 
As they threaded their way through the plaza, Dan kept 
lighting matches and blowing them out. “Will you stop it?” Amy 


said. 


“Why?” Dan said, lighting another match. “It’s fun. It keeps my 
mind off the fact that here we are ignoring the only two people 
we really like, plus we’re in the land of ninjas and Mothra and 
really cool martial arts, and we’re going to spend another day in a 
library.” 

As he approached a waiting taxicab, Alistair said something to 
the driver in rapid, fluent-sounding Japanese and signaled Amy 


and Dan to climb in. 


They sped through the traffic, passing rows of modern steel 
buildings and an occasional ornate ancient pagoda surrounded 
with gardens. “Why can’t we stay in one of those cottages?” Dan 
asked. 


“They are ancient temples,” Alistair replied. “You will see more 
of them as we approach our destination. The military dictator — 
the shogun — ordered all temples moved here. At the time, the 
Roppongi area was a remote outpost of the capital, which was 
then called Edo. Part of the area was a hunting ground for the 


shogunate.” 


“Fascinating,” Amy said. She loved learning about the origins 


of cities. 


Dan nodded, staring dully out the window. “I think I just saw a 


celebrity.” 


Alistair’s cell phone rang. “Hello ...? Yes ... ah, bravo, Serge. 
She what? Well, imagine that — ha! Very good. And thank you so 
much. Da. Do svidanya!” He put the phone away and turned to 
Dan and Amy. “Serge is safely in Siberia with his two children. 
Irina completely fell for the disguise. She thought they were we. 
When she realized she’d been had, she began cursing with words 


that embarrassed even Serge.” 
“Yes!” Dan whooped, slapping high fives to his sister and uncle. 


“I have you to thank, Amy,” Alistair said, beaming. “How 
stupid of me not to realize Irina could have tracked us with the 
cell phone GPS.” 


“T thought of it, like, right away,” Dan said modestly. “I’m just 


more shy.” 


Amy rolled her eyes. “And I’m the queen of England.” 
“You do look wrinkly and boring,” Dan said. 
He darted away before Amy could whack him. 


Soon the cab pulled up to a massive, modern, boxlike building 


at the edge of a lush park. 
“Arisugawanomiya!” the cabdriver announced. 
Dan looked panic-stricken. “What did I do now?” 


“It is the name of the park, and that building is the Central 
Branch of the Tokyo Metropolitan Library,” Alistair explained, as 
he paid the driver and climbed out. “We have only limited time 
before Irina catches on. Because we’ve detached our GPS devices, 
it is essential that we stay close together. And set your phones to 


‘vibrate’ while in the library.” 
“How can I stand the excitement?” Dan droned. 


The moment they entered the building, a trim librarian was at 
Alistair’s side, bowing and speaking with him in rapid Japanese. 
She smiled at Dan and Amy and gestured for them to follow her. 

“You know her?” Dan whispered as they climbed a grand 


marble staircase. “Like from back in your shogun-hunting days?” 


“No, she is just being courteous,” Alistair replied, his limp 
barely noticeable as he walked. “It is respect for my age. 
Although perhaps Ms. Nakamura remembers my television 
appearances ten years ago. My company’s Terribly Tasty Teriyaki 
microwavable burritos were quite the rage.” 

They entered a small private room lined with bookcases. On 


one wall a couple of small windows overlooked the street. In the 


center was a bank of computers. “Please do not hesitate to come 


to me with any questions,” Ms. Nakamura said in lightly accented 
English, exchanging bows with Alistair and shutting the door 
behind her. 


“I told her we were conducting research for a new interactive 
website on possible burrito fillings,” Alistair said, resting both 
hands on his walking stick as he leaned toward Amy and Dan. 


“But my question to you is, why are we really here?” 


Amy’s eyes darted over to Dan. Alistair had asked this question 
before, and they had evaded him each time. He knew they were 


up to something. 


The problem was the swords. Alistair didn’t know about them. 
He hadn’t seen the secret engraving on one of the blades. He had 


no idea that the second Clue had been tungsten. 


He’s even more confused than we are, Amy thought. Iron solute 
and tungsten weren’t exactly obvious interlocking puzzle pieces. 
The first was an ingredient in ink, the second was the material 
that burns in incandescent lightbulbs. How could they fit 
together? Amy and Dan needed to know so much more — but 
one thing was pretty clear. Somehow the swords were the key to 
the next Clue. Maybe Alistair could help them find out, Dan 
thought. But the risks were great. Alistair just might take the info 
and run; he’d done it before. Trust no one — that had been Amy 
and Dan’s motto. Whenever they’d forgotten it, they’d regretted 
it. 

And they desperately needed to limit regrets. 

“It was ... a code,” Dan said, improvising a white lie. “In the 
music. Mozart’s music. The code said, um, ‘Go to Japan.’ In the 
key of C? That’s all we know.” 


Alistair shrugged, sitting at a laptop. “Not much to go on, but 
that hasn’t stopped us before. Let’s each work awhile and then 


compare notes, shall we?” 


Amy and Dan made sure to sit opposite him, so their monitors 


were not visible to Alistair. Amy typed into a search bar: 


japan tungsten sword 
87,722 hits. 


“This is going to be a long day,” murmured Amy. Dan typed: 


ninja watrior images 
1,694,117 hits. 


He smiled. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad after all. 


Body painting and the tatoo was the belonging to slaves 
and prisoner of Ancint Japan. some of design has been 
historical replication by ours tattoo artists all who is 


graduate of colleges in history dilpoma. 


Dan scrolled down. The images were clearer than the English 
translation. Some of these designs were amazing, covering a 
person’s whole back. There were dozens — dragons, historical 


scenes, countrysides, ornate scrollwork ... 
He stopped. Something in one of the images looked familiar. 


Scooting back up the page, he found it and clicked through. 


Slowly, a magnified version filled the screen. 


“Dan, what do you think you’re doing?” Amy asked, looking 


over his shoulder. 


“Ts this cool or what?” Dan said. 


Amy gestured to her laptop screen, which showed a map of 


Japan. “We’re supposed to be locating our clue!” 


“Uh, excuse me, Dora the Explorer, look closely — these 


characters? They are the same ones we saw on the sword!” 
Oops. 


Dan’s hands immediately shot up to his mouth. He hadn’t 


meant to say the S word. 
Amy’s eyes went all buggy. Dan, you moron! they said silently. 


Dan and Amy glanced at Alistair, who had been intently 
writing down something he was seeing on his screen. Slowly he 


looked up. He seemed pale, almost sick. 
“Uncle Alistair ...?” Dan said. “Are you okay?” 


Alistair did not answer for a few seconds. He took off his 
glasses and wiped them with a pocket handkerchief. “Fine. 
Staring at the screen for long periods of time ... it gets harder to 


do when you're old. Forgive me. Have you, er, found anything?” 
“Yes,” said Dan. 
“No,” said Amy. 
“Yes and no,” clarified Dan. “Have you?” 
Alistair nodded absently. “Come. Look.” 


Amy and Dan scooted around to see Alistair’s screen. He was 
minimizing a webmail site to reveal a web page that showed a 
painting of a fierce-looking Japanese warrior holding a severed 
head. 


“Eww ...” Amy murmured. 
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“Dude, it’s only pixels,” Dan said. “But ... eww. 


“The, um, Bald Rat,” Alistair continued, his voice still faraway 


999 


and distracted. “Also known as Toyotomi Hideyoshi. 
“Hidewhoshi?” Dan replied. 


“He — he was the greatest warrior in the history of Japan,” 
Alistair went on, “but most records show him as rather hideous- 
looking. Lived in the fifteen hundreds. He began as a peasant and 
rose to unbelievable power, conquering the various tribes and 
factions and uniting the country as a major power for the first 
time.” Alistair paused, lowering his voice. “He was also one of 


your Cahill ancestors—” 
“T thought I saw the resemblance to Amy,” Dan said. 


“—A Tomas, as a matter of fact. Descended from Thomas 
Cahill. Thomas traveled to the Far East in the sixteenth century— 
some say for the purposes of trade, others say to hide in shame 
after failing to find his wayward sister. At any rate, he settled 
there and his family became the Tomas branch, famous for their 


brutishness and warrior ways.” 


Dan looked closer. “The Holt family — they’re Tomases. They 
look like tree trunks with dinosaur brains. This guy looks like a 


weasel.” 


“It makes sense Hideyoshi would be a Tomas,” Amy said. “The 


strength. The gross way he’s holding that head.” 


“Evolution is odd. It does not favor the Tomas.” Alistair’s grim 
expression loosened a bit, edging into a semismile. “Of course, I 
am showing my bias as an Ekat. Anyway, I strongly believe our 


search should begin with Hideyoshi. The man had a lot of secrets. 


Some say the secrets undid him.” 
“Secrets is our middle name, dude,” Dan said. 


Alistair leveled his gaze at Dan and then Amy. The color was 
returning to his face now. “I was going to keep this information 
to myself. After what happened in Salzburg, I wasn’t sure I could 
trust you two. In fact, today I was tempted to conduct this entire 


search for the Hideyoshi link without your knowledge.” 
“Well, that makes two of us,” Dan blurted out. 


“Three,” Amy corrected. With a quick, tentative glance toward 
Dan, she added, “We didn’t think we could trust you, Uncle 


Alistair.” 


Alistair nodded. “I have devoted myself to earning your 
confidence again. Trust is a fragile thing — difficult to build, easy 
to break. It cannot be bargained for. Only if it is freely given can 
it be expected in return.” He looked from Amy to Dan. “To break 
the chain of mistrust, someone has to go first. I am happy to 


make the move. You deserve no less.” 


Solemnly, he turned back to his screen. “Hideyoshi was a bit of 
a paranoid who liked to hoard things,” Alistair continued, 
scrolling down the screen into the biographical text. “For 
example, the Great Sword Hunt of 1588, when he forced all the 
farmers and peasants to give over their swords. He claimed he 
wanted to melt them down for a large statue of Buddha. But that 


was a lie.” 
“And the truth was ...?” Amy said. 


Alistair shrugged. “One of the great mysteries. He also took 


measures to prevent farmers and peasants from rising to the 


warrior class. He seemed to be afraid of this.” 
“But he rose from the poor,” Amy said. 


“You must think like a warrior, sister-san,” Dan said. “He was 
afraid because he rose from the poor. He thought somebody else 


might, too — and whup his ninja butt.” 


Alistair nodded. “Perhaps he suspected more Tomas offspring 
— or worse, Ekaterina—lived in the provinces. The Ekat and 
Tomas branches were at war even then. Was he trying to hide 
swords from the Ekats to prevent them from rising against him? 
We don’t know. If only we knew where he hid the swords. The 
where might lead to the why.” With a shrug, Alistair turned to 
face them. “Okay, I’ve told you all I know.” 


Dan glanced at his sister. The ball was in their court now. 
He’s shown us his own secrets, her eyes were saying. We owe him. 


He was looking at his webmail, Dan thought in return. He didn’t 
show us THAT. 


That’s different, she argued. We need him. 

Besides his cash and his knowledge of Japanese, what good is he? 
Besides your nicely shaped left earlobe, what good are you? 

Dan glowered at her. You’re the oldest, YOU mention it. 


Amy turned to Alistair. “We think ... we found some of the 


swords,” she said. “In Venice.” 
“Hideyoshi’s swords — in Italy?” Alistair looked flabbergasted. 


With a sigh, Dan mumbled, “They were in the house of some 


Italian dude, Fidelio Racco.” 


“Racco ...” Alistair said. “A Janus. Yet the clue points to a 


Tomas stronghold. Curious. Here in Japan, there are rumored to 
be secret Hideyoshi hiding places, but they are allegedly guarded 


by the descendants of Hideyoshi — many of them yakuza.” 


Dan smiled. Now he was talking. “Whoa — awesome!” Dan 
exclaimed. “I battled them at Level Four in ... um, Ninja Gaiden, I 
think? Those guys are mad gangsta! They’ll cut off your arms and 


feed them to you for lunch.” 
“Can’t wait to meet them,” Amy said. 


“We tried to bring the swords here,” Dan barreled on. “They’re 
in my luggage. One of them had some markings. We figured the 
markings were important — maybe they give information about 


the next clue.” 


Alistair’s eyes widened. “Is there any way we can retrieve these 


swords?” 


“Well, maybe we don’t have to.” Dan nodded to his screen. 


“The same markings are on this tattoo.” 


Dan had never seen Alistair move so fast. He leaned over Dan’s 
shoulders and squinted at the image. “Are you sure this was 


printed on the sword?” 


“Yup,” Dan said. “Well, not exactly. There were some other 


characters, too. They’re missing here.” 


Amy shook her head. “How can you be sure? You don’t know a 


word of Japanese.” 


“Uh, yeah,” Dan said. “And I don’t read a note of music. But 
let’s see, who was the one who memorized a whole Mozart song and 
found our last clue? Wait, wait, let me try to remember. Oh. I 


know — me!” 


“Dan, are you sure there were characters missing?” Alistair 
said. “Because the message, as is, is fairly innocuous — an 


incantation to luck, honor, triumph, and such.” 


“Definitely. At the beginning of each line, there was some 
weird-looking letter. Like from another language. You know, 


Sanscript maybe.” 


“It’s Sanskrit, tattoo-brain,” Amy said, sitting at her laptop. 


“Guess you don’t remember everything perfectly.” 


She turned to her uncle, who was furiously tapping on his 
keyboard. “What do you know about these yakuza people, Uncle 
Alistair?” 

She thought she could feel him shudder. “They are very nasty 
and very deadly,” he said softly. “Trust me, we do not want to 


cross their paths.” 

“You know some of them personally?” Dan said. 

“They know me and despise me,” Alistair said. “I am an Ekat. 
The Tomas and the Ekats have been bitter enemies for centuries. 
The yakuza have long been suspected to possess a map to a secret 
underground crypt. And if I am to understand this recent 
message, we may have found a copy.” 

He hit the prt button. From the library’s printer, a map slowly 
made its way into the paper tray, an ancient image showing a 
complicated ribbon of tunnels. 

“Cool!” Dan exclaimed. 

“You knew about this all along?” Amy asked. 


Alistair shook his head. Once again, his face became pale and 


drawn. “I have long been searching for certain ... stolen Ekat 


documents not related to this. One of my colleagues has managed 
to find a hidden cache. I received a message from him on 
webmail while we were in Salzburg, with several attachments — 
including this map.” 

He showed them the printout, which had the heading or unknown 


SIGNIFICANCE. 


“Wait — Ekat documents? Colleagues? What else are you 


keeping from us? How can you—?” 


Amy’s words stopped in her throat. The cursor on Dan’s 
monitor was moving from the middle of the screen up to the left 


corner. 
“Dan?” Amy said. “Stop that, okay?” 
“Stop what?” Dan replied. 


“We know libraries bore you, but can’t you take anything 
seriously?” Amy replied. “You’re playing a trick, right? You have 
something in your pocket and it’s sending a signal to the 


computer. Otherwise, why would the cursor be moving?” 


Now the cursor was on the sacx button, clicking rapidly through 
every page Dan had visited — tattoos, information about 
Hideyoshi and the Sword Hunt, the Facebook pages of three 
sixth-grade girls — 

“Hey!” Dan shouted. 

“It’s a keylogger,” Alistair said, swiftly picking up the laptop. 
“Someone has hacked into the computer remotely and is spying 


on everything you’ve looked at today.” 


With a solid yank, he pulled the electric plug from the back, 


and the screen went dead. A steady beeping noise began, and an 


LCD panel by the light switch flashed red Japanese characters 


that looked suspiciously like some form of Emercency. 

“How did they do it?” Amy asked. 

Dan took the laptop, examining the PC card. “It’s an 802.11g 
wireless,” he said. “So they have to be pretty close. I don’t know, 
maybe like thirty yards — or fifty if they have a booster or 


something?” 


Alistair headed for the window. “Which means either they’re in 


the building or in one of those cars outside.” 


One of those hundreds of cars, he could have said — if you 
considered the cars at the curb, in the nearby parking lot, and 


bumper-to-bumper on the road. 

Tap-tap-tap-tap! 

The rapping on the door made them all jump. “Is everything all 
right in there?” a tiny, timid voice called in. 


It sounded like Ms. Nakamura, but there was something about 


her tone ... 
Alistair went to the door. “She may know how to run a trace.” 
“No!” Amy blurted out. 


“Ms. Nakamura,” Alistair said, yanking the doorknob, “your 
library has been compromised—” 

The door flew open — and Alistair was staring into the massive 
chest of a gray XXXL T-shirt. 

“No kidding, Sherwood,” said Eisenhower Holt, with a grin so 
wide it nearly touched the edges of his stiff military brush cut. 


“Now, fall in line, all of you — and march!” 


CHARTER 


Amy’s phone was vibrating. 


DZZZZZ x, 


She glanced around the van. In the passenger seat, Eisenhower 
Holt was arguing with his wife, Mary-Todd, who was driving. In 
the next row, eleven-year-olds Madison and Reagan Holt were 
having a contest to see who could fling boogers into the hair of 
their older brother, Hamilton. Their pit bull, Arnold, barked 
greedily, snatching the small projectiles in mid flight with his 


massive jaws. 
“Stop it, hell kill me!” Ham cried. 
“That’s the point,” Madison replied, clapping her hands. 


“Sherwood is the forest, dear,” Mary-Todd was insisting to her 


husband. “The detective was Sherlock.” 


“We'll look it up!” Eisenhower declared. “May I remind you, 
Mary-Todd, at West Point my IQ was measured at nearly a perfect 
one hundred. Well, okay, eighty-nine — but I hadn’t even 


1” 


practiced 


“One hundred is considered normal, sugar maple,” Mary-Todd 


replied. 


“Normal is the enemy of creativity,” Eisenhower crowed. “A 


Holt is never normal — as evidenced by our ingenious capture of 
the Cahills!” 


DZZZZZ 254 


Amy moved her hand into her left pants pocket and pulled out 
her phone, making sure to keep it out of sight. On the right, she 
was jammed up against Alistair, who was seething with rage. He 
in turn was jammed up against Dan — who seemed oblivious, 
reading a handful of tourist pamphlets the Holts had left on the 


van floor. 


Quickly she glanced at the call screen: 
GOMEZ, NELLIE 


She stifled a scream and stared sharply at Alistair and Dan, 
flashing the screen at them at waist level. Nellie was alive! 

“YESSSS — WOO-HOO!” Dan blurted. 

“The Cahill boy agrees with me!” Eisenhower said with a grin, 
turning around toward the back of the van. “Smart boy. You’re 
going places. Like, with us — as a captive! Har-har!” 

The entire Holt family cracked up, except for Arnold, who 
seemed confused by the sudden absence of flying minitreats. 

“Too bad you weren’t smart enough to detect us following you 
every step of the way,” Eisenhower continued, “with our patented 
Holt hackment technology. First we hacked into the tracking 
device on your cat — until we found that your cat was your 
uncle!” 


Madison and Reagan looked at him in total bewilderment. 


“Then we tailed him to the airport, where I ordered that we 


attempt the greatest technicological feat of all,” Eisenhower went 


on, “breaking into the airline ticketing mainframe!” 


“But then I reminded him that all he needed to do was follow 


your limo,” Mary-Todd spoke up. 


Madison chimed in: “Once we were at the other airport? And 
we saw you get into the jet? We just asked this really hot flight 
guy, Fabio? Where you were going?” She grinned. “And he told 
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us. 
“Rawf,” said Arnold. 


“Thusly,” Eisenhower said, “we were able to commandeer our 
own flight to Japan, where we beat you to the airport and waited 
until you arrived, following your every move until our ultimate 
coup — keyloggering your very laptop to filch all your 
information! And now that I have you three, I can realize my 
life’s goal. Not just reaching the thirty-nine clues first. But placing 
the Holt name where it belongs — at the very crest of the Tomas 
family ... crest. No longer will history look upon the Holts as 
dolts. No longer will we be the black sheep, the stain on the 
family underpants, the smelly footnote to the Tomas legend. And 
you will help us achieve our destiny by leading us to the very 
thing your research revealed — the next clue, which is in the 


tunnels of Tokyo!” 


“You figured that out all by yourself?” Amy asked, barely 


containing the relief she felt at knowing her au pair was okay. 
“About fifty-three percent of it,” said Eisenhower. 
“More like forty-seven,” Mary-Todd said. 


“I knew that sounded wrong,” Eisenhower said. 


“Uh, Dad? I was the one who did all that tech stuff,” Reagan 
whined. 

“Dad what?” Eisenhower commanded. 

“Dad, sir,” Reagan said. 

“Your argument is as inane as your conversation,” Alistair 
spoke up, his voice a barely controlled rasp. “You got nothing 
from hacking the system. You stole my map, you windbag.” 

“Uncle Alistair?” Amy said. She had never seen him like this. 

“Is someone meowing back there?” Eisenhower said. “Do I hear 
an E-kat?” 

“Rawf?” said Arnold, suddenly drooling. 

Alistair laughed defiantly. “What makes you miscreants think 


you can actually read that map correctly? It’s written in 
Japanese.” 

“Ha! No grass grows over the head of a Holt!” Eisenhower 
thundered. “I overheard you through the library door, talking 
about an ancient underground crypt. So we will start at ... the 


underground crypt district. Harch!” 

The van lurched to the left. 

Dan looked up from a map of the Tokyo subway system. His 
face was all lit up, the way it was whenever he’d broken a code 
or discovered a cheat in World of Warcraft. “Crypt? I think we’re 
better off checking out the subway system.” 

The van lurched to the right. 

“I have to pee,” Madison announced. 


The van skidded to a stop on the shoulder of the road. “Will 


someone make a decision?” Mary-Todd said. 


As the Holts ramped up their various arguments, Alistair 


whispered to Dan, “Subway system, my boy? Do tell.” 

“First, I memorized your map,” Dan began with a bit too much 
enthusiasm. 

“Ssshhh!” Amy hissed. 

“The secret tunnels and the subway,” Dan barreled on. “They 
match — almost exactly! Pm figuring maybe the subway was 
built into the already existing tunnels!” 

The Holts shut up at once. 

“Dan—” Amy warned. “Youre telling this to them!” 

Dan looked up, bewildered. “I was telling Uncle Alistair.” 

“But we-ee-ee heard you,” Reagan sang in a taunt, and stuck 
out her tongue. “Besides, if you hadn’t told us, you’d be dead 
meat.” 

“Rawf,” said Arnold, baring his saliva-glistened incisors. 

Dan’s face turned white. He cast a guilty look at Amy and at 
Alistair, whose face had become suddenly cloudy. “Um, well ... 
the thing is? It’s not really a match. So I was wrong. ’Cause, um, 
there’s this big difference. In the center of the old map, there’s an 
intersection with a large room. In the subway map, the tracks are 


parallel. So ... see? It must be the wrong place....” 


“Where two maps diverge is precisely where the secret might 


be!” Eisenhower crowed. 
“Brilliant as always!” Mary-Todd said. 


Amy groaned. The stupider Dan became, the smarter it made 


Eisenhower Holt. 


“Sweet,” said Hamilton with a sneer. 


Suddenly, Eisenhower spun on them with narrowed eyes. 
“Now, you’re not trying to trap us, are you? We’re not as dumb as 
we look. Or ... whatever.” 

“Well ...” Dan looked helplessly from Amy to Alistair. “There 
are subway stops on either side. Pm figuring the one at the 
northern end, Yotsuya, is closer.” 

“We'll take the one at the southern end,” Eisenhower 
commanded. 


The van lurched into the road again. 


“Now I really have to pee,” said Madison. 


They waited silently until the train left Nagatacho station. They 
were the only ones on the subway platform now. The train 
schedule, which Alistair had picked up from the attendant, said 
that the next train arrived at 5:40. He checked his watch. 


Then he looked down at the tracks — the dark, narrow tracks 


that led into a pitch-black tunnel on either side. 


“It’s five-seventeen,” he said, his voice shaking. “We have 


exactly twenty-three minutes.” 


Eisenhower stepped to the edge of the platform. “Fall in, 


troops!” he said. 
“T want to go first!” Madison said. 


“She kept us waiting when she was in the bathroom,” Reagan 


complained. “Can I go? Please?” 
“It’s almost Mom’s birthday,” Hamilton said. 


“Rawf,” said Arnold, diving over the edge to chase a soot- 


blackened rat that skittered across the tracks. 


“Every Holt for himself!” Eisenhower cried, pulling green 
gardener’s gloves from his pocket, snapping them on, and 
lowering himself over the edge. “Be sure not to touch the fourth 
rail!” 

“Third, hug-muffin,” Mary-Todd said. 


As Madison and Reagan followed, Alistair took Dan’s and 
Amy’s arms and stepped slowly backward. He was trying to 
escape. But Mary-Todd and Hamilton stood in his path, arms 
folded. “Uh-uh-uh!” Hamilton tutted. 


“Nice try, Uncle,” Dan whispered. 
It was 5:19. Twenty-one minutes left. 


With a sigh, Dan climbed onto the track, followed by Amy, 
Alistair, and the remaining Holts. A stream, inky black, ran 
between the rails. A gum wrapper floated by. Ahead of them, the 
tunnel plunged into blackness. Dan felt woozy. He and Amy 
hadn’t had much luck in underground places. Images began 
floating in his brain. Running ... running ... from Jonah Wizard in a 
subterranean museum in Venice ... from the Kabras in the Catacombs 
under Paris ... from a train ... from a memory ... He could still feel 
Amy’s hand yanking him away from the approaching subway car 
in Paris, his backpack disappearing underneath the tons of 
speeding steel, the scream ripping from his throat. To anyone 
else, the faded snapshot he’d kept in that pack — the smiling 
couple — would have seemed blurry and uninteresting. But to 
Dan, it was as important as life. He had looked at it every day, 
memorized every last pixel. It was the only memento, the only 
remaining image of the parents he barely remembered. And now 


it was gone, a continent away. 


“Hup-two-three-four ...” Eisenhower called out. 


Amy pulled Dan forward, shaking the memory from his brain. 
Splash-splash-splash-thwuck, went his footsteps. “Thwuck?” he 


squeaked. 


“Don’t ask,” said Amy. Even in the near-blackness, Dan could 


tell her face was bone-white. 


They trudged onward, keeping to the middle of the track to 
avoid the third rail, until the dimming light of the station behind 
them faded to nothing. “RePORT on proGRESS!” Eisenhower 


called out. 


Dan’s hands shook as he shone his pocket flashlight on the 
subway map. Ahead of them, the light of the next station was 
barely visible. They had passed the halfway point. “According to 
this,” Dan said, “we should be about there now. The intersection 


would have been to our left.” 

“At ease!” Eisenhower said. “Fall in to examine hidden methods 
of egress!” 

Amy reached out to her left, feeling along the grime-covered 
surface. “Nothing there but a wall.” 

“Keep trying,” Eisenhower said. 

Dan frantically pushed and punched, but the wall was solid. 
Thick cement. He checked his watch, which was already 
beginning to lose its glow-in-the-dark properties. 

5:30. 

“Th-this was a dumb idea,” he said, his voice echoing dully in 


the tunnel. “Look, we have ten minutes. We left the station eleven 


minutes ago. We have enough time to get back before—” 


“Abort mission!” Eisenhower barked. “Dress left! And ... hut- 


two-three-four!” 
Dan began to run, nearly tripping over his sister. 
“Ow!” Amy cried out. “Dan!” 
“Sorry!” Dan said. “See you at the platform—” 
“Dan, my foot is stuck!” 


Dan whirled around and shone his flashlight on Amy’s 
crouching silhouette. She was grimacing, her left foot jammed 


under one of the rails. 
“PII rescue her!” Hamilton shouted. 
“No, me!” Reagan shrieked. “I never get to rescue first!” 
“Stand clear!” Eisenhower boomed. 
“Rawf,” Arnold barked. 


Dan elbowed his way into the crowd, trying to reach his sister, 
who was screaming at the top of her lungs, “You’re only making it 
worse!” 

Dan’s hair began to rise in swirls lightly from the back of his 
head. A low but steady wind was gusting through the tunnel from 
the south. Dan could see Amy’s face looking up to him, eyes 


wide. “Dan? How accurate are those train tables?” 
“I don’t know!” Dan replied. 


“When a train is entering a t-tunnel, don’t you f-feel the air 


being pushed—?” 
Ho-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-onk! 
Dan spun toward the sound. Two distant headlights, like 


reptilian eyes piercing the darkness, were headed their way—and 


growing fast. 
“Holts — bolt!” Eisenhower commanded. 


As one, the Holt family turned away from the approaching 


train and broke for the next station at a dead run. 
“Don’t leave us!” Amy shouted. 
Dan pulled and pulled. Amy’s foot was jammed. Tight. 
“OWWWW!” 


“PI ... get ... it,” Dan said through gritted teeth. He knelt in 
the icy trickle of water running between the rails, now choppy 


with the vibrations. 
“Run, Dan!” 
“Wait ... I know...” 


The laces. Dan dug his fingers into her shoelaces and yanked 
hard. 


They were knotted. Wet and stuck. Her foot seemed glued to 


the shoe. If he could just slip it out, use the wetness to slide ... 


The screech of the brakes filled the tunnel. The wind whipped 
around him like a gale, throwing dust and debris into his eyes. 


His vision flashed white. His body was telling him to go. Now. 
“JUST RUN!” 
“Stop it, Amy, I can’t leave you—” 
She had saved him. He could save her. He had to do it. 
Pull! 


The wind was violent. The noise pressed into his ears like a 


solid thing. He pulled again, wiggled, jerked, pounded. 


She was resisting now, pushing him away — trying to save 


him. Her breath felt cold on his neck, the veins in her throat 
bulging out. 
He realized she was shrieking, but he couldn’t hear a word. 
HO-O-O-O-O0-O-O-O-ONK! 
Dan’s body froze solid as he turned into the glare of the 


oncoming headlights. 


CHARTER 


Amy didn’t feel much at all. The wind. The metallic shriek of 


“AHHHHHH!” 


the brakes, the horn blocking out all sound. 


She must have closed her eyes, because she didn’t see anything, 


either. 
She felt. 
Her body wrenched upward and backward. She was flying. 


And then her shoulder hit solid, cold cement. When she opened 


her eyes, all was dark and silent. 


“I g-g-guess ... Pm dead?” she heard her own voice call out, 


strangely high-pitched and thin. 

For a long time, she heard nothing else. And then: 

“Hi, Dead. I’m Dan.” 

The ssshhhhick of a lit match sounded, and a tremulous light 
outlined two faces. 

Amy sat up. Her left ankle ached, and her shoe was missing. 
“Uncle Alistair? Dan?” 

Dan’s hair was standing on end, his face shadowed with black 
dust and his eyes the size of softballs. “He did it. Uncle Alistair. 


He saved our lives. Reached out. From the wall. How—?” Dan 
tottered toward her, his body bent over as he gawked at Amy’s 


foot. “It’s still there. He didn’t amputate it when he—” 
With that, Dan’s knees buckled and he crumpled to the floor. 


“Dan!” Amy shouted. As she reached out to grab his arm, her 


ankle screamed with pain. 


“Its all right,” Dan said, sitting up. “I’m all right. Don’t call 
nine-one-one. Did my hair turn white? Like in movies, like when 


people get really, really scared?” 


“You're both safe now,” Alistair said, moving his match around 
to outline the contours of a large room. “Dan, your hair is not 
white — and you were right about the hiding place. It is more or 
less where you thought it would be. There was a small graffito, 
an ancient-looking symbol on what looked like an electrical plate. 
Once I pressed it, the door swung open. I merely brought you 
both in with me.” 

Amy lunged forward on her good foot, keeping the other one in 
the air, and flung her arms around him. “Thank you,” she said. 

She felt him flinch. For a horrible moment she felt as if she’d 
done something terribly wrong. She could tell he was not the 
hugging type. Then, awkwardly, Alistair wrapped his arms 
around her. “I ... owed you one,” he said softly. 

“Or two,” Dan said. 

Alistair nodded. “I suppose my record is not very good in life- 
threatening situations.” 

“Well, you’ve made up for it now,” Amy said, burying her head 


in the shoulder of Alistair’s silk suit jacket, which still smelled of 


aftershave. 


Gently, Alistair pulled himself away, glancing downward with 


concern. “How does your foot feel?” 


“Like it was jammed under a rail and then pulled out of its 
shoe,” Amy said with a wince. “I can move it, but I think I 


sprained my ankle.” 


“Bet you can’t tap-dance,” Dan said, still sounding a little shell- 
shocked. 


Amy smiled at her brother, never ever having imagined she 
would enjoy hearing his stupid humor. She felt a rush of warmth 


for him. 
“Oh, no, I see that look — no hugs!” Dan said, backing away. 


Numbly, he flicked on his flashlight and swept it slowly around 
the room, until the beam landed on a pile of old relics lying 
haphazardly on the floor and covered with thick, gray-black dust 
— clothing, strange tarnished metal things, a metal box, a globe, 
a hefty cylinder. As they all moved closer, Alistair remarked, 
“Well, the yakuza may control some kind of underground 
network, but it doesn’t look like they’ve been here in a few 


centuries.” 


“Hey,” Dan piped up. “What does Jar Jar Binks say when he 


meets a member of the Japanese Mafia?” 

Amy groaned. “You are recovering too quickly.” 

“Pm game. Wait ...” Alistair paused for a moment and smiled. 
“You, sah? Yakuza?” 

Dan’s grin disappeared. “How did you know that? I just made it 


up out of my own head.” 


“Puns are a sign of intelligence, deeply buried,” Alistair replied, 
putting on his white gloves. He leaned into the pile of stuff and 
gingerly lifted a small, brittle garment. “Hard to tell how old this 


is under so many decades of metal dust.” 


“Hey, check it out!” Dan said. He was unrolling a scroll that 


he’d pulled from behind a chest of drawers. 
“Careful!” Amy said. 


The scroll was open now, blackened around the edges but 
legible — three lines of stylized Japanese characters. “What’s it 


say?” Dan asked. 


Alistair looked closely. “It’s a haiku, I think. Wait, let me get 
the meter right.... ‘To find the new home/Of Hideyoshi’s 


treasure/Use geometry.”” 
“Treasure?” Amy said. “Does that include the swords?” 


“Were rich!” Dan shouted. “Woo-hoo — I knew it! Okay, 


geometry. lIl get this one. Hang on, give me a minute....” 
“It could be anything ...” Amy said, gazing around the room. 


“We’re in a big room,” Dan declared. “So ... the volume of a 


parallelepiped, maybe?” 
“Beg pardon?” Alistair said. 


“A three-dimensional parallelogram, like this chamber,” Dan 


explained. 


“How would that solve the problem?” Amy asked. “It’s like 


trying to find a hypotenuse in a haystack.” 


“Is that a joke?” Dan said. “Because if it is, you should give me 


a signal. Like, tap your head twice so I know when to laugh.” 


He let go of the scroll with one hand. The snap of its shutting 


caromed off the walls into the silence. 

The dead silence. 

Amy glanced around nervously. “Um, shouldn’t there have 
been another train by now ...?” 

Dan reached in his pockets. “I can’t check. I think I dropped my 
schedule on the track.” 


“I mean, just logically — wouldn’t another train have come 
through?” Amy said. “If not this direction, then the other? The 
trains are pretty frequent, right? Why is it so quiet?” 

Alistair stood bolt upright. “Point taken. They must have closed 


down the power. Which means—” 


The distant thrum of voices now filtered in through the walls. It 
was coming from the north, from the track on the side opposite 
the one they’d used. 

“Who’s that?” Dan asked. “Police?” 


Alistair’s face suddenly looked aged and puckered. “No,” he 


replied, his voice shaky. “Yakuza.” 

“What do we do?” Dan asked. 

“They can’t find us, right?” Amy said. “So we stay?” 

Alistair took Dan and Amy by the arm, pushing them toward 
the door. “They will eventually cross the tracks, see the lost shoe, 


the dropped schedule, the smudges worn off the wall plate. We 


must go.” 


“Cube!” Amy blurted, suddenly breaking loose and racing back 
to the pile. “Look! Sphere! Cylinder! Para — parallelowhatever! 


Those are geometric shapes — right, Dan? They’re right here!” 


Dan was already grabbing the globe, stuffing it into his 


backpack. “Take them all!” 


“Quickly!” Alistair said. He took a small cube in one hand, a 
triangulated tube in another. Amy scooped up the long cylinder 
and headed back to the door. 


In a moment, they were out on the track again. Alistair pushed 
the thick door closed behind him. Where a seamless, grime- 
darkened wall once stood, there was now the faint outline of a 


recently opened door. 


The train that had almost hit them was now stopped beyond 
them, its rear cars not yet having reached the next station 


platform. 


Amy pulled her shoe from under the rail and jammed it on her 
foot. She stumbled, her ankle throbbing with pain. But the 
thought of stopping petrified her. Clenching her teeth, she ran. 
They flew down the track, back in the direction they’d come. The 
station soon came into view, but the track was dotted with 
flashlights, beams moving around like fireflies. 

They all stopped, their ragged breaths echoing in the tunnel. 

“Police,” Alistair whispered. “We cannot let them find us. They 


will arrest us.” 


The lights were getting closer, the voices louder. From the 
other side, it sounded as if the yakuza had switched over—to 


their side of the tracks. 
“And the yakuza?” Dan asked. 
“They'll kill us,” Alistair replied. 
“That’s a no-brainer,” Dan said, heading toward the cops. 


“No!” Amy grabbed him by the arm. 


“Where do you suggest we go?” Dan hissed. 


Amy looked up. The bottom rung of a ladder hung just above 
her head. 


“We must take the objects,” Alistair said. He quickly removed 
his silk jacket, laid it flat, placed the objects on top, then gathered 
the jacket edges upward. Dan took a rope from his backpack and 


tied a knot, making a secure container. 


Amy was already climbing, grimacing against the pain. Dan put 
the other end of the rope between his teeth, grabbed the ladder, 
and pulled himself up. 


Below him, Alistair was gawking into the darkness, one hand 
on the ladder and the other clutching his walking stick. “Come 
on!” Dan shouted through his teeth. 

“Just go!” Alistair cried. 

Footsteps thudded against the track. A man appeared out of the 
darkness, his soot-covered face allowing only his teeth and eyes 
to pick up the light — until Dan noticed the gleam of a dagger in 
his right hand. 

Now Alistair was moving. He was on the second rung when a 
guttural shriek rang out. “HEEE-YAHHHHH!” 

Dan looked down to see the yakuza blade slicing through the 


air—at Uncle Alistair’s legs. 


CHARTERIS 


“Watch out!” Amy screamed. 


“Hunh!” Alistair gasped, heaving himself upward. 


Clanggggg! 
Dan felt the ladder jolt. He hung on tight, staring at the 


amazing sight below. 


With a sharp, precise movement, Alistair had brought his 
walking stick down hard, knocking the blade from the attacker’s 
hand. Then, on the backswing, Alistair caught the yakuza on the 
side of the head, sending him spinning downward to the track. 

“Get out, Dan!” Alistair commanded, shouting upward. 

“How did you learn to do that?” Dan asked. 

“Tm full of surprises — now move!” Alistair said. 

Amy had managed to push aside the grating at the top of the 
ladder. Dan scrambled to the street, pulling up the objects behind 
him. A moment later, with a loud grunt, Alistair heaved himself 
up onto the sidewalk. A mother pushing a baby in a stroller 
swerved around them. Dan quickly began shoving the grating 
back, getting it over three-quarters of the hole before Alistair 


yanked him away. 


“No time for that!” he said, pulling Dan with him as he stepped 


into the street. 
“Wait!” Dan protested. “What about Amy?” 


Amy was trying to catch up, limping over the curb in their 


direction. 
Shiitink ... SHIIINK! 


Soot-stained fingers, reaching up from underground, were 


sliding the grate open. 


“Pardon me, please,” Alistair said, rushing over to the hole. 
Like a golf pro, he drew back his walking stick and swung it 


down toward the fingers. Hard. 
“AAAAAAAGHHH!” came a tortured shout. 


Dan heard the thumping of multiple bodies hitting the ground 
below the ladder. 


Alistair knelt, his back to Amy. “Climb on.” 


She leaped onto him and he locked his arms under her knees, 
grimacing as he limped across the street behind Dan. Their 
shadows were elongated in the setting sun, making them look like 


some misshapen beast. 
HONNNNK! 
A car swerved out of the way, its driver shouting at them. 


“The objects—” Alistair called out through gritted teeth. “Drop 


them in that alleyway. We will come back for them!” 


Dan spotted a dark, narrow space between buildings and threw 
Alistair’s tightly packed jacket into it. They raced around the 
corner, up a hill between low brick buildings where the smell of 
soy sauce and fried shrimp belched out of ground-floor windows 


in steamy wisps. Alistair darted right at the top of the hill, into 


the open gate at the back of a vast, empty playground. “Where 


are we going?” Dan cried out. 


“I have friends!” Alistair said. “All we need to do is get a taxi 
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As if by magic, a cab sped toward them up the street. Alistair 
let go of Amy with one hand and waved frantically, shouting in 


Japanese. 


But as the taxi swerved at him, it picked up speed, its engine 


roaring. 
“Look out!” Dan screamed. 


Alistair jumped away. Amy went flying off onto the blacktop as 
the cab hopped the curb, missing them by an inch. It squealed to 


a stop and spun around. 
At once, all four doors opened. 
“Yakuza!” Alistair shouted. 


Now even Amy was moving fast. As Dan ran after her, he heard 
a high whistling sound. “DUCK, AMY!” 


A jagged-edged silver metal disk sliced the air. It whizzed over 


Dan’s head as he leaped for his sister, grabbing her by the waist. 
She screamed as they tumbled to the ground again. 
“What was that?” Amy gasped. 
“A shuriken,” Dan shouted. “A ninja throwing star!” 


“This way!” Alistair cried out. Dan felt the old man’s hand 
clasp his wrist, yanking him upward. In a split second they were 


racing into a large steel tunnel, part of the playground. 


Thunk! Thunk! Thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk! 


Dan flinched as each throwing star hit the outside of the 


tunnel, inches from their heads. 


They emerged from the other end into a complex of thick 
wooden climbing equipment. Alistair was running, crouched, his 
head low and his walking stick tucked under his arm. Splinters 


flew around their heads like hailstones. 


Barking, angry Japanese instructions rang out behind them. Car 
doors slammed. Tires screeched. Dan, Amy, and Alistair ran 
blindly out of the playground, across a lawn, into a backyard, 
over a small fence. “Yeowww!” Amy shouted, her foot jamming in 


the fence’s links. 
“Keep up!” Alistair retorted. 


The throwing stars had stopped, Dan realized. The yakuza 


wouldn’t use them in a residential neighborhood — would they? 


They emerged at the other end of a block, this one with a line 
of stores on either side. To their right, Dan could hear a speeding 


engine. “Go left!” 


The street sloped downward to a big, open market area. Inside, 
vendors were packing up, cleaning out stalls. Dan realized that 
he, Amy, and Alistair could get safely lost in there. The yakuza 


would be asking for chaos if they followed. 

VRRROOOOOM! 

Dan stopped in his tracks. A red Porsche was turning into the 
road in front of them. Blocking their way to the market. 


Rounding the corner, the Porsche flashed its brights. Dan 


cowered, momentarily blinded. 


Grabbing his sister, he sprang away from the street. “Jump — 


jump!” 
They leaped onto the sidewalk, rolling past a metal mailbox as 


odd noises rang out. Thwip! Thwip-thwip! 


Shots flew by them, up the hill from the Porsche to where the 


yakuza taxi was now bearing down on them. 
Smash! 
One of the taxi’s headlights popped. 
Thwip-thwip! 
A projectile cracked the taxi’s windshield. The taxi began to 


skid to the left, whirling. Its tires hopped the curb — and the 


car’s broad left side hurtled toward Dan, Amy, and Alistair. 


Amy screamed. Or maybe it was Dan himself. He couldn’t tell. 
He was only aware of flying through the air. His head banged 
against the side of the building as a flash of yellow steel rolled by 


him, massive and dented. 


With a sickening crunch, the taxi crashed through the plate 


glass window of a closed flower shop. 


It came to rest on a bed of broken bouquets and shattered glass, 
its wheels in the air. Two men groggily worked their way out of 
the wreck, stumbling for a few seconds while they gained their 
bearing. Dan, Amy, and Alistair huddled together in the shadows, 
but the men ran up the hill, looking in dazed fear over their 


shoulder. 
“What just happened?” Amy said. 


“We were in a ninja fight,” Dan said in amazement. “For the 


first time in my nonvirtual life. And I hated it.” 


A din of voices swelled from below as people from the market 


began walking up the hill to join the other gawkers, who 


descended from all sides. 


Dan slowly stood. The Porsche was partially blocked from view 
by the mailbox, but Dan could see its gleaming mag wheels and 


tinted windows. “If they hadn’t saved our butts ...” 
“Be careful,” Alistair warned. 
Suddenly, Dan heard the doors fly open. He froze. 
“Mrrp?” 
The tiny cry rang out. Dan’s heart thumped as a silky animal 


grazed his ankle, and he glanced down at an Egyptian Mau that 
looked identical to Saladin but for the slightly mangy coat. 


“Oh ...” Amy said with a wistful smile. 

“That looks just like you-know-who,” Dan said. 

The Mau was slinking over to Amy, who held out her arms to 
it. 

“The breed is very popular around here,” Alistair replied 


absently, his eyes still riveted on the Porsche. “Is anyone ... alive 


in there?” 


In reply, a figure staggered around from behind the mailbox. 


Dan’s breath caught in his throat. 


“Next time, dudes, hold on to your tickets,” said Nellie Gomez. 


CHARTERIS 


Dan gaped, ignoring his sister, who opened and closed her mouth 
in a stunning imitation of a spotted blowfish. 

“Mrrp?” said Saladin. 

“Awwwweso-o-o0-0-ome!” Dan didn’t care who heard him scream. 
He scooped up Saladin and threw his arms around Nellie. 


Amy looked as if she’d just seen a ghost. But to Dan, Nellie felt 
real, all right. She felt all ... spiky and leathery. And a split 
second later, Amy was all over her, too. Sobbing of course. Which 
made Nellie sob, too. Which almost ruined the whole thing. Even 


Alistair was a little teary. 


Saladin climbed into Amys arms, and she smiled 


disbelievingly. “But how did you ...?” 


“Find you?” Nellie laughed. “It was all over the news — 
subway shut down, people on the tracks ... I’m, like, ding! Amy 


and Dan, no-brainer!” 
“Where’d you get the cool car?” Dan added. 
“Where did those shots come from?” Amy asked. 
“Where’s the duffel?” Dan prodded. 


“How did you escape the Kabras?” Alistair said. 


“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Nellie said with a laugh. “I need 


backup!” 


Behind her, two shadowy figures stepped out of the car. “She 


didn’t escape us,” said Ian Kabra. 
“Far frub it,” said Natalie in a stuffed-up voice. 
Dan felt his blood run down to his feet. Amy gripped his arm. 


“We just survived a ninja attack,” Dan reminded her. 


“Remember, there are two of them and four of us.” 
“Mrrp,” said Saladin. 
“Sorry, five,” whispered Dan. 
“Ah-chooo!” Natalie sneezed. “I hate cats.” 
“ATTACK!” Dan yelled. 


Ian grinned patiently at him — and brandished a sleek stun 
gun. 

“Dan — duck!” Amy screamed. 

“You asked about the shots?” Ian said. “This is your answer. 
You survived the yakuza because of my handling of this weapon. 
And because I insisted on renting a swift precision car, not the 


beige Chevy Cobalt your babysitter wanted.” 


“Id case you dod’t udderstadt, you borons, we saved you,” 


Natalie said. “Ah-chooo!” 
“But ... why?” Dan said. “You hate us.” 
“Dat’s true.” Natalie exhaled wearily. 


“Yo, Nat? Take your allergy meds, okay, so you’re not spraying 
me in the car?” Smiling at Dan and Amy, Nellie grabbed the 


driver’s door handle. “Get in, all of you.” 


“But—” Amy said, glancing reluctantly toward the Kabras. 


“We have to move before the yakuza return,” Nellie said. “Ill 
explain everything. Oh. And we squeezed your duffels in the 


trunk.” 


Yes! Dan thought. That meant they had the swords. Dan 
climbed into the soft leather backseat with Amy and Ian as the 
others squeezed into the front. “Whoa, this is street cred,” Dan 


said. “Can we keep it?” 


“We left some ... outer clothing near the subway station,” 


Alistair said carefully. “Perhaps I can direct you there, Nellie.” 


“Seat belts!” Nellie commanded. She started the car, pulled 
away from the curb, and floored it to get through a yellow light. 
Alistair pointed her to the right as she continued: “Okay, update. 
When I see Poindexter and Morticia on the plane? I freak. I’m, 
like, what happened to my kids? I think, they’ve, like, eaten you. 
Then they tell me what happened. Bragging. They’re, like, 
fourteen and eleven, but they talk like they escaped from a Clue 
game. ‘Forged the tickets, ho-ho!’ — Anyway, they try to threaten 
me, yada yada, and of course I argue and I’m figuring in my head, 
‘Ha-ha, the next thing is they put poison in the drink’ — but I’m, 
like, ‘Nahh, of course they’re not that skeezy.’ Then I see her 
actually doing it, like two inches away from me — uh, hello? So I 
get kinda mad—you know, act like I’m going to drink it, and then 
zam, I spritz the stuff all over their faces. Well, rm, like, ‘Nyah 
nyah, this is really funny,’ but they start to totally wig out and 
fall all over each other to get to their carry-on — they’re, like, 
‘Eek our faces have schmutz on them!’ And I’m, like, ‘Dudes, grow 


up!’ So I take their carry-on and sit on it. Um. Baad idea.” 


“The poison was in a concentrated form,” Ian spoke up. “In the 
amount that Natalie had used, it would have mutilated, perhaps 
blinded us.” 


Amy squirmed away from him in disgust, nearly squeezing Dan 
into the side of the car. “And you were going to let Nellie drink 
it?” she said. 

“We meant to temporarily disable her,” Ian said. “Just a drop. 
But Natalie slipped during air turbulence. Before we could warn 
your nose-ringed nanny, she drenched us. Luckily, she allowed us 


to retrieve the antidote from our carry-on.” 

“That’s kindness,” Amy said. 

“I made them agree to give me all their cash,” Nellie explained. 

“That’s bribery,” Natalie grumbled. 

Nellie jerked the car to the right, and Dan felt like he was going 
to carry an Amy imprint on him for the rest of his life. Out of the 
corner of his eye, he saw Amy’s hand brush accidentally against 
Ian’s. She let out a yelp and pulled it away. 

“Mrrp!” said Saladin, arching his back and spitting at Ian. 

“Er, ahem,” Ian said, leaning away from the cat, “the reason we 
are still here is that we’d like to propose a temporary alliance. As 


we explained to your porcine au pair, we have something you 


need.” 


“Like, two plane tickets?” Dan said. “Too late. And we’d rather 
have an alliance with a bucket of slime than with a Kabra — if 


we could tell the two things apart.” 


“Fine,” Ian said. “We will use our artifact to find the clue 


ourselves—” 


Alistair turned around toward Ian. “Artifact?” 


“How refreshing, an open mind,” Ian said with a sly smile. “As 
you well know, Mr. Oh, the Lucians have been collecting hints for 
years. So have the Ekats. And presumably so have ... er, what 


branch do you belong to, Daniel?” 

“The Cahills,” Dan snapped. He hated that he and Amy were 
the only ones who didn’t know their branch. “And you’re crazy to 
think we’ll work with you.” 

“Dan, they saved our lives,” Amy said. 

“They also tried to kill us!” Dan countered. “In the cave-in at 
Salzburg, in the canals of Venice—” 

“There — you see how things change?” Natalie said brightly. 


“Our ... item once belonged to a Japanese warrior,” Ian said. 
“Tt will be crucial for finding the next clue. Alas, neither Natalie 
nor I understand Japanese. Which is where you, Mr. Oh, come 
in.” He leaned closer to the front seat. “You give us what you 


know. We'll give you what we have. We’ll work together.” 


“Just for this one clue,” Natalie quickly added. “Afterward, we 


cut you loose. We have our reputation to think of.” 
“Stop here,” Alistair said to Nellie. 
Screeeee! The Porsche squealed to a stop at a desolate corner. 
“How do I know we can trust you?” Alistair demanded. 
“W-we already know we c-c-can’t,” Amy said. 


Ian grinned, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a small 
velour bag stamped with the Kabra coat of arms and placed it in 
Amy’s left hand. “This is yours, Amy Cahill. Now ... how do we 


know we can trust you?” 





A coin. 

A stupid gold coin with a symbol on it — that’s how the Kabras 
were buying their trust. Alistair had read the Japanese print on 
the back and claimed it might have belonged to Hideyoshi — 
might. Dan couldn’t stand it. Collaborating with the Kabras was 


like kissing your sister. Well, maybe not that bad. 


“The coin is so beautiful,” Amy whispered, as they rounded the 
corner toward the alleyway where Dan had tossed the objects. 
Just ahead of them, Uncle Alistair was filling in Ian and Natalie 


on what had happened in the subway. 


“It’s a token for the arcade games at Laser Sport Time!” Dan 
hissed. 


“Uncle Alistair doesn’t think so,” Amy murmured. “He’s a 


numismatist.” 
“He takes his clothes off in public?” Dan said. 
“It means coin collector! Besides, I sense Ian’s telling the truth.” 
“That’s because he touched your hand and did a mind meld.” 


“Shhh!” Amy said, as Ian glanced toward them. 


The late-afternoon sky was a bruised purple as they reached the 
alleyway across from the subway stop. The silk jacket was still in 
the corner like a discarded old bag. Despite the near darkness, 


Dan could read the familiar look on Amy’s face. 
Sorry to embarrass you in front of your boyfriend, he thought. 


Alistair knelt to pick up the cube container. “Move quickly,” he 


said. 


With a reluctant sigh, Dan struggled to remove the rusted top 
from the cylindrical container. Beside him, Alistair flung aside the 


cube with disgust. “Nothing in here but lizards.” 


As he reached for another container, a long black car pulled to 
a stop across the street. A black-uniformed man got out of the 


driver’s seat and ran around to open the passenger door. 


Dan crept forward in the shadows to watch. An Asian man, rail- 
thin and elderly, climbed out. His silver-white hair flowed past 
his shoulders, and he was dressed in an elegant dark suit with a 
silk pocket handkerchief. Walking along the sidewalk, he flipped 
open a cell phone as he knelt by the subway opening and peered 
inside. 

Dan tapped Amy on the shoulder. 


He heard Uncle Alistair let out a gasp and mutter something 
under his breath that sounded like “Bye.” 


“Bye?” Dan said, as Alistair suddenly pulled him farther into 
the shadow. 


The old man headed back into the car, and it quickly drove out 


of sight. 


“Who was that?” Dan asked. “The king of the yakuza?” 


“We ...” Alistair’s voice seemed to catch in his throat. “We 


need to hurry. Open all the containers. Now.” 


With a grunt, Dan finally managed to yank the top off the 


cylinder, releasing a stream of nuts, bolts, screws, and rivets. 


“Fascinating ...” Ian spilled tools from the rectangular box. “I 


adore hammers.” 


Alistair exhaled with frustration. “That room we found may 
have been a subway storage facility sealed off during construction 


years ago and forgotten.” 


“But what kind of subway workers leave mysterious haikus?” 
Amy asked, tentatively prying the top off the triangular-shaped 
tube. 


“Maybe they’re really songs,” Dan said with a weary smile. 


“Cause, you know, those guys work on tracks all day....” 


“Hey, look!” Amy moved into the streetlamp light, pulling a 
long scroll out of the tube. As the others gathered around, Dan 
trained his flashlight on the text at the center. It was written in 
dark, elegant calligraphy, surrounded by a faded, unfinished- 


looking landscape of a rock outcropping and hills. 


Alistair began translating: “‘In the place of the final conquest, 
between three horns lies the people’s wealth. And by the 


elements united is entrance granted, the highest to be revealed.” 
“Clear as wasabi,” Dan remarked. 
“Those letters right below,” Amy said. “They look ... English.” 
Dan grabbed the flashlight from his backpack and beamed it on 


a group of plain, thickly drawn letters at the bottom of the scroll: 


| A 


“Toota?” Ian said. “Could it be a phonetic spelling of the 


French toute?” 
“Good, Ian, good,” Dan said. “French, on a Japanese scroll.” 


“Final conquest’ ...” Alistair murmured. “That’s it! That’s the 


key. I know where the clue is!” 
“Where?” Amy and Dan asked at the same time. 


A smile crossed Alistair’s face for the first time all day. “The 
place where Hideyoshi mounted his final campaign and suffered 


his most humiliating defeat!” 


“Right,” Ian said uncertainly. “Of course. And ... that would be 
ea 


“We are going home,” Alistair said, his eyes ablaze. “To Korea.” 


CHABTERIIO 


The name, once so important in his life, now consumed Alistair 


Bae. 


with rage. 
His uncle Bae had been so close. Across the street! 


It wasn’t the right time, Alistair reminded himself. He would 


have to wait. To plan. 


He turned in his seat to check on his flight companions. The 
Kabra siblings were absorbed in an old episode of The O.C. on 
their personalized seat-back flight screens, and the Cahills were 


doing the airline magazine crossword puzzle. 


Quietly, he unfolded the printout from the library. In his 
lifetime, Alistair had spent a fortune on private investigators 
looking for the man who had taken everything from him. Now 
the man’s identity had been discovered. He had died of old age — 
a respectable elder who had secretly built his fortune on contract 
killings and kept a record of each one in a private vault. 


Apparently, he had kept everything. 


Alistair spread the printout on his tray table. Fingers shaking, 


he read it for what seemed like the hundredth time: 


RETRIEVED, H. H. KOH INVESTIGATIONS, AUG. 25 01:23:52 
UPLOADED VPN AUG. 25 03:14:27 


OH INDUSTRIES 


April 22, 1948 


ie 


Brother will be arriving on 15:07 
Delta flight, Idlewild Airport in New York, 
May 11. Booked into Room 1501 at Waldorf 
Astoria on Park Avenue. Scheduled to meet 
car infront of hotel on May 12 at 7715 PM., 
after dinner, for trip to Broadway play at 
Imperial Theater. Driver is QD. | 
Will take route across 45th Street. | 


Upon completion of mission, payment 
will be forwarded by the expected means. 
Please confirm $5K US as proper amount. | 
Destroy letter immediately. 


Sincerely, 


Bae Oh 
Senior Vice President 





Alistair forced himself to read it, fighting back nausea and 


anger. Five thousand dollars. 
His father’s life for five thousand dollars. 


The details of what had happened in New York were hardwired 
into Alistair’s brain. He still carried around with him the tattered, 
yellow news clipping of the murder: New York City, May 12, 
1948: Korean industrialist Gordon Oh was killed at the intersection of 


Madison Avenue and 45th Street while being driven to the theater. 


Here is what the newspapers all said: There had been a break- 


in at Brooks Brothers, an alarm, the desperate robber running up 


the avenue with a gun and trying to commandeer a car stopped at 
a red light — his father’s hired limousine. Mr. Oh had tried to 
subdue the man. He had struggled nobly but tragically lost his 


life. The gunman had slipped away and was never found. 


His dad had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. An 


unlucky accident. 
That was the official report. 


As a child, Alistair had never suspected foul play. But 
sometimes accidents were planned, and killers were hired. He 
had always been afraid of his uncle Bae Oh, his father’s twin 
brother. Bae had grown up the lazy twin, the greedy slacker, 
repeatedly passed over for the head of the Ekaterina family, 
always under the shadow of the robust and well-loved Gordon. As 
an adult, Bae was all about foul play, as ruthless as a Kabra in his 


business dealings. 


Bae craved glory and riches — and the 39 Clues. Whoever 


stood in his way had to go. Even his own brother. 


It didn’t matter that Gordon had a wife halfway across the 
world whose grief was so great that she needed to be 
hospitalized. Or a four-year-old boy whose heart that day had 


been ripped out. 

A boy who was packed off, crying and alone, to be brought up 
by a man with a heart of glass, to be ignored and mocked his 
whole life. 

His uncle Bae Oh. The murderer’s boss. 

Alistair glanced at the Cahill children. They were squabbling 


over the answer to a crossword puzzle now, the argument turning 


into a joke, the boy making up a nonsense word — a babble of 
nonsense words, a burst of laughter. Even now they sounded as 
they did eleven years ago, as a newborn and a three-year-old. 
Back when Alistair had made his promise to Hope and Arthur. A 


promise that had been nearly impossible to keep. 

The children wouldn’t remember, of course. But he did. And 
now the couple was gone, for the same reason he’d lost his own 
parents. For the Clues. 

He sighed. At least the children had each other. 

All Alistair could hope for was revenge. 

His fingers shook as he folded the sheet and put it back into his 
pocket. On this flight, he knew he would not sleep. 


CHAPTERH 


Rumor had it that Alistair Oh was broke. His business had not 
succeeded. But when Amy saw his mansion, in a village outside 
Seoul, South Korea, she began pondering recipes for cheesy 


burrito fillings. 


“Dang! Whose palace?” Nellie blurted, as the limo pulled to a 
stop after their brief drive from the airport. 

A pristine white building stood gleaming atop a sloping, 
luxuriant lawn. The front path was decorated with orange and 
yellow chrysanthemums and led to a small grove of cherry trees 
and dogwoods, their leaves rustling in the breeze. Just being 


here, in this setting, made you want to smile. 
“Where is the main house?” asked Natalie, as they climbed out. 


“Voila.” Alistair gestured dully toward the mansion. All day 
long he had seemed tired to Amy, a little off his game. 

“You mean, behind the pool house?” said Natalie. 

Ian elbowed her in the ribs. 

“My home is one of the few remaining perks from my days as a 
burrito magnate,” Alistair said, as he walked up the drive. He was 


flanked by the Kabras and the driver, who held Dan and Amy’s 
bags. “As is Mr. Chung, my driver. And Harold, my butler. Our 


cozy little team. Things used to be a bit more grand.” 


“Ah, well, easy come, easy go — not that I actually know the 
feeling,” Ian replied. “The house does have lovely ... um, window 


moldings.” 

“Thank you, they were imported from South America,” Alistair 
replied. 

Dan leaned into his sister as they followed behind the others. 
“Window moldings?” he muttered. “What normal fourteen-year-old 
guy talks about window moldings?” 

Amy shrugged. “Did you check the duffel?” she whispered. 

“Yes,” Dan replied. “Rufus and Remus are still there.” 

Amy took off her shoes and stepped onto the soft, freshly cut 


grass. A cool breeze tickled her nose and she burst out laughing, 


windmilling her arms as she spun in the grass on her good ankle. 


“Oh, great, Pm in South Korea and my sister has turned into 


Julie Andrews,” Dan said. 
Oops. 


Amy dropped her arms. Now everyone was ogling her. She felt 
like she did in ballet class. Dumpy and uncoordinated and ugly. 
She glanced down into the clover, as if by staring hard enough 


she would disappear inside it. 

“What your sister is doing,” Ian said, walking toward the 
house, “is called enjoying herself. Maybe you could learn from her, 
Daniel. It’s refreshing.” 

“Refreshing?” Dan said. “Amy?” 

Amy stuck her tongue out at her brother. Ian was smiling at 


her, which made her stomach churn, but she managed a smile 


back. Just to get on Dan’s nerves. 


She stayed a few steps behind Ian as they crested the hill, until 
Amy could see the back of Alistair’s house. It extended to a large 
sundeck overlooking a swimming pool and a vast lawn. To one 
side of the lawn, a stream wound its way through a landscaped 
rock garden that contained a pond stocked with goldfish. To the 


other side was a thick hedgerow that seemed to go on forever. 


“Tempting Tempura microwavable burritos bought me this,” 


Alistair said, gesturing over the landscape. “Mostly beef.” 


“Tranquil.” Natalie nodded. “It really is amazing what you can 


do with a limited amount of space.” 


Alistair raised an eyebrow. “Nothing like the Kabra estate, I 


hear.” 


“We hated growing up there,” Ian replied. “Every year one of 
us would get lost on the lush grounds, and they would have to 


send the homing poodles after us.” 
“The what?” Dan said. 


Natalie sighed ruefully. “Some say it was an abusive childhood, 


but we didn’t know any better.” 


Nellie emerged from the house. Behind her was a uniformed 
butler with six soft drink bottles, which he set on a table next to 
six wooden chairs. “Thank you, Harold,” Alistair said as the 
butler bowed and went back inside. “If Toyotomi Hideyoshi had 
had his way, this land would be Japanese. He intended to 
conquer all of East Asia, and he had never failed. Some say he 
meant to build his grandest palace here in Korea, to give birth to 


an heir who would take over the kingdom. He would also build 


great vaults and hiding places. Hideyoshi was one of history’s 


most notorious collectors—” 

“T knew I liked the guy!” said Dan. 

“According to family lore, he collected the most valuable item 
of all,” Alistair said. “One of the clues to the Cahill family secret, 
which we still seek five centuries later.” He sighed. “No Ekat has 
ever found it. No one suspected it was in Korea. But our 
parchment will lead us there, if we know how to read it.” 

“Dude, I’m on it,” Dan said. “How do we get started?” 

“Unfortunately,” Alistair said with a yawn, “I cannot function 
after a rough, sleepless flight. Will you kindly grant an old man a 
half-hour nap in his own bed? Harold will feed you until then. 
Please stay close by and do not wander.” 

“Of course,” Amy said. 

Alistair waved to them and walked into the house. 

“Food, drink, magazines, TV, TiVo, Internet, handheld 
devices?” Harold asked. 

“Warcraft?” Dan blurted. 

Harold smiled. “Second door on the right.” 

As Dan scooted inside, Natalie settled into a lounge chair with 
the Korean edition of People magazine and Nellie worked her 
iPod. 

Ian was staring out into the yard. “What’s that?” he asked. 

“Wh-wh-what’s what?” Amy said. 

He pointed to a dense hedgerow that contained a narrow gap. 


“Is it a hedge maze? Come on, let’s go and look.” 


“I — I don’t think so.” 

“Why not?” Ian said. “What else are we going to do?” 

He had this funny look on his face, Amy thought. A curious 
smile, as if she had just refused an ice cream sundae or the 
winnings to the lottery. Like it wouldn’t have occurred to him 
that anyone could possibly say no. 

“Alistair t-told us not to wander,” she explained, shoving her 
hands in her pockets. 

Ian cocked his head teasingly. “I thought you were a brave 
explorer.” 

“Oh, p-p-please ...” Amy said, trying to drip with sarcasm but 
fighting the tingle that was spreading up from the back of her 
neck. 

“Well,” he said with a shrug. “Your choice.” 

As he walked away, Amy lurched forward but stopped herself. 

What am I doing? she thought. 


He was a jerk. He was jerkier than a jerk. He was a new 
definition for jerk. She didn’t have to follow him. 

Her fingers closed around the coin he had given her. She pulled 
it out of her pocket and flipped it in the air. “Heads I f-f-follow, 
tails I stay.” 

The coin landed with the odd symbol facing upward. But was 
that a head or a tail? 

Ian sighed disappointedly. “Ah, well, my loss ...” 

As his hair, glinting in the sun, disappeared beyond the 


hedgerow, she turned and trudged into the house. 


“AAAAGGHHHHH!” 


At the sound of the scream, Alistair barged barefoot out of his 
room. He raced past Amy, who was being served orange juice in 
the kitchen. 


She followed him outside, with Harold and Dan close behind. 


In the distance, Amy heard a violent growl, a rustling from the 
hedges. Ian burst out of the opening, one shoe missing, running at 
top speed. “HELLLLLP!” 


Behind him was an enormous dog, a mutt that seemed to be 
part pit bull, part Great Dane, and from the looks of it, possibly 
part black bear. 


“What the—?” Alistair said. “STOP! SIT!” 
“T can’t sit! He bit me on the bum!” Ian shrieked. 
“Really?” Nellie said, grinning. 


Alistair was limping onto the lawn now, waving his finger at 
the beast, which hung its head sheepishly and whimpered. “Is this 
how you greet me on my return, you naughty thing?” Alistair 
scolded. “Bad dog! Bad, bad Buffy!” 


“Buffy?” Dan said. 
GRRRRRRR. 
“Shhh, she’s sensitive about her name,” Alistair replied. 


“PIL sue!” Tan sputtered. “FU sue you AND the dog. And the 
country of South Korea. And ... and...” 


“The landscape architect?” Natalie said. 
“The landscape architect!” Ian shouted. 


“Buffy is actually a real pussycat,” Alistair said, eyeing Ian 


suspiciously, “unless you surprise her.” 


“Flowrf! Flowrf!” barked Buffy, throwing a spray of saliva left 
and right. 


“She is sooooo cute!” Nellie said. 


“These are handsewn Persian silk!” Ian turned around, revealing 
a tear in his pants that exposed boxers with pink dollar signs on a 
white background, then quickly spun back around. “Uh, never 


mind.” 
“Sweeet,” Nellie said. 
“Shut up,” Natalie snapped, barely stifling a laugh herself. 


“T fail to find the humor in this!” Ian shouted, his eyes red with 
rage and embarrassment. “And neither will you. I will drain you, 


Alistair. I will bring you to your knees—” 


“Young man,” Alistair interrupted sharply, “I am too old and 
too wise to be intimidated by a fourteen-year-old boy who wakes 
me from a much-needed sleep by his foolish actions. Why were 


you snooping in my hedges when I told you not to?” 


“Who ever heard of planting a guard dog in the middle of a hedge 
maze?” Jan snapped back. “What is back there, Alistair? What are 
you hiding?” 

Alistair cleared his throat. Pulling a comb from a pocket, he 
tidied his hair as if he were about to go to a business meeting. “I 
suppose,” he said, “we will have to do this now. Perhaps, Mr. 
Kabra, you would like to change.” He called over his shoulder. 
“Harold, please apply some disinfectant to the young man’s 


wounds.” 


Ian went pale. “Pll do it myself,” he said, heading into the 


house. 


Nellie flopped back in a lounge chair, her face covered with 


sunscreen. “Wake me when it’s over.” 


As they tramped through the hedge, Amy could see the hurt in 
Ian’s eyes. He was wearing a pair of Harold’s uniform pants now, 
which were a couple of sizes too large. 

“These itch,” Ian grumbled. 

“No spare pants in your carry-on?” Dan said. “Bummer!” 

Cackling, Dan scampered ahead. Ian turned toward Amy, trying 
valiantly to smile. “I meant, the bite marks itch. Not the 
trousers.” 

She fell in step beside him. “He—he — should have—” The 
harder she tried, the worse it felt. The words were like volleyballs 
stuck in her throat. 

“Alistair should have warned me?” Ian said. “Thank you. My 
feelings exactly.” 

“Uh-huh,” Amy replied. Talk much? she thought. She clutched 
her jade necklace, fiddling furiously with the chain. 

“You warned me, though,” Ian said softly. “I should have 
listened.” 

“Well, um ...” Amy said, feeling suddenly as if the temperature 
had shot up ten degrees. 

Ian laughed. “Oh, well. I suppose it will only hurt when I sit.” 


Amy fell into step beside him, watching his footfalls land on 


the grass, counting how many steps she took compared to his. He 


had a strong stride. 


Before long, they reached the others. Alistair had stopped 


before a section of hedge and was groping around inside it. 
Dan was glaring at Amy. 
What was that about? his face said. 


Dan glanced accusingly at Ian. Before he could glance back, 


Amy turned away. 
She could read his mind anyway. She hated when he was right. 


Alistair was now clearing a section of brush to reveal a door 
with a round, cast-iron hatch. The Kabras, the Cahills, and Buffy 


all gathered around gawking, except for Buffy, who drooled. 


On the hatch was the number 5005. Beneath that was a heavy 
latch and a circular dial engraved with numbers from 1 to 30, 
like a combination lock. 

“This, my children,” Alistair said proudly, “was barbecue 
pork.” 

Dan rapped his fingers against the latch. “Been out in the sun a 
long time.” 

“I mean, sales of my barbecue pork burritos bought this,” 
Alistair said. “The combination involves four numbers, and all the 
information you need to know is here. You get three tries. I can 


give you one hint — but that will use up a try.” 
Ian frowned. Amy could see the wheels turning in his head. 


She took a deep breath. 5005. There was something about that 
number. 
“The number is a palindrome,” Ian said, “the same backward 


and forward. That may mean something.” 


“It’s two-zero-zero-two upside down,” offered Natalie. 


Dan exhaled loudly. “Rich doesn’t guarantee smart. It’s, like, so 


obvious, dude.” 
“Pardon?” Ian said. 


“Don’t overthink — Uncle Alistair said we have everything we 
need to know!” He spun the numbers 5, 0, 0, and 5, and then 
pulled the latch. 


Stuck solid. 

“That was Try Number One,” Alistair said. 

Ian glanced at Dan. “Maybe thinking isn’t such a bad idea.” 
“I think we need the hint,” Natalie said. 


“Very well,” Alistair said. “It is a riddle: Why leave the factory 


when the workers are in their prime?” 
The question hung in the air. Amy’s mind raced. 


“Prime ...” Dan said, his face worked into a prun-ish mask of 
concentration. “Okay, what’s the prime of someone’s life? Like, 
twenty-one years old? Maybe one of the numbers is twenty-one!” 

As he reached for the dial, Alistair said, “Remember, you have 
only one chance left. If you fail, I cannot let you in.” 

Dan’s hand froze. “Come on, guys, help me out here. Twenty- 
one and ...?” 

“Well, when does a worker leave a factory?” Ian said. “This, 
I’m afraid, is beyond the Kabra experience.” 

“Twelve noon for lunch?” Dan said. “And five o’clock to go 


home. So ... twenty-one, twelve, and five?” 


“No!” Amy blurted out. She wasn’t sure, but the hint was a lot 


like the ones in the Puns and Anagrams puzzles that Dan used to 
do in the Sunday New York Times. The hint was partially hidden 
in the wording—you just needed to know how to read it. “Um, I 
think it’s none of those. Can I try?” 

Dan scowled at her. “Amy, I’m the puzzle guy. I’m all over 
this.” 


Amy shrank back. Maybe he was seeing something else. Dan 
always saw stuff no one else did. He was a genius at puzzles. He 
had solved an ancient code on a pile of skulls in the sewers of 
Paris. He had figured out the secret encoded in Mozart’s sheet 


music. 


But he was being distracted now. He was looking at Ian as if he 


wanted to kill him with optical lightsabers. 
He wasn’t thinking. 
“I — [Tm pretty sure I have this,” Amy said. 
Alistair grinned. He gestured to the dial. “Please.” 


Amy averted her eyes from the disbelieving glare of her 
brother. “Well, think about that phrase — ‘Why leave the 
factory.’ ‘Why’ sounds like the letter Y. If the letter Y leaves the 


word factory, you’re left with—” 

“Factor!” Natalie announced. 

“And the workers?” Amy said, reaching out to the latch. 
“They’re ‘in their prime’—” 

“Prime ... factors?” Dan said. 


“So that would be the prime numbers that you multiply 
together to get five thousand and five ...” Ian murmured. “Sounds 
a bit far-fetched?” 


“I hate math,” Natalie said. 


Amy’s hand shook as she carefully turned the dial.... 


5, 7, 11, 13. 
Click. 
She turned the latch and pulled the hatch open. 


“Welcome,” Alistair said, “to the Oh sanctum.” 


CHAPTER 2 


It’s a small room, Ian thought, but ugly. 
He smiled. An old Kabra family joke. 


The Cahill brother — Dan — was gazing about the musty, 
wood-paneled room as if he were about to cry. “For this, you 
have a murderous, man-eating, killer beast?” he cried out. “To 


guard a library?” 
Amy was looking about the sanctum in awe. “It’s ... beautiful!” 


The girl was modest and thoughtful. How bizarre. So rarely did 
Ian see these qualities in others — especially during the quest for 
the 39 Clues. Naturally, he had been taught to avoid these 
behaviors at all costs and never to consort with anyone who 
possessed them. They were distasteful — FLO, as Papa would say. 


For Losers Only. And Kabras never lost. 


Yet she fascinated him. Her joy in running up Alistair’s tiny 
lawn, her awe at this piddling cubbyhole — it didn’t seem 
possible to gain so much happiness from so little. This gave him a 
curious feeling he’d never quite experienced. Something like 


indigestion but quite a bit more pleasant. 


Ah, well. Blame it on the ripped trousers, he thought. Humiliation 


softened the soul. 


He glanced at the cramped shelves, the mildewed oak walls, 
the cracked leather armchair, the hideous fluorescent lights, the 
mouse droppings in the corners, the scuffed moldings, and the 
artwork that seemed to have been bought at a tag sale for the 
color-blind. Beautiful? 


“It’s books,” Dan groaned. “Beam me up, Scotty — please!” 
For once, Ian rather agreed with him. 


“Rare books,” Alistair said, gesturing grandly to a section of 
four glassed-in shelves, “not to mention one of the world’s finest 
collections of secret material about the Cahill family. A lifelong 
passion for me, as few items were ever duplicated. Here is our 
best hope of decoding the parchment!” 

Ian began to sit, but he thought of how that would make his 
posterior feel. Standing up wasn’t pleasant, either, with the 
polyester trousers that felt like sandpaper on his legs. And Dan’s 
whining just made the experience unbearable. 

He would have to avoid the brother. The sister, at least, was 
interesting. He wondered if her lack of cynicism would be 
contagious. 

How distasteful. Still ... 

“Perhaps we should form teams,” Ian suggested. “A race. Amy 
and I will scour the material on the top two shelves, Natalie and 
Dan take the bottom two.” 

“Excellent,” Alistair said. “Do you agree, Amy?” 


“Um ...” Amy said, her eyes darting away from him. “Uh ...” 


A pity, Ian thought. So many females had this reaction to him. 


It really did limit conversation. 


“Pve never been on an extra-Kabricular team before,” Natalie 


said, smiling at her own wittiness. “But Pl try, I suppose.” 


Dan was staring at an expensive but unfortunate painting of a 
couple quite familiar to Ian. The man’s hair was piled in mangled 
gray wisps, his eyebrows bushy and his eyes wild. The woman 
had a strong face, the way a horse was strong — long-jawed and 
big-eared. Above them floated all kinds of strange-looking 
symbols. “Who’s the lucky couple?” Dan asked. 


“Ah, yes, the ever-glamorous Gideon and Olivia, the original 


Cahills, painted in the early 1500s,” Ian said. “Your ancestors.” 
“The Kabras improved the bloodline,” Natalie said. 


“Ready?” Alistair spread out the parchment on a table, then 
grabbed a book off the shelf. “I will help the younger team, 


Natalie and Dan. Set ... go!” 


Ian ran his fingers along the line of books, some with 
handwritten titles along the spines: Historicus Cahilliensis: 
Ekaterina, Vols. I and II ... Ekat Architectural Renderings ... A 
Review of Eighteenth-Century Cahill Literature. ... Some of them 
seemed like pamphlets, notes torn from three-ring binders. It 


would be difficult to find anything helpful here. 


Amy was pulling down a thick book titled Origins of the Cahills: 
A Compendium of Contemporary Studies. 


“We’re supposed to find a clue, not study history,” Dan 


snapped. 
“But we know so little about the Cahill family,” Amy said. 


Natalie looked up from a book she was skimming. “I don’t 


know why your parents never told you which branch you were in. 


We knew the whole story before we were walking.” 


Ian watched Amy as her face sank. He felt a flutter inside. 
Sympathy, he realized—an emotion he often felt for the Kabra 
banker on days when the stock market performed badly. This 


feeling, however, was somehow a bit more ... vivid. 


He gave his sister a kick. “Natalie, have you lost your sense of 


... grace?” 


She glared at him for a moment, until the joke clicked in. 


“The Cahill family traces back to early 1500s Dublin, with the 
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brilliant, eccentric Gideon Cahill and his wife, Olivia,” Amy read 


aloud. 


Alistair nodded encouragingly. His niece was so excited she 


could barely get the words out. 


““Some say Cahill had indeed made a discovery to change the 
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course of humankind,” Amy continued. “‘But the nature of this 
discovery was never known. In 1507, a sudden fire swept through 
the Cahill home. All escaped but one. Gideon, desperate to save 


his life’s work, was found burned to death at his desk.” 

“What is it with Cahills and fire?” Dan whispered. 

Alistair felt a little clutch in his chest. The children had been 
through so much tragedy—the fire that had trapped their parents, 
the one that had burned Grace’s house. It occurred to him why 


he’d never wanted children of his own. 


You risked caring for them. And that kind of feeling could be 


dangerous in the hunt for the 39 Clues. 


“According to contemporary sources, at his death, Gideon had 
been studying the secrets of alchemy—the attempt to turn base 
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metals into gold,” Amy went on. “‘He sought a substance called 
the philosopher’s stone. The problem was, the substance did not 
exist — yet. It was considered the key to the final quest. Being 
more perfect than gold, the stone, also known as alkahest, would 


be powerful enough to turn other substances into gold.” 


“Thank you, Ms. Frizzle,” Dan said, furiously reading through a 
pile of pamphlets. “Keep going, but this time try reading to 
yourself.” 


“Don’t you all see?” Amy said, jumping out of her seat. “We’ve 


done it!” 
“Done what?” Dan said. 


Amy grabbed her brother and swung him around like she’d 
done when he was three. “Gideon made that ‘discovery to change 
the course of humankind’! He cracked the secret of the 
philosopher’s stone. We’ve discovered the secret to the thirty-nine 


clues!” 


“What?” Ian said. “You figured out the parchment code? The 
clue?” 

“No — something bigger than the clue,” Amy said. 

Natalie plopped angrily down into a chair. “Did we lose? I hate 


being on a team.” 


Alistair looked over Amy’s shoulder, pushing aside the Kabras, 
who insisted on blocking his view. Amy flipped the page to a 


diagram of alchemical symbols: 





Amy brought a coin out of her pocket. “The shape — the 


philospher’s stone — it’s on this coin!” she exclaimed. 
“Cool,” Dan replied. “But what’s so big about that?” 


“Don’t you see?” Amy repeated. “This page is the secret to the 


whole thing — what the thirty-nine clues add up to!” 


“So ... when we collect all of them ...” Dan said, a grin 


spreading slowly across his face. 


“We will possess the secret to alchemy—the philosopher’s 


1? 


stone!” Amy put the coin back in her pocket and glanced at the 


book. “We'll find out how the coin fits in, too. But listen — 
“After the fire of 1507, Thomas and Kate fled Ireland for 

England, smuggling components of Gideon’s work—which they 

vowed to continue. Thomas married and had a family but began 


neglecting his sister and their mission. The angry Katherine ran 


away, taking something of such importance that Thomas left 
everything to chase after her. After trying Paris, Venice, and 
Cairo, Thomas gave up. Attracted to the rough samurai culture, 
he settled in Japan, assuming a modest lifestyle. His youngest 
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son, Hiyoshimaru, grew up to become Toyotomi Hideyoshi. 


“The Bald Rat was the son of Thomas — the original Tomas?” 


Dan said. “That’s promising.” 


Alistair cast a wary glance at the Kabras. He could read their 
parched, sarcastic faces — their impatience at the fact that Dan 
and Amy were learning things that the other teams had known 
for a long time. He knew they were struggling to wait out the 
Cahills’ learning curve. After all, Dan and Amy had been very 


good at finding new Clues that had eluded the others. 
And they were on to something here. 


“Can’t we skip past GO, collect two hundred dollars, and get to 


the parts we don’t know yet?” Natalie said with a yawn. 


“Get off your butt, Natalie, and let’s keep looking,” Dan said. 


“Were ... thirty-seven clues away from the secret to alchemy!” 


He swung around, shoving a book back into a shelf and 
reaching for another. A ragged old book, teetering on the shelf 


edge, fell to the floor. 


Alistair cringed. “Careful, some of these are priceless!” he 
warned, bending to pick up the delicate book and examining the 
hand-drawn Japanese characters on the cover. “It’s five centuries 
old. Found by an enemy warlord. It was the only item found in 


Hideyoshi’s tent during a raid—” 


“What’s it say?” Dan asked. 


Alistair adjusted his glasses. “The cover reads, ‘Hideyoshi, nine’ 


— perhaps a sketchbook or coloring book from his childhood.” 


“Wait, why would this even say ‘Hideyoshi’?” Amy asked. 


“Wasn’t he called something else as a child?” 


Alistair’s eyes widened. “Yes — Hiyoshimaru! Good catch. If 
this were really his childhood book, that would be the name on 
it.” 

Amy gently took the book. As she flipped through the pages — 
landscapes, battle scenes, monsters — the others gathered around 
her. Alistair noticed the Kabra boy gently touching her shoulder. 
“Th-th-this ... this stuff is way too g-g-good for a nine-year-old 

Hands shaking, his niece opened to a page that showed a 
strange, modern-looking jotting of stars and random lines. “A kid 


could have done that,” Natalie said. 
“Hideyoshi ... nine ...”” Dan said. “Hey—this is page nine!” 


Suddenly, without saying a word, Amy reached into the book 
and ripped the page out. 

Alistair thought he would have a heart attack. “Amy!” he 
blurted. “This is an antique!” 

Amy quickly leaned over his table, laying the ripped-out sheet 
on top of the parchment. 

They fit together. Most of the lines made a detailed landscape 
of a rocky area. But other lines, tighter and smaller, seemed to 
form Korean characters. 

And Alistair saw the method to the girl’s madness. “The three 


horns ...” he said. 


“Say what?” Dan said. 


“Ha-ha!” Alistair gave his niece a hug. She really was an 
extraordinary child. “Thanks to Amy, I know where this is. And 


we're going there first thing tomorrow morning.” 


CHAPTERS 


Somehow, on a bumpy morning car ride after an egg breakfast, 
Dan did not like thinking of the name Pukhansan. But that’s 


where they were headed at the crack of dawn. 


As they neared the city of Seoul, a three-peaked mountain 
loomed before them. “The three horns — I should have realized it 
from the beginning,” Alistair said. “It is Samgaksan, the three 
peaks. The confusion is that it is now known by the name 


Pukhansan.” 


“Glurp ...” Dan said, closing his eyes and sinking back into the 
seat and the oversize hooded Harvard sweatshirt Alistair had lent 
him. 

Amy stared through the car window. The day was gray and 
gloomy, and the mountain looked nearly vertical. They had 
packed lunches in her backpack, but this was obviously going to 


be more than a day hike. 
“We have to climb that?” Nellie asked. “I’m wearing Vans.” 


“Mountains have strong profiles,” Natalie said, flicking a piece 
of dust off her pink jeweled Prada sneakers, which she had given 


to Harold to clean. “And so should we.” 


“Its only about a half mile high, but I do not think we will be 


climbing,” Alistair replied, referring to the overlay of ancient 
parchment and sheet. “The old drawing has a solid meandering 
line through it, which I take to be the famous fortress wall. It cuts 
through several valleys and low-lying areas.” 

“What’s this?” Dan said, pointing to a funny squiggly 
formation. 

“Uh, an M,” said Nellie. “Or if you look at it the other way, a 
W. Or sideways, kind of S-ish ...” 


“Maybe it’s palm trees,” Dan said. “Like in the movie It’s a Mad, 
Mad, Mad, Mad World. You know? No? These guys need to find 
hidden money, and the only clue they have is it’s under a big W? 
And no one sees what it means — but then, near the end of the 
movie, there’s this grove of four palm trees rising up in the shape 


of ... you-know-what! Classic!” 

Amy, Alistair, Natalie, Ian, and Nellie all looked at him blankly. 

“There is no W in the Korean language,” Alistair replied. “Or 
palm trees in Korea. It might be maple trees ...” 

“Mrrp,” said Saladin, rubbing his face against Dan’s knee. 

“PI tell you the rest of the plot later,” Dan whispered to the 
Mau. 


Alistair’s driver let them off in the parking lot of Pukhansan 
National Park. A crowd of tourists had gathered around a giant 
trail map, which Alistair carefully compared to his parchment- 
sheet overlay. He traced the dark snaky line with his finger, 
stopping at various black marks. “These, I presume, are ancient 


temples. Let’s assume the big X is our hidden treasure—” 


“Its between two of the temples,” Natalie said. “But which 


two?” 


Alistair shrugged heavily. “There are many of them. And much 


space between them. This may take several days.” 
“Then let’s go!” Dan said. 


“Someone has to stay here with Saladin and Mr. Chung,” Nellie 
piped up, giving the mountain a dubious glance. “Okay, you 


talked me into it; I will.” 


The rest of them took off down a well-beaten pathway. 
“Hideyoshi conquered most of what is now South Korea,” said 
Alistair, “including Seoul, which was then called Hanseong. But 
the soldiers put up a fight, building this fortress wall to ward off 


the invasion.” 
“Why would Hideyoshi bury his treasures here?” Amy asked. 
Alistair shrugged. “To use the wall’s protection, perhaps. He 
assumed this would remain his territory.” 
“Overconfidence is a curse,” Ian remarked. 
“You would know,” Dan said. 


As the path climbed, there were fewer and fewer hikers. Each 
time they passed a temple, Alistair checked the overlay, each 
time shaking his head. 

His back was coated with sweat now, and he was panting as he 
finally sat on a rock ledge. “Lunchtime,” he announced, handing 
the overlay to Amy. “My dear, would you kindly keep this in your 
backpack?” 

“Lunch? We’re just getting started!” Ian said, scampering up 


the wall, his loose Harold pants ballooning in the breeze. 


Natalie sat eagerly next to Alistair. “You didn’t happen to bring 


prosciutto with buffalo mozzarella and sun-dried tomatoes on 


whole-grain focaccia with pesto sauce?” 
“Peanut butter and banana on white?” Dan offered. 


Alistair was intent on the surroundings. “I fear we may have 
missed the spot. The wall may have been repositioned over the 
centuries. It may not look like this anymore.” 

As Amy zipped her pack shut, she felt something hit the top of 
her head — a clump of moss, which bounced off and landed at 
her feet. “Hey!” 

Ian was laughing as he wiped the dirt off his hands. 

Laughing. Not to mention staring at her. His eyes were mocking, 
pinning her in place. As if planning some snarky Kabra comment. 
In front of everybody. She fought back tears, fighting the urge to 
run back or curl into a shell. 


“Throw it back,” Dan hissed. “Hard!” 


Ian cupped his hand to his mouth. “Amy, will you accept a 
challenge? A race to the top of the next big rock? Pll give you a 


head start — or are you too slow?” 
“She’s not slow!” Dan shouted back. “Well, actually, she is.” 


Amy stood up. It was one thing to be humiliated by a Kabra, 


but not by a snot-nosed little brother. 


She eyed the big rock. This was insane. He was baiting her, 


setting her up for more embarrassment. Unless ... 
There it was. Another path through the brush. More direct. 
She started to run. 


“Amy—leave your backpack!” Dan called out. “And remember 


to name your first child after me!” 


She ignored him. Her ankle was killing her, but she was not 
going to let Ian win. He was running now, stumbling across the 
top of the wall and then jumping off. He zigzagged into a wooded 
area, howling with laughter and barreling toward her. Amy 


yanked off her backpack and swung it, clipping him on the arm. 
The creep. 
“Ow!” he cried out. “That’s a fitted Armani shirt!” 


The backpack skittered over the ground, spilling out Alistair’s 
overlay—page and scroll clipped together. “Finders keepers!” Ian 
shouted, scooping up the overlay and hopping onto a rock 
outcropping. 

“You cheater!” Amy was furious. No way was he going to get 
away with that. She climbed the rock, matching him step for step 
until she reached the top. There he turned to her, panting for 


breath. “Not bad for a Cahill,” he said, grinning. 


“You — y-y-you—” The words caught in her throat, the way 
they always did. He was staring at her, his eyes dancing with 
laughter, making her so knotted up with anger and hatred that 


she thought she would explode. “C-c-can’t—” 


But in that moment, something totally weird happened. Maybe 
it was a flip of his head, a movement in his eyebrow, she couldn’t 
tell. But it was as if someone had suddenly held a painting at a 
different angle, and what appeared to be a stormy sea 
transformed into a bright bouquet—a trick of the eye that proved 
everything was just a matter of perspective. His eyes were not 
mocking at all. They were inviting her, asking her to laugh along. 
Suddenly, her rage billowed up and blew off in wisps, like a 


cloud. “You’re ... a Cahill, too,” she replied. 


“Touché.” 
His eyes didn’t move a millimeter from hers. 


This time she met his gaze. Solidly. This time she didn’t feel 
like apologizing or attacking or running away. She wouldn’t have 
minded if he just stared like that all day. 

“Hey, Amy? This hike is rated PG, and we’re starving!” Dan 


shouted. “Not to mention Alistair wants his map!” 
Amy felt herself blushing. She turned her eyes away. 
“Here,” said Ian, handing her the overlay. 


Alistair’s ripped-out page, which had been attached by a paper 
clip, was dangling cockeyed. Amy nervously replaced the paper 
so it was superimposed as before — everything lined up, marking 


for marking.... 
Her eye wandered out over the landscape and then back again. 
“Oh, my god ...” she murmured. 
“Pardon?” Ian replied. 


She checked it again. And again, just to be sure. But it was 
unmistakable — the shape they noticed earlier on the map. The 
one they’d been guessing about. 

It wasn’t palm trees. Or maples. 

“Dan!” Amy screamed, leaping down the rock as if her ankle 
had never been injured. “Everyone! Come quickly!” 

She ran back, but the others were on the run, meeting her 
halfway. Amy took her brother’s hand and pulled him up the 
pathway and up the steep rock. “I love you, Dan, you’re a 


genius,” she said. 


Dan glared at her. “Did Ian drug you?” 
“Look,” she said, gesturing over the area. “What do you see?” 
“Trees. Rocks. Deer poop.” Dan shrugged. 


“The rock outcropping. What does it look like?” Amy pressed 


on. 
“Kind of a zigzag?” Ian spoke up. 


Suddenly Dan looked as if he’d given himself a wed-gie. “It’s a 


W!” he cried out. “Amy, you found our W!” 


Alistair smiled. “Excellent. X marks the spot on the map — and 


the spot is a W-shaped rock formation.” 


Amy took the overlay and began running down the rock ridge. 
As she got to the edge of the outcropping, she began ripping vines 


and brush away from the bottom. 


“Spread out,” Ian commanded. “Look for a cave. A hidden 


entrance.” 


The others began poking and tearing, examining the rock. 


“Took!” Natalie cried out. 


Amy ran to her side. She had pulled away a thick bush from 
the rock wall to reveal a carving of a man. He had a thin, 
monkeylike face with piercing eyes and a slit for a mouth. 


“Eww,” she said. 

“The Bald Rat,” Alistair said with awe, running his fingers over 
the relief. “This is an image of Hideyoshi, in the Japanese style of 
the period.” 

“Brilliant,” Ian said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. 

“How do we get in?” Dan demanded, his face still buried in the 


map. “Maybe you’ve noticed—this big old W is made of solid 


rock. There’s got to be some instructions here....” 


Amy and the others crowded around Dan. He pointed to the 
bottom of the overlay. “The letters at the end. Toota. What do 


YOTA 


“Hideyoshi’s father was Thomas Cahill — perhaps he taught his 


they mean?” 


son English,” Alistair said. 

“Its Toyota!” Amy said. “The letters. They spell Toyota without 
the Y.” 

“Great, Amy,” Dan said. “Our third clue is a buried Sienna 
minivan.” 

“I believe she is suggesting that the parchment may be a fake,” 
Ian said. 

“Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Kabra,” Dan said, looking closely at 
the parchment. “But it isn’t a fake. Not at all.” 

He placed the map gently on the ground and pulled a small 
Swiss Army knife from his pocket. Then, with quick strokes, he 


began tearing the parchment to shreds. 
“Dan!” Alistair cried out. 
Amy felt her heart stop. “What are you doing?” 


Dan had the small pocket scissors out now. In a moment, he 
had carved out all the letters precisely. Handling the thin, fragile 
cutouts carefully, he arranged them — the big A inside the big O; 


the two smaller Ts beside each other, upside down within the A; 


and finally the smaller O in the center: 





“It’s the symbol for the philosopher’s stone,” Amy said, 


astonished. 


Dan nodded. “‘And by the elements united is entrance granted 


.. I just united the elements.” 


He was beaming at Amy now. And she knew exactly what was 


on Dan’s mind. 


Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out the coin Ian had given 
her. On it was the same symbol — the philosopher’s stone. “Now, 
let’s give that Rat something to eat,” she said. 

Cautiously, she stuck the coin into the slitted mouth of 
Hideyoshi. 


And the ground began to rumble. 


CHARTER 


GGRRROOCCCCE ... 

Ian’s knees buckled. The rock outcropping shook the ground, 
sending a spew of grayish dust that quickly billowed around 
them. 

Shielding his eyes, he spotted Amy standing by the figurine, 
which was now moving toward her. She was in shock, her 
backpack on the ground by her feet. 

“Get back!” he shouted. 

Ian pulled Amy away and threw her to the ground, landing on 
top of her. Gravel showered over his back, embedding into his 
hair and landing on the ground like a burst of applause. 

His second thought was that the shirt would be ruined. And 
this was the shock of it — that his first thought had not been 
about the shirt. Or the coin. Or himself. 

It had been about her. 


But that was not part of the plan. She existed for a purpose. She 


was a tactic, a stepping stone. She was ... 
“Lovely,” he said. 


Amy was staring up at him, petrified, her eyelashes flecked 


with dust. Ian took her hand, which was knotted into a fist. “Y-y- 


you don’t have to do that,” she whispered. 
“Do what?” Ian asked. 


“Be sarcastic. Say things like ‘lovely.’ You saved my life. Th- 
thank you.” 

“My duty,” he replied. He lowered his head and allowed his 
lips to brush hers. Just a bit. 

The air was slowly clearing, and the noise had stopped. Ian sat 
up, letting go of Amy’s hand. The carving now jutted diagonally 
outward a few inches from the rock. Where it had been was now 
a rectangular opening. 


A rotten, acrid smell blasted from within. 


Alistair was the first to stand, dusting off his carefully pressed 


hiking pants. “Hideyoshi’s hiding place ...” he said in awe. 


Dan and Natalie were right beside him, coughing and shaking 
off the dust. Dan recoiled as he tried to peek inside. “Dang, 


someone forgot to flush.” 


Alistair had found Amy’s backpack and was pulling out two 


battery-operated collapsible Coleman lanterns. 


Ian helped Amy to her feet. “Do you have the coin?” he asked 


gently. “We may need it later, to close up the entrance.” 


“Po-pock—” Amy tapped her pocket. “I put it in there when the 


thing s-started to open....” 
Alistair handed her a lantern. “You and I will lead, Amy.” 


As she walked on shaky legs into the cavern, Natalie glared at 


Ian. He winked at her and walked inside. 


Oh, she of little faith. 


Focus. 

All Amy could feel was her lips. 

The bluish fluorescent lantern light danced off the crags of a 
domed cavern, the ammonia smell of animal droppings invaded 
her nostrils. They were in a cave that most likely hadn’t been 
seen by a human being in half an eon, and her shoes were 
squishing into a carpet of something she’d rather not see. And all 
she could feel was the tingle in her lips. 

Everything was happening at once. The coin, the hiding place, 
the ... 


The what? What exactly had just happened? 

Ian was walking beside her quietly. She was supposed to hate 
him. She had hated him. But for the life of her, she could no 
longer remember why. Despite the surroundings, she felt alert, 
alive, and unbelievably happy. 

“Thank you,” she said quietly. 

“For what?” Ian asked. 

“For giving me that coin back in the alleyway in Tokyo,” she 
said. “If you hadn’t done that, this whole thing might not have 
happened.” 


Ian nodded. “It was one of the Kabra family’s most cherished 
possessions. There were rumors it was the key to a Tomas clue, 
but my parents didn’t believe it. I had to steal it from them.” He 


shuddered. “I will not like to face my father once he’s found out.” 
Amy reached into her pocket and handed him the coin. 
“I — I couldn’t,” Ian said. “I promised.” 


“We don’t need it anymore,” Amy said. 


“Thank you.” Ian took the coin and put it in his pocket. But his 
eyes were focused upward. “Amy? Do you see something moving 


up there?” 


Amy swung her lantern upward, into a shadow that flitted and 


danced — and then broke away in a shrieking cloud. 


“DUCK!” Dan cried out as a liquid mass of flying bats chittered 
overhead. They screamed and flapped, their wingtips flicking 
Amy’s hair like rain as she cowered. Then, like smoke through a 


chimney flue, they exited through the narrow entrance. 
“Are you all right?” Ian asked. 


Amy nodded. “I hate bats.” She sat up, swinging her lantern 


around, allowing the arc to include his face. 
Just to see it. 


And that was when Dan yelled again. 


“Amy, shine that thing over here!” 


It was the coolest thing he had ever seen. Cooler than the 
lifetime supply of Wii games he’d almost won in his sixth-grade 
raffle. 


Now Alistair and Amy were both racing over, their lanterns 
illuminating a mammoth pile of objects stacked floor to ceiling. 
At the top, where the bats had been, a grove of stalactites hung 
down. They surrounded the pile like an upside-down picket fence 
holding it in place. 

They were swords — a tower of them, arranged neatly in a 


crisscross pattern. The hilts jutted out, some fancy and jeweled, 


others dented and dull. They looked like hands, reaching out as if 
daring someone to pull, which would probably upset the pile like 


a falling house of cards. 


“The Great Sword Hunt of 1588,” Alistair murmured. “This is 


where they were kept.” 


But Dan was moving past the swords, to the left. The cavern 
seemed to expand here, wider and deeper, with stacks that 
seemed to go on into the distance forever. Some of them looked 
like they’d been thrown there — crowns and helmets, armor, 
spears, shields, saddles, stirrups. Folded robes winked with inlaid 
jewels, statues stood covered with dust, and tightly rolled scrolls 
lay in boxy containers. But one area seemed separate from the 
others — a shrine, surrounding a strange triangular mirror that 


hung on the wall in an intricately carved frame. 


Around the mirror, huge chests had been stacked in neat piles. 
They were festooned with jewels and calligraphy, each fastened 


with a huge padlock. 


Dan grabbed one of the locks. It fell apart in his hands, rusted 
and brittle. As he opened the lid, the others peered in with him. 
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“As they say in the US provinces ...” said Natalie, her eyes 
widening, “bungee!” 
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“I believe it’s “bingo,” Alistair said. “By god, these must be the 
spoils of Hideyoshi — the plunder seized by his forces as they 


conquered Japan and moved through Korea.” 


Dan reached in, digging his hands into a trove of gold coins. 
Next to him, Amy opened another chest. “Plates, chopsticks, cups, 


bowls, platters — all solid gold!” 


“Buddhas!” Ian exclaimed, peering into a third chest. “A 


collection of miniature golden Buddhas.” 


“Hideyoshi worshipped gold,” Alistair said softly. “According to 
legend, he even ingested drops of liquid gold each night for its 


supposed magical properties....” 
“We're rich,” Ian said. “Again.” 
Dan smiled. 


And by the elements united is entrance granted, the highest to be 


revealed. 


“We’re more than rich,” he said, letting out a whoop of 


amazement. “We have discovered the next Cahill clue!” 


CHAPTERS 


Alistair did not mind growing old. He did mind being outsmarted 


by an eleven-year-old nephew. 
Gold. 


Of course the boy was right. Gold was the “highest element” of 
alchemy. The alchemical symbol — the “elements united” — was 
the key to entrance. No doubt this came from the mind of 
Hideyoshi. Being a son of Thomas Cahill, he would also be a 


student of alchemy! 


Alistair cursed himself inwardly. He should have detected it 
from the beginning. He could have saved all this trouble, all this 
danger. All this unnecessary risking of his nephew’s and niece’s 


lives. 
This was bound to happen. 
He was bound to discover a Clue he had already known. 


He tried to smile. To the Cahill children, this was all new. They 
had not been searching for a lifetime as he had. They were 
dancing now with the Kabras, doing dance moves they called hip- 


hop, which, when he attempted to join, made his hips hurt. 


He kept his eyes on the Kabra boy. Surely the Kabras knew this 


Clue also. The Lucians had been collecting Clues as long as the 


Ekats. Perhaps they were just better actors than he. 


“Brava!” Ian cried out, lifting Amy in the air. “I knew this 


cooperation between branches would pay off!” 


As he let her down, she allowed her face to brush gently 


against his. 


Alistair felt his blood go cold. The gambit with the Kabras had 
proved profitable. Without Ian’s coin, they could not have found 


this cavern. 
But this was not the sort of alliance he’d imagined. 


“I — suggest we leave now,” Alistair said. “Perhaps we can 


discuss what to do next over dinner.” 


“Not so fast,” Ian said. He was walking away from Amy now, 
intent on the mirror. “Correct me if I’m wrong. It seems to me 
that whenever you find a clue, you seem to find a lead to the next 
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one. 

“Right, Euro-boy,” Dan said. “But don’t tax your brain. Pm 
betting the next clue is not rock dust.” 

Ian was eyeing the mirror now. “What do you suppose these 
letters mean?” 

Alistair joined him, shining a light on the triangular mirror 


frame. Along two sides ran a strange set of symbols. 





“Greek to me,” Natalie said. 


1? 


“Guys, I know those letters!” Dan exclaimed. “From the 
inscription we found on the sword in Venice. Remember, Uncle 
Alistair, when we were looking at those tattoos? I told you there 


were some letters missing. Here they are!” 


“I don’t think this is any one tongue,” Alistair said, running the 
letters through his knowledge of thirteen languages. “Perhaps 
some kind of secret message?” 

Natalie began brushing her hair in the mirror with a gold- 
handled brush. “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the richest and 
smartest and hottest and—” 

“That’s it, Natalie!” Dan said. 


Natalie blushed. “Thank you, I amaze myself sometimes....” 


“No! Words on a mirror ... mirror writing!” Dan quickly pulled 


out a mechanical pencil and his paperback copy of Classic All- 


Time Movie Comedies. Ripping out a blank sheet in back, he 
turned the book sideways for support and began copying the 


letters onto the sheet. Then he held them in the mirror. 
It was still nonsense. 


Amy cocked her head. “The letters are symmetrical,” she said. 
“The top of each one is a mirror reflection of the bottom. Maybe 
each letter is a mirrored half letter. So if you could see the half 


letter alone, you’d know what it was?” 


“That is the stupidest, most far-fetched thing I’ve ever heard,” 


Dan said. 


Amy grabbed the paper and began erasing half of each latter: 


ANnlSTNaA”|] 


Slowly, she began filling in each letter: 


ahstkael 


“Ahstkael ...” Amy said. “Isn’t that a health food chain in 


Sweden?” 

“Our next clue is in Sweden?” Natalie said eagerly. “I do need a 
new fur.” 

Dan tapped his chin. “Um, dudes, these are English? Shouldn’t 
we be trying to make Japanese letters? Or Korean?” 


“Hideyoshi was the son of Thomas Cahill,” Alistair said. “It 


stands to reason that English was spoken in the home. Hideyoshi 


would have been fluent. And because the East had not yet opened 
to the West, words using English letters would have been an 


unbreakable code.” 


Dan was scribbling furiously again. He began arranging the 


letters crazily, in all different combinations. 


ALT SHAKE 
THE SKALA 
SHEA TALK 
LAST HAKE 
LAKE TASH 


“Lake Tash! Is that it?” Natalie shouted. 


Dan nodded. “Lake Tash ...” he said under his breath. “That’s 
Kyrgyzstan ...” 


“Our next clue is in Kyrgyzstan?” Natalie said. 


“Brilliant,” Ian said with a smile. “Well, it was nice to work 
with you. This time, Pm afraid we will have a distinct 


advantage.” 
“But — but—” Amy sputtered. 


Alistair watched his niece’s expression drop. She would push 
for the alliance to continue — which would be disastrous. “I will 
arrange for transportation back into Seoul immediately,” he 
quickly said, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket. “There, we 
will—” 

“Oh, you won’t get any reception in here,” Ian said, stepping 


toward the entrance with his sister close behind. 


At the cave opening, Natalie grinned, hands in pockets. “In 
fact, I wouldn’t expect much reception for another, oh, five 


hundred years.” 


When she pulled out her right hand, she was holding a 


tranquilizer dart gun. 


Alistair scrambled to step in front of his niece and nephew, but 


Amy pushed him aside. “Natalie ...?” she said. 


“Guys, this isn’t funny,” Dan said. He stepped toward them, but 


Natalie pointed the gun at his face. 
“Dan!” Amy screamed, pulling him back. 


Ian glanced at Amy. For a moment, she thought she saw a 
flicker of—something. Doubt? Some kind of indication this was 
all a big, sadistic joke? Then the look seemed to vanish as quickly 
as it came. He looked down and pulled the philosopher-stone coin 
from his pocket. “Oh, by the way, thanks for this.” 

“How did he get that?” Dan blurted, glaring at his sister. 

“T-I-” Amy couldn’t get the words out. “He—” 

“Family heirloom,” Ian said. He backed through the opening 
now, inserting the coin into the mouth of the Bald Rat. “Don’t 
worry. When we win the Cahill challenge, when we amass power 
that is rightfully ours, maybe we’ll come back and pay you a visit. 
If you’re still able to receive us. Meanwhile, my friends, I 
recommend you conserve your batteries. And your oxygen.” 


The cave shook. Slowly, the door swung back. 


The last thing Alistair saw before the entrance thumped shut 


was the retreating muzzle of Natalie Kabra’s dart gun. 


CHAPTER G 


Idiot. 

Moron. 

Fool. 

Amy stared at the door, at the absence of light where Ian Kabra 
had been standing. 

It had all been one big joke. He had wrapped her around his 
fingers and then yanked her inside out. 

How could it have happened? How could anyone do that? 

Tears made rivulets down her cheeks and fell to the ground, 
tapping lightly like the flap of moth wings. 

Behind her, Alistair and Dan were ignoring her, discussing 
strategies, trying to figure out how to escape. How to prevent 
themselves from dying. 

Too late, Amy thought. She already knew what that felt like. 

Slowly, their voices filtered into her brain. 

“I am going to search for another exit,” Alistair was saying. 
“Amy, you and Dan look for any weakness in the rock wall. If 


bats live here, there must be some source of air, some kind of 
hole.” 


Amy nodded numbly. 


As Alistair’s footsteps receded, Dan squatted next to her. “Hey. 


I want to strangle him, too.” 


“It was my fault,” she said. “I-I believed him. I played right into 
his trap....” 


Dan helped her to her feet and swung the light around, 
examining every square inch of the wall. The place was pitch- 
dark, and after a few minutes, Amy already felt like she was 


growing short of breath. 


Alistair’s voice echoed toward them from the distance. “No 
other exits. I just checked the whole W. It goes on much longer 
than I'd thought. We are totally sealed.” 

A tomb, Amy thought. He buried us alive. 

She felt a hand on her shoulder. “I am so sorry, my darling 
niece,” Alistair said gently. “Had I seen you were falling for the 
boy, I would have done something. It passed over my head, and it 
should not have.” 

Amy sighed. “How could I have let him trick me? How could I 
think that anyone would actually feel ...” 

The words got stuck in the back of her parched mouth. 

“I know this will not make anything better,” Alistair said, “but 
you must believe me when I say I know how it feels to be 
betrayed.” 

Amy glanced up into Alistair’s barely discernible face. 
“Really?” 

Alistair looked as if he were going to say something, then 


changed his mind. “Think only of this, Amy: Your parents loved 


you. It was in their eyes, even when you weren’t around. You 


must think of them, and they will be there for you.” 
“Did you — know them?” Amy asked. 


“AGGH! Gross!” Dan shouted from another part of the cave. “I 
think I stepped on a bat! Can you guys continue the conversation 
at a later time — if there is one? If we don’t all die and become a 


banquet for bats?” 
Alistair raced away, leaving Amy with a mouthful of questions. 


“Dan, you must never, ever give in,” Alistair said 
encouragingly. “A problem is merely a solution waiting to be 
found. We will make it out of here — and I predict we will beat 
the Kabras to Lake Tash—” 


“Dude, we’re not going to Lake Tash,” Dan said. “I made that 
up. 


Now Alistair was staring at him. “But — the anagram—” Amy 
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said. 

Dan sighed, shining his lantern on the sheet where he’d 
unscrambled the words. “I saw the real answer right away, but I 
didn’t trust them. I threw something out to test them. The real 


answer is, like, a no-brainer—” 


He began scribbling another word on the sheet, but Amy was 
looking past him, at the odd reflections of lantern light in the 


mirror. 


“Wait!” she blurted out. “The mirror—who ever heard of a 
triangular mirror?” 
“Uh, a triangular mirror designer?” Dan said. 


“Or an alchemist!” Amy said. “Think, Dan. Alchemy is all about 


symbols. The planets, the elements, everything had its own funny 
shape!” 

“So what was the triangle?” Dan asked. 

Amy tried to picture the image on the page. “Air? Gold?” 


“Wait ... wait ... I can see it ...” Dan said. “Water! That’s it. 
Wait. No. With the point down, it represents water ... but with 
the point up, it’s fire!” 

Dan swung the lantern back in the direction of the mirror now, 
raising it high above his head. 

Just above the mirror, beyond his reach, Amy noticed several 
greasy-looking, stringy objects. Her stomach turned. They looked 
like rat tails. “Are they ... alive?” 

Suddenly, Dan glanced toward the ground. He crouched now, 
scraping something with his fingers. “Charcoal,” he said. “It must 
be leaking from above.” 

Alistair looked up. “What’s up there?” 

Choking back nausea, Amy forced herself to follow his glance. 
To her relief, the hanging tails were way too long to be what she 
thought they were. They seemed to be just strings, leading into a 
big crack in the rock. 

And she became aware of a very particular smell. “Oh, my god 


...” she said. “Guys, what do you smell right now?” 
“Bat turds,” Dan said. 
“Rotten eggs,” Alistair volunteered. 
“And that rotten-egg smell,” Amy said, “is caused by—?” 


“Chickens?” Dan said. 


“Sulphur!” Amy said. 


Dan smiled. “Oh, right — I learned that in chem lab last year! I 
snuck this test tube into Mandy Ripkin’s lunch box? With this, 


like, really loose cork? So when she opened it—” 


“Charcoal ... sulphur,” Amy said, wracking her brain for 
something she’d read in science class. “They go together with 


some other ingredient to make ... what is it ...?” 
“Smelly barbecues?” Dan asked. 


Amy suddenly remembered. “Not barbecues, you cheesehead,” 


she said, glancing up into the stringy void. “Gunpowder.” 
“Uh, you think there’s gunpowder up there?” Dan said. 


“Gunpowder indeed existed in the sixteenth century,” Alistair 
said. “It was developed in China hundreds of years earlier and 


spread throughout the East.” 


“Dan, I think these strings are there for a reason,” Amy said. 


“They’re fuses!” 


“Brilliant, my girl—you are a genius!” Alistair said. “So the 
mirror has two functions. It points upward, directing our gaze, 
and it is the symbol for fire. This is exactly like Hideyoshi — ever 
the wily warrior, he developed a failsafe escape for this hideout, 


in case of sabotage.” 


“Dan, do you still have the matches from the Thank You Very 
Much Hotel?” Amy asked. 


“You dummy, we can’t just blow this thing up!” Dan said. “We 


could die.” 


“Gunpowder is not dynamite,” Alistair said. “May I remind you, 


we are surrounded by a lot of schist.” 


“Watch your language,” Dan said. 


“Granite schist is extraordinarily dense,” Alistair continued. 
“Blasting through rock in modern times requires far more 
explosive power than can be provided by gunpowder. Any blast is 
likely to punch open only a small targeted area. In fact, it is 
entirely possible the blast will not be strong enough. We will be 
more than safe with schist.” 

Alistair was trying to sound reassuring, but Amy could hear the 
shakiness in his voice. She glanced at her brother. The lantern’s 
shadows on his face made him look like an old man. But even in 
the distortion of the dim light, she could read his mind. 

Do you believe him? his face said. 


I’m not so sure, she thought. 


Me neither. So we all get crushed instantly under tons of granite, he 


was thinking. 
Or ...? 
Dan looked away. 


Or die a slow, painful death from starvation, was what he didn’t 


want Amy to see. But she felt it. 
And the choice, to her, was clear. 


“T guess it’s the only chance we have to get out and do horrible 


things to Ian Kabra,” Dan said. 


Amy smiled, swallowing back a stab of fear that laced through 


her. “Go for it,” she said. 


Dan turned to Alistair. “You’re taller,” he said, handing him the 


matches. 


The old man struck a match and raised it. The flame licked the 


bottom of one of the strings, flared slightly, surrounded it, and 


then finally guttered out. 


“The fuses are old,” Alistair said, tossing the dead match to the 


ground. 


He opened the matchbook to reveal only three matches left. 
“What happened to the rest of them?” 


“Um ...” Dan said sheepishly. 


Amy winced, remembering all the matches he’d wasted on the 


plaza outside the hotel in Tokyo. 
Alistair took a deep breath. “All right, then. Pray.” 


He lifted another match. It too circled the bottom of the limp 


string. 


FffffFFFFT! 


“Woo-hoo!” Dan cried out, as Alistair lit another string, and 


another. The flames shot upward into the rock. 
“Move!” Alistair cried, grabbing Dan and Amy. 


They ran into the cavern, scuttling around the bottom corner of 
the W. 


Boom! 
Boom! BOOOOM! 
KKKRRRRO-O-O-OK! 


An explosion of rock showered down into the cavern, dinging 
against gold objects, smashing treasure chests. The mirror 


teetered, finally falling forward and shattering on the ground. 


Above them, light poured in through a small hole near the top 


of the rock wall. 


“We did it!” shouted Dan. 

All three ran to the spot, stumbling over rock, debris, and 
broken glass. 

CRRRRRACK! 

More rocks spat down from above. Amy and Alistair put their 
arms over their heads, skittering away. 

“The rock is cracking!” Dan called out, dragging a wooden box 
to just below the hole. “Come on!” 

Alistair climbed onto the box, reached down for Amy, and 
lifted her over his head. He was surprisingly strong. 

Amy stretched her hands upward, but her fingertips didn’t 
reach. 

“One ... two ... three ... alley-oop!” Alistair gave her a thrust 
upward. 

There. “Got it!” she shouted. 

Her fingers dug into a broken section of rock. As she pulled 


herself upward, Alistair put his palms against the soles of her 


shoes and pushed. 


“Hunhhh!” She gasped at the blast of fresh, oxygenated air. Her 
fingertips grasped hold of a root that had dug itself into the rock. 
She jammed her elbow into a section of rock and pulled herself 


clear. 
Into the sun. Into the glorious smell of grass and earth. 


Splaying herself securely on the surface, she reached her arm 


back down. “Grab on!” 


“Heave ... ho!” Alistair grunted from below. 


Amy clasped her fingers around her brother’s wrists and pulled. 
Dan was heavy, and she could only get his torso out — but that 


was enough. Dan let go and shimmied through the hole. 

Quickly, Amy leaned over and called down, “Uncle Alistair! 
Can you stack any more of those boxes? You'll need to get 
yourself higher!” 

“Tm trying!” he called back. 

RRRRRO-O-OMMM! 

The entire rock shook. A section of it just to Amy’s left 
collapsed downward. The rumbling seemed to be catching, 
following the line of a crack in the rock. 

“Uncle Alistair!” Dan shouted into the hole. “Are you all right?” 


Dan put his ear to the hole. Amy could hear Alistair saying 
something, but the noise of the rumbling drowned out the sound. 

Reaching down into the hole, Dan screamed, “Just grab on! 
Jump!” 

But there was no response. 

Now Dan and Amy were both shouting his name. But the hole, 
which was only a couple of feet wide, began to split. The entire 
rock beneath Dan and Amy was breaking. They hurtled forward, 
down the side of the rock, and finally tumbled to the ground. 

As the entire W imploded, left to right in a wave, Amy and Dan 
leaped away, landing on their knees and covering their heads. 

A massive cloud of rock dust billowed upward, blackening the 
sky. Amy and Dan stared, numb, at the jagged pile of rocks that 
remained. 


Finally, Amy felt the words exit her mouth as if they had a will 


of their own. “What did he say to you?” 


999 


“He said,” Dan whispered, “‘It’s not schist. 


CHARTE Rig 


When Amy ran away behind the tree, Dan knew she was 
vomiting. And it didn’t gross him out at all, because he was doing 


the same thing. 


Alistair had died — inches away from them. Right underneath. 
He had given them his trust, his money, his advice, his comfort. 
And finally, his life. 


It didn’t seem real. He should be behind a bush now, brushing 
himself off, strolling toward them, his pants somehow still crisply 
pressed. Well, that was an adventure. 

But all that Dan could see was dust. Dust and tourists and 
mounds of rubble and the flashing lights of police vehicles. 

And the feeling in the pit of his stomach that he had been 
through this before. That his whole life had been all about loss. 
That he had vowed never to get close to grown-ups, because it 
was so painful to lose them. 

And it had happened again. 

He was vaguely aware of his sister putting her arm around him. 
A cop was talking in accented English, but Dan couldn’t put 


together the meaning. 


“His name is ...” Amy was saying. “Was ... Alistair Oh.” 


“Age?” the cop said. 

The word “sixty-four” came out of Dan’s mouth. He didn’t 
know how he knew that, but it occurred to him that Alistair 
would never be sixty-five. That someday he, Dan, would be older 


than Alistair would ever be. 


“His clothing?” the policeman pressed, which seemed like a 


colossally stupid question under the circumstances. 


“Silk jacket ... really nice shirt,” Dan said. “Um, he always had 


these white gloves, too. And like a round-ish hat—” 
“Bo ...” Amy said. Her lip was quivering. “Bo ...” 
“Bowler,” Dan said quietly. 


The cop took notes, but Dan knew he couldn’t be treating this 
as a rescue operation. It was recovery. No one could have 


survived that collapse. 


As he walked away, murmuring a few words of sympathy, Amy 


stared out over the wreckage. “Dan ...?” she said. “Look ...” 


Off to the right, a small entourage had just arrived. They didn’t 
look like the other hikers and park visitors. Most of them were 
dressed in navy-blue suits with black sunglasses and black shoes, 
and their ears were plugged with headsets attached to squiggly 


cords. 


In the center was an elderly, thin man with an overcoat draped 
over his shoulders, a silk ascot tucked into an expensive-looking 
shirt, and a dark fedora tilted slightly to one side of his head. He 
moved with a lively step, using a walking stick that was 


encrusted with jewels. 


“That’s the guy ...” Dan said. “The one we saw in Tokyo, 


outside the subway.” 
“What’s he doing here?” Amy asked. 


Dan’s eyes widened at the sight of someone behind the old man 
— a person he and Amy were even more familiar with. He had 
been there at the fire that consumed Grace’s house. In Paris and 
Salzburg. He had never spoken a word, but somehow he was 


always there. 


Amy didn’t need to be shown. She saw him, too. “The Man in 


Black ...” she muttered, shrinking away. 


Keeping low to the ground, she and Dan skittered behind a 
bush. 


“Can you hear what the old man is saying to him?” Amy asked. 


Dan stood. He pulled his hood over his head and edged closer, 
making sure to stay among the ever-growing crowd of gawkers. 
They were yakking away, too, but as he neared the old man, Dan 
could see him exchanging bows with the cop who had just spoken 


to them. 


But the Man in Black didn’t seem interested in talking. He was 


walking slowly toward the collapsed rock, his back to Dan. 


The old man and the cop were talking now, and Dan could hear 
snatches of conversation, but it was all in Korean. They didn’t say 
much, and the old man seemed angry and impatient. Finally, 


after some more bows, the cop left. 


With a sharp gesture to his entourage, indicating they should 
stay put, the old man began striding alone toward the mysterious 


black-clad stranger. 


The two men stood silent, facing the rubble. Dan glanced back 


at Amy, who had a look of terror on her face, gesturing for him to 


come back. 
But the men were turned away, so he moved closer. 


When the old man spoke up, his words were clear. And in 


English. “My nephew was in there,” he said. 


The Man in Black moved his head, a slight shift of his mouth 
registering just a shadow of a reaction — what? Sympathy? 


Triumph? It was impossible to read. 


They seemed to be arguing about something, but Dan could not 


make out the words. 


Then the old man turned, walking briskly back to his cohort. 
He nodded to no one in particular, but they all fell in step beside 
him. Together, the whole posse walked away from the site in the 


direction of the park entrance. 


As Dan slipped back toward Amy, he could see the Man in 
Black approaching the ruins. As he walked through the rubble, he 
stopped and leaned down. He seemed to have found something — 
maybe one of Hideyoshi’s relics, Dan thought. Before long, when 
the rocks were cleared, everyone would know about the 
treasures. There would be looting, maybe, fights about who the 
stuff belonged to. All the usual things you saw in the news 


whenever lots of money was involved. 


But for now, the whole thing looked like a big pile of rock. And 
what the Man in Black was pulling up from the debris didn’t 
belong to Hideyoshi at all. 


When Dan saw what it was, a cry snarled in his throat. 


It was a bowler hat, crushed and misshapen. 


“Oh, my god, you guys, I thought you were dead!” Nellie 


screamed. “I heard about what happened. You look terrible!” 


Nellie raced toward Amy and Dan, clutching Saladin, as they 
trudged into the parking lot of Pukhansan National Park. She and 


Mr. Chung were being interviewed by the police. 


Amy’s heart went out to Mr. Chung. He was not looking well at 
all. 


Nellie gave Dan and Amy an enthusiastic one-armed hug, 


squeezing the Mau, who let out a muffled “Mrrp” of complaint. 


Amy ran her fingers distractedly through Saladin’s silver hair. 


“We escaped. It’s a long story, but Alistair ...” 
Her voice drifted off. Behind her, Dan wiped away a tear. 


“Yeah, I heard,” Nellie said. She put a sympathetic hand on 


Dan’s shoulder. “Come on, dude, let’s go back.” 


On the ride to Uncle Alistair’s house, Amy told Nellie what had 
happened, right down to the sight of the bowler hat. Nellie 
nodded, listening, and then they both fell quiet for the rest of the 
trip. Dan kept forming things to say, but they all sounded so 
stupid. He was a great man. He really cared about the Cahill family. 


We'll miss him. 

He realized he didn’t really know Uncle Alistair. The old man 
knew a thousand times more about them than they did about 
him. He had betrayed them, but in the end he’d saved their lives. 

At Alistair’s house, birds were chirping in the dogwoods and 


fluffy white clouds dotted the horizon. It seemed as if nothing 


had happened. Harold, Alistair’s butler, met them at the door, his 


face drawn and griefstricken. “I’m so sorry,” Amy said. 


Dan, Amy, and Nellie removed their shoes and trudged wearily 
to the kitchen, where Harold had prepared sandwiches. As Nellie 
ate, Dan pushed his aside. He reached into his pocket and pulled 
out a wrinkled sheet of paper and a large gold doubloon. “This 


coin was the last thing he gave me ...” 
“What’s on the paper?” Amy asked. 


Dan smoothed out the sheet on which he had decoded the last 


ALT SHAKE 
THE SKALA 
SHEA TALK 
LAST HAKE 
LAKE TASH 


ALKAHEST 


“That was it?” Amy asked. “Alkahest was the clue instead of 
Lake Tash?” 


Dan nodded. “Yeah. The word for philosopher’s stone.” 


“Its an alchemy word,” Amy said. “How can it be a clue if it 


doesn’t really exist?” 


Dan shrugged, flipping the doubloon in the air. “How should I 


know? Hideyoshi was an alchemy geek.” 


The coin came down in his palm, revealing an Egyptian 


goddess and some cryptic writing. 
Amy’s eyes widened. “Wait! Oh, my god! Give me that pen!” 


She grabbed the pen from Dan and scribbled one word on the 


paper, below his column: 


ALK SAKHET 


“What’s that?” Nellie asked. 

Amy was nearly leaping across the table at Dan. “We did a unit 
on Egypt last year! ‘Al’ means ‘of.’ ‘Sakhet’ is an ancient Egyptian 
goddess.” 

Nellie cocked her head. “Serious?” 

“The mirror’s message ...” Dan said under his breath. He had to 
admit, for a dork she could be pretty smart. “Hideyoshi was 
pointing to the next clue....” 

“Nellie,” Amy blurted, “do we have enough cash to go to 
Egypt?” 

“Hey, the Kabras may have dumped you, but they never came 
back to collect the money they gave me,” Nellie said. “I say, let’s 
saddle up that camel and ride!” 


The room fell into an awkward silence. 


Dan shrugged. “It’s ... hard to think about doing this. After 
what just happened and all....” 


“We don’t have to think about it now,” Nellie said. “Look, if 
youre not hungry, at least go take a shower. You smell like rotten 
eggs. Both of you. Dan, you can use Alistair’s and Amy can use 


the one in the guest bathroom.” 


Dan had to admit that sounded like a good idea. He picked up 
his napkin and walked into Alistair’s bedroom. 

Egypt could wait. For a little while. 

It smelled nice in there, an Alistair-old-manish kind of smell, 
cologne-y with the scent of fresh laundry. Everything was neat, 
which was no surprise — the photos lined up on the dresser, the 
stack of hardcover books on the bedside table, the pillows angled 
just so — with just a few casual touches, like a pair of gloves 
thrown on the far side of the bed ... 

A pair of filthy white gloves. 

Dan detoured away from the bathroom and lifted the gloves. 
They were caked with dirt and grass and something else.... 

Charcoal. 

“Amy ...2” Dan called. “AMY, COME IN HERE!” 

A cry of happiness welled up but stopped in his throat, as his 
joy was knocked aside by a realization that made him see black. 

Somehow Uncle Alistair was alive. 


And he had ditched them again. 


The old man shut the door of his office and sank into his leather 
chair. He swung around toward the window, propping his feet on 
a ledge. They hurt more than usual today. At his age, he disliked 


long walks. 


From below, the muffled sound of traffic wafted upward, the 
frustrated shouts of motorists, the frenzied calls of sidewalk 
vendors. A constant reminder of life’s true desperate meaning — 
speed, desire, possession. He was tired of it all. But it wouldn’t be 
long now. The proper path was finally clear. 

He flicked on his music system. Richard Strauss’s Death and 
Transfiguration. Oddly appropriate, after what happened today. 

A stressful day. What was necessary was not always pleasant. 


Ah, well. First the death. Now the transfiguration. 


He pressed a button on his intercom. “Eun-hee, please contact 


Mr. McIntyre for me. I have some news for him.” 


He waited a few seconds but received no response. Strange. 
Eun-hee had been there when he walked in a few moments ago. 


She never left her desk in the outer chamber. 
“Eun-hee ...?” he tried again. 


The intercom crackled to life. But the reply was not at all what 


he expected. 

“Hello, Uncle,” said a deep, silken voice that sent a knife of fear 
down his spine. “I trust your trip to the park was pleasant?” 

Bae Oh’s bony finger began to shake. “Who ... who is this?” 

“Why, it’s your heir,” the voice returned. “What, did I spoil 
your day? And what a lovely day it was indeed, seeing me die 
and thus realizing you were spared the trouble of doing the job 
yourself.” 

“But ...” Bae Oh sputtered. “How could you have survived ...?” 

“A lot of people are wondering this. But I guarantee that when 
Pm through with you, they won’t be asking the same question.” 


Bae Oh may have been in his ninth decade, but his reflexes 
were still unmatched. He leaped from his chair and opened the 


door to the outer chamber. 
The room was empty. 


The distant sound of footsteps on the outer carpet resounded, 


then stopped. He was gone. 
Bae Oh’s knees crumpled. He propped himself on the edge of 
the desk, feeling his heartbeat race, as behind him, the music 


swelled. 





The Hunt Is On 


The race for the 39 Clues continues with more dangerous 
missions, top secret break-ins, and treacherous double-crossings. 
Stay one step ahead of the competition by following Amy and 


Dan’s next adventure. 


Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just make sure none of your 


enemies are watching ...) 


CHABIERI 


If Amy Cahill had to list what was wrong with eleven-year-old 


brothers, their habit of disappearing would be numero uno. 
Or maybe the fact that they existed in the first place. 
And then there was the whole burping the alphabet thing.... 


Amy stood in the middle of the Khan el-Khalili market in Cairo, 
her head swiveling frantically, trying to find her brother, Dan. 
The blur of jet lag was interfering with normal brain function. 
Dan had just been at her side a moment ago. Then she turned for 
two seconds to buy a Nefertiti pencil, and when she turned back, 


Dan was gone. 


The air was thick with heat and music and the calls of 
shopkeepers. Bright banners waved overhead. Tourists weaved 
through the streets, wearing their backpacks on their chests to 
safeguard against pickpockets and stopping to take pictures every 
few minutes. A woman in a head scarf dodged a row of turquoise 
chairs to follow after her two boys. A man with a crate full of 
oranges balanced them on his head with one hand. A tourist in a 
baseball cap and a T-shirt proclaiming 1 want my mummy strolled past 


Amy, her camera held up in front of her face. 


Amy felt the heat like waves against her skin. She hoped she 


wouldn’t faint. Colors swarmed, faces dissolved, unfamiliar noises 


pounded against her ears. She had never liked crowds, and Cairo 


seemed like the city that had invented them. 


She turned, her hand on her waist pack. Their au pair, Nellie 
Gomez, was just down the alley, bargaining over spices. Amy 


could just catch a glimpse of her crazy half-blond, half-black hair. 


Less than an hour ago, they’d been in a taxi, riding into Cairo 
from the airport. Then when the cabdriver had casually pointed 
out the window and said, “The Khan market starts here, very 
good place,” Nellie had suddenly yelled, “Stop!” Before they 
knew what was happening, they’d landed in the market with 
luggage and cat carrier. Saladin had meowed furiously when 
Nellie promised, “Just ten minutes, that’s all I need, and then 
we'll go straight to the hotel.... Cool! Cardamom pods!” For 
Nellie, every new city was just another opportunity for weird 
food. 


Finally, Amy spotted Dan through the crowd. He was pressed 
against a shop window crowded with souvenirs. She had a feeling 
he was captivated by the King Tutankhamen pencil sharpener, 


but it could have been the flashlight in the shape of a mummy. 


As she crossed the alley, Dan kept appearing and disappearing 
through the meandering crowd. The hot sun was blinding. She 


hoped that air-conditioning was in her future. 


The tourist in the 1 want my mummy T-shirt drifted closer to Dan. 
She pushed her white sunglasses down her nose. Some small 
alarm chimed inside Amy. A man in a straw hat blocked her 


view, and she dodged to one side. 


The tourist bent her index finger back at the first joint, as if she 


had a cramp. The hot sun glinted on something protruding from 


her nail. 


“Dan!” Amy screamed. The music and the calls of the 
shopkeepers — Five dollars, five dollars! — drowned her out. She 
darted past a man balancing a dozen neon-colored soccer balls in 


a net. 


The hypodermic needle protruded out of the tourist’s clawlike 


finger. Dan leaned closer to the window.... 


“Dan!” She screamed the name. In her head. But it came out 


like a strangled croak. 


Amy threw herself forward. At the very last second, she flung 
out her hand. The needle jammed into the Nefertiti pencil and 


stuck. 


For one swift second, all Amy could do was stare down at the 
glint of sunlight on metal. In slow motion, a drop of something 
lethal fell from the tip and hit the dust. 


Amy looked into the face of Irina Spasky. Former KGB agent. 
Spy. Cousin. 

Irina’s left eye twitched. “Blin!” She twisted her hand, but the 
needle remained stuck in the pencil. 

The shopkeeper hurried over. “Beautiful lady, it is stuck on 
you. Here, I have more pencils for you!” 

Irina turned on him fiercely. “I don’t want your fancy pencils, 
shopkeeper of things!” 

Amy and Dan didn’t wait another second. Dan moved like a 


midfielder through the crowd, and Amy followed in his wake. 


Legs pumping, they ran until their lungs burned, dashing 


through the maze of twisting alleys. Finally they stopped, bent 


over at the waist, and tried to catch their breath. When they 
looked up, Amy realized they were lost. Badly, stupidly, 


irredeemably lost. 


“Nellie will be looking for us,” Amy said. She flipped open her 


cell phone. “No signal. We’ll have to find our way back.” 


“And hope we don’t bump into Comrade Irina,” Dan said. “I 


can skip the family reunion.” 


By now they were used to meeting family members with 
mayhem on their minds. Just weeks ago they’d had a hard time 
coping with the fact of their grandmother’s death. After their 
parents died, Grace had been the most important person in Amy 
and Dan’s life. Even though they didn’t live with her, they spent 
weekends at her mansion outside of Boston, and she always took 
them for trips during the school year and in the summers. Grace’s 


death from cancer knocked them off their feet. 
But that had been only the first of many shocks to come. 


Grace had invited the four branches of the Cahill family to the 
reading of her will. Appearing on a video, she’d offered them a 
choice. Take a million dollars and walk away or join in a chase 
for 39 Clues and become the most powerful person in the world. 
Even though the million had seemed like one sweet deal, Amy 
and Dan hadn’t really hesitated. They knew Grace would want 
them to accept the challenge. For Grace, there was no such thing 


as the easy way out. 


The decision had been easy. It was the living up to it that was 
hard. In her old life, Amy had thought playing to win was 
Courtney Catowski spiking a volleyball on her head. Now she 


knew what competition was really about. Relatives like Irina 


played for keeps. She’d drug them, kidnap them, even kill them if 
she had to. 


They started to walk. Amy felt as though they were going in 
circles. Like in a dream, where you run and run and get nowhere. 
Yesterday she’d been in Seoul, Korea. Before that, Tokyo and 
Venice. Vienna and Salzburg, Austria. Paris. Philadelphia. She’d 


even touched down on a private airfield in Russia. 
She’d never had so many secrets before. 
She’d never imagined she could be so afraid. 
She’d never imagined she could be so brave. 


Just a few days ago in Seoul they’d nearly been buried alive. 
Left for dead by people she trusted. Natalie and Ian Kabra ... she 
wouldn’t think about him. Wouldn’t think about how he held her 
hand and told her that together they could form a great alliance. 
The alliance lasted a couple of hours, until he saw the 


opportunity to leave her for dead. 
Wouldn’t. Think. About. Ian. 


Then they discovered that the only family member they almost- 
trusted, their uncle Alistair Oh, had double-crossed them as well. 


Pretended to be dead when he was clearly very much alive. 


What had sent them hurtling through international air space to 
Cairo was a hint, no more than that. But they were used to 
grabbing on to hints and riding them for all they were worth. A 
pyramid shape and a word. Sakhet. The Egyptian goddess with 
the lion’s head. Amy had bought several books before they left 
Korea and researched the goddess, but she still didn’t know why 


they were sent here ... or what, exactly, they were looking for. 


Amy felt sweat trickle in rivers underneath her T-shirt. The 
temperature was over ninety. Her hair was sticking to the back of 
her neck. She thought of Ian, who no matter what the 


circumstances always looked so cool. 
Wouldn’t. Think. About. Ian. 


The noise pressed against her ears, an exotic, whirling 
cacophony of horns honking, vendors shouting, cell phones 


ringing, and someone yelling over it all, “Move it, lame-o!” 
Oh. That voice was not so exotic. It was Dan. 
“Russian spy at two o’clock and gaining!” he hissed. 


Irina hadn’t seen them yet. She was too busy looking for them. 


She prowled along the opposite side, peering into shop windows. 


Amy pulled Dan into a café. Men sat at tables, drinking tea and 
having murmured conversations or reading newspapers. Tourists 
sat with their guidebooks over glasses of juice. As Amy squeezed 
past, her bulging backpack slammed against a burly gentleman 


sitting with a glass of mint tea. The tea spilled on his white suit. 


Every eye in the café turned to Amy. The clackety-clack of a 
backgammon game stopped. She felt her face turn bright red. She 
hated being the center of attention at any time, and especially 


when she’d done something clumsy. 

“S-s-sorry!” Amy stammered. Her stutter came out when she 
was nervous, and she hated it. She tried to mop up the mess. 

“It’s fine, young lady, do not worry.” The man smiled kindly at 
her and waved to the waiter. “It is just tea.” 


On the walls, heavy antique mirrors reflected the scene. Amy 


saw her own red face, her fluttering hands, the eyes of the 


patrons ... and the door opening. Even the tourist attire and 
white plastic sunglasses couldn’t disguise the way Irina soldier- 
marched into the café, as if she were inspecting everyone in it for 


demerits. 


And in exactly three seconds, her gaze would land on them. 


CHARTER 


The fat man stood up, giving them cover for an instant. Dan 
grabbed the chance. He dodged behind a thick curtain, pulling 
Amy after him. 


They found themselves in a short hallway that led to a side 


door. They dashed outside. 


Now they were in an even smaller alley that snaked behind the 
shops. They knew Irina would be out there in a matter of seconds. 
They dodged a cart piled high with crates and a surprised man 
sleeping in the sun. Seeing a back door to a shop, they ran 
through it into a storeroom. It was dark and dusty, and Dan 


started to wheeze. 
“Use your inhaler,” Amy said. 


“It’s ... in ... Nellie’s ... carry-on,” Dan got out. He hated this 
feeling. As though someone were squeezing his lungs. It 


happened at the worst times. 
“Good place for it. Come on.” 


Amy quickly led Dan out of the dusty storeroom and into the 
store. It was bright and airy, with spangled belly dancing 


costumes hanging from the ceiling. 


“Welcome! You are looking for lovely costume? I’ll give you a 


deal!” 
“Not my color! But thanks!” Dan called as he ran out. 


Down another twisting street, then another. Finally, Amy 


ordered a halt. 
“We lost her.” 
“For now.” Dan grabbed her elbow. “Amy, look.” 
Only a few feet away, they saw a sign: saKHET 


In the dramatically red-curtained window, a statue stood alone. 


Blue stone, with a lion’s head, standing tall and proud. 


Amy and Dan looked at each other. Without a word, they 
pushed into the shop. 


They made a beeline for the Sakhet statue. It was obviously 
very old. The surface was worn and one of the lion’s ears had 


cracked off. 


The shop owner hurried forward, a thin, eager man in black 
pants and a white shirt. “You are interested? She is beautiful. 
Authentic, not a replica. Once owned by Napoleon,” the man 


went on. “You have an excellent eye.” 


“Napoleon? Isn’t that an Italian pastry?” Dan asked. “Sort of 
gooey inside?” 

Amy rolled her eyes. “You’re the one with goo — for brains. 
Napoleon was the French emperor. Remember, he conquered the 
world? We saw a picture of him in the Lucian stronghold back in 
Paris? He’s a Cahill. One of our ancestors.” 

The Lucian branch of the Cahill family had a strategic sense 


that was amazing. Of course, their powers had dwindled down to 


the petty, nasty deeds of Ian and Natalie Kabra and the crazy 


Russian Irina Spasky. 


“If he’d picked out this Sakhet, it could be important,” Dan 


said. 
“It can’t be this easy,” Amy said. 


“Why not, when everything else has been so hard?” Dan 


pointed out. 


The shopkeeper raised his voice, trying to get them back again. 
“I see you are fascinated. Yes, Napoleon owned many treasures. 
Some went back to France, some stayed here.” He put his hand 
on the statue and caressed it. “Are your parents with you? [ll 


give you the best price. I have the premier shop in Cairo.” 


“No, thanks,” Dan said. Back home, he was a collector. He 
knew the best way to bargain was to pretend you didn’t care. 
“Come on, Amy. Let’s keep looking. Why would Napoleon have 
stuff in Egypt, anyway?” 

“Napoleon invaded Egypt in 1798,” Amy said. 

“Ah, the young lady knows her history. I would be so proud if 


this statue came into her brilliant hands. Here.” He gave her the 


statue. 


It felt strange to touch something so old. Something Napoleon 
had touched. Every so often she got a deep thrill from a sense of 
her own DNA linking like a chain down a line leading to a bunch 


of extraordinary people. Napoleon! 
“Only two thousand,” he said. 
Amy jumped. “Two thousand dollars?” 


“For you, fifteen hundred. Someone from the Cairo Museum is 


interested in this piece. He is coming back at four o’clock.” 


“I doubt that, Abdul.” 


Amy turned. She’d noticed the tall, blond stranger browsing at 
the other part of the store. She hadn’t noticed him draw closer. 
He was in his twenties, dressed in a T-shirt, khaki shorts, and 


sandals. His eyes were vivid green next to his tan. 


“Unless he’s looking for a trinket for his key ring,” he said in a 


British accent. 


He plucked the Sakhet from her hands. “I'd date this piece at ... 
maybe 2007?” 


“Really, Theo, you are mistaken,” the shopkeeper said, smiling 


uneasily. “This is authentic, I assure you—” 


“Assurances aside, I think you’re trying to take these two 
youngsters for a ride on the fake artifact express,” the man named 
Theo said. 

“He said Napoleon had owned it,” Dan said. 

“Maybe,” Theo said. “Joe Napoleon down the street runs a 
great Italian restaurant.” 

“I told you Napoleon was Italian,” Dan said scornfully to Amy. 

“Actually, he was born in Corsica,” Theo said. “Would you kids 
like to see the rest of the shop?” 

“No need,” Abdul said quickly. “I see I don’t have what you 
want. Perhaps next door you'll find what you’re looking for. It’s 
time for my tea break, so ...” 

Theo strode past him and pushed open a heavy curtain. At a 
long table, several workers were hunched over. Amy stood on 


tiptoe as the shop owner tried to block her view. The workers 


were using wire brushes and sandpaper on a row of statues 


similar to the Sakhet. They were sanding and brushing them in 


order to make them look old. 
Abdul shrugged. “Hey, it’s a living.” 
“No harm, no foul,” Theo said. 


Just then Dan grabbed Amy’s arm. Peering through the window 


and shading her eyes was Irina. 
Theo had noticed their alarm. “Who’s that? Your mother?” 
“Someone on our tour. She’s a total pain,” Amy said. 


“Always following us,” Dan said. “Is there another way out of 
here?” 

“One thing you should know about me,” Theo said. “I always 
know the back way.” 

The brass bell on the front door jangled as they pushed through 


the curtain and made their escape. 


This time it was easier. All they had to do was follow Theo. He 
moved quickly and expertly through the maze of narrow alleys. 
Finally, they stopped to rest near the arched entrance to the 
market. 

“I think you’re safe,” Theo said. “Can I get you a taxi back to 
your hotel?” 

“We lost our au pair,” Dan said. “We’d better find her. Uh, 
where are we?” 

“Let’s start with this. Where did you leave her?” 

Amy frowned. “By some spices?” 

“Okay, that narrows it down somewhat. Can you remember 


anything else?” 


Dan closed his eyes. “A yellow sign with maroon letters in 
Arabic. Three rows of spice baskets, nuts in green buckets. 
Shopkeeper with mustache and a mole on his left cheek. Next 
door was a fruit stall, thin guy in a red hat yelling, 


‘Pomegranates!”” 
Theo cocked an eyebrow at Amy. “Is he always like this?” 
“Constantly.” 


Again they followed Theo through the market, keeping a 


careful eye out for Irina. 


“Do you live here?” Amy asked him as they weaved through 


the crowds. 


“Went to university in England but came back and haven’t left 


since.” 
“You sure know your way around,” Amy said. 


“T used to be a tour guide,” Theo said. He smiled at her, and 


Amy suddenly realized that he was seriously good-looking. 


A fuming Nellie stood outside the stall where they’d left her. A 
string bag stuffed full of packages swung from her wrist. Dan’s 
duffel was at her feet, and her own bag, plus the nylon tote they’d 
borrowed from Alistair, was piled on top. Saladin the cat meowed 


woefully in his cat carrier. She advanced on them furiously. 


“Where have you been? I thought you were kidnapped!” 
Suddenly, Nellie caught sight of Theo. She stopped short. She 
gave Theo a long look, from the top of his blond head to his 
suntanned toes. “Well, hel-lo, Indiana Jones,” she purred in a 
voice just like Saladin made when he caught sight of a filet of red 


snapper in his food bowl. 


Since they’d left her, Nellie had gone shopping. Over her black 
T-shirt was a gauzy lavender fabric that she’d wound around her 
body to make a tunic. Black kohl now rimmed her eyes, and 
beaded bangles slid up her arm from wrist to elbow. Gold dusted 
her eyelids. She looked as though she were about to run off to a 


hip-hop harem. 
“Well, hello, Mary Poppins,” Theo replied with a grin. 


“How astute. I’m practically perfect in every way,” Nellie said. 


She stuck out her hand. “I’m Nellie Gomez.” 
“Theo Cotter.” 


Dan rolled his eyes as Nellie’s hand stayed in Theo’s longer 
than a handshake should take. Did Nellie actually blush? He 
didn’t think she was capable of it. 


“Theo saved us from buying an ancient priceless artifact that 


was made yesterday,” Amy said. 


Theo shrugged. “Unfortunately, you happened to stumble into 
one of the worst tourist traps around. I can show you some of the 


more authentic shops if you’d like,” he said, his eyes on Nellie. 


“That would be amazing,” Nellie said, as if Theo had just 


offered to show her the secrets of the universe. 


“I think we’d better get to our hotel,” Amy said. Theo seemed 
okay, but why should they trust him? Besides, they didn’t have 
time to waste. Before they’d left Seoul, they’d found a frequent- 
traveler’s card in Alistair’s bedroom. Dan had pocketed it and 
they’d used it at the airport to book a room at a hotel called the 
Excelsior. Amy was anxious to check in and figure out their next 


step. This was all happening too fast. 


Theo took a couple of Nellie’s bags from her. “You’re interested 
in Napoleon, right?” he said to Amy. “Did you know that when he 
invaded Egypt he brought scholars and archaeologists and artists 


with him to study the country?” 
Well, isn’t that sooo Lucian of him, Dan thought. 


“The house where his scholars lived is a museum now. I know 


the curator there.” 


Uh-oh, Dan thought. As soon as his sister heard the word 
museum, she started to salivate. It was like waving a double-fudge 


brownie in front of her face. 


“Is it nearby?” Amy asked eagerly. Maybe she should rethink 
this. If the house was still there, they might be able to find 


something to lead them to a Clue. 


“Nothing is too far in Cairo,” Theo said. “Sennari House. It’s 
just over on Haret Monge.” 

“Right. We knew that,” Dan said. 

“Come on, Pll get us a taxi.” 

Theo turned and led the way to the frenzy of a downtown 
street. If there were lanes on the wide street, Dan couldn’t see 
them. Cars slithered into tiny spaces, cut off trucks, accelerated at 
red lights, and tailgated buses, all to a symphony of horn blowing 
and yelling. Amy, Dan, and Nellie exchanged glances. They 
couldn’t imagine how to find a taxi in the melee. 

Theo stepped calmly out into the street, held up a hand, and a 
taxi skidded to a stop. 


“You see?” Nellie said in awe. “He is Indiana Jones.” 
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CHAPTER 1 


Amy and Dan Cahill forgot to look for bugs in London. 


They knew the drill. Arriving at a new hotel, they always had 
to scour their room for any listening devices or other top secret 
spy gear their enemies might have planted. They always checked 
for all possible exit routes and anything that could serve as a 
weapon, as well. Amy and Dan were only fourteen and eleven. 
But they’d developed the instincts of CIA pros. 


Arriving in London, though, Amy stumbled three steps into the 
hotel room and collapsed onto the bed. Dan wobbled past her to 
sprawl on the couch. He sat, then slipped backward, weighed 
down by his backpack. He looked like he’d been flattened. 


He has, Amy thought. We both have. Now that we know the truth. 
Now that we know how many lies we’ve been told all along, how 
many secrets were being kept from us, how much is expected of us ... 


Only the kids’ wild-haired au pair, Nellie Gomez, seemed to 
have enough energy left to keep standing. She even had enough 
energy to sway slightly to whatever crazy music she was listening 
to on her iPod as she tugged their duffel bag and cat carrier into 
the room. Dimly, Amy thought that she or Dan should have 
offered to help. But even carrying a duffel bag seemed beyond 
Amy right now. 

Nellie turned to shut the door. Then she, too, seemed to 
collapse. 

Did she faint? Amy wondered. 

Before Amy had time to do anything, Nellie was standing 
again. She hadn’t fainted. She’d just dipped down to the floor to 
pick up something Amy and Dan must have walked right over: a 
plain manila envelope. 

Nellie held the envelope in the air like a prize. 

“What do you think, kiddos?” she asked. “Wanna bet this is 
your next lead?” 


They’d been warned to expect one — coded, of course, in case 
any of their enemies intercepted it. Normally, the two siblings 
would have dashed to grab the envelope, raced to open it, 
scrambled to break the latest code. At the very least, they would 
have told Nellie that at their ages — and with the fate of the 
world depending upon them — they were way too old to be 
called “kiddos.” 


Now Amy just shrugged. 

Dan tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling. 

“Kiddos?” Nellie said in a puzzled voice. She popped out her 
iPod earbuds. “Didn’t you hear me?” 

Nellie flipped the envelope over. 

“Yep, addressed to Amy and Dan Cahill,” she said. “And Nellie 
Gomez. Wow. Now I really feel official. This must have been 
slipped under the door, waiting for us.” She held out the envelope 
toward the two siblings. “Who wants to do the honors?” 

Neither kid moved. 

Nellie shook the envelope at Amy and Dan. 

“Come on, guys,” she said. “It’s a lead.” She acted like they 
were as simple as Saladin the cat, always easily distracted with 


his favorite red snapper. “Don’t you want to see what this says? 
Somebody’s trying to help us!” 


“If somebody wanted to help us,” Amy retorted, “they would 
have just given us all the answers back in Jamaica.” 


She knew why they hadn’t, but it was too much to think about 
right now. 

“Or way back at the beginning,” Dan added. “At the funeral.” 

Just over a month ago, Amy and Dan had gotten a huge 
surprise after the death of their beloved grandmother Grace. 
They’d been among a select group of relatives given an odd offer 
in Grace’s will: They could have a million dollars apiece or a 
single Clue. 

Amy and Dan had picked the Clue. 


Since then, they’d been traipsing around the globe, scrambling 
to outsmart or outrun or simply avoid some of their least- 


charming relatives in the race to the final prize. They’d lost count 
of how many times someone had tried to kill them. 


When Amy wasn’t completely terrified, there had also been 
moments she’d absolutely loved. Learning that she was brave 
enough to jump off that roof in Vienna. Being the only team to 
figure out the Clue in Cairo. Flying to the top of Mount Everest. 


But only the day before, in Jamaica, Amy and Dan and Nellie 
had learned what the Clue hunt was really all about. Then the 
cruelty of it had sunk in on their long flight over the Atlantic. 
Before yesterday, they’d thought they were no different from the 
other teams — if you didn’t count being younger, poorer, 
orphaned, and less informed. They’d thought their goal, at least, 
was the same: Win. Beat everyone else to the final prize. 


But no, Amy thought bitterly. We’re younger, poorer, and more 
ignorant—and it’s not enough for us just to beat everyone else to the 
prize. For us to win, we also have to make everyone else forgive and 
forget five hundred years of backstabbing, in fighting, double-crossing 
and ... murder. 


How could anyone forgive or forget that? 
“Its impossible,” Amy muttered. 


“The lead?” Nellie said, a baffled look spreading across her 
face. “You haven’t even heard it yet.” 


“The whole clue hunt,” Dan corrected. “It’s useless. We can’t 
win. Not the way we’re supposed to. Why’d we even bother 
coming here?” He gestured toward the window. Since they were 
on the twelfth floor, all they could see was a patch of gray sky. “I 
hate London. Doesn’t it ever stop raining?” 


Amy had a flash of remembering Dan’s wild enthusiasm 
checking into another hotel, weeks ago, back in Egypt. He’d run 
around the room, delightedly calling out the names of every new 
object he discovered — “Stationery!” “Umbrella!” “Bible!” Amy 
felt guilty thinking about what the Clue hunt had done to that 
enthusiastic kid. It was like he’d turned into a grumpy old man 
about seventy years early. 


“Well ...” Nellie frowned uncertainly. For a moment, Amy 
thought she would say, You’re right, kiddos. It never stops raining in 


London, and this clue hunt is insane. I’m only twenty years old, and 
you aren’t even my real family. I’m going home. Now. Then she 
shook her head, her black-and-blond-dyed hair flaring out. “Look, 
kiddos. I promised your grandmother —” 


“She’s dead,” Dan said in the same old-before-his-time voice. 
“She’s dead, Lester’s dead, Irina’s dead....” 


Mom and Dad are dead, Amy finished in her head. Back in 
Jamaica, they’d counted all those deaths as reasons to complete 
the Clue hunt. Lester had been an innocent bystander, drawn into 
things only because he’d been willing to help. Irina was a former 
enemy who’d given her life to save Amy and Dan. And the 
children’s parents had gone to their deaths trying to save a single 
Clue from falling into the wrong hands. 


What did any of those deaths mean if Amy and Dan didn’t keep 
trying? 

But how could Amy and Dan keep trying when everything was 
impossible? 

Nellie looked from Amy to Dan as if she could read their minds. 


“Let’s take this one step at a time, okay?” she said quietly. “Just 
listen.” 


She tore open the envelope and began reading aloud: 


“Lest our hopes vanish into thin air at the crack of doom, you 
must follow the longing of your heart of hearts. Can’t you see in 
your mind’s eye how everything can come full circle?” She 
looked up. “Does that make any sense to you? Some of the words 
are underlined — that might mean something.” 


She held out the note first to Amy, then to Dan: 


Lest our hopes vanish inte thin air 
at the crack of doom, You must follow 
the longing of your heart of hearts. 
Can't you see in Your mind's eye 


how everything can come full citcler 


Something tickled Amy’s mind, but she ignored it. 
Doesn’t matter, she thought. We can’t win. 
“It doesn’t mean anything to me,” Dan said bitterly. 


Mrrp, complained Saladin from his cat carrier. He sounded just 
as cranky as Dan. Nellie bent down to push the lever that set him 
free. 


“At least I can make the cat happy,” Nellie mumbled. 


But Saladin didn’t rub against her leg in thanks. He stiffened 
and growled low in his throat. And then he sprang straight 
toward the window. 


“Saladin!” Amy shouted. 


She glanced quickly to see if the window was open — it was, 
but there was a screen. Saladin, mid-leap, hissed at it. No, he was 
hissing at something beyond the screen, perched on the window 
ledge outside. 


It was a monkey. 


Amy blinked. And then, in spite of everything, she grinned. The 
monkey reminded her of one of her favorite books set in London: 
The Little Princess, where a monkey homesick for India climbed 
across the rooftops to visit a lonely girl who was also homesick 
for India. And then the monkey led to her finding a new family, 
even though her parents were dead.... 

Amy’s grin faded. 

Fiction, she told herself. Something else that isn’t true. 

Anyhow, this monkey wasn’t carrying treats. He was baring his 
teeth at Saladin, slamming his hand against the screen. He must 
have had something sharp in his hand — just his claws? Or a 
knife? — because the screen split. The monkey sprang over 
Saladin, dropping to the floor. And then in three quick bounds, he 
was at Nellie’s side. He leaped up and snatched the paper from 
her hand. 

“No! That’s ours!” Nellie yelled. 


She dived for the monkey, trying to snatch the paper back. But 
the monkey darted away. 


“Tl get him!” Dan called. 


He jumped up from the couch. He must have forgotten he still 
had his backpack on because he just fell forward, missing the 
monkey by a mile. The monkey skittered sideways toward Amy. 

“PIL try!” Amy hollered. 


She scrambled up and darted to the right. The monkey darted 
to the left. 

Saladin jumped down from the windowsill, as if he thought he 
and Amy could corner the monkey together. The monkey easily 
sprang past them. 

He turned around once he reached the windowsill again. He 
grinned and nodded up and down, making a kee-kee-kee sound. 

“Is that monkey laughing at us?” Nellie demanded, outraged. 
She rushed toward the windowsill. 

The monkey only laughed harder. Then, just as Nellie reached 
for him, he tossed a coinlike object into the room and plunged 
out the window. 

He was gone. 


With their only lead. 


CHAPTER 2 


Dan picked up the coin. It was some sort of thick metal, stamped 
with a fancy script “K” on each side. 





A “K.” Of course. 
“The Kabras,” Dan said darkly. 


The Kabras had become Dan and Amy’s worst enemies in the 
Clue hunt. They were filthy rich — and pure evil. 


“Of course they even have their own trained monkey to do 
their bidding,” Amy said bleakly. 


“They probably have their own private zoo,” Dan muttered. 


He rushed to the window, getting there just a few steps ahead 
of Amy. The monkey was several stories below them now. He had 
the paper rolled up in his teeth and was climbing down a rope 
suspended from the roof. While Dan, Amy, and Nellie watched, 
the monkey reached the ground and scrambled across the 
sidewalk. Then a pair of hands reached out of a waiting limo and 
scooped up the monkey. The door shut; the black limo sped away. 


“Those were Isabel Kabra’s hands,” Amy said. She pronounced 
the name carefully, as if every syllable hurt. 


It does, Dan thought. 


He didn’t ask how Amy thought she could recognize Isabel’s 
hands from twelve stories up. Isabel had murdered Amy and 
Dan’s parents. She’d tried to murder Amy and Dan themselves 
back in Indonesia, and threatened them with death in Australia 
and South Africa. Then there were all those times she’d sent her 
nasty children, Ian and Natalie, to attack them. Back in Korea, the 


Kabra kids had tried to leave Amy and Dan to die in a collapsed 
cave. 


When someone has been so incredibly cruel and awful to you 
sO many times, you develop a sixth sense about them. You know 
when they’re around. 


Dan was just as certain as Amy that those had been Isabel’s 
hands. 


Dan turned away from his sister because he couldn’t stand 
seeing the agony on her face. He wished he could run after Isabel, 
beat her up, throw her in jail, take back everything she’d taken 
from them. But he was an eleven-year-old kid. He didn’t have 
much to work with. The best he could do was to hock up a huge 
glob of phlegm and spit it out the window. He aimed precisely 
toward the speeding limo. 

“Dan!” Nellie exclaimed. 

“What?” Dan said innocently. “She’s evil. Getting spit on her 
limo — that’s the least she deserves.” 

Dan could tell Nellie was trying not to laugh. The advantage of 
having an au pair who was only twenty was that sometimes she 
thought and acted like a kid herself. But then she put on a stern 
face. 

“T just don’t think your aim is that good,” Nellie said. “Not at 
this distance.” 

“Oh, yeah?” Dan said. He was glad of the distraction. He thrust 
the “K” coin into Nellie’s hand. “Throw that out the window, 
anywhere you want. I promise, I’ll hit it on the first try.” 

Before Dan had a chance to really prove his spitting ability, he 
felt a tugging behind him. Now what? Was someone trying to 
steal his backpack? Right off his back? 

Dan whirled around. It was only Amy. 

“What are you doing?” he said. 

“We need to check the Internet,” she said. “Immediately.” 

Dan’s eyes met his sister’s. Sometimes he wondered how they 


could be related. She was shy; he was a chatterbox. She liked 
books and quiet libraries; he liked noisy video games and any sort 


of joke that involved burping or farting. Still, there had been 
times — especially during this Clue hunt — when Dan felt like he 
and Amy were practically the same person, thinking the same 
thought at the exact same time. 


Now was one of those times. 


“Right,” Dan said. He lowered the backpack so Amy could get 
the laptop out faster. She handed him the cord. He plugged it into 
the wall while she plugged the other end into the computer. 
While they waited for the laptop to fire up, she gave him a pen 
and a piece of hotel stationery from the desk. 


“What are you two doing?” Nellie asked as Dan began writing 
on the paper. 


“We’re figuring out the lead,” Amy said. “I have a hunch, but I 
want to check it out online.” 


“T thought you were giving up,” Nellie said. “I thought you said 
you couldn’t win.” 


Dan looked at Amy and went back to writing. He’d let her 
explain. 


“T still don’t think we can win,” Amy said. “Not the way the 
Madrigals want.” 


Once she would have said that word — Madrigals — with the 
same kind of fear and disgust she reserved for Isabel Kabra. But in 
Jamaica, Dan and Amy had found out that the Madrigals were 
really the good guys. 


The way-too-good guys, Dan thought. The ones who think we can 
end this all holding hands and singing “Kumbaya” around a campfire 
someplace. They’re nuts! 


“You agreed with everything the Madrigals wanted in 
Jamaica,” Nellie said. “So did I.” 


“Yeah,” Amy said. She sounded distracted. The computer had 
booted up now, and she was logging on to the Internet. “It just 
doesn’t seem possible. But if we can’t win the Madrigal way, the 
least we can do is make sure the Kabras don’t win instead.” 


Dan looked up from his paper. “Can you imagine letting Isabel 
Kabra take over the world?” he asked. 


The words hung in the quiet hotel room. This, finally, was 
something Dan could hold on to. Everything the Madrigals 
wanted was too big and slippery: peace, love, forgiveness.... Dan 
hadn’t even been able to keep those goals in his mind during a 
single uneventful plane ride. He would never be able to look 
Isabel Kabra right in the eye and say, “I forgive you.” But keeping 
her from winning the Clue hunt, stopping her from gaining 
ultimate power, preventing her from being able to cause even 
more unforgivable deaths ... that would be close enough, 
wouldn’t it? 


It would have to be. That was the best that Dan could hope for. 


The rain kept falling outside, harder now. The room stayed 
gray. Nellie was shaking her head, her expression grim. 


Then Nellie, irreverent as ever, grinned. She lifted the “K” coin 
Dan had given her toward her mouth. 


“And now we have yet another game-changing turnover,” she 
said, as if she were some sort of sports announcer and the “K” 
coin was her microphone. “For those of you scoring at home, the 
evil Kabras may think they just surged ahead, but their little 
monkey business has backfired. They seem to have completely 
reenergized the scrappy Cahill kids, who are just seconds away 
from figuring out their latest lead, thanks to Dan’s photographic 
memory and Amy’s amazing research skills.” 


Dan finished writing the exact replica of the note the monkey 
had stolen. (Exact, that is, except for Dan’s sloppier printing.) He 
did indeed have a photographic memory, which had already 
saved them many times during the Clue hunt. He was sure he’d 
gotten everything right, even the underlining. He handed the 
paper to Amy and turned to Nellie. 


“Nellie,” he said, almost scolding her, “this isn’t a game.” 


Nellie watched Dan and Amy bent over the computer together. 
She had no doubt that in a few moments they’d turn around with 
some brilliant deduction. And then they’d announce that they 
needed to depart immediately for some dramatic location. 


Personally, Nellie was hoping for Stonehenge. She’d always 
wanted to see that. But maybe not on this trip — Nellie wouldn’t 


want to have to explain to some proper British authority why her 
two charges were rappelling down such a major landmark. That’s 
how these Clue hunt adventures often turned out. 


It had been amazing — and a little scary—to watch the 
transformation in Amy and Dan over the course of the past 
month. Nellie tried to remember what she herself had been like at 
eleven or fourteen. Eleven was the summer she’d done nothing 
but hang out at the local swimming pool, right? And fourteen was 
the year she’d gotten her nose pierced. 


And ... that was the year Dan and Amy’s grandmother had 
entered Nellie’s life. Not directly—Nellie didn’t meet Grace until 
later. But opportunities had begun falling into Nellie’s lap the 
year she started high school. For a kung fu “scholarship.” For 
flying lessons. For more advanced classes than she’d signed up for 
at school, with demanding new teachers who seemed to care way 
too much about a certain girl with a pierced nose and 
multicolored hair sitting at the back of the room. 


It had taken Nellie a long time to figure out where all those 
opportunities came from. But now Nellie saw that Grace had 
changed her life completely. 


And Grace was one of the good Cahills, Nellie thought. What 
could someone like Isabel Kabra do to people like me if she’s in 
charge? 


Nellie fingered the “K” coin Dan had handed her. It had seemed 
just like a coin toss — random luck — that Grace had chosen 
Nellie to be Amy and Dan’s au pair. But in Jamaica, Nellie had 
found out that her family had been linked to the Cahills for 
generations. In her own way, Nellie had been as fated to take part 
in the Clue hunt as Amy and Dan. 

And, in Jamaica, Nellie had accepted that fate. 

Nellie kept fingering the “K” coin. And then she wasn’t thinking 
about families or fate. She was thinking about the coin, which 
didn’t exactly seem like a coin anymore. It had a thin line that 
went all the way around the edge. A crack maybe? 

Nellie forced her thumbnail into the crack. Under pressure, the 
“coin” popped open, revealing a miniature electronic network 


inside. 
Just then Amy whirled around in her chair. 
“T’ve got it!” she said. “The answer is —” 


Nellie dived toward Amy. She clapped her hand over Amy’s 
mouth. 


“Don’t say it!” Nellie commanded. “We’ve been”— with the 
hand that wasn’t on Amy’s mouth, she flicked miniature wires out 
of the faux coin — “bugged!” 


In the limo a block away, Isabel Kabra leaned forward, intent on 
the headset piping an uncultured girl’s words into her ears: 
“We’ve been —” 


Static. Nothing but static. The audio link was gone. 


So they discovered the listening device. So what? It had been 
overkill anyhow. Isabel had the Cahill children’s lead, and she 
had vastly more resources than they did for figuring it out. She 
had vastly more of everything that mattered than they ever 
would. 


This was just ... annoying. 


Isabel almost frowned — no, don’t do that. Remember? Frown 
lines? There’s only so much that Botox can do. Those brats aren’t 
worth getting wrinkles. 


They really weren’t worth noticing, but just in case, she 
mentally sorted through everything she’d heard, checking for any 
significance at all in those pathetic children’s pathetic 
conversation. 


“You agreed with everything the Madrigals wanted in Jamaica” ... 
“If we can’t win the Madrigal way ...” This meant they’d joined 
forces with the Madrigals, the shadowy ne’er-do-wells who had 
been the bane of Isabel’s family’s existence for centuries. Ah, 
well. In Isabel’s experience, loyalties were nothing more than 
opportunities for betrayal. 


Isabel mentally fast-forwarded to something the boy had said: 
“Can you imagine letting Isabel Kabra take over the world?” 


Isabel let herself smile, even though smiles were nearly as 
likely to cause wrinkles as frowns. 


Yes. She could imagine that. She could imagine it perfectly: the 
power, the glory, the rightness of it. Isabel Kabra was superior to 
everyone else in the world. When she won the Clue hunt, 
everybody would finally see that. She would rule, and everyone 
on the planet would obey. 


They would obey — or they would die. Exactly as they 
deserved. 


Amy and Dan Cahill certainly deserved to die. 


Isabel’s smile widened. She was almost grateful to those brats 
for managing to stay alive so long. This way, she could think of 
even crueler ways to kill them. 


“Mummy?” Isabel’s eleven-year-old daughter, Natalie, half 
whined from the opposing seat in the limo. “You look a little 
scary right now.” 


Isabel realized she was still holding the disgusting monkey. 


“Here,” Isabel said, thrusting the nasty creature into her 
daughter’s lap. “You and Ian take the paper out of his mouth and 
figure out what it means. Justify your superior abilities and 
education for once in your life.” 


Isabel had trained her children well — the girl cringed away 
from the monkey, instinctively knowing that monkey hair would 
look horrible on her haute couture black dress. And fourteen- 
year-old Ian looked nauseated at the thought of potentially 
exposing himself to monkey spittle. These instincts would serve 
Ian and Natalie well someday, if they ever became the heads of 
the Kabra empire — after long decades of Isabel’s astute rule, of 
course. But right now, Isabel’s children were mere underlings, 
and she couldn’t have them failing to obey a direct order. 


“Whatever happened to, ‘Yes, Mum. Whatever you say, Mum’?” 
Isabel demanded. “When did you stop obeying instantly?” 


Ian mumbled something Isabel couldn’t quite catch. 
“What’s that you say?” Isabel asked. “Speak up!” 


“W-we —” Was Ian stammering? Ian, whom she’d trained to be 
smooth and suave, who’d known how to wear a tuxedo properly 
since he was three? He cleared his throat and managed to get the 
words out: “We haven’t stopped obeying. We just think first 
now.” 


Isabel slapped the boy. 


CHAPTER 3 


Amy lined up listening devices on the desk. After Nellie had 
destroyed the Kabra bug, the Cahill kids had belatedly searched 
the entire hotel room, as they should have from the very 
beginning. They’d found three more bugs: an ingeniously tiny one 
inside a lamp; an elegant one on a picture frame that Amy had 
originally thought was part of the artwork; and, under the bed, a 
rather crude one that looked like it might have been built by a 
football player with thick fingers. 

“Ekat,” Amy said, pointing at the ingenious one. 

“Janus,” Dan said, pointing at the artistic one. 

“Tomas,” Nellie said, pointing at the crude one and rolling her 
eyes. 

“And the Kabra one was Lucian, so that’s everybody,” Amy 
said. 

They were naming off branches of the Cahill family—the other 
branches searching for the Clues. Each branch was descended 
from one of the four feuding children of Gideon and Olivia Cahill: 
Katherine, Jane, Thomas, and Luke. Only the Madrigals—Amy 
and Dan’s branch — knew that there’d also been a fifth sibling 
born after the family fell apart: Madeleine. 

My ancestor, Amy thought. 

It was nice to know where she fit. She’d been longing for that 
knowledge ever since the Clue hunt began. 

But do I really fit if I don’t try to do what the Madrigals want? she 
wondered. 


Dan shoved the three bugs a little closer together on the desk. 
He raised his fist above them, ready to smash them all in one 
blow. 


“Three, two, one ...” he counted down dramatically. 


At the very last minute before his hand hit the bugs, Amy 
grabbed his wrist. 


“What are you doing?” he asked, trying to jerk away from her. 
“Are you nuts?” 


“T have to talk to you,” Amy said. She gestured toward the 
bathroom and pulled on his wrist. Dan frowned but followed 
along. Nellie pointed to herself and raised her eyebrows as if to 
ask, “Me, too?” 

Amy nodded. 


In the bathroom, Amy turned on the faucets in the sink and the 
bathtub full blast. Together, they made a sound like a waterfall. 
Nellie and Dan had to lean in close to hear what Amy was saying. 
There was no danger her words would be picked up by any bug. 

“If we’re just trying to make sure the Kabras don’t win, should 
we throw some help to the other teams? Let them know our 
lead?” she asked. “And ... doesn’t that fit with what the Madrigals 
want us to do?” 

“Are you kidding?” Dan said. “You want to just give away our 
hard work?” 

“What if you share your answers and then, I don’t know, the 
horrible Holts end up ruling the world?” Nellie asked. 

The Holts were the Tomas representatives: Eisenhower and 
Mary-Todd Holt and their three kids — Hamilton, Reagan, and 
Madison. 

“Hamilton’s not so bad,” Dan said. 

“Okay, but Eisenhower?” Nellie said. 

Eisenhower Holt was a muscle-bound, knuckle-headed buffoon. 

And he was there when Mom and Dad died, Amy thought. She 
clenched her fists, as if that could smash the Holts’ clumsily made 
bug. 

“Uncle Alistair can be okay,” Dan offered. “He hasn’t betrayed 
us ... recently.” 

Alistair Oh, an Ekat, had teamed up with them more than 


anyone else. But he’d also double-crossed them again and again. 
Then, during a horrifying fire on an Indonesian island, he’d made 


sure that they got to safety before him. He’d even seemed willing 
to sacrifice his life for theirs. Was that enough to redeem him? 


He lied to us in China after that, Amy thought. And he was also 
there when Mom and Dad died. He didn’t start the fire that killed 
them, but ... he didn’t save them, either. 


“How do you know the Ekat bug is Alistair’s, not Bae Oh’s?” 
Nellie asked, making a face. 


Bae Oh was Alistair’s uncle and a completely unpleasant old 
man. He would have let Amy and Dan die in Egypt if Nellie 
hadn’t rescued them. 


Amy’s fists clenched tighter. The Ekat bug would have to be 
destroyed, too. 


“So that leaves the Janus,” Nellie said. “You want to tip off 
Jonah Wizard? Want to let him add ‘king of the world’ to all his 
other titles?” 


Jonah Wizard was already an international hip-hop star, 
bestselling pop-up book author, and Pez dispenser model. The 
only thing bigger than his fame was his ego. 

Amy waited for Dan to defend Jonah so she could squash his 


arguments flat. Dan had kind of bonded with Jonah in China. But 
Dan just got a stunned look on his face. 


“Whoa,” he said. “Are you sure Jonah’s still on the hunt? When 
was the last time we saw him looking for a clue?” 

“He wasn’t in Tibet. Or the Bahamas. Or Jamaica,” Nellie 
mused. “Could the great Jonah Wizard actually have given up?” 

“There’s a bug out there that has ‘Janus’ written all over it,” 
Amy pointed out. 

“Maybe Cora Wizard is doing her own dirty work now,” Nellie 
said. 

Cora Wizard. Jonah’s mother. Amy could barely remember ever 
meeting the woman. No, wait. She could. 

That night, Amy thought. I saw her there the night our parents 
died, too. 

Amy had to grip the counter. She felt the blood drain from her 
face. 


“We can’t let Cora Wizard win,” she whispered. 


Nellie and Dan looked at her. Both of them seemed to 
understand instantly. 


“So that’s it. You can’t trust any of the other teams,” Nellie 
said. “Not really. Not all together.” 


“Duh,” Dan said. “We knew that a month ago.” 


Amy blinked back something that might have been tears. She 
hoped Nellie and Dan would just think it was steam from the sink 
and bathtub faucets running full blast. 


“Then how do the Madrigals possibly think we can—” she 
began. 


“Power,” Dan said. “We have to win. And then—then maybe 
we'll have enough power to knock everyone else into shape.” 


For a moment he looked like a miniature Napoleon, plotting 
world domination. Then he was Dan again, gleefully darting out 
of the bathroom. 


“We'll stomp on the bugs,” he called back over his shoulder. 
“Come on — we'll each do one. I call first dibs!” 


Amy and Nellie looked at each other and shrugged. Then they 
raced after him. Together, all three of them swept the bugs from 
the desk and began jumping up and down, crunching the 
electronic devices beneath their feet. 


Two men sat in a darkened room. One had a beaked nose and a 
dour expression. The other was dressed all in gray and had 
headphones over his ears. The first man, William McIntyre, kept 
looking expectantly at the other and asking, “Can you hear them 
now? Now?” 


Finally the man in gray, Fiske Cahill, pushed the headphones 
back. 


“They are figuring out the lead,” he said. “They are proceeding 
with the hunt. But ... they have destroyed all the bugs.” 


Mr. McIntyre was silent for a moment. 
“Except ours,” he finally said. 


“We had the advantage of having ours built into the wall,” 
Fiske said. “They are staying in a Madrigal room. One we 
arranged for them.” He winced. 


“You don’t feel right about eavesdropping on them,” Mr. 
McIntyre said, interpreting the other man’s wince. 


“There is much that I don’t feel right about in this clue hunt,” 
Fiske said. “We are gambling on children. We are gambling with 
their lives.” 


“Doesn’t every generation gamble on the next?” Mr. McIntyre 
asked. 


Fiske made a barking sound that was much too bitter to be a 
laugh. “Says a man who chose never to have children,” he said. 
“But ... I made the same choice.” He stared bleakly at the wall. 
“Something else to regret,” he murmured. 


Mr. McIntyre started to lift his hand, as if he might pat Fiske’s 
shoulder. But William McIntyre wasn’t the type to give 
comforting pats. He lowered his hand. 


“I thought you’d become more optimistic,” Mr. McIntyre said. 
“You’re wearing gray now instead of all black.” 


“Its dark gray,” Fiske said. “Allowing only a little hope ...” He 
tapped his fingers on the table. “I wish we could know what 
they’re thinking. Why they decided to destroy the bugs but 
continue the hunt. They must have been discussing it somehow.” 
He pictured scribbled notes being passed back and forth, or a 
whispered conversation in a closet while the water ran in the 
bathroom, masking the sounds for the bugs. Knowing Amy and 
Dan and Nellie, he suspected they’d made it fun. Fiske himself 
hadn’t had much familiarity with fun. 


“They know the fate of the world depends on reuniting the 
entire Cahill family,” Mr. McIntyre said. 


“Is that enough?” Fiske asked. “Should we have given them 
exact details, spelled out precise consequences — told them 
everything?” 

Mr. McIntyre pushed back from the table. “How much of a 
burden can two children take?” he asked. He sat in gloomy 
silence for a moment, then added, “You could just ask them what 


they’re thinking. After all, they’ve told us their clues. We’ve told 
them ours. They know we’re on their side.” 


“Yes, but ... don’t you see how this clue hunt has taught them 
to lie?” Fiske asked. “Taught them to be suspicious of everyone?” 


Mr. McIntyre frowned. 
“They know we’re in this together,” he said. 


“And that’s why we’re sitting in a safe, dark room, while 
they’re about to head out into danger?” Fiske asked. “Danger that 
we’re going to make worse?” 


“And the solution is” — Amy paused dramatically — “William 
Shakespeare.” 


Dan blinked. 


“Okay, Amy, I know you’ve read, like, every book ever written. 
And you know a lot more about words and writers than I do,” he 
said. “But how do you get from ‘thin air’ and ‘crack of doom’ and 
‘heart of hearts’ and all that other stuff to William Shakespeare?” 


“Because he’s the one who made up those expressions,” Amy 
said. “Look.” She brushed aside the debris of the destroyed bugs 
and pulled out the chair to sit down at the computer. She touched 
a key, and the screensaver disappeared, replaced by the site Amy 
had been looking at before they’d discovered the first bug. “This 
is a list of all the words and expressions Shakespeare coined. ‘Into 
thin air,’ ‘crack of doom,’ ‘heart of hearts,’ ‘mind’s eye,’ ‘come full 
circle’ — all the underlined phrases are on this list.” 


Dan watched as Amy scrolled through the words and phrases. 
There were hundreds of them. 


“Sheesh, did the English language even exist before 
Shakespeare?” Nellie asked. “‘Bated breath,’ ‘gossip,’ ‘leapfrog,’ 
‘mimic’ ...” 

“Aw, come on. Nobody ever uses a lot of these,” Dan said. 
“Have you ever in your life said something ‘beggars all 
description’?” 

“Some of these sound a little weird now,” Amy admitted. “But 
here’s a word you use all the time, Dan.” 


She let the cursor rest on a single glowing word: puke. 

“Shakespeare made up the word puke?” Dan asked. 

“Yep,” Amy said. 

“Well, then ... I guess he kind of knew what he was doing,” 
Dan said. 


Dan wasn’t about to admit it to Amy, but he’d always regarded 
puke as pretty much the perfect word. It sounded exactly like 
what it was. 

“And how about ...” Amy was scouring the list for other good 
words. 

Dan wasn’t in the mood for a language lesson. He liked it better 
when the Clue hunt pointed to swordsmen and kung fu experts. 

“Okay, okay, [ll take your word for it.” He wanted to say, 
“Whatever,” but he was afraid Shakespeare might have made up 
that word, too. “Now that we know our next clue has something 
to do with William Shakespeare, what are we going to do about 
it?” he asked. 

Just then the hotel phone rang. 

All three of them jumped, then Nellie reached over and 
answered it. She listened for a moment, then put her hand over 
the receiver. 

“Its the hotel’s concierge service,” she said. “They want to 
know if we’d like them to get tickets for us to any attractions. Or” 
— she raised her eyebrows significantly — “theatrical 
productions.” 

Amy beamed. 

“Oh, no,” Dan moaned. “No!” 

“What’s playing at the Globe?” Amy asked eagerly. 

“T am not going to a Shakespeare play!” Dan protested. 

Nellie ignored him. 

“Yes, I'd like three tickets ...” she said into the phone. She 
finished making the arrangements and hung up, a dreamy look in 
her eye. 


“Its Romeo and Juliet,” she told Amy. “Romeo and Juliet, in 
London, where Shakespeare wrote it, performed at the Globe, just 
like it was originally done....” 


Amy’s expression turned just as awestruck and dreamy as 
Nellie’s. 


“Amazing,” she whispered. 


“Torture,” Dan muttered. “Cruel and unusual punishment. 
Worse than those poisonous snakes and spiders in Australia. 
Worse than almost being chopped up into lollipops in China. This 
has got to be the worst thing we’ve had to do yet!” 

But nobody was listening. 


As far as he knew. 


CHAPTER 4 


Ian Kabra tiptoed across the cold marble floor. He was related to 
just about every notable spy in the last five hundred years. He 
himself had been trained in subterfuge practically since birth. But 
this was the one place he’d never suspected he’d have to employ 
his stealth skills: his own home. 


Somewhere high overhead — on the third floor of the Kabra 
mansion, or possibly the fourth — a beam creaked. Ian froze. 


It’s an old house, he told himself. It makes sounds like that all the 
time. Doesn’t it? 


Normally, Ian wouldn’t have even paid attention. But normally, 
he wasn’t breaking into the one wing of the house that had 
always been off-limits to him and Natalie. The wing where all the 
Kabra family secrets were stored. 


Ian’s eyes darted about, looking for the first glimmer of telltale 
light coming toward him. He rehearsed excuses in his head: Why, 
no, Mum, Dad, how could you ever think that I would be out of bed 
tonight doing something wrong? Or sneaky and underhanded? I’m just 
... getting a drink of water. Yes, that’s it. I was thirsty, and I thought 
the water would taste better down here than near my bedroom. 
Haven’t you always taught me I deserve the very best of everything? 
How could you think that I would be here because ... because I don’t 
trust you anymore? 


No light flashed at him. No accusing parent — or suspicious 
servant — leered out at him. He took a deep, silent breath and 
began inching forward again. No matter how carefully he 
stepped, he could hear a soft tssk-tssk with every brush of his 
socked feet across the floor. 


What will happen if they catch me? Is this worth the risk? 


“T just want to know the truth,” Ian whispered, so desperate 
that his lips actually formed the words, his vocal cords actually 


pushed out small bursts of sound. He froze again, but nothing 
happened. 


Truth ... 


Ian had always been taught that truth was a very flexible thing. 
His mother could smile brightly at another woman and say so 
charmingly, “Oh, that dress is just perfect for you. Wherever did 
you get it?” And then behind the woman’s back she’d go on for 
hours about how such a hideous, shapeless old hag could not 
possibly have picked an outfit any more repulsive than that one. 
Or — Ian had heard both of his parents, at different times on the 
phone, talking to business associates and assuring them, “Why, 
yes, of course, we have your best interests at heart ...” — and 
then hanging up, telling a subordinate, “Close down that factory. 
It’s worthless.” Or, “Sell that stock. Every last share.” 


But that’s just how they treat losers. Outsiders. People who aren’t 
Lucians like us. 


He remembered how his mother had treated Irina Spasky, 
who’d been loyal until almost the very end of her life. 


She wasn’t a Kabra. Mum and Dad have a code of conduct—the 
Kabras are the only ones that matter. It’s just their way. Yes, they can 
be ruthless with everyone else, but really, they’re doing it for their 
family. For Natalie and me. 


Was that why his mother had slapped him earlier that day? 
Why she seemed not to care anymore if Ian or Natalie lived or 
died, as long as she won the Clue hunt? Why she’d had Natalie on 
the verge of tears for, oh, weeks, now? Ian had always found his 
little sister a bit annoying, but lately he’d actually felt sorry for 
her, watching her try so hard to please their mother, who’d 
become completely impossible to please. 


What changed? Ian wondered. What happened? Is it really just 
that we’re ... losing? 


Ian was reaching for a doorknob now. Willing his hands to stay 
steady, he slipped an old-fashioned skeleton key from the pocket 
of his silk pajamas and slid it into the lock. His parents had 
ordered that he be trained to pick locks so he could steal 
information, if necessary, from business rivals, family enemies, 


international spies. He’d never expected to become so confused 
about who his enemies really were. 


It’s time to find out, Ian told himself coldly. 

Just then the lock clicked. One twist of his wrist, and the door 
sprang open. 

With a glance over his shoulder, Ian stepped into the secret 
wing and pulled the door shut behind him. 


Jonah Wizard gave a final wave to the fans crowding around his 
limo and slid into his seat. His driver shut the car door firmly 
behind him and pushed dozens of girls out of his way getting 
back around to the front of the car. 


“Youre so hot, Jonah!” one of the girls yelled, kissing the 
window as the car pulled away. She left a smear of lipstick across 
the glass. 


Jonah stared at the lipstick. He’d asked his father to schedule 
this concert in London at the last minute. He’d sung and danced 
his heart out for the past three hours. He’d even added a surprise 
encore at the end. The crowd and the screams and the excitement 
were his reward, exactly what he needed right now: proof that his 
fans loved him. Proof that he deserved that love. 


So why did he keep thinking that the smear of lipstick looked 
like blood? 


Because of the clue hunt, Jonah told himself. Because if my fans 
only knew what I almost did ... If they knew what my mother expects 
me to do ... If I did it... 


Jonah had been thinking like this since China: in incomplete 
sentences. He couldn’t form a complete thought because that 
would mean he had to make an impossible decision. An 
irreversible decision, one Jonah would have to live with for the 
rest of his life. 


“Good show.” Jonah’s dad, Broderick, spoke from the opposite 
corner of the limo seat. He was doing calculations on his ever- 
present BlackBerry. “Ninety thousand people at seventy-five 
pounds per head, minus overhead, that’s a take of ...” 


Jonah shoved at the BlackBerry, almost knocking it out of his 
father’s hands. 


“Oh, money,” Jonah said, his voice cracking. He reminded 
himself to at least try to sound normal. “Yo, don’t you care about 
anything except the Benjamins?” 


“Elizabeths, in this case,” Broderick said. 

Jonah stared at him blankly. 

“Queen Elizabeth?” Broderick said. “On the British pound?” 
“Oh,” Jonah said. “Yeah. But ...” 

And he’d arrived at another incomplete sentence. 


What does Dad think I should do? How much does he know, 
anyhow? Jonah wondered. What does he want for me? Just more 
money? Or... 


Jonah couldn’t even bear to think the question. 


Everything had always come so easily for Jonah. The first time 
he’d picked up a musical instrument — a child-size guitar — he’d 
been able to play “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” by ear. (He’d 
written about that in his pop-up book Twinkle, Twinkle, Li'l 
Gangsta.) Even in the early stages of the Clue hunt, things had 
just fallen his way. He was a Janus; it was no big deal to sing, 
tour, record, blog, Tweet, promote, and find Clues on the side. 
He’d had to do a few crazy stunts — stretch a little — but, hey, 
things worked out. He already ruled the music world. Winning 
the Clue hunt and conquering the rest of the world just seemed 
like the next step. 


Until China. 

In China, Jonah had come face-to-face with evil. 

Evil inside himself. 

He’d almost let Dan Cahill be sacrificed for the Clue hunt. He’d 
been so close to letting Dan die. Horrified, Jonah had quit. He 
remembered how relieved he’d felt in that moment, telling his 
mother he was done with hunting Clues, done with threatening 
his relatives, done with lying and keeping secrets. In that 
moment, he’d pictured the rest of his life as one long, happy 


concert, one great performance after another—fame and fortune 
without a single complication. 


But his mother had told him no. She’d said he couldn’t quit. 
She’d said — 


Broderick’s BlackBerry beeped, signaling an incoming text. He 
read it, then held out the BlackBerry for Jonah to see. 


“This is what your mother wants you to do tomorrow 
afternoon,” Broderick said. 


Jonah braced himself against the back of the seat. He narrowed 
his eyes to such tight slits he could barely read. He’d stayed away 
from his mom for the past several days. He’d ignored her 
messages. He’d let her think whatever she wanted. But was this 
it? The moment when he’d have to choose? 


He’d worked so hard to make his mother proud of him. He was 
Jonah Wizard, international star. Was tomorrow the day she’d 
also expect him to become Jonah Wizard, murderer? 


“Father-son bonding time!” Eisenhower Holt screamed at the top 
of his lungs. He gave his son, Hamilton, a punch in the gut that 
would have felled most grown men. But Hamilton had been on an 
Olympic-style training regimen since he was two. He merely 
grinned at his dad. 


Eisenhower was looking around at the spectacle before them. 
Down on the field, men in red-and-white uniforms were chasing a 
swiftly rolling ball. In the stadium around them, thousands of 
people rose and cheered, moving almost as one. 


“Brits!” Eisenhower yelled. “The best soccer fans in the 
universe!” 


“We call it football around here, bozo,” a voice growled behind 
them. 


Eisenhower and Hamilton both turned around. Eisenhower Holt 
was six foot five, and Hamilton was nearly that tall. But the man 
behind towered over both of them. He was shirtless, revealing 
muscles that probably would have looked like rock if they hadn’t 
been covered — like his stony face — in red and white paint. 


Eisenhower grinned at the man. 


“Sure thing!” Eisenhower agreed. He gave the man a chest 
bump, his muscular chest hitting the other man’s like giant 
boulders crashing together. “Go, Manchester United!” 


It took a minute — stone moves slowly. But then the man 
grinned back at him. 


That’s my dad, Hamilton thought proudly. He knows how to 
handle any situation having to do with sports. 


Eisenhower and Hamilton turned around to watch the game 
again. 

“Dad,” Hamilton said after a few minutes. “You don’t mind too 
much, do you, that, um, we kind of lost our trail? In the clue 
hunt, I mean?” 


“We'll find it again,” Eisenhower said confidently. “We Holts 
specialize in come-from-behind victories.” 


Hamilton nodded, as he did any time his father imparted Holt 
family wisdom. Even when he didn’t quite believe it. 


That had been happening more and more lately. 


“Besides,” Eisenhower said. “Your mother needed time to buy 
new tracksuits for Reagan and Madison. The way those girls are 
growing — they might even end up taller than me!” He beamed 
proudly. “And how could I come to England without going to a 
soccer — er, football — game with my son?” 


“You couldn’t,” Hamilton agreed. 


The two of them watched the fancy footwork down on the field 
in silence for a moment. Before the Clue hunt, Hamilton would 
have savored one-on-one time like this with his dad. But 
something was nagging at him tonight. 


With the clue hunt ... Sure, I want to win as much as Dad does. But 
the way we’ve been trying to win ... 


Ever since South Africa, any time Hamilton closed his eyes, he 
pictured the same image: a man in a bowler hat—Alistair Oh— 
sweating. Sweating because Hamilton’s dad was threatening to 
kill him. 


Sometimes when Hamilton saw that, he imagined himself 
standing up to his father, yelling, “Dad, no! You can’t kill 


Alistair!” 
Sometimes he imagined Alistair dying. 


What had actually happened in South Africa was that Hamilton 
had intervened secretly, without his father knowing. Hamilton 
and Dan Cahill, working together, had saved Alistair’s life. 


I had to! Hamilton thought. That was my only choice! It doesn’t 
mean I betrayed my family! Reagan and Mom didn’t want Alistair to 
die, either! 

But that wasn’t the only time Hamilton had gone rogue. His 
father didn’t exactly know how often Hamilton had teamed up 
with Dan and Amy, how much Hamilton had tried to help them 
rather than his fellow Holts. 


Am I a traitor? Hamilton wondered. Or just ... doing the right 
thing? 

Before the Clue hunt, right and wrong had seemed so simple to 
Hamilton. Right was doing what his father wanted him to do. 
Wrong was everything else. Complexity was for football strategy, 
not ethical decisions. 

But what if ... when it came to the Clue hunt ... Hamilton’s dad 
had been wrong from the very beginning? 

Hamilton glanced at his dad again. 

“Dad,” he began, “do you ever think —” 

“Nope,” Eisenhower said quickly. “I try to do that as little as 
possible. Gets in the way of muscle development.” He laughed at 
his own joke. 

“Seriously ...” Hamilton tried again. 

“Seriously?” Eisenhower lowered his voice. He glanced around, 
as if to make sure that no one could overhear. “Seriously, Pl tell 
you something nobody else knows about me. I’m not very good at 
thinking. Never have been. But I want better things for you and 
the girls. That’s why winning this clue hunt is so important.” 

Hamilton gulped. Now how could he say what he was going to 
say? 

Eisenhower’s cell phone rang just then, cutting off the 
conversation. 


He lifted the phone to his ear. “Yes, sugarcakes?” he said into 
it. 

Several people nearby turned around, snickering. But Hamilton 
glared down all of them. There was nothing wrong with his 
parents using sticky-sweet terms of endearment with each other. 
Nothing. 


The other people quickly looked away. 


“Really?” Eisenhower said into the phone. Then he cheered, 
“Yahoo!” He put his hand over the phone and said to Hamilton, 
“Didn’t I tell you? The Holts are back in the game! Your mother 
and the girls found a lead!” 


He did a little victory dance, right on the spot. 
Evidently, Hamilton’s mother was still talking on the other end. 


“Okay, okay, you got a phone call, and ...” Eisenhower said. 
Then he almost dropped the phone. “We have to go where?” 


Ian Kabra sat in the midst of dozens of manila folders. He’d hoped 
that everything would be computerized in the Kabra secret wing. 
That way, he’d just have to decode a secret password, download 
everything to a flash drive, and then browse through the info in 
the privacy of his own room. He’d forgotten how paranoid his 
parents were about computer hackers. Having to sort through 
paper files meant he was completely vulnerable to being 
discovered. 


Ian sighed and resolutely picked up the next folder. Massacres 
authorized, betrayals approved ... thousands and thousands of 
people sent helplessly to their deaths by generation after 
generation of Ian’s family. 


Ian supposed that most people reading these files would be 
horrified. He supposed that whenever Mum and Dad planned to 
show him these files — when he turned eighteen, maybe? — his 
parents would expect him to be proud. The files around him 
recorded dazzling tales of power. Raw, throbbing power, wielded 
brilliantly, century after century. 


But Ian felt neither horror nor awe. He simply felt ... 
unsurprised. He’d always known that his family was both 


powerful and ruthless. It truly was the Lucian way. In his turn, 
Ian would be expected to act just like his ancestors. He’d already 
demonstrated — on his preschool playground, at those ridiculous 
Cahill family reunions in New England, in the Clue hunt as his 
parents’ emissary—that he was perfectly capable of living up to 
his Lucian heritage. 


What exactly was he questioning now? 


Ian realized that the folder he’d just picked up held a newer 
label: THE HOPE CAHILL AND ARTHUR TRENT SITUATION. 


Ian’s heartbeat quickened. He recognized those names. They 
were Amy and Dan Cahill’s parents, people who had died in an 
accidental fire years ago. 


Or maybe not so accidental. 


Ian quickly scanned the papers in the file. They were mostly 
letters. He could see the skill with which his parents had 
organized the other branches of Cahills — a Janus, Cora Wizard; 
an Ekat, Alistair Oh; and two Tomas, Eisenhower and Mary-Todd 
Holt—to confront Hope Cahill and Arthur Trent about Clues 
they’d gathered, advantages they’d gained. It was brilliant the 
way Isabel and Vikram Kabra had drawn sworn enemies together 
for a common goal. 

But the confrontation itself had gone badly. Isabel Kabra had 
struck a match, intending to force Hope and Arthur to play by her 
rules. 

And ... Hope Cahill and Arthur Trent had died rather than give 
Isabel Kabra the total power she wanted. 

Ian felt the papers slip from his grasp. 

My mother caused the deaths of Amy and Dan’s parents, he 
thought, horror finally catching up with him. Another wave of 
horror hit him with his next thought: Do Amy and Dan know? 

Ian thought about the way Amy had smiled up at him back in 
Korea, the way she’d let him flirt with her, the way she’d blushed 
and stammered over his suave overtures. She couldn’t possibly 
have known the truth then. 


And afterward? 


Certainly Amy—and Dan—had been a bit cold to him since 
Korea, but he’d mostly thought that was because he himself had 
betrayed them, making it look like he was leaving them to die. 
Not that they were really ever in any danger. (Were they? Would 
he have cared if they were? Was he any different from his 
mother?) 


Of course they know that’s just how things go on the clue hunt.... 


Unbidden, another memory came back to him, one that had 
been haunting him for weeks. One from the peak of Mount 
Everest. Ian had been falling, plunging toward certain death. 
Even though he’d paid an entire pack of Sherpas to get him safely 
up and down the mountain, Amy was the only one close enough 
to reach him. But she’d faced a choice: save the test tube of 
valuable Janus serum they’d all been searching for or save Ian. 


Ian had known, in the split second he’d had to think, that the 
logical, rational, likely thing for Amy to do was to choose the 
serum. It’s what Ian would have done in her place. The serum 
was priceless, possibly even irreplaceable. And Ian was just 
someone who’d said fake nice things to her and then betrayed 
her, more than once. 


But Amy had saved Ian and let the serum fall. 


Ian still couldn’t understand why she’d done that. It was so ... 
un-Lucian. Un-Cahill. 


Everyone had been so bundled up then, with every inch of skin 
covered against the brutal Everest cold. So Ian couldn’t see the 
expression on Amy’s face at that moment; he couldn’t gauge what 
she was thinking. But he’d looked into her eyes. And her eyes had 
been ... knowing. 


She knew then that my mother caused her parents’ death. And she 
still saved me. 
This made everything even more incomprehensible. 


Ian picked up the Hope Cahill/Arthur Trent file again. Maybe 
he’d missed something. Maybe his mother had tried to make up 
for Amy and Dan’s parents dying. 


The file held both documents leading up to the fire and a flurry 
of letters sent afterward. It wasn’t hard for Ian to piece everything 


together. As soon as the flames grew out of control, the non- 
Lucians panicked. None of them seemed to have understood that 
Isabel wanted Hope and Arthur to die. Alistair Oh, Cora Wizard, 
and Mary-Todd Holt had all, eventually, called 911. Eisenhower 
Holt had grabbed a neighbor’s garden hose and aimed it at the 
blaze. 


And Vikram and Isabel Kabra had masterminded a cover-up, 
trying to hide all evidence of their involvement. 


“They felt guilty,” Ian whispered to himself. “Otherwise, why 
would they sound so defensive?” 


It was cold comfort, grasping at straws to convince himself his 
parents weren’t really that bad. 


Ian turned over the second-to-last piece of paper in the file and 
was surprised to find that the last sheet had nothing to do with 
the deaths of Hope Cahill and Arthur Trent. Rather, it was a 
report his mother had written about the death of Irina Spasky. 


“She completely betrayed us,” his mother wrote. “She 
disobeyed a direct order from me and went to rescue Alistair Oh 
and Amy and Dan Cahill when I told her they had to be 
eliminated....” 


Eliminated. Just a few weeks ago, his mother had tried, in cold 
blood, to murder Alistair and Amy and Dan. Not by mistake, not 
as collateral damage, but intentionally. Ian scanned the entire 
document. The murder attempt wasn’t even a bargaining chip, 
something threatened in exchange for her actual goal. It was 
carefully planned — a goal in and of itself. 


And Irina had died in the others’ place. 

“When I saw what Irina was doing, I could have gone back and 
rescued her,” Isabel had written. “But why bother?” 

So cold. A woman’s life dismissed in three words. 

It wasn’t that Ian had had any great sentimental attachment to 
Irina Spasky. She’d threatened to use her poison fingernails a few 
too many times to be close or cuddly with anyone. But there’d 


been a moment years ago when Ian was little, when she’d said to 
him quite wistfully, “Do you suppose you could call me Auntie 


Irina? You’re the same age now as another little boy I once 
knew....” 


She’d covered her mouth immediately with her hands, as if she 
hadn’t actually meant to say that. And Ian had certainly never 
called her Auntie. With his parents’ encouragement, he had 
treated her like a servant, slightly beneath his notice. But she had 
served his family faithfully for years. Even Irina Spasky didn’t 
deserve to be left to her death with the words Why bother? 


Furrowing his brow, Ian flipped back and forth between the 
papers describing the three deaths. Something was different. The 
faint hint of remorse that came across in the earlier papers was 
completely missing in connection to Irina Spasky. It was like his 
mother wasn’t even capable of remorse anymore — not remorse 
or guilt or doubt or loyalty to anyone but herself. 

Why not? Ian wondered. 

Something rattled across the room, and Ian froze. Quickly, he 
extinguished the small reading light he’d been using. In the 
sudden darkness he felt blind. He didn’t know if he should leap 
up and hide or if it was wiser not to move, to stay as silent as 
possible. 


It’s just a noise outside in the Kabra family zoo, Ian told himself. 
Probably that blasted monkey Mum insisted on using today. 


The rattle sounded again, and Ian could no longer pretend that 
it wasn’t the doorknob to the secret wing. Before he had a chance 
to move, the door swung open and the beam of a flashlight 
caught him right in the face. 


Someone gasped. It was a gasp Ian recognized. 
“Natalie?” Ian said. 


“Tan?” his sister whispered. She dropped the flashlight, and the 
beam of light swung crazily around the room. 


Ian scooped up the flashlight and pointed it directly toward the 
ground, confining the light to a narrow space. 


“No — no — don’t let it show through the windows,” he said 
frantically. 


Now Natalie gulped. 


“What are you doing here, Ian?” she asked in a small voice. 
Ian thought fast. 


“Mum and Dad wanted me to pick up some files for them,” he 
said. “They trust me in here. Because I’m older than you.” 


“You’re lying,” Natalie said, almost offhandedly. “If Mum and 
Dad knew you were in here, why would you be so worried about 
the light showing?” 


Ian had forgotten that Natalie had gone through all the same 
logic and analysis training classes that he had. He waited for her 
to say, “I’m telling,” so he could say, “I’m telling first.” And then 
he could figure out how to negotiate her silence. 


But Natalie said nothing. She just sniffed. 


It was funny—just that one sniff made Ian determined that 
Natalie would never have to find out what he’d just learned about 
their parents. He never wanted her reading about how Irina 
Spasky had died. 


“Go back to bed,” Ian said. “There’s nothing to look at here.” 


“There are secrets here,” Natalie said stubbornly. 
“Explanations.” 


She looked up at her big brother. 


“You don’t trust them, either, do you?” she said. “That’s why 
we're both here.” 

Ian sighed. Sometimes Natalie was too smart for her own good. 

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Just think about the next 
Prada bag Mum will buy you.” 

“No,” Natalie said. “I have to know—what’s happened to her? 
Why is she being so mean? Mean all the time, even to us?” 

Ian shrugged helplessly. Keeping the beam of the flashlight 
low, he backed up slightly so Natalie wouldn’t see the mess of 
files on the floor. He accidentally backed into a desk, knocking 
himself off-kilter. He reached around and grabbed at the edge of 
the desk, but his fingers brushed something else. A ... test tube? 


Ian spun around and held it in the light. 





It was a test tube Ian had seen before, with oddly spelled words 
on it. Ian knew that the words themselves didn’t actually matter 
anymore. They were anagrams of instructions that Amy Cahill 
had followed weeks ago in Paris. She had risked her life to follow 
those instructions right before Ian had swooped in and stolen the 
test tube out of her hands. 


“So this is where Mum and Dad have been keeping the Lucian 
serum,” Natalie said, peering over his shoulder. “Wouldn’t you 
think they’d put it somewhere safer?” 


Ian shook the test tube, which was supposed to hold some of 
the most valuable liquid on the face of the earth. Maybe the most 
valuable liquid, period, since the Janus serum had been lost, and 
nobody knew what had happened to the Tomas serum, the Ekat 
serum, or the original master serum created by Gideon Cahill 
himself more than five hundred years ago. Ian was pretty sure the 
master serum was going to be the final prize in the Clue hunt; he 
could remember back in Paris, when he’d been so proud to have 
at least captured the Lucian serum. 


He’d been so ignorant then. 


“It doesn’t matter what happens to the test tube,” he told his 
sister. He turned it upside down. “See? It’s empty.” 


Natalie looked up at him with troubled eyes. 


“Then they drank it,” she whispered. “Just Mum, do you think? 
Or Mum and Dad both?” 


“Who cares?” Ian asked harshly. “Either way, no one saved any 
to share with us.” 


“That’s not fair,” Natalie said, a familiar whininess back in her 
voice. But this time it was whininess on Ian’s behalf. “You’re the 
one who found the serum. They should at least have shared it 
with you.” 

“We’re just servants to them,” Ian said. “Minions. Like” — he 
swallowed hard — “like Irina.” 


CHAPTER 5 


Dan felt cheated. 


Nellie and Amy had convinced him that he had to come to 
Romeo and Juliet because it would be a good place to look for a 
Clue. 


“It’s about feuding families,” Nellie had said. “Don’t you think 
that’s related?” 


Besides, the two had told him, the play would be exciting. 


“Back in Shakespeare’s day, theater wasn’t seen as high class 
and literary and all that,” Amy had said, practically reading the 
words right from the computer screen. “It was meant to appeal to 
common people. On the same level as the other big entertainment 
in Elizabethan London — bear baiting.” 


“What’s bear baiting?” Dan had asked. 
Amy had put her hands over Saladin’s ears before answering. 


“Oh, it was awful,” she said. “They’d chain up a bear and then 
let a bunch of other animals — usually dogs—attack. Everybody 
would watch to see if the bear killed the dogs or the dogs killed 
the bear.” 


“Sounds like Survivor,” Nellie said. Her face turned grim. “Or 
this clue hunt.” 


“Well, anyhow,” Amy said quickly. “There are sword fights in 
Romeo and Juliet. Two or three of them. You’ll love those.” 


So now Dan had been sitting in the Globe Theatre for what felt 
like hours, and he was bored out of his mind. Sure, there’d been a 
sword fight. One. But Dan had missed most of it because he was 
leaning over to Amy and asking, “Wait—what are they fighting 
about? Just because the one guy bit his thumb at the other guy? 
What’s wrong with that?” 


“It was a terrible insult in Shakespeare’s time,” Amy had 
explained. 


“Well, then—can I bite my thumb at Isabel Kabra the next time 
I see her?” 


Just then the sword fight had ended. And ever since, the play 
had mostly been people saying sappy things about love. 


Now the girl, Juliet, was standing on a balcony that jutted out 
above the stage. 


“O Romeo, Romeo,” she sighed. “Wherefore art thou Romeo?” 
Dan dug his elbow into Amy’s side. 


“What’s her problem — is she blind?” Dan asked. “Can’t she see 
that Romeo dude on the stage right below her?” 


“It’s supposed to be nighttime,” Amy whispered. “It’s dark, and 
he’s hiding.” 
“He’s not hiding very well,” Dan said. 
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“Anyhow, ‘wherefore’ means ‘why,’ not ‘where,’” Amy said. 


That was crazy. “Wherefore” sure sounded like it was supposed 
to mean “where.” Dan’s opinion of Shakespeare was sinking lower 
and lower. 


“But—” Dan began. 
“Shh,” Amy hissed. “I want to hear this.” 


She settled back, a dreamy look on her face. Beside her, Nellie 
looked every bit as rapt. 


Dan glanced around. It seemed like every single other person in 
the theater was staring up at Juliet with that same goofy 
expression that Amy and Nellie had. Even the people standing in 
the middle of the theater where there wasn’t a roof, where the 
rain was pouring right down on their heads. 


Amy had said that those people were called groundlings, and 
they didn’t have a roof over their heads because this theater was 
supposed to be historically accurate, as much like theaters back in 
Shakespeare’s time as possible. 


Dan thought that if he’d been standing in the rain watching a 


stupid play about love, he wouldn’t have minded a little historical 
inaccuracy to keep his head dry. 


Dan’s attention wandered further. He looked toward the top of 
the theater, three stories up. He and Amy and Nellie had seats off 
to the side, near the stage, so he had a good view of the ring of 
thatched roof that protected everyone who wasn’t a groundling. 
Amy had told him it was the only thatched roof in London — and 
it was allowed only because they’d used special flame-retardant 
thatch. 


The original Globe Theatre had burned to the ground. 


Another fire, Dan thought. Probably set by feuding Cahills even 
way back in the 1600s. 


Dan’s stomach churned. This had been happening to him ever 
since Jamaica, ever since he’d watched an innocent man die. Dan 
had gone into shock right afterward, but since then he’d worked 
very hard to convince Nellie and Amy he was back to normal. 


I am, Dan told himself. 


Except when he thought about Lester too much, or when he 
remembered how dangerous the Clue hunt was. Then his stomach 
churned and his vision blurred and his mind blanked and he 
wasn’t sure if he was going to throw up or faint or just start 
screaming and screaming and screaming.... 


Dan forced himself to focus very intently on the thatch. Maybe 
there was a Clue hidden up there and he would see it while Nellie 
and Amy were watching the play. 

A hand appeared in the section of thatch Dan was staring at. 

Dan jerked back and blinked hard. 


Was he hallucinating? Imagining Lester reaching up out of the 
quicksand all over again? 

Dan made himself look again. He wasn’t hallucinating. There 
was a hand holding on to the thatch. While Dan watched, a dark 
figure appeared behind the hand: Somebody was holding on and 
peering over the peak of the roof section directly opposite the 
stage. 


Two more dark-clad heads appeared beside the first. 


Dan tugged on Amy’s arm. He reminded himself not to act like 
he’d just thought he was hallucinating a dead man’s hand. 


“You didn’t tell me there were going to be ninjas!” he said 
excitedly. 


“What are you talking about? There aren’t ninjas in Romeo and 
Juliet!” Amy said. 


“Sure there are,” Dan said. “Look!” He pointed toward the back 
section of roof. “How soon until they rappel down onto the 
stage?” 

Amy looked up at the roof, too. 

“Oh, no,” she moaned. 


In the brief moment that Dan had looked away, the three ninja 
figures had begun pulling other clothes over their dark costumes. 
They were the same kind of clothes the people on the stage were 
wearing: old-fashioned dresses for two of them, and breeches and 
a tunic for the third. Then the ninjas began following the peak of 
the thatch around, toward the roof section that hung over the 
stage. 


“What are they looking for?” Amy muttered, because every few 
steps they plunged some sort of testing stick down into the 
thatch. 


The ninjas in Elizabethan clothing passed on to a section of 
roof that Amy and Dan couldn’t see because it was practically 
right overhead. Amy surprised Dan by diving over the people 
sitting in front of them. 


“Excuse me, excuse me, sorry to get in your way,” she said on 
her way down, as people gasped and grumbled. Only Amy would 
apologize in the middle of a dive. At the bottom, Amy did 
something like a flip and landed on her feet in the groundling 
section. 


“They’re pushing something down the drainpipe!” she hissed 
back to Dan. 


Dan glanced at Nellie — still, amazingly, staring raptly at 
Romeo and Juliet onstage. Then he imitated Amy’s dive and 
flipped into the groundlings. 


“What drainpipe?” he asked Amy. 
She pointed. 


A tube ran down along the side of the stage from the roof, 
painted to blend in with all the frilly stage decorations. Dan 
thought about telling Amy that it wouldn’t really work as a 
drainpipe because it’d been capped at the top. But the pseudo- 
ninjas had taken the cap off and were putting some sort of chain 
down the tube. 


“That’s a plumber’s snake,” Dan told Amy. “One of those things 
you use to clear out clogged —” 

A rolled-up paper popped out of the bottom of the tube. 

Amy dived for it. 

“That’s ours!” the breeches-clad ninja yelled down at her. 

“Too bad!” Dan yelled back. “It’s ours now!” 

The people around him turned and glared and made shushing 
noises, but Dan didn’t care. He was sure the paper was another 
lead. That was all he could think about. He didn’t even care 


which team the ninjas were from. They were still three stories up, 
on the roof. Dan and Amy had all the time in the world to escape. 

Then the breeches-clad ninja pulled out a rope. He staked one 
end of it in the roof and shinnied down it, straight toward Amy 
and Dan. 

Dan glanced around frantically. Back at their seats, Nellie had 
stopped watching the play and was watching them. She was 
white-faced and worried looking, gesturing wildly. 

“Go! Run!” she screamed, pointing toward the exit. “Pll meet 
you outside!” 

But the groundlings around Amy and Dan surged toward the 
ninja on the rope, angrily muttering things like, “That’s not 
supposed to happen in the balcony scene!” Dan was caught 
between a man’s large belly on one side and a woman’s dripping 
raincoat on the other. He couldn’t even see Nellie anymore. 

Amy grabbed his arm and pulled. 

“This way!” she screamed. 

There was only one way to escape: up. 


Onto the stage. 


Jonah had a bad seat at the Globe. 


Before the play started, he’d distracted himself from thinking 
about his mother’s plans by sending a text to his dad: 


Yo Can hardly see stage b/c column 
in way Make sure this never happens 
2 fans at my shows 


But his mother must have been intercepting his father’s 
messages because she was the one who texted back: 


U R not there to enjoy the play 


Jonah’s seat was in the section above Amy and Dan’s. They 
couldn’t see him, but he would be able to watch their every move 
when they left their seats. And then he would be able to ... 


Don’t think about it, Jonah told himself. 


The play started. The actors sang and laughed; the actors 
fought. Jonah stopped thinking of them as actors. He could 
almost believe that what he saw was real. The prince of the city 
came out and said anyone who started another fight would be put 
to death. 

Jonah started to sweat. 

And then he couldn’t hear anything else because the prince’s 
words kept echoing in his ears: “If ever you disturb our streets 
again/Your lives shall pay the forfeit of the peace ... On pain of 
death, all men depart.” 

Your lives shall pay ... Your lives shall pay ... On pain of death, 
depart ... 

Jonah didn’t depart. He sat there, numbly, until he saw Amy 
and Dan scramble down out of their section and grab something 
from the floor of the theater. 

Can’t I just tell Mom they were too far below me to attack? he 
wondered. 


His mother didn’t like excuses. 


A rope dangled off to the side, not far from Jonah’s seat. Jonah 
couldn’t have said if it had been there all along or not. But he 
squeezed his eyes shut and leaped for it. He planned to just climb 
down—dquickly, before anyone saw him — but the rope swung 
forward. Panicked, he let go. 


He landed on the stage. 


Before he had time to figure out what to do about that, 
somebody else landed right on top of him — somebody in a tunic 
and breeches over a ninja costume. Jonah didn’t even bother 
trying to make sense of it. He shoved the person away and stood 
up. 

The confused-looking ninja grabbed the rope again and started 
running toward the stairs to Juliet’s balcony. Jonah turned and 
saw that Amy and Dan were clambering up onto the stage off to 
the side. They froze when they saw Jonah. 


Mom thought they’d trust me again, but they don’t, Jonah thought 
bitterly. And now I’m onstage, in full view of everyone.... 


Jonah looked out at the audience. He had never known a 
moment of stage fright in his life: Audiences calmed him. He felt 
like he needed an audience right now — his fans, his millions and 
millions of homies. Romeo and Juliet aficionados weren’t his usual 
crowd, but in a pinch, they’d do. Only this audience was stirring 
about angrily and screaming, “Get off the stage!” and “Stop 
ruining Shakespeare!” 


This audience was also so much smaller than anything Jonah 
was used to. He could pick out individual faces. He could see 
Alistair Oh advancing toward the stage in the center, knocking 
people aside with his cane. He could see Isabel, Ian, and Natalie 
Kabra — the ruthless Lucians Jonah’s own mother wanted him to 
imitate — slicing through the crowd from the left. And the Holts 
had evidently been in the section past Jonah’s but in the highest 
seats. They were swarming down the wooden frame. 


Everybody’s here, Jonah thought weakly. 
Behind him, Juliet screamed. 


Jonah whirled around. He was glad of the distraction, glad he’d 
have another moment before he had to decide anything. He saw 


Juliet plunging off her balcony—she’d jumped to get away from 
the confused-looking ninja. 


“Catch me, you fool!” Juliet shrieked to Romeo. 


Romeo held out his arms and caught her awkwardly, but then 
he ad-libbed, “Uh, hark! What girl through yonder window 
breaks?” 


The entire audience — except for the advancing Clue hunters 
— began clapping and cheering. 


Jonah wanted that kind of applause. He always wanted 
applause — from his fans, from his parents, even from his single- 
minded Clue-hunting relatives. He looked back and forth between 
Amy and Dan and the audience, all his choices so clear before 
him. 

Why do I have to choose who loves me? he agonized. 

And then, just like that, Jonah knew what he had to do. 

He took a step forward. 


“This is for you, Mom,” he whispered. 


“Amy! This way!” Dan called. 


Amy shook off the paralysis that had hit her the minute she’d 
seen Jonah land on the stage. She dashed off behind Dan, onto 
the front part of the stage where the rain had blown in. She 
skidded on the wet wood. 


“Amy! Down here! Pll help you!” 


Amy saw that Alistair was out in the crowd, waving at her. 
Could she trust him? 


“Throw me that paper! Pll keep it safe!” Alistair called. “Then 
you can hold on to my cane — lIl help you down.” 


Don’t think so, Amy told herself. If Alistair cared so much about 
her safety, why had he asked for the paper first? 


She veered away from the front of the stage, her head whipping 
back and forth from watching out for Alistair, watching out for 
Jonah, and watching out for the pseudo-ninjas. Alistair was 
getting closer and closer to the stage. The ninja had tied the rope 
to the balcony so the other two costumed figures could climb 


down behind him. Now all three ninjas were rushing toward Dan 
and Amy. 

Amy put on a burst of speed. 

If only we can make it to the other side of the stage ... 

Dan must have had the same thought because he sped up at the 
same time. He was right in front of her. They were almost there, 
almost to safety.... 

Dan skidded to a halt. 

“What’s wrong?” Amy shrieked. 

Dan’s face was turning a sickly shade of green. He clutched his 
stomach. He reeled backward and barely managed to stay 
upright. 

“Is it—?” Amy began. Then she saw what Dan was staring at. 
Who he was staring at. 

“Kabras,” Dan whispered. 

Right at the edge of the stage — right where Dan and Amy had 
thought they would reach safety — Isabel Kabra was rising out of 
the crowd. Amy was close enough to see that the woman wasn’t 
really floating in midair. She was climbing over the backs of her 
own children, Ian and Natalie. 

In spike heels. 

That’s got to hurt, Amy thought. 

It was easier to think about shoes than to think about Isabel 
Kabra and everything she’d done. But Amy couldn’t hold back the 
horror. 

The last time we saw Isabel face-to-face, Lester died, Amy thought. 

Isabel hadn’t held his head underwater. Itd been her hired 
thugs chasing him.... 

Amy cast a quick glance over her shoulder, suddenly even more 
wotried about the bizarrely dressed ninjas. 

“Give us that paper!” the breeches-clad ninja growled. He was 
only a few steps away. 

On Amy’s other side, Isabel stepped from her children’s backs 
onto the stage. 


“Oh, no, I believe these are my victims,” Isabel purred. 


So the ninjas weren’t working for Isabel. That made Amy feel a 
little better. She could think more clearly now. 


She slipped the paper into Dan’s hand and whispered in his ear, 
“We'll have to divide up and distract them. Run! Pll go the other 
way, and they’ll chase me instead.” 


But Amy caught a glimpse of Isabel’s smug face — Isabel had 
seen what Amy did. And now Amy and Dan were both trapped 
between Isabel and the ninjas, with Alistair climbing up onto the 
stage to their right. 


Maybe if we dart toward the left, if we run backstage ... 

Just then Jonah stepped up on their left, blocking any chance 
they’d had of escaping in that direction. 

“Yo,” Jonah said. Oddly, he seemed to be addressing the entire 
audience, not just Amy and Dan. 

He slipped his arm around Dan’s shoulders. 

Odd way to try to steal the paper, Amy thought. Or—he wouldn’t 
try to strangle Dan, would he? Here in front of everyone? 


There was something desperate about the way Jonah was 
holding on to Dan. Even Isabel was watching Jonah as if she 
didn’t quite understand what he was about to do. 


Amy grabbed her brother’s arm and pulled him away. 


“Yo,” Jonah complained, turning toward Amy. “No. It’s not like 
that. I was thinking—” 


The breeches-clad ninja shoved at Jonah’s chest. Jonah was 
caught off balance. He flailed about wildly, knocking over a 
barrel at the edge of the stage. The barrel rolled into Isabel, 
knocking her off the stage. The barrel rolled after her. It hit the 
ground and exploded. 


The crowd shrieked and scattered, trying to dodge the flying 
debris. 

“Yo, that’s not—” Jonah began, as he tried to regain his 
balance. 

The ninjas shoved him again, knocking him back. Jonah’s 
windmilling arms hit Alistair as well. Both of them plunged into 


the angry audience. 


Amy grabbed Dan’s arm, ready to flee, but the mysterious 
ninjas surrounded them. 


But they just helped us! she told herself. Maybe they’re allies after 
all? 


Amy wanted to believe that. 


“Uh, thanks for getting rid of Jonah and Isabel, uh — 
Hamilton?” Amy guessed. 


Elizabethan ninja costumes weren’t the Holts’ style, and the 
ninja in breeches didn’t seem nearly big enough to be Hamilton. 
And the voice hadn’t sounded right. But the Holts were the only 
ones on the Clue hunt with two girls and a boy. 


“We’re not the Holt dolts!” the ninja growled. “They’re over 
there!” 


Amy looked and saw all the Holts swarming across the stage 
from the opposite side. The girls and Mary-Todd were in new- 
looking, shiny pink tracksuits. Hamilton and his dad were in 
Manchester United shirts. They were definitely the real Holts. 

“Who is that?” Hamilton yelled across the stage. “Who are they 
working for?” 


Amy thought it might be better to escape than to stick around 
and find out. But just then the breeches-clad ninja grabbed her 
arm, yanking her away from her brother. Both of the other ninjas 
grabbed Dan. 


Then Hamilton was there, grabbing the breeches-clad ninja and 
tugging at the ninja’s hood. 


“Pl find out!” Hamilton cried. He held firm, even as the ninja 
screamed, “No! Stop!” and tried to squirm away. 


Long auburn hair tumbled out of the ninja’s hood. 


Amy gawked. She’d read the expression “her eyes popped out 
of her head” dozens of times, but she’d never experienced it so 
completely before. 


“Sinead Starling?” she gasped. 


CHAPTER 6 


Hamilton Holt dropped the boy — er, girl — he’d just unmasked. 
Hamilton was quick on his feet. Put a football or a hockey stick in 
his hands, and people started using words like nimble and fleet- 
footed to describe him. In the Clue hunt, he’d discovered that, 
under pressure, his brain could be pretty nimble and quick, too. 


This wasn’t one of those times. 


Right now his eyes and ears were telling him that the kid he’d 
just dropped was his distant cousin Sinead Starling. But his brain 
couldn’t catch up. 


“No!” he protested. “You Starlings—you’ve been out of the race 
since Philadelphia. The second day. That explosion at the 
Franklin Institute ... you were going to have to be in the hospital 
for ages!” 


Hamilton felt a twinge of guilt—the Holts had been the ones 
who’d set off the Franklin Institute explosion. Hamilton’s own 
family had caused the Starling triplets’ injuries. But only by 
accident. 


Because we were trying to hurt Amy and Dan instead, Hamilton 
thought bitterly. He shook his head, trying to clear it. Nobody 
knows, he told himself. Nobody knows it was us. 


Sinead was sneering up at him. 


“We’re geniuses, remember?” she said. “Ted and Ned and I, 
lying in our hospital beds, we figured out new medical 
procedures to speed healing. And” — she smirked — “we read up 
on the clues, so we totally caught up in the clue hunt. I’d say 
we're probably even ahead. 


Wouldn’t you, Ted?” 
Hamilton was still having trouble accepting that Sinead had 


been the ninja in breeches. He squinted at the other two ninjas, 
who still had on dark masks. 


“Ted and Ned are the dudes in dresses?” he asked. “I don’t get 
it.” 

“You Neanderthal brain,” Sinead said, rolling her eyes. “Hello? 
It’s a disguise and an homage. Obviously you don’t know 
Shakespeare.” 

Hamilton didn’t. But the Clue hunt had taught him a lot about 
danger, and he could feel it around him now. If he stood here 
listening to Sinead, Jonah would be back up onstage, attacking 
again. Or Isabel would start carrying out some diabolical plan. Or 


Or Dan would be carried away. 


That was already happening. Even as she talked, Sinead had 
given some signal to her brothers, and they were carrying Dan 
toward the balcony. 


“Help!” Dan screamed. “Amy! Hamilton! Somebody!” 


“Pm on it!” Hamilton yelled, running after them. Amy was 
right behind him. 


Romeo blocked their path. 


“Begone!” the actor demanded. “Get thee off our stage! Let us 
finish our play, meet our intended fates....” 


Eisenhower Holt slammed into Romeo like a tank. 
“Your fate just changed, dude,” Hamilton muttered. 


Eisenhower took Romeo by the collar and hurled him toward 
the edge of the stage, where Isabel, Alistair, and Jonah were 
trying to climb back up. It was like watching an expert bowler 
pick up a nearly impossible split: As Romeo fell off the stage, he 
knocked all three Clue hunters back into the crowd. 


“Romeo!” Juliet shrieked. 
She jumped after him. 
The panicked crowd screamed louder. 


“Focus, Holts!” Eisenhower hollered like a coach at a halftime 
huddle. “No distractions! Don’t think about anything but the clue 
hunt!” 


Hamilton raced after Dan. The Starling boys had tied him to 
the balcony, several feet above the stage. Now they were reaching 
for the paper in Dan’s hand. Dan was doing his best to keep it 
away from them, even as he squirmed and fought against the 
ropes. 


Amy had managed to dodge Romeo and Eisenhower and reach 
the balcony ahead of Hamilton. She tugged on one of the Starling 
boys’ arms, but he just flicked her away. 


“Pathetic,” Sinead murmured behind Hamilton. “Who let those 
mouth breathers stay in the clue hunt so long? It’s a good thing 
we Starlings are back because the rest of you are losers!” 


Eisenhower Holt’s words still echoed in Hamilton’s mind: No 
distractions! Don’t think about anything but the clue hunt! 


Really, Hamilton only needed to grab Dan’s paper and take off. 
But Hamilton was already distracted. He couldn’t help seeing the 
pain and fear on Amy’s and Dan’s faces — and the hope that 
showed up any time either of them glanced toward Hamilton. 


Hamilton strode toward Ned and Ted and slammed their heads 
together. Then he slid one of the boys across the stage toward 
Sinead — just a variation on Dad’s_ bowling-with-people 
technique. Sinead toppled in exactly the right way so Hamilton 
could scoop her up in a tight grip. He hung her by the back of her 
breeches beside Dan on the balcony. 

“Show some respect for my buddy Dan-o,” Hamilton lectured 
Sinead, his face a few inches from hers. “Amy, too. You’ve missed 
a lot of this clue hunt, and things have changed. Amy and Dan, 
they’re, they’re—” He remembered a term his football coach back 
home liked to use. “They are worthy competitors. Got it?” 


“Ned!” Sinead gasped. “Ted! Plan B!” 

Barely bothering to look, Hamilton flailed out a fist in either 
direction — catching one Starling boy on the right jaw and the 
other on the left. Both crumpled to the ground. 

“Thanks, Ham!” Dan exploded. “Do you mind?” 

Hamilton skillfully picked the knot the Starling boys had tied 
around Dan and lowered him to the floor of the stage. 


“Okay, okay, get on with it!” Eisenhower screamed, even as he 
and the rest of the Holts guarded the edge of the stage. They 
shoved back everyone trying to climb up again. “Now grab the 
clue for Team Holt! Do it!” 


Automatically, Hamilton reached his arm over Dan’s shoulder. 
Dan belatedly tried to shift the paper from one hand to the other, 
to get it out of Hamilton’s reach. This was pointless: Hamilton 
had already grabbed the tattered page. He held it up in triumph. 

“All right!” Eisenhower hollered. 

At the same time, Dan peered up at Hamilton in astonishment. 


“Ham?” he said. He sounded ... betrayed. “I thought, well, 
since we helped each other out before ...” 


Hamilton froze. He looked back and forth between his jubilant 
dad and forlorn Dan. 

“Um,” Hamilton said. 

“Worthy competitors are still competitors!” Eisenhower jeered. 
“Sucker!” 


“Oh, yeah? And some competitors aren’t even worthy!” Sinead 
countered. 


She detached her breeches from the balcony and leaped for the 
paper in Hamilton’s hand. 


Hamilton could have moved. He had time. But his brain was 
slowing him down again. 


Team Holt, he thought. What does that really mean anymore? 
Beating up little kids — is that any way to win? What’s really going 
on here? 

Sinead ripped the page from his fingers. 


The rest of the Holts abandoned the edge of the stage to run 
and tackle her. And then other relatives piled on, too, each of 
them biting, kicking, scratching, screaming. Alistair Oh’s elbow 
was in Isabel Kabra’s ear, and her hand was in Sinead Starling’s 
mouth, and Sinead’s fingers were in Madison’s hair. 


And the paper itself was torn to shreds. 


CHAPTER 7 


“Amy! Let’s go!” Dan screamed. 

“No! The paper! We have to—” Amy pointed toward the pile of 
Cahill relatives flailing about on the stage. She looked like she 
was about to leap into the battle. 

Dan grabbed her arm. Now she was fighting him. 

How was he supposed to play this? 


“Let’s just go plan our strategy,” he said, in case any of the 
others could hear him. 


Amy flashed him a baffled look. 
He winked at her. 


Now Amy seemed completely confused. Dan looked around 
quickly to make sure no one was watching, then pulled her 
behind the stage curtain. 


“Dan, what are you doing?” Amy asked. “We’ve got to stay and 
fight —” 

Dan whispered in her ear, “No, we don’t. I kept part of the 
paper!” 

Amy jerked away, stared at him, and then pulled Dan deeper 
into the backstage area, farther from the other relatives. They 
ducked into a dimly lit room marked Props. Amy locked the door 
behind them. 


“We should be safe here,” she whispered. “Now, tell me — 
what do you mean?” 


“When Ned and Ted tied me to the balcony, I made sure I had 
both hands behind my back,” Dan said. “I knew they wouldn’t let 
me keep the paper, so I started tearing pieces off and stuffing 
them in my pockets.” 


“Dan — maybe that was a priceless document!” Amy protested. 
“Maybe it was an original page written by Shakespeare!” 


“And maybe I got enough of it that we can figure out the next 
lead!” Dan countered. 


Amy stopped arguing. 

Dan began pulling shreds of paper out of his pocket. 

“Well, it’s not an original written by Shakespeare — unless he 
used a typewriter,” Dan said, smoothing out the first one. 

Amy seemed to relax a little. 

“Shouldn’t we wait and look at this outside?” Dan asked. 

“No — we’ve got to see if you have enough or if we’ll need to 
go back and fight,” Amy said. It was so obvious that she was 
trying to be brave, battling the instinct to run. The swords and 
armor lining the wall cast scary shadows across her face. 

Dan quickly began assembling scraps. 


When they’d put everything they could together, Dan’s piece of 
the page read: 


A SONNET IN THE STYLE OF SHAKESPEARE 
You seek a Ciue? Be ye his kin? OF else 


A friend — “gest-known Madrigal 


upon-Avon,—there 


For this great man we sing was b here. 


“T tore off pieces from the top and the bottom both,” Dan said 
apologetically. “Because I started thinking about how, with a 
lead, usually the stuff at the bottom is the most important, and 
since I’d never looked at the paper, I didn’t really know which 
way was up.” He touched the solitary “b” in the last line. “Sorry I 
didn’t get the whole word there. You probably could have solved 
it then.” 


“T can solve it anyway!” Amy said. She beamed at him. 
“You can?” Dan asked. 


“Because guess where William Shakespeare was born?” Amy 
asked. 


“T don’t know, but I bet you’re going to tell me,” Dan said. 


“Stratford-upon-Avon, there,” Amy said, touching the words as 
she spoke them. 


“So you think that one missing word in the last line is born,” 
Dan said. Something like dread began to creep over him. “Oh, no, 
don’t tell me—” 


“That’s right, even though it was five hundred years ago, the 
house where Shakespeare was born is still there,” Amy said. “And 
we're going to go see it!” 


Alistair Oh hobbled into the Tate Modern museum of art. Alistair 
was no fan of modern art — in his opinion, it was proof that the 
Janus branch of the Cahills had gone insane. But the museum was 
practically next door to the Globe Theatre, and right now it was a 
good place to hide. Nobody would expect him to come here. 


Alistair tried to walk with his usual dignity, but that was 
difficult when the pocket of his cream-colored jacket flapped 
loose and he had blood caked on his cheek from the all-out family 
battle at the Globe. And — was that mud in his hair? 


All that, and he still hadn’t emerged with even one scrap of the 
paper. 

I’m too old for this, he thought, even though his uncle, Bae Oh, 
was much older and still every bit as obsessed with the Clue hunt 
as Alistair. 


Alistair ducked into a dark, empty alcove, which turned out to 
be a tiny screening room. 

Lunacy, Alistair thought. People nowadays think video is art? 

He eased himself down onto a bench and thought longingly of 
the museum his branch, the Ekats, had proudly maintained at 
their stronghold in Egypt. He’d always hoped that his own genius 
inventions would one day hold a place of honor there, amazing 


all visitors. But he’d been so focused on finding Clues over the 
years that all he’d ever really invented was the microwavable 
burrito. And, like so much else, many Ekat treasures from the 
museum had been stolen or destroyed during the Clue hunt. 


Treasures destroyed, hopes destroyed, lives destroyed ... does it ever 
end? he wondered, as images flickered and died on the wall 
before him. 

The juxtaposition of three words — hopes, lives, destroyed — 
brought a flash to his mind of the lively, charming Hope Cahill, 
murdered years ago. Amy looked more and more like her every 
time he saw her. 

I didn’t kill Hope, Alistair thought reflexively, as he’d been 
thinking for the past seven years. This time there was an echo to 
the thought: I’m still to blame.... 

Alistair closed his eyes, trying to shut out the pain. 

When he opened them again, he was surrounded. 

“You owe us!” a surly voice snarled. 


Creditors, Alistair thought. It was inevitable, with all the 
millions he’d wasted on the Clue hunt. 


Alistair blinked, and the people jostling against him turned out 
to be three teenagers who’d traded their Elizabethan-ninja 
costumes for jeans and T-shirts: Sinead, Ned, and Ted Starling. 

“I beg your pardon?” he asked, with politeness they didn’t 
deserve. 

“Youre an Ekat, we’re Ekats—you owe us some help with the 
clue hunt,” Sinead said. “Uncle Alistair.” 


That one word—uncle—made him wince. He could so clearly 
remember how he’d said that word to Bae Oh when he was a 
teenager ... before he knew that Bae Oh had had Alistair’s father 
killed over Clues. 


And he could remember how Amy and Dan had said that word 
early on in the Clue hunt. 


Back when they trusted him. 


Alistair shook his head, trying to clear it, trying to focus on the 
kids standing around him, not the ones who’d vanished again. 


“How did you know I was here?” Alistair asked. 

“Simple,” one of the boys—Ned? — said. “Except for the Kabra 
mansion, it was about the least likely place in London for you to 
go. So we looked here first.” 

Alistair had heard family gossip that Ned had earned a PhD at 
age ten but still couldn’t tie his shoes or talk sensibly about 
anything but quantum physics. Alistair didn’t really feel up to 
discussing quantum physics right now, so he turned away from 
Ned. 

“See, we know how you think,” Sinead purred. “We’re just like 
you.” 


I hope not, Alistair thought sadly. 

“T thought you said you were completely caught up in the clue 
hunt,” Alistair said. “Maybe even ahead.” 

“Of course that’s what we told them,” Ted said. “Our enemies.” 

“But with you, our fellow Ekat, it’s like we’re on the same 
team,” Sinead said ingratiatingly. She picked a little mud out of 
Alistair’s hair. “I’m sure if you share everything you’ve learned so 
far, we'll know lots more than anyone else.” 

She smiled, showing entirely too many teeth. 

A lifetime of work, searching for clues, Alistair thought. My life’s 
work, really. And they want me to just give it away? 

“No,” Alistair said. 

Sinead recoiled. 

“What—are you going to help those brats, Amy and Dan, 
instead?” she accused. “We know you’ve been helping them all 
along. How else would they have solved anything?” 


“Integrity,” Alistair said softly. “Courage. Intelligence. Daring. 
Hard work.” 
Sinead snorted. 


“Yeah, right. Them?” she asked. “Before this clue hunt, they 
weren’t even brave enough to cross the street alone. You expect 
me to believe they’ve gone all around the world on their own?” 


“They’ve ... grown up,” Alistair said, and was surprised that the 
words brought a pang to his heart. I could have been there for them 
all along, he thought. But I mostly wasn’t. 


Sinead seemed to remember she was trying to sweet-talk 
Alistair. 


“Well, anyhow,” she said. “This isn’t about them. It’s about us. 
The brilliant Ekats. Our parents always told us you were the 
smartest one of all.” 


She gazed at him, a worshipful expression — clearly fake — 
plastered across her face. She even batted her eyelashes a little. 
She was trying so hard. 


Like Alistair had always tried so hard. 
And done so much wrong. 
“Foolish,” Alistair murmured. “I’ve been so foolish.” 


“But — the microwavable burrito!” Sinead said. “You invented 
that! You made millions!” 


“Listen,” Alistair said. “Pll share some of the wisdom I’ve 
earned over the years.” 

All three teenagers leaned close. 

“When you near the end of your life ... when you’re a lonely 
old man ... you start realizing what your accomplishments are 
really worth,” he said. “The most brilliant clue I ever deciphered, 
the millions I earned — even the microwavable burrito itself — 
sometimes I think I’d be willing to trade all of it for a single hug 
from someone who truly loves me.” 


Sinead, Ted, and Ned froze for a moment. Then Sinead bounced 
up and rather gingerly put her arms around Alistair’s shoulders. 


“Oh, we love you, Uncle Alistair!” she said. 
Alistair pulled away. 
“No, you don’t,” he said. 


Alistair pushed the bench back and stood up. His legs were stiff 
and sore, but he wanted so much to be able to make a dignified 
exit. He started walking away. 


“Wait!” Ned cried. 


Alistair kept walking. 
“There’s something else you might want to know,” Sinead 
called after him. “We stole Bae Oh’s clues!” 


Alistair hesitated for a moment. And then, slowly, he turned 
back around. 


CHAPTER 8 


“AHHHHH!” Nellie screamed. 


“AHHHHH!” Dan screamed from his place beside her in the 
front seat of the car. 


“What is wrong with you two?” Amy asked from the backseat. 
She looked up from the pile of Shakespeare books she’d settled in 
with as soon as they’d pulled out of the rental-car lot toward 
Stratford. 


“I forgot ld have to drive on the wrong side of the road again!” 
Nellie said. “I mean, it’s the right side for them — er, the left side, 
that’s where they drive — but —” 


“DO YOU SEE THAT CAR?” Dan screamed. 
It seemed to be in their lane. 


“Swerve right?” Nellie muttered. “No — left. Right? Left? 
AHHHH!” 


At the last minute, she jerked the steering wheel to the left. She 
pulled off into the grass and sat there, shaking, while cars 
whizzed by them. 


“Tm not sure I can do this,” she said. 


“What?” Amy said in amazement. “Nellie—you already drove 
on the wrong side of the road before when we were in South 
Africa.” 


“You were awesome there, zigzagging all over the place!” Dan 
said. “Nellie, you’re the best driver.” 


This was true only if you defined best as most dangerous. Which 
Dan probably did. 


“Yeah, usually I am,” Nellie agreed. She wiped her hand across 
her forehead. Her fingertips came away sweaty. “But I don’t 
know, it’s weird. It’s, like, this is all real now. Back in South 
Africa, I kind of felt like I was just driving in a video game. But 


now—now I know what the clue hunt is for, and how much it 
matters. It’s like, whoa, responsibility.” 


“If you’d crashed us into another car in South Africa — or 
anywhere else — you would have been responsible for killing us,” 
Dan said. “Even when you didn’t know what the clue hunt was 
about.” 


“Thanks. That makes me feel so much better,” Nellie said 
sarcastically. She rubbed the snake nose ring she’d insisted on 
repairing before they left Jamaica. 


She made no move to pull back onto the road. 


Amy remembered how shaken Nellie had looked when they 
met up with her after sneaking out the back of the Globe. 

Does Nellie think this is all impossible now? Amy wondered. Is it 
just hitting her a day late? 

“We can’t let Isabel win, remember?” Amy reminded her. “Not 
Isabel ... or Eisenhower ... or Cora ... or Alistair ...” 

It was no accident that Amy named people who’d been there 
the night her parents died. 

Nellie clutched the steering wheel. 

“Youre right,” she said, resolutely setting her jaw. “I have to 
do this. Just — don’t watch, okay? It makes me nervous.” 

“PIL be reading,” Amy said quickly. 

“This is what long-life computer batteries are for,” Dan said, 
opening his laptop. 

Amy even stacked books next to Saladin’s cat carrier so he 
wouldn’t watch, either. 

At first Amy was very aware of the car’s motion. But then she 
lost herself reading about Shakespeare. She loved the man. In his 
writing he could be so funny, so wise, so ... human. 

And it was so clear that he was a Madrigal. 

He hadn’t been born rich and famous. The experts weren’t even 
sure his parents knew how to read and write. His father had had 
money problems when William was a teenager, and so experts 
thought William had probably dropped out of school. He 
definitely hadn’t been able to go to university. When he’d started 


out writing plays in London, some of the other writers had made 
fun of him for being uneducated. 


He was like Dan and me, Amy thought. An underdog. 


Then there’d been Shakespeare’s Lost Years, the time when he’d 
seemed to vanish from the historical record. 


Obviously he was off doing Madrigal business, Amy thought. 
Searching for clues, maybe negotiating with Lucians and Ekats, 
secretly keeping the balance of power between the branches. 


She and Dan had been in the Clue hunt for so long, it was like 
they barely had to glance at something to see the Cahill 
fingerprints all over history. 


“Oh, man!” Dan burst out from the front seat. “How could this 
dude be one of us? William Shakespeare — a Madrigal? No way!” 


Once again, Dan’s mind was running in a totally different 
direction from Amy’s. 


“Are you kidding?” Amy shrieked. The car swerved, then 
corrected itself. Amy looked sheepishly at Nellie. “Sorry, Nellie. 
Didn’t mean to distract you.” 

“S’okay,” Nellie said, staring fixedly at the road before them. 
“You can talk now that I’m on the highway. It’s much easier. No 
cars coming straight at me.” 

Amy turned her attention back to Dan. 

“Let me guess,” she said. “You think Shakespeare should have 
been a Janus because his writing was great art. Or — you’re 
jealous that Madrigals don’t have kung fu artists or mountain 
climbers or sword fighters as their famous ‘dude,’ like some of the 
other branches. Pretty much everybody says Shakespeare was the 
greatest writer ever. Isn’t that enough for you?” 

“Oh, come on,” Dan said. “He did all his work with a quill 
pen.” 

Amy could feel her head getting ready to explode. 

“But,” Dan went on, “I agree that Shakespeare was a great 
writer.” 

Everything Amy had planned to yell at him fizzled. 


“You ... you do?” she managed to say. 


“Oh, yeah,” Dan said. “Didn’t you see that list of Shakespeare 
insult stickers back at the Globe gift shop? That made me curious, 
so I’ve been checking out some things online. This dude really 
knew how to insult people. ‘You muddy conger’? “Thy tongue 
outvenoms all the worms of Nile’? ‘Thou art a boil, a plague-sore, 
an embossed carbuncle’? I’m so going to use these the next time I 
see Isabel Kabra! Or the Starlings!” 


“So you think Shakespeare was great just because of his 
insults,” Amy said faintly. 


“Oh, that, and — did you know he couldn’t spell?” Dan pointed 
to something on his computer screen. “There are six copies left of 
his signature, and none of them are spelled the same way. He’s 
the greatest writer in history, and he couldn’t even spell his own 
name!” 


“There wasn’t standardized spelling in his time,” Amy said 
defensively. “Nobody spelled things the same way all the time. It 
was really confusing.” 


Dan chuckled. 


“Yeah, but if Shakespeare were alive today, I bet he’d be 
wearing this great T-shirt I saw once: ‘Bad Spellers of the World 
— Untie!’” he said. 


Amy rolled her eyes. 


“You’re losing me,” she said. “Are you saying you don’t think 
Shakespeare could have been a Madrigal because he didn’t spell 
well enough?” 


“No,” Dan said impatiently. “I’m saying he was too great to be 
a Madrigal.” 


Amy felt her face go blank. 


“Totally lost now,” she said. “Not even on the same continent 
with whatever it is you’re trying to say.” 


“Listen,” Dan said. “Think about what the man in black — er, 
Great-uncle Fiske — told us back in Jamaica. The original Cahill 
dude, Gideon, invented some amazing serum that was supposed 
to make him great at everything. Four of his kids got some part of 
the serum, and when they took it, it even changed their DNA. So 


everyone on Katherine’s side was smarter than normal people, 
and Thomas’s side was stronger and more athletic, and —” 


“Yeah, yeah, I know this part,” Amy interrupted. “Jane’s family 
got the artistic, creative gene. Luke’s family got strategy and 
leadership. Leading to the Ekats, Tomas, Janus, and Lucians we 
know and love today.” She made a face. “What’s that got to do 
with Shakespeare? If he’s a Madrigal, he wasn’t part of any of 
those branches.” 


“Right,” Dan said. “Our ancestor, Madeleine, came along after 
the serum was gone and the family broke up. So Madeleine never 
took any serum. And neither did her kids or their kids. Her 
branch — our branch — we’re not enhanced.” 


Amy felt a little pang — her own brother had just admitted 
they were completely ordinary. Talentless. Dull. Everything she’d 
always suspected about herself. 


But Dan wasn’t done talking. 


“So without any serum — how'd Shakespeare get to be the 
greatest writer ever?” he asked. “Better than all those Janus 
writers who did have the miracle serum in their DNA?” 


“I don’t know,” Amy admitted. “Do you think he just tried 
really, really hard?” 


She felt dazed, like she did any time she thought about the 
serum. It just seemed so much like cheating. Not that Cahills were 
above cheating: She’d seen enough in the Clue hunt to know that 
cheating was practically a family trait. But the serum — that was 
like drugs. Something really, really dangerous. 


Secretly, when she’d learned the truth about the Madrigals’ 
place in the family, she’d actually felt a little relieved that there 
wasn’t any serum in her DNA. But before she’d understood 
anything, she’d struggled to get that vial of the Lucian serum 
back in Paris. She’d gone all the way to the top of Mount Everest 
hoping to find the Janus serum. 


And it sounds like the master serum is the final prize in the clue 
hunt, Amy thought. Somehow. 


Anxiety stabbed in her gut. This was something she’d been 
trying not to think about. She remembered Dan’s argument back 


in the hotel room, about how winning would mean that they’d 
get enough power to knock everyone else into shape, to achieve 
all their goals. But was that really the Madrigal way to solve 
things? Had Grace really set the entire Clue hunt in motion, just 
so Amy and Dan could get access to something that might change 
them completely? 


Didn’t she think we were good enough just the way we are? Amy 
wondered. 


She realized she’d begun to whimper. 
“Amy,” Dan said. “Are you freaking out again?” 


“Everything’s so complicated,” Amy complained. “I was feeling 
good that we could decode the Shakespeare leads, and that 
Hamilton called us ‘worthy competitors’ — things really have 
changed since the clue hunt started. So maybe there is hope. But 
there are still so many things I don’t understand. How did the 
Starlings catch up with us so easily? How did all the other teams 
know to be at the Globe the same time as us? What are we really 
supposed to do to win? What do the Madrigals expect from us? 
And then —” 


“Amy,” Dan said very solemnly. “I know exactly what you 
need.” 


“What?” Amy asked. 


“A snack break,” Dan said. “And— even if it doesn’t help you, 
it will help me. Nellie, can you please pull over? I’m starving!” 


“I wouldn’t mind getting off the road for a little bit,” Nellie 
said. She veered around two Volvos and a BMW. All three of 
them honked at her. 


When they stopped at a service station, Dan ran through the 
aisles, marveling at all the great British snack foods. 


“They have something called Mega Monster Munch?” he cried. 
“ve got to have some of that! And BBQ Beef Hula Hoops! And 
...” He began grabbing bags off the shelves. 


“Dan, you’ve had junk food on practically every continent 
now,” Nellie said. “Why is this so exciting?” 


“Because just about everywhere else, it’s been the same old 
stuff we have at home, or labeled in some language I don’t 
understand,” Dan said. “This” —he picked up a bag of Crispy 
Bacon Frazzles — “it’s like something I’ve always dreamed of. 
Wouldn’t it be sad if Pd never come here? This is why people 
should travel!” 


Amy wandered away from Dan and Nellie. This was so typical. 
Dan refusing to worry, her worrying enough for both of them. 


She heard a voice say, “Globe Theatre.” She turned quickly. 
The voice came from a TV set near the cash register. 


“It appears that a riot broke out in the famous theater this 
afternoon,” the BBC announcer was saying. 


Amy stepped closer and angled so she could see the screen. But 
there was no video rolling, just a woman talking. 


“International hip-hop and reality TV star Jonah Wizard was 
detained for questioning about his part in the riot, which caused 
hundreds of pounds worth of damages,” the announcer continued. 
“Performances at the Globe have been suspended indefinitely. 
Police are considering whether to charge Wizard — and possibly 
others — with willful destruction of property.” 


Amy threw a wad of pound notes down on the counter. 


“That’s for everything,” she said, pointing at the bags Dan and 
Nellie were carrying. She knew she’d overpaid, but she didn’t 
care. 

She pulled Dan and Nellie outside. 


“Whoa, whoa, what’s going on?” Nellie demanded as they 
hustled into the car. 


Quickly, Amy told the other two what she’d heard on the TV. 


“What?” Dan said. “That doesn’t make sense. During this clue 
hunt, Cahills have destroyed historic sites all over the planet, and 
it’s never made the news!” 


“It gets hushed up,” Nellie agreed. “Each branch pays for its 
own. The Madrigals have always paid for the damages you two 
caused.” 


Amy hadn’t known that. 


“Well, we didn’t hurt anything except in Venice,” she said. 
“And, okay, Vienna, too ...” 


“Jonah’s family has tons of money to hush things up,” Dan 
protested. “He broke all those terra-cotta statues back in China — 
well, to rescue me, after he set me up. But I know his dad paid off 
the Chinese officials, and nobody else ever heard anything about 
it. All Jonah did at the Globe was break a barrel, and it’s all over 
the news?” 


“Something else has changed,” Amy said slowly. “Something 
big...” 


CHAPTER 9 


Jonah Wizard stood very, very still. He was posing at Madame 
Tussauds, where everyone who’d been anyone for the past two 
hundred years had been immortalized as a wax statue. Actually, 
Jonah was impersonating a wax statue, since the one they were 
making of him wasn’t quite finished yet. Madame Tussauds had 
just opened for the day, and the room was beginning to fill up 
with people exclaiming, “They look so real!” 


In a few minutes, Jonah would move. He’d start with 
something small, maybe a raised eyebrow. Then he’d segue into 
some sweet dance move. Music would fill the room, and he’d 
start singing. Everyone would scream with delight and crowd 
around. Maybe some of the girls would even faint. 


Normally, this was the kind of thing Jonah loved. The music, 
the adoring fans— it was what he lived for. But today ... today, 
he hated it. 


Today, he wasn’t doing this just to thrill his fans or to promote 
his music, TV show, energy drinks, pop-up books, or clothing 
line. Or anything else in the vast, sprawling Jonah Wizard 
entertainment empire. Today he was just a distraction — a 
sideshow. While he was singing and dancing and sucking up all 
the attention in the entire building, his mother planned to pluck 
out a hint she believed was hidden in the shoe of the William 
Shakespeare wax statue only a few rooms away. And, just in case 
that didn’t work, she had canisters of poison gas with her. She 
had grenades. She had a gun. 


Someone could get hurt, Jonah thought. Someone could be killed. 
Maybe even some of my fans, because of me. 


And there was nothing Jonah could do about it. 


Jonah’s mother was blackmailing him. Blackmailing him to 
stay in the Clue hunt — and do it her way. 


She’d been livid that he hadn’t emerged from the Globe with 
any leads. 


“Apparently, you don’t care enough about winning the biggest 
prize in history,” she’d said, glaring at him. “Apparently, you 
need more incentive.” 

“No, Mom, I tried at the Globe,” he’d protested. “It’s just — 
we're not Lucians. I thought of a better way to win, a more Janus 
way — I could tell you—” 

“It didn’t work, did it? I don’t want to hear anything about 
plans like that,” Cora said. She favored him with a thin, heartless 
smile. “I know what will work.” 

And then she’d called the police herself. She’d driven Jonah to 
the police station to stand in a lineup and be picked out by 
witnesses from the Globe. 

“You see your choices now, don’t you?” she’d asked. “You do 
what I want. Or you go to prison.” 

Thinking about it now, Jonah had to work very hard to keep 
still. 

He couldn’t really imagine being sent to prison. But Jonah’s 
dad had spelled out exactly what a little bad PR, uncorrected, 
could do to Jonah’s life: 

TV show—canceled. 

Concert dates — canceled. 

Recording contract — canceled. 

Trademark T-shirts — put on the 75 percent off sale racks. 
Maybe even yanked off the shelves and burned because nobody 
wanted them. 

Jonah couldn’t bear the thought of nobody wanting his T-shirts, 
his music, his TV show ... not wanting him. 

But if Jonah did what his mother said, his parents would fix 
everything. Prevent all those possible disasters. 


Across the room, Jonah’s mother winked at him — his cue. 


Jonah raised an eyebrow, and a girl staring him right in the 
face jumped back and shrieked. Jonah started dancing and 
singing, and everything went exactly as he expected: the screams, 


the fans’ delight, the instant enormous crowd, even the fainting 
girls. 


So bizarre. It all felt wrong. Even without Mom having to resort 
to the poison gas, the grenades, the gun. 


Afterward, Jonah slid into the limo waiting outside Madame 
Tussauds. For perhaps the first time in his life, he didn’t even 
glance out at the crowd as the car pulled away from the curb. 


“I know Mom called you. Did you take care of everything?” he 
asked his dad. 


Broderick kept his head bent over his BlackBerry. 


“Little problem,” he said. “One witness won’t recant. Won’t 
change her story at all.” 


“Pay her off,” Jonah said. 
Finally, Broderick looked at his son. 
“She says she doesn’t want our money,” he said. 


“Everybody wants money,” Jonah replied, a bit of his old 
confidence returning. “Offer her more.” 


For a moment, he almost felt close to his father because he 
knew they would be thinking the same thing: Neither of them had 
ever met anybody who didn’t want money. 

But Broderick was shaking his head. “She won’t take anything,” 
he said. “But — she said she would meet with you if we wanted. 
To talk about it.” 

“Oh—one of those,” Jonah said. He laughed, and he didn’t even 
have to try to make it sound normal. “Yo, why didn’t you say so?” 
It was just another fan, someone who thought the chance to meet 
him was worth more than any amount of money. 


He could respect that. Right now, that was exactly what he 
needed. 


Half an hour later, they pulled up in front of a drab hotel. 


“You might want to really turn on the charm,” Broderick said, 
with a look Jonah couldn’t quite identify. 


“I know,” Jonah said coldly. “It’ll be off the chain. Like always.” 


He strode out of the car, up the cracked sidewalk. At the front 
desk, Broderick said, “My son is supposed to be meeting one of 
your guests in, ah, your sitting room?” 


The worker pointed to a broken-down collection of chairs. 
Jonah whirled around. 

“Yo, yo, yo, my homie —” 

And then he stopped. 

The woman sitting before him was old. 

She had white hair. 


She had wrinkles all over her face — like she’d never heard of 
plastic surgery. 


She was clutching a handbag in her lap — a really, really cheap 
knockoff, maybe, of the one Queen Elizabeth had been carrying 
that time Jonah had met her. 


And she was wearing a brown polyester ... what would you call 
it? A pantsuit? 

“Jonah, um, this is Gertrude Pluderbottom,” Broderick said. 

The old lady pursed her lips. 


“You may call me Miss Pluderbottom,” she said in a strict, 
scratchy old-lady voice. 


Her eyes seemed to bore into Jonah and his dad, both at once. 
How did she do that? 


“I believe we agreed that I would be meeting with Jonah 
alone?” she said to Broderick. 


“Um, er, yes, uh— Jonah, Pll be waiting out in the car,” 
Broderick said, and escaped. 


Jonah sagged into one of the chairs opposite Miss 
Pluderbottom. 


“Yo,” he said, rather feebly. “Wassup?” 

Miss Pluderbottom narrowed her eyes at him. It made her look 
even scarier. 

“In the interest of carrying on a cordial conversation,” she said, 
“I will interpret that slurred collection of syllables to mean that 


you are pleased to make my acquaintance, and that you wish to 
inquire about my thoughts and concerns. Is that correct?” 


Jonah heard his own voice say, weakly, “Yes, ma’am.” 


Jonah was certain that he had never before in his life called 
anyone “ma’am.” 


He hadn’t even realized he knew the word. 
Miss Pluderbottom sniffed. 


“That’s better,” she said. “Now, I did try to speak with you 
yesterday at the Globe.” 


“You did?” Jonah said. 
“You don’t remember anything I said?” Miss Pluderbottom said. 


Jonah barely managed to stop himself from saying, I don’t pay 
attention to people like you. Had some old lady talked to him 
there? Miss Pluderbottom wasn’t young and fly. She wasn’t A-list. 
She couldn’t do anything to help his career or the Clue hunt. 


Today she can, he reminded himself. 


“Pm sorry,” Jonah apologized, pumping a full level of sincerity 
into his words. 


Miss Pluderbottom didn’t look like she believed him. She 
picked a tiny piece of lint off her brown polyester vest. 


Jonah found himself feeling sorry for the lint. 


“Why were you at the play yesterday, Jonah?” Miss 
Pluderbottom asked, her eyes still narrowed and suspicious. 


“Oh, I am such a fan of Shakespeare,” Jonah said. “He’s my 
homie, Billy S.!” 

“Hmm,” Miss Pluderbottom said. 

She waited. 

Jonah’s mouth went dry. 

“And — it was for my mom,” he added. 


“Of course,” Miss Pluderbottom said. She leaned forward 
slightly. “But I’m inclined to believe that your mother wanted you 
to absorb some culture, not destroy it.” 


Jonah’s brain swam with panic. 


“Most mothers, yeah,” he said. “But mine ... see, there’s kind of 
a treasure hunt in my family.” 

Why had he said that? Jonah knew the unspoken rule: You 
didn’t tell outsiders about the Clue hunt. 

And yet Jonah kept talking. 

“There’s a big prize at the end,” he said. “My parents — well, 
my mom — it’s all she cares about. Winning.” 

“Indeed,” Miss Pluderbottom said. She was still watching him. 

Jonah was used to people watching him. Practically his whole 
life had been recorded and broadcast worldwide. Everybody 
watched him. But he wasn’t used to being watched like this. It 
was like Miss Pluderbottom could see right through him, like she 
could read his mind, like she knew about every single bad thing 
he’d ever done. 

Did she know he’d abandoned Dan and Amy on a crocodile- 
infested island in Egypt? 

That he’d set up Dan to be murdered in China? 

I knew nothing would really happen in Egypt! he wanted to tell 
Miss Pluderbottom. And I changed my mind in China! I risked my 
own life to go back and rescue Dan! See, I’m not so bad! 

“And this big prize,” Miss Pluderbottom said slowly. “Was it 
worth ruining the play for hundreds of other people? Worth 
ruining your reputation? Worth lying about?” 

Jonah squirmed in his seat. 

“My mother thinks so,” he said. “It’s, like, some huge family 
treasure.” 

“A family legacy, then,” Miss Pluderbottom said. “Don’t you 
know that ‘No legacy is so rich as honesty’?” 

“Um,” Jonah said. 

“That’s Shakespeare. Your ‘homie’ Billy S.,” she said. “From 
All’s Well That Ends Well.” 

It should have been really funny to watch Miss Pluderbottom’s 
pruny lips say “homie” and “Billy S.” But Jonah couldn’t laugh. 


“Let me tell you why I was at the play yesterday,” Miss 
Pluderbottom said. 


Jonah listened. 


“Pm a teacher,” Miss Pluderbottom said. “I’ve been teaching 
Shakespeare to high school students in Cedar Grove, Iowa, for the 
past forty-nine years. And I’ve been saving money for this trip the 
whole time. I packed my lunch every day— even when the school 
cafeteria was serving Meatloaf Surprise. And I do love their 
Meatloaf Surprise. I clipped coupons. I stopped buying new 
clothes.” 


Jonah guessed that must have happened about 1972. 


“All I wanted to do was see where the Bard was born, walk 
where he walked,” Miss Pluderbottom was saying. “Then the 
Globe opened, and I realized I could also see Shakespeare 
performed the way it would have been in his lifetime, when all 
his plays were new....” 


“So come back the next time the Globe does Romeo and Juliet,” 
Jonah said. 


“Look at me. Do you think I have another forty-nine years left 
to save up for another trip?” Miss Pluderbottom asked. 


Jonah realized his father was an idiot. This was about money. 

“Tll pay for your next trip,” Jonah said. “Change your story, 
and Pll even pay the Globe to reopen as fast as they can. You help 
me, I help you—everyone wins.” 

“No,” Miss Pluderbottom said. “Everybody loses. I would be 
selling out my integrity. You would start thinking you could get 
away with anything.” 

Was she nuts? He could get away with anything. 

Or—he’d always been able to before. 


“No, no, itd be like you were schooling me,” Jonah argued 
frantically. “Your trip might cost a lot of money.” He flicked his 
eyes toward the gaping hole in his chair where the stuffing was 
coming out. “I’d put you up in a real hotel. Five star.” 


“Even if my trip cost a million dollars, you wouldn’t even 
notice it was gone,” Miss Pluderbottom said, and somehow her 


eyes seemed to get steelier. “And if I wanted to ‘school’ you — 
not that I would ever use that word as a verb — I’d want you to 
do something that made an impression. Promise to read all of 
Shakespeare’s plays, maybe. Send me a report on each one of 
them.” 


“T could do that,” Jonah said softly. 

He waited for her to argue that he could easily get someone 
else to do that for him. They could draw up papers working out 
those details. That’s what lawyers were for. 

This was almost over. 

But Miss Pluderbottom’s eyes suddenly went soft. 

“Why, Jonah,” she said. “Oh, my.” She clutched her heart. 
“Every other fifteen-year-old boy lve ever met would moan and 
groan and act like that assignment was torture. But you—you 
really do like Shakespeare. I can tell.” 

Jonah bolted straight up in his chair. 

“T do not!” he said. “That’s a lie!” 

Miss Pluderbottom was studying him again. 

“No, you’re lying now,” she said. “You are a huge Shakespeare 
fan.” 

Jonah dropped to his knees on the floor in front of Miss 
Pluderbottom. 


“Please!” he said. “Don’t tell anyone! I’ll do anything! Pl send 
you to every Shakespeare performance at every recreated Globe 
Theatre in the world! You’d love the Tokyo one! And Dallas! And 
Rome! And —” 


“Jonah.” Miss Pluderbottom actually laughed. “It’s not a crime 
to love Shakespeare.” 

“But it would ruin my rep!” Jonah said. “All my street cred — 
gone!” 

Sure, around other Janus he could admit that he loved 
Shakespeare. And Mozart, Rembrandt, Beethoven, Bach ... all the 
old dudes. Back in China he’d even slipped and said too much to 
Dan. But he figured he could deny that if he had to. 


He could never let his fans see this side of him. 


“It’s okay,” Miss Pluderbottom said. “Truly, Shakespeare has a 
lot in common with hip-hop artists.” 


Jonah stared at her. 
“That’s ... that’s what I always thought,” he whispered. 


“That’s why I always use ‘Gotta Live the Gangsta Life’ to 
introduce my Shakespeare sonnet unit. Really gets my students 
listening for the rhythm of the words,” Miss Pluderbottom said. 


Jonah fell over backward onto the floor. When he could sit up 
again, he stammered, “You—you know my work?” 


“Get out!” Miss Pluderbottom said. “Can’t a seventy-year-old 
spinster schoolteacher from Iowa like hip-hop? That new song 
you just posted online, ‘How the Feuding Hurts’ — I think that 
might be your best work yet!” 


So Miss Pluderbottom was just another fan. Everything was 
going to work out. 


“Then you'll tell the police and the media you were wrong,” 
Jonah said confidently. “Say you just mistook some other kid at 
the Globe for me. Tell them I wasn’t even there!” 


“T can’t do that. Didn’t you hear anything I said about integrity 
and honesty?” Miss Pluderbottom said. 


“But — you’re a fan!” 


“And that’s another reason I’m not going to lie for you,” she 
said. “Telling the truth is good for your character and mine. ‘To 
thine own self be true,/And it must follow, as the night the day, 
/Thou canst not then be false to any man.’ From—” 


“Hamlet,” Jonah said glumly. 


Jonah felt like Hamlet: doomed. Miss Pluderbottom would 
never recant. Jonah would be charged with vandalism. His career 
would be ruined. And the Clue hunt would only get worse and 
worse — until he really did have to kill someone. 


“Jonah, those aren’t just empty words,” Miss Pluderbottom said 
gently. “I think you need to be true to your own self.” 


She was probably just talking about admitting to the world that 
he loved Shakespeare. But Jonah heard so much more in her 
voice. 


Is my true self the kid who set Dan up to be murdered—or the kid 
who rescued him? Jonah wondered. The kid who obeys his mom or 
the one who sees a better way? 


Who am I? 


CHAPTER 10 


Dan peeked into a cradle. It held a doll, meant to represent the 
infant William Shakespeare. 


Maybe the next clue is hidden on that doll somehow, Dan thought. 
Under its clothes? In its stuffing? 


Dan reached toward the doll — 


And felt his whole body jerked backward. Someone had 
grabbed him by his collar. 


“Young man!” It was the guide, a woman who had looked 
deceptively friendly when he, Amy, and Nellie had first walked 
into the room that was supposedly where Shakespeare had been 
born. 


Now she glared down at him. 

“No touching the artifacts!” she said sternly. 

“But you just said none of the furniture was original, so —” 
“Tt’s still hundreds of years old!” the guide said. 


Would it be pushing his luck if Dan said, “Not the doll. The doll 
looks plastic”? 


Before Dan had a chance to decide, the guide shoved him 
toward the next room. 


“Out!” she commanded. 


Amy and Nellie hung back, pretending they didn’t know him. 
Maybe they’d find a lead without him. 


But when they rejoined him in the garden behind the 
Shakespeare Birthplace, Amy shook her head glumly. 


“That guide was a rising bollard!” Dan complained. 
“Ts that another one of the Shakespeare insults?” Nellie asked. 


“No — it’s just something I saw on a road sign a few blocks 
back,” Dan admitted. “‘Beware rising bollards’ — it must mean 


speed bumps or something like that. But it sounds like a great 
insult, doesn’t it?” 

Amy shrugged off her backpack and let it drop to the ground. 
She’d been carrying around about a dozen Shakespeare books, 
“just in case.” She seemed to be aiming the backpack at Dan’s 
toes, but he dodged it. 


“Really, Dan,” Amy said. “Did you think you could just grab 
whatever you wanted with the guide right there? Use your 
brain!” 


“I was using my brain,” Dan insisted. “I thought that the guide 
wasn’t looking. And that the doll would be the best place to hide 
a lead. And that we don’t have much time. What if somebody else 
gets the next clue before us?” 


Amy put her hands on her hips. 


“Do you see any of the other teams lurking around?” Amy 
demanded. 


“No, but —” 


Dan stopped because Amy was no longer listening. She was 
glancing around the deserted garden, a baffled look on her face. 
She walked over to the fence and peered up and down the street. 


“What are you looking for?” Dan asked. 
Amy came back, grimacing. 


“Cahills,” she said. “Isn’t it weird that none of the others are 
here?” 


It was surprising, Dan realized. The other teams had had 
eighteen hours to catch up with Amy and Dan and Nellie. The 
Shakespeare Birthplace was already closed when they arrived in 
Stratford last night — and the house had been locked up tight, 
with serious-looking bars on every window. So the three of them 
had had to check into a hotel and wait for morning. 


“T bet nobody else got as much of the poem back at the Globe 
as I did,” Dan said proudly. “They couldn’t figure it out.” 

“Yeah, but coming to Stratford-upon-Avon is pretty obvious if 
you're looking for something about Shakespeare,” Amy argued. 
“And all of them know about Shakespeare, or they wouldn’t have 


been at the Globe. Maybe we missed something. Maybe the others 
are at one of the other Shakespeare houses.” 


“Wait — how many Shakespeare birthplaces are there?” Dan 
asked. He tried not to sound panicked. “The dude was only born 
once. And that was here. Right?” 


Amy laughed. “Right, as far as anyone knows. But there are 
four other Shakespeare houses around Stratford,” she said. She 
pulled a book out of her backpack and began leafing through it. 
“The houses where his wife grew up, where his mother grew up, 
where his daughter and son-in-law lived, where his 
granddaughter lived ...” 


“Jeez, why didn’t they just save every house the man ever 
stepped in?” Dan muttered. 


“Oh, I wish they had!” Amy said wistfully. 
“Joking, Amy,” Dan said. “Big-time joking.” 
“Well, I think we should go to all the other Shakespeare houses, 


just to be sure,” Amy said, looking through the book. “We could 
start with—” 


“Oh, no,” Dan said, shaking his head. “Remember the poem?” 
He dug into his pocket and pulled out the scraps they’d brought 
back from the Globe. They’d carefully taped everything together 
last night at their hotel. “See this line?” He stabbed his finger at 
the paper. “‘For this great man we sing was bo-orn here.’ You said 
that word had to be ‘born.’ We wrote it in! So that’s where we 
have to look. Just where Shakespeare was born. Just. This. One. 
Old. House.” 


“Where he was bo-orn,” Nellie mocked. 

“Well, I had to say it that way,” Dan said. “It’s like the words 
forced me.” 

Nellie started to laugh. Then she stopped and gaped at him. 

“Give me that,” she said, snatching the paper from Dan. She 
seemed to be reading it to herself. Her lips moved. Her head 
bounced up and down, just like it did when she was listening to 
her iPod. “Iambic pentameter,” she muttered. “It’s supposed to be 
iambic pentameter, isn’t it?” She bent over and began digging 


through Amy’s backpack. “Got any books analyzing Shakespeare’s 
sonnets?” she asked. 


“No,” Amy said apologetically. “I couldn’t buy everything. I 
only had so much room in my backpack.” 


Nellie sprang up. She looked toward the gift shop, shook her 
head, and then dashed back into the Shakespeare Birthplace. 


Amy and Dan exchanged glances and ran after her. 

By the time they caught up with her, she was on the second 
floor again, back in the Shakespeare birth-room—and talking to 
the guide who’d yelled at Dan. 

Dan tried to hide behind Amy. 


“Shakespeare’s sonnets,” Nellie was saying to the guide. 
“Tambic pentameter, right?” 


“Oh, yes,” the woman said. “Almost always. lambic 
pentameter, fourteen lines, rhyme scheme a-b-a-b—” 

“C-d-c-d-e-f-e-f-g-g,” Nellie finished, as if she was agreeing with 
the woman. 

Dan thought this was like the times when Nellie jabbered away 
in some foreign language — French, Spanish, even the Italian 
she’d picked up so quickly. Once again, Dan had no clue what she 
was talking about. 


Oh! He suddenly realized. She’s distracting the guide so I can 
search the doll! 


He wished she’d said she was planning to do that. He poked 
Amy. If he could just get her to step to the right, he could bend 
down over the cradle and the guide wouldn’t see him. Amy 
glanced at him, and Dan motioned with his hands. 


Amy frowned and shook her head— and stepped closer to the 
guide and Nellie. 


Okay, maybe that would work instead. 


“Pentameter?” Amy asked the guide. “That means five 
something per line?” 


“Feet,” the guide said. 


Were they still talking about poetry? Since when did poetry 
have feet? 


“Maybe it’s easier to think of it as five beats per line,” the guide 
said. “It’s easiest to hear if you say it out loud like, oh, let’s try 
Sonnet Eighteen: ‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?’ See? 
Five syllables emphasized, each one coming after one unstressed 
syllable. Iambic pentameter.” 

“T thought so!” Nellie exclaimed. 

She was really laying it on thick. She made it sound like this 
was exciting, like iambic whatchamacallit really mattered. 

The guide looked toward Dan. Quickly, he ducked behind Amy 
again. 

Nellie was fumbling with the taped-together paper. 

“A, uh, friend of mine is trying to write a poem about 
Shakespeare in the same style as his sonnets,” she said, holding 
out the page for the guide to see. She folded it over, so the only 
part that showed was the ending. “This last line doesn’t really 
work, does it?” 


“ ‘For this great man we sing was bo-orn here’?” the guide read 
aloud. 


Hey! Dan thought. The words forced her to say it that way, too. 

While the guide’s head was bent over the paper, Dan dipped 
toward the cradle. Amy yanked him back up just as the guide 
lifted her head. 

Cover for me! Dan wanted to scream. But maybe it didn’t 
matter. Maybe Dan should just dive at the cradle, grab the doll, 
and run away so fast no one could catch him. 

Dan waited for the guide to look at the paper again. 

“Are you sure this is a ‘friend’s’ poetry?” the guide asked 
suspiciously. “Not your own?” 

“Oh, yeah,” Nellie said. “I wouldn’t write like that.” 

Her hand shot out, and she grabbed Dan by the arm, holding 
him in place. 

Now Dan was completely confused. How was he supposed to 
snatch the doll and run away with Nellie holding on to him? 


What did she expect him to do? 


“This line’s not that bad,” the guide was saying. “Not bad 
enough to be torn up. Can you think of a two-syllable word that 
means ‘born’? That’s what’s throwing everything off.” 

Dan froze. 

What the others were talking about — it was important. All this 
talk of syllables and beats meant that the word Amy had been so 
certain about was wrong. The doll Dan had been planning to steal 
didn’t matter. They weren’t supposed to look for their next lead at 
the place where Shakespeare had been born. They were supposed 
to look in a place where he’d been ... something else. 

The guide was still studying the paper. 

“Are you sure your friend doesn’t want to write about 
Shakespeare’s death instead of his birth?” she asked. “‘Buried’ 
would fit perfectly here.” 


Buried, Dan thought. “For this great man we sing was buried 
here.” Yes. 


Nellie grabbed the paper back from the guide. 

“Youre right!” she said. “Thank you! Thank you!” 

With her hand still on Dan’s arm, she began dragging him 
toward the door. 

“Youre welcome but — where are you going?” the guide 
asked. 

“Burst of poetic inspiration. Gotta follow it,” Nellie explained. 

“Where was Shakespeare buried?” Dan asked. He thought it 
was Safe to let the guide notice him, now that he was leaving. 

“Holy Trinity Church, over by the river,” the guide said. “You 
just go—” 

But Dan missed the rest. He, Amy, and Nellie were already 
through the next room and racing down the stairs, leaping down 
three steps at a time. 


CHAPTER 11 


Sinead Starling crouched out of sight in a pew at Holy Trinity 
Church. She and Alistair were the advance scouting team. Her 
brothers were on guard duty outside. At least, that’s what she’d 
told Alistair the boys would do. 


He can’t tell, can he? she wondered. He hasn’t noticed that my 
brothers are ... 


There were certain words that Sinead didn’t let herself think. 
She hugged her arms around her torso. Even through her 
sweatshirt, she could feel the ridges of scar tissue that 
crisscrossed her rib cage — just one of her souvenirs from the 
explosion at the Franklin Institute. She shivered, the horrible 
memories crashing down on her yet again: 


The flash of light, the rumble of what seemed to be the whole world 
falling in on her and her brothers ... the pain ... the screaming. How 
many times did she shout her brothers’ names before anyone 
answered? How many times did Sinead beg, “Save them! Please save 
them!” 


Sinead gritted her teeth and tried to shut down the flow of 
memories. 


We just have to win, she reminded herself. No matter what. That’s 
the only thing we can think about. 


She and her brother had already had two lucky breaks, getting 
mysterious tips about the Globe yesterday and the church today. 
Not that Sinead had exactly told Alistair she was getting help 
with her brilliant deductions. 


“Psst.” Alistairs whisper came through the tiny 
communications device hidden in Sinead’s headband. Sinead 
might not trust Alistair, but this was one point in his favor: He 
loved gadgets as much as Sinead and her brothers did. Or as 
much as they always had. 


“Tm in,” Sinead whispered back. “Nothing to report yet.” 


Not that she intended to report anything truly worthwhile to 
Alistair. 


“I think we can call your brothers off guard duty,” Alistair 
whispered from his position on the other side of the church. “It 
appears we are latecomers to this party.” 


“What? What’s that mean?” Sinead hissed. 


She raised her head so fast she cracked it against the side of the 
pew. 


Oh, Sinead realized, the pain in her head growing. He means 
that the other clue-hunting teams are already here. 


A cluster of Holts was striding down the aisle near the front of 
the church in what looked to be a military formation. 


Jonah Wizard was skulking along the wall, running his fingers 
over the stones. 


And two of those nasty Kabras, Natalie and Ian, were closing in 
on Alistair. Trapping him in the corner. 


We’re Ekats, you’re an Ekat.... It’s really like we’re on the same 
team, Sinead had said to Alistair only yesterday when she was 
trying to get him to tell his secrets. Had he believed her? Would 
he expect her to come to his assistance now? 


Sinead started to stand up — she really did. But the memory of 
the Franklin Institute explosion hovered at the edge of her mind. 
Sinead still didn’t know which of the other Clue-hunting teams 
had caused it. What if it had been the Kabras? 


Ian was reaching into his pocket. 
For a gun? Sinead wondered. Or something worse — a hand 
grenade? A detonator? 


Sinead’s flashback was starting again. If there was another 
explosion, could Sinead get out to her brothers in time to make 
sure they were safe? 


Ian pulled out ... a piece of paper. 
“How many clues do you have, Uncle Alistair?” he asked in an 
ingratiating voice as he glanced down at the paper. “Just 


confidentially, you can tell me. Brag. Tell me how much smarter 
you Ekats are than we Lucians.” 


He gave Alistair a smile that was probably meant to be 
charming. Sinead thought it looked desperate. 


Desperation was something she understood. 


“Appealing to my vanity, are you?” Alistair asked. “Please. Give 
me credit for being smarter than that.” 


“You have fourteen clues, don’t you?” Natalie asked. “Fifteen, if 
you count the clue the Starlings stole from Bae Oh and shared 
with you. And six of them are clues that no one but Ekats have. 
Right?” 

Alistair blinked. 


Uncle Alistair! Sinead thought. Can’t you fake them out any better 
than that? You just confirmed everything! 


“No!” Alistair said, a bit too emphatically. “You’re wrong!” 
Ian scribbled something on his piece of paper. 


Quickly, Sinead popped a contact into her eye — one of the 
telescopic-vision contacts she and her brothers had designed. She 
focused as quickly as she could on the paper in Ian’s hand. It was 
a welter of initials and numbers and question marks. Most people 
wouldn’t have been able to make heads or tails of it. But Sinead 
had always been good with numbers. She zeroed in on the 
column where Ian had written the numeral 6. She added numbers 
in her head and double-checked twice. 


All three times she came up with the same number: thirty- 
eight. And she knew what it meant: Ian Kabra thought that the 
Clue-hunting teams all together had found thirty-eight Clues. 


We’re even further behind than I thought, Sinead realized, despair 
sweeping over her. There’s only one clue left. 


The scars on her torso ached. Her head throbbed. She popped 
out the telescopic contact and peeked out the door behind her, 
catching a glimpse of her brothers huddled behind a tombstone in 
the church cemetery. 

I don’t care what we have to do, Sinead thought. Lie, cheat, steal, 


betray every relative we have ... We Starlings have to get that last 
clue. 


Hamilton patrolled the front section of the church while his 
mother and sisters peered down at Shakespeare’s tombstone. It 
was inside rather than out in the cemetery — part of the floor, 
really, in a roped-off section not far from the altar. 


Hamilton saw Ian and Natalie Kabra edging too close. 


“Scram,” Hamilton commanded. “This is Holt territory right 
now.” 


In a fair fight, Hamilton knew he could take both Kabra kids, 
no contest. But Kabras didn’t fight fair. And Dad wasn’t here for 
backup. Eisenhower had left early that morning for a top secret 
mission elsewhere in Stratford. Right before he walked out the 
door, he’d clapped his ham-size hand on Hamilton’s shoulder and 
said, “I’m counting on you to take care of things here, son.” 


Did that mean pummeling Ian before he took another breath? 


Ian held up his hand in a gesture of innocence. Faked, of 
course. 


“Just a simple question,” Ian asked. “You’ve found eleven clues, 
right?” 

Hamilton squinted at Ian, trying to figure him out. 

“Why would I tell you?” Hamilton asked. Should he start the 
pummeling now? 

Mary-Todd stepped up beside them. 

“Are you perhaps suggesting an exchange of information?” she 
asked Ian quietly. “A moment of cooperation?” 

“No,” Ian said, backing away. He pulled his sister with him. 
“No. Not that. Not — I don’t think—” 


Now Hamilton looked at his own mother in amazement. 
Exchange of information? Moment of cooperation? Where had that 
come from? 


Mary-Todd Holt was anxiously watching the other Clue-hunting 
teams. Sinead was conferring with Alistair over by the far wall. 
Ian and Natalie glided toward Jonah, like a pair of snakes 
slithering toward prey. 


“Should we worry about the ones who aren’t here?” Mary-Todd 
murmured. 


“What?” Hamilton asked. “Everyone’s here but Dad. And ...” 
And Amy and Dan. And Isabel Kabra. 


Hamilton whirled away from his mother and strode after the 
Kabra kids. He grabbed Ian by the neck and lifted him off the 
ground, pinning his head against the stone wall. It felt so good to 
do something. 


“Where are they?” he demanded. “What did your evil mother 
do with Dan and Amy?” 


Natalie tugged uselessly on Hamilton’s arm. 


“Let him go!” she whined. “Mum didn’t do anything with Dan 
and Amy. She’s not even here!” 


“Right,” Hamilton said. “She’s not here, Dan and Amy aren’t 
here.... It all adds up. Everyone knows what your mom’s like. She 
tried to feed Amy to the sharks. Dan said she dropped poisonous 
spiders and snakes on them. She tried to burn them alive. She 
told you to explode a cave on them. What’s she up to now? 
What’s she doing to my little buddy and Amy?” 


“Erp—ulp—uth!” Ian choked. 


“There they are!” Natalie cried. “Amy and Dan just walked into 
the church!” 


Hamilton figured this was just a ploy—like an opponent in a 
fight saying, “Look! Your shoe’s untied!” so he could sneak in a 
punch when you were stupid enough to look. But Hamilton 
wasn’t too worried about little Natalie Kabra punching him. He 
looked. 


Amy and Dan and their crazy-haired au pair were rushing in 
the side door. Their faces were flushed, like they’d run a long 
way. 

Hamilton dropped Ian, and the boy sprawled helplessly on the 
ground. 


“Catch you later,” Hamilton said. He started to walk away, then 
changed his mind. He leaned close, his nose only inches from 
Ian’s. Hamilton sincerely hoped that the smelly English cheese 
he’d had with breakfast was still lingering on his breath. “But tell 


your ‘mummy’ —she better not try to hurt Amy and Dan ever 
again. Or else.” 


Ian flinched. 


“You won’t have to worry about our mum doing anything else 
to anybody,” Natalie said. She glanced at a frilly bracelet-watch 
on her wrist. It was the kind of thing Madison and Reagan 
wouldn’t be caught dead wearing. “Mum’s taken care of. As long 
as we finish this clue hunt in time.” She glanced at her watch 
again, even though it couldn’t have been more than ten seconds 
since the last time she’d looked. “We have to hurry.” 


“Do you ... do you think Amy and Dan would help us try to 
figure out what to look for here?” Ian asked weakly. 


“Maybe —if you’d never tried to kill them,” Hamilton said. 

“Yeah,” Ian murmured sadly. “That’s what I thought.” 

Hamilton had never thought he’d find himself feeling sorry for 
a Kabra. 


Why were there so many surprises in this Clue hunt that had 
nothing to do with Clues? 


CHAPTER 12 


We’re the last ones here, Amy thought, gasping for breath as she 
stepped into the church. It’s like we’re in last place all over again. 


Ned and Ted Starling had been out in the cemetery, lurking 
behind tombstones. Jonah Wizard was crouched down in a pew 
— oddly without his ever-present, BlackBerry-obsessed dad. 
Hamilton and the Kabra kids were huddled together against the 
wall. Mary-Todd, Reagan, and Madison Holt were at the front of 
the church, staring down at the floor. Sinead Starling and Alistair 
were whispering together near the altar. 


They’ve all teamed up in different ways, leaving us out, Amy 
thought. They’re all solving the clue, and we haven’t even seen 
Shakespeare’s tomb yet. 


“Oh, good!” Dan said cheerfully. “None of the teams have left 
yet!” 


“Are you nuts?” Amy asked. “You like seeing our enemies again 
after yesterday? After everything that’s happened in the clue 
hunt?” 


“No,” Dan said. “But if they’re all still here, that means nobody 
else has figured out where we’re supposed to go next.” 


He had a point. 

“So where’s Isabel Kabra?” Amy asked. 

“And where’s Eisenhower Holt?” Nellie asked. 
Dan shrugged. 


For all Amy knew, both Isabel and Eisenhower could be out 
hunting for the next Clue— the Kabras and Holts still at the 
church might be decoys. 


But this way, Amy thought, we don’t have to face the worst people 
who were there the night our parents died. 


Amy drew in a ragged breath. They still had to face everyone 
else. 


Can’t let any of the others win, she reminded herself. Can’t let any 
of these terrible people become the most powerful in the world. 
Because then, even more innocent people will die.... 


She flashed to remembering Lester’s kind, smiling face back in 
Jamaica. She remembered how completely his smile had been 
erased. 


We have to go on for Lester, she thought. For Mom and Dad. For 
Grace ... 


Amy took one step closer to her enemies, who stood between 
her and Shakespeare’s tomb. This wasn’t like back at the Globe, 
where her enemies had popped up right and left, and all she and 
Dan could do was run and run. This was harder. Amy had time to 
think between steps, to remember how much destruction the 
people in this church had caused, how close so many of them had 
come to killing her and Dan. 


And the Madrigals want us all to be friends? she marveled. 

“Yo! My homies! Amy and Li’l Dan! What’s good?” 

It was Jonah Wizard’s famous voice, booming out from across 
the church. Amy looked down at her brother, who’d palled 
around with Jonah so happily back in China. 

Dan was staring straight ahead, his face pale. 

“Yo! Come on, fam, don’t hate,” Jonah called out. He rushed 
toward them, speaking more quietly. “Look, maybe I should 
apologi —” 

Nellie stepped out to block Jonah’s path and threw her arms 
protectively in front of Amy and Dan. 

“Shouldn’t you be in police custody?” she asked Jonah. “Under 
arrest for what happened at the Globe? Or — in China? Or 
Egypt?” 

She glared at him, her gaze laserlike in its intensity. Amy found 
herself rethinking her view of Nellie as an “anything goes” au 
pair. 

Jonah took a step back. 

“No, no, those were all ... misunderstandings,” he gasped. He 
recovered enough to flash his famous grin. “And the Globe scene 


— my parents are taking care of that.” His grin widened. “What 
did you expect? I’m Jonah Wizard!” 


Was it Amy’s imagination or were the corners of his grin 
trembling? Something unusual showed in his eyes, too — worry? 
Doubt? Fear? 


From the great Jonah Wizard? Amy thought. Never. 


“T thought you said you were quitting the clue hunt,” Dan said, 
speaking up bravely. He stepped out from behind Nellie’s 
protective stance. “Isn’t that what you told your mom back in 
China?” 

“Word,” Jonah said, nodding. “The truth is — yes and no. I 
have embarked on a new endeavor. A different way of hunting 
clues, you could say.” 


This didn’t even sound like Jonah. Granted, nothing he said 
had ever made much sense. That was typical. But embarked? 
Endeavor? That wasn’t hip-hop talk. 

Jonah must have noticed Amy staring at him in amazement 
because he added, rather halfheartedly, “Yo, yo, yo. Word.” 

Amy didn’t have time to figure out Jonah Wizard. She turned 
away from him.—and immediately bumped into Ian Kabra 
instead. 

“Amy!” Ian said, his face lighting up. “I’m so glad to see that 
you didn’t get hurt at the Globe yesterday!” 

Ian’s amber eyes did seem full of concern for her well-being. 

Oh, no, Amy thought. Those eyes will never fool me again. 

Amy narrowed her own eyes, trying to channel some of the 
same cold fury that Nellie had just used on Jonah. Fury was a 
much better emotion than fear. 

“Get out of my way,” Amy told Ian. 

“No, please, just listen—” Ian begged. He looked around 
frantically, wincing slightly at the sight of Nellie and Dan and 
Jonah standing so close by. “If you’d come with me, so we can 
talk privately —” 

“You mean, so you can lure me off to your evil mother? To 
some trap?” Amy challenged. “How stupid do you think I am?” 


“This isn’t about Mum,” Natalie piped up beside Ian. “We’re not 
... I mean, she’s not even here. We know how many clues you 
have, and —” 


Amy stepped past them. Her heart thudded —she expected Ian 
to hit her, to grab her, to start another round of nightmarish 
Kabra torture. 


Nothing happened. 


Amy took another step and dared to quickly glance back over 
her shoulder. Ian wasn’t chasing her. He and Natalie had turned 
the other way, toward the door. 


And ... now they were leaving. 


Amy’s heart began thudding even faster. Panic made her 
stumble. 


Had the Kabras already found the next Clue? 


By the time Dan and Amy and Nellie reached the front of the 
church, all of the other Clue hunters were heading for the exit. 


“Later, dude,” Hamilton said, waving awkwardly. 

“Wait — did you find something here?” Dan asked. “Or are you 
giving up?” 

“Oh, uh, just going to lunch early,” Hamilton said, almost 
sounding embarrassed. 

He stepped out the door. 

“Did they all find the clue before us?” Amy asked despairingly. 


“I believe it’d help to sketch a picture of Shakespeare’s statue 
over there,” Nellie said in an unusually loud voice. “Do either of 
you have a notebook I could borrow?” 

Amy pulled one out of her backpack. Dan just flashed Nellie a 
startled look. What was wrong with her? 

Nellie spent about two seconds scrawling in the notebook and 
then held it out to Amy and Dan. 

“Isn’t this a good drawing?” she asked, so loudly that the 
attendant glared at her. 


Dan glanced at the notebook. 


Nellie hadn’t drawn Shakespeare on the paper. She’d scrawled 
three words: I SEE CAMERAS. 


“Well, sure, Shakespeare is, like, England’s most famous dude,” 
Dan said. “Of course they’d have security....” 


He stopped and looked around. Nellie didn’t mean security 
cameras. She meant spy cameras. Like the one hidden in the 
crook of the Shakespeare statue’s arm. And the one hidden by the 
altar. And the one hidden in the choir loft. And the one hidden in 
the front pew. 


The others hadn’t left because they’d found a Clue. They’d left 
because they couldn’t. And they wanted to know right away if 
Amy and Dan did. 

Amy reached over and took the pen out of Nellie’s hand. 

“T think you need to make the eyes bigger,” she said. “Like 
this.” 

She didn’t draw any eyes. She wrote: SHOULD WE DESTROY 
THEM? 

“Oh, I see,” Nellie said, taking the pen back. She wrote, NO, 
THEN EVERYONE WILL JUST COME BACK. ACT!!! 

Dan walked toward the life-size Shakespeare statue. It was part 
of a memorial shrine mounted on the wall near the altar. 
Shakespeare was shown just from the waist up, posing with a 
quill pen and a piece of paper. 

“I bet the clue’s in there!” Dan exclaimed. 

Secretly, he was thinking that it might be important that 
Shakespeare was gazing out rather than down at his paper. 
Maybe the Clue was really in the stone on the opposite wall? 

“Or in the words below,” Amy suggested. 

There was something in Latin under the Shakespeare statue, 
and then a poem, which Nellie began reading out loud. 

“Stay passenger, why goest thou by so fast?/Read if thou canst, 
whom envious death hath plast ...”” Nellie wrinkled her nose. 
“Wow. That’s really bad poetry.” 

Dan was pretty sure she meant that for real — she wasn’t just 
acting. 


“Maybe the clue’s in the misspelled words,” Dan said. Maybe 
the other teams wouldn’t know that no one in Shakespeare’s time 
could spell. “‘Tomb’ with an ‘e’ at the end, ‘wit’ with two ‘t’s ... I 
think Pll copy this down.” 

He took the notebook from Nellie and wrote what he was really 
thinking: THEY USE A “V” EVERY TIME IT SHOULD BE “U.” 
CODE? 

“Here. Pll do that,” Amy offered. She wrote: ONLY 24 LETTERS 
IN ALPHABET IN WS’s TIME. ALL U’s = V. ALL J’s = I. 

Wow, Dan thought. Shakespeare only had twenty-four letters to 
work with and he still couldn’t spell? 

Aloud, he said, “Well, we know the clue wouldn’t be by his 
actual tomb, but Pll look and see if words are misspelled there, 
too.” 

Dan was certain that would throw off anyone watching by way 
of the cameras. He moved over to look at the tombstone itself. It 
was so plain and flat anyone could easily overlook it. 


But it had a threat carved into the top of it: 


GOOD FREND FOR IESVS SAKE FOREBEARE, 
TO DIGG HE DVST ENCLOASED HARE. 
BLESE BE Y MAN Y SPARES HES STONES, 
AND CVRST BE HE Y MOVES MY BONES. 


“I think those weird ‘Y’s with the ‘T’s over them mean ‘that,” 
Amy said. “And the ‘E’ over the ‘Y’ is ‘ye.’” 

And “IESUS” was “JESUS”; “CVRST” was “CURST”; “DVST” 
was “DUST.” 


SHAKESPEARE HIMSELF WROTE THIS AND WANTED IT ON 
TOMB, Amy wrote in the notebook. She raised an eyebrow, and 
Dan knew she meant, Why would he be so worried about people 
moving his bones that he’d curse them? 


Madrigal business, Dan thought. This has to be the lead. 

He began looking for anagrams in the bizarrely spelled words. 
Nothing. Nothing good, anyway. 

Maybe it was another problem with the number of syllables? 


Dan tried to count the number of syllables per line, but he 
wasn’t sure if “encloased” would be read as two syllables or three. 
Even “blese” might really be said “bless-y.” 


Amy and Nellie will figure it out if it’s another iambic pentagon-o- 
meter-type problem, Dan thought. 


Amy and Nellie looked as puzzled as Dan felt. 
He was pretty sure they weren’t just acting. 


Curst be us, Amy thought. 


They’d been hanging out near Shakespeare’s tomb for hours. 
Amy had read the poem in the stone so many times it was 
practically engraved in her eyelids. She felt like she would never 
solve it. 


Nellie had left the church once, to sneak in food for all of them 
to eat. The cookies iced to resemble William Shakespeare’s face 
had not inspired them the way she’d hoped. And Dan had just left 
to use the public rest-rooms outside. But Amy felt like she’d been 
sentenced to sit by Shakespeare’s tomb for all eternity. 


I never even got to sit by Grace’s tombstone, Amy thought. And 
Aunt Beatrice would never take us to Mom and Dad’s. 


Had Miss Alice already erected a tombstone for Lester? Would 
anybody put one up for Irina Spasky? 


Don’t think about any of that right now, Amy told herself. She 
could tell that Nellie, beside her, had begun silently rereading the 
tombstone for the umpteenth time, and Amy did the same. Good 
friend for Jesus’ sake forbear ... 

Footsteps approached — a strangely happy-sounding clatter. 

“Look what I found!” Dan cried out behind them. 

Amy and Nellie both whirled around, Amy with a finger on her 
lips, Nellie gesturing toward the collection of spy cameras around 
them. 

“Oh, sorry—it’s nothing to do with the clue hunt,” Dan said, 
but with such excitement in his voice that Amy suspected he was 
lying. She started to hand him the notebook they’d been 
exchanging notes in, but he shook his head. 


“No, really!” he exclaimed. He held out a huge sack. “I just 
found this great place called the Stratford Brass Rubbing Centre, 
right by the public restrooms. Well, I had to go down a little path, 
but still.... Look what I bought!” 


He opened the bag. 


Amy remembered that back in their normal lives, one of Dan’s 
wacky fascinations had been grave rubbings. Many Saturdays 
back home in Boston he’d take the bus to a cemetery, pick out his 
favorite tombstones, and make a copy by rubbing a pencil over 
paper on top of the inscriptions. Even on the way to their 
grandmother’s funeral, Amy knew, he’d been hoping to get a 
rubbing of her gravestone. Amy guessed brass rubbings were 
pretty much the same thing, except on a grander scale. Dan was 
pulling out banners of black paper and figures of knights and 
kings and dragons to use for the rubbings. 


“Isn’t this the coolest stuff you’ve ever seen?” Dan asked, 
beaming. He looked from Amy to Nellie, and his shoulders 
slumped. He began putting everything back into the sack. “Of 
course, I just bought it to do later, after we finish the clue hunt.” 


He sank down beside the two girls. 


This is like a curse, Amy thought, and went back to reading the 
poem. 


Time passed. Dan went out again and came back with more 
snacks. Nellie left to go feed Saladin back at the hotel. And then 
the church attendant was standing over them, saying, “I’m sorry. 
I'll have to ask you to leave. We’re closing in five minutes.” 


They’d lost an entire day. And they still didn’t have a clue. 


“We can’t leave!” Dan protested. He glanced down at 
Shakespeare’s tomb, the same stupid slab of stone he and Amy 
and Nellie had been studying for most of the day. “Not yet!” 


The attendant stared at him. 

“Pve been volunteering here for twenty years,” the old man 
said. “And I’ve seen lots of people obsessed with Shakespeare. But 
I’ve never seen quite such devotion to his grave site. You’ve been 
here all day, haven’t you?” He shook his head in disbelief. 


“What can I say—we’re fans,” Dan mumbled. 


“Then perhaps you can come back another time,” the attendant 
said. “But you'll have to say your farewells to the Bard for now.” 


Dan reluctantly stood up and started moving toward the door. 
He exchanged glances with Amy. Her face twisted in anguish, and 
he could tell she was thinking, But we can’t leave without a clue! 
And — what if everybody else really did figure it out already? 


Desperately, Dan whirled around. 


“Please, sir,” he said to the attendant. “I know this probably 
isn’t usually allowed but — could I make a rubbing of the words 
on Shakespeare’s tomb?” 


He hoped Amy was proud of him for not just running up there. 
He held up one of the large sheets of black paper he’d gotten 
from the Brass Rubbing Centre and put on his most innocent, 
pitiful-looking expression. 

The old man hesitated. 


“Oh, all right,” he finally said. “It’s good to see a young lad like 
yourself already so interested in great literature.” 


The man went over to his desk for a moment — Dan tried to 
watch to see if he was turning off any sort of security system, but 
it was impossible to tell. Then the man lifted the rope to let Dan 
actually step onto Shakespeare’s tomb. He had to move a bouquet 
of flowers to kneel down and start the rubbing. 


Dan put the paper over the inscription and began rubbing a 
silver-colored wax stick across the surface. 
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appeared on Dan’s page. He shifted to do the middle section of 
the poem, working the wax up and down across the paper. 


“Hey! Whatcha doing? Some kind of artwork?” a voice cried 
out, and Dan jumped, his wax stick skittering across the page. 


It was Hamilton Holt. 


Of course, Dan thought. If the Holts were watching everything on 
camera, naturally they’d think I was copying over a lead. Stupid me. 


Fortunately, Amy was already answering for him. 


“Oh, Dan has this weird hobby, doing grave rubbings,” she 
said, shrugging. “That’s all.” 


“Cool,” Hamilton said. “Will you do one for me?” 
“And me?” Jonah appeared behind him. 
“And me?” That was Sinead. 


“Really, guys. It’s nothing,” Dan protested, looking up as he 
continued to color. 

“Then you won’t mind sharing.” Now it was Ian speaking, even 
as he palmed the camera that had been on the altar. 

So maybe they didn’t all come back just because they saw me 
kneeling on the tombstone, Dan thought. They came back to pick up 
their cameras, so the church attendant wouldn’t find them when he 
closes up. 


That didn’t make Dan feel any less nervous. 


What’s the big deal? he told himself. I haven’t found a lead. I’m 
just getting a copy of this poem so Amy, Nellie, and I can stare at it 
for another six or seven hours. Why shouldn’t I ruin everybody else’s 
night, too? 

“Sure, Pll make a copy for all of you,” Dan said, faking a 
generous tone. “Each team.” 


He looked back at his paper. His rubbing had gotten sloppy 
while he was looking away. He’d started coloring his paper below 
the last line of the poem, over a section of the tombstone that had 
been covered by the flowers. 


So this is a bad copy, Dan thought. So what? I’ll just give it to one 
of the other teams. 


Then he realized more words were appearing on his paper, 
words that were carved into the tombstone so lightly that they 
couldn’t be seen in the stone. They showed up only in the 
rubbing. But they were definitely there. Shakespeare’s tombstone 
poem didn’t just have four lines — it also had a secret second 
verse. 


And the secret fifth line, the only one Dan could read so far, 
began: 


BUT IF A MADRIGAL KIN Y BE... 


CHAPTER 13 


Dan froze. 


No! he told himself. You can’t let anyone see that you’ve noticed 
anything new.... 


He forced his arm to start moving again, to keep rubbing the 
wax stick across the paper. But he was careful to keep the wax 
stick in the area away from the secret words. He scooted forward 
onto the paper, as if he was just trying to reach the farthest word, 
“FOREBEARE.” But he was really trying to cover the secret line of 
poetry with his knees. 

Was it just his imagination, or was everyone standing too 
close? Claustrophobically close? Who would catch on first — 
would Ian over on the one side see the words But if not quite 
covered by his left knee? Or would it be Jonah on the other side 
seeing the ye be not quite covered by his right knee? Why hadn’t 
Dan spent his whole life up to this point eating constantly so he’d 
have really, really fat knees? 

Dan’s wax stick careened almost off the paper. He hadn’t been 
this bad at coloring since kindergarten. 


No, wait, he told himself. Use it! 

He whipped the paper away from the tombstone and began 
tearing the page into pieces. 

“Messed up,” he said, trying to sound matter-of-fact. “Sorry.” 

He tucked the torn papers facedown under his foot. 

“Amy?” he said. “Want to hand me another sheet of paper?” 

Amy’s eyes met his. He could tell she knew he’d found 
something. She understood he was trying to hide it from the 
others. 

“Sure,” she said, and gave him the paper. 

As he very, very carefully started another rubbing of only the 
top four lines of the poem, Amy started talking. 


“Did anybody else get to see Shakespeare’s birthplace?” she 
asked, clearly trying to distract everyone from Dan. “The 
wallpaper in some of the rooms is painted cloth — kind of like 
cheap tapestry is how the guide described it. But it’s really gaudy 
looking. And back in the 1800s when tourists visited the house, 
they wrote their names on the walls and windows. There was a 
fight over who controlled the house, and the names on the walls 
were whitewashed over, but there are still some windowpanes 
with names on them, even of famous people like Sir Walter 
Scott.... Oh, and John Adams and Thomas Jefferson visited the 
birthplace together in 1786, I think, and both of them signed the 
guestbook....” 


Obviously, Amy was trying to bore everyone to the point that 
they all just fell asleep. 

Dan finished two rubbings and handed them out. Hamilton 
drifted toward the door. So did Ian. 

But Sinead leaned closer. 

“T read about that!” she said to Amy. 

“And did you know that P. T. Barnum tried to buy 
Shakespeare’s birthplace in 1847?” Amy added. “He wanted to 
ship it to the United States and put it on wheels, to be displayed 
all over the country. Like it was part of his circus.” 

“That’s awful!” Sinead said. 

Dan thrust a rubbing into Sinead’s hand. Then he did one for 
Jonah, too. 

Okay, Amy, he thought, hoping she could read his mind again. 
Start moving everyone else toward the door so I can do a rubbing for 
us with all the secret lines. 

“Perhaps you would be so good as to do another rubbing just 
for me?” Alistair said, leaning in close. 

Dan jumped. He’d been so focused on Amy and Sinead that he 
hadn’t even noticed that Alistair had arrived, too. 

“I — I thought you were teamed up with the Starlings now,” 
Dan said. “I’m just doing one per team.” 


“Ah, but what is a team, really?” Alistair asked cryptically. 
“Shakespeare said a rose by any other name would smell as 
sweet. Is that also true of the word team? Or—family? What do 
the words really mean?” 


Alistair was definitely losing it. 


Just to get rid of him, Dan did another quick rubbing and 
handed it to him. 


Now it was only the attendant standing over Dan. 
“Young man,” the attendant said. “It’s past six.” 
“Last one,” Dan said frantically. “I promise.” 


He did the top part of the rubbing in a flash, getting only the 
barest hint of each word. Then he shifted positions. He filled in 
the last part, the secret part, upside down, with his back toward 
the attendant. Dan just hoped the old man wasn’t craning his 
neck and looking over Dan’s shoulder. Dan actually got goose 
bumps thinking about what could happen — what if the 
attendant saw the words appearing on Dan’s paper and cried out 
loudly enough for everyone to hear, “Great Bard in Heaven! I 
never knew it said that on Shakespeare’s tomb!” 


Dan was trying so hard to keep the attendant from seeing the 
secret lines of poetry that he didn’t look at them himself. He 
reached the bottom of the tombstone and dropped his wax stick. 
Then he rolled up the paper as quickly as he could. 

“Thanks,” Dan told the attendant. 

As soon as he got outside, Dan pulled Amy aside. The others 
were just ahead of them, but Dan couldn’t wait. He unrolled the 
paper and held it so only Amy could see. 

“Didn’t I do a good job on this one?” he asked, trying to make 
it sound like he was only bragging, showing off his work. 

The silver rubbing glowed in the fading sunlight. And finally 
Dan got to read the entire poem from Shakespeare’s grave, secret 
lines and all: 
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Sweet, Dan thought. This is actually poetry I understand right 
away. And something that will be fun to do! 


Shakespeare was asking them to dig up his grave. 


CHAPTER 14 


This is terrible! Amy thought, staring at Dan’s tombstone 
rubbing. We can’t dig up Shakespeare’s grave! We can’t! 


It wasn’t like the Clue hunt hadn’t forced them to be grave 
diggers before. But this was William Shakespeare.... 


“Amy,” Dan said very, very softly, so no one else could hear. “If 
we don’t do this, one of the others will. Eventually, they'll find 
the rest of the poem or just start digging because they can’t think 
of anything else to try.” 


Amy looked around. Just ahead of them, Jonah was saying into 
his cell phone, probably to one of his parents, “Yeah, saw the 
tomb. Even got a drawing of it from Dan. And I’ve got a report 
ready to send you.” 


If Jonah Wizard decided to dig up Shakespeare’s grave, he’d 
probably buy the church first, have it torn down, hire a bunch of 
bulldozers and backhoes to do the digging ... and then just throw 
away Shakespeare’s body when he was done. 


If the Holts dug up Shakespeare’s grave, they’d probably use his 
skull for football practice. Oh, they wouldn’t plan to. But with the 
Holts, everything ended up being about sports. 
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Amy couldn’t go on imagining dire possibilities. 

“Why do so many things in the clue hunt come down to 
deciding between bad choices?” she asked Dan. 

“T knew you’d agree to do this!” Dan said, beaming. 


“We'll be respectful about it,” Amy said. “We won’t disturb 
anything we don’t have to. We’ll put everything back the way we 
found it —” 


“Except the next clue,” Dan said. 


Fiske Cahill and William McIntyre sat in a private room in a 
restaurant on the banks of the river Avon. The view was lovely — 
the trees, the sky, the boats bobbing gently in the water — but 
neither man was paying attention. Mr. McIntyre was talking on 
his cell phone. Fiske Cahill was wishing that his bold, decisive 
sister Grace were still alive. This was not a new wish for Fiske — 
he’d missed his sister desperately ever since she died. But the 
Clue hunt was winding toward its most dangerous moments. 
Fiske himself would have to make judgments that could help save 
or ruin everything. 


“You were always better than me at that kind of thing, sis,” he 
whispered. 


He reminded himself that so much more depended on Dan and 
Amy than on him. But how was that fair? 


Mr. McIntyre said, “Yes, thank you. Good-bye,” and shut his 
phone. 


“Our friend at the church says everyone has departed now,” 
Mr. McIntyre reported. “He believes that master Dan was the only 
one who found the lead. But someone from each of the other 
teams was there. And no one was fighting.” 


Fiske nodded once, curtly, accepting this. 


“So it was not too risky tipping off each team to go to the 
church,” Mr. McIntyre added, almost sounding cheerful. 


Fiske stood and went over to stand by the window. He wished 
he could have seen how Amy and Dan had looked, coming out of 
the church. Were they happy? Confident? Excited? Or was the 
Clue hunt wearing on them? 


Could their bright young lives be destroyed as their parents’ 
had been destroyed? 


“This round isn’t over yet,” Fiske said. “Look what happened 
when we handed out all those tickets to the Globe.” 


“You know we have to keep forcing the branches together,” Mr. 
McIntyre said. “There’s no other choice. What’s the Shakespeare 
quote? ‘There is a tide in the affairs of men/Which, taken at the 
flood, leads on to fortune.’ We had to memorize that whole 
speech in school. This clue hunt — it’s like that tide for the 


Madrigals. This is our best shot in five hundred years for 
reuniting the Cahills. And, as you know, it’s more important than 
ever that we succeed.” His expression turned grim again. “It’s our 
last chance.” 


Fiske had never done well in school. He’d been too shy and 
awkward to feel comfortable sitting in class, or even just with a 
private tutor. 


But he was pretty sure that Shakespeare’s next line after ‘leads 
on to fortune’ was something about miserable failure. 


“You do know the play that that line’s from—Julius Caesar— 
you do know that it all ends in tragedy,” Fiske said. “Don’t you?” 


“We've got to tell Nellie,” Amy whispered. 
“And get some supplies back at the hotel,” Dan whispered back. 


“And by then it will be dark and we can sneak back into the 
church,” Amy said, finishing their plans. 

They waited for the others to get far ahead of them and then 
they took a circuitous route back to the hotel. The whole village 
of Stratford seemed to be closing up for the night. 


A block from their hotel, they rounded a corner—and saw 
Nellie on the sidewalk, talking to Alistair. 


“Well, that’s very kind of you to invite us to join you for 
bangers and mash for dinner tonight,” Nellie was saying. 


Amy and Dan began frantically shaking their heads at Nellie, 
behind Alistair’s back. 


“But we’re all really tired,” Nellie said, without changing her 
expression. “I think we’ll just order room service and go to bed 
early.” 


Amy and Dan nodded and darted back around the corner. They 
walked all the way around the block to get to the hotel. At each 
corner they flattened themselves against the wall and looked first, 
just in case. 


In the room, Saladin let out an angry Mrrp! that clearly meant, 
What? You left me alone all day and now you’re going to abandon me 
again? 


Dan grabbed a flashlight. Amy grabbed the best tool she could 
find in a rush: a metal nail file. As they started to leave the hotel, 
she pulled out her phone to call Nellie. 


“Didn’t you see how close Alistair was standing to her?” Dan 
asked. 


“Right,” Amy said unhappily as she put the phone away. 
“We'll be back before she has a chance to miss us,” Dan said. 


But it was slow going, heading back to the church. They tiptoed 
and crept around corners. Whenever they passed a window, they 
stopped and peeked in to make sure no one from the other Clue- 
hunting teams was inside watching. As it grew darker and darker, 
the shadows around them lengthened, seeming to hide 
threatening shapes. 


Once they reached the cemetery that surrounded the church, 
Dan switched on the flashlight. The weak light just made the 
darkness around them seem thicker, more menacing. Eerie sounds 
echoed in the trees above them — from owls? Bats? 


It’s just your imagination, Amy told herself firmly. 
They reached the side door of the church. A huge sign warned 
potential trespassers about the church’s excellent security system. 


Amy stared in dismay at the heavy chains looped around the door 
handle. 


“Dan — even if we can get in, the police will be here before we 
have a chance to dig up the grave,” she said. 


“We'll dig fast,” Dan said stubbornly. 

He touched a link of the chain, and the whole thing began 
coming unwrapped. The huge links made an awful clatter rattling 
against one another and then crashing down. 

Finally, there was silence. The entire chain lay in a heap on the 
ground. 

“Why would anyone put a chain on a door without locking the 
ends?” Dan asked. “Why just make it look like a door is locked?” 

“Someone from another team got here first,” Amy said numbly. 

They’d been so foolish — anybody could have driven back to 
the church faster than they’d walked. Or Isabel or Eisenhower 


could have crept in the minute everyone else left. 
The full weight of their failure crushed down on Amy. 


“Somebody beat us,” she moaned. “They already got the next 
clue and left.” 


Dan pushed against the door. 


“No,” he corrected his sister. “Then they would have locked the 
chain again. Covered their tracks.” 


The door creaked open. 
“See?” Dan said. “Whoever it is — they’re still here.” 


CHAPTER 15 


Amy, the coward, started babbling about how they’d have to be 
really, really careful now. 


“Whoever’s in there had to have heard that chain fall, so they'll 
be on alert,” she whispered. In the dim light from the flashlight, 
her face looked ghostly and terrified. “They’re probably laying a 
trap for us. We should go back and get Nellie to help. Maybe 
Hamilton, too — Hamilton’s helped us before, he’ll help us now. 
We'll have to make plans, set our own trap—” 

“What? And let whoever it is escape with the clue? While we’re 
sitting around talking? No way,” Dan said. 

He stepped in through the door and was instantly engulfed in 
darkness. A plan came to him in that one step. Amy was right 
about the chain being too loud. Dan might as well use that to his 
own advantage. 


He swung the beam of the flashlight toward the front of the 
church. 

“Police!” he shouted. “Freeze!” 

Nobody was there. 

Quickly, he flashed the light around the entire church. He 
listened for panicky breaths from someone hiding in the pews. He 


poked his head back out the door and said to Amy, “Come on in. 
The coast is clear.” 


“You idiot,” Amy muttered. “Moron.” 


But Dan noticed that she walked into the church. Dan pulled 
the door shut behind her. 

“You forgot ‘poisonous bunch-back’d toad,’ ‘knottypated fool’ 
and ‘vile standing tuck,” Dan said. “But at least I’m not ‘pigeon- 
livered and lacking gall’ like you.” 


“More Shakespeare insults?” Amy asked. 


“Want me to go on?” Dan asked cheerfully. “I know dozens of 
them now.” 


“No,” Amy said. “I want you to be quiet so we can hear if 
anyone comes.” 


This actually struck Dan as a good idea. He shut up, and they 
both tiptoed toward Shakespeare’s grave. Dan held the flashlight 
low to the ground to light the uneven stone floor. But all sorts of 
dangers seemed to lurk in the darkness just beyond the flashlight 
beam. 

If one of the other teams isn’t here digging up Shakespeare’s grave, 
then — who did leave that door unlocked? Dan wondered. Is this a 
trap? 

There was nothing he could do but keep walking toward the 
grave. 

“Shakespeare died in 1616,” Amy whispered. “I hope no one’s 
replaced the mortar around his tombstone since then. Four- 
hundred-year-old mortar should be crumbly and easy to dig 
through. But if it’s newer than that ...” 

“We'll be fine,” Dan whispered back. 

They were at the gravestone now. Dan bent down and moved 
the bouquet of flowers once again. His fingers brushed the secret 
carved words that had shown up on the grave rubbing — vague, 
random-seeming lines in the stone. It wasn’t surprising that they 
could have gone undetected for almost four hundred years. 

Amy bit her lip. 

“Don’t break the stone or anything,” she said. 

“Amy, it’s a stone,” Dan said. “How would I break it?” 

“Superpowers?” Amy said. For her, that was a really, really 
good attempt at a joke. 

Not that it was actually funny. 

Dan moved his hand to feel along the crack between 
Shakespeare’s gravestone and the one beside it. He touched the 
mortar in the crack — and then jerked his hand back. 

“Amy!” he whispered. “That’s not mortar! It’s fake!” 

“What?” Amy said. 


Dan pulled her hand toward the fake mortar so she could feel 
it, too. 

“Its just — rubber?” she asked. “Made to look like crumbly 
mortar?” 


Dan began pulling on the rubbery fake mortar. It came up in 
one long strip. 


“Careful,” Amy said. “One of the other clue-hunting teams 
might have put it there to cover their tracks. It might be set to 
explode —” 


“Or someone’s making this really easy for us,” Dan said. He 
pointed to a set of hinges that had been hidden under the fake 
mortar. He used the nail file like a lever. One side of the stone 
began to creak upward, moving under its own power now. 


Dan shone the flashlight beam down into the grave. 


He was braced for some horrifying decaying skeleton. But all 
he could see was a coffin. 


Something gleamed on top of the coffin: an irregularly shaped 
metal pole. Words ran around the pole, circling it again and again 
and again. Dan rolled the pole to the side and realized that there 
were only five words, repeating over and over: Madrigal 
Stronghold - Cahill Ancestral Home - Madrigal Stronghold - Cahill 
Ancestral Home ... 





“Its telling us where to go next!” Dan whispered. “The 
Madrigal stronghold,” Amy said. “Of course.” 

The Clue hunt had taken them to strongholds for all the other 
branches: for the Lucians in Paris; the Janus in Venice; the Ekats 


in Egypt; and the Tomas in South Africa. It made so much sense 
that they’d have to go to the Madrigals’ headquarters, too. 


“Cahill Ancestral Home’ — think that means where Gideon and 
Olivia Cahill lived?” Dan asked. 


“Yeah — the last place the Cahill family was all together,” Amy 
said sadly. “Of course the Madrigals would build their 
headquarters there.” 


Dan rolled the pole again, scanning the words looping down its 
side. 


“Okay, great,” he said. “All very symbolic. Like poetry. 
Whatever. But where is this Madrigal stronghold-ancestral home? 
They forgot to write down directions!” 

Amy took the flashlight from Dan’s hand and aimed it toward a 
crack in the coffin lid Dan hadn’t noticed before. Then she took 
the nail file Dan had put down on the floor and she pried at the 
crack. No, she was pulling something out of the crack: 

A ribbon. 


“T think there are two parts to this,” she said. They laid the 
fragile ribbon out on the floor and peered at it: 
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“And I thought Shakespeare’s spelling was bad before,” Dan 
muttered. 


“See any patterns?” Amy asked. “Any anagrams or —” 


“In that mess? You’ve got to kidding,” Dan said, then groaned. 
“Couldn’t we have a nice, easy numbers clue? Thanks a lot, 
Shakespeare.” 

“No, thank you, Dan and Amy,” a voice said behind them. 


Both kids whirled around. It wasn’t someone from one of the 
other teams. It was the old man who’d volunteered at the church, 


the one who’d given Dan permission to do the grave rubbing. 


“We can explain everything,” Dan said quickly. He hoped Amy 
would be able to, anyway. 


The old man lifted his hands in a forgiving gesture. 


“No, no, I know the explanations already,” he said. “I’m just so 
grateful to the two of you for ...” He stopped and looked around, 
bafflement spreading over his face. “Where are the others?” 


“Others?” Amy repeated stupidly. 


The old man was gazing far down the aisle. Even in the dim 
light, Dan could see the blood draining from the man’s face. The 
man began backing away. 


“This isn’t what I thought,” he said. “I thought ... I thought ...” 
He faded back into the shadows. 


Dan stood up and stared off toward the spot where the man 
had been looking. Years ago, one time when they were between 
au pairs, Dan had gone through a phase where he’d watched a lot 
of horror movies — the kind shown on cable TV in the middle of 
the night. The kind any kid Dan’s age with actual, living parents 
was never allowed to watch. The kind where there was always 
some angry mob of villagers showing up with pitchforks and 
torches, ready to kill someone. 


Dan felt like he was watching that same kind of angry mob, 
down at the opposite end of the aisle. 


The other Clue-hunting teams had arrived. 


CHAPTER 16 


For Amy, it was like seeing all her least favorite Shakespeare 
villains come to life. With their faces shadowed, Mary-Todd, 
Reagan, and Madison Holt reminded her of the three witches 
from Macbeth. Alistair was like mad King Lear, who punished the 
child who loved him best. Hamilton was like Brutus from Julius 
Caesar, the supposed friend who joined in the murder plot. Jonah 
was like the two-faced Richard III, who pretended to be a good 
guy but killed off one relative after another. Sinead was like ... 


Amy remembered this wasn’t English class. She didn’t have 
time to come up with analogies for everyone. 


Did she and Dan have time to save their own lives? 


Amy threw the flashlight down on the floor, so the beam of 
light pointed out toward the other teams. She and Dan were in 
total darkness. 


“Amy, Dan— we don’t want to hurt you,” Alistair called. 


“Of course not,” Amy yelled back. “Did you want to hurt our 
parents seven years ago?” 


Shouting that made her voice shake. And it made her ears ring, 
so she couldn’t hear what, if anything, Alistair said in reply. 


No time to think about that, Amy told herself. No time to feel. Just 
... plan. 


Amy bent down and picked up the delicate ribbon from the 
floor. The end of the ribbon was already coming unraveled. 


“Dan!” she whispered. “Did you get a good look at this? 
Enough to memorize the letters?” 


“T think so,” he whispered back. “I’m pretty sure.” 
“Sure enough that it’s okay if I destroy it?” Amy asked. 
Dan glanced at the ribbon quickly. 

“Go ahead,” he whispered. 


Amy put one end of the ribbon under the vase holding the 
bouquet of flowers. She grabbed the metal pole from the coffin 
top and handed it to Dan. 


“Swing it at them if you have to,” she told him grimly. 


Then she picked up the flashlight and directed the beam of 
light toward the end of the ribbon she still held in her hand. 


“This is the next lead,” she called out to her relatives. “If you 
get up here in time, maybe you can stop me from unraveling all 
of it!” 


She pulled on the ribbon end that wasn’t under the vase. It 
obligingly separated out into individual threads. She kept her end 
of the unraveling ribbon firmly between her fingers. Then she 
dropped the flashlight and grabbed Dan’s hand. 


“Run!” she yelled at him. 


Dan was halfway down the side aisle of the church before he 
figured out what Amy was trying to do. He knew she was 
unraveling the ribbon, leaving a trail of thread behind them as 
they ran. But why? 


Oh, yeah, he thought. She’s trying to get everyone to run up to the 
front of the church to save what’s left of the ribbon, instead of chasing 
us. She’s buying us time to get away. 

Was it working? 

Dan and Amy reached the door without Dan having to swing 
the metal pole even once. 

All right, Amy! Dan thought. He almost regretted calling her 
pigeon-livered. 

“Let’s hide in the cemetery,” Dan hissed to her. 

“No—keep running,” Amy whispered. “We’ve got to get back to 
Nellie. We’ve got to get out of Stratford.” 

Dan couldn’t see how that would work. Sure, the other Clue 
hunters hadn’t caught them yet. But any of the Holts could run 
faster than Dan and Amy. Probably Ian and Jonah and the 
Starlings could, too. If this turned into a flat-out race, Dan and 
Amy would lose. 


They sprinted through the cemetery and burst out the gate to 
the street outside. Dan could already hear footsteps behind them, 
getting closer and closer. 

“Turn left!” Dan whispered to Amy. “Everyone would expect us 
to turn right, so we’ve got to fool them!” 


Amy cast a quick glance over her shoulder. 
“But if anyone’s close enough to see—” 


A car down the street suddenly turned on its headlights, 
pinning Amy and Dan in the bright beams. 


“Oh, no — get out of the light!” Amy yelled. 
A figure stepped out of the car. 

“Amy! Dan! Over here!” 

It was Nellie. 


The old man sat beside the open grave, his face buried in his 
hands. 


Fifteen generations. 


That was how long his family had been working at Holy Trinity 
Church. His father, his grandmother, his great-grandmother, his 
great-great-grandfather ... all the way back to the 1600s. All of 
them had watched over Shakespeare’s grave and watched over his 
Madrigal secrets. 


As Cahill accomplishments went, it wasn’t much. Their tiny 
offshoot branch of Madrigals had produced no Shakespeares of 
their own. But the old man’s family, generation after generation, 
had been loyal and hardworking and true. They took their pride 
in that. 


Every five years they would replace a decaying old ribbon with 
a newer one, after meticulously copying down a string of letters. 
Once or twice they had made strategic decisions to modernize, 
updating even what was printed on the ribbon. 

But mostly, for fifteen generations, they had waited. 

The old man had been so sure that this would be the night 
everyone was waiting for. 


He picked up a wisp of thread still lingering by the grave. 


Ruin, he thought. All our hopes in ruin. 


But his family had had their hopes dashed before. They had 
learned the value of backup plans. He went to the church gift 
shop and reached under the desk to pull out a very precise length 
of satin ribbon. Then he went to a secret hiding place of his own 
and retrieved a computer disk containing one file: a photo of an 
old ribbon, the one that had been destroyed. He had a tedious job 
ahead of him, but by morning, Shakespeare’s grave would once 
again contain part of a lead toward the most important of all the 
39 Clues. Recovering or reproducing the metal pole would take 
only a little longer. 


A shadow fell across the old man’s shoulder. 
“Tl take that,” a voice said behind him. 


And then a hand reached out to grab the computer disk. 


CHAPTER 17 


Nellie squealed the tires as she rounded the corner. 
“Left! Left! Drive on the left side!” Dan yelled at her. 


“Oh, right,” Nellie said. She swerved back into her lane, barely 
missing a parked car. 


“How’d you know where to find us?” Amy asked. 


“Pve been hanging around you two goobers practically twenty- 
four/seven for more than a month,” Nellie said. “I can tell when 
you're trying to keep a secret. You had ‘We’re planning to sneak 
back into the church’ written all over your faces.” 


Amy slumped in her seat. 


“Everybody knew we were planning to sneak back into the 
church,” she muttered. “They were just pretending not to.” 


“As Shakespeare himself would say, ‘All the world’s a stage,” 
Nellie said. She peered into her rearview mirror. “Wow. I have to 
hand it to Hamilton. He’s practically keeping up.” 


Amy whirled around in her seat. Hamilton was running behind 
their car, only four or five lengths back. If Nellie had to stop for a 
red light or a stop sign, he’d catch them. 


“Should I wait for him?” Nellie asked, slowing slightly. 

Amy saw another hulking figure striding alongside Hamilton. 
“No! His dad’s with him!” she shrieked. 

Nellie whipped around another corner. 


“So,” she said. “You got a destination in mind or do you just 
want me to keep going with the evasive driving?” 


“Back to the hotel to pick up our stuff,” Amy said. 
“And then —” 
“Been there, done that,” Nellie said. 


She took a hand off the steering wheel to point at the backseat 
and floor. For the first time, Amy noticed that Saladin’s cat 


carrier and Nellie’s bag were right beside her. 


“As soon as I got away from Alistair, I packed up and checked 
out,” Nellie said. “Then I headed toward the church. I thought my 
timing was pretty good, didn’t you?” Nellie sounded amazingly 
casual given that she was practically driving a slalom course 
around cars parked on either side of the narrow street. “Oh, this 
is crazy! Eisenhower’s waving at us like he thinks we’re going to 
stop!” 

“Get on the highway,” Amy said. 

“Toward ...?” Nellie asked. 

“Not sure yet. Got any scissors?” Amy asked. 


“On my Swiss Army knife,” Nellie said. “Bottom pocket in my 
bag, right-hand side.” 


Amy pulled out the knife. Then she reached into her own bag 
for a Boston College T-shirt that had gotten kind of ragged during 
the Clue hunt. She began cutting off a spiral strip of the shirt 
from the bottom up. She made the strip extra long, just in case. 
Then she leaned over the front seat and handed the cloth and a 
thin marker to Dan. 


“Start writing,” she said. 
Dan let out a deep breath. 


That’s why he wasn’t talking, Amy thought. He was holding his 
breath, trying so hard not to forget. 

She’d noticed on the Clue hunt that Dan’s photographic 
memory wasn’t completely effortless. He just acted like it was. 

“Done,” Dan said a few minutes later. 


He held up the strip. Its edges curled up because of the way it’d 
been cut. 


Curled, Amy thought. A spiral. Like ... 

“T still don’t get it,” Dan said. “I can remember the letters from 
the ribbon. I’m even pretty sure I got the wacko spacing right, all 
the gaps between the letters. But I can’t figure out what any of it 
means.” 


“Wrap the cloth around the pole,” Amy said. “Because back in 
Shakespeare’s time, English villages always had these huge 


midsummer parties where girls would dance and wrap ribbons 
around a maypole in particular patterns. The midsummer festival 
would have been a big deal in Stratford, something Shakespeare 
probably missed when he moved to London. Something that 
reminded him of home.” 


Home, Amy thought. That’s what this clue is about. It’s calling 
Cahills back home. Like in the hint we got in London: “Everything can 
come full circle.” 


“One of Shakespeare’s plays is called A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream,” Nellie said as she jerked the steering wheel left and right. 
“It’s kind of bizarre, with —” 

“Stop it!” Dan yelled. “Both of you—stop trying to tell me 
stuff!” 

“I just thought it might help you solve that,” Nellie said, 
sounding offended. 

“But I already have,” Dan said, holding up the pole. “It’s 
numbers, after all. Just spelled out as words!” 

Amy hung over the front seat so she could see. Dan had lined 
up the edges of the strip of cloth with the words spiraling around 
the pole: MADRIGAL STRONGHOLD * CAHILL ANCESTRAL HOME * 
MADRIGAL STRONGHOLD * CAHILL ANCESTRAL HOME ... 

With the strip of cloth wrapped all the way around the pole, 
the nonsensical list of letters did indeed spell out words on one 
side. 


“Fifty-three oN Six oW’?” Amy said. “What’s that mean? Oh 
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“That’s not ‘oN’ and ‘oW,’” Nellie said, glancing toward the 
pole. “That’s—” 


“Degrees north,” Dan said. 
“And degrees west,” Amy said. 
“Latitude and longitude,” Nellie finished. 


They’d all figured it out at the same time. The ribbon gave 
them the precise coordinates of the Madrigal stronghold. 


Nellie yanked the portable GPS unit off the dashboard and 
tossed it back to Amy. 


“Good thing I sprang for the deluxe rental package, now that 
you both know we’re spending Madrigal money,” Nellie said as 
Amy punched in the coordinates. “Where to?” 

Amy stared at the glowing screen. 


“Somewhere that might take a lot more Madrigal money,” Amy 
muttered. She shifted to dialing Nellie’s cell phone. “Hello, Mr. 
McIntyre? We need to rent a helicopter.” 


CHAPTER 18 


Fiske paced while Mr. McIntyre talked on the phone. 


“Amy and Dan know where they need to go,” Mr. McIntyre 
reported, his hand cupped over the phone. “They’re in a hurry. 
They want to rent a helicopter.” 


“But we haven’t heard from our man at the church about how 
things went there?” Fiske asked. 


Mr. McIntyre shook his head and went back to talking on the 
phone. “Do you feel that you and the other teams have reached a 
proper, ah, rapprochement?” he asked. “You believe that your 
actions in Stratford — and from this point forward — will lead to 
the achievement of all our goals?” 


Fiske could always tell when Mr. McIntyre was nervous. He 
started sounding more and more like a lawyer. 


“Yes,” Mr. McIntyre continued. “I am talking about the 
reunification of the Cahill family, and the end of five hundred 
years of hostility, enmity, and outright war.” 


Fiske passed close enough in his pacing that he could hear 
Amy’s voice coming through the cell phone. 
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“Mr. McIntyre, we’re doing the best we can,” she said. “Dan 


kind of has a plan.” 


Grace had told Fiske once that Amy reminded her of him. 
Because of that, Fiske had spent the entire Clue hunt trying to 
imagine himself in Dan’s and Amy’s shoes. 

They’re braver than I am, he’d thought, again and again. They’re 
always so sure of themselves. 

But now, hearing the worry and fear in Amy’s voice, he knew 
that wasn’t true. Amy was terrified. She had no certainty of 
success. But she and Dan had always tried their hardest, done 
their best, from the very beginning. 


Could Fiske say the same about himself? 


He would have to do his best now. 
Fiske grabbed the phone from Mr. Mclntyre’s hand. 


“We trust you, Amy,” he said hoarsely into it. “You won’t be 
able to contact us once you get there, but — we'll trust your 
judgment. It’s all up to you.” 


Mr. McIntyre was staring daggers at him. McIntyre was a 
cautious man. He didn’t like having to trust people — especially 
not children who were too young and erratic to be predictable. 


“Don’t worry about the expense,” Fiske found himself saying 
into the phone. “Don’t worry that you’ll tip off the others that 
you're connected to us. This is the final stop. It’s almost time for 
everything to be revealed.” 

On the other end of the phone, Amy gasped. 

Fiske wanted to keep talking. This was strange — he wasn’t 
used to wanting to explain, to comfort, to encourage. But he 
couldn’t think of anything comforting or encouraging to say. All 
he could think of were warnings. 


Hastily, he shut off the phone and dropped it onto the table. 
Mr. McIntyre watched him. 


“Well need to make our own travel arrangements,” Mr. 
McIntyre said. 


Fiske just stood there, staring out at the darkness that had 
enveloped the river Avon. 


The phone rang again, rattling against the table. Mr. McIntyre 
answered it. 


He was silent for a few moments, then he cried, “What 
happened? Who stole the lead?” 


The phone slipped from his hand and fell to the floor. 
Fiske reached for it. 
“This is too dangerous!” he said. “We have to stop —” 


“We can’t stop anything,” Mr. McIntyre said. Now he was the 
one staring out into darkness. “It’s out of our control.” 


CHAPTER 19 
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“Pm telling you, 
anything there!” 


the pilot insisted. “There’s not going to be 


“And I’m telling you,” Nellie said, standing almost nose to nose 
with him. “We’re paying you tons of money to take us there 
anyway!” 

The pilot pointed at the computer screen. 


“Let me explain again,” he said with exaggerated patience. 
“The map reading of fifty-three north, six west is in the water.” 
He zoomed in on the computer, so the screen showed nothing but 
blue. “It’s off the coast of Ireland, yes, but there’s not an island 
there. There’s not even a big rock. There’s nothing to land on!” 


“We'll take parachutes,” Nellie said. 
The pilot snorted. 


“Do you know what kind of trouble I could get into, dropping 
two kids and a teenager off in the middle of the Irish Sea?” he 
asked. “I could lose my license!” 


“T am not a teenager!” Nellie said furiously. “I am twenty years 
old!” 

It felt like the two of them had been arguing forever, back and 
forth, while Dan and Amy ate a very late improvised dinner from 
the heliport vending machine. Dan crumpled the last bag of 
Crispy Bacon Frazzles. 


“What if we throw in an extra two thousand dollars for you to 
take us there?” he suggested. 


Everyone turned and looked at him. 


What? Dan wondered. Can’t I be the calm, reasonable one in the 
room? 


He realized that he never would have been before the Clue 
hunt. 


Of course, before the Clue hunt, he’d also never had access to 
huge sums of money he could use to bribe people to do what he 
wanted. 


“Fine,” the helicopter pilot snapped. “I will take you on this 
crazy mission. Just to look. We will not land on the waves. You 
will not jump out in parachutes. You will not even unlatch a 
window unless I say it’s safe!” 


It was a tense flight. Nellie told Amy and Dan to sleep if they 
could, but every time Dan closed his eyes he saw the mob of his 
enemies back at the church. He kept dozing off and jerking awake 
from nightmares about the other Clue hunters chasing him with 
pitchforks and torches, or nightmares about the coffin from 
Shakespeare’s grave rising up and zooming after him, or 
nightmares about Isabel Kabra suddenly showing up to ... to ... 


“There it is!” Nellie shrieked. 


Dan jerked upright. He blinked at the sudden light: The sun 
was just coming up over the sea. And down below in the 
bouncing waves there was a small black dot. 


“See? What did I tell you? There is an island,” Nellie said, 
grinning triumphantly. 

“Oh, no, no, no,” the pilot said. “Thats just—” He glanced 
down at his instrument panel. He flicked one of the dials. He 
glared at a screen that seemed to be the helicopter version of 
GPS. “This is impossible! There isn’t an island there on any map!” 


“Typical Cahill setup,” Amy muttered beside Dan. She was 
speaking too softly for the pilot to hear her over the whir of the 
helicopter blades. “They’ve probably been bribing mapmakers for 
five hundred years to keep that island secret. Wonder how many 
ships have crashed into it because of that?” 


“Tt’s like with Lester,” Dan said softly. 

Staring out at the roiling water, Dan could imagine shipwreck 
victims reaching up desperately from the waves, just as Lester 
had reached from the quicksand back in Jamaica. 

“This is why we have to win,” Amy whispered back. 

She’d said the same thing the day Lester died: That they had to 
finish the hunt on behalf of all the ordinary people who’d been 


hurt or killed by Cahills fighting to take over the world. Dan 
agreed, but ... he didn’t want to be ordinary himself. It was more 
fun to be in control, to have thousands of dollars to throw around 
to get his own way. 


It was easier not to think about any of it. 


And, Dan told himself, it didn’t matter what their reasons were 
— for Lester, for the Madrigals, for the memory of Grace or Dan 
and Amy’s parents, just to keep the other teams from getting too 
much power.... No matter what, Amy and Dan had to win. 


“And look, the island is big enough to land on.” Nellie was 
gloating in the front seat. 


Without saying a word, the pilot let the helicopter drop toward 
the island. Dan’s stomach lurched upward — he had a feeling the 
pilot could have made a much smoother descent if he’d wanted. 


“Wait!” Dan yelled. “There! That’s where we need to land!” 


The island consisted of a broad, flat, pebbled beach leading up 
to a field of tall grasses, and then one huge, sheer cliff with only a 
narrow flat space at the top. Dan couldn’t begin to imagine what 
weird natural forces could have created that setup — maybe it 
wasn’t anything natural. Maybe the layout of the island was a 
Cahill invention. Dan knew that what he’d seen wasn’t natural: a 
metal-framed doorway at the top of the cliff. And, beside the 
doorway, a metal panel with pushbutton numbers. 


“Land beside that door!” Dan yelled. 
The pilot let out an exasperated burst of air. 


“Do you know nothing about helicopters?” he asked. “If I try to 
land there, my blades will hit the door and we will topple off the 
cliff and die.” 


“Then lower us down to the door on one of those little rope- 
ladder things people always use in the movies,” Amy said. 

Dan couldn’t believe it was Amy suggesting this. 

“Don’t you know how long people have to train to do that?” 
the pilot asked. “Someone like you, without experience, you 
would be caught in the draft and blow away and die.” 


“If we don’t hit the cliff and die that way instead,” Dan 
muttered under his breath. This guy was just a bundle of laughs. 

“Then the idea of parachutes—” Nellie began. 

“You would be blown out to sea,” the pilot said. “And you 
would expect me to come and rescue you.” 

“With the rope ladder, and then we’d get blown off the cliff and 
die,” Dan muttered again. 

Amy frowned at him and shook her head. 

“Please,” she said, leaning forward. “Isn’t there some way —” 

“T will land on the beach. Nowhere else,” the pilot said 
emphatically. “That is much more than I originally promised.” 

There was nothing they could do. 

The helicopter landed. Dan walked toward the bottom of the 
cliff. The grasses whipped against his legs and chest. Then his 
foot struck something hard. 

“Ow! Oh!” 

He jumped back and saw what he’d hit: a tall, thin stone that 
had been hidden by the grass. 

Beside him, Amy had brushed back grasses from a similar 
stone. 


“Dan, these are tombstones,” she said. “This is another 
cemetery.” The color drained from her face. “Oh, no. Oh, no. 
When Fiske said this was our final stop did he mean ...” 

Dan’s head spun, and for a moment he couldn’t hear anything 
Amy said. Now he could see regular breaks in the grasses — signs 
of a whole row of tombstones. 

Death, he thought. This whole clue hunt’s been about death. Dead 
parents, dead grandmother, dead ancestors, all those clues in graves 
and tombs and crypts ... 

He shook his head, as if that could drive all the death-thoughts 
away. 

“Get a grip,” he told Amy harshly. “Stop acting like you’ve 
never been in a cemetery before. When Fiske said this was our 


final stop, he meant this is where we’re going to find the last clue. 
Where we’re going to win.” 


He reached out and touched the tombstone before him, which 
was so weathered and ancient it was impossible to read. But Dan 
could feel what was left of the inscription; he could make out 
dates with his fingertips. 


“Amy, this is from, like, 1432 or 1482 — something like that,” 
he said. 


“Then it’s the original Cahill family cemetery,” Amy said. She 
stepped back, looking at the tombstones, then looking at the 
expanse of empty grasses just beyond. “Gideon and Olivia Cahill’s 
house was over there. There was a fence around it. I saw pictures 
in those family history books Alistair had back in Korea.” 


“But the house burned down five hundred years ago,” Dan said. 
“So you think the last clue is somewhere over in all those 
grasses?” 


“No,” Amy said. “There were always arrows pointing up in all 
the pictures. I didn’t understand it then, but now ... Remember 
how Fiske said, ‘It’s all up to you’? The way he said ‘up’? That 
was a hint, too.” 

She turned her gaze to the cliff, looking up and up and up. The 
cliff was as tall as a skyscraper—the top blocked out the sun. 

“We’re going to have to find some way to get up to that door,” 
Dan said. 


Amy nodded. 


“I guess we'll have to go back for climbing equipment,” she 
said. She grimaced. “Or a pilot who will drop us off on a rope 
ladder without telling us we’re going to die.” 


“That'll take forever!” Dan objected. 
Amy looked out at the empty water surrounding the island. 


“Maybe we’ve got time,” she said. “None of the other teams 
saw that ribbon.” 


Dan shook his head — not disagreeing, just impatient. He 
wanted to finish the Clue hunt now. He looked over at the 


helicopter, where Nellie and the pilot were arguing again. How 
long would it take to get the pilot to agree to a new plan? 


Just then Dan heard the putt-putt of a motor. 


He squinted off into the distance. The water around them 
wasn’t empty anymore. Something was moving toward them. 


A boat. 
Amy peered off in the same direction. 


“That’s probably just a fishing boat,” she said. “It probably 
doesn’t have anything to do with us or this island or the clue 
hunt.” 


Dan squinted harder. The boat got closer. 


“Ts that why Hamilton Holt is hanging out one of the windows, 
waving at us?” he asked. 


CHAPTER 20 


The Holts had come with climbing equipment. They swarmed 
out onto the pebble beach carrying ropes, carabiner clips, even 
pickaxes. 

“How?” Amy asked, standing there flabbergasted. It was torture 
to watch the other team move so efficiently toward the cliff. 

“How what, Amy?” Hamilton asked. He paused for a second in 
the midst of checking knots in his rope. 

“How did you solve the puzzle so fast when you didn’t have 
anything but thread?” Amy asked. “And how did you know to 
bring the ropes and everything?” 

“Amy, we didn’t solve any puzzle,” Hamilton said. “We just 
followed you.” 

“We put a tracking device on Nellie’s rental car,” Madison said, 
leering. 

“And then it was easy to check your flight plan at the heliport,” 
Reagan gloated. 

No, Amy wanted to protest. That’s not fair! This was our lead! 

But they’d been in too much of a hurry leaving Stratford to 
look for tracking devices. They never would have been able to 
convince the safety-obsessed pilot not to file a flight plan. 

They hadn’t had a chance. 


“Anyhow, we take climbing gear pretty much everywhere we 
go,” Hamilton added. “Doesn’t everyone?” 

He seemed to take in the stunned look on both Amy’s and Dan’s 
faces. 

“Oh, guess not,” he muttered, turning back to his ropes. “Too 
bad for you.” 

“Its like that famous Shakespeare quote,” Eisenhower added, 
hovering nearby. He squinted, as if thinking hard. Then his face 
lit up. “Shakespeare always said, ‘Be prepared.’” 


“That’s not a Shakespeare quote!” Dan protested. “It’s the Boy 
Scout motto!” 


“And the Girl Scouts’!” Amy added. 
Eisenhower’s smug expression didn’t change. 


“Yeah, well, what good is all that fancy knowledge doing you?” 
he asked. “We Holts are going to leave you down here in the dust. 
And us — we’re going to be up there!” He pointed to the top of 
the cliff like it was heaven itself. “Claiming the final prize. Holts 
are going to rule the world forever!” He stuck his ax into the first 
crack in the side of the cliff. “Who’s laughing at us now?” 


He knows, Amy thought. He knows this is the final stop. The final 
chance to win. Which ... Dan and I aren’t going to do. 


“So what if you can climb better than us!” Dan yelled as all five 
Holts began ascending the cliff. “The prize isn’t just sitting up 
there waiting for you to claim it! There’s a door and a keypad! 
Bet you anything the door is locked! Bet it’s going to take a math 
puzzle to solve the keypad code! Bet you’re just going to have to 
climb right back down here to beg for my help!” 


The Holts just kept climbing. 


This is the greatest day of my life, Eisenhower Holt thought. 


He was dangling from a rope thousands of feet above the 
ground, the fresh sea air in his face, his wife and children by his 
side. With the exertion, the family togetherness, the adrenaline 
coursing through his veins — with all that, the climb itself was 
enough to make this a wonderful day. 


But this climb would be the best of his life. He’d had a horrible 
day yesterday, but at least itd given him valuable information. 
And now he knew that ultimate victory awaited him at the top of 
the cliff. His family was about to win the biggest prize they could 
ever win — the biggest prize anyone could ever win. 


True, Eisenhower hadn’t quite figured out what the final prize 
in the Clue hunt would be. But he knew it would be something so 
great it would outweigh everything he’d ever failed at. It would 
make up for getting kicked out of West Point. It would make up 
for losing that security guard job when he’d accidentally Tasered 


his own rear end. It would make up for the other Tomas laughing 
at him — for everyone laughing at him. 


And it proved that one of his favorite quotations in the whole 
wide world was true: “It’s not whether you get knocked down; it’s 
whether you get up.” 


The great football coach Vince Lombardi had said that. 
Eisenhower wished that there’d been something in the hunt 
requiring Vince Lombardi quotes because Eisenhower knew them 
all: “Winning isn’t everything; it’s the only thing.” “If winning 
isn’t everything, why do they keep score?” And ... 

“Dad,” Hamilton said softly beside him. “Look.” 


Eisenhower planted his foot as firmly as he could on a three- 
inch spike and turned his head. Surprise almost made him lose his 
grip on the rope: Jonah Wizard was stepping out onto the beach 
from a yacht. The Kabra kids were parachuting down from a 
small plane. And Alistair Oh had just surfaced on the beach in 
something that looked vaguely like a submarine. 


The competition had arrived. 


“Guess we weren’t the only ones who used a tracking device,” 
Hamilton muttered. 


“The girls and I will go down and hold off our opponents,” 
Mary-Todd volunteered. “Eisenhower, honeybun, you and 
Hamilton go claim the prize for all of us.” 


Eisenhower spared a second to gaze lovingly at his wife as she 
and the girls began their descent. 


“See, that’s teamwork,” Eisenhower told Hamilton. “Your 
mother knew what had to be done, and she did it. It’s all about 
the team. And in this family, the family is the team. I mean, the 
team is the family. I mean ...” 


“I know what you mean, Dad,” Hamilton said, which was a big 
relief for Eisenhower because he’d kind of lost track himself. 


Hamilton was quiet for a minute. With just about any other kid 
—any non-Holt—Eisenhower might have thought it was because 
the boy was inching up a sheer rock face with little more than a 
rope and a few carabiner clips between him and death. But 
Hamilton could climb a little old cliff like this in his sleep. 


“Get moving!” Eisenhower barked, because that was the only 
way to deal with mopey kids. 


But Hamilton hung for a second too long by the point of his ax. 
He sighed. 


“Do you remember when I was little, and you’d come to my 
games?” Hamilton asked. “Do you remember what the other 
parents said?” 


“You mean—‘Holt, your kid’s the best one on the whole 
team’?” Eisenhower asked. Actually, what the parents had mostly 
said was, “Holt, make your kid stop beating up my kid!” Or, 
“Holt, you'll be paying my kid’s medical bills for the rest of your 
life!” But Eisenhower knew what the parents had really meant. 


“No,” Hamilton said. “That other thing. Something like ... ‘It’s 
not whether you win or lose. It’s how you play the game.” 


“Oooh,” Eisenhower said. “You mean, what the losers’ parents 
said. To make them think it’s okay to lose. How else would 
winners like us ever have people to play against if losers didn’t 
think that?” 


“What if that’s not what that saying really means?” Hamilton 
asked. “What if it means that ... winning doesn’t mean anything 
... if you cheat?” 


A feather could have knocked Eisenhower off the cliff face at 
that moment. 


Does ... does my son think I cheat? Eisenhower wondered. 
This was the worst day of Eisenhower’s life. 
“Et tu, Hamilton?” Eisenhower gasped. 


“Dad?” Hamilton said in a strangled voice. “You’re quoting 
Shakespeare?” 


Eisenhower guessed he was. He almost let himself feel a burst 
of pride that he knew any Shakespeare — even if it was just two 
syllables. But what was pride worth if his own son was ashamed 
of him? 

No matter what the Clue-hunt prize turned out to be, it 
wouldn’t be worth anything if Hamilton wasn’t proud, too. 


Hamilton and the girls — that’s who Eisenhower wanted to win 
for. 


“In the clue hunt,” Eisenhower managed to gasp. “You think 
we're not winning ... fair and square?” 


“Amy and Dan figured out how to get here,” Hamilton said. 
“And all along, things you thought I was figuring out ... lots of it 
was stuff Amy and Dan told me. We don’t deserve the prize. They 
do.” 


For a moment, Eisenhower felt like he was dangling over a 
huge void, held up only by the thinnest of threads, a cold wind at 
his back. Actually, that was a fairly accurate description of 
Eisenhower’s position, vis-a-vis the cliff and all. But Eisenhower 
hadn’t even felt the chill in the wind until just now; the void 
below him hadn’t felt so empty and vast. 


Then he realized where his son had gotten confused. 


“Ham, Ham, Ham,” Eisenhower chuckled. “You’ve been seeing 
this clue hunt like it’s just another game. I do that with most 
things, too. But there’s a big difference. Games have rules. The 
clue hunt doesn’t. It’s not cheating if there aren’t rules.” 


“What about the rules you’re just supposed to follow in life?” 
Hamilton asked. “The ones that make you a decent person?” 


Eisenhower stared at his son. He’d heard other parents say they 
didn’t understand their kids, but Eisenhower himself had never 
known what that was like. 


Now he did. 


“Pm not saying we should just give Amy and Dan the win,” 
Hamilton said quickly, shifting his feet against the mountainside. 
“Pm just saying we should ... share.” 


“You mean—have a tie?” Eisenhower asked incredulously. “My 
own son wants to settle for a tie?” 


“It’s not like that,” Hamilton said. “It’s like ... you know how 
baseball teams get new players every year in the draft? Or 
through trades?” For some reason, he’d completely stopped 
climbing and was just hanging on to the cliff face. “Think of it 
like we’re drafting Amy and Dan.” 


“But our team is our family,” Eisenhower countered. “We don’t 
have trades! We don’t do a draft!” 


Hamilton peered deep into his father’s eyes. 


“We could if we wanted to,” he said. “Amy and Dan are our 
family, too.” 


“No,” Eisenhower said stubbornly. “No. You’re wrong.” He was 
shaking his head so hard he could barely hold on to the cliff. 
“Theyre not Holts! Pm the team captain! Pm your father! 
Nobody’s on our team unless I say so!” 


This was awful. His own son was almost sounding like those 
men in the shadowy room yesterday—the men who’d lured him 
away from his family with the promise of extra Clues, extra help, 
if he cooperated. Those men had practically kidnapped him, held 
him hostage. They’d talked about the number of Clues, and which 
teams were ahead, and how nobody had enough Clues to win 
alone. 

Eisenhower knew what all that talk really meant: The Clue 
hunt was almost over, and the men were upset because the Holts 
were winning. 

So why had they just let him go at the end? Why hadn’t they 
beaten him up — even killed him—instead of only warning, 
“We'll be watching”? 

“Dad, think,” Hamilton said, which was cruel, after what 
Eisenhower had told him at the Manchester United game. “If we 
don’t team up with Dan and Amy, we could still lose. What if 
everybody else teams up against us? You didn’t see how the 
others were acting yesterday at that church. Nobody was even 
fighting! I mean, not until last night.” 

“Anybody can pretend,” Eisenhower sneered. 

Pretend ... 

It was a good thought. No, it was a brilliant thought. 


Especially if anyone really was watching. 


Madison Holt bent her head back, staring straight up the cliff. 


“Mom!” she called. “Why are Daddy and Hamilton coming back 
down? Was the prize only halfway up the cliff?” 


Hamilton will understand in the end, Eisenhower told himself as he 
climbed. For a moment he couldn’t remember if he was going up 
or down. Then he went back to moving automatically. After we 
win, he’ll see why Dan and Amy could never really be part of our 
team. He'll be proud of the way I’m faking everyone out. 


Even him. 


CHAPTER 21 


“Don’t trust them.” 


Amy’s last words still echoed in Dan’s ears. Everything had 
happened so fast: Hamilton and Eisenhower jumping down from 
the cliff, Hamilton grabbing Dan, Eisenhower waving his ax at the 
others and proclaiming, “We’re taking Dan with us to get the 
prize. Everyone else — stay back.” 


Amy had run to Dan’s side, crying, “Let me kiss my brother 
good-bye!” —-ewww—and Dan had known she was going to 
whisper something in his ear. He expected one last attempt to 
cram Shakespeare info into his head or something about being 
careful climbing the mountain. But, “Don’t trust them”? 


Hamilton’s carrying me up the side of a cliff. We’re thousands and 
thousands of feet up in the air. If he lets go, I’m dead meat. And I’m 
not supposed to trust him? 


Dan did trust Hamilton — when he wasn’t around his father. 
But Eisenhower was just a few feet away, ascending the cliff right 
beside his son. Eisenhower could easily reach over and slash a 
knife through the ropes that held Dan on Hamilton’s back. Or 
Eisenhower could easily tell Hamilton to cut those ropes himself. 
Dan shivered. 


“Do you mind not moving?” Hamilton asked. “It throws me off 
a little.” 


Below them, chunks of stone plunged down the cliff. Dan’s 
shiver had made Hamilton lose his footing and kick away the 
stones. Hamilton was hanging on to the cliff by only two fingers. 


Dan held his breath while Hamilton found toeholds for both his 
feet. 

“Don’t you dare do that again!” Eisenhower barked at Dan. 
“Don’t you endanger my son!” 


Dan took a very small breath. He imagined what it would be 
like to have a father protecting him that way. 


Now was not a good time to think about stuff like that, though. 
Because he might slip and say something to Eisenhower like, 
“You know, I could be climbing this cliff with my own father 
right now—if you hadn’t helped kill him.” 


Eisenhower glared harder, and for a moment Dan feared he had 
spoken aloud. 


No, he’s just straining to reach the next handhold, Dan told 
himself. Chill. You’re safe until you get to the top of the cliff. 


Dan figured the two Holts had come back for him because they 
really did think they’d need him to solve whatever puzzle waited 
at the top of the cliff. 


But what would happen after that? 
What would Eisenhower do to him then? 


It was a long, slow climb. 


After going halfway up, down, and then up again with Dan on 
his back, Hamilton had entered the zone where he could think 
about nothing but rock. Rock above him, rock below him, rock 
smashed against his face as he inched higher and higher. 


Then came a moment when he reached up and touched only 
air. He brought his hand down flat, spreading his fingers freely 
for once. 


They were at the top. 
Now what? 


The three of us will solve a puzzle, Hamilton told himself. We’ll 
win the prize. And — we Holts will share it with Dan and Amy. Dad 
promised. 


He and Eisenhower crept carefully onto the narrow rock ledge 
that lay before the door. They began pulling up ropes, unclipping 
carabiners. As soon as he was free of his own ropes, Dan 
scrambled toward the door and the keypad. 


“G-guess I’d better start solving this thing,” he said in a thin, 
reedy voice. His mouth must have gotten really dry on the climb. 
“Th-then I bet there are a lot more puzzles you'll need me to 


solve, after the door. You'll probably need Amy and Nellie’s help, 
too.” 


Dan wobbled a little as he walked — like he had climbers’ legs, 
even though he hadn’t been doing the climbing. 


Then he tripped. 


Dan fell straight toward the door and the keypad, his hands 
outstretched. The palm of his left hand slammed directly against 
the keypad, smashing it in. 


The door slid open. 


“Whaddya know,” Hamilton grunted, looking up from his 
ropes. “Guess there wasn’t any special trick to that. No puzzle or 
math skills required.” 


Dan jerked back from the keypad as if itd been electrified. He 
whirled around, his eyes wide and terrified. He glanced once at 
Eisenhower, then he darted toward Hamilton. 

“No!” he screamed. “You'll need me later! You still need my 
help!” 

He grabbed Hamilton’s arm and cowered behind his bulk. 

Hamilton would have been fine if he hadn’t been so surprised. 
Or if he hadn’t just climbed up an entire cliff. Or if Dan hadn’t 
been so off-kilter. 

But Dan’s yank was just a little too hard. Hamilton had to jerk 
back in the opposite direction to keep from crashing down onto 
the narrow rock ledge. He over-corrected. Both he and Dan lost 
their balance. They fell — and kept falling. 

Right off the edge of the cliff. 


CHAPTER 22 


Dan squeezed his eyes shut because he didn’t want to see this: the 
ground rushing toward them, death rushing toward them. 

Amy will be so sad, he thought. Nellie, too. I hope they’re kind of 
mad at me, too, so they’re not just crying all the time.... 

Dan realized that he seemed to have a lot of time to think for 
someone plunging toward the ground. 

Then he realized he’d stopped falling. 

“Huh,” Hamilton said. “Guess it’s a good thing I still had the 
rope attached to my climbing harness.” 

Dan dared to open his eyes. 

They were dangling alongside the cliff again. Dan could see 
straight down to the cemetery, far below. He looked up: Hamilton 
was above him, clutching Dan’s wrists every bit as tightly as Dan 
was holding on to Ham’s arm. 

But Dan wasn’t wearing a climbing harness. Dan wasn’t 
attached to any rope. 


I could still fall, Dan thought. If my hands slip, if Hamilton lets go 


He didn’t dare to look down again. He didn’t want to see all the 
empty air between him and the cemetery — empty air that would 
be so easy to fall through. 

“Didn’t I tell you not to endanger my son?” Eisenhower 
bellowed from above them, clutching the rope that was attached 
to Hamilton’s harness. 

“Dad, why don’t you pull us up before you start screaming?” 
Hamilton said. 

He spoke calmly, but Dan could feel his hands beginning to 
slide. They were sweating. Slippery. Losing their grip. 

“The way these ropes are, I’m not sure I can save you both,” 
Eisenhower said frantically. He seemed to be yanking ropes 


around, diving for extra clips. Hamilton and Dan lurched a little 
lower. “I can’t —” 


“You’re going to have to,” Hamilton said. “Because I’m not 
letting Dan fall.” 


Dan’s ears were ringing too much to hear what Eisenhower or 
Hamilton said next. But the rope jerked up. And then it was 
Eisenhower’s hands lifting him over the rim of the cliff, pulling 
him back to safety. Dan scooted as far away from the ledge as he 
could, across the rock, through the open door in the rock wall. He 
wasn’t thinking about where the door might lead. He wasn’t even 
thinking about the Clue hunt anymore. He let his eyes close 
again. 

Safe, he thought. I’m safe. I’m not going to die. Hamilton didn’t let 
me fall. Eisenhower didn’t let me fall. He wasn’t even going to hurt me 
before. I just got scared. 


Then Eisenhower punched him right in the face. 


“You could have killed my son!” Eisenhower screamed at Dan. 

Now that everyone was safe, Eisenhower let the fury flow over 
him. He grabbed Dan by the shoulders and shook him. Dan’s head 
rattled against the ground. He looked groggily up at Eisenhower, 
like a quarterback who’d taken too many hits. 

“You could have made me lose Hamilton!” Eisenhower 
repeated. He had to make Dan understand how awful that would 
have been, how close Dan had come to ruining everything. 

Dan blinked. 

“You mean, like I lost my mom and dad?” he asked. 


“Dad, stop it!” Hamilton yelled, tackling his father and 
knocking him away from Dan. 


Eisenhower let go. 


Does Dan think it’s my fault his parents died? he thought. It 
wasn’t, but ... what does Hamilton think? 


“Dad, what’s wrong with you? Dan’s on our team!” Hamilton 
was screaming, pinning Eisenhower back against some sort of 
wall. 


Eisenhower bit back the words, “No, he isn’t! Not really!” 
How had he thought he could lie to his own son? 


What does Hamilton see when he looks at me? Eisenhower 
wondered. Doesn’t he know — everything I’ve done, everything I’m 
doing — it’s so he can be proud of me? 

Now Eisenhower felt like the world around him had gone dark, 
and he was plunging down. Like everything he’d ever believed in 
was falling away, and the very ground beneath him was 
dropping. 

Wait—it really had gotten dark, and the ground was plunging 
downward. 

“Ts this an earthquake?” Eisenhower bellowed. “A rock slide?” 
He grabbed Hamilton by the shoulders. “Quick — let’s get 
someplace safe!” 

“Dad, I think it’s just an elevator,” Hamilton said, shoving him 
away. 

Eisenhower put together the sensations. The darkness could 
have been from a door closing behind them. And the falling was 
slow and steady. 


Exactly like an elevator. 

“Right,” he said gruffly. “I was just testing you, son.” 

Everything was going to be okay. The elevator was 
undoubtedly taking them to the final prize. The Holts were still 
going to win. 

The elevator stopped moving. The door slid open. 

They were back at sea level. 

Back by the cemetery. 


CHAPTER 23 


Chaos erupted around Amy. 
“Look — that rock’s opening!” 
“There’s a door!” 


“Why couldn’t we see that before? It was so perfectly hidden 
from —” 
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Amy couldn’t tell who was saying what. There wasn’t time to 
think about any of it. One minute she was sitting beside Nellie, 
both of them craning their necks and trying to see what was 
happening on top of the cliff. The next minute she was sprinting 
toward the open door alongside Madison and Reagan Holt. It was 
like her body knew what to do even before her brain registered 
what her eyes were seeing: Door. Elevator. Dan. Hamilton. 
Eisenhower. 


The two Holts and Dan were all sprawled on the floor of the 
elevator, far apart from one another. Amy couldn’t make sense of 
that, not while she was trying to run, dodging tombstones. 


“Out of the way, loser,” Reagan said, swinging her elbow 
toward Amy’s face. “Hamilton and Dad came back for us.” 


“And Dan came back for me,” Amy muttered, ducking the 
elbow. 


She was already down low enough — and close enough—that 
she decided to dive in through the elevator door. Someone landed 
on top of her: Reagan? No—it was Natalie. Then Reagan and 
Madison crammed in behind her, pushing Amy farther back. 


Amy’s right ear was squashed against the wall, and Natalie’s 
hand was shoved over her left ear. But she could hear a 
mechanical beeping sound and then an automated voice: 
“Elevator will not move from this spot without at least one 


representative from each Cahill branch. Step to the mirror for 
retinal scan. Ekat?” 


“If you please,” Alistair said coldly from outside the elevator. 
There was a shuffling about—Amy caught a glimpse of Mary- 
Todd stepping out and Alistair stepping in. 


The elevator beeped again. 
“Approved. Janus?” 
“Out of my way,” Jonah said. 


Amy couldn’t see, but she thought maybe he was yanking 
Madison and Reagan out of the elevator and shoving himself in. 


“Approved,” the automated voice said. “Lucian?” 
“Present,” Ian said. 


He must have moved over in front of the eye scanner because 
the automated voice said, “Approved. Tomas?” 


“Oh, no,” Eisenhower objected. “There are two Lucians on this 
elevator right now because Natalie is over there hiding at the 
back. That’s not fair. One of you has to leave.” 


“Ts it fair that there are two Holts?” Alistair asked. “You and 
Hamilton?” 


“That’s different,” Eisenhower said. 


While Eisenhower was complaining, Hamilton stepped up to 
the mirror. 


“Approved,” the automated voice said. “Madrigal?” 

“What?” Alistair exploded. “Madrigals aren’t a Cahill branch!” 
“Madrigals?” This was Eisenhower. “Madrigals are evil!” 
“Everybody hates Madrigals!” Ian cried. 


The voices blended together, the indignation and fury rising 
with each word. It was the most unity Cahills had shown in five 
hundred years. 


Except when the other branches united to kill Mom and Dad, Amy 
thought with a shiver. She was tempted to yell, “I hate Madrigals, 
too!” just to throw everybody else off. 


“Dan told me in China that he was a Madrigal,” Jonah said, his 
stage voice somehow cutting through the other’s screams. “Dan, 


you want to pretend that again? Think you can fool the 
elevator?” 


Lie, Amy thought desperately at her brother. Deny it. Act. It’s 
not safe to tell the truth right now. Smashed in the back of the 
elevator, Amy couldn’t even see Dan. She hoped he was standing 
close enough to the mirror that he could rise up on his tiptoes a 
little and secretly set off the retinal scan. 


“I am a Madrigal,” Dan’s voice rang out boldly from the front 
section of the elevator. “My whole family is Madrigal. Even 
Nellie’s a Madrigal. But it’s not what you think. We’re —” 


He was trying to explain. Amy thought her heart might burst, 
listening to her brother. He was so brave. 

And so foolish. 

The grumblings around them turned darker and even more 
menacing. 


“No!” Eisenhower bellowed. His voice was louder than 
anyone’s — he was at the front of the elevator but had turned 
around. “I will not be on a team with Madrigals! I refuse!” 


The others cowered away from Eisenhower’s fury, so Amy 
could see over them. She saw Eisenhower grab Dan and lift him 
up, ready to toss him out of the elevator. 

“No!” Amy screamed, shoving forward. 

But her shout got lost in the automated voice calling out, 
“Approved. All present and accounted for.” 

Eisenhower must have lifted Dan past the retinal scan at 
exactly the right angle. 

This seemed to startle Eisenhower, who took a step back, half 
in and half out of the elevator. 

Everything happened fast after that. 


Nellie broke past Mary-Todd Holt and stabbed something into 
Eisenhower’s right arm. Amy saw a flash of silver. Was Nellie 
using her snake nose ring as a weapon? 


Nellie screamed, “You let go of Dan,” just as the pilot tugged 
on Eisenhower’s left arm. “Sir, sir—” the pilot began. 


Are they crazy? Amy wondered. Thinking they can fight against 
Eisenhower Holt with a snake nose ring and good manners? 


But Eisenhower dropped Dan with a thud. He stepped back to 
face his attackers. He grabbed Nellie with his right hand and the 
pilot with his left and swung them toward each other, as if he 
intended to slam their heads together. 


“Nellie!” Amy screamed, pushing forward. She had no idea how 
she could help, but she was going to try. 


She was too late. 
Not because Nellie was already injured. 
Not because Nellie escaped on her own. 


She was too late because, just then, the door of the elevator 
snapped shut. 


And the elevator began to zoom upward. 


CHAPTER 24 


“Ow! Ooh! No—don’t step on my hand!” Dan screamed in the 
darkness. 

“Dan—Dan! Are you there?” Amy yelled behind him. 

“Yeah,” Dan mumbled. He managed to pull his hand out from 
under somebody’s shoe. And then he was able to mostly stand up, 
even though his face was smashed against the elevator door. “I’m 
here.” 

The grumbling around him had mostly turned into whispers, 
but somehow that was even scarier: “Madrigals. Dan and Amy are 
Madrigals....” 


“Dad! Dad! Are you there?” Hamilton called. No answer. 


“Reagan? Madison? Mom?” he tried again, even though he’d 
watched all of them step out of the elevator. 


Still no answer. 


I’m alone, Hamilton thought. I’ve lost my family. I’ve lost my 
team. 


Except for Dan and Amy. And did they still count if they were 
Madrigals? 


“Natalie?” Ian called into the darkness. 

He knew she was behind him. He expected to hear her 
complaining: about how the crowding in the elevator was 
wrinkling her designer dress, about how the sea air was terrible 
for her hair, about how their time was running out. 


Instead, his sister reached out and held his hand. 
Children, Alistair thought. It’s down to just me and a bunch of 


children. 


He’d begun to think that he really wasn’t very good around 
kids. Especially after all three of the Starling triplets had vanished 


from Stratford without even saying good-bye. And Amy and Dan 
— could they really be Madrigals? Was it possible? 


What else might be possible? 


Chill, Jonah told himself. Be cool. 


He tightened his grip on the backpack he’d brought, stuffed 
with his Clues. He knew he couldn’t panic now. Not if he was 
going to show Mom he could win on his own. 


Just think of the others as an audience, he told himself. 


But audiences were all about love. All he could feel in this 
elevator was hate. 


The elevator stopped. The door opened. 
They were back at the top of the cliff. 


CHAPTER 25 


“Somebody hit the button to go down again!” Amy yelled, 
forgetting that nobody would want to help her now. “We’ve got 
to go rescue Nellie from Eisenhower Holt!” 

Amy stabbed her fingers uselessly at her cell phone, trying to 
call Nellie. But the lit-up screen gave her the same message she’d 
been getting for the whole elevator ride: NO SERVICE. 

Hamilton seemed to be having the same problem with his 
phone. He threw it to the floor in disgust. 

“Yeah! Go down! We’ve got to go rescue my dad from ...” A 
baffled look came over Hamilton’s face as if he’d just realized he 
couldn’t say Eisenhower needed to be rescued from Nellie or the 
helicopter pilot. Unless he really did believe that Madrigals were 
the most evil people on the planet. “We’ve got to go back for the 
rest of my family!” he said instead. 

Alistair was feeling around on the elevator wall. 

“Yes, yes, of course some of you will want to go back down,” 
he said in an oily voice. “Pll do everything to help you with that, 
just as soon as I get out here....” He had one foot out the door. 
“Hmm. I’m not finding a control panel.” 

Hamilton shoved his way out of the elevator and began 
pounding on the keypad outside. 


“Down! Down! Down!” he screamed. 

The elevator didn’t budge. 

“Ham—your family can climb up here on their own,” Dan said. 
“Oh, right,” Hamilton said numbly. 


“Fortunately, that will take a while,” Alistair muttered. “And by 
then ...” 


By then, somebody else will have found the prize, Amy thought. 


Everybody seemed to be thinking the same thing, a distraction 
from being outraged about Madrigals. The whole group surged 
forward. 


“No! Don’t push! Pl fall!” Jonah screamed. “You need me! You 
need a Janus!” 


Amy reached the front of the elevator and saw what he was 
screaming about: There was only a narrow rock ledge and then a 
straight drop, all the way down to the cemetery. Amy stepped out 
of the elevator and immediately moved to the side, clutching the 
rock wall. 


“Amy?” Dan said quietly beside her. 


Amy braced herself for him to make fun of her fear of heights. 
But when she turned, Dan looked just as white-faced and terrified 
as she felt. 


“Maybe we should ... hang on to each other,” he whispered. 


Their mind-meld was working again. Amy could tell Dan had 
been thinking the same thing as her: What if the others hate 
Madrigals so much that they decide to throw us off the cliff? 


But Dan’s thought had a second part to it: They needed someone 
from every branch — even the Madrigals — to get the elevator to 
work. They might need a Madrigal again. But they only need one of 
us. So ... we have to stick together to be safe. 


Amy grabbed her brother. She turned and saw that Ian and 
Natalie were clinging to each other just as desperately. 

Same reason, she thought. We only need one Lucian, too. 

Alistair was watching Jonah thoughtfully. 

“Need a Janus,” he murmured. “Perhaps ...” He turned toward 
the keypad beside Hamilton. “Perhaps someone from each of the 
five branches should touch this at the same time. What would 
happen then?” 

Nobody answered him. But suddenly everyone was pushing and 
shoving again, each person fighting to get to the keypad. 

“Come on! Now let’s jump back into the elevator!” Dan yelled, 
tugging on Amy’s arm as soon as he’d touched the keypad. 


We’ll go down, Amy thought. Not back to the cemetery, but to 
some other level — where the prize is ... 


Amy tripped over Jonah’s feet; Dan tumbled on top of Natalie. 
Alistair was the last one to climb in. 


He probably planned that, Amy thought. So he’ll be the first one 
out. The first one to get the prize. 


But the elevator didn’t move. 
“Perhaps my hypothesis was wrong,” Alistair said. 


Just then there was a whirring sound at the back of the 
elevator. Amy spun around to look: The entire back wall had 
vanished. 


CHAPTER 26 


The first thing Hamilton saw was more rock. The back of the 
elevator led into a huge cave. 


All right! he thought, staring at another sheer rock wall. Holt 
skills rule here, too! Get out the climbing gear! 


But then, in the dim light filtering in from outside, Hamilton 
saw that there were also stairs leading down in a spiral along the 
wall. 


Hamilton considered running ahead of everyone else. He was 
stronger, he was faster—surely he could beat everyone else to the 
prize. But how would Hamilton get the prize back out past the 
others without his family’s help? 


With Amy and Dan? Hamilton wondered. With Madrigals? 


He glanced at the two siblings, who were already pulling out 
flashlights and moving toward the stairs. Dan had a streak of dirt 
across his cheek, and his right eye looked a little swollen where 
Hamilton’s own father had hit him. Amy was nervously twisting a 
lock of hair around her finger. They didn’t look like evil 
Madrigals. They looked as innocent as Bambi. As the Easter 
Bunny. As — 


Hamilton’s childhood hadn’t exposed him to many stories about 
cute, cuddly, innocent creatures, so he couldn’t think of the right 
example. But it didn’t matter. Even if Amy and Dan weren’t evil, 
they also weren’t strong enough to fend off all the others if there 
was a fight for the prize. For that, Hamilton needed someone with 
muscles. 


Hamilton needed his family. 


“Coming, Ham?” Dan asked hopefully, as if trying to find out, 
Are we still on the same team? He and Amy were at the top of the 
stairs, right behind Jonah, Ian, and Natalie. 


“Um,” Hamilton said. “Just a minute.” He glanced over his 
shoulder, back toward the outdoors. 


“Why don’t you go out and see if your family’s getting close, 
climbing up the cliff on the other side of the elevator?” Alistair 
suggested, right at Hamilton’s elbow. 


“If I do that, you'll find some way to close the door on me!” 
Hamilton protested. 


“No, no, I would never do anything that underhanded,” Alistair 
said, flashing Hamilton a completely untrustworthy smile. 


Hamilton saw that Alistair already had his hand over 
something on the wall beside the elevator—another button? 


He’s playing mind games with me, Hamilton thought. If he can’t 
lock me outside, he wants to get me mad enough that I run ahead. 
And then, when I’m not watching, he’ll shut the door and lock out my 
family. 

Even in sports, Hamilton hated mind games. But he kept his 
mouth shut and waited for Alistair to give up on his plan and 
start walking down the stairs. 


Alistair didn’t move. 
Hamilton didn’t move. 
Alistair didn’t move. 


Now Ian, Natalie, Amy, Dan, and Jonah were all far ahead of 
them on the stairs. For all Hamilton knew, they might already be 
claiming the prize. 

Think! Hamilton told himself. You can’t always just out-muscle 
everyone! 


And then Hamilton got an idea. 


He dropped down low, muttering about needing to brush mud 
off his shoes. It was dim down near the floor. While he was 
crouched over, he strung together a couple of carabiner clips 
from his climbing kit and jammed them in the doorway of the 
elevator. So even if the door closed, it wouldn’t close all the way. 


Then — and Hamilton thought this was the brilliant part—he 
stood up and waited a few more minutes. 

“Okay, guess I’ll catch up with the others,” Hamilton said 
nonchalantly. 


He strapped on his climbing kit and began descending the 
stairs, into the darkness. Once he was out of Alistair’s sight, he 
stopped to switch on a flashlight and double-check to make sure 
his jacket pockets still contained eleven small silver tubes — 
samples of each of the Clues the Holts had found. 


We’ll need them if this really is the end of the clue hunt, Hamilton 
thought. Won’t we? 


He was still thinking “we,” not “I.” 
They'll come! He assured himself. My family will be here soon! 


He listened hard as he began moving forward again. He’d only 
taken a few steps when he heard a whirring and then a click 
behind him. And then Alistair’s uneven footsteps sounded on the 
stairs. 


The click has to mean the carabiner clips worked, Hamilton 
thought. 


He let Alistair pass him. He kept listening for another whirring 
sound that would mean his family had gotten in. 


There! Was that it? Hamilton wondered. Or — that? 

It was so hard keeping an eye on the others while also hanging 
back, listening for some proof that his family was right behind 
him. 

Was that a soft footstep? Hamilton wondered. Someone tiptoeing? 

The Holt family wasn’t known for tiptoeing or taking soft 
footsteps, but the Clue hunt had driven them to do lots of 
unlikely things. 

Hamilton tried to think of some way to signal the rest of his 
family. 

What would they know that no one else would recognize? 
Hamilton wondered. Oh, yeah ... 

Hamilton began tapping out the rhythm of the University of 
Wisconsin fight song on the rock railing that lined the stairs. 

Jonah shot him a suspicious glance from a few steps below. 

“You? Trying to make music?” he asked. His eyes narrowed and 
he gazed around. 


Just then the first stone hit the back of Hamilton’s neck. 


CHAPTER 27 


“Stop it! Who’s doing that?” Jonah screamed as pebbles rained 
down on him. “TIl have you know—this face is insured!” 

He automatically looked around for a bodyguard to protect 
him, but Jonah had left all his bodyguards behind when he’d 
sneaked off without telling his parents. When he’d decided to be 
true to his own self. 

Jonah imagined his mother there, taunting him, And you 
thought you could win this on your own? 


Ian and Natalie dropped to the stairs together when the first stone 
hit. 

“It can’t be her. It can’t be her,” Natalie chanted. “Please tell 
me it’s not her.” 


“Of course not,” Ian said. “That would be impossible.” He 
glanced at his watch. “We’ve still got time.” 


Another stone clattered past them. 
“It’s just one of the riffraff, right?” Natalie asked anxiously. 
“Absolutely,” Ian agreed. 


He’d never realized what a lovely word riffraff was. The riffraff 
were beneath his notice. They didn’t matter. They couldn’t hurt 
him because he was superior to the riffraff of the world in every 
way. 

But what if the riffraff beat Natalie and him to the prize? 


Dan swung his flashlight around as soon as he heard Jonah and 
the Kabras screaming behind him. 


Stones were falling from the ledge high above, where the 
elevator was. Dan didn’t care about stones. He was more 
interested in the dark figure that had dislodged the stones — a 
figure now swinging on a rope, past the staircase. 


“No! No! He — she — whoever — they’re getting ahead of us!” 
Dan screamed. 


The black figure made a perfect arc and landed at the bottom 
of the spiral staircase, only a few paces from a door. Then the 
figure turned and raced toward it. 


“No!” Dan screamed. “We! Can’t! Lose!” 


Hamilton blinked, confused. Why hadn’t he thought of tying a 
rope somewhere and swinging down past the spiral staircase? 


I couldn’t see where the bottom of the staircase was, he thought. It 
was too dark. 


He noticed that the figure by the door was wearing the same 
kind of night-vision goggles that soldiers used. He felt a burst of 
pride that someone in his family, someone on his team — 
Reagan? Madison? His mom? — had been so prepared. 


“Hold on! Pm coming with you!” Hamilton hollered. “Pm on 
your team!” 


He shoved past Alistair, who was still looking back. 


Ian, Natalie, and Jonah were easy to jump past, since they were 
crouched down on the stairs. 
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“Pm coming, too!” Dan screamed. 


“Not while there are stones falling,” Hamilton said, leaping past 
both Cahill kids. Hamilton didn’t stop to think if he was 
protecting Dan or just delaying him. 


Five huge steps later, Hamilton was close enough to grab the 
dark figure’s arm. 


“Reagan? Madison?” he asked. “Wait! It’s me! Where are the 
others?” 


Hamilton had probably grabbed his sisters’ arms a thousand 
times apiece during their childhood, even if you only counted 
games where he held them down until they promised to do what 
he wanted. As he squeezed his hand tighter and tighter around 
the dark figure’s arm, he thought, Not enough muscle to be Reagan 
or Madison. Then he thought, Or Mom. Or certainly not Dad. 


This arm was scrawny. And— scarred. 


“You’re not a Holt!” Hamilton accused. 


“Sure, I am!” the figure whispered. “Hammy, uh ... bro! Let go! 
P’ll run ahead. You hold off the others.” 


She was trying to pull away. Hamilton tightened his grip. 


“No, you're not. You’re — you’re—” In his mind, Hamilton ran 
through the hundreds of scrawny arms he’d grabbed over the 
years, mostly belonging to little kids back home in Wisconsin 
who’d proved to be incredibly eager to give him their lunch 
money. Somehow, he didn’t like thinking about that now. He 
narrowed his mental search to scrawny arms he’d grabbed during 
the Clue hunt. At the Globe Theatre, the ninja in breeches ... “You’re 
Sinead Starling!” 


Suddenly, Hamilton understood why he could feel scars 
through the girl’s sleeve. 


She really did get hurt in that Franklin Institute explosion, 
Hamilton thought guiltily. The one my family caused ... 


His grip on Sinead’s arm faltered. 


CHAPTER 28 


Sinead pulled away from Hamilton, but then the whole group 
surrounded her. Dan snatched the night-vision goggles from her 
head and peered through them toward the ledge Sinead had 
swung from. 


“Her brothers,” he gasped. “If they’re right behind her —” 


“Oh, no,” Sinead said, trying for a carefree tone. “I left Ned and 
Ted back in Stratford. It only takes one Starling to outsmart you 
losers.” 


She hoped no one could hear the way her voice trembled, the 
way she had to hold herself back from saying, I left them where 
they’d be safe. I knew this would be the most dangerous part of the 
clue hunt. 


She could feel the danger in everyone’s cold stares. 

“Let’s tie her up and leave her behind,” Ian said. 

“But if her brothers do come and rescue her ...” Natalie began. 

“You don’t know if I’m lying or not, do you?” Sinead 
challenged. 

She waited for everyone to break out fighting, as they had back 
at the Globe. That way, she could just slip past them. But the rest 
of the group just stood frozen, gazing suspiciously at her and each 
other. 


At least they’re too suspicious of each other to gang up on me, 
Sinead thought. 


“How’d you get here, anyhow?” Dan challenged. 


“I solved the hint from the Stratford church,” Sinead said. 
“Unlike the rest of you, who just followed Amy and Dan.” 
Everyone except Amy and Dan looked away guiltily. “Then I 
invented an ultralight plane to fly out here and land on the top of 
the cliff. I just had an intuition that I might need to include new 


technology for landing in such a tight space. After that, it was no 
big deal to reprogram the doorway to let me in.” 

She decided not to mention that even though she was the one 
who’d stolen the computer disk in Stratford, Ted had figured it 
out. And Ned had invented the ultralight airplane long before the 
Clue hunt. And the bit about reprogramming the doorway was a 
complete lie, meant only to flush out whoever had left the 
carabiner clips there. 

Hamilton’s face turned slightly red—Aha, Sinead thought. 

“Really, you’re going to need my help going the rest of the way 
toward the prize,” Sinead bragged. “Just look. There’s a riddle 
right on that door that I bet none of the rest of you are going to 
be able to solve.” 

She pointed to a sign she was sure no one else had noticed. 


It read: 


ON THIS ISLAND 
A FAMILY SPLIT APART. 


ON THIS ISLAND 
A FAMILY CAN REUNITE. 


© x 


“There’s an extra syllable in the second line, if that’s supposed 
to be poetry,” Sinead said. “And an anagram of ‘reunite’ is ‘uni- 
tree,’ which is undoubtedly a botanical reference. And—” 

“Sinead, that’s not a riddle,” Amy said. “It’s the truth. It’s—it’s 
what the Madrigals are hoping for.” 

She pushed past Sinead and shoved the door open. 

“See?” 


CHAPTER 29 


Amy’s hands shook as she held the door. She dared to glance back 
over her shoulder at the others. 


“Madrigals have wanted to get the family back together since 
the very beginning,” she said softly. “We’re descended from 
Madeleine, the fifth child of Gideon and Olivia Cahill. And—” 


“They didn’t have five children!” Hamilton protested. “They 
had four!” 


The others nodded and grumbled, agreeing with Hamilton, not 
Amy. 
She swallowed hard and forced herself to go on. 


“Olivia was pregnant when Gideon died. Madeleine was born 
after the others fought and scattered. And then it wasn’t safe to 
tell.” Amy didn’t feel safe now. She tried to finish. “So the 
Madrigals just want to stop the fighting. They want harmony. 
Peace. For ... for ...” 


She couldn’t quite speak the word forgiveness in front of 
Alistair, who’d helped kill her parents, and Jonah and Ian and 
Natalie, who’d tried to kill her and Dan. Or even Sinead, who’d 
never been anything but mean. 


“Turns out we’re the good guys,” Dan chipped in. 


“Oh, right,” Ian sneered. “And that’s why Madrigals are always 
stealing other branches’ clues, destroying all their plans —” 


“To keep any one branch from having too much power,” Dan 
explained. “For balance.” 


Amy couldn’t tell if anyone believed him. She swung her 
flashlight forward, through the doorway. The light illuminated 
another door and another keypad, with a very obvious purpose 
this time. This keypad held five buttons in a circle, each one 
labeled: 





“Look at that,” Amy said. “Doesn’t that prove the Madrigals 
want everyone to get along? Because someone from each branch 
needs to be here before anyone can go on?” 


Nobody answered. They were too busy surging forward to press 
the buttons. Alistair and Sinead each seemed to be trying to 
elbow past the other to get to the Ekat button first. Alistair was 
also watching Ian and Natalie, and Amy and Dan. 

Amy’s heart sank. 

He thinks the keypad could backfire, dividing people within each 
branch, instead of uniting anyone, Amy thought. And he’s right. It 
could. Not with me and Dan, but the others ... 

The door clicked open and everyone scrambled through, 
casting suspicious glances at one another. 

Amy sagged against a wall. She must have accidentally hit 
some sort of switch because the room was suddenly bathed in 
light. 

“Another museum?” Dan groaned. 

It was. 

Just like at the other branches’ strongholds, Amy thought. 

Looking at the roomful of display cases steadied her. Unlike the 
Janus museum, with its amazing art, or the Ekat museum, with 
its dazzling and horrifying inventions, these exhibits were fairly 


plain. An ordinary-looking wooden table stood in the very center 
of the room, as if occupying the place of honor. 


Amy drifted toward it. 


The table had a display case on top, containing two sheets of 
paper: one, clearly ancient, was covered with old-fashioned 
writing in an indecipherable language — Gaelic, maybe? The 
other page was crisp and white and typewritten, with a label at 
the top: 


A TRANSLATION FROM 
OLIVIA CAHILL’S 
ORIGINAL ACCOUNTS 


Amy gasped and began reading: 


Our family dining table was one of the few items 
saved from that awful fire in 1507. This was due to 
mere happenstance, as I had had Thomas and Luke 
carry it outside earlier in the day so that I might clean 
and polish it in the bright sunlight. I did not know the 
darkness that was to come. I look at the table now and 
can still remember happier times: my husband, my 
children, myself, all whole and alive, laughing and 
talking over bean soup or porridge.... I sit at this table 
with only Madeleine now, her with her bread and jam, 
me with my sorrows, and I tell her, “Bring them back. 
Gather them here again.” I will not see Gideon again 
on this earth, but my dearest wish would be to see 
Luke and Katherine, Thomas and Jane — and 
Madeleine and me! — all sitting around this table 
together. Please, Madeleine, please ... 


The words trailed off, and then there was more, clearly written 
at a later time: 


My dearest wish will never be fulfilled. Madeleine’s 
searches bring her news only of deaths, scattered 
around the globe. I cannot recount them all — the 


pain is too great. I cannot accept that my children 
have died so far from me and from one another, in 
such estrangement. Madeleine tries to comfort me 
with the notion that now there will be many waiting 
for me in the next world — happier versions of 
themselves, more forgiving, less contentious. And, in 
truth, I long for that. I am an old woman; I am not far 
from the next world myself. But I still have hopes and 
fears in this one. I know that my husband’s ambitions 
and aspirations unleashed devastation and horror on 
our family; it is my greatest fear that my family might 
—nay, has already begun to—unleash even more 
devastation on the world at large. I believe this can be 
stopped only if my family comes together again and 
forgives the past. It is too late for Luke and Katherine 
and Thomas and Jane, but perhaps their children, or 
their children’s children ... I have a new dearest wish. 
It is that someday a descendant of each of my children 
— even Madeleine’s — will sit at this table together. 
They will let bygones be bygones. They will carry 
from the past only that which can be helpful to the 
future. And then the Cahill family will be at peace. 


Amy had tears in her eyes when she stopped reading. She 
trailed her fingertips along the tabletop — the tabletop a happy 
family had eaten at for many years before tragedy and betrayal 
shattered their lives. She remembered how upset her own mother 
had always been when Amy and Dan squabbled when they were 
little. 

Olivia Cahill had been that kind of mother, too. All she wanted 
was for her children — or their descendants — to get along. 

On this island a family split apart. On this island a family can 
reunite, Amy thought. Can it be as simple as everyone sitting down at 
a table together? 


She hastily brushed her tears away. She turned around, ready 
to suggest this to everyone else. But something stopped her. 


The worst thing Dan and I ever did as little kids was fight over toys, 
Amy thought. It wasn’t that big a deal that Mom always got us to 
make up. But Olivia Cahill — and the Madrigals—expect everyone to 
“let bygones be bygones” when the “bygones” are murder? 


She could feel her heart hardening a little, the pain of her 
parents’ deaths outweighing anything she felt about Olivia 
Cahill’s wishes. 


It just isn’t possible, she told herself, the thought she’d kept 
returning to ever since Jamaica. 


Just then there was a rumble overhead, a sound like thunder. 
The floor itself seemed to shudder. 


And boulders began plummeting down from the ceiling. 


CHAPTER 30 


Amy dived under Olivia Cahill’s table. 
“Dan! Over here!” she screamed. “Hamilton!” 


The lights snapped off, plunging the room into total darkness. 
Now Amy could only hear the falling rocks, not see them. 


This was worse. 
“Dan! Dan! Dan!” she screamed. 


She could hear Dan and Hamilton calling out to her, Ian and 
Natalie calling out to each other. 


“Everyone under the table!” Amy called out to all of them. “It’s 
the safest place!” 


Then she heard something hit hard on the table above her. The 
table leg she was clutching cracked. 


What if no place was safe? 


Dan grabbed Hamilton’s arm and took off running toward his 
sister’s voice. 


“This way!” he screamed. 


The falling rocks cracked and exploded around them, throwing 
up rock dust. 


Dan couldn’t breathe. 
“Go on without—” He tried to scream. 
Hamilton didn’t listen. Hamilton lifted him up and carried him. 


“It’s her!” Natalie screamed hysterically. “It’s her!” 
“Just run!” Ian screamed back to his sister. 
He heard Amy calling out something about a safe place. 
He started running toward her voice. 


Alistair staggered and fell, his cane knocked out of his hand. He 
checked quickly to make sure none of the secret compartments in 
the cane had sprung open, nothing had spilled out. But he was 
disoriented — it felt like the rocky ground had jumped up and hit 
him. 

And was still hitting him. 

Maybe that was because the air was full of rocks, too. 

“Can’t,” he murmured. “Can’t move.” 


He’d faked his own death in a cave-in back in Korea, tricking 
Amy and Dan and Bae. Was this fate’s way of laughing at him? 
Could he die in a cave-in for real, so close to the final prize? 


“Can’t ... die ... now,” he whispered. 


“Oh, no,” a voice said above him. Hands started tugging on his 
shoulders, pulling him away from the rocks. “I’m not going to let 
you die.” 


It was Sinead. 
Now a new word formed on Alistair’s lips: Why? 
Why would anyone save him? 


Jonah was alone, ahead of everyone else. 


When the world began to collapse around him, he could hear 
the others calling out names: “Dan!” “Amy!” “Hamilton!” “Tan!” 


No one called out for him. 
A rock hit his shoulder, knocking him down. 


Hundreds of thousands of people call out my name every night, he 
told himself. “Jonah! Jonah! JONAH!” 

He could hear the rhythm of his fans’ screams in the rocks 
hitting the ground around him. 

Another rock hit his leg, pinning him to the ground. 

I’m one of the biggest stars in the world, he told himself. More 
rocks fell down on him. And ... I’m going to die in a place where 
nobody cares. 


CHAPTER 31 


Hamilton still had a flashlight. As soon as the rocks stopped 
falling, he pulled it out and shone it down at Dan. 


Dan was gasping for breath. 

“He needs ... he needs ...” Hamilton began. 

“His inhaler,” Amy said. 

Frantically, she searched her brother’s pockets. The dust in the 
air was bothering her, too. It made her eyes water, her lungs seize 
up, her throat close over. 

Or was that her own fear, her own panic? 

“Not Dan,” she whispered. “Please not Dan.” 

“Ts this it?” Hamilton asked, holding up the inhaler, which had 
fallen out just a few inches away. 


Amy snatched it from Hamilton’s hand and shoved the inhaler 
into her brother’s mouth. 

“Breathe,” she whispered. 

Dan began taking in air. 

Amy slumped back against the table leg. When did Dan start 
carrying his own inhaler instead of relying on Nellie? she wondered. 
She resisted the urge to dive down and hug him and scream out, 
“Thank you for being responsible!” 

He would hate that. 

Amy felt too light-headed to think straight. She forced herself 
to calm down and look around. Olivia’s table had proved to be a 
safe place. It was only splintered a little, with jagged bits of wood 
jutting out here and there. But all around it lay huge rocks — 
rocks that could have killed any one of them. 

She drew in a ragged breath and looked at Hamilton. 

“You saved Dan’s life,” she said. “Like you saved mine back in 
Australia.” 


She expected Hamilton to go all macho on her, maybe even 
brag about how he could have lifted five-hundred-pound boulders 
out of the way if he’d had to. But Hamilton was breathing 
raggedly, too. 


“T owed you,” Hamilton said. “Both of you. Because of all those 
times my family tried to hurt you early in the clue hunt. And ...” 
His face twisted. “And I think maybe those rocks fell because of 
my family. Because they were trying to explode their way into the 
elevator shaft. The shock waves would have traveled here.” 


Amy stared at Hamilton, who looked as anguished as Dan. 


Exploding the elevator shaft was the kind of thing the Holts 
would have done early on. But they’d pretty much stopped being 
so violent. 


Oh, Amy realized. Because of Hamilton’s influence? And now he’s 
not with them, so ... 


“Maybe it was just a regular old earthquake,” Amy said. It was 
funny how blaming an earthquake could be soothing. “They 
happen.” 


“Not in Ireland,” Sinead said. She was huddled under the table 
just past Hamilton. “Not usually.” 


She seemed to be trying to sound as scornful as ever, but her 
voice trembled, almost sliding over into sobs. 
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“Madrigals,” Alistair mumbled. He was lying on the floor 
beside Sinead. Even in the weak glow of the flashlight Amy could 
tell that his face was clammy and his breathing was as shallow as 
Dan’s. “Madrigals are punishing us.” 


“No.” Amy shook her head stubbornly. “Thats not what the 
Madrigals are about. I know it’s hard for all of you to believe, but 
Madrigals really are trying to make peace.” 

Alistair’s expression didn’t change. 

“It had to be someone who’s after the prize,” Natalie said, her 
voice high-pitched and panicky. 

Amy realized that Ian and Natalie were huddled together just 
past Alistair, right at the edge of the table. 


Would this be good enough for Olivia Cahill? Amy wondered. Her 
descendants didn’t sit at the table together, but we are cowering 
together under it: Madrigals, Tomas, Ekats, Lucians, and, and ... 


Amy looked around, squinting into darkness. 


“Maybe Sinead’s brothers set off the explosion,” Ian suggested 
in a tight voice. “Or Cora Wizard. Maybe she doesn’t trust Jonah 
anymore.” 


“Oh, no. Oh, no,” Amy said. She grabbed the flashlight from 
Hamilton’s grip and directed the beam out into the rubble and 
rocks. “Where’s Jonah?” 


They found him under a pile of rocks, the top half of his body 
wedged partially under a huge display case labeled THE 
MADRIGALS’ QUEST FOR PEACE. 


Lester, Dan thought weakly, his head still woozy from the 
asthma attack. Or maybe it would be woozy regardless. Lester, 
Irina, Mom and Dad. And now ... 


“He’s still breathing!” Hamilton announced, easing rocks away. 
“He is?” Dan said, astonished. 


“Barely,” Sinead said, bending over Jonah. She began poking 
and prodding. “He’s going to be in a lot of pain when he wakes 
up. Both legs are definitely broken, and probably a couple ribs 
and —” 


“Patch him up enough to keep him from dying and let’s get 
going,” Ian said tensely. 


“What?” Amy gasped. “Didn’t you hear what Sinead said? He 
needs help! Medical treatment! Someone needs to take him 
back!” 

“Who would do that?” Ian asked mockingly. “And how?” He 
pointed. “The door we came through — it’s completely blocked.” 

Dan hadn’t noticed this before. He’d been too busy trying to get 
his breath back, then looking for Jonah. But now Hamilton 
turned their one working flashlight toward the original door. It 
wasn’t even visible through the pile of rock surrounding it. 


“There’s only one way out of here,” Ian said, pointing now 
toward the opposite end of the room, where the floor began to 
slant. “Down to the end.” 


“So why aren’t you running ahead?” Alistair taunted. “Leaving 
the bleeding hearts behind to take care of Jonah while you win 
the prize?” 

“Because the Madrigals won’t let me,” Ian said, glaring at Amy 
and Dan. “They’re the ones who designed this place, right?” 


Dan saw Amy give a barely perceptible nod. 


“I looked at the door ahead of us, too,” Ian said. “It’s another 
one that requires fingerprints from all five branches.” He looked 
bleakly down at Jonah’s unconscious body. “Do you think Jonah’s 
fingerprint will still work if he dies?” 


“You’re making the others hate us,” Natalie whispered in Ian’s 
ear. “They think you might kill Jonah on purpose. And that you 
might kill them. Don’t you remember Mum always says it’s best 
to be charming right up until —” 


“Don’t quote Mum to me,” Ian growled. 
Natalie blinked back tears. 


Don’t you think I hear her voice in my head, too? Ian wanted to 
yell at his little sister. It was so hard to step back from everything 
his mother had taught him, to even consider what he might think 
on his own. 


He glanced back over his shoulder to where the others were 
bracing Jonah’s broken legs with his own backpack. Then they 
pulled Jonah into a sling improvised from a united Nations flag 
from one of the display cases. Evidently, the Madrigals claimed to 
have helped found the UN — and every other peace-related 
organization in the past five hundred years. 


More lies, Ian thought. Whatever. It’s not important now. 
“Hurry!” he urged the others. 


Dan, Amy, and Hamilton had started searching through the 
rubble, looking for another working flashlight. Sinead and Alistair 
were assembling an odd assortment of items — wire, ropes, 


batteries, display case frames, the shattered night-vision goggles. 
Maybe they were trying to build another flashlight. 


“There isn’t time for that!” Ian insisted. “Come on!” 

Alistair looked up from his own search through one of the 
display cases. 

“So eager to move along ...” he murmured. “Are you herding 
us toward some trap laid by your mother?” 

“No! Away from her!” Ian exploded. 

Natalie shook her head frantically, trying to signal her brother. 

“We have to tell,” Ian said. “They won’t listen otherwise.” 
Natalie gulped. 


“We tricked Mum,” she said in a wobbly voice. “Before we 
went to Stratford, we told her the next clue was at the Folger 
Shakespeare Library. In Washington, DC.” 

“She would have taken you with her,” Hamilton accused. 

“She tried to!” Natalie said. “But she booked her ticket in first 
class and just put Ian and me in ... economy.” 

She whispered the last word, as if it were too embarrassing to 
speak aloud. 

“So we got on the plane, but then we sneaked out and up to 
Stratford,” Ian explained. “We knew we would have only as much 
time as it would take for her to fly to DC, find out we’d tricked 
her, and fly back.” 

“Back to England, sure, but she wouldn’t know you’re here,” 
Dan offered. 

“Oh, she’d find out,” Natalie said. “She’s scary that way.” 

“We checked the flight schedules,” Ian said. “We didn’t think 
she could be here yet but ...” 

“She’s scary that way,” Amy whispered. 

Everyone was silent, their faces dark in the dim glow of the 
single flashlight. 

“So what?” Hamilton said, his booming jock voice so loud it 
made Ian flinch. “Even if she gets to the island, how’s she going 
to get through that?” 


He pointed to the pile of rubble that blocked the door. 


“She’ll use explosives,” Ian said. “Again.” Ian saw the others 
catching on: Isabel caused the first explosion. 


She wouldn’t care whom she hurt or killed with more explosions. 
It wouldn’t be safe in this room if she tried to explode her way in. 


“Hamilton, you and Ian carry Jonah,” Amy said. “You two are 
the strongest. Dan, you carry the flashlight. Hold it high.” 


Ian didn’t want to carry Jonah. He wanted to be unencumbered 
so he could dash off and leave everyone else behind when they 
reached the final prize. But right now, it was more important to 
get moving. 

He lifted one end of the UN flag while Hamilton hoisted up the 
other. They stumbled forward, tripping every few steps. At the 
door out, Ian was even the one who held Jonah’s finger up to the 
Janus button. 


Of course there was another door after the first one. It was 
covered with a large sign. Dan held the flashlight close so they 
could all read it: 


YOU ARE ABOUT TO ENTER A GAUNTLET 
DESIGNED TO TEST CAHILLS IN THE 


FINAL STAGES OF THE CLUE HUNT. 





INSIGHT AND KNOWLEDGE GAINED OVER 
THE COURSE OF THE ENTIRE CLUE HUNT 
WILL BE ESSENTIAL TO SURVIVING 
THE GAUNTLET. SKILLS AND TALENTS 
FROM EACH BRANCH WILL BE REQUIRED. 


THERE IS NO WAY TO CHEAT ON THIS. 


Ian smirked. 
There’s always a way to cheat, he thought. 


His smirk faded. Were those just words his mother had taught 
him? Or was it what he truly believed? 


“Do you trust Ian?” Dan whispered to Amy. 


“Of course not,” Amy whispered back. “But for now ... we sort 
of have to, don’t we?” 


Ahead of them, Dan could see Ian and Hamilton working 
together to lift Jonah over a particularly large boulder. They were 
in a narrow tunnel now, with nothing but rock all around them. 
Dan’s flashlight cast eerie shadows everywhere. 


Dan turned a corner, and another door loomed before them 
with more signs: 


© © a 


TO PASS YOU MUST WHAT WAS 
THROUGH ANSWER MOZART’S 


THIS THIS SISTER’S 
DOOR, QUESTION: NAME? 


© © a 





But the door was already open, hanging half off its hinges. 


Nobody bothered even to whisper “Nannerl” as they went 
through. 


The group reached another door, with another keypad labeled 
with the names of the five branches. 


This door was also hanging open. 


“Pm sure there will be more doors coming up that are locked,” 
Amy said shrilly. “That we’ll need everyone for, even Jonah —” 


Dan tried to catch his sister’s eye. 


We could run ahead, he thought at her. I’m holding the only 
flashlight. If all the doors are going to be hanging open, we could leave 
the others behind in the dark, and — 

Just then, the ground began to shake again, and stones began 
to fall from the ceiling. 


This time there was no table to shelter them. 


CHAPTER 32 


Dan instinctively crouched down, his hands clutched over his 
head, the flashlight tucked under his arm. 


Someone tapped him on the back. 


“No! Stand up!” Alistair screamed in his ear. “Less surface area 
for the rocks to hit!” 


It made sense. 
Dan scrambled to his feet as the rocks kept plunging down. 
“Flat against the wall is safest!” Alistair shouted. 


Dan pressed himself back against the hard rock wall. He swung 
his flashlight around and saw the others standing tight against the 
wall, too. Jonah couldn’t, of course, but Ian and Hamilton held 
his sling as close as possible. 

Dan saw a huge stone fall inches from Amy’s face. Even with 
the thundering rocks, he could hear Sinead screaming, “Not 
again! Not again!” 

And he could feel Alistair’s hand on his shoulder. Steadying 
him. 

“Keep the flashlight away from the falling rocks!” Alistair 
shouted at him. He leaned closer. “Want me to hold it for you?” 

“No, thanks!” Dan said, transferring the flashlight to the 
opposite hand. He held it behind his back. 


And he flinched away from Alistair’s hand. 


He wasn’t trying to save my life or protect me, Dan thought 
furiously. He was getting into position to steal the flashlight as soon 
as this is over! He wants to run ahead, too! 


The falling rocks slowed to a trickle, then stopped entirely. 
“Is — is everybody okay?” Amy asked shakily. 
Ian looked appraisingly at the others. 


“We’ve got scrapes and cuts, but that’s it,” he said. “Let’s move 
on.” 


But there was a pile of rubble in their path. Hamilton and Ian 
had to work together to move some of the biggest rocks just so 
they could advance. 


Ergh! We all need to stay together because of the explosions! Dan 
thought. 


At least Alistair seemed to realize that, too. 


He patted Dan’s back and didn’t try to move his hand toward 
the flashlight. 


“I knew I could get us safely through that one!” Alistair said. 
“You know, I once promised your parents—” 


Dan whirled on Alistair. 


“Don’t you ever talk to me about promises!” he hissed. “You 
don’t even know what they are!” 


WHY DOES 
A MOBIUS 


STRIP SEEM 
IMPOSSIBLE? 


u e) 
OF THE SMALL NUMBER 
OF FEMALE PHARAOHS 

IN ANCIENT EGYPT, 
WHICH ONE HAD 
4 THE LONGEST REIGN? r 





They stepped through broken door after broken door in between 
explosions. Even Amy barely bothered to read the questions 
anymore. Dimly, she saw that the Madrigals must have been 
trying to bond the branches together with the questions. 


Yeah, maybe a normal family would bond playing Trivial Pursuit, 
she thought. But Cahills? Never. 


They reached another door with another sign: 


© AS A PRINTER, BENJAMIN FRANKLIN ¥ 


COULD ORDER LARGE AMOUNTS 
OF THIS SUBSTANCE WITHOUT RAISING 
SUSPICIONS. BUT CLUE HUNTERS WHO 


FOLLOWED HIM KNOW THAT HE WAS 
ACTUALLY TRYING TO REPLICATE THE 
WORK OF HIS ANCESTOR GIDEON CAHILL. 


WHAT IS THIS INGREDIENT? 





Iron solute, Amy thought automatically. That was the first clue 
we found. 


So the Madrigals expected the Clue hunters to be so friendly by 
this point that they’d be sharing Clues? 


Never in a million years, Amy thought. 


Thirty-six, lan thought. Thirty-seven. Thirty-eight. 


He’d been counting the doors with questions ever since they’d 
entered the gauntlet. He was certain that the thirty-ninth door 
would be the last one. 


Keeping one hand on Jonah’s sling, he dodged away from the 
beam of the flashlight and, in the near-darkness, brushed his 
fingers against Natalie’s arm. 


She looked up at him, her eyes huge and questioning. 


Will she understand? he wondered. As soon as I step through this 
doorway, I’m going to roll Jonah backward to knock down everybody 
else. She should grab the flashlight from Dan and we'll take off 
running. Then we’ll be the first ones to reach the prize. 


He couldn’t be certain she’d know what to do. He had to 
whisper in her ear, which made the others gaze at him 
suspiciously. 

Never mind. They won’t have time to react, Ian thought. 

He reached out to push aside the last door. 

This door was firmly locked. 

And it held a question Ian couldn’t answer. 


CHAPTER 33 


OUTSIDERS BELIEVE THAT 
THIS LOST PLAY OF SHAKESPEARE'S 
IS A SEQUEL TO ONE OF HIS COMEDIES. 
BUT MADRIGALS KNOW THAT 


THE PLAY ACTUALLY DESCRIBED 
MADRIGALS’ HOPES FOR THE CAHILL 
FAMILY TO REUNITE. 


WHAT IS THE NAME OF THE PLAY? 





Dan swiveled his head toward Amy, ready to hear her call out a 
triumphant answer. 


But Amy was biting her lip. 


“I don’t know. Sorry,” she said, her face ghostly white in the 
dim flashlight glow. “I only had two days to study up on 
Shakespeare. Do you know, Alistair? Sinead?” 

“T never knew Shakespeare was a Cahill,” Alistair said angrily. 
“How was I supposed to know anything about him?” 


Sinead just shook her head. 


Ian cast a frightened glance back into the darkness, where the 
explosions kept happening. They seemed to be getting closer. 

“We’ve got to get this,” he muttered. “We don’t have much 
time!” 

He put his end of Jonah’s sling down on the ground and began 
typing on a keypad beside the door. It had letter keys like a cell 
phone. 


“PIL try Reunion,” he muttered. “No. Peace. No.” He slammed 
his hand against the keys. “Stupid, useless, worthless —” 


“Maybe it’s Romeo and Juliet Kiss and Make Up,” Dan suggested. 


“Dan, Romeo and Juliet is a tragedy, not a comedy,” Amy said. 
“And both of them die at the end of the play, so there couldn’t be 
a sequel.” 


Dan hadn’t known that. He kind of wished he didn’t know it 
now. 


“Pretty much the entire younger generation dies in that play,” 
Sinead muttered. 


Dan glanced around. Almost the entire younger generation of 
Cahills was here, trapped in this cave. 


“Maybe Jonah knows the answer,” Dan said, his voice raspy. 
He went over and gently shook Jonah’s shoulders. 

Jonah moaned, his face contorted in pain. 

Natalie leaned down and slapped him. 


“Jonah!” she shouted. “You have to wake up and answer a 
question!” 


Jonah’s eyelids fluttered. 

“Wha— wha—” he began weakly. “...’Sup?” 

“What do you know about lost Shakespeare plays?” Natalie 
asked. 

“Don’t tell ... fans ... I know ...” Jonah murmured. 

“But tell us,” Ian demanded. “Tell us, or you might bleed to 
death, right here.” 

Could he? Dan wondered. Even in the dim light, he could see 
dark spots growing on the cloths Sinead had wrapped around 
Jonah’s legs as improvised bandages. Jonah probably had lost a 
lot of blood. 

“Double Falsehood,” Jonah whispered, still wincing in pain. 
“The History of Cardenio. And Love’s Labour’s—” 

“Love’s Labour’s Lost is a Shakespeare play everybody knows 
about,” Sinead scoffed. 

“Not Lost,” Jonah murmured. “Won. Love’s Labour’s Won.” 

“We'll try it,” Amy said, rushing to the keypad. She typed in 
the answer—and the door clicked open. 


In the next second, Dan felt the flashlight being yanked from 
his hand. 


“Hey!” he yelled. 


Natalie zoomed away from him, holding up the flashlight like a 
prize. The beam swung crazily around, highlighting the ceiling 
and then the floor on the other side of the door. 


Dan gasped. 
“No, Natalie! Wait!” he screamed. “You’ll—” 


Natalie crashed forward, her first step through the doorway 
plunging her over the side of a cliff. Dan grabbed desperately for 
her, managing to grab her ankle. The momentum of her body 
yanked him toward the cliff as well. 


Dan felt Amy’s hands on his foot. But now she was sliding 
forward, too. 


“AHHHHH!” Natalie cried. 
“Help!” Dan screamed. 
“Somebody! Please!” Amy begged. 


Dan could see the flashlight continuing to fall, down and down 
and down. 


And then everything went dark. 


CHAPTER 34 


“Natalie!” Ian screamed. “Natalie, no!” 


He dived forward, aiming blindly for the spot where he’d last 
seen Dan and Amy and his sister. He ended up in a jumble in the 
doorway. Somebody’s elbow was in his ear, and somebody else’s 
knee was in his back, and somebody else’s face was smashed 
against his arm. The only other time Ian had been in such a 
twisted knot of arms and legs was back at the Globe, when 
everyone was fighting over the next hint. 


This time everyone was trying to save Natalie and Amy and 
Dan. 


“Pm going to die!” Natalie screamed from below. 


“No, no, I’m holding on to you,” Dan said frantically, beneath 
Ian. “But I need help—” 


“Pm trying!” Hamilton grunted, near Ian’s ear. 


A weight shifted above him — evidently Hamilton was right on 
top of him. 


“No!” Tan screamed. “If you lean forward, we’ll all slide over 
the cliff! You’ll knock us over!” 


“Then what am I supposed to do?” Hamilton grumbled. 


“Hold my ankles,” Ian said. “Anchor me.” To his surprise, 
Hamilton shifted backward and did as Ian said. 

“Sinead, you hold on to Amy,” Alistair instructed. 

Anchored by Hamilton’s firm grip, Ian reached toward the 
sound of his sister’s voice. He got a hold on her ankle, his hand 
right beside Dan’s. They both pulled, working in tandem. 

And then Natalie was sitting with everyone else at the top of 
the cliff, in the doorway. She sobbed in the darkness. 


“I could have died,” she wailed. “I thought I was going to 
die....” 


“You're okay now,” Ian said, hugging her. “You’re safe.” 


He could feel bloody scrapes on her arms and face; he was 
probably getting blood all over himself. He didn’t care. 


Dan saved Natalie, just like Amy saved me back on Everest, he 
thought. He felt a slight pang of guilt about what he’d been 
planning to do. 


And what he still planned to do. 


He didn’t want to think about that right now. All he had room 
for in his brain was relief. 


“Youre safe,” he repeated to Natalie. 
For now. 


Amy sat in the dark, listening to the others talk. When she 
couldn’t see their faces, they sounded different. 


More scared. More battered and bruised and aching and 
anguished — just like Amy felt. 


“What do we do now?” Dan asked, his voice shaking. 


“Mum is coming,” Natalie moaned. “I lost the flashlight and 
there’s a cliff we can’t even see and now we can’t go on.... She'll 
catch us before—” 

“Flint,” Sinead said. 

“What?” Hamilton said. Amy heard total confusion in his voice. 
“Why would you talk about a city in Michigan at a time like 
this?” 

“Not Flint the city,” Sinead said. “Flint the mineral.” 

“For fire,” Alistair said. 

Ooooh, Amy thought. Then there’s a chance ... 

“I’m sure I saw some traces of flint in the rocks of this tunnel,” 
Sinead said. “If we start striking rocks against the walls and hold 
up bits of rope against the rock as soon as we see a spark ...” 

“Then maybe we’ll be able to have torches,” Alistair said. “It’s a 


pity we don’t have any gasoline or lighter fluid to soak the ropes 
in.” 


“Would perfume help?” Natalie asked, shifting sideways. 
Amazingly, she’d kept a grip on her purse, even when she was 
dangling by one ankle over the cliff. 


“Only you would be carrying around perfume at a time like 
this,” Amy said. 
“No, Mu—” Natalie began. She stopped. “No, I’m not.” 


But Amy knew what she’d been about to say: No, Mum would, 
too. 


It was hard in the dark, but they all maneuvered around so that 
in a few moments they had strands of rope lying on the floor. 
Natalie began dowsing them in her perfume. 


As soon as the first whiff of it hit Amy’s nose, she recoiled. 
“That perfume! It’s—” Dan started gagging. 


“T know! I know! It’s the same as Mum’s! I’m sorry!” Natalie 
wailed. 


2. 


The scent was like Isabel’s evil whispering all around them: I’m 
coming for you. You can never win against me. I killed your parents. 
Don’t you know I'll kill you, too? 


It was all Amy could do to force herself to take one of the 
perfume-soaked ropes. She began bashing a rock against the wall 
with extra fervor. Around her, everyone else was hitting the walls 
just as hard. 


“Youre too loud!” Ian screamed. “You'll lead Mum right to us!” 


For a moment, everyone paused, the evil scent swirling around 
them. 


“There’s only one path through the tunnel,” Alistair said 
quietly. “If what you say is true, Isabel is coming toward us no 
matter what.” 


They all went back to hitting the wall. Again and again and 
again and again ... 


Hamilton was the first one to get a spark — probably because 
he could hit the hardest. Then he tried to get a second spark to 
leap to the perfume-soaked rope. 


“Hold it closer,” Dan suggested. 


“Separate the rope fibers more—down to individual strands,” 
Alistair suggested. 

“Go faster,” Ian suggested. 

“Every single one of you— shut up!” Hamilton commanded, 
pounding harder with the rocks. 

Amy leaned weakly against the wall. Were those footsteps she 
heard in the distance or just the echo of Hamilton’s pounding? 

The tunnel swam with Isabel’s scent. Amy felt as if she were 
drowning in it. Drowning in perfume and fear and darkness and 
Isabel’s evil ... 

There’s no hope, she thought. 

And then Hamilton’s rope strand caught fire. 


Amy ignited her section of rope from Hamilton’s as everyone else 
crowded in to do the same. 


“Hey, hey, watch it,” Hamilton grumbled as Dan swung his 
rope around. “Don’t go setting me on fire.” 


The ropes were too limp to work well as torches. They couldn’t 
be held aloft. Amy could only carry hers awkwardly off to the 
side, the flames licking up dangerously toward her hand. 

Amy didn’t like holding fire any more than she’d liked smelling 
the perfume. Each leaping flame reminded her of that awful night 
her parents died, that awful night Irina died. 

“What good does it do to have light if there’s nothing but a cliff 
ahead of us?” Natalie grumbled. 

“There’s a ledge,” Alistair said, holding his own rope torch out 
before him. “Off to the side.” He stepped out onto it but kept his 
burning rope down low, by the cliff. “This is such an odd pattern 
for a crater, if all the explosions were above us. I wonder ...” 

“What?” Ian asked, his voice thick with anxiety. “What does it 
mean?” 


“T couldn’t say,” Alistair said. 


Even with all the burning ropes, it was too dark for Amy to 
read Alistair’s expression. She couldn’t tell if he was honestly 


puzzled, or if he was holding back information, as he had so 
many times before. 


They all inched forward along the ledge. 


Don’t think about the dark, gaping hole before you, Amy told 
herself. Don’t think about how you'll die if your foot slips. Don’t think 
about how Dan could die if he slips. Don’t think about fire and death. 
Think about ... 


“Jonah?” she called out into the darkness. She wasn’t even sure 
if he was still conscious. “How are you doing?” 


“Yo, I’ve been better,” he said weakly. Ian and Hamilton were 
still carrying him, but they kept having to swing him out over the 
cliff to avoid knocking him against outcroppings of rock. 


Now that she was listening, she could hear Jonah gasping softly 
every few paces, probably because of his broken bones being 
jarred. 


Was it crueler to take Jonah along or to leave him behind? 


And let Isabel find him? Amy thought with a shiver. That would 
be cruelest of all. 


The ledge sloped sharply downward, a seemingly endless 
descent. Amy wondered if they were back down to the level of 
the beach and the cemetery yet. Maybe they were even lower 
than that. Maybe they were beneath the ocean. 


“Here’s another locked door,” Alistair called from the front of 
the line. “And— another keypad for five of us to hit.” 


It took some shifting around to get someone from each branch 
to the front of the line. They hit the buttons on the keypad, and 
then there was a long pause. 


“Did we do something wrong?” Dan asked. “It’s not —” 
Just then the door swung open. 


This time everyone was cautious stepping forward. Even before 
she’d crossed the threshold, Amy could tell that the darkness 
before her was a much larger space than the narrow corridors 
they’d been climbing through most of the day. Beneath her feet, 
rather than endless rock, there was a stone-and-mortar patterned 
floor. Dark marks stained the floor — ash? A memory of ash? 


“Look,” Dan breathed beside her. 


He held his burning rope up so Amy could see a metal plaque 
on the wall: 


THIS IS ALL THAT REMAINS 
OF THE LABORATORY 


OF GIDEON CAHILL 
1507 





CHAPTER 35 


“This is where Gideon Cahill made his serum!” Dan hissed. “So 
this must be where the prize is!” 


Belatedly, he realized that he shouldn’t have spoken so loudly. 
But it didn’t matter—everybody else was peering at the plaque, 
too. 


“We have to be first!” Dan shouted at Amy. He grabbed her 
arm, pulling her deeper into the darkness. “We have to!” 


Ian and Hamilton dropped Jonah’s sling simultaneously, causing 
Jonah to scream in pain. “Sorry, dude,” Hamilton muttered. “I'll 
—” What? Make it up to Jonah someday? He couldn’t. Not unless 
he shared the prize with Jonah, too, and Hamilton had no 
intention of doing that. 


Hamilton took off running, leaving Jonah behind. 


“Natalie!” Ian cried out. “We have to beat everyone else! You 
know what to do!” 


He gazed around frantically, his rope torch illuminating such a 
small space around him. Broken glass crunched under his feet. He 
was so rich, so handsome, so talented, so smart. But it was 
heartbreaking — none of that guaranteed that he and Natalie 
would win. 


The pain was unbearable. 

You could just let go, Jonah told himself. Already he was 
slipping in and out of consciousness, imagining lights dancing all 
around the room. 

But Jonah had been battling to be the biggest star in the world 
ever since he could pick up a microphone. He wasn’t one to give 
up. And this battle was even more important. 


He propped himself up on his elbows and began crawling. 


“This is for you, Ned and Ted,” Sinead whispered. 

She peered down at a rack that must once have contained test 
tubes — or whatever the 1507 equivalent was. Perhaps there was 
a trace of something important in the blobs of wax melted on the 
rack. Or perhaps something had seeped down into the charred 
table beneath the rack. 

Too many possibilities, Sinead thought despairingly. Too much to 
sort through too quickly. 

But she had to find the serum. It was Ned and Ted’s only 
chance. 


The children are all faster than you, Alistair reminded himself. So 
you have to be craftier. 


While the others ran about desperately, Alistair watched the 
glow of their bobbing lights. 

A table in the middle of the room, Alistair thought. A wall to the 
right. 

And to the left? 

No matter how far the others ventured to the left, Alistair saw 
no other wall, no end to the open space. 

And so that’s the way to go, Alistair thought. 

He began tiptoeing away from the others. 


“Watch where Alistair’s going!” Amy called out to Dan. 


Dan nodded and veered to the left. Even in the near-total 
darkness, Dan could tell that the room opened out — maybe 
becoming another room? He dodged another charred table and a 
fallen beam. He swung close enough to the wall to see another 
metal plaque: 


UNDER THE LEADERSHIP 
OF WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, 
MADRIGALS MADE A MAJOR 


I ATTEMPT AT RECONCILIATION 
IN THIS LAB IN 1611. 
THE ATTEMPT FAILED. 





Another lab, Dan thought. The Madrigals Kept trying, just like 
they’re trying now. There could be a whole string of labs — I’ve got to 
find the newest one. 


He took off running. He was dimly aware that others were 
running alongside him — sometimes ahead of him, sometimes 
behind. Rooms flashed by, and he caught glimpses of more 
plaques: ATTEMPT IN 1783 ... TRIED AGAIN IN 1848 ... 
ANOTHER EFFORT IN 1914 ... He didn’t pause to read any of 
them thoroughly, but he could tell that each plaque ended 
similarly: FAILED ... FAILURE ... ABJECT DEFEAT ... Each room 
he passed through was destroyed: charred, collapsed, exploded. 
The Madrigals had tried again and again and again to reunite 
their family, and each time they’d failed. 


Soon Dan could no longer run because he had to pick his way 
through the wreckage of toppled walls, twisted metal beams, 
hulking broken machinery. The destruction and failure had just 
gotten bigger and more dramatic with each attempt. 


We can’t fail this time, Dan thought, diving frantically through 
the wreckage. Amy and me — we have to win. 


Ahead of him, the wreckage seemed to end. He swung his 
burning rope down toward the floor and saw clean, unscarred 
linoleum. He lifted the rope torch higher, and off in the darkness 
before him something seemed to glow in response. Glass, maybe, 
reflecting his light. 


Not just glass, Dan realized, squinting. A vial. A huge vial. 
Containing ... liquid. It had to be the serum. 


“Is this what you’re looking for?” a voice purred in the 
darkness. 


Dan blinked, and in that moment the entire room was flooded 
with harsh, glaring light. Somebody had flipped a switch. 


Now Dan could see who it was. He could see who’d spoken. He 
could see who was holding the vial. 


It was Isabel. 


CHAPTER 36 


“No!” Amy wailed, falling in the wreckage. “No! Ian and Natalie 
— they said Isabel was behind us!” 


“We thought she was!” Ian protested. He seemed frozen in 
place. Amy was surprised he wasn’t trotting off to join his mother 
in the clean, modern lab ahead of them. 


Isabel laughed, a horrible sound. 


“You all proved so easy to fool,” she said lightly in the 
cultured, confident voice that Amy had once admired. Now it 
hurt to listen. “Even the Madrigals didn’t think about someone 
entering the gauntlet backward, laying explosives at strategic 
spots as decoys, lying in wait....” 


“But the explosions — you could have killed Ian and me!” 
Natalie complained. 


“Wait — are Ian and Natalie still on Isabel’s side or not?” Dan 
asked. 


“Who cares?” Hamilton called out. “Either way, the Lucians are 
outnumbered. Let’s tackle all of them!” 


He began running forward, clearly aiming for Isabel. 
Amy heard the gunshot before she even saw the gun. 


One minute Hamilton was sprinting forward, getting into position 
for the best tackle of his life. 


It’s a shame Dad’s not here to see this, he thought. 


The next moment, he felt something being jerked from his hand 
— no, practically vaporized in his hand. 


He looked down—the rope torch he’d been carrying was gone. 
He looked back up, at Isabel. 


“That was the warning shot,” Isabel said, her eyes narrowed. 
“The next time Pll draw blood.” 


Behind Hamilton, he could hear the others shrieking. He 
blocked it out, just as he always blocked out crowd noise when he 
was preparing for a tackle. He narrowed his focus to Isabel. He 
saw how she’d put the vial down on a counter to pick up the gun. 
He saw what a large gun it was— capable of firing many shots, 
one after the other. He saw how expertly Isabel held it. 


And he saw where she was aiming it now: directly at his heart. 
Hamilton stopped running. 


“The rest of you will all put your silly, primitive torches in that 
sink,” Isabel commanded, pointing across the room. “One by one, 
going separately, so I can watch you. Alistair will go last and turn 
on the water to douse the flames.” 


Everyone stumbled out of the wreckage of the last ruined lab as 
if in a trance. Like the others, Alistair did as he was told, biding 
his time, watching Isabel as she watched him. 


He noticed how she stopped pointing her gun directly at 
Hamilton’s heart as soon as he looked away. 


So maybe she doesn’t really want to kill him, Alistair mused. 
Maybe ... she needs him? Needs the rest of us, too? 


Alistair remembered how many times in the gauntlet he’d seen 
five buttons in a circle, buttons requiring someone from each 
branch to be there. 


But Isabel already has the vial, he thought. She could have 
sneaked away with it before we even got here. She could have 
exploded the tunnel completely and killed us all way back at the 
beginning. 

Why hadn’t she? 

Amy tripped in front of Alistair. Alistair grabbed her by the 
arm, pulling her back up. He shook her head sternly at her. 

Don’t try anything yet, he wanted to advise her and all the 
others. Observe. See what Isabel wants before you do anything. 

But they were terrified, impatient children. How long would it 
be before somebody did something stupid? 


Alistair flipped through possible plans in his mind. If we ... No, 
won't work. Or if ... Not that, either. 


Alistair could think of plenty of plans for vanquishing Isabel. 
But he couldn’t think of any that guaranteed Alistair would be left 
holding the vial in the end. 


“Go back to Gideon’s lab and bring me Jonah,” Isabel 
commanded Ian. “I want him here with the rest of you.” 


“No,” Ian said. “I’m not your servant. I don’t even want to be 
your son anymore. I — I’m emancipating myself! Natalie and I — 
we both are.” 


“We are,” Natalie echoed. 


Ian put his arm around his sister’s shoulders. She was 
trembling, and Ian’s legs were quaking, but Ian hoped that didn’t 
show. 


Ian had been planning what to say to Isabel ever since he and 
Natalie had sneaked off that plane back in London. He’d hoped to 
do it after finding the serum. After dethroning his parents as 
heads of the Lucians. After taking over. 


He’d never imagined he’d have to give that speech while 
cowering in a position of weakness. 

He’d never imagined his voice would squeak. 

Isabel leveled her gun, aiming directly at Ian and Natalie. 

“Mum!” Natalie cried in shock. 

“You can’t emancipate yourselves,” Isabel hissed. “Because I’m 
disowning you. Imbeciles!” She leaned in close, almost within 
reach. “Have you learned nothing from me? Didn’t you see how I 
was giving you a second chance, giving you the opportunity to lie 
— giving you a way to come back to me?” 

Something glistened in Isabel’s eyes, but Ian knew it couldn’t 
be tears. Not real ones, anyway. 

“We don’t want to come back to you,” Ian said coldly. 

He knew this was a terrible strategy. He knew she expected 


him to grovel and beg — to lie and say she was the best mother 
in the world, and Ian and Natalie had missed her. 


But it felt so good to tell the truth instead. 


Isabel stepped back, abandoning him and Natalie. Or just 
making sure that, if she needed to, she could shoot anyone there. 
The whole group was in range of her gun. 


“Regardless,” she said through gritted teeth. “Ian, you will go 
fetch Jonah. Now. Or Pll shoot Natalie.” 


“No,” Ian said. “I won’t. You wouldn’t do that.” 
Too late, Ian realized he’d backed his mother into a corner. 


So here’s your way out, Mum, lan thought, staring into his 
mother’s glittering eyes. Back down. Stop. Show everyone here that 
Natalie and I are more important to you than the serum. Show that ... 
that you do love us after all... 


Ian actually opened his mouth to say this. But he choked on the 
first word: “Sh-show ...” 


Because whatever trace of love he’d ever seen in Isabel’s eyes 
was gone now. Nothing showed in her face but cruelty and 
resolve. Nothing else lived in her soul. 


Ian saw exactly what she planned to do. 


“No!” he screamed, lunging desperately forward. “No! Don’t! 
You can’t!” 


He was too late. 
Isabel squeezed the trigger. 


CHAPTER 37 


Everybody screamed. 


“You shot your own daughter! You shot your own daughter!” a 
high-pitched voice shrieked again and again. 


Dan couldn’t tell if it was Amy’s or Sinead’s or Natalie’s. His 
ears weren’t working right. He could feel himself slipping toward 
the same kind of numb shock he’d fallen into after Lester’s death. 
His vision blurred. 


No, he thought, fighting against the numbness, the darkness. 
That’s what Isabel wants. She wants us shocked and stupid. So she 
can do anything she wants. 

Dan’s eyes cleared a little. Now he could see Isabel, still 
pointing her gun. He could see Ian bent over Natalie, crumpled 
on the floor. 

It seemed to take superhuman strength, but Dan stumbled over 
to Ian and Natalie. 

“The rest of us can take care of Natalie,” Dan muttered to Ian. 
“You go get Jonah before Isabel shoots again.” 

“That’s right — and I will if you don’t obey,” Isabel said, her 
voice as cold and hard as metal. “This time it was just Natalie’s 
foot. The next time —” She spun the gun around, pointing first at 
Amy’s head, then at Alistair’s chest, then at Natalie’s back. “Who 
knows?” 

Gasping — possibly even sobbing — Ian stumbled away. 


“And don’t take too long, or I will shoot again,” Isabel 
threatened. 


Dan crouched by Natalie’s side. He could see a hole in her 
fancy designer shoe. Blood was seeping out. 


At least it wasn’t gushing. 


“It doesn’t hurt,” Natalie whispered. “I think the bullet just 
grazed my foot. I’m just pretending to be in pain so we can 


outsmart my mum.” 


Dan decided not to tell Natalie that she was probably in shock, 
and that was why she hadn’t felt any pain yet. But outsmarting 
Isabel — that sounded like a good idea. 


Before Dan could think of a plan, he heard Hamilton call from 
behind him, “Pll go help Ian get Jonah. It’ll be faster that way.” 


“No!” Isabel screamed. She fired the gun again, but this time 
she aimed into the space between Hamilton and Ian, keeping 
Hamilton back. “I won’t have you plotting together back there!” 


Amy dropped to her knees beside Dan. 


“Does Natalie need a tourniquet to stop the bleeding? Or just a 
bandage?” she said loudly. Under her breath she added in a 
whisper, “Got a plan?” 

Above them, Alistair took a step toward Isabel. He had his 
hands up, as if surrendering. 


Dan hoped so badly that Alistair had a plan, that his surrender 
was fake. 


But he teamed up with Isabel before, when my parents died, Dan 
thought. And now ... 


Alistair was only asking a question. 


“Why?” Alistair asked Isabel. “You already have the serum. You 
won. Why do you have to torture the rest of us? Why can’t you 
just let us go?” 


“Oh, I have the serum, do I?” Isabel mocked, her face twisting 
hideously. “That’s what the Madrigals want me to think. They 
want me falling for their tricks!” 


“Tricks?” Alistair repeated numbly. 


“Are you that much of a fool?” Isabel asked impatiently. “Or do 
you think that I am?” 


Isabel waved the gun again, but this time she seemed to be 
making a decision. Selecting someone. Selecting ... 


Dan. 
Isabel pointed the gun directly at him. 


“Young master Cahill,” she said, almost in that sticky-sweet 
voice that some grown-ups use with very small children. “You’ve 
proved to be quite a shining star of the Cahill family during this 
clue hunt. Tell me. What have you seen again and again in this 
silly Madrigal gauntlet? Located near so many locked doors ... or 
doors the Madrigals intended to be locked before I intervened.” 


Dan couldn’t think. Not with the gun pointed at him, not with 
Isabel staring him right in the eyes. 


Amy grabbed him around the shoulders, holding him up. 
Protecting him. 


“You mean the keypads,” she said. Her voice trembled, but Dan 
could still hear the strength in it. He felt stronger himself. His 
mind cleared. 

“The keypads that five people had to touch,” he said. “One 
from each branch.” 

“Oh, that’s right, the two of you work together,” Isabel said 
mockingly. “You help each other. That’s so touching.” She 
winced, almost as if she regretted having no one beside her. But 
surely Dan was only imagining that. He blinked, and when he 
looked again, Isabel’s gaze was as steely as ever. 

It was cowardly, but Dan was so glad that Amy didn’t drop her 
arm from around his shoulders. 

“All those keypads, all along the way,” Isabel mused. “All the 
safeguards. And then this large vial of supposed serum is just 
sitting here out in the open? Unprotected? Available to anyone?” 

“Th-the keypads before,” Amy stammered. “The Madrigals 
thought that was enough to pro —” 


Isabel shook the vial. 


“Its only colored water!” she screamed. “That’s all that’s in 
here!” 


Don’t shoot, Dan thought. Please don’t shoot. 


Somebody was sobbing behind him. Amy held on to Dan so 
tightly it hurt. 


He didn’t care. 


Isabel moved the gun. It wasn’t exactly that she’d stopped 
pointing it at Dan, but that she was ready to shoot anyone. 


“But those tricky Madrigals can’t trick me,” she said. “I have 
been studying this vial for hours. I discovered my children’s 
treachery much sooner than they expected. So I had time. It’s 
such thick glass ... and those Madrigals do so love their 
fingerprint proof. They want fingerprint proof here, too. But just 
because five people trigger a secret, that doesn’t mean all five get 
to keep it, now, do they?” 

Dimly, even with his brain swimming with terror, Dan could 
see what she meant. She thought the vial itself was like another 
keypad. If someone from each of the five Cahill branches touched 
it all at once, it would set off a message — a Clue. 


The final Clue. 
She’s going to force us to help her get it, Dan thought. And then ... 


There were gasps around him, everyone else starting to 
understand, too. 


Hamilton took a step forward. 
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“You can’t make us all touch the vial for you,” Hamilton 
argued. “You can’t point a gun at five people at once. And if you 
kill any of us, then the fingerprints probably won’t work.” 


“Oh, I can make you all touch the vial,” Isabel said. “I can 
make you do anything I want.” 


“How?” Hamilton challenged. “I don’t have a sister here you 
can threaten to shoot.” 


“Not here, exactly,” Isabel said. 


She took a step back and touched a button on the wall. For the 
first time, Dan noticed a huge flat-screen TV embedded in the 
wall. It came to life now, showing multiple scenes of the gauntlet 
they’d just left. 


So she was watching us all along, Dan thought with a chill. 
Isabel touched another button, and the multiple scenes were 
replaced by one large one: an exterior view of the island — the 


pebble beach and the cemetery. The helicopter, the Holts’ boat, 
Jonah’s yacht, the Kabra kids’ parachutes, and Alistair’s 


submarine all lay off to the side, abandoned. Isabel did something 
to make the camera zoom in closer, focusing on the tombstones. 


The rest of the Holt family was tied to the tombstones. 
So was the helicopter pilot. 

So was Nellie. 

Dan couldn’t look anymore after that. 


Isabel held up a remote control she’d evidently been hiding 
alongside the gun. 


“This is hooked up to multiple explosives planted out in the 
cemetery,” she said. “One beside each tombstone.” Her lips curled 
up into a smile, slow and evil. “You will do everything I tell you. 
Or I will kill the people you love.” 


CHAPTER 38 


Nellie, Amy thought, her eyes blurring with sudden tears. We can’t 
let Nellie die.... 


Nothing else mattered. 


On the TV screen, Nellie sat staunchly, even bound to the 
tombstone. She had her head raised, her jaw jutting upward. Her 
nose ring glinted in the sunlight, and her spiky hair stood up like 
beacons. 


She hadn’t given up. 
Think, Amy commanded herself. 


“Th-the Madrigals,” she blurted. “They’ll never let you get 
away with this.” 


“What Madrigals?” Isabel sneered. “You mean—you children?” 
She looked down her nose at Amy and Dan, making Amy feel as 
helpless and insignificant as a flea. “Or—the old men I found 
cowering in the island control room?” 


She adjusted the picture on the TV screen again, scanning 
down the row of tombstones. 


Uncle Fiske and Mr. McIntyre were tied to the tombstones, too. 
Unlike Nellie, they looked completely defeated: battered and 
bloodied and covered in rock dust. 


“T exploded my way into their control room,” Isabel said 
carelessly. “Unfortunately, it created a bit of a crater several 
hundred feet up into the gauntlet.” 


A crater? Amy thought. The one Natalie almost fell into? And 
Isabel thinks that’s just ‘unfortunate’? 


“They were the only Madrigals on the island,” Isabel said. “And 
— I have hired assassins who are ready to take care of all the 
other Madrigals, all around the world. As soon as I give the 
signal.” She looked Amy straight in the eye. “Shall we proceed?” 


Amy saw that Isabel had just been waiting for Ian to return 
with Jonah. The two boys were back in sight now, Ian wearily 
pulling Jonah through the wreckage of the last exploded lab. 
Jonah barely seemed conscious. 


Amy thought that it was a terrible sign that Isabel made no 
attempt to blindfold any of them as she gathered them around the 
vial. 


She doesn’t care what we see, Amy thought. Because she’s going to 
kill us all as soon as she has what she wants. 


Isabel had everyone crouch down because Jonah and Natalie 
couldn’t stand. Dan, rather than Amy, represented the Madrigals 
touching the vial. But Amy leaned in close as Alistair, Hamilton, 
and Isabel placed their hands alongside Jonah’s and Dan’s. She 
could see the side of the vial shimmering. 


And then words appeared on the glass, a hologram: 


For Gideon Cahill’s serum: 
One portion = One ounce 


Start with one portion of water. 


Add 1/8 portion of each ingredient 
on the list given to Luke Cahill. 


Add 1/16 portion of each ingredient originally 
told to Jane Cahill. then ... 


The final Clue everybody had been searching for wasn’t 
another ingredient in the serum. 


It was the serum recipe. 


CHAPTER 39 


Alistair practically collapsed with relief when he saw the silvery 
words glowing from the glass. 


There’s still time, he thought. 
Isabel would have to work to blackmail each one of them, 


individually, to find out the Clues the other branches had. She 
still needed them to make the serum. 


Alistair thought that Hamilton would crack first. He was all but 
giving himself whiplash, glancing back constantly at the TV 
screen and muttering, “I can’t let my family die. I can’t let my 
family die....” 

Alistair tried to catch someone’s eye—Amy’s? Dan’s? Sinead’s? 
— hoping they could work together to fight Isabel. But all three 
of them were nearly as obsessive as Hamilton, peering toward the 
TV. 

Alistair caught Isabel’s eye by mistake. 

“Tsk, tsk,” she scolded playfully, as if she knew everything he 
was planning and it only amused her. “Surely you don’t think 
anyone would trust you. It’s too late for that.” 


She knew him too well. She knew all of them too well. 


“... thyme, bone, wormwood, tin,” Hamilton finished up. He kept 
his voice down, so only Isabel would hear. He hoped, he hoped ... 


“Oh, very good,” Isabel murmured. 

Had it worked? 

Isabel’s face twisted and her voice turned hard. 

“Very good — for getting your family killed!” she snarled, loud 
enough for everyone to hear. 

She lifted the remote control, her finger poised over a button. 
She glared at Hamilton. 


“The Madrigal clue your family got in New York wasn’t thyme,” 
she said, leering. “It was rosemary. Don’t you know? You can’t lie 
to me! I see right through you!” 


You just know about the rosemary because the Lucians must have 
found that clue, too, Hamilton wanted to protest. But how could he 
be sure which Clues Isabel already had and which she didn’t? 
Especially when the lives of his entire family depended on it? 

Hamilton began sweating, more than he ever had at any 
athletic event. 

“It’s zinc at the end!” Hamilton exploded. “Zinc, not tin! And 
that’s the only other thing I lied about! Honest! I swear! Please 
don’t kill my family!” 

Isabel smiled. 

And — she didn’t push the button. 


“Jonah,” a melodic voice purred beside Jonah’s ear. 


Jonah was having an awful dream. He was on a stage, but only 
one person had come to see him: a woman. A woman who was 
somehow his mother and Isabel Kabra at the same time. 


“Sing your clues,” the woman demanded. And then the woman 
split into two, Cora and Isabel becoming separate people. Cora 
screamed, “No! No! Don’t tell her a thing! No matter what she 
threatens!” And Isabel was screaming, too: “Tell me your clues! 
Or else!” 


And then Jonah awoke, and he wasn’t onstage at all. He was 
lying on an empty, cold tile floor. 


“Ts the pain too bad?” the melodic voice cooed sympathetically. 


The pain was a monster devouring Jonah from the inside out. 
The pain was a bomb blast, shattering Jonah’s body every time he 
took a breath. 


He’d never known anybody could hurt this much and stay 
alive. 


“Perhaps this will help,” the voice said. 


There was a prick in his arm, and the pain began to flow away. 
It didn’t disappear. But Jonah’s mind cleared a little. He could see 


that it was Isabel Kabra bending over him. 
His mother was nowhere in sight. 


“T need your clues,” Isabel said softly. “And you’re going to tell 
them to me.” 


To thine own self be true, Jonah thought. To thine own self be 
true. 


“Pm not like you,” Jonah murmured. “Not Lucian. Janus. My 
mother doesn’t understand. Have to win this ... as a Janus. 
Artistically.” 


“Artistically?” Isabel sneered. 
Jonah knew when he was losing an audience. 


“Like at the Globe,” he said, his voice a little stronger. “I just 
saw it — at that moment. I was going to sing. About how the 
Cahill feud was hurting the whole family, and how maybe if we 
just all, I don’t know, shared the clues and the prize, maybe, 
maybe ...” 


Isabel began to laugh cruelly. She was like an audience who 
was there only to mock, to heckle, to destroy. 


“Cahills don’t share,” she said. She grabbed Jonah’s arm and 
twisted it — maybe some of the bones in his arm were broken, 
too? Because Isabel was bringing the pain monster back, full 
force. 


“You will tell me your clues—now,” Isabel commanded. 

“Won't,” Jonah said, drawing upon something that was beyond 
wanting to please his mother, beyond wanting to please his fans, 
even beyond being a Janus. Was there some true self inside him 
he hadn’t even known was there? 


“You will or else ...” Isabel began. 


“Jonah came to the island alone,” somebody else said — Ian, 
maybe, or Dan. “There’s no one he loves you can threaten.” 


Alone, Jonah thought. I am alone. 


“Yes, Jonah came by himself,” Isabel said. “But, you know, 
some parents ... When you can’t do anything for yourself, and 
your kid’s your meal ticket ... Isn’t it sweet how worthless old 
Broderick managed to find his way here?” 


She was propping up Jonah’s head, setting off more waves of 
pain throughout his body. Now he could see a TV screen showing 
his father tied to a tombstone. Broderick had tears streaming 
down his face and his lips were moving, saying something Jonah 
couldn’t hear because the TV had no sound. No — Broderick was 
singing something. Jonah could even lip-read well enough to 
know what it was: 


Jonah boy, my homie, 
Jonah boy, my buddy, my son ... 


It was the first song Jonah had ever learned — a song he and 
Broderick had made up together. 


Broderick hadn’t followed Jonah to this island because Jonah 
was his meal ticket. Hed come because he was worried about 
Jonah. Because he loved him. 


Why hadn’t Jonah always known that? Why hadn’t he trusted 
his father more? 


“T will kill your father if you don’t tell me your clues,” Isabel 
threatened, holding a remote before his eyes. 


Don’t tell her a thing! No matter what! the dream Cora Wizard 
still screamed inside Jonah’s head. 


But Jonah watched his father singing. He knew his true self. He 
knew his father’s. And he knew the choice he had to make. 


“Pearl,” Jonah whispered directly into Isabel’s ear. “Honey, 
sulfur ...” 


Jonah wanted to start working together way back at the Globe, Dan 
thought at his sister. What he says he wanted — it’s pretty much 
what the Madrigals want. 

Well, he had a funny way of showing it, Amy seemed to be 
thinking back to him. And he’s not exactly the best partner for 
staging a rebellion right now, not with two broken legs. 

What about Hamilton? Dan thought. The three of us together ... 

But Hamilton was staring anxiously at the TV screen, mouthing 
the same words again and again: “Mom. Dad. Reagan. Madison.” 
He wasn’t even watching Isabel. 


And Amy had gone back to staring at the TV, too, looking for 
Nellie. 


Dan sighed. Isabel was done torturing Jonah now. She pulled 
Amy and Dan aside, away from the others. 


Dan didn’t wait. 
“Mace,” he said. “Lily. Copper ...” 


Each word felt like a betrayal of everything they’d worked for 
during the entire Clue hunt. Dan wasn’t just giving up 
ingredients. He was giving up the trust Grace had placed in them, 
the hopes the Madrigals had held for them, the dreams his 
parents had died for. He was giving up the chance to win in 
honor of Lester’s sacrifice, Irina’s sacrifice, his parents’. 


But Nellie’s life was worth more than any of that. 


“Which brother did you find hiding in my aircraft?” Sinead asked, 
squinting at the screen, at the rows of people tied to tombstones. 
“T can’t quite tell....” 


“Why—do you love one brother more than the other?” Isabel 
cackled. “Which cripple do you prefer?” 


“My brothers aren’t crippled!” Sinead screamed, lunging toward 
Isabel. “Don’t use that word!” 


Isabel took a step back. 


“No?” she said, unruffled. “What do you want me to call it? 
Ever since that explosion at the Franklin Institute, Ted’s blind. 
Ted, who used to draw such intricate architectural and 
engineering designs ...” 


Across the room, Hamilton gasped. 


“Ted’s not blind!” Sinead screamed. “He’s—visually impaired. 
He can still see light and dark!” 


“Ah, yes, light and dark,” Isabel murmured, shaking her head. 
“And Ned ... what is it he says about those headaches he gets all 
the time now—T can’t think through the pain’? And no 
medication helps....” She clucked her tongue in a show of false 
sympathy. “So sad to be such a genius and not even be able to 
think....” 


“He’s going to recover!” Sinead screamed. “And Ted’s going to 
see again! When I get the serum —” 


“No,” Isabel said, leaning close again. “No. You’re not going to 
get the serum. It’s mine. Your brothers will never be cured. The 
only thing you can do is tell me your clues and save your 
brother’s life. Ned or Ted—who cares which one it is?” 


Sinead was sobbing too hard to say anything. 
Isabel lowered her finger toward the button. 


The two Starling boys were hurt that badly? Alistair marveled as he 
listened to Sinead and Isabel argue. It’s true? One’s blind, one has 
disabling headaches? 


He wondered how he’d missed noticing this at the Tate 
museum, at Holy Trinity Church, during the handful of meals 
he’d shared with all three Starlings. 


Ned didn’t say much. Other than that, the boys seemed virtually 
identical, he thought. 


And then he understood. Each boy had helped the other 
disguise his disability: Ned acting as Ted’s eyes, Ted covering for 
Ned’s mind-numbing pain. 


That’s why they’re inseparable, Alistair thought. And ... that’s 
why Sinead cares so much about which brother’s out there tied to the 
tombstone. 

Neither boy would have stowed away on Sinead’s aircraft 
without the other. 

So if one boy was tied up in the cemetery, another boy had 
managed to hide when Isabel showed up. So he was somewhere 
else on the island, perhaps even now climbing through the 
gauntlet to rescue Sinead. 

Maybe it’s Ned, and he won’t be having a headache, Alistair 
thought. He’s a genius. He’ll know what to do when he gets down 
here. 

Alistair realized that meant they still had a chance. 


If he could stall Isabel long enough. 


He saw that she still had her finger poised over the button, 
ready to kill one of Sinead’s brothers. 


“Leave Sinead alone!” Alistair screamed. “She doesn’t know any 
clues but zinc, which she stole from Bae Oh. You’ve got 
everyone’s clues but mine! And you’re never going to get mine!” 


“No?” Isabel asked. 


“Of course not,” Alistair said. He was surprised at how hard he 
had to work to keep his voice steady. “There’s no one out there in 
the cemetery for me to save. Even if you brought in Bae Oh, I’d 
say, ‘Let him die!’ Especially if you brought in Bae Oh! There’s 
nobody I love! Nobody who loves me!” 


His voice cracked at the end. 


“Not out in that cemetery,” Isabel agreed. “But ...” She lowered 
her remote and redirected her gun. “In here ... should I threaten 
to kill Amy or Dan or Sinead? Or all three of them?” 


The way she was waving the gun at all the children made 
Alistair’s heart pound. 


Isabel’s a Lucian, Alistair thought. She sees things other people 
don’t — things she can manipulate to give her power. 


Could she possibly have seen something about Alistair that he 
hadn’t seen about himself? 


His heart sped up even faster; it felt as though it planned to 
break out. Or just plain break. 


But—the clues, Alistair thought longingly. I’ve devoted my whole 
life to gathering them. They’re all I’ve ever wanted. All I’ve ever 
valued. 


He was lying to himself. He’d been deceiving himself since the 
Clue hunt began. Because when he imagined a bullet ripping 
through Amy or Dan or Sinead — or even Jonah or Hamilton, Ian 
or Natalie — the Clues’ value faded away. If he could, he might 
even trade a Clue to heal the bullet wound in Natalie’s foot, the 
shattered bones in Jonah’s body. 


And if there were some way to bring Hope and Arthur back? What 
clue wouldn’t be worth that? 


He saw he faced a choice, just as he had all those years ago, the 
night Hope and Arthur died. The difference was, this time he 
could see the consequences. 

Isabel inched her finger closer to the trigger. 

She plans to kill us all anyhow, Alistair told himself, and his own 
brain screamed back at him, But for now there’s still time! There’s 
still a chance! 


“Silver,” Alistair blurted. “Phosphorus. Water ...” 


CHAPTER 40 


Isabel had mixed the serum. She’d found the ingredients the 
Madrigals knew about in the lab, hidden among dozens of decoy 
ingredients; she’d blackmailed the members of the other branches 
into giving up ingredients from their backpacks and pockets and 
— in Alistair’s case — cane. 

The others came prepared, Amy thought dejectedly. Dan and I 
were never going to win. 

Now Isabel stood in the center of the lab, the huge vial 
clutched in her hand. She tightened a stopper in the top and 
shook it one last time. 

When Isabel takes the stopper out, Amy thought, she’ll have to 
look away for a moment. Maybe she’ll even put down the remote 
control or the gun. That’s when we should attack her, all of us 
together. 

But Amy had no way of signaling the others. She had no way of 
telling them her plan, not while Isabel was watching everyone so 
closely. 

And Amy couldn’t do anything against Isabel all by herself. 

Isabel’s going to drink the serum, Amy thought. Isabel is going to 
become the most powerful person in the world. 

Amy and Dan had failed completely. 

Isabel held the vial high in the air, examining the liquid inside. 

“T have been waiting for this moment my entire life,” she 
murmured. 

“Mum, don’t drink that,” Natalie burst out from her position 
huddled on the floor. “Please! It’s bad for you.” 

“What?” Isabel exploded, lowering the vial only slightly. “Are 
you an even bigger fool than I thought?” 

“You drank the Lucian serum and it just made you mean,” 
Natalie said. “Mean to everyone, even me and Ian. And it made 


you kill Irina, and you didn’t care—” 


“I didn’t drink the Lucian serum until after I killed Irina,” Isabel 
said. “I’ve always been mean. The Lucian serum just showed me 
how to do it effectively—how to win. It’s why I’m holding the full 
Cahill serum right now.” 


She gazed into the depths of the serum, her eyes triumphant. 


She already drank the Lucian serum? Amy thought despairingly. 
The partial serum I found in Paris? Then ... she already knows 
everything there is to know about strategies and plotting and planning. 
We could never outsmart her. There’s no hope. 


“And to think I once intended to share this with my worthless 
children ...” Isabel muttered. 


Natalie winced, but Ian only stood there stoically, glaring at his 
mother. 


Isabel grasped the stopper in the top, preparing to pull it off. 
But she did this one-handed, using her other hand to keep the 
gun trained on all the others. 


Out of the corner of her eye, Amy caught a glimpse of 
movement in the wreckage of the previous ruined lab. Was it just 
a scrap of paper—some trash blowing in the breeze? 


There isn’t a breeze, Amy thought. 


She had to fight so hard not to crane her neck, not to turn her 
head — not to do anything to draw Isabel’s attention to the 
movement. 


It must be someone coming to rescue us! Amy thought jubilantly, 
though she had to keep all traces of hope off her face. Whoever it 
is, theyll have to advance stealthily — maybe they can tackle Isabel 
from behind and she'll never see them coming. 


A crash sounded in the wreckage. 
Now Amy had to look. She saw Ned Starling, doubled over 


beside a fallen rack of test tubes. He clutched his head and 
moaned. 


And then Amy saw Isabel whirl toward him. Isabel whipped her 
gun into position, aiming carefully, aiming directly at Ned’s 
heart. 


Amy saw that Isabel had only been toying with them before, 
pretending. This was serious. This was real. This was going to 
happen. 


Amy launched herself toward Isabel. 


It didn’t matter that Amy had no time to plan. It didn’t matter 
that she couldn’t defeat Isabel alone. It didn’t even matter that 
she barely knew Ned Starling. 


All that mattered was that Amy couldn’t stand by while Isabel 
killed again. 


This is how I honor my parents and Irina and Lester, Amy thought, 
running hard. Even if I die, too ... 


And then Amy realized she wasn’t alone. 


Beside her, Dan was lunging for Isabel, too. So were Sinead and 
Hamilton and Alistair and Ian and even Jonah and Natalie, 
though they struggled and gasped in pain. Just as four branches 
of Cahills had once united with Isabel, five branches now united 
against her. The group moved almost as one, everyone roaring, 
“No! Don’t!” 

Several of them slammed into Isabel at once. They knocked her 
down, jarring the gun and the remote and the vial from her grip. 
The gun went off, but the bullet zinged harmlessly into the 
darkness. 

“We did it!” Amy screamed. 

But then it was just Amy and Dan and Sinead holding Isabel 
down. The others were racing away, following the rolling vial. 

Ian got to it first. 

“This — must — be — destroyed!” he screamed, raising the 
vial of serum high over his head. “Before it causes even more 
evil!” 

He started to smash it down toward the floor, but Alistair and 
Hamilton grabbed his arms and reached for the vial themselves. 

And then Sinead scrambled up, lurching toward the vial and 
screaming, “No! My brothers need that!” 

Now it was just Amy and Dan holding down Isabel. She 
effortlessly shook off their grip and raised herself into a crouch. 


She reached for the gun and the remote. 
“That’s my serum!” Isabel raged. 


She had the gun in her hands and was aiming it at everyone 
fighting over the vial. 


“PII kill all of you!” she threatened. 


But everybody was screaming too loudly to hear. Hamilton 
knocked the vial out of Ian’s grasp. It slipped through one hand 
after another, each person yanking it away from the last. Then 
the vial slid down to the ground and began to roll. 


Now Isabel was reaching for it. 


We can’t stop her, Amy thought as she struggled to pull back 
Isabel’s arm. It’s just Dan and me against the most evil woman in the 
world. 


No. That wasn’t the right way to think about it. It was Dan and 
Amy against just Isabel — two against one. 


Dan swung his fist at Isabel’s face — a puny fist, yes, but 
enough to distract her. Isabel slammed the butt of her gun into 
Dan’s stomach. 

Dan bent over in what looked like agonizing pain. 

With one hand, Amy tried to pull Isabel away from Dan. With 
her other hand, she felt around on the floor for something — 
anything — to defend her brother. Her hands grasped something 
round: the vial. 


Amy raised it high and slammed it down as hard as she could 
on Isabel’s head. 

“Stop hurting Dan!” she screamed. “Don’t hurt anyone in my 
family again!” 

The thick vial shattered. Broken glass and serum streamed 
down Isabel’s hair, her neck, her back. 


And then Isabel fell forward, slumping harmlessly to the 
ground. 


CHAPTER 41 


For a moment nobody moved. 
Then Dan heard Sinead whisper, “Amy saved us.” 
“And she destroyed the serum,” Alistair said dazedly. 
“T had to,” Amy defended herself. “Isabel would have killed —” 


“No, no,” Alistair said, waving his hands as if trying to wave 
away any misunderstanding. “I’m not criticizing. You did the 
right thing.” He stared at Isabel’s body amid the broken glass, the 
serum trickling away. “The right thing ...” he repeated. 


“But I wanted the serum to cure my brothers,” Sinead 
whispered, tears welling in her eyes. 


“I—” Dan began, but then he stopped because he wanted to 
think this through. 


Nobody seemed to hear Dan because Hamilton was talking, too. 
“Let’s tie up the queen of evil before she comes to and starts 
attacking us all over again.” 


Amy carefully picked up Isabel’s remote control and placed it 
on a counter, out of the way. Dan kicked at the handle of the gun. 
It slid across the floor and stopped only when it landed in the 
wreckage. 


Nobody made any effort to grab either weapon. 

That’s good, isn’t it? Dan thought. And everyone wanted to save 
Sinead’s brother. At least at first. Maybe ... 

His brain was too numb to think. He concentrated on helping 
Hamilton pull rope out of his backpack, tying it tightly around 
Isabel’s ankles and wrists. 


“That’s not good enough,” Ian fretted. “She’s going to come to. 
She’ll figure out how to escape!” 


“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Alistair said. He 
held up a small white pill. “Something developed by our friend 
Irina Spasky. This will keep Isabel unconscious for several hours. 


And”— he raised an eyebrow significantly —“it will ensure that 
she forgets what happened today.” 

So she won’t remember how to make the serum, Dan thought, 
relieved. 

“That means Natalie and I will get to tell her all over again that 
we're disowning her,” Ian said in a hard voice. “Pll rather enjoy 
that.” 

He’s serious, Dan thought. He’s not going to back down. 

Dan watched Alistair bend over Isabel. He put the pill in her 
mouth. Then he rubbed her throat to get her to swallow, just like 
Dan would do with Saladin. 

Ned Starling stumbled out of the wreckage and toward his 
sister. 

“The pain’s worse than ever, isn’t it?” Sinead asked, gingerly 
touching Ned’s forehead. He winced, his face twisted in agony. 

“Sinead ...” Dan tried again. 

He stopped and looked at Amy. 

What should we do? he thought at her. Should we trust them? 
Should I tell? 

Amy tilted her head, a wry expression on her face, as if to say, I 
think everybody but Sinead already knows. They’re just pretending not 
to. 

Dan was sick of pretending. 

“Sinead, I’ve got a photographic memory,” he said. “I 
remember every word of that recipe on the vial. I couldn’t hear 
all the ingredients, but everyone remembers their own. If we all 
worked together, we could mix up more of the serum and ...” 

Nobody reacted the way Dan expected. 

Hamilton didn’t slap him a high five. Jonah didn’t offer a fist 
bump. Alistair didn’t put his arm around Dan’s shoulders and say 
confidingly, “Dan, my boy, I always knew you were a lot like 
your uncle.” 

Nobody moved at all, except that Sinead grimaced. 


“Dan, I—” she began. “I don’t know. What I did trying to get 
the serum ... even leaving Ned’s life in danger to fight for it ... 
Maybe I don’t just want it to help my brothers? Maybe ... maybe 
I’m a little too much like her?” 


She pointed down at Isabel’s bound figure. 


Alistair grabbed a piece of paper from a counter and began 
writing a list of his Clues. Then he thrust the paper into Dan’s 
hand. 


“T trust you and Amy,” he said. “I don’t trust myself. You do 
whatever you need to with the serum.” 


Ian took the pen from Alistair and wrote down ingredients of 
his own. He, too, handed the paper to Dan. 


“Natalie and I have spent our whole lives listening to our 
mother,” Ian said. “Believing everything she ever told us ...” 


“But you stopped believing her!” Amy protested. “You 
changed! Or you would have helped her in here — helped her 
even as she killed us all!” 


“Why didn’t we stop helping her before, in Korea?” Ian asked. 
“In Australia? South Africa? Jamaica?” 


“We haven’t changed enough,” Natalie said in a small, pained 
voice. “But — we're trying.” 

Jonah took the pen next and began writing. He had to hunch 
over painfully, bracing his paper against the floor. 

“No, Jonah,” Dan began. “You never actually—” 


“If I knew how to make the serum, my mother would make me 
tell,” he said. “And my mother ... my mother’s way too much like 
theirs.” He pointed to Ian and Natalie. 


He finished writing and flashed the famous Jonah Wizard grin 
as he handed his paper up. 


“Besides,” he said, “I’m going to be the greatest musician in the 
world even without the serum!” 


Hamilton reached for the pen and paper after Jonah. 


“What?” Dan asked in astonishment. “Hamilton, you don’t have 
to do that! We trust you! You’re on our team! You —” 


“I chose the serum over Ned’s life, just like everyone else,” 
Hamilton said heavily. “Everyone except you and Amy.” 


He bent his head and began writing. 


“Well, it’s not like we’re saints or anything,” Dan said. “It’s just 
that we didn’t know anything about the serum until a few weeks 
ago. So we didn’t have the instincts to go for it.” 


“Dan, that’s why Grace wanted us in the clue hunt,” Amy said, 
sounding startled, as if she’d just figured this out. “It’s why 
nobody told us the family history until after Grace died.” 


“So you would have the right instincts,” Alistair said gently. 
“You could win the clue hunt only by valuing human life more 
than the clues. Ironic, isn’t it? Grace always did love irony.” 


“Wait a minute — we won?” Dan asked incredulously. 


“Dude. You’re holding all the clues,” Hamilton said, thrusting 
his paper into Dan’s hands. Hamilton gave Dan a pat on the back 
that was gentle, for a Holt. This meant that Dan pitched forward 
only two steps before he managed to catch his balance. 


“Pm telling my dad that you and Amy won fair and square, on 
your own,” Hamilton said. “Because — it’s the truth.” 


Dan was still blinking in amazement. He looked down at the 
lists of Clues in his hand, the ingredients that had first been 
assembled five hundred years earlier—and had changed human 
history ever since. 


What could they do to the future? 


“Hamilton, wait,” Dan began, because he wanted more help. 
“Think about how many times you saved our lives. Think how 
you got me up that cliff. Think about —” 


“How my family burned down Grace’s mansion,” Hamilton 
said. “How we almost killed Alistair in South Africa. How ... how 
it’s our fault the Starlings got hurt at the Franklin Institute.” He 
looked Sinead directly in the eye. “I’m sorry,” he said. 


Sinead nodded once, which was not quite forgiveness. But 
maybe it was a first step. 

“And I’m sorry,” Alistair said, peering at Dan and Amy. “For 
everything.” 


“We forgive you,” Amy whispered. 
Dan stared at his sister, thinking, We do? 


We need to, Amy seemed to be thinking back at him. We can’t 
spend the rest of our lives hating people. 


Like a little kid reaching for a security blanket, Dan searched 
for the anger that had propelled him for much of the Clue hunt. It 
was still there, but fainter somehow. Lighter. 


Maybe someday it would go away completely. 

“You did give up your clues to keep Isabel from killing us,” Dan 
told Alistair grudgingly. 

“Yes,” Alistair agreed. “But I am also too much like Isabel and 
Cora — and Eisenhower.” 


“My dad’s a great dad,” Hamilton protested. “But ...” He looked 
down at his hands. “I don’t want to be just like him.” 


Alistair nodded. 


“Growing up, I saw how evil my uncle Bae was,” he said. “And 
yet, I still tried to gain his approval. I still made his goals my 
own.” He cleared his throat noisily. “You children are so much 
wiser. You’re choosing a better way.” 


Tears sparkled in his eyes. 
It’s all true, Dan thought. We really won. All of us. Together. 


He remembered how, back in London, he’d told Amy they 
should win and then knock everybody else into shape. But that 
was the kind of plan others had tried for the past five hundred 
years, and it had never worked. The way Amy and Dan had won 
was completely different. They’d won because everybody else 
wanted them to. 


He couldn’t wait to tell Nellie. 


“Oh — Nellie!” he cried. “We’ve got to rescue everyone out in 
the cemetery!” He began cramming the papers the others had 
given him into his pocket. “Everything else can wait until we do 
that and —” 

“And get better medical treatment for Natalie and Jonah,” 
Alistair agreed. “And ...” He looked down grimly at Isabel’s 
unconscious form. “We need to turn her over to the authorities.” 


“People stay in prison for a long time for attempted murder, 
don’t they?” Amy asked anxiously. “All those explosives she set 
off ...” 


“Oh, she’s not just going to be charged with attempted murder,” 
Alistair said. “Tm going to do something I was afraid to do seven 
years ago. I’m going to testify that Isabel murdered your parents.” 


“So that means ...” Amy began. 
Alistair almost smiled. 
“Tsabel,” he said, “will be in prison for the rest of her life.” 


CHAPTER 42 


Ned Starling led the way out through the secret passage he’d seen 
Isabel use. It was a slow process, since Jonah, Natalie, and Isabel 
had to be carried. Then Ian had to go out first, to dismiss the 
henchmen Isabel had left guarding the cemetery. 

“Mum wants you off this island — now!” he barked, and that 
did the trick. 


When the rest of the group emerged, everyone in the cemetery 
cheered. 


“Amy and Dan—you survived!” Nellie screamed. “My kiddos!” 
“And ours!” Uncle Fiske yelled, just a beat behind her. Then he 
looked sheepishly at Mr. McIntyre. “Well, they are,” he said. 


“T can’t see — are Sinead and Ned there? Are Sinead and Ned 
there?” Ted hollered. Someone must have told him yes, because 
then he exploded, “This is even better than finding a new digit in 
pi!” 

“Hammy! Hammy! Hammy!” the Holts cheered in unison. 


“Jonah? You’re hurt?” Broderick strained against the ropes 
binding him. 

“Fo sho,” Jonah said, making a pained effort to grin from his 
sling. “But wait till you hear the songs I’m going to write from 
this experience.” 


Alistair and Sinead insisted that, before anyone else could step 
into the cemetery, they had to defuse the explosives Isabel had 
laid. 

“Quite right,” the helicopter pilot said approvingly. “That’s the 
safest way.” 

Hamilton stood on the beach, shouting across to his family, 
telling everything that had happened. 


Or — almost everything. 


“So, Amy and Dan won in the end, but then Amy had to 
destroy the prize to protect us all,” Hamilton said. “And, Dad, I 
know you’re going to be mad that I didn’t win everything for 
Team Holt but ...” 


He waited, but Eisenhower didn’t start screaming the way 
Hamilton expected. Eisenhower opened his mouth, winced, 
swallowed hard, then tried again. 


“Winning isn’t everything,” Eisenhower said faintly. 
“Sometimes, just knowing your family’s safe and healthy and 
alive is even better.” 


“Did Vince Lombardi say that?” Reagan asked. “Or 
Shakespeare?” 


“No,” Eisenhower said. “I did.” 


Once everyone was untied, Amy and Nellie hugged like they 
hadn’t seen each other in a million years. Dan didn’t want to get 
involved with that, not when he really wanted to talk to Uncle 
Fiske and Mr. McIntyre. 


Later, Dan thought. After everyone else leaves ... 
Frustrated, he wandered toward the Starlings. 
Ted was reaching out to touch his sister’s face. 


“T heard what Hamilton said about the serum being destroyed,” 
Ted was saying. “Don’t worry, Sinead. It doesn’t matter. Ned and 
I will be fine anyhow.” 


“Oh, but—” Sinead began. 


“No, listen,” Ted said. “While I was tied up here with everyone 
else, I started thinking about those experimental surgeries they 
offered Ned and me. I came up with a few new things to suggest 
to the doctors, so it’s not so risky. Reagan Holt even drew the 
diagrams for me.” He pulled a sheaf of papers out of his jacket 
pocket and held them out to her. “Look.” 


“But we can—” Dan began, leaning in toward the Starlings. 


Sinead looked up from the diagrams and shook her head 
warningly. 


“Ted’s way is better,” she said. “If the surgeries work, this helps 
lots of people, not just Ned and Ted. And there won’t be the same 

. side effects and complications. I mean, I saw Isabel Kabra in 
action, and she only had part of the serum.” 


“T guess,” Dan said. He was suddenly even more aware of the 
papers he’d tucked into his own pockets. How could paper feel so 
heavy? 


Jonah almost passed out while the others lifted him into the 
helicopter. He tried to relax as they settled him into the backseat, 
but then he stiffened again. 


“Dad!” he screamed. “The vandalism charges from the Globe — 
will somebody try to arrest me when we get to the hospital?” 


“Oh, no,” Broderick said. “I almost forgot — all the accusations 
were dropped. Miss Pluderbottom recanted.” 


“Yo! Miss ‘I tell nothing but the truth’ Pluderbottom lied?” 
Jonah asked, astounded. “For me?” 


“No,” Broderick said. “She didn’t lie. She said the truth 
changed. She went to the authorities and said she’d discovered 
you were a nice young man who would never intentionally 
damage anything connected to the Bard.” 


The truth changed, Jonah thought. And — I changed. I found my 
true self. 


“Miss Pluderbottom’s my homie,” Jonah murmured drowsily. 
They were taking off now, the helicopter rising into the sky. “I 
think I’ll ask her to help me stage a hip-hop version of Romeo and 
Juliet. It can be a crossover hit. Wanna help, too? I can’t be a teen 
sensation forever, you know. Gotta start plotting the next step, 
the next phase ...” 


“Whatever you want,” Broderick said. 


They flew higher, into clouds. Jonah’s mind was getting cloudy, 
too. Maybe he started dreaming again. Or maybe he really did 
hear his father say, over the thumping of the helicopter blades, 
“And we'll tell your mother whatever you want about the serum, 
too.” 


Sinead took off in her aircraft with Alistair and a still-unconscious 
Isabel. This left the Starling boys to go to the hospital with Ian 
and Natalie in Jonah’s yacht. 


“You know how to steer a yacht?” Mr. McIntyre asked Ian 
wotriedly. 


“T was born knowing how to steer a yacht,” Ian said. Then a 
stricken look came over his face. “But — do you suppose Jonah 
prepaid the full amount for renting this? Once my dad hears what 
Natalie and I did, he’ll cancel our credit cards.” 


“You mean we’re ... we’re poor now?” Natalie gasped. 
“Penniless,” Ian said grimly. 


“Actually,” Mr. McIntyre said, “I should have mentioned this 
before the others left. Grace had an addendum to her will 
regarding everyone who made it through the gauntlet. There 
were eight of you—you will all receive double the amount you 
turned down to get the first clue.” 


“It was a million dollars originally,” Ian said. “So Natalie and I 
each get two million dollars? I suppose we could live on that.” 


Natalie beamed. 


“That is such a relief!” she said. “Being poor wasn’t quite as 
bad as I thought it would be, but still —” 


“You were only poor for about two seconds!” Dan protested, 
rolling his eyes. 


“Dan—the two million dollars apiece — that would be for us, 
too,” Amy said dazedly. 


Oh, yeah, Dan thought. Two million apiece. Four million total ... 


He couldn’t take it in. Not while he had papers rustling in his 
pocket that contained a priceless secret. 


Ian, Natalie, Ned, and Ted left. The Holts screamed when they 
heard Hamilton had won two million dollars. Then they began 
shrieking that that meant they could go to some world-famous 
soccer game that was going to be played in Ireland in just an 
hour. They left, too, though Hamilton kept hanging out the 
window of their boat holding his hand to his ear, fingers 
outstretched, signaling, Call me. Let me know what happens. 


“Pve still got your back!” was the last thing he shouted out to 
them. 


And then only Madrigals were left on the island. 
Dan marched right up to Uncle Fiske and Mr. McIntyre. 


“Now what?” he asked. “What did Grace want us to get the 
serum for?” 


CHAPTER 43 


“I—I beg your pardon?” Mr. McIntyre stammered. 


“Dan, Amy, please tell us — do you have the serum formula? 
And do you know all the ingredients?” Fiske begged. “I think so, 
because I could kind of tell you were only pretending to be 
disappointed when the others were here, but—” 


Amy decided she had to put the poor man out of his misery. 


“Yes,” she said. She told the two men and Nellie the parts of 
the story that Hamilton had left out. 


“So you accomplished everything we asked of you,” Fiske 
marveled. 


We did? Amy thought. But — 


“We didn’t reunite with Isabel,” she pointed out. “Or Cora 
Wizard. Or—” 


“But you reconciled with their children,” Mr. McIntyre said. 
“And Alistair and the Starlings. Representatives from every 
branch. You didn’t honestly think we expected you to make every 
single Cahill descendant get along perfectly, did you?” 


Yeah, I kind of did, Amy wanted to say. 


But she felt as if Mr. McIntyre had just lifted a huge burden 
from her shoulders. 


“You reconcile with the people you can,” Fiske said. “And all 
you can do with the rest is to bring them to justice. Which you 
did.” 

Amy could tell that, if Fiske and Mr. McIntyre had been 
practically anyone else, they would have begun jumping up and 
down and screaming like Holts and hugging Amy and Dan and 
Nellie. As it was, Fiske kind of flicked his eyes side to side and 
looked slightly less uncomfortable than usual. Mr. McIntyre 
almost managed a smile. 


“Well,” Mr. McIntyre said, leaning back against a tombstone in 
relief. 


“Oh, no,” Nellie scolded. “Uh-uh-uh. You are not getting away 
with such a lame response. You tell Amy and Dan they saved the 
world. You thank them for vanquishing the most evil woman on 
the planet and for reuniting the most dysfunctional family ever. 
You apologize for every bump, bruise, cut, heartache, and 
heartbreak they suffered along the way. And then,” Nellie 
finished, “then you answer Dan’s question.” 


“We do thank you. And we’re sorry. And— what was the 
question again?” Mr. McIntyre asked, which was clearly an 
attorney’s delaying tactic. 


“What are we supposed to do now?” Dan asked. “We have the 
serum — what for? Are we supposed to take it and rule the world 
ourselves? When Olivia Cahill herself thought it was too 
dangerous? Are we supposed to share it with the rest of the 
Madrigals? With all the other Cahill branches? With everyone in 
the world?” 


Amy gawked at her brother. Was this really Dan thinking 
through everything so carefully? If he’d found a recipe for 
superpowers back when the Clue hunt started, he probably would 
have mixed it up and drunk it down without a second thought. 

And yet, here he was, still coming up with more questions. 

“Why was it so important to find the clues now?” he asked. 
“Why was Grace — and I guess, all the Madrigals — so desperate 
that they were willing to risk letting Cora Wizard or Alistair or 
the Holts or even Isabel get it? Why, after all these centuries?” 

“Grace was dying,” Mr. McIntyre said. “She didn’t have many 
choices.” 

But his eyes darted around; he wouldn’t look directly at Amy or 
Dan. 

“Grace could have left instructions to start the clue hunt after a 
delay,” Amy joined in. “You could have waited until Dan and I 
grew up. Or until Isabel died. 


Or ___”? 


“Please,” Uncle Fiske pleaded, helplessly holding out his hands. 
“Don’t you want to just celebrate your victory for now? Be 
happy? Bask in your impossible triumph? Not ... ask impossible 
questions?” 

“T like to know what I’m celebrating before I put on a party 
hat,” Nellie said sarcastically. 

Uncle Fiske and Mr. McIntyre exchanged glances. “It’s so 
difficult to protect these three,” Mr. McIntyre muttered. 

Amy began thinking about the serum. Uncle Fiske had told 
them back in Jamaica that Gideon Cahill hadn’t originally been 
trying to give his family incredible powers. He’d just wanted to 
keep people from dying from the plague. 

Amy gasped. 

“The serum,” she said. “The plague. Is — is there another 
plague coming?” 

Uncle Fiske and Mr. McIntyre frowned in unison. 

“Not ... necessarily,” Mr. McIntyre began uncertainly. He must 
have seen Nellie glaring because he sighed heavily and went on. 
“Another family is threatening —” 

“Lucians?” Dan guessed. 

“Some of the Ekats — Bae Oh?” Amy tried. 

Mr. McIntyre shook his head. 


“See, we’ve taught them that all the evil in the world lies in 
their own family,” Fiske muttered. 


“This is a completely different family,” Mr. McIntyre said. “Not 
related at all. They’re even more secretive than the Cahills, and, 
frankly, they make Isabel Kabra look like Mother Teresa.” 


Amy shivered. 


“They have long been interested in acquiring Cahill powers,” 
Fiske said. “They began trying to follow the clues years ago—you 
might have detected their shadowy presence during the clue hunt 
yourself.” 


Amy remembered all the times she’d felt like she and Dan were 
being watched, the times she’d sensed someone following them, 
the times she’d heard suspicious footsteps in the dark. But that 


had always turned out to be Irina or Isabel or even Fiske himself, 
back when they thought of him as the man in black. 


Hadn’t it? 
“Right before Grace died, a Madrigal agent intercepted a top 


secret message from the other family,” Fiske said. “A message 
with all sorts of threats ... We had to be ready.” 


“So let’s go start mixing up the serum!” Dan said, jumping up. 


He wants to take it, Amy thought. He’s just been looking for an 
excuse. A reason that doesn’t make him seem as bad as Isabel, 
wanting to rule the world. 


“No,” Mr. McIntyre said firmly. “Merely having the full serum 
formula should be enough. It is too dangerous to use, unless that’s 
our only option. And we still have other options, thanks to you. 
We can deal with this now.” 


Dan made a face. 


“But — what does that leave for me and Amy to do?” he asked 
forlornly. 


“Recover,” Fiske said, looking at Dan’s black eye and both kids’ 
cuts and bruises. 


“Wait,” Mr. McIntyre said. “Be kids. Grow up.” 
Dan’s grimace became even more extreme. 


“Perhaps it’s time to let Grace explain,” Fiske said, nodding at 
Mr. McIntyre. 


“Grace?” Amy whispered. 


Dan looked around frantically. He could tell Amy was thinking 
the same thing as him: Maybe even Grace’s funeral was a Madrigal 
hoax! Maybe the clue hunt was the biggest fake-out of all! Maybe ... 
maybe Grace is still alive! 


But their beloved grandmother wasn’t striding across the 
pebble beach or sailing toward them. Mr. McIntyre was only 
kneeling beside a tombstone, pushing some sort of hidden lever, 
then reaching into the tombstone itself. 


“You can’t read the inscription anymore, but this is Madeleine 
Cahill’s tombstone,” Mr. McIntyre explained. “The secret vault 


inside was Grace’s favorite place to leave messages.” 


He pulled out a metal box and opened it. He scanned dozens of 
sealed envelopes. 


“No, not that one. Not that one. Not that one ...” he murmured. 
“She so wanted to be able to cover every eventuality.” 


Finally, Mr. McIntyre handed Amy and Dan a cream-colored 
envelope labeled “Best-case scenario” in Grace’s bold writing. 
Amy stood there holding the letter like it was the greatest 
treasure they’d found in the entire Clue hunt. 


“I think Grace would want us to actually read it,” Dan 
muttered. 


“Oh. Right,” Amy said. 


They both sat down in the grass. Dan flipped the envelope over 
and slid his finger under the flap. Amy took the letter out and 
shook it open. They began reading together: 


My beloved Amy and Dan, 


If Mr. McIntyre has given you this letter, then you have 
fulfilled my dearest dreams. 


No. That is not quite right Let me back up. 


When you were little, my dearest dream was that you 
would never have to know our family’s complicated 
heritage. I never wanted it to affect you at all. 


But, as you know, that was not to be. You were so 
young when your parents died. My dearest dream during 
that time of grief and devastation was to sweep in and 
hold you and never let you go. 


I plotted escape after escape after escape. I booked trips 
for the three of us to the South Seas, to the Swiss Alps, to 
tiny villages in places that cartographers rarely put on 
maps. But “rarely” wasn’t good enough. I knew in my 


heart of hearts that no matter where we tried to hide, 
some dangerous relative would eventually track us down. I 
knew my love for you was not enough to keep you safe. 


And ... I couldn’t leave in that dangerous time. I had a 
responsibility to the world, as well as to the two of you. 


And so I chose the safest — and cruelest — option. For 
the sake of my watching, murderous relatives, I had to 
pretend that the most hideous lie was true — that the two 
of you didn’t matter very much to me. It was the only way 
to keep them from killing you, too; the only way to keep 
them from using you as pawns in their grisly games. I 
prevailed upon my disinterested sister, Beatrice, to adopt 
you, even though she 


Here something was crossed out and inked over until it was 
impossible to read. Grace had drawn an arrow off to the side and 
written in the margins: “If it is wrong to speak ill of the dead, 
then it is probably also wrong of the dead to speak ill of the still- 
living. Suffice it to say that my opinion of Beatrice is no better 
than yours!” 


The letter continued: 


I prevailed upon Beatrice to adopt you because she, 
with no interest in our family history, could keep you safe 
when I could not. 


But, oh, how I lived for those weekends with you! 


In the ongoing struggle for power within the Cahill 
branches, I have been forced to do many things I am not 
proud of. But I regret nothing so much as I regret failing 
you. 


It was to my great surprise that you did not seem to 
hold my failings against me. Even in grief you were both 


still so charming and delightful ... and so eager to learn. I 
still hoped to protect you as much as I could from the 
worst of your Cahill heritage. But, perhaps selfishly, I did 
want to share the best of Cahill achievements with you. So 
I took you to Shakespeare plays; I paid for piano lessons 
so you could learn Mozart’s music. But I explained almost 
nothing about their connections to you. My dearest dream 
then was that I wouldn’t have to tell you about your 
family’s war until the war was over. 


Oh, and that it would happen quickly, so I could whisk 
you away from Beatrice and bring you home to live with 
me while you were still young. 


That was not to be, either 


I learned that I had cancer — and that it would 
undoubtedly kill me — even as other storm clouds 
gathered on the horizon. The war we were fighting became 
more dangerous than ever. 


We Madrigals realized that the world could never be 
safe unless Cahills came together, once and for all. It 
became more important than ever that the branches 
reunite, so they could present a unified front against the 
dangers that rise around us. 


“So — everyone’s going to be involved in dealing with this 
other family?” Dan asked. “All Cahills?” 

“We have always had a few friends in other branches,” Mr. 
Mcintyre said. “But now we’re going to need many more.” 

“But some of the people in the gauntlet—Alistair, Sinead, Ian, 
and Natalie — they don’t even trust themselves around the 
serum,” Amy argued. 


“No one should,” Mr. McIntyre said darkly. 


Dan went back to reading the letter because he was, once 
again, too aware of the papers in his pocket. 


If you are reading this letter, then you have 
accomplished a goal that no other Madrigal has been able 
to accomplish in five hundred years. I am so proud of you. 


And, if you are reading this letter, then you are in 
possession of a burden that no eleven- and fourteen-year- 
old should have to carry. 


Dan blinked. It was like Grace knew! 


Madrigals have always had a partial version of 
Gideon’s original serum formula. In five hundred years, 
Madrigals have never been able to discover all the other 
branches’ Clues. We always believed it was more 
important to work on reunifying the family and keeping 
the serum from falling into the wrong hands. We didn’t 
want Gideon’s serum. 


Recent events have forced us to change our priorities. 


When I began thinking about setting off a giant Clue 
hunt, I quickly realized that I once again had to choose 
between unbearable alternatives. I love my brother, Fiske, 
dearly, but he would be the first to say he could not have 
reunited the Cahills. I have a great deal of respect for 
William McIntyre and my other fellow Madrigals, but for 
one reason or another it was clear that they, on their own, 
would fail as well. 


The only people I could possibly imagine achieving the 
Madrigal goals were the two of you — the two people I 
wanted to protect the most. I knew that, if asked, either 
one of you would have volunteered to save the world — 
even you, Amy, though you think that you are such a 


coward. 
I am a coward myself. 


Again and again in these past few days and weeks, I 
have wanted to tell you everything, to warn you of the 
dangers ahead. But I know I cannot do that without 
frightening you too much; without frightening myself too 
much. I grow weak. It is not just the cancer. It is fear of 
what I am about to do, what I must do for the good of the 
world. 


I hope you are in a place now where you can forgive me 
for all the ways I have wronged you. 


“Ah, come on, Grace,” Dan muttered. “We wouldn’t have been 
able to forgive you if you hadn’t included us in the clue hunt!” 


But it was easy to think that, now that it was over. 


I instructed Mr. McIntyre to assist you as best he could, 
in his own judgment. And I told him to tell you, after my 
funeral, to trust no one. This was to be good advice for the 
beginning of the Clue hunt, when so much would be 
unknown to you. But I hope you realize that I do not want 
you to go through life with that philosophy. Many people 
have failed you — I myself have failed you, though I love 
you more than my own life. I can tell you that you will 
have your hearts broken more by the people you love than 
by the people you hate. But you must still dare to love. 
The rewards are worth far more than the risks. 


Dan looked up and saw that Amy had tears streaming down her 
face. 
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“This was about love — ‘Love’s Labour’s Won,” Amy murmured. 
“Grace thought we would win by coming to care about other 
people. And having them care about us. And, really, that is kind 
of what happened!” 


“That’s so sappy,” Dan said. 

Amy sniffled. Dan decided to poke her in the ribs just because 
— well, maybe that would help. 

Amy poked him back, and he knew she’d be okay. And so 
would he. 


I wish I could tell you what you face now, but I don’t 
know how the dangers have grown since my death. I trust 
you will make the right decisions. And I trust that you will 
know whom you can trust to help you. 


I know that you will have learned awful truths during 
this Clue hunt — you have undoubtedly discovered the 
facts about your parents’ deaths that I could never bear to 
tell you myself You have been victims of great evil. But 
you, no less than I, are not just victims. I trust that this 
Clue hunt has also shown you your great reserves of 
strength, courage, and goodness. 


I love you. Your parents would be so proud of you. 


With all my love, 
Grace 


Amy and Dan looked up from Grace’s letter at the same time. 


“You are going to need us to do more,” Amy said. For someone 
with tears streaming down her face, she sounded incredibly calm. 
“With the serum, or—” 


“No,” Mr. McIntyre said. “Not yet. You do have time to 
recover.” 


Our adventures aren’t over, Dan thought. But—they are for now. 


It was odd how he could feel so relieved and so let down, all at 
once. 


For a moment, everyone just stood there. 
Then Nellie said, “So. Ready to go home?” 


“Home?” Amy repeated, as if she’d never heard of the place. 
“But — we don’t have a home anymore. Remember?” 


“You’ve got four million dollars,” Mr. McIntyre reminded them. 
“You could make your home anywhere you want, anywhere in 
the world.” 


A dreamy look came over Amy’s face. 

“We could live in Paris,” she marveled. 

“Or China, where I could work on my kung fu skills,” Dan said. 

“Venice, with all the canals,” Amy said. 

“Australia, where we could surf with Shep again,” Dan said. 

Nellie shrugged. 

“Tm game,” she said. “I just hope the Sorbonne or the 
University of Sydney takes transfer students. Because — you are 
not getting rid of me as your ...” 

“Don’t say ‘babysitter'!” Dan said. “Please!” 

“Actually, I was going to say ‘big sister,” Nellie said with a 
grin. 

That sounded perfect. 

“Really,” Amy said, “where I want to go is ...” 

Dan looked at his sister. Their mind-meld was working quite 
well right now. 

“Massachusetts,” Dan finished for her. 

Amy nodded. 

“We could have Grace’s mansion rebuilt for you,” Mr. McIntyre 
said speculatively. “We didn’t tell you this before, but she did 


leave you that property—you’re her primary heirs. And, 
fortunately, the house was insured.” 


“Thanks, but — it wouldn’t be the same without Grace,” Amy 
said. “Really, our old apartment is fine for now. We wouldn’t 
want Nellie to lose any credits if she had to transfer away from 
BU.” 


“Just when I finally know what I want to major in!” Nellie said. 
“You do?” Dan asked. “What?” 


“Languages?” Mr. McIntyre suggested. 


“No, although I want to learn as many as I can,” Nellie said. “I 
thought about becoming a translator, but, you know, with that, 
you only get to say what other people are already saying. I was 
thinking more along the lines of going into diplomacy.” 


“What?” Dan said, gaping at her. “You’re the least diplomatic 
person I know!” 


“I got the two of you through the clue hunt without killing 
each other, didn’t I?” Nellie asked. “I am so ready for the UN!” 


Dan could almost picture it. Shed have everyone at the UN 
getting pierced noses before you knew it. 


“T just need more student loans,” Nellie said. “Because, I don’t 
know, I’ve kind of got the travel bug now.... I might want to fly 
to Paris or Jamaica every now and then.” 


“No, you won’t,” Mr. McIntyre said. 
“T can so fly anyplace I want!” Nellie objected. 


“That’s not what I was saying no to,” Mr. McIntyre said. “It was 
the student loan part.” He reached into the box where he’d kept 
Grace’s letters and pulled out another envelope. He handed it to 
her. “Let’s just say you’re now as rich as Amy and Dan. It’s only 
fair, for siblings. And this is what Grace wanted.” 


Nellie peeked into the envelope, which must have contained a 
bank account number. It was too thin to actually be loaded with 
millions of dollars. 


“Really? REALLY? Sweeeet!” Nellie said, beaming. “Then — 
first month’s rent is on me! Wow—it is so fun to be able to say 
stuff like that!” 


“Oh, but if we go back to Boston ...” Amy began. “Won’t Aunt 
Beatrice have us stopped by Social Services?” 


Mr. McIntyre went back to the box where he’d kept Grace’s 
letter and Nellie’s check. This time he pulled out a stack of 
paperwork. 


“These documents transfer your guardianship jointly to one 


Fiske Cahill and one Nellie Gomez,” he said. “It’s unconventional, 
but I know a judge who will approve it.” 


“You mean, Uncle Fiske will be, like, our adopted dad?” Dan 
asked incredulously. 

Fiske blushed and looked at the ground. 

“T don’t have any experience being a father,” he said. 

“Lots of ice cream, that’s the key,” Dan said. 

“Late bedtimes,” Nellie said. 

“Love,” Amy said, smiling gently at him. 

“So, back to Boston,” Nellie said. “I might even be able to pick 
up some late-start fall classes.” 

A stricken look came over Amy’s face. 

“Ahhh!” she shrieked. “What’s the date today?” 

“September, uh,” Mr. McIntyre looked at his watch, which was 


the kind with an entire month’s calendar on its face. “September 
twenty-seventh.” 


“We were supposed to go back to school three weeks ago!” 
Amy cried. “I was so scared about starting high school! You know 
what they say about people putting freshmen in lockers and 
knocking books out of their hands and ...” 


She seemed to realize exactly what she was saying. 


“Amy, you survived the clue hunt,” Nellie said. “High school 
will be nothing!” 


Dan rolled his eyes. He wasn’t going to admit that he’d been a 
little worried about starting seventh grade, too. 


A new school year, he thought. The old apartment. My old friends. 
Saladin will be happy to stay in one place. I can finally do the brass- 
rubbing kits I got in Stratford. We can hang the swords from Italy on 
the wall. I can buy all my baseball cards back. 

Going back to ordinary life sounded wonderful — for a while. 
But he knew all of that would just be like a recess before 
something bigger and even more important than the 39 Clues 
began. 

I’m eleven years old, he thought. I deserve to enjoy recess while I 
can. 


“All right, then,” he told Nellie and Amy, “let’s go home.” 
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GIDEON CAHILL 1507 
by Rick Riordan 


Damien Vesper didn’t plan on killing anyone today. 


It was a fine autumn morning. A crisp wind had blown away 
the fog, and sunshine sparkled on the Celtic Sea. 


In the distance, the coast of the Irish mainland stretched out 
lush and green. All of that land, as far as Damien could see, had 
been controlled by the Vesper family for centuries. From this 
island, a mile offshore, Damien couldn’t see his ancestral estate — 
a castle he hadn’t visited in over a year. He couldn’t see his 
peasants dying or hear them crying in their squalor and misery. 
He couldn’t smell the stench of death. Far to the northeast, one 
pillar of smoke snaked into the blue sky—probably another 
village being burned — but otherwise everything looked peaceful 
and beautiful. No sign of the Black Death. 


Damien sipped his mulled wine, enjoying the scent of clove and 
nutmeg. He found it ridiculous that in this modern age, the year 
1507, he still had to flee the plague — the same sickness that had 
cursed Ireland in his great-great-great-grandfather’s time. So 
many advances in the sciences since then, so many amazing 
discoveries, and still the plague hampered his plans. 


But no matter. The Black Death couldn’t touch him here. He 
simply left his lieutenants in charge on the mainland to collect his 
taxes. He ignored their nervous reports about the hundreds dying 
each week, his peasants’ annoying pleas for help. He continued 
his work in peace, enjoying the acquisitions his agents sent him 
from across Europe. 


He gazed at the woodblock-panel map now adorning his wall 
— a beautiful piece just arrived from France. Reports and 
sketches from Italy covered his desk. Damien searched the world 
for rare treasures and powerful secrets. Yet a single message 
whispered in his ear this morning by his neighbors’ housekeeper 


might be more important than any intelligence he’d ever 
received. 


Was it possible that the most powerful secret in the world, a bit 
of information that could help Damien realize his wildest 
ambitions, was hiding right under his nose? 


This morning, he intended to find out. 


His eyes drifted to the new mosaic on his ceiling: a circle five 
feet in diameter depicting the Vesper coat of arms, but it was 
more than decoration. He’d recently installed the trap for his 
amusement. He’d thought to try it out on some lazy servant or the 
next guard who fell asleep on duty. But now it would serve a 
much more important purpose. He would test his theory. If he 
was right, Damien Vesper might become the most powerful man 
in the world. 


There was a rap at the door. His servant Balthazar stepped 
through, bowing low. “My lord, Gideon Cahill is here.” 


Damien smiled. He didn’t plan on killing anyone today. But he 
did believe in being flexible. 


“Show him in,” Damien ordered. 
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GIDEON CAHILL 1507 
by Rick Riordan 


Damien Vesper didn’t plan on killing anyone today. 


It was a fine autumn morning. A crisp wind had blown away 
the fog, and sunshine sparkled on the Celtic Sea. 


In the distance, the coast of the Irish mainland stretched out 
lush and green. All of that land, as far as Damien could see, had 
been controlled by the Vesper family for centuries. From this 
island, a mile offshore, Damien couldn’t see his ancestral estate 
— a castle he hadn’t visited in over a year. He couldn’t see his 
peasants dying or hear them crying in their squalor and misery. 
He couldn’t smell the stench of death. Far to the northeast, one 
pillar of smoke snaked into the blue sky — probably another 
village being burned — but otherwise everything looked 
peaceful and beautiful. No sign of the Black Death. 


Damien sipped his mulled wine, enjoying the scent of clove 
and nutmeg. He found it ridiculous that in this modern age, the 
year 1507, he still had to flee the plague — the same sickness 
that had cursed Ireland in his great-great-great-grandfather’s 
time. So many advances in the sciences since then, so many 
amazing discoveries, and still the plague hampered his plans. 


But no matter. The Black Death couldn’t touch him here. He 
simply left his lieutenants in charge on the mainland to collect 
his taxes. He ignored their nervous reports about the hundreds 
dying each week, his peasants’ annoying pleas for help. He 
continued his work in peace, enjoying the acquisitions his 
agents sent him from across Europe. 


He gazed at the woodblock-panel map now adorning his wall 
— a beautiful piece just arrived from France. Reports and 
sketches from Italy covered his desk. Damien searched the 
world for rare treasures and powerful secrets. Yet a single 
message whispered in his ear this morning by his neighbors’ 
housekeeper might be more important than any intelligence 
he’d ever received. 


Was it possible that the most powerful secret in the world, a 
bit of information that could help Damien realize his wildest 
ambitions, was hiding right under his nose? 


This morning, he intended to find out. 


His eyes drifted to the new mosaic on his ceiling: a circle five 
feet in diameter depicting the Vesper coat of arms, but it was 
more than decoration. He’d recently installed the trap for his 
amusement. He’d thought to try it out on some lazy servant or 
the next guard who fell asleep on duty. But now it would serve 
a much more important purpose. He would test his theory. If he 
was right, Damien Vesper might become the most powerful 
man in the world. 


There was a rap at the door. His servant Balthazar stepped 
through, bowing low. “My lord, Gideon Cahill is here.” 


Damien smiled. He didn’t plan on killing anyone today. But 
he did believe in being flexible. 


“Show him in,” Damien ordered. 


Gideon was dressed in his usual peasant clothes — quite 
unbecoming for a man of his talents. 


His hair was a swirl of wild gray tufts like a bank of storm 
clouds. His rugged face was darkened from years of brewing 
mixtures in a smoky laboratory. Chemicals had turned his frock 
into a palette of stains, and his forearms were covered with 
notes in Latin — reminders that Gideon would write on himself 
when he couldn’t be bothered to find a piece of parchment. 


Only Gideon’s gold ring, a family heirloom much too fine for 
a peasant, marked him as a man of worth. And his eyes — still 
fierce and bright as ever under bushy gray brows. 


Those eyes had first caught Damien’s attention a decade ago, 
when Gideon Cahill stood up at the Christmas feast, at Damien’s 
own table, and dared to correct him on a point of astronomy, 
citing some new work by a scientist named Copernicus. 


Damien was not used to being corrected. He might have had 
Gideon flogged for his rudeness, but the intelligent gleam in 
Gideon’s eyes gave him pause. 


He remembered thinking: Here is a man I could use. Not a 
sheep. A man of intellect. 


After the feast, the two of them had talked into the night, 
discussing learned subjects no one else in Vesper’s miserable 
backwater domain could hope to understand. It had been the 
beginning of a rare friendship. 


True, that friendship had frayed since the Cahills and Vesper 
and his household had fled to this island together. Sometimes 
weeks would go by as Gideon secluded himself in his lab, only 
sending notes to Vesper’s manor when he needed supplies or 
money. If not for the Cahills’ housekeeper, Maria, Damien 
would’ve been intolerably ignorant of Gideon’s activities, but 
Maria was an imperfect spy at best. 


The last time Damien had seen Gideon in person, about a 
week ago, Damien had been startled — even concerned — by 
how much his friend had aged. Poor, noble Gideon, who took 
the plague so personally and labored like Hercules to find a 
cure. He had looked no better than one of Vesper’s serfs, broken 
from years of hard fieldwork. 


But now ... just as the housekeeper had reported, something 
about Gideon Cahill had changed drastically. Gideon stood 
straighter. His shoulders seemed broader. Was his hair actually 
darker? It seemed impossible, but Gideon Cahill seemed 
healthier, younger. 


He’s made something in that evil laboratory of his, m’lord, Maria 
had whispered nervously. Sick for a while, he was. But now he’s 
changed — turned stronger, quicker, even his hearing is uncanny! I 
heard him talking to himself about a formula, a concoction. He’s 
taken to witchcraft, I fear. M’lord, it’s not natural, the things I seen 
him do! 


Damien did not believe in witchcraft, but Maria’s tone had 
been sufficiently alarming to get his attention. She’d spied on 
the Cahills’ household for him for years but never once come to 
him in such a state of panic. Now, seeing Gideon in person, 
Damien’s suspicions deepened. 
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“My dear Gideon.” Damien clasped his friend’s calloused 
hands. “Come, you must see my new acquisitions!” 


Gideon scanned the room warily before stepping inside. 
Damien felt a twinge of annoyance. Another change in the past 
few months: Gideon seemed increasingly mistrustful, actively 
avoiding Damien’s company. 

Damien couldn’t abide the idea that Gideon might be hiding 
something. 


He cloaked his anger with a broad smile and shepherded his 
friend into the study until Gideon stood just beneath the new 
mosaic crest on the ceiling. 


“You see?” Damien leaned over his desk and spread out half a 
dozen charcoal sketches. “These are only quick studies, of 
course. But my agent in Florence tells me this artist, Leonardo, 
is a master and also quite an inventor of mechanical devices — 
which, as you know, are my passion. Leonardo just completed a 
portrait of Lisa del Giocondo. He calls it the Mona Lisa. I 
thought I might commission him to do a portrait of me, and 
while he’s here, I can pick his mind for mechanical secrets. How 
does that sound?” 


“Expensive,” Gideon murmured. 


Vesper chuckled. Gideon was never easy to impress, which 
just made Damien more determined to impress him — even if 


today might be the last time. 


He pushed aside the Leonardo sketches. “Perhaps you’re 
right. But surely you must admit this was worth the price.” 


Damien gestured grandly at his new wall map — a series of 
twelve woodblock panels showing the entire globe brightly 
painted in blue and green. “The newest, most accurate map 
anywhere, Gideon. It’s an exact replica of one just commissioned 
in the duchy of Lorraine. Fellow named Waldseemüller created 
it. What do you notice?” 


Gideon’s keen eyes studied the map for no more than a 
heartbeat. “The new continents. He has labeled them ... 
America?” 


“Yes, after that explorer Amerigo Vespucci. Seems a silly 
name to me, but no matter. Our world has officially expanded, 
Gideon! Don’t you find that exciting? Think of all those lands to 
conquer, all those kingdoms of savages with riches beyond 
imagining. Spain is already becoming wealthy, you know, 
bringing back shiploads of gold and silver. I tell you, if a man 
had enough power, he could set himself up as an emperor in 
the New World. It could as easily be called Vesperia, eh?” 


Gideon frowned. “It seems to me, Damien, that we have 
enough trouble caring for the lands we already have. Forty- 
three more of our villagers died this week, you know. We must 
find a cure for the Black Death, and I doubt the answer lies in 
this ... America.” 


Again, Damien kept his annoyance in check. Gideon was the 
only one who would dare speak so boldly to him. In years past, 
Vesper had found his honesty refreshing. He even allowed 
Gideon to call him by his given name. 

But now Damien wondered if he’d allowed Gideon too much 
familiarity. 

Our villagers? These lands belonged to Vesper alone. And 


when had his friend become so narrow-minded? Vesper showed 
him the new continents full of thousands of would-be subjects 


— a world to be conquered — and Gideon was concerned about 
forty-three plague-ridden peasants. 


“Well,” Damien said breezily, “a cure would be admirable, of 
course, which is why I’ve provided you quite a substantial 
amount of funding. How goes your research?” 


There it was again: that slight hesitation. Gideon was 
definitely hiding something. The look in his eyes was almost 
fear. And yet physically he seemed so full of energy, standing 
tall and straight. He fairly radiated health. 


A formula, a concoction, the housekeeper had said. Interesting 


“It goes slowly,” Gideon said at last. “The mercury is too 
poisonous. The iron solute does not balance the humors of the 
body as I’d hoped.” He looked up, as if just noticing the mosaic 
crest above him. “More new artwork?” 


Damien ignored the question, though he was conscious of the 
trap’s release button built into the floor, just a few inches from 
his left boot. If things went wrong, Gideon was in the perfect 
position. 

“Perhaps if you used live subjects,” Damien suggested, 
“human volunteers, as I proposed —” 


“No, Damien.” 

“We have more than enough to spare. And it would speed 
your work” 

“Never.” 


Damien pursed his lips. After all these years, Gideon Cahill 
still mystified him. So dedicated to finding a cure, and yet he 
refused to do the logical thing and experiment on peasants. 
Unless, of course, he had already tested his cure some other 
Way... 


“Then you have made no breakthrough?” Damien asked. 
Gideon hesitated. “I have found no cure.” 


“Ah. But you’ve found something.” 
Gideon twisted his gold ring. “My lord?” 
So now he addresses me correctly, Damien thought. 


“ve known you for ten years, my friend,” Damien said. “You 
are a man of many talents, but deception is not among them. 
You are a poor liar. You’ve found something important, using 
my fortune, using equipment and ingredients that I have 
provided from the far corners of the globe, using this refuge 
island in my territory.” 


“This island is Cahill family land, my lord,” Gideon corrected, 
“granted to us centuries ago by the Gaelic kings. We invited you 
here, gave you the use of this manor house —” 


“Yes, yes.” Damien waved aside the technicalities. “But it is 
still in my barony, and you owe me allegiance. At the very least, 
you owe me the truth. What have you found?” 


Gideon locked eyes with him, and Damien took an 
involuntary step back. Gideon looked terrified, but Damien 
realized Gideon wasn’t scared of him. Gideon Cahill was scared 
of what he’d discovered. 


“I would tell you, my lord,” Gideon promised, “if I had 
discovered anything that would do you good. Believe me, I 
have not.” 


“I see.” Damien felt his pulse slowing, as it always did when 
he had to use force. The anticipation of violence had a calming 
effect on him — like a form of prayer. “That’s unfortunate, my 
friend. I don’t claim your skill with alchemy. But I do conduct 
my own research with mechanics, as you know. Unlike you, I 
have no problem testing my inventions on live subjects. Let me 
demonstrate.” 


Damien stepped on the release switch, and the ceiling above 
Gideon collapsed. 

It was one of Damien’s simpler creations but still impressive. 
The attic above the Vesper seal held three limestone columns 


set a hand’s breadth apart, each as thick and heavy as a ship’s 
mast yet perfectly balanced, so that only the slightest linchpin 
was needed to keep them in position. At the flick of a switch, 
gears turned, an iron rod retracted, and the Vesper seal 
crumbled. The columns crashed down like the fist of God. 


The sound was terrible. The columns shattered. Shards of 
rubble flew everywhere, shaking the entire manor. Underneath 
the collapse, Gideon should have been smashed flat. 


Yet when the dust cleared, Damien saw Gideon Cahill 
standing five feet behind the wreckage, unharmed except for 
scraped and bleeding knuckles on his right hand. 


My God, Damien thought. It’s true. Despite himself, he 
laughed with delight. 


He realized his mistake too late. Gideon moved almost faster 
than Damien’s eyes could register. In a heartbeat, he had 
Damien pinned to the wall, his fingers around Damien’s throat. 
Damien was not light, but Gideon manhandled him as if he 
were a straw-stuffed scarecrow. 


“You try to kill me, my lord?” Gideon’s eyes flared. “Then 
laugh about it?” 


For a moment, Damien was too shocked to speak. Laying 
hands on a noble was punishable by death, and yet Gideon — 
the gentlest man Damien had ever met — seemed quite ready 
to break Damien’s neck. Gideon’s thumb and fingers pressed 
under his jaw. Damien’s pulse throbbed. His vision began to 
darken. With a flick of his wrist, he managed to slide a knife 
from his sleeve, where he always kept it. 

“Is it — worth the price — Gideon?” Damien gasped, barely 
able to speak with his windpipe constricted. He pressed the tip 
of his knife gently against Gideon’s ribs. “Think carefully.” 

Gideon’s grip tightened. His eyes were still full of murderous 
rage. 


“We'll die together,” Damien croaked. “But — won’t end 
there. Your mother — in Milan. Your brother — in Dublin. Your 
wife and children ...” 


Damien watched Gideon’s face as the meaning of his words 
sank in. It was risky, threatening an angry man, but Damien 
had to remind him whom he was dealing with. Damien’s 
network of spies and assassins extended far beyond Ireland. He 
had many friends and many more well-paid lackeys who would 
not take kindly to their patron’s death. Gideon knew that. If he 
killed Damien Vesper, the entire Cahill family would be wiped 
from the earth. 


There was an urgent pounding on the door. Balthazar burst 
in, sword drawn. “My lord, is everything —” 


“Stay your hand!” Damien barked. He fixed his eyes on 
Gideon. “Everything is fine — isn’t it, Gideon? A small 
disagreement. Nothing more.” 

Damien counted to five, wondering if each heartbeat would 
be his last. Finally, Gideon’s angry expression turned to disgust. 
He released his grip and stepped away. 


Damien sheathed his dagger. 


He swallowed, struggling for composure. “You see, 
Balthazar? Now leave us.” 


Balthazar looked at his master in disbelief, then at the gaping 
hole in the ceiling and the shattered ton of limestone on the 
floor, no doubt wondering how this constituted a small 
disagreement. 


“Y-yes, my lord,” he stammered. He quickly retreated, closing 
the door after him. 
Gideon kicked at the rubble, scattering mosaic tiles from the 


Vesper crest. “I once thought better of you, Damien. I thought 
we were friends.” 


“But we are friends.” Damien spoke with more ease than he 
felt, knowing he must turn the situation quickly. “The columns 


were only a test that I knew you would pass. Tell me ... how 
did you dodge them?” 


Gideon balled his fists. “If you threaten my family again, if 
you lay a hand on them —” 


“No, no, of course,” Damien said hastily. “Spoken in a 
moment of anger! But back to the point — no man is so agile. 
Your bleeding knuckles ... you actually pushed one of the stones 
aside?” 

Gideon still looked ready to attack, but his civilized nature 
seemed to be reasserting itself, as Damien had hoped. Given a 
choice, Gideon Cahill would almost always choose talk over 
violence. 


“I deflected a column,” Gideon allowed, “barely. Or it 
would’ve crushed me.” 


Damien shook his head in wonder. “You instantly assessed 
how the stone was falling — its mass, its momentum, how best 
to apply force to change its course —” 


“A simple calculation,” Gideon grumbled. “You could do the 
math as well as I.” 


“But not so quickly,” Damien said. “Not in a heartbeat. You 
demonstrated unnatural speed, strength, mental acuity.... What 
has changed you, Gideon? What concoction have you made?” 


Gideon blanched. “How ...” His expression hardened as the 
truth dawned on him. “Of course — Maria.” 


“Do not be too angry with her,” Damien said. “She needed 
the silver. And her husband ... well, he’s been a guest in my 
dungeon for years. She really had no choice.” 


Gideon brushed the dust from his shoulders. “I should have 
known,” he said bitterly. “Even with me, you use spies.” 


“Your mind is agile,” Damien said. “You have apparently 
found a way to increase your perception. But even this cannot 
change your fundamental nature, my friend. You are too 


trusting. You see the best in people. It is your most glaring 
weakness. Now tell me, what secret have you uncovered?” 


Gideon glowered at him. “I once believed you supported my 
work because you wanted a cure for the plague — because you 
wanted to help your people and build a better world.” 


“I do want a cure,” Damien assured him. “It might safeguard 
my own life, for one thing. It would also be a valuable thing to 
sell. But what you’ve discovered is obviously of even greater 
importance. As for helping the peasants out of the goodness of 
my heart — please! If the Black Death has taught us anything, it 
is that life is cheap.” 


“It teaches us life is precious!” 


“Bah. I am not interested in stopping death, only in ... 
directing it. This cure of yours ... well, it was potentially 
valuable, but now you seem to have stumbled on something 
quite amazing — something that could help me immensely. I 
am interested in weapons, my friend. Power! That is how I'll 
build a better world.” 


Slowly, Gideon’s face turned waxy with horror. Damien had 
seen that look before on the faces of his test subjects as it 
slowly dawned on them that they would never be leaving his 
workshop. “You are truly evil.” 


“That goes too far, Gideon. Even for you. This alchemy 
you've discovered, the process for strengthening the mind and 
body — it could give me an army powerful enough to drive the 
English from Ireland at last. King Henry is old and weak. His 
lapdogs in Dublin have been powerless for years. With your 
formula and the weapon I’m working on, Gideon, I could 
invade England itself. And after that ...” He swept his hand 
across his newly acquired map. “A whole world awaits.” 


Deadly silence. 


Gideon wrapped his bleeding knuckles in the hem of his shirt. 
His hands were beginning to shake. Damien made a note of 


that, as he might with a test subject. Perhaps a side effect of 
Gideon’s formula? He would have to find out. 


“Damien, Pm going home now,” Gideon said. “I think you 
should return to the mainland in the morning. You’re no longer 
welcome on my family lands.” 


Damien felt a twinge of regret. So this was what it felt like to 
lose a friend. Such conversations they’d had in better times! 
Such excellent dinners! Peasants were easy to replace. Gideon 
Cahill would not be. 


“You’ve known me for ten years, Gideon,” he said. “Have I 
ever failed to get what I want?” 


“Good-bye, Lord Vesper.” 


“Before I am done, you'll wish those stones had crushed you,” 
Damien warned. 


Gideon met his eyes one last time, but his expression held no 
more anger — only disappointment — as if he dared to believe 
this break was Damien’s fault. 


Gideon left without another word. 


Damien cursed and overturned his desk. Secret reports and 
Leonardo da Vinci sketches fluttered through the air, slowly 
settling in the rubble of his limestone trap. 


Damien had tried. Truly, he had tried to be reasonable. But 
sometimes even the best plans must change. Tonight, Balthazar 
might get to use his sword after all. 


Gideon cursed himself for a fool. 


He was well acquainted with Damien’s ruthlessness, but he 
still couldn’t believe his old friend had tried to kill him. Worse: 
Damien had tricked him into revealing his newfound skills. 
Gideon had had enough trouble keeping Damien in check the 
past ten years, quietly thwarting his efforts to gain power, using 
his influence to calm Damien’s tempers and spare the peasants 
from the worst of his wrath. Now Gideon’s new discovery had 


upset the balance. Far from being a gift, the serum could ruin 
everything. 

Halfway across the beach, Gideon almost collapsed from a 
wave of nausea, worse than before. The side effects of the 
master serum were becoming more pronounced by the hour. He 
held up his hand, his knuckles still bleeding. A few minutes ago, 
he’d had the strength to crush stone. Now his fingers shook like 
an old man’s. The more he used his new abilities, the more he 
deteriorated. 


He needed twenty-four hours more to complete his new 
variation of the serum. Perhaps this time the balance of humors 
would be correct, and Gideon could counteract the damage he’d 
done to his body ... if he had twenty-four hours. 


Why couldn’t Damien have waited another day before 
confronting him? 


As the nausea passed, Gideon took a deep breath and tried to 
clear his thoughts. The morning was unseasonably pleasant. 
Waves washed against the rocks. Gideon could see the mainland 
clearly, but he knew that from the mainland, this island would 
not be visible. 


He could not stand to think that this ancestral stronghold, a 
refuge for generations of Cahills, might soon be his grave. 


A square mile wide, the island was shaped like a cupped 
hand, with a palm of meadows in front and a protective curve 
of sheer limestone cliffs along the back like a row of fingers. 


Despite the island’s size and the height of its cliffs, a rare 
combination of factors made it nearly impossible to see from a 
distance — a trick of the light, the way the stone and shadows 
mixed together, the reflective quality of the cliffs throwing back 
the color of the sea. Gideon’s great-great-grandmother 
Madeleine, one of the last famous Celtic warrior noblewomen, 
had discovered this place quite by accident, and even though 
her descendants had studied science for generations since, none 


of them quite understood the optical illusion that caused the 
island to disappear. 


Unfortunately, Gideon had shared the secret location with his 
former friend, Lord Vesper. At the time, it had seemed like a 
worthwhile risk.... 


He looked back at Damien’s beachfront manor house — not 
nearly as fine as the Vesper family castle on the mainland but 
still a stately home of golden limestone and oaken beams. It 
had once been a simpler dwelling, the original Cahill home on 
the island, but Vesper had wasted no time remodeling. He’d 
added a boathouse, servants’ quarters, a storehouse, and a 
smithy. Small boats waited at the dock for the baron’s pleasure. 
Mysterious shipments arrived as the tides allowed, making 
Gideon uneasy. 


He turned toward the back of the island — toward home. 
Nestled at the base of the island’s cliffs stood the present Cahill 
manor, a simple but solid two-story oaken structure built by 
Gideon’s grandfather. It had housed three generations of 
Cahills. At present it sheltered everything Gideon held dear — 
his wife, Olivia, his children, his alchemy lab, his research. 


A simple footpath, less than a mile long, separated the Cahills 
from their neighbor Lord Vesper, but the path was overgrown 
with weeds. Every time Gideon walked the distance, it seemed 
farther. Each time, he found it harder to pretend friendship 
with the man he had once admired. 


Gideon tugged at his gold ring — a memento from his only 
trip abroad, many years ago, to visit his dying father in Milan. 
Damien believed the ring was a family heirloom. In a way, it 
was. Gideon’s father had given it to him on his deathbed. But 
Gideon doubted even his father, a true genius, had understood 
just how terrible the ring’s secret was. 


Twenty-four hours ... Gideon’s legs began to shake. He must try 
to finish the new variation of the serum. And he had larger 


priorities as well: protecting his family, protecting the secret 
formula. But convincing Olivia and the children would be 
almost as hard as outwitting Damien Vesper. He took a deep 
breath and headed for home. 


The dining table was in the garden. For weeks, Olivia had been 
grumbling about the need to clean it. Apparently, she’d taken 
advantage of the sunny morning to do the job. She’d drafted the 
children to help. Gideon stopped at the edge of the apple 
orchard and watched, cherishing the sight of his family and 
dreading what he had to tell them. 


Luke and Thomas must’ve just carried the massive table 
outside. Their clothes were soaked with sweat. 


Luke — never one for manual labor — winced as he picked a 
splinter from his palm. He was the tallest and oldest of their 
children — twenty-three now, a man full grown, as he never 
tired of reminding them. Most young men his age would’ve 
been married with families of their own by now, but Luke was 
not one for domestic bliss. He griped constantly about the 
sacrifices he’d made, coming home from his studies at Oxford to 
help his parents, but truth be told, he hadn’t done well at 
university. People outside the family tended to find him ... 
unsettling. 


He had Olivia’s raven hair and Gideon’s furrowed brow and 
preoccupied scowl. His frame was long and wiry, rather 
snakelike, and in fact when he annoyed his siblings (which was 
often) they called him “the last snake in Ireland.” Gideon 
chided the younger siblings when they said such things, but as 
much as he loved his elder son, he couldn’t help agreeing there 
was a disquieting quality to him. He tended to creep into places 
where he should not be, silent and cold-eyed, always watching, 
ready to strike if attacked. 


His younger son, Thomas, was built more like a barrel maker 
or a barrel itself — stout, squat, and solid. Gideon had little 


doubt Thomas could’ve carried the dining table by himself, 
though it weighed several hundred pounds and was a good 
eight feet long. Thomas was only thirteen, but he’d beaten 
grown men at arm wrestling and once in a fit of rage had 
broken down a door with his head. His siblings joked that this 
had addled his wits, but Gideon did not agree. Thomas spoke 
rarely, and he might not be the quickest thinker, but he did 
think. Given time, he could work out almost any problem. At 
the moment, he was staring with distaste at a wad of oily rags 
his mother had given him. 


“Go on, then,” Olivia commanded. “Luke, you, too. The table 
won’t polish itself. And girls, for goodness’ sake! Jane, come 
over here. Katherine, what are you doing?” 


The girls were distracted as usual. Jane, the youngest at ten 
years old, was chasing a butterfly through the chrysanthemums. 
Quite late in the autumn for butterflies, Gideon thought, but 
leave it to Jane to find one. 


She was a wisp of a girl with long straw-colored hair and eyes 
that seemed to drink in everything they saw. Her hands and 
dress were stained with paints. Gideon had to smile at that, as 
she shared his habit of writing notes and sketches everywhere, 
even on her arms and clothes. 


Katherine, fifteen, was a different story. She’d plopped herself 
down cross-legged in the cabbage patch and was fiddling with 
the centerpiece from the dining table — a bronze astrological 
globe Gideon’s father had sent them from Italy years ago. As 
always, Katherine wore a frock and breeches like a boy. Her 
dark hair was cut short. She was busily disassembling the globe, 
her fingers working at the joints and hinges. Perhaps Gideon 
should’ve been angry, seeing a family heirloom destroyed, but 
in truth he was surprised it had lasted this long. Katherine took 
apart everything, and Gideon understood. He’d been the same 
way at her age. 


He stepped out from the shadows of the apple orchard, and 
Olivia noticed him first. As always, he caught his breath when 
their eyes met. 


No matter that they’d been married twenty-five years. She 
was as beautiful and formidable as ever — her long curly hair 
still black as midnight, her green eyes still piercing. Gideon 
often reflected that the children had gotten their best qualities 
from Olivia. She saw value and beauty in even the smallest 
things, like Jane. She could fix nearly anything, like Katherine. 
If her family was threatened, she could be as dangerous as a 
coiled viper, like Luke. And like Thomas, she was strong willed 
and stubborn enough to break down any door — although she 
didn’t need to use her head. One of her stern looks was usually 
quite sufficient. 


She blew a strand of hair from her face and set her hands on 
her hips. “Well, Gideon Cahill. If you’re done chatting with His 
Lordship, perhaps you'll help me with this unruly mob.” 


“Papa!” Jane beamed, holding up her cupped hands, in which 
she’d caught her butterfly. “Look what I found! May I paint its 
wings?” 

“No, child.” Gideon tried to repress a smile. “It would hurt 
the poor creature.” 


Jane pouted. “But I can make him much more colorful.” 


Katherine snorted, glancing up from her disassembled 
heirloom. “Don’t be silly, Jane. You and your ‘art’ will destroy 
the world.” 


“Will not! And I’m not silly, am I, Luke?” 


Gideon found it strange how much Jane adored her oldest 
brother, but then again, she could see the smallest good in even 
the most unlikely places. Despite his look of utter distaste for 
being here, in the bright sunlight, doing physical labor with his 
family — Luke managed a dismissive shake of the head. “No, 
Jane, dear. Your art, at least, never left something valuable in 
pieces.” 


Katherine’s ears turned red. “TIl put it back together!” 


“Like you did the miller’s wheel last year?” Luke asked. “We 
had no flour for a month.” 


Thomas stepped toward him, pushing up his sleeves. He 
might’ve been ten years younger than Luke, but that had never 
stopped Thomas from a fight. “Leave her alone, Luke.” 


“Stop it!” Olivia ordered. “I won’t have this at the dinner 
table!” 


It was an absurd comment, as the dinner table was in the 
garden, but the children became quiet. They were used to their 
mother’s cardinal rule: no fighting at the table. This was their 
neutral ground, their only place of peace. 


“Now,” Olivia continued, “we need to get this table cleaned. 
And no more fighting.” She looked at Gideon for support. 


“Your mother is right,” he said. “But first ... gather ’round, 
children. I have something important to tell you.” 


His tone must’ve been graver than he realized, because none 
of them argued. Jane let the butterfly go. Katherine set down 
the globe. The boys stepped away from each other warily. All of 
them approached the table, instinctively arranging themselves 
at their usual spots for dinner. 


“Husband?” Olivia knit her brow. “What is it?” 


“Children,” Gideon said. “There may be some trouble ahead. 
You know of my alchemy work, my search to cure the Black 
Death.” 


“Does one of us have the plague?” Thomas asked with alarm. 


Jane tilted her head quizzically. “No, Pd have noticed that. 
The complexion changes, the color of the eyes. Have you found 
the cure, Father?” 


“No, it’s something different,” Luke guessed. “He’s found 
something even more important.” 


Gideon stared at his elder son. “How do you know this?” 


Luke shifted his feet. “Just speculation. I simply—” 


“He was sneaking around last night,” Katherine grumbled. “I 
saw him coming out of your laboratory, Father. He’s always 
sneaking around.” 


“Tiar!” Luke snarled. 


Thomas grabbed for his brother, but Gideon shouted, “Stop! 
All of you!” 


He tried to control the tremor in his voice. “Luke, you cannot 
enter my laboratory. It’s wrong and it’s dangerous. But that’s 
not the most important issue at present. You’ve guessed 
correctly. Pve found something — something I need your help 
with. All of you.” 


He reached under the edge of the dinner table and found the 
secret lever. The latch released, and four small drawers sprang 
open — one at each setting where his children normally sat. 


“Father!” Katherine said with glee. She ignored the contents 
of the drawer, even though it glowed with a faint green light. 
Instead, she examined the drawer itself. “A pressure lock? A 
concealed trigger? This is brilliant!” 


Jane gingerly picked up her own package — a parcel the size 
of a folded dress, wrapped in velvet, tied in twine. Tucked 
under the twine was a glass vial with a cork and a leather strap. 
Jane picked up the vial. Even in the bright sunlight, the liquid 
inside glowed, staining her fingers emerald green. 
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“Its beautiful,” she murmured. 
“Be careful, my dear,” Gideon said. “That is your future.” 


“Husband!” Olivia warned. “This is too dangerous. You 
promised —” 


“I promised only as a last resort, Olivia. Believe me, if there 
was any other way —” 


“Father, what is this?” Luke demanded. He held up his own 
parcel, similar to Jane’s. 


Thomas held up his gift as well, a bulkier bag of objects tied 
with a leather cord. His glass vial looked tiny and fragile in his 
massive hands. 


“It’s glowing,” he announced. 


Gideon ran his trembling hands along the scarred surface of 
their dinner table. He had a terrible suspicion this would be the 
last time they were here together. He saw the gouge Thomas’s 
knife had made last Easter. He saw the red stain burned into the 
table from the time Luke had mixed herbs, wine, and rare 
chemicals stolen from the lab to make his own “plague cure” 
when he was ten. In another corner, Katherine had carved 
something that looked like a dragon. Gideon still remembered 
the conversation: My dear, there are no such things as dragons. 
She had looked up defiantly. There should be. Perhaps I will build 
one some day. Even young Jane had been quick to leave her 
mark. Her place at the table had been previously scarred from 
generations of Cahills, but she’d filled in those scars with 
various paints — as if color could heal — and created a web of 
beautiful lines. 


Around this table, Olivia and Gideon had celebrated the birth 
of each of their children. To think that they might never be 
together again ... He swallowed and braced himself for what he 
must do. 


“Children, I need your help. We are in great danger. As you 
well know, I’ve worked many years attempting to find a cure 
for the plague. At first, I sought a way to kill the contagion. 
Then it occurred to me that perhaps the answer was instead to 
strengthen the body. If a man could be made more resilient, 
healthier, stronger in mind, body, and spirit, then perhaps the 


Black Death could not touch him. My approach had 
unexpected consequences.” 


Katherine held up her vial with new interest. “A serum of 
some kind? To strengthen the receiver?” 


Gideon glanced at Olivia. Her eyes were full of warning, but 
it was too late to turn back now. 


“I discovered the formula quite by accident,” he said. “In its 
combined form ... it is very potent.” 


Jane’s eyes widened. “You took it! You experimented on 
yourself. Last month when you were sick, it wasn’t an illness, 
was it?” 

Gideon shook his head. “I was terribly foolish, Jane. It almost 
killed me and —” He stopped himself before he could complete 
that thought: and it still might. “But when I rose from my bed, I 
found I had changed. I was stronger. More agile. My mind had a 
greater capacity for numbers. My memory increased a 
hundredfold.” 


“Excellent.” Luke hefted the vial, a greedy light in his eyes. 
“And this is the serum? How can we be in danger, Father, if you 
are giving us such power?” 

“I am not giving you such power,” Gideon said. “What you 
are holding is not the completed serum. That is ... not perfected 
yet.” 


As in fatal, Gideon thought bitterly, but he tried to keep his 
tone even. 


“T am still working on the final variation of the formula,” he 
said, “but for now the master serum is far too dangerous, 
especially if it were to fall into the wrong hands.” 


“Like Luke’s,” Thomas grumbled. 
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“Shut up, oaf!” Luke snapped. 


“Children!” Gideon said. “Lord Vesper has guessed about the 
serum. He will stop at nothing to get it, and he cannot be 
allowed to have it. We have very little time.” 


Jane frowned. “But Lord Vesper is your friend.” 


“Foolish little sister,” Katherine said. “His Lordship is no 
one’s friend. He tolerates people as long as they are useful. And 
Father is very useful.” 


It was bitter to hear this from a girl of fifteen — bitter to 
think she had such a cynical view. 


“Sadly, Katherine is right,” he said. “Damien — Lord Vesper 
— has become too power hungry. He cannot be trusted or kept 
at bay any longer. Your mother and I feared this might happen, 
which is why I have divided my research. Each of you must 
guard the treasures I have given you — ingredients, tools, 
pieces of the formula. Your individual portions are not meant to 
make sense. I have intentionally obscured the means to re- 
create the complete formula. But taken together, reassembled 
properly with all thirty-nine ingredients, these treasures will 
yield the secret of the master serum. Until we can escape Lord 
Vesper’s reach —” 


“Wait,” Thomas said. “What about these glowing vials?” 


Gideon hesitated. His work was so complex few adults could 
understand it, much less children. But looking around at his 
family, he knew he owed them complete honesty. More than 
that, he realized with fierce pride that all of them could 
understand. As different as they were, his children were all 
brilliant in their own ways. All of them were at least as bright as 
he was. 


“Each vial holds an incomplete version of the serum,” he 
explained. “Thinking of you children — how different you are 
and yet how gifted — is what inspired me to try the four-part 
approach. While the master serum is still imperfect, far too 
dangerous to take, the four strands separately are safe enough. 
Together, your four vials would re-create the master serum, but 
in an emergency, children — you might use your individual 
serums to give you strength, according to your natural talents.” 


“Give us the master serum,” Luke said. “You took the risk and 
lived! Together, we would be unstoppable. We could overcome 
Lord Vesper easily.” 


Gideon shivered. His son’s tone reminded him too much of 
Damien’s. He could not tell Luke just how dearly his rash 
decision to try the serum had cost him. The new outbreak of the 
plague had given Gideon a sense of urgency, made him 
disregard caution and rush his research. 


If I can save more lives, he had thought, it will be worth the risk. 
Now he was paying the price. 


“No, Luke,” he insisted. “As I told you, the master serum is 
much too dangerous. It is far too tempting for anyone.” 


“Except for you,” Luke said. 


“Luke!” Olivia chided. “Your father is trying to save our 
family as well as his work.” 


“But he doesn’t trust us with his secrets,” Luke said. “You’ve 
put us in danger. You want our help. You owe us the full power 
of your serum.” 


Gideon could see the other children tensing, watching this 
battle of wills. They had never seen Luke rebel so brazenly, but 
Gideon couldn’t feel anger, only sorrow. Luke was suspicious, 
grasping, perhaps a little too much like Lord Vesper — but if so, 
it was because Gideon had not been there for him. He had been 
so absorbed in his work he hadn’t been a proper father. 


His children might be brilliant, but they were still children, 
even Luke. They were already scared. Gideon had to stay 
confident for them. He couldn’t tell them about the unintended 
consequences of the master serum, about his own rapidly 
diminishing chances at survival. Unless he had twenty-four 
hours to complete the next variation ... 


“Of course,” he agreed. “Children, I have complete faith in 
you. Working together, the four of you will do more than I ever 
could alone. You will perfect the serum and make sure it is used 


only for good. When the time is right, and you are far away 
from here, you can pool your resources and —” 


“Where are we going?” Katherine interrupted. “And why are 
you talking as if you aren’t coming with us?” 


Gideon forced a smile. “Of course I will come with you. But I 
want you all to get safely away first. Thomas, are the boats still 
in the cove?” 


Thomas nodded, clearly mystified. Since the time of 
Madeleine, who’d discovered the island, all Cahills had been 
natural mariners. They learned to swim and navigate as soon as 
they could walk. The family kept three small boats on the far 
side of the island, ostensibly for fishing and amusement, but 
Gideon always felt better knowing they had a private escape 
route far from Lord Vesper’s docks. 


“Tonight,” he said, “you will pack your things. Bring only 
essentials that you can easily carry — and of course the serums 
I have given you, well hidden in your bags. I will secure the 
laboratory to make sure none of my research falls into Vesper’s 
hands.” 


“You mean you'll destroy the research?” Luke asked 
incredulously. 


“Listen!” Gideon insisted. “We must not give any sign that we 
are fleeing. We will cook dinner as usual and spend the night so 
Lord Vesper does not grow suspicious.” 


“But why not leave now?” Jane asked. 


Gideon glanced toward the house. In the window of the 
upper bedroom, the housekeeper Maria’s face hovered like a 
pale ghost, watching. She would not leave until nightfall, when 
she would return to her own cottage near Lord Vesper’s house. 
Five years she’d been with the Cahills ... five years on Damien’s 
payroll of spies. 


“We cannot give Lord Vesper any reason to suspect we are 
fleeing,” he repeated. “His guards on the island are more than 


capable of stopping us. And on the mainland ... his reach is 
long indeed. We must get as far away as possible before he 
discovers our plan.” 


“Just before dawn, then,” Thomas said. “That’s the next time 
the tides will allow us to leave safely, at any rate.” 


Gideon nodded, grateful for Thomas’s practicality. 


He didn’t add the last reason he needed more time. He had to 
continue his last attempt to perfect the serum. He might not 
succeed, but he had to try. And that meant he would have to 
stay longer than his family. 


“In the morning, then,” he said, “just before first light, you 
will make your way to the boats and head to the mainland. I 
will stay behind and buy you as much time as I can. At my first 
opportunity, I will make some excuse to visit the mainland, 
then meet you on the road to Cork. By the time Vesper 
discovers we’re gone, we’ll be far beyond his reach.” 


“But what if it doesn’t work?” Jane’s voice quavered. “What 
if Lord Vesper won’t let you go? What if Lord Vesper stops us 
and searches us?” 


“Tt will work, my dear.” Gideon tried to sound reassuring. 
“Pm giving you the elements of the formula for a reason. Even 
if he found you, Vesper would probably never think to search 
you. He has no children and does not approve of children. I 
don’t think it would ever occur to him that you might hold 
something of value.” 


No one argued this point. In all the years Vesper had been 
their family “friend,” he never seemed to remember the 
children’s names. To him, they were like cats — of some limited 
value, to be tolerated but not worth noticing, much less 
naming. 

Olivia rested her hand on his arm. “Yes, husband. We’ll do as 
you say. Won’t we, children?” 


They all nodded, though none of them looked comfortable 
with this plan, even Olivia. 


“I can say no more for now,” Gideon insisted. “Go to your 
rooms. Be prepared to leave, but for God’s sake, children, be 
careful. Do not pack until Maria leaves for the evening. Do not 
say or do anything to make her suspicious.” 


“But why?” Jane asked. 


He cleared his throat. “Maria ... Maria would worry if she 
knew. Now go. And guard these packages with your lives.” 


To his relief, the children obeyed. Nervously, they clutched 
their newfound treasures and headed for the house in a group 
— looking for once like they had a united purpose. 


Olivia turned toward him once they were alone. “Gideon, I 
don’t like this plan.” 


“We agreed —” 


“And I will support you, but there must be another way.” She 
rubbed her stomach as if it had begun to hurt. “There are ... 
there are factors we haven’t discussed.” 


Something in her voice troubled him. “What do you mean?” 


“I just ...” Whatever she was going to say, she apparently 
changed her mind. “We can’t simply leave this island for Vesper 
to take. Its our home. It’s been your family’s home for 
generations. And the ring. I know you said never to speak of it, 
but —” 


“T will send it with you to the mainland,” Gideon promised, 
though the idea chilled his blood. Olivia was the only person 
he’d told about the ring’s terrible secret, but asking her to carry 
that burden seemed unconscionably risky. 


“You have to take the children away,” he said. “Vesper will 
never stop. Even with my new strength, I can’t fight an entire 
barony. Our best hope is to get far away from him and convince 
him that my research went up in flames so it’s beyond his reach 
forever.” 


“But the research is in your head, Gideon. How will you get 
away —” 


Gideon leaned forward and kissed his wife. She smelled of 
wholesome things: sunlight and clean wool, fresh baked bread 
and rose petals. He had not told her just how sick he was. It 
was all he could do to stay on his feet, to control the trembling 
in his limbs. Even if he finished the serum, he doubted it would 
be in time. His heart was near breaking, but he managed a 
smile. “Trust me, sweetheart. We will all be together again.” 


Before he could lose his nerve, he turned and walked toward 
the house, where his laboratory waited. 


It was near midnight when Gideon realized he would not live to 
see the dawn. 


He’d spent the entire day collecting his equipment, 
accounting for every scrap of research. He’d kept out only the 
essential beakers and distillation equipment for the final 
iteration of the serum. Every so often he’d turn and watch the 
drops of fluid traveling through the glass tubes with painful 
slowness. He wished he could speed the process, but there was 
simply no way. 

In the meantime, he had prepared his last line of defense. 
He’d mixed niter, coal, and sulfur, pitch and acid — using all 
his alchemical training and his newfound quickness to create 
one final, deadly compound. Now sealed vats of explosive were 
placed around the laboratory, strung together with fuse wire of 
gunpowder-coated rope. On the table, his oil lamp burned with 
a low blue flame. A windup timepiece turned gears that held 
the end of the fuse, bringing it ever closer to the fire. 


In the morning, Gideon would visit Damien’s manor again. 
Hopefully, the serum would be done by then, and Gideon would 
be healthier, ready to take on his old friend. He would try to 
keep Damien engaged in negotiations for at least an hour — 
enough time for his family to get a head start on the mainland. 


Eventually, Damien would grow impatient and demand to see 
Gideon’s lab. Gideon would stall as long as possible, then 
reluctantly agree. If his timing proved correct, they would be 
almost to the laboratory when the time-delayed fuse ignited. 
Twenty explosive vats would erupt simultaneously, turning the 
house into an inferno, reducing this lab to a mound of ashes. 
There would be nothing left for Damien to find. 


Perhaps Gideon could escape somehow later on, bide his time 
pretending to work for Vesper. He could find a way to reunite 
with his family eventually. Or if not ... he would do whatever 
he must to keep Damien from getting the serum. 


And the ring. Gideon cursed himself. He’d forgotten to give 
Olivia the ring, which was almost as important, almost as 
dangerous as the master serum. 


He’d explained its secret to Olivia long ago and warned her 
that Damien Vesper should never possess it. She’d argued many 
times that the ring shouldn’t be kept under Lord Vesper’s nose, 
but Gideon felt he had no choice. He couldn’t let something so 
dangerous out of his sight. Gideon had told Olivia to downplay 
the ring’s significance should Damien ever ask about it. 


Tell him it has sentimental value, he’d suggested. Perhaps an 
heirloom from your family, which you gave to me as a token of our 
marriage. 

Now he would have to give her the ring and hope she could 
take it to safety. 


Gideon looked around one more time, taking stock of the 
place where he’d worked so many years. The laboratory took up 
half of the house’s ground floor, but it might as well have been 
a separate building. A small side door led into the house proper, 
though Gideon usually came and went through the back exit, 
which led straight to the meadow. While Olivia and Maria kept 
the rest of the house well scrubbed and tidy, they were not 
allowed in the lab. For safety, Gideon forbade anyone but 
himself to enter. He kept the doors locked, thank goodness. If 


Maria had had a key for the lab, she might’ve given Lord Vesper 
much more information. 


The lab’s oak-beamed ceiling was low and blackened from 
years of smoke. Shelves of chemicals and racks of tools covered 
every bit of wall space. The waist-high worktables were 
cluttered with bowls and vials, and the room had no chairs. 
Gideon never sat while he worked. His spirit was too restless. 
He would pace between projects, checking on several boiling 
vats at once. Olivia often teased him that he cooked six times 
more than she did and still couldn’t make a decent stew. 


He was about to reset the timepiece, douse the oil burner, 
and close up the lab when a voice spoke behind him: “Father.” 


Luke had slipped through the interior doorway, which should 
have been impossible. Somehow, he’d managed to undo 
Gideon’s foolproof bolt system. Now he stood there fully 
dressed, looking agitated. 


“Luke?” Gideon managed. “What are you —” 
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“They’re coming, Father 
“What do you mean? Why aren’t you in bed?” 


Luke waved the question aside. “Couldn’t sleep, of course. 
They’re coming! Vesper and his men. You have to ...” Luke 
glanced around the laboratory. He noticed the sealed 
containers, the fuses, the timepiece and burner, and with 
unnerving quickness he seemed to understand his father’s plan. 


“A time-delay explosion,” Luke said in amazement. “You'll 
destroy the house, the formula — everything. But there’s no 
time for that, now! The enemy is almost —” 


A fist pounded on the lab’s exterior door. Gideon’s heart 
crawled into his throat. His enhanced senses should’ve 
registered the danger much earlier, but the same serum that 
had made him formidable was now betraying him, making his 
mind go fuzzy. Of course he should’ve realized: Lord Vesper 


had scented his prey. He wouldn’t wait until morning. He 
would strike while Gideon was still unprepared. 


“Luke, get out of here,” Gideon ordered. “Wake the others 
and sneak away now.” 


“Give me the full serum!” Luke pleaded. “I can help you 
fight!” 

He’s already taken his fourth of the serum, Gideon realized. 
That explained how he sneaked past the security measures so 
easily. It explained the swift new cleverness in his eyes — how 
he had picked out details in a dark room and immediately 
reconstructed his father’s plan. Luke had always been 
impetuous, but taking the serum? An unforgivable risk. 


Still, at the moment Gideon was glad for his son’s 
recklessness. It might allow him to save the rest of the family. 


The exterior door shook again under the pounding of metal- 
clad fists. 


“Luke, listen to me.” Gideon grasped his shoulders. “Even 
together, we cannot defeat Vesper and all his men. He has 
assassins everywhere. I know what I’m talking about. Your only 
hope is to leave now. Wake the family and get out!” 


“But the others won’t trust me!” Luke said. “They never do. 
And how will you get away?” 


Gideon didn’t answer. 


Luke’s face paled. Gideon could see comprehension dawning 
on him. “Father, the master serum ... you said it was too 
dangerous. You meant fatal, didn’t you? You’re dying ...?” 


“You must protect the family now.” 
“But—” 

“Go, Luke.” 

The door rattled and the hinges creaked. 


“I love you, Father,” Luke said, his voice wavering. Then he 
slipped inside. 


Gideon barred the door and reset the bolts. He could hear 
Luke moving heavy furniture to blockade the other side. 


Then the exterior door shattered, and two of Vesper’s guards 
stepped into the laboratory. 


They were both dressed in steel and leather brigandine 
armor. Vesper’s lieutenant, Balthazar, stood at the right, his 
sword unsheathed. On the left stood the baron’s executioner 
and strong-arm enforcer, who went by the name of Craven, 
though it did not fit his appearance. His eyes were a frightening 
milky white, and his arms were as thick as fence posts. His 
battle-ax was flecked with splinters from breaking down the 
door. 


Lord Vesper himself stepped through next, dressed in black 
robes and chain mail. Damien was older than Gideon by at least 
five years, but he had no hint of gray hair, nor a wrinkle. The 
commoners swore Lord Vesper had made a deal with the devil 
to stay young. If Gideon had been superstitious, he might have 
agreed. The lord’s curly black mane, handsome face, and dark, 
hungry eyes had not changed in a decade. 


“Good evening, Gideon.” Damien tugged off his gloves and 
scanned the lab. His eyes fixed on the nearest worktable, where 
Gideon’s distillation was in progress and his texts neatly 
stacked. “Thank you for compiling your research for us. It 
makes things much easier. And that would be the mysterious 
concoction? Excellent. Balthazar, if you please ...” 


Before the lieutenant could step forward, Gideon grabbed the 
end of the fuse wire. He held it within an inch of the burner’s 
flame. 


“Come any closer,” he warned, “and you all die.” 
Balthazar snorted and started to advance. 
“Wait,” Lord Vesper commanded. 


Damien’s keen eyes examined the scene more closely — the 
incendiary charges, the wires connecting them, the timepiece 


and burner. Only Gideon’s own daughter Katherine could’ve 
rivaled Damien for mechanical genius. The baron’s lips curled 
into a dry smile as he appreciated the trap Gideon had created. 


Balthazar waited uneasily, no doubt wondering why he was 
being held at bay by a crazy old alchemist with a piece of rope. 


Damien tutted with disappointment. “Really, Gideon, are you 
willing to destroy yourself, your family, and your precious 
research? Would you sacrifice everything you’ve worked for 
just to thwart me? There is no need for that.” 


“I can’t let you have the formula, Damien. It will die with 
me.” 


Damien tried to read his face. Gideon had seen him do this 
with so many people over the years. No one in his right mind 
would gamble with Lord Vesper and certainly not try to bluff 
him. Gideon was not bluffing, but Vesper would have trouble 
believing that. Self-sacrifice was a foreign concept to the baron. 


“Work with me,” Vesper said. “We can both benefit. When I 
am the most powerful man in the world, you will have every 
resource at your disposal for your projects. You can eradicate 
the Black Death, as you’ve always dreamed.” 


“And see the world crushed under your boots? No thank 
you.” 


“Your family ... I can keep them safe, Gideon. But if you 
oppose me —” 


“Do not threaten them again,” Gideon growled. “They know 
nothing of my work, and I'll never let you use them as hostages 
to force my cooperation. I would rather die.” 


“I do not believe you,” Vesper said coldly. “We will take your 
research. Step aside, and we will spare you.” 
He’s lying, Gideon realized. Damien had come to the same 


conclusion as he: They were now archenemies. One of them 
must die. If the lab was intact, Damien was more than capable 


of understanding the serum notes. He had no need of Gideon. 
He would simply take what he wanted. 


Whatever happened, Gideon was doomed. Even if he survived 
this night, he would never have time to perfect the master 
serum. The flawed mixture in his veins was already destroying 
him. The only thing left was to make his death count — to buy 
his family a chance at survival and to thwart Damien Vesper’s 
plans. 


He prayed that Luke had gotten the family safely out of the 
house. If they could make it to the boats, they had a chance. 
Someday, they might be able to reconstruct his research and 
finish the master serum. 


So many things undone, so many possibilities crushed. 
Gideon would not see his children again in this life, nor would 
he be able to give the ring to Olivia. He could only hope that 
the ring would be buried with him, and his family would live. 


“I have wasted enough time with you,” Vesper snarled. “I will 
wait outside. Balthazar, Craven, I will count to sixty. At the end 
of that time, I expect Gideon Cahill lying at my feet — dead or 
alive, I don’t care which. And do not let him damage anything in 
this laboratory.” 

Vesper swept out of the room. 

Balthazar and Craven both stepped forward. 

“Do not,” Gideon warned them. “Vesper left because he 
knows you may die. Leave now. I have no wish to kill you.” 

Craven made grunting sounds like a pig — possibly his way 
of laughing. Balthazar sneered and raised his sword. 

I’m sorry, Olivia, Gideon thought. God protect my family. 

Gideon thrust the fuse into the burner. Lines of fire raced 
through the dark laboratory, and the world exploded around 
him. 


Luke almost believed they would make it. 


He’d managed to rouse his mother and siblings from their 
sleep and herd them from the house, telling them that Father 
had ordered them not to wait for him. Luke’s tone was so 
insistent, so earnest, that not even his mother hesitated. 


They’d followed Luke toward the cove, stumbling along in 
the dark, clutching their parcels of secrets and whatever other 
bags they could easily carry. 


Halfway to the boats, they heard the explosion. 


They all turned, their faces suddenly awash in red light from 
the distant fireball. Mother let out a sob of horror. 


“Keep going!” Luke shouted. His heart was as heavy as iron. 
He knew exactly what had happened, but he could not let his 
father’s sacrifice be in vain. He had to save his family. 


“Father!” Katherine screamed. 


She dropped her bags and ran for the house, but Luke 
grabbed her arms. “Stop it!” he cried. “You can’t help him!” 


Mother was already running. Thomas — the stupid oaf — 
shoved Luke aside, and he and Katherine raced after her. 


Only Jane stood still, staring at the distant flames as if trying 
to understand who had painted them. “Luke ... wh-where is 
Papa?” 

At that moment, Luke felt ten years old himself. He wanted to 
weep. He wanted to scream in rage and frustration. But he had 
no choice. He had to be the adult now. 


“Tt will be all right.” He took Jane’s hand. “Pll protect you. 
But first, come. We must help the others.” Together, they 
followed their family back toward the house. 


The fire was too intense for them to get close. White-hot 
flames danced across the timbers and ate through the walls like 
cocoon silk. Thomas tried to charge in, but Katherine and Olivia 
pulled him back. 


“We must get help!” Katherine screamed. “Thomas, run to 
Lord Vesper.” 


“No!” Luke said. “Vesper was here, Katherine. This is his 
doing!” 

Mother fell to her knees and wept. Jane hid under the dining 
table, which still sat in the garden. She hugged one of the table 
legs as if it were the mast of an unsteady ship. 


Thomas stormed toward Luke. His face was blackened with 
soot, and his tears made red lines down his cheeks like ancient 
Celtic war paint. He may have been only thirteen, but the look 
in his eyes made Luke take a step back. Luke hated himself for 
feeling afraid, but his younger brother had always intimidated 
him. 

“You're lying!” Thomas yelled. “You got us out of the house. 
You knew this would happen!” 


“No, I — I suspected,” Luke said, “but Father’s orders —” 


Thomas pushed him to the ground. “We could’ve helped him! 
You led us away and let Father die! Perhaps you started the 
fire!” 

Luke felt as if the flames were inside him now, eating 
through his skin, consuming him with anger. The ringing in his 
ears, which had started as soon as he took his portion of the 
serum, became louder. 


“I saved your lives, you fool!” he snarled. “Father was dying 
anyway! Don’t you see that? The master serum made him sick. 
He was trying to keep Lord Vesper from taking our secrets. He 
died to give you time to escape. And now you stand here 
arguing with me when you should be running! You aren’t even 
smart enough to save!” 


Thomas charged, but this time Luke was ready. His little 
brother seemed to move in slow motion. Luke could not match 
his strength, but he used Thomas’s momentum against him. He 
raised his feet, planted them on Thomas’s chest, and rolled 
backward, sending Thomas flying over him and crashing into 
the dining table. 


“Stop it!” Mother screamed. 


Jane started crying. Katherine covered her ears and stared at 
her brothers in shock. 


Thomas was crumpled against the table. Luke stalked over, 
turned him on his back, and placed his elbow against his 
brother’s throat. 


“I am done with you!” Luke bellowed. 


All his rage boiled to the surface: the teasing he’d endured 
from the villagers for years, the jeering from his fellow students 
at Oxford, the suspicious looks from his own family. No one 
ever trusted him. He’d always been the odd man out, the 
strange, quiet child with the shifty eyes. Now he’d tried to do 
the right thing. He’d obeyed his father, spoken from his heart, 
and tried to save his miserable family. And they blamed him for 
the disaster! 


Thomas’s eyes bulged. He choked, grasping weakly for Luke’s 
face, but Luke was too slippery for him to grab. 


That’s right, Luke thought. You call me a snake? Ill prove I’m 
just as dangerous! 


“Stop it!” Jane shrieked. Luke realized she was pummeling 
him with her tiny fists. “Stop it, Luke!” 


Stunned, he released Thomas and stepped away. Katherine 
rushed to his aid. Their mother simply stared in horror. 


For a long while, no one spoke. There was no sound except 
the roar of the fire. Luke stared at his hands, suddenly 
overcome with shame and self-loathing. He had almost killed 
his brother. Was this because of the serum, or had this evil been 
inside him all along? 


He looked at his family’s terrified expressions, and he 
realized something more important than the house had been 
destroyed tonight. Their trust, their love — whatever mutual 
bond had held them together around this dinner table for so 
many years — had died along with their father. 


The flowers blackened, the vegetable garden smoldered, and 
their family home collapsed in a roar of white heat. 


“It was Vesper,” Luke said stubbornly, though he knew it 
wouldn’t matter. 


Thomas rubbed his throat. His eyes still looked too large for 
their sockets. He said nothing, but Luke read his expression 
perfectly: Your fault. All your fault. 


This time, Luke controlled himself. The serum was working 
its way through his body, slowly enhancing his senses, his 
understanding. He could see five or six moves ahead, as if the 
world had become a chess game. He knew anger wouldn’t serve 
him now. He might as well argue with the flames as argue with 
Thomas. He needed to withdraw, find a safe haven, study his 
father’s research. He could not stay here. And he certainly 
couldn’t trust Thomas or Katherine. 


“I tried to save you all,” he said. “I tried to obey Father’s 
orders. None of you would listen. So I’m going.” 


“Going?” Jane looked on the verge of tears again. Luke’s 
resolve weakened. He couldn’t stand to see his sister in pain, 
but he also couldn’t travel the world with a ten-year-old girl in 
tow. 


“Perhaps we’ll see each other again, Jane,” he said half- 
heartedly. “Mother will look after you....” 


His voice trailed off. One look at Mother’s face told him she 
was in no condition to tend to anyone, even herself. Luke had 
seen that look too often on plague survivors throughout Ireland 
and England. He had seen the hollow-eyed women who had lost 
their entire families, their entire villages. Olivia Cahill might as 
well be a ghost herself. 


He met Thomas’s and Katherine’s eyes one last time, and they 
silently agreed on one thing: their mutual hatred. 


“Good-bye, then,” Luke said. He turned and walked into the 
darkness. 


He heard Jane crying, calling his name. He waited for the 
others to call him back, to realize their mistake and beg him to 
stay. But they never did. 


Olivia grieved alone. 


In the morning light, the ruins of the house looked like a 
black and shattered eggshell. Smoke still burned in her lungs, 
but her eyes were so painfully dry she could not cry. 


She had wrapped Gideon in a singed linen sheet, his head 
cradled in her lap. She stroked his hair, willing him to open his 
eyes, but of course he did not. By the time she had found him, 
he had breathed his last. The flames had not killed him, but the 
heat and smoke had. Two other men had died in the fire. They 
had been badly burned, but Olivia recognized them as Vesper’s 
guards — Balthazar and Craven. This had given her a steely 
anger to counter her grief and enough strength to move their 
bodies. Ironically, they had fallen across Gideon — perhaps 
trying to tackle him to prevent him from escaping. They had 
shielded Gideon’s body from the worst of the flames. He looked 
remarkably peaceful. His hair was so sooty and scorched that 
he appeared young again — all the gray burned away. 


Her fingers trembled as she caressed his brow. She wanted to 
shout at the sky. She wanted to curse Gideon for leaving her. 
But she couldn’t blame him, even now. She had known when 
she married him: His heart was too big to be constrained. He 
cared for her deeply, but he cared for all humanity, too. He 
could never give up his mission to improve the lot of the poor 
and sick, to defeat the plague once and for all. He would do 
anything to save others. He had died — the stubborn, 
infuriating, gentle man — because he believed it was the only 
way to save his work and his family. 


“Gideon,” she said, trying to keep her voice from breaking. 
“The children are gone. I couldn’t stop them.” 


Surely Gideon hadn’t meant for that to happen. 


Shortly after Luke had left, Jane had chased after him. 
Neither had returned. Olivia had finally shaken herself out of 
her misery and sent Katherine to find them. A half hour later, 
Katherine had returned and reported that a boat was missing 
from the cove. Luke and Jane had apparently made good their 
threat and left for the mainland. 


Thomas and Katherine’s grief quickly turned to anger. They 
blamed their father for not telling them everything, for trusting 
Vesper and Luke. They blamed Olivia for not stopping Gideon’s 
madness. Luke and Jane had the right idea, they decided. It was 
time to leave this cursed family. 


Their harsh words stung Olivia. She pleaded with them to 
stay, but Thomas and Katherine were soon gone as well. 
Olivia’s spirit was so shattered she did not even follow. She 
stumbled toward the ruins of the house, hoping against hope 
that she would find Gideon alive. She needed his strength. 


Now Olivia was absolutely alone. Or almost so. She hugged 
her barely swollen belly — praying the unborn child was still 
safe. 


Gideon and the children hadn’t known. She’d been waiting 
for the right moment, sensing that the stress in the family was 
too great to break such news. But if she’d told Gideon sooner, 
would he have been more careful? Would he still be alive? 


A fresh wave of guilt washed over her. A fifth child on the 
way, and now she was a widow. Her other children had fled. 
She prayed they would come back when their grief and anger 
subsided. Surely they would not leave her for good. 


But something told her that their family had permanently 
shattered. More important — the future of the entire world had 
splintered. Together, her children might’ve completed their 
father’s work. Separately, they had gone into the world with 
secrets powerful enough to change history. Judging from what 
Gideon had told her, each of them carried a serum that would 
fundamentally alter their chemistry, instilling greatness and 


talents to them and their descendants for generations to come. 
They might be saints or monsters, kings or villains, but Olivia 
feared that separately, the children of the Cahills would never 
achieve Gideon’s dreams. They would keep fighting, struggling 
with one another as they had always done, but now their 
squabbles would shape the course of civilization. The world 
would be their battleground. 


We will be together again, Gideon had said — a cruel last 
memory of her husband. She looked down at his lifeless form 
and clasped his fingers. His gold ring glinted, its strange rows of 
engraved symbols even more pronounced with soot filling the 
grooves. 





Many times she’d pleaded with Gideon to hide the ring or 
send it away, but he’d insisted that he could only keep it safe by 
keeping it close. Now that burden fell to Olivia. 


Above all, Lord Vesper must never have it, Gideon once told her. 
If he asks about it, tell him it has sentimental value. Perhaps an 
heirloom from your family, which you gave to me as a token of our 
marriage, eh? Perhaps that will keep him from demanding it. The 
man is like a crow. Shiny things catch his eye. 


Olivia’s eyes fixed on the golden band. Blood rushed in her 
ears, and she was so overwhelmed with dread and grief that she 


didn’t hear the approaching footsteps until Damien Vesper said, 
“My dear Olivia. Pm so sorry.” 


Vesper so rarely spoke to her, at first she was too astonished to 
respond. 


He was dressed in black velvet, with soft leather boots and a 
silver chain around his neck. His expression was appropriately 
mournful, but his eyes were bright and greedy. Like a crow, 
Gideon had remarked. 


Vesper’s hand rested on the pommel of his sword. She noticed 
his eyebrows had been scorched clean off. Behind him stood 
two guards — men she’d never seen before. Already he’d 
replaced the two he’d lost in the fire. 


“You demon,” Olivia spat. “You did this. Your men are in the 
ruins, dead. You killed my husband.” 


Vesper’s expression hardened. “I assure you, madam, I did 
not. As for my men, I’m sure they came here to help. I grieve as 
much as you do. I consider this fire a great tragedy.” 


Olivia realized that he meant it but for all the wrong reasons. 
He cared nothing for his dead servants. He barely looked at 
poor Gideon’s body. Instead, Vesper was mourning the ruins of 
the lab — all those valuable secrets gone. 


“Gideon thwarted you,” she said. “Whatever you were 
looking for, it’s been destroyed. Though I suppose you’ll want 
to pick through the ruins yourself.” 


He met her eyes. Olivia did not flinch. Vesper had a 
reputation for reading faces, but Olivia was an actress of great 
talent. She’d grown up in a family of older brothers, all of them 
smart and strong. She could lie as needed, and swaggering men 
like Lord Vesper did not scare her. 


“You know of Gideon’s research, madam?” he asked. 


“Pm a woman,” she said flatly. “What would I know of such 
things?” 


Vesper hesitated, then nodded. Olivia marveled at how blind 
men could be. Vesper might be a genius, but women and 
children were alien species to him. Gideon had been right. 
Hiding the formula with his family had made it nearly invisible 
to Lord Vesper. 


“Your family is safe?” he asked, though he did not seem 
terribly concerned. 


“Gone to the mainland,” she said. “They could not bear the 
sight of these ruins. Or of you, my lord.” 


“Indeed? Leaving you all alone?” 


“Pm sure they’ll be back soon,” she lied, “with the priest and 
the town elders and a good number of townsfolk. Gideon was 
well loved by your people.” 


Lord Vesper tensed, and Olivia knew he understood her 
meaning. Vesper might have many servants and allies around 
the world, but he was not well loved by his own people. If word 
began spreading that Vesper had a hand in Gideon’s death, 
killing a man the peasants believed was a saint, working to free 
them from the plague ... 


“I see.” Vesper backed up a step. He looked down at Gideon’s 
body, and his nose wrinkled with distaste. Then he froze. 
Vesper had noticed the ring. 

“A beautiful trinket,” he mused. “It looks different 
somehow....” 


“A token of my love to Gideon,” Olivia said as casually as she 
could manage. “An heirloom of my family.” 


“Will he be buried with it?” 
Olivia felt the moment’s importance, as if she were poised on 


the edge of a knife. Generations of Cahills — the future of the 
world itself — might be shaped by what she said and did next. 


She tugged the ring off her husband’s finger and thrust it 
toward Lord Vesper. “Do you want it, my lord? My wedding 


token to Gideon? Would you deprive me of that, too? Go on, 
then. Take it!” 


Vesper’s lip curled. He stepped away, immediately losing 
interest. 


As Olivia had hoped: Anything freely given couldn’t be worth 
much to a man like Damien Vesper. And a token of love? Worse 
than useless. He was a predator, a hunter by nature. 


“There is no need to search the ruins,” he decided. “Nothing 
could have survived.” 


“Because you were here when the laboratory exploded,” 
Olivia guessed. “You saw it yourself.” 


Vesper smiled coldly. “We’ll leave you to your grief, madam.” 


Olivia eased Gideon’s head off her lap. She stood, clenching 
her fists. “You'll do more than that, my lord. You'll leave this 
island, and you'll never come back.” 


The guards frowned, obviously confused. Had a ragged, soot- 
covered woman just ordered Lord Vesper to leave? 


“This is Cahill land,” Olivia said. “Given by royal charter. You 
are a guest here, but no longer. Leave now, my lord. I must 
bury my husband.” 


Vesper stared at her, his knuckles white on the pommel of his 
sword. Olivia met his eyes and let him know that she — a 
woman, a grieving wife and mother — was more dangerous 
right now than any weapon he could ever create. She would get 
her way, or she would destroy him. 


One dangerous predator to another, Lord Vesper seemed to 
understand her. He nodded, his cold eyes boring into hers. 


“Very well,” he decided. “There is nothing left here worthy of 
my attention, at any rate. But, madam, I am still the lord of 
these lands. I will keep my eye on you and your family. If I find 
you have deceived me, if I come to suspect that you have 
hidden anything from me —” 


“A widow and her children?” Olivia asked, feigning 
amazement. “How could we hide something from the eyes of 
Lord Vesper?” 


Vesper wavered, perhaps catching a whiff of her sarcasm, but 
his pride won out. “Indeed,” he muttered. “Remember me, 
madam. For I will remember you.” 


He turned and left, his guards falling in behind him. 


Olivia did not relax until they reached the docks in the 
distance. She watched as the guards began preparing the lord’s 
boat for crossing. 


She turned to the ruins of her family house, the burned 
garden, and the dining table sitting in the fields, the only part 
of her old life left unscathed. 


She looked down at her husband’s pale face. No one would 
help her bury him, but she would manage. She would lay him 
to rest in the same graveyard where Cahills had been buried for 
generations. 


Olivia might not be ladylike, young, or beautiful. She might 
not warrant a second look from a man like Lord Vesper, but she 
was strong. She could handle a shovel as well as a dagger or a 
cooking fire. 


She slipped Gideon’s gold ring on her finger, though it was 
much too big. She would need a chain to put it around her 
neck, she decided. 


“T will keep it safe, Gideon,” she promised. “Vesper will never 
have it.” 


Whatever Lord Vesper was hunting, he wouldn’t succeed — 
not as long as Olivia Cahill drew breath. And she had a more 
important goal to keep her going. She must find a way to bring 
her children back. 


“Some day, Gideon,” she swore, “our family will sit again 
around this dining table. We will come together.” 


She glanced up as the morning sun illuminated the cliffs. 
Near the top was the cave where Gideon had proposed to her, 
and where Gideon’s great ancestor, Madeleine the Matriarch, 
had surveyed the island and claimed it for her own. 


Olivia rested her hand on her belly, though she could not feel 
the child kicking yet. 


“I will name you Madeleine,” she said. “You and I will 
preserve this place and bring our family back together.” 


Olivia kissed her husband’s golden ring. She would keep the 
ring a secret, next to her heart, for the rest of her life. 


She must be strong. She needed no serum for that. She only 
needed her faith in her family. Someday, the Cahills would 
reunite. No one, not even Lord Damien Vesper, would stop her 
from succeeding. 


She picked up a shovel from the garden and went to dig her 
husband’s grave. 


MADELEINE CAHILL 1526 
by Peter Lerangis 


As the last student fell unconscious to his desk, Madeleine 
Babbitt thought about lies. 


She’d lived inside them all her life. Lies and secrets. Now she 
could shout out the truth, and no one would hear it. She smiled 
as she pulled a pencil from under the face of a slumped-over 
Flynn O’Halloran. His head thumped, echoing through the 
Xenophilus Institute of Alchemy, a grand name for a one-room 
schoolhouse made of clay and dried peat. 


Maddy Babbitt, scared as a rabbit, they called her. She had 
acted the part almost all of her nineteen years. To keep 
attention away. To keep from being noticed. She almost 
believed she was that person. The stammer and the apologies 
had become part of her until her bolder side nearly faded away. 
Today, when Flynn had swiped her project notes and read them 
aloud, she had shrunk away. A sleeping potion — aren’t you 
boring enough? he’d taunted. Everyone had dared her to 
demonstrate. So she had. 


And it felt wonderful. 


“Sleep well, my friends,” she said, capping a vial of amber 
liquid. She glanced outside, looking for Professor Xenophilus, 
who had missed class today. A pity. He was probably lost in his 
own laboratory work, concocting medicines and marvelous 
inventions. 
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“As you only sniffed the potion on a handkerchief,” she 
continued to the silent class, “you will waken in five minutes, 


fizzy and refreshed. Had it entered your bloodstream directly, it 
would take an hour.” 


Her stammer was gone. How liberating to speak to a 
stupefied audience! As she placed the vial into a pouch that 
hung around her neck, she felt fit to burst. Two decades of 
pent-up secrets bounced around inside her like unruly puppies 
before an opening door. “And also,” she blurted out, “my name 
is not Maddy Babbitt! It’s Madeleine ...” 


Say it! Go ahead. 


But try as she might, the name Cahill stuck in her throat. Her 
training was bone deep. 


As sunlight poked through the clouds and into the room, a 
tiny windmill of black-and-white sails began to turn on a table. 
These knocked a pebble down a chute, striking a hook that 
released a weighted pulley, which in turn raised a small spring- 
loaded hammer. The hammer then struck a brass gong, 
signifying the end of alchemy class. 


Soon the distant tune would sound — Mother summoning 
her, expecting help in the apothecary. Leaving behind the 
sleepers, Madeleine raced outside. She sped down a sloping 
path through heather and scrub. A low bank of clouds swept 
over the moor, casting the village of Scáth below in gray-green 
mist. 


Madeleine looked up to the soft-ceilinged sky as she ran. She 
thought of her father, a man she’d never met. Mother claimed 
he had been the greatest alchemist and an even better father. 
She hoped that wherever he was, he was looking down and 
seeing the results of her alchemy training. Even more, she 
hoped he was proud. 


In a moment, her shoes hit the cobblestones of town. She 
wove through winding alleys that echoed with the distant 
sound of a tin flute, piercing and sweet. This was Mother 
playing a tune called “Bhaile Anois,” which meant home now. It 
was composed by Father and had become the traditional Cahill 


family song of summoning. As she ran, Madeleine waved to the 
pink-faced baker and soot-blackened chimney sweep, the burly 
butcher and weary lamplighter. 


She dashed around the corner of Front Street. Carriages 
groaned up the hill, passing an old beggar woman who slept in 
the shadow of an abandoned stable. Ahead, the street 
descended toward the lake, where it flattened and followed the 
gentle curve of the bank. At the bottom of the hill stood O. 
Babbitt & Daughter Apothecary. 


Madeleine slowed. Before the shop, a crowd of people had 
gathered in the street. A group of men was pounding on the 
front door. They were dressed in hooded capes of purple and 
black. Behind them stood a massive wooden dray cart tethered 
to pack horses. On the cart, three men lay moaning and half 
dead. Shackled to the cart’s frame, his clothes ripped and face 
covered in blood, was Professor Xenophilus. 


Madeleine stopped. 


The old man slowly turned his gaze up the hill. His deadened 
eyes settled on her. He gestured feebly with an arm that hung 
at an odd, unnatural angle. Run away, his body language was 
saying. 

One of the caped men spun toward Xenophilus, smacking his 
head with an open fist. The teacher’s knees crumpled and he 
fell to the cobblestones. “Old fool,” the man bellowed, “are ye 
sure there be Cahills here?” 


Madeleine stumbled backward at the sound of the name she’d 
only ever heard uttered by her mother. 


How did they know? How could Xenophilus —? 


Last week. Under her teacher’s observation she’d sampled an 
earlier version of the formula. Just a bit. Upon awakening, he’d 
scolded her about proper dosage. Too strong, and the potion 
induced coma! Ah, but too weak, and the recipient was half 
awake, unable to stop from saying his or her innermost 
thoughts! 


The look on his face had startled Madeleine. His usual jovial, 
patient expression had changed. He seemed confused, as if 
seeing her for the first time. 


I must have told him that day, she thought. Under the earlier, 
weaker formula, I must have revealed my name. It made sense — 
her father was so often on her mind. Surely Xenophilus would 
have recognized the name of such a famous alchemist. 


And now the secret had been beaten out of him — because of 
me, she thought. But by whom? Who were these people? 

A loud crack rang out. The men were using a wooden ram 
now, and the apothecary door was about to give. 

“We know you're in there, woman!” a voice shouted. 

“Mother!” Madeleine screamed, running down the hill. 

As she passed the stable, the beggar woman moved. Springing 


to her feet, she grasped Madeleine by the neck and dragged her 
into the shadows. 


Over the years, Madeleine’s training had included ancient 
fighting techniques to subdue men of great size and strength — 
but nothing for homeless old women in alleyways. “Let go, you 
old buzzard!” she cried, struggling against an iron grip. 


As she whirled and lashed, the old lady countered every 
move. “Good grief, will you stop making such a racket!” she 
finally cried out. “They’ll hear us!” 

Madeleine froze in mid struggle. She fell to the ground and 
looked up into her adversary’s face. “Mother?” 

Olivia Cahill pulled back her woolen hood. “This old buzzard 
just saved your life,” she said. 

“Pm so sorry!” Madeleine protested. 


Olivia put a gentle finger on her daughter’s lips. “We must be 
quiet, and quick—” 


Below them a voice boomed, loud and angry. “Open in the 
name of Lord Vesper!” 


Vesper. 


The name hit Madeleine like a shift in air pressure. As if the 
entire world were converging on her, pressing against her heart 
and brain. All her life, Damien Vesper had seemed more 
bogeyman than real — the shadow in the closet, the monster 
under the bed. He will find us or die trying, Mother had said. And 
he will stop at nothing to get the secrets of the 39 Clues. 


Some monsters, Olivia had warned, were real. And to ward 
off this one, all Madeleine had needed to do was keep her 
mouth shut over the years. 


One simple request, and she had failed. 


“T-it’s my f-f-fault, Mother!” Her stammer had returned with a 
vengeance. Madeleine felt the weight of her own betrayal. She 
had not only put Xenophilus’s life in peril but exposed her and 
Olivia to their nemesis. 


“Hush, darling daughter. It was only a matter of time. They 
have been trying for nearly two decades.” Olivia’s voice was 
parched. Reaching down into the folds of her ragged dress, she 
pulled out a small leather box. “Consider how lucky we are that 
we avoided them long enough for you to be prepared.” 


Prepared? 


Madeleine felt anything but. Yes, for years she’d been 
learning the secrets of the 39 Clues, undergoing physical and 
mental training, tracking rumors about her siblings. Still, it had 
all seemed so ... abstract. She had been born after the explosion 
that killed her father. She’d never met her brothers and sisters. 
Somehow, the Cahill saga seemed more legend than real, like 
the tale of the monster Vesper. 


Another boom, like a cannon shot, echoed from down below. 


Olivia flinched. “I had such hopes — we would outlast him, 
you would never face him in your lifetime.... But so be it. We 


will act quickly and decisively. Take this box — and please, 
recite for me your promises!” 


Madeleine grabbed the box with shaky fingers. Mother had 
called this the Endgame Strategy. She hated the name. “B-b-but 
you will come, too, won’t you?” 


“He doesn’t know you exist — so you must go forth alone, as 
planned. Your brothers and sisters are full of anger. They blame 
one another for your father’s death. We will need to work on 
them. Be careful, and remember: Smartest always beats 
strongest. I will destroy what little is left of your father’s work, 
and then I shall follow. Now, please, let me hear the promises. 
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Madeleine’s mind raced, trying to remember. Father had a 
ring. It was an ugly thing, but it contained secrets. Secrets 
Olivia had never explained. Keep Father’s ring safe. That was 
Number One. Number Two was — 


Another sickening crack rent the air. A volley of triumphant 
voices. 


The men were in. 


Olivia stiffened. “I will go in the back way and hope they do 
not find the hidden door. Go!” 


“But — the promises —” Madeleine protested. 


“Just remember them, Madeleine, and whatever you do, stay 
alive. And one more thing. Do not look back.” Tears in her eyes, 
Olivia cupped her daughter’s face and planted a kiss on her 
cheek. “And may God go with you always!” 


Before Madeleine could say another word, her mother was 
gone. Into the shadows and through a secret back door to the 
apothecary. 

Madeleine stepped toward the door in pursuit. Her ear 
suddenly pinged with a high-pitched whoosh. She felt a trickle 
of blood down her neck. An arrow. 


A finger’s breadth to the left and it would have split her 
brain. 


“You! Come out of the shadow!” a voice called up from 
below. 

He doesn’t know you exist. 

There was work to be done. The Endgame was afoot. 

Madeleine turned her back to the voice. Vesper could not see 


her face. She began to run, away from the stable, up the hill. 
She heard shouts and felt the zing of arrows all around her. 


She heard another voice shout from below: “You imbecile, it’s 
a lassie — too young for the wife! Spare my lord’s arrows and 
help prepare the powder!” 

Madeleine darted around the next corner. She knelt by the 
brick wall of the bakery and caught her breath. Blood had 
pooled in the well of her collarbone. Carefully, she touched the 
wound, but it seemed already to be healing. 

The powder. What had he meant by —? 

A sudden explosion rocked the stones beneath her feet. Inside 
the bakery, shock waves caused rolls and bread loaves to clatter 
to the floor. 


As Madeleine scrambled to look around the corner, she heard 
a shriek that rose to an unearthly pitch and then ended in a 
guttural rattle. 


The apothecary and the stable collapsed in a heap of brick 
and flames, with Olivia Cahill inside. 


Madeleine could do nothing but scream. 


1. Keep the ring safe. 
2. Never let anyone abuse the power of the 39 Clues. 
3. Unite the Cahills when the time is right. 


The promises were stamped in Madeleine’s brain. She hadn’t 
recited them as her mother requested, and now they would not 


let her go. She drew her cloak against the bitter morning wind. 
Hidden behind a thick copse, she brushed away tears and 
glanced down through tangled, thorny branches. 


In the village cemetery, a priest intoned prayers over a 
freshly dug grave. 


Local merchants, arm in arm, wept for one of their own. The 
neighbors, many who owed their lives to Olivia’s healing skills, 
sobbed openly. Madeleine’s friends clutched one another. So 
did her fellow apprentices, long recovered from the sleeping 
potion. 


I am so, so sorry, Mother, she thought. But the unspoken 
words seemed hollow and pathetic. 


She recalled Olivia’s final two requests: Stay alive. Do not look 
back. Already Madeleine had broken the second one. Perhaps if 
she hadn’t looked back, she wouldn’t have seen the explosion. 
And all this would not have hurt so much. 


Is this to be my fate? she thought. To be a promise-breaker? A 
secret-revealer? A betrayer of the people I love most? A bringer of 
death? 


Madeleine could not stand the hiding. The fakery and failure. 
The idea that she had trained all her life for ... what? What did 
any of it mean, now that her mother was dead? 


She rose on unsteady legs. She would run down the hill, fling 
herself on the grave. She would beg God to return her mother 
and take her instead. 


But her body went cold at the sight of a man on the edge of 
the gathering. His eyes were not focused on the service but 
instead scanned the countryside. He wore vestments of deep 
velvet and stood before a richly appointed carriage with 
magnificent horses. His face was lined and sagged with age, but 
he sported a mane of jet-black hair, save for a serpentine silver 
streak down the right side. And his expression made it clear he 
cared nothing for the deceased. 


Vesper. 


Madeleine remembered something her mother had said: You 
will know Damien Vesper on sight, for he sucks the light from the 
sun. She turned away, sick to the stomach. He had caused the 
deaths of both her parents. And she felt a crushing truth: The 
fate of the Cahills, the fate of the world, was solely between 
Vesper and ... 


Maddy Babbitt, scared as a rabbit. 
Preposterous. Unthinkable. 


Remember your training, she told herself. The memorization, 
combat techniques, alchemy, survival exercises. The Endgame. Try 
as she might, Madeleine could not think of herself as a warrior. 
She was who she was — a sheltered Irish country lass. She 
stood no chance alone against the forces of Lord Vesper. 


It was over — the battle for the 39 Clues and all it stood for. 
Father’s work had been destroyed. Even if Madeleine found her 
siblings, none knew the full secret of the formula. As for the 
ring — well, if Mother couldn’t decode its message after two 
decades, Vesper would never do it, either. Running away was a 
fool’s game. With his minions, Vesper would hunt her down like 
a wounded hare. Better to get it over quickly. 


She stepped forward into the light. 


Below her now, a bagpiper began playing the Cahill song, 
“Bhaile Anois.” Madeleine’s heart felt freshly bruised, as if 
Mother were rising before her. She could see Olivia’s face in the 
frigid sky, smiling curiously. Madeleine wanted badly to talk to 
her. Her soul could not feel bleaker than this. She took a step 
forward, silently asking her mother for advice, forgiveness, and 
comfort. 


As if in answer, a hint of a spring breeze whispered over the 
moor. It seemed to caress her face, to reach into her mind and 
lift a blanket from her memory. Her mother’s words were as 
plain as if she were inches away. Your father’s mission was to 
heal. Vesper’s is to control. He seeks the formula and suspects the 


secret of the ring. With the first, he will create a race of 
superhumans in his service. If he discovers the latter ... woe betide 
the world, which will then be his. 


She fingered a bulge under her blouse. Overnight, while 
hiding in the academy, she had filched from storage a leather 
belt with a flat pouch. Into the pouch she had placed her 
sleeping potion vial and the contents of Mother’s box: Gideon’s 
mysterious gold ring. Olivia’s handwritten notes about the 
possible whereabouts of Luke, Katherine, Thomas, and Jane. A 
small knife, a set of fishhooks, and hollow darts for hunting. A 
copy of the music to “Bhaile Anois.” And a large sum of money. 


No. Not the ring. Madeleine had taken it out last night. Just 
to examine, to try to make sense of the design. It was such a 
curious, odd-looking thing, with small ridges on the outer rim 
like cogs. She had placed it on her thumb and not yet taken it 
off! She turned from the funeral, pulling at the ring. 


As the sun struggled through a gap in the clouds, the ring 
glinted. Madeleine quickly dropped it into her pouch. Stepping 
back behind the brush, she turned and ran. 


Below her, Damien Vesper flinched at the sudden glare. And 
he looked up to see a figure disappearing into the heather. 


“Nice, slimy baby,” Master Winthrop Cahill said softly to the 
red-spotted newt in his hand. “Nice little lizard, who gets very, 
very scared of dark places ...” 


Threading his way through the crowded market, he was 
careful to avoid the throngs of buyers. Already he’d squashed a 
salamander and a tree toad. 


Princess Mary Tudor was just ahead. As she walked, her 
horrid brown ringlets bounced, whisking the shoulders of her 
dress like little dancing brooms. Her legs were as spindly as 
twigs, and her shoulders heaved as she sniffled, which was 
almost all the time. Winthrop’s father, Luke Cahill, said he was 
to marry her someday. Ha! He would rather live as a boil on the 


backside of a hairy boar. For one thing, she was only ten, a full 
year younger. For another, she was a first-class twit. Also, her 
nose ran faster than her bony legs, and she smelled of 
elderberries. 


Not to mention she was ugly. 


Mary held tight to the warty hand of their governess, Mistress 
Kletsch. With her other hand, Mistress Kletsch squeezed the 
merchants’ fruits and vegetables while complaining about high 
prices. As if the king’s governess needed to save money. 


As Mary glanced over her shoulder, Master Winthrop 
cheerfully picked his nose and wiped it on a gooseberry. She 
crossed her eyes, stuck out her tongue, and turned away in 
disgust. 


Now. 


Lunging forward, he pulled back Mary’s collar with one hand 
and dropped in the newt with the other. The creature’s little 
eyes flashed with fright before it disappeared into the layers of 
fine silk and lace. 


Princess Mary’s shriek was sweet music. 


Winthrop pretended to be examining a particularly 
interesting fig. “Is something wrong?” he said innocently. 
Watching the old lady fumble with the folds of clothing was 
even funnier than Mary’s jerky dance. 


“Master Winthrop Cahill, you lowborn pig, my father shall have 
your head!” the princess yelled. 


But the boy’s howls of laughter abruptly ended when the cart 
of figs and gooseberries came crashing down around him. 
“Thief! Thief!” a merchant cried out. 


Princess Mary’s screams were drowned out by voices 
shouting, “Over here!” and “Stop him!” As a gray-clad figure 
darted among the carts, a burly arm hurled a melon through the 
air. Apples went flying as people dove out of the way, running 


after the thief. Winthrop watched in awe. A humiliated Mary, a 
bandit in the market — could life possibly be sweeter? 


He felt a reptilian claw closing over his arm. “Come with me, 
young man,” Mistress Kletsch commanded, pulling him back 
toward the carriage along with Princess Mary, who was now 
half undressed and weeping. The governess nearly threw them 
into the carriage, climbing in after them. “Go, Edward!” she 
cried. 


The driver whipped the horses and the carriage took off. 
Crafted by King Henry VIIs master coachmaker, it raced 
smoothly over the English countryside away from the market. 
Mary and the governess were both yelling at Master Winthrop 
now, but all he wanted to do was look outside at the melee. 


The carriage jounced abruptly. Winthrop’s heart leaped with 
glee. Had they run over a dead body? Leaving Mary and the 
governess to their squealings, he looked out the back window. 
Alas, nothing to be seen but a dusty receding road. 


Disappointed, he turned back. But not before catching a 
patch of gray wool just beneath the right corner of the window. 


Curious, he climbed the seat again and gazed downward. 


A pair of eyes gazed back up. The market thief was crouched 
on the carriage’s running board, dressed in gray and wearing a 
woolen cap with a mask that covered all but his eyes. Clinging 
to a metal hook, he cast Master Winthrop a panicked, pleading 
look. 


No. Not he. She. The thin physique, the long-lashed eyes 
made that clear. 

More adventure! There was sure to be a reward for this 
vagabond, and Edward the driver would revel in the capture. 

Winthrop smiled at the thief and winked. Don’t worry, he 
mouthed. Then he turned to the front of the carriage. 


On his way to Edward, he took great care to step on the 
princess’s foot. “Warty Winthrop!” she cried out. 


“Bloody Mary!” he spat back. 


The carriage jounced again. Master Winthrop spun around. 
He looked out the back of the carriage just in time to see the 
thief running off down the road. And he watched carefully as 
she stuffed something into the knot of a gnarled oak tree, whose 
arms looked like those of a wild dancer. 


“Wicked, wicked, wicked child!” said old Williams, dragging 
Master Cahill by the arm though the Persian rug—covered 
corridors of King Henry VIII’s Palace of Placentia. 


“Last time it was four wickeds and one wretched,” Master 
Winthrop chirped. “Incorrigible, too. Whatever that means.” 


Williams tut-tutted, yanking the boy around a marble- 
columned corner. “What on earth have you done to make dear, 
gentle old Mistress Kletsch resign? The fifth governess in three 
months! How can we expect to replace her on such short — 
where is Hargrove? Hargrove promised he would meet us with 
another candidate for the king’s approval!” 


“Mistress Kletsch smells like the fart of a dying warthog,” 
Winthrop replied. “And that’s after she has taken a bath.” 


“Dastardly boy — foul, odious boy!” Williams said, looking 
around frantically for his fellow courtier. 


“Odious ...” Winthrop said. “I like that.” 


Stepping into the opening of the king’s chamber, Williams 
was suddenly calm and ramrod straight. He held Winthrop 
tightly to his side, set his face into a neutral expression, and 
cleared his throat. “Ahem.” 


Standing next to King Henry was a man with massive 
shoulders, fierce eyes, and long black hair. As he paced before a 
line of prisoners, his cape billowed around his gray robe. He 
was Staring at the first man in line, a broad, curly-haired fellow 
with few teeth and soiled hands. 


Winthrop loved watching his father at work. 


“You say you did not steal the sheep from your lord, then?” 
said Luke Cahill, his voice a deep, rasping snarl. “You say you 
are a vegetable farmer?” 


The man quivered as he replied. “Yes, milord. Them foxes is 
bedevilin’ the countryside a-nights, and they eats the sheeps, 
they does.” 


“Ah, true, true,” Luke said, pacing a circle around the man. 
“No doubt you were home at the time of the thefts, tending to 
your lessons in proper speaking and good grammar.” 


Master Winthrop let out a guffaw that was stifled by 
Williams’s gnarled, powder-scented hand. 


Spinning around, Luke swiftly took the prisoner’s hand and 
rubbed it on his own face. “If these are the hands of a vegetable 
farmer,” he said, holding the man’s hands toward the king, 
“then what explains the scent of grease that is now on my face 
— sheep-wool grease?” 


The farmer’s jaw flapped, his eyes desperate. “But — but I—” 


“Ha! Brilliant, Cahill!” the king bellowed, applauding lustily. 
“Good, then, behead the lout.” 


The man fell to his knees in tears. “Milord? I has me a 
fambly, five little boys and a wife what’s with child. Hunger is 
to blame, not deviltry! I beg you, spare me!” 


“Five boys?” King Henry’s smile fell and his eyes began to 
moisten. Master Winthrop had seen this reaction before. The 
king wanted a son more than anything. Thus far, his only 
offspring was Mary. According to the so-called Rules of 
Succession, a daughter was not guaranteed to inherit the 
throne. But the son of a king automatically became king. Henry 
had grown so frustrated, he had begun blaming his wife, 
Catherine, the daughter of the Spanish king and queen. Henry 
claimed she was cursed. He was trying to convince the pope to 
annul the marriage. Now he had his eye on a woman named 
Anne Boleyn — perhaps if they married, she would give him a 
son! “Not one boy, but five ...” the king said softly to the 


farmer. “You are a lucky man. And we are not without mercy. I 
sentence you to ... oh, three days in the stockade!” 


The man’s face broke into a grateful smile. He shouted thanks 
as guards whisked him away. “I daresay I have a soft heart, 
Cahill,” the king murmured. “I wish these men feared me as 
much as they do my adviser!” 


“What some call weakness others recognize as wisdom, my 
lord,” Luke said, bowing to the king. “And now, a moment’s 
pardon while I tend to my son.” 


“Yes, yes, of course.” The king waved him away, plucking 
grapes from a gilded plate. 


As Luke loped toward the door, Williams began to shake with 
fear. “Lord Cahill,” he said, holding out a parchment scroll, “we 
have received a formal resignation from yet another—” 


Luke batted the parchment away. “Are you so poorly suited, 
Williams, to the task of finding one good governess from among 
the entire population of England?” 


Williams bowed, blathering apologies. But Luke pulled his 
son into the corridor. “What now?” he scolded. “You are 
expected to shine before the king!” 


“So I can marry his wretched daughter?” Master Winthrop 
mumbled. 


“Who will give birth someday to an heir,” Luke said, “who 
will then be king. A Cahill king! Don’t you see? The daughter 
will not necessarily earn the throne. But whomever she marries 
shall become king!” 


“Does that seem fair, Father?” Winthrop asked. 


“Fair?” Luke drew his son closer, his face growing red. “Is it 
fair to watch one’s father burned to death and be blamed for his 
murder? Is it fair when sickness takes one’s beloved? Is it fair to 
wander the countryside destitute, with a baby boy? I worked 
my way into this court by grit and cunning. I had to step over 
others who wanted it less. Fairness was not part of the 


calculation. My only desire is to redeem our family. House of 
Lancaster, House of York, House of Tudor — pah! It will be the 
dawn of the Lucian Age.” 


Master Winthrop frowned. He had heard this story too many 
times. What was so great about being king anyway? Better to be 
a bandit or a jousting knight! “But, Father, the king wants to 
divorce Queen Catherine,” Master Winthrop pressed on. “Then 
Mary will no longer be princess. And then I will have to be 
married to that hideous —” 


“Mary will remain princess,” his father snapped. “And you 
will be closest in line for the throne. I shall make that certain.” 


“But there are others in line to succeed—” 
“Not to worry, Luke; I have plans for the others.” 


Master Winthrop shuddered. His father’s tone of voice 
suggested something far worse than pranks with salamanders. 


He tried not to think of the word assassination. 
“My lord?” a voice piped up from behind them. 


The two Cahills turned. Hargrove, the king’s manservant, was 
standing in the corridor with a young woman in a peasant dress 
and governess’s bonnet, her face cast toward the floor. “I would 
like to introduce a candidate for the office of governess, a fine 
young woman of exceeding—” 


“Yes, yes,” Luke said impatiently, “surely she can speak for 
herself. Is the floor about to collapse, girl, is that why you look 
down? Do you have a name?” 


Master Winthrop was used to people’s reactions upon 
meeting his father. Some cried. Others shrank away. Two or 
three had even fainted, such was his power. But he had never 
seen an expression like this young woman’s. Her eyes fixed on 
Luke’s intently, as if she were trying to look through them to 
the other side of his head. Then they softened, misted over, as if 
she were about to cry — but not with fear, exactly. With some 


other kind of emotion Winthrop couldn’t name. If it didn’t seem 
so absurd, he’d think it was something like joy. 


“I am M-M-Madeleine Babbitt,” she said, “of Scáth.” 


“A daughter of Ireland, then,” Luke grunted, his own brogue 
sneaking into his speech. “Well, let’s hope this one lasts longer 
than a week.” 


As he walked back into the chamber, Master Winthrop stared 
coldly at the new governess. He didn’t like her. She was too 
young and too strange. She had no warts or whiskers. And she 
didn’t smell bad. What fun was that? 


“I’m sure we will become close friends,” said the Irish lass. 


Master Winthrop crossed his eyes, said “close friends” with a 
lisp, and stalked away. 


But he couldn’t help noticing that her face seemed very 
familiar. 


Madeleine Cahill shivered. She had lived through nineteen 
frigid winters by the lake, but nothing prepared her for the 
iciness of her brother Luke. 


She paced her spare, dank bedchamber — seven steps from 
one end to the other. The height of English power, and all they 
could give her were four stone walls, a dusty wood floor, and a 
bed with a sunken horsehair mattress! 


Her eyes kept darting toward the window. Every flash of 
white gave her a start. 


Vesper had been in the food market. She’d seen his badger- 
head of hair. If she hadn’t caused the distraction by upsetting 
the fruit cart, he might have caught her. How long could she 
keep this up? How long could she survive alone? She would 
have to confront Luke, get him to join her. Somehow. 


She had come too far to fail. On the days following the 
funeral she’d become ill in the forest. Overcome by cold, rain, 


grief, and self-doubt, she had nearly died. But as she read her 
mother’s notes by a peat fire, one line had struck her: 


ely: subb band, J VIII 


H VIII meant King Henry the Eighth. The Palace of Placentia 
was just outside London. A huge journey — across the Irish Sea, 
all of Wales, and most of England! But Luke seemed her best 
hope. He was twenty-three years older than Madeleine. He 
would be the wisest sibling. So she’d mastered disguises, stowed 
away on a trade ship, slept in caves and trees — somehow 
managing to leave each location just as Vesper arrived to try to 
flush her out. By the time she reached London, she’d nearly 
starved. Seeing the rovat coverness wantep notice had been a stroke 


of luck. 


~ Apply to Mr. Hargrove, Palace of Placentia 
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And now ... what? How much better was her brother than 
her enemy? 


Olivia had once described Luke as “larger than life” and 
“forceful.” But this man was also bloodless, cruel, and deeply 
sad. His eyes seemed to be following Madeleine still, hovering, 
judging, condemning. They were nearly the same eyes as her 
mother’s, piercing and smart — but with all the kindness 
drained out. Like a familiar painting with one color removed. 


Madeleine thought about Promise Three: Unite the Cahills 
when the time is right. Was the time right? Was Luke ready to 
give up his place in the court to help unite the family? 


His eyes didn’t seem to hint at yes. 


Outside her window, she could see knights practicing for a 
joust. On a vast field they raced their horses at top speed, 
thwacking targets made of pigskin stuffed with straw. One of 
the knights, who rode a majestic dun-colored horse, had far 
more power and agility than the others. She watched as he 
came to rest and took off his helmet. 


She was not completely surprised to see it was the king 
himself, Henry VIII. He was known as a champion jouster. But 
even he, the most powerful man in Great Britain, feared her 
brother Luke. 


In moments, young Master Winthrop would be arriving for 
his first lesson, and she needed to prepare. Williams had 
suggested tin flute lessons, “a taming influence for the little 
beast.” 


Madeleine looked forward to that. Olivia had taught her to 
play. You’ve a jot of Jane in you, Mother would say after a 
particularly fine lesson. Madeleine cherished that comment. 
There were other compliments, too — a cut of Katherine, a touch 
of Thomas, a lick of Luke — for her technical skills, athletic 
victories, strategic thinking. She was a bit like them all, Olivia 
had said, but with an extra quality all her own. Do not let the 
meekness swallow you, Madeleine, for someday people will see you 
for who you are. You are strong yet with the soul of a peacemaker. 
You bring people together. Call it a magnificence of Madeleine. 


She hadn’t been feeling very magnificent lately. But with a 
roof over her head and food in her belly, she could think clearly 
now. And plan. She would win over Winthrop first. Work her 
way into Luke’s trust. And when she felt comfortable, she 
would reveal her identity. That would be the “right time” to 
begin fulfilling Olivia’s dream. 


A united Cahill family. 


Madeleine picked up the tin flute and played a bit. The 
instrument was rusted and sounded like a dying weasel. She 
suspected there was a hole and found one at the bottom of the 
instrument. She looked around for something to plug it. 
Horsehair? Too flimsy. A ripped piece of fabric? Too bulky. 


She checked the hallway — empty. Reaching under her 
blouse she unhooked the pouch and peered inside. Hooks and 
darts? The wrong shape. 


Then she held up the ring. 


The flute tapered to a tip narrow enough to slip the ring over. 
Carefully, she slid it up the instrument. It fit snugly over the 
hole, as if it were meant to be there. 


Madeleine played a C major scale, which floated through the 
room, clear and sweet. She smiled. If only she could afford to 
expose the ring like this! Naturally, that was impossible. It 
would be violating Olivia’s promise. 


Or would it? 


Professor Xenophilus liked to say that the best hiding places 
were in plain sight. Only Mother and Father knew about the 
ring. Vesper was chasing her for the serum formula and knew 
nothing about the ring. If Madeleine were to be captured, it 
would make sense for the ring not to be on her anyway.... 


A loud burp at the door made her jump. She turned to face 
her scowling charge, who stared at her with folded arms. 


If you let him control you, Williams had warned, you will lose 
both this job and your sanity. “You are seven minutes late,” 
Madeleine said. “I trust that will not happen again —” 


“I know who you are,” the boy interrupted. 


Madeleine’s heart began to pound. Had she been followed? 
Had Luke recognized her? “Kn-kn-know me?” she said. 


“Youre the thief!” Master Winthrop blurted out 
triumphantly. “From the market! I saw you on the back of the 


royal carriage, with a mask!” 


Relief washed over Madeleine. Dealing with a mischievous 
child was one task she was sure she could handle. “Well. I guess 
you’ve flushed me out....” 


“Like a pheasant!” Winthrop crowed. Hands on hips, head 
cocked, he began circling Madeleine. “But we are not without 
mercy. I will spare you, but I have some demands.” He began 
counting off demands on his stubby fingers. “Five minutes of 
memorization per week. Latin only on Tuesdays. No 
mathematics ever. Three hours for lunch. Vegetables forbidden. 
I eat and drink what I want. And no wooden paddle.” 


“You are a clever negotiatior,” Madeleine said. 


“T am the son of Luke Cahill.” Master Winthrop preened as he 
sat on the edge of the bed. “And I have decided that I shall not 
learn today.” 


“Oh?” Madeleine nodded. “Well, then, fine.” 


“Because I have too much gas, and the flute will make me ...” 
Winthrop’s voice trailed off. “Did you say ... ‘fine’?” 


“This hour belongs to you. If you choose not to learn, then I 
will play and you can listen.” 


She lifted the tin flute to her mouth. He looked away, already 
bored. Eyeing the ring, Madeleine realized it resembled no 
more than a grooved collar. With its cogged design, it could 
have been found on the floor of the smithy’s shop. No one 
would take it for a valuable secret. And it certainly made the 
flute sound magnificent. 

As she played a country air, Master Winthrop’s expression 
began to soften. His body swayed when she followed with a sad 
ballad. Before long, he and Madeleine were dancing to an Irish 
reel, both of them collapsing with laughter on the bed. 


“Well,” Madeleine said finally. “Shall we move on to a history 
lesson?” 


“No!” Winthrop snapped, grabbing the tin flute. “Teach me!” 


She raised an eyebrow. 
He smiled meekly. “Please?” 


Who would have thought Master Winthrop had a jot of Jane? 


To Madeleine’s surprise, he was a wonderful musician, a 
natural. Which played right into her plan. She would stage a 
recital. Luke could not help but be impressed with her skills as 
a governess! 


One week later she stood before the king, Luke, and assorted 
courtiers. 


“M-may I have your attention, lords and |-ladies.” Madeleine 
shook as she looked around the music chamber. She eyed the 
tin flute. Gideon’s ring still covered the hole. In a fit of 
nervousness, she had tried to remove it, but Master Winthrop 
had screamed at her. He’d claimed the flute sounded “odious” 
without it. And young Winthrop did not take no for an answer. 
“We h-h-have a very s-s-special musical p-p-performer —” she 
continued. 


Master Winthrop yawned loudly, twirling the tin flute. 
Madeleine prayed the ring stayed on. She vowed to remain 
calm about it. After the recital, the king would surely allow the 
court to buy a new tin flute. And she would pocket the ring 
again. “M-may I p-present the very talented Master Winthrop 
Cahill!” she declared. 


The king clapped his beefy hands. 


As Winthrop began playing, Henry VIII smiled sleepily. Luke 
stared at his son with intensity. 

What is he feeling? Madeleine couldn’t tell. Luke looked at 
everything the same way. Like a viper eyeing its prey. 

As the recital ended, the king shouted, “Bravo, boy! 
Excellent!” Master Winthrop took a bow, and another, and 
another. 


By then, even Luke was smiling. The expression softened his 
face, made him look more Cahillian than ever. But as the court 
all gathered to praise the boy, no one said a word to Madeleine. 
Not even a curt “thank you.” Not even Luke. 


She bowed, exited the room, and sat on a banquette in the 
corridor, waiting for Master Winthrop to emerge. This was not 
what she had planned. 


She was a nobody here. To break through to her brother, she 
needed to be a presence. She closed her eyes, trying to picture 
Olivia’s face. Guide me, she thought. 


A moment later, a gangly, sooty-faced young man came 
skittering down the hall. He leaned toward Madeleine, panting. 
His breath smelled of goose liver. “Bobbitt?” he said, sending a 
rotten blast that nearly made her gag. 


“Please keep a gentlemanly distance,” Madeleine said. “And 
it’s Babbitt.” 


“Oh. Right.” He lurched forward, taking her by the arm. 


“I beg your pardon!” Madeleine cried. “Unhand me or I will 
call for Luke Cahill.” 


The man grinned and tightened his grip. “The Lord Luke’s 
what sent for me! I’m under personal orders to escort Madeleine 
Bobbitt meself!” 


“Escort?” Madeleine said. “Where?” 


“Where do you fink, mum? The royal counting-’ouse?” The 
man laughed hysterically. “Come along — you are under 
arrest!” 


Madeleine hadn’t expected King Henry’s prison to be so like her 
maid’s quarters. The big difference was the metal bars, the 
unearthly stench, and the granite bench that numbed her rear 
end. 


Why? 


No one had given her an explanation for being here. She 
could barely understand the guard’s accent. Was it something 
Master Winthrop had told them, some dreadful lie? 


It took her hours to fall asleep against the cold stone. She 
dreamed longingly about the horsehair bed. 


The voice of Luke Cahill jarred her awake. “Well, who knew 
my little boy had such a gift for music?” he rasped in the 
darkness. “My compliments on the tutoring.” 


Madeleine sat up with a start. She shivered as his silhouette 
drew closer, lit from behind by the guard’s lantern. Dressed in a 
full-length fur coat, he resembled some kind of ghoulish beast, 
half man and half bear. The day’s events rushed over her — the 
bruises, the unfairness. “This s-s-seems an unlikely form of g-g- 
gratitude.” 


Luke sat next to her, his features inches away yet mere 
shadowy blots in the darkness. “Well, then, you will no doubt 
have a satisfactory answer to this question: Where did you get 
the ring?” 

She felt the blood draining from her face. “You — you know 
about it?” 


“My father wore it every day. I would tease him about it. 
Such a crude thing. It was one of a kind, he said. That was all.” 
Luke leaned closer. “He died in a fire. Everything he had — his 
clothing, his jewelry, his life’s work — destroyed. And yet, his 
ring appears on a tin flute.” 

As Maddy Babbitt shrank in fear, Madeleine Cahill sized up 
her brother. She had to remain calm. To follow through in her 
plan despite the setback. “May I see the ring?” she asked. 

“Do you think I would be so idiotic as to have it with me?” Luke 
snapped. “Perhaps you can begin by telling me who you are, 
and why you had it!” 

Madeleine’s heart sank. He had probably put it in a safe 
place, or given it to one of his trusted courtiers. They all lived 


in fear of him and would do whatever he asked. He was too 
cagey to carry it around. 


Which meant that Promise Number One — Keep the ring safe 
— had been broken. 


Her only hope was to force Promise Number Three. 


She could no longer wait to win his trust. She had to reveal 
her identity. The reuniting of the Cahills must begin. Now. 


“B-b-before you fled,” she said carefully, “your mother had 
neglected to mention something about her c-c-condition.” 


Even in the dim light, Madeleine could see the knife- 
sharpness of his glare. “I will listen to you for precisely one 
minute. I advise you — no nonsense.” 


“Luke ...” Madeleine took a deep breath. “My name isn’t 
Babbitt. Mother was with child on the last day you saw her. I 
was that baby.” 


Luke did not move for a good twenty seconds. She tried to 
read the expression on his face but couldn’t. Then, slowly, he 
reached out and cupped her chin gently in his hand, moving her 
face right and left. 


“’Swounds ...” he said. “Good grief, yes ... the resemblance 
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This close, she could see the icy veil over his eyes disappear, 
as if Olivia herself were peering through. In a flash, Madeleine 
sensed that her long trip — through fear and sickness, disguises 
and lies — hadn’t been a waste after all. 


She wanted to throw her arms around him. But it was too 
early for that. The bond was new and fragile. One step at a 
time. As tears streamed down her cheeks, she felt herself 
laughing, overcome with joy and relief. “I — I have so much to 
tell, my brother.” 


“I know you do.” Luke took her hand and stood. 


Where to begin? She would save the sad news of Mother’s 
death till the end. There were nearly two decades of catching 


up. “Mother and I ... we were living in exile. Under invented 
names. Babbitt — can you imagine? Not even a name with a bit 
of ... flash, such as, I don’t know, Ravenwood. Or Lancelot! I 
had to become quiet, to deflect attention. Like a scared little 
mouse! Anyway, Mother secretly trained me all my life for this 
final mission—” 


“Shhh, my dear,” Luke said. “Please. Don’t rush. It is an 
emotional moment, I can see. I will give you time to put 
together your feelings and your story. But if it comforts you 
any, please know I have heard it all already.” 


Madeleine wiped a tear. “You have?” 


“Oh, yes, many times.” Luke chuckled. “The details are 
different, but the broad story is the same.” 


“I — I’m afraid I don’t understand ...” Madeleine stammered. 


Luke stood at the door, signaling the guard to open it. “I 
daresay you’re far more talented than the last one who claimed 
to be a sibling. My long-lost brother Nigel — lived in hiding 
under a false identity and so forth. And before him was sister 
Gladys, aunt Puff, and cousin Quincy —” 


“But — there is no Nigel Cahill, or any of the others!” 


“Or Maddy Cahill!” Luke’s voice was more of a slap than a 
sound. “Why did you display the ring? What on earth is your 
plan?” 

“T did it to p-p-plug a hole!” 

Luke turned in disgust. “No matter. If you have other agents 
in this palace, they will be routed. If you have thought to flush 
me out by the sight of this ring — if you are planning an 
ambush — your people will find nothing on me. Before long, 
your employer will know that after all these years, his plans 
have failed. And revenge will follow.” 


“Employer?” Madeleine shrank back into the cell. She wasn’t 
understanding a word of his rant. 


“Do not take me for a fool. Only one person could have had 
possession of this ring. The one who watched my father die. 
The one whose blindness and greed have just ensured his own 
defeat.” Luke turned to the guard. “Simon, prepare the prisoner 
for public execution in two days. Send an invitation far and 
wide, and be on the lookout for a man named Vesper.” 


“Vesper?” Madeleine said. “How can you possibly think —?” 
“T shall send for the hangman right away!” Simon replied. 


“Not a hanging,” Luke replied with a slow smile. “I would 
prefer a slow burning at the stake, and a front-row seat.” 


“CCCHHHH ... HELP!” 


At the noise, Simon fell off his chair, ending a blissful dream. 
“Whaa? Szzzzm? Oh, for the love of ’Enry ...” 


The choking was from the new prisoner. The young girl. 
Bobbitt. The spy. He shook himself awake and rose. 


Lighting a lantern, he approached the cell. “Wha’ then?” he 
called out. “Roast pheasant caught in yer froat?” 


He snickered. The prisoners always liked a bit of humor. 


But the choking now sounded like vomiting, which made the 
guard blanch. Last time that happened, the prisoner died before 
he could have a proper beheading. And there went an honest 
day’s pay. “’Old yer puke, will ye, and I’ll fetch somefing to 
drink.” 

He returned to his station, a hard seat by the hallway wall. 
On the floor was a chamber pot, a spittoon, and a jug of cheap 
beer he’d been sipping for hours. All day long he’d been 
confusing them. “S’pose it don’t matter which ...” he murmured 
to himself with a chuckle. 


The jug of beer smelled a bit off, but he brought it down the 
hallway and fumbled with the key. “’Elp is ’ere!” he said, 
opening the gate. 

Simon felt a tiny sting in his neck. And all went black. 


Madeleine tiptoed past the guard. He was fast asleep. 


She managed a smile. The sleeping potion had worked, and 
the dart had held just enough of it to knock him out. 


“I enjoy rainy days ...” Simon said. “And I miss my little 
doggie...” 


Madeleine realized the dose must have been a bit too weak. 
Too little, and the victim will begin revealing his innermost thoughts, 
Professor Xenophilus had said. 


This meant she didn’t have long to make her escape. Maybe 
fifteen minutes. 


In the darkness, she had managed to change clothes. Simon’s 
uniform was filthy and far too large for her frame. She couldn’t 
do much about the aroma, but at least the hooks from Olivia’s 
secret pouch held the material together adequately. 


As she began climbing a set of steep stone steps, Simon was 
confessing his fear of bunny rabbits. He would be awake soon, 
but the fact that he was wearing a governess’s dress meant he 
might not call for help quite so quickly. 


She tried to look on the bright side. But the ring was lost, 
Luke thought she was Vesper’s spy, and if she were caught, she 
would die. Her best hope was escape, from one of the most 
heavily guarded palaces in the world. 


She had made stupid, unforgivable mistakes. Putting the ring 
on the tin flute. Allowing Master Winthrop to convince her to 
keep it there. Expecting that no one would recognize it. 


As she neared the top of the stairs, she made a vow. 


She would escape and regroup. She would use every ounce of 
her skill and cunning to find the ring. Somehow. And when she 
did, she would never let anyone, or anything, block the 
fulfillment of the promises. 

From this point on, if she survived, the plan would be 
radically different. It would involve infinite patience. 
Observation. And more patience. If it took her lifetime — her 


children’s lifetime, their children’s — if it took the creation of a 
secret family within the family, so be it. The 39 Clues would 
remain secret for centuries if necessary. Until the moment when 
the families were ready to unite. 


From this point on, Maddy Babbitt was dead. 
Long live Madeleine Cahill. 


At the landing, she inserted a large skeleton key into the 
thick, brass-plated wooden door. It creaked loudly as it opened. 


“Wha? Hrrrrumph!” a gruff voice shouted. Another guard. 


Madeleine’s legs locked. She cleared her throat and lowered 
her voice as far as it would go. “Go back to s-s-sleep,” she 
grumbled. 


“Right, then, Grandmother ...” came the answer, followed by 
a snore. 


She stepped out into a narrow hallway. It led past a row of 
small warrenlike rooms, the living quarters for the kitchen 
maids. They were already awake, baking and preparing the 
day’s meals. As Madeleine darted past the kitchen, the scent of 
warm bread made her mouth water. 


She followed candle-lit sconces through a long corridor. The 
palace was a maze, but at some point, if she walked far enough, 
she’d reach a door. She grabbed one of the sconces and held it 
like a torch. 

“I beg your pardon?” a voice called from behind her. “May I 
ask what business you have here?” 

It was Williams, the boy’s valet. 

Madeleine’s mind raced. Luke had said he did not have the 
ring. Which meant he had given it to someone he trusted. Could 
it be Williams? “Hrrrm ... Lord Cahill has sent me to fetch the 
ring,” she said in her guard voice. 

“Ah, the ring, yes,” Williams said. “And you have the written 
request, do you?” 


“Erm, yes, of course,” Madeleine said. She reached inside the 
shirt for her pouch. For the darts. 


Williams was backing away. Suddenly he shouted, 
“Holworthy! Wigglesworth! Stoughton! Hargrove!” 


Change of plans. Madeleine charged forward, sending 
Williams sprawling into the hall. To her left, an older man in a 
plaid nightgown and tasseled sleeping cap appeared in a 
doorway. “Guard!” he shouted. “We have an impostor in the 
palace!” 


Madeleine raced the other way, ducking to the left down 
another long, straight section of the hallway. At the end of it 
was a square of dull amber light. The sun was beginning to rise. 
Soon the entire palace would be awake. 


The hallway ended in a T, and men were approaching from 
either side. She wheeled around. The old man was padding 
toward her, followed by a gaggle of butlers and scullery maids 
brandishing wire whisks and serving spoons. There was 
nowhere to go. 


Except one. 
She leaned back, pushed open the window, and jumped. 


Goat manure, though no one’s favorite substance, had the 
benefit of being soft. As Madeleine sprang to her feet, she 
wondered just how many more charms of King Henry’s court 
she would discover. 

She had landed at the edge of the royal garden. Above her, 
the palace rang with commotion. She raced toward a barn. 
Ducking around a corner, she nearly fell into a large barrel. 

Rainwater. 

She continued her course into the barrel, feetfirst. The water’s 
color clouded fast, and when she jumped out she felt a bit more 
pleasant, and less fragrant. By now she could hear people 


running across the farm toward her. She headed toward the 
open barn door. 


An ox-drawn cart emerged, laden with hay bales. The ox 
driver was gazing curiously toward the commotion, away from 
Madeleine. She dove onto the cart, nestling herself between 
bales. 


The cart’s wheels creaked loudly beneath her as they moved. 
She peered out from the hay. In the distance, the sun struggled 
over the horizon, casting the grounds in a silvery predawn 
glow. One by one, darkened palace windows were flickering 
with light. A small arched door flew open, and someone rushed 
out, dressed in a servant’s black cloak. She squinted, trying to 
recognize the face before the figure rushed away toward the 
livery stable. 


Hargrove. Heading in the wrong direction. 


The cart was slowing now. From behind her, she heard the 
breathless voice of a guard grilling the driver. She didn’t hear 
the questions exactly, but she heard the driver’s annoyed reply: 
“Wha’ kind of palace is it where ye can’t keep track of yer own 
governesses? You skitter about after ’er, mate. I gots me work to 
do.” 


Thank you, she thought, staying still as the cart trundled to 
who-knew-where. She was too afraid to poke her head up, but 
she finally did when the cart eventually came to a stop. 


She recognized the destination. The jousting field. A few 
yards to the right was a large wooden shed where the knights 
prepared for practices. It was quiet now, and inside there was 
sure to be another change of clothes — dry and hayless. 


As the driver began discussing the weather with someone, 
Madeleine slipped off the cart and into the shed. Hay stuck to 
every inch of her. A sleeping stable boy opened his eyes briefly 
and went back to sleep. In the morning light, Madeleine saw 
suits of metal armor, chain mail, pads, boots, helmets, full-body 
undergarments, saddles, stirrups, curry combs, tack of all sorts, 


swords, lances, maces, and weapons she couldn’t name. But she 
was most interested in the undergarments, some of which 
looked boy size. Quickly she changed into one, a black fabric 
suit that fit perfectly. It felt good to be dressed in something 
clean. 


Tethered to a pole at one end of the shed were two flea-bitten 
horses, suited up and ready for the day’s jousting. They gazed 
lazily at her, then went back to chewing a meager scattering of 
hay. 

“Ungry, mates?” came the driver’s voice, just outside the 
door. “’Igh quality ’ay, comin’ yer way — and dry’s a bone!” 


Madeleine panicked. No one in the kingdom would fail to 
recognize a young woman in men’s garments. 


“Saints alive, ain’t they feedin’ yer nothin’ but crickets and 
mice?” the driver said as he entered, letting a bale of hay slip 
from each shoulder before the grateful horses. Outside, the 
king’s men were jabbering on about the missing governess. 


“Ear that? Missing lassie! Meself, I don’t blame ’er. That 
Master Winthrop is worse than a stubborn nag — no offense.” 
He slipped the horses a couple of sugar cubes before exiting. 
“Ere, put some fat on yer spindly bones.” 


Madeleine watched it all through the slits of a helmet. She 
hadn’t imagined how heavy a helmet and a suit of chain mail 
could be. Or how hot. Or what a perfect hiding place it was. 


By the time the voices began to recede, she felt like she was 
roasting. Through the slits in the helmet she could see the 
stable boy stirring. She would have to gain his trust. She lifted 
one leg and stepped forward. The chain mail clanked heavily. 
“Please,” she said, her voice sounding dull and muffled through 
the helmet, “wake up.” 


The boy’s eyes flickered open and he sprang to his feet. “I’m 


— I’m sorry,” he cried out. “I worked through the night, I did. 
Only been sleepin’ a moment or two —” 


Before Madeleine could reply, a deep voice thundered from 
the open door. “Good morrow, McGarrigle! Are we ready?” 


“Er ... almost, my lord,” the boy replied. 


Madeleine turned. Ducking through the door was an older 
man, holding a riding crop. Glancing at Madeleine, he grinned. 
“Well, Pll be a two-headed buzzard — ’tisn’t often that a 
jousting partner arrives this early. Fearless fellow, eh? Let me 
know when ye’re in yer tournament armor, and we can begin 
straight away. Make sure this man has a fine mount, 
McGarrigle!” 


Madeleine could feel her chain mail clatter as she shook. 
“Mount?” she said in her deepest voice to McGarrigle. “As in ... 
mount?” 


“It won’t be so bad,” the boy said, approaching her with a 
heavy set of metal armor, “as long as ye’re protected wiff 
these.” 


It took about twenty minutes for Madeleine to climb into the 
armor, with the boy’s help. It felt as if she were wearing a small 
building. “I’m supposed to move in this?” she asked. 


“Its the least ’eavy suit we ’ave.” The boy, who was 
examining the teeth of the two horses, took the reins of one and 
brought it closer. “This old nag may stay on its feet for a few 
moments at least,” he said. “Good luck jousting wiff the old 
fellow.” 


“But —” Madeleine said. 


“Step on this,” McGarrigle said, pushing her onto a wooden 
platform, which he raised with a massive winch. 


Madeleine felt herself rising in jolts of motion until her knees 
were the height of the horse’s back. With a swift move, 
McGarrigle slid her leg off the platform and out over the horse. 
She landed on the horse’s back with a thud, causing its knees to 
buckle. 


“Sorry, I has to do this wiff all his partners,” McGarrigle said, 
adding with a rueful sigh, “but never the same feller twice, if ye 
know what I mean.” 


Madeleine felt the blood drain from her face. “Let me down!” 
she protested. But McGarrigle thrust into her hand a lance that 
felt as heavy as a tree, and her shoulder was nearly wrenched 
out of its socket. 


“We'll share a cup afterward,” the boy said, “if yer head’s still 
attached.” 


“Wait — this is a m-m-mistake!” Madeleine stammered, 
lifting her visor. 


“You bet yer sweet buzzard it is,” the boy said, giving the 
horse a good, hard kick. 


Madeleine’s visor slammed shut as the horse galloped into the 
sunlight. She fought to stay upright, to keep her lance from 
drooping to the ground. 


The field was long and dusty, with a few rows of empty seats 
on either side. At the far end, her opponent sat tall atop a black 
steed whose leg muscles bulged and glistened. “Ah, grand!” he 
shouted, clutching his helmet to his side. “It’s not often the 
Spanish ambassador arrives early for a joust. I was expecting 
not to see you at all!” 


Spanish ambassador? 


Madeleine recognized the voice before she could see him 
through the slits of her visor. It was King Henry. 


In his armor, he appeared to be the size of two men. He 
handled his own lance as if it were a willow wisp. With a grin, 
he raised the visor of his helmet. “I have received word of your 
... disapproval of my desire to annul my marriage. You know 
my position, and you know my right as king. Yet still you 
protest. Perhaps we shall decide this matter on the field?” 


Madeleine tried to think of something to say, but it was 
enough just to keep upright. Out of the corner of her eye, she 


spotted a distant fancy carriage approaching — probably the 
real ambassador. 

“I take your silence as an agreement!” the king bellowed, 
lowering the visor. His horse dipped its head twice, impatiently 
striking the ground with its hooves. As steam puffed from its 
nostrils, it looked more bull than horse. 

“Readyyyyyy!” King Henry called out, raising his lance high. 

I’m dead, Madeleine thought. 


If he even so much as swung that lance, its wind alone would 
knock her over. She had to get away. Now. 

“About f-f-ace!” she said to the horse, flailing with her boots. 
“Into the barn, please. It’s time for some tasty hay! Haaaaaaay!” 

The horse took off like a shot, toward King Henry. The king 
seemed surprised, as if he wasn’t expecting her to go just yet. 
“Cheating does not work in England,” he hissed. 

He kicked his horse. The steed dug in hard, sending up storm 
clouds of dirt. The king’s eyes blazed through the visor as he 
slowly lowered the lance. 

It was pointed at Madeleine’s heart. 

No time to think. She lifted her lance, too, but it was far too 
heavy. Even if she could strike him, the torque alone would pull 
her off the horse. 

King Henry was forty yards away ... twenty ... 

Madeleine’s shoulder was falling. The tip of the lance was 
nearly to the ground. And her horse was headed directly at King 
Henry instead of to his side. 

“Blast it, what are you doing?” he cried. 

Remember, smartest always beats strongest. 

Olivia’s words were like a trumpet call. Madeleine ungritted 
her teeth and let out a scream. 

The tip of her lance dug into the soil. It bent into a taut C. 
She felt her body lifting out of the saddle. She pulled back on 


her boots, releasing them from the stirrup. Freeing her from the 
horse. 


The weight of her suit almost broke the lance, but instead she 
vaulted high into the air. 


From below her came a bloodthirsty yell. She felt the whoosh 
of King Henry’s lance as it passed beneath her feet and over the 
top of her horse’s saddle. Her lance twanged as it grazed the 
royal steed’s flank. She held tight. As the pole retracted and 
straightened, for a moment Madeleine was suspended in the air. 


Her horse faltered below her, confused. Then it began picking 
up speed. Eyeing its saddle, Madeleine pushed against the lance 
and released her grip. She plummeted downward, hoping to 
time her trajectory right. Hoping that the laws of physics she 
had learned from Xenophilus — angles of momentum, vectors 
and velocity — would save her life. 


With a loud whomp, she landed heavily on its back. The horse 
let out a baffled whinny. Its legs nearly gave out, but fear took 
charge and it dug in harder. 


“In the name of — come back here, you coward!” shouted King 
Henry from behind her. 


The horse was heading at full tilt toward the palace’s stone 
gate. Four feet thick, it had been opened to let out an ornate, 
gilded black carriage. Now the gate was rising, and the guards 
stared at her in dismay. “What the devil are you doin’?” one of 
them screamed, running into her pathway. “Ye’ll get yerself 
killt!” 


The horse was frothing now. It whinnied again, picking up 
speed. At the last second, the guard leaped out of the way. 


Her eyes on the retreating carriage, Madeleine held tight as 
the horse squeezed through the gap. 


“There, Father! That’ll be the tree!” Master Winthrop said, 
pointing through the window of the royal carriage. 


“Are ye sure, son?” his father said. “It looks like every other 
tree in the forest.” 


“The knothole. It’s in the right place. The two branches like 
the arms of a dancer!” Winthrop barely waited for the carriage 
to stop before he leaped out. 


Luke Cahill grabbed a torch as his son raced to the knothole. 
Although it was morning, the thick tree cover made the forest 
dark. Luke had given clear instructions. They were to reach in 
to that hole together. He could not risk the clumsiness of an 
eleven-year-old’s fingers destroying anything fragile. If the girl 
had hidden something crucial — his father’s full list of 
ingredients, perhaps ... 


Or was it their father’s? His and the girl’s? All night, in his 
dreams, he had seen Madeleine’s face — her features 
transforming into Olivia’s and then Gideon’s. Her mannerisms 
were so like Jane’s, her voice nearly identical to Katherine’s. 
What if she were his sister? How could he countenance her 
death? 


“Father, come!” Luke was snapped back into reality by the 
voice of his son. His only real family. 


You sentimental fool, he scolded himself, walking toward the 
tree, you must not be swayed by a face. The world is full of traps. 


Winthrop waited by the knothole, his hands clasped together, 
dancing from foot to foot with excitement. “May I look? May I 
at least look?” 


Luke lit the torch. Ignoring the boy’s request, Luke walked 
past him and peered into the knothole. He adjusted the torch, 
but even at full light, all he could see was a gray lump at the 
bottom. 


He reached in carefully, hoping it was not a dead animal — 
or, worse, a live one with sharp teeth. 

His fingers closed around a limp, shapeless mass. He grasped 
as much as he could, lifted the thing out, and spread it onto the 


forest floor. 


Gray pants. A gray shirt. Gray socks stuffed into rough, black 
leather shoes. A gray woolen face mask. Disgusted, Luke 
reached back in but extracted nothing more than wood chips, 
acorns, and a handful of agitated ants. 


“Those were her clothes!” Master Winthrop said. “She was 
wearing these when she robbed the marketplace!” 


Luke’s mind reviewed the layout of the market. The fruits, 
vegetables, meats on the south end — and the cobblers, tinkers, 
and clothing merchants to the north. “She had stolen a change 
of clothes ...” he said. “She needed something presentable for 
the interview. She changed her outfit here.” 


Winthrop giggled. “She took off all her clothes outdoors?” 


“She was hiding only clothing!” Luke said, kicking the 
garments in frustration. 


“Can you let her go, then, Father?” Winthrop said. “She really 
is lovely. And ... well, have you thought of taking a new wife? 
The king likes to do that, you know—” 


Enough. Luke glared at the boy, and he shrank back. 


Behind him sounded the clattering of hooves, swift-moving 
and strong. Luke glanced up to see trees moving near a blind 
corner behind his son. 


“Winthrop!” he shouted, yanking his son off the road with one 
hand. 


As they both dove away, a team of colossal horses thundered 
by. Luke sheltered his son with his body as soil and branches 
rained over them. He heard his own driver shouting in shock, 
followed by the shriek of horses and the crack of splitting 
wood. 


It was over in an instant, but not before Luke had a chance to 
see the receding carriage. 

Its color was black and deep purple, with a gilded V painted 
on its side like a bolt of lightning. Through the oval of the rear 


window, Luke spotted a shock of black hair with a streak of 
silver. 


Vesper. 


Luke felt his blood rise. Nineteen years had only sharpened 
his rage at the murderer of his father. 


“What was that?” Master Winthrop asked. 


Luke’s own carriage lay in splinters at the other side of the 
road, the horses bolting into the woods and the driver 
wandering dazedly. 


“It is the man who made me what I am,” Luke said between 
gritted teeth. He grabbed his son by the scruff of the neck. 
“Follow me!” 


Damien Vesper hated the countryside. Too much fresh air led to 
high spirits. And high spirits made people into idiots. 

The smell of fear calmed his soul. And right now it wafted 
toward him full strength from the seat opposite his. 


“I — believe that was Lord Cahill’s carriage,” said the valet 
Hargrove. 


Vesper had never seen a man sweat so much. It was 
downright unseemly in a grown man. “The late Lord Cahill, I 
would imagine,” Vesper replied. “Alas, drivers these days ... so 
reckless! I will have to speak to mine.” 


He smiled agreeably, but the man remained stone-faced. How 
dreary. Years ago, the help could carry on real conversations — 
not just sit like lumps, expecting to be entertained! 


Just as well, he thought. This one has outlived his usefulness. 
“You did good work, Hargrove,” he said, holding out his 
hand. “Took the training quickly, used uncanny powers of 


observation. I am impressed at how you were able to recognize 
the ring. I will have it now.” 


“Of course, Your Lordship, but you promised five hundred 
pounds in advance.” Hargrove’s sweat was dripping from his 
nose, which struck Vesper as inconsiderate. Especially from one 
who expected rewards. 


“I said I would advance you five hundred pounds,” Vesper 
replied. “Which sum would be payable upon receipt of the 
ring!” 

“I — I have seen an inscription on it,” Hargrove blurted out. 
“And for another few pounds, I can tell you what I think it 
means—” 


“Inscription?” This was getting interesting. In recent years, 
Vesper had heard of a secret ring. But he had never connected 
this ring to Gideon Cahill. 


It had taken him nearly two decades to track down Olivia. 
He’d intended to force out the secrets to Gideon’s serum but 
failed again. How delightful to discover there was a daughter. 
When he’d seen her hiding at the funeral, everything just ... fit. 


She was fiddling with a ring. And his memory flashed back to 
her father and the last conversation he’d had with Olivia. He 
thought she was a grieving widow then, and not another 
conniving Cahill. 


Now he knew better. 


“What inscription did you see?” he pressed. Following 
Madeleine, bribing the servant — all of that had been child’s 
play. He had no room for his lackey’s stubborn attitude. 


“If I am to reveal the ring,” Hargrove said, swallowing hard, 
“T must have your word that —” 


Vesper heard a soft zing. Hargrove fell silent, his mouth 
agape. He clutched the side of his neck and fell to the ground. 


“Do not play with me, man,” Vesper said. But as he knelt 
over Hargrove, he heard another zing, and another. He 
flattened himself to the floor and slapped Hargrove in the face, 
hard. 


That was when he noticed the small dart stuck in the 
servant’s neck. 


Bandits. Vesper grabbed a firearm, a long arquebus, from 
under the carriage seat. “Move!” he cried to the driver. 
“Faster!” 


His coachman whipped the horses. They took off through the 
woods, the carriage bouncing wildly. Vesper climbed out of the 
rear and nearly vaulted toward the driver. 


A set of hands grabbed him from behind. Vesper twisted his 
body around. He dug his elbow into the attacker’s neck and 
raised his arquebus high. 


With a grunt, he brought the butt down hard. The attacker 
tried to duck away, but the gun caught his shoulder. Vesper 
could see him now — slender, dressed in black, including a 
mask that covered most of the face. 


Lifting his foot, he gave the thief a kick. 
With a cry, the black-garbed figure fell over the side. His 


gloved fingers gripped the railing, and he struggled to keep his 
feet off the swift-moving ground. 


Vesper caught his breath. With a smile, he pinched the 
gloved hand’s pinkie and lifted it off the railing. “This little 
piggy went to market ...” 

He flicked the next finger off, and the attacker sank lower. 

Now the bandit’s feet were scraping across the roots and ruts. 
He let out an odd, high-pitched scream — almost a woman’s 
voice. 

The carriage bounced violently again. Vesper flew backward 
and felt the small of his back hit the joint of the carriage frame. 
He clenched his teeth with the pain. 

The fun was over. 

He lifted the arquebus and pointed it at the intruder’s head, 
which was fast sinking over the edge of the carriage. Releasing 
the shuttlecock, he placed his finger on the trigger. 


A deafening crack split the air. Vesper felt the recoil of the 
firearm, the smell of gunpowder. But his shot had gone off 
course. He rose into the air and then smacked back down 
sharply. The carriage was careening side to side, its wheels 
tilting inward at the top, wobbling. 


“The axle!” the driver shouted. “She’s splitting, milord!” 


On the edge of the carriage, Vesper caught a glimpse of the 
intruder’s fingers, struggling to regain a hold. This bandit had 
dismaying agility and strength. 

Forget him, he can’t hold on forever, Vesper scolded himself. He 
caught a glimpse of Hargrove. He had to get the ring from that 
fool and then jump off before the carriage smashed to splinters. 
He dove into the cabin, reaching into the pockets of the 
unconscious valet. Where did he hide it? 


There. His money belt. Vesper ripped it open and pulled out 
the golden prize. 


With a wild, triumphant smile, he sat up and held it high. 
There was enough light to see a string of tiny symbols. 


Holding tight to the ring, he scrambled toward the front of 
the carriage. He couldn’t keep his footing. The wheels were 
slanting, the carriage bottom scraping the ground. In a moment 
the axle would split in two. The driver’s seat was already 
empty. So much for loyalty. 


As Vesper prepared to jump, he saw a movement beneath 
him. He tried to look down, but his feet lifted off the surface. 
He was flying. 

His vision filled with the trunk of a thick oak tree, racing 
closer. He drew his arms in for protection. And he screamed. 


The last thing he saw before impact was a great black 
shadow. 


“Help!” Master Winthrop cried out. It had begun to rain. He felt 
scared. Why had Father run ahead of him? It was dark and 


cold. 


There. Just ahead. He could see Father in his cloak, 
crouching on the ground. 


At that moment he was glad for the rain. Maybe it would 
disguise his crying. Father never liked it when he cried. 


As he drew closer, he slowed. The carriage — the one that 
had nearly killed them — was scattered across the forest in 
pieces. It looked as if Father had taken the whole thing apart 
himself. 


“Father?” he said. 


Master Winthrop crept closer, his heart beating like a bunny 
rabbit’s. His father remained silent, his back to Winthrop. In the 
distance, two men had been tied to an old oak tree. He 
recognized old Hargrove, and the second man was dressed in a 
livery suit. There appeared to have been a third captive, but he 
had managed to escape, the ropes in a heap beside the tree. 


“Are they ... alive?” Winthrop said, placing his hand on his 
father’s shoulder. 


But Luke Cahill’s eyes remained fixed on the ground in front 
of them. It had been smoothed. Etched deeply into the soil, in 
precise letters, was a message that made Winthrop’s blood run 
cold: 





GRACE CAHILL 1942 
by Gordon Korman 


1942. Most of the world was at war. In every corner of the 
globe, people were fighting and dying for one cause or another. 


And what was Grace Cahill doing at this critical moment in 
her planet’s history? 


Changing diapers. 
Not diapers — nappies, she corrected herself, deftly fastening a 


large safety pin at each of the child’s small hips. Here in Europe 
they used the British term. 


Baby Fiske burped loudly and tried to wiggle out of her 
grasp. Grace held on with a firm hand. Parts of the lawn at their 
family’s villa in Monte Carlo were so steeply sloped that a 
wayward toddler might roll all the way down the bluff and 
drop into the sparkling waters of the Mediterranean. 


She called him Kamikaze sometimes, after those crazy pilots 
from the other war — the one in the Pacific. Fiske always 
seemed to be looking for some great peril to hurl himself into. 
The little stinker was walking, so it had become nearly 
impossible to keep him out of trouble. He was a year old now. 
Grace could scarcely believe it had been that long since ... 


She had gotten good at fighting back tears. Her stomach, 
though, was harder to control. She recognized the feeling from 
her flying lessons — the sensation of hitting an air pocket and 
dropping five hundred feet in a matter of seconds. She 
experienced it on solid ground every time she thought of her 
mother. 


“You have a healthy baby son,” the doctor had informed 
James Cahill, “but your wife ...” He said more, but their 
father’s raw, tortured breathing filled in the blanks for Grace 
and her older sister, Beatrice. Father shed not a single tear over 
the death of his wife, but he was never the same. His reaction 
seemed more appropriate to a record-setting marathon run than 
an expression of grief — hyperventilation and drenching 
sweats. 


Not that the Cahill daughters had much opportunity to 
develop an instinct for their father’s emotions. The time he had 
spent in Monte Carlo since the funeral could be measured in 
days, possibly hours. James Cahill was so devastated by the loss 
of his wife that he wouldn’t even look at his newborn son. He 
had turned to travel, as if trying to outrun his grief. The family 
had not heard from him in months, save for the occasional 
postcard from exotic locales — Rio de Janeiro, Baffin Island, 
Ulaanbaatar. 


Baby Fiske yanked a croquet hoop out of the ground, and 
Grace barely managed to wrest it from his hands before he 
could plunge the ends into his eyes. How was it possible to love 
a child so deeply when he was the author of all the suffering in 
your life? His birth had cost Grace her mother. And it was 
costing Grace her father, too. The picture of James Cahill 
walking out the door was permanently imprinted on her 
retinas. He’d claimed to be leaving on business “for a few days.” 
But his vast pile of luggage — enough to require a second taxi 
to follow him to the airfield — revealed the lie. She could still 
feel Father’s arms around her as he said goodbye. He’d seemed 
like a drowning man holding on to a life preserver. Beatrice had 
noticed the same thing. 


Then he was gone — without so much as a sideways glance 
at the bassinet that held his infant son. 

Fiske reached for the croquet hoop, howling in frustration as 
Grace held it just beyond his grasp. She scooped him up in her 
arms and carried him, kicking and screaming, to the main 


house. Someday, she told herself, her brother would be a 
contributing member of society. Just as someday this war 
would be over, and someday Father would come home. That 
was what her life had become: too many somedays; not enough 
nows. 


“How can you take care of that little beast?” came a sharp 
voice behind her. 


Grace wheeled. She hadn’t seen Beatrice standing by the 
doorway. 


“Someone has to,” Grace replied. “Giselle won’t. Leave it to 
Father to abandon us with a useless governess.” 


“How dare you speak that way of Father?” Beatrice snapped. 
“Did you expect him to go on as if nothing happened? He lost 
his wife.” 


“And we lost our mother,” Grace put in. 


Beatrice pointed an accusing finger at her brother. “Thanks to 
him!” 

Grace hugged Fiske, shielding him from the acid in their 
sister’s words. Could Beatrice blame a baby for what had 
happened to their mother? Or was it that the older girl was so 
miserable herself that she had to make everybody else 
miserable as well? The sisters had never been close. Yet since 
Edith Cahill’s death, the chasm between them had grown even 
wider. 


Didn’t Beatrice see that Grace was suffering, too? That Grace 
would have given anything to reverse the events of the past 
year — to bring Mother back, to undo the pain that was tearing 
the family apart and had already driven Father away? The one 
thing she wouldn’t change was Fiske. How could Beatrice not 
love this bundle of giggles and mischief? Motherless — and 
basically fatherless, too. James Cahill hadn’t bothered to name 
his only son. He had left that to Beatrice. Fiske. It was Beatrice’s 
secret revenge on her brother, condemning him to a childhood 
of fistfights and taunting. 


Grace ran her fingers through the little boy’s fine blond hair. 
This hellion was the only good thing that had happened to 
them in a long time. 


Fiske repaid the sentiment with a kick to her stomach that 
sent her reeling. His feet were already pumping like pistons by 
the time she dropped him. Teetering unsteadily, he ran out the 
door to his croquet hoop and who knew what other dangers. 


With an apologetic glance at her sister, Grace followed. 


Sleep did not come easily to Grace these days. It had started 
with the bombing across the border in France. They were safe 
— Monaco was neutral so far, and even France had quieted 
under German occupation. But slumber continued to elude her. 


Clad in her nightdress, she gazed out the window at the dark 
Mediterranean. From the nursery in the next room came the 
buzz saw of Fiske’s snoring. Another quality Beatrice found so 
endearing. Enlarged adenoids. 


Grace frowned. There was a second sound — a low rumble — 
distinct from her brother’s. 


An outboard motor? She remembered the times when 
pleasure craft dotted the sea, day and night. Now it was too 
dangerous. France was under German control, and Italy was 
only ten miles away. 


Yet when she squinted into the gloom she could make out a 
small boat a few hundred yards offshore, almost directly 
opposite their villa. A weak flicker was coming from the 
wheelhouse. 


Are their lights not working? Grace wondered. And now they’re 
lost in the dark? 


During wartime, wandering off course could be a fatal 
mistake. 


And then she recognized the pattern of short and long flashes. 
Her eyes widened. This was not the product of any guttering 


lamp. It was something she’d learned from her father several 
summers ago. 


Morse code. 


It took a moment to decipher the opening salvo of dots and 
dashes. 


JC 


James Cahill! The message was for her father! 


She scrambled for pencil and paper, converting the dots and 
dashes into language as she expertly transcribed the message. 
She’d been only seven or eight when he’d taught her, yet she 
didn’t miss a single letter. Beatrice received high praise and 
high marks from their private tutor, but Grace was the sister 
whose quick and nimble mind was capable of occasional 
brilliance. This wasn’t boasting; it was simply the truth. 


VS KNOW ABOUT BULLS EYE ... GO TO WHITE 
HOUSE AM ... FIND GSP ... 


A pause. Was that all of it? 
The Morse code resumed: 


TORCH IS MORE THAN IT SEEMS ... 


She peered out, waiting breathlessly for the rest. More flashes 
came, and her wrist jumped to action. But no — it was merely 
the message repeating. 

At last, the motor swelled and the small craft began to move 
off. 


Come back! she wanted to scream. What does it all mean? 


A final burst of code: 
PROTECT THE RING AT ALL COSTS 


“What ring?” she said aloud. But the boat was gone. 


She had no idea what any of it meant, but one thing was 
certain: The people on that boat believed they were 
communicating with James Cahill. 


Grace had not lived to the ripe old age of thirteen without 
realizing that there was something special about Father’s 
family. Her parents had told her and Beatrice how Cahills had 
shaped human history for centuries. Some of the most famous 


people of all time were cousins — Shakespeare, Mozart, 
Abraham Lincoln, and even Babe Ruth. Secret words had passed 
between her parents in whispers — Lucian, Janus, Tomas, 


Ekatarina, and one that seemed especially mysterious, Madrigal. 
There was also a number that kept coming up — 39. It had 
been Father’s football number at Harvard, but Grace suspected 
it meant much, much more. 


Grace didn’t know the specifics of Cahill business — just that 
James and Edith Cahill had been up to their necks in it. But 
now she suspected that when Mother died, James had 
abandoned his Cahill responsibilities along with his children. 
The people on that boat were trying to communicate with an 
agent who had dropped out. Another vital role was going 
unfulfilled. 


She stared at the cryptic words on the pad. The message 
made as much sense to her as Fiske’s childish burbling. VS — 
somebody’s initials? No, then it would be VS KNOWS. This was 
VS KNOW. So the Vs had to be a group of people. But who? 


BULLS EYE — a direct hit. In a war, that could mean almost 
anything. GO TO WHITE HOUSE. Surely not the one where the 
president lived? 


AM — as in morning? Or that could be initials, too. Also GSP. 
Were these people or things? More confusing still, TORCH and 
RING — two random items. 


She opened her bedroom door and stepped out into the hall. 
Beatrice would know what to do. She was two years older, and 
Beatrice was the one their parents had been grooming for a 
major role in the Cahill family. Grace had only been included 
when it turned out that her sister had no stomach for flying 
lessons. 


Beatrice always had a fuller understanding of the sudden 
trips their parents used to take on urgent Cahill matters. Maybe 
she could decipher the strange communication. 


“Bea?” She peeked into her sister’s room. “Are you asleep?” 


“I was,” came the reply. No one expressed annoyance more 
thoroughly than Beatrice Cahill. And she had plenty of practice 
at it. Everything annoyed her. 


“I have to show you something.” Grace told her sister of the 
boat that had come, flashed its message, and disappeared just 
as abruptly. “Here — I’m turning on the light.” 


Blinking in discomfort, Beatrice sat up in bed and examined 
the paper Grace proffered. “It’s gibberish.” 


“Gibberish doesn’t come in Morse code,” Grace insisted. “It 
was meant for Father.” 


“Anybody with a message for Father should know that he 
hasn’t lived here for more than a year,” Beatrice retorted. 


“Not if it’s a Cahill thing,” Grace argued. “The family is 
scattered around the world. Father might have been keeping in 
touch with them some other way. You understand more about 
Cahill business than I do.” 


“I understand enough about Cahill business to stay well out 
of it,” Beatrice said caustically. “There’s nothing about that lot 
that interests me.” 


“Maybe this is about the war! What if Father and his contacts 
could help put a stop to it?” Nothing would take precedence 
over that. Millions had died already, and the conflict only 
seemed to be spreading. 


“Whatever it is you think you know about Cahills, let me set 
you straight. Our family has wasted centuries playing foolish 
games, stabbing each other in the back and reading all sorts of 
meaning into meaningless things. If one more coded message 
shows up for Father, I think Pll scream.” 


Grace stiffened like a pointer. “There were others?” 


Her sister shrugged derisively. “I don’t waste my time trying 
to decipher every moonbeam.” 


“But, Beatrice,” Grace pleaded, “you’re the one Mother and 
Father chose to share the secrets of our family with. Don’t you 
want that?” 


“What I want,” Beatrice said firmly, “is to be a regular, 
normal person. The Cahill world isn’t normal. I intend to ignore 
the whole thing. And if you know what’s good for you”— she 
cast her sister a sharp look — “you'll follow my example. Now, 
go to sleep!” 


Grace looked into her sister’s eyes. There was another 
emotion there, concealed by Beatrice’s perpetually sour face. 


Fear. 


She couldn’t decipher the message any more than Grace 
could. But one thing Beatrice did understand was that high 
stakes meant high risks. She wanted no part of the Cahill world 
because it scared her to death. 


Grace withdrew, more disappointed than angry. As usual, 
there was no talking to Beatrice, who was an immovable 
mountain when she made up her mind about something. 


She looked around at the sumptuously furnished home. Their 
villa in Monte Carlo was spacious and luxurious, with vast 
banks of windows that, in daylight, provided breathtaking 


views of both the mountains and the sea. It had cost millions, 
and it was only one of five similar residences James Cahill 
owned around the globe. The wealth alone spoke of their 
family’s power, but money was only part of the story. The huge 
house was filled with artworks and artifacts Mother and Father 
had collected on their extended travels. These hailed from all 
continents — from every remote corner of the map. Perhaps 
Beatrice could ignore all this proof of the Cahills’ special role in 
human history, but not Grace. The world was in chaos. Father 
had taken himself out of the picture, and his elder daughter had 
chosen to do likewise. 


The mantle must fall to Grace. 
I have to do this myself. 


Her eyes traveled to the paper and her resolve mingled with 
unease. Willingness to do something wasn’t the same as 
knowing what needed to be done. 


She set her jaw. Her mother’s death; her father’s 
disappearance — these were things beyond her control. Her 
immediate family was unraveling, but this part of it — her 
parents’ involvement with the Cahill clan — could still be 
saved. 


If she could decipher the cryptic message. 
The question remained: How? 


Madame Fourchette was in a towering rage. “What shall I say to 
your father when you grow up ignorant, you silly girl?” the 
tutor shrilled. “Why can you not be more like your sister?” 


“Impossible,” Grace said blandly. “Beatrice is one of a kind.” 


“Beatrice has done her assignment, and you have written not 
a single word! I will have the reason why!” 


There was a reason, not that Grace was going to share it with 
Madame. For the past week, her every waking moment — and 
even her troubled dreams — had been devoted to trying to 


make head or tail of the message from the mystery boat. She 
had scoured the villa’s extensive library and even begged entry 
into the larger one at the Prince’s Palace, home of the ruling 
Grimaldis. As far as she could figure, there was absolutely 
nothing to connect people called Vs, a bull’s-eye, the White 
House, morning, a torch, and a ring. As for GSP, that was the 
most baffling part of all. She could not seriously believe that 
her father was being directed to find a German shorthaired 
pointer, the Georgia State Patrol, or a green spotted puffer fish. 


“As I suspected, you have nothing to say for yourself,” 
Madame Fourchette told her sternly. “Since you cannot seem to 
write your essay, you will instead write five hundred times ‘I 
must complete the schoolwork assigned to me.’ At once, s’il vous 
plait.” 

Grace felt a headache beginning to gather behind her eyes. 
The thought of all that mindless scribbling when there was 
important work to be done made her both angry and depressed. 


As she descended the spiral staircase, she heard the sound of 
breaking glass coming from the entrance hall. Fiske, no doubt, 
destroying yet another priceless piece of art. Where was 
Giselle? The answer came from the radio in the parlor — music 
from the BBC in London. The governess enjoyed English 
programming much more than she enjoyed trying to control a 
one-year-old wrecking crew. 


Grace sat down at the table and scribbled out three quick 
lines. Great. Only 497 more to go. She was about to begin line 4 
when the music stopped in mid song. 


“We interrupt this program for a news bulletin. The Allied 
invasion of North Africa has begun. Yesterday morning British 
and American troops landed at Algiers, Oran, and Casablanca in 
a three-pronged attack known as Operation Torch. The 
Casablanca force, under the command of American general 
George S. Patton ...” 


The report went on, but Grace had heard enough. 


George S. Patton — GSP! 


Operation Torch. And Casablanca — that was Spanish for 
white house! The Morse message hadn’t been about the White 
House in Washington at all! Father was being sent to 
Casablanca to seek out General Patton, who was commanding 
Operation Torch! 


It was bizarre, and yet from a Cahill point of view, it made 
perfect sense. If Ben Franklin, Napoleon, and the Russian royal 
family could be Cahills, why not George Patton? And surely the 
general would be able to decode the rest of the message — the 
Vs, the bull’s-eye, and the ring. 


Her heart pounded with the exhilaration of discovery, but the 
feeling soon turned to despair. Father was completely out of 
reach. By the time she could pass this information on to him, 
Operation Torch would be in the history books. Could she get in 
touch with General Patton? How? Through the American 
embassy maybe? 


Oh, sure. The US military will put an invasion on hold and call 
up a general on the say-so of a thirteen-year-old girl. 


The dilemma nearly tore her in two. Now that it was clear 
that the Morse code message was connected to Operation 
Torch, who knew how vital Father’s mission might be? If the 
Cahills were as powerful as Grace had heard, it could turn the 
tide of the entire war! And then millions would be spared the 
kind of suffering Grace’s family had known. 

The world needed Father, and he was nowhere to be found. 

She stopped short, frowning. No, that wasn’t quite true. The 
world needed a Cahill — and Father was not the only one. 
Grace was a Cahill, too. 

What am I thinking? I’m not in charge of saving the planet! I’m 
thirteen years old! I’m not even allowed out of the house without 
permission! 


Casablanca was hundreds of miles away, across the 
Mediterranean. It was difficult to reach under the best of 
circumstances. Right now the place was under attack. She’d 
never get there. And even if she did, she’d probably be killed. 


The feeling that came over her at that moment caused her to 
put down her pen and stand up behind the mahogany table, 
shoulders squared. It was the deep sense that, against all logic, 
she belonged in this fight. It was her place to be there, no matter 
what the consequences. 


She had no way of knowing it, but members of her family 
had been answering that call for nearly 450 years. 


Monaco to Casablanca. 


Overland, it was a journey of more than a thousand miles, 
across defended borders, through countries in conflict. And 
then she’d still need to traverse the Strait of Gibraltar to get to 
Africa. 


Travel by ship would be more direct, but the Mediterranean 
was dangerous during wartime. More to the point, boats were 
slow. By the time she reached Casablanca, General Patton 
might be gone. And the opportunity — whatever it was — 
would be lost. 


An airplane, then. Maybe, just maybe, a lone plane could 
carry her to North Africa without attracting the attention of all 
the warring powers. 


Grace’s brow darkened. If the warring powers weren’t going 
to be thrilled about this, Beatrice was going to be even less 
thrilled — not to mention Giselle and Madame Fourchette. And 
somewhere, when the news of Grace’s disappearance reached 
Father, he was going to blow a gasket — if James Cahill even 
remembered the family he’d left stranded in Monte Carlo. 

Well, there was simply nothing for it. Cahills had been 
changing the world for centuries. If there was ever a world that 
needed changing, it was this one. 


Grace’s suitcase lay open on the bed, empty but for one item 
— her passport. The future she was heading into was so 
completely unknowable that she couldn’t think of a single 
necessary thing to pack. Fresh clothing? Where would she find 
a place to change? A toothbrush? Was there running water on a 
battlefield? In the end, she pocketed the passport and stuffed 
the suitcase back in her closet. The only thing that seemed 
fairly certain was that she would be running for her life. 
Luggage would only slow her down. 


What was really required here was money. Cash opened 
doors and greased palms and hired planes. There was plenty of 
it in Father’s safe, but only he had the combination. This was 
not for lack of trying. Many times Grace had scoured the house 
for a hint of what the numbers might be. Not that she intended 
to steal from her father. She’d always had a sense that access to 
the safe might come in handy one day. And, she reflected 
ruefully, she’d been right. 


Stealthily, she crept into her father’s study. She could hear 
Fiske in the kitchen, demanding a cookie in English, and Giselle 
arguing with him in French. Grace smiled in spite of herself. As 
if a baby would understand or even care. She had little doubt 
that her brother would win his cookie. He rarely took no for an 
answer. She felt a sharp pang at the sound of his shrill voice. 
She was about to abandon him — just as Father had abandoned 
them. She had every intention of coming back, but the mission 
she had planned for herself was fraught with so many risks that 
she couldn’t wrap her mind around them all. And those were 
just the hazards she could foresee. 


She was not like Beatrice, the eternal doom-crier. But she had 
to admit to herself the very real possibility that this journey 
might turn out to be a one-way trip. 


If I die, who will be here to love Fiske? 
She shook herself and returned to business. The safe. 


She already knew the first number to try — 39. Whatever it 
meant, it was central to the legacy of the Cahill family. She was 
convinced that her father would use Cahill references in his 
combination. Mozart’s birthday, perhaps — James was a huge 
admirer of their composer cousin. January 27. 

Holding her breath, she twisted the dial. 39-1-27. 

Locked. 

Abraham Lincoln, then. February 12 — 39-2-12. 

Locked. 

She tried Howard Carter — May 9; Emperor Puyi of China — 
February 7; and the Grand Duchess Anastasia — June 18. By 
now, beads of perspiration stood out on her brow. It was 
sinking in that there were hundreds of famous relatives — and 
dozens of numbers associated with each of them — dating back 
to the fire that destroyed Gideon Cahill’s lab in 1507. 

Wait a minute! 1507! 15-07! 


She turned the knob — 39-15-7. Fingers trembling, she 
reached for the handle. 

Her face fell. Locked. 

She’d known from the start that she might fail in this 
adventure. 

But not before I get out of Monte Carlo! Not before I even get out 
of the house! 

All at once, her downcast features rearranged themselves into 
a quizzical expression. She tried the numbers again, this time in 
a different order. 

15-7-39. 

There was a metallic click, and she swung the heavy safe 
door open. 

Wow. 


It was more money than she’d expected — a lot more. Stacks 
of bills bound with rubber bands — French francs, British 


pounds, Italian lire, German marks, and American dollars. 
There was even a canvas bag of gold coins. She took a leather 
briefcase with her father’s initials and stuffed in as much as 
would fit. In normal times, it would have been enough to take 
her to the North Pole and back. But this was war. Everything 
was different now. 


“Pm going out for some air,” she called to whoever might be 
listening. The lump in her throat as the door shut behind her 
was larger than she’d anticipated. This wasn’t home, really. But 
it was the last place Mother had lived, and every memory was 
precious. 


She got on her bicycle and started off down the shore road. It 
would have been comical if the situation hadn’t been so grave 
— pedaling off to war with a fortune balanced in the wire 
basket of your bike. She had an insane desire to ring the bell. 


Their villa was not far from the airfield because nothing was 
far from anything else in a country that was smaller than one 
square mile. Monaco was a perfect jewel, with its cathedral and 
medieval palace perched on a rocky promontory on the coast. 
She had always considered it the loveliest place on earth. Now 
it would always be the place where Mother had died. Its beauty 
no longer existed for Grace. Its spectacular winding hills merely 
made cycling a chore. 


She pedaled up to the airfield and left her bike leaning 
against a wall. The building was tiny, with a doctor’s office- 
style waiting room and a single counter. “Excuse me, 
monsieur,” she told the clerk, placing her open passport on the 
desk. “I wish to arrange transportation.” 


The man looked down his long nose at her. “Where is your 
father, mademoiselle?” 

Grace was not intimidated. “I am the one traveling, not my 
father. I need to get to Casablanca, in North Africa.” 


The man’s shock turned to laughter. “Casablanca? Even as we 
speak, mademoiselle, Casablanca is under attack! It is no place 


for a little girl!” 
“Luckily, I’m not a little girl,” Grace said coldly. 


“Even so! There are no flights to Casablanca! No one is flying 
there except for the purpose of dropping bombs!” 


“I realize that,” Grace conceded. “I’m here to charter a 
plane.” 


“Presuming you are able to find a pilot reckless enough to 
go,” the clerk blustered, “he would demand a king’s ransom to 
risk his aircraft and his very life in this way.” 


In answer, Grace set the briefcase on the desk and flipped it 
open. 

The man’s jaw dropped so low that she half expected him to 
knock his teeth loose against the counter. “I will consult with 
the pilots!” he exclaimed in a strangled voice, and disappeared 
through a swinging door into a back room. 


Grace snapped the case shut, suddenly self-conscious. She 
might not be a “little girl,” but she was a ripe target for 
robbery. 


The clerk returned after barely a minute. “It is as I told you, 
mademoiselle. No one is willing to take you to Casablanca.” 


Grace tapped the case. “There’s gold in here as well.” 


He favored her with a full body shrug that was very French. 
“A dead man would have no opportunity to spend it. I am sorry, 
but this disappointment is probably prolonging your life.” 


She withdrew, feet dragging, the bag heavier than ever. 
Briefly, she considered using the money to buy a plane and 
trying to fly herself, but quickly abandoned the idea. She did 
not yet have her pilot’s license, and her navigation skills were 
as likely to take her to Sweden as North Africa. 

A feeling of helplessness took hold in her gut. If no pilot 
would fly her, what could she do? She couldn’t pogo-stick 
across the Mediterranean! 


She was climbing back on her bike when a low, heavily 
accented voice startled her. 


“Why you want to go there?” 


The dark, unshaven man who stood before Grace was built like 
a stone toad — short, with no neck and a torso so hulking it 
didn’t seem likely that he’d fit in a cockpit. Part of the problem 
might have been his voluminous ratty fur coat that looked like 
it had come from a woolly mammoth. 


“Are you a pilot?” she asked. 
“Is war in Casablanca,” he persisted. “Why you want to go?” 
“That’s my business,” she told him sharply. 


“My business is staying alive,” he told her evenly. “If I have 
brains, I don’t go there. If I have money, I don’t go there.” 


“And do you have those things?” Grace asked, trying to hide 
her eagerness. 


“It will cost much,” he warned. 

“Tl pay you ten thousand American dollars.” 

The man’s bushy eyebrows jumped, but his voice remained 
impassive. “Twenty — in advance.” 

“All right. Twenty — when we get there.” 

“How I know you have this money?” he demanded. 

Grace shrugged. “How do I know you have a plane?” 

He grunted. “Come back — midnight. Wear black. You bring 
money. I bring plane. If anybody asks, you never spoke to 
Drago.” 

Grace had the audacity to fly into a war zone in search of an 
invading general, but she lacked the courage to return to the 
villa. Once reunited with baby Fiske — and even disagreeable 
Beatrice — she was afraid she might never leave again. 


At a store by the palace, she bought black slacks, a black 
blouse, black boots, and a black leather coat. The clothing was 


expensive, designed for hobnobbing with high society, not for a 
desperate night flight. Still, money was the one thing she had 
plenty of — as opposed to wisdom, or experience, or even a 
clear plan of what she was going to do once she got to 
Casablanca. If this was her first test as a Cahill, she was pretty 
sure she was failing miserably. 


She toyed with the idea of renting a locker for her old clothes 
but ended up throwing them in the trash. This was no game. 
Operation Torch was an actual shooting battle. There was a 
very real chance that she might not survive this adventure. But 
even if she did somehow come through it all, she had a sense 
that she’d never be the same again. The Grace Cahill who wore 
frilly flower-print dresses and adored romantic novels and 
movies was gone forever. 

As night fell, her thoughts returned to her family. Were they 
anxious about her back at the villa? Probably. She could only 
hope that Beatrice would hold off calling the police until Grace 
was airborne. 

11:55. She pushed her bicycle into a drainage ditch, hefted 
the briefcase, and walked out onto the deserted airfield. All was 
dark except for a dim light coming from one low hangar. She 
made for it, heart pounding in her ears. 

As she drew closer, the biplane came into focus — hulking, 
dilapidated, patched with tape and fabric. Crudely painted on 
the fuselage was a name: OLGA. 

A gasp of dismay escaped Grace. 


Drago loomed out of the shadows. “You were expecting 
brand-new B-29?” 


“No — it’s just — can this thing make it to Casablanca?” 

“No,” Drago replied. 

“No?!” 

“The fuel will take us as far as airstrip I know near Valencia, 
Spain. From there Olga can reach Casablanca.” 


Grace regarded the aircraft. “It doesn’t look like Olga can get 
off the ground.” 


Drago was insulted. “My Olga won the first Zurich-Mombasa 
air race. She dropped supplies to partisans in Seville. She 
landed in cyclone in Istanbul when it was still called 
Constantinople.” 


She sighed. “I guess we’d better get going, then.” She reached 
into the briefcase and pulled out a fat bundle of bills. “Ten 
thousand. And another ten when we get there.” 


He snatched up the money and stuffed it into the depths of 
his voluminous coat. “I am not greedy. Ten thousand is plenty if 
it means I don’t have to go to Casablanca and get killed. 
Farewell, foolish girl.” 


Grace was outraged. “We had a deal!” 


“Here is advice to pass to your grandchildren someday: Trust 
no one.” 


In a rage, Grace brought the heel of one of her new boots 
down on his soft shoe. He howled in pain and reached for her, 
but she was already vaulting into the cockpit of his plane, 
pulling down the canopy as she dropped to the seat. In a flash, 
she had the engine running and was beginning to taxi out of the 
hangar. 


He tried to block her way until the whirling propeller drove 
him back. He watched in astonishment as his beloved Olga 
rolled out onto the tarmac and headed for the runway. In a 
horrified instant, he realized that the plane was not stopping. 


Drago sprinted headlong across the airfield and hurled 
himself onto the lower wing of the biplane. Undeterred, Grace 
began to taxi in a serpentine motion in an effort to shake him 
off. Hanging on for dear life, he crawled between the struts to 
the fuselage, reached up, and managed to flip open the canopy. 
“Stop!” 


In answer, Grace opened the throttle, sped down the runway, 
and pulled back on the yoke. With a mighty roar, the biplane 
left the ground. 


Watching the airfield fall away from him lent strength to 
Drago’s panic. He hoisted himself up and over, and tumbled 
into the passenger seat. “All right,” he wheezed. “I will take you 
to Casablanca.” 


“Why should I believe you?” she shouted over the roar of the 
engine. 

He was wide-eyed. “Because you have proven yourself 
worthy of my fear!” 


When the aircraft crossed the border into occupied France, 
Drago was at the controls and Grace was in the passenger seat, 
hugging the briefcase to her chest. 


Her journey to Casablanca had begun. 


Their flight path followed the coastline, not that Grace could 
tell. Occupied France was under strict blackout orders, so there 
were no lights beyond the occasional wisp of illumination 
sneaking out from behind dark curtains. 


Drago navigated by starlight and the dim glow cast by a 
crescent moon. Occasionally, he consulted a torn and ratty map 
that lay open on his lap. 


Grace squinted out the window into the gloom. “How do you 
see where you're going? I can’t even make out where the water 
meets the land.” 


“Don’t have to see,” the pilot grunted. “Olga knows the way.” 


“Funny name for an aircraft,” Grace commented. “Is it after 
your wife?” 


“My gun.” 
Grace stared at him. “You named your plane after a gun?” 
“It was very good gun.” 


She scanned his shaggy, inscrutable features, trying to 
determine if he was serious. One thing was certain: He could 
not be trusted. He had already tried to double-cross her once 
and wouldn’t hesitate to do it again. 


For the present, though, the pilot seemed content to be 
piloting, and the biplane jounced above the coastline, plodding 
southwest. Grace did not remember sleeping, but she awoke 
with a start, instantly aware that something was different. 
There was no longer unbroken darkness below them. Lights 
shone from farmhouses and the occasional village. 


“Were off course!” she cried. “You’re taking me to the wrong 
place!” 


He shook his head. “We have crossed over Spanish border. 
No war here.” 


“Sorry.” She was chastened but relieved. Fascist Spain 
sympathized with Germany but was technically neutral. Where 
there was no fear of bombing, there were no blackout 
restrictions. 


“You have father?” Drago asked her suddenly. 
“Why should you need to know?” Grace demanded. 


He shrugged. “I am father. My daughter, I hope, will never go 
on purpose to a place of battle.” 


“Well, my father is out of the picture,” Grace said bitterly, “so 
I can’t know his opinion on this or anything else.” 


“He is dead?” 


Grace shook her head. “Just — gone. He left us.” As much as 
she resented James Cahill for that, she would have given 
anything to see his face right then. Mother, too — her fair 
features, pale skin, and auburn hair. The gentle way she spoke 
your name, even when she was angry. The kindness that 
radiated from her ... 


No, don’t think about that! Father might come back, but Mother 
never will... 


“I, too, did this thing. Left my family.” Drago’s gravelly voice 
betrayed no emotion. “I hope one day my daughter will 
understand.” 


“What’s to understand about your own father deserting you?” 


“Some things you must do,” he informed her. “To make 
money. To survive. If this was not true, I would not be taking 
you to Casablanca.” 


In the reflected light of the instrument panel, Grace peered at 
her pilot. Every wrinkle and pockmark, she imagined, had 
probably been etched by some cruel happenstance or 
experience. 


Life is hard for everybody, not just the Cahills.... 


Drago’s voice interrupted her reverie. “In one hour we stop to 
refuel. If there is fuel.” 


“Tf?” she echoed in alarm. “You mean there might not be?” 

“Wartime,” he said grimly. “Even neutral countries have 
rationing.” 

“But what if we can’t take off again?” 


He shrugged. “General Franco’s men are not known for their 
trust. I will be arrested as spy. Your youth might save you. 
Maybe.” 


Valencia appeared in the distance, glittering against the dark 
coastline. There was an otherworldly quality to being 
suspended in midair, in the cold and gloom of Olga’s cabin, 
passing over Europe’s storied cities. Despite the tension of the 
moment, Grace felt strangely free. It was almost as if the 
crippling fact of her mother’s death, her father’s disappearance, 
even the responsibility of caring for Fiske couldn’t find her up 
here. 


Drago veered inland, skirting the city to avoid attracting 
unwanted attention. Half an hour later, a double row of lights 
appeared amid the inky fields. 


“Is that it?” Grace asked anxiously. For the past ten minutes, 
she had been watching the dropping fuel gauge. Pretty soon 
they were going to have to land, whether it was in the right 
place or not. 


Drago nodded. “I told you. Olga knows the way.” 


Whether credit was due to Olga’s knowledge or Drago’s skill, 
they were soon down on a concrete runway, taxiing toward a 
stack of fuel drums. 


Drago pulled the biplane to a halt and killed the motor. When 
the propeller sputtered to a stop, Grace realized how much 
Olga’s vibration had become a part of her. It had been four 
hours since they’d left Monaco. Her guts were shaken; her lungs 
were full of gas fumes. And here they were — nowhere. 

Drago popped the canopy and heaved his bulk out of the 
cockpit. “I will refuel.” He pointed to a small shack. “In there 
you will find toilet.” 

Grace glared at him. “If you think I’m going to give you the 
chance to fly away and strand me, you’re crazy.” 

He shrugged. “It is long way to Casablanca.” 

“Tm fine, thank you very much.” 

“As you wish.” He jumped to the tarmac. 

A few minutes later, she heard the clanging of the metal 
drums and the gurgling of liquid filling the biplane’s tank. 

She tried to stretch out her stiff legs, but in the cramped 
cockpit, there simply wasn’t room. She forced herself to ignore 
the discomfort. This was, after all, the easy part. They were 
about to fly into a war in search of an invading general. She 
should appreciate this calm while it lasted. 


And then something cold and hard prodded her arm. She 
looked down at the barrel of a machine gun. 


A black-clad Spanish officer stood on the bottom rung of the 
boarding ladder. “Your papers, senorita!” 


Frightened, Grace fumbled in her coat pocket and came up 
with her passport. 


The Spaniard’s eyebrows rose. “American. You will come 
with me.” 


“Why?” she demanded in outrage, summoning an imperious 
dignity she did not feel. “You have no right to arrest me. I’ve 
done nothing wrong.” 


“Your country is at war, and therefore so are you. You are to 
be detained for questioning by the government of Generalissimo 
Francisco Franco. You will step out of the aircraft.” 


“I — can’t.” How could she ever explain it to a man with a 
machine gun — that if she left the plane, Drago might fly off 
and abandon her? 


Speaking of Drago, where was he? The refueling sound had 
ceased. Was the tank full and the pilot in hiding, waiting for the 
officer to drag her away? 


The gun nudged her again. “Out of the plane, señorita. 
Ahora!” 


Grabbing the briefcase, she climbed down and submitted to 


being marched across the tarmac toward a small hut marked 
POLICÍA. 


Grace’s mind was awhirl. Could she bribe the man? What if 
he thought she was some kind of spy? If she got sent to a prison 
camp, no one would ever find out what had become of her! 
Even if they interrogated her and let her go, she’d be marooned 
in the middle of Spain. 


Either way, she would never make it to Casablanca. 


There was a loud thud, followed by the clatter of the machine 
gun falling to the tarmac. A split second later, the Spanish 
officer hit the ground beside his weapon. 


Grace wheeled. There stood her pilot, brandishing a large 
wrench. 


He took her hand and began to rush her back to the plane. 
“Hurry! He may be light sleeper!” 


Weak with relief, Grace allowed herself to be stuffed back 
into the cockpit. Minutes later, they were in the air once again, 
crossing the Spanish mainland. 


Grace gaped at her strange, shaggy pilot. “You could have left 
me! You could have flown away!” 


Drago indicated the briefcase, which was once again in her 
lap. “Where my money goes, I follow.” 


“You already have ten thousand dollars,” Grace reminded 
him. “In Monaco you said you weren’t greedy.” 


He refused to look at her. “Do I resemble smart man to you?” 
“You resemble a wonderful man!” she breathed. 


“Bah!” he scoffed. “Where we journey is no place for 
sentiment.” 


“Pll pay you more money,” she promised. 
He nodded. “I deserve it.” 


An hour later, they were out over the Atlantic Ocean, giving 
Gibraltar a wide berth to avoid alerting the British Royal Air 
Force installation there. 

They had left Europe behind. Next stop: Africa. 

Operation Torch came into view before Casablanca did. The 
first rays of dawn revealed a towering plume of smoke 
obscuring the African coastline. 

“Look —” Drago pointed. “There is your war.” 

Grace gulped. “I was hoping it was just — bad weather.” 

But now she could see hundreds of ships of all sizes — a 
mammoth naval battle. From this distance, they looked like 
Dinky Toys. Grace had to remind herself that every faint flash 


of orange represented an explosion of enormous destructive 
power. American fighter planes strafed and dive-bombed the 


defenders, unchallenged by any Vichy French air force. In the 
sea she could make out the vector-straight track of a submarine- 
launched torpedo. Amphibious landing craft spilled their 
invaders onto the beach. Thousands of troops, tiny as ants, 
swarmed over the sand, exchanging lethal fire with the French 
soldiers dug in there. The scene was all the more bizarre 
because Grace couldn’t hear anything over the noise of Olga’s 
engine. That left a ghastly pantomime of mechanical monsters 
and soundless death. 


“How are we going to get past all that?” Grace shrilled. 
“You ask me this now?” he demanded bitterly. 
“T thought ...” Her voice trailed off. The truth was she hadn’t 


thought. She had brought them to this carnival of destruction 
with no clear plan. 

Drago had an idea. “We go around it, of course. We do not 
want to tangle with one of your American — how do you say — 
hotshot pilots.” He veered back out to sea, flying parallel to the 
coast, avoiding the thick of the battle. The strategy was to come 
ashore well south of the city. They would approach 
Casablanca’s airfield from the east, away from the fighting. 

They were close enough that Grace could make out the 
minarets of Casablanca through the smoke. She wondered 
which of the American fleet was the heavy cruiser USS Augusta, 
Patton’s ship. 

“There is problem,” Drago said suddenly. 

It all seemed like a problem to Grace — bombs dropping, 
cannons firing, bullets flying, shells bursting. Even from afar, it 
was the utmost in chaos and insanity. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Our fuel is low,” Drago replied. 

“How low?” 

His expression was grim. “We must land now.” 


“What — in the middle of all that?” 


“Now!” 


He turned Olga toward the city and began to descend, veering 
closer to the teeth of the clash. “Airfield is just beyond town. I 
can make it!” 


“But you’re heading straight into the war!” she cried. “It’s not 
safe!” 


“Safer than crashing into the ocean!” 


Her eyes were riveted to the canopy, watching as they edged 
nearer to the smoke of the battle. Fifty yards ... twenty ... ten 


Stay out of it ... she prayed, twisting her shoulders as if her 
body language could alter the plane’s inevitable course. 


And then the conflict surrounded them like a fatal fog. The 
aircraft began to vibrate as Drago cut speed. 


Grace could feel the concussion of exploding artillery shells. 
The fighting was no longer silent. Bursts of flak bloomed all 
around them. 


With a sharp crack, a stray fragment of antiaircraft fire tore 
through the fuselage. 


Drago turned to Grace. “Now you will land Olga yourself.” 
“Me? Why?” 
“Because I will very shortly be dead.” 


And then she saw the blood pooling on the moth-eaten fur of 
his coat where the shrapnel had pierced his chest. 


Horror surged through her. “You’re hit!” 

“We must change seats” — his voice was strained — “while I 
can still move.” 

“We have to get you to a doctor!” she shrilled. 

“Do it! There is very little time.” He leaned forward, literally 
stuffing her into the seat behind him. At last, he collapsed into 
the passenger chair. 


Grace took hold of the yoke and throttle, fighting to steady 
her trembling hands. “You have to tell me what to do!” 


The sight of him terrified her. The whole front of his coat was 
now saturated with blood. His face was chalk-white, his lips 
blue. 


“You will do it,” he promised in a thready voice. 
“How can you know that?” 


He stared at her as if memorizing her face. “I lied about Olga. 
She is not my gun. She is my daughter.” 


Grace struggled to control the shuddering craft. 


“I have not seen her since she was small child,” Drago 
whispered hoarsely. “But it is my hope” — he coughed — “that 
she is growing up to be like you.” 


Grace tore her eyes from the horizon for just a second. It was 
long enough for her to realize that the pilot was gone from her. 
Drago was dead. 


Not even at her mother’s funeral had Grace wept with such 
intensity. She had dragged him here on her mad mission, and it 
had cost him his life. It was her fault as surely as if she had shot 
him herself. 


But there was no time for regret. Below her was the beach — 
American troops shooting up at defenders on higher ground. 
Olga was now low enough to be in the thick of the fight. Rifle 
fire whined all around her like deadly mosquitoes. A stray 
bullet tore through the fuselage inches from her elbow and 
exited through the canopy. 


I will not die here! Grace gritted her teeth, wrestling with the 
controls as the biplane crossed over the shore. I will live on and 
have children and grandchildren who will never have to go through 
terrors like this just because they’re Cahills! 


She eased up on the throttle, gentling Olga lower and lower 
until the highest buildings of the city were passing mere feet 
beneath the landing wheels. 


Where was the airfield? 


A sputter from the engine told her that she did not have the 
time to find it. Drago had been right. The fuel tank was running 
dry. She was soon going to be on the ground one way or 
another. 


Beyond Casablanca, the vast desert loomed. All right — if she 
couldn’t locate the airfield, she was going to have to set down 
on one of the roads that led out of the city. She could see 
ribbons of pavement crisscrossing the sand. 


Her flight instructor had been James Cahill, which meant that 
she had not had a lesson in more than a year. It was a bad time 
to be rusty, but there was no point in lamenting that now. 


Speed equals altitude had been Father’s motto. Less throttle 
meant more descent. The biplane swooped low over windswept 
dunes. The road was directly in front of Olga’s nose. Grace went 
for it, all focus. 


With a cough, the engine burned its last drop of gasoline. The 
propeller stopped, and Olga was falling. The crash was jarring. 
One tire blew, and the struts on the other collapsed. Sparks flew 
as metal parts scraped against the pavement at high speed. The 
plane spun off the road into the sand. 


Grace’s world turned upside down, and she reached out a 
hand to brace herself against the control panel. 

Impact. Blinding pain. 

Darkness. 


It began as a general ache all over her body. But as Grace 
awoke, it localized. Her arm was in agony. She struggled out of 
her coat and examined the damage. Swollen, misshapen, and 
black and blue to the elbow. She must have broken her wrist in 
the crash. 


The pain was awful, but not nearly as awful as the sight of 
Drago’s lifeless body tossed like a rag doll in the seat beside 


her. 


She looked up and instantly regretted it. The sun was 
overpowering — and very high in the sky. She must have been 
unconscious for hours. 


Using her good hand and her teeth, she ripped out the lining 
of her overpriced coat and fashioned a sling for her left arm. It 
still hurt like mad, but at least it was supported. She popped 
open the canopy, swung a leg over the side, and dropped to the 
ground. 


The plane was a total loss. The collision with the sand had 
torn one of the wings, and the tail was broken off. Smoke 
billowed from a spot behind the propeller. 


“Drago —” she whimpered. How could she abandon him to 
the desert? Yet she could do nothing for her pilot now. A dead 
man had no use for company. To the money in the briefcase she 
gave not a single thought. Its sole purpose had been to buy her 
way to Casablanca. And here she was. In the general vicinity, 
anyway. 

In the process of landing she had overshot the city by several 
miles. It was going to be a long hike, and she had best get 
started. 


She began to trudge along the road in the direction of the 
distant spires and minarets. 


It grew hotter. She took back everything she’d ever said 
about Boston winters. A snowdrift would have been heavenly 
for both cooling and drinking purposes. Her thirst was 
beginning to occupy all her thoughts. 


Time passed — at least a couple of hours. The sun was well 
past its zenith in the cloudless sky. She could feel the skin on 
the back of her neck roasting. Dressing in black had been a 
good idea for sneaking through the night at the Monaco 
airfield. Yet here in the desert, it was practically suicide, 
absorbing the solar heat as it did. 


Her broken wrist throbbed with the jolt of every step. Still 
she soldiered on, driven by a mixture of courage and 
stubbornness. Perhaps she had not fully understood what it 
meant to be a Cahill when she embarked on this adventure. But 
each sizzling foot of sizzling sand brought that truth home to 
her: There was no pain. There was no heat. There was no 
exhaustion. There was only the task at hand. 


The sun pounded down on her unprotected head. All around 
her, the baking desert shimmered. She could barely make out 
Casablanca, although she had to be a lot closer to it now. And 
the smoke plume from the battle — it had moved! It was off to 
her right. Low and trailing across the dunes like a long snake all 
the way to the horizon. 


Oh, no! Was she starting to lose her mind? Everyone knew 
about desert mirages. 


She heard the growl of an engine — many engines. An army 
jeep appeared in the midst of the dust cloud. And another, 
followed by a truck. An entire convoy of military vehicles 
veering toward her on an intersecting road. 


This was no cloud! It was an army! 


The Vichy French? How would Casablanca’s defenders treat a 
US citizen — even a young girl — after the terrible bloodshed 
in the harbor and on the beach? 


And then she spotted the star insignia on the side of a half- 
track. 


Americans! The battle was over. These were the conquerors 
— Operation Torch’s Western Task Force — rolling 
triumphantly into the city. 


An instant before, Grace was convinced that she had not a 
single ounce of energy left. She was wrong. The sight of the 
military column lent wings to her feet. She sprinted right into 
the middle of all that roaring machinery, waved her good arm, 
and yelled, “Stop!” 


Out of the heat haze of dust and sand lumbered a Sherman 
tank, its gun turret pointed directly at her. The caterpillar 
treads clattered to a halt. The hatch opened, and a helmeted 
head emerged. 


“Are you crazy? Get out of the way!” 


“Pm an American!” Grace shouted through dry, cracked lips. 
“T have to see General Patton!” 

The soldier laughed harshly. “Ill check his calendar. Get out 
of the way!” 

Grace drew herself up to her full height, which barely cleared 
the top of the tank tracks. “Tell the general that Grace Cahill 
has an urgent message for him!” 

“Hold it!” came a shout. 

A jeep swerved around the tank and pulled up beside Grace. 
A young captain jumped to the road. “Did you say your name is 
Cahill?” 

“Grace Cahill. ’'ve come a long way to see the general.” 

The man looked her up and down. “T’ll say.” 

He loaded her into the jeep, wheeled off the pavement, and 
began to plow through the sand, passing a procession of 
soldiers, tanks, and equipment that easily stretched back thirty 
miles. The BBC broadcast had estimated that the Western Task 
Force numbered 34,000 troops. Grace was not surprised. The 
jeep’s spinning tires must have kicked dust and dirt over at least 
that many. 

After what seemed like an endless ride, they pulled back onto 
the road, blocking the path of a very large staff car. 

The driver stuck his head out the open window. “What’s the 
holdup?” 

The captain snapped a rigid salute. “Grace Cahill to see the 
general!” 


“Cahill?” echoed a gruff voice. 


The door opened and two shiny boots hit the tarmac. 


Grace stared dumbly. The officer who stood before her 
radiated confidence and command, from his ramrod-straight 
posture to his armor-piercing gaze. Although he had just 
finished masterminding and directing a three-day battle, his 
uniform looked clean and pressed. On his helmet gleamed two 
stars. 


It was General George S. “Blood and Guts” Patton. 


Bodies littered Casablanca’s beachfront, and spilled fuel burned 
in the waters of the harbor. 


The battle was over. 


The Vichy French defenders had surrendered, so the city was 
peaceful. The tranquillity belied the brutal reality of a bloody 
invasion that had cost nearly two thousand lives, more than a 
quarter of them American. 


Grace rode into town in the staff car next to Patton himself. 
Although she was champing at the bit to tell him about the 
Morse code message, she kept quiet. The commander was 
surrounded by aides and bodyguards. There was no way to be 
sure who — if anyone — could be trusted to hear the top secret 
communication that had been meant for James Cahill. Her only 
option was to wait until she was alone with the general. 


When they reached the building that had been selected for 
Patton’s headquarters, Grace was attended to by his personal 
physician. Her broken wrist was set in a plaster cast, and she 
was given food, water, and a room to rest in. She slept for the 
first time in more than thirty hours and awoke to find fresh new 
clothes ready for her. On the dresser sat her briefcase. A good 
sign — it meant the contents of the plane had been recovered, 
including the body of the pilot. She popped open the lid. There 
was the money, every dollar, franc, and mark. The soldiers of 
Operation Torch were men of honor. It brought her a measure 


of relief. She could trust the US Army to give Drago a proper 
burial. 


The general came in to see her at 1900. Finally, Grace had 
what she was looking for — a private audience with General 
George S. Patton. She explained who her father was and told 
the general of the mysterious boat that had flashed its Morse 
code at the villa in Monte Carlo. 


“GSP — that’s you, right? You’re one of the Cahills, like 
Abraham Lincoln and Mozart. White house is Casablanca, and 
torch is the invasion.” 


He nodded, amazed. “And you tracked me down in the 
middle of my own war! You're just a kid!” 


She bristled. “I’m thirteen.” 


“Well, the fact that you made it here is better identification 
than a passport and a blood test,” he said with a laugh. “You’re 
a Cahill, all right.” 


“But what does the message mean?” she asked. “Who are the 
Vs?” 

“There’s a group called the Vespers,” he explained. “They go 
back as far as the Cahills. We’ve been rivals for centuries.” 


Grace nodded thoughtfully. “They must be the people we 
have to protect the ring from. But what ring? And what’s this 
bull’s-eye the Vespers know about?” 


The general held up his hand. “Grace, listen to me. I don’t 
want you to worry about it anymore. You brought me the 
message. No one could ask you to do anything beyond that. 
What you’ve accomplished is a miracle. Leave the rest to me. 
Pm going to get you, your sister, and your baby brother home 
to Boston. And it may take some doing, but Pll find your dad as 
well. You’ve got George Patton’s word on that.” 


Never before had Grace met anyone so totally in control, so 
impressive. From the powerful set of his jaw to the forest of 


ribbons, medals, and decorations on his chest, he was the 
ultimate American hero. 


She didn’t mean to cry, yet once the tears began, she couldn’t 
hold them back — the sheer relief of having so much burden 
lifted from her shoulders. She wept for Drago, for her poor 
parents, for the very world itself suffering under this awful war. 
How strange that now — when she was finally safe — the 
emotion should pour out. 


The general’s legendary efficiency was evident in his plan for 
her. Tomorrow morning, she would be on a six o’clock plane to 
Lisbon; from there, on to London, where she would be joined by 
her family. Beatrice was going to have a lot to say about her 
disappearing act. But nothing could spoil the prospect of seeing 
Fiske again.... 


Yet there was something vaguely unsatisfying about the whole 
business. She had made an improbable journey at an impossible 
time; a man was dead, his aircraft destroyed. And now she was 
expected to walk away and forget any of it had ever happened. 


That’s good news! she admonished herself. You have your life; 
you’re being reunited with your family; you’ve placed the message in 
the hands of the most competent, confidence-inspiring military man 
on the face of the earth. How could things possibly go any better? 


Well, for starters, she reflected, the general could have been 
more specific about his strategy. He’d promised to handle it; 
what he hadn’t mentioned was how. Not that she didn’t have 
faith in him. But Cahill business wasn’t Patton’s top priority in 
Casablanca. He was the commander of a conquered city. 
Hundreds, maybe even thousands, of urgent matters would 
require his attention. What if Grace’s message just slipped his 
mind? 

Sure enough, the general was gone all evening, assessing 
casualties and equipment losses after the invasion. That left 
Grace to stew in her doubts, wandering around headquarters 
under the watchful eyes of officers and sentries. 


The place was really a large mansion. Patton’s aide had told 
her that a wealthy Casablanca family had graciously offered 
their home to the US Army. She couldn’t help wondering how 
much choice the “gracious” owners had in the matter. Then 
again — she thought of Father’s many residences around the 
globe — the rich usually had someplace else to go. So many 
had sacrificed during this terrible war. Her sympathies were 
probably wasted on a single displaced millionaire. 


Besides the men in uniform, the only other sign that the 
mansion had become an army installation was the large city 
map spread out on a vast dining table. A number of locations 
were marked with colored tacks — headquarters itself, the 
officers’ billets, and troop deployments. There were pins all 
over town, except for a central district not far from the beach, 
filled with very narrow, winding streets. It was surrounded by a 
solid line on which someone had scribbled the word WALL. 


She squinted. The area had a name, printed on the paper in 
paler ink: 


ANCIENNE MEDINA 


She recalled from Madame Fourchette’s French lessons that 
this meant the old Arab quarter, or casbah. 

Her heart began to pound. Ancienne Medina — AM! 

So it doesn’t mean morning. When the message said White 
House AM, it was a reference to Casablanca’s old casbah! 

She had to inform the general! 

“Pm sorry, Miss Grace,” said Patton’s aide. “He’s tied up with 
military matters. I don’t know when he'll be available again.” 


She returned to her room, growing more restless by the 
second. The Morse code pointed to the Ancienne Medina, but 
Patton didn’t know that. And by the time she had a chance to 
tell him, it might be too late. There could be a Vesper in town 


at this very moment. And the Vespers knew about the bull’s- 
eye, which was a lot more than Grace could say for herself. 
How could she be certain of what bull’s-eye might mean in the 
middle of a shooting war fought with weapon scopes, rifle 
sights, crosshairs, and targeting systems? 


She was positive that the answer lay somewhere in the 
casbah. 


But the general had said her part was over.... 
Well, that was then; this is now. 


She could not stand idly by, giving their rivals a chance to 
find the bull’s-eye first while Patton was distracted by military 
matters. She had to help. She owed it to the general; she owed 
it to her family; and she especially owed it to Drago, who had 
lost his life getting her here. Somehow, she had to make that 
meaningful. 


She’d never be able to explain this to the sentries stationed 
about the mansion. Luckily, Grace was an expert at sneaking in 
and out of places — training from her role as the younger sister 
of tattletale Beatrice. 


She opened the shutters and eased herself over the 
windowsill, contemplating the eight-foot drop. Hanging on with 
her good hand, she lowered herself as far as she could and then 
jumped the remaining distance to the ground. Keeping to the 
shrubbery, she sneaked across the property and vaulted a low 
wall. 


For a place that had just been seized by foreign invaders, 
Casablanca seemed very much business-as-usual. The streets 
were bustling with veiled women, turbaned and white-robed 
men, and visitors of a wide variety of nationalities. With war 
raging on the continent to the north, this part of Africa had 
been the first stop for many civilians trying to escape the 
conflict. People went about their business, heads down, never 
making eye contact. It was perfect for Grace’s purposes — 


nobody looked at her. But it contributed to an overall sense that 
something secret was going on. 


She had memorized the route between headquarters and the 
Ancienne Medina, although she questioned her navigation skills 
more than once along the way. The roads did not appear to be 
laid out on any kind of grid. They twisted and turned, and the 
exotic arabesque architecture, with its elaborate designs, made 
it impossible to fix on any landmarks. 


She was relieved when at last she arrived at the stone wall, 
weathered by centuries of sand and dust storms, surrounding 
the Ancienne Medina. 


She had made it — but where to go from here? 


Inside the casbah’s gates, the neighborhoods were older and 
more crowded. Some of the alleyways were so narrow that the 
upper floors of the Moorish buildings almost met above the 
road, creating a tunnel effect. There were no cars here, just 
swarms of pedestrians and a few bicycles and carts. Tiny stalls 
and shops sold everything from live chickens to expensive 
jewelry. Saloons, restaurants, and cafés lined both sides of the 
street as far as the eye could see. 

1001 NiGHTS proclaimed a pink neon sign. Open shutters revealed 
tiny tables and dim flickering candles that made it nearly 
impossible to see the food. This, thought Grace with a shudder, 
might be a plus. Two men were playing darts in the back room, 
and money was changing hands. 

Grace stared. A dartboard. 

Bull’s-eye — the center circle of a dartboard! 

Flattening herself against the crumbling stucco, she waited 
until the two gamblers finished their match and stumbled off to 
the bar. Then she slipped into 1001 Nights and made her way 
to the dartboard in the rear. 

She peered at the bull’s-eye. There were just a few holes, 
some of which looked like they had been made by knives and 


not darts. She reached behind the board. Nothing but wall — 
rough plaster, no secret compartment. 


Okay, wrong dartboard. But there had to be plenty of others 
in the Ancienne Medina. Too many. And the only way to find 
the right one was a door-to-door search. 


A voice too close to her ear said, “Would the young lady care 
to challenge an expert?” 


Grace was back out on the street before she could formulate a 
refusal. She wasn’t sure why she was so scared. After all, hadn’t 
she just crash-landed a plane in the desert? Yet it took all her 
resolve to get her into Scheherazade next door. Belly-dancer 
music spilled out from a broken window. Oh, joy. 


The next three hours saw her in and out of some of the 
sleaziest nightspots in all of North Africa. She examined 
dartboards of various shapes, sizes, and degrees of disrepair, 
stained with food, grease, and even, she suspected, blood. The 
bull’s-eyes yielded nothing. 

The search was making her nauseous. It was getting late. A 
thirteen-year-old American girl in some of these places 
attracted attention. It was only a matter of time before she 
became a curiosity or, worse, a target. Maybe General Patton 
was right. Her job was done. It was crazy for her to try to take 
this any further in such a strange and dangerous environment. 
Especially since she had no way of knowing which of 
Casablanca’s hundreds of taverns she sought. 


Her eyes fell on the very last neon sign on the winding street: 





Her mind raced back to the Morse code message: Torch is 
more than it seems. 


She had always interpreted it as a reference to Operation 
Torch. But it could just as easily have meant: Torch is more 
than the name of the invasion; it marks the location of the 
bull’s-eye. 

The Torch Singer Café seemed busier than the others. That 
might have been because it was long and narrow, more like a 
hallway than a tavern. It had a tiny stage for a lone performer, 
and — she checked very carefully — no dartboard. 


Disappointment. She’d been so sure. 


And then she noticed the back door, partially hidden behind 
a trolley piled high with dishes. A fly-specked window 
overlooked an isolated alley. The dark courtyard was 
dominated by a large bronze sculpture of some kind of animal. 


She strained for night sight, taking in the stout, powerful 
body and curved horns. 


A bull. 


Bull’s eye — not the kind on a dartboard but the actual eye of 
a bull! 


She pushed the trolley out of the way and heaved at the 
sticking door, which came open in a shower of ancient paint 
chips. Examining the statue up close, she spotted it instantly. 
One eye was a rounded piece of green glass. The other socket 
was empty. 

“They beat us to it,” said a deep voice from the shadows. 

Grace wheeled. She didn’t recognize him at first in tan slacks 
and a pale blue shirt — civilian clothes. But there, out of 
uniform, stood George S. Patton. 

“General — what are you doing here?” 

Patton smiled grimly. “Same as you, my dear. You’re a true 
Cahill, Grace, sneaking out under the noses of my entire staff. 
You'll be a great asset, even though you’re not much for doing 
what you’re told.” 


She could not be distracted. “What happened to the bull’s 
eye? Who beat us to it?” 


The general raised his eyebrows. “The Vespers, of course. 
They always seem to be a step ahead of us.” 


Grace was skeptical. “We Cahills are the most powerful 
family in human history.” 


“We are, we are,” Patton said quickly. “But the Vespers have 
one advantage over us. They’re not a family. They recruit only 
the best and the brightest — ruthless geniuses of diabolical 
brilliance. While we Cahills are held back by infighting among 
the family branches, the Vespers can be completely and 
perfectly united behind their goal:” — his steely eyes gleamed 
— “world domination. Yes, they’re our rivals, but there is much 
to admire about them.” 


“No,” whispered Grace, devastated. She had come so far, 
risked so much — and at that, she was luckier than poor Drago. 
How could Patton just give up? Cahills didn’t do that! 


“But this Vesper agent” — she persisted — “he could still be 
in Casablanca. He might have only beaten us by five minutes! 
We have to find him! You’ve got a whole army at your 
command. We could catch him, and search him — it’s a ring he 
took, right?” 

“I admire your spirit, cousin,” Patton told her. “Don’t worry 
about a thing. When I leave Casablanca, I guarantee that Pll 
have the ring. Now, come along. My jeep is waiting.” 


As he turned to take her arm, Grace caught a glimpse of his 
breast pocket. It bulged, concealing something just about the 
size of the bull’s empty eye socket. With a manufactured sigh, 
she slumped against him, making sure to brush the mystery 
object beneath the fabric of his shirt. Hard, probably metal, 
with a rounded band. 


Holding in the shock and rage she felt, she followed him out 
of the alley and got into the back of his jeep. The general had 


no way of knowing that this slip of a girl had discovered his 
secret. 


Yes, the Vespers had beaten the Cahills to the ring. And, yes, 
Patton would not leave Casablanca without it. 


How was that possible? 
The Vesper was Patton himself. 


Grace’s first challenge: bury her anger. Nothing must be 
allowed to interfere with her thinking. 


In the next suite of rooms, she knew, Patton was asleep for 
the night, enjoying the double triumph of a successful invasion 
and a Vesper victory. The importance of the ring had to be 
colossal. Operation Torch had three landing points. Patton must 
have persuaded the entire US Army to choose Casablanca as 
one of them just to get himself to the bull’s eye. Ruthless 
geniuses, he had called the Vespers. It was all too true. And Old 
Blood and Guts was the most ruthless of the lot. 


But this wasn’t over yet. 


Once again, she left her room via the window, this time 
shuffling along the narrow ledge that circled the house. Moving 
her bare feet an inch at a time, she edged toward the balcony 
that was outside the main bedchamber — the general’s suite. It 
was a warm night and the French doors were open. She slipped 
inside, walking lightly. To her right, she could hear Patton’s 
deep breathing. To her left was the dressing room, with the 
general’s uniforms hanging in military precision. 


She found the pale blue shirt he’d been wearing last night 
and reached eagerly for the pocket. 


Empty. 
Don’t panic. It stands to reason he’d keep it close.... 


She glided into the bedchamber, the rich rug absorbing any 
sound she might have made. She scrutinized the nightstand. 


There was a pitcher of water and a half-full glass. Holding her 
breath, she slid open the drawer. A gold watch, nothing more. 


Leaning over the bed, she tried to see his hands. Oh, what 
would she do if he was wearing it? But his fingers were bare. 


Her eyes fell on a wooden valet, which held his clothing for 
the morning — a dress uniform with a chest full of decorations. 
He certainly wanted everyone to see the evidence of his heroic 
career. Those medals were more important to him than 
anything — except maybe the ring. 

Grace’s eyes narrowed, and she moved in for a closer look. 
What better place to hide a piece of jewelry than amid all that 
brass and gold? 


She stared. There it was, between a French Croix de Guerre 
and his Purple Heart. It was fastened to a red-white-and-blue 
ribbon and pinned to the jacket — just one award among 
dozens. 


The ring. 


She removed it, taking another medal from the end and 
filling in the empty space. Pocketing her prize, she quickly and 
silently flitted back out the window and returned to her room 
via the ledge. At last, she examined the focus of so much 
attention from both Cahills and Vespers. 

It was about the size of a man’s class ring, yellow gold. 
Around the band was a peculiar design of embossed ridges and 
tiny slots. It wasn’t much to look at, so it must have had some 
hidden function or meaning. 

Never mind what it is. The important thing is you have it, and 
Patton doesn’t.... 

Now the trick would be to sneak it out of Casablanca before 
the general realized it was missing. 

She stepped out into the hall, where she was immediately 
challenged by the sentry at Patton’s door. 


“Sorry, miss. I’m not supposed to let you leave.” 


“Oh, I’m not leaving,” Grace replied airily. “Pm just going 
down to the dispensary for an aspirin.” She hefted her cast. “My 
arm is very sore.” 


The soldier nodded sympathetically and waved her on. 


She breezed down the stairs and into the room where the 
doctor had set her arm. From an instrument tray, she found a 
scalpel and began to dig a trench in the hard plaster on the 
underside of her cast. She worked furiously. If this took too 
long, the sentry would come looking for her. When the hole was 
big enough, she jammed the ring inside and wet a length of 
plaster bandage. She wrapped it over the ring, shaping and 
smoothing it so it would blend in with the rest of her cast. 
Tidying as best she could, she returned just as the sentry was 
beginning to descend the stairs in search of her. 


“Find your aspirin, miss?” 

“Yes, thanks. I had a hard time getting the cap off with just 
one hand.” 

The hall clock said 3:30. Two and a half hours to her flight. 

Sleep tight, General. Sweet dreams. 


The first thing General Patton noticed the next morning was 
that his Bronze Star was in the wrong place. 


Unacceptable. Even the lowliest buck private in the Western 
Task Force knew better than to mess with a commander’s 
medals. 


He bellowed for his aide, but before the first syllable had 
passed his lips, he knew. The ring was gone. 


It was the girl, of course. She was really something. 
Still, she wasn’t going to get away with it. 
His aide burst into the room. “Yes, General!” 


“Call the airfield! Grace Cahill’s plane is not to take off from 
Casablanca!” 


The man blanched. “It’s already gone, sir. Miss Grace was 
anxious to get moving, so we took her to the airfield early. She 
was the only passenger and —” 


“T want that plane turned around and the little witch brought 
to me in chains!” the general howled. 


The aide winced. “She has already landed in Lisbon — under 
Portuguese jurisdiction. I’m sorry, General. There’s nothing we 
can do.” 


“Get out!” Patton rasped, and the officer ran for his life. 
Beaten — and by a thirteen-year-old girl! 


Those Cahills! They had been a thorn in the side of the 
Vesper organization for more than four centuries. 


He was about to go up against the entire German army, but 
he feared it less than that cursed family! 


They had regained control of Gideon Cahill’s ring. And now 
they had a new champion — a girl with the courage and guile 
to outflank George S. Patton. 


At the airfield outside London, Grace hugged baby Fiske and 
tried to smile at Beatrice. Her sister wasn’t buying any of it. 
“What do you have to say for yourself, Grace? Where have you 
been? What happened to your arm?” 


Grace gazed at the spot on her cast where the new plaster 
covered the precious ring. “This? It hurt for a while, but now it 
feels fine.” 


Beatrice was beside herself. “That’s not what I asked! How 
dare you run off on us in the middle of a war? Who do you 
think you are?” 


Grace took a deep breath. The past two days had been the 
most difficult of her life, and she knew that there were many 
others ahead. She felt the weight of her wonderful and terrible 
family settling on her slim shoulders, and the answer to her 
sister’s angry question suddenly became obvious. 


“I know exactly who I am. I’m Grace Cahill.” 


AMY and DAN CAHILL PRESENT 
by Jude Watson 


Windchill stuck at zero. 

Check. 

Piles of dirty snow on sidewalks. 

Check. 

Math test tomorrow. 

Check. 

Complete lack of preparation for test. 

Check. 

Social Studies Boredom Level: Ten. 

(Sigh). Check. 

Dan Cahill’s Existence: Situation Normal! 

Dan tried to focus. Ms. Zapata’s mouth was moving, but the 
words were a blur of sound. Occasionally, something poked 


through, like Etruscans. Once, bloody battle got his attention 
until he lapsed back into boredom again. 


He’d been trapped in social studies for about a hundred 
hours. Okay, forty-two minutes and thirteen seconds. It was the 
last class of the day, and it was so fascinating he could hardly 
stay asleep. He stared out the window at the slate-gray 
February sky and tried not to yawn. 

Back in September, in the middle of the Clue hunt, if he’d 
thought about being in social studies class again? It would have 
seemed like heaven on a stick compared to getting chased, 


double-crossed, and almost killed by his relatives. When he and 
Amy had touched down at Logan Airport after their adventure, 
they’d both cheered. They couldn’t wait to get back to their 
lives. They couldn’t wait to be just like this: bored out of their 
minds. 


They’d just made one major miscalculation. They’d forgotten 
how boring being bored could be. Why hadn’t Dan remembered 
Ms. Zapata’s nickname? Everyone called her Ms. Zzzzz because 
she put her students to sleep. 

The funny thing was, Dan had actually experienced what Ms. 
Zapata was now droning about. He’d been to Egypt. He’d felt 
the heat and tasted the dust. He’d felt a thrill slipping down the 
dark Nile in a boat past the Valley of the Kings. 

Ms. Zapata made it sound like she was reading instructions 
on how to install a dishwasher. 

Just then a word floated out through the buzz saw of Zapata- 
speak: Nefertari. Dan tuned back in. 

“... the most beautiful tomb in Egypt,” Ms. Zapata was 
saying. “You probably know the queen because there’s a famous 
bust of her.” 

A photo flashed on-screen. 


Dan raised his hand. “That’s Nefertiti,” he said. “Different 
queen.” 


Ms. Zapata frowned. She looked at her notes. “You could be 
right, Dan. Uh ... let’s move on.” 


Another slide flashed on-screen. “Now, this is the inner 
chamber of the tomb, where she was laid to rest.” 


Dan’s hand rose again. Ms. Zapata closed her eyes. 
“Actually? That’s the side chamber.” 


“Really.” Ms. Zapata’s lips pressed together. “And how do you 
know this, Dan?” 


“Because ...” Dan hesitated. Because I was there. Because I was 
locked inside the tomb with an ex-KGB spy, so I got to know it 
pretty well. 


“Especially since the tomb is closed for conservation,” Ms. 
Zapata said. 


Yeah. But we had this connection to an Egyptologist? Except he 
turned out to be a thief and a liar, so we captured him. I came this 
close to smashing him with a lamp.... 


Everyone was looking at him. Dan didn’t know what to say, 
and that never used to happen. He’d been back at school for 
four months, and the story for their five-week disappearance 
was that he and Amy had to take care of family matters after 
their grandmother’s funeral. Nobody was supposed to know 
that they’d been chasing Clues all over the world. Nobody was 
supposed to know that he’d been locked in a tomb. Or been 
shot at, buried alive, and almost blown up. 


“T guess I saw it somewhere,” he mumbled. 


Ms. Zapata tried not to look pleased. “Let’s try and remember 
not to make claims that aren’t true, shall we?” She let the 
moment hang there as everyone twisted in their seats to look at 
Dan. He knew they were waiting for him to be Dan The Man, to 
snap back a comment that would be funny but not disrespectful 
enough to get him in huge trouble. 


“Sure,” he said. 


Triumphantly, Ms. Zapata turned back to her notes. His 
classmates swiveled around again, disappointed that Dan hadn’t 
caused Ms. Zapata to turn that awesome magenta color she did 
when she was aggravated. 


Four months ago, he and Amy had thought it would be easy 
just to go back to their old lives. But it hadn’t been easy. Dan 
knew that he’d changed. He didn’t know how, exactly — he just 
knew he was different. It wasn’t a kick anymore to contradict 
his teachers or make the whole class laugh. 


Maybe it was the lack of sleep. Sometimes his nightmares 
scared him so bad he had to sleep with the lights on. He 
couldn’t seem to connect with his old friends. He couldn’t seem 
to care about the cool things he did before, like comic books 
and video games and the chances of the Red Sox taking the 
Series next season. 


He’d become a loner. Which meant, in the world of middle 
school, he was tipping on the scale straight down toward Loser. 


When the bell rang, he popped up quickly and scurried out 
the door. He made for the exit and didn’t breathe freely until he 
hit the cold February air. 


Amy’s school was four blocks away, and they always met 
halfway, in front of a coffee bar. After school, if it was a good 
day, there would be a cinnamon roll left at the coffee bar. There 
was a loading zone in front so that Fiske or Nellie could park 
the car temporarily and wait if they had to. 


It was a Wednesday, so it would be Fiske today. Nellie, their 
other guardian, had an afternoon class at Boston University. 
They usually heard Fiske before they saw him because of all the 
horns blowing as he cut across traffic. Fiske must have gone to 
the NASCAR School of Driving. He said that Boston traffic was a 
challenge and he was its master. 


Amy was always worried that he’d get a ticket. That was his 
sister. If she didn’t worry about stuff that didn’t matter, he’d 
have to check her pulse. 


When they got back to Boston, he and Amy wanted 
everything the same, including moving back into their 
apartment. But now that Fiske and Nellie were their legal 
guardians, it wasn’t too long — barely a couple of weeks — 
before they all realized it wasn’t going to work. The apartment 
was just too small. 

Fiske had the perfect solution. They moved out to Attleboro, 
to the guest house on their grandmother Grace’s property. Fiske 
devoted himself to the plans for rebuilding Grace’s mansion, 


which a fire had almost completely destroyed. But the guest 
house was perfect, with a big country kitchen and room enough 
for all of them. Dan had a bedroom overlooking a field and an 
oak tree. Amy had a room with a canopy bed. Saladin had a 
window seat overlooking the garden. It had been easy to settle 
in. 


Especially since they were now massively rich. In addition to 
the two million they’d received for finding their ancestor 
Gideon’s serum, it turned out that Grace had left the rest of her 
estate to them in trust. Which basically meant that they were 
something close to bazillionaires. It was a weird feeling. He and 
Amy could probably get driven to their old schools in a 
limousine every day, but they knew they weren’t limousine 
people. 

They had no idea how to be rich. 


“Snack time,” Dan said as he approached his sister. “Fiske 
isn’t even in sight. He’s probably going a hundred in a fifty- 
miles-per-hour zone as we speak.” 


Amy peered down the street. “He could be here any minute.” 


“Cmon, Amy, cinnamon rolls are calling us.” Dan put a hand 
near his ear. “Do you hear? ‘Amy? Dan?’” he squeaked. “‘Come 
and get my sugary, sticky goodness!’” 


Just then he noticed that Amy had that look, as though she 
wanted the street to buckle and split so she could fall right in. 
Dan saw the cool crowd from her school hanging at a table in 
the front. So that was why she didn’t want to go in. Evan 
Tolliver was at the head of the table. Dan sighed. Evan, the 
human computer, was Amy’s dream crush. Whenever Evan was 
near, she got her stutter back. 


“Oh, excuse me, I didn’t notice Luke Skywalker,” Dan said. 
“Or is it Darth Vader?” 


“Shhh,” Amy said. Her cheeks were red. “He’s coming.” 


“You mean Evan Tolliver himself is about to set his foot on 
the sidewalk? Did you bring the rose petals?” 


“Cut it out, dweeb!” Amy said fiercely. 
“Hi, Amy,” Evan said from behind her. 


Amy’s color went from summer rose to summer tomato. She 
shot Dan a look that told him he was in serious trouble. 


“Hey, Evan,” he said. “I’m Amy’s little brother, Dweeb. Great 
to meet you, man.” 


Amy turned so that she was blocking Dan from Evan. “H-hi, 
Evan.” 


“Wow, I’m glad I saw you. Did you pick a topic for your 
English paper yet?” Evan asked. “I’m sorta freaked about it.” 


“Really? I’ve got a couple of ideas, but ...” 


Dan decided it was a terrific time to hit the mute button that 
sat ever ready in his head whenever Amy started to talk about 
school. 


Just then he heard a honk and looked over at the line of cars 
waiting to turn the corner. A motorcycle was weaving through 
traffic, trying to cut over to the right lane. As Fiske accelerated 
and made the turn, the motorcycle cut off a delivery truck to 
follow him. When Fiske pulled over to the curb, the motorcycle 
pulled in behind him and its rider got off the bike. 


The rider was one Big, Scary Harley Dude. He wore leather 
leggings, a leather jacket, leather boots, and there were 
probably leather eyes behind his small, round sunglasses. 


“Uh, Amy?” Dan said, still looking at Scary Harley Dude, who 
was slowly taking off his helmet. He had a mass of black curls, 
but that didn’t lessen his epic badnews vibe. Not one bit. 


The Dude took his time strolling toward Fiske. Just to 
prolong the agony, Dan guessed. Fiske hadn’t seen him yet. 


He leaned over the passenger seat and waved at Dan. Dan 
gestured wildly at Scary Harley Dude. The guy had been tailing 


Fiske, no question. Misunderstanding the gesture, Fiske shook 
his head and pointed to his watch. 
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Meanwhile, Amy was still trying to get out a sentence. 
was thinking that m-maybe ...” 


“AMY!” 


The guy was almost at the open driver’s side window. Dan 
jerked his head toward him and widened his eyes at Amy. 
They’d been through enough almostkidnappings, attacks with 
lethal intent, and encounters with the crazy to have a pretty 
good instinct about things. 


Amy squinted as Scary Harley Dude reached for something at 
his belt and leaned in toward Fiske. Fiske turned and finally 
saw him, and they saw fear on his face.... 


“Nooooo000000!” Screaming the word, Amy and Dan moved 
as one. 


Time slowed down, which, Dan knew from experience, often 
happened when you were in midair. By the time they leaped 
onto the hood of Fiske’s car (oops, dents), and Dan had ripped 
off a windshield wiper to use as a weapon (probably not the 
best idea, but hey, he was improvising), Scarey Harley Dude 
had turned around. 


He strode off in his motorcycle boots, moving swiftly to his 
bike without seeming to hurry. His helmet back on, sunglasses 
adjusted, he roared off straight into the road, weaving through 
the thick traffic like smoke. 

Amy’s face was squashed against the windshield. Dan held 
the wiper aloft like a club. 

And Evan Tolliver stood on the sidewalk, blinking at them. 

Dan waved the windshield wiper at him. “Hey, bro. We didn’t 
want to miss our ride.” 

“Right,” Evan said. With a faint, puzzled smile, he turned 
around and walked back into the coffee bar. 


“Are you two all right?” Fiske asked. 


In answer, Amy just banged her head against the windshield 
softly. 


“What did he want?” Dan croaked. 


“He asked if I was going to be very long,” Fiske said. “He 
wanted a latte. I think you guys freaked him out.” 


Yeah, I’ve changed, Dan thought as he handed the windshield 
wiper to Fiske. Seeing the potential for disaster in every random 
encounter? Check. 


Amy had done everything the way she always did. Laid out her 
source materials. Sharpened her pencils. Cracked open a brand- 
new pack of index cards. Gave Saladin a pat as he blinked at 
her and curled up on the edge of her bed. She was ready to start 
her paper. 


If only she could stop thinking about Evan Tolliver’s face 
when she raced across the sidewalk, hurtled over Fiske’s fender, 
and ended up with a face full of windshield. 


High school humiliation? She lived for it. 


Just when she’d managed to have a normal conversation with 
Evan! He’d actually come outside, just to talk to her! Sure, it 
was about an assignment, but Amy hadn’t thought that Evan 
even realized she was a carbon life form. He even told her he 
liked her sweater! He said it matched her eyes. That meant that 
he’d actually noticed her eyes, didn’t it? 


Then she’d completely wrecked it by actually listening to her 
little brother and almost attacking some motorcycle guy who 
just wanted a cup of coffee. 


When Evan went back into the coffee bar, what had he told 
the others? Would Amy have a new school nickname 
tomorrow? Hey, Crash Helmet! Can I borrow your notes, Face 
Plant? 


Amy closed her eyes and dropped her face in her hands. Her 
life was over. 


Down on the first floor, all was quiet. Usually in the late 
afternoon Fiske would work on renovating and restoring the 
Cahill mansion. He had set up a desk in the library, where he 
had drawings of every room. They’d spent evenings trying to 
remember every detail of the house that Amy and Dan had 
loved. 


No, the armchair wasn’t blue. It was sort of bluish lilacish. Grace 
said it reminded her of the hydrangeas on Nantucket. 


Yes, she hung all her keys on those old brass hooks in the 
mudroom — she’d bought them in a flea market in Paris. 


Fiske took notes and wrote tiny instructions on all the 
drawings. They wanted to re-create the house exactly as it was 
when Grace was alive. They would track down antiques, they 
would replace the stained glass windows in the turret. The deep 
window seats, the Chinese rug in the study, the scarred wooden 
table in the kitchen — they would match them as closely as 
they could. They would bring back as much of Grace as they 
could. It would cost a fortune, but they had one to spend. 


It was funny how the effort to re-create the house brought the 
three of them together. It was easier to tell stories that were 
about a favorite chair, or a painting, than to talk about 
emotions. It was like Grace was bringing them together. They 
were almost a family. But ... not quite. 


Fiske was a hard guy to get to know. It had been weird, in 
the beginning, to live with a stranger. 


Amy knew it had been difficult for him to take on two 
children. He wasn’t used to dealing with things like parent- 
teacher conferences, slumber parties, buying a Christmas tree. 
They were lucky they had Nellie and the Gomez family to help. 
Nellie picked up the slack — she took them shopping if they 
needed school clothes or notebooks or athletic equipment. She 
kept track of their schedules and decided on limits of cell phone 
use and computer controls. Things were working the way they 


should, if you didn’t count that there was a big hole where 
somebody used to be. 


I miss Grace so much, Amy thought. She just wanted to talk to 
her, tell her that things were basically okay. 


Amy raised her head. What was that noise? They usually 
didn’t hear any road noise from the guest house. It was situated 
down a dirt lane behind the main house, far back from the 
road. Amy crossed to the window. Shadows were blue smudges 
on the snow, and the sun was already low in the sky. Nothing 
was stirring. She must have imagined it. 


Then she noticed Nellie’s yellow Jeep parked at a crazy angle 
by the back door, as if Nellie had been in a huge hurry. 


But it hadn’t sounded like the Jeep. 
Then she heard voices. Raised voices. 
Were Nellie and Fiske arguing? 


Amy rose from her desk and tiptoed to the head of the stairs 
in her thick wool socks. 


“ .. too soon!” Nellie said. 


Dan came out of his room and saw her on the landing. He 
raised his eyebrows. 


“They’re arguing,” she whispered. 
“T can’t hear anything,” he said. 
She leaned forward and took the buds out of his ears. 


“Are you sure they’re ready for this?” Nellie’s voice was 
suddenly clear. “We said they needed time....” 


That did it. Amy didn’t even have to say a word to Dan. They 
moved together, taking the stairs quickly. There was no way 
they were going to be left out of this conversation. 

They weren’t just kids — they were Madrigals. Elite Cahills 
who had been around the world, faced everything thrown at 
them. They wouldn’t be left out. 


“Ready for what?” Amy and Dan both asked at the same 
time, bursting into the library. 


Nellie and Fiske stood near his drawing table by the fireplace. 
Nellie’s fists rested on her hips in the attitude that meant she 
was ready to fight. Fiske stood tall and pale, dressed in his 
usual black sweater and black jeans. He turned, startled, when 
he saw them. For just a flash, Amy saw sadness in his gaze 
when it rested on them, and her fear began to coil inside her. 


“Hey, kiddos,” Nellie said softly. “Something’s up.” 
Amy tried to swallow. “What?” 
“We wanted to wait as long as we could,” Fiske said. 


“We wanted you to feel safe, for as long as you could,” Nellie 
added. 


Which meant, Amy realized, that they weren’t safe. She lifted 
her chin. “You'd better tell us, then.” 


“They’re Madrigals. It’s time they knew.” 
The voice came from behind them. 


Amy turned. They’d been so focused on Nellie and Fiske that 
they hadn’t noticed the guy in the corner. Was it because he 
was in shadow, or because he was so still? 


“Scary Harley Dude!” Dan breathed. 

Now that he wasn’t wearing his sunglasses, Amy could see his 
eyes, light gray and piercing. 

“Amy and Dan, meet Erasmus,” Fiske said. 


“You said he just wanted a latte,” Amy said with a quick 
glance at Fiske. 


“I just needed to get a message to Fiske,” Erasmus said. “He’s 
hard to get hold of. Almost like he doesn’t want to be 
contacted.” 


“I can’t imagine what gives you that idea,” Fiske said. 
“I had to follow him and drop a secure cell phone in his lap.” 


So that was what he’d been reaching for as they raced toward 
the car, Amy realized. A cell phone. Not a weapon. 


Fiske cleared his throat again. “You might have guessed that 
Erasmus is a fellow Madrigal.” 


“Tell them,” Erasmus said. He crossed to stand by Nellie. This 
served to make Fiske seem like he was on a stage, pressured to 
speak. 

Fiske cleared his throat. “Ah ... where to start?” 

“From the beginning,” Nellie said. “With Madeleine.” 

Nervously, Fiske bent to his drawing table and scooped some 
pencil shavings into his palm. He emptied them into the pocket 
of his jeans. Fiske did things like that all the time. He was a 
funny mixture of scatterbrained and incredibly focused. 


“Madeleine inherited something from her mother,” he said. 
“When Gideon died, he had passed a ring to Olivia. She 
guarded it with her life. Madrigals have protected it ever since. 
Generation after generation.” 


“Why? Is it so valuable?” Amy asked. 


“Its priceless,” Fiske said. “We know it was made in the 
ancient world. But that’s not why we protect it. It has a far 
greater value — we just don’t know what it is.” 


“Grace had the ring,” Amy guessed. 


“Grace was the last Madrigal to take possession of the ring,” 
Fiske agreed. 


“Is it here?” Dan asked. 

Fiske shook his head. “It’s in a bank vault.” 
“So ... what’s the problem?” Amy asked. 
Because there definitely was a problem. 


“Do you remember when, after you got through the gauntlet, 
we told you about another family, a group who hated the 
Cahills?” Fiske asked. 


“This is not going to be good,” Dan muttered. 


“Theyre called the Vespers. They’re not blood related, 
exactly — although at least one of them is descended from 
Damien Vesper. He was a friend, then a bitter enemy, of Gideon 
Cahill. We don’t know much about the Vespers today — they’re 
a secret organization, and they recruit people. Scientists, 
captains of industry, military operatives, criminals ... people 
who want power and don’t care how they get it.” 


“They want the serum — we know that,” Erasmus said. “They 
also want the ring. They’ve been after it for centuries, ever 
since they figured out that the Madrigals were hiding it.” 


“Do you know who they are?” Amy asked. 


Erasmus shook his head. “That’s the problem — we’ve 
figured out a few possible Vespers, but we don’t have hard 
evidence, and we have no idea who’s leading them. We just get 
reports of activity from time to time that let us know they’re 
still hunting the ring. That activity recently has ... stepped up. 
The ring must be moved.” 


“So where is this ring?” Dan asked. 


“In Switzerland,” Fiske said. “It’s in a safe-deposit box of a 
numbered account in a Swiss bank. I have the key to it. If 
something happens to me, the key would go to Amy.” 


“To me?” Amy asked. 


“Grace wanted both you and Dan to be there when I opened 
the box. She didn’t want this day to come so soon,” he said 
gently, looking at Amy. “But she knew you two were strong 
enough to handle it.” 

Amy’s eyes stung with unshed tears. Every time she heard 
from Fiske how much they’d meant to Grace, she wanted to 
break down and blubber like a baby. 

“Wait a second,” Dan said. “You guys just said that the 
Vespers are mobilizing. Do you think they’re watching us?” 


There was a short silence. “It’s possible,” Erasmus said. “If so, 
it would be helpful to flush them out.” 


“You mean we’re bait?” Dan asked. “Sweet!” 


“Certainly not,” Fiske said. “We would never endanger you 
and Amy. You’ve been through enough.” 


“More than enough,” Nellie said firmly. 
“Weve taken every precaution,” Erasmus said. “We made 


plane reservations from Logan Airport to a tropical resort. 
Three Madrigals will serve as decoys.” 


“Including me,” Nellie said. “It will be so difficult to have to 
spend five days in Costa Rica, but hey, anything for you guys.” 

One corner of Erasmus’s mouth lifted. “Yes, Nellie, we know 
how much you hate sunshine and beach towels. The point is — 
no one will know you're heading to Switzerland. You'll take off 
from Providence, Rhode Island.” 

“When?” Dan asked. 


“Tonight,” Fiske said. 


“Tt’s just like old times,” Dan said as they disembarked from the 
plane in the Zurich airport the next morning. “Three hours of 
sleep, a lousy breakfast, and I feel like I have a bucket of sand 
in my eyes.” 

“That’s probably potato chip crumbs,” Amy said. “You ate 
five bags on the plane.” 


“T was hungry!” 


“I was trying to sleep! Crunch crunch crunch! Right in my ear. 
All night long.” 

“Guys? Can we focus?” Fiske asked, stifling a yawn. “Let’s get 
to the hotel, shower, get something to eat, and then we can 
head to the bank.” 

“This is the cleanest airport I’ve ever seen,” Dan said, 
registering the gleaming hallway and stainless steel handrails. 


“Welcome to Switzerland,” Fiske said. “Everything works.” 


They followed signs to the train that would take them to the 
main terminal. They hadn’t checked any baggage. Amy and Dan 
were used to traveling light. All three had backpacks, and Fiske 
held a canvas tote bag with a guidebook and some newspapers. 


They boarded the train with a crowd of other tired 
passengers. The train zipped through a concrete tunnel while a 
disembodied voice called out terminal information in several 
languages. 


“Switzerland has four official languages,” Fiske told them. 
“German, French, Italian, and Romansch. Most people speak 
English, too. But you’ll hear more German in Zurich.” 

“Look, Amy,” Dan said. “Heidi is blowing us a kiss.” 

Sure enough, a moving image flashed on the window. A 
woman in braids standing in an alpine meadow waved and 
leaned forward to blow them a kiss. 

“Wow, look at that. Pd love to see the Alps,” Amy said. 

“We won’t have time for that on this trip,” Fiske said. “After 
the bank, it would be safest to leave the country. Tell you what; 
after we check in to the hotel, I’ll take you to Café Schober for a 
second breakfast — they have the best hot chocolate in the 
world.” 

They exited the train at the main terminal and followed signs 
for baggage and taxis. “Wow, can’t we stay and buy some 
chocolate?” Dan asked, his head swiveling as he took in the 
array of shops. “Or a watch?” 

“Switzerland is known for its banks, too,” Fiske said. “Let’s 
try that instead.” 

As they reached the exit, they saw a driver in a thick wool 
coat and cap holding up a sign: smn. 


“That’s us,” Fiske said. 
“Smith?” Dan asked. “That’s the best you can do?” 


“Hey, I like an easy alias.” 


“Mr. Smith?” the driver asked crisply as they walked up. “Let 
me take your bags, sir. The car is right outside.” 

“No luggage,” Fiske said. “We’re ready to go.” 

They followed the driver to a black car parked with the other 


limousines and hired cars. Amy and Dan threw their backpacks 
inside the trunk, along with Fiske’s. 


“We'll be at the Widder Hotel in a few minutes, sir,” the 
driver said. 

“Fine, fine,” Fiske said. The driver held the door, but Fiske 
suddenly staggered. He leaned on the frame of the car. 

“You okay?” Dan asked him. 

He wiped his forehead. “Just got dizzy for a minute. I forgot 
to take my medication on the plane.” 

“What m —” Dan started to ask, but Amy stepped on his foot. 
Something was wrong. 

“You forgot again?” she said in concern. 

“Could you get my pack?” Fiske asked the driver. 

“Of course, sir.” 

As soon as the driver moved toward the rear of the car, Fiske 
jerked his head away from the car. The three of them leaped 
back on the curb and raced toward the taxi stand. Fiske 
signaled a cab that was just letting off a passenger. Urging them 
forward in a run, he sidestepped the exiting passenger and 
danced Dan and Amy into the backseat. He jumped in after 
them. 

“Drive!” he barked to the driver. 

“Of course. That is what one does in this kind of situation. 
But where, sir?” 

“Anywhere! The Fraumtinster! As quick as you can!” Fiske 
ordered. 


“What just happened?” Dan exploded. 


“I never gave the car company our hotel information,” Fiske 
said. 


The information sunk in slowly, like a footstep in mud. 


“They know we’re here,” Amy said. She turned around and 
eyed the road behind them. It was full of black cars. It was 
impossible to tell if they were being followed. 


Fiske leaned forward. “Take this exit!” he ordered the driver. 
“Now?” 
“NOW!” the three of them shouted. 


The car swerved off the highway. Amy, Dan, and Fiske all 
twisted around to look out the rear window. They saw a black 
car cross two lanes of traffic, trying to get to the exit, but with a 
squeal of tires and much honking from the other cars, it was 
forced to stay on the highway. 


“There goes my green cashmere sweater,” Amy said, thinking 
of the items in her backpack. It was the sweater Evan had 
complimented and now it was gone. 


“You sound like Natalie Kabra,” Dan said. “I lost my iPod. 
That’s tragic!” 
“At least we still have our cell phones,” Amy said. 


“Don’t worry, I have my credit cards,” Fiske said. “And a 
bag,” he added with a grin, holding up the canvas tote. “We 
should go straight to the bank. We just bought ourselves some 
time. But it’s running out.” He leaned forward and spoke crisply 
to the driver. “Head toward Bahnhofstrasse, please.” 


Fiske drove the cabdriver crazy by making him turn corners, 
drive into parking lots and reverse out, and go blocks out of the 
way before they were sure they weren’t being followed. The 
driver looked relieved when they finally exited the cab. 


The bank was located on a swanky street with fashionable 
pedestrians and designer stores. Fiske, Amy, and Dan looked up 
at the gray stone building. Suddenly, they felt too disheveled 


and casual to venture inside. Dan and Amy were dressed in 
jeans and heavy parkas, and Fiske was wearing his usual black 
jeans, this time with a black knit cap and a peacoat. 


“We look like we’re going to rob the joint,” Dan joked. 
“What does a numbered account mean?” Amy asked Fiske. 


“It means the name doesn’t go on the paperwork,” Fiske 
explained, “but it’s not anonymous. The bank knows Grace 
Cahill. They’re expecting us.” 


Inside, the floor was polished stone. An antique desk sat on a 
beautiful jewel-toned carpet. A man in a gray suit sat at the 
desk behind a computer. A security guard stood to the side. 


“May I help you, sir?” The man’s gaze coolly took in their 
standard American tourist attire. Fiske quickly removed his knit 
cap, but that made it worse. Serious hat hair made him look 
like a spooked gray cat. 


“Pm here to access a numbered account.” 


The man pushed a keypad across the table. “Please enter the 
number, sir.” 


Fiske entered a number onto the keypad. The man looked at 
his screen. It took a moment but Amy was positive she heard 
the crack of ice melting as the man registered some serious 
money. 


“Of course, sir. Welcome.” He clicked a few keys. “For your 
protection, sir, may I see your passports?” 


The three of them handed over their passports, and the man 
scanned them into the computer. 


“You may enter.” Behind him, double steel doors slid open. 


A woman was already standing there, slender and poised in a 
dark suit. Her gray hair was short and spiked, and her gaze was 
brisk and businesslike behind rectangular black glasses. She 
spoke with a slight German accent. “Mr. Cahill, welcome. I am 
Frau Bodner, private banker for Grace Cahill. We here at the 
bank were saddened to hear of her death.” 


“Thank you. This is Dan Cahill, Grace’s grandson, and Amy 
Cahill, her granddaughter.” 


The gaze shifted to Amy. “She is on the account, along with 
you.” 


“Yes.” 


“I can conduct your business, but first, I’m so sorry to request 
this, but we do require retinal scans. Security is of course our 
first concern here.” 


“Of course.” 


The woman led them to a flat panel. Amy put her eye up to 
the screen. She heard a faint whirr, and she stepped away. Fiske 
did the same, then Dan. 


“Now you’re in our records. We can proceed.” 


Another door, this one of satiny wood, slid open. They were 
in a richly carpeted hallway with dark walnut paneling. At the 
end was a bank of elevators. Frau Bodner swiped her card at 
the elevator panel. The doors opened. She stood aside to let 
them enter, then followed, swiping the card again. 


The elevator rose to the twentieth floor. Amy felt woozy. It 
seemed like yesterday she was doing her homework back in 
Attleboro and trying not to think about Evan. Actually, it was 
yesterday, she corrected herself. But now she was shooting up to 
a secure floor in a Swiss bank, chasing after an ancient ring. 
Another legacy from Grace, another task that her grandmother 
seemed to think they were capable of handling. Maybe they 
were only brave because Grace expected them to be. 


The doors opened. This corridor was gray — gray walls, gray 
carpet, and stainless steel doors. Frau Bodner led them down 
the hallway to an ornate door with steel pieces twisted in an 
elaborate pattern that did not disguise the fact that they were 
security bars. 


A guard stood outside, earpiece in place. She nodded at him, 
once again slid her security card through the slot, then pressed 


her eye against the retinal scanner. Then she punched in a code. 


This place had more security checks than Fort Knox. Amy slid 
her wet palms on her jeans. Grace wasn’t a high-tech-security 
kind of person. She relied on people she knew for years, like 
William MacIntyre, who worked in one of the oldest and 
stodgiest law firms in Boston. She couldn’t picture her 
grandmother here. What would make her travel thousands of 
miles to this cold and forbidding place? 


Something so precious she would go to any length to protect 
it. 

“This way.” 

They followed Frau Bodner into another room, this one like 
an enormous safe. The guard followed. She punched in a 
number on a screen, and a wall of numbered boxes slid silently 
aside. Another wall of boxes slid forward. Frau Bodner walked 
to one of the boxes and motioned to Fiske. She placed her key 
in the lock, and Fiske placed his. They both turned the keys, 
and the box slid outward. 


It was bigger than Amy had imagined, the size of a small 
overnight case, only narrower. It was made of metal. Frau 
Bodner carried the box to the far wall. A series of steel doors 
ran down its length. She swiped her card outside one of them. 


They followed her inside the small room. There was a table, 
several chairs, and bottled water and glasses on a silver tray. 

“You may take as long as you like,” Frau Bodner said. “When 
you are finished, press this button. The security officer will alert 
me, and I’ll usher you out.” 

Fiske thanked her, and she nodded and left, the door clicking 
shut behind her. 


The box sat in the middle of the table. They stared at it. 


“Wouldn’t it be cool if it was full of priceless jewels?” Dan 
whispered. “Or gold bars?” 


Amy eyed the box. “What are you, a pirate? We already have 
plenty of money.” 

“There’s nothing like a couple of gold bars for authenticity, 
though. I could make one into a necklace. Jonah Wizard would 
be soooo way jealous....” 

Amy looked over at Dan. Was he babbling because he was 
nervous or because he was excited? It was almost like he was 
enjoying this. Didn’t he want to be back in Attleboro, sitting in 
their living room? She sure did. 

Fiske sat down in a chair, grabbed the box, and slid it toward 
himself. He took a breath, then opened it. 


Amy leaned forward. The only thing in the box was an 
envelope addressed to Fiske in Grace’s handwriting. 
Fiske picked up the envelope, opened it, and took out a sheet 


of paper. He placed it flat on the table so that they could all 
read it at the same time. 


Baby Brother. 

Compass points—our lives together. We grew. We 
traveled We grew apart We came together. 

Childhood memory still binds us. Do you remember 
how we roasted potatoes in the fire? Our European 
birthdays ~ yours, mine. Up, down. 

‘The meadows and the peaks -we saw it all. 
Now | ask you to do one last thing. Pass it on. The 


circle of devotion never ends. 


All my yearning . .. now comes to this Keep it close. 





“Amy,” Dan said, poking her. “Do us a favor? Don’t go all 
emo on us.” 


“Pm not crying,” Amy said, dabbing at her eyes. “But the 
note ... it’s so sad.” 


Fiske looked in the box again. He tapped at it. “But where’s 
the ring?” 

They bent over the paper again. Amy reached out and 
touched it. Seeing Grace’s handwriting always made her choke 
up. 

“The circle of devotion, 


999 


she whispered. 
Suddenly, Dan snorted. 


Amy looked up, annoyed. “Don’t get all sarcastic. It’s 
beautiful.” 


“It’s sappy,” Dan said. “And Grace wasn’t sappy.” 


Amy opened her mouth to protest, but Fiske looked at Dan, 
his blue eyes keen. “He’s right. Go on, Dan.” 


Dan stared down at the paper. “This is a code. Grace didn’t 
write like this, all poetic and sentimental. She said what she 
meant. ‘All my yearning’? Give me a break!” 

“It’s the ring!” Amy burst out. “The circle of devotion!” 

“Look at the first letters of ‘all my yearning,’ ” Fiske said. 
“They’re slightly darker.” 

“ʻA MY, ” Dan read. He looked over at Amy. “Oh, no, not 
again!” 

Amy sniffed as a tear rolled down her cheek. “ ‘Amy now 
comes to this,’ ” she read. “That’s what she meant.” 

“You're the next Madrigal to protect the ring,” Fiske said. 

“Yeah,” Dan said. “We just have to find it.” 

“ ‘Compass points,’ ” Fiske murmured. “Why —” Suddenly, he 


stopped when a light flashed red and began to blink. A siren 
wailed behind the door. 


They heard a brisk knock at the door, and it opened to reveal 
the security guard. “Excuse me,” he said with a German accent. 


“Armed gunmen have broken into the bank. We must leave 
immediately!” 


Thieves ... or Vespers? 
Either scenario wasn’t good, Dan decided. 


“Hurry!” the guard said as Fiske stuffed the paper in his 
pocket and closed the box. 


When they reached the corridor, they turned toward the 
elevator, but the guard spoke quickly. “No! There is another 
elevator that can bring us to the underground garage.” He 
spoke rapidly in German into his radio. 


They ran down the corridor. Dan felt his heart banging 
against his chest. It was like a weird flashback to the Clue hunt. 
Only they weren’t being chased by Cahills but by strangers with 
guns. He wasn’t sure if it was incredibly cool or just incredibly 
scary. 


All he knew was that he wasn’t bored. 
And that was a weirdly satisfying feeling. 


The security guard moved quickly and efficiently. He swiped 
his card at the elevator bank but his eyes darted back down the 
corridor. He checked his belt, nervously touching the gun 
holster and a device that might have held pepper spray. Dan 
hoped it wasn’t his first day. 


The elevator doors opened and they hurried inside. The guard 
reached out to hit the button for the garage. As he did, his cuff 
slid up, and Dan saw part of a tattoo on the inside of his wrist. 


Something fluttered in his memory. As the elevator whooshed 
downward, he searched for it. The inked image was a symbol of 
something ... but what? 


I know it, I know it, I know it ... 


Some ancient symbol he’d seen in China? A strange character 
he’d glimpsed in Japan or Korea? Or what about some ancient 
Egyptian god? 


Whatever it was, it was making him uneasy. 


“This is crazy!” he burst out. “What if they’re down there, 
waiting for us?” Amy looked at him strangely as he turned into 
a freakazoid. “You can’t protect us!” he shouted, grabbing at 
the guard’s arm. 


“Chill, it’s under control!” the guard said irritably as he shook 
him off. 


Chill? Would a Swiss guy say that? 


This time the cuff slid farther back. And Dan was staring into 
the goofy face of Dinger, the purple triceratops that was the 
mascot of the Colorado Rockies baseball team. 


Why would a German-accented Swiss security guard have a 
tattoo like that? 


The elevator floors ticked off. Dan wrestled with his instincts. 
The guy could have gone to college in the States. But it wasn’t 
adding up. 

Dan shot a look at Amy, a look that said something about this 
isn’t right. 

Her eyes went wide. The elevator was shooting down to the 
parking garage, and he had a feeling that when the doors 
opened, they wouldn’t be met with a parade. 


Well, if the guy was a security guard, he’d just have to forgive 
him. 

Dan inclined his head toward the red emergency stop button. 
Amy nodded. He grabbed the tote bag from Fiske and upended 
it. The guidebook thumped to the floor, distracting the guard 
just as Amy leaped forward and hit the stop button. 


The elevator jerked to a halt. They all staggered. Dan had 
been waiting for just that. He slipped the tote bag over the 
guard’s head. He heard the muffled cry of the guard, but he had 
exactly one instant of surprise to work with, and he used it. He 
smashed his foot into the back of the guard’s knee, and the guy 
lost his balance and fell on his knees, letting out a howl. He 


reached out blindly and with one hand tried to get the canvas 
bag off his head, but with the other he grabbed Dan by the 
throat ... and squeezed. 


Dan clawed at the hand. He felt enormous pressure and 
enormous pain. He saw Amy slamming her fists against the 
guard. It was like hitting a mountain. 


Fiske doubled over. Was he hurt? Then he drove downward, 
slamming a tightly rolled newspaper into the back of the 
guard’s neck. To Dan’s amazement, the guard hit the floor. The 
pressure on his throat eased. 


“Whoa, dude!” Dan choked. “Are you a CIA agent in 
disguise?” 

“Amazing the things you learn in the Cahill family,” Fiske 
said, sitting down on top of the guard. “Now, can you tell me 
what’s up?” 

“I think he’s a Vesper.” Quickly, Dan explained about the 
tattoo and how the guy had said “chill.” It sounded lame 
suddenly, with an unconscious man lying on the floor. 

Fiske looked up at Amy. “Amy, can you hit a floor? Anything 
high will do. We’d better get off this elevator.” 

Amy hit the top floor. When the elevator began to move, 
Fiske swiftly reached down and took the gun. 

“Awesome,” Dan breathed. 

Then Fiske took the pepper spray and waited until the doors 
opened. He lifted a bit of the tote bag, sprayed it in the guy’s 
face, and walked out. “He’ll have a good cry when he comes 
to.” 

Amy reached back into the elevator and punched every floor 
on the panel. It would be a long trip down. 

“I hope youre right,” Amy said to Dan. 

“He’s right,” Fiske said. “It adds up. He made a mistake in 
German — he used du instead of Sie when he spoke into that 
transmitter. Dan just has faster reactions than I do.” Dan 


grinned, and he and Fiske gently knocked their knuckles 
together. 


The gray-carpeted hall was empty. They walked cautiously 
past a suite of offices. To their surprise, they could see people 
working quietly. 

“What’s going on?” Amy whispered. “Don’t they know what’s 
happening?” 

“Maybe the alarm malfunctioned,” Dan said. 

“This is an executive floor,” Fiske said, peering at the 
nameplates. “This guy is a vice president.” 

“And here’s the president of the bank,” Dan said. “We might 
as well go straight to the top.” 


They opened the door and walked in. Two assistants sat at 
twin desks on either side of a double door with gigantic steel 
knobs. Both men were dressed in gray suits. Both wore their 
blond hair cropped short. Enormous paintings in cool tones of 
silver and gray hung on the walls. The only splotch of color was 
the deep blue of Lake Zurich below. 


“May I help you?” The man on the left addressed them. 


The guy looked perfectly calm. This was getting weirder and 
weirder. 


“Pm Fiske Cahill, an account holder here. We were just going 
through our safe-deposit box when a guard told us there were 
armed thieves in the bank —” 


“Who were on their way up to that floor—” Dan interrupted. 


“And then we realized he was one of them, so we wrestled 
him to the floor —” 


Both assistants’ eyes were on them now. 


“We have received no security alerts,” the first one said. He 
primly adjusted his silver-framed glasses. 


Fiske took out the gun and slammed it on the desk. That got 
their attention. 


“T think this belongs to the bank,” he said. 


The silver-framed glasses guy licked his lips. “I think you’d 
better see Herr Duber.” 

“Good call,” Fiske said. 

Within seconds, the door opened, and a tall, gray-haired man 
nodded at them. He, too, seemed fashioned of metal. Silver 
hair, silver glasses, steel-gray eyes. 

“What is it, Bruno?” he asked testily. 

The blond man in the glasses gestured at them and shrugged, 


as if to say he wasn’t responsible for the three crazy Americans 
in front of him. 


“They have a story about a bank heist, like an American 
film.” He gave a disdainful smile. 


“It’s not a story,” Dan said furiously. 
Herr Duber frowned. “Why don’t you start at the beginning?” 


It took another few minutes for them to spill out the story to 
Herr Duber. He immediately called security. He frowned as he 
listened, then said something in German and replaced the 
receiver. “There are no armed intruders in the bank.” 


Fiske looked at Dan and Amy. “But we heard a siren!” Amy 
cried. 


“We don’t have a siren,” Herr Duber said. “We have a silent 
alarm.” 


“He must have pressed something against the door,” Amy 
murmured. 


“And that flashing red light?” Dan wondered. “He could have 
stuck it up there and activated it with a remote.” 


“Something’s going on,” Fiske said. “I’d think you’d want to 
get to the bottom of it.” 


“T agree, Mr. Cahill. Please come with me,” Herr Duber said. 


He led them down the corridor. It opened into another 
corridor, with no gray carpet, no art on the walls. Herr Duber 


swiped a card outside the first door to the left and ushered 
them inside. 


Several guards sat glued to banks of monitors, not even 
turning to greet them. 


They waited while Herr Duber spoke briefly to a man in a 
dark suit, gesturing at them. They felt the man’s hard gaze on 
them. He turned and spoke to one of the men at the monitors. 
Then he leaned in, watching carefully. 


Fiske, Amy, and Dan walked over. They looked at the grainy 
gray image of an elevator. 


“You see the timer there?” Herr Duber said, pointing. “You 
said you took the service elevator, the one to the garage? It’s 
been empty for an hour.” 


“That isn’t possible,” Amy murmured. 
“What about the security officer?” Fiske asked. 


“His shift ended ten minutes ago,” the man in the dark suit 
said. “He punched out and left.” 


“This is Herr Moser, chief of security,” Herr Duber explained. 


“The guard tricked us,” Dan said. “And you. Can’t you see? 
He tampered with the cameras!” 


“So you say,” Moser said. 


“You have the items in your safe-deposit box, correct?” Herr 
Duber broke in. “So nothing is missing. We have checked the 
entire area. We don’t allow surveillance cameras in the viewing 
room, of course,” he added. “For complete privacy.” 

“It doesn’t matter that nothing is missing,” Fiske said. “There 
was a security breach. If I were you, I’d call the police.” 

“But nothing has been stolen.” Moser’s mouth was a thin line. 
“We prefer to handle this internally.” 


“What about the security officer?” Fiske asked. 
“T assure you, all employees undergo background checks —” 


“Can we see the surveillance tape from outside the safe- 
deposit area?” 


The guard hit a few keys on the computer. They saw the 
timer running along the bottom of the image. There was the 
security guard, standing. Standing. Standing. 

“That’s Bachmann,” Moser said. “He’s new. Impeccable 
resume.” 

“Yeah, except for the criminal activity part,” Dan said. “Look 
at the running clock. We were leaving the area less than ten 
minutes ago and the corridor is empty. This is bogus!” 

“This word I don’t know — bogus.” Moser shot him a glance 
that clearly said he thought he was dealing with The Family 
Crazypants. 

“If I were you,” Dan said, “Pd double-check the backgrounds 
of every single employee in this bank. This guy Bachmann 
couldn’t have done this on his own.” 

The security chief looked at him, and the mask of politeness 
slipped. “I am not accustomed to taking advice from little 
boys.” 

Dan was ready to kick him, but Fiske put a hand on his 
shoulder. “Dude,” he said. “It’s time to start.” 


They left the bank by the side entrance and quickly jumped into 
a taxi. Fiske told the driver to take a scenic ride around the 
lake. 


“They could be tailing us right now,” Amy said with a shiver. 


“I don’t think so,” Fiske said. He’d been checking behind 
them since they’d gotten into the car. 


“I say we get the jump on them,” Dan said. 
“How?” Amy asked. 


Dan reached into the pocket of his parka. He held out a nylon 
wallet on his palm. “I picked the guard’s pocket before we left 


the elevator. Just call me Lightfinger Dan.” 
“The guy was unconscious,” Amy said. 
“Yeah, but my moves were soooo smooth,” Dan said. 


They leaned forward expectantly as Dan emptied the wallet, 
but all it held was a few crumpled Swiss francs and an ID for 
Maxwell Bachmann. 


Dan tossed the ID aside in disappointment. “Definitely a fake. 
This doesn’t tell us anything.” 


Fiske picked it up off the seat. “Not necessarily.” 


He balanced the picture ID on his knee, then snapped a few 
photos of it with his phone. “TIl send this to Erasmus. He’s got a 
database of possible Vespers in his head.” 


“Don’t forget to tell him about the tattoo,” Dan said. 


Fiske nodded as he rapidly punched the information into his 
phone. 


The face of the Vesper stared up at Dan. The guy looked like 
a student, not a criminal master mind. He would have passed 
him on the street without a second look. 


Fiske’s phone buzzed. He held it up so that they could read 
the message. 


CASPER WYOMING VERY DANGEROUS. DO NOT 
APPROACH. 


“Casper, Wyoming?” Dan asked incredulously. “Were 
nowhere near it.” 


“It’s not a city,” Fiske said. “It’s a name.” 


“ Very dangerous,’ ” Amy repeated. “Well, at least he doesn’t 
know where we are. Or where we’re going.” 


“Do we? Dan asked. 


“We do,” Fiske told them. “I figured out what Grace was 
trying to tell me. It’s so obvious I didn’t see it.” 


“So where are we going?” Amy asked. 


“Zermatt, Switzerland,” Fiske announced. “You'll get to see 
the Alps after all!” 


As the sleek, comfortable train rocketed through the 
picturesque countryside, Fiske spread Grace’s note on his lap 
and settled his reading glasses on his nose. 


“ ‘Compass points,’ ” he said. “It was driving me crazy. 
Compass points refers to the Matterhorn.” 


“Isn’t that the ride at Disneyland?” Dan asked. 


“Exactly,” Fiske said. “And it’s based on the mountain in 
Switzerland. It has four faces, each oriented in a different 
direction — north, south —” 
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— east, west,” Amy finished. “Compass points. But I still 
don’t get how you figured out it was the mountain.” 


“Matte means meadow in German, and horn means peak. That 
was the other clue, in case I didn’t get ‘compass points.’ Our 
parents owned a chalet in Zermatt,” Fiske said. “Grace and 
Beatrice went there when they were young. Then Father died, 
and somehow it was never sold. Then, when I dropped out of 
college ... which, by the way, you should never do —” He 
interrupted himself, looking at them over his glasses. 


Dan rolled his eyes at Amy. “Thanks for the lecture, Uncle 
Fiske, but can you get to the point?” 


“After I dropped out, Grace treated me to a trip to Europe. 
One of the stops was the chalet. She had never gone back 
before. I think it reminded her too much of happier days. 
Anyway, we had our last visit together for what turned out to 
be ... a very long time. I was afraid of what Grace thought of 
me. I thought she’d call me a wimp. Because I wanted out. Out 
of the whole Cahill family, out of the games and the betrayals 
and the stupid petty jealousies ... The rest of the Cahills 
thought I was weak because I didn’t want to play.” 


Amy and Dan sat straight and still. Fiske had never talked 
much about his life. He had told them how he’d dropped out 
and “bummed around the world” for years. He’d never 
explained, and they’d never asked. 


“I knew Grace wanted me to help her. I knew she needed me 
to watch her back. But she did a generous thing. She told me to 
go and never come back. She told me to get lost.” 


“Wow, I tell Amy to get lost all the time,” Dan said. “It never 
works.” 


“She meant get lost, really lose myself so that the Cahills 
could never find me. She said that one day they’d forget about 
me because I wasn’t useful anymore. She was right about that, 
by the way. But back then, she gave me her blessing. And a 
Swiss bank account,” he added, smiling. “Grace was always 
practical. So I got lost. I lived in Thailand for a while, New 
Zealand, Bali ... settled in Portugal. We were in touch, would 
see each other from time to time. And when she called me 
home I booked my flight that same day. I knew she was dying. 
She didn’t have to tell me.” 


There was a short silence. Amy felt the slight swaying of the 
train and blinked at the green meadows floating by outside the 
window. That bond — sister and brother — had held strong. It 
didn’t matter that Fiske had gone underground. Grace had 
made sure he was all right. 


“It was Grace who raised me. I was her baby. So the fact that 
she let me go” — Fiske cleared his throat — “was the most 
generous act she could do.” 

Dan looked down at the note. “So what about potatoes?” 


“That’s the part that’s confusing,” Fiske said. “We roasted 
potatoes in the fire, but not at the chalet. We certainly didn’t do 
it on every birthday.” 


“Maybe the point isn’t the potatoes,” Amy said. “Maybe it’s 
the fireplace.” 


Fiske nodded. “The chalet has a big fireplace — the ring 
could be hidden there. You know, in Grace’s last days, she told 
me I could do anything I wanted with what was left — the 
mansion, the Nantucket house, the paintings, the books — but I 
was never to sell the chalet, or even modernize it or change it 
in any way. She had hired a local woman as a caretaker for it, 
so it was well tended. I was to pass it to Amy. I didn’t 
understand it at the time. I thought maybe you were a terrific 
skier or something, Amy.” 


“If you count falling down on the bunny slope,” Amy said 
with a grin. She’d been skiing in Massachusetts, but she was no 
expert. She frowned. “So the ring must be there.” 


This was the part of the Clue hunt that she’d liked — figuring 
out puzzles. She could do without the near-escapes. 


They thought over it for a while, but the slight sway of the 
train and the lack of sleep from the night before acted on all of 
them. Amy saw Fiske place her jacket gently over her as she 
drifted off into sleep. 


They woke up in time to change trains and then boarded a 
smaller, red railcar with big observation windows. They 
climbed through the mountains, through meadows deep with 
snow and storybook houses that looked like the Von Trapp 
family was inside singing “My Favorite Things.” 

As they chugged the last miles toward Zermatt, they couldn’t 
help but gasp when the Matterhorn came into view, looming 
sharp and clear against the blue sky. 


“Its amazing,” Amy said. 
“It’s over fourteen thousand feet high,” Fiske said. 


“Fourteen thousand, six hundred and ninety-two, actually,” 
Amy said. 


“It’s not as hard to climb as it used to be,” Fiske said, “but the 
cemetery has quite a few graves of climbers. Two students from 


Cambridge University were lost on the mountain back in the 
fifties. They found their bodies thirty years later.” 


Dan shuddered. “That’s pretty harsh.” 


“Its a harsh mountain. It also has the highest cable car 
station in Europe,” Fiske went on. “But I think we'll stay closer 
to the ground. As soon as we, uh, collect the package, we 
should think about moving on. We can pretty much bet that 
Casper Wyoming isn’t working alone.” 


The train glided into the station. They filed out with the 
other passengers, who were searching for ski equipment and 
luggage. 

“There are no cars in Zermatt,” Fiske explained. “They have 
electric taxis, funicular railways, and a tram. And, of course, all 
the cable cars. I e-mailed Frau Weiser, and she said the place 
will be ready for us.” 


The resort town of Zermatt was bustling with skiers and 
shoppers. Many of the pedestrians clomped around in ski boots, 
some carrying their skis. The main street, the Bahnhofstrasse, 
was lined with exclusive shops filled with designer ski clothes, 
jewelry stores with thick, heavy gold watches, and bakery 
windows stuffed with pastries. 


“We can take the funicular railway up to the chalet,” Fiske 
said. “It’s a short walk from the stop.” 


The railway dropped them off at the entrance to a trail 
leading upward. Fiske pointed to the left. “You see over there? 
You can ski out of the chalet right to the cable car stop that 
takes you up the mountain.” 


They trudged through the snow, glad they’d all worn their 
winterized boots. A small chalet lay ahead, surrounded by 
snowy pines. They stamped their boots on the front walk to 
remove the snow and walked inside. 


The interior was cold and still. “Guess the heat hasn’t had a 
chance to warm up the place,” Fiske said. “It’s been empty a 


long time.” 


A massive fireplace took up most of one wall. The furniture 
was worn and comfortable, and the view was spectacular. 
Below were the rooftops of Zermatt, and the mountains rose up 
all around them. 


“Props to Frau Weiser!” Dan called from the kitchen. “She left 
us chocolate!” 


Fiske and Amy stood by the fireplace. Dan joined them, 
munching on chocolate. They stared at the blackened bricks as 
though they would give up their secret. 


“Birthdays,” Amy murmured. She stripped off her gloves and 
stuck them in her pocket, but she kept her parka on. “Grace’s 
birthday, your birthday.” She knelt down by the fireplace. “If 
we were roasting potatoes, we’d have to be right here ... look!” 
she said excitedly. “There’s a scratch on this brick — it looks 
like an M!” 


Fiske and Dan bent down to look. “Madrigals,” Fiske said. 
Dan nodded. “So, birthdays ...” 


“That’s it! Grace said up, then down,” Amy said. “We take the 
numbers of your birthdays, and count the bricks. Grace was 
born on December twenty-fourth, so that’s month twelve, on 
the twenty-fourth, so we count twelve up, and then twenty-four 
down. We leave out the birth year because we’d be all the way 
up the chimney.” Amy went up the bricks, counting as she 
went. “Now we go down, for your birthday, August ninth, so 
that’s eight up and then nine down....” 

Amy stopped at a brick. She tapped it with a fingernail, then 
pulled at it. “It’s really stuck. Do we have tools?” 

Dan took the key off the table where Fiske had left it. He 


knelt next to Amy and pried at the brick. “We need something 
sharper. We have to scrape away all the mortar.” 


Fiske shook his head. “I don’t know about this. It seems to me 
that the brick should be loose, so that it would be relatively 


easy to pry out.” 
“Unless we’re totally wrong about everything,” Dan said. 


Amy rocked back on her heels. “Wait a second. Didn’t Grace 
say ‘our birthdays in Europe’ or something like that?” 


“She said ‘our European birthdays,’ ” Dan corrected. 


“People write dates in Europe differently,” Amy said. “They 
put the day first, then the month. We do the month first in the 
US. So...” 


“So we need to count the birth day, then the month,” Fiske 
finished. 


Amy went back to the brick with the letter M. This time she 
counted twenty-four up and twelve down, then nine up and 
eight down. She put her hand on the brick and it moved in her 
hand. “It’s loose!” she cried. 


“Here.” Dan handed her the key. 


She slid it along the side. “I think I can get it....” She pried 
the brick loose and lifted it out of the floor. She held her breath 
as she reached into the space and withdrew a small silk pouch. 


It was easy to untie the knot. She upended the pouch and 
shook it. The ring dropped into her palm. 


It was old, worn, and dull. She could just make out some 
characters or symbols on it. She held it up. “It doesn’t look like 
much.” She slipped it on her third finger, but it was too loose, 
so she pushed it on her thumb. 


“We actually found it,” Dan said, shaking his head. “Thanks, 
Grace!” 


Amy turned the ring on her thumb. Grace had given her this 
charge, and she had to protect it, even though she didn’t know 
why. What should she do now? Wear it? Bring it to another 
bank? Hide it somewhere safe? Where? It had remained under 
that brick for a long time. Maybe she should just put it back. 


As her gaze rested on the floor, she slowly became aware that 
a stain was spreading out from underneath a closet door. A dark 
red pool ... 


“Uncle Fiske?” she whispered. “Over there ...” 


Fiske turned, and she saw him swallow. “Wait in the kitchen, 
you two,” he said. 


But they stayed right where they were as he went to the 
closet door and opened it. 


Amy cried out as a woman fell heavily out onto the floor. 
Blood dripped from a wound on her forehead. 


Amy started forward, but a noise made her turn. Casper 
Wyoming was heading down the stairs toward them. 


Fiske reacted first. He leaped forward to put himself between 
Casper and Amy and Dan. “Run!” he shouted to them. 


Dan couldn’t seem to move. His mind heard the command, 
but his body was frozen. 


Fiske landed a kick into Casper’s midsection, then twisted to 
attempt an uppercut to his jaw, but Casper dodged it. Dan and 
Amy watched in horror as Casper picked Fiske up like a dry 
piece of kindling and heaved him against the wall. It all 
happened so fast. Dan heard Amy scream “NO!” as Fiske hit the 
wall with a terrible noise. His face contorted in pain as he 
landed awkwardly on his ankle and went down. 


But Casper wasn’t interested in Fiske. He advanced on them, 
his eyes on Amy’s thumb. Amy stood frozen, watching Casper 
approach. 


Purpose pumped through Dan’s body again. He yanked on 
Amy’s arm, pulling her away as Fiske suddenly lunged toward 
Casper from the floor. He grabbed Casper’s ankle, but Casper 
kicked him viciously. Fiske grunted but managed to hold on. 


“Go,” he said through his teeth, his steel-blue gaze clouded 
with pain but still full of force. 


It gave them just enough time. They ran out through the back 
door, straight down a ramp. You can ski right to the cable car 
stop, Fiske had said. They raced down the snowy incline, trying 
not to slip. Casper burst out of the house behind them. 


“Kids!” Casper yelled. “Give it up! I only want the ring! I 
won’t hurt you.” 


“Does he think we’re stupid?” Amy muttered. She took Dan’s 
hand and yanked him off the path. Dan saw immediately what 
she was thinking. They could have an advantage here — Casper 
might not know where the cable car stop was. 


“Where —” Amy asked. 


Dan recalled it perfectly, like a picture in his head.... Fiske 
pointing up the mountain, the high lines of the cables, the cable 
car stop, a concrete modern structure jutting out over the slope. 
No doubt there would be people there, too. “This way.” 


He took the lead and they raced down the slope, dodging the 
pines. The afternoon was waning. If they could get aboard the 
cable car, they could lose themselves among the skiers trying to 
fit in a last run. Then they could get down the mountain on 
another car. It wasn’t much, but it was their best shot. 


Almost there. Casper wasn’t wearing boots, so he kept 
slipping and sliding and cursing his way through the trees. 
“He’s not exactly Outdoor Dude,” Dan said. He could feel his 
lungs squeezing, but he didn’t want Amy to know he was out of 
breath. He just needed one last burst of energy. Then he could 
use his inhaler. The station was ahead. A cable car was 
approaching. They could make it. 


They burst into the station. A set of turnstiles stood between 
them and the cable car. Skiers in front of them had some sort of 
electronic card that got them through. Some of them waved the 
card, and others just thrust out a hip and the turnstile beeped 
and let them pass. 


Amy and Dan exchanged glances. There was no time. Casper 
was just coming into the station, his jeans wet with snow. They 


vaulted over the turnstiles and catapulted themselves into the 
car just as the doors were closing. 


“You have to pay!” the cable car operator scolded them as the 
car lurched forward. 


Outside on the platform, Casper hauled off and punched a 
concrete column. 


Amy put on her most contrite look. “Our parents have the lift 
passes!” she said. “We got separated and we don’t have any 
money! They’ll be up at the top, waiting for us.” 


Dan took out his inhaler and took a deep hit. He felt his lungs 
expand and he got a full breath. He tried to look honest and 
sickly at the same time. 


“All right, all right,” the operator said. “You'll have to find 
them and pay when we get there, then.” 


They sidled over and tried to lose themselves among the 
dozen skiers who were going up for a last run. 


“Did you see that?” Dan muttered. “The dude punched 
concrete.” 


“T hope Fiske is okay.” 


“Look — there’s Casper.” They could just see him below on 
the slope as he took out a cell phone. “We beat you, sucker!” 
Dan whispered. 


“For now,” Amy said. “Who is he calling? The Vespers must 
know about Grace’s chalet. We were sure no one was following 
us back in Zurich.” 


“At least we have time to figure out what to do next,” Dan 
said. “He can’t beat us up the mountain.” 


The cable car soared smoothly up the mountain, gaining 
height as it went. Soon they were hundreds of feet above the 
snow. The skiers laughed and chatted in several languages. A 
man pointed out a ski run to his wife. 


Amy closed her eyes. “I didn’t expect it to be so ... high.” 


Dan looked out over the breathtaking vista. They were past 
the tree line now, and he could make out skiers on the trails, 
tiny dots that zigged and zagged. 


He was glad that he and Amy were still wearing their parkas. 
It was cold up here, and the wind rattled the car. 


“We left Fiske and that poor woman down there. Do you 
think she’s dead?” Amy whispered, her face pale. 


“No,” Dan said. But the truth was, he wasn’t sure. He took 
another discreet puff on his inhaler. His heartbeat was slowing 
down, but he was having trouble focusing. 


At first this had seemed so cool, to be back on the run, 
outwitting the bad guys. But the Vespers — he didn’t know 
these guys at all, and that scared him. He could still hear the 
sickening thunk of Fiske’s head hitting the wall. Casper had 
treated Fiske like an insect, something in his way to be 
squashed under his shoe. The look in his eyes ... it was as 
though Fiske were something less than human. 


He wasn’t ready to get plunged back into this. He wasn’t 
ready at all. 


But he couldn’t tell his sister that. She’d worry even more 
than she was worrying now. 


Amy pressed closer to the glass. She pointed down the 
mountain. “Take a look at that helicopter.” 


A copter was heading across the sky, casting a shadow on the 
pristine white snow. 


It powered closer, its propeller whirring. They could see the 
pilot now, and a man sitting in the seat next to him. 


“They’re arguing,” Amy said. 
“Look. That copter is getting awfully close,” one of the 
women in the car said nervously to her companion. 


Someone else said something in French. The cable car 
operator looked out and frowned. He spoke into his headset. 


Suddenly, the passenger in the helicopter lunged forward. 
They saw the pilot jerk violently backward. 


“He has a gun!” someone yelled. 


The passenger began to push the pilot out of the seat. The 
helicopter tilted crazily. 


An American man yelled, “Call the authorities!” 
“He shot the pilot!” his wife screamed. 


The pilot, they saw, was fighting for his life. Helplessly, they 
watched as the passenger clubbed the pilot with the butt of the 
gun. He hung on to his seat while the passenger pushed him 
toward the open door. Someone next to Dan hammered on the 
glass of the cable car and cried out something in German. 


Then they all screamed with one voice as the passenger 
reared back and kicked the pilot halfway out the open door. 
The pilot gripped the side of the helicopter, but with one brutal 
thrust the passenger pushed him off. They screamed in horror 
as the pilot’s body fell, gaining velocity as he went down, until 
he was lost to sight. 


Someone sobbed. The cable car was a babble of voices in 
different languages, calling out in anguish. 


Dan swallowed quickly. He felt sick. Sweat broke out on his 
forehead. Amy looked at him, her eyes wide with horror. 


“T’ve called the police,” the operator shouted. He repeated the 
phrase in German and Italian. 


Amy had turned back to the window. “It’s not over,” she 
whispered. 


The passenger was now piloting the helicopter. It was 
heading straight for the cable car. Instinctively, everyone 
moved away from it, and the car lurched crazily to one side. 
Several people screamed. 


“Stay calm!” the operator yelled. “Keep the car stable! The 
police are on their way!” 


Dan cast a quick look up the mountain. They were far away 
from the top, and the drop must be hundreds of feet down. Now 
he could see the passenger’s face. He felt the shock of 
recognition. It was the bank president’s assistant, the one in the 
silver glasses. “It’s Bruno!” he told Amy. “The guy from the 
bank who dissed us. He’s a Vesper.” 


Amy was pale and glassy-eyed. “He’s going to cut the cables.” 


Dan looked at her in alarm, then at the helicopter. It was 
higher than the cable car now and tilted to one side. The 
whirring blades were getting closer and closer. So close he 
could see the intent expression on the Vesper’s face, the way his 
gaze stayed on the cables above. 


“He can’t —” Dan started, then swallowed. If the guy was 
trying to scare them, he was coming awfully close. 


Screams erupted throughout the cabin. Instinctively, 
everyone moved back, and the car rocked again. Dan hung on 
to Amy as the helicopter loomed in their vision, Bruno’s black- 
gloved hands steady on the controls. 


Then a terrible shrieking sound resounded through the cabin, 
and the cable gave way. The car lurched, and some of the 
passengers were slammed to the floor. They began to slide 
toward the closed doors. Dan and Amy barely stayed on their 
feet. Screams filled the cabin. 


“What’s happening?” someone yelled in terror. 


“We're all right!” the operator shouted above the screams. 
“We can’t fall! There’s one cable left. We’re all right! We’re all 
right,” he kept repeating in English, then French, then Italian, 
then German, as though by saying it over and over it would 
make it real. But there was a sheen of perspiration on his face, 
and Dan could see fear in his eyes. 


“He’s coming back again!” a man shouted. 


Amy took Dan’s hand. He knew now what Amy had already 
guessed. The Vesper wasn’t trying to scare them. He was going 


to kill them. 


The whirring blades angled to the left, ready to cut the final 
cable and send them plunging to their death. 


It’s going to end here, like this? 


The formula was in his head, the formula that could make 
him the most powerful person in the world. They had decided 
months ago that it was too dangerous to exist. Too dangerous to 
ingest. 

But if he had done it, if he had taken it, could he have 
dispatched Casper Wyoming back in the chalet? He would have 
had the strength of a Tomas. If he’d had the cunning of a 
Lucian, would he have seen ahead and baited a trap instead of 
walking into one? If he’d thought more creatively, like a Janus, 
would he have come up with another way to escape, instead of 
climbing aboard a death trap? If he’d had the inventiveness of 
an Ekaterina, could he now figure out a way to get the cable car 
moving and away from this madman in a copter? 


If I had it all — every power — could I have escaped this 
moment? 


Dan faced the helicopter. He hadn’t learned not to be afraid, 
but he had learned that turning away was not an option. He 
wanted the last thing he saw to be that guy’s face, so the 
Vespers would know that Dan Cahill hadn’t been scared. The 
terror that gripped him — his enemy would not see it. 


“Polizia!” someone yelled. 


Someone else was sobbing as the police helicopter flew at 
terrific speed toward the rogue helicopter. Dan could see 
Bruno’s furious face as he dipped his copter sharply to the right 
and zoomed away, with the police in pursuit. 

A few people were crying. The American man hugged his 
wife and rocked her from side to side. A tall German skier gave 
a short, strangled laugh. Relief made them all giddy for a 


moment. Until they remembered that they were still dangling 
over a staggering drop on only one cable. 


“The rescue helicopter is on its way,” the operator said. “We 
should see it in a moment.” 


“And then what?” Amy asked. “How will they fix the cable?” 


The operator looked at her kindly. “They can’t fix it,” he said. 
“They’re going to airlift us out.” 


“Air — airlift?” 
“A rescue worker will be lowered by cable from the 


helicopter and he’ll take one group out at a time. Don’t worry, 
they are very good at their jobs,” the operator said. 


Dan suddenly realized that he was freezing. The car wasn’t 
heated, and condensation was beginning to build on the 
windows and ice over. It was difficult to see out now. Which 
was probably a good thing, being that Amy was a weenie about 
heights. 


“Did they catch the helicopter pilot?” Dan asked the operator. 
He shook his head. “Not yet. They’ll get him.” 


Soon they heard the whirring of the blades. They could just 
glimpse the rescue helicopter approaching. Dangling at the end 
of a long cable was a rescue worker in a red parka. The 
helicopter flew higher, and they felt the slight bump as the 
rescue worker landed against the cable car. A second later the 
doors opened, and he swung in. 


The noise of the copter was loud in their ears. He motioned 
to the man and wife close to him, and then to Dan and Amy. 
Slings were attached to the cable, and the man and his wife 
were already slipping into them. 


“I have to sit in that and be towed in midair?” Amy asked. 
Her face looked terror stricken. “Dan, I can’t do this.” 

“Are you kidding me? Of course you can. You’ve been on the 
top of Mount Everest! This is cake.” He didn’t like the look on 


Amy’s face. His sister was madbrave when she was in the 
moment. It was the waiting that did her in. 


“Come on.” He urged her forward. “Can this be any worse 
than the time I made you jump off the balcony in that Cairo 
museum?” 


Amy laughed weakly, but she moved forward and sat 
gingerly in the contraption. The rescue worker snapped her in. 


Dan stepped into the sling. 
“Ready?” the rescue worker shouted. 


Everyone else nodded, and Amy’s weak “Not really” was 
swallowed by the rush of wind as they stepped off the cable car 
into midair. 


Dan felt the jolt of the cable and the blast of cold air in his 
face. Clouds were building in layers around the mountain, and 
the tiny pellets of snow striking his cheeks felt like ice. They 
swung at the bottom of the cable as the helicopter started down 
the mountain. Dan looked down and gulped. Amy kept her eyes 
closed. 


They were probably in the air for about five minutes or so, 
but it felt longer. Finally, he saw far below a cluster of rescue 
workers clad in red parkas standing in a clearing near an alpine 
hut. The helicopter flew lower and lower, and he saw them 
waiting, arms outstretched. The helicopter hovered above, and 
in seconds, a rescuer had grabbed his legs. He almost toppled 
onto the guy. Now that relief was coursing through him, his 
muscles felt like slush. 


“Are you okay?” the rescuer asked. 


Dan nodded, even though he wasn’t sure. Would the guy 
think he was crazy if he kissed the ground? He decided to skip 
it. 


He could see now that the hut was bigger than he’d thought, 
and was a small restaurant. Skiers sat inside, most of them 
sipping at hot drinks while they watched the rescue operations. 


Some of them were in their stocking feet. It was odd to come 
back to a world where people sat around, warm and 
comfortable in their socks, eating soup, while he’d almost been 
turned into Dan Jam, smashed into goo on a mountainside. 


He walked on unsteady legs toward Amy, who was already 
sitting on a bench, a mug of soup in her hands. Next to her, skis 
had been planted in the snow and were sticking straight up like 
a small forest. Snow boots were piled on a mat. There was a 
jumble of goggles in a basket. 


Dan took the offered cup from a rescue worker and tasted the 
best soup of his life. Everything looked so sharp and clear — 
the blue shadows on the snow, the crazy clouds, the creamy 
ceramic sheen of the cup. 


“You can go inside and warm up, if you wish,” the rescue guy 
said. “Do you see the person talking to the couple over there? 
He is going to come over here and talk to you as well — he is a 
medic. You don’t appear to be in shock, but we must check. 
Then you may take the tram down the mountain. There are 
escorts waiting.” 


“Thanks.” Dan sank down next to Amy. “That was close,” he 
said. 


Amy turned to him. “We almost died, Dan. We really almost 
did this time.” She shook her head. “I thought all this ... was 
over. Is it ever going to be over?” 


Dan didn’t want to answer that question. Because they both 
knew the answer was no. 


“We should call Fiske. But I don’t have a signal,” Amy said, 
snapping her phone closed. She scanned the area. “Casper 
Wyoming could be anywhere. Not to mention the other guy. We 
should get off the mountain. Didn’t that guy say a rescue 
worker would escort us down? That’s our best bet.” 


Dan didn’t answer. He was studying the rescue worker who 
stood waiting patiently by the tram station. He was dressed in 
the same red jacket the other rescuers wore, his fleece cap 


pulled down to his eyebrows and a pair of goggles obscuring 
most of his face. Something about him was familiar, and not in 
a good way. 


The worker patted his parka pocket for a minute. Like he was 
making sure something was there. Like a weapon. 


He turned his back and spoke quickly to Amy. “Don’t look, 
but that rescue guy is our friend Casper. He’s waiting by the 
tram.” 


Amy’s eyes widened. “What should we do? Should we tell 
someone?” 


“Tell them what? That we’re protecting an ancient ring? Or 
that there’s this secret society called the Vespers?” 


“I guess not. But we have to get down this mountain.” Amy 
glanced over at the skis. “And there’s only one way.” 


Within minutes, they were schussing down the slope. The cloud 
cover was thicker, and the snow was falling more steadily now. 
Amy and Dan weren’t experts, but luckily the run wasn’t too 
steep ... yet. They made good time down the mountain. Far 
below, they could see the lights of Zermatt beginning to twinkle 
on. 


All they could hear was the schuss, schuss of their skis. Once 
in a while a skier would pass them, going down straight and 
fast. 


Amy gave a quick glance behind. Her heart sank when she 
saw a Skier in a red parka heading off from the hut. To her 
dismay, a skier clad in navy kept up the pace next to him. “Bad 
news — they’re both behind us,” she told Dan. “Bruno must 
have gotten away. And here’s the other bad news — they look 
like experienced skiers.” 


“Apparently Casper is Outdoor Dude,” Dan said through 
gritted teeth. 


“We have to go off the trail. They have the advantage if we 
go straight downhill. They’re much faster.” 


“Pm right behind you,” Dan said. 


Amy skied off the trail. The snow was icy and bumpy. She 
gripped her poles. It would be a disaster if one of them fell. She 
tried to forget the warnings she’d read about skiing off trails on 
this mountain — how treacherous crevasses could lie off the ski 
runs, ready to swallow up skiers. The wind bit at her cheeks, 
and she ducked her head slightly, trying to focus on the best 
pathway through the snow. At least the direction was easy — 
downhill. 


They made better time now. The Vespers had longer skis, 
faster on the trail but not as maneuverable as their shorter skis. 
Their path snaked through large boulders, and crags and cliffs 
lay on either side. 


Amy squinted through her borrowed goggles. She saw a 
problem ahead. There were two natural divisions on the route 
they were on. To the right was a small stand of trees. To the 
left, large boulders rose through the snow, and the terrain grew 
increasingly rocky, ending in what appeared to be a huge crag 
that would qualify as an Olympic ski jump. 


She went right. She heard Dan struggling for breath next to 
her as they tracked back and forth, finding a path through the 
trees. It should have brought them ahead, but it didn’t. When 
they cleared the trees, she glanced behind. The two Vespers 
were right behind them. They would catch up in a few seconds. 


She saw the inevitable end of this chase, and she pushed back 
against her panic. 


Amy felt the ache in her legs and arms. Her muscles burned, 
and her chest hurt. She heard the sound she was dreading — 
Dan had started to wheeze. His breath was giving out. 


Her muscles quivered. She gripped her poles and stared 
ahead fiercely, telling herself not to give up. When had she ever 
given up, even when she was exhausted and discouraged and 


sure she’d never succeed? That determination had kept her 
going. It had sustained them through the Clue hunt. Dan had it, 
too. 


She glanced behind. The two skiers were moving so fast. 
They were close enough now that she could hear the schuss of 
their skis. They weren’t flailing like her and Dan. They were 
like machines. 


Her leg muscles had gone past burning. They were shaking 
uncontrollably. The whole day had been too much, the lack of 
sleep, the shocks, the near-death experience. Amy felt tears well 
up and begin to fall. 


They weren’t going to make it. 


She’d made the wrong choice, coming off the main trail. With 
another quick glance behind her, she could see that the Vespers 
were almost on them now. 


Looming ahead, she saw an outcropping of snow, a small 
cliff, and she cried out to Dan and turned to miss it. They’d 
never make it over without falling. They made the turn, 
avoiding the outcropping, but the maneuver had cost them. The 
Vespers caught up. 


It was over. 


The Vespers stopped in front of them, turning in a spray of 
snow. Amy and Dan were forced to pull up. The only sound was 
their labored breathing and the hiss of the wind. She noticed 
how dusky it was, how the lights of the village seemed so far 
below them. How alone they were. To the left was the crag 
she’d avoided earlier. To the right, more forest. The snow ahead 
was wide and empty, but the Vespers blocked them from it. 


Casper spoke. “The ring. That’s all we want.” 

Was he telling the truth? They were certainly willing to send 
them plummeting to their deaths just a little while ago. 

Amy gripped her ski poles while her mind worked frantically. 
Had she reached a dead end? If she handed over the ring, 


would there be a chance for them? She couldn’t let anything 
happen to Dan. She was his older sister, his protector. He hated 
that, but it was true. 


“Don’t even think about it,” Dan murmured to her. As usual, 
he knew what she was thinking — she would sacrifice the ring 
for him. 


She felt the ring, snug on her thumb under her glove. 
Suddenly, in the midst of all this terror, she felt the shimmer of 
memories. One after the other, cascading down — Grace, her 
gaze so intent, handing her a new book in her library. Grace, 
lying on the window seat near the end, pain etched in every 
line on her face but turning to Amy and summoning up some 
inner light that somehow transformed her back into a vital 
person. Shielding Amy from her pain, shielding both of them 
from the terrible knowledge that death was in her bones and it 
was coming soon. 


That was courage. That was strength. 
How could she answer that with anything less? 
“It’s stuck,” she told him. “I can’t get it off my finger.” 


Casper withdrew a long, glittering knife. “Darling, that isn’t a 
problem.” 


Suddenly, a dark shape appeared out of nowhere, flying so 
fast over the outcropping to their right that at first Amy thought 
it was a bird of prey instead of a skier. 


Just as he hit the ground in a spray of snow, she felt 
movement to the other side. A snowboarder exploded off the 
rocky cliff to the left, twisting high in the air. He seemed to 
hang there for a long, extended moment. Casper nearly fell 
backward as he grabbed for his ski poles. 


The snowboarder landed just inches away from Bruno, 
barreling into him and sending him airborne. Bruno landed on 
his back and began to slide. 


“Whoa,” Dan breathed. 


Wyoming dug in his poles and took off. The skier changed 
direction and flew after him. Amy saw gray hair sticking out 
from the close-fitting wool hat. The amazing skier was Fiske! 


Meanwhile, ahead of Wyoming, Bruno kept sliding. He must 
have hit an icy patch of snow. The mystery snowboarder was 
bearing down on him when suddenly Bruno disappeared. He 
was there one moment ... and then gone. The snowboarder 
immediately turned his board and stopped. 


It was too late for Wyoming. He was flying so fast on the ice 
that he went airborne for a moment and then he, too, 
disappeared. Fiske pulled up, the snow pluming out from the 
edges of his skis. He stood a minute, looking down. 


Amy blinked. What had happened? 


Cautiously, Amy and Dan skied closer. Fiske held up a hand 
so they stopped a few inches away from him and the 
snowboarder. 


The snowboarder turned and said just one word. “Crevasse.” 
It was Erasmus. 


They followed Erasmus and Fiske down the mountain, skiing 
slowly as the light faded. Amy’s muscles were so tired that she 
had to use all her concentration to get down the mountain 
without falling. 


They skied directly to the back porch of the chalet. Amy’s 
fingers shook as she tried to get out of her ski boots. Fiske bent 
and gently helped her, then Dan, as Erasmus looked out over 
the twilight. 


“Dude,” Dan said tiredly to Erasmus. “A seven-twenty 
McTwist, and you nailed it. Awesome.” 

One corner of Erasmus’s mouth lifted in a small smile. 
“Thanks. Dude.” 

Amy looked down at her uncle’s gray head. He took off the 
second boot and rested his hand on her stocking foot. When he 


looked up, she smiled her thanks. He smiled back, but the smile 
was full of worry. He knew how close they’d come to disaster, 
just as she did. 


But behind the worry, she saw something deep and rock 
steady. Love. 


She stood up at the same time as Fiske, and he gathered her 
into a hug. She felt the surprising strength of his arms around 
her. He put one hand on her head and held her against his 
chest. 


Fiske looked over Amy’s head and extended an arm at Dan. 
To Amy’s surprise, her little brother didn’t shrug or make a 
joke. He walked right into the hug. They stood in a small knot 
for a moment. 


Amy closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of night air, 
pines, and snow. She’d been waiting for this moment since 
they’d got back from the Clue hunt. Through Thanksgiving and 
Christmas and early mornings and late nights, but somehow, 
the feelings had just missed the mark. 


Now, the moment was here, and it rang through her heart, 
crystalline and perfect. This is family. 


“Let’s go inside and warm up,” Fiske said. 
Amy turned to thank Erasmus, but he was gone. 


“He'll be watching the house tonight,” Fiske said. “Just in 
case. We’re taking the next train out, but we have time to rest 
before we go.” 


A fire blazed in the hearth, and there was a thermos of hot 
chocolate and a plate of sandwiches waiting. 

“How is Frau Weiser?” Amy asked. 

“She’s already been released from the clinic,” he said. “A 
head wound and a slight concussion. She’ll be fine. Her 
daughter came up and did this for us.” 


They drank mugs of hot chocolate and gobbled up the 
sandwiches. Night had fallen fast, and the snow whispered 


against the panes. 


“Pve been thinking,” Fiske said. “We’ve got to get rid of the 
ring. Maybe a London bank —” 


“ve been thinking, too,” Amy interrupted. “No more banks. 
That’s what they’ll expect us to do.” 


Fiske had already started shaking his head. “I know what 
you're thinking. You can’t wear it, Amy. You'll be a target.” 


“Pm already a target,” she argued. “Let’s face it. And Grace 
chose me to protect it. ‘Keep it close,’ she said. Maybe the best 
way to do that is to hide it in plain sight.” 


Dan and Fiske gave her a questioning look. “How?” Dan 
asked. 


Amy looked out the window at the black sky, the hard points 
of the stars, the dusting of golden lights on the lower slopes of 
the mountain. “Well,” she said, “this is Switzerland, after all....” 


The snow had started last night and had been falling all day. 
Finally, it had snowed on a school day. Even the hardy city of 
Boston had come to a halt. Schools and businesses were closed. 
The wind had howled all night, pushing the snow into deep 
drifts. 


Amy looked out her bedroom window. Grace’s beautiful 
meadow was an expanse of white. Every tree and shrub was 
heavy with snow, the branches bent, scraping the ground as 
though they were bowing to applause for looking so beautiful. 


Dusk was falling fast, the way it did in Massachusetts. She 
could smell something cooking downstairs. Fiske had promised 
a feast since they were snowed in. 


She looked down at the watch on her wrist. Almost time for 
dinner. Her fingers trailed over the expensive Swiss timepiece. 
Each second ticked in a tiny, precise movement. Before heading 
home, they’d gone to the best watchmaker in Geneva. 


The ring was now part of her, a gold circle for the black-faced 
watch. 


She had protected the ring, and she would keep it safe. 


They’d defeated the Vespers. Erasmus had passed a message 
to Fiske that they’d gone underground again ... for now. 


There was evidence that Casper Wyoming had escaped the 
fate of his companion. He was still out there. 


She’d learned so much on the trip. The most important thing 
was this: She and Dan didn’t know enough. They had almost 
died twice on that mountain, once because they’d made the 
wrong decision and once because they had overestimated their 
strength. 


There had been too much luck involved in their success and 
too little skill. 


They needed to be faster, smarter, better. They needed to 
know more. They needed to be good at more things. They 
needed to train. She remembered her burning muscles and 
lungs on that mountain, the feeling that her body couldn’t do 
what she needed it to do. 


That could never happen again. 


Tonight, after dinner, she would tell Fiske, Nellie, and Dan 
what she’d been thinking about Grace’s mansion. 


She remembered how Dan had scoffed at Grace’s note in the 
Swiss bank. He was right: Grace had never been sentimental. 
Renovating the house so that it looked exactly like it had when 
she was alive — it didn’t make sense. Grace wouldn’t approve 
of that. She’d snort at their foolishness. 


They had to throw out all those plans Fiske had worked so 
hard on. They’d have to re-make Grace’s mansion as theirs. A 
home, yes. But also a place to learn. A place to train. A place to 
get ready. 


Amy felt the contours of the watch face, the ring that 
encircled the passage of time. She remembered Dan’s face in the 


cable car, the thoughts crowding his head that only she could 
read. The serum. He had thought about it. It was racing around 
in her brother’s head, and he must never, ever, be tempted by it 
again. He had to become strong without the serum. They both 
did. 

They would need strength and skills and technology and 
training. Whatever they didn’t know could be used against 
them. She would make it a game for Dan. She wouldn’t tell him 
all her fears. She would give him as many more years of his 
childhood as she could. 

But the reckoning would come. The Vespers were out there. 
And the next time they met, Amy vowed, she and Dan would be 
ready. 





It Was Always Leading to This 


The Cahills thought they were the only ones 
who knew about the Clues. The Cahills were 
wrong. Powerful enemies — the Vespers — have 
been waiting in the shadows. Now it’s their time 
to rise ... and the world will never be the same. 


Turn the page for a sneak peek (if you dare.) 


The 39 Clues: Cahills vs. Vespers 
Book 1 — The Medusa Plot 


PROLOGUE 


Napa Valley, California, 5:42 a.m, Pacific Time Zone 


Fiske Cahill loved the early morning — the glorious moment 
when the sun’s rays broke over the mountaintops. He would 
always be an easterner, but there was no place quite like 
California. 


He eased himself into the mineral bath, feeling the bracing 
sting of water heated by magma trapped deep within the earth. 
The ache and stiffness of his sixty-nine-year-old body seemed to 
melt away, and he knew complete relaxation and contentment. 
Nothing could spoil the perfection of this moment. 


He closed his eyes. That was his first mistake. 


There was a tiny splash as the snake hit the water. It was a 
water moccasin, a baby — the venom is strongest in the very 
young. 

Fiske never saw it. He was aware of a sudden stab, followed 
by blinding pain and then blackness. 


Two men in coveralls lifted him out of the tub and 
administered a tiny injection of antivenom to his abdomen. 
Then they wrapped him up in a vinyl pool cover, carried him to 
a panel truck, and loaded him inside. 


As an afterthought, one of the men fished the snake out of the 
water and tossed it into some tall grass. If it survived and 
happened to bite another resort guest, it was no concern of 
theirs. 


Ponce, Puerto Rico, 9:42 am., Atlantic Time Zone 


Long, powerful strokes propelled Reagan Holt through the 
sparkling Caribbean. At thirteen, she had already completed 
seven Ironman Triathlons, but now she was training for the 
world championships. Puerto Rico’s lesser-known southern 
coast was the ideal place for it — great weather, uncrowded 
roads for running and cycling, and warm, crystal-clear water for 
swimming. There was even entertainment for these grueling 
ocean marathons. Through her goggles, she enjoyed the floor 
show: hundreds of fish species, colorful coral, and ... 


A jolt of surprise threw off her rhythm, and she struggled to 
maintain her textbook form. At first she thought it was an 
undersea mirage, but no. Twenty yards away, a few feet below 
the surface, floated a scuba diver in an antishark cage! 


What’s going on? 
That was when she saw the hammerhead. 


It was big — an eighteen footer at least. It moved in a 
serpentine pattern, its oddly placed eyes sweeping the reef. 
When its attention locked on Reagan, she knew instantly. The 
long body became a guided missile hurtling toward her. Panic 
was immediate and total. Not even the fastest human could 
outswim a shark. 


The cage. It was her only option. She made for it, expecting 
at any moment to feel the devastating bite of jagged teeth. The 
diver read her mind and opened the cage door. She flung 
herself inside, slamming the gate shut behind her just as the 
hammer-shaped snout smashed into the titanium bars. The very 
sea itself seemed to shake. Reagan was thrown back against the 
frame, but the structure held. 


The diver pulled on a signal rope, and a mechanical winch 
began to lift the cage out of the water. As they broke the 
surface, she spied the boat. Relief flooded over her. The cost of 
this training session would not be her life. 


Crew members swung them in over the gunwale and set them 
down on the deck. 


It was all Reagan could do to maintain her footing as she 
stepped onto the wood planking. “Thanks, you guys! That was 
so close —” 


And then she noticed that one of the sailors was pointing a 
gun at her. 


London, UK, 1:42 p.m, Greenwich Mean Time Zone 


When anyone advised Natalie Kabra to “find a happy place,” 
that place was always Harrods. 


That was the reason for this mental health day away from her 
boarding school. When the going gets tough, the tough go 
shopping. And where better than the most famous department 
store in the world, located in the heart of London’s 
Knightsbridge? 

A glance at a bus-stand billboard took the wind out of her 
sails. It was an advertisement for AidWorksWonders, a 
nonprofit organization dedicated to global disaster relief. 
Peering compassionately out was the organization’s founder, 
radiating charity, good will, and kindness. 


Natalie didn’t believe it for a second, and she was in a 
position to know. That woman, Isabel Kabra, was Natalie’s 
mother — a hard-hearted, cold-blooded conspirator, arsonist, 
murderer, and terrorist. The only reason she had formed an 
organization that did good in the world was that it had been 
her ticket out of jail, to parole and community service. Natalie 
pitied the poor community Isabel was assigned to serve. 


Just the sight of her mother almost made her turn around and 
go back to school. It had been Mum who had first introduced 
her to Harrods. But one couldn’t blame Harrods for that, Natalie 
concluded, stepping in through the brass-plated revolving door. 


Muscle memory took her directly to the Girls’ department — 
designer only, of course. Without once consulting a price tag, 
she collected an armload of outfits and headed for the fitting 
room. She stepped inside, wondering at the second click that 
came a moment after she shut the door. She tried the handle. 
Locked. 


And then her world tilted, dropping her against the mirror. 
The entire cubicle lifted suddenly and began to move forward. 


In the Girls’ department, the shoppers paid little attention to 
the large box being carried out of the department by two 
employees in Harrods uniforms. No one heard the screams that 
could not penetrate the soundproof enclosure. 


Paris, France, 2:42 r.m, Central European Time Zone 


To Nellie Gomez, Les Fraises was the best sidewalk café in 
Paris, and she had tried most of them. 


Nellie adored Paris. As much as she missed home, this 
monthlong class in French cuisine was a dream come true. She 
loved living in a place where nose rings and punk-rock hair and 
makeup were considered completely normal. She loved the 
sights of the city, from the ancient Roman ruins to the 
ultramodern glass pyramid entrance to the Louvre. 


But mostly, she loved the food. Her seminar on sauces had 
run through lunch, which gave her the perfect excuse to visit 
Les Fraises in the state she was usually in — hungry. 


The chocolate-strawberry croissant looked a little different as 
the waitress placed the plate on the table next to her espresso. 
Was that confectioner’s sugar on top? Was the chef trying to 
improve upon perfection? 

She was anxious to find out. 

Nellie raised the pastry to her lips. 


Poof! 


A cloud of powder burst from the croissant, enveloping her 
face. It was gone in a few seconds. But by then, Nellie was 
slumped in her seat, unconscious. 


An ambulance pulled up to the café. Two white-coated 
attendants emerged. They lifted Nellie out from behind the 
table, loaded her into the back, and drove away. 


Tel Aviv, Israel, 3:42 r.m, Israel Standard Time Zone 


“This way, children.” 


Alistair Oh held out his arm and guided Ned and Ted Starling 
into the elevator of the medical office building. How tragic it 
was that Alistair, at sixty-six, would be offering his assistance to 
two teenagers in the very prime of youth and strength. It should 
have been the other way around. 


Alas, such was the legacy of the search for the 39 Clues. The 
twins had been victims of a cowardly act of sabotage at the 
Franklin Institute in Philadelphia. Ned now suffered headaches 
of such intensity that he could not concentrate for more than a 
few minutes at a time. He was the lucky one. His brother was 
legally blind. 

Alistair sighed. Perhaps Dr. Shallit could help. That was the 
purpose of their trip to Israel — to see the foremost neurologist 
in the world. He had achieved miraculous results for patients 
with similar injuries. 

Alistair pressed the button, and the elevator began to ascend. 
At the eighteenth floor, the car slowed and stopped. 


The door did not open. 


The next thing he knew, they were dropping, free-falling 
down the elevator shaft, picking up speed. 

“Children —” The word died on his lips. There was nothing 
reassuring to say about plummeting two hundred feet to a 
violent death. 


He tightened his grip on the twins’ forearms. What an odd 
place for their lives to end. Yet it was somehow fitting that 
members of the same family branch should perish together. 


In the space of a few vertical feet, the elevator went from 
terminal velocity to a dead stop. The sudden deceleration 
flattened all three of them to the floor. Ned bumped his head 
and cried out in pain and fear. 


The door opened. Three large men blocked the entrance to 
the underground parking garage, their faces obscured by desert 
head scarves. The leader reached down to grab Alistair. He 
underestimated the older man’s determination. Alistair’s 
diamondhandled cane came up and fractured the man’s wrist. 

The attacker cursed and withdrew in pain. 

Alistair boosted the twins to their feet. “Run!” he ordered. 

Ned took his blind brother’s arm, ducked beneath the hands 
that were reaching for them, and took off down a long row of 
cars. One of the assailants followed in hot pursuit. 

They were almost at the exit when Ted stubbed his foot 
against a cement parking curbstone. He never hit the floor. 
Their pursuer grabbed him in a powerful bear hug. 

Ned hesitated as the onslaught of another headache shattered 
everything in his mind except pain. 

No. Not now— 


With almost superhuman effort, he turned back to his 
brother. Ted was caught, and Alistair was subdued back at the 
elevator. Only he was free. 


Alistair’s voice echoed in the concrete space. “Go! Call 
William McIntyre!” 


With a heavy heart, Ned Starling fled. 


Tokyo, Japan, 10:42 r.m, Japan Standard Time Zone 


Phoenix Wizard was searching for the hip-hop vibe. 


That’s what his cousin Jonah had told him to look for. It 
should have been easy to find in a crowd of screaming fans, all 
jumping, stomping, and shouting along with Jonah Wizard, the 
number one recording artist on the planet. 


The teenage rapper was spectacular. From the upper decks of 
the enormous stadium he must have appeared insect-size on the 
stage far below. And yet every move, every beat, every 
“wassup, yo” sent ripples through the audience. Jonah was a 
hip-hop hypnotist, and all sixty-five thousand people in the 
arena were obeying his commands — to get wild, get loud, get 
down. 


Except one. 


Phoenix worshipped his A-list cousin. What twelve-year-old 
boy wouldn’t idolize a celebrity? And Jonah wasn’t just famous 
in the music world. He had starred in several movies, including 
Gangsta Kronikles, his first blockbuster; he had his own reality 
TV show. His face was immortalized on PEZ dispensers and 
motorized lollipop holders. Paparazzi followed him everywhere. 


Yet the music — that was the part that left Phoenix flat. He 
would have cut his tongue out before saying it aloud, but he 
thought it was truly awful. Just talking, really. Bragging in time 
to a simple repeating beat. 


Why can’t I see what all these people see? 


Jonah began to whip up the crowd to even greater heights. “I 
love Tokyo — it’s the only place where ‘yo’ is part of the name 
of the town! Get up and show me some moves!” 


The response was seismic. Those fans who weren’t already 
standing rose to their feet in a wave of tens of thousands of 
bodies. Phoenix was up with them, hoping that their 
enthusiasm was contagious. 


He felt nothing. What could be more pathetic than a Wizard 
with no rhythm? All around him, people were gyrating as if 


their very lives depended on it. He watched, amazed, as bodies 
were lifted up and rolled across the top of the crowd, passing 
from hand to hand. 


A teen girl floated over him, her expression sheer bliss. She 
had found the hip-hop vibe. 


Determined to share the experience, he climbed onto the 
armrest of his seat, literally hoisting himself onto the “roof” of 
the audience. He felt a thrill when he started to move, twirling 
as he skimmed above the concertgoers’ heads. For some reason, 
there was no fear. The thousands of hands created a seamless 
surface. It was almost like swimming — riding ocean currents 
around the stadium. This was awesome! He couldn’t wait to tell 
Jonah about it after the concert. 


And the ride was getting better! He seemed to be picking up 
speed. But why was he heading away from the stage toward one 
of the exit tunnels? That wasn’t where the action was! 


Then he was down out of the throng, in the darkness of the 
concrete passage, flanked by two men in mirrored sunglasses. 


“What —?” 


A foul-smelling wet cloth covered his face. He attempted to 
struggle, but one whiff of the chloroform brought oblivion. 


Although they took place in different time zones throughout the 
world, the kidnappings were executed at exactly the same 
moment. The victims had only one thing in common: All seven 
were members of the Cahill clan, the most powerful family in 
human history. 
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PROLOGUE 
Napa Valley, California, 5:42 a.m., Pacific Time Zone 


Fiske Cahill loved the early morning — the glorious moment when the sun’s 
rays broke over the mountaintops. He would always be an easterner, but there 
was no place quite like California. 

He eased himself into the mineral bath, feeling the bracing sting of water 
heated by magma trapped deep within the earth. The ache and stiffness of his 
sixty-nine-year-old body seemed to melt away, and he knew complete 
relaxation and contentment. Nothing could spoil the perfection of this 
moment. 

He closed his eyes. That was his first mistake. 

There was a tiny splash as the snake hit the water. It was a water moccasin, 
a baby—the venom is strongest in the very young. 

Fiske never saw it. He was aware of a sudden stab, followed by blinding 
pain and then blackness. 

Two men in coveralls lifted him out of the tub and administered a tiny 
injection of antivenom to his abdomen. Then they wrapped him up in a vinyl 
pool cover, carried him to a panel truck, and loaded him inside. 

As an afterthought, one of the men fished the snake out of the water and 
tossed it into some tall grass. If it survived and happened to bite another resort 
guest, it was no concern of theirs. 


Ponce, Puerto Rico, 9:42a.m., Atlantic Time Zone 


Long, powerful strokes propelled Reagan Holt through the sparkling 
Caribbean. At thirteen, she had already completed seven Ironman triathlons, 
but now she was training for the world championships. Puerto Rico’s lesser- 
known southern coast was the ideal place for it — great weather, uncrowded 
roads for running and cycling, and warm, crystal-clear water for swimming. 
There was even entertainment for these grueling ocean marathons. Through 
her goggles, she enjoyed the floor show: hundreds of fish species, colorful 
coral, and... 

A jolt of surprise threw off her rhythm, and she struggled to maintain her 
textbook form. At first she thought it was an undersea mirage, but no. Twenty 
yards away, a few feet below the surface, floated a scuba diver in an antishark 
cage! 

What’s going on? 

That was when she saw the hammerhead. 

It was big—an eighteen footer at least. It moved in a serpentine pattern, its 
oddly placed eyes sweeping the reef. When its attention locked on Reagan, 


she knew instantly. The long body became a guided missile hurtling toward 
her. Panic was immediate and total. Not even the fastest human could 
outswim a shark. 

The cage. It was her only option. She made for it, expecting at any moment 
to feel the devastating bite of jagged teeth. The diver read her mind and 
opened the cage door. She flung herself inside, slamming the gate shut behind 
her just as the hammer-shaped snout smashed into the titanium bars. The very 
sea itself seemed to shake. Reagan was thrown back against the frame, but the 
structure held. 

The diver pulled on a signal rope, and a mechanical winch began to lift the 
cage out of the water. As they broke the surface, she spied the boat. Relief 
flooded over her. The cost of this training session would not be her life. 

Crew members swung them in over the gunwale and set them down on the 
deck. 

It was all Reagan could do to maintain her footing as she stepped onto the 
wood planking. “Thanks, you guys! That was so close —” 

And then she noticed that one of the sailors was pointing a gun at her. 


London, UK, 1:42 PM., Greenwich Mean Time Zone 


When anyone advised Natalie Kabra to “find a happy place,” that place was 
always Harrods. 

That was the reason for this mental health day away from her boarding 
school. When the going gets tough, the tough go shopping. And where better 
than the most famous department store in the world, located in the heart of 
London’s Knightsbridge? 

A glance at a bus-stand billboard took the wind out of her sails. It was an 
advertisement for AidWorksWonders, a nonprofit organization dedicated to 
global disaster relief. Peering compassionately out was the organization’s 
founder, radiating charity, goodwill, and kindness. 
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Natalie didn’t believe it for a second, and she was in a position to know. 
That woman, Isabel Kabra, was Natalie’s mother—a hard-hearted, cold- 
blooded conspirator, arsonist, murderer, and terrorist. The only reason she had 
formed an organization that did good in the world was that it had been her 
ticket out of jail, to parole and community service. Natalie pitied the poor 
community Isabel was assigned to serve. 


Just the sight of her mother almost made her turn around and go back to 
school. It had been Mum who had first introduced her to Harrods. But one 
couldn’t blame Harrods for that, Natalie concluded, stepping in through the 
brass-plated revolving door. 

Muscle memory took her directly to the Girls’ department — designer only, 
of course. Without once consulting a price tag, she collected an armload of 
outfits and headed for the fitting room. She stepped inside, wondering at the 
second click that came a moment after she shut the door. She tried the handle. 
Locked. 

And then her world tilted, dropping her against the mirror. The entire 
cubicle lifted suddenly and began to move forward. 

In the Girls’ department, the shoppers paid little attention to the large box 
being carried out of the department by two employees in Harrods uniforms. 
No one heard the screams that could not penetrate the soundproof enclosure. 


Paris, France, 2:42 PM., Central European Time Zone 


To Nellie Gomez, Les Fraises was the best sidewalk café in Paris, and she had 
tried most of them. 

Nellie adored Paris. As much as she missed home, this monthlong class in 
French cuisine was a dream come true. She loved living in a place where nose 
rings and punk-rock hair and makeup were considered completely normal. 
She loved the sights of the city, from the ancient Roman ruins to the 
ultramodern glass pyramid entrance to the Louvre. 

But mostly, she loved the food. Her seminar on sauces had run through 
lunch, which gave her the perfect excuse to visit Les Fraises in the state she 
was usually in — hungry. 

The chocolate-strawberry croissant looked a little different as the waitress 
placed the plate on the table next to her espresso. Was that confectioner’s 
sugar on top? Was the chef trying to improve upon perfection? She was 
anxious to find out. 

Nellie raised the pastry to her lips. 

Poof! 

A cloud of powder burst from the croissant, enveloping her face. It was 
gone in a few seconds. But by then, Nellie was slumped in her seat, 
unconscious. 

An ambulance pulled up to the café. Two white-coated attendants emerged. 
They lifted Nellie out from behind the table, loaded her into the back, and 
drove away. 


Tel Aviv, Israel, 3:42 P.M., Israel Standard Time Zone 


“This way, children.” 


Alistair Oh held out his arm and guided Ned and Ted Starling into the 
elevator of the medical office building. How tragic it was that Alistair, at 
sixty-six, would be offering his assistance to two teenagers in the very prime 
of youth and strength. It should have been the other way around. 

Alas, such was the legacy of the search for the 39 Clues. The boys had been 
victims of a cowardly act of sabotage at the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia. 
Ned now suffered headaches of such intensity that he could not concentrate 
for more than a few minutes at a time. He was the lucky one. His brother was 
legally blind. 

Alistair sighed. Perhaps Dr. Shallit could help. That was the purpose of 
their trip to Israel — to see the foremost neurologist in the world. He had 
achieved miraculous results for patients with similar injuries. 

Alistair pressed the button, and the elevator began to ascend. At the 
eighteenth floor, the car slowed and stopped. 

The door did not open. 

The next thing he knew, they were dropping, freefalling down the elevator 
shaft, picking up speed. 

“Children —” The word died on his lips. There was nothing reassuring to 
say about plummeting two hundred feet to a violent death. 

He tightened his grip on the boys’ forearms. What an odd place for their 
lives to end. Yet it was somehow fitting that members of the same family 
branch should perish together. 

In the space of a few vertical feet, the elevator went from terminal velocity 
to a dead stop. The sudden deceleration flattened all three of them to the floor. 
Ned bumped his head and cried out in pain and fear. 

The door opened. Three large men blocked the entrance to the underground 
parking garage, their faces obscured by desert head scarves. The leader 
reached down to grab Alistair. He underestimated the older man’s 
determination. Alistair’s diamondhandled cane came up and fractured the 
man’s wrist. 

The attacker cursed and withdrew in pain. 

Alistair boosted the boys to their feet. “Run!” he ordered. 

Ned took his blind brother’s arm, ducked beneath the hands that were 
reaching for them, and took off down a long row of cars. One of the assailants 
followed in hot pursuit. 

They were almost at the exit when Ted stubbed his foot against a cement 
parking curbstone. He never hit the floor. Their pursuer grabbed him in a 
powerful bear hug. 

Ned hesitated as the onslaught of another headache shattered everything in 
his mind except pain. 


No. Not now— 

With almost superhuman effort, he turned back to his brother. Ted was 
caught, and Alistair was subdued back at the elevator. Only he was free. 

Alistair’s voice echoed in the concrete space. “Go! Call William 
McIntyre!” 

With a heavy heart, Ned Starling fled. 


Tokyo, Japan, 10:42 PM., Japan Standard Time Zone 


Phoenix Wizard was searching for the hip-hop vibe. 

That’s what his cousin Jonah had told him to look for. It should have been 
easy to find in a crowd of screaming fans, all jumping, stomping, and 
shouting along with Jonah Wizard, the number one recording artist on the 
planet. 

The teenage rapper was spectacular. From the upper decks of the enormous 
stadium he must have appeared insect-size on the stage far below. And yet 
every move, every beat, every “wassup, yo” sent ripples through the audience. 
Jonah was a hip-hop hypnotist, and all sixty-five thousand people in the arena 
were obeying his commands — to get wild, get loud, get down. 

Except one. 

Phoenix worshipped his A-list cousin. What twelve-year-old boy wouldn’t 
idolize a celebrity? And Jonah wasn’t just famous in the music world. He had 
starred in several movies, including Gangsta Kronikles, his first blockbuster; 
he had his own reality TV show. His face was immortalized on PEZ 
dispensers and motorized lollipop holders. Paparazzi followed him 
everywhere. 

Yet the music — that was the part that left Phoenix flat. He would have cut 
his tongue out before saying it aloud, but he thought it was truly awful. Just 
talking, really. Bragging in time to a simple repeating beat. 

Why can t I see what all these people see? 

Jonah began to whip up the crowd to even greater heights. “I love Tokyo — 
it’s the only place where ‘yo’ is part of the name of the town! Get up and 
show me some moves!” 

The response was seismic. Those fans who weren’t already standing rose to 
their feet in a wave of tens of thousands of bodies. Phoenix was up with them, 
hoping that their enthusiasm was contagious. 

He felt nothing. What could be more pathetic than a Wizard with no 
rhythm? All around him, people were gyrating as if their very lives depended 
on it. He watched, amazed, as bodies were lifted up and rolled across the top 
of the crowd, passing from hand to hand. 

A teen girl floated over him, her expression sheer bliss. She had found the 
hip-hop vibe. 


Determined to share the experience, he climbed onto the armrest of his 
seat, literally hoisting himself onto the “roof” of the audience. He felt a thrill 
when he started to move, twirling as he skimmed above the concertgoers’ 
heads. For some reason, there was no fear. The thousands of hands created a 
seamless surface. It was almost like swimming — riding ocean currents 
around the stadium. This was awesome! He couldn’t wait to tell Jonah about 
it after the concert. 


And the ride was getting better! He seemed to be picking up speed. But 
why was he heading away from the stage toward one of the exit tunnels? That 
wasn’t where the action was! 

Then he was down out of the throng, in the darkness of the concrete 
passage, flanked by two men in mirrored sunglasses. 

“What —?” 

A foul-smelling wet cloth covered his face. He attempted to struggle, but 
one whiff of the chloroform brought oblivion. 


Although they took place in different time zones throughout the world, the 
kidnappings were executed at exactly the same moment. The victims had only 
one thing in common: All seven were members of the Cahill clan, the most 
powerful family in human history. 


CHAPTER 1 


A branch had found its way up Dan’s sleeve and was tickling his armpit, but it 
was totally worth it. From the tree, he was looking straight down on the porch 
swing by the patio doors. There sat his sister, Amy, next to her boyfriend, 
Evan Tolliver. This was going to be good. They had only been dating for a 
few months, but Amy had been obsessing over this guy for the past two years. 
Talk about a match made in heaven — the library nerd and the computer 
geek. He tapped the button to activate the sound recorder on his cell phone. 
Posterity had to know the exquisite words of romance that were about to pass 
between this Juliet and her loving Romeo. 

Come on, people, I don’t have all day! The school bus will be here in ten 
minutes! 

Determined not to miss a single word — if there was ever going to be one 
— he inched forward on the branch, perched precariously above the couple. 

The first sound that met his ears was certainly not an expression of love. 

“Mrrp.” 

Dan risked a glance over his shoulder. Sitting behind him on the same 
branch was Saladin, the much-pampered cat Amy and Dan had inherited from 
their grandmother, Grace Cahill. The Egyptian Mau’s green, inscrutable gaze 
skewered him like twin lasers. In his mouth, Saladin carried an empty tin of 
Russian caviar, his latest favorite snack. 

“Not now, Saladin!” Dan whispered. “Can’t you see I’m busy?” 

The cat regarded him solemnly and began to stroll out onto the branch. 

“Back off!” Dan hissed. “You’ll get us both killed!” 

Saladin was no lightweight, thanks to his expensive taste for caviar, fresh 
red snapper, shrimp dumplings, and sushi. The branch was beginning to 
tremble. 

In an attempt to restore balance, Dan shifted his weight. That was all the 
limb could take. With a crack, it tore away from the tree. Saladin leaped for 
the trunk and held on with his claws. The branch and Dan dropped as one 
unit, sprawling at the feet of the couple on the porch swing. 

Amy and Evan shot out of the double seat, staring down at Dan amid the 
wreckage. 

“Were you spying on us?” Amy demanded. 

Dan picked himself up, brushing at a cut on his arm. “I was trying to coax 
Saladin out of the tree with some of that caviar he likes,” he explained, his 
face the picture of innocence. 

Saladin interjected an outraged “Mrrp!” and the tin fell to the ground. 


“And you can stay up there until you’ve learned your lesson!” Dan scolded 
the cat. 

With an exasperated sigh, Amy shinnied up the trunk, wrapped her free 
hand around Saladin’s big belly, and clambered down again, setting the 
Egyptian Mau on the lawn. Dan noted the ease with which his sister scaled 
the tricky maple. She was an athlete now. That was something new. She 
trained constantly — running, rock climbing, working out like a maniac in 
their basement gym. It was the same old Amy, yet not quite. Two years 
before, she had been soft, timid, and unprepared when fate had unexpectedly 
required extraordinary things of two Boston orphans. So she had been 
preparing. 

Dan felt the threat, too, but his sister had based her entire life on it. 

Amy shook her head in disgust. “Just because you’ve elevated dweeb-hood 
to a fine art doesn’t give you the right to snoop on the rest of us. Don’t you 
have anything better to do?” 

Dan glared back at her, stung. He could never tell her the truth. He didn’t 
have anything better to do. 

Amy hadn’t been the only one crisscrossing the globe on a high-stakes 
treasure hunt two years before. Dan had been with her every step of the way 
—living by their wits, a split second ahead of disaster, with nothing less than 
the future of the world on the line. 

The 39 Clues. Two years ago, he’d never even heard the term. But, by the 
end of their grandmother’s funeral, he’d learned more than he’d ever wanted 
to know. He and Amy were part of the most influential family in history. The 
source of their power was hidden in the Clues. 

The Clue hunt had stretched them to the limit of human endurance. It had 
shredded their very souls. It had very nearly gotten them both killed. 

So why did it feel like it had been the only part of Dan’s life that meant 
anything? 

When you’ve been through something like the clue hunt, the eighth grade 
just doesn’t measure up. How could it? 

Drag yourself out of bed. Get on the school bus. Do homework. Repeat 
fifty thousand times. 

Not that Dan wanted to return to being chased, blown up, shot at, punched, 
poisoned, strangled, and used as crocodile bait. It had been awful. Go back to 
that? Never! 

And yet he had never felt so keenly alive as he had during those crazed, 
perilous weeks. Lately, Dan had become fascinated by stories of soldiers 
returning home from the horrors of war. They were thrilled to be out of it. Yet 
they struggled to fit back into their families and routines. 


On the surface, Dan had everything he’d ever wanted. They were rich. 
They lived in a huge mansion with every video game, gadget, and 
entertainment system in existence. He had a degree of independence and 
freedom most thirteen-year-olds only dreamed about. 

So what was the problem? Why did he feel like his world was coming out 
of a tinny twelve-inch black-and-white TV built in 1967? 

Maybe I’m just bored.... 

Either way something was missing. 

A series of flashes from the opposite end of the estate caught his attention. 
He squinted to see Sinead Starling in the window of the guest cottage, angling 
a hand mirror into the sun. 

“Hey, isn’t that Morse code?” Evan asked. 

“It’s probably that Soviet cold-war code she just broke,” said Amy. “That’s 
her new favorite.” 

“Why does she need any code?” Dan grumbled. “She lives in our guest 
house. She can talk to us any time she wants.” 

He already knew the answer. Tall, strikingly pretty, and brilliant, Sinead 
never did anything the easy way. She had turned down the genius grant from 
the MacArthur Foundation to fix up the guest house and join Amy’s personal 
boot camp. They had been bitter rivals during the Clue hunt, yet in no time at 
all, the two had become as close as sisters. 

Sinead was cool, Dan had to admit — for a person with a favorite code. 

The flashes ceased and Sinead emerged from the small home. She hopped 
onto a four-wheel ATV and roared across the rolling property up to Amy, 
Dan, and Evan. A pair of welder’s goggles was pushed off her forehead into 
her mane of auburn hair. 

“The school bus is running early,” she reported. “I was up on the roof, and I 
saw it coming down the highway.” 

“Why were you on the roof?” asked Evan. 

“T’m retrofitting the furnace for zero carbon emissions, and I had to make a 
few chimney modifications. You guys should really let me take a crack at that 
monster in Grace’s house. Your energy efficiency is pathetic.” 

Everyone still called the main residence Grace’s house after Amy and 
Dan’s grandmother, even though Grace herself had never lived there. The 
original mansion had been destroyed by fire right after her funeral. Amy and 
Dan had rebuilt it from pictures and loving memory. From the outside, it was 
as Close to the original as they could possibly make it — a haven and a place 
of happiness for two orphans. Inside was another story: infrared cameras, 
Geiger counters, bulletproof windows. And those were just the security 
features. 


They heard the roar of an engine followed by the screech of an ancient 
transmission as the bus geared down approaching their gate. Evan took Amy’s 
wrist and began to escort her toward the road. 

Can those two do anything without touching? Dan reflected, falling in 
behind them. The constant hand-holding irritated him. Ditto the arms around 
shoulders, hanging off each other, and general closeness. It was like a 
spotlight on his isolation. 

“See you later,” Amy told Sinead. 

Sinead didn’t attend school. The education system had more to learn from 
her than vice versa. 

Her mind was still on furnace modifications. “I could cut your heating bill 
by two-thirds.” 

“We’re loaded, remember?” Dan retorted. 

“Global warming doesn’t care what’s in your bank account,” she called 
after them. “Think it over.” 

The bus lurched to a halt and the door folded open. The three hustled down 
the long drive and boarded. 

Dan found an empty row of seats and slumped across it. On both sides of 
the aisle, pairs of friends jabbered excitedly about sports and TV and books 
and the day ahead. 

Not Dan. For him, this was the most pointless part of a routine that was less 
than awesome to begin with. Why would two kids with enough money to buy 
thirty Maseratis take the bus to school? 

He would never understand it. If they ever created a school transit exhibit 
in the Smithsonian, the bus to Attleboro Junior/Senior High would be 
prominently displayed. It was old; it was hot; it was overcrowded; it smelled. 
Shock absorbers? What shock absorbers? Every bump and pothole vibrated 
up and down his spine. 

Amy said it was necessary. They had to blend in. Right—like that was 
going to happen. During the Clue hunt, he and Amy had seen and done things 
— awful things no kid should even know about. They had memories that 
would never fade. It was especially true for Dan.... 

He checked his cell phone. 8:40 a.m. School hadn’t even started yet, and he 
was already counting the minutes before he could go home. If real life felt 
lame after all he’d been through, that went double for Attleboro Junior High. 

He regarded his sister a few rows ahead. Yep — she and Evan were doing 
The Lean. It reminded Dan of a house of cards. Pull either one away and the 
other would probably drop like a stone. He wasn’t sure why they bugged him 
so much. By all rights, he should be happy for Amy. Her crush on Evan dated 
back to freshman year. She was so shy it was a miracle she’d ever mustered 


the courage to talk to him. But now that they were finally dating, they were in 
their own little world. They probably didn’t even notice the grinding gears, 
the popping springs, and the earsplitting roar of the engine as the bus 
struggled to stay ahead of the cement truck directly behind it. 

Dan frowned. The mixer was really close — only a few feet off the bus’s 
rear bumper. 

What’s wrong with that driver? Doesn't he know how dangerous it is to 
tailgate? 

The thought had barely crossed Dan’s mind when the truck put on a burst 
of speed and slammed right into the back of the bus. 

It was 8:42 a.m. Eastern Standard Time, exactly the same instant as the 
Cahill kidnappings around the world. 


The impact knocked Evan out of his seat and dumped Amy on top of him. 
Shouts and cries from all around indicated that other students had been 
shaken up as well. 

A split second later, the tanker truck in front squealed its tires as it pulled 
broadside, blocking the road. The bus driver slammed on the brakes. Smoke 
from burning rubber darkened the windshield. 

Amy shut her eyes, expecting a collision and a devastating explosion. But 
the bus lurched to a halt mere inches from the tanker’s silver shell. 

“Everybody off!” ordered the driver. 

The passengers didn’t have to be ordered twice. They ran out quickly. 

Evan took Amy’s hand. “Come on, let’s get out of here!” 

Amy looked back and confirmed that Dan was unhurt and in line behind 
them. Then she followed Evan down the bus’s front steps. 

She noticed two things immediately: 1) The cement truck driver was 
wearing a ski mask, revealing only his eyes, and 2) those eyes locked on her 
the instant she appeared. 

It’s happening.... 

She had always known it would, but now that the situation was upon her, it 
was still a shock. 

The man took something out of the pocket of his ski jacket. The rush of 
adrenaline was something Amy had not felt for two solid years. When the 
hand came up, holding a pistol, her foot was already flying forward. As she 
kicked the gun out of his grip, she could feel at least two of his fingers 
breaking. The weapon hit the ground and slid under the tanker and out of 
reach. 

The students scattered in terror. The attacker reached for Amy with his 
good hand. Evan tried to step in front of his girlfriend and was yanked 
roughly out of the way. 


But Amy was ready. She had been preparing for this moment since the end 
of the Clue hunt. This was why she’d gotten in shape and trained in martial 
arts. 

She landed two quick punches, which rocked her assailant but did not 
knock him down. He came after her again, and this time he had backup. The 
driver and passenger of the tanker, also in ski masks, joined the fight. 

Amy kept them at bay, punching and kicking with windmill speed and 
force. Still, she knew it was a losing battle. She was exhausting herself, and 
any one of her opponents had much more physical strength than she did. 

What will they do to me? she thought in terror. To Dan? 

In the Cahill world, the consequences of failure were usually severe. 

“Amy—stand back!” came a voice over her shoulder. 

Dan. She obeyed without hesitation, an instinct from the Clue hunt — the 
dozens of times he had saved her life and she had saved his. 

Dan stepped forward, brandishing the hose from the tanker truck. He 
squeezed the trigger and soaked the three masked men from head to toe. Then 
he looked around at the shocked and silent students. 

“Anybody got a match?” 

The driver of the school bus pulled out a disposable lighter and tossed it to 
him. 

That was enough for the three men in ski masks. They turned and ran, 
disappearing into the woods that fringed the road. 

There was a deafening silence. Nobody moved a muscle. When the 
students finally found their voices, the frightened questions came in a 
cascade: 

“Who were those guys?” 

“Do you think they’ll come back?” 

“Amy—where’d you learn to fight like that?” 

“I — I —” Amy tried to speak up, but her stammer got in the way, as it 
always did in times of stress. Cahill matters had rained down on them before 
— but never in front of dozens of neighbors and schoolmates. 

In front of Evan! 

And speaking of Evan ... 

“Dan” —her boyfriend’s voice was hushed — “were you really going to do 
it?” 

Dan’s legs seemed to collapse beneath him in slow motion, and he sat 
down cross-legged in the middle of the road, the lighter still clenched in his 
fist. He registered shock, yet the look on his face was determined and stone- 
cold. 


Amy knew him better than anyone in the world, but even she couldn’t read 
his thoughts. Sometimes her brother was the same old Dan, who tried to 
collect everything from bottle caps to Egyptian mummies. But since the Clue 
hunt, there were times when he withdrew from her and could not be reached. 

The Cahills’ eyes locked — an exchange of pure anguish. They did not 
understand the reason for the attack on their school bus. But one thing was 
certain — those men had been after her and Dan. It was their Cahill history 
coming back to haunt them. 

It had begun again. 

The police sirens brought everyone back from speculation and into reality. 
Being scared to death was no excuse for revealing Cahill secrets. Brother and 
sister wordlessly agreed that there was only one thing they could not tell: the 
truth. Obviously, there was a busload of witnesses and a cement mixer and 
tanker truck that they couldn’t wish away. But the next query—the why — 
was not up for discussion. 

Cahill business was for Cahills only. 

Not only were they the most powerful family of all time, the Cahills were 
also one of the most tragic. Both their incredible success and their terrible 
misfortune stemmed from the same source — the 39 Clues. 

The Clues had turned out to be the thirty-nine ingredients of a remarkable 
serum that delivered enhanced intelligence, cunning, creativity, inventiveness, 
and physical strength to anyone brave enough to swallow it. On the surface, it 
offered the promise of a better human race. The reality, however, had been 
much more sinister. 

The miracle formula had touched off a blood-spattered quest to control it. It 
had been nothing short of war between the five family branches — Lucian, 
Janus, Ekaterina, Tomas, and Madrigal. No one knew how many lives the 
Clue hunt had claimed over the centuries, from Gideon Cahill himself in 
1507, to Amy and Dan’s parents in a horrific case of arson nine years ago. It 
had to be in the thousands. 

Now the Clue hunt was over. Two years before, Amy and Dan had united 
with young members of all the Cahill family branches to destroy the serum 
outright. No one should have such power. The mere knowledge that the 
formula existed had turned the Cahills into ruthless murderers. They had put 
an end to five centuries of madness. 

Yet Amy had always waited for the other shoe to drop. Peace and harmony 
had never been the Cahill way. She had a feeling that today’s attack was the 
first shot in the next war. And this one would make the Clue hunt seem like a 
stroll on Boston Common. 


CHAPTER 2 


While the police combed the woods for the three fleeing bus-jackers, the 
detective squad took statements from the dozens of young witnesses. 

After about an hour, parents were called to take their kids home. 

“Ames —” Evan approached his girlfriend. “Tell me what went on back 
there.” 

Amy’s heart sank. She wasn’t sure she ever could have gotten back to a 
normal life if it hadn’t been for Evan. The transition from the Clue hunt to a 
regular high school had been a rough landing. The only part of it that seemed 
one hundred percent natural was the way she felt about Evan. 

She’d first noticed him in the computer lab, where he held court. He was 
the Bill Gates of Attleboro Junior/Senior High, but Amy privately assigned 
him the nickname Adorkable. He was a living, breathing contradiction — 
deep blue eyes obscured by Coke-bottle glasses; broad shoulders held in a 
stance that somehow always reminded her of the Pink Panther. 

Back then, he hadn’t known she was alive, but she’d gradually worn him 
down. According to Dan, it was the most courageous and decisive thing she’d 
ever done, next to the Clue hunt. He was probably right. Dan was a dweeb, 
but he had a knack for cutting to the heart of the matter. 

Very little was ordinary about Cahills, and that was especially true of her 
and Dan. Two orphans, raised by nannies, thrown blindly into the clan 
warfare of the 39 Clues. Their current situation was more comfortable, but 
still unusual. As Grace Cahill’s heirs, they were rich. On paper, their legal 
guardians were Uncle Fiske — Grace’s brother — and Nellie Gomez, their 
former au pair. But for all intents and purposes, Amy and Dan were raising 
themselves. 

Evan had no idea of Amy’s Cahill ancestry. He had never heard the words 
Clue hunt. He knew she was wealthy — the magnificent house and property 
spoke for themselves. Yet to him, Cahill was nothing more than his 
girlfriend’s last name. 

Until this morning, when I went Special Forces on the school bus. 

“You saw what I saw,” she answered him carefully. “We may never find out 
what those guys were really after.” She hoped he didn’t notice that she wasn’t 
looking him in the eye. 

Evan was persistent. “Who taught you those fighting skills?” 

“You know Sinead and I have been studying kung fu.” She smiled wanly. 
“Don’t worry, I won’t use any of it on you. Jujitsu, maybe.” 

It didn’t bring the desired laugh. “Come on. You kicked a gun out of the 
guy’s hand! And I don’t even want to think about what Dan almost did!” 


“They attacked us,” Amy said stiffly. “We fought back. Anybody would 
have done it.” 

“But ‘anybody’ wouldn’t have been so good at it!” 

Dan interrupted their exchange. “Let’s go, Amy. The police are going to 
give us a ride home.” 

“T’ll go with you guys,” Evan volunteered. “I don’t want you to be alone. I 
know Nellie’s still in France and your Uncle Fiske is on vacation.” 

Amy gave his hand a squeeze. “You’re sweet. But we’ll be fine. Pll call 
you.” 

In the car, Detective Corelli had some advice. “I know who your 
grandmother was, and I know your family’s got money. Take my advice — 
hire yourselves some good security people. This looks to me like someone 
was trying to grab you kids for ransom. We’ll put extra patrol cars in your 
area, but our manpower is limited. You want full-time protection.” 

He took his passengers’ silence to mean that they were terrified, and added 
kindly, “I know this sort of thing doesn’t happen to kids like you.” 

Amy and Dan exchanged a look. During the Clue hunt, “this sort of thing” 
had happened to them constantly. 

The cruiser turned onto the large private driveway of Grace’s house. 

In the backseat of the cruiser, Dan nudged Amy. “Look,” he whispered. 
“MclIntyre’s car.” 

Sure enough, behind their custom SUV on the circular drive was the sleek 
black Lincoln owned by William McIntyre, their grandmother’s lawyer and 
adviser, and now theirs. 

Amy frowned. “How does he know something’s up? The school couldn’t 
have called him. Fiske and Nellie are listed as our guardians, not him.” 

Corelli stopped at the imposing front entrance. “Okay, you two. Home 
sweet home. We’ ll let you know when we catch those guys. Meanwhile, stay 
inside. Anything you’re not sure of”— he held out a card — “call.” 

The Cahills thanked him and entered the big house. They did not get one 
step inside the foyer before William McIntyre was upon them, his lined face 
full of relief. 

“Thank goodness you’re safe!” 

Dan was mystified. “How did you find out what happened?” 

“T didn’t. I merely deduced from events around the world that an attempt 
might have been made to kidnap one or both of you.” 

Amy was instantly alert. “Around the world?” 

The lawyer ushered them into the old-fashioned Victorian parlor, where 
Saladin held court atop a stack of cushions that looked very much like a 
throne. He issued a stately “Mrrp” of greeting. 


“Early this morning,” McIntyre said grimly, “Fiske Cahill disappeared from 
the El Rancho Jojoba Spa in California.” 

“Well,” Dan began, “you know Fiske —” 

“He was last observed wearing a bathing suit, approaching the hot tubs. All 
his belongings — including his cell phone — are still in his room.” The 
lawyer’s expression was grave. “There’s more, I’m afraid. Much more. At 
around the same time as the last known sighting of Fiske, Reagan Holt went 
out on a training swim in the Caribbean and never came back. Natalie Kabra 
was reported missing from her boarding school. They traced her as far as 
Harrods in London, and there the trail ended. And in Tokyo, young Phoenix 
Wizard vanished from one of his cousin’s — shall we say livelier—concerts, 
right under the collective nose of Jonah’s security—what is the word?” 

“Posse,” Dan supplied, distracted. 

Amy was profoundly shocked. “A little over an hour ago, our bus was 
attacked by three men in ski masks. They definitely knew me, and probably 
Dan, too. We fought them off, but it could have gone either way.” 

“Like if they’d used a cookie truck instead of a gas tanker,” Dan added. 
“Nobody’s scared of Oreos.” 

“The police think they were after ransom,” Amy went on. “I was half 
hoping they were right. Now we know better.” 

“Yeah, but that’s all we know!” Dan exclaimed in agitation. “Everybody 
we care about is disappearing!” 

There was frantic pounding at the door, and in burst Sinead. Her usual 
expression of calm control was gone. She looked like she’d been pulled the 
wrong way through a hedge, her cheeks flushed, her eyes wide. 

“Ned just called from Tel Aviv! Ted and Alistair have been kidnapped!” 
Kidnapped! The word echoed through the large room. So many 
disappearances in so many places — it couldn’t be a coincidence. Someone 
was kidnapping Cahills. 

Sinead grew even more upset when the others just stared at her. “Well, 
aren’t you going to say anything? Don’t you even care?” 

“Sinead, we’ve got some news that you should hear.” Amy told her friend 
about the incidents around the globe and the attempt on herself and Dan. 
“Ned’s our first real witness,” she finished. “Now we know for sure we’re 
dealing with kidnapping.” 

“Hallelujah,” Dan said sarcastically. “With that and a buck you can buy a 
lottery ticket. Now tell me something useful, like who these kidnappers are 
and what they want! Or why us! Or who’s next —” 

All at once, the thought flashed between brother and sister like radar. 

“Nellie!” they chorused in perfect unison. 


With the practiced motion of a Wild West gunslinger, Dan had his phone 
out of his pocket and was speed-dialing the mobile number of their former au 
pair in Paris. 

The furrows in Dan’s brow deepened as he listened to ring after ring. 
“She’s not picking up.” 

Amy detected a panicked edge to his voice and knew he was scared, even 
though he’d die before admitting it. 

“Just because there’s no answer doesn’t mean she’s been kidnapped,” 
Sinead reasoned. 

“She answers my calls,” Dan replied stiffly. “I have my own ringtone on 
her cell — the Misfits cover of ‘Monster Mash.’” 

McIntyre flipped open his own phone. “I’ll get to the bottom of this,” he 
vowed. “We Cahills have connections everywhere — even inside the 
Académie Gastronomique.” 

The lawyer stepped into the kitchen and a nervous silence fell in the parlor. 

Sinead was still trying to be reassuring. “Maybe she’s in class and her cell 
is set on vibrate.” 

It made perfect sense. Yet all the logic in the world could not diminish their 
growing dismay. 

A few minutes later, McIntyre was back. “Miss Gomez fainted at a 
sidewalk café in Paris. She was picked up by an ambulance that never 
reported to any area hospital.” 

“No!” Dan exclaimed in anguish. 

Amy’s hands flew to her lips to staunch her exhalation of horror. 

Nellie had been kidnapped. She was in danger. 

Amy had been only seven, and Dan barely four, when their parents had 
died. Nellie was the closest thing to a parent they’d had since the fire that had 
taken Arthur Trent and Hope Cahill away from them. 

McIntyre took in their desolate expressions. “While I share your worry, I 
must remind you that panic will not help our loved ones—especially when we 
don’t yet understand what is happening, and who is behind it.” 

The four fell silent, listening to the clattering blades that signaled the 
approach of a helicopter. The sound grew louder and louder until the crystal 
chandelier began to buzz and vibrate. 

“To the basement!” ordered McIntyre. “Quickly!” 

But as they rushed to the cellar door, all four caught sight of a small 
parachute drifting lazily down past the lead-paned windows. As it settled its 
payload in a hedge of emerald cedars, the helicopter noise grew fainter and 
finally disappeared. 

“Tt could be a bomb,” Sinead suggested nervously. 


“If they wanted to kill us,” Amy pointed out, “they could have dropped it 
right on the house.” 

“I’m going to get it,” said Dan. He ran outside, the others close behind him. 

The package was about the size of half a shoe box, a canvas bag wrapped 
in waterproof plastic. McIntyre detached it from the chute by cutting the 
strings with his pocketknife. Then he removed the plastic cover and unfurled 
the canvas. Out tumbled a wad of bubble wrap. Amy caught it before it hit the 
ground and began to remove the tape and unwind the plastic. 

“A phone?” Dan queried. “At least I think that’s what it is. It sure doesn’t 
look like any phone I’ve ever seen.” 

Amy turned the device over in her hands. “There’s no brand name or model 
number.” 

“Nothing that can be traced,” McIntyre noted. Sinead produced a Swiss 
Army knife. “Pll open it up, examine the guts. Maybe we can tell something 
from the way it’s wired. And the chip might be stamped with an identifier —” 

“Don’t you dare,” Dan interrupted. “If somebody takes the trouble to 
parachute a cell phone down on your front lawn, it’s because they’re going to 
call.” 

He pressed the power switch, and the device lit up, booting itself to life. 
There was a chime, and a text message appeared on the small screen. 


Greetings, Amy and Dan Cahill. 


I’d hoped to meet you in person, but perhaps it’s better this way. 


Congratulations on your escape from my team. Interesting that Dan 
chose not to use his lighter. A fundamental difference between him and 
me. Nevertheless, you have proven yourselves worthy of the task I now 
present to you. 


After you succeed, I will release Reagan Holt, Phoenix Wizard, Natalie 
Kabra, Ted Starling, Alistair Oh, Nellie Gomez, and your dear Uncle 
Fiske. Until then, they will remain with me as a guarantee of your 
cooperation. 


If you do not arrive in Florence, Italy, by tomorrow morning, one Cahill 
will die. If police are alerted, one Cahill will die. If my instructions are 
not followed to the letter, one Cahill will die. We hold only seven. You 
do the math. 


You will hear from me upon your arrival in Florence. Have a pleasant 
journey. 


Vesper One 


Vesper. Amy’s and Dan’s eyes locked. That was the unspoken name behind 
all Amy’s training and preparation. A centuries-old adversary shrouded in 
mystery. She’d known the Vespers would be coming. 

Her fingers worked like pistons on the phone’s tiny keyboard: Offer to 
trade myself for hostages. She pressed SEND, and the phone responded: 
Recipient unknown. 

She tried again: Must meet to discuss terms. Recipient unknown. 

“Neat trick,” Dan remarked. “That Vesper guy can reach us, but we can’t 
reach him.” 

Sinead was mystified. “What’s a Vesper?” 

Amy took a deep breath. “We tangled with them a couple of years ago. I’d 
hoped it was a one-time thing.” 

“Yeah, and I believe in the Tooth Fairy, too,” mourned Dan. 

Amy touched her watch, which had been custom made from a family 
heirloom — a gold ring. She could never think of the Vespers without 
reaching for it. It had become an instinctive reaction. 

William MclIntyre’s face was gray. “Come back inside, and Pl tell you 
what I know. It isn’t much, I’m afraid. Not when there are lives at stake.” 

When they were settled in the parlor, nestled in the velvet upholstery, the 
lawyer began to speak. 

“The Cahills are the most powerful family in history, but that doesn’t mean 
we are without rivals. Five hundred years ago, in the time of Gideon Cahill, 
there was a man named Damien Vesper — a formidable man, a peer of our 
illustrious ancestor, but a man with a dark side.” 

“Like Gideon had no dark side,” Dan scoffed. “He only cooked up the juice 
that almost got us all killed.” 

“Maybe so,” McIntyre agreed. “Yet Gideon had been searching for a cure 
for the plague when he made his unfortunate creation. Damien Vesper was not 
so interested in the good of humankind. He, too, was a great alchemist. The 
nature of his research, however, was far more destructive.” 

“Like what?” Dan asked, accepting Saladin onto his lap. 

The lawyer shrugged. “Sadly, that information has been lost. Or perhaps we 
never had it.” 

Amy’s brow furrowed. “But the Vespers aren’t his descendants, right? 
Aren’t they more like a secret society?” 

“A secret society of pond scum,” Dan added. 

“True, the Vespers are not a family but a cadre of ruthless associates,” the 
lawyer confirmed. “Still, some believe that there may yet be direct 
descendants of Damien among their number. They are ruled by a Council of 
Six, dedicated to fulfilling Damien Vesper’s dream — whatever that might 


have been.” 

“That still doesn’t explain the most important thing,” Dan pointed out. 
“Why us? What good does it do the Vespers if we go to Italy? I don’t know 
what this Damien guy was working on. Do you?” 

“Don’t you see?” McIntyre replied. “The clue hunt is over. Vesper One 
must believe that you two have captured the serum.” 

“Then why doesn’t he just ask for it?” Amy challenged. 

“That I cannot answer,” the lawyer admitted. “We know only the barest 
bones of our situation — that our mortal enemies have kidnapped the people 
we love in order to bend us to their will.” 

“I don’t love Natalie Kabra so much,” Dan grumbled. “And I’ve only met 
the little Wizard kid a couple of times —” 

“Dan!” his sister exploded. “Of course we’re going!” 

“T know that. I’m just pulling your chain.” 

“PII go with you,” Sinead volunteered. 

Amy brightened. “That would be great! Thanks, Sinead.” 

Dan wasn’t so sure. “If we’re getting ordered around Italy, shouldn’t 
somebody stay here to hold down the fort?” 

“Very wise,” the lawyer agreed. “Another concern — news of the 
kidnappings will spread rapidly within the family. You have to reach out to as 
many as you can to avoid chaos and panic.” 

Amy looked worried. “Couldn’t you do that?” 

McIntyre shook his head. “I don’t have the authority.” 

“And we do?” she cried in astonishment. 

“No one commands the Cahills,” the lawyer acknowledged. “Even Gideon 
himself could not control his own children. This, as much as the serum, is the 
reason why the branches of our family have been feuding for five hundred 
years. Only one thing holds sway with us — the thirty-nine clues.” 

Dan made a face. “You mean we won the clue hunt, so we have to do it?” 

“Lucky us,” sighed Amy. 


CHAPTER 3 


Another one of the features that was different from Grace’s original house 
was the communication and command center in the attic. Amy had designed 
it, insisting that it could serve as a kind of Cahill headquarters in an 
emergency. 

Dan had petitioned to turn the space into an indoor paintball battlefield. 
Now, he reflected ruefully, it was a good thing Amy had won that argument. 
And, he had to admit, no paintball battlefield, or laser-tag arena, or even the 
greatest video arcade on the planet could come close to the amazing array of 
high-tech gadgetry on display here. The dome, for example. It was a working 
astronomical observatory keeping track of Gideon, the Cahill satellite with 
spy capabilities. Gideon provided near-perfect reception on the three dozen 
high-definition video monitors. The only interference: sunspots. Sinead was 
already working on solving that. 

The babble of voices made Dan’s head hurt. Thirty-six screens, thirty-six 
agitated Cahills, and thirty-six wildly different opinions on what had to be 
done — immediately. Tears from Leila Wizard, Phoenix’s mother. Blind rage 
from the Holts, Reagan’s family. Genuine distress from Ian Kabra, Natalie’s 
brother, but also cold calculation. 

On monitor 27 (Asia/Oceana), Jonah Wizard’s normally confident features 
were warped into an expression of deep concern as he pleaded with his aunt 
on monitor 11 (Southwestern USA). 

“Leila, you can’t call the cops! Vesper One said no police, and the dude’s 
not playing!” 

“I’m supposed to do nothing when my little boy has been abducted?” 
Phoenix’s mother demanded. 

Amy tried to step in. “You’re supposed to leave it in our hands. We’re the 
ones the Vespers contacted.” 

She could not have anticipated the acid of Leila’s reaction. “And who are 
you, exactly? A sixteen-year-old child.” 

“She’s a Madrigal, that’s who she is!” Eisenhower Holt had only one 
volume setting — loud. “I never trusted them before, and I’m sure not about 
to start now! How do we know they’re not behind these kidnappings? I never 
heard of any Vesper!” 

Ned Starling spoke up on 22 (West Asia/Middle East). “It’s happening to 
all the branches, not just the Tomas,” he said from Dr. Shallit’s clinic in Tel 
Aviv, where he’d been accepted as an inpatient. “You should have seen the 
guys who grabbed Alistair and Ted! They meant business —” He had more to 
say, but a wave of pain contorted his face and erased his train of thought. 


Amy fought valiantly to control the conversation and her deepening 
stammer. “It'll be better for R-Rea — it’ll be better for Reagan if we k-keep 
our heads —” 

She’s losing it, Dan thought, leaning against the wall, a little apart from the 
action. Not that he could do better. Nobody could. To unite bickering Cahills 
was like trying to make something out of pieces from a hundred different 
jigsaw puzzles. 

McIntyre was nuts to put him and Amy in charge of this “meeting.” Ha! A 
global high-tech brawl was more like it — broadcast via private satellite to 
this chrome-and-silicon dome so Amy and Dan could be shouted down from 
all continents at the same time. 

True, there had been some Cahill cooperation at the end of the Clue hunt. 
But it had come from the younger generation — Sinead and a handful of 
others. For example, Hamilton Holt was trying to keep his volatile father from 
going completely berserk. Ned, an Ekat like his sister, was providing useful 
information. And without Jonah’s efforts, they could not hope to prevent Leila 
Wizard from bringing in the authorities. 

Then there was Ian. It was impossible to set aside the awful fact that Ian’s 
mother, Isabel Kabra, had set the fire that had killed Amy and Dan’s parents. 
Tan and Natalie had been pretty much the Cahills’ archenemies during the 
Clue hunt. In fact, you could depend on Ian to be a total bonehead about 
ninety-nine percent of the time. Now, however, seemed to be one of those rare 
moments when he could be depended upon to act as an ally, not an adversary. 
His sister was in danger, and he would do anything to aid in the rescue effort. 

But if the younger generation was willing to find ways to work together, 
the older Cahills were as stubborn as mules. 

“Why give this kidnapper what he wants?” Eisenhower demanded. “We 
can’t let him get away with grabbing our people! That’ll just encourage him 
to hit us again!” 

“Dad, he’s got Reagan!” his son argued. 

“Hamilton’s right,” Amy put in quickly. “We’re at Vesper One’s mercy — 
at least until we can stage a rescue attempt. We have to figure out where he’s 
h-holding the h-h-hostages —” 

She’s stammering like crazy now! Dan looked over to McIntyre, who was 
watching impassively as Amy floundered in front of the entire family. 

Eisenhower’s veins bulged as he waved off any effort from Hamilton to 
quiet him. “I’m not putting my daughter’s life in the hands of a babbling 
teenybopper! You don’t even know your own plan! Make up your mind! Are 
you kowtowing to this Vesper or are you looking for the hostages?” 

That question — a specific inquiry about strategy—jolted Amy out of her 


helplessness. Maybe she lacked the nerve to shout down her squabbling 
relatives. But when it came to what needed to happen now, she knew exactly 
how to respond. 

“We’re going to do both!” 

Her back straightened, and she peered directly into the camera that was 
broadcasting her around the world. “I propose a two-pronged response,” she 
continued, her stammer gone. “Dan and I will travel to Italy to follow Vesper 
One’s demands. We have no choice. The safety of our hostages depends on 
that. Meanwhile, Sinead will set up a Cahill command center right here in 
Grace’s house. Ian, will you help her?” 

“TIl be on the next flight,” Ian promised. 

“The command center will have two missions. First, to figure out where the 
hostages are being held so we can rescue them. Second, we have to answer 
the biggest question of all: Who are the Vespers and what do they want? 
They’ve been dogging our family for centuries, yet they’re a total question 
mark. As horrible as these kidnappings are, they could be just the beginning. 
If we’re at war, we’d better learn something about our enemies. Especially 
since they seem to know an awful lot about us.” 

Dan watched in amazement as his sister secured promises of cooperation 
from Cahills in every corner of the globe. 

She used to hate public speaking, he marveled. She still hates public 
speaking. 

Yet here she was, persuading the unpersuadable. She was almost scary— 
and somehow weirdly familiar. 

It came to him in an instant. She reminded him of Grace, their enigmatic 
grandmother — aviator, explorer, adventurer, and Clue hunter extraordinaire 
— the most influential Cahill since Gideon himself. The resemblance came 
not so much in Amy’s appearance as in her posture — ramrod straight, bent 
slightly forward, as if leaning into the next challenge. And there was no 
mistaking their grandmother’s unwavering singleness of purpose. It was a 
shock to see it emanating from his sister. 

“So it’s settled, then,” Amy concluded, her voice and image beaming 
around the world to dozens of computers, screens, and smartphones. “Dan 
and I will be on the ground in Italy, keeping Vesper One happy. But Sinead 
and Ian will keep you posted from here. Wish us luck.” 

Ian interrupted from monitor 4. “Is that the cat?” Saladin was marching 
across keyboards, tail in the air. “That cat hates me.” 

“Why should it be different from everybody else, Lucian?” growled 
Eisenhower. 

McIntyre appeared at Amy’s elbow. “That’s exactly the kind of infighting 


that could get our loved ones killed,” he warned. “We are more than merely 
Lucian, Janus, Ekaterina, Tomas, and Madrigal. We are all Cahills, and we are 
under attack.” 

Amy cut the connection. 

She sighed tremulously. “Well, I did my best. I don’t know if any of them 
believed me.” 

McIntyre placed a gentle hand on her slender shoulder. “You did 
wonderfully well, my dear. You cannot expect to erase five hundred years of 
mistrust and animosity in a ten-minute conversation. I don’t think anyone 
could have done better—and I include your grandmother in that.” 

When the ringtone sounded, four sets of eyes flashed to the strange Vesper 
phone in Dan’s hand. But it was dark and silent. 

“Oh, it’s mine.” Amy glanced at her own cell but made no move to answer 
it. “It’s Evan.” 

“Aren’t you going to pick up?” asked Sinead after the third ring. 

Amy shook her head. “He knows nothing about the Cahill side of my life, 
and I intend to keep it that way. I don’t want to lie to him.... ” She fell silent, 
looking torn. 

“Don’t you think the guy’s going to notice when you disappear off the face 
of the earth?” Dan put in. “You see each other every day, and the rest of the 
time you’re on the phone with him. When you don’t show up at school, he’s 
going to call the cops.” 

Amy flushed. “You know, it’s hard enough to keep a relationship going 
without your entire family putting their two cents in!” 

“Poor you,” Dan shot back. “I’m sure the hostages’ hearts are bleeding over 
your love life.” 

Amy relented. “I'll text him,” she promised. “After we pack.” 


CHAPTER 4 


The taxi sat stalled in traffic on London’s M4, en route to Heathrow Airport. 

Ian Kabra stewed in the backseat — and not entirely because his sister had 
been kidnapped and he was in danger of missing his flight. Oh, how he 
longed for the fleet of chauffeured Bentleys his family still maintained. That 
kind of luxury was not for him and Natalie anymore. They were poor now — 
better get used to it. Their mother had disowned them, and they had only four 
million American dollars to their name, which translated to less than three 
million pounds. Chicken feed. 

If Ian didn’t take to poverty, Natalie liked it even less. Her whole life was 
shopping and luxury and comfort. Their reduced circumstances were probably 
more of a bother to Natalie than the fact that she was being held hostage. 

He felt a pang. She was his little sister and she was in danger. Wherever she 
was right now, it wasn’t the back of a chauffeur-driven Bentley, either. 

Once, in the Lucian stronghold in Paris, Ian’s father had shown him a 
Tomas who had been abducted for questioning. Ian recalled a huge bear of a 
man — someone who should have feared nothing and nobody. Yet when Ian 
had looked through the one-way glass, he’d seen raw terror in those large 
bloodshot eyes. 

Now it made perfect sense. How else would it feel to be in the hands of 
enemies, dependent on their mercy for your very life? 

If the Tomas had cracked under the pressure, what chance did poor Natalie 
stand? How scared she must feel. How alone. 

Ian felt pretty alone himself — about to cross an ocean to the company of 
former adversaries who were not quite friends. 

And their cat. 

Only for Natalie. It was funny. He didn’t even like Natalie. Not really. But 
now that Mum had disowned them and Father was out of the picture, Natalie 
was his whole family. 

He regarded the cell phone in his hand. It didn’t have to be that way; it 
shouldnt be that way. There should be people to care when something bad 
happens to you. 

His index finger trembled as he punched in the number he had not dialed in 
more than two years. 

“Well, look who finally remembered that he has a mother!” came the voice 
on the other end of the line. 

“How are you, Mum?” 

“You don’t care how I am. What’s the purpose of this call?” 


Ian swallowed hard. “There’s bad news, Mum. Natalie’s been kidnapped.” 

There was a pause — one of shock? Alarm? Worry? And then Isabel 
Kabra’s cold voice spoke again: “And I should care about this because ...?” 

“Because she’s your daughter!” Ian exploded. 

“Daughter? I had two children, but they both betrayed me. I confess it was 
difficult at first. But the reward is that now I don’t have to think about either 
of them.” 

“You’re a powerful woman! You could help her!” 

“AidWorksWonders is my life now. If I become involved in anything other 
than that, it’s a parole violation. I’m not going back to prison for the sake of a 
daughter I no longer have.” 

“Very well, you hate us now,” Ian pleaded. “But you loved us once. We 
were a real family —” 

“Oh, dear, you must be going under a bridge. What a poor connection!” 

Click. 

To Ian’s utter humiliation, he found himself in tears. 

The driver passed back a tissue. “That’s some mother you got there, mate.” 

“She’s under a lot of stress,” Ian explained, wondering why he’d bother to 
defend such a terrible woman. 


Amy and Dan loaded their small suitcases and backpacks into MclIntyre’s 
Lincoln for the ride to Logan Airport. 

Amy hugged Sinead, and Dan scratched Saladin under the collar. “Later, 
Saladin. Take it easy on Kabra. On second thought, don’t.” 

“You two have to promise to be careful!” Sinead handed Amy a small 
plastic bag. “I made you a going-away present — a high-powered miniature 
smoke bomb. Could come in handy against the Vespers. It works with 
knockout gas, so I tossed in a couple of breathing filters.” 

“That’s the Cahill equivalent of a Hallmark moment,” Dan observed. “A 
smoke bomb. When you care enough to send the very best — explosives.” 

“T’m not a flowers-and-candy kind of girl,” Sinead informed him. 

Amy smiled warmly. “It’s sweet. Only—how are we going to get it through 
airport security?” 

“Tt’ll appear as a lollipop on the X-ray,” Sinead explained. “Just don’t break 
off the stick. That’s the detonator.” 

McIntyre started the car and rolled down the window. “You’ve got a plane 
to catch.” 

Amy took the shotgun seat, Dan climbed into the back, and they started 
down the driveway. Although Amy had spent most of the last two years 
preparing for this moment, it was hard to wrap her mind around the reality 


that it was starting again. 

She caught a glimpse of her brother in the side mirror. His face was 
expressionless, his eyes distant. He was gone again, visiting himself inside his 
own head. It had been like that ever since the end of the Clue hunt. He’d 
become such a loner. He had no friends, really — except for a strange boy 
named Atticus Rosenbloom. Dan had met him online. At only eleven, Atticus 
was two years younger. But Dan had assured Amy that his new friend was, in 
actuality, a total genius with a 200-plus IQ. Whatever that meant. The phrase 
“in actuality” came up around Atticus a lot. He was, in actuality, mature for 
his age. He’d also (in actuality) lost his mother, which was a pretty big thing 
for him and Dan to have in common. He lived with his father and older half 
brother in Boston, forty miles away. They’d only met in person a couple of 
times. 

Amy worried about Dan more and more often lately. What sister wouldn’t, 
watching her brother sink into darkness and isolation? Like today — 
threatening to light three gasoline-soaked men on fire. True, the move had 
probably saved Amy and Dan from joining the ranks of the abductees.... 

But what thirteen-year-old would even think of that? 

And if the attackers hadn’t fled, then what? Would he have lit that fire? 

Her cell phone interrupted her troubled reflections. She realized instantly 
who it must be. 

“You still haven’t called him?” exclaimed Dan from the backseat. “If you 
were my girlfriend—” 

“T’m not!” Amy interrupted savagely, fishing the handset out of her pocket. 

The gate at the edge of the property swung open automatically, and the big 
Lincoln roared onto the road. 

“Evan, I’m so sorry—” 

The cry came from both inside the phone and outside the car. McIntyre 
slammed on the brakes. The Lincoln screeched to a halt perhaps half a foot 
from a terrified figure frozen like a deer in headlights. 

Amy leaped out of the car. “Evan! Are you all right?” 

Evan performed a quick pat-down on his body, as if confirming that 
everything was still attached. It was such a cartoon gesture that she smiled in 
spite of herself. How cute was this guy, even when he was being a geek? It 
only boosted her regret at having to lie to him. 

“Why are you skulking outside my house?” 

He was outraged. “I’m worried about you! You won’t answer my calls!” 

“T was just dialing you.” 

“Yeah,” he agreed, “eight hours later. This morning you fight off terrorists 
like you’re Jackie Chan, and then you disappear! What’s going on?” 


“We’re on our way to the airport,’ Amy admitted. “It’s kind of a family 
emergency.” 

He was mystified. “You don’t have any family!” 

“This is more like extended family,” she explained hurriedly. “Look, I’ve 
got to go.” 

“When will you be back?” 

“I don’t know.” She understood how lame it sounded, but there was really 
nothing else to say. 

“Ames” — Evan’s lip quivered for an instant — “if you’re trying to break 
up with me, why don’t you just come out with it?” 

“Pm not!” she exclaimed in horror. She could see Dan in the back, 
smirking at her through the tinted window, enjoying her discomfort. When he 
wasn’t lost in space, he could be as annoying as ever. 

McIntyre tooted the horn. 

She looked pleadingly at Evan. “One day I hope I can explain....” It was all 
she could offer without lying. 

“Yeah, but when?” 

No fair, thought Amy. This was the guy she’d been working on since 
freshman year. And now — finally — everything was perfect. But there was a 
plane to catch and lives at stake. And Evan — awesome, wonderful Evan — 
had to fall to the bottom of the priority list. 

“PII call. This time I really will.” She jumped in the passenger door, and 
they squealed off, leaving Evan in a cloud of exhaust. 

“Don’t think of it as losing a boyfriend,” Dan snickered. “Think of it as 
gaining a stalker.” 

Amy slumped in her seat. “On top of everything else, I’m going to get 
dumped.” 

The car drove on. Next stop: Logan Airport, en route to Florence, Italy. 

And then what? 


CHAPTER 5 


Nellie Gomez awoke to a splitting headache. Worse, she was still hungry. 
“Where’s my croissant?” she demanded of the person leaning over her. 
“Dear child,” came a strangely familiar voice. 

“Don’t ‘dear child’ me!” she snapped. The twenty-two-year-old punk 
rocker ran black-polished fingernails through black-and-orange-dyed hair, 
which did nothing to soothe the pounding behind her black-shaded eyes. 
“Give me my croissant or PU —” 

It was then that she realized she was threatening the venerable Alistair Oh. 
“Alistair, what are you doing here?” 

“The same thing we all are, I fear,” came the reply. “We’ve been 
kidnapped.” 

That banished the headache. Nellie sat bolt upright and looked around. 
Fiske Cahill, Reagan Holt, and Natalie Kabra flanked Alistair. Ted Starling 
sat on a straight-backed wooden chair, staring at nothing with sightless eyes. 
All five wore baggy jumpsuits. 

“Where are we?” Nellie demanded. “What is this place?” She examined her 
surroundings. Sterile white walls; no windows; high air vents, well out of 
reach; cameras everywhere. 

“We were hoping you would know,” Fiske sighed. “Underground, perhaps. 
Or in some kind of bunker. We don’t see our jailers. Food comes in through 
that dumbwaiter in the corner.” 

“Has anybody seen Amy and Dan?” Oh, God, please don’t let them be part 
of this... 

Fiske read her mind. “Thankfully, they seem to have escaped our fate.” 

“So far,” Nellie agreed grimly. She got up and began to prowl around. The 
main area was surrounded by small bedrooms containing bunk beds. It wasn’t 
luxury, but it wasn’t a dungeon, either. 

She walked over and banged on the dumbwaiter. “Hey! I want to talk to the 
guy in charge!” 

“T already tried that,” Reagan told her. “You never get an answer. All you 
get is a sore throat.” She was as restless as a jungle cat. Lack of physical 
activity made all the Holts that way. 

“I believe we’re in the United States somewhere,” Fiske offered. “Or 
possibly Mexico.” 

“How do you figure that?” asked Nellie. 

“T was in California,” he replied. “And since I arrived here first, that might 
indicate that my travel time was the shortest.” 


“T was second,” put in Reagan. “Puerto Rico.” 

“Harrods,” Natalie added wanly. “The new collections had just come in.” 

“The boys and I were in Tel Aviv,” Alistair added. “Ned got away, I hope.” 

“Or they killed him,” Ted said quietly. 

“And I was in Paris,” Nellie concluded. “I think I’m missing the soufflé test 
at the Académie.” She looked at her watch, only to find it gone. 

“No watches, no cell phones,” Fiske supplied. “Our captors don’t want us 
to know what time it is, or even what day.” 

“And they have a ghastly sense of style,” Natalie mourned, gesturing 
toward a rack of jumpsuits in varying sizes. “I hope someone pays the ransom 
soon.” 

“Tf it’s ransom they’re after,” added Ted. 

“What else could it possibly be?” demanded Natalie, a shrill edge to her 
voice. 

Nellie thought she might know. Synchronized kidnappings from different 
places around the world. An organized, coordinated operation, all the victims 
Cahills. Her eyes met Fiske’s. 

A buzzer went off inside the suite. It was so loud that all six captives 
grabbed at their ears and winced in pain. The main door whisked open and a 
new arrival was deposited on the floor. 

Reagan flung herself at the opening, but she was a split second too late. 
The panel slid shut, leaving an unbroken wall. She bounced off, shouting and 
nursing her shoulder. 

The buzzer ceased, and blessed quiet descended. 

Nellie rushed over and knelt beside the new arrival. “He’s just a kid!” 

Natalie frowned. “Who is he? I thought they were only kidnapping 
Cahills.” 

“A case of mistaken identity, perhaps?” Alistair mused. 

“T don’t think so.” Reagan pointed to the clothing rack. On one end hung a 
child-size jumpsuit. “They were expecting him.” 

With a groan, the boy rolled over and sat up, revealing his face in full. 

“He is a Cahill,” said Fiske in recognition. “Meet Phoenix Wizard, Jonah’s 
young cousin.” 

The boy began to blink, and Nellie put her arms around him. He reminded 
her of Dan back when she was first hired on as the Cahill kids’ au pair. 
“Phoenix—you okay, kiddo?” 

“I — I don’t know.” He surveyed the suite. “Where am I?” 

“You’re with family,” Nellie replied. It was the most comforting thing she 
could think of in a situation that was far from comforting. 


Amy and Dan flew first class to Florence — sleeper seats, great food, 
attentive service. 

It was still boring. 

It all came back to Dan. During the Clue hunt, they’d crisscrossed the globe 
on everything from experimental helicopters to yak-drawn carts. It was the 
same old story—long trips, nothing to do but twiddle your thumbs while your 
butt falls asleep. Right now Dan’s butt was in such a deep slumber that it felt 
as if it had slipped into a coma. 

“T hate this!” he mumbled aloud, hoping that Amy would wake up so he 
could fight with her just to pass the time. 

No such luck. Amy was out like a light. She’d become pretty good at that. 
She was usually a nervous wreck, but she’d developed the ability to power 
nap, so when it was time for action, she’d be rested and ready. It was part of 
the new Amy—along with martial arts, rock climbing, calisthenics with 
Sinead, and the comm. center in the attic. Be prepared — wasn’t that the Boy 
Scout motto? Well, she had been. 

Not that all the preparation in the world would have stopped those seven 
kidnappings. 

Dan couldn’t get over the sense that they might be overlooking a much 
simpler solution. The Clue hunt was history, the serum destroyed, along with 
the list of ingredients. But there was one copy of the recipe that could never 
be eliminated. Dan had a photographic memory that was one hundred percent 
reliable. He couldn’t forget the formula no matter how hard he tried. It was 
imprinted on his engrams. 

If I’m stuck with the blueprint for Gideon’s freak juice in my head, I should 
at least get some use out of it! 

Why not whip up a batch, bang it down with a root beer chaser, and pound 
the Vespers into hamburger? Problem solved. 

Amy would never let him do it. She was convinced the serum was bad 
news. Gideon’s discovery had touched off five centuries of backstabbing, 
sabotage, and murder. Actually taking the formula, she had argued many 
times, would be just too dangerous and unpredictable. 

But if things got really terrible, shouldn’t they at least consider it? Who 
could predict what the Vespers were really up to? Some things, he thought 
grimly, were worse than five hundred years of treachery and feuding. 

He might have slept, or perhaps dozed off and on. But before he could get 
any real rest, the captain restored the cabin lights and announced that they 
were about to land in Zurich, Switzerland. From there, it would be a short hop 
on a commuter flight to Peretola Airport near Florence. 

They were on the ground in the transit lounge when the electronic chime 


sent Amy scrambling through her backpack for the special Vesper phone. She 
stared at the screen for a moment and then handed it to Dan. 

It showed a photograph of a stark white, featureless room. There, wearing 
prison-style jumpsuits, were the seven Cahill hostages. The picture was 
captioned by only two words: 


me 
CAM 4: OUR GUESTS 





“Send it to the comm. center,” Amy quavered. “Sinead can blow it up, 
analyze it.” 

“That’s all it is to you?” Dan exploded. “Something to be analyzed? That’s 
Nellie! And Fiske! Even Alistair, the old goofball.” 

“We don’t help them by falling to pieces,’ Amy reasoned. “We help them 
by figuring out where they are. Maybe something in the picture will tell us 
that.” 

Dan forwarded the picture to his laptop and then established the link to 
upload it to the comm. center in Grace’s house. When he looked away from 
the screen, he saw that his sister was holding a Ziploc baggie containing a 
small spiral notebook. 

“What’s that?” 

“McIntyre gave it to me while you were packing,” Amy told him. “It was 
one of the only things that survived the fire that destroyed Grace’s original 
house.” 

She removed the notebook from the plastic bag and handed it to Dan. It 
was seared and blackened, but a little bit of their grandmother’s handwriting 


remained. 

He felt a twinge of emotion. More than two years had passed since Grace’s 
death. To behold something that was uniquely hers made the loss feel fresh 
again. He could see his sister blinking rapidly and knew she was having the 
same reaction. 

“T can’t understand a word of it,” Amy went on in fond exasperation. “It’s 
classic Grace — her own weird shorthand, practically code. McIntyre says it’s 
mostly clue hunt stuff. But there are several entries marked with the letters 
VSP that might be about the Vespers.” 

Dan looked at her, eyes alight. “You think Grace knew things about them 
that she didn’t tell the other Cahills? Not even her fellow Madrigals?” 

Amy shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the first time.” 

Dan flipped through the pad and found the clearest page. 


VSP 79 — PUNY DESCRIBED FIRST TEST 


He frowned. “‘Puny’?” 

“I saw that, too,” Amy confirmed. “McIntyre has no idea what it means.” 

“If there’s a Vesper One, there might be a Vesper Seventy-nine,” Dan 
suggested. “And he’s a really short guy.” 

“The Vespers are run by a Council of Six,” his sister reminded him. 
“Vesper One could be the top spot on the council — followed by Vesper Two, 
and so on down to Six. They’ve probably got hundreds of agents, maybe 
thousands. But I doubt they’re numbered beyond the council.” 

“Yeah, I figured it couldn’t be that easy,” Dan grumbled. 

The computer beeped as the upload completed. A moment later, Ian Kabra 
appeared on the screen. 

Dan was surprised. “Hey, Ian, isn’t it, like, two in the morning back there?” 

“Tt’s called jet lag,” Ian informed him. “I’m still on London time. I don’t 
suppose you savages have any tea in this mausoleum.” 

“There’s diet Snapple in the fridge.” 

Tan shuddered. “I thought not.” He removed the picture from the printer 
and smiled grimly. “Poor Natalie. She won’t like that jumpsuit.” 

Amy peered over Dan’s shoulder. “Thanks for getting there so fast. Hey, 
what happened to your face?” 

Dan instantly recognized the angry scratch that stretched from the corner of 
Ian’s eye all the way along the olive skin of his cheek to his chin. “Have you 
been messing with Saladin?” 

“No. Saladin has been messing with me,” Ian shot back. 

“He isn’t big on Lucians,” Dan explained. “Animals are really good judges 
of character.” 


“Spare me.” Ian glowered at him. “Any word on what your ‘task’ is going 
to be?” 

Dan shook his head impatiently. “I hate this waiting. Why can’t Vesper One 
just come out and tell us?” 

“He’s keeping you off balance,” Ian reasoned. “It’s sound strategy. 
Everything he’s done so far shows a mastery of the tactical arts.” 

Dan regarded his cousin on the laptop. Lucians were masters of cunning 
and calculation. They had been absolutely ruthless during the Clue hunt. 

All that was in the past, of course. 

So why was Ian saying nice things about Vesper One? 


CHAPTER 6 


Florence. The Jewel of the Renaissance. 

“This place could really use a facelift,’ Dan commented as the taxi bore 
them past churches, palaces, monasteries, art galleries, and public gardens. 

“You’re kidding, right?” Amy was literally buried in reports. File folders 
containing every scrap of Cahill knowledge on the country of Italy were piled 
in her lap or on the seat beside her. She fumbled to unfold a huge road map. 
“Florence is the one truly preserved Renaissance city left. It’s a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site.” 

“Yeah, but why does everything have to be so old?” Dan complained. 

She glared at him with the impatience of the frazzled. “We don’t have time 
for this.” 

“Yes, we do. Until we get the next message from Vesper One, we’ve got 
nothing to do at all.” His stomach gurgled loudly. “I’m starving. When we 
check in to our hotel, let’s ask the desk clerk where we can find one of those 
vast pizzas.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Your guidebook says Florence is a city of vast pizzas. Look it up 
yourself.” 

“Those are vast piazzas, not pizzas! It means public squares!” 

Dan’s face fell. “Oh.” 

Amy sighed. “I honestly thought the clue hunt took the dweeb out of you. 
No such luck.” 

The text from Vesper One came in as they were settling into their suite at 
the Hotel Ilario. 


Welcome to Florence. 
You now know that our guests are well treated. So far. 


Your task: In the Uffizi Gallery, there is a painting by Caravaggio called 
“Medusa.” You will steal it and await instructions. 


The consequences of failure will be the same. One Cahill will die. 
You’ve seen the photograph. Eeny meeny. 


Vesper One 
“A painting?” Dan was bewildered. “That’s what he wants? I kind of 
thought he was going to make us give him your watch. Wasn’t that what the 
Vespers were after last time?” 


Amy was white as a sheet. “Not just a painting,” she breathed. “A 
Caravaggio — a national treasure. No, a masterpiece like that belongs to 


everybody.” 

“Don’t I wish,” Dan put in. “If it was part ours we could just go to that 
gallery place and say, ‘Can we borrow our Garbaggio for a couple of days?’” 

“Caravaggio,” Amy corrected. She was so distraught by the task ahead that 
she wasn’t even annoyed at Dan’s butchery of the painter’s name. “His work 
inspired Rubens, Bernini, Rembrandt, and dozens of others! We’ll be 
committing a crime against all countries and all people!” 

“Ts it even possible?” Dan wondered. “You’ve been in enough museums to 
know they’ve got security up the wazoo! You can’t just pull a painting off the 
wall and stick it in your back pocket.” 

“Tt doesn’t matter,” she told him. “He’s got our people. He’s got Nellie. We 
have to find a way to give him what he wants.” 

“How?” 

“First things first,” Amy decided. “Let’s go look at some art.” 


The Uffizi Gallery, on the banks of the river Arno, was housed in a building 
that was begun in the sixteenth century. The long U-shaped structure was 
originally a mammoth office complex — the word uffizi meant offices in 
Italian. To stand in its narrow central courtyard, gazing up at the two 
mammoth wings, was an instant transformation back to Medici times. In those 
days, great artists like Da Vinci and Michelangelo had used the Uffizi for both 
work and recreation. By the mid-eighteenth century, it had become a full- 
fledged art museum, open to the public. Today it housed — bar none — the 
greatest collection of medieval and Renaissance art anywhere. 

Dan was not impressed by art galleries, and the Uffizi was no exception. 
“Fat naked babies. Big deal.” 

Amy heaved an exasperated sigh. “They’re cherubs and angels.” 

She had always dreamed of visiting this place of so much fabled beauty, 
but today she saw none of it. The only thing that attracted her attention was 
the security—guards, locks, wires, cameras, pressure plates, alarm Klaxons. 
And those were just the visible features. Hard experience had taught her that 
the biggest danger often lay in those factors that could not be prepared for. 

Another concern was the crowd. The museum was one of the most popular 
tourist attractions in Italy. Visitors seemed to be everywhere. Even if two 
would-be art thieves could manage to elude the Uffizi’s vaunted security, they 
would never be alone with the object of their plan. At best, they would have 
to commit the crime in front of fifty witnesses. 

“All right, where’s the ‘Medusa’?” asked Dan. 

A gallery map directed them to the third floor—the Caravaggio room. 

They saw it instantly. It was impossible to overlook, and not just because it 
was one of the few pieces that was not religious in nature. It was somewhat 


smaller than most of the works in the room — a round canvas mounted on a 
wooden shield about two feet in diameter. 

“Whoa —” breathed Dan. 

Amy followed up with “Ewww.” 

The image on the shield was the severed head of Medusa, her snake hair 
wild and unruly, blood still running from her neck. The eyes were wide and 
staring, the expression a perfect mask of horror, hatred, and ugliness. It 
looked so real and had so much depth that it was like a disembodied head 
coming at you with evil intent. 





They were silent for a while, just staring, too mesmerized to look away. 

Dan found his voice first. “If this is Vesper One’s favorite painting, then it 
says an awful lot about the guy.” 

“We don’t have to love it,” Amy whispered. “We just have to steal it.” 

They pushed through the crowd to get a closer look. The shield was 
mounted on the wall rather than hung like a regular piece. It had a narrow 
metal frame. It didn’t seem very heavy, but of course, they wouldn’t know 
that until they were lifting it. 

If they ever got that far. 

There were two uniformed watchmen in the Caravaggio room as well as 
two security cameras. Amy scanned the space for blind spots. Between the 
guards and the video surveillance, there were none. The only possible cover 
was human — hiding in the midst of a crowd. 

But crowds are made up of people, and people are unpredictable. 

An art class arrived — a teacher with a dozen or so students carrying 
portfolios. They established themselves on various benches and began to 
sketch. 

Dan sidled over to one of the watchmen. “Pretty packed today.” 


“Tt is always, as you say, packed,” the guard replied proudly. “The Uffizi 
attracts nearly two million visitors each year.” 

“Sweet,” Dan acknowledged. “Were you working here a few years back 
when they had that big art heist?” 

The man bristled. “There has never been a robbery at the Uffizi in modern 
times.” 

Dan looked surprised. “Are you sure? I heard some guy snatched one of 
those naked baby paintings, stuck it under his coat, and walked right out the 
door with it.” 

The guard laughed. “This is impossible. At the Uffizi? Never. Each artwork 
has its own weight sensor. If a piece is removed, an alarm sounds, and every 
entrance locks down automatically. Your thief would never get out.” 

Dan swallowed the rising lump in his throat. “I must have been thinking of 
some other museum. Maybe yours was the night robbery. They broke in 
through the roof and —” 

Now the man was truly amused. “What imaginations you Americans have! 
At night the Uffizi is a fortress. Where there are no guards there are motion 
sensors. Not even a little moth could get in.” 

“Sweet,” Dan said with very little enthusiasm. 

They remained in the Caravaggio room a few more minutes and then 
explored possible exits from the museum via elevator or stairs. There seemed 
to be no quick way out before an alarm would trigger a lockdown. 

When they examined the door that provided access to the rooftop sculpture 
garden, Amy spotted small wires. So escaping up rather than down was not an 
option, either. This entrance was undoubtedly linked to the security system. 

Once outside, they strolled through the long central courtyard, stepping 
past the Doric screen to the Arno. 

“You know,” Dan said in annoyance, “if I owned a hideous piece of ‘art’ 
like the ‘Medusa,’ I wouldn’t turn my museum into Fort Knox with every 
high-tech gizmo money can buy. I’d be praying for some art thief to bust in 
and take it off my hands.” 

Amy drew in a breath. “It’s not going to be easy.” The task that lay ahead 
was so overwhelming that she couldn’t quite wrap her mind around it. 

Don’t even try, she advised herself. Break the whole operation down to 
individual problems. Solve one at a time.... 

“You mean you think there’s a way to get in there and get out again with 
Miss Congeniality under your arm?” Dan demanded. 

“There’s always a way,” his sister lectured. “We’ll need help, though.” 

“What help?” 

Amy grinned. “Sometimes it doesn’t hurt to be part of the most powerful 


family in human history.” 


CHAPTER 7 


The landing wheels kissed the tarmac, and the Gulfstream G6 taxied along the 
runway of Florence’s small Peretola Airport. Behind a row of riot police, 
hundreds of young Tuscan girls screamed, cheered, and threw flowers. 

The door of the jet opened, and the star himself appeared, ramping up the 
excitement level. 

“Wassup, yo?” greeted Jonah Wizard. 

The throng went berserk for ten solid minutes, while Jonah pretended to be 
surprised and overwhelmed by such a reception — as if it didn’t happen 
everywhere he went. 

Camera flashes exploded, and a babble of questions rose from the 
assembled reporters and paparazzi. 

“Jonah, is it true that Gangsta Kronikles is being rereleased in 3-D?” 

“What about the rumor that you’re training to be a cosmonaut on a Russian 
space mission?” 

“Why have you lost touch with your mother, Cora Wizard, the sculptor?” 

“Jonah, what’s the reason for your trip to Florence?” 

“Since when does there have to be a reason?” Jonah replied airily. 
“Florence is off the chain! I’m just here to kick it with some homeys and soak 
up a little culture.” 

Toward the rear of the crowd, Amy and Dan paid no attention to their 
famous cousin and his usual hip patter. Their eyes were on Jonah’s entourage, 
who were unloading the star’s luggage from the G6’s cargo bay. More 
specifically, they watched a muscular young man handling an unwieldy parcel 
that was carefully wrapped and secured. 

While the shrieking crowd surged to follow Jonah’s progress to the 
terminal, Amy and Dan intercepted the burly member of Jonah’s posse. 

“You got it?” Dan hissed. 

The young man turned and raised the flat visor of his Wiz-Up Tour 2010 
baseball cap to reveal the grinning features of Hamilton Holt. “Hey, guys. 
How’s it going?” 

“How should it be going?” Amy asked wearily. 

Hamilton turned serious. “Any word on Reagan?” 

“We saw a picture,” Amy informed him. “They all look okay, but you’ve 
got to figure they’re pretty shaken up.” 

“Let’s check out the merchandise,” Dan prodded. 

“Not here,” Hamilton warned. “There’s a VIP suite in the terminal. Jonah’s 
meeting us there.” 


“Check it out.” 

Jonah removed the bubble wrap and held up the picture for his three 
cousins. 

Dan took a step backward. The shock was almost as powerful as it had 
been the day before at the Uffizi. “It’s perfect! It’s every bit as disgusting as 
the real one!” 

Amy nodded. “And so fast. We only called you yesterday.” 

Jonah shrugged. “Even the Janus take a short cut every now and then. You 
can do a lot with digitization these days. You break the picture down to 
squares and reproduce them one at a time. The other two are just as fly.” 

“You mean, just as hog ugly,” Hamilton amended. 

“The serpents don’t help,” Dan put in critically. “Live fat spaghetti. Look 
— that snake’s biting the body of another one. Lady, if you’re thinking of a 
modeling career, forget it!” 

The rapper clucked sympathetically. “You guys just don’t appreciate the 
power of the visual image. The Wiz used to be like that—until Gangsta 
Kronikles. When you’re in the film industry, you understand the whole 
picture’s-worth-a-thousand-words deal.” 

Hamilton rolled his eyes. “Here we go again.” 

Jonah picked up one of the “Medusa” copies. “Just look at this sucker. It’s 
every slasher flick ever made packed into a single stomach-turning moment. 
That’s why the Janus always respected Caravaggio. Back in the day, we tried 
to marry him into the family—Rembrandt’s aunt, I think. He didn’t go for it.” 

“If she posed for this picture, I can see why,” Dan agreed. 

“That wasn’t it,” Jonah told him. “The Janus records say Caravaggio was 
part of something bigger than the Cahills. Remember, the family was pretty 
new back then — only a few generations past Gideon’s time. But I think the 
real reason artists love the ‘Medusa’ is the whole Da Vinci connection.” 

“Leonardo Da Vinci?” asked Amy, overawed. 

“The story goes that somebody gave Da Vinci a shield to decorate, and he 
painted the face of Medusa on it—you know, turn your enemies to stone.” A 
flash of the world-famous grin. “Nobody’s ever seen Da Vinci’s shield, but 
according to legend, Caravaggio used it as a model for his own ‘Medusa.’” 

Hamilton frowned. “How many ‘Medusas’ are there?” 

“Only one ‘Medusa’ that matters,” Amy told him with certainty. “The one 
we have to steal from the Uffizi.” 

Dan took a piece of paper from his pocket, unfolded it, and held it out in 
front of Jonah and Hamilton. “Here’s some more stuff we’re going to need.” 


1 pair coveralls 


1 extension ladder (30 foot) 
1 glass cutter 
1 artist’s portfolio (large) 
1 water pistol 
1 bottle india ink 
1 portable trampoline (collapsible) 
1 bicycle w/ basket 
4 pizza boxes 
Jonah whistled. “I hope you’ve got some crazy evil-genius strategy, ’cause 
— straight up — I don’t get it.” 
Amy favored him with a slight smile. “You’ll see.” 


CHAPTER 8 


The next morning was chilly and clear. The streets of central Florence bustled 
with commuters on their way to jobs. Tourists moved at a slower pace, getting 
an early start on a day of sightseeing. 

The Uffizi Gallery didn’t open until eight-fifteen, so the famous building 
was deserted, except for a lone workman in coveralls, perched atop a ladder, 
polishing a high window. A sign at the base declared CAUTION in several 
different languages. A casual observer would never have noticed that the 
washer’s interest extended only to one window—on the third floor, the 
Caravaggio room, number 43. 

Hamilton Holt peered through the glass into the gallery. It wasn’t hard to 
spot the “Medusa” on the far wall. God bless America, the real thing was 
even more hideous than Jonah’s copies! Why anybody would want a train 
wreck like that was beyond Hamilton. Then again, the Holt family had never 
been big art fans. Ultimate fighting and tractor pulls were more their speed. 

He took note of the mounted security cameras. Luckily, they were focused 
on the paintings, not the windows. From the pocket of his coveralls he took 
out the glass cutter and pressed it to the lower part of the frame, feeling the 
blade digging into the thick pane. 

A uniformed figure stepped into the Caravaggio room. A security guard! 
Frantically, Hamilton hid the cutter behind his cloth and resumed his 
polishing. The man’s eyes panned the various artworks on display and then 
settled on Hamilton outside the window. 

A moment of fear. The Cahill team knew nothing of the window washing 
procedures at the Uffizi. Maybe the regular service used a crane or 
scaffolding. Maybe their uniforms were a different color. Maybe the Uffizi 
guards would recognize the usual employees. 

The danger passed. The guard completed his sweep of the room and moved 
on. 

Trembling with relief, Hamilton pocketed the cloth and wielded the glass 
cutter again. 

Twenty-seven inches wide by four high, he said to himself. 

Those had been Amy’s instructions. Big enough to get the job done, but not 
so large — they hoped — that it would be noticed in the time between now 
and the heist, at eleven A.M. 

He drew the blade across the glass, estimating the length of the incision. He 
removed the long rectangular strip of glass to ensure the cut had gone all the 
way through. Delicately, he replaced the piece, careful not to push too hard. 
Broken window shards on the Uffizi floor would be a dead giveaway. 


Dead ... 

The word resonated in his mind like a weight slamming against the stack of 
a Universal machine. If this robbery was a bust, Reagan and the other 
hostages might very well end up dead. The thought was a sucker punch to his 
gut, and he stumbled as he climbed down to street level and folded the ladder. 

Hamilton thought the plan was crazy, but you didn’t bring in a Tomas to 
think. Even as he aced his SATs and early acceptances rolled in from colleges 
everywhere, he understood that muscle would be his main role in the heist. He 
knew he was smart, but his sister’s life was an awful lot to bet against five 
hundred years of Tomas history. 

So he was here for the heavy lifting, leaving the strategy up to the others. 
Amy, Dan, and Jonah had been over it a hundred times, and the answer was 
always the same: If they couldn’t get the painting out via the door, and they 
couldn’t get the painting out via the roof, that left only one possible exit. 

Through the window. 


Zero hour was set for eleven A.M. to give the Uffizi a chance to fill up. That 
turned out to be unnecessary. By ten o’clock, the place was a mob scene. The 
crowd was mostly tourists, but there were art students as well, carrying 
sketching equipment in large portfolios. Amy blended right in — and her 
portfolio contained a lot more than paper and pencils. 

She toured the gallery, marveling at masterpieces by Giotto and other 
Renaissance painters — huge triptychs and frescoes that left her thankful the 
“Medusa” was a manageable size. At 10:45, she made her way up to the 
Caravaggio room, taking note of the faint lines that marked the location of the 
window slit. Hamilton was already in position in the group surrounding the 
“Medusa.” 

It all seemed completely casual, but the place where she set down her 
portfolio had been very carefully chosen — just beyond the scrutiny of the 
security cameras. 

The countdown began. Amy took out a pad and pretended to sketch, mostly 
to keep her hands from shaking. She had risked her own life many times 
during the Clue hunt; today it was the lives of seven others that hung in the 
balance. 

She caught a sideways glance from Hamilton, noting that he was pale, and 
his T-shirt was dark with perspiration. Nobody could sweat like a Holt. 

10:59. She watched, strangely detached, as the second hand of the wall 
clock swept up to zero hour. 

Now. 

Amy pulled a water pistol from the portfolio and shot a stream of ink at the 
near surveillance camera, coating the lens. Without hesitation, she turned to 


the other and did the same, just as the clock struck eleven. 

Hamilton leaped forward and wrenched the “Medusa” off the wall. An 
earsplitting Klaxon howled. Throughout the Uffizi, doors slammed shut and 
locked. At the main entrance, heavy steel sheeting descended, blocking any 
escape. Security officers scoured banks of video monitors, searching for the 
source of the alarm. An army of guards fanned out around the building. 

In the Caravaggio room, the visitors were frantic, shouting and screaming, 
bumping into one another and the four walls. Amy yanked the three 
“Medusa” fakes out of the portfolio and tossed them into the frenzied crowd. 
The instant the last copy left her hand, Hamilton Frisbee’d the real “Medusa” 
over the sea of bobbing heads. Amy caught it and in a single motion slipped it 
into the precut slit in the window. 

The glass strip popped out easily, but the opening was too narrow for the 
convex shape of the shield. 

Leave it to a Holt to make the hole too small! 

Summoning all her martial arts training, Amy delivered a powerful karate 
kick to the window. The glass shattered, and the “Medusa” was falling, 
leaving the three forgeries and utter chaos in its wake. 


The wail of the alarm was Dan’s call to action. 

He had the trampoline unfolded in seconds and looked up to see the 
painting plummeting earthward, much closer to the gallery wall than he’d 
anticipated. Yikes! He scrambled to push the contraption flush against the 
building, but one of the collapsible bars caught in the cobblestones. In 
desperation, he hefted the entire frame and dove forward, his mind awhirl 
with visions of a four-hundred-year-old masterpiece shattering on the street 
right before his eyes. When the shield hit the trampoline, the webbing 
stretched with the force of impact and flung the artwork up and out. Dan 
gathered the “Medusa” into his arms like an NFL receiver making a highlight- 
film catch. 

He hit the stones hard, but his precious cargo was unscathed. 

Touchdown, Cahill! 

He could already hear police sirens over the wail of the Uffizi Klaxon. The 
hottest item on the planet was in his hands. He had to make it disappear fast! 

He placed the stolen artwork inside a pizza box. It fit so perfectly that he 
couldn’t help wondering if Caravaggio himself might have designed it that 
way—a pizza-size “Medusa.” 

He shut the lid and stuck the box one from the bottom of a stack of four, 
which he loaded into the basket of a rusty bicycle. Then he got on the bike — 
it was a little too big — and began a wobbly ride away from the gallery. 

Police were streaming from every direction, surrounding the Uffizi. Dan 


pedaled faster, determined to put some distance between himself and the 
scene of the crime. He jounced along the uneven stones, turning toward the 
river. He could see the water straight ahead, but he could also see cops — lots 
of them — forming a makeshift roadblock. 

No need to freak, he told himself. You’re just a regular pizza guy, doing 
your job. 

The officers were all around him now, stopping cars and pedestrians, 
jabbering in excited Italian. Any container larger than a wallet was searched. 
Dan set his eyes on the Arno, not daring to glance to the left or right as he 
rolled through the thick of the investigation. 

The river was so close that he could read the names of the boats passing 
under the famous Ponte Vecchio. Just a few more yards! He was going to 
make it... 

“Fermati!” ordered a gruff voice. 

A huge hand closed on his shoulder, bringing him and the bike to an 
immediate stop. A thick-necked policeman peered into Dan’s face and then 
moved down to the flat boxes sitting in the basket. He flipped open the lid of 
the top one, revealing the sight and delectable aroma of a pizza margherita. 
Reaching below, he opened the second box. Parmesan and fresh basil. 

With a grunt, he replaced both lids and waved Dan along. Grinning to 
conceal his relief, Dan pedaled on, truly amazed that he hadn’t fainted and 
toppled into the gutter. If the officer had looked into the third pizza box, he 
would have found something not quite so appetizing — the face of the 
“Medusa.” 

He rode on shaky legs to the river’s edge, veering out of view of the 
roadblock he had just cleared. Right on schedule, a sleek powerboat appeared 
under the bridge. At the rail stood Jonah Wizard, holding a long-handled 
fishing net. The craft slowed as it approached the shore. Dan extracted the 
third pizza box from the stack and tossed it into the waiting net. Within a few 
seconds, the “Medusa” was drawn aboard, and the boat was back up to speed 
and gone. 

The Uffizi Klaxon still howling in the background, Dan helped himself to a 
slice of pizza and sat down on the grass, sharing generously with the ducks on 
the Arno. 

Art theft gave a guy an appetite. 


CHAPTER 9 


The Florentine police kept the Uffizi Gallery in full lockdown until the 
surveillance tapes could be scrutinized and every single visitor could be 
interrogated and searched. It was almost midnight by the time Amy and 
Hamilton were released by the authorities. 

Once they were free and in a taxi back to their hotel, Amy called Dan, 
choosing her words carefully. 

“Sorry to be so late. We got a little tied up at the museum. Terrible thing — 
a priceless painting has been stolen. How was your day?” 

“Pretty good,” Dan replied carefully. “Jonah and I shared a pizza at lunch.” 

“Got it,’ Amy acknowledged, flashing Hamilton a thumbs-up. “We’ll be 
there soon.” 

Hamilton had a complaint. “Why did you have to tell the cops I’m your 
boyfriend? That’s gross, Amy. We’re related!” 

Amy was disgusted. “We had a common ancestor, like, five hundred years 
ago. Besides, if they think we’re together, we only have to come up with one 
story, and I can do all the talking.” 

“Hey, I got early acceptance at Notre Dame,” Hamilton said defensively. “I 
can talk.” 

“Of course you can,” Amy soothed. “It’s what you say that might get us 
into trouble.” 

Back at the hotel, they walked into their suite, where an appalling sight met 
their eyes. There in the sitting room, glaring hideously down at them from the 
wall, was the “Medusa.” 

“Are you crazy?” Amy fumed. “What if room service sees it?” 

Dan shrugged. “We don’t need room service. We’ve got leftover pizza. 
Want a slice?” 

Jonah peered critically up at the Renaissance masterpiece. “Man, the copies 
don’t do it justice. This one’s the truth!” 

“Only a Janus,” groaned Hamilton. 

“Didn’t anybody see you take it?” asked Dan. 

Amy shrugged. “The cameras were blind, and the guards were going after 
the three fakes floating around the crowd. By the time they figured out 
anything was missing, we’d already slipped into the next room in the 
confusion.” 

Jonah regarded her with respect. “The Janus ought to put you on the payroll 
to scoop up a few of our artworks that fell into the wrong hands over the 
years.” 


A loud ringtone filled the parlor. Amy instinctively looked to the secure 
Vesper phone, but the sound was coming from her own cell phone, its vibrate 
function carrying it across the surface of the coffee table. 

“Hello?” 

Distant cheering wafted over the handset. 

“I knew you could do it!” exclaimed Sinead’s voice. 

“Brilliant!” added Ian. 

“Very well done,” approved William McIntyre. 

Amy smiled in spite of herself. In the awful tension of seven hostages in 
danger and the Vespers scheming toward who knew what terrible end, it was 
easy to overlook today’s accomplishment. Stealing the “Medusa” was a 
despicable offense, not to mention a felony. But it was also an amazing 
achievement. 

“How did you find out about it?” she asked. 

“You made CNN,” Sinead told her. “They’re calling it the crime of the 
century.” 

“We’re not criminals,” Amy said defensively. 

“You did what you had to do,” McIntyre soothed. “Admirably. Now you 
just have to wait for instructions from Vesper One.” 

“How long will that take?” Amy wondered. 

“Not long,” Ian predicted. “If it made the news here, it stands to reason that 
it made the news where he is.” 

Their conversation was interrupted by a small commotion on the other end 
of the line. “What’s going on?” Amy prompted. 

She could hear urgent whispering in the background. Finally, Sinead 
hissed, “It’s the police — they’ve arrested an intruder outside the main gate!” 

A spark of alarm shot through Amy. “A Vesper?” 

“Perhaps we can get a glimpse with one of the front security cameras,” 
McIntyre suggested. 

“I’m way ahead of you,” Sinead confirmed. “Wait — I see him! Uh-oh —” 

“What?” Amy demanded. 

“Tt’s Evan,” Sinead told her with a sigh. “He’s so sweet!” 

Amy was aware of a mixture of relief and despair. Stubborn, loyal Evan. 
The very qualities that she admired most in him were coming back to haunt 
her. 

“Who’s Evan?” Ian asked. 

“Amy’s boyfriend!” 

“Amy, since when do you have a boyfriend?” Ian probed. 

“Since none of your business!” Amy exploded. “What’s Evan doing at our 


gate? He knows I’m out of town.” 

“He is obviously trying to see if you’re back in town,” McIntyre explained 
patiently. “The young man truly cares for you. Since you won’t respond to his 
calls, and your explanations have been woefully inadequate —” 

“What do you want me to tell him?” Amy demanded. “The truth?” 

“Certainly not,” the lawyer replied, “but you might take the trouble to make 
your lies a little more convincing. There is an awkward stage at the beginning 
of any romance between Cahill and non-Cahill. When your mother and father 
first began courting, I clearly remember Hope explaining to Arthur —” 

Sinead broke in. “The cops need to know what to do with Evan, Amy. 
What should I tell them?” 

“Shoot to kill?” Ian suggested. 

“That’s not funny.” Amy heaved a weary sigh. “Convince them to let him 
go. Pl call him and clear the air.” 

“You’ve said that before,” Sinead reminded her. 

“This time I mean it.” 


“T told you, Evan. It’s a family emergency. I can’t give you the details because 
it isn’t all about me.” 

Evan’s voice over the cellular network was rising with his dismay. “This is 
crazy, Ames! I was just arrested for looking at your house! Have you taken 
out a restraining order or something?” 

“Of course not.” Suddenly, the phone in her hand weighed sixty tons. It 
was hard enough dealing with the Cahill madness when you were part of it. 
But when the repercussions affected outsiders, it was almost too much to bear. 
“The police are keeping an eye on the place because of what happened on the 
bus. They think it might have been a kidnap attempt on me or Dan because of 
our inheritance from Grace.” Oh, how she longed for the luxury of simply 
being honest with him. It would be easier for her, and it would save him so 
much anguish. 

“Who’s that new guy with the snooty accent who came out and talked to 
the police?” Evan persisted. “He looks like some kind of male model.” 

“That’s just my cousin Ian,” Amy explained. 

“Not much of a family resemblance,” Evan noted sourly. 

“He’s like a twenty-fifth cousin, ten times removed.” 

Evan was not satisfied. “You won’t tell me where you are. You won’t tell 
me when you’re coming back. You hardly answer my calls. You have to know 
how worried I am. If our roles were reversed, what would you do?” 

“o” 

I will not stammer. Not with Evan, the one part of my life where I can just 


be me and my Cahill ancestry doesn t matter.... 

“I’m sorry you feel so abandoned,” she finished with effort. “I promise that 
will change. From now on —” The Vesper phone chimed, drawing all eyes in 
the hotel suite. “Gotta go,” Amy babbled, and hung up on her boyfriend. 

There was a footrace for the special smartphone. Hamilton got there first 
and held up the message for the others to see. 


Very impressive. Remind me to go shoplifting with you in happier times. 


To business: Bring the merchandise to the Medici crypt at the San 
Lorenzo Basilica. Tomorrow, noon. 


I hope your skill in acquiring this item is matched by your punctuality in 
handing it over. Tardiness will not be tolerated. 
Vesper One 
“What about our hostages?” Hamilton yelled at the phone. “What about 
Reagan?” 
“We can’t text him back,” Dan said grimly. “His location is blocked.” 
“Dude’s asking a lot,” Jonah observed. “How does he expect us to cough 
up the swag until he cuts loose our people?” 
“He’s got hostages,” Hamilton reminded him. “We’ve got nothing.” 
The thought of Phoenix melted the expression of cocky defiance on Jonah’s 
famous face. “If they hurt the little guy —” 
Amy wished she had something encouraging to say, but they were at 
Vesper One’s mercy. 
And she was very much afraid that he had none. 


CHAPTER 10 


The Basilica of San Lorenzo was located in Florence’s main market district. 
In the middle of the day, the narrow streets were crowded and progress was 
slow—especially for the long stretch limo provided by Jonah’s Italian record 
company. With the car mired in traffic and the church’s towering dome in 
view, the four Cahills abandoned their ride and ventured out on foot. 

The “Medusa” was wrapped in a voluminous lawn bag in Amy’s arms, but 
Dan was still nervous. All of Italy was looking for that thing — the whole 
world, really. Was it just his imagination, or were a lot of eyes turning their 
way? Maybe it was Jonah. Even with dark shades and the brim of his baseball 
cap pulled low, the famous face still seemed familiar. 

The roar of powerful motors assailed Dan’s ears. Six large Harley 
Davidsons were coming down the road, their black-jacketed riders weaving in 
and out of the creeping vehicles. 

What motorcycle gang goes cruising in a traffic jam? 

The thought had barely crossed his mind when the choppers were all 
around them. Before Dan’s horrified eyes, the lead biker reached out and 
shoved Amy to the street. As she went down, a second rider wheeled around 
her opposite flank and wrenched the parcel from her arms. 

“Hey!” Dan hurled himself at Amy’s attacker, but in that instant, a third 
Harley blocked his way. A leather-clad stiff-arm shoved him back and he 
tumbled over the hood of a slow-moving taxi. 

Two more motorcycles jumped the sidewalk, streaking past on the 
curbside. A boot kicked out, tripping Jonah from behind. Hamilton tried to 
fight back, but his punch slammed into a hard helmet. He shouted in agony, 
grasping swelling knuckles. 

Amy was on her feet again, running full speed. The package was far ahead 
now, tracing a serpentine escape path through the snarl. A few seconds later, 
the gang disappeared around a corner. Dodging pedestrians and food carts, the 
four Cahills barreled after the rapidly fading engine noise. 

Amy pounded around the corner and pulled up short. “Where’d they go?” 

Dan plowed into her from behind and bounced off, gasping. “Keep 
running!” 

“No use, cuz,” wheezed Jonah, his shades lost, his famous eyes wild. 
“They’re gone.” 

“No fair!” raged Hamilton. “Those guys ripped off what we rightfully 
stole!” He thought of what this might mean for Reagan, and his anger deflated 
to despair. 

“Back to the limo!” Dan panted. “We’ll search the whole city!” 


Amy shook her head in resignation. “No.” 

“They’ve got the painting!” Dan raved. “It’s the only thing we can trade for 
our people! For Nellie!” 

“We’ll never find them,” Amy said desolately. “They’re probably already 
in a basement somewhere, realizing they’ve got what every policeman in Italy 
is looking for.” 

There was a terrible silence as the gravity of the situation sank in. They had 
failed Vesper One. What would happen now? Their enemy had promised 
again and again to kill a hostage. 

Who would it be? Alistair ... Natalie ... Ted ... Phoenix ... 

Jonah winced as if in physical pain. 

Reagan ... 

A tear pooled in the corner of Hamilton’s eye. 

Fiske ... Nellie ... 

The Cahills’ sibling radar had saved them so many times before, but at that 
moment, there was nothing to communicate but utter powerlessness and 
black, black despair. 

When the Vesper phone chimed, they all jumped. Amy was trembling as 
she drew the device out of her pocket. 

The small screen displayed two words: 

Package received 

“That’s impossible!” Hamilton exclaimed. “How could the package be 
received when we never made the drop-off?” 

Light dawned on Dan. “That was the drop-off! The Vespers didn’t want to 
tell us where they’d be, so they set us up to get swarmed!” 

“Slick,” commented Jonah. 

“Very slick,” agreed Amy, rubbing a bruised hip. “Who are these Vespers?” 


The abandoned gas station had been closed and shuttered for many years, but 
the service bay rattled open in perfect working order to admit the lone 
motorcyclist. The biker dismounted, pulling down the door behind him. He 
removed his helmet, and curly hair tumbled free. 

Casper Wyoming had been named for the location of his parents’ most 
successful bank heist. He had been born into crime and had also made it his 
life’s passion. It was far more satisfying to steal a single dollar than to earn 
fifty by honest means. He had quickly risen through the ranks of the Vespers. 
Someday he intended to be Vesper One. 

But until that day, the current Vesper One was expecting his report. 

He reached into the green garbage bag and pulled out the shield-painting 
that the Cahill kids had stolen. The image took his breath away. Such perfect 


ugliness! Caravaggio would have made an excellent Vesper. Few could match 
this artist’s skill in creating pure horror. 

Casper Wyoming had devoted his life to it. 

What a shame that this magnificent artwork was too famous to sell! But of 
course its value to the Vespers went far beyond mere money. 

He held the shield upright and turned the face away so that he was 
examining the backing. His spine stiffened, and he drew in a sharp breath. 
This was not the “Medusa”! This was a fake! 

He was distracted by the clatter as the service bay door opened to admit a 
second motorcyclist, her helmet under her arm. The woman was young and 
blond, with slight features and a face that was very nearly angelic. 

Casper held up the “Medusa” and then flipped the artwork around, 
revealing the back. 

The newcomer’s sweet smile slowly resolved itself into a diabolical grin. 
Treachery meant consequences. It was the Vesper way. 

Someone was going to pay. 


The mood inside the holding cell had gone from shock to fear to frustration, 
settling at last into a kind of resigned boredom. The determination to discover 
the nature of their captivity and to escape was as strong as ever. But they had 
made absolutely zero progress. 

They did not know the identity of their captors. They did not know where 
they were being held. Ted insisted that he sometimes heard voices beyond the 
walls. The others believed him — his hearing seemed more acute due to his 
lack of sight. But so far, he had not been able to make out a single word, or 
even an accent. 

At first, their plan had been to make a break for the door the instant the 
next hostage was delivered. But Phoenix had been the final arrival. Since he 
had been deposited on the floor, the walls of the cell had been their entire 
universe. Except for the dumbwaiter, which sent down meals and fresh 
laundry, they had no contact whatsoever with the outside world. 

Yesterday, Reagan had climbed into the dumbwaiter, hoping to be hauled 
out as dirty dishes. She’d sat there for a solid hour before giving up. Their 
next meal had been a pitcher of water and a loaf of stale bread. 

“Don’t get me wrong — I hate these guys,” was Nellie’s opinion. “But 
when it comes to running a prison, they know what they’re doing.” 

Fiske nodded sadly. “They have certainly put a great deal of effort into 
isolating us completely. We have been here several days and have learned 
nothing.” 

“Several days?” Natalie repeated. “I think I’ve missed my hair 
appointment.” 


“We’ve got bigger problems than your bad hair day,” Nellie said irritably. 

Reagan slammed her fist into her palm. “I can’t stand it that we’re just 
sitting around like helpless idiots!” 

“Its very wearing,” Alistair agreed, his right arm twitching. He felt 
incomplete without his walking stick. “Still, there’s nothing for it but to wait 
until something happens. We can’t act — we can only react. The next move 
belongs to our captors.” 

At that moment, the panel swept aside. Reagan did not hesitate. She ran 
headlong at the opening. The first thing she saw beyond the walls of their 
prison was a large hunting crossbow—the kind that could fell a buck at three 
hundred yards. It was pointed at a patch of skin between her eyes; range: 
eighteen inches. She backed away from the weapon and the masked jailer 
wielding it. 

Another captor appeared behind the first, also masked. But instead of a 
bow, this one carried a small snub-nosed pistol. Holding it out in front of him, 
he approached the hostages. 

Fiske stepped forward. “Put that thing away, and we can talk about this like 
civilized people.” He was shoved aside and went sprawling into the rack of 
jumpsuits. 

The jailer pointed the gun at the nearest captive—Natalie. The girl was so 
frightened that she could barely manage to shrink away from him. 

“No.” 

The word resonated from all around them, as if the cell itself were a 
speaker. The hostages looked about in shocked bewilderment. The voice was 
electronically distorted, almost robotic sounding, yet the authority was 
unmistakable. The jailer with the pistol froze instantly, awaiting instructions. 

“Not her,” the voice boomed. 

“Who, then?” he asked the four walls. 

“Suit yourself.” 

It happened so quickly that no one had a chance to move defensively. With 
lightning speed, the jailer pointed the snub-nose at Nellie and squeezed the 
trigger. An earsplitting crack resounded in the small enclosed space. 

Nellie clutched at her shoulder, her face twisted with pain. Dark red blood 
trickled out between her fingers. Before the horrified gaze of her fellow 
prisoners, she crumpled to the floor. Alistair rushed to her aid. 

In a fury, Reagan flung herself at the attacker. Her action cost her dearly. 
The guard with the crossbow smashed the shaft of the weapon against the side 
of her head. She went down, stunned. 

Both jailers backed out of the room. The wall swept shut behind then. 

Phoenix and Natalie clung together, crying. 


Ted stood up, helpless and bewildered. “What just happened?” 

Fiske was closest to Reagan and hurried to help her up. “Very brave, my 
dear, but very foolish.” 

Alistair knelt beside Nellie and touched her neck, feeling for a pulse. 


CHAPTER 11 


The four cousins hadn’t yet ordered a single item off La Rotunda’s menu, yet 
their table was piled high with all the specialties of the house. 

“Thanks, yo. ’Preciate that,” the famous Jonah Wizard said graciously as 
the chef personally delivered a steaming platter of gnocchi. 

“Signor Wizard!” the man gushed. “Such an honor to welcome a renowned 
television personality and recording artist!” 

“And movie star,” Jonah added helpfully. “Did you catch Gangsta 
Kronikles yet? Don’t wait for the DVD.” 

“Of course, of course!” the chef exclaimed. “We will always remember this 
glorious day!” 

“Me, too. Great chow.” The visiting celebrity knew that this quote was 
going to appear in the next diners’ guide, along with a new house specialty, 
probably called Gangsta Gnocchi. 

They were tucked into a corner table to provide Jonah with a degree of 
privacy that he never got anyway. Patrons were constantly peering over at 
them, snapping pictures, and paparazzi hovered outside the big front window. 
It was a circus that the star was used to. 

“Free food!” mumbled Hamilton, his mouth full. “No wonder you’re rich. 
You don’t have to pay for anything.” 

“Since when is it free?” Jonah demanded. “If I don’t leave a crazy big tip, 
iť’ Il be all over Europe that the Wiz is a cheapskate! They’ll seat me behind 
the soundman from the penguin movie at the Oscars!” 

“Enough,” said Amy impatiently. “Let’s give a thought to what we’re doing 
here.” 

With the heist complete, and the drop-off made, there was nothing left but 
to wait for the news that their hostages had been released. No one knew what 
form this would take. Would they receive a text from Vesper One directing 
them to a rendezvous point? Or would the call come from one or more of the 
seven, declaring themselves to be free? Would they still be together or 
scattered all around the world? 

All cell phones were fully charged and on the table amid the plates of 
antipasto and osso buco. Halfway around the world in Massachusetts, Sinead, 
Ian, and McIntyre were in the comm. center, awaiting word. Gideon, the 
Cahill satellite, hung poised in orbit, ready to relay any and all information. 

“What’s taking so long?” Dan asked impatiently. “We gave them their ugly 
painting. All they have to do is open the door and let everybody out.” 

“They'll probably move them around,” Amy reasoned. “You know — 
disorient them so they can’t pinpoint where they were held, or the people who 


were holding them. That would take time.” 

“Eat something,” Hamilton suggested, slurping pasta. “The steak rocks!” 

“Tt’s veal,” Amy informed him. 

When the chime sounded, the frenzy to grab at cell phones created what 
looked like a food fight at the table. 

Amy snatched up the Vesper phone. 

“What does it say?” Dan prodded. “Are they out?” 

The four huddled together over the small screen. 


Consequences. n.: The punitive payback for an act of treachery or 
wrongdoing. 


The painting is a fake. These are the consequences: 


Below the message, a short video began to play on the screen. It was the 
scene from the Vesper holding cell — Nellie’s shooting. 

Amy and Dan watched in horror as their former au pair went down in a 
heap. 

“No —” Dan whispered. 

“Oh, man,” moaned Jonah, for once at a loss for something hip to say. “I’m 
really sorry, you guys. I’m totally down with how much she meant to you.” 

Hamilton nodded in silent agreement and looked away from the screen 
when his sister was bludgeoned with the crossbow. 

Focus, Amy ordered herself. Don’t lose it. But she could feel the tears 
coming. More, she could think of no reason why she should try to hold them 
back. She cried softly, and it took every ounce of her willpower not to scream 
her grief and outrage. 

Dont cry, kiddo. 

It was Nellie’s voice that came to her, trying to soothe her. The effect was 
so real that she actually glanced up, almost certain that Nellie would be 
standing there in the restaurant, ready to take charge. How often had the au 
pair softened the blow for her and Dan over the years? 

This time she had needed them, and they had failed her. 

The voice was still there: You worry too much, kiddo. Everything’s fine. 

But nothing was fine. Nothing would ever be fine again. How were they 
going to live without Nellie? 

She looked at Dan and could almost see him receding into that dark place 
he’d been visiting more and more lately. 

“Why is it,” he said faintly, “that sooner or later, everybody we love dies?” 

Amy made no reply because she knew that if she opened her mouth the 
scream would still be there. 


When they’d last seen Nellie, she’d been aglow with the prospect of 
cooking school in Paris: So long, you two. I hope I can trust you to stay out of 
trouble for a few weeks. 

The Cahills had actually been a little insulted. 

Say your good-byes carefully, Amy now mourned. You never know when 
it’s your last chance. 

Hamilton’s bark snapped her out of her reverie. “Wait!” 

Amy came back to reality and focused on the smartphone’s monitor. The 
other hostages were gathered around Nellie in a state of excitement. 

Dan inched closer. “Are her eyelids moving?” 

Jonah was on his feet now, cheerleading. “Get up, babysitter! Up! Up!” 

“Come on!” added Hamilton. 

Amy crossed her fingers and toes and prayed. 

The four watched as Reagan and Alistair slowly raised Nellie to a seated 
position. Her face was even paler than usual, her features contorted in agony. 
But she was clearly alive. 

Amy let out a breath and realized for the first time she’d been holding it. 

“Yeah!” shouted Jonah, twirling the much larger Hamilton around the 
restaurant in a victory dance. 

The other diners looked on in amazement. This wild display was hardly the 
public image of too-cool-for-school Jonah Wizard. 

“What’s the matter?” Hamilton challenged. “Haven’t you ever seen a happy 
rapper before?” 

“Movie star,” Jonah amended as the two cousins sat back down. 

On the Vesper phone, the video ended, to be replaced by the words: 


Still in the land of the living ... so far ... 


Dan bristled. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Tt means they shot her in the shoulder to send a message,” Amy reasoned 
in a shocked monotone. “The next bullet could be through her heart.” 

“Well, message received,” Dan quavered. “I honestly thought —” His voice 
caught in his throat. 

Amy reached over to touch his clenched hands. “Me, too.” 

“Can I say something?” ventured Hamilton, much subdued. “How could 
that painting be a fake?” 

“Must have been insanity in the gallery,” Jonah reasoned. “Any chance the 
real deal got swapped with one of the copies?” 

“No way,” said Amy firmly. “Hamilton threw it straight to me and I 
dropped it out the window. The ‘Medusa’ we gave them was the one from the 
wall.” 


“You think Vesper One lied about it, just to have an excuse to shoot a 
hostage?” Hamilton suggested. 

“He never needed an excuse,” Dan pointed out. “If all he wanted was 
blood, he could have murdered everybody on day one.” 

“Then there’s only one explanation,” Amy concluded. “If we handed over a 
fake, it’s because that’s what the Uffizi had hanging on their wall!” 

“Yo, man, no fair!” Jonah complained. “They told us what to jack, and we 
went and jacked it! If it’s the wrong thing, that’s on them!” 

Amy sighed. “Even if we could make Vesper One believe that, we have no 
way to get in touch with the guy.” 

“That’s his problem!” Hamilton shot back. “We didn’t ask for a one-way 
phone!” 

“There’s no such thing as his problem, only our problem,” Amy explained 
wearily. “He holds our people, and he’s just shown that he doesn’t mind 
shooting hostages. If the ‘Medusa’ is a fake, we have to track down the real 
one.” 

“Are you serious, Amy?” Dan exploded. “That painting’s hundreds of years 
old! It could be anywhere by now! For all we know, it burned in a fire or sank 
to the bottom of the ocean!” 

Amy set her jaw. “In the clue hunt, we found things on mountaintops and in 
underwater cities. Why would you doubt we can find this?” 

Hamilton was wide-eyed. “Yeah, but where would you even start to look?” 

“This is a famous cultural treasure,” Amy replied. “From the moment the 
paint dried, people were talking about it, writing about it, cataloging it.” She 
stood up. “We start looking in the library.” 


CHAPTER 12 


Nellie lay on her bunk in the Vesper holding cell, propped up by pillows 
donated by the other six hostages. 

Young Phoenix had not left her side since the attack. He was pale. “What 
does it feel like to get shot?” 

“I don’t recommend it,” said Nellie in a controlled voice. “Chocolate is 
definitely better.” She managed a wink. 

“Swiss,” Natalie added longingly. Her trips to Harrods always ended in the 
Imported Confectionery department. 

“Could you feel the bullet going in?” Ted asked from a chair in the comer. 

“Tt was more like being hit by a bus,” Nellie replied. “The sensation was all 
Over, not just one spot. The wound itself didn’t start hurting until later.” 

“They’re going to send a doctor to take the bullet out, right?” Reagan asked 
impatiently. 

“One would assume so,” put in Alistair, looking worried. “If our captors’ 
intention was murder, we would all be dead already.” 

Nellie shifted her position on the mattress, wincing in pain. “Well, I hope 
they hurry up about it,” she complained. “If I wanted to be tortured, I’d go to 
the opera.” 

Fiske spoke sharply to the four walls. “We need medical attention 
immediately. We have a gunshot wound that requires treatment.” 

“You’re not going to get through to them by talking like an English 
professor,” scoffed Reagan. “Hey!” she bawled. “Get a doctor down here! 
She’s in pain, thanks to you! What are you going to do about it?” 

There was a moment of silence as Reagan’s echo reverberated around the 
cell. Then they heard the rattle and hum of the dumbwaiter system. 

Everyone but Nellie and Ted rushed into the main room. Reagan threw 
open the small door, and they looked inside. 

There sat a glass of water and two Tylenol tablets. 

Alistair’s cane hand shook with agitated disbelief. “They can’t be serious!” 

“Pm afraid they are,” said Fiske in a low voice. “They’re serious about 
wanting young Nellie to suffer.” 


“Ow!” 

“Hold still,” Sinead ordered. “And don’t be such a baby.” She dabbed at the 
angry red mark behind IJan’s ear. “Cat scratches are prone to infection, you 
know.” 

“And that’s my fault?” Ian raged. “Why don’t you lock that animal in the 
cellar? Or, better still, send him to a violin string factory! Ow! What is this 


stuff—acid?” 

“My own concoction,” she replied cheerfully. “Amy and I use it on our 
blisters when we do marathon training. Soothing, right?” 

“They practice this kind of soothing in the Lucian stronghold — during 
interrogations.” 

The phone rang in the comm. center. Ian consulted the monitor. “It’s Dan.” 
He pressed a button. “Kabra here.” 

Dan’s voice crackled through the attic. “Don’t say it like that,” he 
complained. “Your name still gives me heartburn. I got your message. What’s 
the big news?” 

“Dan, it’s me,” Sinead spoke up. “Ian and I have been analyzing the 
footage of the attack on Nellie. We think we’ve found something.” 

“Can you put it through to my phone?” Dan requested. 

“Already done. Watch.” She began the video feed. “You can’t see the 
guards’ faces through their masks. But when I freeze it here —” The image 
isolated the man with the crossbow, zooming in on the back of his neck. 
Sinead brought it into focus, and, four thousand miles away, Dan watched the 
magnified picture sharpen — the tag on the inside collar of the jailer’s jacket. 

“A label?” he questioned. 
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“If its a small regional outerwear manufacturer, we might be able to 
narrow down where the hostages are being held.” 

“I guess its something to go on,” said Dan, not sounding terribly 
convinced. 

“Where’s Amy?” Ian put in. “Will you please get her to call that Evan 
character? He rings here twenty times a day. He’s either the most mule- 
headed person who ever lived, or he really likes your sister. She has to have 
mercy on him — on all of us!” 

“Amy’s pretty busy,” Dan told him. “She’s at the library, trying to figure 
out when the real ‘Medusa’ might have been stolen from the Uffizi and 
replaced with that copy.” 

“If anybody can do it, Amy can,” said Sinead. “She’s a whiz at research.” 

Dan was not so sure. “One of the guards told me the Uffizi has never been 
robbed in living memory — until we did it, I mean. If somebody boosted a 
painting, it sure isn’t going to be in any library book.” 


“What are you three guys doing?” asked Sinead. 

“Jonah’s with the mayor of Florence, getting the key to the city. Hamilton’s 
helping Amy. I’m” — the voice faltered — “I’m just picking up a few things 
we need.” 

Dan ended the call and pocketed his phone. Picking up a few things, he had 
told Sinead and Jan. Like thirty-nine. 

Amy would blow a gasket if she found out. But just watching the video clip 
of the shooting was all the confirmation Dan needed that what he was doing 
was absolutely necessary. Sure, Nellie was alive. Sure, Vesper One had just 
been making a statement. This time. Sooner or later, the guy was going to feel 
the need for a stronger statement. And people were going to wind up dead. 

Amy was wrong about one thing: Vesper One did not hold all the cards in 
this lethal game. He had the hostages, sure. Yet only Dan’s photographic 
memory had the recipe for Gideon Cahill’s master serum. 

Dan knew the myriad reasons against it. It was too dangerous; no one 
should have that much power. The mere fact that such a formula existed, and 
was therefore up for grabs, might reignite the treachery and feuding of the 
Clue hunt. 

Those arguments made sense — or at least they had yesterday. Nellie’s 
shooting changed everything. Now the stakes were even higher. Sky high. 

Another difference: He was finding it hard to care anymore. 

If enough bad stuff happens, the bad becomes normal. Risks aren't risks 
when the consequences are no worse than your regular life. 

Dan had been only four when his parents died. He’d been so young that 
now he couldn’t even be certain if he remembered the actual pain of their loss 
or the pain he’d felt hearing about it as he grew older. But for about thirty 
terrible seconds yesterday, Amy and Dan had believed Nellie was dead. There 
was no confusion over how that had felt — a toxic cocktail of grief and rage. 

He had watched the video of the attack over and over again — even after 
he’d learned that the shooting had not been fatal. Amy said he’d become 
obsessed with it, that it was clouding his mind. But for Dan, the footage made 
everything crystal clear. 

He would re-create Gideon’s serum, and he would use the power it gave 
him to destroy the Vespers’ plan and free the hostages. 

That’s what he was doing south of the Arno, in an old district dotted with 
odd shops and studios. He had already found iron solute and a solution 
containing ions of tungsten from a tiny machine shop, and myrrh from a 
Chinese herbalist. He knew it was going to take time to collect some of the 
rare ingredients, like the raw liquid silk of a Bombyx mori caterpillar, native 
only to Asia. But if Gideon Cahill could make it happen five hundred years 


ago, then Dan Cahill could get the job done in the twenty-first century, with 
the aid of a cell phone and Internet access. 

Next on the list — amber. 

A jewelry shop ... 


CHAPTER 13 


Cahills — did you enjoy our little movie? I trust you didn’t overdo it on 
the popcorn. 


If we do not receive the real “Medusa” in 96 hours, you will be watching 
the sequel. This one will not have such a happy ending. 


Vesper One 


Amy sat at the ancient wooden table in the research section of the 
Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze, the largest library in Italy. Piles of 
books surrounded her, and an assortment of printed photocopied documents 
lay scattered among them — police files on art thieves, and known buyers and 
sellers of stolen paintings. 

Somewhere in all this reading material was the answer that could lead her 
to the real “Medusa.” Thousands of pages to be examined, more than half not 
even in English, and all she could do was stare at the tiny screen of the Vesper 
phone. 

Ninety-six hours — four days. It wasn’t much time when lives hung in the 
balance, and Vesper One had already proved that his terrible threats were one 
hundred percent legitimate. 

She choked up for an instant, thinking of Nellie’s face, twisted in agony. 

What if we can’t do it? 

McIntyre had acted as if Amy and Dan taking the lead in this crisis was the 
most natural thing in the world. Yet learning kung fu and turning the attic into 
a comm. center didn’t magically transform you into a leader. She was barely 
managing to keep her relationship with Evan from falling apart. How could 
she be expected to carry the weight of seven lives on her shoulders? If seven 
lives were all that was at stake! Amy had a sinking feeling that kidnapping 
was just a tool to the Vespers. They had bigger plans, awful plans. 

But plans for what? 

It was terrifying not to know what she was up against — like a chess game 
where the board or any one of the pieces might turn out to be a bomb. 

Where was Dan? He was supposed to meet her here. She could certainly 
use another pair of eyes to help her go through all this material. Right now it 
was just Amy and Hamilton. Hamilton was loyal, and a tireless worker. But 
around a library, he was about as useful as silk gloves to a snake. 

He teetered into the room, a tower of large ancient tomes in his arms. 
“Here’s the stuff you asked for from the rare books department.” He set the 
load heavily down on a free space on the table, kicking up a huge dust cloud. 

Amy watched, amused, as the whitish puff swirled around him like a halo. 


“You look like a dust angel.” 

Hamilton laughed on a sneeze. “Yeah, kind of like those Mud Angel guys 
—” He noted the blank expression on her face. “You know — from that book 
on the Uffizi. They had this huge flood, and all these paintings got soaked. So 
the Mud Angels fixed them up.” 

Amy pounced on the thick volume Hamilton was pointing to and speed- 
read her way through the 1966 flood. Hamilton was right! With millions of 
artworks and rare books in danger from the worst flooding since the sixteenth 
century, the Angeli del Fango — Mud Angels — moved the entire collection 
to dry havens in a series of churches and public buildings around Florence. 
Thanks to their heroic efforts, many of the affected works were saved. 

“Hamilton, you’re a genius!” Amy exclaimed. 

Hamilton looked vaguely pleased. “Told you.” 

“The 1966 flood was the only time the ‘Medusa’ was out of the gallery,” 
Amy reasoned. “Even if it never got wet, it still would have been removed 
with all the rest! Then, while it was sitting in a church, someone swapped it 
with a forgery!” 

Hamilton nodded, impressed. “How do we find where it is now? That was 
almost fifty years ago.” 

“At least we’ve got a place to start—the Mud Angels.” 

“Yeah, but all we know is what they did,” Hamilton reasoned. “We don’t 
know their names and addresses or anything like that.” 

Amy smiled. “These guys put together the biggest mass rescue in the 
history of art. Pll bet the Janus know exactly who they are.” She took out her 
phone. “Let’s call Jonah.” 


The key to the city of Florence was about two feet long, and painted a garish 
gold. 

Hamilton was fascinated by it. “Wow! How big is the lock?” 

Jonah laughed. “There is no lock, cuz. It’s an honorary gig. Back in my crib 
in LA, I’ve got a whole shed full of keys from different cities. Want to know 
the kicker? I can’t get at them. The gardener lost the key to the shed.” 

They were in Jonah’s limo, en route to Peretola Airport, where Jonah’s 
plane was parked. The star’s Janus connections had come through once again. 
The secure fax machine aboard the G6 had already received a hundred and 
twenty-seven pages of highly classified information — the complete Janus 
file on the Mud Angels. 

Jonah tapped on the glass partition that separated the chauffeur from the 
passenger area. “Just take us right out onto the tarmac,” he instructed. “We 
called ahead, so the airport cops are down with it.” 

The car was admitted through a security gate into the private airfield. They 


tooled around the small terminal building, where an appalling sight met their 
eyes. 

Jonah’s jet was surrounded by a mass of humanity, hundreds strong, 
swarming the craft from nose to tail. 

“Back up!” Jonah ordered sharply. 

The driver threw the limo into reverse, and they retreated into the cover of 
the building. 

Hamilton was bug-eyed. “Who are those people?” 

Jonah held his head. “Man, I should have known it was a mistake to say I’d 
be leaving town soon! Why do fans have to be so literal?” 

“Are they going to let us go get the faxes?” Hamilton asked. 

Jonah stared at him. “You’re kidding, right?” 

“What do we do?” 

“First,” Jonah said thoughtfully, “we get a do-rag on that blond hair of 
yours....” 


When the limo drove out onto the tarmac toward Jonah’s plane, the crowd 
reaction was a stampede. “Jonah! Ti amo!” 

“Stay in Firenze!” 

“Gangsta mio!” 

“Jonah!” 

There was no response from the limo. All the fans saw of their idol was a 
tiny sliver of red bandanna through a two-inch gap of open window. 

As the surging throng drew closer, the driver stepped on the gas. The big 
car pulled away from the jet, circled it, and headed back around the terminal 
building. The mass oozed after it like a giant amoeba. 

On the other side of the concourse, a lone figure stepped out of the janitors’ 
exit and looked around furtively. He wore track pants and a matching warm- 
up jacket, both at least three sizes too large. 

Jonah watched as the limo drew the crowd away and then made a run out to 
his plane. Just before he ducked inside, he caught a glimpse of the car, stalled 
now, completely besieged by screaming fans. He could just make out the sight 
of Hamilton, squeezed into Jonah’s jeans, being drawn out through the 
window feetfirst. 

Oh, well, Hamilton was Tomas, and they were known to be strong and 
resilient. And, Jonah hoped, fast runners. 


CHAPTER 14 


127 pages of Janus documents on the Mud Angels. 

68 pages of police records on art thieves and known buyers and sellers of 
stolen art. 

1 large table. 

4 Cahill cousins. 

“Okay,” said Amy, “we read these files, and nobody gets up from this table 
— not even to go to the bathroom — until we’ve figured out who took the 
‘Medusa,’ who has it now, and where we have to go to get it back.” 

“T can’t read,” Hamilton complained. “My eyes are swollen shut.” 

“Sometimes you have to take one for the team, yo,” Jonah told him. 

“I didn’t take one for the team,” said Hamilton through clenched teeth. “I 
took one for you. And if it gets back to my old man that a Holt was kicked 
around by a bunch of ten-year-old girls, I’1l have to find another family!” 

“Cut it out,” Dan snapped, his face pinched. “Bad stuff happens to all of us 
because of the family we were born into.” The serum was very much on his 
mind — seven ingredients collected, thirty-two to go. “Let’s just do this. 
Think of your sister, Hamilton. Or Phoenix. Or Nellie.” 

The four dove into the dossiers, and silence fell in the hotel suite. Their 
world became a blizzard of data — names, addresses, dates of birth, career 
highlights, prison records. Every random fact and mundane footnote had to be 
given full concentration. There was no way of knowing which casual detail 
would turn out to be the one that would lead them to the “Medusa.” Would it 
come soon, or take hours — even days? Would it come at all? 

After the first hour, all four had splitting headaches. By the third, Amy’s 
ban on bathroom breaks had to be lifted. 

Dan was returning from one of these when he caught a glimpse of a profile 
Jonah had just tossed onto the growing discard pile. 

“Hey, that guy’s in here twice.” 

It got Amy’s attention. “There’s another file with his name?” 

Dan shook his head. “Not the name; the face.” 

“The pictures are faxed,” Hamilton noted. “You can’t see much.” 

“If Dan recognizes that guy, then it’s the real thing.” Amy picked up the 
discards. “Let’s find him.” 

About halfway through the stack, the second file emerged. Despite the 
blotchy fax quality, all four searchers had to admit that the faces matched. 

The first was an entry on a watch list from the Arma dei Carabinieri — the 
Italian national police force. It contained information on one Alberto Sudem, 


who was suspected of being a buyer of stolen works of art. According to the 
notes, Sudem had dropped out of sight in the 1980s and was presumed dead. 
The other was one of the Janus secret files on the Mud Angels — Gregor 
Tobin, born 1937, a fabulously wealthy art collector currently living in a large 
palazzo on the shores of Lake Como. 

Amy’s eyes were alight with excitement. “It has to be him! He was a Mud 
Angel, so he had access to the ‘Medusa.’ And the Italian police have him on 
an art theft watch list.” 

“Tt also says they think he’s dead,” Hamilton pointed out. 

“Who are you going to believe, yo?” Jonah challenged. “The Janus or a 
bunch of cops? It’s the same face, the same guy. It’s Gregor Tobin! Alberto 
Sudem must be an alias or something.” 

“Wait a minute,” said Dan. He flipped over a file and began to scribble on 
the back. 


ALBERTO SUDEM 
A. SUDEM 


He looked at the other three. “That’s ‘Medusa’ spelled backwards.” 

Amy nodded slowly. “He created his alias based on his favorite stolen piece 
— or maybe his first. Where’s Lake Como?” 

“Up by Milan,” Jonah supplied. “Did an outdoor concert there once, back 
in the day. The views are off the chain — mountains, water, real tourist 
brochure stuff.” 

Dan spoke up. “Aren’t you forgetting something? We can’t just knock on 
this guy’s door and accuse him of boosting the ‘Medusa.’ Even if he admits it, 
he’s not going to hand it over.” 

Amy set her jaw. “If we stole from one of the most secure museums in 
Europe, we can steal from Gregor Tobin. We just need a way inside.” 

“Not another window-washing job!” groaned Hamilton. 

“This time,” Amy promised, “we’re going to be invited.” 


CHAPTER 15 


“Three thousand years old and still looking good.” 

Dan hunched over the laptop in the Cahills’ Lake Como hotel suite, 
watching the images download from the comm. center in Attleboro. One by 
one, hi-res pictures of the gold Sakhet statue appeared on the screen. He and 
Amy had acquired the ancient sculpture two years before, when the Clue hunt 
had taken them on a wild ride through Egypt. 

Amy was on the phone with Ian, who was acting as official photographer. 
“Take it from all angles,” she advised him. “We want to give Tobin a three- 
hundred-and-sixty-degree view.” 

“Check,” came Ian’s voice from four thousand miles away. “What if he’s 
not interested?” 

“He’ll be interested. The Janus file says he’s gaga over Egyptian art.” 

Ian sighed wanly. “I once had the means to be gaga over art — before I 
found myself in a country where the standard of beauty is toaster waffles 
shaped like cartoon characters.” 

Dan flashed Amy a sign. All twelve photographs had been received. 

“Thanks, Ian. We’ll be in touch.” She broke the connection and joined her 
brother at the computer. “Here’s Tobin’s e-mail address.” 

Dan opened a blank message and attached the photographs. “What are we 
going to tell the guy? We found this ancient Egyptian sculpture in the 
garbage? So we threw a dart at a map and flew halfway around the world on 
the off chance there’d be somebody there who would want to buy it?” 

“Let me.” Amy began to type on the keypad: 


Mr. Tobin, 


My young brother and I have acquired the ancient Egyptian statue that 
you see in these pictures. We believe it is an exceptionally well- 
preserved example of New Kingdom sculpture dated approximately to 
1400 B.C. We would be most grateful for your expert opinion. We will 
be in Lake Como for one more day. Amy Cahill 


She looked up at Dan. “What do you think?” 

“Tt’s stupid,” was his judgment. “What do we want with his expert opinion? 
We already know it’s a Sakhet.” 

Amy shook her head in exasperation. “The statue isn’t important. What we 
need is a ticket into the house so we can find the ‘Medusa.’” She hit SEND. 
“Now all we have to do is wait for an invitation.” 

They left the hotel and took a stroll along the paved promenade at the 
lakeshore. Even Dan, who never noticed scenery, had to admit the place was 


stunning in its beauty — the water a flat blue calm surrounded by soaring 
mountains, rocky cliffs, and the historic buildings of Como itself. 

Amy pointed to a modern chrome-and-glass villa set atop a high bluff. 
“That’s Tobin’s place,” she told her brother. 

“Pretty sweet.” Dan followed the line of the rock down to a boat mooring 
on the lake below the house. “That must be his private dock. Pll bet there’s an 
elevator. Rich guys aren’t into stairs.” 

“That'll be our way out once we’ve got the ‘Medusa,’” Amy decided. 
“Jonah and Hamilton can rent a boat and pick us up there.” 

As they followed the rail along the lakeshore, they came upon a retaining 
wall with a small alcove. In it was the carved frieze of a seated figure in 
Roman garb. A bronze plaque read: GAIUS PLINIUS CAECILIUS SECUNDUS 

Dan made a face. “Get a load of the guy with the funny name.” 

“I think that’s Pliny the Younger, the famous Roman writer,” Amy 
supplied. She bent down to read the English portion of the information tablet. 
“Right. In A.D. 79, Pliny chronicled the destruction of Pompeii by the eruption 
of Mount Vesuvius. It’s one of the earliest eyewitness accounts of a major 
disaster.” 

Dan yawned. “Doesn’t this remind you of the clue hunt? You know—you 
telling me a bunch of boring stuff, and me not listening?” When she didn’t 
snap back at him, he turned to look at her. She was very still, her expression 
thoughtful and distant. “What?” 

From the pocket of her jeans, Amy produced the tiny charred notebook that 
had been salvaged from the fire at Grace’s house two years before. She took it 
out of the Ziploc and riffled carefully through the brittle pages to the entry 
that had caught their attention before: 


VSP 79 PUNY DESCRIBED FIRST TEST 


“Dan — that’s not ‘puny’! It only looks like a ‘U’ because the ‘L’ and the 
‘T are smudged together! It’s ‘PLINY’! 79 was the year Vesuvius erupted, 
and ‘VSP’ means it has something to do with the Vespers!” 

Dan whistled. “Burying an entire city in lava and hot ash — sounds like a 
pretty Vesper thing to do.” He shook his head. “But no one can ‘test’ a 
volcano. They erupt when they erupt.” 

Amy nodded in agreement. “Besides, there were no Vespers in A.D. 79. 
They started when the Cahills did.” 

Her brother frowned. “Grace had to know that. Why would she jump to a 
conclusion that makes no sense?” 

Amy tried to be logical. “The Vespers didn’t commit seven kidnappings to 
get a free painting. They have big plans. But so far we’ve made zero progress 
figuring out what those plans might be.” 


“If you’re trying to cheer me up,” Dan informed her, “then telling me what 
a crummy job we’re doing isn’t the best way to make it happen.” 

“Don’t you see?” Amy gestured toward the alcove monument. “This is the 
missing piece in what we know about the Vespers!” 

“Some guy who wrote about a volcano?” 

“The connection between an ancient disaster and a secret organization that 
wouldn’t start for another millennium and a half.” She held up the notebook. 
“That’s what Grace understood, and we have to find out.” 

“There’s another possibility,” Dan suggested. “What if Grace was just plain 
wrong? She was pretty sick near the end. Maybe she wasn’t thinking 
straight.” 

Amy wasn’t convinced. During the Clue hunt, their grandmother had 
planted hints in their minds years before Amy and Dan had ever learned of 
their family’s place in history. In a few instances, she’d laid the groundwork 
for them decades prior to their births. 

When it came to Cahill business, Grace was never wrong. 


CHAPTER 16 


The letter had been slipped under the door of their hotel suite sometime 
during the night. 


Mice Cahill, 

[woakd be honored bo kost you and your brother 
at ZPM. at ng olla, And ( woald be pleased 

lo offer my Yaron of, yor ccalplare, 

Matil thea, 


Gregor Tobin 


Dan was suspicious. “How did he find out where we were staying?” 

Amy frowned. “I think that’s the message inside the message. He wants us 
to know that he has a long reach — that he’s rich and powerful.” 

“Like we’ll see his giant mansion and assume he works at Burger King,” 
scoffed Dan. 

They spent the morning packing up their belongings so that everything 
could be loaded onto Jonah’s plane in advance. The ideal getaway would be 
to grab the “Medusa” and take it directly from boat to car to jet, with no 
delays. 

The man they were about to rob was not someone to be trifled with. 


Gregor Tobin could have played Dracula in any Hollywood movie. The fangs 
would have to be added, but everything else was there — shiny black-dyed 
hair, gaunt features, sunken cheeks, pale skin. 

“Welcome, new friends.” The voice was deep and dead flat. “I’ve had my 
chef prepare a light luncheon. Please join me.” 

Amy and Dan murmured a polite acceptance and followed him into a sun- 
drenched breakfast room, where a small table was set for three. 

Dan picked up a toast point topped with a mysterious spread. He took a 
cautious sniff—liver—and slipped it back onto the tray. 

“May I ask what brought you to my door?” Tobin inquired, applying 
himself to a dainty sandwich. “There are many other art experts. This is 
Italy.” 

Amy looked shy. “We wanted to meet you. We heard you were one of the 
Mud Angels back in the sixties.” 

Tobin seemed pleased. “Why, yes. I didn’t know anyone remembered that. 
A terrible time. So many masterpieces lost.” 


Ill bet, Amy thought cynically. Some to water damage, and at least one 


stuck to your greasy fingers. 

“You guys were, like, heroes!” Dan exclaimed. 

“Every citizen of Florence was heroic,” Tobin said distractedly. His eyes 
never left Amy’s oversize backpack, which leaned against her chair. “Please 
excuse my boldness. I must confess I’m anxious to see what you have brought 
me. It puzzles me that I have not heard of this object before. How did two 
such young people come into possession of it?” 

“You’re asking if it’s stolen,” Amy said. “Would that make it less attractive 
to you, or more?” 

He looked at her sharply. “What an interesting young lady. But you still 
haven’t answered my question. Where did you get it?” 

“Tt’s not stolen.” Amy told him. “We inherited it from our grandmother, 
Grace Cahill.” 

“Grace Cahill!” Tobin’s thick single brow leaped. “That name is well 
known in the art world!” His eyes narrowed. “As her heirs, you must know 
the quality and value of her collection. What is the real purpose of this visit?” 

Amy launched into the explanation she and Dan had cooked up together. 
“According to the will, we can’t touch one penny of the estate until we are 
both twenty-five.” 

Tobin smiled. “So the piece is stolen.” 

Dan bristled. “She just told you that it isn’t.” 

“But it is. You have stolen it from your future selves. Tea?” 

Amy held out her cup for a refill. “Mr. Tobin, our grandmother’s lawyer 
keeps us penniless when we’re worth millions. We don’t want to sell off our 
inheritance. We have no choice.” 

“Very well. Show me the statue, and we shall see if we can do business.” 

Amy reached for the zipper of her bag. 

“Maybe we shouldn’t sell,” Dan put in nervously. “If McIntyre sees it’s 
missing, he could have us arrested.” 

Amy looked as if she were about to cry. “Could we take some time to think 
about it?” 

“Of course. Perhaps you’d like to tour my gallery — see the fine company 
your piece will be keeping.” 

Amy re-shouldered her pack, and the Cahills followed Tobin up a broad 
cantilever staircase to the top floor of the villa, a vast room with a magnificent 
floor-to-ceiling window overlooking Lake Como. 

“Cool house,” approved Dan. 

“Thank you.” Tobin smiled. “Traditional architecture has its grandeur, but 
there is nothing like a modern design that admits light. It makes art come 
alive.” 


Tobin’s collection may not have been as large as the Uffizi’s, but it was 
every bit as impressive. There were works from all time periods and from 
every corner of the world. There were prehistoric drawings cut from caves, 
and Jackson Pollock canvases that covered entire walls. There were medieval 
tapestries, Grecian urns, Roman busts on pedestals, African and Eskimo 
indigenous art, and Mesopotamian cuneiforms. There were even famous 
historical artifacts — a genuine Roman chariot, all gilt carving and 
completely intact, and a coat of arms that had hung in the court of King 
Richard the Lionheart. 

What was not there was Caravaggio’s “Medusa.” 

When the collector went over to speak to a burly security man stationed by 
a Giotto altarpiece, Dan sidled up to his sister. “Where’s old double-ugly?” 

“There must be a secret room,” Amy whispered back, “a covert gallery for 
the stolen stuff. Keep an eye out for hidden doors or panels, anything 
suspicious.” 

Dan did a quick 360. “You mean like one room with two thermostats?” 

Amy tried not to stare. Her brother was right. There was a unit by the door. 
That would set the temperature in the gallery. So what was the purpose of the 
other one, the one on the east wall? It had to control the climate somewhere 
else. 

And then she knew. Right beside the second thermostat hung a large 
Renoir, a luminous café scene on a canvas at least six feet high and three feet 
wide. The frame was ornate and massive. 

Almost imperceptibly, she inclined her head in the direction of the huge 
work. “Dan — what does this remind you of? Not the picture — the size and 
shape?” 

Dan nodded slowly. “A door. The secret gallery is behind the painting.” 

The conversation ended abruptly with the return of Gregor Tobin. “And 
what has you two so absorbed and excited?” 

“We’ve made our decision,” Amy told him. “We’re going to sell you the 
statue.” She shrugged out of her backpack and reached inside. 

The collector’s anticipation turned to bewilderment when she came up with 
what looked like a lollipop. “Is this a joke?” 

Amy broke the stick detonator off Sinead’s smoke bomb and threw both 
pieces to the floor. The fog was dense and instantaneous. 

Tobin cried out in shock. Amy grabbed Dan’s shoulders and dragged the 
two of them down to the cool marble. The Cahills pulled the breathing filters 
from their pockets and covered their noses. Tobin took one whiff of the 
knockout gas and collapsed beside them. A thump from across the room 
indicated that the security guard was also unconscious. 


“Stay low!” Amy hissed. “I don’t know how much we can trust these 
masks!” 

The two crawled to the large Renoir painting and began to haul on the 
heavy frame. It wouldn’t budge. Amy felt a stab of fear. What if they were 
wrong? 

Dan produced a pocketknife and held it to the canvas. 

Amy grabbed it out of his hand. “Don’t you dare! It’s a Renoir!” 

“Let Tobin restore it if he’s such a big-shot Mud Angel!” 

Desperately, Amy reached behind the picture to get a better grip on the 
frame. Her finger brushed against a small hard lump. A button? She pressed 
it. There was an electronic click, and the Renoir swung away from the wall. 
Inside, dimly lit, was a second art gallery. 

It was smaller than the main collection, but the pieces seemed to be of 
equal quality. She had a fleeting wish that Jonah was with them — a Janus 
would have a better sense of what they were looking at. 

Then something familiar caught her eye. It was a picture of three people 
seated around a grand piano. 

“Dan — that’s ‘The Concert’ by Vermeer! It was taken in a robbery from 
the Gardner Museum in Boston in 1990! It’s considered the most valuable 
stolen painting in the world!” 

“Amy, stop sightseeing!” he snapped. “There’s only one stolen painting I 
care about!” 

They searched the room, passing mummies smuggled out of Egypt, 
Grecian marbles illegally removed from the pediment of the Parthenon, and 
stolen paintings by Gainsborough, Van Eyck, and Monet. 

Dan spotted it first, Caravaggio’s “Medusa” recessed in an alcove with a 
lone spotlight on the horror-stricken features. 

“There it is. I don’t know why I expected this one to be better-looking.” 

The two wasted precious seconds taking in the hideous details of 
Caravaggio’s masterpiece. After creating three Janus fakes in order to get 
their hands on the Uffizi piece that itself turned out to be a fake, surely this 
had to be the real thing—the one that would satisfy Vesper One enough to 
release the hostages. 

Dan snatched the shield off the wall, and the two managed to cram it into 
Amy’s large knapsack. The rounded edges pressed the vinyl material to the 
limit. 

“Looks like we boosted a manhole cover,” he commented as she shrugged 
into the straps. 

In the main gallery, somebody groaned. 

“Let’s get out of here!” Dan exclaimed. “Where’s that elevator to the boat 


dock?” 

“Definitely not up here,” Amy replied. “It must be downstairs.” 

Holding the filters to their faces, they slipped through the Renoir door to 
the main gallery. The smoke was dissipating. The guard was still out, but 
Tobin was beginning to stir. 

The collector blinked away his dizziness enough to take in the sight of 
Amy and Dan emerging from the secret gallery. 

“Thieves!” he accused. 

“Call the cops!” Dan tossed over his shoulder as they headed for the stairs. 
“They’ll have a field day in this place!” 

Amy set her foot down on the top cantilever step and froze. Vibrations 
were coming from below. Running feet. More than one set. Looking down, 
she caught a glimpse of two more security guards rushing to investigate their 
employer’s cry. 

Amy grabbed Dan’s hand, whipped the two of them around, and headed 
back toward the main gallery. “Change of plan! We have to find another way 
out!” 

“There is no other way out!” Dan croaked. 

They ran the full length of the gallery, hoping against hope that an alternate 
staircase would magically appear. At last, they were in front of the picture 
window. Both looked down. At the base of the cliff, far below, a speedboat 
bobbed in the gleaming blue water — Jonah and Hamilton in the getaway 
craft. Between the two pairs of Cahills lay eighty vertical feet of steep, craggy 
terrain. 

There was only one way to bring the four together. 

“How’s your rock climbing?” Amy asked in a shaky voice. 

In answer, Dan began to kick at the glass. The window rattled but didn’t 
break. 

The two security men reached the top of the stairs. 

“Stop them!” Tobin roared. 

The Cahills made a double run in an attempt to breach the window. They 
bounced off painfully. 

“We need something heavier!” Dan gasped. 

Hearts sinking, they surveyed their surroundings. The gallery was filled 
with art, not bricks! What could they use to get themselves through the 
window? 

At the same instant, two sets of eyes fell on the Roman chariot. 


CHAPTER 17 


Neither said a word. There wasn’t time. The decision flashed between them as 
if by radar. Amy and Dan got behind the gilt chariot and braced themselves to 
push. 

Would two-thousand-year-old wheels even move? They were going to find 
out. 

Tobin had stopped yelling and was running toward them now, the two 
security men right behind him. 

Amy and Dan heaved with all their might. With a groan, the ancient wheels 
began to turn. 

“Faster, Dan!” Amy wheezed. They could feel pounding footsteps 
approaching on the marble floor. 

The chariot was heavy and gained speed agonizingly slowly. But once it 
began to freewheel, there was no stopping it. 

Crash! 

The picture window disintegrated into a million shards of glittering glass 
that fell like a sun shower. The chariot rumbled out onto the slope, toppled on 
its side, and got hung up against an outcropping of rock. Another few inches, 
and it would have plunged over the edge and taken out Jonah, Hamilton, and 
their boat. 

Amy and Dan jumped past the windowsill and began to work their way 
down the rough terrain of the cliff, using rocks and bushes as handholds, 
relying on anything that looked like it might support their weight. 

They had not descended very far when Amy saw a leg swing over the lip of 
the bluff. A security guard. The second man followed quickly. 

She peered over her shoulder and immediately regretted it. Lake Como was 
still sixty feet below. A slip from here, and she would be a grease spot on the 
deck of their getaway boat, annihilating the “Medusa” in her backpack and 
destroying seven more lives besides her own. 

Dan was faster than her, scrambling down like a monkey. She felt a twinge 
of resentment along with her terror. The dweeb’s advantage was that he was 
too mindless to think about what would happen if he fell. 

“Hurry up, Amy! I thought Sinead was teaching you to climb!” 

“T said she was teaching me!” Amy shot back. “I never said I learned!” 

With alarming suddenness, the scrub pine trunk under her right foot gave 
way, and she was sliding, picking up speed, clawing at the rocks and weeds as 
they moved past. She heard her own scream as if it were coming from 
someone else. 


When the exposed root trapped her ankle, at first she thought gravity would 
flip her over and dangle her upside down. She put every ounce of strength 
into her fingertips and dug them into exposed earth on the cliff. 

She lurched to a halt alive but still a good twenty-five feet above the 
getaway craft. She looked down again and saw Dan being helped aboard by 
Jonah and Hamilton. And then, a more alarming sight — Gregor Tobin 
appeared on his dock and climbed over the gunwale of a gleaming powerboat. 

The lead guard was just a few feet above her now. His flailing boot passed 
within inches of her windblown hair. 

Dan’s voice reached her. “Amy — jump!” 

“T’m too high!” 

“TIl catch you!” Hamilton shouted. “I promise!” 

Amy was never quite sure why she believed him so completely. Maybe it 
was a Cahill thing. That wasn’t goofy, irresponsible Hamilton Holt down 
there: It was the full might and muscle of the Tomas branch. 

She heard a grunt from her pursuer—very close. In another second, he’d be 
upon her. 

She let go. The free fall was like a carnival ride. It lasted longer than she 
expected, long enough for her to wonder if she’d missed the target. She 
opened her eyes and saw the rocks hurtling to meet her. 

Panic-stricken, she braced for impact. 

And then Hamilton caught her, just as he had said he would. Her weight 
knocked him over. The two of them wound up flat on their backs on the deck. 

Her stammered gratitude was drowned out by the roar of the outboard 
engine as they plowed away from the shore, prow rising, kicking up a spray. 

“Hang on, homeys!” Jonah bellowed from behind the wheel. 

A sleek white shape fell in behind them, keeping pace. It was Tobin’s 
speedboat, the collector himself at the controls. 

They watched as he hefted a long, dark object and rested it on the 
windscreen, pointed in their direction. 

“He’s got a rifle!” Dan gasped. 

Crack! 

The bullet whined past Jonah’s elbow, shattering his Perrier, which drained 
onto the console. “Man, the Wiz will not get whacked by some clown who 
couldn’t even score a screen test!” 

“Behind me, everyone!” Amy unzipped her backpack and pulled out the 
“Medusa.” She held it up in front of all of them. “He won’t risk shooting the 
painting!” 

The rifle disappeared, but Tobin did not break off his pursuit. 


“How are we going to get away from that guy?” Hamilton cried. “We’ll 
never be able to dock with him on our tail!” 

Dan moved forward and replaced Jonah at the helm. “I’ve got a plan!” 

“That’s my man!” The famous grin disappeared as Jonah took in the grim 
determination in Dan’s features. The expression was as flat and emotionless 
as a naked skull. 

Dan steered the hurtling boat directly toward the rocky shore. “Amy, hang 
on to the painting!” 

“That’s not a plan!” Jonah shouted. “That’s suicide!” He tried to retake the 
wheel, but his cousin shoved him roughly away. 

The throttle at maximum, Dan pointed the bow at a flat area between two 
large boulders. The speedboat threaded the needle and rocketed out of the 
water up a grassy embankment. Briefly, they were aloft, crushing small 
saplings as they came down. The fiberglass hull cracked open like an egg, 
sending them flying. The contents of Amy’s open pack scattered in all 
directions. Passports landed in the mud. Hamilton caught the Vesper phone in 
midair just as it was about to hit a tree. 

Amy landed flat on her back in a bed of moss, holding the “Medusa” high 
and away from harm. 


On the water, Tobin veered sharply off, scarcely able to believe his eyes. 
Those four young people were surely dead. And the Caravaggio would be in 
similar condition. No one and nothing could survive such a crash. 


It was a terrible loss for the art world. 


CHAPTER 18 


Hamilton dabbed a tissue at the cut under his eye. “Except for the time I met 
the Great Khali, that was the coolest thing I’ve ever done!” 

The foursome, only slightly the worse for wear, stood on the tarmac of the 
small airfield outside Milan, transferring their luggage from the limo to 
Jonah’s jet for the flight back to Florence. 

“You didn’t do anything, yo,” Jonah seethed. “It was done to all of us by 
the freak show with the nerve to complain that the family branches are too 
violent!” 

“We made it, didn’t we?” Dan said quietly. 

Amy patted her battered backpack, where the “Medusa” was concealed 
once more. “The important thing is we got what we came for. That’s all that 
matters.” 

She peered past Hamilton’s bulk at her brother. Dan was staring straight 
ahead, his eyes almost snakelike, focused on infinity. He had uttered barely a 
word during the hour-long limo ride. 

He’s receded into himself again, scuba diving in the depths of his own 
mind. 

His heroics on Lake Como had secured their escape but could just as easily 
have gotten them all killed. Would the old Dan have dared to try something so 
reckless and self destructive? 

Amy doubted it. His newfound dark side was in charge again. 

She kept seeing his face as he’d steered for the ramp rock. His expression 
was not one of calculating risk. It was the breakneck abandon of someone 
who felt he had nothing to lose. 

The chime of the Vesper phone jolted her back to reality. She took it out 
and examined the latest text from their enemy. 


72 hours. Tick ... tick ... tick ... 


Don’t give me the pleasure of punishing another Cahill. I’ve been trying 
to cut down. 


Vesper One 
Hamilton read over her shoulder. “Man, that guy’s creepy.” 
Amy shook her head. “He’d need years of charm school to work his way up 
to creepy.” 
The phone emitted a chirp, and a new message appeared on the screen. 
BATTERY LOW 
20% of power remaining 


“You guys have a charger, right?” Jonah asked. 

Amy felt a stirring of unease. The smartphone had come with a power 
cable. She’d brought it to Italy. She’d been careful to pack it when they’d 
departed Florence. And this morning, when they’d left their Lake Como hotel, 
it had been safe in her knapsack. 

Yet a search of the bag revealed no charger. 

“Where is it?” Dan demanded. 

The scene replayed itself in her head: the wreckage of the rented boat, the 
four Cahills replacing the strewn contents of her backpack. She remembered 
the wallet, the notebook, the cell phone, the airline tickets, the passports, the 
flashlight key chain. 

She did not remember the charger. 

“We must have lost it when the boat crashed.” 

Hamilton frowned. “If Vesper One sends instructions for the drop-off, but 
we never get them because the phone’s dead ...” 

“We need that cable!” Dan exclaimed urgently. 

“Chill, cuz,” Jonah soothed. “They’ve got cell phone stores in Italy, too. 
We’ll buy a new charger. My treat.” 

That was when fear began rising — when store after store after store along 
Milan’s Via Vitruvio informed them that they had no power cable that would 
match the Vesper phone’s unusual connection interface. 

Hamilton called in. He’d taken the limo back to Lake Como to search the 
remains of the speedboat. There was no sign of the missing charger. 

“Tt’s probably at the bottom of the lake,” he reported mournfully. 

“When that phone runs out of power, we won’t be able to follow Vesper 
One’s orders anymore!” Dan raved. “If he thinks we’re ignoring him, the next 
time he shoots one of our people, it’! be right between the eyes!” 

“We’re not done yet,” Amy said determinedly. 

“You’re out of your mind, yo!” Jonah was beside himself. “We can’t find 
the original, and we can’t buy a new one. What’s left?” 

“We can invent our own,” she told him. 

Dan was pop-eyed. “Invent our own?” 

“Well, not us,” Amy amended. “But Sinead is an Ekat. Maybe she can whip 
something up.” 

“PII never understand the American obsession with driving oneself,” Ian 
observed. “As if it makes you a better person to risk life and property behind 
the wheel of a two-ton mechanical monster.” 

“This isn’t London,” chuckled McIntyre in the driver’s seat of his Lincoln. 
“If you’d called a taxi, you’d still be waiting. And the problem we are 


attempting to solve is quite urgent. Have you got the list of equipment Sinead 
requires?” 

“Right here in my hand,” Ian said irritably. He did not relish the idea of 
being an errand boy for an Ekaterina. There was a time when the Kabras had 
servants to handle such mundane matters as this. But, of course, he was poor 
now. 

He felt a twinge of guilt for complaining when his little sister was in a 
much worse predicament. His heart turned over in his chest. 

The lawyer dropped him off at Attleboro Circuits, a sewer of a place with 
fly-specked windows. The last electronics shop Ian had patronized displayed 


a crest over the door proclaiming it to be SUPPLIER OF SMALL ELECTRONICS BY 
APPOINTMENT TO HIS ROYAL HIGHNESS THE PRINCE OF WALES. 


This one bore a tattered cardboard sign that read NO SHIRT, NO SHOES, NO 
SERVICE. 


It was no place for a Kabra, not even a poor one living in exile with a 
psychopathic cat. 

He approached the counter and rang the bell with authority. The clerk 
turned around. 

Evan Tolliver. 

“You’re Amy’s cousin!” 

“Yes, I am,” Ian confirmed. “I have here a list of items —” 

“Have you heard from her?” Evan interrupted. “Is she okay?” 

“Her health is excellent.” 

“No, I mean —” 

Ian sighed. “Why should you care? She promises to phone you, and she 
doesn’t. You were nearly arrested, thanks to her. There’s a message in there 
somewhere, don’t you agree?” 

Evan nodded sadly. “I kind of think so, too. But we were awesome 
together. She’s smart, fun to be with, and not immature like most of the girls 
in our school. It’s as if she has an automatic switch for when it’s time to be 
serious — she can almost be old beyond her years at times. Where do you 
learn something like that?” 

“I have no earthly idea,” Ian lied. He slid the list across the counter. “Now 
then ...” 

Evan made no move to take it. His eyes were on the other paper, the one 
still in Ian’s hand. It was a photograph of the Vesper phone and its unique 
interface. 

“Hey, where’d you get a picture of a DeOssie smartphone?” 

Ian frowned. “A what?” 

Evan indicated the picture that Amy had sent from Lake Como. “DeOssie. 


They make ultra-secure phones, mostly for groups like the CIA and other 
government agencies. Regular people can’t buy them.” His eyes narrowed. 
“Does this have anything to do with Amy?” 

Ian’s mind raced. No ordinary person could acquire a DeOssie phone. Yet 
Vesper One had managed it. How? The answer to that question might very 
well lead them to Vesper One himself. And once they had Vesper One, they 
could force him to release Natalie and the others. 

Evan was the key. He’d recognized the DeOssie phone when even Sinead, 
an Ekaterina, hadn’t. His knowledge of technology and computers could 
prove very useful. 

“Take the rest of the day off,” Ian invited. “I have a story to tell you. A long 


one.” 
Evan shook his head. “My shift just started.” 


“Get someone to cover,” said Ian. “Amy needs you.” 


CHAPTER 19 


A private jet wasn’t the worst place to kill a few hours, but the four Cahill 
cousins barely noticed their sumptuous surroundings. As they waited for the 
thunderstorms that had closed Peretola Airport to move off, Amy barely tore 
her eyes from the power indicator on the Vesper phone. It was as if she 
believed she could prevent the bars from dwindling by the sheer force of her 
mind. Jonah buried himself in a pile of scripts he was reading to choose his 
next movie project, yet he spent most of his time on his iPad, staring forlornly 
at a picture of his cousin Phoenix. Hamilton pumped and curled a set of 
dumbbells with such wild abandon that he dented the bulkhead of the plane in 
three places. 

Dan passed the time examining the latest — and, they hoped, genuine — 
“Medusa.” It seemed identical to the forgery from the Uffizi — the same ugly, 
horrified face, snake hair, and spurting blood. You could almost hear the 
scream. 

“Tf this is the real McCoy,” he wondered, “then how did Vesper One know 
the other one was a fake? They’re exactly the same.” 

“Maybe he’s an art connoisseur,” Amy replied. “Just because you think 
video games are the highest form of human expression —” 

She was teasing, trying to get a rise out of him, but the old Dan was 
increasingly hard to reach these days. 

“You know I remember stuff.” He cut her off in a wounded tone. “The 
Janus copies were a little different because they were made so fast. But this is 
a perfect match for the one we handed over. I’d bet all my collections on it.” 

“There are other ways to tell if a work is genuine,” she mused. “X-rays and 
lab tests to determine the age and chemical makeup of the paint — that kind 
of thing.” 

“Yeah, but tests take time,” Dan persisted. “The Vespers knew right away. I 
mean, we made the drop-off, and before we got halfway through lunch —” 
His voice cracked as he thought of the video — the way Nellie’s body 
flinched as the bullet slammed into her. More ingredients to find, a formula to 
recreate. The real “Medusa” doesn *t change that... 

“There must be something that tipped the Vespers off.” When the answer 
came to Amy, it seemed so obvious that she couldn’t believe it hadn’t 
occurred to her before. 

She flipped the shield over in Dan’s lap, and the two of them examined the 
backing. It was black, and where the arm strap would have been was a 
rectangular expanse of raw wood, jagged at both ends. The studs that had 
once held the strip in place were all there, attesting to the sixteenth-century 


workmanship. 

At first, they saw nothing worthy of note. But as their eyes focused on the 
wood and grew accustomed to its shading, it became apparent that some kind 
of message had been etched there. The characters were faint, many even worn 
away. 

Amy reached for a pencil and a piece of scrap paper. Placing the page over 
the wood, she began to rub with the soft side of the lead, hoping to re-create 
what was written there. She and Dan watched, fascinated, as the letters began 
to appear. 





“This is what the Vespers are looking for!” Amy exclaimed. Her triumph 
ebbed a little. “What does it mean?” 

“Ts it Italian?” asked Dan. 

“Maybe,” his sister replied. “It could be Latin, too. We can’t be sure unless 
we have all of it.” 

Dan reached for his cell phone. “I’m going to text it to Atticus.” 

Amy stared at him. “Your online buddy? The little kid? What would he 
know about it?” 

“You talk like he’s still in diapers. At eleven, he’s already forgotten more 
than you and I will ever know. He speaks, like, ten languages — including 
Italian and Latin. If anybody has a chance of understanding this, it’s Atticus!” 

“Okay,” Amy conceded reluctantly. “But be careful what you say. If this 
kid is half as smart as you think, he might get a sense of what we’re up 
against and call the cops because he thinks he’s helping.” 

Dan laughed out loud. “That’s the beauty of Atticus. When it comes to 
school stuff, he’s a major prodigy genius dude. But at everything else, he’s 
clueless.” He texted the cryptic letters from the back of the shield and added 
the message: 


need to borrow your great brain. this came in hw assignment. can you fill 
in blanks? think it might be italian or latin. should be right up your alley. 
everything is — dan 

He hit SEND. 


Amy was nervous. “I hope you know what you’re doing. The last thing we 
need is to let outsiders in on what we’re up to.” 


Her cell phone rang, and she checked the small screen. “It’s Attleboro. 


Let’s pray they’ve got good news about the charger.” But when she answered 
the call, the voice on the other end of the line belonged to — 

“Hi, Ames, it’s me. Guess where I am right now!” 

No. Impossible. 

What was Evan doing in the comm. center? 

“I know you’re in my house, Evan,” she replied carefully. “Uh — which 
part, exactly? I’m trying to get a mental picture.” 

“Tm in the attic. This comm. center is wild! You have your own satellite?” 

No...no...no! 

“Only a little one,” Amy managed. “It’s not really a comm. center. More 
like a den. For kicking back, watching , TV—” 

Ian’s upper-class English accent replaced Evan on the line. “Amy, he 
knows.” 

“He knows what?” She was still hoping for damage control. Get Evan out 
fast, and never bring him upstairs again. Over time, maybe he could be 
convinced that what he saw was a kind of high-end home theater.... 

“He knows everything,” Ian supplied. “He’s been fully briefed about the 
Cahills. It’s all right —” 

“All right for you, maybe!” Amy cut him off. “I left specific instructions to 
keep my personal life out of this. And what do you do? The polar opposite of 
that!” 

“Its William McIntyre, Amy,” announced an older, dignified voice. 
“Sinead is here as well. You’re live in the comm. center.” 

“Wonderful,” Amy said sarcastically. “What’s the point of throwing a hissy 
fit without friends and family on hand to hear it?” 

“We had every intention of respecting your wishes about Evan,” the lawyer 
apologized. “But that was before he recognized the Vesper phone.” He 
explained how DeOssie ultra-secure smartphone systems were only sold to 
the military and spy agencies. “Ian decided — and we all agree — that Evan’s 
knowledge of this technology and this company could help us investigate the 
identity of Vesper One.” 

“Tt’s our best lead so far,” Sinead put in. 

“What about the collar tag of the guy with the crossbow?” Amy asked. 

“We’re on that, too,” Ian promised. “But this is bigger. If this mobile phone 
is so restricted that you need to be secretary of defense to buy it, how did 
Vesper One qualify? Is he a former military officer or ex-spy? At minimum, 
there’s a Vesper on the DeOssie client roster somewhere. And for all we 
know, the whole company is controlled by the Vespers, and our people are 
being held somewhere in the DeOssie factory in upstate New York.” 

“Maybe you can get customer details or shipping addresses,” Amy mused. 


“Tap some of our Cahill connections in government and the military.” 

“Your young man was correct when he told us of the smothering secrecy 
surrounding this entity,” McIntyre said sadly. “Our contacts at the state 
department could not unearth a single DeOssie client. Ian’s Lucian friends at 
CIA were likewise stymied. The Tomas have a three-star general, and even he 
lacks the necessary security clearance. It’s possible that, given time, we could 
acquire the information —” 

“Time is the one thing we don’t have,” Amy agreed grudgingly. “I’m going 
to Skype you from Dan’s laptop, so we can all talk about this.” 

“You look good, Amy,” Evan said in a quiet voice when the comm. center 
appeared on the screen. 

“You, too.” Amy was surprised by the surge of emotion. The video link 
only seemed to underscore the thousands of miles that separated her from a 
normal life. She had never felt farther from home. 

But this was not the time to be distracted. Between Attleboro and the 
Gulfstream jet, a plan was cobbled together. Jonah and Hamilton would return 
to the United States to join Ian and Sinead on a nighttime expedition to check 
out the DeOssie factory. It was to be a spy mission, searching for client lists, 
shipping orders, service contracts — anything that might lead them to the 
identity of the Vespers and where they might be found. However, at the first 
sign that the hostages were there, it would convert to a rescue attempt. 

“We should be with them, Amy,” Dan urged. “This is more important than 
keeping Vesper One happy.” 

Amy looked at him. “Until we have our hostages safe and sound, nothing is 
more important than keeping Vesper One happy. We can’t be an ocean away 
when the message comes in to hand over the ‘Medusa.’” 

“If the Vesper phone hasn’t already died by then,” added Hamilton. 
“What’s the word on a new charger?” 

Evan spoke up. “Sinead and I are on it. She’s got the coolest electronics lab 
in the guest house —” 

“There’s nothing cool about what we’re doing, Evan,” Amy interrupted. 
“Tt’s deadly serious — and I mean that literally. That wasn’t a Nerf gun Nellie 
got shot with.” 

“Amy,” McIntyre said gently. “Evan has been enormously helpful. He 
deserves our gratitude.” 

Amy relented. “I was trying to keep the Cahill stuff separate from us, Evan. 
Sorry you got mixed up in this mess.” 

“T want to be mixed up in this mess.” 

“You don’t. Honestly.” 

“Ames, if this is part of who you are, then I need to be in on it,” Evan said 


earnestly. “This whole side of you is really different. Not better, exactly, but 
— you know— impressive.” 

Amy sighed. The clue hunt was impressive, too. Until the body bags started 
to pile up. 

She broke the connection only to have a new ringtone fill the Gulfstream’s 
interior. 

“Mine,” Dan announced. The caller ID read: Rosenbloom, A. 

He picked up the handset. “Atticus?” 

“Dan — I got your e-mail!” Although Atticus was less than two years 
younger than Dan, there was a juvenile excitement in his voice that made him 
seem childish. “You won’t believe this! Your homework—I’m standing less 
than a mile away from it!” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“The word puzzle,” Atticus explained. “It is, in actuality, the Porta 
Sanavivaria.” 

“Which is ...” Dan prompted. 

“At the Colosseum — the Roman Colosseum? My brother’s doing a 
semester in Rome. Dad’s on sabbatical in India, so I went with Jake. We walk 
past the Colosseum every day!” 

“So the Porto San —” Dan’s tongue twisted. 

There was hysterical laughter on the line. “A Portosan is a portable toilet. 
The Porta Sanavivaria was, in actuality, how you left the Colosseum if you 
were spared by the emperor. It’s Latin for the Gate of Life.” 

“Roman Colosseum — Gate of Life,” Dan repeated with a meaningful look 
at his sister. “Hey, if your brother’s taking classes, what do you do all day?” 

“I’m taking classes, too,” the younger boy replied. “I didn’t want to be 
bored in Italy, so I finished high school online in my spare time. But I also 
teach a seminar on dead languages. My students aren’t very motivated,” he 
finished in a disappointed tone. 

“Kids these days,” Dan commiserated. “Thanks for the info, Atticus. Let’s 
get together when you’re back in Boston.” He hung up and tumed to Amy. 
“So now we know—the name of a Roman Portosan is written on the back of 
the ‘Medusa.’ Why would the Vespers care about that?” 

“I don’t know,” Amy admitted, “but we’re going to find out. Change of 
plan —” she called to Jonah. “Can you drop us off in Rome?” 

“Yo, am I a movie star or a taxi service?” Jonah grumbled from the depths 
of the script pile. 

“Technically, you’re neither,” Hamilton puffed, lifting weights again. “I 
mean, you’re a star and you’ve made movies ...” 

Dan had a concern. “What if the text comes in to deliver the painting? 


We’ ll be in Rome, not Florence. And we won’t have the plane after Jonah and 
Hamilton head back to the States.” 

“Vesper One gave us ninety-six hours,” Amy reasoned. “Tomorrow’s 
Thursday. So if we go to the Colosseum in the morning, we’ll have plenty of 
time to get back to Florence at night to make the drop-off on Friday. It’s 
usually less than three hours by train or car.” 

“Unless the guy changes his mind,” Dan added nervously. 

“He may be psycho,” Amy replied evenly, “but he hasn’t lied to us yet.” 

Dan nodded in grim agreement. Vesper One hadn’t lied, all right. He’d 
promised consequences. 

And look what he’d done to Nellie. 


CHAPTER 20 


The fever was back. 


It had been moderate yesterday, but now Nellie was wracked with chills. 
She lay shivering on the cot, her face deathly white, her lips dry and cracked. 
She had pushed her jumpsuit off her shoulder, revealing an angry wound, 
raised, purple, and hot to the touch. 

She was in bad shape, she was pretty sure, because she’d had no appetite 
since yesterday. When Nellie couldn’t eat, something was seriously wrong. 
And even if she didn’t understand it herself, she could see the urgency of the 
situation reflected in the faces of her fellow captives. Especially Phoenix, 
poor kiddo. 

Fiske and Alistair consulted in whispers so the patient would not overhear. 

“The situation is dire,” Fiske admitted. “That wound is deeply infected, I 
fear. If the bullet is not removed soon, she could very well die.” 

Alistair was distracted with worry. “We could appeal to our jailers’ 
humanity, but I honestly believe they don’t have any.” His cane hand twitched 
so badly that he rarely removed it from his jumpsuit pocket. “Is this sport to 
them, to inflict a minor wound and then to watch like spectators as it festers 
into something mortal?” 

“We cannot allow it to happen,” Fiske said firmly. “We must find a way to 
get through to our captors.” His eyes fell on the remains of their most recent 
meal on the table. The plastic bottle of ketchup caught his attention. He 
smoothed out a paper napkin and wrote, squeezing out thin red lines: 

SHE’S DYING 

PLEASE HELP 


He intercepted a look of wide-eyed horror from Phoenix and cursed himself 
for not being more careful with the message. The youngster had become quite 
attached to Nellie, and her condition terrified him. 

It terrified all of them. 

Fiske placed the napkin in the dumbwaiter and closed the door. A moment 
later, they heard the device creaking its way up out of the cell. 

Nellie’s feeble voice came from the bedroom. “Can somebody crank the 
heat in this meat locker?” 

There were no more blankets, so Reagan yanked an armload of jumpsuits 
off the rack. She and Phoenix raced in and began to pile them on the patient. 

Nearly twenty agonizing minutes had gone by before Fiske noticed the 
dumbwaiter rattling its way down again. He caught Alistair’s attention and the 
two exchanged an anxious glance. In a few seconds they would have their 


answer, and it would literally be a matter of life and death. 

They snatched the door open and stared in bewilderment. There on a 
stainless steel surgical tray sat a scalpel, tweezers, a bottle of alcohol, and a 
sterile bandage. 

“Yes, but where’s the doctor?” Alistair exclaimed impatiently. 

Fiske took a deep breath. “There will be no doctor.” 

“Then what on earth could be the point of—” Light dawned on Alistair. 
“Absolutely not! If this is their idea of sick entertainment, I’ll have no part of 
it.” 

Fiske regarded him gravely. If Nellie was to be saved, they would have to 
remove the bullet themselves. 


It was a 50,000-seat stadium in the center of Rome. But this stadium — the 
Colosseum — was nearly two thousand years old, and most of it was still 
standing. It was the most impressive building of the Roman Empire, and one 
of the greatest tourist attractions in the world — as evidenced by the long line 
of visitors snaking through the velvet cordons stretching most of the way to 
the Arch of Constantine. 

In the middle of this line stood Atticus Rosenbloom and his eighteen-year- 
old half brother, Jake. 

Jake was not in a good mood. “I know you, Atticus. You don’t care about 
seeing the Colosseum again. You’re just looking for an excuse to call Dan 
Cahill and tell him where you are.” 

Atticus was defensive. “You’re turning your nose up at one of the world’s 
true wonders?” 

“No,” Jake retorted, “I’m turning my nose up at standing in line for an hour 
to see something I’ve already seen every inch of. Seriously, Att, what is it 
with you and that Cahill kid? How much could someone like you have in 
common with someone like that? He’s a mental midget compared to you.” 

“In actuality, Dan’s very smart.” 

“Like his collection of photocopies of butt cheeks?” Jake challenged. “I 
hope you didn’t send him yours.” 

Atticus grinned appreciatively. “There are different kinds of smart. It takes 
brains to be funny — not that you’d know anything about that. Dan’s my 
friend. He’s cool.” 

“Kids your age think anyone older is cool.” 

Atticus regarded him pointedly. “Not necessarily.” 

Jake snorted. “You’re obsessed with the guy.” 

Atticus didn’t argue. He was obsessed with Dan — but for a reason his 
brother knew nothing about. It certainly had nothing to do with being funny. 
In fact, it stemmed from a memory that was one hundred percent unfunny — 


the death of his mother. 

Astrid Rosenbloom’s last word — barely a whisper, spoken to Atticus 
alone through a demented haze — had been Cahill. 

There had been more, but she’d been so weak, bestowing her final, tortured 
breath upon those two syllables. 

It couldn’t be a coincidence. Dan was important somehow. 

It had been Mom who’d directed Atticus to the gamers’ chat room where 
he’d first encountered Dan. The two had become fast friends — never mind 
that Atticus was there as a chess player, and video gamer Dan didn’t know 
castling from en passant. There was no question that Mom had sown the seeds 
of their friendship. But why? It was impossible to know. Soon after, she had 
become mysteriously ill and hadn’t been making a lot of sense. 

So Atticus had decided to be patient and hold on to the hope that her 
purpose would reveal itself in time. Besides, Dan was awesome. The eleven- 
year-old genius wasn’t such a social butterfly that he could afford to throw 
friends away. In actuality, Dan was his only one. 

Maybe Mom’s grand plan had been nothing more than that: to ensure that 
her son didn’t go through life as a brilliant hermit, isolated from the rest of 
humanity by his unique mind. 

“We’re almost at the entrance,” Atticus told his brother. “I’m going to give 
Dan a call. He’ ll get a kick out of hearing where we are.” 

“Are you crazy?” Jake exclaimed. “It’s five o’clock in the morning in 
Boston!” 

“T have to catch him before he leaves for school.” Atticus hit the number on 
his speed dial. 

Next, something strange happened. There were quite a few rings. Then Dan 
answered, “Hello?” and the voice came from two places — from the phone, 
and from somewhere close by, farther back in the line. Bewildered, Atticus 
wheeled. There, about fifteen feet away as the queue wrapped around where 
the ropes were strung, stood none other than Dan himself, larger than life! 

“Dan! Dan!” Atticus’s high-pitched voice cut across the crowd. “Over 
here!” He ducked under the cord and rushed up to his friend. “Why didn’t you 
tell me you were in Rome?” 

“We just got here,” Dan admitted, embarrassed, as the two exchanged a 
high five. 

“Yeah, but why didn’t you say you were coming?” 

Dan shrugged. “It’s kind of a family thing. This is my sister, Amy. Amy— 
Atticus.” 

“Come on, we have a place in line up ahead,” Atticus invited. “You’!l meet 
my brother, Jake.” 


With the clock ticking down to the time when the “Medusa” had to be handed 
over, Amy was grateful to be moved ahead in line — even if it meant sharing 
the day with Dan’s oddball Internet buddy. Every minute was precious now. 

The brothers Rosenbloom could not have been more different. Atticus was 
slight and dark, with owlish eyes behind large round glasses. The curly hair 
inherited from his African American mother was tightly woven into shoulder- 
length dreadlocks. Then there was Jake. Amy had a Colosseum to explore, a 
drop-off to make in another city, and seven hostages to worry about, not to 
mention a boyfriend back in the States. All that disappeared for a few seconds 
while she took a moment to appreciate the splendor that was Jake. He was at 
least six feet two, fairer, with sharp eyes and chiseled features. 

“You’re full of surprises today, Att,” he accused, looking as if he smelled 
something ever so slightly unpleasant, something he could not quite put his 
finger on. 

Amy noted his lack of enthusiasm. “We’ll go off on our own as soon as we 
get inside. We don’t want to intrude on your day.” 

“Are you kidding?” Atticus crowed. “We’ll tour together! I know the 
Colosseum like the back of my hand. Pll be your guide!” 

Dan shot Amy a look of unspoken communication. If Atticus could shorten 
their search ... 

Amy nodded. “Together, then.” 

If Jake didn’t like it, he’d just have to get over himself. 

“See how the ground level columns are Doric,” Atticus lectured, pointing 
to the rounded face of the massive stone structure. “On the second level, the 
columns are Ionic, and on the third, Corinthian. Those are, in actuality, the 
three main styles of architecture employed during the Roman Empire.” 

Amy could see Dan’s eyes glazing over. He wasn’t much for museum tours 
— even coming from the friend he valued so much. 

“The origins are Greek, of course,” Atticus went on. “Most Roman 
architecture derives from Greek sources....” 

“When do we get to the part about people being eaten by lions?” Dan put 
in. 

Jake cast a superior glance at Dan. “Those stories have been grossly 
exaggerated over the centuries. We now know that tales of Christians being 
thrown to wild carnivores are just myths.” 

“But the Colosseum was a place for blood sports.” Atticus took up the 
narrative. “Gladiators fighting exotic animals and each other, beast pitted 
against beast. The floor of the arena was originally covered with sand to soak 
up the blood.” 

“Cool,” said Dan, his interest reviving. 


At the front of the line at last, they bought their tickets and entered the most 
famous stadium that had ever existed. Atticus led them through a long tunnel- 
like corridor, and they emerged into the arena. 

“Whoa!” Dan breathed. “This is just like Foxboro, where the Patriots play! 
You know — if Foxboro was falling down.” 

Amy nodded in awe. The Colosseum was nearly two millennia old, a vast 
stone husk ruined by centuries of storms, earthquakes, and theft. But the size, 
the seating capacity, and the basic design were no different than a football 
stadium that could host a twenty-first-century Super Bowl. The fact that 
ancient people had created such a marvel was nothing short of astounding. 

“In actuality,” Atticus told Dan, “the Colosseum was superior to Foxboro in 
many ways. For example, it was covered. A huge canopy called a velarium 
provided protection from the sun.” 

“Whoa,” Dan exclaimed. “This used to be the Roma-dome.” 

Atticus nodded. “And a capacity crowd could go in and out much faster 
than in a modern stadium. There are approximately eighty exits at ground 
level, accessed by the Colosseum’s vomitoria.” 

Dan lifted three inches off the floor. “Vomitoria? What’s that — the barfing 
section?” 

Atticus laughed so hard that he began to choke. For a super genius, Amy 
reflected, he had a sense of humor like — well, like Dan’s. 

Maybe that’s why the two of them hit it off... 

Atticus wiped tears of mirth from his eyes. “A vomitorium has nothing to 
do with barfing. It’s an exit tunnel built right into a tier of seating. The seats 
are mostly gone now, but you can still see where the vomitoria used to be.” 

“Its sort of about barfing,” Dan argued. “You know, how the stadium 
vomits out the people.” 

Atticus turned his attention to the center of the arena. “The Colosseum 
floor is gone, so what we’re looking at here are the passages and holding pens 
underneath. The Romans had a trapdoor in the middle of the ring so that new 
animals could be hoisted up and released right into the middle of the action. 
And over here ...” 

Dan followed his friend around the arena’s perimeter, drinking in every 
gory detail of the Colosseum’s violent history. Amy hung back with Jake, 
walking slowly. To her surprise, she’d seen more of the old Dan in the last 
half hour than in the entire two years since the Clue hunt. Atticus seemed to 
draw it out of him. 

Jake definitely did not approve. As he watched the younger boys, his 
expression grew more sour — or perhaps the mysterious bad smell had 
become even worse. 


“Now we know what our kid brothers have in common,” she said, just to 
break the silence. “Dumb jokes and carnage.” 

“Att has a one-in-ten-million mind,” Jake replied seriously. “But he’s so 
immature. That’s why Dad sent him to Rome with me. We have to be careful 
who he associates with.” 

She bristled. “Dan’s mind is nothing to sneeze at. He has an amazing 
memory. Don’t worry, he won’t contaminate your brother’s intellect.” 

He regarded her as if taking her measure. “What kind of school do you go 
to where it’s okay to pick up and fly to Europe on the spur of the moment in 
the middle of the semester?” 

“It’s an alternative school,” Amy lied smoothly. 

“And since Dan and I are on our own, it’s pretty much up to us if we want 
to take a trip.” 

“You’re underage,” Jake pointed out. “You must have a legal guardian.” 

Amy swallowed the lump in her throat that formed when she thought of 
Nellie and Fiske. “We have alternative guardians, too.” 

Alternative — what a great word to describe the Cahills. 

“Are they with you here in Rome?” 

For Amy, that question put Jake Rosenbloom over the top. He was entirely 
too curious. But even if the guy was nothing more than a good-looking snob, 
she still couldn’t risk saying too much. What if Jake got wind of the 
kidnappings and — with the best of intentions — called the police? 

She sped up, leaving Jake behind. “Atticus!” she called. “Which way to the 
Porta Sanavivaria?” 

Atticus beckoned. “Follow me!” 

That was another thing about Atticus. He never walked; he ran. Dan was 
hot on his heels, with Amy and Jake bringing up the rear. He led them to the 
huge stone arch that was the east entrance to the Colosseum. 

“When the games began, the entire procession would march in through the 
Gate of Life. The gladiators would face the emperor and shout, ‘We who are 
about to die salute you!” 

“Awesome,” exclaimed Dan in admiration. “I mean, I wouldn’t want to do 
it myself, but talk about style!” 

Atticus was just getting warmed up. “In battle, when a gladiator had his 
opponent at his mercy, he would turn to the crowd for thumbs-up or thumbs- 
down. If the loser was spared, he could leave through the Gate of Life. If it 
was thumbs-down —” 

“Don’t tell me,” said Amy. “There’s a Gate of Death, too.” 

“Right.” The boy genius pointed to the opposite end of the arena, where a 
similar portal led to the outside. “The Porta Libitinensis — the west entrance, 


across the way. Now, when the emperor was in attendance, he would be the 
one in charge of who lived and who, you know, didn’t....” 

Amy glanced at her brother. He was no longer listening. All his attention 
was focused on a posted diagram just inside the Gate of Life. She recognized 
the look on his face — one of intense concentration and dawning light. He 
was on to something, or at least he thought he was. 

She sidled over. “What is it?” 

“This is a map of the tunnels under the Colosseum directly below us,” he 
murmured. “Notice anything familiar?” 

Amy shrugged. “How could I>?” 

“See the way the passages curve in and around each other? It’s the 
‘Medusa’ snake hair. Not just a little bit. Exactly.” 

Amy was blown away. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” 

Dan nodded. “Caravaggio’s ‘Medusa’ is a map.” 


CHAPTER 21 


Jake’s handsome head insinuated itself between brother and sister. “What are 
you looking at?” 

“The tunnels,” Amy asked, “are they open to the public?” 

“Some are,” he replied. “Others haven’t been shored up yet.” 

“How do you get down there?” 

“We’ll show you,” Atticus volunteered. 

The Rosenblooms started down a stone ramp to the arena’s now open 
subfloor. Ancient walls hinted at the enclosures where dangerous animals had 
been kept in readiness. Amy couldn’t help but imagine the pens filled with 
lions, bears, and other wild beasts. One by one, they would be loaded into the 
hoist and lifted to the arena to do battle with Rome’s greatest gladiators for 
public entertainment. She could almost hear the jungle snarls magnified by 
the underbelly of the ring, which would have been directly above their heads. 
And on the other side of that wooden floor — the clash of steel, the crack of 
bone, the agonized wail of combat and death. 

Dan felt it, too. “This might be the coolest place I’ve ever been.” 

“I know,” chortled Atticus. “The tunnels were originally created to provide 
access from the Colosseum to other buildings — the Spoliarium, where the 
dead bodies were taken; the Armamentarium, where the weapons were stored; 
and the Ludus Magnus, the great gladiator school.” 

Dan nodded. “Makes sense. If you lose a battle, you get sent back to 
gladiator school.” 

Amy let out an exasperated breath. But when she noticed Jake rolling his 
eyes, she was offended on her brother’s behalf. Where did this arrogant jerk 
get off looking down on Dan, who had heisted Caravaggio’s “Medusa” 
against all odds? Twice! 

Atticus continued. “The tunnels extend far beyond the walls of the 
Colosseum, under this entire part of the city. And not all of them have been 
explored.” 

Atticus in the lead, they navigated the maze of holding pens and passed 
through one of many arches that ringed the subfloor. Now they weren’t in the 
Colosseum so much as underneath it — in the foundation of one of the 
world’s most barbaric structures. 

The only light came from bare bulbs strung far apart, providing just enough 
illumination to keep visitors from walking into walls. The effect was eerie, 
but not half as much as it would have been in the time of the Flavian 
emperors, when these passages had been torch-lit. The floor sloped down as 
they progressed; a damp chill emanated from the stone. The tourists who had 


been exploring with them began to thin out. It was one thing to walk in the 
footsteps of gladiators. But the Colosseum, with its fresh air and sunlight, was 
far behind them. This place no longer felt like a historic site. It felt like the 
bowels of the earth. 

The atmosphere seemed to be affecting Jake, too. “What do you say we 
turn around?” he suggested. “I don’t think there’s anything else up ahead.” 

“You guys don’t have to come with us,” Amy said airily. “We can catch up 
with you back at the Colosseum.” 

“T want to keep going,” Atticus told his brother. “I’ve never been this far 
before.” 

“Because there’s nothing to see,” Jake grumbled. Yet he shuffled along, 
bringing up the rear as the group moved on. 

When they came to the first fork in the passage, Atticus hesitated, but Dan 
immediately chose the path to the left and kept on going. 

“Wait a minute,” Jake protested. “We don’t want to get lost down here.” 

“We can’t get lost,” Amy replied with exaggerated patience. “Dan has total 
recall. He’s memorized the map of the tunnels, and on the way out, he’ll be 
able to backtrack every twist and turn.” 

“That’s a skill I don’t have,” said Atticus, impressed. 

“Tt’s probably the only one,” Dan assured him with a grin. 

But he was all business as they navigated the labyrinth past two more 
intersections. 

“Is it the ‘Medusa’?” Amy whispered when the Rosenblooms fell back a 
little. “And the passageways match the snake hair?” 

“You bet,” Dan confirmed. “The painting is a map, all right.” 

“With one important detail missing,” Amy added. “There’s no X-marks- 
the-spot.” 

“T’ve got a theory about that,” Dan murmured. “There’s a huge tangle of 
snakes, and they wrap around each other a million times. But there’s only one 
spot where a snake bites another snake. I think that’s our X.” 

“How far away is it?” 

“Just a few turns,” Dan assured her, picking up the pace. “I see it perfectly 
in my head.” 

They took the next fork to the right, hugging the stone wall around the 
bend. Suddenly, Amy stumbled, somersaulting over a wooden barrier. On it 
were signs in a dozen languages. The English one read: 


UNEXCAVATED — DO NOT ENTER 


As Dan was hauling his sister to her feet, the Rosenblooms caught up. 
“Well, that’s that,” Jake announced, an I-told-you-so expression on his face. 


“That’s nothing,” Amy retorted, dabbing at a cut lip. “We’re going on.” 

“The tunnel’s closed!” Jake exclaimed. 

“No, it’s not,” Dan said reasonably. “I’m looking straight at it. It’s as open 
as the part we just came through.” 

Now Jake was annoyed. “Unexcavated means this part of the tunnel isn’t 
safe. That it’s not shored up, that it’s untested. It could cave in on top of you.” 

“This tunnel has been here for two thousand years,” Dan shot back. “Why 
would it pick today to cave in?” 

Amy tried to play peacemaker. “You guys head back. Dan and I need to 
explore a little more.” 

Jake’s eyes narrowed. “Need to?” 

“This is just our hobby,” Dan answered quickly. “Instead of collecting 
stamps, we find creepy old places and poke around.” The last part wasn’t 
even a lie. The Clue hunt had taken them through tombs, catacombs, and all 
manner of buried and secret chambers. 

“We understand that it’s not for everybody,” Amy added soothingly. 

Atticus spoke up. “I want to go with Dan.” 

“No way, Att.” 

“T’ve spent my whole life reading books about stuff I never get to see and 
do!” Atticus argued. 

“You don’t care about that,” Jake accused. “You just can’t bear to part with 
your hero!” 

“He’s my friend!” 

“Forget it!” 

Amy and Dan watched in amazement as the two brothers got into a heated 
argument. With symmetrical shrugs, the Cahills left them and ventured into 
the forbidden section of the tunnel. After rounding the first corner, they could 
no longer see the Rosenblooms, but they continued to hear Jake laying down 
the law and Atticus protesting. 

“We’re still on the snakes, right?” Amy queried. 

“Check,” Dan confirmed. “Caravaggio had lousy taste in models, but as a 
mapmaker, the guy rocked. See? The passage should veer to the left and — 
uh-oh.” 

They rounded the bend and found themselves staring into blackness. The 
electric lighting went no farther. 

“Now what?” he asked. 

Amy dug through her pockets and came up with her flashlight key chain. 
The beam was faint against such smothering darkness, but it was enough to 
allow them to go on. They moved more slowly now, stumbling over loose 


rocks on the tunnel floor. 

The passage went on for perhaps another hundred yards and ended abruptly 
at a T. “This is it,” Dan announced. 

Amy played the beam around the featureless stone walls. “Here? Really?” 

“Exactly here,” Dan affirmed. “The end of this path is the biting snake and 
the cross path is the snake it’s biting.” 

They examined every inch of the intersection. If the “Medusa” truly was a 
map, it didn’t seem to lead to any treasure. 

“They never make it easy,” Dan groaned. He picked up a rock and began 
tapping at the walls, searching for a hollow sound. 

“Good idea.” Amy reached down for a similar-size stone at her feet. It 
wouldn’t budge. She pulled harder, using both hands. There was movement, 
not just from the rock but from the ground under her feet. 

“Dan — help me out with this.” 

The two got down on their knees and pulled with all their might. There was 
a scraping noise, and a large piece of stone floor lifted away. They pushed it 
aside and turned their attention to the opening it left behind. 

In the hollow lay a bundle wrapped in ancient cloth that had mostly 
disintegrated into its component threads. The material parted under Amy’s 
touch to reveal a rounded piece of cracked and dry wood. When they noted 
the convex shape, they gazed at each other in wonder. 

“It’s a shield,” Dan breathed. “Just like —” 

“Wait a minute!” Amy interrupted. “Remember the legend? Caravaggio’s 
‘Medusa’ was supposed to be based on an earlier shield by Leonardo Da 
Vinci. It was never found — and this is probably the reason why.” 

She directed her narrow beam of light onto the object. All that remained of 
the image that had once been painted there were faint shadings on the wood. 

“Tt’s gone,” Dan observed. 

“A lot of Da Vinci’s work didn’t last,” Amy added. 

It took a moment to sink in. The shield in her hand had once held an image 
created by the greatest artist of all time. 

She set it down and they turned their attention to the other item in the 
ragged bundle. 

“A book?” mused Dan. 


It was a large manuscript, its pages sewn with thick cords and bound into 
heavy leather covers. Amy opened it to the inside leaf. It was written in 
elegant calligraphy and fading ink. But what was the language? French? She 
recognized the word monde, which meant world. But Amy had studied 
French, and this wasn’t it. 

Pounding feet echoed in the tunnel. The Cahills looked up to find a slight 


figure coming their way. Amy raised the key chain light beam. Atticus. 

The younger boy was out of breath. “Whatever you’re doing, hurry! Jake 
went to rat you out to security!” 

Amy slammed the manuscript shut, but not before the prodigy had seen the 
title page. “Where did you get that?” 

“What—this>?” babbled Dan, searching his mind for an explanation and 
coming up totally empty. 

“It’s The Travels of Marco Polo!” Atticus breathed reverently. 

“No, it isn’t,” Amy denied. “It’s in a weird language — almost like 
French.” 

The prodigy dropped to his knees beside them. “It is French — Old French. 
The original title was Books of the Wonders of the World. In Italian they call it 
Il Milione—The Million.” His hands passed delicately and lovingly over a few 
pages. “This is an astonishing find! How did you know it was here?” 

The Cahills’ eyes met. They couldn’t tell him. No way. 

“Tt’s a really long story,” Dan offered, “and I promise to explain it to you 
one day. But not now.” 

Atticus was too absorbed in the pages to take offense. “There’s an 
epilogue!” he exclaimed in an awed whisper. “Something I’ve never seen 
before — and I’ve read I Milione at least ten times! Do you know what this 
means? This isn’t just an original; it’s Marco Polo’s original — dictated to 
Rustichello da Pisa at the end of the thirteenth century!” 

Amy and Dan shared an instant of perfect understanding. This book and its 
epilogue were what Vesper One had been after all along — his real reason for 
compelling them to steal the Caravaggio! The “Medusa” was the map, the 
back of the shield was the location, and the manuscript was the treasure! 
Something in that lost epilogue was so valuable to the Vespers that it justified 
kidnapping and who knew what else. 

At that moment, Jake’s distant call echoed through the tunnels. “Att — 
where are you?” 

“Tm with Amy and Dan!” the boy genius shouted back. “And yov’ll never 
believe what we found!” 

“You will return to the legal part of the tunnel!” ordered an authoritative 
voice, deeper, and with an Italian accent. “At once!” 

Atticus stood up, still cradling the Marco Polo manuscript. “I almost hate to 
give it up. I know it belongs in a museum, but —” 

To his utter astonishment, Dan snatched the leatherbound volume right out 
of his arms. 

The boy’s smile disappeared as he took in the seriousness and intensity of 
Dan’s expression. “You can’t keep it.” 


“You were going to.” 

“I was only kidding,” Atticus told him. “It’s a cultural treasure. It belongs 
to the world.” 

Protecting the manuscript with crossed arms, Dan made no reply. 

Amy set the Da Vinci shield back in its space in the floor and did her best 
to kick the stone slab into place over it. “We should go,” she urged gently. 

Dan nodded, but his eyes were filled with regret over the distress he was 
causing his buddy. 

Atticus gawked in escalating dismay. His IQ may have been off the charts, 
but he could not quite wrap his mind around the fact that Dan was really 
going to take the manuscript. 

“T thought we were friends,” he whispered finally. 

“We are friends.” 

The young prodigy shook his head sadly. “I’d never be friends with 
someone who would steal something like this.” 

Amy could almost feel the hot shame radiating from her brother. He’s made 
so few friends since the clue hunt. The admiration of this half-pint Mr. Know- 
It-All means a lot to him. And now it’s gone. 

She sympathized — honestly she did. But nothing took priority over doing 
what needed to be done. 

“Dan —” she prompted. 

They heard the slap-slap-slap of rushing feet in the tunnel — Jake and the 
guard, growing closer. 

“T’m sorry, Atticus —” Dan managed. 

He turned and ran, the Marco Polo manuscript tucked in the crook of his 
arm. Behind him, Atticus’s high-pitched voice echoed through the tunnels. 
“Jake! Jake!” He seemed to be screaming and sobbing at the same time. 

Amy was at Dan’s side, holding the flashlight key chain in front of her like 
a headlamp. “You don’t think he’s upset enough to get himself lost down 
here?” 

“Don’t worry, the guard will find him,” Dan panted. “Come on, we’ve got 
to beat them back to the Colosseum!” 

They could see electric light in the distance — the “legal” part of the tunnel 
system. 

And then a large uniformed man stepped out into their path. 

Dan put on the brakes so suddenly that Amy very nearly plowed into him 
from behind. 

“Halt!” ordered the guard. 

The Cahills wheeled on a dime and started in the opposite direction. The 


Clue hunt had honed their escape instinct into a fine art, and the talent served 
them well here. They sprinted through the passages, turning left and right, 
weaving an intricate trail through the maze of tunnels. 

At last, Dan slowed. It was a mistake. Strong hands reached from a side 
passage, grasping him firmly under the arms. Dan struggled to get free, but 
the hold was too powerful. 

“Guardia! Vieni aiuto!” shouted Jake Rosenbloom. 

Atticus was reunited with his brother. His face was streaked with tears. The 
young genius was barely coherent. “II Milione, Dan ... Il Milione ...” 

Amy’s eyes were on Jake. “Let him go,” she said quietly. 

“Why?” he demanded. “So you can plunder a World Heritage Site?” 

“You have no idea what’s at stake.” 

“Do you?” Jake retorted. “This is Marco Polo’s original manuscript. 
There’s an epilogue that’s never been seen before! By anybody! Who do you 
think you are?” 

In a lightning motion, Amy’s foot came up, striking Jake in the side of the 
abdomen, just below the rib cage. He emitted a short gasp as all the air came 
out of him. His hold on Dan evaporated, and he hit the ground, dazed and 
winded. 

The Cahills fled. 


CHAPTER 22 


Dan knew the instant they left the “Medusa map,” but he didn’t stop moving, 
navigating by the dim glow cast by Amy’s key chain light. Loose rubble 
hampered their progress, and they had to slow down. Here, a twisted or 
broken ankle would be more than a painful inconvenience. At best, they 
would be caught by the Italian police. At worst, they would be lost forever in 
this underground capillary of a dead empire. 

Amy grabbed his wrist and the two came to a stop. “Listen,” she hissed. 

Silence. No shouted threats, no pounding footsteps of pursuit, just their 
own anxious breathing. 

“You think we gave them the slip?” Dan whispered. 

“Maybe. Either that or they won’t enter the unexcavated part of the tunnels. 
Why should they? They’re assuming we have to come back to the Colosseum 
sooner or later. All they need to do is wait around and scoop us up.” 

Dan was alarmed. “We do have to go back to the Colosseum sooner or later 
—don’t we?” 

“The whole point of digging a tunnel,” she reasoned, “is to have a secret 
passage between point A and point B. There has to be another exit 
somewhere.” 

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Dan’s voice rose sharply. “This is the 
Roman Empire — most of the point Bs crumbled to dust centuries ago! Who 
knows what’s there now? This tunnel could lead into the concrete foundation 
of an eleven-story parking garage!” 

“Its a chance we’ll have to take.” She pointed to the Marco Polo 
manuscript in his arms. “We need to figure out what the epilogue means. If 
we get arrested, the police will confiscate the book.” 

“That’s the least of our problems,” Dan told her. “How’d you like to miss 
the ‘Medusa’ drop-off in Florence because we’re sitting in a jail cell in 
Rome?” 

Amy gulped. In the end, it was all about the hostages. No effort could be 
spared, no corner cut, while there was still an opportunity to bring them home 
safe and sound. Well, more or less sound. 

“What could be in a Marco Polo manuscript that has anything to do with 
the Vespers?” Dan wondered. “Marco Polo lived in the twelve and early 
thirteen hundreds — before there were Vespers and Cahills.” 

“Tm not sure,” Amy admitted. “We’re assuming that Damien Vesper was 
interested in something new, like Gideon’s serum. But what if Vesper was 
mixed up in something old — dating back to Marco Polo’s time? Maybe even 
to the days of Pliny the Younger.” 


At that moment, Amy’s flashlight key chain flickered, and the circle of 
illumination it cast grew dimmer. 

Dan’s heart dropped. “Have you got spare batteries for that thing?” 

She shook her head sadly. “It’s just a freebie they were giving out at the dry 
cleaners in Attleboro. I never thought I’d actually use it.” 

The walls were growing closer together, until Dan’s narrow shoulders were 
passing just inches from the rock on both sides, and he had to duck his head in 
a few places. This was no gladiator’s tunnel; it would barely serve as a 
kindergartner’s tunnel. Where could it possibly be leading them? 

The beam flickered again, fading to a rusty brown. They forged on, 
knowing that even if the light died altogether, they’d have no choice but to 
continue blind, crawling over pebbly debris, feeling for a way out with 
flailing hands. 

It’s my fault! Dan berated himself. I had two years to re-create the serum. 
Then we could have destroyed the Vespers the minute we heard about the 
kidnappings. The hostages would be safe, and Amy and I wouldn't be lost in 
the dark in an ancient Roman tunnel! 

At that instant, the light died utterly. There was no beam, not even a dim 
glow. 

Wild, uncontrollable panic. We’ll die down here! No one will ever find us — 

“Wait a minute —” Amy began. 

“What?” 

“Our light’s out. So —” 

He finished her sentence. 
me?” 

Dan blinked. She was right! Sure, it was dark, but without the key chain 
light, they should have been smothered in blackness. There was light coming 
from somewhere. And light meant maybe this awful journey was actually 
going to end. 

He got to his feet and stumbled on forward. “This way!” 

They picked up the pace, buoyed by the perception that it might be getting 
just a little bit brighter—or was that just wishful thinking? 

All at once, the narrow tunnel opened into a large underground grotto. The 
sudden absence of walls closing in on him gave Dan a sensation of freedom 
he hadn’t even known he was missing. He looked up. An elaborate domed 
ceiling hung above them. This was no random underground chamber! It was 
finished and decorated — at least it had been a zillion years ago. 

Amy spun around, taking in her surroundings with a growing sense of 
amazement and discovery. 

“Dan —” Her voice was reverent. “Do you know where we are?” 


(13 


— how come I can see you and you can see 


Dan was impatient. “Wherever it is, how do you get out?” 

“T’ve seen pictures of this place! It’s the Lupercal!” 

“What’s that — some diet pill?” 

“In mythology, Rome was founded by two brothers, Romulus and Remus, 
who were raised by a she-wolf in a cave. This was that cave.” 

Dan looked skeptical. “Who tiled the ceiling? The wolf?” 

“T didn’t say it was true; I said the ancients believed it. So they turned this 
place into some sort of shrine. It’s under the ruins of Emperor Augustus’s 
house on the Palatine — that’s one of the Seven Hills of Rome.” 

“Who cares about that?” Dan returned. “Where’s the door?” 

Amy shook her head. “I don’t think there is one.” 

“You said there were pictures.” 

“The archaeologists dropped a remote camera down a hole in the roof,” 
Amy explained. “The Lupercal grotto hasn’t been explored yet. We’re the 
first people to stand in this spot for two thousand years. How incredible is 
that?” 

Dan was unimpressed. “You know what would be even more incredible? 
An exit sign.” 

If there was a way out, it was surely inaccessible. The entire far side of the 
chamber was blocked by a cave-in. Earth and rocks formed a steep slope that 
soared nearly to the ceiling. Peering up the incline, they could see the light 
source — a Sliver of blue sky where the cave wall met the dome. 

Amy pointed. “They must have lowered the camera from there.” 

There was a distant clinking sound. A tiny pebble dropped from the 
opening and rolled down the debris pile to land at their feet. 

“Somebody’s up there!” Dan hissed. 

He zipped the Marco Polo manuscript inside his jacket and began to climb 
the slope. Amy followed, eating loose dirt from her brother’s messy progress. 
Dan got about ten feet off the floor before hitting a soft spot and beginning a 
slow slide down again. Amy caught his arm, stopping his descent, and the two 
scrambled together, inching toward the top. The earth mound was so unstable 
that every few feet would send one of them slithering back. They stayed 
close, so each could support the other. It was half climbing, half swimming. 
Their sweat mingled with the earth, covering them with slimy mud. 

Dan got in range of the ceiling first. The dome was close enough to touch, 
and he could see that the mosaic pattern had actually been created with 
seashells. It was pretty cool, but his one priority was departure. He tried to 
snake through the opening, but it was just a little too narrow for his shoulders. 

I cant fit! 

“Hello?” he called. 


It got a huge response from the two scientists who were tapping and 
chiseling into the Lupercal. The pair leaped to their feet and began to back 
away, mouths agape. Their legs locked, and they went down in a heap. Dan 
could well understand their shock. When you’re painstakingly trying to open 
an ancient grotto that hasn’t seen the light of day for two thousand years, the 
last thing you expect is some mud-encrusted kid trying to squeeze his way 
out. 

They began to jabber in excited Italian, of which Dan did not understand a 
single word. He extended his arm, snatched a hammer from the spot where 
one man had dropped it, and began to hack at the edge of the hole that was 
blocking his exit. Then he hoisted himself up to the grass of the Palatine Hill. 

“How you are in this place that has been sealed since the time of Caesar 
Augustus?” one of the archaeologists demanded in amazement. 

“T was looking for my sister,” Dan quipped. 

“Your sister?” 

“Oh — here she is.” He reached through the opening and hauled out an 
equally grubby Amy. 

“You will explain your presence here immediately!” 

“Sorry. Gotta bounce,” Amy said breezily. 

The bewildered scientists watched in wonder as the filthy American teens 
scampered down the Palatine Hill, slaloming around ancient homes and ruins. 
They were still running when they hit the Via di San Gregorio and 
disappeared aboard a city bus. 


The taxi driver already had a sour look on his face as he loaded their luggage 
into the trunk. Amy could read his mind. He was anticipating an endless ride 
to the airport through the brutal Rome traffic. 

If he only knew, she thought. 

Dan held out his cell phone, his expression solemn. “You’d better hear 
this.” 

Amy raised the handset to her ear just as the voice mail began. “Hi, Dan, 
it’s Atticus. How’s it going? Uh — I guess that’s kind of a dumb question 
because, in actuality, it probably isn’t going so good. Jake ratted you out to 
the police, so by the time you hear this—” 

“Not that one!” she exclaimed suddenly, snatching her overfilled backpack 
from the driver’s hands. It contained one “Medusa” by Caravaggio and one 
original Marco Polo manuscript — the most sought-after item in the world 
and a treasure the world did not yet even know existed. Not a bag to let out of 
your sight. “Pl keep this with me.” 

“As you wish.” The man slammed the trunk shut and opened the rear door. 

As they got in, Amy tried to return the phone to her brother, but he handed 


it back to her. “There’s more. He left eleven messages while we were in the 
tunnels.” 

“Its me again — Atticus. I feel bad about this. Well, not in actuality, 
because you did steal Il Milione. We’re still in the police station. There are 
two Interpol agents coming over to interview us. Interpol, Dan — that’s the 
international police force.... ” 

The driver got behind the wheel of the taxi. “Destination?” 

“Florence,” Amy replied. 

“Firenze?” the man repeated in amazement. “You do not travel to Firenze 
by taxi. It is three hundred kilometers away!” 

In answer, Amy pulled a handful of hundred-euro notes from her backpack 
and dropped them over the bench seat. 

The driver started the engine and pulled away from the hotel. 

“The Interpol guys didn’t believe us about Il Milione, but wait till you hear 
this: They suspect you and Amy might have been behind that big Caravaggio 
heist at the Uffizi! They say you were in Florence! Crazy, right? But if you 
don’t turn yourselves in, it’s going to look like you’ve got something to hide, 
when you’re innocent.... ” 

Amy handed back the phone. “Innocent,” she said aloud. “I don’t even 
know what that word means anymore.” 

He accepted it glumly. “That kid hates me now. I guess I can’t really blame 
him.” 

“If he hated you, he wouldn’t be trying to convince you to clear your 
name,” Amy reasoned. “He’d just throw you to the sharks. When this is over, 
and we’re all back in the States, you can explain it to him. He’s smart. He’ll 
understand.” 

“You’re dreaming,” her brother told her. “There’s no such thing as ‘when 
this is over’ for our family. We got past the clue hunt, and along came the 
Vespers. When we get the hostages back, it'll be something else. Trust me, 
five hundred years of backstabbing was just a warm-up. Pll be able to explain 
this to Atticus when I can forget ...” He fell silent, his mind on the seven 
ingredients to the master serum in his luggage in the trunk. 

Amy regarded him with sadness. The chasm between them seemed to grow 
with each passing day. It wasn’t merely that they disagreed; it was that they 
saw the world with completely different eyes. 

Yet in spite of everything that had happened, Amy believed with all her 
heart that the future could be different. “We’re the Cahills now — us, Sinead, 
Ian, Hamilton, Jonah. We’re not perfect, but at least we’re not trapped in that 
old thinking. That’s what made Grace unique — she was the only one back 
then who could see beyond the clue hunt. She died before she could bring the 


family to this point, so we have to try to live up to her vision.” 

A sudden news bulletin interrupted the Euro-pop on the radio in the taxi. 
Amy and Dan didn’t understand the message itself, but there was no 
mistaking the newscaster’s urgency. Amy’s heart sank as she recognized the 
words Colosseo, Caravaggio, Uffizi, Americano, and Cahill. She watched as 
the driver’s shoulders stiffened, and his eyes darted to the rearview mirror. 

She plucked another few hundred-euro notes from the backpack and tossed 
them to the front seat. “A bonus,” she said, “for speed.” 

The man gave an elaborate European shrug and stepped on the gas. 


CHAPTER 23 


The test was conducted in the main room of the Vesper holding cell. Fiske, 
Alistair, Reagan, Natalie, and Phoenix each brandished a piece of plastic 
cutlery to determine which of them had the steadiest hand. 

“Tt would appear,” Fiske decided, “that young Phoenix is our ‘winner.’” 

The boy turned white as a sheet. “Me? I can’t cut Nellie! What if I do 
something wrong?” 

“What if we do nothing at all?” Fiske countered. 

“Let me do it!” Reagan exclaimed. “My hand is as steady as anybody’s.” 

Alistair shook his head. “I admire your courage, child. But Phoenix has the 
touch that’s required.” 

“Just so long as I don’t have to,” Natalie quavered, wrapping herself in her 
own arms. “The whole thing is so — medieval!” 

Nellie’s weak voice came from the bedroom. “I’m shot; I’m not deaf.” She 
had been drifting in and out of consciousness as her fever rose and fell. 

“All right, PI do the surgery,” Phoenix agreed. “But someone has to tell 
me every move.” 

“You have my word,” Fiske promised. He did not bother to mention that 
removing the scalpel from the dumbwaiter had been the first time he’d ever 
touched one. 

They tore apart a sheet to make bandannas that served as surgical masks. 
The bed was their operating table, simply because no one had the courage to 
move the patient. Phoenix entered the room, his hands as washed and 
sterilized as he could make them. 

It was time. 

Nellie did her best to smile at him. “You can do this, kiddo.” She watched 
his eyes fill with tears. “And no crying. You have to see what you’re doing.” 

He picked the scalpel off the tray and Nellie bit hard on the gag in her 
mouth. It was all the comfort she was going to get. This operation would be 
without anesthesia. 

Phoenix was amazed at how easily the scalpel cut through flesh. The gag 
muffled Nellie’s cry of pain. She tried to squirm away, but Reagan pressed her 
down to the mattress, keeping her firmly in place. Blood covered the incision, 
and Fiske mopped it away with a fistful of the sheet fabric. 

“A second cut,” Alistair suggested, observing from a step back so his 
twitching arm wouldn’t jostle Phoenix. “Forming an X. It will open wider and 
allow you to get inside.” 

And although he wasn’t sure he could even hold the scalpel, Phoenix did as 


he was told. More blood. He felt the top of his head rising toward the ceiling 
and fought it back down again. 

Of course there’s blood! When you cut people, they bleed! 

He had to keep it together. Everybody was counting on him. 

“Tweezers,” Fiske instructed, none too steady himself. 

Almost in slow motion, Phoenix set the bloody scalpel down and picked up 
the tweezers. He could hear Nellie’s moaned complaint as he probed into the 
flesh of her torn shoulder. 

“T don’t feel it,” he said, hysteria rising. 

“Move the instrument around,” Fiske coached. “Gently.” 

Phoenix was sweating now. He could feel the moisture pouring down his 
face, stinging his eyes. On the other side of the bed, Ted had gotten up from 
his chair and was pacing the room, hugging the wall. Natalie was curled up in 
a comer, whimpering. Even Reagan had lost her Holt bravado and was 
looking on in awe and dread. 

All at once, Phoenix became aware of something small and hard coming 
into contact with one tip of the tweezers. “There it is!” 

“Excellent,” Fiske approved. “Now pull it out slowly.” 

Phoenix worked his wrist and fingers. “I can’t get a grip on it.” 

“Keep trying,” Alistair encouraged. 

Desperately, Phoenix attempted to maneuver both tips of the instrument 
around the bullet. He knew that each move caused Nellie unimaginable pain, 
but he could not grasp the target. “It’s no use,” he sobbed. “And my hand is 
going numb.” 

In a frenzy, Nellie shouted something into the gag, but no one could 
understand her. 

“I beg your pardon, child?” queried Alistair. 

Nellie spat out the rag and rasped, “Get the Kabra chick!” 

“Natalie?” Fiske exclaimed. “She’s fallen completely to pieces.” 

“Get her!” Nellie demanded. “Anybody with eyebrows plucked like that 
knows how to use a tweezers!” 

Reagan bounded across the room and came back with a shivering, mewling 
Natalie. 

“T can’t!” she wheezed. 

Fiske poured alcohol over the girl’s beautifully manicured fingers. “You 
must.” 

Still protesting, her eyes tightly shut, she took over the instrument from 
Phoenix. “I can’t do it! You can’t make me — oh!” she said in sudden 
surprise. “This?” And when she pulled the tweezers out of the wound, the tips 


were firmly grasping a flattened, blood-slimed bullet. 
Nellie laughed — and promptly fainted. 


CHAPTER 24 


The hulking SUV’s headlights illuminated rocky terrain and endless trees. 
The Sentinel range of upstate New York’s Adirondack Mountains was 
paradise for winter skiers and summer boaters and hikers. But it was a 
navigator’s nightmare, with narrow winding roads and few signs. 

Ian Kabra rolled up his window. “My God, what’s that smell?” 

Behind the wheel, Sinead laughed. “It’s called fresh air. Growing up in 
London, you’ve probably never breathed it before.” 

“And I hope I never breathe it again,” Ian said feelingly. “Who would put a 
mobile phone factory where the closest civilization is a petrol station thirty 
miles away?” 

“Someone who wants to keep his factory top secret,” came William 
McIntyre’s voice over the SUV’s Bluetooth communications system. He and 
Evan Tolliver were monitoring the quartet’s progress from the attic of Grace’s 
house. “Whether DeOssie Industries is connected to the Vespers, or Vesper 
One is merely a client, a low profile serves the company and its customers 
well.” 

Jonah emitted a loud yawn. “Are we there yet, yo?” 

“Are we boring you, Jonah?” Sinead demanded. “I apologize if rescuing 
our hostages isn’t cool enough to get you on Entertainment Tonight.” 

The star straightened in his seat. “What I’m saying is, I’ve got my game 
face on, and I’m good to go. Enough playing around — let’s find our people 
and end this tonight!” 

Hamilton leaned forward and gave the GPS system a flick with his 
sausagelike finger. “This thing must be busted. Either that or we’re going 
someplace that doesn’t exist.” 

“Impossible,” Sinead said confidently. “We’re running off the Gideon 
satellite. We get occasional interference from the aurora borealis, but I haven’t 
seen that for a few weeks.” 

They crested a rise, and there it was, in the hollow between rolling hills — 
a low, square building, ghostly gray in the moonlight. 

“Ts that it?” asked Hamilton. 

“Tt probably isn’t the local opera house,” groaned Ian. 

“Why’s it so empty?” Jonah wondered. 

“Tt is after midnight,” Sinead pointed out. 

“That’s weird,” Evan commented from the comm. center. “A place like that 
should never be completely deserted. They’d have security.” 

“The parking lot’s a ghost town,” Hamilton supplied. “And the factory’s 


dead black.” 

“That’s a good thing,” Sinead reminded them. “After all, we’re breaking 
in.” 

They left the SUV in a gap in the trees and approached the main gate 
cautiously on foot. As Sinead turned her attention to the security keypad, 
Hamilton leaned against the fencing, which swung wide under his weight. 

“Yo,” mused Jonah, “would you buy secure technology from a fool who 
doesn’t remember to lock his own gate?” 

“Tt is highly irregular,” came MclIntyre’s voice, now from their cell phones. 
“Proceed with caution.” 

It was eerie walking by flashlight through acres of parking lot without a 
single vehicle in sight. 

Jonah spoke what everybody was thinking. “Wouldn’t it be Twilight Zone 
if the door was open, too?” 

Hamilton tried the knob. It didn’t budge. 

Ian stepped forward and examined the lock. “Natalie’s diary has better 
security than this.” He produced a credit card and slipped it between the latch 
and the jamb. There was a click, and the door swung wide. 

The foursome tensed for the wail of an alarm. It didn’t happen. 

They scanned the walls and ceiling for motion detectors and surveillance 
cameras. There was nothing. Sinead produced a small spray bottle and 
pumped a cloud of water vapor into the air. No geometric grid of red laser 
lines appeared. In fact, there seemed to be no security at all. 

Hamilton held up his cell phone to stream a view of the office to the comm. 
center. “You guys see anything we don’t?” 

Four flashlight beams played around the room. There were identical 
employee cubicles, a coffee station, water cooler, and snack machine. 
Productivity charts and job assignment boards covered the walls. 

“It looks like where Dilbert works,” was Evan’s comment. 

“Word,” Jonah agreed. “If I had to nine-to-five it in a place like this, I’d off 
myself.” 

“Not everyone lives the high life, Jonah,” McIntyre reminded him gently. 

“T did once,” Ian said wistfully. “Those were the days.” 

“Let’s keep our heads in the game,” Sinead suggested. “Look at this place 
— there’s still work on the desks, pictures of people’s kids —” 

“Here’s a half-eaten sandwich,” put in Hamilton. “I wonder if it’s still 
good.” 

“The snack machine is stocked,” Sinead went on, “the assignment board is 
up-to-date. What hit this place?” 


“Maybe nothing,” Ian mused. “Could be they’ll be back to their pathetic 
little jobs in the morning all right and tight.” 

“No chance,” Evan interjected from Attleboro. “There should be cleaning 
crews and at least one night watchman. These people provide phones to the 
CIA! It’s not reasonable that they’d leave the place unattended like this.” 

“You think we’re being set up?” asked Jonah. 

“Not necessarily,” Ian reasoned. “Futuristic mobile phones, futuristic 
security. Just because we can’t see it doesn’t mean it isn’t here.” 

“Tt doesn’t matter,” Sinead decided. “Security or not, trap or not, the 
hostages could be as close as a secret compartment, maybe even right under 
our feet. We have to search this place, and I mean inch by inch.” 

The four began a methodical sweep of the building — every drawer, every 
closet, every file cabinet. From the office, they moved to the factory floor, 
past workstations, conveyor belts, and towering shelves of raw materials. 
They operated mostly in silence, holding ultrasensitive sound detectors, 
hoping to catch a hint of speech or movement coming from some remote or 
hidden area of the building. 

“Freeze!” Evan exclaimed suddenly. “One of you — Hamilton, I think — 
take a step back! There — in the bin on the middle shelf.” 

Hamilton moved his cell phone closer to provide a better view. “This one?” 

“Jackpot! Sinead — go and have a look. I think that’s the missing charger 
we’ve been working on.” 

In less than a minute, Sinead was at Hamilton’s side. She stared into the 
bin. “Great. I'll grab a bunch so we’ve got some spares.” 

“Yeah, great,” Hamilton echoed without much enthusiasm. He had come 
here to rescue Reagan and the others. A charger seemed a poor substitute, 
because he was beginning to doubt there was anyone to be found in this place. 

For half an hour they scoured the facility without result. There was a bitter 
truth to be faced. The hostages were not here, nor was there any clue linking 
this deserted factory to the Vespers. This had been a good guess, but the 
wrong one. 

Depressed and defeated, they reassembled in the office. 

Even Ian was surprised by the depth of his disappointment. “There’s only 
one thing worse than coming to a wasteland like this, and that’s coming here 
for nothing.” 

“At least we got the chargers,” Sinead sighed. “We can send a couple to 
Amy and Dan in the morning. Let’s get back to the car.” 

Hamilton approached the snack dispenser. “I’m going to grab some Cheez 
Doodles for the ride home. My dad taught me this — watch.” He wrapped his 
massive arms around the machine and tipped it up slightly. Then he made a 


product choice with his elbow and smashed his head against the coin slot. 
Chip bags began to rain down. 

“Sick skills, cuz,” Jonah approved. “Pick me up a Baby Ruth —” 

An enormous explosion rocked the building on its foundation. 

“Hit the deck!” cried Sinead. 

The four dropped to the floor just as a wave of flame passed over them, 
searing them with its heat. There was a second blast and the file cabinets 
against the far wall disappeared in a fireball. 

“The door!” Ian croaked. 

They were halfway there when a series of charges went off in front of 
them, blocking the exit. More explosions detonated all around. And then an 
even more terrifying sound — the roar of a fire blazing out of control. 

“The factory!” Sinead howled, leading the rush from the burning office 
down the four steps to the manufacturing plant. 

But no sooner had their feet touched the concrete floor than a massive blast 
took out the storage shelving, sending a barrage of burning electronic 
components raining down on them. From all four cell phones came the frantic 
voices of McIntyre and Evan. 

“What’s going on?” 

“We’ve lost you!” 

No one could hear the words from Attleboro as a cannonade of explosions 
engulfed the entire factory. 

One by one, the handsets went dead. 

“This is not cool!” croaked Jonah in a voice none of his fans would have 
recognized. 

A piece of suspended ceiling tile landed on Ian’s shoulder and he had to 
shrug off his jacket and beat the fire out. 

The flames towered over them, growing ever closer, sucking the oxygen 
out of the air. Breathing became difficult as smoke and glowing embers 
billowed around them. 

“How do we get out of here?” Hamilton gasped. 

They stood, paralyzed with shock — all but Sinead Starling. The brilliant 
Ekat ran for a large forklift parked nearby. She jumped behind the wheel just 
as a heavy piece of metal shelving hit the floor right where she’d been 
standing a split second before. A turn of the key, and the tow motor roared to 
life. 

She steered for the others, shouting, “Get in — now!” 

Ian, Hamilton, and Jonah piled into the cab, nearly crushing the driver. 
They were already picking up speed, rolling through the inferno. 


“Are you crazy?” Ian squealed. “There’s no way out!” 

“We can’t stay here!” Sinead kept on driving, shoulders hunched over the 
controls. They squeezed together even closer in an attempt to avoid the flames 
that surrounded them on all sides. 

At last, her destination became clear — the metal overhead door of the 
factory’s loading bay. 

“You’re losing it!” Jonah rasped. “We’re not going to get through that!” 

The forklift’s top speed was perhaps ten miles per hour, but amid the 
maelstrom of smoke and fire, it felt like they were barreling out of control. 

“Hang on!” Sinead ordered. 

A bare instant before impact, a final explosion blew the heavy gate clean 
off. It toppled outward, forming a ramp from the loading bay down to the 
driveway. The forklift rumbled down the broken door to ground level and 
keeled over on its side. 

The four occupants wriggled out and hit the pavement running. 


In the comm. center in Attleboro, Evan whipped out his cell phone and dialed 
911. “I need the police and the fire department!” he babbled. “In upstate New 
York! The nearest town is —” 

In a single motion, William McIntyre snatched the handset away, threw it 
to the floor, and ground it to pieces with his heel. 

Evan was aghast. “What did you do that for? Now the cops won’t know 
where to go!” 

“Precisely,” the lawyer said calmly. 

“But our people need help!” Evan wailed. “They could get killed!” 

“Amy was right,” McIntyre told him. “You are not a Cahill. Or you would 
know that Cahill business is not a matter for the police or the fire department 
or any other outside organization. There are hostages to be considered, and 
snooping from the authorities could add to their danger.” 

Evan stared, his heart thumping against his rib cage. What had he gotten 
himself into when he’d become involved with Amy Cahill? 


The four cousins, scorched and disheveled, watched from the deserted 
parking lot as the DeOssie factory burned to the ground. 

“That was some hard-core James Bond back there.” Jonah praised Sinead, 
his voice trembling despite years of vocal training. “How did you know the 
door was going to blow?” 

She looked at him, shamefaced. “I didn’t. I just figured it was better than 
burning.” She pulled a fistful of cell phone chargers out of her pocket. “It’s a 
good thing we took these. I don’t think we’re going to be able to order 
replacements anytime soon.” 


Hamilton opened the snack bag that was still in his shaking hand. He 
popped a Cheez Doodle into his mouth. “Hey, are these barbecue flavor?” 

“They are now,” Ian told him. 

“We all would be, if it wasn’t for Sinead,” Jonah pointed out. “This is the 
last time I underestimate Vesper One. When homey sets a trap, he’s not 
playing.” 

There was a loud bang, and a window blew, glass spraying uncomfortably 
close. They all hurried toward the gate and their SUV. 

Ian, limping a little, lagged behind. A small scrap of charred paper blew 
from the wreckage and landed at his feet. 

He would have ignored it but for the insignia in the corner of the torn page. 
It was unmistakable to him — two snake heads on a red crest, the symbol of 
the Lucian branch of the Cahill family. 

Tan’s branch. 

He picked it up and jammed it into his pocket. 


CHAPTER 25 


Their last hotel in Florence, the Ilario, had been awarded five stars and was 
celebrated as the finest in the city. Their current lodging was not mentioned in 
the guidebook and didn’t even have a name. 

The sign read CAMERE, which meant, simply, rooms. Sandwiched between a 
pawn shop and a sewage treatment plant, it offered neither maid service nor a 
working elevator. What it did offer — besides cockroaches of remarkable size 
— was anonymity. No passports were required at check-in. Few questions 
were asked of the young American girl traveling with an even younger 
American boy. Fake names were completely acceptable. Amy and Dan Cahill 
were wanted by Interpol; Mark and Caroline Farley were merely handed the 
key to room 6. 

The Ilario may have offered luxury, but for two fugitives, there was no 
luxury like being invisible. 

“Well, it’s done.” Dan stepped out of the bathroom, wearing a forlorn 
expression. Thick tortoiseshell glasses — the lenses clear — dominated his 
features. A New York Yankees cap was pulled down low over his brow. He 
caught a glimpse of his reflection in the tarnished mirror. “I’m a dork. No, 
worse — I’m a Yankees fan! Don’t they have Red Sox hats in Italy?” 

“You think I’m thrilled about it?” Amy shot back. She, too, had changed 
her appearance with a voluminous platinum blond wig. “I look like an 
escapee from the eighties, not Interpol.” She held up a jar of Insta-Tan. “We 
can darken our complexions with this stuff. Every little bit helps.” 

“Wouldn’t it be simpler to just, you know, get arrested?” Dan caught her 
sharp expression. “I’m kidding!” 

“We’re really close,” Amy told him. “The drop-off should be today. Once 
the hostages are safe, we can work on figuring out what the Marco Polo 
manuscript means.” 

“If the Marco Polo thingy is what Vesper One really wants,” Dan mused, 
“maybe we should give him that, too.” 

“No way,” Amy said evenly. “Not till we understand the importance of that 
epilogue.” 

“Tt’s in some crazy dead language,” Dan protested. 

“Surely Atticus isn’t the only one who can read it. We’ll hire a translator.” 

Dan was uneasy. “If Vesper One finds out we’re keeping it from him —” 

“Tt’s a chance we’ll have to take,” Amy insisted. 

“That manuscript holds the key to what the Vespers are up to. Pd bet my 
life on it.” 


Dan did not reply. He wasn’t interested in the other Vespers, but he had 
declared war on Vesper One the instant he’d seen the video clip of Nellie’s 
shooting. As soon as the hostages were free, he was going to devote himself 
to finding the rest of the thirty-nine ingredients to Gideon Cahill’s master 
serum. That would be the only weapon he needed. 

Their attention was focused on the Vesper phone and its rapidly dwindling 
power bars, so the Cahills were taken aback when the ringtone sounded from 
Amy’s cell. 

Dan read the small screen. “Grace’s house? Isn’t it, like, four A.M. in 
Attleboro?” 

Amy picked up the handset. “What’s up?” 

“There’s been an incident,” came Ian’s clipped accent. 

“At the DeOssie factory?” Amy asked eagerly. “Were the hostages there?” 

“No. And as of now, neither is the DeOssie factory. And it’s all because of 
the Tomas and his Cheez Doodles —” 

“Amy, it’s Sinead,” a businesslike voice broke in. “Let me give you the 
scoop.” 

Amy set her phone on speaker, and she and Dan listened to the tale of the 
assault on the factory in upstate New York. 

“A trap!” Dan breathed. 

“Definitely,” Sinead finished. “So please tell Hamilton to calm down. It 
wasn’t the Cheez Doodles. Those fire bombs would have gone off for Fritos, 
too, and maybe even Pop Tarts. The whole place was wired to blow. 
Something would have set it off.” 

“The good news is we scored your cell phone charger,” Jonah put in. “I’m 
sending my pilot with a bunch of them.” 

“I hope you’re wasting your money,” Amy told him honestly. “We’re 
waiting to hear from Vesper One about how to deliver the ‘Medusa.’ With any 
kind of luck, this will be all over before your plane lands.” 

“Ames,” came a timid voice. Evan. “Are you okay?” 

She smiled in spite of herself. It felt good to be someone’s top priority. 
Perhaps that was selfish with seven hostages in danger, but at that moment 
Amy was too exhausted to care. “I’m fine, Evan. Just a little — blond. Like 
Lady Gaga. Don’t worry, it isn’t permanent. Oh, yeah, and Interpol is after us. 
We’ll have to explain later. The Vesper phone just beeped.” 

She cut the connection and joined Dan at the DeOssie unit. They waited as 
the message downloaded and appeared, flickering alarmingly, on the now-dim 
screen. 


What fun to visit the circus — especially when you sit in section 5, row 
W, seat 11. All the world loves a clown! 


You are now out of time. Bring the merchandise. This is your last 
chance. 


Cotton candy is optional. 
Vesper One 


An advertisement appeared for the Circo di Milano, performing in the 
Piazza dei Cinque Fratelli at eight o’clock that night. 

Dan looked uneasy. “If the Vespers are willing to burn down a whole 
factory, who knows what they’ll do to a circus.” 

“Tf they burn us, they burn the ‘Medusa,’” Amy reasoned. “Anyway, we’ve 
got no choice.” 


Piazza dei Cinque Fratelli was a huge open space, well south of the Arno. 
Right in the center towered Circo di Milano’s big top, surrounded by smaller 
tents housing minor exhibits, food stalls, and carnival games. 

“You know,” said Dan as they took their place in line behind a group of 
excited children and their parents, “this almost feels like normal life. We’re 
going to the circus.” 

“Only this time, we’re carrying a stolen masterpiece in a green garbage 
bag,” Amy reminded him. 

“And we’re wanted by the cops,” Dan added, inclining his head in the 
direction of a uniformed officer standing watch over the main entrance. 

The Cahills kept their faces downcast as they approached the ticket 
window. Yes, their appearance was different now. But it was possible that 
their pictures had been circulated all over the world. They were a boy and girl 
of exactly the right age and nationality. And some people were observant 
enough to look beyond blond hair, phony glasses, and Insta-Tan. 

With a sinking heart, Amy realized she would have to betray her American 
accent in order to buy tickets. Was the officer close enough to hear? 

Dan stepped in front of her, slapped a fifty-euro note onto the counter, and 
held up two fingers. He smiled at the policeman as he accepted his change. 
The cop smiled back. 

Inside the big top, they knew another tense moment — what if Vesper 
One’s seats were already occupied? They needn’t have worried. Row W was 
high up in the stands, and most of the audience wanted to be closer to the 
ring. Amy took number 11, the wrapped “Medusa” held firmly on her lap. 

“How do you think the drop-off is going to happen?” Dan wondered. “You 
can’t get a motorcycle gang up these stairs.” 

Amy shrugged nervously. “I’m not looking forward to it.” At that moment, 
she knew, she would be face-to-face with an enemy—an agent of the Vespers, 
who very well might take the package with one hand and with the other 


plunge a knife into her chest. “I just hope it goes smoothly and the hostages 
are all okay.” 

“Especially Nellie,” Dan added. 

As showtime approached, the grandstand began to fill, and excited chatter 
rose in the big top. At last, the circus began, as most circuses do, with a 
troupe of clowns. 

Amy sat forward suddenly. “‘All the world loves a clown,’” she quoted. 

“T don’t,” Dan commented. “My favorite part is when the guy in the white 
glitter suit steps in the elephant poop.” 

“No — I mean from Vesper One’s message! I’ll bet one of the clowns will 
come up here for the handoff.” 

They watched the clowns closely, squinting into faces, trying to determine 
if any of them were staring up at section 5, row W, seat 11. But soon the 
troupe was backstage, replaced by the first act, a tightrope walker. 

She was followed by show horses, a lion tamer, a trapeze act, and a trick 
motorcycle rider. Throughout all this, the clowns came out and meandered 
around the ring, juggling and performing comedy routines. They entered the 
stands occasionally but never in the Cahills’ direction. 

“Are we sitting in the right place?” Amy wondered. “What if we misread 
the instructions?” 

“T’m not the forgetting type,” Dan reminded her. 

Next was the human cannonball. They could tell that he was one of the 
biggest stars in the show. He received a standing ovation, and the proceedings 
paused while he stopped to sign autographs for some of the younger children 
in the front rows. At last, he donned his helmet, waved to the crowd, and 
slipped inside the mouth of the cannon in the spotlight’s glare. Another spot 
— this one clear across the arena — shone on the net where the brave 
performer would land. 

The boom was deafening. In a blast of flame, the human cannonball sailed 
across the big top, landing safely in his net. At that very instant, one of the 
trapeze artists swung down above Amy, hanging on by her feet. For an instant 
she was right in front of them, backlit by the cannon’s flash — young, dark- 
haired, and resplendent in a spangled blue costume. A split second later, she 
snatched the “Medusa” right out of Amy’s grasp and rose skyward with it. 
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CHAPTER 26 


Amy and Dan looked up, but by then the trapeze artist was just one of dozens 
of figures in the spaghetti of ropes and ladders high above the ring. Of the 
dark bag with the Caravaggio, there was no sign. 

“The drop-off!” Amy rasped. 

“While we were watching the human cannonball!” Dan added in wonder. 

And then, in the midst of the applause for the last act, every single light in 
the big top went out. 

It was different from the various lighting effects of the show. This was a 
total power failure — suffocating blackness. It took seconds for the smallest 
children to panic. As they began to run around, the danger became very real. 
Soon adults began chasing after their kids, and there was the sound of bodies 
falling. Cries rang out as the chaos escalated. 

“Let’s get out of here!” Dan urged. 

“Right!” 

Dan had perfect recall of the route they had followed to their seats. Even 
so, the path was treacherous, as alarmed patrons were tripped up by darting 
children and stumbling parents. Somewhere on the floor, the ringmaster was 
shouting instructions. But without his microphone, no one could hear him. 

They reached the bottom of the grandstand, where the pushing and shoving 
was worst. Dan took an elbow to the jaw and ducked down below the level of 
the flailing arms, pulling his sister with him. They crawled under the 
bleachers toward the main entrance, free of the struggling throng. It was Amy 
who spotted the emergency exit — really just a tent flap held in place by 
ropes and pegs. They wriggled out through the hole, finding themselves in a 
dimly lit alley on the periphery of the Piazza dei Cinque Fratelli. 

The Cahills got to their feet, dusting themselves off. 

“Man,” marveled Dan. “Vesper One may be a jerk, but you’ve got to give 
him props for setting up a clean drop-off.” 

“T don’t give him ‘props’ for anything,” Amy growled. 

A piteous moan reached them, almost at their feet. They looked down to 
see a petite brunette in a sequined blue costume lying on the pavement. 

Dan recognized her immediately. “The trapeze artist!” He held out a hand 
to help her up. She made no move to take it. Her expression seemed 
bewildered, eyes wide, lips parted. She tried to speak but could summon no 
sound. 

“Tt’s okay,” Amy reassured her. “We know why you took the package. We 
understand.” 


“Amy —” Dan exclaimed in hushed horror. 

She followed his pointing finger to the smashed glass syringe on the 
pavement beside the trapeze artist. A mark on her neck, bleeding slightly, told 
the tale. Minutes ago, she had performed a service for Vesper One. And this 
was her reward. 

“Who did this to you?” Amy asked urgently. 

The girl — barely conscious — tried to raise herself up, but she could not 
find the strength. Her lips moved, but very little sound came out. 

Amy and Dan leaned closer. 

With effort, the dying acrobat ran a hand along her bare arm. “Bru — bru 
— ciato,” she barely whispered. 

“Bruciato?” Amy repeated, tense with discovery. “I know that word! 
Bruciato means burned or seared.” 

“Burned?” Dan echoed. “You mean the guy who did this. He had a burn on 
his arm?” 

“She needs a doctor!” Amy leaped up and started for the mouth of the alley. 
But before she could call for help, the trapeze artist gave a slight shudder. 

Then the young woman seemed to collapse in upon her own tiny frame, 
eyes still open yet suddenly lifeless. 

Dan choked on a rush of terror. “Is she —?” 

“Somebody call an ambulance! Ambulanza!” Amy was aware that she was 
screaming, but she couldn’t stop herself. She could feel hysteria rising. 
Another innocent person dead, thanks to the Cahills! When would it end? 
“Help! Somebody help!” 

Dan grabbed her and hustled her out of the alley. “Cut it out! The last thing 
we need is to be interviewed by cops! If anybody runs our names through a 
computer, the Interpol warrant will come up!” 

“We need to get her to a hospital!” Amy wailed. 

“No hospital can help her, Amy! She’s dead!” 

It came as a shock in spite of the fact that Amy already knew. “We killed 
her! Oh, God, Dan, what did that poor girl ever do to us?” 

“We didn’t kill her,” Dan said sternly. “The Vespers did. They kill a lot of 
people. If that bullet had been three inches to the right, they would have killed 
Nellie, too.” 

“At least Nellie knows what she’s part of!” Amy blubbered. “This girl was 
nobody! So she took a few euros from a guy with a burn on his arm to pluck a 
package out of somebody’s lap! She didn’t deserve to die for it!” 

People began to stream onto the scene around the side of the tent, and a 
police whistle shrilled nearby. It jarred Amy back to reality. Falling to pieces 
would not bring the trapeze artist back. Nothing would. 


The drop-off had been made. Next on the agenda: the release of the 
hostages. The ball was in Vesper One’s court now. 

They left the Piazza dei Cinque Fratelli, crossing several streets as they put 
some distance between the circus and themselves. Amy had her arm up about 
to hail a taxi when the chime of the Vesper phone erased all other thoughts 
from their minds. 

She pulled the device from her pocket, and they examined the screen. 


Package received. You are too kind. 
“That’s it?” Dan exploded. “What about our people, you murdering 
psycho?” 
As if in answer, a second message came in. It was a photograph of the 
hostages in the Vesper holding cell. 





Seven hostages, Amy counted. All seven, present and accounted for. 

Nellie was propped up on the floor, a blood-soaked bandage wrapped 
around her wounded shoulder. She looked pale and weak, her makeup 
smeared. Brown was now Clearly visible at the roots of her dyed black-and- 
orange hair. 

But she’s alive.... 

Amy set aside her relief and read on: 


Perhaps you notice that your loved ones continue to accept our 
hospitality. This is due to your previous treachery. They will remain our 
guests until you complete a few more tasks. The first of these will be in 
Lucerne, Switzerland. Get yourselves there immediately, lest the number 
of our little party dwindles. 


It is a pleasure to continue to work with such talented young people. 
Although, Amy, I much prefer you as a brunette. 


Vesper One 


“We had a deal!” Dan was red-faced and shaking with rage. “Give me that 
phone!” He snatched the handset and began to thumb an angry reply on the 
tiny keypad. 

Amy was as quiet as her brother was loud. “It’s no use. The texts don’t go 
through, remember?” 

“Maybe this one will,” he snapped stubbornly. 

As he typed, the small screen gave a final flicker and went dark. The 
Vesper phone was dead. 

Amy tried to be encouraging. “We’ll have the new charger soon.” 

“What if there’s a new message right now?” Dan raved. “Like, ‘Just 
kidding!’” 

“We don’t know much about Vesper One, but we know this: He doesn’t 
kid. The guy is one hundred percent serious.” She looked around uneasily. 
“He saw me. He’s here somewhere. Pll bet he murdered that poor girl 
personally, just for the fun of it.” 

“Let’s get him!” Dan roared, twirling about, scanning the streets. 

“We can’t.” 

“He’s got a burn on his arm and he’s carrying the ‘Medusa’ in a garbage 
bag! How hard can it be to find him?” 

Amy put her hand on his shoulder to calm him. Inside, she was just as 
agitated and furious as her brother, but she had to think for both of them. Rash 
action would never succeed against a cold, calculating adversary like Vesper 
One. The only Cahill who’d ever come close to understanding the Vespers 
had been Grace. 

Fine. She had to think like Grace. 

What would Grace do now? 

“Vesper One had this whole thing planned, from the kidnappings to the 
tiniest detail of tonight,” she reasoned. “There’s no way he’d leave himself 
open to being attacked in the street. And even if we could reach him, he’s still 
got our hostages.” 

“Because he cheated us!” Dan seethed. 

“We should have seen that coming,” Amy agreed. 

“He won’t release them until we’ve got something he needs in return.” 

“That was supposed to be the ‘Medusa’!” Dan argued. “And he still stiffed 
us. And these new tasks? He’ll just stiff us again! Why should we break our 
necks to follow his orders?” 

“Tt keeps our hostages alive,” Amy explained. “And it keeps Vesper One 
believing we’re dancing to his tune.” 


“We are dancing to his tune if he calls all the shots!” 

“Maybe,” Amy replied. “But the Vespers aren’t doing this because they’re 
art lovers. They have a grand design — and the extra page in the Marco Polo 
manuscript is part of it. What’s the connection? We’ve got the full resources 
of the Cahill family researching the Vespers twenty-four-seven. When we 
understand what they’re really up to, then we’ll know what we can trade for 
our people. And we’ll be the ones in charge.” 

Dan listened to his sister’s words, yet part of him was no longer paying 
attention. That Dan had left the streets of Florence and was descending to the 
dark place in the depths of his mind. 

It was a regular hangout for him now—a memory bank where thirty-nine 
ingredients boiled. 

The formula he used to pray he could forget. 

The formula he now understood was part of his destiny. 

Amy was smart, and her thinking made sense. But Dan had a backup plan, 
a secret weapon. 

Gideon Cahill’s serum. 


CHAPTER 27 


The taxi driver breathed a sigh of relief as Amy Cahill lowered her arm and 
turned her attention to the smartphone in her pocket. He hadn’t really been 
looking for a fare tonight anyway. He was far more concerned with getting 
the precious package that lay on the passenger seat beside him to a safe place. 

He ran a finger along his sleeve and felt the scar that stretched from 
shoulder to wrist. It still itched sometimes, even so many years after the 
unfortunate accident that had burned him. An accident that could be laid at 
the doorstep of the hated Cahill family. 

He passed another potential customer, ignoring the woman’s waving hand. 
He was not a real taxi driver. It was just a cover. He’d had dozens of them, 
just as he’d had dozens of aliases — although none was as important as the 
name he had assumed for this, the greatest project of his life. 

He called himself Vesper One. 





Sneak Peek 


The race to stop the Vespers continues with more dangerous heists to 
perform, historic treasures to find, and hidden traitors to unmask. Stay one 
step ahead of your enemy and help save the kidnapped Cahills by following 
Amy and Dan’s next adventure. 

Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just keep your eyes peeled for Vesper 
spies ...) 


CHAPTER 1 


Florence, Italy 


Dan Cahill didn’t realize just how many policemen there were in the world 
until he became an international art thief. 

At this early hour, the Santa Maria Novella train station was crammed with 
travelers. Businessmen with briefcases, students chugging espressos, tourists 
with too much luggage, and two teenagers, one with a stolen priceless 
thirteenth-century book in a backpack. 

That would be him. 

Dan hung his thumbs on the straps of his pack, hugging it closer to him. He 
almost felt that Marco Polo’s original manuscript, Il Milione — the one that 
had been lost for centuries until he and his sister had found it hidden in the 
Colosseum in Rome — was actually emitting heat. Was that why he was 
sweating so badly? 

Or was it the fact that there seemed to be a policeman every five feet? 

“Polizia everywhere,” his sister, Amy, murmured. 

“They’re checking passports at the boarding platforms,” Dan noted. He 
watched as a uniformed officer stopped two young students about to board a 
train. They were older than he and Amy, but the girl had brown hair to her 
shoulders like Amy, and the boy was wiry like Dan. 

At least he and his sister had fake passports and disguises. He couldn’t get 
used to the sight of Amy in a blond wig, and his heavy framed glasses 
screamed DORK, or whatever that was in Italian. I] Dorko? 

“What we need is a distraction,” Amy murmured. “If they look at our 
passports too closely, we could be in trouble. We’ve got to get on that train to 
Switzerland!” 

“Because when a deranged psycho gives you orders, it’s important to snap 
to,” Dan said. 

The text had come only a few hours before. 


Perhaps you notice that your loved ones continue to accept our Vesper 
hospitality. This is due to your previous treachery. They will remain our 
guests until you complete four more tasks. The first of these will be in 
Lucerne, Switzerland. I suggest you get yourselves there immediately, 
lest the number of our little party dwindles. 


Vesper One 


Their enemy Vesper One was a big fan of the mocking taunt. Every word 
was a thrust to the heart, letting them know that he was holding members of 
their family hostage and was prepared to kill them. 


Dan stared up at the train departures board as if it would hold all the 
answers. Why was he here, desperate and scared, instead of back in 
Massachusetts, trying to scam himself out of math homework like any normal 
thirteen-year-old? 

Wherever they turned, headlines screamed the news: IL CRIMINE DEL 
SECOLO! The crime of the century. They had stolen a Caravaggio from the 
Uffizi Gallery, and now they were on Interpol’s most-wanted list. Which 
would have been sort of cool if he didn’t have to be afraid of going to jail for 
ten thousand years. 

Lives were on the line. Lives of people they had become close to, including 
Reagan Holt, Ted Starling, and Natalie Kabra. Twelve-year-old Phoenix 
Wizard. And people they loved — their Uncle Alistair Oh and their guardians, 
Fiske Cahill and Nellie Gomez. That was the hardest thing to bear. Fiske had 
disappeared in California, and Nellie had been kidnapped right off the streets 
of Paris. 

The destinations on the board blurred, and Dan rocked on his feet with 
weariness. He heard the hiss of an espresso machine. Over his head the 
loudspeaker announced a track change in Italian and English. Everything 
seemed to fade a little. “I’m so beat I could lie down right on the floor,” he 
told Amy. “When was the last time we slept?” 

“Day before yesterday?” Amy asked with a frown. “I know what you 
mean. This is some jet lag. Let’s get a coffee while we make a plan.” 

“Oh, yeah, jet lag. That must be it,” Dan agreed as he trailed after her to the 
espresso bar. “Not the fact that we pulled off a museum heist, went without 
sleep and food, and oh, yeah — did I mention this — almost got killed? Jet 
lag. That’s why we’re tired.” 

“Well, if you want to get technical,” Amy said, but she summoned up a 
smile for her brother. She pushed balled-up paper money at the counterman 
and held up two fingers for coffee. 

“I wonder what he wants us to steal next,” Dan said. “I think I maxed out 
my museum heist skills.” 

“If we could just get one step ahead of them ...” Amy murmured. She took 
the change from the counterman and handed an espresso to Dan. 

He took a sip and his face turned red. He let out a series of explosive 
coughs, stamping his foot with each one. Passersby turned and stared, and 
Amy saw a policeman’s gaze sweep the crowd, looking for the source of the 
commotion. 

She grabbed the now-empty espresso cup and put it back on the counter, 
pushing Dan forward and quickly maneuvering him through the crowd. 

“T said distraction,” she hissed. “Not pandemonium.” 


“I couldn’t help it,’ Dan wheezed. “Dude, what was that sludge I just 
inhaled?” 

“Just Italian coffee,” Amy said. “Look, the train to Lucerne leaves in 
fifteen minutes. We have to take a chance.” 

Dan scanned the crowd. “You know what we need? A —tuba 

“A what?” 

Dan pointed with his chin. Off to their right, a tuba seemed to be floating 
through the crowd. Dan began to follow it, with Amy trailing behind. 
Suddenly, it dropped out of sight. Amy and Dan skirted a family running for a 
train and saw a slender young woman slumped on a suitcase, holding a tuba 
and crying. A large sticker on a small trunk read WILMINGTON WOWZABELLES 
EUROPFAN TOUR. 

“Distraction!” Dan crowed. 

They moved forward, not knowing what they’d do or say but knowing they 
had the perfect opportunity for ... something. 

“Need a hand with that?” Dan asked the girl. “I happen to have experience 
as a tuba wrangler.” 

She looked up, startled. Her eyes were a warm brown behind her delicate 
wire-rimmed glasses. She smiled. “Thanks, but I think I have it covered.” Dan 
detected a slight Southern accent. Suddenly, her eyes filled with tears. 
“Actually, I don’t! I missed the train, and I have the tuba and all the costumes! 
Its all Heather’s fault. She just had to get her last Italian gelato before the 
train. She told me to just watch the tuba for two seconds and she’d come back. 
If I don’t make it to Zurich in time, I’m doomed!” 

“Hey, we’re going to Switzerland, too!” Dan said. 

“You are?” She swiped at her tears. “Pll miss the concert. My suitcase is 
with Ms. Mutchnik, and my charger’s in my bag, so I can’t even call them. 
And I c-can’t speak Italian!” she exclaimed, her eyes wide, as though this was 
the final awful thing that had happened. 

“You can borrow my phone,” Amy offered. “And you could take the train 
to Lucerne with us and then go to Zurich from there. We can travel together.” 

“Really? That would be so awesome! Europe kind of freaks me out, y’all, 
to tell you the truth,” the girl confided, leaning toward them. “I’ve never 
traveled much.” Awkwardly, the girl struggled to her feet. She stuck out her 
hand. “Vanessa Mallory, from Wilmington, South Carolina.” 

“Mark Farley,” Dan said, remembering the name on his fake passport just 
in time. “This is my sister ...” His mind was a blank. 

“Caroline,” Amy supplied. “But you can call me Carrie! We’re from 
Maine,” she improvised. 

“Tt’s so awesome that I bumped into you,” Vanessa said, shouldering one of 
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the bags. 

They hurried to the track and got in line behind a wealthy-looking woman 
with a large trunk and several suitcases. She was dressed in a fur coat and hat, 
even though it wasn’t that cold. She spoke sharply to the police officer at the 
train door in rapid Italian. He shrugged. 

Finally, the line moved forward. Amy pulled the Wowzabelles trunk, and 
Dan grabbed the tuba. 

“On your way to a concert?” The policeman smiled. 

Vanessa nodded. “We’re on a European tour,” she added proudly. 

“And what is a Wowzabelle?” he asked. 

“Awesome singers,” Amy said, handing over her passport. 

Dan waited while the policeman scrutinized the photo, comparing it to 
Amy. Then he reached for Dan’s. 

It seemed to take long seconds before he handed back the document. He 
ticketed the trunk. “This will go in the oversize compartment — pick it up in 
Zurich. Welcome aboard.” 

Only Dan heard Amy’s long sigh of relief as they boarded the train and 
found their seats, stowing the tuba overhead. 

Dan glanced out the window. A man in a raincoat was talking to the 
friendly policeman. He had a nose like the beak of a raptor, and his dark hair 
looked as though he’d blow-dried it with an airplane propeller. 

Dan looked away, checking out the station, but his gaze snapped back. He 
didn’t know why, exactly. Maybe because the man wasn’t showing the officer 
a ticket or a passport, he was just leaning in, talking to him. And all the while 
his gaze swept the station. 

Detective, Dan thought, as the policeman pointed to the Lucerne train. 


CHAPTER 2 


The man scanned the windows as he walked alongside the train. Dan shrank 
back. 

He nudged Amy and tilted his head. 

“Can I use your phone, Carrie?” Vanessa asked Amy. “I really need to call 
Ms. Mutchnik.” 

Vanessa leaned forward for the phone, and Amy crashed back against the 
seat. Now shielded by Vanessa, she was able to watch the man as he moved, 
his gaze on the windows. 

The train started with a lurch. They saw his face briefly as they slid past 
him. He started to run as he tried to catch up and jump aboard. Had he seen 
them? The train accelerated, and he was left behind on the track. Dan and 
Amy exchanged a relieved glance. He could have been just a guy who missed 
his train. But somehow Dan didn’t think so. 

“Pm perfectly fine,” Vanessa was saying. “The Farleys are awesome — 
they’re from Maine, which is, like, the nicest state ever. I have Heather’s tuba, 
I have the costumes, and I even have a sandwich. No, you don’t have to meet 
me at the station ... oh, whatever. No! Don’t call my parents! I am so 
incredibly fine. ...” 

As the city of Florence receded, Dan felt himself relax. He and Amy had 
learned during the hunt for the 39 Clues to grab rest when they could. He 
yawned. The slight sway of the train reminded him of his grandmother 
Grace’s hammock on the lawn on a warm September afternoon, back when he 
had nobody chasing him, and nobody missing, and nobody to save. He felt as 
though he could finally sleep. 


The hand came out of nowhere. Dan almost scissored out a powerful kick but 
was glad he didn’t. Did breaking a conductor’s kneecap get you thrown off a 
train in Italy? 

The guy said something in Italian. Then the English penetrated Dan’s foggy 
brain. “Ticket and passport. We’re crossing the border.” 

“Oh. Sorry.” Dan handed the conductor his ticket. 

“Grazie.” 

“De nada,” Dan said. 

“That’s Spanish,” Amy whispered. 

“No, it’s whatever,” Dan said. “I’m too tired to think.” 

“You guys slept through Milan,” Vanessa said. 

“Jet lag,” Amy said. Her phone buzzed. By now Dan recognized the sound. 
It was the special phone Vesper One had sent to them, the phone that he used 


for his text messages. The DeOssie secure smartphone that was used by spies 
and soldiers. Vesper One had reconfigured it so that they couldn’t reply to his 
messages. 

He could always get to them. They could never get to him. The guy didn’t 
play by the rule book. 

Vanessa stood up. “I’m going to find some snacks. Anybody want 
anything?” 

“Anything crunchy,” Dan said. He handed her a couple of euros. “But if 
you can find American potato chips, we’ll be friends forever.” 

She flashed a grin. “PI work my mojo.” 

As soon as Vanessa started down the aisle, Amy scrambled for the phone in 
her pocket. 


Lucerne is such a great place to shop. While you’re there, can you pick 
up a de Virga mappa mundi for me? Don’t worry, you don’t have to gift 
wrap it. I need it soon, though. Four days from now, bright and early. Or 
else. 


“T wish this guy would stop making jokes,” Dan said through gritted teeth. 
“And giving ultimatums. Do you know what de Virga mappa mundi means? 
Sounds like a pasta dish.” 

“Mappa mundi means ‘world map,’” Amy said. She tapped out a quick text 
to their research team at the comm. center back home in Attleboro, 
Massachusetts. In a large attic room they had banks of computers, an array of 
handhelds, and sleeping quarters. They even had their own satellite, the 
Gideon. Amy had spent a fortune on a communications bunker in case 
something like this happened. She wasn’t paranoid or psychic. Just wicked 
smart. 


RECEIVED NEXT TARGET: DE VIRGA WORLD MAP. 
In less than a minute, a reply came from her boyfriend, Evan. 
GOT IT. ALL OK? 


OK FOR NOW Amy tapped back. 


Then she plugged the words de Virga map into the search engine on her 
smartphone. 

““The de Virga map is a medieval map of the world that was created in 
Venice between 1411 and 1415,’” she read to Dan. “It was discovered in 
Croatia in 1911.” Amy frowned as she scrolled through the information. 
“Then it went missing for good, right before it was going to be put up for 
auction in Lucerne in 1932. It was withdrawn from the auction and nobody 
ever saw it again. Well, that explains why Vesper One directed us to Lucerne. 


We should head right for that auction house and see if we can get access to 
their records.” 

Dan frowned. “But how can we find a map that disappeared almost eighty 
years ago? That’s impossible!” 

“Haven’t you gotten it yet?” Amy asked. “We’re expected to do the 
impossible.” 

Dan looked at her bleakly. “And we’re expected to do it fast.” 

The train slowed, then stopped. Dan pressed his face to the window. 
“What’s going on?” 

“Tt’s okay,” Amy said. “When we cross the border, sometimes they change 
personnel.” 

Dan watched as a group of train conductors left the small building and 
headed for the train. He relaxed back into his seat. 

Then he shot forward again. Trailing behind the men and woman was a 
man in a shabby raincoat. A man with messy hair and sharp eyes ... 

“Its him,” Dan told Amy. “He caught up to us. He’s going to board the 
train!” 

“T bet he’s Interpol,” Amy said, biting her lip. “We passed so far, but I don’t 
know if we’ll get by the international police force.” 

“Where is Vanessa?” Dan wondered. “She’s our cover. I never thought I’d 
say this, but snacks just aren’t that important!” 

Just then the door at the end of the car opened. The man in the raincoat 
entered. He followed closely behind a train official, who politely asked a 
couple for their passports. Dan twisted and saw Vanessa heading down the 
aisle, her hands full of bags of chips and pretzels. She squeezed past the man 
and the train official. 

Vanessa waved the bags at them cheerfully. 

“Whew,” Dan said. “She’s back. Are you ready to be a Wowzabelle? Pl 
take the tuba, and maybe you can pretend to be asleep ... we might fool him. 
How’s your South Carolina accent, y’ all?” 

Amy gripped Dan’s wrist. “That’s it!” she exclaimed. “Something has been 
bothering me about that girl. When we first met her, do you remember how 
she introduced herself?” 

“Sure. ‘Hi, I’m Vanessa Mallory.’” 

““Vanessa Mallory from Wilmington, South Carolina.’ Wilmington is in 
North Carolina.” 

Dan slowly turned to look at Vanessa. She was now blocked by a couple 
with a baby. Impatient to get by, she tried to help them with their stroller. Dan 
noted the tight, angry look on her face as she snarled a remark at the parents. 
Suddenly, her pretty face looked hard. 


Suspicions started to flip through his brain like someone shuffling a deck of 
cards. Why had she been so friendly? How come she’d agreed to travel with 
them so quickly? It had seemed like they’d been the ones to approach her and 
offer to travel together, but did she set herself up to be approached? 

They’d been played. By a tuba! 

Amy grabbed her backpack. “Come on. We’ve got to get off this train.” 
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CHAPTER 1 


Florence, Italy 


Dan Cahill didn’t realize just how many policemen there were in the world 
until he became an international art thief. 

At this early hour, the Santa Maria Novella train station was crammed with 
travelers. Businessmen with briefcases, students chugging espressos, tourists 
with too much luggage, and two teenagers, one with a stolen priceless 
thirteenth-century book in a backpack. 

That would be him. 

Dan hung his thumbs on the straps of his pack, hugging it closer to him. He 
almost felt that Marco Polo’s original manuscript, Il Milione — the one that 
had been lost for centuries until he and his sister had found it hidden in the 
Colosseum in Rome — was actually emitting heat. Was that why he was 
sweating so badly? 

Or was it the fact that there seemed to be a policeman every five feet? 

“Polizia everywhere,” his sister, Amy, murmured. 

“They’re checking passports at the boarding platforms,” Dan noted. He 
watched as a uniformed officer stopped two young students about to board a 
train. They were older than he and Amy, but the girl had brown hair to her 
shoulders like Amy, and the boy was wiry like Dan. 

At least he and his sister had fake passports and disguises. He couldn’t get 
used to the sight of Amy in a blond wig, and his heavy framed glasses 
screamed DORK, or whatever that was in Italian. I] Dorko? 

“What we need is a distraction,” Amy murmured. “If they look at our 
passports too closely, we could be in trouble. We’ve got to get on that train to 
Switzerland!” 

“Because when a deranged psycho gives you orders, it’s important to snap 
to,” Dan said. 

The text had come only a few hours before. 


Perhaps you notice that your loved ones continue to accept our 
Vesper hospitality. This is due to your previous treachery. They 
will remain our guests until you complete four more tasks. The 
first of these will be in Lucerne, Switzerland. I suggest you 
get yourselves there immediately, lest the number of our little 
party dwindles. 


Vesper One 


Their enemy Vesper One was a big fan of the mocking taunt. Every word 
was a thrust to the heart, letting them know that he was holding members of 
their family hostage and was prepared to kill them. 

Dan stared up at the train departures board as if it would hold all the 
answers. Why was he here, desperate and scared, instead of back in 
Massachusetts, trying to scam himself out of math homework like any normal 
thirteen-year-old? 

Wherever they turned, headlines screamed the news: IL CRIMINE DEL 
SECOLO! The crime of the century. They had stolen a Caravaggio from the 
Uffizi Gallery, and now they were on Interpol’s most-wanted list. Which 
would have been sort of cool if he didn’t have to be afraid of going to jail for 
ten thousand years. 

Lives were on the line. Lives of people they had become close to, 
including Reagan Holt, Ted Starling, and Natalie Kabra. Twelve-year-old 
Phoenix Wizard. And people they loved — their Uncle Alistair Oh and their 
guardians, Fiske Cahill and Nellie Gomez. That was the hardest thing to bear. 
Fiske had disappeared in California, and Nellie had been kidnapped right off 
the streets of Paris. 

The destinations on the board blurred, and Dan rocked on his feet with 
weariness. He heard the hiss of an espresso machine. Over his head the 
loudspeaker announced a track change in Italian and English. Everything 
seemed to fade a little. “I’m so beat I could lie down right on the floor,” he 
told Amy. “When was the last time we slept?” 

“Day before yesterday?” Amy asked with a frown. “I know what you 
mean. This is some jet lag. Let’s get a coffee while we make a plan.” 

“Oh, yeah, jet lag. That must be it,” Dan agreed as he trailed after her to 
the espresso bar. “Not the fact that we pulled off a museum heist, went 
without sleep and food, and oh, yeah — did I mention this — almost got 
killed? Jet lag. That’s why we’re tired.” 

“Well, if you want to get technical,” Amy said, but she summoned up a 
smile for her brother. She pushed balled-up paper money at the counterman 
and held up two fingers for coffee. 

“T wonder what he wants us to steal next,” Dan said. “I think I maxed out 


my museum heist skills.” 

“If we could just get one step ahead of them ...” Amy murmured. She took 
the change from the counterman and handed an espresso to Dan. 

He took a sip and his face turned red. He let out a series of explosive 
coughs, stamping his foot with each one. Passersby turned and stared, and 
Amy saw a policeman’s gaze sweep the crowd, looking for the source of the 
commotion. 

She grabbed the now-empty espresso cup and put it back on the counter, 
pushing Dan forward and quickly maneuvering him through the crowd. 

“T said distraction,” she hissed. “Not pandemonium.” 

“I couldn’t help it,’ Dan wheezed. “Dude, what was that sludge I just 
inhaled?” 

“Just Italian coffee,” Amy said. “Look, the train to Lucerne leaves in 
fifteen minutes. We have to take a chance.” 

Dan scanned the crowd. “You know what we need? A — tuba!” 

“A what?” 

Dan pointed with his chin. Off to their right, a tuba seemed to be floating 
through the crowd. Dan began to follow it, with Amy trailing behind. 
Suddenly, it dropped out of sight. Amy and Dan skirted a family running for a 
train and saw a slender young woman slumped on a suitcase, holding a tuba 
and crying. A large sticker on a small trunk read WILMINGTON WOWZABELLES 
EUROPEAN TOUR. 

“Distraction!” Dan crowed. 

They moved forward, not knowing what they’d do or say but knowing they 
had the perfect opportunity for ... something. 

“Need a hand with that?” Dan asked the girl. “I happen to have experience 
as a tuba wrangler.” 

She looked up, startled. Her eyes were a warm brown behind her delicate 
wire-rimmed glasses. She smiled. “Thanks, but I think I have it covered.” Dan 
detected a slight Southern accent. Suddenly, her eyes filled with tears. 
“Actually, I don’t! I missed the train, and I have the tuba and all the costumes! 
It’s all Heather’s fault. She just had to get her last Italian gelato before the 
train. She told me to just watch the tuba for two seconds and she’d come back. 
If I don’t make it to Zurich in time, I’m doomed!” 

“Hey, we’re going to Switzerland, too!” Dan said. 

“You are?” She swiped at her tears. “Pll miss the concert. My suitcase is 
with Ms. Mutchnik, and my charger’s in my bag, so I can’t even call them. 
And I c-can’t speak Italian!” she exclaimed, her eyes wide, as though this was 
the final awful thing that had happened. 


“You can borrow my phone,” Amy offered. “And you could take the train 
to Lucerne with us and then go to Zurich from there. We can travel together.” 

“Really? That would be so awesome! Europe kind of freaks me out, y’all, 
to tell you the truth,” the girl confided, leaning toward them. “I’ve never 
traveled much.” Awkwardly, the girl struggled to her feet. She stuck out her 
hand. “Vanessa Mallory, from Wilmington, South Carolina.” 

“Mark Farley,” Dan said, remembering the name on his fake passport just 
in time. “This is my sister ...” His mind was a blank. 

“Caroline,” Amy supplied. “But you can call me Carrie! We’re from 
Maine,” she improvised. 

“Tt’s so awesome that I bumped into you,” Vanessa said, shouldering one of 
the bags. 

They hurried to the track and got in line behind a wealthy-looking woman 
with a large trunk and several suitcases. She was dressed in a fur coat and hat, 
even though it wasn’t that cold. She spoke sharply to the police officer at the 
train door in rapid Italian. He shrugged. 

Finally, the line moved forward. Amy pulled the Wowzabelles trunk, and 
Dan grabbed the tuba. 

“On your way to a concert?” The policeman smiled. 

Vanessa nodded. “We’re on a European tour,” she added proudly. 

“And what is a Wowzabelle?” he asked. 

“Awesome singers,” Amy said, handing over her passport. 

Dan waited while the policeman scrutinized the photo, comparing it to 
Amy. Then he reached for Dan’s. 

It seemed to take long seconds before he handed back the document. He 
ticketed the trunk. “This will go in the oversize compartment — pick it up in 
Zurich. Welcome aboard.” 

Only Dan heard Amy’s long sigh of relief as they boarded the train and 
found their seats, stowing the tuba overhead. 

Dan glanced out the window. A man in a raincoat was talking to the 
friendly policeman. He had a nose like the beak of a raptor, and his dark hair 
looked as though he’d blow-dried it with an airplane propeller. 

Dan looked away, checking out the station, but his gaze snapped back. He 
didn’t know why, exactly. Maybe because the man wasn’t showing the officer 
a ticket or a passport, he was just leaning in, talking to him. And all the while 
his gaze swept the station. 

Detective, Dan thought, as the policeman pointed to the Lucerne train. 


The man scanned the windows as he walked alongside the train. Dan shrank 
back. 

He nudged Amy and tilted his head. 

“Can I use your phone, Carrie?” Vanessa asked Amy. “I really need to call 
Ms. Mutchnik.” 

Vanessa leaned forward for the phone, and Amy crashed back against the 
seat. Now shielded by Vanessa, she was able to watch the man as he moved, 
his gaze on the windows. 

The train started with a lurch. They saw his face briefly as they slid past 
him. He started to run as he tried to catch up and jump aboard. Had he seen 
them? The train accelerated, and he was left behind on the track. Dan and 
Amy exchanged a relieved glance. He could have been just a guy who missed 
his train. But somehow Dan didn’t think so. 

“I’m perfectly fine,’ Vanessa was saying. “The Farleys are awesome — 
they’re from Maine, which is, like, the nicest state ever. I have Heather’s tuba, 
I have the costumes, and I even have a sandwich. No, you don’t have to meet 
me at the station ... oh, whatever. No! Don’t call my parents! I am so 
incredibly fine. ...” 

As the city of Florence receded, Dan felt himself relax. He and Amy had 
learned during the hunt for the 39 Clues to grab rest when they could. He 
yawned. The slight sway of the train reminded him of his grandmother 
Grace’s hammock on the lawn on a warm September afternoon, back when he 
had nobody chasing him, and nobody missing, and nobody to save. He felt as 
though he could finally sleep. 


The hand came out of nowhere. Dan almost scissored out a powerful kick but 
was glad he didn’t. Did breaking a conductor’s kneecap get you thrown off a 
train in Italy? 


The guy said something in Italian. Then the English penetrated Dan’s 
foggy brain. “Ticket and passport. We’re crossing the border.” 

“Oh. Sorry.” Dan handed the conductor his ticket. 

“Grazie.” 

“De nada,” Dan said. 

“That’s Spanish,” Amy whispered. 

“No, it’s whatever,” Dan said. “I’m too tired to think.” 

“You guys slept through Milan,” Vanessa said. 

“Jet lag,” Amy said. Her phone buzzed. By now Dan recognized the sound. 
It was the special phone Vesper One had sent to them, the phone that he used 
for his text messages. The DeOssie secure smartphone that was used by spies 
and soldiers. Vesper One had reconfigured it so that they couldn’t reply to his 


messages. 

He could always get to them. They could never get to him. The guy didn’t 
play by the rule book. 

Vanessa stood up. “I’m going to find some snacks. Anybody want 
anything?” 


“Anything crunchy,” Dan said. He handed her a couple of euros. “But if 
you can find American potato chips, we’ll be friends forever.” 

She flashed a grin. “PI work my mojo.” 

As soon as Vanessa started down the aisle, Amy scrambled for the phone in 
her pocket. 


Lucerne is such a great place to shop. While you’re there, can 
you pick up a de Virga mappa mundi for me? Don’t worry, you 
don’t have to gift wrap it. I need it soon, though. Four days 
from now, bright and early. Or else. 


“T wish this guy would stop making jokes,” Dan said through gritted teeth. 
“And giving ultimatums. Do you know what de Virga mappa mundi means? 
Sounds like a pasta dish.” 

“Mappa mundi means ‘world map,’” Amy said. She tapped out a quick text 
to their research team at the comm. center back home in Attleboro, 
Massachusetts. In a large attic room they had banks of computers, an array of 
handhelds, and sleeping quarters. They even had their own satellite, the 
Gideon. Amy had spent a fortune on a communications bunker in case 
something like this happened. She wasn’t paranoid or psychic. Just wicked 
smart. 


RECEIVED NEXT TARGET: DE VIRGA WORLD MAP. 


In less than a minute, a reply came from her boyfriend, Evan. 
GOT IT. ALL OK? 


OK FOR NOW Amy tapped back. 


Then she plugged the words de Virga map into the search engine on her 
smartphone. 

““The de Virga map is a medieval map of the world that was created in 
Venice between 1411 and 1415,’” she read to Dan.“It was discovered in 
Croatia in 1911.” Amy frowned as she scrolled through the information. 
“Then it went missing for good, right before it was going to be put up for 
auction in Lucerne in 1932. It was withdrawn from the auction and nobody 
ever saw it again. Well, that explains why Vesper One directed us to Lucerne. 
We should head right for that auction house and see if we can get access to 
their records.” 

Dan frowned. “But how can we find a map that disappeared almost eighty 
years ago? That’s impossible!” 

“Haven’t you gotten it yet?” Amy asked. “We’re expected to do the 
impossible.” 

Dan looked at her bleakly. “And we’re expected to do it fast.” 

The train slowed, then stopped. Dan pressed his face to the window. 
“What’s going on?” 

“Tt’s okay,” Amy said. “When we cross the border, sometimes they change 
personnel.” 

Dan watched as a group of train conductors left the small building and 
headed for the train. He relaxed back into his seat. 

Then he shot forward again. Trailing behind the men and woman was a 
man in a shabby raincoat. A man with messy hair and sharp eyes ... 

“Its him,” Dan told Amy. “He caught up to us. He’s going to board the 
train!” 

“I bet he’s Interpol,” Amy said, biting her lip. “We passed so far, but I 
don’t know if we’ll get by the international police force.” 

“Where is Vanessa?” Dan wondered. “She’s our cover. I never thought I’d 
say this, but snacks just aren’t that important!” 

Just then the door at the end of the car opened. The man in the raincoat 
entered. He followed closely behind a train official, who politely asked a 
couple for their passports. Dan twisted and saw Vanessa heading down the 
aisle, her hands full of bags of chips and pretzels. She squeezed past the man 
and the train official. 


Vanessa waved the bags at them cheerfully. 

“Whew,” Dan said. “She’s back. Are you ready to be a Wowzabelle? PI 
take the tuba, and maybe you can pretend to be asleep ... we might fool him. 
How’s your South Carolina accent, y’ all?” 

Amy gripped Dan’s wrist. “That’s it!” she exclaimed. “Something has been 
bothering me about that girl. When we first met her, do you remember how 
she introduced herself?” 

“Sure. ‘Hi, I’m Vanessa Mallory.’” 

“Vanessa Mallory from Wilmington, South Carolina.’ Wilmington is in 
North Carolina.” 

Dan slowly turned to look at Vanessa. She was now blocked by a couple 
with a baby. Impatient to get by, she tried to help them with their stroller. Dan 
noted the tight, angry look on her face as she snarled a remark at the parents. 
Suddenly, her pretty face looked hard. 

Suspicions started to flip through his brain like someone shuffling a deck 
of cards. Why had she been so friendly? How come she’d agreed to travel 
with them so quickly? It had seemed like they’d been the ones to approach 
her and offer to travel together, but did she set herself up to be approached? 

They’d been played. By a tuba! 

Amy grabbed her backpack. “Come on. We’ve got to get off this train.” 


CHAPTER 


Location Unknown 


“It hurts,” Nellie said. 

“I know,” Reagan said. “No pain, no gain.” 

“Do you think they made that expression up for bullet wounds?” 

If Nellie expected Reagan Holt, Olympic-level triathlete, to lighten up on 
her, she was dreaming. Nellie and Reagan were two hostages standing in a 
bare concrete bunker, but they might have been in an expensive health club 
for all the focus Reagan was bringing to the session. She’d refused to 
acknowledge that Nellie’s bullet wound was any big deal (“Oh, please, it was 
more like a graze.”), refused to concede that without proper equipment they 
couldn’t train (“We’ve got a wall and a floor, don’t we?”), and dismissed the 
idea that Nellie could be too weak to try (“There is no try. Only do. Yoda said 
that, and he was awesome.”). 

“Pain is pain,” Reagan said. “Gain is gain. If you don’t rotate that shoulder, 
it will freeze up, and you’ll be no help to anybody.” 

Nellie wanted to rotate it into Reagan’s chin for a nice, satisfying sucker 
punch, but she knew her tormentor was right. She rolled her shoulder, letting 
out a hiss of pain. 

Fiske Cahill winced and looked over at her sympathetically. In his jumpsuit 
he looked so pale and thin. She was used to seeing him in black jeans and 
sweaters, an elegant bohemian. Natalie Kabra stared vacantly at the same spot 
on the wall she’d been looking at for the past twenty minutes. Nellie was still 
waiting for Natalie’s natural gifts as a schemer and a fighter to kick in. So far, 
no such luck. Alistair Oh lay back on the sofa, his eyes closed. In some ways, 
Nellie thought, the isolation and deprivation were hardest on Alistair. 

No ... they were hardest on Phoenix Wizard. Phoenix sat on the floor 
cross-legged, only a few feet away. He stayed close to Nellie now. He was 
only twelve years old and he missed his mother. He wouldn’t say it out loud, 
but Nellie could see every bit of the sorrow and fear he was experiencing in 


his liquid brown eyes. She winked at him, then made a face behind Reagan’s 
back. He grinned. 

“You’re doing great, Gomez!” Ted Starling cheered her on. He couldn’t see 
her, but he could hear her grunts and hisses, Nellie knew. Ted had developed 
phenomenal hearing since he’d lost his sight. He always sat in a chair near the 
door, just in case he could pick up noises from outside. It was Ted who had 
determined that they must be underground. 

“That’s it. Gently now,” Reagan said to Nellie. “We’ll move on to the hard 
stuff tomorrow.” 

“This ... isn’t ... the hard stuff?” Nellie spit out through gritted teeth. 

Reagan grinned. “You really hate me right now, don’t you?” 

“Tmmeasurably.” 

“Good. Give me ten.” 

Nellie sighed. Her shoulder felt stiff. It ached. Her stomach felt empty. 
Whoever was preparing meals for the hostages had a rudimentary grasp of 
cooking. Peel potatoes. Boil. Serve. Nellie’d been enrolled in a cooking 
course in Paris when she got seized. She’d been about to enjoy a crisp, buttery 
croissant and a café au lait at her neighborhood café ... 

Do. Not. Think. About. Food. 

Nellie pushed against the wall. She straightened her arms, then went 
forward again in a modified push-up. 

“Excellent,” Reagan said. 

“Ow,” Nellie grunted. 

“Only nine more and you’re done.” 

Reagan had dropped to the floor and was doing push-ups. 

“Five ... nine ... ten!” Nellie said. She sank down against the wall, resting 
her head against it. 

“T think,” Reagan said as she moved up and down like a piston, “we should 
all have a plan to keep in shape.” She jumped up and clapped her hands. 
“Okay, listen up, people. It’s time we set up an organized schedule for 
exercise.” 

Alistair opened his eyes. “My dear, I haven’t exerted myself in years.” 

“Then it’s way past time to start, old man.” 

“T think it’s a good idea,” Ted said. “We need to keep our muscles active. 
And our minds. They’re trying to play with our heads. Classic stuff. Strip us 
of our identities, not let us know what time it is ...” 

“Feed us carbs,” Natalie said. 

Nellie rolled her shoulder again. She felt perspiration break out at her 
hairline. She hated to admit it, but Reagan was right. They had to be prepared. 
There were things they could do. 


“I’m going to work on individualized training plans for each of you,” 
Reagan said. “This is going to be awesome!” 
Alistair closed his eyes. “I was right,” he said. “This is hell.” 


CHAPTER 


Amy and Dan moved quickly through the train, adapting their gait to the 
gentle swaying motion. They passed through the doors into the next car and 
then the next. Amy glanced behind nervously. The conductor was moving 
swiftly. Behind him she saw the inspector. Had he seen them? Was he 
following them? 

“We’ve got to find a place to hide!” she hissed to Dan. “He’s gaining on 
us!” 

Dan pointed to a door marked BAGAGLIO. “Remember that the guy said 
there was a place for oversized luggage?” 

“But it’s got to be locked.” 

Dan was already fishing in his backpack. He took a long, slender piece of 
metal and slipped it between the lock and doorjamb. He leaned in and 
wiggled it. 

“What are you doing?” Amy hissed. “And whatever it is, hurry!” She 
glanced over her shoulder. The inspector was only a car away. 

The door popped open and they quickly slipped inside. The small space 
was crammed with items: bulging overlarge suitcases, trunks, boxes, and a pet 
carrier with an orange cat that hissed at them angrily. 

Amy leaned against the door and waited for her heartbeat to slow. “Since 
when can you pick a lock?” 

“Remember when you paid that security expert to give a seminar at our 
summer gathering?” Dan asked. 

For the past two summers, Amy had gathered together the Madrigals, the 
under-the-radar branch of the Cahill family, at their mansion in Attleboro. 
After the race for the 39 Clues, the cousins who had been with Amy and Dan 
at the end — who had stood together to stop the Clues from falling into the 
wrong hands — all became Madrigals. 

Amy had taken it upon herself to train them. She had also invited experts 
in all kinds of fields — rock climbers, computer software engineers, race car 
drivers, cryptologists — to give short seminars. She’d presented it in the spirit 


of fun, but she had a deeper purpose. For the past two years, she’d been 
preparing them for this. She and Dan had tangled with the Vespers before, and 
she’d known in her bones they’d be back. She’d dreaded it. 

Only a few months after they’d returned from the Clue hunt, Fiske and 
Nellie had told them about a ring that the Madrigals had protected over the 
centuries. They’d gone to Switzerland with Fiske to pick up the ring from 
Grace’s Swiss bank. There, the Vespers had stalked them. One of them, 
Casper Wyoming, had almost killed them. She never wanted to look into his 
cold eyes again. 

She touched the black-faced Swiss watch on her wrist. The watch face now 
contained the ring. Hidden in plain sight. At least she could keep that safe. 

“I remember,” she said. “Lawrence Malley. He was an expert in security 
systems.” 

“Aka Lightfinger Larry.” Dan grinned. “He was also wanted in five states.” 

“Great,” Amy groaned. “I sent you to a tutorial with a crook.” 

“Tt got us in here, didn’t it?” 

“T guess I’m grateful to him, then,” Amy said doubtfully. 

“Don’t be,” Dan said. “The first lock I opened was on your diary. Don’t 
worry, I read two pages and fell asleep.” 

Suddenly, they heard voices outside. Amy and Dan froze. A voice spoke in 
rapid Italian. The doorknob rattled. Amy looked around frantically, but there 
was no time to hide. 

More Italian. Amy heard the word chiave — key. 

A smack against the door, as if someone had slapped it in frustration. Then 
footsteps heading away rapidly. 

“We'd better get out of here!” Amy whispered. 

“Sure, but they can do the heavy lifting.” Dan pointed to the large leather 
trunk of the fashionable Italian lady they’d seen at the station. “Are you 
thinking what I’m thinking?” 

“T hope not,” Amy said. “Because that would be a huge problem for me.” 

Dan was already using his metal device on the lock. It sprang open, and he 
lifted the lid. He began to toss out piles of ski clothes, shoes, dresses, and 
sweaters. 

“What are you doing?” Amy asked. “This place looks like the mall during 
prom week.” 

Dan dug into his pack and came up with a multi-tool gadget. It had a 
hammer/pliers device on the top and a variety of knives and cutters concealed 
in the handle. “I bought this baby while you were looking for a charger for the 
DeOssie phone,” he said. He began to use a tool to drill discreet holes in the 
trunk. “Nice trunk, but it'll be better with breathing holes.” 


“Both of us are going to fit in there?” Amy asked. “I don’t think so.” 

“No, you’re going in that,” Dan said. He indicated a long nylon bag. Amy 
unzipped it and saw a snowboard. 

“In here?” 

“Tt’s just until we get on a luggage cart. Then we’ll get out. It’s the only 
way. Look.” He shook the luggage tag with the printed destination at her. 
“Engelberg.” These are both getting unloaded at the next stop.” Amy 
swallowed. Suddenly, the long black bag looked like a coffin. 

Just then they felt it: the smooth deceleration of the train. There was no 
time to think of something else. Quickly, they stuffed the clothes behind a pile 
of suitcases. Dan climbed into the trunk. 

Amy stuffed her pack and Dan’s in the bottom of the bag, then quickly 
slipped into it. 

She felt the snowboard digging into her back. 

“But what if — ” 

He shook his head. “We don’t have time for what ifs. We haven’t for a long 
time.” 

She looked into his intent green eyes. He was right. They had burst through 
all their what ifs long ago, starting with the worst one of all. 

What if Grace dies? 

What if we can t find the clues? 

What if we get caught? 

What if we get killed? 

Either things happened or they didn’t. All you could do was deal with it. 

Dan closed the trunk lid and Amy wiggled one hand out and latched it, 
then zipped herself into the bag. She closed her eyes and breathed. The air felt 
stuffy and she placed her mouth as close to the hole as she could. She felt the 
train come to a smooth stop. Footsteps approached in the corridor outside. 
She heard the door open. 

She heard someone enter the car and circle it. Even the footsteps sounded 
careful ... like the person would miss nothing... . 

“Niente,” someone else said impatiently. 

Niente ... nothing. She was relieved to hear the train conductor argue 
something about the schedule. She could pick out random words in Italian, 
that was all. 

She felt herself being lifted and tossed onto the luggage cart. The impact 
shuddered through every bone. Suddenly, she realized that other suitcases 
might be tossed on top of her. Maybe even the trunk! She panicked and 
reached for the zipper just as the cart began to move. 


Her heartbeat tripped double-time. She was rolling now, and a bump told 
her she was off the train. She felt the rumble of the wheels. Then the cart 
stopped. 

She eased down the zipper and tried to peer out. All she saw was hard blue 
sky. She felt the chill of mountain air. She eased the zipper down a bit more. 

The train attendant was stepping back onto the train. A porter exited the 
Engelberg station, hurrying to meet the fashionable older woman surrounded 
by her suitcases. A young guy in a bright nylon jacket jumped off the train 
behind her — the snowboarder, Amy guessed. 

The inspector stood on the step of the train, coolly surveying the station. 
Waiting to see if they’d dis-embark, she guessed. Any moment the porter 
would head this way to collect the bags. 

Amy dared to unzip the bag a bit more. She could feel the sharp gaze and 
the stillness of the man just standing, looking ... waiting. 

Some late-arriving passengers hurried to board the train. The fashionable 
lady pulled out her cell phone and then pointed to the luggage cart, signaling 
to the porter that the large trunk was hers. 

The train whistle blew. Go. Go. Go... 

The train began to pull out, its speed way too slow for Amy. 

She lifted her head slightly so that her eye was just above the zipper. The 
inspector still gazed out at the platform. At last he turned away and slipped 
back inside the train. With trembling fingers she unzipped the rest of the bag 
and wriggled out, then grabbed the packs and quickly zipped it back up. She 
was shielded from the porter by the stack of suitcases. She eased over to 
where the leather trunk lay and flipped the latches. 

The trunk didn’t open. 

The lock in the middle had been clicked. The porter must have done it on 
the train. 

“Dan!” she whispered frantically. “Can you hear me?” 

“Open it!” She heard a thump as he kicked the top. 

“T can’t! It’s locked!” 

“Stick it!” 

“Stick it?” 

“Not stick it! Pick it!” 

Amy glanced over quickly. The lady in the hat gestured for the porter to 
hurry. The young man had stopped at a vendor and was paying for a sausage 
roll. She had seconds before the porter would come for the trunk. 

She dove for Dan’s backpack. The slender piece of metal lay right on top 
of his rolled-up T-shirts. She stuck it in the lock and wiggled it. Nothing 
happened. 


“Tt’s not working!” 

“Wiggle it!” 

“Tm wiggling!” 

Desperately, she reached for Dan’s multi-tool. She shoved the metal pick 
between the lock and the trunk. She held it steady, then brought down the 
hammer with all her strength. 

The lock blew. Springs rolled along the platform. The lock pinged as it hit 
the concrete. 

Dan peeked out. “That’s one way to do it.” 

“Come on!” Amy yanked on his arm, pulling him out, and slammed the lid 
shut. In another ten seconds, the porter would be there. “As soon as he sees 
the broken lock, he’ll start asking questions. They could arrest us for stealing 
those clothes!” 

Dan looked around quickly. “We’ve got to cross the tracks to the other 
platform.” 

They heard the sound of a whistle as a train began to roll into the station. 

Amy paled. 

“And we have to do it right now!” Dan grabbed his pack and shoved 
Amvy’s at her. She felt the vibration of the oncoming train under her feet. 

A train began to slide into the station. They jumped onto the track. Amy 
felt as though she were moving in slow motion. All those months and months 
of hard training didn’t seem to help her legs move when fear was draining her 
of strength. The people on the opposite platform turned slowly to look, their 
mouths open. 

Dan pulled at her hand hard and she leaped the last few inches onto the 
next platform as the train roared into the station. The blast of air against her 
neck made her shudder. 

She bent over double, catching her breath. The waiting passengers stared at 
them, shaking their heads. 

“Guten tag,” Dan said cheerfully, and waved. 

“We'd better get out of here before we attract any more attention,” Amy 
murmured. 

They quickly left the station and walked toward the center of town. “Let’s 
contact Sinead and Ian,” Amy suggested. “We can circle back to the station 
and catch a commuter train to Lucerne in a bit.” 

“Don’t forget Evan.” Dan batted his eyelashes at her. “Oh, Evan, I missed 
you So... .” 

Amy ignored him, but inside she felt the instant flood of warmth that was 
caused by just hearing Evan’s name. On the train, she had resisted the impulse 
to type I miss you. 


Mostly, she missed talking to him and texting him without other people 
hearing and reading what she said. All of their text messages to each other 
were now public property. Evan was no longer just her boyfriend. He was 
practically an honorary Madrigal. He’d been enfolded into the group because 
of his tech knowledge, and he’d been invaluable so far. 

They found a wooden bench under a stand of pines and sank onto it 
gratefully. For the first time, Amy realized that they were in an astonishingly 
beautiful place. The mountains rose above them, already white with snow. 
The town was picture perfect, with timbered buildings and roads free of cars. 

“Why does Switzerland look like one big cuckoo clock to me?” Dan asked. 

“Because you have no soul,” Amy answered. “One of these days I’m going 
to come to a place like this and actually enjoy myself.” She tugged at the 
blond wig on her head and stuffed it in her pack. “Wow, I’m glad to get rid of 
this.” 

Dan took off his glasses with fake lenses. “So who do you think that 
Vanessa Mallory was?” he asked. He fished out an apple from his pack and bit 
into it. “A cop?” 

“She could have been working with the guy in the raincoat. It’s hard to 
say.” 

“Better contact Attleboro. They might have a clue for the clueless.” 

Amy put her phone on speaker with the volume low and added a video 
feed so that they could see each other. 

Sinead’s face appeared on the screen. “Ames! I’m so glad you called. We 
weren’t sure what happened to you.” 

“Sorry. We fell asleep on the train. Then we ran into a little trouble.” 

Sinead frowned. “Where are you now? Are you all right?” 

“We’re fine. Some little ski town close to Lucerne. We’re catching the next 
train.” 

Suddenly, Sinead was shoved out of the way, and Ian Kabra filled the 
screen. “That’s enough chit chat. Listen, we have news. We’ve got a Vesper 
ID for you from Cahills in the field. Erasmus did a cross-check and confirmed 
it. Vesper Six is Cheyenne Wyoming.” 

“Cheyenne?” Amy asked, her heartbeat speeding up. “Any relation to 
Casper?” 

“Cheyenne is his twin sister. But I have worse news. Casper is definitely 
still alive.” 

Amy glanced at Dan. He looked as pale as she felt. Just hearing Casper’s 
name brought back the fear. 

Dan swallowed. “Bummer. And the guy has a twin? That’s just wrong.” 

“I’m sending a photo to Dan’s phone.” 


Dan reached for his phone. “Bring me the face of evil,” he intoned. 

“Any more information you can give us on the de Virga map?” Amy asked. 

Sinead entered the frame. “We’re checking some Cahill contacts in 
Switzerland. We think you should definitely start at the auction house where it 
was last seen.” 

“That’s where we’re headed.” 

Dan held up his phone. “Meet Cheyenne Wyoming.” 

Amy stared at the picture of a striking blonde. “Never seen her before,” she 
said. 





Dan studied the photo, then gave a start of recognition. “Oh, yes, you 
have,” he said, bending over his smartphone. 

“Amy?” It was Sinead. “I’m going to turn off the speaker. Evan wants to 
talk to you privately.” 

Amy turned off the speaker and pressed the phone to her ear. 

“I just wanted to have a moment alone,” Evan said. “Every time I talk to 
you, it feels like the whole world is listening.” 

Hearing his murmur, Amy felt as though Evan had just enveloped her in 
one of his comforting hugs. “I know,” she said softly. “I was thinking the 
same thing. I’m so sorry that you got dragged into my mess. You didn’t sign 
up for this.” 

“I did sign up for this,” Evan said. Across the many miles, she heard the 
firmness in his voice. “You’re in trouble. Do you expect me to just walk 
away?” 

“T wouldn’t hold it against you if you did.” 

“I know you wouldn’t. That’s only one of the reasons I’m crazy about you. 
I’ve got a million more.” 

“Just a million?” she teased. 

“Okay, a million plus one — your cat.” 


She giggled. “You’re bonding with Saladin?” 

“Somebody has to protect that cat from your cousin Ian. And I even feed 
him. The cat. Not Ian. He’s on his own. Anyway, if that doesn’t get me 
Perfect Boyfriend status, I don’t know what will.” 

“Emptying the litter box?” 

“Hey. I have my limits.” 

Amy laughed. She had the phone pressed to her ear so tightly it burned. 
She closed her eyes, picturing his face... . 

Ian’s crisp voice broke in. “All right, lovebirds, let’s move on. No offense, 
but I believe Amy and Dan might need a short course in style and class.” 

“Is this the nonoffensive part?” Dan asked. “I can’t wait until you really 
insult us.” 

“Let’s deal with reality, shall we? You don’t just walk into an auction 
house in your jeans and backpacks. You have to blend in. And that’s going to 
be hard.” Ian sniffed. “Considering that you’re Americans.” 

“What are you talking about, dude?” Dan asked. “This is my best 
SpongeBob T-shirt.” 

“Exactly my point,” Ian said. “An auction is a place of taste and 
refinement. If you barge in looking like ... well, you ...” 

“I get your drift, Ian,” Amy said, cutting him off. “Do you know the most 
exclusive shop in Lucerne?” 

“Of course. Here’s an idea,” Ian said. “Video your trip to the store, and I 
can advise you. Or else you’|l emerge looking like a mushroom, and Dan like 
he just rolled out of bed.” 

Amy sighed. Just when she started to almost like Ian again — after all, 
he’d flown across the ocean and had been working around the clock to help 
— his snob quotient went through the roof. 

She felt a sharp elbow in her ribs. Dan thrust his phone in her face. He had 
imported the photograph into a sketch program on his phone. He’d colored 
the bright blond hair brown and the eyes dark. He’d added a beauty mark 
above Cheyenne Wyoming’s lip. 

Amy gasped. It was Vanessa Mallory! 

She quickly told the others what Dan had figured out. “But why was she 
tailing us?” she wondered. 

“Vesper One wants to keep tabs on us,” Dan said. “What else?” 

“Remember, it’s in his best interest to keep you two out of jail,’ Evan 
pointed out. “Maybe he sent her to make sure you got over the border.” 

“Tt’s still creepy,” Amy said. 

“Speaking of creepy, she probably knows where you are right now,” Evan 
said. “I’ve been looking at the manuals for the Vesper phone. I’m guessing 


that there’s a GPS embedded in it, too.” 

Amy shivered as she glanced at the few pedestrians walking by. Was 
Cheyenne watching them right now? Was Casper? 

“Can we dismantle it?” she asked. 

“You don’t want them to know that you know it’s there. But you can learn 
how to turn it off and on. You’ve got to be careful — it’s got to look like 
satellite disturbance.” 

“Let Dan do it,” Amy said. “He’s better at these things than I am.” 

She handed Dan the Vesper phone. Dan tossed his apple core into the 
bushes. He pried off the back of the Vesper phone and listened to Evan. 

“Yeah, yeah, I got it. Then what do I... oh, gotcha. Cool. Awesome! Take 
that, V-One!” 

“Can we turn it off for a bit?” Amy asked. 

“I think you can get away with it,” Sinead said. “Just get to Lucerne as 
soon as you can. There’s an auction at three. That can give you cover.” 

“Got it.” Amy snapped the phone shut. She almost wished she didn’t know 
about the GPS. 

That meant that Vesper One could get to them anywhere. Anytime. 


CHAPTER 


Lucerne, Switzerland 


Milos Vanek was tired. He was always tired. He relied on coffee to keep 
awake. Coffee and duty. He sat in the café on an upscale street in Lucerne. 
He’d chosen it for its large windows. He watched the crowd. You never knew 
when you could get lucky. 

Tracing criminals ... sometimes it was like a seed stuck in a tooth. 
Something that nagged him, some small detail that wouldn’t go away. A crime 
would occur, a suspect identified, a search begun. Some were routine. And 
some were a seed in a tooth. 

This brother and sister — Amy and Dan Cahill. He couldn’t figure them 
out, and that was bothering him. Rich brats out for kicks? Most likely. Yet he 
dug a little bit and discovered that although they were fantastically wealthy 
they attended a public school, had not exhibited discipline problems, were not 
featured in the tabloids, did not give interviews, did not appear in a reality TV 
program ... none of the things he expected. 

Yet suddenly they had dropped out of school and headed for Europe. There 
was a small item in a Boston paper about a fuel truck and a school bus and a 
possible attempted kidnapping. It was the lack of detail that bothered him. 
Small article, then nothing. Schoolchildren had been endangered. Usually, 
Americans went crazy over things like that. 

And within a few days these two kids had stolen a priceless painting from 
the Uffizi. A theft so cool and daring it must have been done by professionals. 

But it had been done by children. 

Then there was the strange accusation from an American student that Dan 
and Amy Cahill had stolen the first edition of Marco Polo’s manuscript ... a 
manuscript that didn’t even exist. The accusation had been buried in a file, but 
Vanek had found it, because he didn’t sleep much and he had a seed in his 
tooth. 

They’d been on the Zurich train, he was sure of it. That’s why he had the 
train stopped at the border. Somewhere between there and Lucerne, they had 


gotten off. But where did they get off? And how did they get off? 

Kids could disappear more easily than adults. People didn’t notice kids. 
And these kids were so ... neutral. So bland in that American way. 

His partner came out of the ladies’ room. Most women when they exited a 
bathroom appeared with newly brushed hair, a fresh swipe of lipstick. Not 
Luna Amato. She went in looking like a slightly rumpled Italian grandmother 
and came out looking like a slightly rumpled Italian grandmother. Gray hair 
curling around her face. Black dress, flat shoes, unfashionable jacket with a 
coffee stain on the sleeve. Sharp brown eyes that could look vacant, kind, or 
merciless, depending on the situation. 

He’d never worked with her before, but he needed someone who could 
blend in. Someone who could approach the kids and not scare them. He knew 
they’d been close to their grandmother, Grace Cahill. He’d been betting that 
they’d be suckers for someone her age. 

Amato sat down and fished an ice cube out of her water glass. She plopped 
it in her coffee. He’d worked with her for three days now and the only thing 
he knew about her was that coffee was always too hot for her taste. 

She took a sip. “Zurich,” she said. “I think they went on to Zurich. They 
could have taken any number of trains from the station. The city is bigger. 
More places to fence the artwork. I say we head there.” 

Vanek nodded. She could be right. It was logical, a good deduction. And 
yet... 

The seed in his tooth. The nagging feeling that they were close. 

“You could be right,” he said. “But first, lets see what we can find in 

Lucerne.” 


CHAPTER 


“I can’t do this,” Dan said. 

Amy and Dan stood on an exclusive shopping street in Lucerne. Steps 
ahead they saw the stone front of the expensive boutique Ian had told them 
about. One item hung on a skeletal hanger in the window, something black 
and tiny that appeared to be a dress or a tunic, or maybe a shirt? 

If she couldn’t even identify the clothing, how could she pass herself off as 
a fashionista? 

“We just stole a painting and smuggled ourselves off a train,” Amy said, 
trying to sound confident. “And we can’t shop?” 

“Don’t make me.” Dan gave her a mute look of appeal. “Can’t you do it?” 

“No.” Amy felt her phone vibrate. She held it up. It was from Ian. 


DON’T ASK THE PRICE OF ANYTHING. DON’T SMILE. DON’T SAY “DO YOU HAVE 
ANYTHING CHEAPER?” DON'T 


Amy shoved the phone back in her pocket. “Just pretend to be Ian,” she 
told Dan. “Come on, the auction is in an hour.” 

They pushed open the frosted glass door. There appeared to be about ten 
garments in the whole store, each separated by a foot of polished stainless 
steel rod. Amy stopped, confused. She was used to the cheerful jumble of 
fabrics and colors at the stores at the mall. But mostly she shopped on the 
Internet, finding one sweater she liked and ordering it in a couple of colors — 
usually navy, black, or gray. Last Christmas, when the Kabras had visited, 
Natalie’s eyes had flicked over her sweater and skirt and said, “Is this a 
holiday, Amy, or did somebody die?” 

When they had been enemies, Natalie would have punctuated the remark 
with a cruel smirk, but this time, she’d just shaken her head and laughed. And 
given Amy a beautiful wool scarf in a heathery blue for the holiday that Amy 
had worn every day. 

Of course, a month later Amy had received the bill. 


Dan was doing his best Ian Kabra impersonation, looking around the store 
as though inspecting it for cockroaches. Amy tried to turn her snort of 
laughter into a cough. 

“Espresso?” The saleswoman materialized seemingly out of nowhere. Amy 
realized that the full-length mirror on the wall was actually a door. 

If she were Amy Cahill, she would blush and shake her head no, just 
because she didn’t want to cause any bother. She imagined what Natalie 
Kabra would do. 

“Tea. Darjeeling,” she said in a curt tone. 

“Oh, not Darjeeling, sis,’ Dan said. “That’s just so middle class.” 

“Lapsang souchong?” the saleswoman asked. 

“T just adored his last collection,” Dan said. 

The woman’s tight smile dimmed. “That’s a tea,” she said through pursed 
lips. For the first time, her icy gaze traveled over their bulging backpacks and 
settled on their hiking shoes. 

“Of course it is,” Amy said. “My brother and I are on holiday,” she added 
carelessly. “We came straight from boarding school and we’re heading to our 
chalet, but Mummy has arranged some parties, and we thought we’d pick up a 
few things.” 

The woman appraised them coolly. It was clear that she didn’t believe Amy 
at all. “Perhaps you’ll be more comfortable in a department store.” 

Amy didn’t reply. She remembered that about Ian and Natalie — they 
never reacted to something they didn’t want to acknowledge. They just 
pretended the person hadn’t said it at all. She handed the saleswoman a credit 
card. “Why don’t you take this? We don’t want to waste time. Just set up an 
account.” 

The saleswoman bit her lip. “P1 only be a moment,” she said curtly. When 
she returned, she must have checked out the credit limit of the card, because 
she was wearing a wide smile. 

“Please follow me,” she said graciously. “My name is Greta.” 

Greta led them into a private room with plush sofas and a wall of mirrors. 
An empty rack lined the other wall. She disappeared again, then reappeared 
with an armload of clothes. Amy gulped. So this was how rich people 
shopped. They didn’t even have to lift a hanger. They just had things brought 
to them. 

For the next half hour, Amy and Dan almost drowned in silks, 
featherweight cashmeres, and supple leather shoes. Amy was overwhelmed, 
but she knew she needed to be efficient. Within thirty minutes they walked 
out of the store in new, impeccably tailored cashmere jackets, Dan in black 
and Amy in camel. Underneath she wore a green dress with heeled boots. Dan 


balked at the ties but chose a black sweater that Amy deemed Ian-worthy. The 
last thing Amy asked of Greta, now their best friend, was to call up a private 
car and driver. 

“Do you know how much this purse cost?” she whispered to Dan as they 
sat in the backseat on the way to the auction house. She pointed to the large 
leather satchel on the floor. “More than a year at a fancy private school!” 

““Everyone needs a statement bag,’” Dan said, mimicking the 
saleswoman’s accent. 

Amy directed the driver to pull the limo up in front of the auction house. It 
was a white building that looked like a large manor house. 

“Tt’s too bad we couldn’t get any images of the interior,” Dan said. 

The people going inside the heavy brass doors looked so ... important. So 
self-assured. 

I don’t belong here, Amy thought. 

A voice rose in her head. Nellie’s voice. C’mon, kiddo. You can do it. 
You’re rocking the fancy threads. Work it. 

Amy smiled, but she felt her heart constrict. She missed Nellie so much. 

The clothes helped. Even the ridiculously large purse the saleswoman had 
insisted she needed. She saw similar purses on the arms of the chic women 
walking through the doors. 

She tried not to wobble in her heels as they walked into the lobby of the 
auction house. It was a double-height room with ornate moldings and a 
gleaming floor. Ahead was a grand curving staircase and to their right was a 
pair of double doors. A petite woman in a black suit and many strands of large 
pearls welcomed them in German, but when they answered she switched to 
flawless English. “Welcome. I am Frau Gertler. The auction will begin in ten 
minutes.” She handed them a catalog. If she wondered what two teenagers 
were doing at an auction for Old Masters prints and paintings she gave no 
sign. 

Dan moved closer to the woman. “I wonder if I might have a second 
catalog,” he said. “Papa will be joining us. By the way, those are fabulous 
pearls. Mummy has a set just like them, but hers are slightly larger.” 

Amy nudged him. He was taking this Ian Kabra impersonation way too far. 
They had to blend in, not call attention to themselves. 

“Thank you,” Frau Gertler said, and leaned over to grab another small 
stack of catalogs. 

The double doors to the auction room opened, and they glimpsed a large 
room with rows of gilt chairs. An empty easel sat on an elevated platform. 
People were filing in and sitting down. 


Amy’s eyes moved around the lobby. She saw now that many doors were 
tucked away in alcoves and underneath the stairs. Too many. Then she noted 
one that was marked BUROS. She knew that was German for offices. She 
nudged Dan and pointed to it with her chin. 

A group of people walked in and were greeted by the chic woman in the 
black suit. While she was occupied, they pretended to stroll and admire the 
moldings. They backed up against the door marked BUROS. 

“There’s a slot for a key card,” Amy murmured. “So I don’t think you can 
work your lock-picking magic.” 

“That’s okay,” Dan said. “I have a key.” 

“How did you get that?” 

““Fabulous pearls. Mummy has a set just like them,’” he mimicked 
himself as he looked up at the moldings. Dan’s face was set in a look of 
concentration Amy recognized. “I knew ...” She sneaked a look and saw that 
behind his back Dan was trying to slide the card through the slot. “... if she 
leaned over ... for the rest of the catalogs that I could ... slip it out... .” 

Amy leaned back. “About a fraction to the left and up an inch,” she 
muttered. 

Dan found the slot and slid the card in. The door opened a crack. With one 
last glance at the activity in the lobby, they quickly slid inside. 

The door clicked shut behind them softly. Amy let out a breath. 

“When did you turn into such a criminal? I didn’t even see you move!” 

“There’s a fine line between criminality and genius,” Dan said. “That’s 
what Lightfinger Larry used to say.” 

The hallway was carpeted in severe gray. Steel-framed art marched down 
one wall. The offices on their left all had glass walls. They could hear the 
murmur of voices from behind a door to the right. Amy put a finger to her 
lips. They tiptoed down the hallway, slipping past the empty offices. They 
were lucky that it was a Saturday. The glass walls gave them a sightline into 
offices that looked like living rooms, with sofas and easy chairs and paintings 
on the walls. Amy stopped short. 

“I think that’s a Rembrandt,” she whispered, pointing at a small dark 
painting on the wall of the largest office. “Isn’t it amazing?” 

“Sorry. Only one art heist a week for me,” Dan said. 

They tiptoed past and kept on going. Finally at the end of the hallway, a 
door on the right was marked REKORDBURO. Amy nodded, and, after listening 
for a minute, they cautiously pushed it open. The office was empty. 

“Whew,” Amy whispered after they closed the door behind them. “Lucky. I 
think this is where the records are kept.” 


Unlike the elegant offices they’d glimpsed, this room was small and 
cluttered. A small desk with a fax machine was shoved in between a table and 
the door. The rest of the room was filled with filing cabinets. The old files 
could be right here. 

“I don’t think they would have digitized their transactions from eighty 
years ago. But they should have dead files.” 

Amy peered at the labels on the filing cabinets. “Bingo. These are the 
records from the 1950s. There are no records for the 1940s ... they closed the 
business during World War Two ... so ... here!” She stopped before the last 
filing cabinet. “The records from the 1930s.” She opened the drawer and 
groaned. “This could take a while. They aren’t filed by the name of the object. 
It’s by date. We know it’s 1932, but we don’t know what month.” She handed 
Dan a hanging file. “Let’s get started. We have to get this done before the 
auction is over so we can leave with the crowd.” 

She opened the first file. Records were kept in a tiny, neat handwriting. 
Amy slumped against the cabinet. “These are in German. Of course they 
would be.” 

“Tt’s all right,” Dan said. “It will still say ‘de Virga.’” 

She and Dan bent over the files. They had to keep the light off, so they 
used their penlights, flipping through paper after paper. Their eyes almost 
crossed trying to decipher the thin, spidery handwriting or faint typewriter 
ink, all written in a language they didn’t know. Occasionally, they would 
freeze if they heard footsteps outside. Amy’s palms were damp with nerves. If 
they got caught, what would they say? 

Finally, just when wild goose chase was starting to dance around in Amy’s 
brain, Dan whispered, “Got it.” 

He passed over a paper. Amy saw the words de Virga and mappa mundi. 

Amy’s heartbeat speeded up. Here it was, the original notes on the auction 
of the antique map. “I can’t read the rest,’ she murmured. “But look — 
there’s a list of names: ‘Prof. Otto Hummel ... Jane Sperling ... Marcel 
Maubert ... Reginald Tawnley.’ And there’s a notation next to each name.” 

“Doesn’t Ian speak German?” Dan asked. “Maybe we can get a good 
enough resolution on a photograph to send it to him.” 

“Worth a try. And if he can’t translate it, he can find a Cahill who can.” 
Amy spread the sheet out on the floor and took a photograph with her phone. 
She e-mailed it to Attleboro. 

A loud noise sent them shooting to their feet. Amy looked around wildly, 
but Dan laughed softly. “It’s just the fax machine,” he said. 

“Make it stop,” Amy groaned. “Somebody might come in. We’re 
overstaying our welcome.” 


Dan crept over to the fax machine. “I wonder if it’s somebody bidding on 
an Old Masterful.” He mimicked a snooty British accent. “ I say, old chap, a 
million for that drawing of the cow. Make that two million... .” 

Amy stared down at the phone, willing it to chime an answer. When she 
looked up at Dan, he was staring at the fax in his hand. 

“T think you’re right about overstaying our welcome,” he said. He walked 
over and handed her the fax. 


INTERPOL MOST WANTED 
AMY CAHILL DAN CAHILL 


ALERT TO ART DEALERS, MUSEUMS, AUCTION HOUSES 


BE ON LOOKOUT FOR TWO SUSPECTS. CONFIRMED THEFT OF 
CARAVAGGIO MEDUSA FROM UFFIZI. CONSIDERED TO BE 
PLANNING ADDITIONAL HEISTS IN EUROPE. BELIEVED TO 
HAVE CROSSED THE ITALIAN/SWISS BORDER. IF SPOTTED, 
CONTACT INTERPOL NUMBER BELOW. 


“It’s from some guy named Milos Vanek,” Dan said. “He’s the detective 
assigned to our case, I guess.” 

“Photos and descriptions,” Amy said, looking at the next sheet. “This is not 
good.” She stared at the photos on the paper. They were their real passport 
photos, so they had been taken a few years before. On the fax they were 
smudged and indistinct. One piece of luck, anyway. “This can’t be the only 
fax machine in this place. We’d better get out of here.” 

They jumped again when Amy’s cell phone vibrated. Amy pressed 
SPEAKER and Ian’s voice rang out. 

“Simple to translate,” he said. “Easier than homework. Back in 1932, 
somebody at the auction house made a list of potential buyers for the de 
Virga. Those four names that have the little crosses and notations next to 
them? They were the clients that had to be treated with kid gloves. Hummel 
was a professor but he had family money. Jane Sperling was a socialite from 
Chicago. Maubert was an art dealer — there’s an address in Paris — and the 
last one — Tawnley — was an Englishman who had a private library.” 

Amy looked at the names again. “Can you do more research on the 
names?” 

“But why?” Dan asked. “We know they didn’t buy it. It disappeared before 
the auction.” 


“Its the only lead we have,” Amy said. She folded up the paper and 
slipped it into her pocket. “The auction house knew that these four people 
really wanted the de Virga. Maybe one of them stole it.” 

“We’ll get back to you,” Ian said, and hung up. 

Activity in the hallway outside had increased. They could hear footsteps 
and voices. 

“Come on,” Amy said uneasily. “We’d better get out of here before 
somebody reads that fax.” 

When they cautiously cracked open the door, the gray-carpeted hallway 
was empty. They swiftly made their way down it. When they turned the 
comer, a door to the right was open, and they saw Frau Gertler standing with 
her back to them. A man in a dark suit with an earpiece approached and 
handed her the fax. 

Frau Gertler read the fax, then snapped it back to the security man. “Search 
the auction room,” she ordered. “Discreetly. There are two teenagers here that 
could possibly be them. Just keep a sharp eye out.” She hesitated. “My key 
card is missing. Better search the back rooms as well.” 

If Frau Gertler moved an inch, she would catch them out of the corner of 
her eye. Slowly, they began to back up. 

Amy jerked her head. Next to them was a keypad. Dan took out the key 
card and swiped it through. The door opened and they slid inside and closed 
it. They were in the luxurious office they’d glimpsed earlier, the one with the 
Rembrandt on the wall. They leaned against the door to catch their breath. 

“We’ve got to ditch this place fast,” Amy said. 

Dan hurried over and checked the windows. “They’re sealed. We could 
break one, but ...” 

“Alarms.” Amy said. Her gaze roamed over the office, and she found 
herself staring at the brown and amber painting on the wall. The Rembrandt. 

Alarms, she thought again. Usually, they were trying not to trip them. 

But this time ... maybe an alarm could help. 


CHAPTER 7 


Amy slipped the Rembrandt off the wall and turned it over. Just as she’d 
hoped, there was a small electronic device stuck to the back. 

“Its a sensor,” she said. “Remember when we came in? There was a 
security checkpoint there.” 

“And we’re going to set off an alarm?” Dan asked. “Um, pretend I’m 
stupid, because I’m not getting this.” 

Amy opened her new handbag, the one that had caused her to feel dizzy 
when she first heard the price. The only thing in it was a bag containing the 
rest of her lunch. She opened it up and placed the sensor inside the sandwich. 
“Someone else is.” Quickly, she outlined her plan. 

“Lightfinger Larry is going to come in handy again,” Dan said after he 
heard it. 

They peeked out through the glass walls. The corridor was empty for now. 
Quickly, they ran to the door leading to the lobby. Dan opened the door a 
crack. “The auction is over,” he whispered. “People are starting to leave.” 

“That’s good. We’ll get lost in the crowd.” 

“Not for long. There’s at least four security goons at the door.” 

“We’ve just got to give them a bigger problem to handle.” 

Amy pressed her eye against the crack. People were still clustering outside 
the auction room. Frau Gertler stood by, greeting customers, a tight smile on 
her face. Amy noted how her gaze darted around the lobby. 

She quickly scanned the lobby, focusing on the fashionably dressed 
women. 

A sleek blond woman stood close to the doorway, checking her 
smartphone. She had a raincoat slung over one arm and a replica of Amy’s 
purse on the other. 

“That one,” she told Dan. “Ready?” 

They slipped through the door and came up behind the woman just as she 
switched her handbag to her other arm in order to put on her raincoat. 

“Allow me,” Dan said, stepping up to assist her. 


“Thank you, young man,” the woman said approvingly in a French accent. 
“And they say American young people have no manners!” She twisted as Dan 
helped her on with her coat. Dan twisted at the same time, and the woman 
was suddenly tangled in her coat. 

“Sorry!” Dan smiled winningly, and turned again, now pinning the 
woman’s arm around her back as if by accident. 

“Let me go, young man!” 

“Sorry ... just a minute. If I can just ... get this around like ... that ...” 

Amy moved up behind Dan. She was there to catch the handbag as it 
slipped down and quickly replaced it with her own. Without breaking stride 
she melted into the crowd. 

“There you go!” Dan said, finally getting the woman untangled. “Have a 
great day!” 

He caught up with Amy, but they slowed their steps, keeping their heads 
down and concealing themselves from the guards. The woman moved ahead 
of them. As she passed the security check, a piercing alarm sounded. 

Frau Gertler’s head jerked toward the checkpoint. She began to push her 
way through the crowd. Amy and Dan wriggled closer. 

“May I see your handbag, madam?” the security guard asked. 

“Absolutely not! This is absurd!” the woman protested. 

The security man held his hand out. “Madam.” It wasn’t a question. 

“What’s going on?” a silver-haired man asked in English. Someone else 
asked something in French. Amy didn’t need a translator to realize that rich 
people don’t like to be prevented from doing what they wanted to do. 

Frau Gertler checked the security screen. “It’s the Rembrandt,” she said in 
a low tone to the guard. “We have to search the bag.” 

“Somebody stole a REMBRANDT?” Dan yelled. “What kind of security 
do you have here, anyway?” 

“My Leonardo!” someone cried. 

“Go ahead and search her, but I have an appointment!” Amy shrilled above 
the crowd’s murmur. 

“I have a plane to catch!” someone shouted. 

“My driver is waiting!” a stout man insisted. 

“Let them all go and detain this woman,” Frau Gertler muttered. 

Amy and Dan joined the crowd thronging toward the doors. As they passed 
through, they saw the security man hold up a sandwich. 

“What is it?” Frau Gertler demanded. 

“Ham and cheese, Frau Gertler,” the man said. 

“Aha!” the woman trilled triumphantly. “You see? I’m innocent! I’m a 
vegetarian!” 


When they hit the cool air, Amy tossed the purse into the bushes and 
jumped in the car after Dan. 
“Just drive,” she told the chauffeur, and crashed back against the seat. 


CHAPTER 


FROM: V-1 

TO: V-6 

Remind me of your mission again? Oh, yes. Surveillance of 
targets Amy and Dan Cahill. That was it. Now enlighten me as to 
the reason for your utter failure to complete mission. Care to 
check in? Or would you like to check out permanentemente, cara? 


Vesper One slammed the phone down. Took a breath, then another. It was a 
shame he couldn’t do everything himself. He had to rely on the Wyomings for 
muscle and surveillance. They were a ruthless pair. But they needed ... 
prodding. 

Fear was such a great motivator. Look at Amy and Dan, scampering 
around like hamsters, just for him! 

The de Virga map was the piece needed for the next step. The thought of it 
made his palms itch. He could feel it dropping into his hands. Amy and Dan 
could do it. Given the right incentive, they could do just about anything. 

In an odd way, he believed in them. Certainly, he was rooting for them. 
They would collect the pieces and he would assemble them, and then ... 

Eyes closed, he envisioned it all. What he would gain. Nothing less than 
everything. 


Cheyenne Wyoming shoved her phone back in her purse as she swung down 
the Triillhofstrasse in Lucerne. Vesper One was making threats. In his usual 
style, of course, calling her cara, an endearment in Italian, even while he was 
threatening to kill her. 

It had taken her years to work herself up to Vesper Six. After Casper had 
totally botched the job in Zermatt, when he’d almost died trying to get the 
ring ... well, she’d vaulted right ahead of him. Casper had been furious. 


And even she didn’t like to get on the bad side of her twin. The bad side 
was ... extremely unpleasant. She rubbed her wrist absentmindedly. The 
fracture had required a small metal plate to repair the bone. Casper hadn’t 
liked discovering he was out and she was in. 

Just then a yellow BMW pulled over to the curb. “Hey, want a ride, 
frdulein?” 

She stopped and shook her head. “Are you crazy, Casper? What are you 
doing in that car? Surveillance is supposed to be covert. That means nobody 
is supposed to notice you.” 

Her brother smirked. “Spoken by the tuba player of the Wilmington 
Wowzabelles?” 

“Wasn’t I right? Didn’t the tuba totally draw them in?” She slid inside the 
car and had barely closed the door before Casper gunned the motor and took 
off. “Your timing couldn’t be worse. I lost the Cahills. The GPS is all wonky. 
Satellite problems — it keeps going in and out.” 

Savagely, Cheyenne ripped off her dark wig and took the pins out of her 
long blond hair. She shook it and it cascaded down past her shoulders. Then 
she tossed her glasses out the window and popped out the dark lenses. She 
tilted the mirror and drank in the sight of her own baby blue eyes. She was 
herself again. Immediately, she felt calmer. 

“Tm getting kind of sick of dancing to V-One’s tune,” she brooded. “And 
having V-Two breathing down our necks all the time, waiting for us to make a 
mistake.” 

“Word. And now you’ve played right into it. We might get dropped from 
the Council of Six.” 

Who’s we, bro? Cheyenne wanted to say. I’m the one in the Council. You 
don’t even have a number anymore. 

But she couldn’t say it. She still needed her brother. 

“Now it’s going to take us even more time to climb up the ladder,” Casper 
continued. 

She looked out the window as the picturesque streets of Lucerne slipped 
by. Streets with fancy stores with things in them that cost a lot. Things she 
wanted and deserved. 

A plan was forming in her mind. “It doesn’t have to take more time,” she 
said. “Not if we’re proactive.” 

A small smile began on Casper’s lips. “Oh, sister-friend. I know that tone. 
What are you thinking?” 

“If you want something, you take it,” Cheyenne said, repeating what the 
two siblings had told each other from the beginning of their lives in crime. 
Back when their parents robbed banks, pulled scams, dragged them all over 


the country. Cheyenne and Casper had added Internet scams to the family’s 
crimes, and they’d pulled in more than they’d ever dreamed. Soon they were 
known in the criminal underworld. And to the FBI and the police departments 
of various states. So when the Vespers came calling, Casper and Cheyenne 
were only too glad to ditch their parents (now serving twenty-five years to 
life) and join up with V-1. Now they weren’t just criminals — they were 
master criminals, linked into a global network. 

And she wasn’t going to give that up for anybody. 

“He thinks the Cahills can find what he’s looking for,” she said, tilting the 
mirror again to check out her image. “But what if we find it first?” 


CHAPTER 


The driver checked out Dan and Amy in the rearview mirror. It was the 
second time he’d done it in less than a minute. 

Dan’s fingers drummed nervously on the leather upholstery. He took out 
his cell phone and wrote a text to Amy. 


DRIVER CHECKING US OUT. WHY? 
Amy responded in seconds. 
NOTICED IT TOO. WE SHOULD BAIL. 


Casually, Dan pretended to adjust his backpack. Meanwhile, he looked 
over his shoulder. A sedan slipped in and out of traffic behind them. It 
speeded up to avoid a tram. 

A tail? Or just an aggressive driver? 

They were driving along the Reuss River now. Lucerne looked like a 
mashup of Zurich and Geneva and Zermatt to Dan — picturesque and 
impossibly clean, the streets full of law-abiding citizens. Wide, curving 
streets, buildings painted in pale colors. Everything looked fresh and pretty. It 
made him nervous. What he needed was a narrow, dirty alley to hide in. 

Amy began to cough. She bent over. 

“Amy? Are you okay?” 

“I think I’m going to be sick,” she said. 

“Driver!” Dan called. “Pull over!” 

The driver pulled over. Amy tumbled out, followed by Dan. She bent over, 
but her eyes swept the roadway. 

“The dark blue car ...” 

“T know.” 

Amy wheeled and ran, Dan close behind her. He heard honking horns, and 
he looked behind them. The dark blue car squealed to a stop at the curb. 


“They’re coming!” he told Amy. 

They turned down a side street, then another. Dan could see that Amy was 
struggling. His sister could barely walk in high heels, let alone run. 

The road curved, and suddenly they were at the river again. It was a crisp 
fall day, and people were strolling along the walkway. Dan and Amy weaved 
through the crowd, trying to put distance between themselves and whoever 
had been in the dark blue car. 

“Dan,” Amy called, “I twisted my ankle!” 

She limped behind him. Dan saw something ahead, a crowd of tourists 
listening to a guide in front of a wooden covered bridge that spanned the river. 

“Just a few feet more,” he said. “Hurry.” 

They melted into the crowd. 

“One of the most famous landmarks in Lucerne, the Chapel Bridge, or 
Kapellbriicke, is the oldest wooden bridge in Europe... .” 

Dan nudged Amy. They skirted the tourists and began to walk across the 
bridge. Clomp, clomp ... their footsteps echoed underneath the wooden roof. 

“Are you Okay?” he whispered to Amy. 

“I can make it. I just need to sit down soon.” 

“Okay. When we cross the river, we’ll stop.” 

Clomp, clomp ... their footsteps mingled with the sound of the tourists 
entering the bridge behind them. 

One pair of footsteps was walking faster than the others. 

Dan stiffened. He pressed Amy’s arm, and they moved a bit faster. 

Clompclomp. Clompclomp. 

And the footsteps behind them moved faster. 

Clompclompclomp. 

Faster yet. And the footsteps behind them echoed their hurry. 

“Dan ...” Amy was close to sobbing. 

He pressed her forward. 

Clompclompclompclomp. 

The footsteps were running now. The person was immediately behind 
them. 

Dan suddenly broke off from Amy, turned, and barreled into the figure 
following them, straight into a stomach. He heard the surprised oof and he 
kept going, slamming the person into the wooden railing of the bridge, lifting 
him at the same time in a move that would get a halfback thrown out of the 
Super Bowl. 

He just had enough time to see William McIntyre’s surprised expression as 
their family lawyer flipped backward over the railing and into the Reuss 
River. 


Mr. McIntyre sat in the back of the dark blue sedan, wrapped in blankets. His 
teeth were still chattering. Dan refilled Mr. McIntyre’s mug with more hot 
chocolate from a thermos. 

“T’m getting too old for this,” he said. 

“T’m really sorry,” Dan said. “I just thought ...” 

“You could have called out,” Amy said. 

“I didn’t want to use your names,” Mr. McIntyre said. “And I couldn’t 
remember which alias you were using. They know you’re in Lucerne. I 
needed to get you out of the city as soon as possible.” 

“So where are we going?” Amy held out her cup and Dan poured her more 
hot chocolate. 

“Basel. Third largest city in Switzerland. You can hide there for a bit. 
There’s a place I know where you’ll be safe. Get a good night’s sleep. You 
look like you could use it.” He looked at both of them. “This is different from 
the thirty-nine clues. You’re not on your own. You have a solid team behind 
you. So reach out.” He smiled. “Just don’t reach out and push me into a 
freezing river next time.” 

“TIl try to remember that.” Dan grinned. 

Outside the windows, the soft rain made the air look like silver mesh. The 
wet streets gleamed. Amy snuggled under the soft wool throw. Mr. McIntyre 
always made her feel safe, with his kind gaze and gentle, deep voice. Only he 
would think to pack a thermos and blankets in case of trouble. 

She was so glad he hadn’t been kidnapped, too. If they lost all three of 
them — Fiske, Nellie, and Mr. McIntyre ... it was unimaginable. Amy pushed 
the thought away. She was here, and warm, and cozy, and she breathed in the 
comfort Mr. McIntyre always brought her. 

Amy sighed. “I don’t know if I can sleep until I figure this out.” 

“Attleboro has already begun to research,” McIntyre reassured them. “And 
I brought a treat.” He reached down to the floor of the car and plopped a black 
nylon bag on the seat. He removed what looked like a large stainless-steel 
watch. He flipped up the face of it and they saw a digital map with a green dot 
on it. “This is a wrist GPS device. And it has an audio component if you need 
it — so that it can talk you through a route. Comes with an earpiece, too.” 

“Awesome,” Dan declared, reaching for it. 

“Its already configured to our Gideon satellite. You can load your info 
onto it using this flash drive,” McIntyre said. “After you load it, destroy the 


drive.” 

Amy felt the next few days open like a dark hole she was about to fall into. 
She shook off the feeling and concentrated on the object in Mr. MclIntyre’s 
palm. 

“This is all so cool, Mr. McIntyre,” Dan said. “I feel like a superspy.” 

McIntyre hesitated, and for a moment the tall, gray-haired man looked 
almost boyish. “After all this time ... don’t you think you could call me 
William?” 

Amy and Dan exchanged glances. As fond as they were of him, they 
couldn’t imagine calling their lawyer by his first name. 

He saw the hesitation on their faces. “Will?” 

Amy cleared her throat. Dan fiddled with the new GPS. 

“How about ‘Mac’?” 

“Mac,” Dan said, trying out the name. 

Mr. McIntyre looked wistful. “I always wanted to be a Mac.” 

“Tt’s perfect, Mr. McIntyre.” Amy said. “I mean ... Mac.” 

“I just have to say one more thing.” Mr. McIntyre loaded the devices into 
Amy’s backpack. Then he looked at each of them in turn. 

“T am very proud of you two. Grace would be, too.” 

Amy’s eyes misted. She leaned forward and hugged Mr. McIntyre. That 
didn’t feel awkward at all. 


CHAPTER 


Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Evan sat in front of the computer in the command center attic, his head resting 
in his hand. It was midnight. The house was quiet. Even Saladin was asleep 
on a stack of papers. 

Sinead slipped through the doorway and came to sit in the chair next to 
him. “You should get some sleep.” 

“I want to be here when she wakes up.” 

“Don’t your parents wonder where you are?” 

“They think I’m in a sleepover study group. As long as I say the words 
Harvard and extracurricular, they’re on board.” 

Sinead snorted. “Look, they didn’t get to Basel until midnight. When she 
contacts us, PII wake you up. There’s a six-hour difference — it’s only six 
A.M. there.” 

Evan shook his head. “Pll crash on the floor if I need to. She’s going to 
want all this information as soon as she wakes up. And there’s stuff I can do 
while I wait.” 

“There’s always stuff we can do,” Sinead said. “But if we work ourselves 
to exhaustion, we can make mistakes. And that doesn’t help anyone.” 

He knew she was right. Around him the blue screens of the computers 
glowed. The monitors from locations around the world were temporarily dark. 
Tacked to the walls were printouts from their research. Sinead had put up six 
bulletin boards, one for each Vesper in the Council of Six. 

They had run out of space on the wall, so Evan had strung a wire from one 
end of the room to the other. They’d begun to clothespin random pieces of 
information from Cahill texts around the world. 


One after the other, the pages fluttered like flags in the slight breeze from 
the heating ducts. Impossible to tell which should be investigated, and in what 
order. 

Evan rubbed his forehead. “That note that Amy and Dan found from their 
grandmother. VSP 79 — Pliny described first test. How could all this circle 
back to some volcanic eruption back in Italy in A.D. 79?” 

“We don’t know. But we’ |I find out.” 

Her tone was confident. It reminded him of Amy’s. Evan had been plunged 
into the Cahill world like a deepwater pool, and he was still trying to stay 
afloat. He still couldn’t quite get over the fact that his girlfriend, whom he 
thought of as shy and reserved, actually had the skills of an international 
spymaster. 

And Sinead — he had met her plenty of times. She was Amy’s best friend, 
but he had found her distant and chilly. He’d often felt that he kept failing to 
pass a test she hadn’t explained to him. But now that they were working 
together, he realized that she just had a hard time letting people in. And no 
wonder — Amy had told him that Sinead’s two brothers had been severely 
injured in a freak explosion in Philadelphia more than two years ago. Now he 
knew that the explosion was certainly Cahill-related, but he couldn’t find the 
courage to ask Sinead about it. Her brother Ted was one of the hostages. No 
doubt that was what gave her such incredible drive. 

Sinead came over and put her hands on his arms. She gave him a shove. 
“C’mon. Go sack out. I’m going to run a few programs. I promise to get you 
if Amy checks in.” 

He stumbled to his feet. He felt like his eyes were full of sand. “Okay. Pl 
catch a few hours.” 

Sinead’s green eyes were steady on his. “I never knew how much you 
cared about her until now.” 

He nodded. “Me, neither. P11 do anything for her.” 


Sinead nodded. “Me, too,” she said softly. 


CHARTER 


Basel, Switzerland 


Dan woke in a panic, forgetting where he was. He lay for a long moment 
taking in the room, the flowered duvet on the twin bed, the flowered 
wallpaper, the flower painting on the wall, the vase of roses... . 

Gartenhaus. The small inn on a side street in downtown Basel. Mr. 
McIntyre — Mac — had left them here last night, urging them to get some 
sleep. He had to head off to see a client in Rome. 

Dan glanced at his sister, curled up like a comma in the other bed. A 
perfect time to grab a shower before Amy monopolized the bathroom. 

He stood under the spray. Despite its warmth, he still felt chilled. Every 
time he closed his eyes he saw Nellie’s face, white with pain. 

No more deaths, he thought. If I have to live through one more death, Pll 
fall apart. 

He knew what he had to do. Change the odds. 

When he emerged, he gave the smell test to a T-shirt in his pack and pulled 
it on, along with his jeans. 

He heard a groan from the other room and stuck his head out the door. 

“I’m so hungry,” Amy said sleepily. 

“Hey, you stole my line,” Dan said. 

There was a soft knock at the door. They both tensed. 

“Breakfast,” the landlady called softly. 

Amy opened the door and Frau Stein bustled in, carrying a tray laden with 
rolls, cheese, sausages, eggs, jam, a pot of coffee, and a pitcher of hot 
chocolate. 

“T heard the stirring. I don’t know what you like, so I brought everything,” 
she said. 

Dan took the tray. It smelled like paradise on a plate. “Thank you a 
bazillion times.” 

“T don’t know this bazillion, but you are welcome.” She smiled and walked 
out. 


Amy and Dan attacked the food. In mere minutes, the plates were clean 
and they were sitting, stuffed, with cups of hot chocolate. The food and sleep 
had helped. They were raring to go. But where? 

“We’ve only got three days left,” Amy said. 

“And counting.” 

Amy spread out the paper she’d taken from the auction house. She ran her 
fingers over the names. “A professor, a socialite, an art dealer, a guy with a 
private library. Just what you’d expect. And they all have money. So why 
would one of them steal it?” 

“And why would it stay hidden?” Dan asked. “It’s been eighty years. Why 
hasn’t someone found it? Why hasn’t someone tried to sell it? It doesn’t make 
sense.” 

Amy frowned. “Attleboro has probably researched these names already.” 
She reached for the computer. In a moment they saw Evan’s concerned face. 
Sinead was right at his shoulder. 

“McIntyre told us that he brought you to a safe house,” Evan said. “I’m 
glad you got to crash. We have some background information. Are you 
ready?” 

“Ready,” Amy said. 

“Let’s see ... Marcel Maubert and Reginald Tawnley both died during the 
war. But this is interesting — the German professor with all the dough? He 
became a big guy in the Nazi party. He killed himself — or maybe someone 
killed him — after the Allies took Berlin in 1945. And Jane Sperling — she 
was a Socialite — her father was Max Sperling, who had a chain of 
department stores in the Midwest. She was also a medieval scholar — studied 
at the University of Chicago and then went to Germany. We’re betting that 
she knew Hummel, because she studied in Heidelberg at the university there.” 

“Heidelberg,” Amy said. “Wasn’t that where the family who owned the de 
Virga was from?” 

“That’s right. Interesting coincidence, isn’t it?” 

“What happened to Jane Sperling?” 

“She moved to London. During the war she worked for the War 
Department as a secretary. Later, after the war, she married a GI in Maine. 
Led a quiet life.” 

“So there’s not much there,” Dan said. 

“We’ll turn up something,” Sinead said. “We just have to keep digging.” 

“Have we heard anything from Vesper One?” Dan asked. 

“Nothing,” Evan said. “As far as we know everyone is still okay.” 

They were silent for a moment. Remembering faces. Remembering how 
far Vesper One was willing to go. 


“Well,” Amy said. “Let’s get moving.” 

Dan hung up the phone. Amy bent over the paper, her finger moving back 
and forth over the names. 

She looked up at him. “We’re on the wrong track.” 

“T didn’t know we had a track.” 

“We keep focusing on the map itself. We should be thinking about the 
world around the map. What was going on in Europe at the time? What did 
all those names have in common?” 

“They were all rich,” Dan said. 

“The war,” Amy said. “It was 1932. World War Two was still years away. 
But the world was gearing up for it. The Nazis were coming to power in 
Germany.” 

She accessed a search engine on the computer. Dan looked over her 
shoulder. “What are you looking for?” 

“No idea,” she murmured. “But sometimes you have to go fishing.” 

He saw her type in Jane Sperling, then start to scroll through material. 
“Interesting,” she said. “Jane Sperling was Jewish. Did she know her teacher 
was a Nazi? Hang on.” She tapped a few more words into the computer and 
then turned back to Dan. “Just what I thought. The Nazis took over the 
government in 1933. Jewish students were pressured to leave universities as 
early as 1932. Eventually, the Nazis expelled Jewish students from every 
university in Germany.” 

“T didn’t know that part,” Dan said. “Those guys were nasty dudes.” 

Amy looked up. “Why was she at the same auction as her Nazi professor? 
Coincidence? I just don’t buy it.” 

He tried to follow Amy’s logic. He’d learned about World War II and the 
Nazis in school, had read books about it. But to put himself in the heads of the 
people who actually lived the horror of it — that was harder. Amy had a gift 
for it. 

“She was a young girl alone — she was only nineteen,” Amy continued. 
“You can bet her parents wanted her to come home. Germany was turning 
into a scary place for Jews. But she stayed. She stayed, Dan!” Amy smacked 
the pillow next to her. “She had courage. So, maybe she knew that her Nazi 
professor was coming to bid on a famous historical document. The family 
who owned the de Virga was Jewish. Maybe she was trying to protect it!” 

“So why didn’t she just buy it? She was rich.” 

“Maybe she was planning to. That’s why she came to Lucerne — to outbid 
Hummel and the others. But somebody got to it first,” Amy said. 

“Hummel?” 


Amy’s fingers flew as she typed an e-mail. “I’m asking the Attleboro 
group to research Hummel. Then we’ll dig a little deeper into Jane Sperling. I 
just have a feeling these two are connected somehow.” 

Dan knew better than to argue with Amy’s feelings. 

“Look, research isn’t my strong suit,” he said. “How about I go out and 
gather some more supplies for us?” 

Amy waved a hand. She was already gone, lost in the 1930s and the lives 
of people she’d never meet. 

“Back in an hour,” Dan said. 


He had already done a quick search on the train, using his smartphone. He 
knew he didn’t have much time. He’d managed to gather seven ingredients in 
Italy. If he could find a few here in Basel — three, at least — he’d have one- 
quarter of the serum ingredients. And some ingredients he could save for last, 
things he could pick up easily at any grocery store: salt, mint, honey ... those 
would be easy. 

He blended in like a tourist in his jeans and jacket and baseball cap. He 
stopped in a pharmacy and in five minutes flat had left with a small bottle of 
iodine. 

Amy would be furious — and concerned — if she knew he was assembling 
the serum. She was afraid of it. She would never allow him to take it. She 
would say it would change him — possibly kill him. 

What she didn’t understand was that he didn’t care. 

The darkness was just ... there. Sometimes it scared him. Sometimes it 
made him angry. An anger he didn’t know he was capable of, something 
bottomless. Seeing Nellie wounded and scared had seared him. Just days ago 
he’d held a dying girl in his arms, a stranger who had trusted Vesper One. 

Amy didn’t realize that you had to fight with everything you had. Not just 
your nerve and your courage, but the secret, hard, dark places inside you. 

He plugged the next address into his GPS. He had found a place, a 
chemistry supply company willing to sell mercury and phosphorus. He 
hopped on a tram and took it to the outskirts of the city, an industrial area with 
warehouses and office buildings. 

He found the address and rang the bell on the steel door. A moment later 
the door opened. A man, probably in his twenties, peered out and asked him 
something in German. 

“Guten morgen,” Dan growled. 


“Oh, you’re American. And a Yankees fan.” 

Dan touched the bill on his cap nervously. “I’m the one who contacted you 
about the ...” 

“Yes. Come in.” 

He was led into a small office. The man held up a glass vial. Dan saw the 
molten mercury. 

“Toxic,” the man said. “You know this? You must be careful how you 
handle it.” 

“I know,” Dan said. “You wouldn’t have liquid gold, would you?” 

“Colloidal gold? Yes ... how much would you need?” 

“Quarter ounce should do it.” 

The transaction was completed in minutes. Dan shifted as he counted out 
the bills. He could feel the man’s eyes on him. 

“So. You must be a New Yorker,” the man said. “I love New York. The 
Lion King — excellent show!” 

Dan turned to go. 

“T don’t think I caught your name,” the man said. 

“T didn’t throw it,” Dan said. 

He left the place and walked quickly back to the tram stop. On the way, he 
tossed the Yankees cap into the trash can. Too many questions. The guy was 
probably harmless. But he couldn’t take a chance. 


Vesper Two read the text message and smiled. 

Dan Cahill had made several interesting purchases while in Basel. Sending 
out that alert to all chemical supply houses had been a brilliant stroke. 
Amazing what the promise of a little money could do. If someone comes 
asking to buy odd items, please let us know. We will make it worth your 
while. 

So, just as Vesper Two had thought. He was collecting the Clues, thirty- 
nine ingredients for the serum. 

The serum could change everything. And the only one who had the 
formula was Dan Cahill. 

Vesper One didn’t have to know just yet. He wasn’t convinced that Dan 
could be turned. Not yet. He didn’t realize completely that the ties of blood 
could work in their favor. 

Not yet. But soon. 


CHAPTER 


Amy leaned back and rubbed her eyes. She had window after window of 
research stacked on her computer. She’d spoken to Evan and Ian and Sinead. 
They’d thrown theories at each other, random facts, odd bits, wild guesses, 
hoping something would stick. Nothing did. 

“Talk to me, Jane,” she said aloud. “You were a rich girl, used to comfort. 
London was being bombed. Why did you stay? Why did you stay in Germany 
so long in the thirties? Who are you?” 

She typed in Jane Sperling and World War II and scrolled through the 
results. She clicked on a page called Down Easterner, a small-town paper in 
Angel Harbor, Maine. Amy quickly scanned the article, an obituary for Jane 
Sperling. She had died at age ninety-two. The obituary documented her early 
life, her studies at the University of Chicago, and then the war years. 

“Yes, I stayed in London during the Blitz. Oh, heavens, I was never heroic. 
Just a secretary for the OSS — I translated documents and things from 
German to English. Because I’d lived in Germany before the war. I never look 
back. The things I did are done now. All down the drain.” 

“OSS,” Amy muttered. She did a quick word search. The Office of 
Strategic Services was the spying arm of the American government during the 
war! 

Amy clicked back to the research Evan and Ian had sent. Professor 
Hummel had turned out to be one superbad Nazi. He’d risen to major and had 
been involved in a group called the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg, 
which, as Evan put it, was quite a mouthful for “dirty despicable thieves.” 
They were also known as the ERR, Hitler’s special group that stole art and 
artifacts and property from Jewish families. The artworks were shipped to 
Paris and stored at a museum called the Jeu de Paume. There, the art was 
cataloged, inventoried, and crated, then sent to Germany. Hundreds of 
thousands of looted treasures from world-famous artists: Leonardo da Vinci, 
Michelangelo, Rembrandt, Van Gogh. Hummel was a high-ranking officer in 
charge, valuable because of his knowledge of medieval art. 


“So, Herr Hummel,” Amy murmured, “you were a thief.” 

Near the end of the war, as the Allies began bombing German cities, the 
Nazis got nervous. They moved the art to salt mines and caves and castles in 
the Bavarian Alps. It all would have worked except for a few inconvenient 
facts. One: The Nazis lost the war. Two: In 1943, a section of the Allied army 
was formed called the Monuments Men. After the invasion they traveled with 
the front lines, charged with finding the artworks and returning them to their 
rightful owners. 

“The Nazis were evil, but what made them so especially chilling is that 
they were really organized about it,” Evan had explained. “They kept records 
of everything they stole. So when the Allied armies moved in, they found 
everything — hidden caches of priceless paintings and artifacts... . If 
Hummel had the de Virga, there should have been a record of it. But there’s 
nothing. It’s another dead end.” 

“Maybe,” Amy murmured now to herself. She typed Monuments Men and 
Otto Hummel into the search engine. If the US Army was chasing stolen art, 
they must have known about Hummel. 

A document popped up on Hummel’s death. His body had been found by a 
group of Monuments Men as the war was ending. He had been shot and was 
still sitting in a gilt chair in the ballroom of Neuschwanstein Castle, the 
famous site built by King Ludwig II of Bavaria, often called the Mad King. 

The Monuments Men had been acting on information from one American 
spy, code name Sparrow, who had traced thousands of artworks looted from 
Jewish families all over Europe to Neuschwanstein Castle. 

Amy read through a record of a soldier who had served there. “We had a 
strong suspicion that Sparrow had killed Hummel,” he said. 

Amy rubbed her forehead. Everything was jumbled together in her head. 
Spies and stolen art, Nazis, heroes, victims. A medieval map. How was it all 
connected? Was it connected at all? 

She just knew the answer was here. 

She contacted Attleboro again. Ian answered. 

“Can you help me out with some research?” she asked. “I need to know the 
identity of a spy at the end of the war called Sparrow. He might lead us to 
Jane.” 

“You know,” Ian said. “That’s a funny coincidence... .” 

“What?” 

“Sparrow is Sperling in German,” Ian said. 

“Of course!” Amy sat up. “It’s Jane! It’s got to be! We need confirmation.” 

“Pm on it,” Ian said. 


Amy checked her watch. Where was Dan? He’d been gone for way over an 
hour. Just as she had the thought, he walked in. 

She examined him briefly as he tossed his backpack on the floor. That 
mask was there. He had gone deep inside himself. Whenever she saw it, it 
chilled her. It was like she had lost her brother. 

“T think we found the connection between Jane Sperling and Hummel,” she 
told him. “I think she killed him!” Quickly, she explained that she thought 
Jane Sperling had been a spy for the OSS. 

“Sparrow was chasing Hummel. I think she was still tracking the de Virga. 
What if the de Virga was at Neuschwanstein Castle? They were both there at 
the same time — that can’t be a coincidence!” Amy insisted. 

Ian broke in. “We just got a confirmation from a Cahill in the field — our 
government source. He’s confirmed that Jane Sperling was Sparrow.” 

“Yes!” Amy exclaimed. 

“Neuschwanstein Castle is a Janus stronghold,” Sinead said. “We can 
definitely get you a schematic of the interior and send it to your wrist GPS.” 

“And we’ll send Hamilton and Jonah in for backup,” Ian said. “They’re 
already in the air flying back to Europe. We’ll have them fly into Munich.” 

“I don’t know about this, Ames,” Evan said. “You’re building a case just 
based on guesses.” 

“Not guesses,” Amy said. “Instinct.” 

“And I trust Amy’s instincts,” Dan said. “I say we go.” 

“Dan’s right,” Sinead said. “We trust you, Amy.” 

Apprehension suddenly bloomed in Amy. Despite their confidence — or 
maybe because of it — she was afraid. 

Sometimes this felt so surreal, like she’d walked into an alternate universe. 
Maybe the real Amy was back in Attleboro, Massachusetts, a nerdy grind 
who got excited over research papers and whose idea of a big day was 
whipped cream on her chai. 

That Amy didn’t lay everything on the line and say we have to do this. And 
that Amy didn’t have a gut-wrenching fear staring her in the face every 
moment — that she wouldn’t be smart enough, or brave enough, to save the 
lives of the people she loved. 


CHAPTER 


Location Unknown 


“Fifty-four, fifty-five, fifty-six ...” Reagan rapped out. She wasn’t even 
winded. 

Nellie struggled with the next sit-up. Alistair had collapsed at seventeen. 
Fiske had kept up until forty. Natalie was humming to herself as she moved. 
Ted was concentrating, perspiration on his forehead. And Phoenix was 
following Reagan easily. 

“Sixty. Good job, people. Done for the day.” 

“Thank you,” Alistair breathed. 

“All right,” Reagan said. “Tomorrow we’ll tackle shoulders and arms. That 
means push-ups, people! And if you want to fit in some extra ab work after 
dinner, Pll be cranking out some more crunches.” 

At the mention of dinner, Nellie’s stomach growled. “Please don’t mention 
food,” she said. 

Just then they heard the sound of the dumbwaiter shuddering down. Fiske 
went over and lifted the panel. “Cabbage and potatoes,” he said. 

Nellie shook her fist at the camera closest to her. “Hey, bozos 
“Get a decent chef!” 

“Yelling doesn’t work, remember?” Fiske said mildly. He took out the 
casserole dish while Alistair set out paper plates. “The last time you 
complained about the food, we got bread and water.” 

“I know,” Nellie said. “I’m sorry. It’s just that ... what I wouldn’t give for a 
poulet rôti aux herbes. With crispy frites. And I’d really like to see the look 
on the French waiter’s face when I ask for ketchup.” 

“I miss salad,” Natalie said. 

“Cookies,” Phoenix said. 

“Sushi,” Fiske said. 

“Bibimbap,” Alistair put in. “Or a chicken burrito with chipotle sauce.” 

“Grilled cheese sandwiches,” Ted murmured. “With pickles.” 

Everybody stared down at the cabbage and potatoes on their plates. 


” 
| 


she yelled. 


Fiske picked up his fork. He took a bite. “Delicious.” 

They all exchanged glances. There was nothing to do but eat. 

Nellie chewed the overcooked potatoes and the limp cabbage. The 
casserole dish was scraped clean. Their kidnappers were not generous with 
portions. 

The casserole dish ... 

Someone had made a mistake. Their first mistake. 

The casserole dish was made of ceramic. Usually they sent food in plastic 
containers. 

Nellie noted that Fiske’s gaze had followed hers. She saw the same idea 
light up his eyes. Their gazes met. 

Me, Nellie silently asked Fiske ... or you? 

Me. It had to look like an accident. With her shoulder injury, it just might 
work. 

She dropped the plastic spoon onto her empty plate, then stood. She 
walked over to the garbage in the corner and tossed them into the container — 
no recycling for these kidnappers. Then she picked up the casserole dish and 
started toward the dumbwaiter to return it. 

“Ow!” she suddenly cried, as though her shoulder had given her a terrible 
twinge. Her hand jerked, and she dropped the dish. She was sure to release it 
with force. It shattered, the pieces shooting across the floor. A huge shard 
skittered to a stop against Ted’s foot. 

“Sorry!” she called. She bent down and retrieved the pieces. Alistair got up 
to help, as well as Fiske, Phoenix, and Reagan. Only Natalie continued to eat. 

Ted casually put his foot on top of the shard. 

They dumped the broken pieces in the dumbwaiter, shut the panel, and 
returned to the table. One by one, they got up and threw away their plates. 
Phoenix cleared Ted’s, the way he always did. 

Ted’s foot remained on the shard. 

Things had changed. Now they had a weapon. 


Munich, Germany 


“Dude,” Hamilton Holt said. 

“Dawg,” Jonah Wizard said. They knocked knuckles. “We’re on the case 
again, bro.” 

They had just touched down at Munich Airport in Jonah’s private jet. 
Jonah had already rented a car; it would be fastest to drive to Neuschwanstein 
Castle, especially at the speed he could hit on the autobahn. It took only 
minutes for Jonah and Hamilton to pass through customs, load their luggage, 
and swing into the red sports car. 

“We are officially on celebrity time,” Jonah said, adjusting the side mirror. 
“No lines for the Wizard.” 

Hamilton awkwardly folded himself into the passenger seat. “Couldn’t you 
get something bigger?” he asked as he banged his knee against the dashboard. 

“We’re supposed to be a diversion,” Jonah said. “Got to make an entrance. 
Can’t do that in a minivan, Giganto Boy. Can’t do much of anything in a 
minivan except look about as uncool as it gets.” 

“Hey! My dad drives a minivan.” 

“Snap.” 

“T guess I get your point,” Hamilton said as Jonah floored the accelerator. 
Eisenhower Holt was not known for his hipness. He was known for smashing 
the family recyclables into neat little piles. With his head. 

“T took a racing car driving course from a NASCAR dude for my movie,” 
Jonah said. “I spent a week learning defensive and offensive driving.” He 
squealed around a corner. 

“That’s great,” Hamilton said. “But can you drive like you’re not trying to 
kill me?” 

They zoomed onto the autobahn. Jonah slipped a CD into the player and 
the sounds of “Your Love Makes Me So Fly (More Than Money)” came 
booming out. Hamilton had to restrain himself from reaching for the earplugs 


he’d worn on the plane. Jonah’s music was loved by millions all over the 
world, but it was a mystery to him. It sounded like noise with a bass line. 

He endured three CDs before they were zipping closer to the foothills of 
the Alps, through scenery that even Hamilton had to admit was stunning. He 
appreciated power shakes and great football tackles and the way you feel after 
a forty-mile bike ride. Scenery wasn’t there to be admired, it was there as a 
backdrop for climbing, running, rowing, and picking up large objects and 
throwing them. But these mountains were so beautiful that he didn’t even 
think about how it would feel to drive a piton in them with a hammer. 

Up ahead they saw a yellow BMW pulled to the shoulder and a tall red- 
haired girl sitting on the bumper. She waved her arms at them. 

“We should stop,” Jonah yelled over the music. 

“No way,” Hamilton said. “We’re on a Cahill mission.” 

“We have time to give her a lift to the next gas station,” Jonah said. 
“C’mon, Ham — she’s a damsel in distress. Where’s your Samaritan spirit?” 

“T don’t think — ” Hamilton started, but Jonah was already crossing a lane 
of traffic and pulling over. 

The girl slid off the bumper as they came closer. Her jeans were tucked 
into soft leather boots. Her sweater fell alluringly off one shoulder. Hamilton 
gulped. Her hair, skin, and teeth were perfect. Her eyes were a vivid green. 

“Nice ride,” Jonah remarked. He paused, as though waiting for the girl to 
recognize him. 

“Eet would be nicer if it had le gas,” the girl said in a French accent. “I’m 
on my way to Salzburg for a shoot.” Her gaze flickered past Jonah, and 
Hamilton saw surprise on his face that she didn’t instantly recognize him. 

“Shooting what?” Hamilton asked. “Ducks?” 

“A tire catalog.” She shrugged. “Not so exciting. But eet pays the bills 
when you’re a model.” 

“You’re a model? Never would have guessed,” Jonah said in a lazy, teasing 
voice that caused Hamilton’s head to swivel. He’d never seen Jonah flirt 
before. 

The girl tilted her head. The glossy hair spilled down one bare shoulder. 
“Un moment ... you look familiar.” 

Jonah grinned. “Yeah?” 

“? Ave we met?” Are you an ’airdresser?” 

“A hairdresser?” Jonah choked out. 

“Guys, we’d better get going,” Hamilton said. 

“The name is Jonah,” Jonah said, pronouncing his name carefully. He 
waited for a sign of recognition. 

“Nicole.” 


“Jonah Wizard.” 

Nicole squinted at him. “You are a wee-zhard? Like the Harry Potter, 
non?” 

“Tm Hamilton,” Hamilton said, even though nobody asked. 

Nicole looked at her watch. “I am so very late now!” 

“Let’s bounce,” Jonah said. “We’ll give you a ride to the next gas station. 
So, where are you from, Nicole? I’ve been all over France.” 

“T am from Paris.” 

“Score! They love your boy in Paris!” 

Jonah trailed after Nicole, who leaned against the bumper to apply lipstick. 
Hamilton scooped up Nicole’s heavy suitcase from her open trunk. He 
slammed the trunk shut and trudged back toward the car. Nicole was checking 
it out, circling around it with little coos of admiration. She ran her hand along 
the fender. “Eet is so formidable, zees car.” 

“Why don’t you get into the backseat, Hamilton?” Jonah suggested. 
“Nicole, do you like music? Are you a hip-hop fan?” 

“I like la musique, oui,” Nicole said. “Le jazz.” 

“T can be mad jazzy,” Jonah said. 

Hamilton was stuffed into the tiny backseat with Nicole’s suitcase. Even 
her purse was too big for the front seat. Instead, it sat on his lap. 

A bee buzzed into the open window of the car, and, without pausing in her 
conversation with Jonah, Nicole grabbed it in its midair flight. She crushed it 
in her fist, then flicked the carcass out the window. 

Whoa, Hamilton thought. Even models could have amazing reflexes. 

“Tell me the story of your life and I’ ll tell you mine,” Jonah said to Nicole. 
“But first, are you sure you don’t recognize me?” 


“Ts this place real?” Dan asked, looking up at King Ludwig’s castle. “Or am I 
in Disneyland?” 

Up the winding trail through the pines loomed the castle, a folly built by a 
mad king, all turrets and windows and gables and peaked roofs and windows 
wink- ing back in the slowly sliding sun. The castle was situated on a high, 
rocky cliff, with snow-capped Alpine mountains rising around it. It 
overlooked a sparkling, deep blue lake. Isolated and yet proud of its grandeur, 
this castle flaunted the crazy. 

The Nazis had crammed millions of dollars of looted treasure in that 
magnificent castle. Jane Sperling had come in 1945, maybe on a misty day 


like this one. She’d found her old enemy here. Amy was sure of it. 

“Actually, the castle was used as the model for Sleeping Beauty’s Castle in 
Disneyland,” she said. She checked her cell phone again, but there were no 
messages. No calls. “Where are they?” 

She’d left messages for both Jonah and Hamilton. They hadn’t checked in 
with Attleboro, either. She was starting to worry. 

She punched in the Attleboro number. “Are you having any problems with 
Gideon?” she asked. “We still haven’t heard from Jonah and Hamilton.” 

“Satellite in the mountains can be iffy, even for the Gideon,” Evan 
reassured her. “Give them more time.” 

“Did the GPS map come through?” Ian asked. 

“Check,” Dan said, glancing at his wrist. “I’ve got a bead on a room down 
in the tunnels.” 

“That’s the room where the ERR kept its records,” Ian said. “We think you 
should start there. That would have been the first place Jane would have gone 
to look for evidence of the de Virga.” 

“If they don’t show up in twenty minutes, we’re going in without them,” 
Amy said. 

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Ian put in. “Just fridge yourselves, as 
Jonah says.” 

“Dude,” Dan said. “Do you mean chill?” 

“Precisely. Just what I said.” 

“Give me the phone, Ian.” Evan took the phone off speaker. “Listen, I 
know it’s hard to wait. But I don’t like you going in without backup.” 

“TIl give them ten more minutes,” Amy said. 

“T’ve got a stubborn girlfriend.” 

“You’re just realizing that, huh.” 

Amy cut the connection and drew her jacket closer around her. It was cool 
under the pines. Dan sat on the side of the road, leaning against his pack and 
drinking one of the six-pack of soda he’d bought in the village. Amy could 
picture Evan’s half smile, the way his mouth curved on one end. It was as 
though she could feel it, the warmth in his eyes when he looked at her. 

Just then she felt a buzzing in her jacket pocket. Vesper One. She signaled 
to Dan. 


Sightseeing? The Alps are so lovely this time of year. But don’t 
forget I’m waiting for the arrival of the next package! If you 
need some incentive, I’ve got seven ideas. Just let me know! 


Vesper One 


“Another threat,” Dan said. 

They both turned to face the castle above them on the mountain. The sun 
had dropped behind the tall pines, and shadows stretched toward them. 

“We can’t wait any longer for backup,” Amy said. “We’ve got to go in.” 


CHAPTER 


Jonah didn’t know how it had happened. He only knew that they were lost. 
The GPS had stopped working. They’d had to get off the autobahn. Nicole 
had directed them to an exit, since the GPS was still working on her phone. 
But after twenty minutes of driving past farms and cows, Jonah was 
beginning to suspect that Nicole was not what she seemed. 

He checked her out again. There was something about her ... 

The clouds cleared, and a bright shaft of sunlight illuminated the curve of 
her cheek. Jonah tried not to stare. He was an actor, and he knew makeup. 
There was a telltale line along the bridge of her nose. And did perfect girls 
sweat along their hairlines? 

They do if they’re wearing wigs. He met Hamilton’s eyes in the rearview 
mirror. He cut his eyes over to Nicole. Hamilton nodded. He knew something 
was Off, too. 

Oldest trick in the book. And he’d fallen for it. 

“Ze gas station ees just around thees bend,” Nicole said. “I zink... .” 

“Why don’t you let Hamilton take a look at your phone?” Jonah suggested. 
Again his eyes flicked to Hamilton’s. 

“Let me check it out,” Hamilton said. “I’m totally good at GPS.” He leaned 
forward and put his meaty hand on her phone. She tried to keep it, but 
Hamilton’s grip was not to be denied. With a slight hiss through her teeth, she 
let go. 

Jonah made the right turn. He pulled the wheel hard, and she put out a 
hand to steady herself. He caught a glimpse of a tattoo on the inside of her 
wrist. A purple triceratops — just like her brother. 

He almost groaned out loud. How could he have been such an idiot? He’d 
seen the photo of Cheyenne Wyoming. But this girl looked nothing like her. 

Because, you fool, she’s wearing a wig, a fake nose, and contact lenses! 

“T can’t get the GPS to work on this thing,” Hamilton said, looking at the 
phone. 

“May I ’ave it back?” Cheyenne put her hand over it and yanked it. 


They needed to ditch her, and fast. Who knew what she was planning? 

“Look, there’s a farmer!” he called. 

Ee is way out in ze field,” Cheyenne said. 

It was true. The man was a dot in the grass, and the stone wall in front was 
at least six feet high. 

“Tt’s the best we can do,” Jonah said, jerking the wheel. 

The car skidded to a stop. “Hmm,” Jonah said. “Girls are so much better at 
charming directions out of cranky farmers.” 

“Totally!” Hamilton jumped out and then opened Cheyenne’s door. He 
practically lifted her out. 

“T cannot climb zat wall!” 

“No problemo,” Hamilton said. He picked her up, and, as she shrieked, 
lifted her onto the wall. 

Hamilton quickly jogged back to the car and squeezed into the front seat. 

“Punch it!” he yelled. 

Gravel flew as the car skidded back onto the road. 

“That was crazy!” Jonah said, pounding the wheel. “I can’t believe we 
were so stupid! That was Cheyenne Wyoming!” 

“We were stupid, dude? You’re the one who said let’s pick her up!” 

“Dawg, that’s a low blow.” But he knew Hamilton was right. 

“She completely hosed us,” Hamilton said. “I think she blocked our 
satellite signal. She must have planted some sort of device in the car.” He 
began to search along the dashboard and floor, looking for a blocker. “You 
were probably too busy trying to get her to recognize you to notice. At least I 
got her phone.” 

“Whoa! How did you manage that? I saw her take it back, bro!” 

“Last summer, at the mansion? Dan and I took lessons from Lightfinger 
Larry.” 

Hamilton accessed the phone. “I’m going to check her old messages... . 
She has a text! ‘G is in the picture. Could need removal — ’” 

Hamilton stared at the screen as the letters began to disappear. “It’s getting 
wiped! I can’t read the rest!” 

“The phone is probably password-protected to erase,” Jonah said. “Chill, 
bro. Attleboro might be able to put some spyware on it.” 

Hamilton looked over at him nervously. “But why was she trying to delay 
us? Do you think Casper is up there with Amy and Dan?” 

Jonah pressed the accelerator down. “Let’s just hope Amy and Dan wait 
for us before they go in.” 


Amy and Dan had toured the courtyard and pretended to admire the splendid 
panorama of lake and mountains with the other tourists. They’d shuffled 
through the imposing rooms that opened one after another in grand 
magnificence: the throne room, the study room, and the drawing room. They 
had tilted their heads back pretending to admire the elaborate murals that 
portrayed scenes from Ludwig’s favorite operas. They had circled around, 
trying to figure out how to get away without the guide noticing them. But the 
rooms were too large, and the crowd was too small. 

“We just have to do it,” Amy whispered. “This place is so big they’ Il never 
know where we went. And we’ll be in the tunnels ... they won’t think of 
looking there.” 

“All right. As soon as the guide starts to talk again, fade back.” 

The guide turned toward a mural and started to talk about a Wagner opera. 
Dan figured it was the perfect opportunity to go, or else he’d pass out from 
boredom. 

They backed away behind a red curtain, made their way to a doorway, and 
stepped through. They were in a long hallway, and they quickly ran down it. 
Dan checked his GPS watch and put the earpiece in his ear. 

“Left, then right.” 

They were in a part of the castle that was closed to visitors. Dan led them 
down the back staircase and past the vast kitchen. From there they found the 
door that led to the lower levels and the tunnels. Amy was expecting small, 
cramped, and dirty spaces, but the tunnels were large and airy. They could see 
a group of tourists just exiting out to the courtyard. 

Dan kept moving, listening to the instructions in his earpiece. They 
followed turn after turn. Finally, he stopped. 

“This is the one,” Dan said. He removed the earpiece and pushed open the 
door. 

The room was completely empty except for a battered gray filing cabinet. 
They opened the drawers, but they were empty. 

“Talk to me, Jane.” Amy slammed the drawer shut. “Where did you leave 
it?” 

Dan began to run his hands along the bricks on the far wall. He followed 
the line of bricks that met the floor. Nothing. 

“The floor slopes,” Amy said suddenly. “Why is that?” 

“Well, it’s a tunnel,” Dan said. “It could flood. There’s probably a drain.” 


Amy followed the slope of the floor and found a tiny square drain. 
“Dan!” she cried. “In the article I read, Jane said ‘All down the drain 
Dan peered down at the drain. “You think?” 

“T think. Can you get the grating off?” 

Dan got out his multi-tool and fitted the blade against the drain. It took him 
several minutes, but he was able to pop it free. 

Taking a breath, Amy reached her hand in. She felt along a corroded pipe. 
“Yuck,” she said. She lay down on the floor, her cheek against the cold stone, 
and stretched her arm as far as she could. 

“There’s something here,” she said, her heart beating. “A string ... looped 
around something ...” 

“Can you get it?” 

“T think so... .” Slowly, painstakingly, Amy drew up a small, flat package 
wrapped in yellowed plastic. Her hands shook as she carefully unwrapped it. 

A small black leather notebook was revealed. Not the de Virga map. 
Disappointed, Amy carefully opened the flap of the notebook with a fingertip. 

Written in faded pen she saw initials on the inside front cover: JS 
june1945. 

“Jane,” Amy breathed. 

She gently turned the page. Written in pencil, so faint she could hardly read 
it, was: 
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“Oh, terrific,’ Dan muttered. “Just what we need! Another code! Why 
can’t people just say what they mean? Why can’t they say THE MAP IS IN 
THE DESK?” 

Amy quickly thumbed through the notebook. The rest of the pages were 
empty. “At least we found something that will lead us to it.” Amy slipped the 
notebook into the inner pocket of her jacket. “Now let’s get out of here. I have 
a creepy feeling about this place.” 

“Hmmm. Secret passageways, tunnels, Nazi ghosts, security, a mad king 
... I have no idea what you mean.” 

“Going so fast? But you forgot something.” 


The voice echoed outside in the tunnel. Amy and Dan jerked up from 
where they were kneeling as a figure blocked the doorway. 

“Me.” 

It was Casper Wyoming. He leaned against the doorway, a glittering knife 
in his hand. 


The road climbed into the mountains, Jonah taking the hairpin curves as fast 
as he dared. 

“You look so macho clutching the door handle that way,” he said to 
Hamilton. 

“Just ... be ... careful,” Hamilton said through clenched teeth. 

Ahead Jonah could see a particularly winding set of turns that led to a 
spindly looking bridge over a gorge. He eased off the accelerator. He wanted 
speed, but he wasn’t suicidal. 

He hit the brakes for the first curve. The car didn’t slow but scraped against 
the guardrail. 

“WHOA!” Hamilton shouted, looking down into the gorge. “Dude, the 
brake pedal is on the left!” 

With an uneasy feeling, Jonah pumped the brakes. The pedal went to the 
floor. His hands were suddenly sweaty on the wheel. “There’s something 
wrong with the brakes.” He didn’t recognize his shaky, weak voice. He 
pumped them again. Nothing. 

“There’s something wrong with the BRAKES?” 

“T don’t think we have any.” 

“We don’t have any BRAKES?” 

“Bro, it doesn’t help to repeat everything I say!” Jonah yelled. 

“She did it!” Hamilton cried. “She planted some kind of device... .” 

Jonah downshifted as the car roared up the mountain. The engine protested 
in an angry whine. “C’mon, baby, work with me!” 

At least they were climbing now. The natural drag was slowing down the 
car. 

“It must be remote-activated or something... . Watch OUT!” Hamilton 
screamed, as another curve loomed ahead. Jonah barely made it, tires 
squealing. “Or maybe it’s inside the car and I can find it!” Frantically, 
Hamilton began to search. 

Jonah concentrated on the car. “Keep your seat belt on! And secure any 
loose items in the car.” If they went over the side, anything that flew in the air 


would turn into a missile. 

“Maybe it’s in her suitcase!” Hamilton twisted in his seat. He undid his 
seat belt and reached behind, grabbing Cheyenne’s big purse and flinging it 
out the window. Then he wrestled with her suitcase and forced it through the 
small space. He tried not to look as the suitcase bounced and careened off the 
side of the mountain, splitting in two. That could be him in a minute. 

“Check the brakes!” he yelled. He stuffed himself back into the seat and 
clicked the seat belt shut. 

A perspiring Jonah shook his head. “Sorry, bro. That wasn’t it.” 

Jonah was using the shift to brake now, remembering his driving course. 
He had been taught how to use steering to control the car, how to accelerate 
into curves and keep the car on the road. He tried to remember everything 
he’d learned about downshifting, about the process of deceleration and 
acceleration... . 

He just wished his hands weren’t sweating so badly... . 

“The bridge.” Hamilton’s normally deep voice was a squeak. “If you don’t 
make that turn, we’ll go straight off.” 

Jonah didn’t answer. There was no answer. Hamilton was right. 

He tried to plan the route even as he struggled to keep the car on the road. 
He would need to come out of that turn and downshift immediately. He could 
see from here that it was impossible. Unless ... unless he used the side of the 
mountain to slow down the car. Just enough so that he wouldn’t lose control 


He swallowed and gripped the wheel. 

“Hang on,” he tried to say, but his mouth was so dry the words barely 
made it out. 

He eased the car to the left. 

“What are you doing?” Hamilton yelled. 

The car slammed against the mountain and then jerked back on the road. 
That didn’t work. Too hard. 

He eased it over again, this time watching carefully. The side mirror 
snapped off. Sparks flew. The car was slowing, definitely ... but he was 
heading for the curve. 

He bumped back on the road, the wheel shuddering in his hands. He took 
the curve on two wheels. For an instant, the clear Alpine air was all they saw, 
dark blue sky and dark green pines... . 

The car shivered and kept the road. Jonah downshifted, fighting gravity, 
fighting the road, fighting the mountain, fighting the VESPERS, because he 
was going to WIN.... 

The car straightened out and zoomed over the bridge. Jonah kept it steady. 


“Jonah! Up ahead, on the left — that road. See it? It’s going uphill.” 

Jonah saw what Hamilton meant. If he could make that turn, the car would 
naturally slow as it climbed the mountain. If he stayed straight, they’d be 
traveling down the mountain again. With more curves to navigate, more 
chances to crash ... 

It was their only hope. 

Below them was a thousand feet of air. The bridge was narrow. He 
wouldn’t have room to swing out to the right. He’d have to make it — or go 
spinning out, crash through a guardrail and leap straight into space. 


CHAPTER 16 


Now! 

Jonah pulled the wheel to the left and the car responded, going airborne for 
a moment as it bumped off the road, hit a rail, then landed on the uphill road. 
Jonah steered and downshifted all the way up the road until he was able to 
gently crash into a rock on the shoulder. 

The car stopped. His head hit the wheel. Hamilton crashed against the 
dashboard. 

“Oh, dawg,” Hamilton said. 

“Oh, dude,” Jonah said. 

“That was close. That was so close to close, it was almost over.” 

“As close to a final destination as I ever want to get,” Jonah said. 

With shaking hands, they dug out their cell phones and backpacks. As soon 
as they stepped out of the car, the cell phones began to work. Amy didn’t pick 
up. Neither did Dan. Attleboro hadn’t heard from them in the past thirty 
minutes. 

“We’ve got to get to them!” Hamilton said. He slammed his fist on the car. 

“Dude, it’s a rental. Do you have to dent it, too?” Jonah crouched by the 
car. “We just need to find the device so Attleboro can check on it. It could be 
a lead.” He held up a small ball. “This baby is a videocam. That’s how she 
knew when to blow the brakes for maximum impact.” 

They grabbed their gear and half ran, half slid down to the road. It was 
empty. 

Hamilton threw his pack on the ground and let out a howl of frustration. 

“Wait. I hear something,” Jonah said. 

They exchanged a glance. What if it was Cheyenne? What if she’d met up 
with some other Vesper bad dudes? Suddenly, the road felt isolated, and they 
felt exposed. 

A dot appeared across the divide, taking the last turn for the bridge. The 
dot turned into a minibus as it crossed the bridge and headed toward them. No 
matter how jangled their nerves, a minibus seemed like a good sign. Jonah 


stepped out into the road, waving his arms. Hamilton tensed, ready to attack if 
he had to. 

The minibus screeched to a halt. A young woman with blond braids stuck 
her head out the window. 

“Jonah WIZARD!” she screamed. 


Casper took out a large red apple. He began to peel it with the knife. It was 
mesmerizing, watching the bright, polished silver blade move around the 
apple. An impossibly thin strip of peel began to spiral downward. 

“Hey, guys,” Casper said. “I missed you.” 

Dread invaded Amy’s bones, and she didn’t think she could move. He was 
blocking the doorway, and they were trapped. She didn’t want to go anywhere 
near that glittering knife. 

“The last time we were together, I was deep in a crevasse next to a dead 
guy,” Casper said. “And you didn’t even say good-bye.” 

The peel slowly fell to the floor. Casper carved out a piece of apple with a 
few flicks of the knife. He did it so quickly and expertly that Amy shuddered. 

He held out the piece of apple on the tip of the knife. “Anybody? No?” He 
sucked it off the knife. If he was trying to unnerve them, it was working. 

“What is it, Casper?” Amy hated that her voice shook. “What do you 
want?” 

“Oh, didn’t I say? The map. I want the map.” 

“We don’t have the map. And we still have another three days to produce 
it.” 

“But you found something. I heard you.” Casper sliced off another piece of 
apple, flicked it into his mouth, and crunched down on it. 

“You have to allow us to follow the clues,” Amy said. “That’s the deal.” 

Casper smiled. He flicked a piece of apple at Amy. It hit her in the face. 
She flinched. “I didn’t make any deal, sunshine.” 

He took another step closer and flicked another piece of apple at Amy. It 
struck her on the cheek. Dan clenched his fists together. 

“‘At least we found something that will lead us to it.’” Casper mimicked 
Amy’s soft, high voice, then snorted and tossed his apple away. “You think 
you two are the only smart people in the world? You said you found 
something that will lead you to it. So hand it over, sunshine, or else!” 

“Or else what?” Dan asked. “You’ll kill us? Your boss won’t be happy.” 

“T don’t have to kill both of you.” Casper smiled. “Just one will do.” 


333 


Amy’s legs were shaking so badly she was afraid she’d fall down. She 
reached out to hold Dan’s arm. If she couldn’t find the strength to protect 
herself, she knew she’d protect her brother. 

“What difference does it make, Ames?” Dan asked. “He’s a Vesper. Why 
shouldn’t we give it to him?” He stooped down for his backpack. 

Dan was reaching for his pack, but Amy had the notebook in her pocket. 
What was Dan planning? 

“No funny business,” Casper warned. 

“Dude, if you think I care which Vesper gets this, you’re crazy.” 

Amy was braced for anything, but Dan’s move surprised even her. He 
came up with the full can of soda in his hand and hurled it straight at Casper. 
It slammed him in the forehead. There was an almost comical look of stunned 
surprise on his face before Amy gathered her nerve and followed Dan’s move 
with a flying martial-arts kick at the hand holding the knife. 

The knife skittered along the floor. Dan whirled and kicked it into the 
drain. 

Casper screamed a curse. Dan bashed him in the head with his backpack. 
They heard a thud as the soda cans connected with his skull. Casper 
staggered. 

They shouldered past him and raced out into the tunnel. 

Amy thought frantically. She knew the tunnel would eventually lead 
outside to the courtyard. What they needed was a crowd. But if a tour wasn’t 
leaving, the courtyard could be empty. 

“Which way to the upstairs?” she asked Dan. 

“T don’t know!” he shouted. 

They heard running footsteps behind them, and they knew Casper had 
recovered. 

“I hear something,” she gasped out. “Listen!” 

“Ludwig was mad, bro 

But he also was bad, bro 

Was his own ‘Iliad,’ bro...” 

“Jonah!” Amy breathed. Where there was Jonah, there would be a crowd. 

Ahead of them, Casper suddenly appeared from around a bend. He must 
have found a way around them. He lifted a hand and snapped open another 
knife. And smiled. 

They stopped. From off to the right, Amy could hear Jonah’s voice. But it 
was fading, not getting louder. 

“Before, I was annoyed,” Casper said. “Now, I’m mad.” 

Amy took a deep breath. “OMIGOSH JONAH WIZARD!” she squealed. 
Just like millions of girls shrieked all over the world. The sound bounced off 


the walls of the tunnel. 

Casper looked at her as though she’d lost her mind. 

It only took a moment before they heard Jonah’s voice. Coming closer. 
And fast. 

“NEVER WORE PLAID, BRO!” 

Amy almost wept in relief. 

Jonah burst into the main tunnel at a run, surrounded by a crowd of 
giggling girls. Castle security flanked them. Hamilton hurried up to them. He 
followed Amy’s gaze and saw Casper. His fists tightened at his side. 

Casper surveyed the crowd. His gaze lingered on Hamilton’s fists, the 
security officers, the way Jonah moved, pushing the crowd so that it would 
squeeze Casper against the wall. He stepped off to the side as the crowd 
rushed by, Amy and Dan safely in its midst. 

As they passed him, he drew his finger across his neck in a classic “you’re 
dead” signal and pointed at them. 

“Later,” he mouthed. 
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The sunset was spectacular, and they were safe in the minibus with the 
students from Estonia who were on their way to Salzburg for the Sound of 
Music tour. Jonah sat up front with the girls and led a sing-along. 

Who would have guessed that the hip-hop star knew all the words to 
“Climb Ev’ry Mountain”? 

Amy, Dan, and Hamilton huddled in the back of the bus. 

“Why would Casper and Cheyenne want to kill us?” Amy asked. “It 
doesn’t make sense. Why go to all the trouble of kidnapping Cahills and 
getting us to help if they’re going to kill us before we finish?” 

“Maybe Vesper One doesn’t know about it,” Hamilton said. “Maybe 
they’re going rogue. Like they want to impress him or something. It’s the kind 
of thing my sisters would do,” he added sheepishly. 

Amy and Dan stared at him. 

“I mean, what do I know?” he said, shifting uncomfortably. “Nothing, 
right?” 

“No, that’s brilliant,” Dan said. 

Amy nodded. “The only problem is, we have no way of telling Vesper 
One.” 

“And they’re probably counting on that,” Dan said. 

“Great,” Amy said. “Now we’ve got the Wyomings as well as Interpol 
breathing down our necks. And time’s running out to find the map.” 

“T’m going to check with Attleboro,” Hamilton said. He scooted away and 
took out his phone. They had already sent Jane’s notation to Massachusetts. 

“You were great in there,” Amy told Dan. “When I saw Casper, I couldn’t 
move.” 

“You kicked that knife out of his hand.” 

“Only because you nailed him so hard with that can.” Amy bit her lip. “I 
was so scared, Dan. I couldn’t think.” She shook her head. “I feel so ashamed 
of myself. If it wasn’t for you, we would have been toast.” 


“Whoa,” Dan said. “If you’re throwing a pity party for yourself, don’t 
invite me.” He poked her. “You were the one who got Jonah to find us. 
Awesome lung power. I thought you only used that volume to get me out of 
the bathroom.” 

Amy smiled, but the heaviness was still in her heart. She looked out at the 
dark mountains. They seemed to be pressing against them. “But what if the 
day comes when we don’t figure it out? When — ” 

“We are not going to lose.” Dan’s gaze was fierce. “I remember what 
Nellie looked like on that video. And Fiske, and Phoenix, and Ted, and all of 
them. And we are not going to lose. No matter what.” 

Amy should have felt comforted. But there was something about Dan’s 
confidence ... what was it? 

It wasn’t confidence. It was more like desperation. 

Hamilton slid back into the seat. “They have a lead for us. Look.” 


THE V WITH KEPLER HUNG US UP FOR A BIT. IT MUST STAND FOR VESPER. IF 
THE WORLD-FAMOUS SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY ASTRONOMER JOHANNES 
KEPLER WAS A VESPER. 


Amy quickly typed in a response: 


WAS A MANUSCRIPT BY KEPLER STOLEN BY NAZIS? 


YES. EARLY COPY OF MYSTERIUM COSMOGRAPHICUM. WAS HELD AT 
NEUSCHWANSTEIN CASTLE. BOOK NOW IN POSSESSION OF LIBRARY OF 
PHILOSOPHY AND COSMOLOGY IN PRAGUE. 


“That means that Jane could have found a record of it in the castle,” Amy 
said. “Repatriated means ‘returned to the country of origin.’ So maybe she 
slipped the de Virga in with the Kepler book? I don’t know what ‘resting with 
teacher and victim’ means ... yet. But she’s trying to tell us something.” 

Dan nodded. “And that means we’re going to Prague.” 


Prague, Czech Republic 


The Library of Philosophy and Cosmology had existed in Prague for four 
hundred years. Originally attached to a monastery, it was now housed in an 
ultramodern building designed by a world-famous architect who was fond of 
using stainless steel like ribbon candy. Dan didn’t know whether to enter the 
library or take a bite out of it. 

They walked inside a paneled foyer that held only a polished-steel 
umbrella stand. It was empty. “Remember, we’re Sarah and Jack Teague,” 


Amy murmured. “The Farleys are history.” 

Glass doors swung open as they walked forward. A curved desk of dark 
polished wood was ahead of them. Through glass doors they could see the 
great reading room of the library, shelves rising to a second-level gallery. 
Long tables ran the width of the room. Only a few people were scattered 
around, heads bent over books and laptops. 

The woman sitting at the desk looked up from her computer. She wore 
glasses with heavy black frames that somehow made her look cool instead of 
nerdy. Shiny black hair was scraped back in a tight ponytail. 

“May I help you?” 

“We’re American students,” Amy said. “We’d like to look something up in 
your library.” She smiled, trying to ingratiate herself. 

“Do you have a letter of reference?” 

“No,” Amy said. 

“This is a private library,” the woman said. “For invited scholars only. I’m 
sorry. There are other libraries in Prague that would be able to accommodate 
you, I’m sure.” She turned back to her computer. 

“But ...” Amy started. She desperately tried to think. How could she bluff 
their way in? “This is the only library that can help us.” 

“Can you tell me the subject of your research?” 

“Uh, the early books of Johannes Kepler.” 

“We have only one.” 

“We know,” Dan said. “The one that was rescued from Neuschwanstein 
Castle at the end of the war.” 

She pressed her lips together. “That is one of our most valuable books. We 
cannot allow just anyone to handle it.” 

“Is there somebody else we can speak to? The director, perhaps?” Amy 
asked politely. 

“I am Katja Mavel, the director of the library. I am afraid I am your last 
resort.” 

“My sister and I are students of Dr. Mark Rosenbloom,” Dan blurted. 

Amy tried not to look surprised. Mark Rosenbloom was the father of Jake 
and Atticus, the boys who had turned them in to Interpol. Sure, he was a 
world-famous archaeologist, but they’d never met him. 

The woman paused. “Dr. Rosenbloom referred you?” 

“Yes, but we misplaced the letter.” 

“Perhaps you should e-mail Dr. Rosenbloom and then he can forward the 
necessary papers.” 

“We can’t,” Dan said. “He’s on a dig in ... Eritrea. No satellite reception.” 


Amy glanced at her brother. Where had that come from? She didn’t even 
think he could locate Eritrea on a map. She didn’t think she could. But 
suddenly Dan was projecting maturity and intelligence. How did he manage 
it? And why couldn’t he do this at the dinner table instead of using his spoon 
to catapult mashed potatoes onto her plate when she asked for seconds? 

The woman seemed hesitant, but her tone was firm. “I am so sorry, but we 
cannot make exceptions. I’ve met Dr. Rosenbloom and I know of his work. 
But I cannot let you in without the necessary papers.” Her voice softened. 
“Pm sure there is a way to contact him. Perhaps he could call in the 
introduction for you. We can bend the rules, but we cannot break them. Good 
day.” 

Amy quickly scribbled a secure e-mail address on a piece of paper and the 
name Sarah Teague. “If we get Dr. Rosenbloom to e-mail you, can you e-mail 
us back that you’ ll admit us?” 

“I can’t make any promises.” Dr. Mavel glanced at the paper. She didn’t 
say yes, but she tucked it into a drawer. 

There was nothing to do but leave. Amy and Dan stood on the sidewalk 
outside the library. It was a lovely fall day, cool and crisp. The city of Prague, 
with its old, graceful buildings, its hills and steeples, spread out around them. 
They could see the Vltava River and Prague Castle. But Amy couldn’t take it 
in. She could almost feel time passing, like the wind that blew her hair back 
and scattered the leaves at her feet. 

“T don’t know what to do now,” she said. “But it was a good idea to bring 
up Atticus’s father.” 

“Tt still didn’t get us in. And it’s not like we can call him. Jake probably 
told him that we’re thieves.” 

Amy remembered the look on Jake’s face, the contempt when he knew 
what they were planning. “We’ll have to put out a Cahill alert,” she decided. 
“Someone will come through. In the meantime we can focus on getting a 
good translation of the epilogue of I] Milione. It has to tie in with everything 
else somehow.” 

“Pliny the Younger, Marco Polo, Caravaggio, Johannes Kepler, and a 
Nazi,” Dan said, ticking off the names on his fingers. “They’re all centuries 
apart, and they’re connected?” 

“They’ve got to be,” Amy said. “Let’s head back to the hotel.” 

They had checked in to a small hotel tucked away on a side street upon 
their arrival that morning. The room hadn’t been ready, and they were 
carrying around their packs, which were starting to feel heavy. Jonah and 
Hamilton had gone to a four-star American hotel. They had agreed it would 
be safer to split up. 


As they trudged the blocks to the hotel, Dan could feel the weight of 
discouragement even more than the drag of the pack on his shoulders. He 
pictured Hamilton and Jonah sitting around their hotel room in plush robes, 
nibbling at a complimentary fruit basket. 

As they entered the hotel, the clerk came around the desk to speak to them. 
“My apologies. Your room isn’t ready,” he said. “May I suggest a snack in the 
kavarna — the café. Complimentary, of course.” 

“Dude,” Dan said. “You just said the magic word.” 

They were tired of walking. Tired of thinking. A little pastry sugar rush 
would do them good. 

They headed for the café adjoining the lobby, where they sat down at a 
table and ordered hot chocolate and vdolek, a pastry with jam and whipped 
cream. 

Dan was just about to dip his spoon into the pastry when Amy stiffened. 
The same hawk-nosed man who’d been on the train to Lucerne pushed 
through the door of the hotel. 

“Dan!” 

Dan licked his lips as he regarded his pastry. “This looks like a cloud of 
paradise.” 

The man went directly to the desk. 

Interpol. 

Amy ducked behind the broad back of a patron enjoying a large plate of 
pastries. 

Don‘ tell him where we are. Don * tell him don’t tell him don t tell him. 

The clerk looked at the paper the man held out. He pointed to the café. 


CHAPTER 


“We have to get out of here.” Amy stood. “Now.” 

“Wait! My vdolek!” Dan protested, reaching for it. 

She yanked on his arm just as he grabbed for it. Dan went facedown in the 
whipped cream. 

She bent over as though to pick up a purse. In the mirror over the counter 
she could clearly see the Interpol detective trying to peer into the café. All he 
saw was a boy with a faceful of whipped cream. 

Dan reached for a napkin, but she shoved the pastry up against his face 
again. 

“Mmff!” Dan protested around a mouthful of cream. 

Keeping his back to the lobby, she steered them through the door. Outside, 
she pushed Dan forward until they were swallowed by a crowd of tourists. 

Dan swiped at the whipped cream on his face and licked his fingers as they 
weaved through the crowd. “Escape was never so sweet,” he crowed. 


Attleboro, Massachusetts 


The package arrived that afternoon. Sinead had immediately taken it upstairs 
to the comm. center. Cheyenne’s phone had certainly been wiped clean, but 
that didn’t mean they couldn’t get some information out of it. She got to 
work. 

Ian researched the videocam Cheyenne had stuck on the car fender. It was 
so micro and advanced that, like the DeOssie smartphone, it had to come from 
military or spy agencies. If he cross-referenced with the names that were 
starting to come in on the DeOssie ... maybe they could find a connection. 

Evan and Sinead had written a program to research the jacket label they’d 
gotten off the video from Vesper One. It was a company in the Czech 
Republic with factories in China that sold throughout the US and Europe. 
With a new expanded search engine, the computer was now pulling up every 
retail outlet that carried the brand. It was a long list. 


Ian checked the program over Evan’s shoulder. He stared at the store 
names, which blurred in front of his tired eyes. 

“What is Walmart?” he asked. 

“Its the newest luxury store. Just like Harrod’s. You’d love it,’ Evan 
assured him. 

“Whoa!” Sinead suddenly leaped to her feet. “Bingo! That last text for 
Cheyenne? I’ve tracked down the location! You are not going to believe this!” 


Amy felt her cell buzz in her pocket. She plucked it out. There was a text 
from Sinead. 


URGENT! TRACED ORIGIN OF LAST TEXT ON CHEYENNE’S PHONE. WAS SENT 
FROM TOWN OF KUTNA HORA — CLOSE TO PRAGUE. CONTACT ATTLEBORO 
IMMEDIATELY. 


It was a breakthrough. A real breakthrough. 

Amy showed Dan the text. “That’s three connections to the Czech 
Republic — Jane’s note, the jacket label, and now the text! Maybe the 
hostages are being held right near here!” 

They turned off the main street onto a quiet side street. Amy quickly dialed 
Attleboro and put Dan on three-way calling. 

“There you are!” Sinead let out an explosive sigh of relief. “Did you get 
my text?” 

“Great news! Where’s Kutna Hora?” 

“Its only about forty minutes from Prague. We’ve been able to pinpoint 
the exact location — it was actually sent from Sedlec, a suburb of Kutna 
Hora. There’s a church there called All Saints — we think it was sent from 
there.” 

“What did the text say?” 

“We couldn’t retrieve it,’ Sinead said, disappointed. “We only know what 
Hamilton saw — ” 

““G is in the picture, could need removal,’” Amy repeated from memory. 
“Jane mentions a ‘G,’ too. But it can’t be the same one. There are so many 
random pieces in this puzzle!” 

“Tell me about it,” Sinead said. “Erasmus is on his way to Rome to see Mr. 
McIntyre. They’re going to brainstorm ways to get Interpol off your back. 
Maybe pull some strings. And Ian is working on a Cahill connection to get 
you in at the library.” 


“Great. We’ll leave for Kutna Hora right now.” 

“Look, we just want you to check it out. Surveillance only. If you suspect 
the hostages are there, hang back. Don’t do anything crazy. We can put a team 
together in twenty-four hours if we need to.” 

“But if we wait, they could be moved! What would you do?” Amy waited 
out the pause. Sinead was her best friend. She knew that Sinead would want 
to protect her. But she’d also tell her the truth. 

“Td go in,” Sinead said. 


Rome, Italy 


The apartment felt lonely now that their father was away, and in the morning 
Atticus and Jake Rosenbloom began a new routine of flopping on the deep 
couches in their dad’s study to do their work. Surrounded by their father’s 
books and stacks of files, they felt closer to him. 

Atticus could tell that his half brother, Jake, was still brooding about what 
had happened with Amy and Dan Cahill. Jake had turned them in to Interpol, 
but the authorities didn’t seem to believe Jake when he’d said they’d stolen 
the original manuscript of Marco Polo’s Il Milione. 

Atticus was getting over his shock and hurt. He’d thought and thought 
about it, and he’d decided that there must be something going on that Dan 
was afraid to tell him. They were buddies, even though Dan was two years 
older. He still remembered the look on Dan’s face as he seized II Milione and 
took off. Like he’d wanted to tell Atticus something, but he couldn’t. 

He’d felt so let down by Dan, but he didn’t have many friends to spare. 
Being an eleven-year-old college freshman wasn’t easy. He couldn’t exactly 
join in conversations about dating or concerts. And he didn’t have much to 
say to kids his own age, either. They just thought he was weird. Atticus 
smiled, remembering what Dan’s response to Atticus saying that had been. 
Dude, you are weird. Embrace the weirdness! It’s cool. 

“What do you want for breakfast” Jake asked him. 

“Are you actually going to cook?” Atticus asked. 

“T think I can manage to boil water and put some oatmeal in it.” 

Atticus snorted. “If you think that’s all there is to it, you haven’t lived in 
Italy long enough.” 

The phone rang, and both brothers looked at it for a moment before 
bending over their books again. Mark Rosenbloom was a world-famous 
scholar with a bestselling book. He got calls all the time. 

The answering machine was turned up, and the accented voice was clear 
and crisp. 

“Good afternoon, Dr. Rosenbloom.” 


“Hungarian,” Jake said. 

“Czech,” Atticus corrected. Jake was terrible at accents. 

“This is Katja Mavel, from the Library of Philosophy and Cosmology in 
Prague. Perhaps ... ah ... you’ ll remember me from your last visit.” The voice 
had suddenly dropped in a flirtatious way. 

Jake rolled his eyes. Atticus sighed. Sometimes it was hard being a skinny 
nerd with glasses in the Rosenbloom family. Mark Rosenbloom tended to 
make librarians weak in the knees. Jake had inherited every bit of his dark 
good looks. 

“We shared a cup of coffee and you were zo informative about cataloging 
our object collection... .” 

With a sigh, Atticus got up to turn off the volume on the machine. 

“In any event, I thought I would contact you directly about two students of 
yours who say you sent them to us. A brother and a sister. They looked rather 
young ... but I know that you do work with younger students. Perhaps they 
are prodigies like your son.” 

Atticus stopped. Jake sat up. 

“Sarah Teague, she said her name was. They said they were researching 
Johannes Kepler? The Mysterium Cosmographicum — the one that was 
rescued from Neuschwanstein Castle after the war. Odd, because I did not 
think this was quite your field. We could not let them in without the proper 
letters of introduction. I am zo sorry if this becomes a problem. If you could 
call me directly, I’m sure we would be able to clear this up. Good-bye, Dr. 
Rosenbloom ... Mark.” 

Jake threw aside his book. “It’s them! It’s those Cahills!” 

“We don’t know that for sure,” Atticus said. 

“Of course it is. Stop protecting him!” Jake fumed. “Now they’re probably 
using our father’s name and reputation to steal something else!” 

“You don’t know that they’re going to steal anything!” 

“Atticus, come on! They stole a priceless manuscript! They’re crooks!” 

“A thief doesn’t say he’s sorry. Dan said that to me! And he really meant it! 
He didn’t want to take it.” 

Jake shook his head sadly. “Buddy, you’ve got to stop hero-worshipping 
this guy.” 

“Tm not!” Atticus’s throat felt tight. 

Jake stood up. “I’m going to call Interpol.” 

“They didn’t believe you last time.” 

“This time Pll be more convincing.” Jake crossed the room in three quick 
steps. “Who knows what they’re going to steal next? The Mad King’s body?!” 

Atticus froze. “What did you say?” 


“Neuschwanstein Castle. It was built by Ludwig the Second. What you 
don’t know about history after a.D. 100 scares me.” 

Atticus felt the words hit him like hard punches, like when he used to get 
beat up at his locker before his parents took him out of middle school. 

Jake had his hand on the receiver. Atticus leaped across the room and 
threw himself at his brother. It was like a small twig battling a redwood. “You 
can’t!” 

“Hey!” Jake backed up. “What is it with you?” 

“You can’t,” Atticus repeated desperately. How could he convince Jake not 
to call in the authorities? How could he tell him that everything had changed 
when he’d mentioned the Mad King? 

Atticus’s thoughts whirled. It couldn’t be a coincidence. It just couldn’t. 

He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment as the memories lit up his brain. 
The night she died. A memory he always blocked, because the sight and 
sounds of her dying were so terrible he never wanted to revisit them. 

Until he had to. Right here, right now. 

That night, everyone else had gone from the hospital room where they had 
been sitting vigil for three days. Astrid had been sick for weeks with a 
mysterious illness the doctors could not identify. Suddenly, she had taken a 
turn for the worse. She’d collapsed at her office and had been rushed to the 
hospital. She hadn’t regained consciousness. 

Jake took their exhausted father to get coffee downstairs. Her devoted 
assistant, Dave, had finally listened when Mark told him to go home to bed. 
There was only Atticus in the room. He was hungry and tired, too, but they all 
knew that they couldn’t bear to leave her alone. As though if they did, she 
would die. 

She died anyway. 

At first, he thought he was overhearing her dreams. 

“V-One. He’s V-One! Vespers ...” 

Then she’d come fully awake. He was holding her hand when he felt his 
being squeezed. 

“Mom!” Tears spurted into his eyes when he saw her smile. 

“Atticus.” She wet her lips. “So thirsty.” 

He gave her a sip of water. “I’ll get Dad.” 

“No! You must listen. Last chance.” 

“You’re going to get better.” Atticus choked back tears. 

She squeezed his hand. “Listen. Very carefully. Remember the bedtime 
story? The one I used to tell you?” 

Atticus nodded. He didn’t remember the story very well, not really, but he 
wanted her to calm down. 


“The ring. The ring. Do you remember? They can help you. But they don’t 
know who we are! I am passing along guardianship to you.” 

Guardianship? Of who? Jake? Jake was seven years older than he was. Of 
course, Atticus always told Jake he was way smarter, but he was joking. Half 
joking. 

“You are a guardian. You must continue. Tradition. So much at stake. 
Follow the sparrow to the Mad King’s castle.” 

It was strange how calm and focused she seemed, even though her words 
were crazy. “Sure, Mom,” Atticus said soothingly. His gaze darted toward the 
door. He wished his father would get back. “The Mad King’s castle. Got it.” 

“Darling boy ...” Suddenly, her gaze unfocused and she tightened her grip 
as the pain came. 

“Nurse!” Atticus shouted. 

“Promise me,” she whispered. 

“I promise, Mom.” 

“My papers. Look in my papers. Promise.” 

“I promise.” 

“Grace,” she whispered. “I need grace.” 

His mother had never been religious. “Do you want me to get the 
chaplain?” 

She shook her head, frustration and pain on her face. “Vespers,” she 
whispered through cracked lips. “The oldest of enemies. Guardian, promise 
me.” 

“T promise,” he said, for the last time. 

One last, gasped sentence. “Stay friends with Dan Cahill.” 

She closed her eyes, and her hand went limp. She died two hours later. 

Now the agony of that night swept over him again, and he wanted to crash 
to his knees and sob. He wasn’t over his mother’s death. 

But he had to be strong. He had to figure this out. Deathbed promises, 
made in a swirl of words he didn’t understand. The pain in her eyes. The way 
she gasped for breath. 

What if those things she was trying to tell him ... were real? 

Stay friends with Dan Cahill. He’d thought she was just reassuring herself 
that her son would continue his only friendship after her death. But now, in 
his head, he heard her voice. He heard the urgency of it. 

He glanced desperately at his brother. How could he find the words to tell 
him? Jake would never believe him about Astrid. He’d say she was 
delusional, that she was full of painkillers... . 

Jake was already dialing. 

“Please, Jake!” 


The desperate emotion in his voice made Jake stop. 

Atticus thought fast. He had to give Jake a reason to go find Amy and Dan. 
His brain was suddenly firing with connections, and he had a feeling that only 
Dan and Amy could answer his questions. 

“Interpol won’t listen,” he said. “Maybe you’re right — what if Dan and 
Amy are after something else? And they’re using Dad’s name. What if they 
implicate him in the crime?” 

“All the more reason to call the authorities,” Jake said. 

“No,” Atticus said. “All the more reason to go to Prague.” 


CHAPTER 


Kutná Hora was a picturesque city that had once sat on top of Europe’s most 
prosperous silver mine. Back in medieval times, it was second only to Prague 
in importance. St. Barbara’s Cathedral was renowned for its Gothic 
magnificence, and the town was popular with tourists. Amy and Dan milled 
with them as they exited the train station. Most headed for the cathedral or the 
mining museum in a fifteenth-century castle. 

“Do you know what the Czechs used to do with people they didn’t like 
back in ye olde medieval days?” Dan asked Amy. “Throw them out the 
window. Really, I read it on the train. It’s called defenestration. It happened in 
the fourteen hundreds. And there was this event called the Great 
Defenestration in the sixteen hundreds, where this one group of guys threw 
this other group of guys they didn’t like out the window of Prague Castle. 
They actually lived, because they landed in a dung heap. Now, there’s a soft 
landing. But it started a trend. There’s actually an index entry for 
defenestrations in the guidebook. Isn’t that crazy?” 

“Since when are you interested in history?” 

“Pm not. I’m interested in wild acts of defenestration. Do you think we 
could arrange to meet Casper Wyoming in Prague Castle?” 

“Sure. Keep thinking, Dan. Come on, let’s find the bus.” 

Amy bought bus tickets at a tabac and asked directions to the bus for 
Sedlec. It was an easy walk to Masarykova Street. 

The ride to Sedlec wasn’t long, and soon they were pulling up in a small 
suburb. They jumped off the bus with several other passengers. A tourist with 
a camera and a backpack approached them. “Is this the way to the bone 
church?” he asked Amy. 

“You mean All Saints?” Amy asked. “I think it must be that church up 
ahead.” 

“The bone church?” Dan murmured as he walked away. 

Tucked next to the side of the church was a cemetery. Dan saw a skull and 
bones, like a Jolly Roger, at the entrance. 


A real skull. With real bones. 

“Cool,” he breathed. “It’s like the Church of Pirates.” 

They paid their money and walked in. There were a few others in the 
chapel, walking back and forth, studying the decorative garlands, the splendid 
white chandelier, and the sculptures against the walls. 

It was all fairly magnificent — and then you noticed what everything was 
made of. 

“Tt’s all bones,” Dan said in awe. “Human bones! Is this the coolest thing 
in the world, or the creepiest? Or both?” He glanced over at a skull sitting on 
a pile of finger bones. “Dude? Can you lend me a hand?” 

The skull stared back, its lower jaw missing. “Cat got your tongue?” Dan 
asked. 

Amy grinned. She was always glad to see the goofball in Dan reappear. 
She consulted the pamphlet. “There are the bones of at least forty thousand 
people here. Lots of them died of the plague. When they built the church 
above us, they turned this chapel into an ossuary — a place for bones. But 
there were so many that in 1870 they finally asked this guy to ... uh, arrange 
them. So he did this.” 

“What a cool ye olde spookmaster dude,” Dan approved. 

They walked around in awe. What Amy had thought were carved stone 
garlands hanging from the balconies above were arm and leg bones. A skull 
stared at them blankly, a leg bone clamped between its jaws. 

“The chandelier is made up of every human bone,” Amy whispered to Dan 
as they looked above their heads. 

Despite the creep factor, there was something so beautiful about this place, 
Amy thought. The fluttery edges of the hip bones looked like enormous 
flowers. The lineup of finger bones was a delicate necklace. A carved, painted 
cherub blew into a golden horn while casually balancing half a skull on its 
knee. 

Dan wandered over to an alcove. Behind a wire screen was a mound of 
bones stacked in perfect rows. Alternating rows of skulls sat on the arranged 
bones. Their hollow eyes stared out. Some almost seemed to have 
expressions. One leaned over, resting on the next one, and Amy found herself 
drawn into those black, black eyes. 

Somehow the creepy feeling left her. Death surrounded her, but here she 
and Dan were standing, living and breathing, and all these bones were just 
evidence of many lives lived before hers. 

Dan gripped the wire grating. He moved closer to the skulls, staring, 
staring. His lighthearted mood was suddenly gone. Amy felt a flutter of alarm. 
What was he seeing? 


“We’re breathing in death,” he murmured. “Every day.” He half turned to 
Amy. “Everybody dies. Why do we run away so hard and so fast, when it’s 
always there?” 

“We run away hard and fast because we don t want to die,” Amy said. 

Dan seemed mesmerized by the black holes in the skull. Amy was afraid of 
his expression. 

Dan shook his head. “It all seems so ... futile.” 

“Futile?” Amy had never heard Dan use that word before. “You mean, 
pointless?” 

“Yeah. I know the meaning of the word, Amy. I’m not quite as dumb as 
everybody thinks I am. I know, I’ve got the photographic memory, but you’ve 
got the brains, right?” 

Dan’s tone was sarcastic. Not teasing, but flat and almost mean. 

“Not right,” Amy said, shocked. Was that what Dan really thought? 
“Nobody thinks that.” 

Dan tumed his back on her to gaze at the bones. “Futile. Stupid and 
pointless.” 

Amy took a breath. She felt the hurtful sting of Dan’s tone, but she had no 
urge to stamp off. There was something heading for Dan, something that cast 
a huge shadow, and her first instinct was to grab his arm and pull him away 
from the darkness she saw. But that would just make the darkness grow. 

“Tt doesn’t seem that way to me,” she said. She kept her voice quiet. “It 
seems to me that we’re doing what all these people did. Just ... trying to live 
in the best way we can. Protecting the people we love. We give it everything 
we have. Just like these people probably did.” 

Dan didn’t say anything. It was like he hadn’t even heard her. 

“And I don’t think you’re stupid,” she added fiercely. 

She felt her cell phone buzz in her pocket. She checked the ID. Sinead. 

“Are you in?” Sinead asked. 

“We’re in. Nothing to see. Nothing but old bones.” 

“Listen, I have another lead. We’re certain now that the text that Cheyenne 
got was not from a mobile device.” 

“Meaning it was from a computer? In the church?” 

“Exactly. And we figured out the altitude of the computer. It’s about six 
feet down from where you’re standing.” 

Amy looked around. The church and chapel were up a slight rise and 
looked down on the cemetery. She walked a few feet away so that no one 
could overhear. 

“So there must be a room below us,” she whispered. 

“Exactly. Look around. And keep the line open, okay?” 


“Okay, we’re moving.” Amy slipped on her earpiece and motioned to Dan. 
She saw with relief that he seemed to have shaken off his mood. 

They walked around the perimeter of the church, under the fantastic ropes 
of bones. They cruised down the opposite side. A door had a sign in Czech, 
and they hesitated. 

“Tt could say welcome, or it could say keep out,” Amy said. 

“Maybe we should do a spell-Czech,” Dan said, opening the door. 

The door led to a narrow flight of stairs made of large pieces of stone. 
They were worn in the middle from the thousands of feet that had traveled 
down and up over the centuries. Dan closed the door behind them, and 
immediately they were plunged into darkness. Amy got out her penlight and 
shined it on the stairs. They crept down. The place smelled ancient and damp. 
The roof was low above their heads. It dripped. 

When they reached the bottom, she swung the penlight along a narrow 
passageway. Even here, bones hung in garlands and were arranged in 
displays. Skulls lined a shelf that ran the length of the passage. 

“T can’t see anything on the video feed,” Sinead said. “What is it?” 

“Tt must be the passage to the cemetery,” Amy said. “I can’t imagine 
keeping a computer down here.” 

“Amy? Look at this.” Dan stood in front of a metal grate. Behind it was a 
small room. He pushed open the grate and walked in. It was like a mini- 
amphitheater, only with dead people as patrons. Skulls were arranged in piles 
around the room, stacked atop leg bones and hip bones. Flat, narrow ledges 
ran around the room, serving as seats. There was a clear, flat, raised space 
along the far wall. Over it was an arrangement of bones in the shape of a giant 
letter. 





“Maybe the original guy who did the chapel — maybe he was a Vesper,” 
Amy whispered. Somehow, whispers seemed appropriate here. 

Dan moved around the space. “Look at this candle.” He held out a candle 
with wax dripped down into the holder. “It’s been used recently — there’s no 
grime or dust in the wax.” 

“But there’s no computer here,” Amy said. “Please don’t tell me we have 
to dig through the bones.” 

“No, look how they’re arranged — it would be impossible to move them 
and stack them again so perfectly. I think you’re right — it must have been a 
laptop.” 

“But there had to be a power source,” Sinead insisted in Amy’s ear. “Can 
you find an outlet anywhere?” 

Dan and Amy shined their penlights on the walls close to the floor. 
Suddenly, Dan caught sight of something. He knelt on the floor. “Whoa. This 
would be so easy to miss. Did they have USB ports in the Middle Ages?” 

“Try it!” Sinead said quickly. 

Dan fished in his pack for a cable and hooked up his computer to the USB 
port. He scanned the drive. Nothing came up. “It’s been wiped.” 

“Tm going to hand the phone to Evan — he’ll talk you through it. You 
might be able to scrape something off it.” 

Dan settled with his back against the wall, computer in his lap. As Evan 
read out a list of codes, he typed them into his computer. The USB icon 
flashed. 


“I think something’s coming through ... it’s a file.” Dan clicked on it. 
“Some kind of report. But it’s only a few sentences.” 

“Save it to your hard drive and then e-mail it here.” 

Dan read the document as he pressed SAVE. “It won’t save,” he said. “Or 
send. It’s encrypted somehow. And parts of it are blacked out.” 


V-1 report 

infiltrated family w/two children. Left MA w/mission complete. Information 
successfully destroyed. No suspicion from G. Coverup successful. Mother 
deceased. Children are 


“It’s disappearing,” Dan said. “The words are disappearing!” 

“Tt’s an automatic wipe!” Sinead cried. “There could be an alert attached to 
it. You’d better get out of there.” 

Dan flipped over onto his knees to quickly stuff the computer in his 
backpack. He held his penlight in his mouth. As he zipped the pack, the light 
wavered on the old stones. He stopped. Someone had carved their initials into 
the wall. 





Amy stood at the door. “Come on, Dan!” 

He ran his fingers over the carving. 

“Let’s go!” 

Dan wrenched himself away. 

As he followed Amy’s wavering shadow down the passageway, it seemed 
to flicker and then fade. And the shadow behind him seemed to grow. 

infiltrated family 

two children 

MA 

information successfully destroyed 

Mother deceased 

no suspicion from G 

And the initials seemed to flame and burn inside his brain. 

A.J.T. 


At the end of a passageway was another door, small with a pointed arch. 
There was only a sliding iron lock. Amy pushed it back and opened the door. 
Gray light flooded the passageway. They stepped out into a soft rain and 
picked their way through the graves. 

“Amy,” Dan said, stopping. The smell released by the rain was of dead 
leaves and cold stone, and he could taste it in his mouth. “Amy ...” 

His sister turned impatiently. “We have to make the bus... .” 

“Amy.” He spoke her name for the third time. Wasn’t that the charm in 
every fable? Say a name three times? And the parent turns into a witch, a 
wolf, a beast. 

“I saw initials carved there... . A.J.T... . and the report ... it proves it.” 

“Proves what? 

Dan wheeled to face her, anguish twisting his features. “That our father 
was a Vesper.” 


CHAPTER 


Amy stumbled against the cold stone. She sat down and rested her forehead 
against the cemetery marker. It was like Dan was hurling stones instead of 
words. 

“There were his initials, right there,” Dan said. “And the date — he was 
eighteen. In some sort of weird, spooky Vesper hideout!” 

“It’s three letters in a certain combination,” Amy said. “A.J.T. It could be 
Albert John Toboggan. It could be Adam Jeffrey Turquoise. It could be 
anything!” 

“What about the document? Infiltrating a family in Massachusetts? Two 
children? Information destroyed? What information?” 

Amy shook her head violently. “I don’t believe any of this. You shouldn’t, 
either. We’ve been through this before, Dan! We’ve already been afraid that 
our parents were the bad guys. We know they weren’t!” 

“And what about no suspicion from G? It’s Grace!” 

“There’s a G in Jane’s notebook, too.” 

“That could be Grace as well. What if Jane was a Vesper?” 

“She wasn’t a Vesper!” Amy barked this furiously. She had grown fond of 
Jane. She refused to believe she could have been part of such a despicable 
organization. 

And her father couldn’t have been, either. 

“What if he’s not dead?” Dan asked in a hushed tone. “What if he’s still a 
Vesper?” 

Amy shook her head as the enormous weight of Dan’s words hit her. She 
swallowed, feeling sick. “No.” 

“The fire ... he was concealing the evidence 

“Isabel Kabra set that fire! We know that! And we buried him. They found 
his body, okay?” Amy was yelling now. “Don’t you think Grace would have 
checked?” 

“Checked what? Fingerprints? He died in a fire. Except maybe he didn’t. 
Somebody did. How are we supposed to know who it was?” 
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“Dan, we were there that night. I remember parts of it. I know Dad was 
there. I saw him!” 

“Yes, he was there. But maybe he escaped. Do you remember the circus 
girl? She said that V-One had a burn.” 

Amy stood back up on shaky legs. “This is all circumstantial. You’re really 
jumping to conclusions.” 

“Are you the only one allowed to have instincts, Amy?” 

“Our father was not a Vesper!” She glared at Dan with all the fury that 
blazed inside her. “Since when are you so quick to denounce him?” she 
demanded. “He was your hero!” 

The lost look in Dan’s eyes frightened her. “Since I grew up.” 

Even through her anger, Amy felt something pierce her heart. Fear. She 
was so afraid for her brother. Had he really lost his childhood? Was that what 
the Clue hunt had done? 

The Vesper phone buzzed in her pocket. She felt revulsion rise in her 
throat. She hated Vesper One. She hated all of them. She accessed the text. 


Greetings, children. Time is running out. 


Amy scrolled down. It was a low-resolution photograph of the hostages. 
Clumped together, made to sit in a line in their jumpsuits. Staring at the 
camera. 
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CAM 2: WHO'SHALL BE NEXT? 





They returned to Prague in silence. Amy had sent a text to Attleboro, not 
trusting herself to speak. 


NEED TO CONTACT ERASMUS IMMEDIATELY. HAVE HIM CALL OR TEXT US WITH 
A TIME TO SPEAK. 


They sat in an outdoor café in Old Town Square, watching the darkness 
fall. Across the square, tourists gathered at the top of the hour to see the 
famous Astronomical Clock. Amy heard it bong six times. They ordered a 
dinner they didn’t want. To Amy, it felt like the end of the world. They would 
get into the library somehow tomorrow; she had enough faith to know that. 
But whether they would find the de Virga or not ... 

A man moved along the buildings of the square, from shadow to shadow. 
He wore small, round blue-tinted glasses and had curly dark hair streaked 
with gray. In his black leather jacket and black jeans he looked like a shadow 
himself. 

Erasmus slid into a chair opposite them and lifted one finger to hail the 
waitress. “I hear you need to talk to me.” He spoke rapidly to the waitress in 
Czech. 


“We didn’t know you were in Prague,” Amy said. “Sinead said you were 
on the way to Rome.” 

“T leave for Rome tonight.” 

He paused as the waitress put down a steaming cup of coffee. He took a 
sip. Behind the tinted glasses Amy knew his gaze was constantly roving, 
picking out possible danger, routes of escape. What Erasmus did before 
devoting himself to the Madrigals, she didn’t know. But he had a Vesper 
database in his head, every scrap of information the Madrigals had been able 
to pick up over the centuries. 

Amy was wondering how to ask the question when Dan just blurted it out. 

“Was our father a Vesper?” 

Erasmus took a careful sip of coffee. He leaned back and blew out a sigh as 
he stared out at the square. Then he took off his sunglasses. His eyes looked 
tired. He leaned forward again, his big hands cradling the cup. With every 
move and gesture Amy felt her heart sink. She wanted to run as far and as fast 
as she could to escape what was coming next. 

“Yes,” Erasmus said. 


“The bro just orders,” Jonah said. “I’m not saying I don’t like him. I’m just 
saying.” 

“T hear you,” Hamilton said. He threw another T-shirt into his pack. 

“Tt’s my plane, bro. And he walks in, dressed so fine in his leather, and he 
says, ‘We’re going to Italy tonight,’ and it’s, like, say what?” Jonah zipped up 
his duffel. “I’d just like a vote. That’s all.” 

Still talking, they rode down in the elevator and walked out into the lobby. 
A gray-haired woman in a gray jacket and a shapeless hat was just getting up 
from a chair. Just as they passed her, Hamilton slung his big pack over his 
shoulder and caught her on the side of the head. She stumbled, and her purse 
went flying. 

“Oh, man, I’m so sorry.” Hamilton and Jonah dropped their packs and 
quickly stooped over to help gather the items that had spilled. 

“Tt is okay,” the woman said in an Italian accent. She shook her wallet at 
Jonah playfully. “I know you. Jonah Wizard.” 

“Busted!” 

“That is a funny choice of words. In American English, that can be slang 
for ... arrested, no?” The woman’s brown eyes twinkled. 

“Word. I should be careful, right?” 


“You should be very careful.” The woman flipped her wallet open. Inside 
they saw an ID card. Luna Amato was the woman’s name. And then, in big 
black letters — INTERPOL. “Perhaps we can have a chat, no?” 

Jonah and Hamilton exchanged glances. They had a feeling that answering 
“no” was not an option. 

She directed them to a quiet corner of the lobby. She sat in an armchair, 
parking her purse on the floor. They sat on the edge of the sofa facing her. 

“Just a little chat,” she said in a friendly way. “You are here in Prague 
because ... ?” 

“Just chilling with my homey, doing the tourist thing,” Jonah said. 

“And your cousins, Amy and Dan Cahill? Are they enjoying the city as 
well?” 

Jonah’s heart sank into his running shoes. “Whoa, are they here, too? You 
know, I’ve got a bunch of cousins. Can’t keep track of everybody.” 

“It seems to me,” Luna Amato said, “it would be easy to keep track of 
people who travel with you on your private plane.” 

“What do you want?” Hamilton asked. 

“Ah, let’s cut to the chase, as they say in American movies, no?” Luna 
Amato leaned forward. “I am hoping you will take a message to Amy and 
Dan Cahill. We know they have Il Milione.” 

Jonah kept his face expressionless. Hamilton stiffened. 

“Che macello! What a mess! The lost manuscript! And these two children 
steal it! Why? To sell it? But they have a fortune already. To keep it? But they 
are not known as art lovers. I have seen children manipulated and forced to do 
things they do not want to do. I say to myself, maybe this is the case with 
these two.” 

“So what is the message?” Jonah asked. 

Luna Amato sighed. “My partner, Milos Vanek — we are not alike. To 
him, if you steal something, you are a criminal. He does not believe in mercy. 
He believes in law. He will not listen to what they say. I will listen. Perhaps 
even I can help.” Her face was intent. “Do you understand? They will need a 
friend at Interpol. I am that friend.” 

She gave them her card. Then she picked up the purse and walked out 
without looking back. 

“Dude,” Hamilton said. 

“Dawg,” Jonah said. “I can’t tell if I’m scared of her, or I want her to bake 
me cookies.” 


CHAPTER 


The lights glowed around the square. The rain had cleared and freshened the 
air. But the evening was chilly, and most of the patrons now sat inside in the 
warm, lit café. Dan and Amy sat outside at the table, their dinners cold and 
untouched. Amy found she was hugging herself tightly, her fingers digging 
into her arms. 

“He was recruited,” Erasmus said. “As Vespers often are, when they’re 
young. Arthur was in college. When he told Grace the story, he made it clear 
that he had no idea that the Vespers were a criminal organization. He was 
fascinated by the fact that, at that time, scientists and engineers and historians 
were part of the group. There were hints of famous scholars in history being 
Vespers, people Arthur admired. He was approached by Vesper One — the 
former Vesper One. We know that he died about three years ago.” 

“But that means he knew who Vesper One was,” Dan said. 

Erasmus shook his head. “He never knew. There’s a courting period where 
they indoctrinate you — you don’t know anyone’s real identity at first. 
There’s an initiation ceremony. Arthur was attracted to certain parts of the 
Vesper heritage, I admit. He was young, ambitious, maybe too impulsive for 
his own good. But after ... uh, certain details of the Vesper philosophy came 
to light, he was horrified. He renounced the Vespers and married your mother. 
Your father is one of the reasons we know as much as we do about the 
Vespers.” 

“What about the Sedlec Ossuary?” Dan asked. “Why didn’t he tell you 
about that?” 

The challenge in Dan’s voice made Erasmus frown. 

“Tm guessing that was the site of his initiation,” Erasmus said. “He was 
blindfolded and taken there. He only knew it was somewhere near Prague.” 

“So he never ...” Amy swallowed. “He never did anything bad.” 

Erasmus turned his gaze to Amy. “I knew your father. He was a good 
man.” 

“Thank you for telling us,” Amy said. 


“You can count on me anytime,” Erasmus said. He slipped his sunglasses 
into his pocket. “Remember this: We’re on a dangerous path. But we have 
been on it for centuries. We will prevail.” 

As silently and gracefully as he had appeared, he left. Within moments, 
Amy could not tell where he’d gone. She could see only shadows where he 
had been. 


Amy woke up to a gray morning. She didn’t know if she’d really slept. The 
dreams were so real ... the blurred memory of her father swinging her into a 
grocery cart, stringing pink fairy lights all over her bedroom to surprise her 
for a birthday, making a suit out of bubble wrap and declaring himself King 
Bub the Invincible. 

Could that man be a Vesper? 

She’d tried to talk to Dan about it, but Dan had withdrawn into himself. 
The muscles of his face pulled tight, and his eyes went flat. She wanted to 
shake him, as though she could shake good memories into him, the things 
about their father that he couldn’t remember. 

But then she remembered other things. Coming into the room and just 
catching the end of an argument between her mother and her father. 

“What aren t you telling me, Arthur?” 

The look on his face when he didn’t know she was watching him. Staring 
into the fire in the study, gripping the book at his side, the orange flames 
flickering on the taut line of his mouth ... 

Dan looked so much like him. 

So he never ... he never did anything bad. 

I knew your father. He was a good man. 

Amy realized something: Erasmus had not really answered her question. 
Could good men do bad things? A question asked by a good girl ... who had 
stolen, lied. 

Amy threw back the covers. She hurried into the bathroom to wash her 
face and brush her teeth. She dressed quickly, pulling on her jeans and the 
same T-shirt she’d worn the day before. She smoothed out the wrinkles as 
best she could. Sooner or later, they’d have to find a Laundromat. 

By the time she came out of the bathroom, Dan was awake and staring out 
at the city. He walked past her without saying good morning. She knew he 
wasn’t angry at her. She knew he was thinking. 

She just didn’t know what he was thinking about. 


She checked her e-mail accounts. A short e-mail from Ian. 


Found UK professor (Lucian branch) willing to send evidence of your scholarly 
credentials to library. Stay tuned. 


That was good news. Considering the time difference, she might have 
heard something already. She checked the separate, secure account and saw 
the e-mail. Holding her breath, she clicked on it. 


Dear Miss Teague, 

Your authorization to study at the library came through. You may come this morning at 
10. 

Katja Mavel 


Amy felt relief flow through her. Not just because they’d gained access to 
the library. But because she wouldn’t have to think about her father anymore. 
“Dan! Hurry up! We’re in!” 


They hurried through the steel doors of the library. In the vestibule, along 
with the single polished-steel umbrella stand, two boys were waiting. 

Amy and Dan stopped short. It was Atticus and Jake Rosenbloom. Atticus 
wore a hat with earflaps. Jake wore a scowl. Dan stood on one foot, poised to 
run. 

Amy remembered the last time she’d seen Jake. She’d just kicked him in 
the ribs, hard enough to take his breath away. She remembered his look of 
Surprise and outrage as he fell over backward onto the hard stones of the 
Colosseum. That had been one satisfying kick. 

“Wait!” Atticus said excitedly. “We just want to talk to you! Please!” 

The pleading in his voice made Dan pause. “What are you doing here?” he 
asked. 

“Don’t try to stop us,” Amy said, looking at Jake. But it was an empty 
threat, and she knew it. She glanced around, looking for the Interpol agents. 

“We came alone,” Atticus quickly said. “This isn’t a trap.” 

“Why should we believe you?” Amy countered. Her gaze flicked to Jake. 
“You turned us in.” 

“Of course we did!” Jake exclaimed. “You stole a priceless historical 
document!” 

“And you went running right to security, didn’t you?” Amy said scornfully. 


“You bet I did. Because it was the right thing to do!” 

“Are you going to do it again, right now?” Amy asked furiously. “Or 
would you like another kick in the ribs?” 

She adjusted her pack as though ready to strike. She wanted to. He 
deserved it. 

“Look, the only reason I’m here is to protect my father. You’re using his 
name to get something. Steal something.” Suddenly, Jake reached out and 
grabbed her pack. “Is it in here?” 

She went after him, grabbing at the pack. “Hey!” 

Jake already had it open. Amy’s crumpled T-shirts fell out, along with her 
research materials. One sheet of paper drifted down and landed at Atticus’s 
feet. 

The face of Jane Sperling at nineteen stared up at them. The photo had 
been pulled off the Internet, and it was grainy and dark. Laughing eyes, black 
hair to her shoulders, dressed in a belted gray coat, standing by a bare tree. 
The wind must have been blowing, because a filmy scarf almost obliterated 
her smile. 

Atticus picked up the paper. He stared down at it, then up at them. “What 
are you doing with a picture of my great-grandmother?” 
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Nobody spoke as they walked down a narrow alley that opened into a small, 
empty square. Atticus clutched the picture against his chest. 

“Why do you have this?” he asked again. 

Instead of answering, Amy posed a question. “What do you know about 
your great-grandmother?” 

“Not much,” Atticus said. “She lived in Maine. She was Jewish, but she 
married an African American soldier, back when you just didn’t do stuff like 
that.” 

“Why do you have the photo?” Jake demanded. “We should be the ones 
asking questions, not you.” 

“Before the war, Jane Sperling was a student in Germany,” Amy said. 

Atticus nodded. “She was a medieval scholar.” 

“She spent the war years in London. She was an American spy.” 

Jake let out a surprised bark of a laugh. “Now I know you’re crazy. A 
spy?” 

But Atticus looked interested. Amy saw the flash of curiosity in his eyes. 
“Why do you think that?” 

“Never mind why. Her code name was Sparrow.” 

“Sparrow!” Atticus gave a start. He looked down at the picture again. 
“Follow the sparrow to the Mad King ...” he murmured. 

“The Mad King?” Amy asked insistently. “Why did you say that?” 

“Tt’s something my mother said ... the night she died. She was trying to tell 
me something. She’d been unconscious for days, and then she came to and 
talked to me.” 

“You never told us that.” Jake looked at his brother in surprise. 

“She said that I had to follow the sparrow to the Mad King’s castle. I mean, 
what would you think?” 

“T’d think she was delirious.” 

Amy gripped the notebook deep in her pocket. “Did she say anything 
else?” 


“Oh, crazy stuff,” Atticus said. “She kept talking about vespers and grace. 
She said she needed grace. Which is funny, because she wasn’t religious at 
all.” 

“Grace?” Amy questioned sharply. “What if it was the name Grace? Like 
she was talking about a person?” 

“She didn’t know anyone named Grace,” Jake broke in. “Atticus, why 
didn’t you tell me this, or tell Dad?” 

“Because it didn’t make sense. And because ...” Atticus hesitated. 
“Because I couldn’t talk about it somehow. It was like a dream. She talked 
about this story she told me when I was really little. A bedtime story. I can 
barely remember it. There was this brave family in it who protected a ring... . 
I don’t remember the name. Something to do with music. Or a poem.” 

“Madrigal,” Amy said. 

“Yes! That’s it! There was a ring, and the Madrigals had to protect it. There 
was a dragon named ...” Atticus looked up as knowledge lit his face. 
“Vesper! The dragon was named Vesper. That’s all I can remember. She just 
kept saying ‘the ring, the ring.’” 

Amy had to stop herself from touching her watch. She had trained herself 
not to keep checking it was there. The ring wasn’t a fantasy story. It was real, 
and resting against her skin. 

“Would somebody please explain to me what’s going on?” Jake cried in 
frustration. “Because I feel like I’m in some sort of cracked fairy tale.” 

Amy took out the notebook. “We found this in Neuschwanstein Castle, 
hidden in a drain. It belonged to Jane Sperling.” She handed the book to 
Atticus. 

“In the castle? So maybe I was meant to find it!” He opened the flap 
reverently. 


To G: dV528.112K 

Stolen by Hummel 

repatriated w V. Kepler 

resting w/ teacher & victim 

together with the spellbound wanderer will point the way 


Atticus looked up at them. “What does it mean?” 

“We think ‘dV’ refers to the de Virga world map,” Amy said. “We know 
for sure that Jane was interested in it.” 

Jake frowned. “I don’t know what that is.” 

“Its a medieval world map that went missing in 1932. Your great- 
grandmother was at the auction when it was stolen.” Amy quickly related 


their theory about what happened to the map. “Hummel stole it, and Jane got 
it back. Then she led us here.” 

“T see!” Atticus exclaimed. “So the numbers are a library collection 
number. And of course ‘spellbound wanderer’ is a no-brainer.” 

“Maybe to you,” Dan said. “I’m clueless.” 

“Marco Polo,” Atticus explained. “It’s a quote from II Milione. It’s how 
Marco Polo refers to himself.” 

Amy groaned. “We should have guessed that!” 

“But why do you want the map?” Jake asked. His eyebrows came down 
and he squinted at Amy suspiciously. She felt a flare of annoyance. 

Atticus jumped in before she could answer. “But what’s this about teacher 
and victim?” 

“We don’t know,” Dan said. “Something that happened in the war, 
maybe?” 

“Not the war,” Jake said slowly, still looking at the notebook. “Hundred of 
years before that. Kepler worked for Tycho Brahe, the Danish astronomer. 
Brahe worked and died in Prague. There are theories that he was poisoned. 
His body was even exhumed recently — he died of mercury poisoning. Some 
people say that Kepler did it. So is there a Kepler manuscript here?” 

Dan nodded. “We think Jane left a lead with it — or, we’re hoping, the 
map itself.” 

“But why?” Jake asked, dark eyes on Amy’s. It was annoying that he kept 
asking the right questions. 

He was still suspicious, but he was curious now. He was learning things 
about his extended family he’d never dreamed of. Welcome to the club. 

“Maybe we’|l find out today,” Amy said. “If we find the map.” 

“Okay, this all makes a weird kind of sense,” Jake said. “If you’re a totally 
illogical kind of person.” He looked at Amy when he said it. 

“Or it doesn’t make any sense if you’re a total resistant blockhead,” Amy 
shot back. 

He glowered at her. “You still aren’t answering my question. What does 
this have to do with you two?” 

“We can’t tell you that,” Amy said. “It’s not just our secret. But we can tell 
you that lives are at stake. You just have to trust us.” She raised her chin and 
looked him in the eye. “You know, sometimes the right thing isn’t the thing 
you think is right. It’s the wrong thing you’re afraid to think of.” 

“When I figure out what that means, PI let you know.” 

“Don’t you want to know if Atticus’s great- grandmother was a spy who 
had her hands on a medieval mappa mundi?” Amy asked. 

“C’mon, Jake,” Atticus urged. “We have to get inside!” 


She saw in a flash that despite all Jake’s doubts, he couldn’t walk away. 
His curiosity would lead him forward. Without another word, she turned and 
headed toward the library. She knew he’d follow. 

In just a few moments, she heard footsteps and his voice behind her. “Just 
don’t steal it,” he said. 

Amy decided it was better not to answer. 


With the sons of Mark Rosenbloom with them, Amy and Dan had no problem 
getting into the library. They were ushered into the restricted section. Katja 
Mavel personally led them to the Renaissance collection. It was kept in a 
humidity-controlled room. 

“You will have to leave your backpacks out here,” she said, pointing to a 
rack outside the room. “No packs, purses, pens, or pencils are allowed. There 
is a computer inside for your use in taking notes. You may send the notes to 
the printer.” 

Dan, Amy, and Atticus put their backpacks on the rack. They walked into 
the collection room. The door shut behind them with a sharp click. 

“This looks state-of-the-art,” Jake remarked. 

“Absolutely,” the librarian replied. “Temperature and humidity controlled, 
halon gas fire protection system, all documents stored in archival boxes that 
are kept in fire-resistant metals. Oh, you know the halon system? It depletes 
the oxygen in the air in case of fire, to protect the materials. So if the alarm 
goes off, you must exit immediately. The door will automatically lock within 
two minutes. And of course you must wear the gloves if you touch the 
materials.” 

“Of course,” Dan said. He pulled on a pair of white cotton gloves and 
splayed his fingers. “And they’re also so helpful for jazz hands.” 

Katja Mavel opened a case and withdrew a long, flat box with the call 
letters Jane had jotted in the notebook. It looked faded and a bit battered. “Ah, 
this is one of the old boxes. Not much call for these materials. We are 
updating all the boxes, but it takes time.” She put down the box but lingered. 
“So. You are studying the works of Tycho Brahe and Kepler?” 

“Such a fascinating story,” Amy said. 

“Yes, you know, Brahe is quite a hero in Prague. His death ... for so many 
years, scholars thought his bladder burst.” 

“Excuse me?” Amy asked. 


“You know, he was at this great banquet, and it was said he didn’t want to 
be rude and get up for the bathroom, so ...” 

Amy could feel Dan and Atticus trying not to giggle. 

“We have a saying when we leave the table for the bathroom. We say ‘I 
don’t want to pull a Brahe.’” 

Dan coughed. It was a strangled sound, as if he was smothering a laugh. 
Amy felt laughter bubble up inside her just at the sight of Dan’s red face. This 
always surprised Amy, how hilarity could suddenly sweep over them just 
when things were at their most tense. 

“So what exactly are you studying about Brahe?” Katja Mavel asked. 

Amy knew the question wasn’t a trap. But they had to get rid of Mavel if 
they were going to steal the map. 

Jake cleared his throat. “You know, my father still remembers his visit here 
so fondly,” he said. 

Katja Mavel blushed. “I remember him fondly as well — as a colleague.” 
She tucked a dark strand behind her ear. “I admire his work. His scholarship. 
We all do. Is your father working on another book?” 

Jake smiled. “I’d love to tell you a bit about it. I had a long train ride from 
Rome. I was wondering if there was any tea or coffee available ... ?” 

“Yes, of course. Why don’t you come to my office... . Would anyone else 
care for refreshments?” 

“No, thank you,” Atticus said. 

Jake took the woman’s arm. “My father would be glad to know that the 
library is still doing such important work.” As they walked away he looked 
over his shoulder at them. The look plainly said work fast. 

Amy felt a twinge of annoyance. Jake could sure work the charm when he 
had to. He must know how gorgeous he was. And that made him insufferable. 

“Ready?” Atticus asked them. His hands hovered over the box. 

Biting her lip, Amy nodded. 

Atticus lifted the lid. A musty smell invaded the room. Inside was the 
leather-bound edition of Mysterium Cosmographicum. 

With the reverence of a scholar, he carefully turned the pages. “It’s in 
Latin,” he said. “My Latin is pretty good, but I can’t translate the entire 
book.” 

“T don’t think Jane wanted us to,” Amy said. “She hid the map somewhere 
inside the pages. I’m sure of it.” 

“Just shake the book,” Dan advised. “Something will fall out.” 

Atticus looked horrified. “Shake a sixteenth- century book? I couldn’t do 
that.” 

“T could.” 


Atticus emitted a squeak as Dan grabbed the book and turned it upside 
down. Nothing fell out. Atticus snatched the book back and hugged it. 

“Dude, it’s a book, not a puppy,” Dan said. 

“Let’s examine the endpapers,” Amy said. 

Carefully, Atticus opened the book again. “Nothing in the front.” He turned 
the book over. “Wait a second ... there’s something here. It’s like the book has 
been repaired. I mean, that makes sense ... it’s more than four hundred years 
old... .” He peeled back a small section of endpaper. “There’s something 
under here,” he said excitedly. “I think we found the map!” 


Cheyenne peeked over her book. Amy and Dan had disappeared into one of 
the side rooms with that skinny kid. The hunky teenager had gone into the 
library director’s office. 

Casper lurked in the stacks. Cheyenne closed her book and joined him. 

“The map has got to be here,” Cheyenne said. “We can trail them after they 
leave. There are some dark alleys between here and their hotel. I know you’re 
looking forward to that.” 

“T have a better idea, and it’s even more fun,” Casper said. “We can get rid 
of them in one stroke and steal the map.” 

“In one stroke?” Cheyenne asked doubtfully. 

“One stroke of a match.” Casper waved at the books in the stacks. “This 
will go up like a torch. But I can set the fire so that it doesn’t burn down the 
whole place — though, let’s face it, who would miss a library?” 

Cheyenne nodded. “Totally.” 

“Here’s the best part — I checked out the fire system in the research rooms 
with the old stuff — halon! Sucks all the oxygen out of the room. Turns you 
into a fish on a dock.” Casper grabbed his throat and made gasping noises. 
“The whole place shuts down while we evacuate, I make sure the Cahills get 
stuck in the room of no air, they turn the systems back on, and we sneak back 
in and grab the map while the dead bodies of Amy and Dan look on. Presto 
change-o, we are winners!” 

Cheyenne waved at the stacks. “You would destroy thousands of priceless 
antique books and papers just to get your hands on that map?” 

“Ts that so wrong?” 

“Cool,” Cheyenne said. “I’m in.” 





CHAPTER 23 


Atticus peeled back the last of the endpaper. A parcel was folded flat and 
wrapped in paper. A piece of notepaper sat on top. 

“Tt matches the paper from Jane’s notebook,” Amy murmured. 

Atticus read it aloud in a nervous voice. 


V Kepler killed his teacher Ca Brahe, for thic, but 
could not decipher what he needed to know. The 
map needs a partner: 


The murderer points to the Bens, who hides the 
traveler. And the wind rose on the travelers road 
and pushed him toward the city of stars. Gr, if yov 
need to move it hide it well. JS 


“There’s that G again,” Amy murmured. “Grace?” 

“No,” Atticus whispered. “Guardian.” He seemed to be in a daze, staring 
down at Jane’s note. 

Before Amy could ask him what he meant, Dan broke in impatiently. 

“C’mon. Let’s see what the parcel is.” 

“Right.” Atticus unfolded the parcel and spread it on the desk. Amy 
recognized it immediately. 

“Tt’s the de Virga!” she exclaimed. “Thank you, Jane!” 

“Tt’s amazing,” Atticus breathed. 





It just looked like an old map to Dan, but he leaned over to study it. 
“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to a spot. 

“That’s the compass rose,” Atticus murmured. “Shows the direction of the 
compass. It’s right over Central Asia. The detail on this thing is amazing. 
Look at the coast of Africa!” 

A light began blinking red over their heads. Amy looked up just as the 
siren went off. “Great. What a time for a fire drill.” 

“We’ve got to conceal the map somehow,” Dan said. 

“Wait a second,” Atticus said. “You guys are going to steal it?” 

“We have to,” Amy told him. 

“But Jake said — ” 

“Never mind Jake. Dan, can you get it under your sweatshirt?” 

“Under his sweatshirt? Are you crazy?” Atticus cringed as Dan folded the 
parchment. 

“Believe me, A, we’ve got a good reason,” Dan told him. 

“Atticus, can you go find Jake?” Amy asked. “We’re right behind you. 
Whatever you do, keep Mavel away from here. And, um, there’s no need to 
tell Jake that we stole the map. Yet.” 

Amy crossed to the window in the door. Library patrons packed up and 
were leaving in an orderly fashion. Suddenly, she spotted two tall blond 
young people. Casper and Cheyenne stood in a corner, watching. What were 
they doing here? Her pulse hammered out a frantic beat. 

“Atticus, I need you to go now,” Amy said, making sure her voice was 
level. “We’ll explain everything outside. Tell Jake ... tell him he has to trust 
me.” Not that he would. But Amy couldn’t put Atticus in danger. 


Amy took a firm hold of Atticus’s arm. She opened the door and gently 
shoved him out, then closed it. 

To her shock, she heard the lock click. The automatic lock had engaged. 

Atticus pulled frantically on the door. Amy tried to open it from her side. It 
wouldn’t budge. 

The halon gas! 


She whipped her head around to spy the fire panel. 
HALON GAS ACTIVATED! 
OXYGEN LEVEL 20% 


This was no drill. This was really happening. 

As she watched, the indicator beeped. 

OXYGEN LEVEL 19% 

Atticus took off at a run. 

“Dan?” Amy’s voice shook. “We have a problem.” 

“We sure do,” Dan said, adjusting his shirt. “This parchment is really 
itchy.” 

OXYGEN LEVEL 18% 

“T just saw Casper and Cheyenne outside. This isn’t a drill! The halon gas 
suppression system has been activated! And the door is locked!” 

Dan looked at the oxygen level, then made a run at the door. He pulled at 
it. Just then Casper Wyoming’s face appeared at the glass panel. He waved 
and mouthed “Bye-bye. ” 

Then he kept on walking. 

“Atticus saw what happened,” Amy said, her voice trembling. “He’ll do 
something... . He’ll get Jake!” 

“With Casper and Cheyenne around? Don’t count on it. We have to do 
something.” 

OXYGEN LEVEL 16% 

Amy felt her pulse race. Was it the dropping oxygen level, or her own fear 
rising? 

Dan began kicking at the door. Amy pounded on the glass. 

There was nobody to hear. The building had been completely evacuated. 
Smoke was now billowing out of the stacks at the opposite end of the wide 
room. Amy saw orange licks of fire. 

“We have to do something!” Amy’s breath was short. The effort of 
pounding against the glass had exhausted her. That wasn’t a good sign. 

“The computer,” she said to Dan. “It’s hooked to the server. You could 
hack in — disrupt the alarm!” 


Dan hurried over to the computer. 
OXYGEN LEVEL 13% 


“We have to hurry,” Amy said. “Oxygen depletion affects your brain. You 
can’t think... .” 

“T’d have to get past the fire wall... .” 

Amy felt her temples pound. “What was it that the hacker taught us? The 
back door option ... you can get into their e-mail and go on from there... .” 

“T remember, but I’m no Evan.” 

“You’re just as smart as he is,” Amy said firmly. “You can do it.” 

Dan began punching out a string of code. 

OXYGEN LEVEL 11% 

Looking over his shoulder, Amy tried to concentrate on Dan’s numbers. It 


seemed like an incredible effort. Dan made a mistake and had to back up. 

OXYGEN LEVEL 9% 

“Pm in!” Dan leaned forward. “Now to get Att ... Attleboro... .” His 
breath was quick, and he wiped at the sweat on his forehead. “I’ve got Evan!” 

Amy watched as Dan typed out HALON GAS CZECH LIBRARY 
SYSTEM HELP 

It took a moment. Then they saw the words appear I’M ON IT 

“He’ll ... have to ... hack into the system through this terminal,” Dan said. 

Amy clutched the chair back as a wave of dizziness washed over her. “Dan 

He looked over his shoulder at her. Perspiration streaked his face, and his 
eyes were glassy. 

OXYGEN LEVEL 7% 

They were close to passing out. Amy slid down to the floor. Dan slumped 
down next to her. She felt his hand reach for hers. If it was over, they’d go 
together. 


Jake was out. Stretched on the ground, a lump on the back of his head and the 
world swimming in front of his eyes. One minute he was running after 
Atticus, the next, he was down. Some Nordic-looking guy had been next to 
him and suddenly managed — Jake wasn’t sure how — to check him right 
into a wall. 

He forced himself to his knees. He saw a screaming Atticus being held by 
a blond young woman. She appeared to be trying to hold him back from 
running back into the burning building. But she was grip- ping him too 
tightly... . 

Atticus met his gaze. “DAN AND AMY!” he screamed. 


The blonde pressed Atticus’s head against her chest as if to comfort him. 
Jake saw with horror that she was actually muffling his scream. 

He struggled to his feet. He had to get to his brother. But Dan and Amy 
were still in the library! Through the pounding pain in his head, he pushed 
forward, even before he knew which way to go. 


Amy felt sick. 

Dan’s voice was weak. “He’ll ... do it... .” 

She looked over at the oxygen indicator. 

OXYGEN LEVEL 6% 

The siren stopped. From somewhere far away she heard a click. The lock! 

Fighting her nausea and weakness, Amy crawled to the door and reached 
up for the knob. It seemed so impossibly high. Her fingers grabbed at air. 
Finally, with an enormous effort, she raised herself up and gripped it. The 
door felt as heavy as iron. She yanked at it with all her strength, and it 
opened. 

She fell forward into the hallway outside. She took a breath. It was smoky 
and it made her cough, but it was air. As oxygen filled her lungs, she felt 
stronger. 

She made her way unsteadily back to Dan. He was half conscious. She 
lifted him to his feet and half dragged him out the door. 

He leaned over, coughing, taking shallow breaths. 

They stumbled down the corridor. Two firemen appeared at the end of the 
hall. As soon as they saw Amy and Dan struggling to walk, they rushed 
forward. 

Amy felt herself being lifted up and cradled like a baby. Coughing, she was 
carried out the door. The air felt so pure and sweet. 

She saw Jake pushing through the crowd toward them, Atticus at his side. 
And, off to the side, the tall Wyoming twins walked rapidly toward the tram 
stop. Cheyenne was limping. 

Amy felt too tired to care. She was laid down on a patch of cold stone and 
it felt as luxurious as a bed. An emergency technician checked her over and 
put an oxygen mask on her face. 

“Ts she going to be okay?” Jake asked. His concerned face swam in front of 
her. 

“She’ll be fine,” the technician assured him. 

Atticus hovered near Dan, almost in tears. 


Dan lifted one hand slowly, patted his chest, and gave Amy a nod. He had 
the map. 


CHAPTER 


Rome, Italy 


William McIntyre sat in his hotel room in Rome, file folders stacked to one 
side. He tried not to think about what time it was in Massachusetts. Jet lag 
lasted whole days for him now. His body felt tired, but he needed to push 
himself a little longer before he allowed himself to rest. 

Amy and Dan were on his mind. He had the utmost confidence in their 
abilities, but that didn’t mean he didn’t worry constantly. He hadn’t imagined 
anything could be more challenging and difficult than the search for the 
Clues, but this was proving to be so. Lives were at stake. And Vesper One ... 
the fact that he could engineer this scheme, with hostages taken from all over 
the world ... with kidnapping a boy of twelve ... well, this was a new level of 
depravity. 

He had confidence in all of them, not just Amy and Dan — Erasmus, 
Sinead, Ian, Hamilton, Jonah — even that boyfriend of Amy’s had turned out 
to be a worthy member of the team. 

If only he didn’t feel as though they were missing something. 

Something crucial. 

He had come to Rome to meet with Erasmus, but first, he needed to consult 
with a client. That little thing that was nagging at him — he needed to dig a 
little deeper. But the client meeting hadn’t panned out. All he was able to get 
was a Stack of old files. 

McIntyre slipped the first folder off the stack and opened it. He began to 
read in his usual careful fashion. After plowing through a third of the stack, 
he suddenly straightened and began to read more intently. 

He paused to kick off his shoes and order coffee and sandwiches from 
room service. He moved to the couch in order to spread out. He put some 
documents on the coffee table, separating them into piles. 

It was with dawning horror that he realized that his instincts were right. 

Why hadn’t he seen these connections before? He had been such a fool. 

Amy and Dan were in greater danger than he thought. 


He jumped up to retrieve his secure cell phone to call Attleboro, but there 
was a knock at the door. 

“Room service, signore.” 

Of course, the sandwiches. That was fast. He couldn’t imagine eating now, 
but he called, “Entrare — come in.” 

McIntyre kept his gaze on the paper he was reading. “Just put it on the 
desk, per favore.” 

He stood to sign the bill. The waiter had his back to McIntyre as he put 
down the tray. 

McIntyre had exactly three seconds to notice several things. Water glass 
not quite full. Napkin folded imprecisely. Smear of butter on the metal dome 
covering the plate. 

He made the conclusion with equal speed. Someone had picked up a used 
tray from the hallway and then tried to make it look fresh. 

He had only a few more seconds to react. With one glance at the waiter he 
knew he was in no shape to take him on. He would go down fighting, but the 
best he could do was leave something behind. 

Behind his back, he crumpled the paper. Then he leaned down as if for his 
wallet and stuffed the paper in his empty shoe. 

The waiter turned, and McIntyre saw his face for the first time. 

For a long second, the two just stared at each other. Then the intruder 
rushed toward him. 

“Its you!” McIntyre gasped. 

The needle sank into his neck. 

The smile on the face from the past was the last thing McIntyre saw before 
his knees gave way. 


The firemen insisted that Amy and Dan get checked out at the hospital, but 
they refused. Katja Mavel either felt totally guilty or totally responsible and 
afraid to get sued, because she offered to take them to her own doctor. “But 
they were signed out!” she kept telling the firemen, wringing her hands. 

In the end Amy prevailed, promising at the first sign of weakness or 
discomfort to head for a doctor. They were feeling fine, she told everyone 
earnestly. She was anxious to be gone. Her brother had a stolen map 
underneath his shirt. 

“You should come with us,” Atticus urged. “We’re staying with this 
professor, a friend of our father’s. The apartment goes on for miles — we 


even have our own sitting room. He won’t mind if you stay, I guarantee it.” 

Amy glanced at Jake. “Sure,” he said flatly. “You can fill us in on why 
somebody’s trying to kill you. And who those blond thugs were, and why they 
targeted me and Atticus.” 

“I saw them leaving,” Amy said. “The girl was limping.” 

“She needed a little persuasion to let my brother go,” Jake said. “Any idea 
why they were there?” 

Amy didn’t say anything. She knew they’d have to spill some details, but 
she wasn’t sure how much to tell. They needed the help of the Rosenblooms 
right now. Soon, Vesper One would demand the transfer. Before they gave up 
the map, they had to figure out its connection to II Milione. 

As they trudged to the apartment, Amy dropped back, letting the three boys 
walk together. She took a moment to text back to Attleboro. She needed 
advice. Who better than Sinead? She totally trusted Sinead’s coolheaded 
opinion on things. 


WE ARE FINE. HAVE MAP. JAKE AND ATTICUS HERE IN PRAGUE. THEY DEMAND 
ANSWERS. THEY GOT US INTO LIBRARY AND CAN BE HELPFUL W MAP AND 
MILIONE. THINK WE NEED TO CONFIDE SOME DETAILS ABOUT VESPERS, 
HOSTAGES, ETC. 


ASK ERASMUS AND MCINTYRE ABOUT GUARDIANS. 


In a few minutes, Sinead texted back: 


NO INFORMATION ON GUARDIANS FM ERASMUS. MCINTYRE NOT ANSWERING. 
BEWARE. ROSENBLOOM BROTHERS TURNED YOU IN ONCE. WOULD DO IT 
AGAIN. STRONGLY ADVISE NO. 


Amy slipped the phone back in her pocket, feeling strangely disappointed. 
She felt they owed Jake and Atticus more of an explanation. And she sensed 
that Atticus had more to tell them. But maybe Sinead was right. Certainly, 
Jake had turned them in once before. He could do it again. He could be lying 
to them right now. The two boys could be leading them straight to Interpol. 

As Jake and Atticus reached a busy street corner, Jake put his hand on 
Atticus’s shoulder for an instant. Atticus was so busy talking he would have 
blundered right into traffic. Amy studied that touch. It was brief, so that 
Atticus wouldn’t feel directed by his big brother, but it was caring. She 
remembered the sight of Jake pushing through the crowd, trying to get to 
them, standing over her, making sure she was okay. He took responsibility for 
things, she could tell. 


Just the way Jake felt responsible for I] Milione. Because, in a different 
world, under normal circumstances, Amy would have felt the same way. 

Okay, she thought grudgingly, PII give him that. He cares. 

Maybe she shouldn’t have kicked him quite so hard. 


The apartment took up two floors of a grand building close to Old Town 
Square. Everything seemed to be upholstered in leather or velvet, and Amy 
had never seen so many tassels and trimmings — on curtains, on chairs, on 
sofas. Books were piled in short columns everywhere and used as tables for 
an assortment of abandoned teacups. At this hour, it was still and quiet. 

Until Jake heard the news. 

“You stole the map?” Jake asked furiously. 

“We can explain — ” Amy started. 

“Do you realize that you’ve implicated my brother in your crime? And 
me?” 

“I’m sorry, that was unavoidable. The fire alarm — ” 

“You said you were only going to look at it.” 

“No, actually, that’s what you said,” Amy corrected. 

“She’s right, Jake,” Atticus said. 

Jake wheeled on Atticus. “And you! How could you get involved in 
something like this?” 

Atticus took a breath and faced his brother. “Because I’m a Guardian,” he 
said. “I’m involved whether I like it or not.” 

“What’s a Guardian?” Dan asked. 

Jake held his head. “Not this wacko fairy-tale stuff again.” 

“Tt’s not a fairy tale!” Atticus cried. “I know that now. Mom told me I was 
a Guardian. I didn’t know what she meant. I still don’t. But I think my great- 
grandmother was one, too.” Atticus looked at them, vulnerable and scared. 
“Do you know what it means?” 

“No. Can you tell us what she said?” Amy asked. 

“T remember that she talked about the Guardians right before she got sick. 
She said it was a story her mother told her, only she never believed it. That 
there was this group that protected something over the centuries. More than 
one thing. They moved stuff from place to place until they found the safest 
spot. My mom thought it was a made-up story. But then she met someone 
who told her it was true. She didn’t believe her, either. But this person said 


that the Guardians and the Madrigals were sort of partners. And that the 
Vespers were our enemies.” 

“Grace,” Amy said. “That’s why your mother called for her in the hospital. 
Grace is — was — our grandmother.” 

“Of course!” Atticus cried. “Because Mom suggested I join this online 
gaming group and look for this guy named Cahill. She said she’d met his 
grandmother once and thought we’d hit it off. And I thought you were really 
cool, so we became friends. Not because of her, but because ...” Atticus’s 
voice faltered as he added, “Because you liked me.” 

Dan held out his fist for a bump. “You are blowing my mind, dude.” 

Meanwhile, Jake stood a few paces away, his arms folded. Amy tried not to 
squirm. Whenever she felt his eyes on her, she grew annoyed. He couldn’t 
just glance at a person. He had to read the person, as though he was waiting 
for her to make a mistake or pull something over on him. 

“Listen, Miss Mysterioso, it’s time we heard some answers. We’re not 
going to go another step forward if you don’t tell us what you’re involved in. 
What exactly did you mean about lives being at stake? You and Dan almost 
suffocated. That wasn’t accidental. Somebody is after you. Who is it? Who 
are the Vespers? What do they have to do with you?” 

They were facing each other across the room, both of them with their arms 
crossed. 

“T’m afraid to tell you,” Amy said. 

Jake’s stern expression relaxed for a moment. “Did you ever think,” he said 
slowly, “that we could help?” 

Here it was — the moment Amy knew was coming. And she wasn’t in the 
least bit prepared. Sinead had told her not to trust them. But Sinead wasn’t in 
this room. 

She remembered Jake’s hand on Atticus’s shoulder. She remembered him 
saying Because it was the right thing to do. She felt something odd insinuate 
itself inside her. She still didn’t like him. But she trusted him. He was one of 
the good guys — she could feel it. 

She looked at her brother. They had a moment of pure communication, the 
thing between them that they’d counted on during the hunt for the Clues. 
There were so many times that they trusted their instincts, ignored what they 
should do and proceeded to take a different way. It had worked out. Usually. 

Yes, Dan’s gaze was saying, we can trust them. We have to. 

“Telling you what’s going on could endanger you,” Amy said hesitantly. “I 
know that sounds way dramatic, but it’s true.” 

“We’re already in up to our necks,” Jake said. 


Amy took a breath. There was so much to say, but she didn’t have to say it 
all yet. “The Vespers are a group that’s been in existence for hundreds of 
years — since the sixteenth century. It’s a secret organziation, and its 
members are recruited. So we don’t know any identities — well, we know 
two. The twins who were at the library. And your mother ... She was right 
about the ring. They’re after it. It’s not magic, of course, but we don’t know 
why they want it.” 

“Wait, hold on a second. Who’s we?” Jake asked. 

Amy and Dan didn’t say anything. They couldn’t just blurt out a secret that 
had been kept for hundreds of years. 

But they didn’t have to. 

“You’re Madrigals,” Atticus guessed. “That story is true, too.” 

“Seven people from our family have been kidnapped,” Dan said. “We 
almost were, too. And then we get this phone with a text on it from this dude 
called Vesper One. He says that if we don’t follow his instructions, he’ll kill 
them.” 

“Are you sure he’s serious?” Jake asked. 

“He shot one of them,” Amy said. “In the shoulder. She seems okay, but 
...” She took a shaky breath to compose herself. “So yeah, he’s serious.” 

Jake kept his gaze on Amy. “Are the people they kidnapped ... are you 
close to them?” 

Amy felt her eyes sting. She willed herself not to cry. She lifted her chin 
and tensed her whole body so it wouldn’t happen. She couldn’t appear weak 
in front of Jake. “We’ll do anything to get them back.” 

She’d done everything to show him strength, but somehow, she sensed, he 
saw her vulnerability instead. He cleared his throat and looked out the 
window. 

Dan got his computer out of his backpack and then reached for Il Milione. 
“Okay, gang. It’s time to get the jump on Vesper One.” 


“For to the world I was a Traveler, but once on the road I stopped in the 
great and splendid City. There I took on the task, Guardian, of what was 
entrusted to me to keep. 

“Men steal and kill, they hide and conceal, and the great Task for us is to 
bury what should be buried and do not mourn, for it is better so.’” 


Atticus read the words out loud. Then he pushed his glasses up on his 
forehead and rubbed his eyes. He’d found a dictionary of Old French in the 
professor’s library, and it had taken him awhile to translate the epilogue. 


“Its kind of rough,” Atticus said. “My Old French isn’t as good as my 
Latin.” 

“Are you sure the translation is correct?” Jake asked. 

“Who are you talking to?” Atticus asked, insulted. “Of course it’s correct.” 

“The great and splendid City’ ... there must have been a few on the Silk 
Road,” Amy said. 

“What’s that?” Dan asked. 

“Tt was an old trading route,” Jake said. “It wasn’t called the Silk Road 
back then.” 

“The term didn’t come into use until maybe the late nineteenth century,” 
Atticus put in. “I believe it was a German term at first?” 

“Uh, smart dudes? This isn’t Jeopardy!” Dan said. “Can you just give me a 
summary?” 

“Trading routes through Asia,” Jake said, studying the de Virga map. 
“Look, the wind rose is right in Central Asia.” 

“T thought it was called the compass rose,” Amy said. 

“Same thing.” Without touching the map, Jake passed his finger over the 
expanse of territory. “Four thousand miles or thereabouts, from the 
Mediterranean to China. That includes parts of Turkey, Uzbekistan, India, 
Persia, Afghanistan ... that’s a lot of territory. Maybe this will make sense if 
we look up some facts about cities along the route.” 

“Let’s look at Jane’s note again,” Dan suggested. 


V Kepler killed his teacher, Ca Brahe, for thic, but 
could not decipher what he needed to know. The 
map needs a partner: 


The murderer points to the BOM, who hides the 
traveler. And the wind rose on the travelers road 
and pushed him foward the city of stars. Gr, if you 
need to move it hide it well JS 


“The murderer must be Kepler,” Jake said. “And the genius?” 

“Leonardo,” Amy said. “His shield was concealing Il Milione at the 
Colosseum.” 

“The city of stars,” Dan said. “What do you think Jane meant? Could it be 
the great and splendid city that Marco Polo talks about? He’s the traveler, 
right?” 


Atticus was still consulting Il Milione. “Wait, there’s a couple more 
sentences.” He bent over the book again. In only a few minutes, he put down 
his pencil. 


Remember this For thase pledged to Protection, lang we have 
done this, for long shall we continue To thase wha Lind this 
beok, I pass to you the Doty T was given, as you shall pass fo 
yours, The fate of the world is in our hands, 


“That’s extreme,” Dan said. “The fate of the whole world? Exaggerate 
much?” 

Amy noticed Atticus’s look of distress. “What is it?” she asked. 

“<The fate of the world is in our hands,’” Atticus said. “That’s just what my 
mother told me. The night she died.” 

They all exchanged glances. This time, Dan stayed silent, and Jake didn’t 
scoff. It seemed so crazy ... the fate of the world. But suddenly, it seemed so 
real. 


CHAPTER 


Dan woke up with his face planted in a pile of papers. He had been dreaming 
about the wind. He pushed himself up, yawning and rubbing the indentations 
of balled-up paper on his cheek. The others had conked out, too — Jake in a 
deep armchair, and Atticus on the floor on a pile of quilts. Amy was asleep on 
the velvet sofa, her arms over her head, as if protecting herself. 

The wind rattled the old panes of the windows and seemed to make the 
entire building creak with unease. 

And the wind rose and pushed the traveler ... 

Dan suddenly felt wide-awake. 

“Look, the wind rose is right in Central Asia.” 

“I thought it was called the compass rose.” 

“Same thing.” 

Jane had been talking about the wind rose on the map! 

Dan’s hands were shaking as he reached for the computer. He typed a word 
string into a search engine. 

wind rose de Virga map 

And the word popped up: Samarkand 

He clicked on the link. It was a description of the de Virga map. It said that 
the wind rose was in Central Asia, “most likely over the city of Samarkand, 
where Ulugh Beg’s observatory once stood.” 

Observatory? The city of stars. Jane had pointed them in the same 
direction! 

It had been there all along, and it was all so much easier than he’d 
imagined! As though Samarkand was the magic word that unlocked every 
clue. 

Dan did another quick word search. The great and splendid city — those 
were Marco Polo’s own words, and they described Samarkand. Buried in the 
text of II Milione ... but readily popped up on a search engine. Dan’s fingers 
flew on the keys. So this was why Amy got all excited when she researched! 
Piece after piece, falling into his hands, and they all made a picture. 


Samarkand was the clue. And if they could get there first ... maybe they 
could have a bargaining chip. 

Dan crept over to where Amy lay sleeping. He put his hand on her arm and 
her eyelids sprang open. 

“Samarkand,” he whispered. “That’s what he wants. If you put the map 
together with Marco Polo, that’s what you get. The wind rose is right over the 
city.” 

“What?” Amy was wide-awake immediately. “Let me see.” 

He showed her his process, from putting together wind rose with the clues 
in Marco Polo’s lost epilogue and Jane’s hints. 

“I think you’re right,’ Amy whispered slowly. “This is such good work, 
Dan!” 

Dan felt a glow at his sister’s praise. He was known for his photographic 
memory. It was Amy who could take random information and form it into a 
theory. But tonight, he’d not only remembered things, he’d put them together. 

Just then the Vesper smartphone buzzed by Amy’s side. She accessed the 
message and turned the phone so that they both could read it. 


Here’s your alarm clock, and it’s ticking! Meet me at the 
Astronomical Clock at six a.m. When the skeleton pulls the rope, 
leave the packet at the feet of Jan Hus. And don’t look back! 


“He’s going to be there himself,” Dan said. “He said ‘meet me.’” 

“Tt’s twenty to six. We have to get moving.” 

“Where? What is he talking about, the skeleton pulling the rope? Who’s 
Jan Hus?” 

Amy put a finger to her lips. “Shhh. Don’t wake Atticus and Jake.” She 
grabbed for her shoes. “The Astronomical Clock is right in Old Town Square 
— it’s one of the biggest tourist destinations in Prague. At the top of the hour, 
these mechanical carved figures come out in a procession — but first, a 
skeleton on the clock pulls a rope. The Jan Hus monument is there, too. We 
passed through part of the square on the way here, do you remember? It’s 
about ten minutes away.” 

“That doesn’t give us much time.” Dan reached for his shoes. 

Amy slipped the de Virga map into her pack. “Let’s go.” 


Fog shrouded the dark city. It was still dark. The sun wouldn’t rise until after 
seven A.M. No one was on the cobbled streets. Amy had mapped out the route 


and they slipped down the alley, made a right on an avenue, and continued 
toward the square, running as though a clock was ticking in their heads. 
Occasionally, they would see another figure in the fog, an early riser heading 
for work, someone walking a small dog. 

As they approached the square their steps slowed. They had made it. Now 
the swirling fog enveloped them, magnifying every sound. 

“Do you hear that?” Dan whispered. “Footsteps behind us.” 

Amy could hear them now, the quick steps of someone on the 
cobblestones. 

They picked up their pace again. The monument to Jan Hus was a dark 
shape that they scooted past to run to the Town Hall, where the clock was 
located. It rose suddenly out of the gray mist. Amy checked the time on her 
watch. One minute to six. 

There were other people on the square. It was large and open, with 
restaurants and shops lining it, so there were people coming in to work. They 
could hear the footsteps and occasionally the sound of a murmured 
conversation. But the fog isolated them and kept them apart, staring up at the 
clock. 

Was the fog lifting? The threads were twining around the clock tower. 
They could just make out the skeleton. A rope was in its hand. As they 
watched, the skeleton pulled the rope. The clock began to chime. Doors 
flicked open in the tower, and carved figures began to move jerkily forward. 

“Now,” Dan murmured. 

They turned toward the monument. The fog gave them great cover. Dan 
jumped over the chain. 

Amy quickly scanned the square. A white-paneled bakery truck was 
unloading trays of bread. A waiter whistled as he set out tables. An old 
woman Sat at a table with a cup of coffee and a glass of ice. A mother walked 
by the tables, holding the hand of a small child. No one was looking at them. 

Dan hoisted himself up over the base and placed the packet at the feet of 
Jan Hus. 

“Dan! Amy!” 

The voice seemed amplified through the fog. Amy started as she saw 
Atticus running at top speed across the square toward them. 

Time seemed to slow down. And yet, everything happened so fast. 

She heard the squeal of tires. When she looked up, she saw the bakery 
truck careening across the square. Atticus was still running toward them, on a 
collision course with the truck. 

“ATTICUS!” she screamed. 

The truck squealed to a halt. 


Atticus bent over, hands on his knees, catching his breath. 

Amy’s hand was on her heart. She could feel the pounding, hard and fast. 
She had expected to see the truck hit the skinny body, send it flying. 

The driver stayed at the wheel. The passenger got out and crossed to 
Atticus with quick steps, as though to ensure that he was all right. Then she 
recognized the figure in the long white apron. 

It was Casper Wyoming. 

“ATTICUS!” Amy screamed again. 

She sprinted across the square, across the uneven paving stones. All her 
months of cross-country training paid off. She didn’t stumble. 

Atticus lifted his head, confused, as Casper grabbed his arm, twisted it 
back behind him, picked him up, and tossed him in the back of the truck. 

“NO!” Amy screamed as she ran. 

Dan suddenly appeared on her left. He had vaulted over the monument, 
making better time. In a last burst of speed, he threw himself at Casper. 

Casper sent his elbow straight into Dan’s throat. Dan flew backward 
through the air, his head striking the paving stones with a thud that sent panic 
shooting through Amy. 

The bakery van door slammed. 

Sobbing, Amy reached Dan. She crashed to her knees. 

“Dan!” 

He was out cold. She pressed her cold fingers against his pulse. It skittered 
against her hand. “Dan!” 

She looked up as the red taillights disappeared into the fog. “ATTICUS!” 
she screamed. 


CHAPTER 


Atticus could smell bread and motor oil, and it made him sick. The truck 
jounced over the uneven road, slowing down now, which didn’t make the jolts 
any easier on his head. 

When he’d seen movies about things like this, he’d always imagined how 
he’d react. Using his razor-sharp reflexes and boundless courage, he’d pull a 
surprise move and use a pencil to stab his abductor. Or he’d leap out of the 
way, jump onto the roof of a passing car, and escape. 

Instead, he’d been picked up like a trussed chicken and tossed on a pile of 
bread. Before he could even cry out, a gag was stuck in his mouth, and then 
he’d been shoved in a sack with his hands tied behind his back. 

And he was terrified. Maybe courage wasn’t on his list of attributes after 
all. 

He didn’t want to be a Guardian. He didn’t want to know the things his 
mother had told him. He didn’t want any of this. He was a physical coward. 
Even Ferris wheels made him sick. He couldn’t do this! 

There was one chance. One tiny chance. If Jake would only think of it. 

One tiny chance to find him. 


Amy and Dan sat on a bench at the monument. 

The de Virga was gone. So was Il Milione. It had been taken from Amy’s 
backpack while she ran to save Atticus. 

Amy tried to catch her breath. Her head whirled, and she felt dizzy and 
cold. 

When her phone buzzed, she picked it up with dread in her heart. 


Naughty, naughty. You had Il Milione all this time. You really 
shouldn’t keep secrets from me. Your punishment this time: A 
Guardian goes down. 


“That message that Hamilton saw on Cheyenne’s phone,” Amy said. “‘G is 
in the picture. Could need removal.’ Why didn’t we realize that Atticus could 
be in danger! The message was about him!” 

“We didn’t know he was a Guardian then,” Dan said. “And then things 
were happening so fast... .” 

“The Vespers will kill him, Dan!” Amy held her head and rocked back and 
forth. 

Just then they saw Jake stride into the square. He scanned the space, and 
relief crossed his face when he saw them. 

Amy and Dan stood up to face him as he came forward. 

Tears ran down Amy’s cheeks. “I’m so sorry,” she said. 


Rome, Italy 


Erasmus stood in McIntyre’s hotel room. He had dealt with the shock. The 
grief could wait. Grief would cloud his mind, and he needed to be clear. 

McIntyre lay sprawled across the couch. A room service tray sat on the 
desk with the remains of a meal. Erasmus lifted the metal dome over the plate 
and sniffed. Shrimp. McIntyre was allergic to shrimp. 

He pieced together the scenario. McIntyre had ordered room service and 
then the assailant had posed as a waiter. Picked up any random tray from the 
hallway, where people often put them instead of calling for pickup. Then after 
he was finished here, he’d called to cancel the order from the phone, so no 
one would come to the room until morning. 

Erasmus checked the receiver. It had been wiped clean. 

McIntyre had been working. His briefcase was open, and files were neatly 
stacked on the coffee table. Erasmus’s gloved fingers flipped through them 
quickly. Client files, none of them seeming important. He filed the names 
away in his memory just in case. 

McIntyre was dressed in pants and a shirt and tie, but in his stocking feet. 

Things had been taken. Erasmus knew McIntyre was old-fashioned. He 
always traveled with a yellow legal pad. Gone. His favorite pen, a gift from 
Grace that also happened to contain a voice recorder for his notes. Gone. 

Nothing to see. And yet Erasmus lingered. Something was nagging at him. 
McIntyre had most likely been working at the couch. He’d slipped off his 
shoes to get comfortable, loosened his tie. The waiter had come in with the 
tray. Perhaps McIntyre had not even looked up. And when his guard was 
down — maybe when he was signing the bill — the waiter had struck. 

McIntyre had been standing. Erasmus could tell this by the position of the 
body. He’d fallen back on the couch. Maybe he’d had only seconds. One arm 


held close to his body, one arm flopped off the couch and resting, oddly, in his 
shoe. 

Erasmus crossed the room. He squatted by the shoe. He knew he wasn’t 
supposed to touch anything. He had great respect for the Italian police. He 
didn’t want to interfere with their investigation. But the hand on the shoe. The 
fingers were balled into a fist, except for the index finger. As though McIntyre 
were pointing. 

Gently, Erasmus pulled the shoe toward him. He reached inside and felt the 
crackle of paper. He slipped it out. 

For a long moment he couldn’t make sense of it, because it made no sense. 

A list of cities. Then, just notes, random ones, written in pencil. He saw the 
words Guardians and Pompeii. 

Noise in the hallway. Time to go. 

He placed the paper in the hidden pocket inside his motorcycle jacket. He 
stood quickly, ready to go. His gaze rested on McIntyre. 

No, no ... this is not the time for grief! 

He pushed the swell of emotion back, slipped on his tinted glasses. 

“Good-bye, old friend,” he murmured. “Rest in peace.” His voice broke, 
and he let the tears fall at last. 


Dan sank back down on the cobblestones, his head between his knees. He 
hadn’t told Amy the truth. He was more than shaken up. His head hurt badly. 

He could hear Amy’s voice explaining, talking, promising Jake that they 
would find Atticus, that she’d die before she let anything happen to him. Jake 
looked as though he’d been struck and was about to fall down. 

The light was slowly coming up, the blacks smudging to grays. They 
would get the call, or the text, and it would tell them of another death. 

Atticus. 

Vesper One had been right here. He had taken the map and II Milione. If 
Dan had turned, he could have seen him. 

The serum was the only thing that could help him now. The only thing that 
could fight this was power. More power than the world had ever known. 

He felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He didn’t want to see the questions 
from Attleboro on that phone. He didn’t want to give the answers. 

He slipped it out of his pocket. The number was blocked. 


Suspend judgment. The whole story is always more complex than its parts. Wait. AJT 


Dan almost dropped the phone. He read the message again. He reached out 
and touched the letters AJT. 

Arthur Josiah Trent. 

What he had hoped for as long as he had a memory had happened. He’d 
gotten a sign. 

His father was still alive. 





Sneak Peek 


The race to stop the Vespers continues with more dangerous heists to perform, 
historic treasures to find, and hidden traitors to unmask. Stay one step ahead 
of your enemy and help save the kidnapped Cahills by following Amy and 
Dan’s next adventure. 

Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just keep your eyes peeled for Vesper 
spies ...) 


CHAPTER 1 


In all his eleven years, Atticus Rosenbloom never imagined he’d die on a bed 
of fresh rolls and sticky buns. 

Of course, he never imagined being tied up, shoved into a sack, thrown 
into the back of a bakery truck, and taken on a high-speed tour over every 
pothole in the Czech Republic, either. If he needed any proof that hanging out 
with Amy and Dan Cahill was trouble, this was it. 

“Wohogashamee?” he shouted. It was the best he could manage for 
“Where are you guys taking me?” with a bandanna pulled across his mouth. 

It was no use. They couldn’t hear him. 

He fought back desperate tears. This had to be a mistake. They must have 
wanted some other nerdy kid with dreads, a plaid shirt, and beat-up Vans. 

He jerked his body left and right, trying to loosen the ropes around his 
wrists. His head banged against a row of metal shelves. Breads and pastries 
cascaded to the floor, their sweet, yeasty smell seeming to mock him. 

“Careful with the crullers, will you?” came a taunt from the front seat. “We 
may need them on the flight.” 

Atticus froze. He knew the voice. 

His brain, which had absorbed eleven languages already, did not forget 
distinctive sounds. Or near-death experiences. Like yesterday’s, when Dan 
and Amy lay trapped in a locked, burning library. Atticus and his half brother, 
Jake, had tried to help, only to be attacked by a woman and a guy dressed in 
black. 

A guy with the same voice as this cruller-loving kidnapper. 

Dan said they were killers. Twins. Vespers. 

Suddenly, the whole thing was making some awful sense. 

He knew Dan and Amy were Madrigals, the elite branch of the world’s 
most powerful family, the Cahills. The Vespers were bad guys who had 
kidnapped seven Cahills. As ransom, Dan and Amy had to perform nasty 
tasks — breaking into museums, stealing ancient artifacts, solving impossible 


codes. Which they were capable of doing, because they’d found something 
equally impossible called the 39 Clues. 

So why did the Vespers gas Dan and Amy in a library? And why do they 
want me? 

Nuts. The whole thing was nuts! 

The truck veered abruptly to the right. Atticus slid on a layer of raspberry 
jam and banged against the rear door. 

As he screamed in pain, the truck came to a sudden stop. The door opened 
and a pair of hands untied his sack. In a moment, Atticus was squinting 
against the sudden sunlight. The whoosh of a jet engine nearly knocked him 
over. 

“Sorry for the bumpy ride,” his abductor said, yanking the gag out of his 
mouth. “The next will be smoother.” 

Atticus’s eyes quickly adjusted. The guy was maybe in his twenties. He 
looked like he’d wandered off the set of a magazine shoot for Travel + 
Leisure — blond, blue-eyed, tanned, and buff. Atticus could feel the rope 
being untied from his hands and replaced with a handcuff on one wrist behind 
him. A silky female voice added, “How many boys your age can say they’ve 
been on a private jet — for free?” 

“Tm not a boy!” Atticus blurted, the words spilling out of his mouth faster 
than he could think. “Okay, chronologically, yes, eleven years old fits the 
definition, but in actuality, I’m a college freshman. So if you’re looking for a 
boy, you’ve made a mistake!” 

The woman came around to his side, her wrist now cuffed to his. “Just 
because we’re holding hands, college boy, don’t get any ideas.” 

Atticus recoiled from her clammy grip. She was unmistakably this guy’s 
twin, but with the blondness cranked up to eleven. Her baker’s uniform had 
extra-long sleeves to hide the handcuffs from sight. 

“We don’t make mistakes, Atticus,” the guy said. “We know you won the 
county fifth-grade chess championship, and the state spelling bee on the word 
renaissance. By the way, I always had trouble with that word —” 

“Let me go right now or Pll scream bloody murder!” Atticus shouted. 

The man grabbed Atticus by the shirt collar. “If you scream, little dude, 
there will be bloody murder. And with that one hundred seventy-five IQ, 
you’re too smart to put your brother and father in danger.” 

Atticus tried not to panic. The bits of knowledge — the cruel taunts — 
were like pricks of a tiny knife blade, keeping him off balance. 

The man looked away briefly, checking his reflection in the window of a 
tan-brick building nearby. He ran his fingers carefully through his hair. “You 
babysit, Cheyenne. PII run ahead to see that the jet’s ready.” 


“Make it quick, Casper,” his sister said, pushing Atticus forward. “And be 
sure there are enough mirrors on board for you.” 

“Your names are Casper and Cheyenne?” Atticus managed. 

“And our last name is Wyoming. Want to make something of it?” 
Cheyenne yanked his wrist, picking up the pace. “We’d planned on giving 
you a meal, a parachute, and a safe landing. We could always forget the 
parachute.” 

“Wh-what are you going to do with me?” Atticus asked. 

“We’re taking you to a more secure place,” Cheyenne replied. “For a few 
questions. A simple transfer of ... guardianship.” 

The blade twisted. 

Atticus had always taken pride in being different. In being one of a kind. 
But there was one aspect he’d trade in a nanosecond. 

He could still hear his mother’s words on her deathbed: I am passing along 
Guardianship to you... . You must continue. Tradition. So much at stake. 

All he knew was that Guardians fought the Vespers. And that he was the 
only one left. 

“I — I don’t know anything about Guardians!” Atticus said. 

“Maybe you'll change your mind when we’re through with you,” 
Cheyenne said. 

Atticus’s legs wobbled. “What if my mom died before she could tell me 
anything?” 

“T’d say that was pretty bad parenting,” Cheyenne said with a shrug. 

Atticus’s panicked eyes scanned the airport. In minutes they would be on a 
plane, speeding away from Prague. He would be Hostage Number Eight. 
Caught by two Vespers who had already tried to gas Dan and Amy. 

The Wyomings would think nothing of whacking Atticus Rosenbloom. 

Think, Atticus. It’s the one thing you’re good at. 

Casper was barking orders to a gray-haired airport worker at a hangar fifty 
yards beyond the tan-brick building. Cheyenne was pulling hard, trying to 
walk faster. 

Atticus hated holding hands with this creep. The last female he had ever 
held hands with was his mom. 

Mom, who was the kindest, smartest woman he ever knew. 

Mom, who was a Guardian. Who told him in her last breath to stay friends 
with Dan Cahill. Who knew trouble was ahead. 

Guardians were mixed up with the Cahills. Mom must have known 
something like this would happen. She had been taking precautions for years. 
She had secret papers. A weird tech guru on retainer. 

Beezer. 


The name popped like a flash of neon out of an inky mental cloud — Max 
Beezer, Mom’s tech guy. Atticus and Jake had found tons of his little gadgets 
after Mom had died. Max had turned most of them over to Mom’s assistant, 
Dave Speminer, but he had saved some of the cool ones for Atticus. Like the 
miniature tracker that he and Jake had been tinkering with yesterday. Neither 
of them was sure how it worked. It was nanotech. Weird design, way too tiny. 

But worth a try. 

He needed a moment alone. With his key chain. 

Frantically he felt in his left pocket, but the chain was gone. He slowed 
down and moaned deeply, doubling over. 

Cheyenne glared at him. “What?” 

“Nothing. I’m okay. Really.” Atticus convulsed again. “All those pastries 
on the truck ... plus motion sickness. Bad combo. But PI be f-f-fine.” 

“Oh, great —” Cheyenne stopped. 

Casper’s voice bellowed from within: “What do you mean, the plane isn’t 
ready? Hello? Earth to old guy? We paid you in advance.” 

Cheyenne rolled her eyes. “Don’t ever treat your elders like that if you 
grow up.” Glancing toward the battered men’s room door, she said, “This isn’t 
a stupid trick, is it?” 

Atticus gulped down some air. “Pll just” — breath — “sit next to you on 
the plane” — breath — “and hold it in.” 

“No, you won’t.” She pushed him toward the men’s room door, kicked it 
open, and immediately blanched. “Ucch. That is the grossest thing I’ve seen 
in my life.” 

“T don’t mind.” Atticus pulled her inside, but she yanked back. 

Reaching into her pocket, she took out a set of cuff keys and unlocked him. 
“You have two minutes. And don’t try anything funny, or you will be so 
sorry.” 

Atticus peered into the bathroom and grimaced. “I need my key chain. So I 
can use my disinfectant.” 

“Your what?” Cheyenne said. 

“My Germ Away,” Atticus replied. 

“What kind of eleven-year-old boy takes disinfectant into a men’s room?” 
Cheyenne snapped. 

“A clean one?” Atticus offered with a shrug. “It’s just that ... well, you see 
the sink and the toilet... . I mean, we’ll be handcuffed together and all... .” 

Cheyenne’s face was turning green. She reached into her pocket and pulled 
out Atticus’s enormous key ring. It contained seven keys, five plastic store 
rewards cards, a screwdriver, a flash drive, and a tiny but festive-looking can 
of Germ Away. She carefully examined the ring, item by item. 


Atticus held his breath. 

A slow smile crept across his captor’s face as she held up the flash drive. 
“Ooh, clever boy. A transmitter!” She unhooked the drive, dropped it to the 
ground, and crushed it beneath her boot. With a triumphant, malevolent grin, 
she handed the key ring to Atticus. “Welcome to the big leagues, where IQ 
runs a distant second to street smarts. You have two minutes.” 

Atticus’s jaw dropped. He cast a forlorn glance at the shattered pile of 
plastic and steel on the ground. As he turned to the men’s room, he fought 
back a sob. 

Slamming the door behind him, he flicked on the light. 

One minute and fifty-four seconds. 

He turned the sink taps all the way. Brown water gushed out loudly into a 
stained basin. He moaned. He could hear Cheyenne calling out to her brother. 

Atticus held up his key ring, separating out the small can of Germ Away. 
Carefully he twisted open the cap. 

It beeped. 

Fingers shaking, he tapped an app on the tiny screen. And he began typing 
a code into the keypad. 


CHAP TIER 


“Honestly, you stood there while they took the boy away?” asked Ian Kabra. 

Amy shrank into the hotel room sofa. She felt numb. On Dan’s laptop, 
Ian’s features were exaggerated, his eyes wide and accusing. Behind him was 
the gleaming high-tech Cahill headquarters in Attleboro, Massachusetts, 
which Amy had designed. Once upon a time, Ian’s dark, dreamy eyes had 
made her melt inside. The angle of his head, the wrinkle in the left corner of 
his lip — they’d obsessed her. And he’d been obsessed right back. 

Now all Amy wanted to do was throw her shoe at the screen. She hated 
him. She hated his tone of voice. 

She hated that he was right. 

Reagan Holt, Ted Starling, Natalie Kabra, Phoenix Wizard, Alistair Oh, 
Fiske Cahill, and Nellie Gomez — seven people she cared about were 
festering in a jail cell. And now Atticus was gone. 

What kind of family leader lets those kinds of things happen? 

“Yeah, that’s exactly what they did,” Jake Rosenbloom blurted out, pacing 
the floor. “Nothing!” 

“Tt’s my fault.” Amy glanced at her brother, who was curled up on the sofa 
in the fetal position. “Just me. Not Dan. I should have seen this coming.” 

On the screen, Sinead Starling elbowed Ian aside. Her red hair was pulled 
back with a rubber band, her delicate features taut with urgency. “I’ve alerted 
every Cahill in the area, our contacts at the Prague police, the Czech embassy, 
airports, limo services, every bakery from Pilsen to Hradec Kralové. Nothing 
yet. Pm thinking the Wyomings used a private jet. Short flight, no 
conspicuous-looking fuel drain.” 

“They told me not to call the police!” Jake fumed, as if Sinead hadn’t said 
a word. “Then they shoved me into a cab and took me here! Some family you 
have — thieves and cowards.” 

Amy bit her lip. She wished she could have called the authorities. But she 
and Dan were wanted for stealing a world-famous Caravaggio painting called 


the “Medusa,” at the demand of Vesper One. Jake himself had turned them in 
to Interpol. Police were the last people they could afford to see now. 

“Coming to us was the right thing to do,” Sinead said. “We’ll find him. We 
have the resources.” 

“What if you can’t find him?” Dan’s outburst startled them all. He looked 
up from his smartphone, his eyes streaked with tears. On his screen was an 
image of a skinny kid with dreads and a goofball smile. Atticus. 

Amy ached for her brother. It hadn’t been easy for Dan to make friends 
after the Clue hunt. He’d survived a collapsing cave, been helicoptered to the 
top of Mount Everest, become trapped in an Egyptian tomb, watched a man 
die in Jamaican quicksand, and been entrusted with a complex five-hundred- 
year-old formula. What other kid could relate to that? 

Atticus could. He was the only one who really “got” Dan. 

“T jinxed him ...” Dan murmured. “It is my fault.” 

Jake’s breath caught in his throat. He let out an explosive moan, more 
animal than human. A sound impossible to hear without becoming physically 
ill. 

Amy knew what it felt like to fear for your own brother’s life. She had 
been lucky. Dan was alive. 

And she felt guilty she hadn’t shown Jake the text message Dan had 


received from Vesper One: 
You had Il Milione all this time. You really shouldn’t keep 
secrets from me. Your punishment this time: A Guardian goes 
down. 


Despite all her training, she’d been caught totally unaware. Because she 
and Dan had been 
making a drop, and drops were always safe. 

I should have been watching Atticus like a hawk. How could I have been so 
stupid? 

As much as she’d wanted to tell Jake about the note, she couldn’t. Jake was 
a powder keg. He hated the Cahills and he’d betrayed Dan and Amy once. If 
he did it again, it meant jail time. Which meant death to the hostages. 

And no hope for Atticus. 

“This is about that Guardian nonsense, isn’t it?” Jake said, nearly spitting 
his words. “Atticus’s grandmother guarded some ancient map, which you 
guys stole from the library. My stepmother must have guarded something, 
too. Tell me, what was it? And what was Att supposed to be guarding?” 

Amy replied with the truth. “We d-d-don’t know,” she said, fighting back 
the stammer that kicked in whenever she was bottoming out. 

“And neither does he,” Jake said. “So whatever this secret unknown thing 
is, it must be ... unguarded. Am I right?” 


Amy shook her head helplessly. “M-maybe.” 

“So whoever wants it wouldn’t want the Guardian to find out about it,” 
Jake barreled on, his voice rising in fury. “Because then he would go and 
guard it. So these Vespers ... it would be in their interest to ... to kill ...” 

Logic. Stupid, cold, awful, cruel logic. Stop it! 

“They’re lying!” Dan blurted out, his words sounding hollow and 
desperate. “That’s what they do best. They said they would kill a hostage, too. 
But they didn’t.” 

“They shot someone in the shoulder,” Jake said. “That’s close enough!” 

Amy winced at the memory of the hideous footage of Nellie Gomez, their 
onetime au pair and now legal guardian, writhing bloody in the hostages’ 
secret location. 

Sinead’s voice blared from the laptop. “Our operatives found a suspected 
Vesper command center in Legnica, Poland. Former Tomas territory. We’ve 
got the place under surveillance. Atticus could be there. So could the 
hostages.” 

Jake turned and bolted for the door. “I’m out of here. I will find my brother 
if it kills me. And if it does, I will take you all down with me.” 

Amy raced after him. “Jake, you can’t!” 

“ °*Sup, Attleboro-o-0-0?” came a loud stadium cheer from the monitor. 
Despite the fact that the image was mostly cap, sunglasses, chains, and radiant 
smile, there was no mistaking the face of world-famous rap artist Jonah 
Wizard. “Yo, my homeys, listen up — okay, my boy Hamburger and me? 
We’re waiting here in Roma so long I’m afraid my cover is going to stop 
working. Do you know how hard it is to hide from fans in a country where my 
sales are through the roof?” 

Jake paused for a moment, startled. He turned briefly to the screen, giving 
Amy just enough time to dart between him and the door. 

On-screen, someone was bumping Jonah from the side. 

Despite his muscle-packed, two-hundred-pound physique, Hamilton Holt 
had a hard time jostling Jonah for screen time. “Sorry, dude, but it’s grub time 
and I’m wasting away. What Jonah means to say is, we were supposed to 
meet Erasmus, but he didn’t show up.” 

“You guys are related to Jonah Wizard?” Jake asked, his lip curled 
disdainfully. 

“And the other guy,” Dan grumbled. “Vin Diesel’s stunt double.” 

Jonah pushed his way into view again. “Yo, also? My man, Mac and 
Cheese? He didn’t show up, either.” 

“He means McIntyre,” Hamilton clarified. “Is this a lawyer thing, to miss 
meetings?” 


“That’s not like him,” Sinead replied. “Or Erasmus.” 

“Did you say McIntyre?” Jake said. “As in William McIntyre?” 

“You know him?” Jonah asked. “Skinny guy, a little dusty, nose like a 
screwdriver, kind of boring?” 

“Yeah, I know him,” Jake replied. “He’s my dad’s lawyer. And he’s tough. 
Anything happens to Atticus, I will get him to sue you blind.” 

Amy took a deep breath. McIntyre was their confidant and friend, the man 
who set the hunt for the 39 Clues in motion. He had been there in the 
background, watching over them, like the eyes and ears of their late 
grandmother Grace. Painfully formal, he was the last person in the world 
who’d appreciate being called Mac and Cheese. 

He was also the last person who would ever sue Dan and Amy. 

“Sit, Jake,” she said firmly. “This is more complicated than you think.” 


Dan shut the bedroom door quietly behind him. No more noise. 

Enough of Jake’s anger. Enough thinking about what happened to Atticus. 
One more moment and he would split apart. 

He needed hope. Now. 


He pulled his phone out of his pocket and checked his most recent text: 
Suspend judgment. The whole story is always more complex than 
its parts. Wait. 

AJT 


The words made his blood race. The sight of those initials: AJT. The 
initials of his long-dead father. Arthur Josiah Trent. 

Dan had only known him by the stories Amy told. By a blurry face in a 
tattered photograph he’d lost in the Paris Métro. AJT had died in a fire nine 
years ago. A fire that consumed his house and both of Dan’s parents. 

When this message came in, Amy had scoffed. It could be anyone. Which 
was logical. 

But life was not ruled by logic. If the 39 Clues had taught Dan one thing, 
that was it. Sometimes good was bad, sometimes dead was alive. 

Dan poised his thumbs over the keypad. There were so many questions he 
could ask to prove the ID. 

Then, if AJT did prove to be real, Dan could ask him ... well, everything. 
Whether Erasmus’s tale was true — that Dad had been recruited by the 
Vespers as a young man. That Dad had renounced them, married Mom, and 
become a Cahill. He could find out how Dad had miraculously survived the 
fire. 

But Dan’s thumbs were frozen. The truth terrified him. Either way. 


If AJT wasn’t his dad, hope would be completely lost. Somehow, if you 
didn’t know the truth, the possibility stayed alive. 

But if he was, how could Dan adjust to his father coming back to life? 
Could he forgive the lack of contact? What kind of man would let his own son 
think he was dead for nine years? 

And how could Dan deal with a father who was a Vesper? 

Suspend judgment... . 

Dan’s eyes filled with tears. Images raced through his mind — helicopter 
blades cutting the cable of the gondola in Zermatt. The sight of Nellie, bloody 
and pale. The boat chase that had nearly killed them on Lake Como, and the 
halon gas in the library in Prague. 

“Suspend judgment for what?” he murmured under his breath. “For nearly 
allowing your own kids to die?” 

No. He couldn’t complete this circuit. 

He tossed the phone into a corner. It bounced harmlessly on the rug. That 
was exactly how he felt — harmless. Powerless. Tiny. Confused. 

He was tired of being the helpless kid. The victim. The chased. The lackey 
for a voiceless Vesper. When would it stop? Why could they never be on top 
— why was it that he never scared anyone? 

It doesn’t have to be this way... . 

Numbers and symbols spilled from his memory — a complex set of 
ingredients and precise formulas. It was the life’s work of their ancestor, 
Gideon Cahill. A formula thought to have been destroyed in 1507, discovered 
in a cave in Ireland, and now known only by Dan. It granted superhuman 
abilities. Strength to overcome any attack. Speed to move great distances. 
Intelligence to outthink an army. 

With it, every decision was clear. Every enemy was doomed. 

Every mystery yielded to utter clarity. 

Cheyenne and Casper Wyoming wouldn’t stand a chance. The mystery of 
AJT would be resolved. 

Dan wouldn’t wonder if he had a father. He would know. He would know 
whether he was the one thing he wanted to be, more than anything else. 

A son. 

A son to the most detestable man in the world. 

Twenty-six more ingredients. That’s what he needed. He had thirteen of the 
difficult ones already — myrrh from a Chinese herbalist, iron solute and a 
solution containing tungsten ions from a machine shop, amber from a jeweler, 
iodine from a pharmacy, and a bunch of stuff from various chemical 
suppliers: mercury, liquid gold, zinc, magnesium, phosphorus, sulfur, calcium 


carbonate, and soluble silver in the form of silver nitrate. Some of the others, 
like water, clover, salt, and cocoa, would be easy. 

“Dan, what are you doing?” Amy’s voice suddenly called from the 
doorway. 

Dan jumped. “Come on in, the door’s open, thanks for knocking.” 

“I wanted to talk about Jake,” she said softly. 

“Oh, great,” Dan grumbled. “Mr. Congeniality.” 

“He’s so angry all the time. I can’t bring myself to show him the text from 
...” Amy’s eyes locked on the phone, resting on the carpet. Its screen glowed 
with the text from AJT. She sighed. 

Dan scowled. “Here comes the lecture.” 

She sat on the floor next to him. “Dan, Dad was a Cahill. Through and 
through. Even if he wasn’t born one. I wish you could remember his eyes. 
When you were little, he’d hold you up to everyone and say —” 

“Moon face,’ yeah, I know, you told me a billion times,” Dan said. 

“You both would flash this big, identical grin,’ Amy said. “Mom said you 
were twins separated by a generation. The man wasn’t capable of evil. His life 
was not a lie. If you really knew him, you’d never say the names Vesper and 
Arthur Trent in the same breath.” 

“People lie, Amy,” Dan protested. “People pretend —” 

“Dan, there were two bodies in the fire,’ Amy insisted. “No one could 
have lived through that. Besides, if he were alive, he’d be with us. He 
wouldn’t have stayed away from the Clue hunt. He would have led it.” 

Dan spun around. “The bodies were burned beyond recognition. They 
could have been anybody. Uncle Alistair survived a cave collapse, Amy! 
Cahills do things like that. And if Dad tried to save Mom, then watched her 
burn to death — in a fire set by her own family? Because Isabel Kabra thought 
they were hiding one of the thirty-nine clues? You think he’d just be a happy 
Cahill after that?” 

Amy’s face drained of color. “What are you saying, Dan?” 

“Remember Grace’s note — the one we found after discovering the secret 
to the clues?” Dan said. “She said the Cahill family was broken. 
Untrustworthy. Isabel set the fire, and no one helped out — the Holts, Uncle 
Alistair, none of them. I’m saying Dad would have seen them for what they 
are. Murderers.” 

Amy’s face darkened. “So you think he went over to the dark side, just like 
that?” 

“He would have seen it the opposite way, Amy,” Dan said. “The dark side 
was what he left.” 

Amy reared back her hand to slap Dan. He reeled in shock. 


Before she could move, a beep sounded from Dan’s smartphone. 

They both froze. 

Dan stooped to pick up the phone and noticed a blinking icon across the 
top of the screen. A GPS signal. He opened the app and saw a signal moving 
across a map of western Europe. Its origin was RUZYNE AIRPORT, PRAGUE. It 
was moving east. 

Along the bottom was the name A. ROSENBLOOM. 


CHAPTER 


“Wake up and smell the limestone,” said Cheyenne Wyoming, yanking the 
blindfold from Atticus’s face. 

He blinked. On the plane, hours earlier, he had lined up his worst fears — 
torture, plane crash, poisoning, being shoved out at thirty thousand feet. 

Waking up at Site Number Seven on his Cool World Travel Wish List 
would not have been anywhere near the top. 

Awestruck, he stared into a scene of lopsided, cone-shaped mountains, like 
giant castles made of dripping wet sand. “We’re in Göreme, Turkey?” he said, 
his voice still froggy from a forced sleep. 

“You’re familiar with this dump?” Cheyenne said. 

“In actuality,” Atticus said, “it’s one of the most interesting geological 
formations on the planet. If I weren’t with you, I’d be running around like, 
woo-hoo —” 

Casper pushed him hard. Atticus stumbled forward, his sleepy eyes 
focusing. His brain suddenly connected with something that had been dulled 
by sleep. 

His terror. 

Bread truck. Sack. Handcuffs. Jet. It all rushed back. 

They had knocked him out on the plane. Cheyenne insisted on it. She was 
afraid he’d get sick. 

He glanced around for a way to escape. He was no longer handcuffed, but 
there was nowhere to run. It looked as if they were in a vast moonscape, the 
monstrous rock formations casting deep shadows in the afternoon sun. He’d 
seen photos, but in person they were much bigger — like giant rock fingers 
poked through with enormous holes. Caves. 

They were heading toward the largest rock, shaped like a sinking ship. At 
its base, an ominous-looking sign had been tied to a trash can: 





Atticus rubbed his eyes, recalling his years of online language tutorials. 
“Wait, that’s Turkish,” he murmured. “And it means ‘Danger: Collapsed 
Cave.’ ” 

“Don’t believe everything you read,” Cheyenne said. 

She shoved him in before he could protest. He hit his head and had to duck 
low to fit through. His ankle twisted as it landed between two wooden planks, 
rotted and termite-eaten. Cheyenne scampered on ahead, waving a flashlight. 

“T can’t see!” Atticus said. 

“Casper, where are you?” Cheyenne called over her shoulder. 

“Emptying my pockets.” Another flashlight beam, behind Atticus, began 
illuminating the planks. “A trash can outside. All the convenience of home.” 

Atticus stumbled along, his head scraping the low ceiling. “Wh-where are 
you taking me?” 

“To a place where we can talk in private.” Cheyenne stopped short. She 
gestured into a corner of the cave, sweeping aside a thick spiderweb. “Go.” 

Atticus peered into the pitch darkness. The cave seemed to end there, a 
tiny, dank chamber big enough for one person. Nothing beyond. Just a cranny 
in a cave where a dead body could rot and no one would ever see it. 

Cheyenne pushed him in. As his back hit the cragged wall, she and her 
brother crowded close to him. A light blinked on above, bathing them all in a 
greenish white glow. “Unrecognized DNA,” a mechanical voice droned. 

“Allow access!” Casper called out. 

A series of beeps was followed by “Voice recognition accepted.” 

The ground rumbled. With a loud scraping noise, the floor beneath their 
feet began to move. They were on a circular platform, slowly sinking. 

“No!” Atticus reached for the lip of the floor, but Casper batted his arms 
away. Bright lights flickered on below their feet, and soon the cramped, 
stinking cave gave way to a vast underground chamber. 


The place was freezing. Enormous maps spanned the walls. A news ticker 
scrolled headlines near the ceiling. A bank of clocks ticked in unison, telling 
time in different parts of the world to the thousandth of a second. Brushed- 
steel cabinets lined the walls near empty computer workstations, their black, 
webbed chairs gathering dust. 

The platform reached the chamber floor with a dull thump. Casper grabbed 
a chair. “Make yourself at home.” 

Atticus sank into the chair, sending up a small cloud of wispy dust. His 
throat was dry. He had to swallow twice before he could eke out a sound. 
“What am I supposed to do?” 

Cheyenne pulled a handkerchief from her bag and dusted off two seats. 
The twins sat. “Tell us what you know.” 

“About what?” Atticus asked. 

Cheyenne glanced at her brother, rolling her eyes. “The genius thinks he’s 
too smart for us nincompoops.” 

“About being a Guardian!” Casper exploded, lunging forward. 

Atticus screamed. His leg dug reflexively into the floor, propelling the 
chair backward. He crashed against a computer table, the impact knocking the 
wind out of him. 

Casper cracked up. “Brave kid.” 

“I suggest cutting to the chase,” Cheyenne said, looking brightly around 
the room. “No one can hear you in here. No one knows where you are. You 
will not leave until you answer. And you will not live if you don’t.” 

“I don’t know anything!” Atticus insisted. “I told you! My mom was 
dying. She said I was a Guardian. She said we were enemies of you guys. The 
Vespers. She said you were after some secret. It was all in fragments — I can 
barely remember.” 

Casper grinned. He stood slowly and sauntered to the wall. There, he 
opened a cabinet door. “Maybe we can change that,” he said. 

Inside were a series of long knives. Casper pulled one out, a thin blade that 
made a high-pitched shhhhink. 

Atticus felt the blood rush from his head. For a moment he could see only 
white spots. The room around him seemed to shrink, its frigid temperature 
warming, the walls rushing in, everything decaying into a tiny trap... . 

His brain flashed an image of the tiny room at the airport. A men’s room. A 
tiny can. 

Germ Away. 

“I know! I mean, I don’t know!” he blurted, words propelling through his 
mouth before he could think. “That is, in actuality, I don’t know the 
information. In my head. But I have it. All of it. That’s how we Guardians do 


it. Even though we’re, like, nerds and geniuses, all we know is the 
inscription.” 

Casper cocked his head. “The what?” 

“Encryption!” Atticus said. 

Slow down. Think. 

Casper came closer, casually sliding the blade along his fingernail and 
shaving off a thin slice as if it were butter. “Go on... .” 

“Tt ... it’s a precaution,” he said. “To avoid hypnosis. And torture. And 
truth serums. We just know the key sequence, that’s all. So we can decrypt it.” 

Casper flung the blade’s tip forward, sending a fingernail into Atticus’s 
face. “What. Exactly. Is it. That you decrypt?” 

“Tt’s all in my flash drive!” Atticus said. 

Cheyenne looked dismayed. “The one I smashed under my foot at the 
airport?” 

“No!” Atticus shot back. “Another one. Hidden on my key chain.” 

Casper’s face darkened. He lifted the blade carefully over his head. Then, 
with gritted teeth, he hurled the knife at Atticus. 

Atticus screamed and ducked. The blade tore through the fabric of the seat 
and impaled itself into the table behind. 

“That’s for making me have to go and get that stupid key chain,” Casper 
said. “I threw it in the trash can outside. It was ruining the hang of my pants.” 

As he left, Cheyenne walked over to the bank of clocks. She stopped near 
one that said EASTERN STANDARD TIME, US, which read 7:02 A.M. 

“This is Boston time, set precisely by the atomic clock,” she said. “All 
your little friends are waking up and getting ready for school. In a half hour, 
at seven thirty-two, they will be running for the school bus. And you, halfway 
across the world, will have decrypted your flash drive and given us all your 
supposed information.” 

Atticus was shaking too hard to agree. 

A half hour? 

Even if he could make contact — with anyone — a half hour was not 
enough time. “I — I — m-m —” 

“Chill out,” Cheyenne said. “You’re among friends.” 

“I may need more time,” Atticus blurted out. “I need to ... write code.” 

“Tt’s a fast computer,” Cheyenne drawled. 

“But I’m a human,” Atticus said. “Not even Mark Zuckerberg can code 
that fast!” 

Cheyenne walked to the table where the knife was lodged. She yanked it 
out and held it toward the light. “Well, then ... epic fail.” 
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CHAPTER 1 


In all his eleven years, Atticus Rosenbloom never imagined he’d die on a bed 
of fresh rolls and sticky buns. 

Of course, he never imagined being tied up, shoved into a sack, thrown 
into the back of a bakery truck, and taken on a high-speed tour over every 
pothole in the Czech Republic, either. If he needed any proof that hanging out 
with Amy and Dan Cahill was trouble, this was it. 

“Wohogashamee?” he shouted. It was the best he could manage for 
“Where are you guys taking me?” with a bandanna pulled across his mouth. 

It was no use. They couldn’t hear him. 

He fought back desperate tears. This had to be a mistake. They must have 
wanted some other nerdy kid with dreads, a plaid shirt, and beat-up Vans. 

He jerked his body left and right, trying to loosen the ropes around his 
wrists. His head banged against a row of metal shelves. Breads and pastries 
cascaded to the floor, their sweet, yeasty smell seeming to mock him. 

“Careful with the crullers, will you?” came a taunt from the front seat. 
“We may need them on the flight.” 

Atticus froze. He knew the voice. 

His brain, which had absorbed eleven languages already, did not forget 
distinctive sounds. Or near-death experiences. Like yesterday’s, when Dan 
and Amy lay trapped in a locked, burning library. Atticus and his half brother, 
Jake, had tried to help, only to be attacked by a woman and a guy dressed in 
black. 

A guy with the same voice as this cruller-loving kidnapper. 

Dan said they were killers. Twins. Vespers. 

Suddenly, the whole thing was making some awful sense. 

He knew Dan and Amy were Madrigals, the elite branch of the world’s 
most powerful family, the Cahills. The Vespers were bad guys who had 
kidnapped seven Cahills. As ransom, Dan and Amy had to perform nasty 
tasks — breaking into museums, stealing ancient artifacts, solving impossible 


codes. Which they were capable of doing, because they’d found something 
equally impossible called the 39 Clues. 

So why did the Vespers gas Dan and Amy in a library? And why do they 
want me? 

Nuts. The whole thing was nuts! 

The truck veered abruptly to the right. Atticus slid on a layer of raspberry 
jam and banged against the rear door. 

As he screamed in pain, the truck came to a sudden stop. The door opened 
and a pair of hands untied his sack. In a moment, Atticus was squinting 
against the sudden sunlight. The whoosh of a jet engine nearly knocked him 
over. 

“Sorry for the bumpy ride,” his abductor said, yanking the gag out of his 
mouth. “The next will be smoother.” 

Atticus’s eyes quickly adjusted. The guy was maybe in his twenties. He 
looked like he’d wandered off the set of a magazine shoot for Travel + 
Leisure — blond, blue-eyed, tanned, and buff. Atticus could feel the rope 
being untied from his hands and replaced with a handcuff on one wrist behind 
him. A silky female voice added, “How many boys your age can say they’ve 
been on a private jet — for free?” 

“Tm not a boy!” Atticus blurted, the words spilling out of his mouth faster 
than he could think. “Okay, chronologically, yes, eleven years old fits the 
definition, but in actuality, I’m a college freshman. So if you’re looking for a 
boy, you’ve made a mistake!” 

The woman came around to his side, her wrist now cuffed to his. “Just 
because we’re holding hands, college boy, don’t get any ideas.” 

Atticus recoiled from her clammy grip. She was unmistakably this guy’s 
twin, but with the blondness cranked up to eleven. Her baker’s uniform had 
extra-long sleeves to hide the handcuffs from sight. 

“We don’t make mistakes, Atticus,” the guy said. “We know you won the 
county fifth-grade chess championship, and the state spelling bee on the word 
renaissance. By the way, I always had trouble with that word —” 

“Let me go right now or Pll scream bloody murder!” Atticus shouted. 

The man grabbed Atticus by the shirt collar. “If you scream, little dude, 
there will be bloody murder. And with that one hundred seventy-five IQ, 
you’re too smart to put your brother and father in danger.” 

Atticus tried not to panic. The bits of knowledge — the cruel taunts — 
were like pricks of a tiny knife blade, keeping him off balance. 

The man looked away briefly, checking his reflection in the window of a 
tan-brick building nearby. He ran his fingers carefully through his hair. “You 
babysit, Cheyenne. PII run ahead to see that the jet’s ready.” 


“Make it quick, Casper,” his sister said, pushing Atticus forward. “And be 
sure there are enough mirrors on board for you.” 

“Your names are Casper and Cheyenne?” Atticus managed. 

“And our last name is Wyoming. Want to make something of it?” 
Cheyenne yanked his wrist, picking up the pace. “We’d planned on giving 
you a meal, a parachute, and a safe landing. We could always forget the 
parachute.” 

“Wh-what are you going to do with me?” Atticus asked. 

“We’re taking you to a more secure place,” Cheyenne replied. “For a few 
questions. A simple transfer of . . . guardianship.” 

The blade twisted. 

Atticus had always taken pride in being different. In being one of a kind. 
But there was one aspect he’d trade in a nanosecond. 

He could still hear his mother’s words on her deathbed: I am passing 
along Guardianship to you. . . . You must continue. Tradition. So much at 
stake. 

All he knew was that Guardians fought the Vespers. And that he was the 
only one left. 

“I — I don’t know anything about Guardians!” Atticus said. 

“Maybe you’ll change your mind when we’re through with you,” 
Cheyenne said. 

Atticus’s legs wobbled. “What if my mom died before she could tell me 
anything?” 

“T’d say that was pretty bad parenting,” Cheyenne said with a shrug. 

Atticus’s panicked eyes scanned the airport. In minutes they would be on 
a plane, speeding away from Prague. He would be Hostage Number Eight. 
Caught by two Vespers who had already tried to gas Dan and Amy. 

The Wyomings would think nothing of whacking Atticus Rosenbloom. 

Think, Atticus. It’s the one thing you’re good at. 

Casper was barking orders to a gray-haired airport worker at a hangar fifty 
yards beyond the tan-brick building. Cheyenne was pulling hard, trying to 
walk faster. 

Atticus hated holding hands with this creep. The last female he had ever 
held hands with was his mom. 

Mom, who was the kindest, smartest woman he ever knew. 

Mom, who was a Guardian. Who told him in her last breath to stay friends 
with Dan Cahill. Who knew trouble was ahead. 

Guardians were mixed up with the Cahills. Mom must have known 
something like this would happen. She had been taking precautions for years. 
She had secret papers. A weird tech guru on retainer. 


Beezer. 

The name popped like a flash of neon out of an inky mental cloud — Max 
Beezer, Mom’s tech guy. Atticus and Jake had found tons of his little gadgets 
after Mom had died. Max had turned most of them over to Mom’s assistant, 
Dave Speminer, but he had saved some of the cool ones for Atticus. Like the 
miniature tracker that he and Jake had been tinkering with yesterday. Neither 
of them was sure how it worked. It was nanotech. Weird design, way too tiny. 

But worth a try. 

He needed a moment alone. With his key chain. 

Frantically he felt in his left pocket, but the chain was gone. He slowed 
down and moaned deeply, doubling over. 

Cheyenne glared at him. “What?” 

“Nothing. I’m okay. Really.” Atticus convulsed again. “All those pastries 
on the truck . . . plus motion sickness. Bad combo. But Pl be f-f-fine.” 

“Oh, great —” Cheyenne stopped. 

Casper’s voice bellowed from within: “What do you mean, the plane isn’t 
ready? Hello? Earth to old guy? We paid you in advance.” 

Cheyenne rolled her eyes. “Don’t ever treat your elders like that if you 
grow up.” Glancing toward the battered men’s room door, she said, “This isn’t 
a stupid trick, is it?” 

Atticus gulped down some air. “Pll just” — breath — “sit next to you on 
the plane” — breath — “and hold it in.” 

“No, you won’t.” She pushed him toward the men’s room door, kicked it 
open, and immediately blanched. “Ucch. That is the grossest thing I’ve seen 
in my life.” 

“T don’t mind.” Atticus pulled her inside, but she yanked back. 

Reaching into her pocket, she took out a set of cuff keys and unlocked 
him. “You have two minutes. And don’t try anything funny, or you will be so 
sorry.” 

Atticus peered into the bathroom and grimaced. “I need my key chain. So 
I can use my disinfectant.” 

“Your what?” Cheyenne said. 

“My Germ Away,” Atticus replied. 

“What kind of eleven-year-old boy takes disinfectant into a men’s room?” 


Cheyenne snapped. 
“A clean one?” Atticus offered with a shrug. “It’s just that . . . well, you 
see the sink and the toilet... . I mean, we’ll be handcuffed together and all. . . 
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Cheyenne’s face was turning green. She reached into her pocket and 
pulled out Atticus’s enormous key ring. It contained seven keys, five plastic 


store rewards cards, a screwdriver, a flash drive, and a tiny but festive-looking 
can of Germ Away. She carefully examined the ring, item by item. 

Atticus held his breath. 

A slow smile crept across his captor’s face as she held up the flash drive. 
“Ooh, clever boy. A transmitter!” She unhooked the drive, dropped it to the 
ground, and crushed it beneath her boot. With a triumphant, malevolent grin, 
she handed the key ring to Atticus. “Welcome to the big leagues, where IQ 
runs a distant second to street smarts. You have two minutes.” 

Atticus’s jaw dropped. He cast a forlorn glance at the shattered pile of 
plastic and steel on the ground. As he turned to the men’s room, he fought 
back a sob. 

Slamming the door behind him, he flicked on the light. 

One minute and fifty-four seconds. 

He turned the sink taps all the way. Brown water gushed out loudly into a 
Stained basin. He moaned. He could hear Cheyenne calling out to her brother. 

Atticus held up his key ring, separating out the small can of Germ Away. 
Carefully he twisted open the cap. 

It beeped. 

Fingers shaking, he tapped an app on the tiny screen. And he began typing 
a code into the keypad. 


CHAPTER 2 


“Honestly, you stood there while they took the boy away?” asked Ian Kabra. 

Amy shrank into the hotel room sofa. She felt numb. On Dan’s laptop, 
Ian’s features were exaggerated, his eyes wide and accusing. Behind him was 
the gleaming high-tech Cahill headquarters in Attleboro, Massachusetts, 
which Amy had designed. Once upon a time, Ian’s dark, dreamy eyes had 
made her melt inside. The angle of his head, the wrinkle in the left corner of 
his lip — they’d obsessed her. And he’d been obsessed right back. 

Now all Amy wanted to do was throw her shoe at the screen. She hated 
him. She hated his tone of voice. 

She hated that he was right. 

Reagan Holt, Ted Starling, Natalie Kabra, Phoenix Wizard, Alistair Oh, 
Fiske Cahill, and Nellie Gomez — seven people she cared about were 
festering in a jail cell. And now Atticus was gone. 

What kind of family leader lets those kinds of things happen? 

“Yeah, that’s exactly what they did,” Jake Rosenbloom blurted out, pacing 
the floor. “Nothing!” 

“Tt’s my fault.” Amy glanced at her brother, who was curled up on the 
sofa in the fetal position. “Just me. Not Dan. I should have seen this coming.” 

On the screen, Sinead Starling elbowed Ian aside. Her red hair was pulled 
back with a rubber band, her delicate features taut with urgency. “I’ve alerted 
every Cahill in the area, our contacts at the Prague police, the Czech embassy, 
airports, limo services, every bakery from Pilsen to Hradec Kralové. Nothing 
yet. I’m thinking the Wyomings used a private jet. Short flight, no 
conspicuous-looking fuel drain.” 

“They told me not to call the police!” Jake fumed, as if Sinead hadn’t said 
a word. “Then they shoved me into a cab and took me here! Some family you 
have — thieves and cowards.” 

Amy bit her lip. She wished she could have called the authorities. But she 
and Dan were wanted for stealing a world-famous Caravaggio painting called 


the “Medusa,” at the demand of Vesper One. Jake himself had turned them in 
to Interpol. Police were the last people they could afford to see now. 

“Coming to us was the right thing to do,” Sinead said. “We’ll find him. 
We have the resources.” 

“What if you cant find him?” Dan’s outburst startled them all. He looked 
up from his smartphone, his eyes streaked with tears. On his screen was an 
image of a skinny kid with dreads and a goofball smile. Atticus. 

Amy ached for her brother. It hadn’t been easy for Dan to make friends 
after the Clue hunt. He’d survived a collapsing cave, been helicoptered to the 
top of Mount Everest, become trapped in an Egyptian tomb, watched a man 
die in Jamaican quicksand, and been entrusted with a complex five-hundred- 
year-old formula. What other kid could relate to that? 

Atticus could. He was the only one who really “got” Dan. 

“I jinxed him .. .” Dan murmured. “It is my fault.” 

Jake’s breath caught in his throat. He let out an explosive moan, more 
animal than human. A sound impossible to hear without becoming physically 
ill. 

Amy knew what it felt like to fear for your own brother’s life. She had 
been lucky. Dan was alive. 

And she felt guilty she hadn’t shown Jake the text message Dan had 
received from Vesper One: 


You had Il Milione all this time. You really shouldn’t keep 
secrets from me. Your punishment this time: A Guardian goes 
down. 


Despite all her training, she’d been caught totally unaware. Because she 
and Dan had been making a drop, and drops were always safe. 

I should have been watching Atticus like a hawk. How could I have been 
so stupid? 

As much as she’d wanted to tell Jake about the note, she couldn’t. Jake 
was a powder keg. He hated the Cahills and he’d betrayed Dan and Amy 
once. If he did it again, it meant jail time. Which meant death to the hostages. 

And no hope for Atticus. 

“This is about that Guardian nonsense, isn’t it?” Jake said, nearly spitting 
his words. “Atticus’s grandmother guarded some ancient map, which you 
guys stole from the library. My stepmother must have guarded something, 
too. Tell me, what was it? And what was Att supposed to be guarding?” 

Amy replied with the truth. “We d-d-don’t know,” she said, fighting back 
the stammer that kicked in whenever she was bottoming out. 


“And neither does he,” Jake said. “So whatever this secret unknown thing 
is, it must be . . . unguarded. Am I right?” 

Amy shook her head helplessly. “M-maybe.” 

“So whoever wants it wouldn’t want the Guardian to find out about it,” 
Jake barreled on, his voice rising in fury. “Because then he would go and 
guard it. So these Vespers . . . it would be in their interest to... to kill...” 

Logic. Stupid, cold, awful, cruel logic. Stop it! 

“They’re lying!” Dan blurted out, his words sounding hollow and 
desperate. “That’s what they do best. They said they would kill a hostage, too. 
But they didn’t.” 

“They shot someone in the shoulder,” Jake said. “That’s close enough!” 

Amy winced at the memory of the hideous footage of Nellie Gomez, their 
onetime au pair and now legal guardian, writhing bloody in the hostages’ 
secret location. 

Sinead’s voice blared from the laptop. “Our operatives found a suspected 
Vesper command center in Legnica, Poland. Former Tomas territory. We’ve 
got the place under surveillance. Atticus could be there. So could the 
hostages.” 

Jake turned and bolted for the door. “I’m out of here. I will find my 
brother if it kills me. And if it does, I will take you all down with me.” 

Amy raced after him. “Jake, you can’t!” 

Sup, Attleboro-o-0-0?” came a loud stadium cheer from the monitor. 
Despite the fact that the image was mostly cap, sunglasses, chains, and radiant 
smile, there was no mistaking the face of world-famous rap artist Jonah 
Wizard. “Yo, my homeys, listen up — okay, my boy Hamburger and me? 
We’re waiting here in Roma so long I’m afraid my cover is going to stop 
working. Do you know how hard it is to hide from fans in a country where my 
sales are through the roof?” 

Jake paused for a moment, startled. He turned briefly to the screen, giving 
Amy just enough time to dart between him and the door. 

On-screen, someone was bumping Jonah from the side. 

Despite his muscle-packed, two-hundred-pound physique, Hamilton Holt 
had a hard time jostling Jonah for screen time. “Sorry, dude, but it’s grub time 
and I’m wasting away. What Jonah means to say is, we were supposed to 
meet Erasmus, but he didn’t show up.” 

“You guys are related to Jonah Wizard?” Jake asked, his lip curled 
disdainfully. 

“And the other guy,” Dan grumbled. “Vin Diesel’s stunt double.” 

Jonah pushed his way into view again. “Yo, also? My man, Mac and 
Cheese? He didn’t show up, either.” 


“He means McIntyre,” Hamilton clarified. “Is this a lawyer thing, to miss 
meetings?” 

“That’s not like him,” Sinead replied. “Or Erasmus.” 

“Did you say McIntyre?” Jake said. “As in William McIntyre?” 

“You know him?” Jonah asked. “Skinny guy, a little dusty, nose like a 
screwdriver, kind of boring?” 

“Yeah, I know him,” Jake replied. “He’s my dad’s lawyer. And he’s tough. 
Anything happens to Atticus, I will get him to sue you blind.” 

Amy took a deep breath. McIntyre was their confidant and friend, the man 
who set the hunt for the 39 Clues in motion. He had been there in the 
background, watching over them, like the eyes and ears of their late 
grandmother Grace. Painfully formal, he was the last person in the world 
who’d appreciate being called Mac and Cheese. 

He was also the last person who would ever sue Dan and Amy. 

“Sit, Jake,” she said firmly. “This is more complicated than you think.” 


Dan shut the bedroom door quietly behind him. No more noise. 

Enough of Jake’s anger. Enough thinking about what happened to Atticus. 
One more moment and he would split apart. 

He needed hope. Now. 

He pulled his phone out of his pocket and checked his most recent text: 


Suspend judgment. The whole story is always more complex than 
its parts. Wait. 


AJT 


The words made his blood race. The sight of those initials: AJT. The 
initials of his long-dead father. Arthur Josiah Trent. 

Dan had only known him by the stories Amy told. By a blurry face in a 
tattered photograph he’d lost in the Paris Métro. AJT had died in a fire nine 
years ago. A fire that consumed his house and both of Dan’s parents. 

When this message came in, Amy had scoffed. It could be anyone. Which 
was logical. 

But life was not ruled by logic. If the 39 Clues had taught Dan one thing, 
that was it. Sometimes good was bad, sometimes dead was alive. 

Dan poised his thumbs over the keypad. There were so many questions he 
could ask to prove the ID. 


Then, if AJT did prove to be real, Dan could ask him . . . well, everything. 
Whether Erasmus’s tale was true — that Dad had been recruited by the 
Vespers as a young man. That Dad had renounced them, married Mom, and 
become a Cahill. He could find out how Dad had miraculously survived the 
fire. 

But Dan’s thumbs were frozen. The truth terrified him. Either way. 

If AJT wasn’t his dad, hope would be completely lost. Somehow, if you 
didn’t know the truth, the possibility stayed alive. 

But if he was, how could Dan adjust to his father coming back to life? 
Could he forgive the lack of contact? What kind of man would let his own son 
think he was dead for nine years? 

And how could Dan deal with a father who was a Vesper? 

Suspend judgment. .. . 

Dan’s eyes filled with tears. Images raced through his mind — helicopter 
blades cutting the cable of the gondola in Zermatt. The sight of Nellie, bloody 
and pale. The boat chase that had nearly killed them on Lake Como, and the 
halon gas in the library in Prague. 

“Suspend judgment for what?” he murmured under his breath. “For nearly 
allowing your own kids to die?” 

No. He couldn’t complete this circuit. 

He tossed the phone into a corner. It bounced harmlessly on the rug. That 
was exactly how he felt — harmless. Powerless. Tiny. Confused. 

He was tired of being the helpless kid. The victim. The chased. The 
lackey for a voiceless Vesper. When would it stop? Why could they never be 
on top — why was it that he never scared anyone? 

It doesn’t have to be this way... . 

Numbers and symbols spilled from his memory — a complex set of 
ingredients and precise formulas. It was the life’s work of their ancestor, 
Gideon Cahill. A formula thought to have been destroyed in 1507, discovered 
in a cave in Ireland, and now known only by Dan. It granted superhuman 
abilities. Strength to overcome any attack. Speed to move great distances. 
Intelligence to outthink an army. 

With it, every decision was clear. Every enemy was doomed. 

Every mystery yielded to utter clarity. 

Cheyenne and Casper Wyoming wouldn’t stand a chance. The mystery of 
AJT would be resolved. 

Dan wouldn’t wonder if he had a father. He would know. He would know 
whether he was the one thing he wanted to be, more than anything else. 

A son. 

A son to the most detestable man in the world. 


Twenty-six more ingredients. That’s what he needed. He had thirteen of 
the difficult ones already — myrrh from a Chinese herbalist, iron solute and a 
solution containing tungsten ions from a machine shop, amber from a jeweler, 
iodine from a pharmacy, and a bunch of stuff from various chemical 
suppliers: mercury, liquid gold, zinc, magnesium, phosphorus, sulfur, calcium 
carbonate, and soluble silver in the form of silver nitrate. Some of the others, 
like water, clover, salt, and cocoa, would be easy. 

“Dan, what are you doing?” Amy’s voice suddenly called from the 
doorway. 

Dan jumped. “Come on in, the door’s open, thanks for knocking.” 

“T wanted to talk about Jake,” she said softly. 

“Oh, great,” Dan grumbled. “Mr. Congeniality.” 

“He’s so angry all the time. I can’t bring myself to show him the text from 
...” Amy’s eyes locked on the phone, resting on the carpet. Its screen glowed 
with the text from AJT. She sighed. 

Dan scowled. “Here comes the lecture.” 

She sat on the floor next to him. “Dan, Dad was a Cahill. Through and 
through. Even if he wasn’t born one. I wish you could remember his eyes. 
When you were little, he’d hold you up to everyone and say —” 

“Moon face,’ yeah, I know, you told me a billion times,” Dan said. 

“You both would flash this big, identical grin,” Amy said. “Mom said you 
were twins separated by a generation. The man wasn’t capable of evil. His life 
was not a lie. If you really knew him, you’d never say the names Vesper and 
Arthur Trent in the same breath.” 

“People lie, Amy,” Dan protested. “People pretend —” 

“Dan, there were two bodies in the fire,” Amy insisted. “No one could 
have lived through that. Besides, if he were alive, he’d be with us. He 
wouldn’t have stayed away from the Clue hunt. He would have led it.” 

Dan spun around. “The bodies were burned beyond recognition. They 
could have been anybody. Uncle Alistair survived a cave collapse, Amy! 
Cahills do things like that. And if Dad tried to save Mom, then watched her 
burn to death — in a fire set by her own family? Because Isabel Kabra thought 
they were hiding one of the thirty-nine clues? You think he’d just be a happy 
Cahill after that?” 

Amy’s face drained of color. “What are you saying, Dan?” 

“Remember Grace’s note — the one we found after discovering the secret 
to the clues?” Dan said. “She said the Cahill family was broken. 
Untrustworthy. Isabel set the fire, and no one helped out — the Holts, Uncle 
Alistair, none of them. I’m saying Dad would have seen them for what they 
are. Murderers.” 


Amy’s face darkened. “So you think he went over to the dark side, just 
like that?” 

“He would have seen it the opposite way, Amy,” Dan said. “The dark side 
was what he left.” 

Amy reared back her hand to slap Dan. He reeled in shock. 

Before she could move, a beep sounded from Dan’s smartphone. 

They both froze. 

Dan stooped to pick up the phone and noticed a blinking icon across the 
top of the screen. A GPS signal. He opened the app and saw a signal moving 
across a map of western Europe. Its origin was RUZYNE AIRPORT, PRAGUE. It 
was moving east. 

Along the bottom was the name A. ROSEMBLOOM. 


CHAPTER 3 


“Wake up and smell the limestone,” said Cheyenne Wyoming, yanking the 
blindfold from Atticus’s face. 

He blinked. On the plane, hours earlier, he had lined up his worst fears — 
torture, plane crash, poisoning, being shoved out at thirty thousand feet. 

Waking up at Site Number Seven on his Cool World Travel Wish List 
would not have been anywhere near the top. 

Awestruck, he stared into a scene of lopsided, cone-shaped mountains, 
like giant castles made of dripping wet sand. “We’re in Göreme, Turkey?” he 
said, his voice still froggy from a forced sleep. 

“You’re familiar with this dump?” Cheyenne said. 

“In actuality,” Atticus said, “it’s one of the most interesting geological 
formations on the planet. If I weren’t with you, I’d be running around like, 
woo-hoo —” 

Casper pushed him hard. Atticus stumbled forward, his sleepy eyes 
focusing. His brain suddenly connected with something that had been dulled 
by sleep. 

His terror. 

Bread truck. Sack. Handcuffs. Jet. It all rushed back. 

They had knocked him out on the plane. Cheyenne insisted on it. She was 
afraid he’d get sick. 

He glanced around for a way to escape. He was no longer handcuffed, but 
there was nowhere to run. It looked as if they were in a vast moonscape, the 
monstrous rock formations casting deep shadows in the afternoon sun. He’d 
seen photos, but in person they were much bigger — like giant rock fingers 
poked through with enormous holes. Caves. 

They were heading toward the largest rock, shaped like a sinking ship. At 
its base, an ominous- looking sign had been tied to a trash can: 





Atticus rubbed his eyes, recalling his years of online language tutorials. 
“Wait, that’s Turkish,” he murmured. “And it means ‘Danger: Collapsed 
Cave.’” 

“Don’t believe everything you read,” Cheyenne said. 

She shoved him in before he could protest. He hit his head and had to 
duck low to fit through. His ankle twisted as it landed between two wooden 
planks, rotted and termite-eaten. Cheyenne scampered on ahead, waving a 
flashlight. 

“T can’t see!” Atticus said. 

“Casper, where are you?” Cheyenne called over her shoulder. 

“Emptying my pockets.” Another flashlight beam, behind Atticus, began 
illuminating the planks. “A trash can outside. All the convenience of home.” 

Atticus stumbled along, his head scraping the low ceiling. “Wh-where are 
you taking me?” 

“To a place where we can talk in private.” Cheyenne stopped short. She 
gestured into a corner of the cave, sweeping aside a thick spiderweb. “Go.” 

Atticus peered into the pitch darkness. The cave seemed to end there, a 
tiny, dank chamber big enough for one person. Nothing beyond. Just a cranny 
in a cave where a dead body could rot and no one would ever see it. 

Cheyenne pushed him in. As his back hit the cragged wall, she and her 
brother crowded close to him. A light blinked on above, bathing them all in a 
greenish white glow. “Unrecognized DNA,” a mechanical voice droned. 

“Allow access!” Casper called out. 

A series of beeps was followed by “Voice recognition accepted.” 

The ground rumbled. With a loud scraping noise, the floor beneath their 
feet began to move. They were on a circular platform, slowly sinking. 

“No!” Atticus reached for the lip of the floor, but Casper batted his arms 
away. Bright lights flickered on below their feet, and soon the cramped, 
stinking cave gave way to a vast underground chamber. 

The place was freezing. Enormous maps spanned the walls. A news ticker 
scrolled headlines near the ceiling. A bank of clocks ticked in unison, telling 
time in different parts of the world to the thousandth of a second. Brushed- 


steel cabinets lined the walls near empty computer workstations, their black, 
webbed chairs gathering dust. 

The platform reached the chamber floor with a dull thump. Casper 
grabbed a chair. “Make yourself at home.” 

Atticus sank into the chair, sending up a small cloud of wispy dust. His 
throat was dry. He had to swallow twice before he could eke out a sound. 
“What am I supposed to do?” 

Cheyenne pulled a handkerchief from her bag and dusted off two seats. 
The twins sat. “Tell us what you know.” 

“About what?” Atticus asked. 

Cheyenne glanced at her brother, rolling her eyes. “The genius thinks he’s 
too smart for us nincompoops.” 

“About being a Guardian!” Casper exploded, lunging forward. 

Atticus screamed. His leg dug reflexively into the floor, propelling the 
chair backward. He crashed against a computer table, the impact knocking the 
wind out of him. 

Casper cracked up. “Brave kid.” 

“T suggest cutting to the chase,” Cheyenne said, looking brightly around 
the room. “No one can hear you in here. No one knows where you are. You 
will not leave until you answer. And you will not live if you don’t.” 

“I don’t know anything!” Atticus insisted. “I told you! My mom was 
dying. She said I was a Guardian. She said we were enemies of you guys. The 
Vespers. She said you were after some secret. It was all in fragments — I can 
barely remember.” 

Casper grinned. He stood slowly and sauntered to the wall. There, he 
opened a cabinet door. “Maybe we can change that,” he said. 

Inside were a series of long knives. Casper pulled one out, a thin blade 
that made a high-pitched shhhhink. 

Atticus felt the blood rush from his head. For a moment he could see only 
white spots. The room around him seemed to shrink, its frigid temperature 
warming, the walls rushing in, everything decaying into a tiny trap... . 

His brain flashed an image of the tiny room at the airport. A men’s room. 
A tiny can. 

Germ Away. 

“I know! I mean, I don’t know!” he blurted, words propelling through his 
mouth before he could think. “That is, in actuality, I don’t know the 
information. In my head. But I have it. All of it. That’s how we Guardians do 
it. Even though we’re, like, nerds and geniuses, all we know is the 
inscription.” 

Casper cocked his head. “The what?” 


“Encryption!” Atticus said. 

Slow down. Think. 

Casper came closer, casually sliding the blade along his fingernail and 
shaving off a thin slice as if it were butter. “Go on... .” 

“Tt... it’s a precaution,” he said. “To avoid hypnosis. And torture. And 
truth serums. We just know the key sequence, that’s all. So we can decrypt it.” 

Casper flung the blade’s tip forward, sending a fingernail into Atticus’s 
face. “What. Exactly. Is it. That you decrypt?” 

“Tt’s all in my flash drive!” Atticus said. 

Cheyenne looked dismayed. “The one I smashed under my foot at the 
airport?” 

“No!” Atticus shot back. “Another one. Hidden on my key chain.” 

Casper’s face darkened. He lifted the blade carefully over his head. Then, 
with gritted teeth, he hurled the knife at Atticus. 

Atticus screamed and ducked. The blade tore through the fabric of the seat 
and impaled itself into the table behind. 

“That’s for making me have to go and get that stupid key chain,” Casper 
said. “I threw it in the trash can outside. It was ruining the hang of my pants.” 

As he left, Cheyenne walked over to the bank of clocks. She stopped near 
one that said EASTERN STANDARD TIME, US, which read 7:02 A.M. 

“This is Boston time, set precisely by the atomic clock,” she said. “All 
your little friends are waking up and getting ready for school. In a half hour, 
at seven thirty-two, they will be running for the school bus. And you, halfway 
across the world, will have decrypted your flash drive and given us all your 
supposed information.” 

Atticus was shaking too hard to agree. 

A half hour? 

Even if he could make contact — with anyone — a half hour was not 
enough time. “I — I — m-m —” 

“Chill out,” Cheyenne said. “You’re among friends.” 

“I may need more time,” Atticus blurted out. “I need to . . . write code.” 

“Tt’s a fast computer,” Cheyenne drawled. 

“But Pm a human,” Atticus said. “Not even Mark Zuckerberg can code 
that fast!” 

Cheyenne walked to the table where the knife was lodged. She yanked it 
out and held it toward the light. “Well, then . . . epic fail.” 


CHAPTER 


“I don’t care about pecs, lats, or smelts,” said Natalie Kabra. “I am boycotting 
push-ups.” 

“Smelts are fish,” said Reagan Holt, who was conducting a workout with 
Ted Starling, Phoenix Wizard, Alistair Oh, and Fiske Cahill in a dank cell. 
“What you meant to say was — I want GOOD push-ups, people . . . thirteen . 
. . fourteen — what you meant was delts. As in deltoid muscles. Seventeen . . . 
eighteen.” 

“I adore fish,” Natalie said with a dreamy sigh. She turned and banged on 
the cell door. “Excuse me! Hello — wherever you wretched people are? A 
little sushi down here? I’m wasting away. Look at me!” 

Nellie Gomez closed her eyes and counted to ten. She had been looking at 
Natalie way too much. All of the rest of them, too. It was no fun to be stuck in 
these tiny cement rooms with one kid who couldn’t see, another who barely 
talked, a fitness nut, a former burrito maker, and the winner of this year’s 
Ichabod Crane look-alike contest. They were getting sick, too. All it took was 
one cold, and they were all infected. 

Only germs could thrive in a place like this. 

“Yo, Nat, ask for tempura,” Nellie said. “With wasabi on the side. To clear 
the sinuses.” 

She shuddered with a sudden wave of pain. Joking wasn’t so easy 
anymore, either. Everything above the neck hurt whenever she spoke. Being 
shot in the shoulder was the Number One worst event in her entire twenty-two 
years. Followed close by Numbers Two through Four: being away from 
gourmet cooking, giving up her iPod cold turkey, and enduring Natalie Kabra. 

Natalie glared at her. “Were you trying to make a joke?” she said with a 
flip of her black hair. “Warn me next time, and I’ll pretend to laugh. Even 
though mockery is awfully inconsiderate toward someone who saved your 
life. Oh, and by the way, you’re welcome.” 


Nellie didn’t have the energy to answer. Yes, Natalie had pulled the bullet 
from her shoulder — but only after she’d been forced into action. Her 
precisely plucked eyebrows made her the hostage with the most tweezer 
expertise. 

And Natalie had been been fishing for compliments ever since. 

“Come on, Alistair, sixty is the new thirty — give it to me!” Reagan 
shouted. “Twenty-six . . . twenty-seven...” 

“Argghhh . . .” Alistair Oh collapsed, his once-green prison uniform now 
a grimy gray. Next to him, a thin, silver-haired Fiske Cahill also hit the floor. 
“T’m afraid our delts aren’t what they used to be,” Alistair said. 

“Actually, mine rather are like smelts,” Fiske added. “Small and floppy.” 

Ted’s arms were also wobbling, and Phoenix let out a loud sneeze. 
“Reagad?” he said, his voice nasal and clogged. “Baybe that’s eduff for today. 
We’re gettigg codes. We deed rest.” 

“We’ll rest when we’re dead, Wizard!” In a whirlwind, Reagan quickly 
knocked off fifty more push-ups, flipped, and did thirty crunches, then turned 
and landed a kick that dented the metal door. “I’m feeling sick, too, and look 
at me. What if Babe Ruth had said ‘Time to rest’? Or Michael Phelps? Or 
Neil Armstrong? Come on, guys — what are we?” 

“Hungry,” Natalie said. 

“Sleepy,” Alistair added. 

“Grumpy,” Fiske said. 

“Sneezy,” Phoenix piped up. 

“Shot,” Nellie said. 

Reagan was about to launch into another pep talk when Ted held up his 
hand. Nellie adored Ted. He’d been blinded in the explosion in the Franklin 
Institute, and afterward had become subdued and thoughtful. He didn’t 
demand attention much, but when he did, he had good reason. Now he was 
sitting bolt upright. 

Sup, dude?” Nellie whispered. 

Instead of answering, Ted fell to all fours. “Shoulder to shoulder,” he said 
softly. “Keep it close. Hunch.” 

It was an order. Cringing at the pain, Nellie dropped beside him. She eyed 
the ceiling cameras. Ted clearly wanted to hide something. 

In the dust of the prison floor, he scraped in tiny letters: 


THEY ARE piRectlyY ABOVE us. 


“We know that,” Nellie whispered. 


T MEAN, CLOSE. 
J CAN HEAR THEM LAUGHING. 


A couple of seconds later, he rubbed the words out. 

Good, Nellie thought. This was new info. New info always helped. 

Ted had developed an awesome sense of hearing since he’d lost his 
eyesight. He’d heard voices in the prison before, but never had he located 
them so precisely. She wasn’t sure how this helped — yet. But that’s why you 
became a Madrigal. To use info to your own advantage. She’d had a lot of 
practice with that. 

“Dude, thanks,” she whispered. 

“Well, then, they can hear me just fine,” Natalie said, angling her head 
upward. “Request to food personnel! Send extra soy sauce!” 

Nellie stood and clapped her good hand over Natalie’s mouth. Shrieking 
in surprise, Natalie stumbled backward and fell. “You pulled out my bullet,” 
Nellie said, “but you’re not going to sabotage us.” 

“That is assault and battery!” Natalie cried out. “I shall contact my 
barrister!” 

“Back off, Rambo,” Reagan said, pulling Nellie away. “Martial arts 
training begins next week!” 

Nellie felt pain shooting through her whole body. Bad move, girl. 

She hadn’t meant to hurt Natalie. The dirt, the close quarters, the pain — 
they did something to her head. It was only a matter of time before the 
hostages began to lose their humanity. 

Fighting back the agony, Nellie sidled over to the whimpering Kabra. 
“Sorry, Nat,” she said. “When we get home? Sushi dinner on me, at my 
culinary school. But you gotta promise me one thing, okay?” 

Natalie looked up warily. “What’s that?” 

Nellie put her fingers to her lips. “Stay quiet.” 

Wiping away a tear, Natalie nodded. 

Taking Ted’s hand, Nellie spelled out How far? with her finger on his 
palm. 

Ted traced two vertical lines on her palm. Eleven. 

Nellie knew what he meant — eleven feet. She eyed the dumbwaiter door. 
It was shut tight. The captors had been using the little elevator to convey food 
and fresh laundry. Up until now, the Cahills had no idea from how far up the 
stuff had come. 

But now they knew they were just a few feet away from their tormentors. 
On the other side of a thin ceiling. Connected by a dumbwaiter. A dumbwaiter 
on which they’d already tried to stow away, unsuccessfully. 


No, not a dumbwaiter . . . that’s not how the floors are connected. 

An escape idea began to form in Nellie’s brain. While in culinary school, 
she had also been taking an art course. Her teacher had taught her that art 
wasn’t only about the objects you painted. It was about the spaces between 
them. 

“No secrets, please, Gomez,” Reagan said. “We’re a team.” 

Nellie shushed Reagan and drew everyone into a huddle again. She 
looked carefully from eye to eye and began mouthing words silently: 

Reagan tried the dumbwaiter, but not the shaft. 


Vesper One felt it again. The itch. How odd. 

Over the years, he had weaned himself from touching the scar. There was 
no reason to. It was old, completely healed. The urge to scratch was merely 
psychological. Brought about on rare occasions — like the incompetence of 
his inferiors. 

we have g, the message from Vesper Six had read. Nothing more. 

That had been nearly a day earlier. Nothing since. 

Have was such a word of cowardice, he thought. Especially when he was 
expecting the word killed to follow it. 

The Guardian should have been dead by now. 

If he isn’t, someone else will pay the price. 

Vesper One smiled, considering all the delightful possibilities. The itch, 
magically, was gone. 


CHAPTER 5 


7:29:52. 

Atticus could barely see the screen. Sweat dripped into his eyes, stinging, 
blurring his vision. He had a good glimpse of the contents of his flash drive. 

What he didn’t have was a clue. 

“Two minutes,” Casper said, looking up from a phone game. 

Meaning twenty-eight minutes of nothing. 

Atticus’s fingers clacked away. Down here the Germ Away transmitter 
was useless. But there had to be a connection to the outside world. The clocks 
were connected to the atomic clock. Which meant there was a network 
connection — satellite, wired, something. 

“One minute...” 

Atticus felt Casper’s breath on his shoulder. For twenty-nine minutes, he 
hadn’t shown a bit of curiosity, and now he was staring at the screen. 

Atticus minimized all windows. “I need more time!” he blurted. 

“Forty seconds . . .” Cheyenne said. 

“Ten more minutes!” Atticus shouted. “Please!” 

“What are you hiding?” Casper asked. “Let me see your work!” 

Dont panic. 

“T can’t show it,” Atticus lied. “Not yet.” 

“He’s lying,” Cheyenne called out. “He’s trying to get a network 
connection.” 

“He wouldn’t be that stupid,” Casper said. “If he’d tried, he would have 
knocked out the system! Let me see it!” 

“Twenty seconds...” 

Not panicking was not working. 

I’m dead. 

“T don’t know anything! I have been telling you the truth!” Atticus saw 
someone’s fists banging on the keyboard. It took a moment to realize they 


were his own. Windows flashed across the monitor like uncaged bats. He felt 
his arms grabbed from behind. 

“Time’s up,” said Cheyenne. 

“He’s got nothing,” Casper replied. 

“Fine,” Cheyenne said. “Kill him.” 


Nusret Kemal did not mind driving a taxicab. Most of the people were 
friendly, and the work was pleasant enough. But as he drove into the arrivals 
section of the airport, his hands were shaking. He pulled up to the curb and 
left his car in the taxi line. Slipping the dispatcher a tip, he made a quick run 
inside for a cup of Turkish coffee and some sweets. To settle his nerves. 

The last ride had been too bizarre for his taste. The robust American 
couple with their nervous nephew. What a family! The boy didn’t look a thing 
like them and hardly said a word. The aunt and uncle — could anyone be so 
rude? Such a long ride, all the way to the caves of Göreme. They’d barked at 
him the whole time. As if he were a slave. 

“A bad ride today, Mr. Kemal?” said the young lady behind the counter. 
She had a lovely smile. 

“T have had better,” he replied politely. 

He was calming down. As Mr. Kemal stepped out the front door, he 
headed for his clean but slightly beat-up BMW. 

It was pulling away from the taxi line with a squeal. 

He dropped his coffee. “Hey!” he screamed, running as fast as his tired 
sixty-three-year-old legs could carry him. “Come back here!” 

Too late. His car — his livelihood — gone! What was he going to do 
now? He fumbled in his pocket for his cell phone. 

That was when he saw the envelope. 

It was lying on the curb, where his car had been. He stooped down and 
picked it up. It was thick and sealed. Perhaps it would hold some clue to the 
thieves’ identity. 

He ripped it open violently. 

A few people saw Mr. Kemal as he stood on the sidewalk, opening the 
envelope. Later they would say that his jaw nearly fell to the pavement with 
shock when he saw the wad of American money inside. 


CHAPTER 


Atticus felt a sharp blow on his back. He fell, hitting his jaw against the side 
of the desk. 
“Harder, Casper,” Cheyenne said. “Or do I have to do this myself?” 
Casper crossed in front of the desk. He was holding a heavy flashlight, 
which had just made contact with Atticus’s head. “Be right back, don’t go 
away.” 
He gave the flashlight to Cheyenne and pulled open the knife cabinet. 
Atticus bolted to his feet. The screen glowed up at him: 


system operations aborting 
activate fail-safe? y/n 


Do something. Anything. 
He thrust his arm forward and pressed Y. 
The screen now showed a black background and a single line of text: 


shutting programs... 
ons hour to self-destruct 


Atticus backed away toward a sealed door. What did I just do? 

The Wyomings were advancing on him. Casper brandished a long dagger. 

“G-g-guys ...” Atticus said. “L-l-look at the screen. . . .” 

“Games are over, genius boy,” Cheyenne said. “And don’t even think of 
that door. It’s locked tight.” 

I love you, Dad, Atticus thought sadly. I love you, Jake. And you, too, 
Mom, wherever you are... 

An alarm sounded. The system’s steady hum became a brief electronic 
shriek. And then... 

BEEP. 

The hum ended. There was a click, and the room went pitch-dark. 

“What the — ?” Cheyenne’s voice rang out. 


Atticus lunged forward, scoring a lucky hit to Cheyenne’s abdomen. Both 
fell to the floor. Atticus grabbed her arm and bit hard. 

“YEOOW!” she cried. 

Atticus heard the flashlight clank to the floor. He stooped and picked it up. 

He lunged toward the back of the room. Where was the door... ? 

“Stop him, Casper!” Cheyenne’s voice screamed in the dark. 

Got it. 

The latch turned easily. The electronic locking mechanism was out. 
Everything electric seemed to be out. 

He bolted into a narrow, clammy stone corridor and flipped on the 
flashlight. His head smashed against a stalactite and he yelped. 

Not good. That gave away his location. 

He shone the flashlight once to get the lay of the land. Then he shut it off 
and plunged ahead. Hunched but fast. Careful was crucial, but speed was key. 

Casper and Cheyenne were behind him in the room, stumbling in the dark, 
shouting, arguing. Atticus heard a crash. They’d knocked over something big. 

As he sprinted, his ankles twisted in stone ruts. He flashed the light again. 
Ahead of him was a sharp fork in the rock. One path had to lead outside. It 
couldn’t just be going to nowhere. Chances were that it circled around and 
met the path they had taken in. He tried to orient himself in his mind. He had 
always been good at that. Jake had called him a human GPS. 

Left. No, right. 

He raced up the right path, which led to an uphill slope — then another 
fork, and another. Now he was just guessing. 

“Hey! Get back here!” came Casper’s voice. 

“You’re heading into a trap!” Cheyenne shouted. 

They’re lying, he told himself. How far away were they? Judging from the 
voices, maybe thirty yards. Close. 

He glanced over his shoulder and ran smack into a stone wall. “OW!” 

Atticus’s voice echoed off the stone. He was at a three-way fork now. He 
stopped. No clue whatsoever. 

“We heeeear you!” Cheyenne called out. 

“Ready or not, here we come!” Casper taunted. 

He chose the middle path and scampered as fast as he could. 

It curved ninety degrees and then ended abruptly in a solid wall. Dead 
end. Not even a crawl space to hide in. 

Casper’s and Cheyenne’s footsteps were loud. Close. Atticus felt sweat 
pouring down his body. His clothing clung to him. The cave was sticky and 
cold, and his hands were clammy. His flashlight slipped, hitting the ground 
with a loud smack. 


He flinched. Standing stock-still, he stared at the passageway opening — 
back toward the nexus of the three-way fork. 

The Wyomings’ flashlights flickered on the floor there. “Did you hear 
that?” Casper said. 

“Bats,” Cheyenne replied. 

Casper gasped with horror. “You know I hate bats,” he hissed. 

“Bats bats bats bats bats,” Cheyenne said. 

“Stop it! We’re not kids anymore!” Casper shouted. 

“This way, Braveheart,” Cheyenne drawled. 

Casper’s voice receded. To the left. “This is no joke. You should have 
been watching him. The system sensed an intruder. It shut itself down.” 

“Systems like this do not shut down, Casper,” Cheyenne replied. “They 
self-destruct. Bats are the least of our worries. Blowing up would be top of 
the list.” 

The footsteps picked up speed, clattering away. 

Blowing up? 

Atticus waited, willing himself to breathe. 

He caught a rush of cool air and sucked it in greedily. When he could no 
longer hear footsteps, he prepared to bolt. 

But where? The Wyomings had clearly gone the correct way — but he 
couldn’t just follow them. They’d be waiting for him. 

He looked down, felt around for his flashlight, and bent to pick it up. 

As his hand touched the metal, he froze. How had he been able to feel a 
breeze? 

Caves didn’t have breezes. 

Unless... 

He looked up. High above, he could see a line of wispy gray, like the 
ghost of some phosphorescent slug among the crags. 

Escape equals breeze plus light, he thought, then modified the calculation. 

Multiplied by impossible climb. 

He had a sudden vision of his mom’s face, all stern and exasperated. It 
was the day she’d signed him up, against his will, for rock-climbing lessons at 
the Brigham Recreation Center. He was afraid of heights. She had told him 
this was for his own good — which was what she also said about asparagus 
and chores. 

He hooked the flashlight into his belt and grabbed a handhold above his 
head. This time I gotta admit, Mom, he thought, you were right. 

The rock face angled slightly away, just enough for him to climb with 
foot- and handholds. Grunting, using muscles he hadn’t accessed in months, 


he inched slowly upward. After about twenty feet, he climbed onto a 
platform. 

In order to get to the light, he would have to make his way over a huge 
outcropping that angled above his head and was slimy with drippings — or 
crawl underneath it, through a rock tunnel about ten inches high. 

He lay flat, squeezing through the opening. It was barely enough room, 
and he left shreds of his shirt on the rock floor. At the other end, just past the 
mouth of the passage, was a thin ledge. Atticus grabbed a fist-sized rock and 
threw it into the void. No sound. 

He stood. Light seeped from above him, through a hole that was 
impossibly high. 

Far below him came a distant thook. The rock he’d thrown had just 
landed. How many seconds was that? 

He blanched. He couldn’t think about it. 

To get to the hole above, he would have to climb a nearly vertical wall. He 
grabbed a handhold, but it came off in his palm and he stumbled backward. 

His heel caught the edge. He wobbled, wind- milling his arms. At the last 
moment, he lunged forward again, grabbing another handhold. 

This one held. 

His heart juddered so violently he worried it would shake loose the rock. 

Do. Not. Look. Down. 

He tried again, keeping his eyes wide open. He made sure to test each 
jutting rock before shifting his weight. Slowly he made his way up the wall. 
The breeze washed over him from above, growing warmer the higher he got. 
It was wicking away his sweat. He could taste freedom. When he was within 
ten feet, he stepped up the pace, digging his foot into a deep hole. 

His toe touched something that moved. A screech ripped the air. A tiny, 
black form skittered. Flapping its wings wildly, a bat flew at Atticus’s face. 

“Ahhhhhh!” he screamed. 

He jerked his foot out. His left arm slipped out of its hold. He dangled by 
one hand, his shout echoing down the chamber. The fingers of his right hand 
slipped... slipped.... 

He looked down. The abyss loomed black and large. 

Desperately he lashed his left arm . . . over his head . . . back to the wall. 

Got it. 

His fingers latched on to the tiniest hint of an indentation. A rock dimple. 

The bat flew upward, disappearing into the hole. Atticus swung his foot 
carefully into another foothold. He tried to stop from shaking. Shaking was 
not a help. His hands were wet. His feet felt numb. He looked down into the 


darkness but instead of seeing the pit, he saw his mom’s face. One foot after 
the other .. . this is how you overcome your fear... . 

He reached up again with his aching left hand. Up into nothing. 

And this time he felt soil. 

Digging his fingers in, he yanked himself up...up... 

And then he was tumbling. Down a hill, through moist, sweet-smelling 
grass. 

The sun was setting over the rim of a hill. He heard the distant bleating of 
sheep. The breeze ruffled his hair, and he smiled. 

Standing upright, Atticus reached to the sky. A laugh welled up from the 
depths of his gut. It nearly exploded out of his mouth, rising and rising until it 
became a joyous, hysterical cackle. 

And it stopped suddenly when an arm reached from behind and covered 
his mouth. 


CHAPTER 7 


Jake heard the screaming loud and clear. 

Dan. 

He ran toward the noise. The terrain was hilly, and they were now 
separated by a small ridge. He should never have let the kid out of his sight. 

As he scrabbled up the rocky incline, his ankle twisted on a root. He 
crashed down hard, pain shooting up his leg. 

Struggling to his feet, he thought about how much he hated Dan Cahill. 

If it weren’t for Dan, none of this would have happened. Atticus would be 
home, happily exploring dangerous places with Google Earth. 

Not taken away by kidnappers. 

He barreled over the top of the ridge, not seeing the other person hurtling 
toward him from the other side. 

They collided at the top, and Jake saw black. He felt himself tumbling 
forward, down the other side, his limbs interlocked with someone else’s. It 
wasn’t until they hit bottom that Jake saw who it was. 

“Att?” he said. 

“Jake?” 

Jake sat slack-jawed. The faint signal from Att’s device . . . the race to the 
airport . . . the flight and the high-speed taxi ride . . . it was so fast. Like a 
dream. 

But this was real. It all was real. 

Atticus was alive. 

Jake fell forward, forgetting the pain in his ankle. He wrapped his arms 
around his little brother, breathing in the familiar scent of Atticusness he 
knew so well, a combination of bubble gum and acne cream. “Are you okay?” 

But his brother pulled away, eyes darting wildly behind him. “What time 
is it?” 

“Huh?” was all Jake could manage. 

“What time is it, Jake?” Atticus shouted. 


“Almost five-thirty,” Jake sputtered, “but —” 

Atticus jumped to his feet. “We have to get away from here, quick — the 
Wyomings are right behind me!” 

“The who?” Jake glanced behind. High on another sloping ridge, above a 
sheep farm, Amy was lifting Dan off the ground. “That’s Dan and Amy, Att!” 

Atticus’s face fell. “Oh, no...” 

“They set up this flight,” Jake said. “If there were flight speed limits, we 
broke them. Then we took a taxi — I mean, actually took it —” 

But Atticus was up and running, back toward Dan and Amy. “Pll get 
them!” he shouted. “You run the other way, Jake! This place is going to 
blow!” 


The blast sent Dan flying. He landed on his shoulder and rolled down a grassy 
patch. 

He spat dirt and sat up. As the dust settled, he saw shepherds in the 
distance, their sheep scattering frantically. But all Dan could hear was a tight, 
ringing sound. It was like a disaster film with the sound turned off. 

Amy! 

Where was she? He glanced around, squinting through the settling dust. 

There. She was farther down the hill, groggy and dirty but safe. Jake was 
at the base of the next hill, and he looked okay, too. Atticus was between 
them, picking himself up from the ground. A moment ago, he had blindly 
flung Dan to the ground, thinking he was an attacker. Now he’d seen Jake. He 
realized the truth. He’d been rescued. 

Atticus grinned as he saw that Dan was okay. He began running to him, 
his dreads flopping in the wind, his knees banging against each other. Dan 
couldn’t help laughing. He had never noticed how skinny Atticus’s legs were. 

As Dan raced down the hill, his hearing began to return. He knew because 
he could hear Atticus’s wild scream of joy. He grabbed his best friend, lifting 
him off the ground, swinging him in a circle. 

“T thought you were Casper!” Atticus shouted. 

“I should whap you upside the head for that,’ Dan said, “but I’m too 
happy!” 

A moment later, Jake’s arms wrapped around them both, then Amy’s from 
the other side. With a big smile on his face, Jake was almost unrecognizable. 

Atticus pulled away and let out another hoot of joy. “I can’t believe you 
got my signal. I sent it from a men’s room at the airport in Prague.” 

“Tt went dead during the cab ride here,” Dan said. “We were petrified.” 


“That was when Casper took it from the trash can outside and brought it 
into the cave!” Atticus said. “This place was a Vesper headquarters. They 
were trying to pump information from me. Stuff about being a Guardian. I 
stalled and stalled, pretending I needed to use their computer. I guess I must 
have broken the system.” 

“Where are they — Cheyenne and Casper?” Amy asked. 

“Didn’t you see them come out?” Atticus looked back up toward the 
rubble. “I thought they’d be out before me.” 

Jake shook his head. “Nope.” 

Amy gazed at the debris, aghast. “They couldn’t have survived that.” 

“I — I killed them?” Atticus said. 

“Woo-hoo!” Dan shouted, raising his hand for a high five. “Good 
riddance!” 

Amy shot him a look of shocked disapproval. “Dan!” 

Dan shrugged. “It was self-defense. They were planning to kill him! 
Remember Vesper One’s text — ?” 

Stupid. Big mouth. 

He wished he could swallow back what he’d said. 

“What text?” Jake said. 

“Tt doesn’t matter,” Dan replied. 

Looking Jake in the eye, Amy said, “We should have told you. Vesper 
One wrote to us. He’d found that we’d kept a secret from him. That’s why he 
had Atticus kidnapped. He wrote, ‘Your punishment this time: A Guardian 
goes down.’” 

Jake’s face went red with disbelief. “This was a murder attempt on my 
brother?” 

“But Atticus murdered them!” Dan said. 

“Tt wasn’t murder!” Atticus squeaked. 

Dan turned to his best friend. “Dude, don’t worry about it. They’re 
Vespers. They have no feelings.” 

“Sometimes I’m not sure Cahills do, either,” Jake spat. He grabbed his 
brother away from Dan and began heading down the hill. “Let’s get out of 
here. The car is behind the silo.” 

Dan lagged behind as the others jogged away. 

He tried to summon up some sympathy for Cheyenne and Casper. He dug 
as deep into his soul as he could. But he came up with nothing. No feeling at 
all. 

Dude, that’s harsh. They were flesh-and-blood humans! 

He’d had plenty of feeling when he saw Lester die in Jamaica two years 
ago. Dan had barely known the guy, but the horror haunted him to this day. 


Back when Grace died, he couldn’t sleep for three days. And forget about 
watching Bambi when he was a kid. Death was awful. For anyone. Even bad 
guys. 

It was human to feel for others. Only psychopaths didn’t have that 
capacity. Serial killers. Vespers. 

Dan shook. Maybe, deep inside, he was like that, too. 

Like father, like son... 

As he walked, his ankle scraped against a scrubby plant and he jumped 
away. One of its buds, yellow and tightly round, came off in his hand. He 
recognized it immediately. 

Wormwood. Swiftly he broke off a branch and stuffed it into his backpack. 

Serum ingredient number fourteen. 

It was like an answer. An omen. 

With the serum, everything would make sense. 

“Hurry, Dan!” Amy cried out. 

The others were at the base of the hill. Dan raced after them. They all 
rounded the silo and ran to the stolen blue taxicab, parked in the shadow. It 
sported a coat of dust and some strands of hay stuck in the wipers. Jake 
reached into his pocket, pulled out the key chain, and pointed the infrared 
beeper at the car. 

As it sounded, two figures rose up from the opposite side. One of them 
had a cell phone, the other, a pistol. 

“Yes, Vesper One,” Cheyenne said into the phone. “We have them.” 


CHAPTER 


For dead people, the Wyomings had healthy smiles. 

Amy edged toward Dan. The twins’ rage radiated like nuclear waste. They 
were covered with soot, yet their eyes shone wildly. Casper’s trigger finger 
was taut and white knuckled. 

He’ll do it. 

Atticus’s face was lined with confusion. “W-we thought you were 
crushed!” 

“Oh, we were,” Cheyenne replied, pocketing the phone. “The rudeness of 
cold-blooded eleven-year-olds can be devastating. But we got over it.” 

“T didn’t do it on purpose!” Atticus blurted out. 

Amy couldn’t believe her ears. “Who are you calling cold blooded?” 

Casper pointed the gun at her. “I believe, little girl, that you’re on 
assignment from Vesper One. As are we. So why don’t you complete your 
task, and we’ll complete ours?” 

He swung the gun to Atticus’s face. 

Jake grabbed Atticus and shoved him behind his back. “You have to go 
through me first.” 

“Touching,” Cheyenne said. “Pll buy hankies when they make the 
miniseries.” 

“We were having a debate,” Jake said, meeting Casper’s glare levelly, 
“about whether or not you were human. I believe I have switched sides.” 

“Don’t provoke them, Jake,” Amy said. 

“Don’t tell me what to do,” Jake said. 

“Good advice,” Casper agreed. “See, Cheyenne and I were debating, too. 
About whether we needed armor-piercing bullets. And I won.” 

Jake’s voice was low and steady. “He’s not going to do it. Not this close. 
No human being is going to put a bullet through two brothers staring him in 
the eye.” 


Amy fought back her blind panic. Jake was desperate, buying time. 
Creating some kind of standoff. He was drawing Casper’s attention to him 
alone. 

It wasn’t crazy. It was unbelievably brave. 

We let Jake down. We told him Cahills were capable. Survivors. 
Strategists. 

And now we have to prove it. 

Cheyenne’s phone jangled suddenly. Judging from the panic on her face, 
Amy knew who was calling. 

“Shoot him now, Casper!” Cheyenne shouted. 

Now. 

Amy lunged forward. She snatched away the phone before Cheyenne 
could scream. Casper swung the gun sharply, pointing it between Amy’s eyes. 
Jake tensed, ready to pounce. 

Amy ducked, pressing the phone to her mouth. “If Casper kills me, you 
will never get what you want!” 

Casper froze. 

A soft, measured breathing came from the other end. Amy’s skin ran cold. 
She was talking to him. Talking to Vesper One in person. Hearing his breaths. 

Her hands could barely hold the phone. “Your headquarters is d-d-d-d —” 

Stop that now. 

“Destroyed!” she blurted. “And Atticus — the Guardian — is alive. If 
anything happens to a hair on his head and all four of us are not allowed to go 
free, we do not tell you what we found in the Marco Polo text — the next 
location! Take this deal or you lose!” 

Amy exhaled hard. 

Cheyenne and Casper stood gaping. For once, they were speechless. 


Impressive. 

Vesper One put his feet up on a polished oak desk. What a refreshing 
twist. 

He had to admit, he’d been surprised to know she was heading the family. 
She’d never seemed the type. He thought she’d make his job easy. 

But she was as canny as her brother. Smart. Strong. 

This was going to be more fun than he’d thought. 

He closed his eyes and let her voice remain unanswered. Silence was a 
potent tool. 


What a difficult time it had been. The botched kidnapping. The Gomez 
shooting. The messy McIntyre affair. And now this. The Guardian was alive, 
Göreme Station was destroyed, and Vesper Six had failed. Six nasty little 
events. 

Now the Cahills were holding back a location. And they had just given 
him an ultimatum. 

Quietly he closed the phone. And smiled. 


Amy heard a click on the other end of the phone line, and her blood seemed to 
stop. “He... hung up.” 

Cheyenne snatched back her phone. “Someone took her brave pills 
today.” 

“And washed them down with stupid juice,” Casper added, cocking his 
gun. 

But Cheyenne’s phone beeped before she could put it in her pocket. Ashen 
faced, she held a text message to Amy. “You have mail.” 

Amy looked at in disbelief. 


You win. The boy goes free. 


She had to read it three times before it sank in. “We did it,” she 
murmured. “We outwitted Vesper One!” 
But more words were scrolling across the screen now: 


Each good deal deserves another. Here’s mine. Limited time only: 


1. You choose not to tell me the next location. 
2. You go there without any instruction of what to look for. 
3. I slaughter all the captives. 


As Amy read them aloud slowly, Cheyenne and Casper smiled. 

“What now, genius?” Dan said. 

Amy took a deep breath. “He’s bluffing. Cheyenne, send this text: “Touch 
one hostage, and Dan and Amy Cahill disappear.’” 

“Amy!” Dan shouted. 

“Hey, it’s your funerals,” Cheyenne said, carefully tapping out the reply. 
“Enjoy the bloodbath.” 

Amy fought back a horrifying stab of doubt: Nellie, wan and weak with a 
shoulder injury .. . Phoenix Wizard, looking so vulnerable and innocent .. . 


No. He needs us. We have something on him. 

If there was one thing she’d learned during the last two years, it was to 
work from strength. To recognize the good fights. The Cahills had recognized 
her wisdom. They’d accepted her as leader. 

A leader had one job. To lead. 

She ignored Dan’s bewildered look. Atticus’s shaking. 

In a moment, a message appeared on Cheyenne’s phone: 


Fair enough. The hostages live. For now. Wyomings are to step 
away from the car. Cahills have 15 seconds to give location. 


Amy nearly collapsed with relief. 

Jake pushed Casper aside and reached for the driver’s door. “I was 
wondering, Cheyenne and Casper. Do you have a brother named Jackson 
Hole?” 

In reply, Casper pressed his gun against Jake’s forehead. 

“Jake!” Amy shouted. 

“We hear that joke all the time,” Cheyenne said. 

Casper chuckled. “You must think we’re idiots. We failed Vesper One. 
We’re as good as dead now. Do you think we care what happens to you?” 

“What the — YEEOOOW!” Suddenly, Atticus leaped out from behind 
Jake, tearing at his own hair. “Get them away!” 

“What is it?” Dan said, running to his friend. “What happened?” 

“Bats!” Atticus shrieked. “They’re in my hair!” 

“Where?” Casper flinched, his eyes suddenly filled with fear. His elbow 
jammed against Cheyenne, throwing her off balance. “Cheyenne, keep them 
away!” 

Jake rammed into Casper’s midsection. Amy kicked Cheyenne away from 
the car. As Casper’s arm swung up to hit Jake, she took it and bit down hard. 
Casper let out a yowl of pain. 

The gun fell. Amy grabbed it before it hit the dirt and pointed it at Casper. 
“That car,” she said, “is now a Vesper-free zone. Move.” 

“Casper...” Cheyenne growled, “you are such a wuss.” 

Their faces twisted with pain, the Wyomings edged away. Jake slid into 
the driver’s seat. Keeping the gun trained on Casper, Amy entered the 
passenger side, then so did Atticus and Dan. But as Jake started the engine, 
Cheyenne’s phone beeped again. “Read it,” Amy said. 

Defiantly, Cheyenne thrust the screen forward: 


Location? 


Amy tapped out the answer with one hand: 


Samarkand, Uzbekistan 


“You told him the truth,” Dan whispered. 
Amy exhaled. “A deal’s a deal. We don’t want him to catch us lying.” 
As Jake revved the engine, another message began to appear, in chunks: 


Kudos. But lest this seem too easy, let’s mix things up. Your 
next task: Find me a stale orb. You have 4 full days, or say 
farewell to a Cahill. 


You pick. 


If I don’t hear your verdict in 30 seconds, I choose. 


Jake threw the car into park. “He can’t be serious.” 

Amy’s blood ran cold. “We can’t pick somebody to kill!” 

Dan banged his fist against the car armrest. “We can’t match him. We 
can’t outwit him. Every time, he just makes it worse!” 


15 seconds till my turn. 


Amy’s mind was blanking out. Choosing a name would be impossible. 
Giving Vesper One the choice was even more impossible. 


5 seconds. 


Before she could decide, Dan grabbed the phone and typed two words. 
Amy saw them only for a split second before he pressed SEND: 


Alistair Oh. 


ChAPTER 


Three sets of eyes glared at Dan like oncoming headlights. Atticus’s jaw hung 
open. 

Dan’s thumbs stood rigid over the keyboard. He felt as if they were on 
fire. As if someone else had climbed inside his brain and pressed the keys. 


What did I just do? 

Amy struggled to get words out. “H-h-how could you?” 

“Alistair... he’s the logical choice. . . .” Dan said, searching for a train of 
reasoning in his brain. “The others . . . Nellie, Ted, Phoenix, Natalie... 


they’re young. They have the most years ahead of them. Fiske is our uncle, 
too, Grace’s brother. .. .” 
“I can’t believe this is coming from your mouth,” Amy said hoarsely. 
“You’re measuring the value of lives. That’s not something for people to do!” 
Cheyenne’s phone, still in Dan’s hand, beeped once more. 


I will let the old man know who chose him for this honor. I 
leave you to your search. The clock starts immediately. 4 days. 


Oops. 3 days, 23 hours, 59 minutes. 


As Jake threw the car into gear, Dan tossed the phone back to Cheyenne. 

“You can’t just leave us here!” Casper demanded. 

Atticus shrugged. “Watch us.” 

They took off with a screech of tires. 

Dan stared out the open window, listening to the Wyomings’ babble of 
protest recede. The breeze was hot and reeked of explosives. Devil’s breath. 

Four days. Ninety-six hours. 

It was all that stood between an impossible task in a distant country and 
Dan’s debut as a murderer. 


The rain felt greasy on Jake’s skin. He shut his window. In the distance, 
clouds sat heavily on the mountaintops. Through a hiss of static, the radio 
blared some song that sounded like strangled, wailing cats. 

Dan and Atticus were asleep in the backseat. Amy was nearly comatose in 
the seat next to him. 

He knew she hated him. Fine. He could never forgive her for the things 
she’d done. Like the long delay in telling him about the danger Atticus was 
in. Like dragging him into the Cahills’ dirty little string of international thefts 
and murder attempts. 

What kind of family picks among themselves for someone to die? What 
kind of family draws in an innocent kid and makes him the target of 
murderers? 

You’d think with all their money, they could pay for a little protection. 
And peace. 

Jake suddenly snapped off the radio. “Hey, Amy, can I ask a question? 
Where do you get the money?” 

“Excuse me?” Amy said. 

“The private jet — you just made a phone call, and it was waiting for us,” 
Jake said. “And that wad of cash you left the taxi driver when we took this 
cab? It was enough to buy a fleet. Where do you get it?” 

Amy sighed. She longed to tell him the truth, but she had already revealed 
too much to the Rosenblooms. “From a contest,” she said simply. 

“Lottery?” Jake pressed. 

“Not exactly,” Amy replied. “Our grandmother Grace Cahill left every 
descendant a million bucks. Or they could give it up and instead join a hunt 
for thirty-nine clues leading to a secret. Family branches had been searching 
for centuries, fighting and killing each other. Somehow she thought Dan and I 
would unite the family.” 

“Because you’re Madrigals?” Atticus said groggily from the backseat, 
Stirring from his nap. 

Amy nodded. “It was the only way the secret could be reassembled.” 

“So what was the secret?” Jake asked. 

“Tt was destroyed, Jake,” Amy said. “So it doesn’t matter.” 

“When my stepmom died,” Jake said, “she told Att she and he were 
Guardians. She also said she ‘needed Grace.’ Why? Is that what she was 
guarding from the Vespers — the secret of the clues?” 

Amy shook her head. “I don’t know.” 


This was upsetting Jake more and more. He tried to put the pieces 
together. But all he could see was Atticus, trapped inside a cave with those 
two blond maniacs. What if he’d been in there when the place blew up? 

“How long does he have?” Jake asked. 

Amy cocked her head. “Excuse me?” 

Jake slammed on the brakes. The car fishtailed along the road. A driver 
honked loudly. Jake yanked the steering wheel to avoid a guardrail. Stopping 
on a grassy shoulder, he spun around to Amy. “What are you going to do for 
my brother?” he demanded. 

Amy looked frightened. “What do you mean?” 

“You’re off to Samarkand,” Jake said. “You’ve got an uncle to worry 
about. Some cockamamie secret to find. But the Vespers are out to murder my 
brother. What are you going to do for him?” 

“I — I —” Amy stammered. She took a deep breath and looked out the 
window. “Jake, you and Atticus are going back to Rome. We won’t be near 
you. But Pll make sure Attleboro keeps an eye on you. They have amazing 
coverage, Cahill agents in every country —” 

Jake threw back his head and laughed. This was insulting. “I see what 
Attleboro has done so far. The beauty contest winner, the posh boy, and the 
geek.” 

“Don’t talk about them that way!” Amy snapped. 

Jake leaned across the car. “Then don’t talk to me about virtual protection. 
It won’t work.” 

“What do you suggest?” Dan asked. 

“Tt’s not a suggestion, it’s a demand.” Jake spun around, throwing the car 
in gear. “My brother and I are going with you. 


In a room with no decoration, a man and woman dressed in white looked up 
from a crossword puzzle. 

The alert monitor was glowing red. Instructions, they knew, were to 
follow. Most alerts were code blue — mundane things, food and materials. 
Cost cutting. 

Code orange was more difficult. Messy. Like the shooting of the girl in 
the shoulder. 

Neither of them was expecting a code red. 

They had taken bets on who they would kill first. The man had placed a 
hefty sum on the older gent who had come dressed in black. The woman had 
predicted the annoying athletic girl. 


They leaned forward, suddenly intent as the name flashed. 
“We both lose,” the man said with a touch of sadness. 
They had grown to like the Asian fellow with the cane. 


CHAPTER 


Due to added security precautions, all private charter flights 
from Kayseri Erkilet Airport are limited to account holders. All 
other reservations must be made in person. 


Dan snapped his phone shut as he got out of the taxicab. He’d been trying 
for an hour to book a flight. For four. 

He wished it were for three. Having Atticus along would be cool. Not so 
much Jake. 

“PII contact Sinead,” Amy said. “She’ll figure a way around this.” 

Atticus was grinning as he faced the airport. “Samarkand will be cool. It’s 
the oldest city in central Asia. The name means either ‘Fort of Stones’ or 
‘City of Rocks’ or ‘Meeting Place.’ No one knows for sure. But it was smack 
in the middle of the Silk Road route, where they transported stuff between 
China and the Mediterranean — thievery, intrigue, blood-and-guts central. 
Genghis Khan went ballistic there and nuked the place. Well, not nukes, in 
actuality. More like beheadings, disembowelings, setting huts on fire, entrails 
strewn all over.” 

Dan felt his spirits lift. Amy rattled off history and put him to sleep, but 
Atticus made it sound interesting. 

“We may end up taking the Silk Road,” Dan said, heading toward the 
entrance. “I can’t get a jet.” 

“What’s that?” Amy asked from behind him. 

“I said, I cant get a jet,” Dan repeated. “They’re requiring we book it in 
person.” 

“No, I meant what’s that thing sticking out of your backpack?” Amy said. 
“The branch.” 

Dan swung the pack around. The wormwood branch had poked through a 
gap in the zipper. 

He shoved it back in, hoping she didn’t recognize what it was. “Must have 
jammed in there when I fell after the explosion.” 


“Sorry to butt in on the fun,” Jake said, “but maybe one of us should run 
ahead and get in line?” 

“Sinead says Interpol is tracking every flight out of Turkey,” Amy said. 
“We can’t take the risk. She says Dan and I will need fake papers and 
disguises.” 

Dan stepped up onto the curb and stopped. “How long will it take?” 

“Tomorrow morning,” Amy said with a sigh. 

“Tomorrow?” Dan repeated. 

The roar of an engine blasted from his left — and a Harley-Davidson 
motorcycle with flame decals jumped the sidewalk in front of him. 

A small crowd of travelers scattered. 

“How do you say, ‘You jerk!’ in Turkish?” Jake asked. 

“Erasmus!” Dan cried with relief. 

Jake balled his fist angrily and shouted, “Erasmus!” 

The driver pulled off his helmet and goggles, allowing his dark, curly 
locks to spill over the collar of his black leather jacket. The sun had created a 
raccoonlike pattern on his face. “At your service.” 

“Wait,” Jake said, confused. “Erasmus is his name?” 

Immediately airport guards surrounded the burly Cahill operative. He 
answered in his deep, firm voice — in their language. In seconds, they were 
walking away. 

Dan watched in awe. “I didn’t know you talk Turkey.” 

“I speak Turkish.” The corner of Erasmus’s mouth turned up slightly. His 
dark eyes seemed to dance. “My last name is Yilmaz. Originally from 
Istanbul.” 

“Sinead said you were missing!” Amy exclaimed. “Where have you 
been?” 

The smile vanished. “We need to talk. Alone.” 

Dan looked sheepishly at Atticus. “A minute, guys?” 

“You nearly ran my brother over,” Jake said, glowering at Erasmus. “And 
this is your apology?” 

“T’m deeply sorry,” Erasmus said. 

“Come on, Att,” Jake grumbled. “Let’s get a snack.” 

As they turned to go, Erasmus quickly parked his bike at the curb. Amy 
walked beside him, reporting what had happened. When she spoke about 
Atticus and Jake, Erasmus stopped. “What did you say?” he asked. “The 
younger brother is a what?” 

“Guardian,” Dan said. “His mother was, too. She knew Grace. Do you 
know what that all means?” 


Erasmus exhaled deeply. “I am afraid our task with the Vespers is raising 
more questions than answers.” He gestured grimly to a cement bench, in the 
shadow of a soot-stained column. “Please. Sit.” 

Dan felt a wave of fear. Normally Erasmus was all steely strength and 
confidence. But something about his expression was . . . off. Nothing obvious 
— just a bit of unsureness in the eye, a bend in his posture. His face looked 
haggard, as if he’d aged five years. “I am normally good with words. But they 
fail me now.” 

“Try,” Dan said, fighting back the horrible possibilities. “Please.” 

Erasmus wiped his sunburned forehead with his sleeve. His voice was 
distant and halting. “I was in Rome. At a hotel. I wasn’t expecting the door to 
be open. Someone had been there before me. By the time I entered the room . 
.. McIntyre was already .. .” 

The sadness in Erasmus’s eyes was enough to fill in the last word. 

“No.” Amy’s face drained of color. “This is not funny, Erasmus. Tell us 
this is some kind of joke!” 

“T’m sorry, children,” Erasmus said. “He is gone.” 

A swirl of candy wrappers danced around Dan’s ankles. He was glad to be 
sitting, because he didn’t think his legs would hold him up. He heard a 
strangled squeak, and it took him a moment to realize it had come from his 
own mouth. 

McIntyre... 

It was impossible. 

McIntyre had been the 39 Clues hunt. He’d set it in motion. He’d secretly 
watched over Dan and Amy — afterward, too. He’d been like a dad, teaching 
them how to paddle a canoe and keep a checkbook. He took them to the opera 
and didn’t even mind if they slept. Together they’d cheered Red Sox homers 
and Patriot touchdowns. Like normal kids. 

“He asked us to call him Mac... .” Dan said softly. The old guy was so 
formal. Hard as they tried, they could only call him Mr. McIntyre. 

He wished he could take that back now. He wished he could take 
McIntyre back, and all the people who had done so much for him — Mom, 
Grace, Irina, Lester. They were all dead now. And the only ones left were 
Amy and... 

Dad. 

Suddenly, the faces washed out of Dan’s mind, replaced by two stark 
words. As if they’d been seared into the folds of his brain by a hot iron. 

Suspend judgment. 

AJT’s plea for understanding. For forgiveness. 


Up to now, Dan hadn’t understood the meaning. What was he was 
supposed to forgive? Now it was clear. The message had come in right around 
the time that Erasmus would have found the body. 

He’s asking me to forgive him for the murder of William McIntyre. 

What kind of monster was he? 

Forgive this? Then what? Who would be next? 

The rest of the hostages. Erasmus, maybe. Amy. Until there’s no one left. 
Just me. 

Me and you, AJT. Is that the plan? 

Just us? 

Then one of us had better watch his back. 

Dan whipped his phone out of his pocket and accessed his text messages. 

“Dan?” Amy said tentatively. “What are you doing?” 

“T’m saying good-bye,” he said, “to a ghost.” 

The message glowed at him from the screen now, the words he’d read at 
least a thousand times. With a firm jab, he pressed DELETE. 

Amy’s eyes were full of tears. “Welcome back, Dan,” she said. 

But as she rested her head on his shoulder, Dan felt nothing. 


Amy held tight to her brother. With McIntyre gone, it felt like they’d lost the 
glue that had held them together. Dan was rocking back and forth, his features 
hard and remote. Beside them, Erasmus sat with his head in his hands. 

“Are you guys all right?” Atticus’s voice called out. 

He and Jake approached with trays of coffee, hot cocoa, and bags of trail 
mix, chocolates, and chips. “I’m hoping this is a hunger issue?” Jake said. 

“McIntyre is dead,” Dan said, his voice flat and toneless. 

Jake nearly spilled his tray. Atticus steadied him by the arm, and the two 
boys squeezed onto the bench. “What happened?” 

Erasmus looked up curiously. “You knew him?” 

“Since I was a little boy,” Atticus said. “He was our family attorney.” 

“T had no idea.” Erasmus bowed his head. “I am sorry to be the bearer of 
such awful news. And I promise I won’t rest until I track down his murderer.” 

Jake looked dazed. “Why would someone want to kill him?” 

“The information, alas, is of the utmost confidentiality.” Erasmus glanced 
at Amy. “For that I would need clearance from . . . the very top.” 

Amy felt his eyes burning the side of her head. The idea — Amy, the very 
top — seemed so ridiculous now. McIntyre had died on her watch. Some 
leader. 


McIntyre had always had confidence in her. Whenever she was full of 
doubt, he’d say, There’s really no other choice. You are born to that role, Amy. 

Well, he was wrong about that. She’d let him down on that score. At the 
very top of the Cahill family was a vacuum. 

Amy shrugged. “Atticus and Jake are as far in this as we are. Tell them.” 

Erasmus reached into his jacket pocket and drew out two wrinkled sheets 
of paper. “Moments before the attack, McIntyre had been looking through 
files. He had procured a top secret Vesper list. When he sensed someone was 
coming, he hid it. He put up a fight, but alas, the attacker was swift and fierce. 
But as McIntyre died, he twisted his body in an odd way. He was pointing to 
the place where he’d hidden the papers — in his shoes. His attacker did not 
think to look there.” 


Oakland Araucania 
Toviges Manila 
Kodiak, Ustankul 


“We don’t know what this means yet,” Erasmus added. 

Amy was dumbfounded. The list made no sense. No geographical 
patterns. No obvious codes. Only one city name rang a bell. 

“Pompeii . . .” she said. “The city was covered in pumice and ash after the 
explosion of Mount Vesuvius in A.D. 79. Grace wrote about Pompeii in her 
notes. She called the explosion the first test.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Erasmus asked. 

“T don’t know,” Amy murmured. 

“So go there,” Jake said. “Do some research.” 

“I can help you book a flight,” Erasmus suggested. “I have family in 
hotels, transportation. . . .” 

Dan paled. “We can’t, Erasmus. We need to get to Samarkand or Uncle 
Alistair will die.” 

“Jake and I can go,” Atticus said. 

“Over my dead body,” Jake replied. 

“You’re not the boss of him!” Dan snapped. 

“Then who is?” Jake retorted. “You?” 

“Stop!” Amy said. “Just stop it right now, all of you!” 


They stared at her in shock. In a split second, they would be back to 
arguing. 

You are born to that role, Amy... . 

Amy took a deep breath. “I didn’t mean you and I should go, Dan. And I 
didn’t mean Jake and Atticus, either. Erasmus, I would like you to contact 
Jonah and Hamilton and arrange to meet them in Pompeii. And I mean now. 
The four of us will wait for the ID papers from Sinead and travel to 
Samarkand. Erasmus can book us a hotel.” 

“Oh, and no one else has a say in this?” Jake snarled. 

Erasmus raised an eyebrow. “Those sound like orders, don’t they?” 

Amy felt a tiny snag of doubt, but she pushed it aside. She met Jake’s 
glance firmly. “Those are orders.” 

Erasmus smiled. “That’s what I like. A boss who knows who’s boss!” 


CHAPTER M 


“Whoa, these are free?” Atticus said, digging his hand into a silver bowl of 
gourmet chocolates on the hotel reception counter. 

Looking up from the desk, Amy sighed. He was just like Dan sometimes. 
“Knock it off, please, Atticus,” she said. 

“Since when did you become his mother?” Jake asked. 

The receptionist eyed them all with a nervous smile. “Welcome to the 
Grand Nikia Hotel,” she said, handing Amy a set of magnetic card keys. 
“You’ve got two penthouse rooms on the twentieth floor.” 

Amy took the cards and headed toward the elevators. Jake was storming 
ahead. He wasn’t going to let her off easy — on anything. 

She exhaled. What was with him? 

His broad forehead, refined jaw, swept-back hair — all of it promised 
intelligence, wisdom, security. She had to admit he was gorgeous. A 
gorgeous, irritating bonehead. 

She worried that letting the Rosenblooms come along might just prove to 
be a colossal mistake. Saving Uncle Alistair was going to be the hardest task 
of her life. And she would have to do it after losing a night in Turkey, with 
Interpol on their tails, a genius kid marked for death, and a hottie who hated 
her guts. 

She crossed the hotel’s enormous lobby, which had a vaulted ceiling and 
an ornate fountain. In the center was a bank of clear glass elevators in the 
shape of tubes, rising twenty floors and letting people off onto circular 
balconies. All the rooms opened onto these balconies, and Amy could see 
people coming in and out of the doors. Her eyes fixed on them as she walked. 

Something didn’t smell right to her. 

As she stopped by the elevators, Dan plowed into her from behind. His 
head was buried in his smartphone. “Sorry, I’m working,” he said. “I’m 
thinking that stale orb is an anagram.” 


“Well, think with your head pointed straight ahead, okay?” Amy said, 
looking around the lobby. 

“Vesper One’s note said ‘Let’s mix things up, 
anagram hint. Mix the letters up.” 

“Hey, there’s a restaurant here,” Atticus said. 

“No restaurant,” Amy replied. “We have a lot of planning to do.” 

“So what is Atticus supposed to eat, the dust balls under the bed?” Jake 
asked. 

“T’ve been rearranging the letters,” Dan barreled on. “Want to know what 
I found? A lobster. Also bat loser. And rat lobes.” 

“Keep working,” Amy said. As the elevator door opened, she felt her 
phone vibrating. She nearly jumped. 

She was feeling too edgy. That wouldn’t be useful. 

The screen showed Evan’s name. “Hello, Ev?” 

“Ames!” he squeaked. “We just heard the news from Erasmus. All I 
wanted to do was, you know, touch base? How’s it going? Are you okay?” 

For a moment, Amy felt a smile breaking the stalemate of expression on 
her face. No one said hello like Evan. He was a ball of sweet eagerness. 

As the elevator door opened, she felt tears rushing to her eyes. It was 
refreshing to speak to someone whose first concern was her. 


999 


Dan continued. “That’s an 


Crying? 

Jake worried about the leadership skills of Amy Cahill. He watched her 
face carefully. She was talking to... what was his name? . . . Tolliver. From 
the video transmission in the Prague hotel. The nerdy guy. Her boyfriend. She 
was crying and smiling. 

Funny. When she smiled, all the tension drained from her face. 

She was really pretty. 

And you’re an idiot for thinking that. And, doofus, she’s noticing you. 

Jake turned away from Amy’s eyes. He didn’t care, really. She deserved to 
have a boyfriend, like anyone else. 

The elevator began to rise. Behind Jake, Atticus was helping Dan with 
anagrams. Amy finished her call and hung up. Jake noticed her eyes had 
changed. They were scanning the hotel skittishly. 

What was she so nervous about? So many secrets in this family. So much 
paranoia. 

“Slob rate!” Atticus exclaimed. 

“I don’t think that’s it,” Dan drawled. 


“What are you toddlers yapping about?” Jake said. 

Amy shushed him. She was staring upward. Jake followed her glance. 

High above, a man leaned over the balcony. He was dressed in a black suit 
with no tie, a wide-brimmed black hat, and sunglasses. He was scanning the 
area Slowly, as if searching for something. 

“Why is that guy wearing sunglasses?” Amy asked. “The lighting scheme 
is dark. No normal person would need to wear those.” 

“A Turkish film star?” Jake suggested. 

“He’s on our floor!” Amy said. “Someone hit the button. Any button.” 

They were rising quickly — eleven . . . twelve . . . thirteen. 

“Amy .. . are you okay?” Dan said. 

Amy lunged across the elevator and pressed the seventeenth floor. The 
elevator came to a stop. “Get out — everyone,” she said, pushing Jake by the 
shoulder. “That guy is waiting for us. Up on the balcony.” 

Jake stumbled out. The girl was strong. “How do you know?” 

Amy ran past him, onto the floor. She frantically pressed the button to an 
elevator going down. A door immediately opened. “Get in. Now!” 

The elevator was crowded with other people. Amy shoved Jake and the 
others inside, then made her way to the glass wall. 

“Amy, chill!” Dan urged. But his sister was fixated on the scene above. 

Bewildered, Jake watched the man in sunglasses. He seemed to freeze as 
he spotted their descending elevator. Then he began walking quickly toward 
that section. 

At the same time, the elevator in the tube next to theirs rose to his floor. 

A young woman emerged. She also wore sunglasses and was dragging 
carry-on luggage. She grinned at the sight of the man, throwing her arms 
around him. Together they strolled away from the elevator and toward a hotel 
room door. 

They were guests. Plain and simple. 

“Hi ho the derry-o, the Vesper takes a vife,” Dan sang. 

Amy sank to the floor. “My bad,” she murmured. 

Atticus and Dan cracked up. Jake fought back a grin. 

When the door opened at the lobby, the other bewildered passengers 
couldn’t get out fast enough. They rushed around a stooped, balding man, 
who was smiling at Amy and Dan. 

“Excuse to me?” he said in a thick accent. “Is you . . . Daniel and Amy 
Cah-heel? Friends of Erasmus Yilmaz? I am manager. His cousin Bartu.” 

Amy nodded. “I’m Amy, this is Dan.” 

The man’s eyes watered. He grabbed Amy by the face and kissed her on 
both cheeks. “Any friend of Erasmus is family to me!” 


Fool. Paranoid. 

Amy breathed deeply, trying to slow her heart rate. She would have to 
stay cool. Leadership meant knowing when to be afraid and when not to. 
Alistair’s life depended on not jumping to conclusions. On being alert but not 
stupid. 

“Come, I have lovely gift — Erasmus pay for it!” Cousin Bartu said, 
hurriedly padding toward a door marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY in 
several languages. “Sorry, he did not tell me about other two boys. But I find 
something nice for them, too. You bring back. They will be happy for to get.” 

The Grand Nikia was the friendliest hotel ever. Any place associated with 
Erasmus had to be. 

The old man led Dan and Amy through the door. They passed through a 
set of cubicles staffed with hotel personnel. Then he led them through another 
door, and an alleyway. 

At the end of the alley, about twenty feet away, was a black car with tinted 
windows. 

“Have a good day!” Bartu said. With a speed Amy never would have 
imagined in an old guy, he slipped back through the door and into the hotel. 

“Hey!” Dan screamed. 

Amy reached for a doorknob but there was none. 

The car door opened and a burly, rumpled-looking man climbed out. He 
wore a shabby brown trench coat and a shabbier brown fedora, and the dark 
circles under his eyes suggested a habit of very little sleep. Amy recognized 
him right away. 

“We ... know you,” she said softly. 

“T believe you eluded me on a train to Switzerland,” he said wearily. “But 
we have not formally met. Milos Vanek. Interpol.” 

Vanek. 

That was the name signed to an all points bulletin to art dealers and 
museums about Dan and Amy’s theft of the Caravaggio. 

Think. 

“We have a flight tomorrow. . . .” she said, walking toward him. “Please. 
If we don’t make it, someone will die. Let us go. We’re just kids.” 

“Just kids do not commit thefts of priceless art,” Vanek said. “Come with 
me.” 

Amy saw the doors of the car opening. She lunged forward, leaping. 


Her right foot made contact with the car door. It slammed shut on a set of 
fingers. A bloodcurdling cry rang out from inside the car. 

Amy spun. Vanek had jumped away and was reaching inside his jacket 
pocket. Before she could react, Dan was behind him, quickly lifting the trench 
coat up over Vanek’s head. 

As Vanek let out a cry of surprise, Amy sprang forward. She pulled the 
bottom of the coat toward her. Vanek’s arms, trapped by the sleeves, flew over 
his head, too. 

He shouted in some unintelligible language, whirling around blindly, his 
coat inside out. 

“Come on!” Amy shouted. 

She grabbed Dan by the arm and ran. 

A gunshot made her stop short. “Hands in the air and turn around!” a gruff 
voice shouted. 

Behind her, on the opposite side of the car, an agent with thick beard 
stubble stood with a pistol pointed into the air. Vanek, frantically unwrapping 
himself from the twisted trench coat, threw it to the ground. He was facing the 
wrong way. As he spun to face them, his hair stuck out in all directions. 

The gunman let out a strange, coughlike noise. He looked toward Dan and 
Amy, then Vanek. 

Inside the car, the other agent climbed out. Seeing Vanek, he burst out 
laughing. The gunman joined in, both men soon screaming with hilarity at the 
sight. “I think you have your hands full, Milos!” the gun- man said. 

“No, my friend,” Vanek spat, smoothing down his hair. “They do.” 


CHAPTER 12 


Dan hadn’t expected Interpol headquarters to be luxurious. But it looked like 
the walls hadn’t been painted since the days of Caravaggio. Maybe since 
Medusa herself. Judging from the smell, that may have been the last cleanup 
time, too. 

With Amy and Vanek, he reluctantly followed a lumpy, uniformed woman 
down a dark corridor. Her shoes, which looked like they weighed forty 
pounds, clomped loudly on the cement floor. She stopped at a metal-barred 
door. In the next cell, a prisoner yelled in Turkish, causing the guard to strike 
the inmate’s bars with her key chain. The yells became piercing shrieks. “In, 
please,” the guard said, opening the door. 

Dan peered inside. The cell was unlit, the only illumination coming from 
a buzzing, greenish fluorescent light in the hallway. There were two bedlike 
structures, cement benches with thin mattresses thrown on top. “You can’t 
mean this,” he said. 

He felt the guard’s hand shoving him inside. Amy stumbled in beside him. 

“We’re entitled to a phone call!” Amy said. 

“Ah, the phone call.” Vanek shook his head sadly. “American demands. 
Just like the movies. Tell me something. You steal artwork of highest 
refinement . . . Renaissance treasures. Is it a game for you? Why? You intend 
to sell the Caravaggio on eBay?” 

“We don’t have the Caravaggio!” Dan said. “Someone took it from us!” 

“Ah,” Vanek said, leaning against the bars. “Who?” 

“A trapeze artist,” Dan explained. “But she was killed. And someone took 
it from her.” 

Amy shot him a look. 

“T see.” Vanek’s eyes went dead. “You continue to believe that mockery is 
a sound strategy. Ah, well. In the morning, we will consult with officials in 
Turkey. They will consult with officials in Italy. They will consult with 
officials in United States. They will consult with Interpol. They will consult 


again with Turkey. Maybe in a week, maybe three, we will schedule a 
hearing.” 

As he turned to go, Amy shouted, “Three weeks? We have to make our 
flight tomorrow morning!” 

“Someone smart enough to steal a Caravaggio can rebook a plane flight,” 
Vanek said, without turning around. “Good night. Enjoy your 
accommodations.” 

Amy sank onto the bench bed. As the wails of the prisoner next door 
reached an intolerable pitch, she shoved her arms against her ears. 

But Dan couldn’t move. 

All he could think about was another jail cell in another place. Three days 
from now. He was picturing that cell’s door opening. 

And the look of utter horror on Uncle Alistair’s face. 


The dumbwaiter began to rattle. 

Phoenix Wizard shook like a mouse in an ice bucket. He wasn’t built to be 
a hero. 

Reagan Holt had managed to pry loose two sturdy metal bars from a 
rickety bed frame. The poles were hidden in the shadows in another room. 
Nellie was throwing Reagan a thumbs-up. Everyone was trying to be upbeat. 

Phoenix blew his nose and added his wet tissue to a pile on the floor. 

This part is my idea. I don’t HAVE ideas! 

What if this failed? What if — ? 

A hand landed softly on his arm. Phoenix turned. 

Nellie was grinning widely at him. Love ya, she mouthed. 

As the dumbwaiter neared bottom, Natalie emerged from the other room. 
From under her prison garb, she pulled out the metal bars and gave them to 
Reagan. 

The door opened, revealing a plate of stale bread and a plastic container of 
warm water. 

Now. 

Phoenix swept the contents onto the floor. “The eyes!” he shouted. 

Fiske and Uncle Alistair both scooped up the wet tissues and began 
flinging them up at the surveillance camera. Their aim wasn’t bad. One by 
one, the tissues stuck solidly to the lenses, blocking the view. 

“The mouth!” Phoenix said. 

Reagan and Nellie dragged a heavy bed across the cement floor. Phoenix 
pushed off the mattress, leaving a naked metal frame, which they shoved into 


the dumbwaiter sideways, jamming the door open. 

The machinery groaned as it struggled to raise the contraption. 

“The guts!” 

This was the trickiest part. Phoenix joined Reagan and Ted, who were 
lifting the bed frame up, using it as a lever. The front of the bed frame pushed 
against the dumbwaiter floor, forcing it down. 

Phoenix had figured there must be some clearance, some room in the shaft 
below the dumbwaiter. They needed the floor to sink about a foot and a half. 

As the dumbwaiter floor slowly sank, he watched the roof. Above it now 
was a growing black space of about four inches... six...ten.... 

“Now!” Phoenix shouted through gritted teeth. 

Uncle Alistair shoved one of the bed-frame bars into the gap between the 
dumbwaiter roof and the frame of the wall opening. “Not... sure... this will 
hold... !” he shouted. 

With a sickening ping, the metal flew into the shaft like a flicked 
toothpick. Alistair doubled over in pain. “My hand!” 

The bed frame jerked down. Phoenix’s heart skipped a beat. “Keep 
pushing!” Reagan shouted. 

Nellie and Fiske raced to his side. Their added strength allowed Phoenix 
to duck away and grab the other pole. 

“You’ll kill yourself!” Alistair warned. “The pressure is too great!” 

Ignoring him, Phoenix reached into the gap. He stuck one end of the pole 
into a depression in the metal frame of the dumbwaiter. Carefully he slid the 
other end into a small hole in the wall frame. 

It held. Barely. 

The dumbwaiter began to vibrate violently. A coil of acrid black smoke 
rose from below. 

And then the motor went dead. 

Phoenix leaned his head into the gap and stared upward. A dull greenish- 
white light emitted from a wall opening about twelve feet above. “I see 
them!” he said. 

“Go!” Reagan urged. 

Gripping the dumbwaiter roof, Phoenix hoisted himself upward, into the 
darkness. He planted his feet on the roof and began shimmying up the 
elevator cable. He could see Reagan below him, following close behind. 

Phoenix had never been able to climb more than five feet on the rope in 
gym class. It felt as if someone had plunged knives into his biceps. “I... 
can’t!” 

“You will!” Inches below him, Reagan managed to reach up with one 
hand, gather the soles of both of his feet, and give them a powerful shove. 


Phoenix vaulted upward and tumbled through the wall opening and onto a 
cold tile floor. 

He sprang to his feet, blinded momentarily by the fluorescent lights 
overhead. He was in a long room lined with file cabinets. “We did it, 
Reagan!” 

Reagan jumped into the room, landing in a crouch. “Don’t just stand there 
— get ’em!” 

She raced past Phoenix. He blinked away the brightness. At the far wall, 
two people sat at a bank of computers, facing away from them. 

Phoenix followed, his blood pumping. The people weren’t moving. Now 
he could see over their shoulders, to the monitors. Each was divided into 
multiple views: the two prison rooms below. The corridor outside the cell. 
The dumbwaiter shaft. 

His stomach sank. They’ve been watching us all along! 

That was when he realized that another image on the screen was this room 
— Phoenix and Reagan running toward a camera like a mirror. 

The two Vespers rose calmly and turned. They were wearing gas masks. 

“Stop, drop, and roll!” Reagan shouted, throwing herself to the floor. 

Phoenix nearly barreled into her. Plumes of smoke swirled out of gas jets 
in the wall, surrounding them both. 

And all went black. 


CHAPTER 13 


“T smell sheep, no?” 

The voice came from just outside the cell door, high-pitched and lilting. 
Amy opened her eyes and realized she’d fallen asleep. All she could manage 
was a groggy “Huh?” 

A gray-haired woman appeared outside the door, silhouetted in the harsh 
fluorescent light. “You have been consorting with sheep earlier this day.” 

Amy suddenly remembered they hadn’t had a chance to change since their 
encounter with the Wyomings. “Um, yes, sort of.” 

Dan rose from his thin mattress. He stared uncomprehendingly at the 
shadowy woman. “Don’t tell me. The Ghost of Christmas Past?” 

She opened a shapeless cloth coat and pulled out an ID card. “Amato,” 
she said. “Luna Amato. Interpol. Perhaps you heard of me? I asked your 
friends to give you a message. A large boy. And one who is into the rapping 
music. No? Ah, well, no matter. We meet anyway.” 

Amy cocked her head curiously. The woman had a brusque, matter-of-fact 
manner, but there was a glint of kindness in her eyes. 

Or maybe that was wishful thinking. 

“If you came to yell at us, too late,” Dan said. “Milos Vanek beat you to 
it.” 

“I come to transfer you. I trust you will not miss these chambers?” Amato 
pulled a key and two sets of handcuffs from her coat pocket. She unlocked the 
door and cuffed herself to Dan and Amy. “Come.” 

She began walking down a long hallway, the opposite way from which 
they’d come. “Ms. Amato, my brother and I are innocent,” Amy pleaded. 
“Victims of blackmail. I know it sounds far-fetched, but if we don’t travel 
tomorrow, a family member will be murdered!” 

She looked at Dan for support, but he looked hopeless. 

Amy had to admit, the explanation didn’t sound airtight. 


Luna Amato led them silently through a door at the end of the hall, and 
then down a flight of stairs into a moldy cellar. The halls were narrow, lit by 
bare bulbs. Battered metal file cabinets lined the walls. 

“Wh-where are you taking us?” Amy said. 

“Andiamo,” Amato barked, picking up the pace. She led them past a set 
of small offices and up a short flight of steps to a tiny metal door. 

Amy was gripped with panic. Solitary confinement? 

Luna Amato extracted keys from a hidden pocket, unlocked both cuffs, 
and pushed open the door. Cool air swept in. Moonlight shone through distant 
branches. 

“Follow me quickly,” she said. “Do not look back.” 


“Mrrrp?” 

To anyone else in the Cahill universe, the high-pitched sound of the pet 
Egyptian Mau had a hundred different meanings: the playful mrrp, the I- 
want-red-snapper mrrp, the that-wasn’t-enough-red-snapper mrrp, the thank- 
you-for-the-meager-portion-of-red-snapper mrrp. And on and on. 

But to Ian Kabra’s ears, each was the I-hate-you-with-all-my-soul mrrp. 

As far as he was concerned, the feeling was mutual. 

At least this time, the fickle feline was keeping a distance, behind him and 
blessedly out of sight. With Sinead taking a power nap and Evan off to do 
homework, he had the place to himself. 

Well, almost. 

“Mrrrp,” the cat repeated, more urgently. 

“Yes, Saladin, you’re here, bully for you.” Ian stared intently into the 
electron microscope at a scrap of Lucian stationery. It was his only souvenir 
from the horrid explosion in the DeOssie factory — an investigation into the 
manufacturing source of the Vesper smartphone. “Now waddle away, dear 
Marquis of Mange, will you? I’m busy.” 

Saladin coughed and made a sound like vomit. Lovely. 

Oh, for the pets of his Kabra youth — each homing poodle with its own 
small estate, each thoroughbred in a private barn with Black Beauty running 
on DVD all day. Back then, Egyptian Mau was the label on a fur covering for 
a thousand-dollar pillow. 

Where it belonged. 

He glanced briefly at the list of names. They matched a portion of the list 
found on the body of William McIntyre. This was a major find — could there 
be a connection between the Vesper secret and the Lucians? It seemed 


preposterous. Having grown up in the home of the branch leader, Ian knew all 
the family secrets. 

By rights, he should have shared the scrap with the rest of the Attleboro 
staff. But he had kept it to himself — because of one name on the list, one 
city. 





Some things had to be examined in private first. For dignity’s sake. 

He positioned the microscope over a nearly invisible speck. It was 
embedded in the carbon, and to the naked eye, it appeared to be a stray piece 
of ash. But something about this had caught Ian’s eye. Now, after scrubbing it 
with art-restoration fluid and putting it under the microscope, he saw the dot’s 
true colors. 

Gold and red. Lucian red. 

“Voila,” Ian murmured. He pressed a button, and a chart popped up on the 
computer — a list of every chemical in that tiny speck. 

Liquid gold. Just as he had suspected. 

And one other familiar substance: Its chemical profile matched that of nail 
polish. Lucian red nail polish. 

Red polish with intertwining gold-leaf snakes. 

“Dearest Mother,” Ian murmured with a rueful smile. “Your fingers are in 
everything, aren’t they?” 

“MRRRRP!” 

The cantankerous cat was twining around his ankle. Ian was not in the 
mood. He gave it a swift kick across the room before it could scratch him. 

He quickly accessed the UN website. He would need to pay someone a 
visit, someone he hadn’t seen since the hunt for the 39 Clues had changed his 
life. 

His mother, Isabel Kabra. 

As he reached for a pen to leave a note, the cat leaped onto the desk and 
deposited a dead mouse. “Get that thing out of here!” Ian shrieked. 


But Saladin was already strutting out of the room, head high and hips 
swaying. 

Looking away from the shredded little rodent, Ian took the paper scrap, 
turned off the microscope, and dashed off a note to Sinead on the back of an 
envelope — 


Gone to New York. 


Then he left before he would have to get sick. 


CHAPTER 14 


Vesper Five extracted a long knife from a butcher block. It was rusted. Clearly 
it hadn’t been sharpened in years. 

Horrible. Such sloppy housekeeping. 

With slow, steady strokes, the Vesper slid the blade against a whetstone. 
Each metallic ssssshink gave a sharp echo in the small room. 

The phone beeped, and Vesper Five put down the knife to read the 
message: 


Have we achieved the goal? 


Oh, dear. Vesper One was all about results. He had no taste for the art. The 
agent snapped the phone shut, put it in a bag, dropped it on a small table in 
the other room, and returned. 

The knife glinted, like a winking eye. Vesper Five raised it high and 
brought it down on the warm flesh. A wet, satisfying thump. A clean split. 

Life’s tiny pleasures could not be denied. Vesper One’s answer would 
wait. Sometimes goals were best accomplished on a full stomach. 

Luna Amato threw both halves of the chicken breast in a pan. 

First, the children would be fed. 


The shower water was rusty and smelled like sulfur. Dan had to touch an old- 
lady slip in order to untangle a towel from the rack. Luna Amato played 
Italian opera that sounded like the screaming of dying wildebeests, on a vinyl- 
record player that skipped. The house belonged to Luna’s Turkish friend, who 
apparently had grown-up grandchildren, because Dan’s “clean change of 
clothes” was a pair of baggy jeans and a musty *NSYNC T-shirt. He felt like 
a time traveler from 1999. 


He desperately wanted to talk to Amy. They would need a plan of escape. 
Amato was Interpol. She would not make it easy for them. 

As he transferred the contents of his pockets, Dan found his phone. He 
couldn’t believe she hadn’t taken it. 

What kind of Interpol officer is she? 

Dan quickly tapped out a text to Attleboro. 


We r out of jl. In trky. Still w Intrpl agnt, L Amato. Vanek w 
be on tail. May need extraction. 


“Daniello!” Luna’s voice called out. 

Quickly Dan pressed sEND. As he left the bathroom, the aroma of pasta 
sauce and garlic was overwhelming. “Wow, nice,” he said. 

Luna looked up from the stove, where a freshly showered Amy was 
helping out. Although his sister was silent, her eyes were broadcasting Let’s 
get out of here. “Before I am Interpol,” Luna Amato said, “I am Italian. A 
simple dinner while we discuss your future. Pasta. Chicken with rosemary. Do 
you like rosemary?” 

Dan was about to sneer but stopped. Rosemary was a serum ingredient. 

“Totally,” Dan said. “I’m a huge fan.” 

“Take some,” Luna Amato said, waving toward a pile of pine needle—like 
sprigs. “And take silverware to the table, too.” 

Dan gathered up forks and knives. He stuffed the rosemary into his pocket 
as he moved into the living room. Fifteen ingredients now. Twenty-four more 
to go. 

The living room had a long wooden table and patterned wallpaper, faded 
with age. He heard a sudden tap from the window and nearly jumped. 

It was only the rustling of branches in the wind. 

“Do not worry, Vanek is not coming,” Luna Amato called out. “He does 
not know I stay here.” 

Dan gulped. It was as if she’d seen him through the wall. 

Within minutes, the table was groaning with steaming pasta, chicken, 
garlic bread, a salad with slices of ham and stinky cheese, and plates of olives 
and peppers and other pickled things Dan didn’t recognize. 

As fast as Dan and Amy could eat, Luna kept forcing more. 

“Daniello, you do not like the bread? Eat! . . . Per favore, have some more 
pasticcio di gnocchi alla boscaiola!” 

“As long as you don’t ask me to repeat the name,” Dan replied. 

Luna Amato chuckled. “Charming boy.” 

“Handsome, too,” Dan said. 


Amy gave him a swift kick under the table. 

Amato poured Dan another glass of grape juice. “You must dine fast 
before your sister gets the other ankle, no?” 

Luna took a few bites, then wiped her mouth. “Ahh, bene, I finally have 
lost the taste of that prison in my mouth! Please forgive my mysterious ways. 
You must wonder why you are here, no? I will tell you. It is because of 
Vanek.” 

Dan looked at Amy. She had stopped chewing. 

“Behind his back we call him Milos the Monster. I have seen him do 
things. . . .” Luna looked away and sighed. “Well, perhaps not a topic while 
we eat. I took you from him because I know the fate you would other-wise 
suffer.” 

“Thank you,” Amy said. “But... what are you going to do with us?” 

Luna looked at her sharply. “Were you telling the truth? About being 
blackmailed?” 

“Yes!” Amy said. “We just . . . we’re not at liberty to say why.” 

Luna nodded. She took a sip of water and adjusted her glasses. “I am not 
certain what to do with you yet. I will keep you overnight and decide.” 

She fell into a long silence, as if remembering something sad. Dan began 
counting wrinkles on her face but stopped. Something about the old woman 
seemed familiar. Not a resemblance, exactly. It had to do with the set of her 
jaw, the softness of her eyes. Her expression changed the atmosphere in the 
room. It said, Take your time; I am listening, but not in a squishy, aren’t-they- 
cute way. She was someone who took you seriously. Even though she was the 
enemy, she made you feel like the most important person in the world. 

Despite her plainness, rumpled clothes, and thick accent, Luna Amato 
reminded him — just a bit — of Grace Cahill. 


Amy sat back in a padded armchair. Her stomach pressed against the 
waistband of her jeans. The dinner had been sumptuous, the conversation 
friendly. Now she and Dan were alone in the den before the fireplace, with 
hot cocoa and Turkish cartoons on TV. The lingering smells of the dinner 
made the room feel cozy and warm. 

She looked over her shoulder. Luna was puttering around in the kitchen, 
singing to herself. She had a sweet voice. 

They were far enough away that she wouldn’t hear them talking softly. 
Amy eyed the windows and contemplated an escape plan. Dan had told her 
he’d contacted Attleboro, although he wasn’t sure they’d gotten the text. 


Maybe it wouldn’t be so hard to do this on their own. 

“Luna’s softhearted,” she whispered. “Do you think we can appeal to 
her?” 

Dan shrugged. His eyes were half closed. “Hey, Amy, is this what our 
house was like? Did we sit around and have hot chocolate and TV at night?” 

“Sometimes,” Amy said. 

“All I remember,” Dan said, “is that nine-inch black-and-white TV with 
Aunt Beatrice and her false teeth. Watching Wall Street Week and eating 
frozen dinners. Some family. Wouldn’t it be cool to have a real one again?” 

Amy nodded. She wished Dan could remember their old life. “When we 
grow up,” she said, “we’ll have amazing families. Our dens will be better than 
this. Your kids and my kids will play together in a humongous room with 
every kind of toy and game.” 

“Except I won’t have kids,” Dan said. “P1 come over myself and play. . . 

“Are you having fun?” Luna Amato called from the kitchen. “I must make 
a phone call. And then I will join you! I have a surprise!” 

Before they could answer, Dan’s phone buzzed in his pocket. As he read 
the text, his mouth fell open. “What the — Amy, come read this!” 

She jumped across the room and looked. 


V-5 is Interpol agent Luna Amato. Repeat. V-5 = Amato. Reply at 
once. 


Amy’s field of vision went white for a long second. 

Luna ...a Vesper? 

“We weren’t rescued,” Dan squeaked. “We were kidnapped. Like Hansel 
and Gretel.” 

Amy grabbed his arm. “We’re busting out of here — now!” 

They slipped out of the den. Luna was chatting on the phone in the 
kitchen. On a table, Luna’s pink cell phone was lit up, sticking out of an open 
purse. 

“How can she be on the phone in there,” Dan said, “if the phone is here?” 

“She must be using a landline.” 

Dan dug in Luna’s purse. “Car keys,” he whispered. 

Amy looked at the back door. They’d have to run past the kitchen and 
hope she didn’t see them. 

Luna was pacing now. Amy could see her moving shadow. “On the count 
of three,” she whispered. “And fast. One...” 


Luna’s arm appeared in the entranceway. “I must return to my guests,” she 
was Saying. 

“Two...” 

The arm was gone, the voice receding. 

“Three! ” 

They raced to the door. Amy grabbed the knob. It wouldn’t budge. 

“Heads up,” Dan said. He took a heavy porcelain mug from the sideboard 
and threw it through the door’s window. The glass shattered and he reached 
through to the knob outside. 

“Dear heavens!” came Luna’s voice. “What do you think you’re doing?” 

Dan snatched a massive pewter pitcher and hurled it at Luna. She twisted 
away, but not fast enough. The pitcher clipped her on the shoulder and she 
went down hard. 

“Go!” he said. “Go, Amy!” 

She raced through the door. Dan was heading for a blue car in the 
driveway. He tossed Amy the car keys. “Don’t drive like you! Make it fast!” 

Amy caught the keys and climbed in. Dan slid in beside her. “Okay, 
Hansel,” she said, “how do we get to the airport? We didn’t leave bread 
crumbs.” 

“Who needs bread crumbs,” Dan replied, “when you have a GPS?” 


CHAPTER 15 


Nellie felt Phoenix Wizard’s neck. His breathing was steadier now. She 
tightened the tourniquet on his right arm. When they’d thrown his 
unconscious body down the dumbwaiter shaft, the poor kid had landed on a 
metal gear. And then Reagan had landed on him. The sound of the impact had 
been awful. 

Why did I let them do it? 

Nellie went over the sequence of events. She could not get it out of her 
mind. It was a stupid idea. She and Phoenix had talked it over as if it could 
work. She had convinced herself it was brilliant. Foolproof. 

And then she had allowed a twelve-year-old to climb into the belly of the 
beast. 

“How are his wounds?” Alistair asked. 

“Bad,” Nellie said. “That was a hard fall. But thanks for ripping off your 
sleeve, Al. It’s stopping the flow. He’s going to need stitches, though.” 

Fiske leaned over Phoenix and swabbed his facial scrapes with alcohol- 
soaked cotton. He’d stashed away some from when Nellie was shot. 

“Owwww,” Phoenix moaned. 

Nellie winced. 

“Can’t you fix him?” Natalie said, curled up against the wall in a fetal 
position. “Must we hear him groaning in pain? I can‘ sleep!” 

Nellie spun on her. “Will do, Nat. Ill tell Phoenix not to let his pain 
interfere with your beauty rest.” 

“Hey, at ease, guys,” Reagan said, her voice breathy from an aching chest 
bruise. “Pll sew him up, good as new . . . push-ups again by Sunday.” 

“You can’t sew him,” Nellie said. “You broke your wrist!” 

A series of odd clicks made her spin around. Ted had poked his head into 
the dumbwaiter’s small opening. He was making the noises with his tongue. 

What’s going on with these people? 


“Yo, Ted — I can bind a wound but I’m not so good with decapitations!” 
she shouted. “Get away from there!” 

“I’m gauging the exact distance of Phoenix’s fall, by listening to the echo 
of the clicking,” he said, pulling out of the gap. “From the floor above to the 
roof of the elevator, I’m thinking nine feet and...” 

He stuck his head back in. The pole, which was still holding the gap open, 
shifted. With a sickening groan, the dumbwaiter inched upward. 

Ted’s body twitched. His feet left the ground. 

Nellie sprang to her feet and leaped across the room. She put one hand on 
the top of the dumbwaiter and pushed downward. With the other, she pulled 
Ted out of the hole. 

He fell to the floor, gasping. The pole snapped, hurtling back into the 
room, end over end. It landed on the floor with a dull clank. 

The dumbwaiter thumped upward, closing the gap. 

“It’s a good thing you couldn’t see that, Ted,” said Reagan. 

Nellie’s shoulder felt like it had been cleft open with an ax. She sank to 
her knees, screaming. All around her, faces blinked in and out of her vision. 

“Dear girl, are you all right?” she heard Fiske ask. 

“Nell, you’re a hero,” Alistair exclaimed. 

A hero who sent a sweet kid to his possible death! 

Tears streamed down Nellie’s cheeks. You didn’t get many chances in a 
place like this. You had to make them count. Not do anything stupid. Not 
harm others with an act you weren’t ready to take yourself. 

“Please...” she said with a grimace. “Just shoot me.” 

Alistair leaned close to her. “Nellie, come. You need to lie down.” 

“This is my fault,” Nellie said. 

“It was a calculated risk,” Alistair said. “A brave one.” 

“Hey, we’ ll get ’em to fix the dumbwaiter like new and send us supplies!” 
Reagan said. 

“Are you crazy? They will not be taking requests anymore!” Nellie 
shouted. “Be real, people! Exercise will get us nowhere. Trying to outwit the 
Vespers with tissues and bed poles — comic-book stuff! Either we kill these 
clowns or they will kill us!” She turned her face to the ceiling. “Come and get 
us, you cowards!” 

A dead silence fell over the room. Nellie’s shoulder throbbed. She found 
herself wavering at the edge of consciousness. 

Natalie uncurled herself from the floor. She stood, her eyes red and her 
face flushed. In a voice that seemed to well up from her toes, she shrieked: 

“I want my mother!” 


“Hurry!” Dan shouted. 

“Tm going ninety.” Amy leaned forward in the driver’s seat, peering over 
the steering wheel in a way that reminded Dan of Aunt Beatrice. 

The car jerked to the right, causing Dan’s phone to slide off his lap. He 
managed to catch it, avoiding a hang-up on Sinead, who had placed him on 
hold while she confirmed their flight to Samarkand. “Ninety kilometers, 
Amy! That’s like fifty miles an hour! And if you have to go slow, at least be 
smooth!” 

“Tt’s fifty-six miles an hour,” Amy said. “It’s also the speed limit. After all 
we’ve been through, we don’t want to be stopped for a ticket.” 

“Hello?” came Sinead’s voice over the phone speaker. “Are you all 
right?” 

Dan held the phone between himself and Amy. “I’d probably get to the 
airport faster on foot. Were you able to switch the flight? Luna Amato knew 
the flight number! We told her! She’s probably got word out to the Vespers.” 

“Dan, listen to me,” Sinead said. “Interpol wants to stop you. The Vespers 
need you to get to Samarkand.” 

A realization settled over Dan like a cracked egg. “You mean...” 

“Luna wanted you to escape,” Sinead said. “That’s why she sprang you 
from jail. She was planning to let you go.” 

“So we didn’t have to do what we did. . . .” Amy murmured. “Great. Once 
again, they’re pulling the strings. We get in trouble, they free us so we can run 
around for them and break more laws.” 

“At least we got a nice meal,” Dan said. 

“Your disguise and identifying documents will be given to you by an 
undercover Cahill, who will find you,” Sinead replied. “You’ll be boarding 
the nine twenty-one commercial flight as Shirley and Roderick Cliphorn.” 

“Roderick Cliphorn?” Dan groaned. Only someone with a name like 
Sinead Starling would have considered that normal. 

As the two girls jabbered on, making plans to notify Atticus and Jake, he 
stared out the window. It had started raining. In the pale streetlamp light, the 
trees looked like people dancing. 

He thought about Amy’s reaction: We didn’t have to do what we did. 

She was right. 

They could have done more. 

The pitcher was heavy, he thought. I should have aimed for the area 
between the eyes. 


With Luna out of the way, the Vesper Council of Six would have been 
reduced by one. It would have sent the perfect message, right to the top of the 
Vesper chain. 

For a moment, Dan spotted his own image reflected in the car window. 
Over the last few months, people had been telling him how much his face had 
changed, how much he’d grown up. Usually he hated that kind of talk. But in 
that window, he saw for the first time the shape of a face he knew only from 
an old photograph long since lost in the Paris subway. 

He was beginning to look like his dad. 


CHAPTER 


Amy bolted around the corner and looked at the arrival screen. “Boarding in 
ten minutes. Come on, slowpoke!” 

Dan was skulking along the wall, his wig’s floppy red hair falling over his 
face. “You didn’t tell me J would be Shirley,” he hissed. 

“Tt wasn’t my idea,” Amy whispered, pulling her brother close. Her hair 
had been yanked upward into a floppy cap, and her upper lip stung from the 
spirit gum holding a small mustache. “We had to match the fake documents 
Erasmus gave us. Look, if Vanek tracks us, we’re in that Turkish jail till we 
turn thirty. So until we’re in Samarkand, Shirley —” 

“Tf you call me that name one more time,” Dan said, “I will scream.” 

Amy grinned. “I think you look kind of cute.” 

At the gate, Atticus and Jake were scanning the small crowd frantically. 

“Pssst, it’s us!” Amy said. 

Jake did a double take. “What on earth... ?” 

Atticus let out a spray of lime-flavored Doritos. Then, with a squeal of 
delight, he jumped on Dan, smothering him in a big hug. “We were so 
worried!” 

Jake stepped toward Amy. She shrank back, bracing for ridicule, or a 
scolding for being captured. But he wrapped her in a hug. “Glad yov’re 
okay.” 

For a moment, Amy was stunned. As he drew away, Jake’s face was 
neither mocking nor stern. He was smiling like a little boy. She’d never seen 
him like that. 

Warily, Amy filled in the details of the last few hours. Atticus and Jake 
had been updated by Sinead, but they listened in rapt attention. 

Jake shook his head as if he had been ripped apart by worry. “I had 
suspicions about that old guy at the hotel. I shouldn’t have let him take you.” 

“It wasn’t your fault, Jake,” Amy said. 


He looked at her, his eyes seeming to ask for forgiveness. Amy looked 


away uneasily. 
But she didn’t not like the feeling. 
The boarding call for Samarkand echoed through the terminal. Dan started 


for the gate. “Let’s go, Rod.” 

His phone buzzed a moment later, stopping him in his tracks. He pulled it 
out to read the screen. 

Ashen, he turned it to Amy: 


It’s later than you think. 


Enjoy your freedom, Shirl and Rod. 
I never 


And tell the dear little Guardian to watch his back. 
forget. 


Amy’s stomach knotted. “How does he always know?” 
“*Later than you think’ — what’s that mean?” Dan asked. 
“Maybe...” Atticus said softly, “he’s already killed the hostages. . . .” 
Amy caught Dan’s eyes. The very suggestion was barbaric. Inhumanly 
callous. And exactly the kind of thing Vesper One would do. 
“Ask him!” Jake urged. 
“We can’t,” Amy said. 
“Um ... yes, we can.” Dan reached into his pocket and pulled out a 
familiar-looking pink cell phone. 
Amy was stunned. “You took Luna Amato’s phone?” 
“Sorry. I couldn’t resist,” Dan replied with a shrug. 
Atticus hooted. “Shirley, you rock!” 
Dan typed quickly: 


"Sup, Vespy? Our turn for a demand. If u expect to get next 
item, show us proof that the hostages r alive. 


They waited a moment in tense silence until an answer appeared: 


Nice touch. Proof to come. But hurry. You have 2 days and 5 
hours. As for G, I’ll let the timing be a surprise. 


CHAPTER 17 


“Watch it, Amy!” Dan cried out. 

Amy looked up from her notes about Samarkand, inches away from 
colliding with a barrel full of melons. As she stopped short, a woman carrying 
a box of red peppers detoured around her. The Siab Dekhkhan Market, just 
outside the hotel, was busy with shop-keepers setting up for the morning. 

“Sorry... sorry...” Amy murmured. 

They had arrived in the dark after a flight delay. Amy couldn’t sleep and 
had started her research before sunrise. Till now, Samarkand had been a 
progression of the senses. In the dark, it was different aromas — warm bread 
baking in the wee hours, coffee brewing. As morning broke, so did a choir of 
sounds — prayer ululations, taxi horns, delivery trucks rumbling into the 
market. Daylight brought the sights of an ancient Muslim market — an ocean 
of colors from spice vendors. 

She elbowed through the already crowded plaza in the shadow of the 
massive Bibi-Khanym mosque. Its blue and gold tiles glinted impossibly 
bright in the sunlight. At this pace, she felt like one of the elephants that had 
lugged stone from India to build the massive structure. Vendors shouted offers 
of peppers, breads, rice, fruits — the best prices! She wanted to identify it all. 
To soak up every bit. But not now. 

She looked around for Atticus and Jake, who had run on ahead to get a 
taxi. Dan lagged behind her, practically drooling over a display of disc-shaped 
breads that were flattened in the center. “Look, little naked pizzas!” his voice 
piped up. 

“Sorry, Mr. Pokey, we’re not stopping,” Amy replied. “The observatory 
opens in a few minutes.” 

“Mr. Pokey?” Dan said with a groan. 

Amy grinned. “At least you’re not Shirley anymore.” 

As they rounded a comer, Jake Rosenbloom waved to her, holding open 
the door of a white taxi. In moments all four were zooming up the street 


toward one of Samarkand’s most famous sites, Ulugh Beg Observatory. 

Looking out the window, Amy saw a flat desert city ringed by mountains. 
The architecture was boxy and colorless, punctuated by the pale gold of 
minarets. It was as if all the creative energy had been spent in ancient times. 
She squinted, imagining a plain with tents, a wide avenue rutted from horses 
and oxen. 

“Okay, Amy and I did research, and here’s what we know,” Atticus said. 
“From the fourth to the fourteenth century — Samarkand, whoa. The place. 
Center of the Middle East, which is the center of the world. A Muslim 
coolness millennium!” 

“The fifteenth, really,” Amy corrected him. “So eleven hundred years.” 

“Uh, right, if you’re being picky,” Atticus went on. “So the Silk Road 
busts through here, everybody tooling around to trade stuff. Silk, food, 
jewelry . . . they’re like, ‘Beep beep, here come Indians! Russians! Chinese, 
Mongols, and Burmese!’ Well, probably not ‘beep beep,’ but more like camels 
grunting and spitting —” 

“Persians, too,” Amy interjected. “From Mesopotamia. They were a huge 
part of this.” 

“Will you let him talk?” Dan demanded. “He’s interesting.” 

Atticus pointed to a distant hill. “Picture this monster building over there. 
Traders on their yaks, talking away — ‘Forsooth, Mohammed, wazzat?’ ‘Lo, 
Vladimir, it’s our observatory! Why, it’s the envy of the world!’ Only I guess 
in actuality they spoke different languages —” 

“Wait. Who are Mohammed and Vladimir?” Dan said. 

“T’m just painting a picture!” Atticus said. 

“Maybe we should let Amy speak,” Jake suggested. “Not that she’s 
smarter, of course. Just quicker.” 

“Thanks, Jake.” Even though his compliments were insults, she felt blood 
rush to her cheeks. “Samarkand was the capital city of a khanate — sort of 
like a country. Its leader’s name was Taragai, but he was called Ulugh Beg, 
which means ‘Great Ruler.’ He was also a genius — both a mathematician 
and astronomer. His school is still standing, and his observatory was the 
greatest in history.” 

“Hello?” Dan said, raising his hand in the backseat. “Before I drift off? 
I’m thinking, we’re looking for some kind of orb, right? And that’s what 
Ulugh Beg measured — orbs. Planets, stars, the moon?” 

“Yes! Dan is right!” Atticus said. “So, Beg is obsessed with this stuff. He 
wants to plot the movements of celestial bodies. He wants to count all the 
stars in the sky — which only this Greek guy named Ptolemy had ever tried. 
But Beg is like, ‘Hark, my sextants and handheld astrolabes are the ultimate 


in coolness, but not precise! Thus, I must rock the astronomical world!’ So he 
builds this observatory —” 

“Whoa, pause button, please,” Dan said. “You’re missing my point. The 
‘Medusa’ led us to Rome, where we found the Marco Polo manuscript. It had 
the map, and the map led here. So far, everything has been about maps and 
locations. Astrid’s list, McIntyre’s list — places. Now we have to find...a 
stale orb? What does an orb have to do with locations — unless the location 
is, like, outer space?” 

“I say we go in with an open mind,” Amy said. “Beg made this Olympic- 
sized sextant — built right into the rock of the earth. The light came in 
through a hole in the roof. An enormous pendulum hung over these huge, 
semicircular stone tracks running due north-south. Astronomers would line up 
the stars and then record their positions on a curved wall. Over time they’d 
trace out paths, orbitals. Kind of like a planetarium, only upside down. The 
famous Fakhri sextant.” 

“T thought Famous Fakhri was a falafel place,” Dan said. 

“Tt’s like this hundred-eighteen-foot roller-coaster track,” Atticus said. 
“Made out of polished stone.” 

Dan’s face lit up. “Sweet. Are we there yet?” 


“Deep within Gurkhani Zij 

Lies Taragai’s unfinished prize: 

The unperfected instrument, 

Though vast in power, small in size!” 


The tour guide, Salim Umarov, had a deep and dramatic voice. The hot 
wind blew his salt-and-pepper beard as he walked across a circular plateau, 
high over Samarkand. At the poem’s last word, he paused and took a small 
bow under a crooked, stunted desert tree. In the distance behind him, the 
dappled stones of a cemetery stretched out below to the horizon. With his 
embroidered vest and loose, flowing white garments, he looked to Atticus like 
an ancient sage. 

“This anonymous poem,” he said, “is a recent archaeological find, 
procured for our library. Some think Ulugh Beg wrote it. But Taragai is 
actually his real name, so I do not think so.” 

Atticus felt his eyes closing. He’d barely slept the night before. He hadn’t 
wanted to do all the research, but Amy was going strong, so he wanted to 
match her. Now he regretted it. 


A flash of gold caught his eye and suddenly he was wide awake. 

A familiar head of blond hair hovered above the heads of the crowd, 
coming closer to him. 

Casper. 

Backing slowly away from the crowd, Atticus tried to catch Dan’s 
attention — Jake’s, Amy’s — but they were all rapt as the guide continued his 
speech. 

How did he find me? 

Why weren’t the others noticing him? He was almost on top of them! 
Atticus opened his mouth to warn them, but no words came out. 

“Young man! Be careful of the plinth!” Umarov called out. 

Atticus’s calf caught against a low wall. He hurtled backward to the 
ground. Jake was running toward him. The crowd was opening up. Casper 
was raising something in his hand — something that glinted in the sun... . 

“Watch it, Jake!” Atticus shouted. 

His brother lifted him to his feet. “’Sup, Att? Are you feeling all right?” 

Behind him, the man with blond hair snapped a photo. He lowered the 
camera, revealed a bone-thin, grandfatherly face. 

“I thought . . . that was Casper. . . .” Atticus said. 

Jake turned. “We need to get you new glasses.” 

Dan was dusting off the back of Atticus’s pantlegs now, and he picked up 
some coins that had fallen from Atticus’s pocket. “Hey, I know how it feels. 
When really bad stuff happens, it’s hard to shake it off.” 

“If Casper even thinks of coming within five miles, he’s toast,” Jake said. 
“We’ ve all got your back, Att. Well, I do, at least.” 

“We do, too,” Amy snapped. 

Atticus nodded. He headed back to the group with Dan, taking deep, 
cleansing breaths. 

“Plinth?” Dan said. “Is that like plinth and needlth?” 

Atticus smiled. “It means the original foundations. That’s what those low 
walls are. The library and stuff, they’re all new — including that big fancy 
door, which leads to the Fakhri sextant.” 

Umarov led the group toward the door, walking between two low, calf- 
high walls that traced rectangles. “Imagine this empty plateau in the fourteen 
hundreds, well outside the firelight of Samarkand. So much pure darkness, 
bright stars! Ulugh Beg cataloged one thousand eighteen of them. Well, some 
scholars say one thousand twenty-two . . . but who’s counting?” 

The guide pulled the door open. Atticus and Dan raced to the front of the 
group to get in first. The temperature immediately dropped inside the door, as 


if the cold of outer space itself had been trapped over the centuries. A narrow 
stone path led to a wide railing overlooking a deep black hole. 

Atticus’s breath caught in his throat, and it wasn’t because of the 
temperature. He had seen plenty of photographs of the Fakhri sextant, but 
they didn’t do justice to the massive sweep of the stone slopes. They plunged 
into the earth like giant mammoth tusks, with matching stone stairs on either 
side. He wondered how slabs of such weight and size had been shaped so 
precisely, polished to a perfect circular curve. He imagined hundreds of slaves 
hammering through rock, carving stone in the arid heat, using specifications 
of the tiniest fraction of a circle — using pi! Then somehow they had to carry 
the slabs up a curved slope. And if it was just a centimeter off, the whole 
thing fell apart. “Whoa. . .” he said. 

“Dude, you could make serious bank with a skateboard rental!” Dan said. 

Amy, who had positioned herself near Dan, jabbed him in the side. 

Umarov cocked his head, bemused. “A gnarly idea, indeed, as they say. 
Especially as the Fakhri sextant rose much, much higher.” He gestured from 
the floor way upward behind them. “It curved up past where we are standing . 
. . into a building with a large dome.” 

Dan craned his neck upward. “Cool.” 

“Tt traces the north-south meridian exactly,” Umarov said. “Ulugh Beg’s 
measurements of stars and planets were accurate to one six-hundredth of a 
degree. This would be the width of an American penny at a distance of a third 
of a mile.” 

Atticus gazed at the battered, rough walls. Any kind of writing they could 
have read was gone. 

“So that was it?” Dan said. “They hung out and waited for stars to move?” 

Umarov struck another pose and recited: 


“What of this work of Ulugh Beg, 
Who dared to count infinity ? 

His catalog, though vast in scope, 
Yet of divisions, had but three. 


When listed in descending rank, 

The Fakhri apex as a start, 

Descend and rise, descend again, 
And stand thee o’er my ruler ’s heart.” 


“What the heck does that mean?” Dan asked. 


Umarov shrugged. “Theories abound. It may have been a key to how he 
worked. The sextant was indeed Ulugh Beg’s heart. The pendulum descended 
and rose. The astronomer would stand at the bottom and look up along the 
shaft, visually lining up the star positions. The bodies were observed each day 
over many years, and each position was marked. Of course, stars orbit on 
many planes, so the formulae were complicated. So the ‘divisions’ could be 
the original buildings of the observatory. ‘Descending rank’ could be the 
position of the star as the light descends the pendulum. Or a reference to 
Beg’s many smaller instruments, such as parallactic lineals, armillary spheres, 
handheld astrolabes —” 

“Astro who?” Dan said. 

“An astrolabe is a small version of a sextant,’ Umarov said. “Not as 
accurate, of course, but of great importance in early astronomy, for its 
portability. Many were exquisitely crafted, a perfect marriage of science and 
art.” 

Atticus peered down the length of the curve. What could Vesper One want 
— the enormous, heavy tracks themselves? “Excuse me,” he said, “but if I 
said anything about a stale orb, would you know what I was talking about?” 

The guide paused. He turned to Atticus with a smile and nodded amiably. 
“Why, yes, of course I do.” 

Four pairs of eyes snapped to the old man’s face. “You do?” Amy cried 
out. 

Bewildered, Atticus said, “Can you tell us how to find it?” 

Umarov laughed as he reached into a pocket of his long, flowing robe. 
“Indeed I can. But if you call her it, I’m afraid she will kick you out.” 

He handed Atticus a card: 





Antiques } Exotica } Fortunes Told 


Estelle Urb 


137 Kuk-Saray Street 











CHAPTER 


Estelle Urb... a stale orb. 

Brilliant, Atticus thought, as the taxi raced past the graveyard into town. 
Not a mathematical hint, not a strange word game, but a homonym! 

“This doesn’t seem right,” Jake said. “I think it’s a mistake. A 
coincidence.” 

“In this life,” Amy said, “there are very few coincidences.” 

Jake scoffed. “Thank you, World-Weary Winifred.” 

The driver was arguing on his cell phone, swerving wildly. He screeched 
to a stop in front of a small building with curtained windows. “My boss call,” 
he said. “Someone call him looking for two American kids. So he want to 
know your names. I tell him I have four kids, and I hang up.” 

Jake murmured, “This means, ‘I covered for you, so give me a big tip.’” 

Atticus leaped out of the cab as Amy paid up. “Come along, Arthur... 
Julius . . . Leonard!” 

Dan nearly fell out of the taxi, laughing. “What?” 

Atticus waited until Amy and Jake were out. “It’s the real names of the 
Marx Brothers,” Atticus said. “To disguise our own names. Because maybe it 
was Interpol who called him!” 

“Tt was a good instinct,” Amy replied. 

“T agree, Julius,” Dan said. 

Jake walked toward the door of number 137. “You’re all crazy.” 

He knocked loudly. It was a dingy, neglected storefront nestled between 
two newer office buildings. The bell hung from a rusty electrical wire, and a 
faded, hand-drawn sign drooped low over the front door. 

Atticus heard shuffling footsteps. The door pulled open an inch, and a pair 
of bloodshot eyes peered out. “Who is calling?” a woman’s voice asked. 

“Are you Estelle Urb?” Jake asked. 

The face retreated, the chain slid back, and the door opened. 


Stale, musty air wafted out. Cautiously Atticus stepped into a small, dark 
room. As his eyes adjusted, he saw fringed lamps, lopsided chests of drawers, 
faded rugs, and ticking wooden clocks. A thick layer of dust had settled over 
everything. 

“Shop is upstairs,” she growled, heading toward a rickety staircase. “You 
come. But do not wake Ruhan.” 

Atticus assessed her accent. Latvian or Finnish. Maybe Estonian. He 
followed Amy and Jake up the steps, turning to look for Dan. 

But Dan was standing in the middle of the living room, wheezing, his face 
pale. “Can’t breathe. ... asthma...” 

Amy spun around. “He can’t stay in here!” 

“PII get him outside,” Atticus said, leaping to the floor. “You stay. Don’t 
leave my brother alone.” 

He rushed Dan through the door and onto the sidewalk. Gasping, Dan 
pulled an inhaler out of his pocket and took two puffs. “Sorry,” he said. “It 
hardly ever happens anymore. I need to walk.” 

Atticus took him by the arm and headed down Kuk-Saray Street. 
Sheltered by the buildings, the air still had a hint of morning coolness. Atticus 
loved the desert dryness in Samarkand. It seemed to sharpen each scent, so 
that a trip down a street was like a journey through forests of sweet juniper 
and cinnamon. 

Now, as he breathed with Dan, he caught a whiff of something familiar. 

Plov. 

Years ago, Atticus had traveled with his dad to Tashkent and watched men 
filling a huge cauldron with layers of mutton, yellow carrots, currants, spices, 
and rice. They worked with amazing speed, their faces still and solemn — 
then they let it cook for hours in a pit, buried under thick blankets. Plov tasted 
so good, it nearly made him... 

“Cry,” Dan said. 

“What?” Atticus replied, snapping out of his fantasy. 

“I think I’m going to cry if I don’t eat whatever that is,” Dan answered. 

Atticus nodded. “But it’s dangerous to split up.” 

“Dangerous,” Dan said dubiously. 

“Unless we...” Atticus said. 

Dan nodded. “Grab something quick.” 

Together they raced down the block. People were already leaving offices 
for lunchtime. The street was crowded with women in long, patterned dresses 
and bright-colored head kerchiefs. Many men wore small black-and-white- 
patterned skullcaps sewn with four seams at the side, so that the top formed a 
square. 


At the end of the block, a set of stone steps led to a small market area 
lined with shops. In a food stand, a burly, mustached man stood over two 
simmering pots. They were small versions of the cauldron Atticus had once 
seen. He knew the smell. His mouth was already watering. “Is that plov?” 
Atticus asked. 

The man nodded proudly. “Also nochas. Sweet yellow peas. Delicious.” 

“It’s like that song,” Dan murmured. “All you need is plov.. .” 

Atticus grinned. “Plov makes the world go around. . .” 

“T’m just a plov machine — ” 

“Also we have non bread,” the man went on. He gestured toward a deep 
oven, where puffy breads were plastered to the inner walls, as if they’d grown 
there. “And katyk to drink. Made with yogurt and watermelon. Very nice.” 

Dan was looking over his shoulder, across the plaza. “Order two of 
everything,” he said, shoving cash into Atticus’s hand. “Pl be right back. I 
need to get a souvenir.” 

“Souvenir?” Atticus said. “Wait. Shouldn’t we stay together? I mean, 
people are after both of us!” 

“No one knows who we are,” Dan said. “I’m just going, like, twenty yards 
away. For a second. We’ll be able to see each other. Don’t worry.” 

He scampered toward a fabric shop just across the plaza. Before ducking 
inside, he gave a reassuring wave. 

Atticus brought the food to a café table. He broke open some non bread, 
inhaling the yeasty warmth. He spooned some plov on top and folded it into a 
bite-sized hunk. As he raised it to his mouth, he spotted a figure sitting on a 
stool across the street. 

Where’d he come from? 

A moment ago, he hadn’t been there. He was enormous and sweaty, the 
buttons of his white shirt straining against his expansive belly. He held a 
guitar but he was not yet playing. When Atticus looked up, he quickly turned 
away. 

Atticus took a deep breath. It was easy to get paranoid. He needed to calm 
down. He took a bite and washed it down with katyk. 

When he put the drink down, the wide-girthed guitarist had slid his stool 
closer. 

Atticus’s gaze darted across to the fabric shop. Dan had disappeared 
inside. The crowd was thickening now, and Atticus could barely see the door. 
He took another few bites and then stood. 

As he moved across the plaza toward where Dan had gone, the man 
quickly got up. Placing his guitar on his stool, he headed for the shop. With a 
much smaller distance to cover. 


“Dan!” Atticus shouted. 

His voice was absorbed by the noisy throng. He pivoted, running back in 
the direction they’d come, weaving through the crowd, pushing people aside. 
A bearded old man shook his fist, yelling something in Uzbek. 

He took the stairs two at a time. There were fewer people at the top. It was 
a clear shot back to Estelle Urb. He leaped to the top and began to run. 

To his left, a man on a bike pedaled out of an alleyway. He skidded to a 
stop in front of Atticus. 

“Hey, watch it!” Atticus shouted, veering to the right. 

The guy swerved, matching his motion. 

Atticus stumbled, falling to one knee. He rose, panicked, glancing over his 
shoulder. 

A beefy arm clasped his shoulder and spun him around. Atticus was face- 
to-face with the guitarist. The man was breathing heavily, his face red with 
exertion. 

“Greetings, Atticus Rosenbloom,” he said with a thick Uzbek accent. 


CHAPTER 


“It is the dried pupa of moth,” said the old man behind the silk shop’s counter, 
holding out a plate of shining giant insect shells. “Delicious.” 

“Uh, thanks,” Dan said, holding back a wave of nausea, “but my true plov 
awaits outside.” 

“Eh?” the man replied. 

“Never mind. Bad joke. I was wondering about something. These moths 
— they make the silk you sell, right? Are they Bombyx mori moths?” 

The man looked impressed. “Ah, a serious young man! Yes, indeed, on 
both questions. We grow the Bombyx mori carefully. Use their cocoons for the 
silk. The shell for food. We are... how you say . . . a green business!” 

Dan could barely contain himself. The secretion of the Bombyx mori silk 
moth. Of all the thirty-nine Clues, this was the hardest one to find. 

What better place to find it than on the Silk Road? 

“I was wondering,” Dan said. “How much do you charge for the 
secretions?” 

The man looked confused. “Secretions? You mean, silk liquid — not silk 
itself? We can do this for you. Perhaps give it to you in a tube. But it must not 
be exposed to the air — ” 

Dan slapped a wad of cash on the counter. “I need what you’ve got, 
please.” 

The man’s confused expression suddenly cleared. “Right away.” 

Moments later, Dan was walking out the door with a small tube of thick, 
white fluid. And his sixteenth ingredient. “Hey, Att!” he cried out. “Did you 
save me any — ?” 

Dan stopped at the table, where three middle-aged men were working 
their BlackBerrys. His and Atticus’s meals were piled neatly on an empty 
seat. 

“Did you see the kid who was just here?” Dan asked. 

One man shrugged, one grunted, the other yelled at his screen. 


“Atticus!” Dan turned around, scanning the crowd. At the top of the 
stairs, where they’d just come from, he saw a commotion. A large body. 
Flying dreadlocks. 

He ran as hard as he could. Atticus was struggling with a guy on a bicycle 
and a human moose. 

Dan powered up the steps, aiming his shoulders for the big man’s knees. 
The guy teetered and dropped forward like a redwood. He grabbed on to 
Atticus. 

All three of them fell to the street. 

A small crowd had gathered around, staring in confusion. The large man 
sat up, placing one hand on Atticus’s shoulder and the other on Dan’s. “I did 
not know,” he said, “it would be this hard to deliver message from Mark 
Rosenbloom. Atticus, your father asked me to tell you. Go home. He is very 


angry.” 


The sound of footsteps worked its way into Nellie’s dream. 

In it, she had set out a lavish buffet in her fantasy restaurant, Gomeztibles. 
But now dirt-encrusted jackboots were squashing her puff pastry. They were 
kicking veal scaloppine onto the wall, squirting blood from the blood 
pudding.... 

“No!” she cried out. 

The loud rap from the outside made her scream. She awoke into the 
familiar fetid air of the prison. 

Curled against the wall, Natalie murmured in her sleep, “Kenilworth, will 
you be a dear and open the door?” 

“Nat? Guys?” Nellie said. “They’re here.” 

The entrance slid open. It hit the inner wall with a loud whack, raining 
dust onto the floor. 

Three men in white suits stepped in. Each was wearing a black mask and 
had a holstered gun. One of them threw a pile of clean uniforms on the floor. 
Another shoved a large sheet of cardboard at Alistair, along with a small 
handwritten note. The old man read it. He looked bewildered. “You want me 
to copy these words onto this sheet? Whatever for?” 

The man lifted his foot and drew it back to kick. Alistair flinched. 

“Leave him alone!” Nellie shouted. “Al, just do it. Everyone, change into 
the uniforms. No questions. Now.” 

When they were changed, the men gestured for them to line up by the 
wall. 


“Dear heavens,” Fiske murmured, “if they’re going to shoot us, what is 
the point of the clean clothing?” 

“Shows off the blood better,” Nellie drawled. 

“That is not funny!” Natalie said, shaking violently as she backed against 
the wall. 

Still doubled over from his injury, Phoenix led Ted to the wall. Ted put his 
arm around Natalie and stared defiantly ahead. Reagan stood next to him, 
arms folded. Nellie knelt in front, next to Alistair, who was still writing 
something on the cardboard. Fiske stood behind them, one comforting hand 
on each of their shoulders. 

Nellie spotted a lizard skittering in through the open door. It was heading 
along the wall, behind the group. She was hoping Natalie the Squeamish 
wouldn’t notice it. 

No such luck. 

“Eeeeee!” Natalie’s screech was earsplitting. “That thing touched me! I’m 
poisoned! Get me a specialist!” 

Nellie turned. The lizard was crouched by the wall, looking scared. It was 
beautiful, its complex black-and-white skin pattern like a mysterious, 
pixelated photograph. She reached over and picked it up. Its heart was beating 
a mile a minute. “You’re scaring it, Nat,” she remarked. “Whoa. Easy, boy. 
Girl. Whatever.” 

It seemed to calm down in her hand. Nellie smiled. If she was going to 
die, her last act would be to give comfort to another living thing. 

A metallic sound echoed sharply. Nellie set her jaw and looked up. 

One of the guards was holding up a cell phone camera. “Say cheese,” he 
said. 

“What the — ?” Reagan sputtered. 

“Is this some sort of joke?” Fiske demanded. 

“T don’t think so,” Alistair replied, lifting the cardboard sheet. 

Nellie’s pulse quickened. A digital photo. Which meant someone was 
going to see it. Which meant a possible connection to the outer world. 

Make it count. 

With a sudden, crazy idea, she raised the reptile toward the camera. 

And she smiled. 

“Cheese.” 


CHAPTER 20 


They looked terrible. 

Staring at the image of the hostages on her phone, Amy could barely hold 
back tears. Vesper One had sent it just as they’d walked back into their hotel 
room. 

On the laptop screen, Sinead and Evan huddled around the image, which 
Dan had patched through to Sinead’s phone. 

“Wow,” said Sinead on Dan’s laptop. “They sure look .. .” 

“Battered,” Jake said. 

“Desperate,” Atticus added. 

“Alive,” Dan interjected. 

All seven hostages were accounted for. That was the good part. The bad 
part was everything else. They stood against a flaking hole in the wall. 
Phoenix Wizard had a bloody gash on his forehead. Reagan Holt’s wrist was 
bandaged and Natalie looked shrunken. Nellie seemed half-crazed, thrusting 
forward a lizard as if it were a sword. 

But what had scared Amy the most was the sight of Uncle Alistair. He 
was glaring at the camera, defiant. He clutched a handmade sign: 





“That handwriting is familiar,” Amy said. 

On the screen, Evan nodded. “It’s Alistair’s. Vesper One made him draw 
his own sign. I’m figuring he didn’t want anyone in the Vesper organization to 
do it. That would give us a handwriting sample to analyze. Pretty shrewd.” 

“Pretty paranoid,” Dan said. 

“Props to Dan for his quick thinking,” Sinead said. “He forced Vesper 
One to take the photo. It may not look it, but the tide is turning, guys. 
Hostages alive, Atticus outwitting the Wyomings in Göreme — and we just 
heard from Jonah and Hamilton. They’ve arrived in Pompeii. Any progress on 
the stale orb?” 

“Tt’s not Estelle Urb,” Jake said bitterly, touching a bandaged arm. “That 
was a wild-goose chase — just like I predicted.” 

“What happened to your arm?” Sinead asked. “It looks all scratched up.” 

“The old lady told us ‘Do not wake Ruhan,’” Jake replied, “but who knew 
Ruhan was a chimpanzee? Apparently I said something that sounded like ‘I 
ate your bananas’ in Estonian. Then I was rewarded for my pains by learning 
that Atticus had gone rogue.” 

“In actuality, Dan and I were just getting some plov,” Atticus said, “but 
Dad had been trying to track us by calling cab companies. It must have been 
the call our driver took — and the guy ratted us out. So Dad contacted an old 
student who’d moved here to get a PhD. He was also making some money as 
a musician — and he found me. Oh, by the way, Jake, Dad wants us home.” 


“Pll talk to him,” Jake said. 

Amy was zoning out of the conversation. She stared at the image of the 
hostages. A pair of eyes seemed to be reaching out at her. 

Nellie’s. 

The au pair seemed manic. Borderline deranged. 

I know that expression. 

It was exactly the way Nellie looked when she would thrust out her iPod. 
Amy, you just HAVE to listen to this! 

“What’s with the lizard?” Atticus asked, looking over her shoulder. “That 
girl looks possessed.” 

“Maybe she was bitten,” Jake chimed in. “Reptile venom can cause 
hallucinations. Which you would know if you had watched the recent 
National Geographic special on South Africa.” 

Amy’s breath caught. 

She’s not asking us to listen. She’s asking us to see. 

“Do you know that the lizard is South African, Jake?” Amy asked. 

“T was being illustrative,” Jake said. “I don’t really know where it comes 
from.” 

Amy grinned. 

Nellie’s not crazy. She’s the only one in this photo who’s still thinking. 

“Jake, thank you!” she exclaimed, grabbing him by the shoulders and 
planting a kiss on his cheek. 

Jake’s eyes widened. He touched the side of his face. “Wore yelcome. I 
mean —” 

On the screen, Evan’s jaw hung open in shock. “Amy?” 

“Evan, Sinead — look at Nellie in that photo!” Amy said. “She’s trying to 
tell us something. What do we know about that lizard? The size, the pattern of 
its skin — they’ll indicate what part of the world it’s from. We’ll know where 
the hostages are being held!” 

“Sister, you are the best!” Sinead exclaimed. “We’ll get to work on it, 
stat.” 

Amy smiled. Sister. She liked the sound of that. Sinead’s expression 
warmed her. It was the only glimmer of happiness she’d had all day. 

“Um, Ames?” Evan said, his voice a little unsteady. “That was brilliant. 
Really. I, uh, I just wanted to weigh in on how . . . brilliant you are. ’Cause, 
yeah. I’ve been thinking about that. And, um, you.” 

“Thanks, Evan,” Amy said. “And Sinead. Oh, and thank Ian, too!” 

Sinead and Evan shot each other a glance. Their smiles vanished. 

“Um, that was the other thing we need to tell you,” Sinead said softly. 
“Tan is gone. He left a note saying he was going to New York. He didn’t say 


why, but we know Isabel is there.” 

“Isabel?” The name was like a sharp slap. Amy’s exhilaration drained 
instantly. “But why?” 

“We don’t know, and his phone is not working,” Sinead said. “I’d like to 
say he misses his mom. But I don’t think Isabel is missable.” 

“He should have contacted us by now,” Evan said. 

“Do you think he’s been kidnapped?” 

“Don’t know.” Sinead shrugged sadly. “We’ll find out.” 

Amy exhaled hard. 

Don t think about Ian. 

There had to be an explanation for his absence. Ian had changed. He’d 
proven that. Attleboro would take care of this misunderstanding. Right now 
there were way more important things on hand. 

Uncle Alistair’s words seemed to jump out of the image — One and a 
half days left. It wasn’t much time to solve a mystery locked up for six 
hundred years. And she had only a thin pile of papers from an egghead 
museum guide to unlock it. 

Or they would all have blood on their hands. 


“Gooooood afternoon, this is meteorologist Sandy ‘the Breeze’ Bancroft, with 
Disaster Watch! We’re reporting live from the ultimate death-doom-and- 
destruction destination — that’s right . .. Pompeii!” 

With a frown of deep concern, a bronze-faced weather forecaster gestured 
to Mount Vesuvius behind him. His hair flew straight backward, courtesy of a 
gigantic offscreen fan. 

Hamilton Holt stopped and turned to look, stepping on Jonah Wizard’s 
shoes. “Whoa — it’s the Breeze! The Disaster Forecaster, the Sultan of 
Storms! I can’t believe this!” 

“I can’t believe you just scuffed my custom four-hundred-fifty-dollar 
Nikes,” Jonah said. But already Hamilton was charging the set, like a running 
back on fourth and goal. 

Erasmus checked his watch. “The museum will close soon. We’ll be late.” 

“We gotta extract Ham from Mr. Tan-from-a-Can.” Jonah pulled his hood 
tight to obscure the Face That Launched a Million Downloads. “Keep with 
me, be cool, go with the flow. Anyone asks, my name is Clarence, yo. I just 
happen to resemble the international artist Jonah Wizard. Got that?” 

Erasmus nodded. “Clarence Yo.” 


“What kind of crew are you guys?” Jonah muttered, heading into the 
crowd. 

Bancroft dropped his head portentously at the camera. “We’ll be back 
after a commercial break, with more —” 

“Daily doom in your living room!” Hamilton recited aloud. 

The camera light went out, and Bancroft narrowed his eyes at Hamilton. 
“An American fan. Sweet! Hey, fella, how’d you like a coupon for one dollar 
off a box of Sandy’s Volcano-Hot Bancroft Breezcuits?” 

As Jonah pushed through the crowd, he felt the love all around. Crowds 
were like oxygen to him. Only a thin piece of fabric separated his peeps from 
the gangsta di tutti gangstas. He could remove the hood and give them what 
they hungered for. The face. 

But he wasn’t going to do that. He was all about the plan. And the plan 
was Pompeii. Getting the 411 on Astrid Rosenbloom’s list. Rescuing Phoenix. 

But first, the extraction of Hamilton. 

The Breeze was signing Ham’s coupon. “Write ‘To my biggest — and I 
mean biggest — fan,’” Hamilton said. 

Jonah pulled on his arm. “Yo, Human Action Figure. We gotta keep the 
focus.” 

Sandy Bancroft looked up. “Why does that sound familiar?” 

I gotta stop dropping lyrics from real songs! Jonah scolded himself. “Uh, 
just sayin’.” 

Bancroft cocked his head. “‘Just Sayin’ — my kids love that song!” 

Jonah cringed at his own carelessness. “Yo, you talk to him, Erasmus,” he 
whispered over his shoulder. 

Erasmus yanked Hamilton by the arm. “Got to run. Thanks, Mr. Breeze.” 

As they turned to go, Jonah nearly rammed into a girl wearing an I WENT 
TO POMPEII AND MET THE LAVA MY LIFE T-shirt. “Yo, don’t touch the merch,” he 
said. 

The girl’s jaw dropped open. 

Oops. 

“Let’s roll!” Jonah shouted, breaking into a sprint. “We got about three 
seconds! Where to?” 

“The Antiquarium!” Erasmus said, struggling to keep pace. “Pompeii’s 
museum. The biggest resource about the explosion. Why are we running?” 

“Just do it!” Jonah said. 

Clutching his coupon, Hamilton grinned. “You have no idea how much 
this means to me.” 

“Tt’s about to mean a whole lot more!” said Jonah, as a gust of wind blew 
the hood off his face. 


A bloodcurdling shriek rang out behind him. “JO-O-O-O-NAH!” 
Jonah could feel the pavement shaking under his feet. 
He wasn’t sure if it was the mob or the volcano. 


CHAPTER 21 


Sometimes, Ian Kabra thought, it paid to be devastatingly handsome. 

With a big smile, he strode up to the United Nations security guard. She 
looked exactly like her photo in the Cahill database. 

Reina Mendez. Age 37. 144-36 Steinway Place, Astoria. Daughter, Pilar. 
Fifth grade, PS 151Q, gifted in math and chemistry, scheduled for accelerated 
math on New York State standardized test. 

“Good morning, Reina,” he said, holding out his fake ID to the guard. He 
had created it in a hurry and the resolution was off. “How did your daughter’s 
math exam go?” 

The guard looked momentarily bewildered. 

Ian boosted his smile to level five: irresistible. Reina glanced briefly at the 
faked ID card. “Ninety-seven out of a hundred,” she said with pride. “Thank 
you for asking, Mr... . um, Kabra.” 

“Bravo, a budding genius,” Ian said. “Education begins in the home, I 
always say. As does personal attractiveness.” 

“You should know, sir,” the guard replied. 

I know more than you imagine, Ian thought as he breezed into the main 
lobby. Access to the Cahill database had its advantages. Like private 
surveillance records of every UN employee. Ian could have told Reina the 
date of her appendix operation, every item in her last grocery purchase, and 
the fact that she had a medical history of intense foot odor. 

But achieving entry into the building was enough. 

He rode to the second floor. From there, the crowd noise guided him. It 
was an unmistakable din of excitement, an electricity he could feel even 
before leaving the elevator. To his right, a throng spilled out the door of a vast 
auditorium. People of all ages and nationalities jockeyed for position, 
straining to see the lecture inside. 

“Pardon me... clear, please. . . .” Ian said, sliding through the crowd. 


Although her face loomed overhead on two enormous screens, Ian almost 
didn’t recognize his own mother. 

It was the smile. 

It dazzled. It beamed. It bathed the room in warmth. And it shocked Ian to 
the core. She had only rarely displayed that much brightness to her children. 
Usually after a successful poisoning or international art theft. 

She was standing behind a lectern, center stage, before a bank of press 
microphones. Behind her, an image flashed onto another screen, drawing 
gasps and applause. Ian recognized it from the home page of the website of 
Mother’s organization. The lush South American jungle outpost. A happy, 
banana-eating child surrounded by young workers of many ethnicities. 

“Meet dear, precious Carlos,” Isabel said, her voice sweet and melodious. 
“He weighed a mere thirty pounds when he came to our station in Sierra de 
Cordoba, Argentina. Dressed in rags, mewling softly. He appeared more 
animal than human. But look at him now! In a few short months, a thriving 
young man. A boy who can read Dr. Seuss in two languages and navigate the 
web. Whose final words before going to sleep at night are...” 

Her voice faded away, and a video faded in — there was Carlos in 
pajamas, with a gap-toothed smile, holding Isabel’s hand. “. .. THANK YOU, 
AY DOUBLE-U DOUBLE-U!” he shouted. 

A woman sitting next to Ian burst into tears. The audience rose to its feet, 
exploding with applause. Someone began shouting “Ka-BRA. .. Ka-BRA!” 
and soon the entire audience had joined him. 

“Please . . . please, no, the credit does not belong to me. . . .” Isabel shook 
her head modestly, as if embarrassed beyond her wildest dreams. “It is the 
work, not I. It is the mission of a hundred souls. . . to help a million!” 

The few remaining sitters stood, pounding their palms together. If the UN 
could adopt a resolution of sainthood, Isabel Kabra would be top of the list. 

Ian jammed his hands in his pockets. He bit his tongue to keep from 
screaming. 

As the presentation wound down, people lined the aisle to see Isabel. 
Several mothers had brought children. Almost everyone was carrying a copy 
of her recent book, Listening to the Banana Leaf: Saving the World, One Soul 
at a Time. 

Ian took a place in line. He waited for what seemed like hours, and then 
there they were. Eye to eye for the first time since the gauntlet. 

“Tan, darling,” she said, “I was expecting you.” 

Ian sputtered. In his head, anger and shock and longing all collided, 
canceling one another out and leaving him nearly speechless. “Expecting 
me?” 


“Tt was only a matter of time before you left those . . . people,” Isabel said, 
avoiding the word Cahills as if pronouncing it would be like sipping a beaker 
of smallpox. “So, Ian, do you have a question? Or are you here to volunteer 
and do something useful with your life for a change?” 

“T want to chat, Mother,” Ian said with forced cheer. “About your vacation 
plans. Just an FYI, in case you were considering another jaunt to that 
delightful little backwater in upstate New York. You won’t be able to tour the 
DeOssie factory anymore. Although the crater that remains is bound to attract 
a lively crowd.” 

“Tan, dear, you speak in riddles,” Isabel replied. 

“Riddle me this, Mother,” Ian said. “What does Aid Works Wonders have 
to do with the Vespers?” 

Ian watched her carefully. Mother was the master of the impassive 
expression. She often bragged that she had total control over each of her 
facial muscles. But he knew better than that. Even after not seeing her for two 
years, he could detect a tiny tightening of the left side of her lip. 

Ian reached out and brushed his finger against his mother’s forehead. 
“Odd — you’re sweating, Mother. Yet the room is awfully well air- 
conditioned. Oh, by the way, your daughter is still alive for now, thanks for 
asking. Although she appears to be starving. Since you care so much about 
little Carlos, surely you want to know about your own blood —” 

“Carlos is my blood,” Isabel snapped, lowering her voice to a focused 
whisper. “When my children left me, my world ended. I was thrown in prison, 
no different from your sister. I learned there. I discovered the meaning of 
compassion for others. Giving of oneself. Loyalty.” 

“Loyalty to what, Mother?” Ian asked. “What do you believe in?” 

Isabel cupped Ian’s face gently in her hand. “Ask yourself that question, 
my handsome son. Why are you here? Why did you leave your new family?” 

“T didn’t leave them!” Ian retorted. 

“Do they see that? Face it, Ian, they tolerate you, that’s all. In their minds, 
you’ll always be an outsider. And now you’re gone. Snap — there goes that 
fragile bond. Do you believe they’ ll let you back?” Isabel threw her head back 
in mocking laughter. “People trust me, Ian. Who trusts you?” 

“I — I —” Ian stammered. 

“Next, please?” Isabel was already gesturing to the person behind him. 

Tan turned. He elbowed his way through the adoring mass. No one seemed 
to pay him the slightest attention. 

Outside the auditorium, a table with Aid Works Wonders merchandise was 
six deep. People were buying buttons and bumper stickers for fifteen dollars. 
“Each purchase will feed an entire family for a month!” a worker chirped 


loudly, displaying a sticker that said: MAKE A FAMILY HAPPY — CHANGE THE 
WORLD! 

An entire family. 

The notion was staggering. Fifteen dollars was the dry-cleaning bill for 
Ian’s hand-painted Italian silk tie. Since his fall from Kabra wealth, he knew 
the prices of things. For that to be the price of a family’s happiness? 
Unimaginable. In fact, he couldn’t imagine a happy family at all. 

Waiting for the elevator, Ian gazed out the window. He watched an airliner 
swoop low overhead on its way to LaGuardia Airport. From here, the airport 
was a short cab ride away. 

He contemplated texting Attleboro with an update. But he changed his 
mind. 

You’ll always be an outsider... . 

Some things just had to be done solo. 

Flipping open his phone, he navigated to his browser window, which 
showed a confirmation of his flight to Boston. 


In the upper right comer, he clicked on a link: CHANGE FLIGHT 
DESTINATION. 


“Maybe stale orb means something in Persian,” Dan said as he brushed his 
teeth. “Some special saying from Ulugh Beg’s time. Like that Greek dude 
shouting ‘Eureka’ when he invented souvlaki or whatever. You know, like. . . 
‘Look, Abdul. Star number one thousand! Woo-hoo! Stale orb!’” 

“Tt was Archimedes,” Amy replied, looking up from her pile of papers. 
“And he discovered the principle of buoyancy. Oh, and, Dan? Ulugh Beg 
influenced generations, right up to Tycho Brahe. He estimated the length of a 
year and the angle of the earth’s tilt to unbelievable accuracy. But he didn’t 
say ‘Woo-hoo! Stale orb!’” 

“Okay, okay, just trying to think outside the planetarium,” Dan said, 
spitting in the sink. “You know, chop open the mystery with my mental parall 
... ax? Get it?” 

“If I read one more word about parallaxes, celestial declinations, 
astrolabes, sextants, quadrants, and gnomons,” Amy said, rubbing her eyes, 
“PII scream.” It was nearly two-thirty A.M. and she had pored over every word 
of Umarov’s material at least twice. There was no doubt about Ulugh Beg’s 
awesomeness. But awesomeness had its limits. For one thing, it wasn’t going 
to save Uncle Alistair. 

“Wait,” Dan said. “Did you say parallaxes? Is that the plural? I thought it 
was, you know, one parallack, two parallacks.” 


“There’s no such thing as a parallack, Dan!” Amy replied. “Now either 
come out and help or go to sleep.” 

“Hey, sorry.” Suddenly, Amy heard Dan’s toothbrush clatter into the sink. 
“Hold on. You nailed it, big sister!” 

“Nailed what?” Amy said. 

“The word a,” Dan said. “Vespy is not asking us to find stale orb — he’s 
asking us to find a stale orb. What if the a is supposed to be in there? A, S, T, 
A, L, E, O, R, B.” 

“So?” Amy asked. 

“Remember when I said this thing was an anagram?” Dan asked. “Maybe 
I wasn’t wrong after all! Let’s try it with the a added in.” 

Amy looked over Dan’s shoulder as he began writing: 


ROTE BALSA 
A SLOB TEAR 
SLATE BOAR 
ARAB STOLE 


Dan nearly leaped out of his chair. “That’s it! Arab stole! It was 
something stolen by a famous Arab. You know the history. Was anyone 
jealous of Ulugh Beg? Would some other astronomer want to take something 
of his?” 

“People were mad at him,” Amy said. “His own son beheaded him. But 
that’s because Ulugh Beg became cruel as he got older. He sometimes 
murdered his own subjects.” 

“Why?” Dan said. “Did any of them steal something important? 
Something that might still be hidden?” 

But Dan’s words were fading as she rearranged the letters of ARAB 
STOLE in her mind. “Hold it, Sherlock,” she said, grabbing her pen back. 

Carefully she wrote out one word: 


ASTROLABE 





CHAPTER 


** ALERT ** 


Kabra, I. Canceled flight. 


Sinead stared slack-jawed at the text message on her screen. So he’d gone 
to New York. And now he wasn’t coming back. 

This was the wrong time for a crisis. 

She sent a quick message to Ian — 


Where r u? 


A moment later she received her answer, the same as last time: 


Out of Network 


With a deep sigh, she lowered her head into her hands. 

I should have expected this. 

She’d worked with Ian. Tolerated him. Given him the benefit of the doubt. 
She always knew he had a lot of hidden qualities. The problem was, they 
were all bad ones. 

“Mrrp?” said Saladin, who was sitting on the desk with an I-told-you-so 
look. 

“There must be an explanation,” Sinead said. 

“Braachh!” Saladin coughed up a hair ball and slunk away, nose in the 
air. 

It was twenty minutes to seven. Evan would be arriving any minute. 
Sinead couldn’t afford to be sidetracked. By now she’d hoped to nail the 
problem at hand. 

The identification of Nellie’s lizard. 


The photo had been blurry and pixelated. But Attleboro’s state-of-the-art 
image-enhancing software could sharpen the blurriest blob into an accurate 
high-res depiction. Sinead had worked hard on the parameters so it would 
predict the type of lizard by comparing length, coloration, proportion, 
anatomy. 

First, she needed to prep the image. On a magnification of eight hundred, 
she shifted a pixel here, a pixel there. To help things along. Then she pressed 
ENTER. 

RENDERING... 

Within a microsecond, the software produced three possibilities: lizards 
from New Zealand, North Africa, and Argentina. 

She stared at them all carefully. Which one? 

But before she could get to work, another message popped up. It was from 
an Ekaterina operative in the Cambridge University zoology department. 


Thanks for the jpg . . . Working on it now — Agent BullCommando2 


Sinead’s fingers paused in midair. I never sent any inquiries. . . . 
No one was supposed to know about this. Nellie’s lizard was classified. 
Instantly another message appeared. An Ekat in Kentucky. 


Reached out to SwampHamster1 at the Cincinnati zoo for reptile 
verification. — SneakyRed1. 


And another: 


Was there a sound file with that, ClueCommander1? 


The door flew open and Evan rushed in. “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “My 
mom grilled me because the faculty adviser for speech club told her I wasn’t 
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“ClueCommander1 — that’s your code name, isn’t it?” Sinead asked, 
pointing to the message on the screen. “You sent out the lizard image to the 
Cahill Command Message Board!” 

“Yup, from my cell phone,” Evan explained. “Don’t worry. It’s encrypted 
to two thousand forty-eight bits. Even the CIA doesn’t use that level.” 

Sinead couldn’t believe her ears. This was what you got when you trusted 
an outsider. “Evan, you never got clearance to do that!” 

“But it’s just you and me here,” Evan said. “I thought —” 


“And Dan and Amy don’t count — or Jonah, Erasmus, and Hamilton?” 
With a sigh, Sinead flopped back in her chair. “The Cahill Command Message 
Board has thousands of people, Evan. We can encrypt all we want, but we 
don’t know some of them very well. What if some renegade Tomas goes after 
the hostages alone, trying to be a hero? What if a dozen different Cahills 
come up with a dozen different lizard identifications? What if there’s a mole 
— a Vesper who reports this whole search back to the top? You’re supposed to 
clear message board use!” 

“Ouch.” Evan sank into a chair. “Okay, so, um, wait .. . Pl send another 
message, taking it all back?” 

Sinead shook her head wearily. “Too late, Evan.” 

Time for some serious changes. 

Attleboro security was supposed to be state of the art, but in minutes, it 
had become a joke. This was not acceptable. She opened a file cabinet drawer 
and took out a small ankle bracelet. “Look, just for a week or so, I would like 
you to wear this under your socks.” 

“A GPS tracker?” Evan looked at her in disbelief. “You’re kidding, right? 
You’re treating me like a spy?” 

“T plan to give one of these to Erasmus and Jonah and Hamilton when 
they get back,” Sinead said. 

“But not Ian?” Evan asked. 

“Tan is gone,” Sinead shot back. “He went to New York on a moment’s 
notice, then canceled his flight back.” 

“But his mom is there!” Evan said. “Maybe it’s her birthday and he wants 
to surprise her.” 

“And maybe it’s snowing purple gumdrops,” Sinead said. “His mom is 
Isabel Kabra, Evan! The woman who killed Amy and Dan’s parents, who shot 
her own daughter! From now on, I need records of all of our movements. Not 
only for security, but for your own protection.” 

Evan stood abruptly, his face growing red. “I designed that bracelet, for 
use with enemies. I set up over two hundred safeguards for us. For weeks, I 
have been lying to my friends and family in order to come here. I spend every 
minute of every day thinking of ways to rescue the hostages and get Amy and 
Dan back home safe. I may not be a Cahill, but I’m the only one who knows 
how to do anything here.” 

“Evan, please,” Sinead said. 

“And I am not wearing a tracker bracelet,” Evan said as he stormed out 
the door. 


Vesper Four loathed privacy. It was for weak-minded saps. People with shaky 
self-esteem. 

But when you were a Vesper, you did what you had to do. 

The room was dark and quiet. Soon it would be necessary to return to the 
hubbub and excitement. To the world that suspected nothing. 

What a dark week. The Turkish stronghold had blown up, Vesper Six had 
failed, phone security had been breached, Interpol was still on the case, the 
hostages tried to escape, and the boy got his photograph. 

Vesper One would be angry. Heads would roll. 

But what a stroke of luck today had brought! The big man was going to 
love the news. 

Vesper Four smiled. The sounds were growing louder outside the door. In 
a moment, people would be knocking. This wouldn’t take long. 


V-1: Lucky break. Contact established with the Cahills. Exactly 
where you’d expect. Will track. Can kill. Awaiting instructions. 


— V4 


CHAPTER 23 


Evan Tolliver hunched over his phone. The duck pond in back of the school 
was deserted but the air was freezing. He had only a moment between the end 
of school and the beginning of Robotics Club. 

“Evan?” came Amy’s voice. 

She sounded so close. He could barely speak for the grin on his face. And 
the cold. “Hey, Ames! Just checking in. How’s it going?” 

“Tt’s late here,” Amy said. 

“I know. Sorry,” Evan replied. “I just — wanted to hear your voice. You 
sound great.” 

“Yeah,” Amy said. “Same here.” 

Evan frowned. He thought he could hear someone else in the room. “Is 
someone there?” 

“Dan,” Amy quickly replied. “It’s our hotel room. And .. . the 
Rosenblooms.” 

“Oh,” Evan said. “Um, well... Sinead and me...I mean, Sinead and I.. 
. we had kind of a fight. She wants me to wear a tracking device.” 

He could hear Amy sigh. “Oh, Evan. Look, just do what she says, okay? 
Ian’s not around, and she needs you there more than ever. We need you.” 

We need you. Evan loved the sound of that. “Okay, Pll do it,” he said 
softly. “I promise. Good luck with tomorrow, Ames. I know you’ll find what 
you need. But stay safe. Because I need you.” 

“T will,” Amy said. “Bye, Evan.” 

“Bye.” 

He hung up and sat still for a long while, trying to feel positive. Trying 
not to obsess over the fact that he hadn’t heard what he’d been hoping to hear: 

I need you, too. 


Jake tapped Amy’s wrist gently. “Hey, your eyes are closing.” 

“No, they’re not,” Amy replied, shaking the sleepiness out of her brain. In 
the wee hours of the morning, only she and Jake were still up. Atticus had 
fallen asleep on the sofa. Dan had disappeared into the bathroom a half hour 
ago and most likely dozed off in there. 

“They were,” Jake said. “I was watching them.” 

Amy cocked her head. “You were watching my eyes?” 

“Well, not watching,” Jake said. “Checking. Just to make sure we were 
staying on track. That’s all.” 

She wasn’t totally sure, but she thought she could see his face turning red. 

It made her feel a slight tickle inside, like the flutter of moth wings. Stop 
that! Why was she even wasting a nanosecond teasing this guy? He was 
exactly the kind of guy she didn’t like, a hottie who knew he was a hottie. 
Thereby canceling the hotness completely. 

Well, not completely. 

She took a deep breath. She needed to stay on track. 

Astrolabe. They had the word. But they didn’t know what to do with it. 
She tried to focus on Umarov’s poem. 
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“Bet you can say it by heart,” Jake asked. “Any progress on what it 
means?” 

Amy turned the paper so he could see. “Well, we know ‘Gurkhani Zij’ is 
the observatory. And “Taragai’ is Ulugh Beg’s real name.” 

Jake looked carefully. “So deep within the observatory lies his ‘unfinished 
prize, / The unperfected instrument . . . vast in power. . . small in size.’ I’m 
guessing that’s the astrolabe?” 

“Most likely,” Amy replied. “It’s a small instrument. But it’s not very 
powerful.” 

“What if Ulugh Beg was trying to perfect some kind of supercharged 
astrolabe?” Jake said. “A portable, totally accurate instrument, six hundred 
years earlier than the ones we have today?” 

Amy nodded. It made sense. “So, by studying the Fakhri sextant in its full 
size, he could learn how to miniaturize it. Right, Jake. A discovery like that 
would have been huge in the fourteen hundreds.” 


“The question is, why would Vesper One want it?” Jake asked. “It’s just 
an astronomical thingie.” 

“Let’s find the thingie first. After ten-fifty P.M. tomorrow, when Uncle 
Alistair is safe, we can ask why.” Amy rubbed her eyes and pored over the 
poem again. “Okay, the ‘Fakhri apex’ is the top of the Fakhri sextant. Looks 
like we start there.” 

Jake leaned in to look. “‘His catalog, though vast in scope’. . . What’s his 
catalog?” 

“The count he made of all the stars,” Amy said. “One thousand eighteen 
of them.” 

“Of divisions had but three’ — so let’s divide the number of stars into 
three parts,” Jake suggested. 

Amy turned a sheet of mathematical scribbles she’d made. “I tried that. 
But the number doesn’t have three factors. Only two.” 


1,018 = 2 X 509 


“Yo, Att, wake up, we need all hands on deck,” Jake called out to his 
brother. 

Atticus sprang up from the couch and stumbled over. He glanced at the 
notes and recoiled. “Math. Very dangerous. Let Dan go first.” 

“Dan?” Amy called out to the bathroom door. 

A barely audible grunt responded. 

“Should I break in and get him?” Atticus asked. 

“No,” Amy said. “He’s been working hard today. Let him rest. And if he 
falls asleep and has a sore butt in the morning, at least he won’t be trying to 
slide down the Fakhri sextant.” 


Inside the bathroom, Dan was wide awake. The butt in question was 
cushioned by a fluffy hotel towel, folded and placed on the closed toilet lid. 

His eyes were glued to a message that had appeared on his phone screen 
ten minutes earlier: 


Okay, I know I need to be patient. But it’s been a while, Dan. 
I’m thinking maybe you’re angry? Or confused? Oh, well. I’ve 
been patient and hopeful for a long time. I can hold out a few 
more hours or days. 


Please understand that the endgame is coming closer. What you 
see isn’t what it seems. What appears to be cruelty is kindness. 
What seems needless pain is mercy. Maybe none of this makes 
sense now, but it will very soon. 


One last thing. You have to trust me if you value the future of 
the world. And the love between father and son. 


AJT 


A droplet of sweat fell from Dan’s brow. It splatted on the screen, mottling 
the words. 

My father’s words. 

Dan wiped off the moisture and looked at the message again. No mystery, 
no vague hints. AJT had said the things he’d only hinted at before. 

Father and son. There it was, in black and white. 

Since the fire, Dan had lived with a disease. It wasn’t anything visible, but 
he felt something had burrowed into his soul. He had learned to live with loss. 
He had protected himself. All his life, he’d turned away from the sight of 
boys playing catch with their dads, holding hands to cross the street. He 
fought against the envy, told himself that some things were simply 
impossible. 

Now, with three words, the impossible was a click away. An opportunity 
to climb a bridge into the past. Or into utter darkness. 

Or more likely, both. 

What’s happening to me? 

He had vowed to turn his back on the darkness. To set the bridge aflame. 
But now he sat there, thumbs frozen over the keypad. Again. 

He had composed a response but deleted it, three times. It felt like writing 
to a ghost. What happened when the dead became alive again? What 
happened to feelings that had been beaten down over nine years? 

How wide did a river have to be until it was too wide to cross? 

Who was Arthur J. Trent, anyhow? 

Cruelty is kindness ... pain is mercy... . 

A Vesper, no doubt. That question had been settled in Dan’s mind now. 
Answering the message meant betraying the Cahills. Throwing aside the 
gauntlet and everything he believed in. Making a pact with the murderer of 
William McIntyre. 

A sudden pounding on the bathroom door made him jump to his feet. 

“Yo, what happened? Did you fall in?” came Jake’s voice. 

The door flew open, and Dan snapped the phone shut. 


CHAPTER 





Ian Kabra could not understand why people liked driving for themselves. It 
was needlessly complicated. It involved skill and attention. It made you sweat 
and caused your leg to cramp. It was an action best left to hired professionals. 
He was simply not cut out for maneuvering a rented Jeep in a godforsaken 
South American jungle that made upstate New York look like the Riviera. 

But necessity, Ian had decided, was the mother of combustion. 

“Turn right,” chirped the voice on his GPS device. “Now.” 

“Now?” Ian barked back. “All I see is a bloody narrow gap between 
trees!” 

“Recalculating,” the voice replied. 

Now Ian was detecting an attitude. Are we due for an eye exam, or did we 
fall asleep at that turn? I do have better things to do than recalculate every 
few seconds for the rest of my life. 

“Blast it,” Ian murmured, stepping on the brake. A buzz like a chain saw 
sounded in his ear, and he slapped a mosquito the size of a small nesting bird. 
At the airport, they had warned him to slather bug repellent above the neck. 
But he’d ignored them, and now his face felt like a Janus dartboard in a 
Lucian recreation room. 

Ian yanked the steering wheel and skidded into a U-turn, then backtracked 
to the turnoff. This time, he forced his way down the impossibly thin path. “I 
hope you’re happy now,” he muttered to the machine. 

“Destination reached,” the voice said. 

Ian slammed on the brake again. “Destination? Here?” 

He wanted to hurl the device clear to Venezuela. This couldn’t possibly be 
the South American headquarters of Aid Works Wonders. He was at the edge 
of a clearing in the forest — desolate, empty, neglected. 

Ian stepped out of the car, grabbing a camera off the seat — along with a 
photo printout from the Aid Works Wonders website. The remains of a fire 
smoldered in the center of the clearing. Stacked around the edge were several 


piles of wood and papers. A gray fox, warming itself by the fire, gave Ian a 
wary look and then loped away. 

As he stepped farther in, Ian could see the tottering frame of a hut, oddly 
lopsided. A broken sign dangled from the top of a door frame. Half of it was 
on the ground, the remaining part hand-painted with the words AID wor. 

He held up the photo. It was the same building — the one with all the 
workers posed in front. But in the image, it looked strong and substantial, not 
slanted like this. 

Walking around the side, Ian saw why. It was only the frame of a building 
— a wall, a door. The rest had been propped up with rebar. 

The other huts in the clearing had long since fallen down, swept into the 
piles along the edge. Ian edged close to one of the piles. It contained a stack 
of papers, including the corner of a glossy photo. He slid it out carefully. 

The image of a young face smiled up at him — gap-toothed and 
impossibly cute. Two lines of text were stamped at the bottom: ROBERT J. 
RODRIGUEZ / REPRESENTED BY FILMKIDS TALENT AGENCY. But Ian knew the boy 
as someone else. 

“Carlos,” he murmured. 

A gunshot rang out behind him. Ian screamed, falling to the ground. 

“¿Quién es?” a voice bellowed. Three men came into the clearing. They 
were middle-aged and pot- bellied, wearing old shirts and straw hats. The 
man in the middle carried a pistol. Seeing Ian’s face, he smiled. 
“Americano?” 

Ian scrambled to his feet. “No, British! Look what you did to my trousers. 
These were custom tailored at Harrods. My tailor, Cedric —” 

He let the sentence go. In truth, he hadn’t seen Cedric in months. 

“If you prefer,” said the man in the middle, pointing his gun at Ian’s leg, 
“T can make the other side match.” 

“No!” Ian shrieked. “I didn’t realize you spoke a form of English. I am 
Tan Kabra. Ka... bra! Does that name ring a bell?” 

A flash of recognition passed across the leader’s face. He muttered 
something in Spanish to one of the other men, then lowered his gun. “I am 
Marcos. The woman... Kabra... she is your mother?” 

“Si. Oui. However you say it. Yes.” Ian nodded, holding out the photo. “I 
came looking for this compound.” 

The three men gazed at it briefly and broke into laughter. “Look, there I 
am,” Marcos said, pointing to a face in the image. “Also Miguel. And José. 
And all of our families.” 

Ian gazed closely at the picture. All three men were in the crowd, dressed 
in AWW uniforms. “You don’t work for the organization?” he asked. 


Marcos scowled. “Your mother did not let us keep the clothing. She told 
us we were going to be in movies. But she left and we did not hear from her 
again.” 

Ian took a deep breath. “My mother,” he said as he took the photo back, 
“lies.” 


CHAPT 





Amy hit the ground hard, just inside the observatory wall. The pain shot up 
her leg but she shook it off. In the darkness, she could hear Jake, Atticus, and 
Dan drop on either side of her. 

She listened for the shriek of a security system. Nothing. “Good job, 
Dan,” she said. 

“Thank my security guru, Lightfinger Larry,” Dan said. 

Her watch now read 9:47. The hike through the cemetery that bordered 
the observatory seemed to have taken hours, but Amy had decided going by 
foot was the only way to avoid detection. “We have exactly one hour and 
three minutes,” she whispered. 

She darted up the hill, hopping over the observatory plinth. The door to 
the Fakhri sextant loomed overhead, silhouetted by a thick canopy of stars. 

“Do you think Ulugh Beg will forgive us for breaking in?” Atticus asked. 

“We’ll make him an honorary Cahill,” Amy said. 

“Stand back, guys.” Jake spun sharply, lashing his leg out in a powerful 
kick. He connected with the door, just above the latch. 

It cracked open. 

“Where’d you learn to do that?” Dan asked. 

“Thank my martial-arts guru, Heavyfoot Harry,” Jake replied. 

“Come on.” Amy pushed the door open and stepped inside. Jake shone a 
flashlight around the tunnel, focusing down the long slope of the sextant. 

The air was frigid and penetrating. Amy shivered. It felt as if ghosts were 
flying up her nostrils. She pulled a copy of the poem from her back pocket 
and held it near the light. “‘Deep within Gurkhani Zij / Lies Taragai’s 
unfinished prize: / The unperfected instrument, / Though vast in power, small 
in size’ — that’s our first hint. The astrolabe is a small instrument. Jake and I 
are thinking it’s hidden here somewhere.” 

Her voice echoed eerily. She imagined it floating out of the observatory 
and over the graves, amusing the dead. “Keep the volume down,” she added. 


“What’s the next part?” Dan whispered, peering at the poem. “‘What of 
this work of Ulugh Beg, / Who dared to count infinity? / His catalog, though 
vast in scope / Yet of divisions had but three.’” 

“His catalog of stars numbered one thousand eighteen,” Jake said. “But 
that can only be divided into two numbers — two and five hundred nine.” 

Amy stepped to the top of the stairs leading down the sextant. She pulled 
aside a rope gate and said softly, “We never got a chance to look closely at the 
walls. That was where he recorded the stars. Maybe the numbers are there.” 

She descended the sextant steps, looking closely for the numbers two and 
five hundred nine. Jake fell in quickly behind her, shining the light on the 
wall. “Amy, the stuff eroded away long ago. There’s nothing here.” 

Amy nodded. He was right. “Read the rest of the poem, Dan,” she said. 

Without any light, Dan recited, “‘When listed in descending rank, / The 
Fakhri apex as a start, / Descend and rise, descend again, / And stand thee 
o’er my ruler’s heart.’” 

“How do you know that?” Jake asked. 

“Good memory,” Dan replied. 

““Descend and rise’!” Atticus exclaimed. “Like the sun or the moon! Is 
there any kind of sun or moon symbol you can recognize?” 

“Ssssh.” Amy grabbed the flashlight from Jake and began shining it 
around. 

“Guys?” Dan said, walking down the steps. “The sun and the moon are 
not the only things here that rise and descend.” 

“The stairs!” Atticus exclaimed. “Dan, that’s amazing. Maybe those 
numbers mean the number of steps!” 

“But there aren’t five hundred and nine steps,” Amy said. 

Atticus frowned. “Oh.” 

Amy thought hard. One aspect of the poem was bugging her. “I don’t get 
something. Why does the poem say, ‘of divisions, had but three’ — when it’s 
obvious the number of stars has only two factors?” 

“Maybe division was done differently back then?” Dan said. 

“Or maybe the number of stars is wrong,” Jake surmised. 

Amy nodded. “Yes. When we went on that tour — didn’t Umarov say 
there were other scholars, other estimations...” 

“One thousand twenty-two!” Dan shot back. 

“What?” Jake said. 

Dan’s fingers were pressed to his forehead. “Trying to remember . . . His 
exact words were ‘Well, some scholars say one thousand twenty-two, but 
who’s counting?’ Yes, that’s it! Try that number!” 

Atticus let out a whoop. “That is an awesome memory!” 


“SSSHHH!” Amy said, shoving the flashlight under her chin and pulling 
out her smartphone. In a moment, she had the answer: 


1,022 = 2 xX 7 XxX 73 


“Three prime factors,” she said. 
Amy quickly read the last section of the poem: 


“When listed in descending rank, 

The Fakhri apex as a start, 

Descend and rise, descend again, 
And stand thee o’er my ruler’s heart.” 


“Descending rank,” she said. “So we start from the highest number — 
meaning seventy-three first... .” 

“The Fakhri apex would be the top,” Jake said. “But the left or the right?” 

“Try them both!” Amy replied. “Down seventy-three, up seven, down 
two.” 

“Atticus and I will do it!” Dan grabbed the flashlight. As he and Atticus 
descended the left side, they began counting the steps. Seventy-three got them 
to the bottom. They rose seven steps, then descended two. “Now what?” Dan 
murmured. 

Jake and Amy raced down to meet them. Amy knelt. She noticed the steps 
were actually made of small, oblong stones — like piano keys, or fingers. She 
pulled on each one. Jake sidled to the right side and pulled on those. 

“They’re solid,” Amy said. “This is hopeless.” 

“Atticus — I need the light!” Jake cried out. His neck was bulging as he 
pulled on one of the stones. “I... think . . . this one’s loose. . . .” 

Atticus put the flashlight down, angling it so it illuminated the stone. He 
knelt beside his brother and pulled. Amy joined them. 

The stone didn’t budge. 

As Amy was about to let go, a low thrumming sound began. At first, she 
thought it was her own stomach rumbling. Then she felt her body shift. Rocks 
began to rain down from the wall. 

“Whoa...” Dan gasped. 

In the center of the track, between the two long ribbons of curved stone, a 
trap door was opening. Two massive stones moved apart diagonally from 
each other, like hands pivoting at the wrists. 

Amy fell back. She scrambled toward the center, gazing down into the 
hole. 


Utter blackness. 

Now Jake was beside her, shining the flashlight. It caught the edge of a 
large box, blackened with soot and dirt. “What the heck is this?” 

Together they pulled upward, but the box wouldn’t fit through. Atticus 
dug into his pocket and pulled out a Swiss Army knife. He wedged the can 
opener under the top of box and pulled upward. With a loud squawk, the top 
pulled off. 

Amy reached inside and wrapped her fingers around a thick disc of heavy, 
solid brass. As she lifted it out, Jake shone the light on its fretwork of finely 
tooled metal. Complex symbols were carved on the outer rim, and on the 
inside were circular patterns and intricate designs. Through the middle ran a 
lever like a clock hand, attached at the center. 

“Tt’s like a giant watch,” Jake said. 

“This is the thing Ulugh Beg thought would match the power of the 
sextant?” Dan asked. 

“This is the thing Vesper One wants,” Amy replied. 





She looked at her watch. 10:31. “Nineteen minutes! We beat the 
deadline!” 

“No! No, we didn’t!” Dan was racing up the stairs. 

“What’s wrong, Dan?” Amy called out. 

Dan held up his phone. Even in the dark, his eyes shone with fear. “I have 
zero bars.” 


Amy’s insides lurched. If they had no reception, Vesper One wouldn’t be 
able to reach them. He wouldn’t know they found the astrolabe. 

Cradling the instrument, she bolted up the stairs. 

Jake barreled past her. At the top, he yanked Dan back. Whirling him 
around, he put his finger to his lips. 

A voice crackled outside. “What’s that?” Amy whispered. 

Jake forced Dan’s shaking hand to shine the flashlight on his face. 

He mouthed one word. 

Police! 





Dan switched off the light. The voices were quickly coming closer. Amy 
could hear the crunch of gravel beneath footsteps. “What are they saying?” 
she asked. 

“How sh-should I know?” Dan hissed. “I don’t speak Uzbek!” 

“Get back!” Jake whispered. 

Dan looked terrified. “B-but . . . Uncle Alistair... !” 

“Get to the bottom — now!” Jake shoved him. Dan’s hurtling body nearly 
toppled Amy, but they both managed to climb to the bottom with Atticus. 

Jake was still on the stairs — and now he was climbing! 

“Ja — |!” Amy started to yell, but Atticus clamped his hand over her 
mouth. 

His footfalls echoed loudly. Outside, voices were coming nearer. 

Amy tried to run up after him, but both Dan and Atticus pulled her back. 
“He’ ll get hurt!” she whispered. 

“He knows what he’s doing,” Atticus replied firmly. “If he told us to stay, 
that’s the best advice.” 

Now the tunnel ceiling was coming to life with reflected flashlights. It 
seemed like a cruel imitation of the night sky, a mockery of Ulugh Beg’s 
precise measurements. 

Voices rose as men entered. They were yelling at Jake in Uzbek, and as he 
answered in English, Amy could make out words: police ... trespass... 
arrest... 

Footsteps came closer to the railing over their heads. “There’s no one 
else!” Jake was saying. “Just me!” 

But now a flashlight beam was swinging down the rutted wall, outlining 
the steps on the other side. .. . 

“Come back here!” a thick-accented voice bellowed from above, 
booming through the vast tunnel. 


Suddenly, the lights were gone. Footsteps were racing away, out the door 
again. Amy heard Jake’s voice yelling, but the sound was outside. 

Jake had run off, slipped away. 

“He’s creating a distraction,” Amy said. “Let’s go!” 

The railing area above, crowded a moment earlier, was now empty. Amy 
took the steps three at a time. At the top, she ran for the door and carefully 
peered out. 

Jake had somehow made his way across the plateau. An officer had 
caught him by the collar and was slamming him against a car. There were two 
cars, four officers, all of them with their backs turned. 

Amy’s breath caught in her throat. She fought the urge to run after him. 
But she knew that would only ruin what he’d set out to do. 

Jake was taking one for the team now. 

For Uncle Alistair. 

Amy turned. Silently she pointed toward the far end of the plateau, away 
from the driveway. And she ran. 

Atticus and Dan followed her to the edge. In the dark, all she could see 
was a Sharp drop-off. 

Amy glanced over her shoulder. The frame of the sextant’s entrance 
blocked them from the sight of the police. Dan flicked on his flashlight and 
shone it downward. The light traced a steep, rockstrewn path. 

“Come on.” Amy clutched the delicate tool to her chest and stepped off. 
Her heel dug into the gravelly slope. With a loud sssshh, it slid about a foot. 
She let out a squeal. 

“Go... go!” Dan said. 

She carefully lifted her other foot and set it down sideways, trying to keep 
her balance. The gravel slipped again, and this time the ground gave way 
beneath her. 

Amy’s back scraped against the soil. Her head hit it and then bounced 
back. She was sliding, head over heels, her arms hugging the instrument 
tightly. 

“Amy!” Dan shouted, tumbling after her. 

They collided at the bottom. Amy smashed backward into the trunk of a 
scraggly tree. 

“Yeow!” came a cry to their left. Atticus. 

Amy unfolded herself. Her chest throbbed. In the morning, it would have 
an indentation of the astrolabe. 

She glanced at her watch — 10:49. “Dan?” she cried out. “How many 
bars?” 

His eyes were as bright as a supernova. “Two!” 


One minute left. Vesper One could reach them now. He was a stickler for 
promptness. Amy looked up. The police voices were coming closer. 

“They must have heard us,” Atticus whispered. 

Amy scrambled behind the thin trunk of an olive tree. 

“Ow!” came Jake’s voice from above. “I twisted my ankle. I’ll sue! 
You’re going to hear from my lawyer!” 

An eerie beep pierced the night air. Amy stiffened. 

Dan’s phone glowed with a message. “He’s early.” 


I’ve been waiting to hear from you. After all, you have the 
ability to contact me, don’t you? Counting the seconds . 


“We have to use Luna’s phone!” Dan whispered. 

Atticus’s face was a rictus of fear. “We have twenty seconds!” 

Amy dropped the astrolabe. She fumbled in her pocket for the phone. 

It was gone. “I don’t have it!” 

“What?” Dan shot back. “What did you do with it?” 

“I don’t know!” Amy grabbed the flashlight from her brother and shone it 
around the area. She didn’t care if the police saw it. 

There. She had nearly missed the glint of metal at the base of the drop-off. 
The phone must have fallen from her pocket when she landed. 

She scrambled to it but Dan got there first. 

“One second!” Atticus said. 

“Hurry!” Amy urged. 

Dan hit REDIAL. He thumbed two words — 


Got it 


But his finger slipped on the way to the sEND key, typing another character. 


Got it1 
“Time’s up!” Atticus shouted. 


“Press send, Dan — send!” Amy said. 
“There!” Dan shouted, showing her the screen. 


Sending . 


Above them, the beam of light scanned the area. It swept across the tree 
where they’d just been. Amy, Dan, and Atticus pressed their bodies against 
the edge of the cliff. 

Amy’s eyes did not waver from the screen. 

The lights above them went away. The sound of shutting car doors 
punctuated the night. Then the dull roar of two car engines. 

But the screen remained blank. 





10:51. 

“Tt can’t be. . . .” Dan shook the phone. “Something must be wrong.” 

It couldn’t be. A slip of the finger. A microscopic bead of sweat causing 
him to press 1 instead of SEND. 

“Tt’s my fault,” Amy moaned. “I didn’t mean to drop the phone.” 

“I dont care!” Dan said. “I just want to know what happened to Uncle 
Alistair!” 

“That guy — Vesper One — he couldn’t have,” Atticus said. “He 
wouldn’t. ...” 

Dan wheeled on him. “Oh, yes, he would. And you know what? I will 
return the favor some day. I will kill him.” He raised his face to the sky. “Did 
you hear me? I will kill you, AJT!” 

“Dan — ?” Amy said. 

“I know what you’re going to say, Amy,” Dan said through a torrent of 
tears, “but I hate him. I hate our —” 

“No, look!” Amy said, pointing to the phone in his hand. “Your screen 
just lit up!” 

The phone had turned liquid in Dan’s vision. He blinked and focused on 
the words: 


Did I scare you? Don’t let it be said I don’t have a sense of 
drama. 


And since you like the illusion of control, I will make the drop 
easy. Someone is coming to you. 


Oh, yes. Congratulations. Your dear uncle is safe. 


For now. 


As the police car lurched, Jake Rosenbloom tried not to get carsick. “Where 
are you taking me?” he asked. 

One of the officers in the front seat turned to face him. “You were 
trespassing. Resisting arrest. We must file report.” 

Jake slumped into the seat. He hoped that Dan and Amy had been able to 
make the drop. 

The driver muttered something in Uzbek and yanked the steering wheel to 
the right. Another car had fishtailed and was now broadside across both lanes. 

With a screech of tires, the car swerved off the road and into a ditch. Jake 
braced himself. Even though he was wearing a seat belt, his face smashed 
against the side window. 

The police leaped out of the car, yelling at the top of their lungs. Guns 
drawn, they approached the other car. It was a long, black limo with dark 
windows. 

Jake grimaced, reaching up to touch a gash on the side of his head. Blood 
trickled down his cheek. Too early to know how serious this was. But he felt 
okay. More or less. 

He glanced back outside and saw the limo’s back window rolling down. 
Inside was a man wearing a black hat and sunglasses. He looked up slowly at 
the cops and shrugged, as if to say he didn’t understand. Which only made the 
cops shout louder. 

Jake looked to the right. It was nearly pitch-black. He slid over to that side 
of the car and tried the door. It swung open. 

He knew he didn’t have much time. He jumped out of the car, tumbling 
into the small ditch. A few yards beyond it was an open gate. He stood. His 
head throbbed, but he was mobile. 

He raced through the gate at top speed. 

Behind him came two quick shouts, then silence. 

And the thudding of heavy footsteps in pursuit. 


The sunrise came as a shock. Amy realized she had no sense of day and 
night anymore. It seemed only moments ago that Vesper One’s message had 
come through: 


Change of plans. At the earliest light, enter the graveyard. Use 
the entrance near the Shah-i-Zindi, just before the Siab 


Dekhkhan Bazaar. At precisely 5:30 a.m., find Olga Sakarov by 
the base of the nearest hill. And say hi from me. 


As she entered the graveyard, the tombstones looked like lost, frozen 
souls, glowing with a pale silver light. 

She clutched tightly to the astrolabe, tilting her wrist to check her watch. 
5:15. They were fifteen minutes away from the drop. Acting, as always, on 
Vesper One’s instructions. Like puppets, she thought. 

“Let’s move,” Amy said. 

Fiddling with his phone, Atticus nearly stumbled. 

“Any luck?” whispered Dan. 

“No response from Jake,” Atticus said, his voice thick with emotion. “I’ve 
been trying for six hours.” 

Amy looked left and right as she edged into the pathway. Her neck ached. 
Sleeping in the field had not been comfy. She and Dan had managed some 
uncomfortable shut-eye, but she was worried about Atticus. He hadn’t slept at 
all. 

“T don’t see our contact person,” Dan said. 

“Maybe it’s the wrong place for the drop,” Atticus suggested. 

Dan angled the screen toward him. Amy stopped to read the message once 
again. 

“Olga Sakarov ... she even sounds like a Vesper,” Dan said. 

A small animal skittered across Amy’s path. She stifled a scream, took a 
deep breath, and stepped carefully. Polished stone slabs of all shapes rose 
around her like road signs. They were etched with faces that seemed to 
glower with disapproval. 

“These names are in Cyrillic,” Atticus said. 

“They look like real stone to me,” Dan remarked. 

“Cyrillic, not acrylic,” Atticus said. “It’s the Russian alphabet. Samarkand 
has a huge Russian population.” 

Amy stopped at the foot of the hill. The distant birdsong sounded like 
screams of the dying. As the sun’s crown oozed over the horizon, a vulture 
hovered overhead. Amy checked her watch. 5:24. “She should be within sight 
by now.” 

“She better get here before that thing gets us,” Dan said. 

“Tt’s a vulture,” Atticus said. “They only eat carrion. Dead animals.” 

Out of the corner of her eye, Amy spotted another small critter racing 
across the ground. It stopped just beyond a massive gravestone, near a soft, 
ragged lump on the ground. It looked like a freshly killed squirrel. “There’s its 
breakfast,” Amy said. 


Dan was walking closer to the lump, squinting. He stopped and turned, his 
face pale. “It’s not the only dead thing.” 

Amy followed his glance to the silhouette of a foot, sticking out from 
behind the tombstone. 

Atticus gasped. 

“Ts that .. . Olga?” Dan whispered. 

Amy moved closer, girding herself against her worst fear. That Vesper 
One had found a total stranger and killed her. Just for kicks. As a warning. 

A hostage by proxy. 

Overhead came an angry cawing. Move away and let nature take its 
course. Leave the dead for the living. Every instinct told Amy to run from this 
creepy scene. Just drop the astrolabe and run. 

“The foot .. .” Atticus said, holding tight to Amy’s arm. “It’s too wide for 
an Olga.” 

Amy could see a leg now, wearing jeans. “H-h-hello?” she called out. 

Dreading what she would see, she came around the front of the stone. A 
young man was sprawled on the grass, his head angled back into a shadow. 

She stepped forward to see his face. 

“Jake?” 





The first thing Jake Rosenbloom realized upon awakening was that it was 
raining. The second was that something was screeching high above. 

The third was that the rain was actually Amy Cahill crying into his face. 
“Jake, you’re alive!” 

Jake sat forward. He felt as if someone had split his head open with a 
pickax. “I hope so,” he said. 


“Oh, man, I thought I would never see you. . . .” Now Atticus was 
hugging him, sobbing. “What happened?” 
“Pm not sure... it was confusing. . . .” Jake touched his head and 


immediately jumped from the pain. 

“We should have faced the police together,” Dan said. “If we had, the 
Vespers would have taken the astrolabe. That’s all they wanted to do.” 

“So why don’t they just take it now and leave us alone?” Atticus asked, 
looking around the cemetery. “Where are they?” 

“I don’t know,” Amy said, reaching down to help Jake up. “They told us 
to meet someone here at exactly five-thirty. Olga Sakarov.” 

Jake groaned as he rose. He blinked his eyes, taking in the surroundings. 

And suddenly he understood. 

Although he had made a commitment to the Cahills, he hadn’t fully 
appreciated what they were up against. As he looked at Amy, he could read 
the lines on her face. They traced out a map of trouble, an old person’s pain 
on someone only sixteen. The Cahills, he knew, were in a hole so deep there 
might be no way out. A hole that he and his brother were in now, too. 

He had never felt so right about his decision to join Dan and Amy in the 
fight against the Vespers. “They did this to me,” Jake said, “to teach you a 
lesson.” 

He stood away from the tombstone behind him so that the others could 
see: 


CJESra Caxapöka 


1964 — 1997 





Atticus swallowed hard. “Olga Sakarov.” 

“She was a prop,” Jake said. “A symbol of what could happen to any of 
us. He put me here, noted the name, and texted you. A morbid scene he 
wanted you to see.” 

He looked at Amy’s watch. 5:30. 

A loud scream rang out overhead. All four of them craned their necks 
upward. 

The vulture, which had been hovering hungrily, was now flying away. 
Swooping down from the sky, its wings spread wide, was another creature — 
a thick-bodied raptor with a long neck and a sharp beak. 

“Move!” Amy said. “It’s going after the dead meat!” 

They scrambled back the way they came. With a tilt of its body, the bird 
followed. As it neared Amy, it opened its talons and let out a chittering 
squeal. 

“Amyyyyy!” Dan was yelling. 

Amy screamed. There was a brush of feathers against her hair. Talons 
clamped solidly on the astrolabe and pulled upward. 

Amy felt the disc lift out of her clutches. The hawk soared into the rising 
sun, the astrolabe hanging like a helpless animal. 

Amy raced to the top of the hill to watch. The bird was descending now, 
toward a distant road. 

There, the solid black window of a black limousine rolled down. A 
leather-gloved hand reached out toward the sky, palm up. 

The bird dropped fast, braking its descent just short of the car. The hand 
reached out, grabbed the astrolabe, and pulled it into the window. 


Now Amy could see a man with sunglasses inside. He was blowing them 
all a kiss. 





Sinead looked like she was going to jump through the laptop screen. “Amy, 
you are a hero!” 

“Um... just Amy?” Dan said. 

Amy stuck out her tongue at him. Cackling, Dan flopped back on the 
stone bench outside the Shah-i-Zindi mosque and watched the sun playing on 
the turquoise tiles. The place was quiet enough — and private enough — for a 
link to Attleboro. 

“Well, everyone helped,” Amy said. “Atticus figured out the final code. 
Jake nearly sacrificed his life. And Dan . . . let me think. .. .” 

Amy braced herself for a protest. But instead, Dan seemed preoccupied 
with his phone. “Guys .. .” he said. “We’ve got confirmation.” 

He held his phone up to Amy, Atticus, and Jake — and then to the screen, 
for Sinead to see. 


The drop was lovely. Many thanks to all who made it possible. 
Including dear Olga Sakarov. 


Well, time to celebrate. And what better place than the cheerful 
city of Berlin? Home of a priceless jewel, in a heavily guarded 
museum. I trust you have heard of it. Because your next 
assignment is to liberate it. And deliver it to me. 


Thanks in advance. And a jolly “Guten tag!” from Uncle Alistair. 


“Germany?” Jake said. “Why? And what jewel?” 

Dan shrugged. “Let Amy do the research. She likes that part.” 

“T wish Vesper One wouldn’t joke about Uncle Alistair like that,” Sinead 
said. 

Amy nodded. “I’ve been thinking about him all day. About what he 
avoided.” 


“Thanks to all of you,” Sinead said. Her eyes darted left. “Um, Evan and I 
do have some news to report.” 

Evan leaned into the screen. “Sinead and I are friends again. She totally 
nailed the lizard. Well, not actually impaled it with a nail. I mean, the identity 
of the lizard. And its type. Which is actually given away by its name, funnily 
enough —” 

“Your brilliant guardian Nellie,” Sinead said, “was holding up an 
Argentine giant tegu.” 

Amy nearly leaped off the bench. “Argentina! That’s amazing data. You 
pinpointed it!” 

“Yesss!” Dan shouted. 

Sinead eyed Evan, then turned back to the screen. “I’ve also been running 
a trace on Jan. We have confirmation he visited his mother. The good news is 
that he wasn’t kidnapped. The bad news is that immediately after seeing her, 
he changed his flight.” 

“He’s in Argentina, Amy,” Evan said. 

“Which also happens to be the location of one of Isabel Kabra’s 
strongholds,” Sinead added. 

Amy rocked back on the bench. Isabel. Was she the master kidnapper? 
Could she be Vesper One? “Ian must have found out about the hostages’ 
location,” she said. “From his mother. And he went straight there.” 

“Without contacting us?” Sinead said with an exasperated sigh. “He’s off 
the Cahill grid, Amy. Total radio silence.” 

“T never did trust that guy,” Evan said. “I mean, with all respect.” 

Amy shook her head. This didn’t add up. Ian couldn’t be involved with 
the Vespers. He was every bit as strong a Cahill as Sinead and Evan were. 
“Give him some time . . .” she said. 

“We have our people on the case, inspecting every lead... ” Evan said, 
his voice trailing off. “Um, Amy? Are you okay?” 

Amy’s eyes were misting. “I’m fine. Thanks, Evan. For all the amazing 
work. You’re the best.” 

“Somebody cue the violins,” Dan said. 

“Uh, sounds to me as if Sinead is actually the one who deserves the 
thanks,” Jake said. 

Evan arched his eyebrows at the remark. “Amy Cahill is the head of the 
family. She can think for herself.” 


Another airport. Another flight. Another delay. 


At least this one had a good gift shop. With a collection of small aloe 
plants. 

Seventeen ingredients. 

Progress. 

Dan sank against the wall, near a group of backpackers from Germany. 
Three flights were leaving from the same gate, and already two had been 
canceled. 

Amy and Jake were off to get food. Atticus was sacked out against the 
opposite wall. Snoring. 

Cautiously he snapped open his phone and read the message that had 
come in from AJT. 


Hello, Dan! Figured maybe you had some downtime. Contact me when 
you want. Patience is my middle name. Just ignore the J. :) 


The tone was so appalling, Dan nearly laughed. 

He’d murdered Mr. McIntyre. He’d had Jake beaten up in a graveyard... 
as a stunt! 

What would he have done if I hadn’t pressed SEND in time to save Uncle 
Alistair? 

Dan wanted to throw the phone under the wheels of a jumbo jet. Hire a 
hypnotist to wipe the memory of the messages from his brain. 

But the feeling was back. 

Against all odds, against every atom of human reason, the message gave 
him a strange sensation. A tingling from the bottom of his toes. Something 
like hope. 

Bordering on insanity. 

He snapped the phone shut and stuck it in his pocket. Then he closed his 
eyes, counted to ten, and opened them. 

He took several deep breaths. He reminded himself that he was hungry. 
He pulled a squashed candy bar from his backpack and began to unwrap it. 
Each of these things was calming him down. 

Allo?” said one of the Germans, a rosy-cheeked girl about Dan’s age. 

“Hello,” Dan said. 

“You have ’allo?” the girl persisted, pointing inside the pack — to a green 
leaf that was jutting out of a plastic bag. 

“Oh, aloe?” Dan said. “Yup. To... um, to rub on my —” 

“Sunburn.” The girl pulled down the collar of her T-shirt to reveal a patch 
of bright red skin below her collarbone. 


“TMI...” Dan murmured, quickly breaking off a piece of the leaf and 
giving it to her. “Okay? Auf Wiedersehen. Whatever. Gotta book.” 

He shoved the candy bar in his mouth and found a seat under a picture 
window. Rain pounded on the glass. 

He had to be more careful about hiding the ingredients. One glance at the 
aloe plant, and Amy would know. 

Overhead, a news report blared on an airport TV monitor. There was a 
report about a father and a little boy finding each other after a tornado. They 
were grinning, and they looked so much like each other. 

Like twins, separated by a generation... 

Amy’s words echoed in his brain. When you were little, he’d hold you up 
to everyone and say, ‘Moon face!’ You both would flash this big, identical 
grin. 

Dan sat bolt upright. 

Of course. He could settle the AJT problem once and for all. Why hadn’t 
he thought of this before? No stranger could possibly know that fact. 

He checked left and right, then opened the phone again. This time he 
composed a message and sent it right away: 


If you’re really my dad, can you tell me what special thing you 
said to make us smile together? 


The answer came back far faster than he would have expected. 


Moon face. 





Sneak Peek 


The race to stop the Vespers continues with more dangerous heists to perform, 
historic treasures to find, and hidden traitors to unmask. Stay one step ahead 
of your enemy and help save the kidnapped Cahills by following Amy and 
Dan's next adventure. 

Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just keep your eyes peeled for Vesper 
spies...) 


CHAPTER 1 


On a bus to Berlin, Germany 


“Bluetooth earpieces are so geeky,” Dan Cahill said. 

“But they free up your hands for surfing the web, stealing priceless 
jewels, and eating pastry,” Atticus said, taking a huge bite out of an apple 
strudel. 

“And picking your nose,” Dan added, which caused Atticus to blow a 
mouthful of strudel all over the seat in front of them occupied by Dan’s sister, 
Amy, who was trying to sleep. 

Amy had heard the entire lame exchange — and felt the half-chewed 
pastry chunks splatter the back of her head — but she resisted the strong urge 
to turn around and tell the boys to shut up. She was happy that the old, goofy 
Dan was back, acting like a complete idiot. He had grown up way too much in 
the past few weeks, and she hadn’t liked what he was turning into. Dan had 
seen too much, too fast, and lately she’d caught glimpses of something dark 
inside him. 

And the pressure on the two of them was growing. Vesper One was not 
just a step ahead, he was miles ahead of them. He not only knew what they 
were going to do before they did it, he even seemed to know what they were 
thinking. But so far, no hostages have died, she reminded herself. We have 
handled every ridiculous and dangerous task Vesper One has thrown at us. 
Our friends are still alive. 

She wondered how much longer it could last. 

Seven members of the Cahill family had been kidnapped and a man 
known only as Vesper One was threatening to kill them one at a time unless 
Amy and Dan delivered a series of bizarre ransoms. He was pulling their 
strings like a puppet master, teasing them, commanding them, and they had 
no choice but to obey. Which is why Amy found herself on a bus, in a 


snowstorm, moving doggedly toward their next target even though their flight 
had been canceled. 

“I’ve discovered that Berlin is not the only place having weird weather,” 
Atticus said to Dan. 

Their long flight from Samarkand had barely landed in Heidelberg when 
the airport was closed due to the earliest snowfall in Germany’s history. The 
airline company put the grumbling passengers on buses for a slushy six-hour 
drive to Berlin. 

“There’s a heat wave in Attleboro — upper nineties. In the Pacific 
Northwest, where some places get one hundred twenty—plus inches of rain, 
they’re having a drought. Climatologists are scrambling to figure out the 
strange weather shift.” 

Dan wasn’t paying attention. “You strudel-chunked your laptop!” he said. 

This started another round of hysterical giggling, causing several other 
passengers to curse in German and “Shh!” them, which the boys completely 
ignored. 

Amy shook her head in wonder. Listening to the two boys, you wouldn’t 
know that a couple days earlier, Atticus had almost been murdered. She 
pulled a strudel chunk out of her hair. It’s as if none of it ever happened. But it 
did happen. Worse things have happened. . . . 

Amy looked out the window at the blowing snow in the gray waning light 
and pushed the worries firmly out of her mind. They were just entering 
Berlin, the site of their current assignment. Vesper One had sent them yet 
another cryptic ransom note on the satellite phone he had so kindly provided 
for them. Every time it chimed, Amy felt dread surge deep in her belly. 


Well, time to celebrate. And what better place than the cheerful 
city of Berlin? Home of a priceless jewel, in a heavily guarded 
museum. I trust you have heard of it. Because your next 
assignment is to liberate it. And deliver it to me. 


Thanks in advance. And a jolly “Guten Tag!” from Uncle Alistair. 


Vesper One 


The puppet master at work, Amy thought bitterly. No mention of the name 
of the museum, which jewel, or how long we have to steal it before he murders 
one of our friends. 

Jake Rosenbloom, Atticus’s older half brother, was sound asleep in the 
window Seat next to her. He was an arrogant jerk, but she had to admit he was 
easy to look at, even with his brown eyes closed, his lips half open, and a tiny 


drop of drool leaking from the comer of his mouth. Looking at him, she found 
her lips fluttering upward into a smile until she caught herself and abruptly 
frowned. 

There’s nothing to smile about! she reminded herself. 

The boys were uncharacteristically silent. Amy leaned out of her seat and 
looked back to see what trouble they had found. Dan had the window seat and 
was looking at his smartphone. Atticus was hunched over in the aisle seat, his 
dreads dangling over the laptop screen as his nimble fingers flew over the 
keyboard like a virtuoso pianist. 

“Any luck figuring out which museum we’re supposed to . . .” Amy didn’t 
want to say “rob” for fear of being overheard. 

Atticus shook his head. “There are over a hundred and seventy museums 
and galleries in Berlin. It’s impossible to say which one of them has —” 

“What we’re looking for,” Amy interrupted. Atticus was a genius, but he 
was only eleven years old. He sometimes forgot that anyone could be 
eavesdropping. 

“Uh... right,” he said, darting a quick look at their fellow passengers. 

“We’re here,” Dan said, wiping the fog off the window with his hand. He 
looked at Amy. “What’s your plan?” 

“T don’t have a plan, uh, Frederick.” 

“Frederick?” Dan said. 

“Frederick Wimple,” Amy said. It was just the latest of a series of fake 
identities, counterfeit passports, and forged birth certificates cooked up by a 
team of Cahills at their command center in Attleboro. Where is Sinead coming 
up with these names? Amy wondered. 

“Just kidding,” Dan said loudly, trying to cover his lapse. “You know I 
hate it when you call me Frederick. Call me Fred. If you don’t, Pl start 
calling you Fi instead of Fiona.” 

“Sorry, Fred.” Amy rolled her eyes. 

The bus stopped and the interior lights came on. 

Jake’s eyes snapped open and he flinched in his chair. “Where are we?” 

“Brandenburg International Airport,” Amy answered. 

Atticus stuck his head between the seats. “Berlin, bro. It’s still snowing.” 

“Great,” Jake said, wiping the corner of his mouth and working the kink 
out of his neck. 

Amy smiled again, but when Jake caught the look and smiled back, she 
frowned and glared at him. 

Dan narrowed his eyes. “What’s with you, Fiona?” 

“T’m just happy that we’re getting off this bus,” she snapped. 

“Right,” Dan said. 


They found their rented Mercedes SUV deep inside the parking structure. 

“Pll drive,” Dan said. 

“In your dreams, Frederick,” Amy said. “You don’t have a license.” 

“Shotgun!” Atticus said, jumping into the passen-ger seat. 

“I didn’t want to sit up there anyway,” Dan claimed, climbing into the 
backseat next to Amy. 

Jake settled into the driver’s seat and started the engine, but before he 
could adjust his mirrors, flashing blue lights appeared behind them. A police 
car was blocking them in. 

Amy’s stomach lurched. Interpol? They were caught already. She met 
Jake’s eyes in the rearview mirror. 

“Maybe they’re just checking out the rental cars leaving the parking lot,” 
he suggested. 

“And maybe they’re not,” Amy spat. “If we get arrested, a hostage will 
die!” 

Two gigantic policemen got out of the car. “Exit the vehicle!” one of them 
shouted. “Schnell!” 

“Remember, your name is Fred Wimple,”’ Amy whispered to her brother 
as they climbed out of the SUV and lined up beside it. 

“Passports!” the larger policeman snapped. 

“They’re in our bags,” Jake said, keeping his voice calm and steady. 

“Get them!” 

“Sure. No problem. No need to shout.” Jake popped the back hatch open, 
but as he reached in to grab his pack, the second policeman pushed him 
roughly aside. 

“Hey!” Jake balled his hands into fists. 

Amy signaled him with a small shake of her head. Something wasn’t right 
about the two cops. If they know, why don’t they just arrest us? Why are they 
hassling us like this? 

Jake took a deep breath. 

The second policeman pulled their things out onto the ground and turned 
to Amy. “Which one is yours?” 

Amy pointed at a small blue backpack. 

The policeman grabbed it, turned it upside down, and shook everything 
out. 

Jake stepped forward, but Amy gripped his arm. 

“Let it go,” she whispered. 


The policeman found Amy’s fake passport, then rummaged through the 
other packs until he held all four in his hand. 

“Your business in Berlin?” 

“We’re tourists,” Amy stammered, her knees going weak. 

“Name of your hotel?” 

“We ... we were just on our way to find one.” 

The policeman looked at Dan. “Frederick Wimple?” 

“Right,” Dan answered. 

“Wrong,” the policeman said. “Your passport is a forgery. Your name is 
Dan Cahill.” He pulled his pistol from its holster. “And you are all under 
arrest!” 

Amy let out a gasp of horror. Dan’s head jerked toward the nearest exit. 
She followed his gaze. It was a hundred feet away. They’d never make it. 

The second policeman pulled four sets of flex-cuffs off his belt. “Turn 
around and put your hands on your heads.” 

Jake stepped in front of the pistol, shielding the others. 

“There’s some kind of mistake,” he said, trying to stall for time. 

“No mistake. Turn around. All of you!” 

There was an agonizing pause as they calculated their options and realized 
they didn’t have any. 

“We better do what he says,” Amy said in defeat. 

Reluctantly, Jake turned around with the others. Amy leaned against her 
brother, waiting for the plastic cuffs to squeeze around her wrists. Barely two 
steps into Berlin, and they’d already failed. 

Which hostage will die? Which hostage have we just killed? 

“Something’s not right,” Jake whispered. 

“PII say,” Dan hissed back. “We’re in a parking structure with two giants 
with badges, guns, and no witnesses. We need to get —” 

Two doors slammed behind them, followed by the screech of rubber on 
cement. Amy whipped her head around to see the police car barreling through 
the exit. For a second, the four kids were too stunned to move. 

“Quick! Let’s get out of here!” Amy said. 

Just then, the Vesper phone chimed. 


Ha-ha. Scared you! A bag within your bag. Replace the paste with 
the real one at the Pergamon Museum. Because of your late 
arrival you only have a couple hours before closing time. If you 
fail, it’s Death-Oh-Clock for Uncle Alistair (per  Dan’s 
request), and perhaps I’ll include the youngest as a special 
bonus . . . Cousin Phoenix. Oh, and speaking of dead things, 
I’ve wiped the phone you swiped from Luna. You can no longer get 


in touch with me. I’m very unhappy with you. I’ll let you know 
what your punishment will be. Have a nice day. © 


Vesper One 


Dan slammed his fist into the car. “He’s going to punish us through 
Alistair!” 

Amy put a hand lightly on her brother’s shoulder. “We don’t know that.” 

“Amy’s right,” Jake said. “He’s just messing with us. The only way to 
keep our heads straight is to ignore him and stay on task.” 

Amy didn’t like the look on Dan’s face as he turned on Jake. “Easy for 
you to say. You don’t even know Alistair!” 

“Stop!” Amy ordered. “I’ve had enough testosterone in the past five 
minutes to last me a lifetime. We need to focus.” 

She picked up Luna’s pink cell phone and tossed it to Dan. “Check the 
phone.” She looked at Jake and Atticus. “Help me get this stuff back in my 
pack.” 

“Phone’s toast,” Dan said after a second. He threw it against a cement 
pillar and it burst into a hundred pink pieces. 

“Was that necessary?” Amy asked. 

“Probably not,” Dan answered, “but it felt good.” 

Amy shook her head, then noticed something in the pile that hadn’t been 
in her backpack earlier. It was a small black velvet bag. She picked it up. 

“What’s that?” Dan asked. 

““A bag within your bag,’” Atticus said. 

Amy loosened the drawstrings and dumped a diamond the size of a 
marshmallow into her palm. 


CHAPTER 2 


Pompeii, Italy 


V-1: Contact established with the Cahills. Exactly where you’d 
expect. Will track. Can kill. Awaiting instructions. 
— V-4 


V-4: The trap is baited. V-5 is in place. Proceed. 
— V-1 


Erasmus Yilmaz sat on the edge of a stone fullery in the city of Pompeii, 
wishing he didn’t know that in ancient times, slaves used fulleries to wash 
their masters’ clothes. In urine. 

The fullery was indoors, but it gave him a good view of the square 
outside. Across from him was a large opening. He’d picked the spot so he 
could watch the crowds without being seen. 

Pompeii is a dead city, he thought. And coming here was a dead end. But 
where do we go next? 

Erasmus felt a rare grin cross his face. 

We. 

He hadn’t thought in terms of a team since he was a boy. 

On the run with Mom... The grin vanished. 

When Erasmus was just three years old, his father was murdered by 
Vespers. Japan, Russia, India, Canada. Erasmus and his mom never spent 
more than a few months in any one location. Erasmus did not go to school, 
but he learned nine languages and read a thousand books during their run. 

We. 

They had almost started to believe the threat had faded when the Vespers 
finally struck. He was at his dojo when the fire broke out at their apartment 


complex. Several people had died, including Erasmus’s mom. The Vespers 
were only too real. 

Erasmus turned his attention back to the crowd on the square where at 
least a hundred people had gathered. A smoking Mount Vesuvius loomed 
above them, but no one was looking at the volcano. Their attention was 
focused on the Disaster Watch! television van and its famous meteorologist, 
Sandy “the Breeze” Bancroft. 

Erasmus had no problem picking his partners out of the crowd. Hamilton 
Holt was a foot taller and wider than anyone else there. Jonah Wizard was 
wearing a black hoodie, even though it was a beautiful day. He had to be hot 
with the hood pulled over his famous head and the fake beard Erasmus was 
making him wear. 

Erasmus hadn’t been pleased when Amy teamed two teenagers up with 
him, but to his surprise he’d grown fond of them. They were both dedicated to 
the fight and willing to do anything — even travel with each other. The two 
boys were completely different. Erasmus grinned again. Jonah has rap 
playing in his head, Hamilton wants to rap people on their heads. 

Erasmus had sent them into the crowd and told them not to speak to 
anyone. Their job was to mingle and listen. He knew that they wouldn’t hear 
anything worthwhile, but that wasn’t the point. He was training them, 
thinking that maybe one day, one of them would take his place. 

He was about to call the boys in when a text came from Jonah. 


Luna Amato is here. 


What’s she doing? Erasmus typed back, feeling a tide of anger well up in 
his chest. 


Watching the weather dude. 


Did she recognize you? Erasmus asked. 


The response came immediately. Nope. And I’m standing five feet 
away . 


What about Hamilton? 


He’s standing right next to me. He’s hard to miss. She hasn’t 
even looked at him. 


Another text flashed across the screen. wait! She’s on the move. 


Just five days before, William McIntyre, an important Cahill adviser and 
one of Erasmus’s few friends, had been murdered in Rome. Luna was either 
in on the murder, or knew who did it. And Erasmus was determined to 
squeeze every bit of information out of her. 


Follow her. Like I taught you. 


Erasmus pulled a pair of binoculars out of his leather jacket and watched. 
Sure enough, it was Luna Amato. His jaw clenched as he zoomed in. The 
Vesper spy appeared harmless — she looked like a retired schoolteacher on a 
tour. But that’s what made her so deadly. What allowed her to bring down 
people like William. 

Erasmus lowered the binoculars and narrowed his eyes. All that was about 
to change. 

He wasn’t going to let the Vespers get away with murder again. 
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“SHATTERPROOF” 








| SSTOPMTHENMVESPERS! 


The world is counting on you to stop the Vespers. This book comes with 


six digital game cards that unlock your online mission. Good luck! 


TO ADD CARDS TO YOUR ONLINE 
COLLECTION: 


@Go to www.the39clues.com/ebookCVV4 and log in. If you haven’t 


signed up, click on “Join Now” to create a new account. 


Byou need your book with you. Use it to answer the two questions 


provided. 
@Your cards and mission will be unlocked. 
Amy and Dan need YOUR help to stop the Vespers! 
n ) (14) (15) (20) 


93) (a5) (2) (5) 
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For the fearless foursome 
Will, Jack, Ethan, and JR. 
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CHAPTER 1 


On a bus to Berlin, Germany 


“Bluetooth earpieces are so geeky,” Dan Cahill said. 

“But they free up your hands for surfing the web, stealing priceless 
jewels, and eating pastry,” Atticus said, taking a huge bite out of an apple 
strudel. 

“And picking your nose,” Dan added, which caused Atticus to blow a 
mouthful of strudel all over the seat in front of them occupied by Dan’s 
sister, Amy, who was trying to sleep. 

Amy had heard the entire lame exchange — and felt the half-chewed 
pastry chunks splatter the back of her head — but she resisted the strong 
urge to turn around and tell the boys to shut up. She was happy that the 
old, goofy Dan was back, acting like a complete idiot. He had grown up 
way too much in the past few weeks, and she hadn’t liked what he was 
turning into. Dan had seen too much, too fast, and lately she’d caught 
glimpses of something dark inside him. 

And the pressure on the two of them was growing. Vesper One was 
not just a step ahead, he was miles ahead of them. He not only knew what 
they were going to do before they did it, he even seemed to know what 
they were thinking. But so far, no hostages have died, she reminded 
herself. We have handled every ridiculous and dangerous task Vesper One 


has thrown at us. Our friends are still alive. 


She wondered how much longer it could last. 

Seven members of the Cahill family had been kidnapped and a man 
known only as Vesper One was threatening to kill them one at a time 
unless Amy and Dan delivered a series of bizarre ransoms. He was 
pulling their strings like a puppet master, teasing them, commanding 
them, and they had no choice but to obey. Which is why Amy found 
herself on a bus, in a snowstorm, moving doggedly toward their next 
target even though their flight had been canceled. 

“I’ve discovered that Berlin is not the only place having weird 
weather,” Atticus said to Dan. 

Their long flight from Samarkand had barely landed in Heidelberg 
when the airport was closed due to the earliest snowfall in Germany’s 
history. The airline company put the grumbling passengers on buses for a 
slushy six-hour drive to Berlin. 

“There’s a heat wave in Attleboro — upper nineties. In the Pacific 
Northwest, where some places get one hundred twenty-—plus inches of 
rain, they’re having a drought. Climatologists are scrambling to figure out 
the strange weather shift.” 

Dan wasn’t paying attention. “You strudel-chunked your laptop!” he 
said. 

This started another round of hysterical giggling, causing several 
other passengers to curse in German and “Shh!” them, which the boys 
completely ignored. 

Amy shook her head in wonder. Listening to the two boys, you 
wouldn’t know that a couple days earlier, Atticus had almost been 
murdered. She pulled a strudel chunk out of her hair. Its as if none of it 
ever happened. But it did happen. Worse things have happened. . . . 

Amy looked out the window at the blowing snow in the gray waning 
light and pushed the worries firmly out of her mind. They were just 
entering Berlin, the site of their current assignment. Vesper One had sent 


them yet another cryptic ransom note on the satellite phone he had so 


kindly provided for them. Every time it chimed, Amy felt dread surge 
deep in her belly. 


Well, time to celebrate. And what better place than the 


Fej 


cheerful city of Berlin? Home of a priceless jewel, in a 











heavily guarded museum. I trust you have heard of it. Because 





your next assignment is to liberate it. And deliver it to me. 


Thanks in advance. And a jolly “Guten Tag!” from Uncle 





Alistair. 


Vesper One 


The puppet master at work, Amy thought bitterly. No mention of the 
name of the museum, which jewel, or how long we have to steal it before 
he murders one of our friends. 

Jake Rosenbloom, Atticus’s older half brother, was sound asleep in 
the window seat next to her. He was an arrogant jerk, but she had to admit 
he was easy to look at, even with his brown eyes closed, his lips half 
open, and a tiny drop of drool leaking from the corner of his mouth. 
Looking at him, she found her lips fluttering upward into a smile until she 
caught herself and abruptly frowned. 

Theres nothing to smile about! she reminded herself. 

The boys were uncharacteristically silent. Amy leaned out of her seat 
and looked back to see what trouble they had found. Dan had the window 
seat and was looking at his smartphone. Atticus was hunched over in the 
aisle seat, his dreads dangling over the laptop screen as his nimble fingers 
flew over the keyboard like a virtuoso pianist. 

“Any luck figuring out which museum we’re supposed to . . .” Amy 
didn’t want to say “rob” for fear of being overheard. 

Atticus shook his head. “There are over a hundred and seventy 
museums and galleries in Berlin. It’s impossible to say which one of them 
has —” 


“What we’re looking for,” Amy interrupted. Atticus was a genius, but 
he was only eleven years old. He sometimes forgot that anyone could be 
eavesdropping. 

“Uh . . . right,’ he said, darting a quick look at their fellow 
passengers. 

“We’re here,” Dan said, wiping the fog off the window with his hand. 
He looked at Amy. “What’s your plan?” 

“I don’t have a plan, uh, Frederick.” 

“Frederick?” Dan said. 

“Frederick Wimple,” Amy said. It was just the latest of a series of 
fake identities, counterfeit passports, and forged birth certificates cooked 
up by a team of Cahills at their command center in Attleboro. Where is 
Sinead coming up with these names? Amy wondered. 

“Just kidding,” Dan said loudly, trying to cover his lapse. “You know 
I hate it when you call me Frederick. Call me Fred. If you don’t, P1 start 
calling you Fi instead of Fiona.” 

“Sorry, Fred.” Amy rolled her eyes. 

The bus stopped and the interior lights came on. 

Jake’s eyes snapped open and he flinched in his chair. “Where are 
we?” 

“Brandenburg International Airport,” Amy answered. 

Atticus stuck his head between the seats. “Berlin, bro. It’s still 
snowing.” 

“Great,” Jake said, wiping the corner of his mouth and working the 
kink out of his neck. 

Amy smiled again, but when Jake caught the look and smiled back, 
she frowned and glared at him. 

Dan narrowed his eyes. “What’s with you, Fiona?” 

“I’m just happy that we’re getting off this bus,” she snapped. 

“Right,” Dan said. 


They found their rented Mercedes SUV deep inside the parking structure. 

“PI drive,” Dan said. 

“In your dreams, Frederick,” Amy said. “You don’t have a license.” 

“Shotgun!” Atticus said, jumping into the passen-ger seat. 

“I didn’t want to sit up there anyway,” Dan claimed, climbing into the 
backseat next to Amy. 

Jake settled into the driver’s seat and started the engine, but before he 
could adjust his mirrors, flashing blue lights appeared behind them. A 
police car was blocking them in. 

Amy’s stomach lurched. Interpol? They were caught already. She met 
Jake’s eyes in the rearview mirror. 

“Maybe they’re just checking out the rental cars leaving the parking 
lot,” he suggested. 

“And maybe they’re not,” Amy spat. “If we get arrested, a hostage 
will die!” 

Two gigantic policemen got out of the car. “Exit the vehicle!” one of 
them shouted. “Schnell!” 

“Remember, your name is Fred Wimple,” Amy whispered to her 
brother as they climbed out of the SUV and lined up beside it. 

“Passports!” the larger policeman snapped. 

“They’re in our bags,” Jake said, keeping his voice calm and steady. 

“Get them!” 

“Sure. No problem. No need to shout.” Jake popped the back hatch 
open, but as he reached in to grab his pack, the second policeman pushed 
him roughly aside. 

“Hey!” Jake balled his hands into fists. 

Amy signaled him with a small shake of her head. Something wasn’t 


right about the two cops. If they know, why don t they just arrest us? Why 


are they hassling us like this? 

Jake took a deep breath. 

The second policeman pulled their things out onto the ground and 
turned to Amy. “Which one is yours?” 

Amy pointed at a small blue backpack. 

The policeman grabbed it, turned it upside down, and shook 
everything out. 

Jake stepped forward, but Amy gripped his arm. 

“Let it go,” she whispered. 

The policeman found Amy’s fake passport, then rummaged through 
the other packs until he held all four in his hand. 

“Your business in Berlin?” 

“We’re tourists,” Amy stammered, her knees going weak. 

“Name of your hotel?” 

“We... we were just on our way to find one.” 

The policeman looked at Dan. “Frederick Wimple?” 

“Right,” Dan answered. 

“Wrong,” the policeman said. “Your passport is a forgery. Your name 
is Dan Cahill.” He pulled his pistol from its holster. “And you are all 
under arrest!” 

Amy let out a gasp of horror. Dan’s head jerked toward the nearest 
exit. She followed his gaze. It was a hundred feet away. They’d never 
make it. 

The second policeman pulled four sets of flex-cuffs off his belt. “Turn 
around and put your hands on your heads.” 

Jake stepped in front of the pistol, shielding the others. 

“There’s some kind of mistake,” he said, trying to stall for time. 

“No mistake. Turn around. All of you!” 

There was an agonizing pause as they calculated their options and 
realized they didn’t have any. 

“We better do what he says,” Amy said in defeat. 


Reluctantly, Jake turned around with the others. Amy leaned against 
her brother, waiting for the plastic cuffs to squeeze around her wrists. 
Barely two steps into Berlin, and they’d already failed. 

Which hostage will die? Which hostage have we just killed? 

“Something’s not right,” Jake whispered. 

“PIL say,” Dan hissed back. “We’re in a parking structure with two 
giants with badges, guns, and no witnesses. We need to get —” 

Two doors slammed behind them, followed by the screech of rubber 
on cement. Amy whipped her head around to see the police car barreling 
through the exit. For a second, the four kids were too stunned to move. 

“Quick! Let’s get out of here!” Amy said. 

Just then, the Vesper phone chimed. 


Ha-ha. Scared you! A bag within your bag. Replace the paste 





with the real one at the Pergamon Museum. Because of your late 


A 





arrival you only have a couple hours before closing time. 





you fail, it’s Death-Oh-Clock for Uncle Alistair (per Dan’s 














request), and perhaps I’1l include the youngest as a special 





bonus . . . Cousin Phoenix. Oh, and speaking of dead things, 








I’ve wiped the phone you swiped from Luna. You can no longer 























get in touch with me. I’m very unhappy with you. I’ll let you 


know what your punishment will be. Have a nice day. © 


Vesper One 


Dan slammed his fist into the car. “He’s going to punish us through 
Alistair!” 

Amy put a hand lightly on her brother’s shoulder. “We don’t know 
that.” 

“Amy’s right,” Jake said. “He’s just messing with us. The only way to 
keep our heads straight is to ignore him and stay on task.” 

Amy didn’t like the look on Dan’s face as he turned on Jake. “Easy 


1°? 


for you to say. You don’t even know Alistair 


“Stop!” Amy ordered. “I’ve had enough testosterone in the past five 
minutes to last me a lifetime. We need to focus.” 

She picked up Luna’s pink cell phone and tossed it to Dan. “Check 
the phone.” She looked at Jake and Atticus. “Help me get this stuff back 
in my pack.” 

“Phone’s toast,” Dan said after a second. He threw it against a cement 
pillar and it burst into a hundred pink pieces. 

“Was that necessary?” Amy asked. 

“Probably not,” Dan answered, “but it felt good.” 

Amy shook her head, then noticed something in the pile that hadn’t 
been in her backpack earlier. It was a small black velvet bag. She picked 
it up. 

“What’s that?” Dan asked. 

““A bag within your bag,’” Atticus said. 

Amy loosened the drawstrings and dumped a diamond the size of a 


marshmallow into her palm. 


CHAPTER 2 


Pompeii, Italy 


V-1: Contact established with the Cahills. Exactly where you'd 








expect. Will track. Can kill. Awaiting instructions. 
— V-4 





V-4: The trap is baited. V-5 is in place. Proceed. 
= Ved 


Erasmus Yilmaz sat on the edge of a stone fullery in the city of Pompeii, 
wishing he didn’t know that in ancient times, slaves used fulleries to wash 
their masters’ clothes. In urine. 

The fullery was indoors, but it gave him a good view of the square 
outside. Across from him was a large opening. He’d picked the spot so he 
could watch the crowds without being seen. 

Pompeii is a dead city, he thought. And coming here was a dead end. 
But where do we go next? 

Erasmus felt a rare grin cross his face. 

We. 

He hadn’t thought in terms of a team since he was a boy. 

On the run with Mom . . . The grin vanished. 

When Erasmus was just three years old, his father was murdered by 
Vespers. Japan, Russia, India, Canada. Erasmus and his mom never spent 


more than a few months in any one location. Erasmus did not go to 


school, but he learned nine languages and read a thousand books during 
their run. 

We. 

They had almost started to believe the threat had faded when the 
Vespers finally struck. He was at his dojo when the fire broke out at their 
apartment complex. Several people had died, including Erasmus’s mom. 
The Vespers were only too real. 

Erasmus turned his attention back to the crowd on the square where at 
least a hundred people had gathered. A smoking Mount Vesuvius loomed 
above them, but no one was looking at the volcano. Their attention was 
focused on the Disaster Watch! television van and its famous 
meteorologist, Sandy “the Breeze” Bancroft. 

Erasmus had no problem picking his partners out of the crowd. 
Hamilton Holt was a foot taller and wider than anyone else there. Jonah 
Wizard was wearing a black hoodie, even though it was a beautiful day. 
He had to be hot with the hood pulled over his famous head and the fake 
beard Erasmus was making him wear. 

Erasmus hadn’t been pleased when Amy teamed two teenagers up 
with him, but to his surprise he’d grown fond of them. They were both 
dedicated to the fight and willing to do anything — even travel with each 
other. The two boys were completely different. Erasmus grinned again. 
Jonah has rap playing in his head, Hamilton wants to rap people on their 
heads. 

Erasmus had sent them into the crowd and told them not to speak to 
anyone. Their job was to mingle and listen. He knew that they wouldn’t 
hear anything worthwhile, but that wasn’t the point. He was train-ing 
them, thinking that maybe one day, one of them would take his place. 


He was about to call the boys in when a text came from Jonah. 


Luna Amato is here. 


What’s she doing? Erasmus typed back, feeling a tide of anger well 


up in his chest. 
Watching the weather dude. 


Did she recognize you? Erasmus asked. 


The response came immediately. Nope. And I’m standing five feet 





away. 


What about Hamilton? 


He’s standing right next to me. He’s hard to miss. She hasn’t 


even looked at him. 


Another text flashed across the screen. Wait! She’s on the move. 


Just five days before, William McIntyre, an important Cahill adviser 
and one of Erasmus’s few friends, had been murdered in Rome. Luna was 
either in on the murder, or knew who did it. And Erasmus was determined 


to squeeze every bit of information out of her. 





Follow her. Like I taught you. 


Erasmus pulled a pair of binoculars out of his leather jacket and 
watched. Sure enough, it was Luna Amato. His jaw clenched as he 
zoomed in. The Vesper spy appeared harmless — she looked like a retired 
schoolteacher on a tour. But that’s what made her so deadly. What 
allowed her to bring down people like William. 

Erasmus lowered the binoculars and narrowed his eyes. All that was 
about to change. 


He wasn’t going to let the Vespers get away with murder again. 


CHAPTER 3 


Alistair Oh would have given anything for a bite of one of his steak 
burritos and a sip of something refreshing. Instead he was holding a cold 
baked potato and a paper cup with four ounces of murky water. The 
Vespers had shut off the hostages’ water and reduced their food ration in 
retaliation for the recent escape attempt. Once a day, a sack with seven 
baked potatoes and a single quart of water was dropped down the shaft of 
the broken dumbwaiter. 

“The Irish survived on a mostly potato diet for hundreds of years,” 
Fiske Cahill pointed out, staring grimly at the spud in his hand. 

“That’s correct,” Alistair agreed. “I did a great deal of research while 
working on my Frozen Peanut Butter—Potato Tot Burrito.” 

“How’d that sell?” Ted Starling asked. He was sitting near the 
damaged dumbwaiter, hoping to hear a snippet of conversation from their 
captors above. 

“Not well, I’m afraid,” Alistair said. “But I did learn that the average 
Irish citizen consumed five to eight pounds of potatoes a day, and they 
were healthy.” 

“We’re getting about a pound a day for seven of us,” Natalie Kabra 
pointed out. She prodded the shriveled spud on her plate, then stared in 
dismay at her hands. “Oh, my God! My hands look like monkey paws. I’d 
give anything for cream and an emery board.” 

“Your hands look fine,” Ted said. 


“No offense, Theodore,” Natalie said. “But you’re blind.” 


Alistair cut in before the kids could start squabbling. “A bigger 
concern is drinkable water,” Alistair said. “We’re getting dehydrated. 
We’ll die of thirst long before we die of hunger.” 

“Let’s try to think of the positive,” Fiske said. 

“Good idea,” Natalie shot back. “Why don’t you start, Fiske?” 

“Well...” Fiske trailed off. 

“Can it, Natalie,” Nellie said. “If they get us fighting among ourselves 
we won’t have the energy to fight them.” 

“In order to fight them, we have to get to them,” Reagan said, out of 
breath from the crunches. She started doing one-handed push-ups with 
her good hand, but only managed six before losing her strength. 

Phoenix waved Alistair over to where he and Nellie were sitting. “Is 
everything okay?” Alistair asked quietly. 

Phoenix leaned over and whispered into his ear. “I think Reagan is 


going to die.” 


CHAPTER 


As Jake drove the SUV through the dark, icy streets, Atticus’s fingers 
flew across the laptop keyboard to try to identify the decoy diamond 
they’d been given. 

“Pve got it!” he shouted. “The diamond’s called the Golden Jubilee. 
It’s on loan from the king of Thailand, at the Pergamon Museum.” 

“Where is that?” Dan said, shifting in his seat. 

“We’re three blocks away,” Jake said, pointing at the navigation 
screen. 

They parked the SUV a block away from the Pergamon. They were 
on the scene, but they still didn’t have the slightest idea how they were 
going to steal the diamond. 

“It’s one of the most heavily guarded museums in Berlin,” Atticus 
said. He had the Pergamon website up on his laptop. “It’s subdivided into 
the antiquity collection, the Middle East museum, and the museum of 
Islamic art. Chancellor Angela Merkel was there last week for the 
unveiling of the Golden Jubilee exhibit. The museum is visited by over a 
million people every year, making it the most popular —” 

“We don’t need an audio tour!” Dan snapped. “We need to just get in 
there and swap the diamonds.” 

Atticus flinched, but Dan didn’t care. He reached for the door handle. 
“We only have two hours left!” 

“Hold on,” Amy said. 


Dan gave her an exasperated sigh. “What?” 


“We can’t just waltz in there and expect to walk out with one of the 
most valuable treasures on earth,” she said, panic creeping into her voice. 
“We need to figure out a plan.” 

“Fine. But make it quick.” Dan looked pointedly at his watch. 

“We’ll each go in at ten-minute intervals,” Amy said. “Interpol has 
probably sent our photographs to every museum in Europe. It’ll be safer 
if we don’t enter together.” She pulled a red wig out of her pack. 

“I’m not wearing that!” Dan said. When they flew to Samarkand, the 
Cahills in the Attleboro comm center had made him dress as a redheaded 
girl named Shirley Cliphorn. 

“Im going to wear it,’ Amy said, pulling it over her head and 
shooting her brother an irritated look. 

“PII wear a baseball cap,” Dan said. 

“Dan, you'll go in first and find out where the Golden Jubilee is. 
Atticus will go in next and try to figure out what kind of electronic 
surveillance and alarm security they have in the museum. PIL come in 
third with the fake diamond. We’ll stay in touch on our Bluetooths and 
get together once we have the lay of the place.” 

“What about me?” Jake asked. 

To Dan’s disgust, his sister blushed before she answered. “Stay in the 
car, keep it running, and pick us up if we somehow pull this off.” 

“So I’m the driver,” Jake said flatly. 

Dan stared at his watch. “Minute’s up. I’m outta here. See you 
inside.” 

He opened the door and stepped out into the cold evening, happy to 
be doing something rather than talking about doing something. It was still 
snowing big, sticky white flakes and there was at least two feet of 
accumulation on the sidewalk. He wouldn’t be surprised to find the 
Pergamon had closed for the day while Amy jabbered their time away, as 
if Alistair or Phoenix wasn’t about to be murdered. 


If it’s closed, how do we get the diamond? 


He reached the huge entry square to the museum and his shoulders 
instantly relaxed. People were still walking through the front doors into 
the building. A bus pulled up to the curb behind him, and a group of 
students close to his age filed out. None of them were wearing baseball 
caps, so Dan took his off and joined them as they hurried across the 
square. A couple of the kids said something to him in German, which he 
didn’t understand. He smiled and nodded, hoping they weren’t asking him 
if he was the notorious art thief Dan Cahill, aka Fred Wimple, aka Shirley 
Cliphorn. Apparently they were just being friendly, because they smiled 
back and lined up behind their teachers. 

Dan inserted himself into the group and walked inside with them. 
Every security checkpoint had Berliners shaking snow off their coats, 
hats, and umbrellas as they shuffled through. He tapped his Bluetooth. 

“It’s packed,” he whispered. 

“What’s security like?” Amy asked. 

“Tough.” Dan put his pack on the conveyor belt. “X-ray machines and 
metal detectors. On the bright side, they don’t seem to be paying much 
attention to what people look like. They didn’t give me a second glance. 
Is Atticus on his way?” 

“He just got out of the car.” 


“See you later.” 


“Dan?” Amy hated it when Dan hung up on her. 

Jake turned and looked at her from the front seat. “Well?” 

“Dan’s inside,” she said, keeping her frustration with her little brother 
to herself. 

“Get into the front seat with me,” he ordered. 

Amy frowned at him. “Why?” 


“Because it looks suspicious that you’re in the backseat and I’m in the 
front seat,” Jake said impatiently. 

Amy got out of the back, not because he wanted her to, but because 
he was probably right . . . again. She didn’t know what to think about 
Jake. Seventy-five percent of the time he was a jerk. The other twenty- 
five percent of the time he was asleep. 

She got into the front seat and closed the door. She could feel the heat 
from his body and smelled something spicy mingling with the leather of 
the seats — it was annoyingly pleasant. 

“What’s the problem?” he asked. “What’s bothering you?” 

“Aside from being wanted by Interpol, trying to save seven hostages, 
and steal a priceless diamond?” 

Jake smiled at her. “Yeah, aside from that.” 

Amy gave him a searching look, and then decided to answer honestly. 
“Dan,” she said. “I’m worried about him. It’s not right that a thirteen- 
year-old knows as much as he does about stealing things.” 

“You're right,” Jake said. “He should have been at least sixteen like 
you before he became part of an international crime ring.” He paused. 
“But I hear you. Atticus already knows more than I will in my entire life. 
It’s scary. On the one hand he’s a little kid, on the other hand he’s a 
supercomputer with two legs. And then there’s this whole Guardian 
thing.” 

On her deathbed, Atticus’s mother, Astrid, Jake’s stepmother, had told 
Atticus that she was a Guardian and that she was passing the 
responsibility on to him. But what that meant and how to do it was 
anyone’s guess. 

“What do you know about them?” Jake asked. 

“Guardians?” 

Jake nodded. 


“Not much,” Amy answered, not quite meeting his eyes. 


This was more truthish than true. What she wasn’t telling Jake was 
that she suspected one of the things the Guardians were protecting was a 
Cahill family relic, a gold ring currently hidden in plain sight on her wrist 
around the face of her Swiss watch. Only a handful of people knew about 
the ring’s existence. The Vespers wanted it — badly enough that they’d 
nearly killed Amy trying to get it. 

Time to change the subject. She looked at her watch. “Atticus should 
be inside the Pergamon by now.” 

“I’m going into the museum with you.” 

“No.” 

“Tm Atticus’s brother. He’s my responsibility.” 

“The best way you can keep him safe is to stay here and keep the car 
running.” Jake opened his mouth to reply, but Amy jumped out of the 
SUV before he could argue further. 

Thats one way to handle him, she thought with a grin. Then she 
realized she was smiling. Again. 


CHAPTER 5 


Atticus was not thinking about keeping safe. He was standing in the 
security line thinking about being an international diamond thief. 

Hanging out with Dan is so cool! 

To pull the heist off, he would have to find the switch. All buildings 
had one. Well, not mud-and-dung huts, but if there’s electricity, there ï a 
switch, Atticus reasoned. Without power there were no lights, and more 
importantly no surveillance cameras, pressure plates, or alarms. He hoped 
Dan and Amy had flashlights in their packs, or a flashlight app on their 
smartphones. 

He emptied his pockets and put his pack on the conveyor belt. As he 
walked through the metal detector, he asked the guard if he could talk to 
the person in charge of security. 

“That would be Herr Rommel,” the guard answered in German. “The 
man in the black suit.” He pointed at the circular security counter in the 
center of the ornate lobby. 

Atticus nodded. He recognized Rommel from a photo he’d seen on 
the Pergamon web page. He gathered his things, and his courage, and 
walked over to the security counter. Rommel was impeccably groomed, 
from his styled white hair to his perfectly manicured fingernails, creased 
slacks, and polished black shoes. He was going through a stack of papers 
as Atticus approached. 

“Guten Abend, Herr Rommel,” Atticus said in nearly flawless 


German. 


Rommel looked up from his papers with piercing gray eyes. “Guten 
Abend. How may I help you?” 

“My name is Atticus Rosenbloom, and Pd like a behind-the-scenes 
tour of the museum.” 

Rommel gave a short laugh. “I am not a tour guide. I am the director 
of security.” 

Atticus smiled. “Yes, I know. And that’s why I decided to ask you. 
I’m doing a school assignment on museum security. In actuality, I’m not 
interested in how artwork and national treasures are displayed. I want to 
know how they are protected.” 

“And what school do you go to?” 

“Harvard,” Atticus lied. Technically, he’d only taken a few extension 
classes there, but Rommel didn’t need to know that. 

Rommel put the papers down and his gray eyes narrowed. “Really?” 

“Yes.” Atticus flashed his student identification card. 

Rommel looked at it. “And you are how old?” 

“Eleven. My father is Dr. Mark Rosenbloom, the archaeologist. I 
believe that you have some of his artifacts in your collection.” Atticus 
didn’t know if this was true or not, but it wouldn’t surprise him. His 
father’s discoveries were displayed in museums all over the world. 

“I don’t know your father’s name, or his artifacts,’ Rommel said. “I 
am not a curator. I am only interested in security.” He gave Atticus a 
thorough once-over. “You are a child prodigy?” 

“T guess.” Atticus didn’t like the term. It made him sound like some 
kind of sideshow freak. Atticus glanced at his watch. Time was running 
out. Amy would be walking in soon and he’d learned absolutely nothing 
about the Pergamon’s security system. “What about the tour?” 

Rommel shook his head. “I am afraid I cannot accommodate you. I do 
not give tours, and we will be closing soon.” 

“That’s disappointing,’ Atticus said with a crushed look. “Frau 


Bundeskanzlerin told me that you gave her a fabulous tour last week.” 


A look of astonishment crossed Rommel’s face. “Are you referring to 
Chancellor Merkel?” 

“Yes. She’s an old family friend. I’m staying at her residence . . . well, 
until tomorrow, anyway. I fly back to the States in the morning. Anyway, 
I told her about my paper and she said that she was here last week and 
that you had been very kind and —” 

“I only spoke to Chancellor Merkel for a moment,’ Rommel 
interrupted, smiling with delight. “I’m surprised she remembered me.” 

Atticus would not have known Chancellor Merkel if she walked up 
and kissed him. He’d only read about her visit to the Pergamon on the 
Internet twenty minutes earlier in the front seat of the car. 

“You must have made a very positive impression,” Atticus said, 
turning to leave. “Ill say hello to her for you.” 

“Wait, wait!” Rommel hurried out from the security station. 

Gotcha! Atticus thought. It was all he could do not to pump his fist. 
He wiped the glee off his face, turned around, and nearly fainted. The top 
sheet of the papers Rommel was holding was clearly visible. It was an 
Interpol wanted poster. 


On it was a photograph of Dan and Amy. 













AMY CAHILL, 16 


DAN CAHILL, 13 


FOR THEFT 


Be on the lookout for these two thieves, wanted in _ 
connection with the theft of Carravagio’s “Medusa” 
trom the Uffizi Gallery in Florence, Italy. “All muse- 
ums, galleries, private collections, and historical 
Places of interest should be on high alert. 





if you have a tip or any information on the two sus- 
pects, contact Inspector Milos Vanek y t Interpol > 
Headquarters, Geneva. ; 
>» 
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Rommel smiled. “Don’t look so disappointed. I will give you a tour. 
A friend of Chancellor Merkel’s is a friend of mine.” 


“Thank you,” Atticus managed, though his mouth had gone as dry as 
parchment. 


“Let me drop these off at the security line and we will begin 
As Rommel walked over to the line, Atticus hit Amy’s speed-dial 
number with a trembling finger. She answered on the first ring 
“Where are you?” Atticus asked. 


“T just got inside. I’m standing near the entrance. Who’s the guy you 
were talking to?” 


“Mr. Rommel. Head of security. You see those papers he just handed 
to that guard?” Atticus replied. 

“Yeah.” 

“The top one is a wanted poster for you and Dan!” 


Dan had not gotten very far into the Pergamon before he hit a one- 
hundred-by-forty-seven-foot wall: the Ishtar Gate. He was not much of a 
museum guy, and the gate had nothing to do with the Jubilee Diamond, 
but it was impressive enough to stop him in his tracks. He quickly 
glanced at the information tag. 

The Ishtar Gate, he read, was one of the eight gates of Babylon, built 
around 600 B.c. by King Nebuchadnezzar and dedicated to the goddess 
Ishtar. It was discovered by a German archaeologist named Robert 
Koldewey in 1899, moved to Berlin piece by blue-tiled piece, and 
reconstructed inside the Pergamon. The bright tiles were lined with 
alternating rows of golden aurochs, which Dan learned were a type of 
extinct wild oxen, and dragons. But what really caught his attention was 
the compass etched beneath one of the aurochs. Dan leaned over the 


velvet rope for a closer look. 





His breath caught in his throat. This can t be a coincidence! 


It was the same symbol they had found on the de Virga map. 


CHAPTER 


Atticus was in the Pergamon’s state-of-the-art security room, staring 
nervously at a bank of high-definition video monitors. 

“A single door serves as both the entrance and the exit to the Golden 
Jubilee room. Everyone is counted going in and out,” Rommel explained, 
pointing to the screen. 

He pointed to another monitor, which showed the huge diamond from 
three different angles. Two grim-faced armed guards sandwiched the 
case. “The case is bulletproof,” he said. “And bombproof, and fireproof, 
as is the room in which the Jubilee is kept. That was just one of the many 
conditions the king of Thailand had before loaning the jewel to the 
Pergamon. The museum has no surveillance dead areas.” 

The video array was impressive, but Atticus knew that Rommel was 
not being completely truthful. It was illegal to put video cameras inside 
restrooms. 

“We are using the same technology as your Las Vegas casinos,” 
Rommel continued with pride. “We even have facial recognition 
software.” 

Uh-oh. 

“How’s that work?” Atticus asked innocently. 

“Step over here and I will demonstrate.” 

Rommel sat Atticus down at a computer terminal behind the 
monitors, then leaned over him to type in a string of numbers. Atticus 


followed his fingers intently, trying to memorize the access code. 


“Here we go.” Rommel clicked an icon. 

Several video feeds from the Golden Jubilee room came onto the 
monitor. Atticus scanned the frames and tried not to scream when he saw 
Dan standing in line to get into the room. 

Rommel moved the arrow of the cursor toward Dan’s head. 

“Can I do it?” Atticus asked, almost grabbing the cursor out of 
Rommel’s hand. 

“Certainly. Just click on someone in line.” 

Atticus moved the cursor as far away from Dan as he could get. He 
clicked on a woman at the end of the line, with two children who looked 
bored out of their minds. 

“It is unlikely she is going to come up in our database,” Rommel said. 
“In fact, it is unlikely any of the patrons in line, or in the room, will result 
in a hit. We only use the software when we identify someone acting 
suspicious. And we usually identify them while they are going through 
security.” 

“What if they wear a disguise?” Atticus asked. 

Rommel gave a thin smile. “You can lose weight, gain weight, change 
your hairstyle, hair color, eye color, but you cannot change your bone 
structure. The software sees through all of these disguises.” 

Atticus thought about texting Amy and telling her not to act 
suspicious but then squirmed. If someone told him not to act suspicious, 
he’d immediately look twice as guilty as before. 

“So if you’re wanted by the police, your face is in the software 
database?” Atticus asked. 

“Not just wanted.” Rommel took over the cursor. Atticus held his 
breath, then let it out when Rommel switched to the video feed near the 
Ishtar Gate. He zoomed in on a middle-aged man. “Notice how he is not 
paying attention to the wall like the other patrons.” 


Atticus nodded. The man was looking everywhere but at the art. 


“He was acting the same way as he went through the security line,” 
Rommel continued. “Very suspicious. Go ahead and click on him.” 
Atticus clicked the mouse. A symbol appeared in the upper right-hand 


corner of the screen followed by the man’s name. 
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INSPECTOR. 
MILOS VANEK 


INTERPOL 





Atticus tried not to faint. 

“So you can see that our facial recognition software not only 
identifies criminals,” Rommel explained, “but it also identifies those who 
are pursuing criminals. Interpol stands for International Criminal Police 
Organization. We don’t know who Agent Vanek is looking for, or even if 
he is after someone. We just know that he’s in the building. We do not ask 
him what he is doing here. We just simply keep an eye on him. If he 
needs assistance, of course we will be happy to help.” 

Atticus knew exactly who Agent Milos Vanek was looking for. Vanek 
was the Interpol agent who had been hunting Amy and Dan Cahill since 
they committed their first crime for Vesper One. But how did Vanek 


know Amy and Dan were here? Atticus had to warn them, but Rommel 
was standing right over him. 

“Why don’t we switch places?” Atticus suggested, taking his 
smartphone out. “I need to get some of this down for my report. You can 
demonstrate while I take notes.” 

“Very good.” They switched places. “Ill demonstrate how we can 
track...” 


Atticus tuned Rommel out as he typed the bad news to Amy. 


Dan was surprised to see there was only one door in and out of the 
Golden Jubilee room. People entered on the right side and exited on the 
left. An alert guard stood in the middle of the entrance, directing traffic 
and staring at everyone with steely blue eyes. Dan smiled at him as he 
passed. The guard did not smile back. 

The glittering Jubilee Diamond was cordoned off by red velvet ropes. 
A mass of people circled their way past for a quick look, then moved on 
to the lesser jewels in the exhibit farther along the ropes. There were four 
armed guards standing in the middle of the rope circle, each facing a 
different direction. Above them were at least a dozen security cameras 
that swiveled constantly up and down, and back and forth. 

Dan silently cursed Vesper One. Stealing the Jubilee was impossible. 


Alistair Oh was going to die. 


CHAPTER 7 


Amy stood in the security line, her backpack on the conveyor belt, her 
pockets empty except for the fake Jubilee Diamond, and her nerves 
completely frazzled. 

Just before she stepped into line, they shut down two of the three 
security stations and announced that the museum would be closing in half 
an hour. This caused a bottleneck in the remaining line, and it was 
moving with agonizing slowness. 

Amy’s phone buzzed. She pulled it out and saw that she had a text 
from Atticus. She opened it and froze in place. 


Milos Vanek is in the building. 


The person in line behind her bumped into her back, and Amy let out 
a small scream. 

“Sorry,” she apologized, her face full of heat. She shuffled forward, 
scanning the room for Agent Vanek, wondering if the people around her 
could hear her heart pounding in her chest. She began to write a text to 
Dan, but didn’t get very far. 

“You will have to put the phone on the belt, Fraülein,” a guard said, 
handing her a tray. 

“Oh — oh...” she stammered. “Of course. Sorry.” 

Get ahold of yourself! Breathe. 


She put her cell on the belt and tried to give the guard a smile, then 
remembered her watch and slipped it into a separate tray. 

“Nothing metal in your pockets?” 

Amy shook her head. 

The guard nodded and Amy stepped through the detector. Alarms 
began to blare and red light blazed out across the room. To her horror, 


Amy became the instant focus of every pair of eyes in the room. 


“We have one,” a woman scanning the monitors said. 

Rommel and Atticus turned around from the computer, and bile crept 
up Atticus’s throat. Amy was on the big screen, surrounded by three 
guards. 

“She was acting a little suspicious in line,” the woman said. “But I 
didn’t think anything of it until the detector sounded.” 

Rommel got up from the chair. “It’s probably nothing, but let’s run the 
facial program on her for our guest.” 

“You-you don’t have to do that for me,” Atticus stammered. “I’m 
actually a lot more interested in how you can follow people from one end 
of the museum to the —” 

“This will only take a minute,” Rommel interrupted. “And it’s just a 
teenager, so we probably won’t get a hit. Zoom in on her. Run the 
program.” 

Rommel’s eyes widened, and then his lips curved into a hunter’s 
smile. “As you might say in America, bingo!” 

Atticus stared at the screen in defeat. Amy was standing with her 
arms out to the side. In the upper right-hand corner of the monitor was an 
alert. 


“Locate Agent Vanek!” Rommel said. 


A video of Milos Vanek appeared on one of the smaller screens. He 
was standing inside the Jubilee room, but he was not looking at the 
diamond. 

“What’s he staring at?” Rommel asked. 

The guard started to flip through the cameras in the room. 

Atticus already knew who Vanek was trailing. He quietly backed 
away from Rommel and the others to the computer terminal they had 
been using. He typed in Rommel’s password and found the menu he was 
looking for. 

Time to flip the switch. 

The lights went out, then came back on a second later as the backup 
generator kicked in. 

There's more than one switch! 

Atticus killed the generator with five keystrokes, but the lights came 
on once again as the batteries took over. 

Rommel turned around and glared at him. 

“What are you doing?” he shouted, striding toward Atticus. 

Atticus continued typing. He had to change the password before he hit 
the last switch or they would have the system back up in seconds. 

“Step away from that keyboard!” Rommel lunged for him. 

As Atticus dodged the enraged security chief, he managed to flip the 
final switch. The security room and the museum were plunged into 
complete darkness. Rommel started bellowing out orders. “Code red! 
Secure the rooms! We need lights! Find the boy!” 

Atticus crawled as far away from the shouts as he could. He had 
positioned himself so he was facing the security door, but now in the 
pitch-black he wasn’t sure if he was moving in the right direction. A 
flashlight flicked on, then another. The beams started to comb the room. 

“I can’t reboot the system!” someone shouted. “The passcode doesn’t 
work!” 

“The boy!” Rommel said. “Find him!” 


Atticus started hyperventilating. His heart was slamming in his chest. 
They would be on him any second. 

A flashlight beam swept along the far wall. 

The door! 


He crawled as fast as he could. 


CHAPTER 


Dan was crawling, too. 

The sudden blackout caused pandemonium in the Jubilee room. 
People screamed and rushed the exit as the dark enveloped them. Dan 
was knocked to the floor. As he got to his hands and knees he was 
smacked down again. Someone stepped on his face. Another person 
clomped over his back. He was terrified, but not because of the dark, or 
the stampede. A second before the lights went out, he had seen the 
triumphant face of Milos Vanek staring right at him. 

Dan crawled over to a wall and curled into a fetal position to make his 
body the smallest possible target. Every time someone kicked or bumped 
against him, he wondered if it was Milos Vanek catching up with him at 
long last. 

The guards shouted for everyone to relax and stay where they were, 
but their commands were drowned out by the general hysteria. 

Dan took a deep breath and tried to calm himself down. Think! This 
isn t over yet. I’m ten feet away from the diamond in a pitch-black room. 
He watched the guards’ flashlight beams, trying to gauge where they 
were and what they were doing. What he saw was not good. All of the 
beams were concentrated around the Jubilee case. There was a sweep of 
light and Dan saw the guards illuminated. They had their guns drawn. 

His heart sank. Even if I got past them, I'd still have to get the case 
open. 


His Bluetooth pinged. “Dan?” It was Amy. She sounded out of breath. 


“What?” 
“Milos Vanek is in the museum!” 

“I know. He’s in the room with me somewhere,” Dan said, his eyes 
still fixed on the cluster of guards around the diamond. “Where are you?” 

“Pm with Atticus. He managed to slip out of security after switching 
off the lights. Rommel and the guards are looking for us. The police just 
arrived to secure the building. Atticus says the lights could come back on 
at any minute.” 

“Then get out,” Dan said. 

“What about the diamond? What about you?” 

“I’ve got a plan. See you at the car.” Dan pocketed the phone and 
looked at the silhouettes of the guards surrounding the case. 

Whats the worst that could happen? he thought as he crawled toward 
the Jubilee. 

An unseen hand reached out from the darkness and grabbed Dan’s 
arm in a viselike grip. Dan tore himself away and jumped to his feet. The 
guards pointed their flashlights at the commotion and he caught a glimpse 
of his assailant. 

It was Vanek. 

The agent lunged for him. Dan dodged away and slammed into one of 
the jewel cases. Vanek tripped and fell. 

“Interpol!” Vanek shouted. “Arrest him!” 

Dan expected the guards to shoot him, or at least gang-tackle him, but 
they stayed exactly where they were, protecting the Golden Jubilee. He 
ducked under their flashlight beams and tried to feel his way out of the 
black room. 

If I’m arrested, it’s game over. The Jubilee will have to wait. 

He glanced back over at the guards. The shadow of a man was 
standing in front of them, shouting in German. He couldn’t understand 


what he was saying, but it had to be Vanek demanding their help. The 


guards didn’t budge from their positions, but Dan could see a flashlight 
beam bounce around the room, searching. Vanek had borrowed a light. 
Dan stood and took off for where he hoped the exit was. 
“Stop!” 
He pressed through the panicked crowd trying to get through the door. 
“Interpol! Stop him!” 
Vanek’s shouts echoed closer and closer behind him as he clawed his 


way past screaming tourists. Interpol’s finest was only inches away. 


“Do we wait for Dan?” Atticus asked, breathing hard. 

“We leave together or we don’t leave at all,’ Amy said as she 
frantically scanned the people stumbling through the darkness. 

People were using the light of their cell phones to find the exit. Some 
of them were injured and being helped by others. 

“The lights are thinning out,” she said. “It'll be hard for us to hide 
without a crowd.” 

“Try calling him again,” Atticus suggested. 

Amy hit his speed dial. It rang and rang, then went to voice mail... . 

“Dan here. The reason I didn t pick up is because I’m probably eating 
something delicious. Leave a message and I’1ll —”’ 

Someone wrapped their arms around Amy from behind. She screamed 
and jerked her head toward Atticus. A second man had grabbed him at the 
exact same moment. Rommel! She tried to stomp on her captor’s foot, but 
he danced away and threw her to the ground. Her arms were wrenched 
behind her back and she felt the cold bite of handcuffs snapping around 


her wrists. 


“Sorry... sorry... excuse me... sorry...umph... sorry...” 

Dan stopped near the Ishtar Gate to catch his breath. He hadn’t seen 
Vanek’s flashlight beam in a couple of minutes, but he knew the Interpol 
agent was somewhere behind him in the dark. He wondered if he should 
double back and take another shot at the diamond now, or find a place to 
hide and tackle it later, after the museum emptied out. He looked at his 
watch and nearly vomited. There would be no later. Their time was up. 

Someone is going to die. 

The litany pounded across his brain until he couldn’t focus on 
anything else. The horror of it burst out of his mouth in a terrible scream, 
and he didn’t care if everyone in Berlin heard him. That’s when his legs 
were pulled out from under him. He hit the marble floor hard and all the 
air rushed out of his lungs. As he lay gasping for breath, a flashlight 
clicked on, illuminating the jack-o’-lantern face of Agent Milos Vanek. 
Dan tried to get away, but found himself cuffed to Vanek’s wrist. 

“I go where you go,” Vanek said. “We will wait here until the lights 
come back on. Perhaps we can have a nice conversation while we watch 
the people bump into each other.” He scooted under the velvet rope near a 
stanchion and leaned against the wall of the Ishtar Gate. 

Dan had no choice but to join him. 

“Why were you screaming?” 

Dan didn’t answer. At the moment he was almost angrier at himself 
than he was at Vesper One. How could he have let Vanek sneak up on 
him? 

“Cat has tongue? Okay. Change subject. I assume your sister is in the 
museum.” 

“If you don’t let me go, someone is going to die,” Dan said, surprised 
to feel hot tears of frustration running down his face. 

“No need for tears. I can help. I am a policeman.” 

“I’m not crying,” Dan said, turning his face away. “And I don’t need 


your help. I just need you to let me go.” 


“That might be possible,” Vanek said. “After you tell us about 
stealing the Caravaggio ‘Medusa’ and the Marco Polo manuscript, and 
your escape from jail. When I get you and your sister into head-quarters I 
should not take more than a week to straighten this out.” 

Dan did not have a week, or a day, or a minute. He dragged a hand 
across his face to wipe the tears away. He didn’t have time for crying, 
either. Vesper One could kill all of the hostages in a week. 

“The Caravaggio painting we took from the Uffizi Gallery was a 
fake,” he said. “We found the real one and it was returned. No one even 
knew the Marco Polo manuscript existed, so you can’t very well accuse 
us of stealing it. As for the jailbreak, we didn’t escape. Your coworker 
Luna Amato let us out.” 

“Luna Amato is not my coworker!” Vanek spit the words out like he 
had just taken a bite of cow dung. Dan felt spittle spray his face. “She is a 
traitor! If I could just get my hands on her I would . . .” Vanek raised his 
hands like he was throttling someone. “Wait a minute, what!?” 

Dan stood up, rubbing his wrist. “Sorry, Milos, I gotta go.” He 
reached down and took the flashlight and grabbed his pack. 

Lightfinger Larry would have been proud. While Vanek was talking, 
Dan had lifted his keys and wallet. He had removed the handcuff from his 
wrist and reattached it to a stanchion. 

“Unlock these cuffs!” Vanek shouted. 

Dan raced off, taking little satisfaction in getting away from the 
Interpol agent. He ran across the lobby, trying to keep back fresh tears, 
his thoughts focused on the diamond. His only hope was that Amy had 
found a way to grab it. People were pouring out through the front doors. 
The police and television crews had arrived and were setting up 
equipment. He was reaching for his cell to call Amy when someone 
grabbed him. But Dan wasn’t going to be taken again. He swung the 
heavy flashlight. 


“It’s me!” a familiar voice shouted as Jake wrenched the flashlight out 
of his hand. 

“I thought you were in the car,” Dan answered lamely. 

“T got tired of waiting. And it’s lucky I did. I got here just in time to 
see two guys manhandle Atticus and Amy through there.” He pointed the 
flashlight at a door. 


Museumswache 
BETRETEN VERBOTEN 


“Security. Do not enter,” Jake translated. 

“We have to get Atticus and Amy out of there.” 

Jake nodded. “Where were you?” 

“Up in the Jubilee room with Milos Vanek.” 

“He’s here?” 

Dan explained what had happened. 

Jake’s voice brightened. “So you have his wallet?” 

Dan took it out. “And his car keys.” 

“We don’t need the keys for what I have in mind.” Jake raised his 
eyebrow. “Do you really know how to drive?” 

Despite the tears and the tight feeling in his chest, Dan managed a 
weak smile as Jake explained what he wanted to do. 

This sounded like Dan’s kind of plan. 


CHAPTER 


Amy and Atticus had been handcuffed together and pushed into two hard 
chairs against the wall. Rommel stood in front of them, flicking a 
flashlight beam on their faces as he interrogated them. So far neither one 
had answered any of his questions, which seemed to make him very 
angry. A guard stood nearby, shifting from foot to foot, and Amy could 
only guess that he was a little uneasy watching his boss yell at two 
children. Amy was trying to think of a way of taking advantage of the 
guard’s nerves when there was a knock at the door. 

“Tell whoever it is to go away,” Rommel shouted. 

The guard opened the door, spoke to the visitor for a moment, then 
walked back and whispered something to Rommel. 

“Really?” Rommel said. “By all means, let him in. Perhaps these two 
will talk to Interpol.” 

Atticus leaned over to Amy and whispered, “Milos Vanek?” 

“It must be,” Amy whispered back. 

“What do you —” 

“No talking!” Rommel shouted, then turned to the man walking into 
the security room. “Agent Vanek. We are honored to have you here.” 

“I am not Agent Vanek,” the man said. “I am Gale Monist.” He 
flashed an Interpol badge. “Vanek and I are working together. I’m looking 
for him.” 

Amy and Atticus tried to hide their surprise. They knew that voice. 


The flashlight showed a man wearing a trench coat and hat, who looked 


like he had a mustache, although it was hard to tell in the dark. 

“Agent Vanek was in the museum just before we lost power,” 
Rommel said. “I couldn’t tell you if he is still in the building or not. Have 
you tried his mobile?” 

“Of course,” Agent Monist said impatiently. “He’s not answering, 
which is why I knocked on your door. And you are... ?” 

“Alberich Rommel, Director of Security.” 

Agent Monist turned toward them. “And these are .. . ? My God! 
Amy Cahill! She’s the reason Vanek and I are here. Who’s the boy?” 

“Her accomplice, I believe, but both of them refuse to answer my 
questions.” 

“We'll see if a trip to Interpol loosens their tongues,” Agent Monist 
said. 

“Not before they answer my questions,” Rommel said. “Until they do, 
they will remain in my custody.” 

“Your custody?” Agent Monist’s voice rose. “I wasn’t aware that the 
Pergamon had a sanctioned police organization.” 

“Of course it doesn’t,” Rommel said. “But I apprehended them here 
and before they leave I must determine what damage they have caused to 
our collection.” 

“I see,” Agent Monist said. “How did you lose your power?” 

“The boy.” 

Agent Monist stared at Atticus. Atticus looked away, trying not to 
smile. 

“I assume your power grid is controlled in this room.” 

“Yes.” 

“How did the boy get inside?” 

Rommel hesitated. “I was giving him a tour.” 

“So, you let him in?” 

Before Rommel could answer, Agent Monist got a call. He took his 


cell phone out of his trench coat. 


“Yes ... Where are you? .. . I’m inside the museum. . . . They have 
Amy Cahill and a boy. .. . No. A Herr Rommel wants to talk to them 
first... . I see. . . . Just stay where you are and I'll be out in a minute.” He 
put the phone back in his pocket and looked at Rommel. “That was Milos 
Vanek. He’s waiting out front for me in the car. He said that the news 
organizations have shown up. I suspect they will be wanting to talk to you 
about how this all happened. How you let the boy in the security room, 
how your security was breached by children, et cetera, or I can. . . Oh, 
never mind.” He turned to leave. 

“Wait,” Rommel said. “Or you can what?” 

Agent Monist turned back. “Or, I can take them out of here very, very 
quietly and when you speak to the media you can say that you don’t know 
how the power went off, but Interpol is investigating. If they call us, 
which they will, we will back you up without giving them any details 
about your . . .” He paused. “Your unfortunate tour.” He looked at his 
watch. “I have to leave. Agent Vanek and I are due back at headquarters 
for an important meeting.” 

“Take them,” Rommel said with disgust. “And if you can get the boy 
to tell you the passcode he used to lock our system, it would be greatly 
appreciated.” 

“We’ll get the passcode out of him,” Agent Monist said. “And 
everything else he knows. You two come with me.” 

Amy and Atticus jumped to their feet. 

Rommel escorted them to the entrance of the museum, but quickly 
faded back as soon as he saw the news vans outside. 

Agent Monist, aka Jake Rosenbloom, draped his trench coat over the 
handcuffs so the news people wouldn’t notice them as they hurried across 
the square. 

“Where’s Dan?” Amy asked. 


“Agent Vanek is in the car, waiting for us at the curb.” 


Amy and Atticus climbed into the back of the SUV. Jake went around 
to the driver’s side and opened the door. 

“Scoot over.” 

“I got it,” Dan said, his hands on the steering wheel. 

“Forget it, Dan,” Amy said. 

“I drove it here.” 

“One block,” Amy said. “Move over. There are police everywhere. 
We have to get out of here.” 

“Without the diamond,” Dan said. His face was ashen. 

“We’ll talk about it as we drive.” 

Dan scooted over. Jake pulled away from the curb and left the 


Pergamon disaster behind. 


CHAPTER 


Jake drove the Benz several blocks north, then pulled into a parking lot. 

“What are you doing?” Amy asked. 

It was the first words any of them had spoken since leaving the 
museum. In a few minutes, the Vesper phone would ping with the news 
that one of their friends had died. 

“This mustache is driving me crazy,” Jake said. “I need to get it off 
me.” 

Dan got out of the front seat and opened the back door. He unlocked 
Amy’s and Atticus’s handcuffs with Agent Vanek’s key. 

“PII sit back here with Atticus,” he said. 

Amy got into the front seat with Jake. 

“How did Vanek figure out you were in the Pergamon?” Jake asked, 
pulling back into traffic. 

“I didn’t get a chance to discuss it with him,” Dan answered flatly. 

“Maybe he’s a Vesper,” Atticus suggested. 

“Not likely,’ Dan said. “You should have heard him when I 
mentioned Luna Amato, who we know is a Vesper. If she had been there, 
he would have strangled her.” 

“It’s a good question,” Amy said. “How did he know? He was inside 
the museum before we got there.” 

“All I know is that it’ll be a while before he picks up our trail again,” 
Dan said. “I have his passport, cash, credit card, and keys, thanks to 
Lightfinger Larry.” 


“Who?” Atticus asked. 

“Pl tell you about him later,” Dan said. “What I want to know is what 
set off the metal detector.” 

Amy shook her head. “I don’t know. All I had in my pocket was the 
diamond. Id even taken off my belt and my —” 

She stopped in midsentence and started frantically going through her 
backpack. 

“What?” Jake said. 

“What are you looking for?” Dan asked. 

“My watch!” 

Dan’s stomach lurched. “Are you sure?” 

Amy threw the last of her gear out of the pack and held it upside 
down. “It’s not here. We need to go back to the Pergamon.” 

“Are you kidding?” Atticus said. “The place is crawling with police. 
They know who we are.” 

“We’ll get you another watch,” Jake said. 

“Not like the one she had,” Dan said. He and his sister exchanged a 
panicked look. “Are you sure you left it there?” 

“As soon as the lights went out, I grabbed my pack and the tray with 
my cell phone, but I completely for-got about the tray with the watch. 
How could I be so stupid?” 

“Don’t beat yourself up,” Jake said. “Tomorrow, when things settle 
down at the museum, PII go to their lost and found and pick up your 
watch. I bet there were plenty of things left there when the lights went 
out.” 

“That won’t work!” Amy yelled. “I’m an idiot!” She pounded her 
fists on the dashboard as hard as she could. Tears streamed down her face. 

For a second, everyone froze. Dan glanced at Atticus and saw that his 
eyes were as wide as Dan’s were. Amy did not freak out like this. But she 


was slamming her fists down over and over again until Jake reached over 


and grabbed her, pinning her arms against her sides so she wouldn’t hurt 
herself. 

“Amy! They don’t know who I am!” he said. “It was too dark for 
Rommel to see what I really look like. PII say my sister left it there or 
something.” 

Dan wasn’t sure she had heard him, which was probably lucky for 
Jake. His plan would not have worked. The back of the watch was 
engraved with Amy’s name, cell phone number, and e-mail. 

Dan leaned forward and put his hand on Amy’s shoulder. “We stole a 
Caravaggio,” he said. “We shouldn’t have any problem stealing 
something that actually belongs to us.” 

Amy looked at him and blinked several times as if she didn’t know 
where she was. 

“The watch. The diamond,” she said hoarsely, and turned her head 
toward the dashboard clock. 

They all followed her gaze. 

“Maybe Vesper One will give us an extension,” Jake said. 

No one bothered to answer him. 

“I shouldn’t have turned the lights out,” Atticus said. 

“If you hadn’t they would have found the fake diamond,” Amy said 
dully. 

“Let me see it,” Dan said to distract himself. Something was nagging 
him and he wanted to think of anything except what was happening to the 
hostages. 

Who will die? Uncle Alistair? Nellie? 

Amy pulled the velvet bag out of her pocket and tossed it over her 
shoulder. 

“We’ll get your watch back,” Jake quietly reassured Amy again. “I 
know it was important to you.” 

“I know what set the metal detector off,” Dan said. “It wasn’t the 


diamond; it was the velvet bag. The inside is lined with some kind of 


metallic cloth.” 

“Why would they —” 

The Vesper phone buzzed, silencing everyone. Amy had to dig 
through her strewn gear to find it. Her voice shook as she read the text 


aloud. 


Thank you for your help at the Pergamon. We could not have done 


























it without you, but I must apologize pro meus valde delictum. 
And you must now find it. Your friends are all alive . . . for 
now. Off to Timbuktu you go. No margin for error. If you fail 
to recover the transgression within 48 hours, I will flip a 




















coin. Heads for Phoenix. Tails for Oh. 


Vesper One 


Stunned disbelief filled the car. Another minute ticked by before 
anyone could speak. 

“The hostages are safe,” Amy finally said, a fresh flood of tears 
running down her face. 

Dan let out a deep breath. He couldn’t take it in. His stomach felt 
misplaced, as if he were suspended on top of a roller coaster. “What does 
he mean by our help at the Pergamon?” 

“Vesper sarcasm?” Atticus said. 

“Maybe,” Dan answered. “Why would Vesper One apologize for a 
valid delectable prom menu?” 

“Apologize pro meus valde delictum,” Atticus said, pronouncing the 
words correctly. “It’s Latin. It means apologize ‘for my great 
transgression.” 

“Apology not accepted,” Dan said. 

And for the first time in a while, everyone laughed. 


CHAPTER Ti 


Jake called his father’s travel agent, who specialized in journeys to 
remote places. The good news was that the Berlin airport had reopened 
after the snowstorm and flights were landing and taking off. The bad 
news was that Timbuktu was one of most difficult places in the world to 
reach. 

“We can’t get there from here,” Jake said, after he got off the phone. 
“At least not very quickly. There’s a flight out of Berlin tomorrow 
morning, but it doesn’t get into Bamako in Mali until late tomorrow 
evening.” 

“Bamako?” Dan said. “Mali? I thought we were going to Timbuktu.” 

“Timbuktu and Bamako are in the country of Mali. To get to 
Timbuktu, you have to go to Bamako first. The problem is getting from 
Bamako to Timbuktu,” Jake continued. “There are only three flights a 
week, and the next flight isn’t for two days.” 

“We could rent a car,” Amy said. “Or hire a driver.” 

“Nine hours across the desert,’ Jake said. “If you don’t have a 
breakdown, which happens about seventy percent of the time. The other 
way to Timbuktu is by ferry. But it’s a three-day trip if the ferries are in 
operation, which half the time they aren’t.” 

“Too bad we don’t have Jonah’s private jet,” Dan said. 

“That’s brilliant!” Amy said. “Why can’t we use his jet while they’re 


in Pompeii? The jet could be here in a few hours.” 


“And we wouldn’t have to worry about getting through security,” 
Atticus added. 

“PI text Erasmus,” Amy said, typing quickly into her phone. 

“What about your watch?” Dan asked. 

Amy took a deep breath. “We have to get it back. If we can’t do it 
before we leave, we’ll come back after we finish in Timbuktu. We don’t 
have a choice. In the mean-time, we’ll check into a hotel and get a few 
hours’ sleep.” 


“Room service!” Dan and Atticus shouted in unison. 


They checked into connecting suites at the Brandenburger Hof, not far 
from the Pergamon Museum. Each suite had two bedrooms with canopied 
king-sized beds. The bedrooms had attached master bathrooms equipped 
with steam and sauna rooms, and flat-screen televisions everywhere. 
There was even one you could see from the toilet. 

“It’s a perfect design,” Dan said as they toured the rooms. 

“A little over the top,” Amy said. 

Atticus opened the well-stocked minibar and started liberating chips, 
soda pop, mixed nuts, and candy. Jake picked up the television remote 
and began channel surfing for news about the Pergamon. 

“I’m going to call Evan and then take a shower,” Amy said, handing 
Dan the Vesper satellite phone and her own cell phone. “Erasmus should 
be calling back. Tell him what’s going on. And charge both phones. When 
we get to Timbuktu we’ll have to hit the ground running. We’ll need all of 
our batteries topped up.” 

“What about your laptop?” 

“PI charge it in the other room.” 


Dan grinned. “Give Evan a virtual kiss from me.” 


Amy glanced at Jake and felt her face redden. He was still flipping 
through the channels and didn’t appear to be paying attention. Why do I 
care? She closed the door to the second suite. 

After the door clicked shut, Jake turned to Dan. “How serious is it 
between Amy and Evan?” 

Dan started humming Mendelssohn’s “Wedding March,” then put his 
index finger into his mouth like he was gagging. 

Room service finally answered. “I need... uh... do you speak 
English? Hang on.” He waved Atticus over to the phone. “Can you order 
everything on the menu?” 

“Everything?” 

“You can skip any kind of vegetable matter.” 


Atticus took the phone and started going down the menu from the top. 


Amy broke into a broad grin when Evan appeared on the screen. 

“I wasn’t sure you’d be there,” she said. 

“Kind of hard to head home when your girlfriend is robbing a 
museum. Are you okay?” 

Amy managed a wobbly smile. “I’m fine, but we didn’t get the 
Jubilee.” She went on to explain what had happened in the Pergamon, 
leaving out her SUV fit. 

As she spoke Evan typed notes into the comm center database. When 
she finished, he read over what he had written and asked her questions to 
make sure he had it right. 

“Sorry about that,” he said. “But the only way to identify Vesper One 
and figure out where the hostages are is to sluice information until 
something pops to the surface. Erasmus is double-checking the data. 
Vesper One will make a mistake. Data mining always works.” 

“I hope so,” Amy said. 


“E-mail me a photo of that velvet bag,” Evan said. “Maybe we can 
find out who manufactured it. It shouldn’t be too hard to run it down with 
the metallic lining. Why would it even have metallic lining?” 

“I have no idea,” Amy said. “But I wish I'd taken the fake diamond 
out of it.” 

“By what you said about the security, and Vanek showing up, it 
sounds like the heist wouldn’t have worked anyway. You were lucky to 
get out of there.” 

Amy shuddered. “Without Jake they would have had us.” 

Evan frowned. 

“What’s the matter?” 

“Pm just tired. I’ve been trying to figure out if someone’s feeding 
information to Vesper One.” 

Amy felt her stomach twist. “Do you still think it’s Ian?” she asked 
quietly, praying that Evan would tell her it’d all been a mistake. She 
couldn’t believe that Ian would betray them. That he’d betray her. 

Evan pressed his lips together, then spoke slowly. “Ian is still our 
number one suspect, but there’s no proof that he’s working for Vesper 
One other than his odd behavior. It would be unfair to openly accuse him 
at this point, and maybe even damaging. When he’s here he’s been a big 
help. We need him.” 

“Do you still think our data is compromised?” 

“It’s hard to say. I?m monitoring it twenty-four-seven and haven’t 
detected any intruders, but that doesn’t mean that there isn’t a mole.” 

“Call me if you have any updates. Day or night. It doesn’t matter.” 
Amy glanced away from the screen, then looked back shyly. “You can 
call me anytime .. . for any reason. I really miss you, Evan.” 

“I miss you, too, Ames.” Evan took a deep breath. “Are you sure 
everything is okay?” 

“I guess. I mean .. .” 


“You and Jake seem to be getting along pretty well.” 


Amy felt her face flush again, but this time with anger. “What do you 
mean by that?” 
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“Nothing,” Evan said. “I was just 
“Its getting late,’ Amy said, looking at her watch — which wasn’t 
there, adding to her frustration. “I better go.” She ended the call and 
closed her laptop. The /ast thing she needed right now was to worry about 
Evan’s ridiculous concerns. She sighed. Why did everything have to be so 


completely confusing? 


Evan stared at his reflection in the blank monitor and saw that his mouth 
was hanging open. Why would Amy react so strongly to a simple 
question? He’d only asked because the last time they’d talked, she said 
Jake was being a jerk. He was about to try to reconnect with her, but was 
interrupted by a scream. 

He jumped up and looked around for some kind of weapon, but all he 
could find was a Ping-Pong paddle. He grabbed it and rushed downstairs. 

Ian Kabra was standing in the living room with blood running down 
his face. 

“Sorry to disturb your game,” Ian said, looking at the paddle. 

Evan clenched his teeth. “I wasn’t playing Ping-Pong,” Evan said, 
hiding the paddle behind his back. “What happened?” 

“Saladin happened. Grace’s mangy cat. When I walked in he jumped 
on my head like a puma. He nearly took my ear off!” 

Saladin was lying comfortably in an expensive chair, grooming Kabra 
blood off his front paws. 

“Don’t just stand there,” Ian said. “Go fetch the first-aid kit. I believe 
it’s in the kitchen.” 

“Where have you been?” Evan asked. 

“Out, obviously. How about that first-aid kit?” 


“Go fetch it yourself.” 

“I’m wounded,” Ian huffed. 

“It’s worse than you think.” Evan pointed at one of Ian’s expensive, 
handmade shoes. On the toe was an egg-size glob of gray goo. 

“What is it?” Ian shouted in horror. 

“Looks like a fur ball to me.” Evan started back upstairs, wondering if 
Saladin could detect something in Ian that Evan couldn’t prove. Perhaps 


Saladin is trying to catch a rat, he thought. 


Ian kicked the slimy fur ball off his shoe. It hit the wall above the sofa 
with a sickening splat and slid down like a giant slug. 

He has some nerve, lan thought as he watched Evan disappear up the 
stairs. Sure, his computer skills kept him from being completely useless, 
but Evan wasn’t a Cahill and needed to show some respect for the world’s 
most powerful family. 

Amy could really do better, he thought as he backed his way into the 
kitchen, afraid to take his eyes off the demonic cat. When he got there, he 
closed the door and latched it behind him. 

What does that beast have against me? Animals had always taken a 
shine to Ian, from the homing poodles on the Kabra estate, to his 
imported polo ponies, Sebastian and Quigley. American cats were clearly 
terrible judges of character. 

All Ian had wanted to do when he dragged himself into the Attleboro 
mansion was lie down on the sofa and take a nap. Now, he had to stem 
the flow of blood and figure out a way to get the lion out of the living 
room. He found the first-aid kit and patched his ear as best he could, then 
took a dish towel and buffed the slime off his shoe. He badly missed his 


servants. 


Now for my nemesis. He opened a cupboard stacked high with tins of 
red snapper. As soon as he started the electric can opener, there was a 
scratching at the door. He opened it very carefully. The Egyptian Mau 
slipped through the crack and strutted over to the cat dish like he was 
Tutankhamen entering a banquet hall. 

Mrrp, said Saladin before starting in on his fishy meal. 

“Just remember who fed you,” Ian said. He shut the door, walked 
back to the living room, arranged the pillow, and lay down on his good 


ear, hoping Saladin didn’t know how to open a latch. 


Dan was also eating fish when Amy’s cell phone rang. 

“Heffo?” He tried to swallow a mouthful of bratfisch mit pommes 
frites and started choking. “Hong on.” He reached for a glass of ice water 
and took a deep gulp. “Sorry. Who’s this?” 

“Erasmus,” a deep voice replied. 

“Hey. How’s Pompeii? How are Hamilton and Jonah? I hear Mount 
Vesuvius is about ready to blow!” 

“I wouldn’t know,” Erasmus said. “We’re in Mumbai.” 

“As in India? I thought you were in Italy.” 

“We came across Luna Amato in Pompeii early this morning,” 
Erasmus said. “This is where she led us. Where’s Amy?” 

“She’s taking a shower.” 

“Tell her Jonah’s jet is on the way. The pilot will call you when it 
lands in Berlin.” 

“I will, but —” 

“Gotta go.” Erasmus ended the call. 

“Nice talking to you, too,” Dan said and exchanged the phone for a 
pomme frite, aka French fry, because Atticus had scarfed down the last 


piece of bratfisch, aka deep-fried fish, while he was talking to Erasmus. 


“Here it is!” Jake said. He had found something on the television 
about the Pergamon blackout. 

Dan and Atticus joined him in front of the tube. A news reporter was 
interviewing Rommel outside the entrance to the museum. 

“The reporter’s asking him if there was anything stolen from the 
museum,” Atticus translated. “Rommel says that the collection is all 
accounted for except for an old manuscript called The Book of Ingenious 
Devices. He says that the manuscript may have been moved by one of the 
curators. He hasn’t had a chance to talk to all the staff yet.” 

“It’s been swiped,” Dan said. “Or more accurately, it’s being swiped.” 
He pointed at the screen. 

Cheyenne and Casper Wyoming were walking right past where 
Rommel was being interviewed. They smiled at the camera. Casper had a 
wrapped bundle under his arm the size of a large book. 

“Vesper used us!” Dan said. “The Golden Jubilee was a diversion!” 
He pulled the velvet bag out of his pocket. “He knew this would set off 
the metal detector. He probably tipped Milos Vanek off, too. And then the 
Wyomings grabbed the book, which isn’t nearly as valuable as some of 
the other stuff they have in there. There probably wasn’t even a guard on 
it!” He picked up the Vesper phone and read part of the text again, aloud: 
““Thank you for your help at the Pergamon. We could not have done it 
without you.’” 

Jake stood up. “I’ve had enough of the Vespers for tonight. I’m going 
to sleep.” He walked into one of the bedrooms and closed the door. 

Atticus yawned. “I think I'll go to sleep, too.” He snagged his third 
dessert from the serving cart and took it into another bedroom with him. 

Dan switched the television off and slumped into a chair. He couldn’t 
sleep. There was a secret itching at him, scratching away at the back of 
his brain until he felt like he was going crazy. 

Dan took his cell phone out and stared at his last text exchange with 


AJT — the person who was either posing as Arthur Trent .. . or was 


actually Dan and Amy’s father. 





If you’re really my dad, can you tell me what special thing you 


said to make us smile together? 


The answer had come back lightning fast. 





Moon face. 


Aside from Amy, the only person who could know this special 
nickname was his father. 

Dan had deleted all of the previous texts from AJT, swearing that he 
would not contact him again. But he couldn’t help himself. He glanced at 
Amy’s door, then quickly thumbed in a text. 





Why did you set us up at Pergamon Museum? What is The Book of 





Ingenious Devices? 


Dan stared at the screen. An hour went by, then two. He finally dozed 
off, waiting for a reply from the dead. 


CHAPTER 12 


The hostages were waiting on the dead as well. The Vesper guards had 
watched the whole thing unfold on their video monitors. Reagan Holt had 
died from an apparent heart attack on the ninth one-handed push-up of 
her third set. 

At first they thought she was just resting, but the boy named Phoenix 
rushed over and shook her. 

“Reagan?” Phoenix looked at the others with grim horror. “She’s not 
moving.” 

“Ridiculous!” Alistair Oh said. He joined Phoenix and carefully 
turned her over. Reagan’s face was blue. “Oh, my God!” he shouted. 

The guards watched as a few of the hostages took turns administering 
CPR, while the others shouted for a doctor until they were all hoarse. 
They cried. Finally, they covered Reagan with a sheet and left her by the 
door. 

The guards waited to go down until after they finished their poker 
game. Before opening the door, they pulled balaclavas over their heads 
and shouted for everyone to back away. 

The hostages looked at them dully, spent with grief. One of the guards 
pointed a camera at them. The other pointed a pistol. 

“Why don’t you just shoot us right now?” Fiske asked. “Get it over 
with.” 

The man with the camera laughed. “I am shooting you . . . in high 


definition.” 


“Pigs!” Nellie said. 

“Cretins!”’ Natalie hissed. 

The man shoved the pistol into his waistband and grabbed Reagan’s 
arms roughly. But before he could drag the corpse an inch, Reagan’s 
lifeless legs did an acrobatic curl, latching on to his thick neck in a scissor 
lock. A split second later he was flying through the air, slamming onto the 
concrete floor on his back. The supposedly dead girl and the others 
swarmed him and his partner like a pack of flying monkeys. The other 
Vesper guard managed to land a vicious kick to the knee of the man 
called Alistair, but it did no good. The guards were overwhelmed. 

Reagan picked up the gun and the camera. She put the camera an inch 
from his face. “Now I’m shooting you in high definition!” she cried, then 
dropped the camera on his chest. 

The guard tried to respond, but didn’t have enough air in his lungs to 
speak. His partner was unconscious. The hostages helped the old man he 
had kicked to his feet. They filed through the concrete door, sliding it 


closed with a loud bang. 


CHAPTER 13 


Cheyenne Wyoming was running a brush through her long blond hair on 


a private jet flying south at thirty-five thousand feet. Her twin brother, 


Casper, sat across from her holding a small mirror and a pair of sharp 


tweezers, picking errant blond hairs from his nose. 


“I told you that if we pulled off the heist at the Pergamon, we’d be 


back in with Vesper One,” Casper said. “Ouch!” He held the tweezers up, 


looking at his harvest. 


“We’re not back in,” Cheyenne said. “We’re just not dead. Yet.” She 


picked up her smartphone and read Vesper One’s text aloud. 
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“Guy has a way with words,” Casper said. “But he makes mistakes.” 
“Like what?” 
“Like failing to take Danny Boy as a hostage. His big sister wouldn’t 


try any tricks if Vesper One had her little brother.” 


“He’s turned it to his advantage,” Cheyenne said. “The boy’s pretty 
bright.” 


“He’s not bright,” Casper said. “He’s lucky.” He pulled the last nose 
hair out. “Ouch!” 


CHAPTER 14 


Dan was dreaming that Vesper One was calling him. ... 

“Where’s my phone?” 

His eyes shot open. Amy was standing in front of him in a hotel 
bathrobe, her hands on her hips. 

“Uh . . .” He looked down at his cell phone and realized that the 
ringing he’d heard wasn’t a dream. 

“Never mind,” Amy said. “I see it. It’s probably Evan.” She picked it 
up. “Hello?” She hesitated. “Who is this?” 

A look of shock crossed her face. 

“I’m betting it’s not your boyfriend,” Dan said. 

Amy shook her head and put the phone on speaker. 

“How did you get this number?” she asked. 

“Interpol is the largest international police organization in the world. 
But that is not how I got your number. Is your brother, Dan, there? I 
believe he has a wallet that belongs to me, and a priceless manuscript 
belonging to the Pergamon Museum.” 

“Yep on the first one,” Dan said. “Nope on the second. We didn’t 
swipe The Book of Ingenious Devices.” 

“Then how do you know it is missing?” 

“Television.” Dan glanced at Amy. “Hang on a sec, Vanek.” He took 
her phone and put it on mute. “You missed some things during your 
Skype date with Evan.” 


“It wasn’t much of a date,” Amy said. 


Dan quickly filled her in, then took her phone off mute. “Sorry about 
that, Vanek. We’re on an airplane and they’re telling us to switch off our 
phones. We’ll have to continue this conversation late —” 

“Another of your funny jokes,” Vanek interrupted. “You are in rooms 
three thirteen and three fourteen of the Brandenburger Hof. I am standing 
outside your door, and all of the exits from the hotel, as you say in 
America, are covered. So as not to disturb the other guests I would like 
you to come out quietly.” 

Dan and Amy turned and stared at the door in disbelief. 

“We need to think about it.” Dan put the phone back on mute and 
walked over to the door. He looked through the peephole. A distorted 
Agent Vanek was looking back at him with a cell phone to his ear. 


Amy walked over and resolutely opened the door. 


Milos Vanek looked at the two children. They looked exhausted, 
disheveled, and nervous. The girl wore a white hotel bathrobe, and her 
hair was tangled as if she had just awoken. The boy looked like he had 
slept in his clothes. 

“May I come in?” He wasn’t really asking, but it was always best to 
be civil. He had the hotel surrounded with plainclothes policemen, but he 
wanted to remove the Cahills quietly if possible. 

Amy nodded and stepped aside. He slipped past her and Dan into the 
elegant room. 

“Very posh,” he said. “It must be nice to have more money than you 
know what to do with.” 

“We slept in a graveyard the night before,” Dan said. 

Vanek smiled. Apparently, the boy’s imagination knew no bounds. He 
looked at Amy. “You will need to dress. And if you are thinking of 


exiting through the door of the other suite, I have a policeman stationed 
outside that door.” 

Dan’s face cracked. “You don’t understand what’s going on here.” 

Vanek looked at him. “I understand very well. The theft of a priceless 
masterpiece, escape from jail, assault of a police officer, impersonating a 
police officer, pickpocketing.” He held his hand out. “I would like my 
wallet and passport back . . . and my keys.” 

“How did you get my cell phone number?” the girl asked. 

“You left it for me at the Pergamon Museum,” Vanek said. He reached 
into his pocket and pulled out her watch. “Perhaps not intentionally.” 

The children stared at the watch in dismay. The girl put her hand out 
tentatively. 

Vanek shook his head and put the watch behind his back. “The 
wallet,” he said. 

“Then what?” the boy asked. 

“Then I will arrest you and take you to jail.” 

“We didn’t take anything from the Pergamon!” 

“That remains to be seen. And there is still the priceless Caravaggio 
painting you stole in Italy.” 

“Which was a fake,” Dan reminded him. “We should have gotten a 
reward for returning the real one.” 

“The wallet,” Vanek repeated. 

The boy crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head. “No.” 

“Dan,” the girl said sweetly, giving her brother a meaningful glance. 
“You know that watch has sen-timental value to me.” 

“I know,” the boy said, returning her look. “But Vanek’s wallet has 
practical value to him. If he lets us go, I’ll give him the wallet.” 

The boy was correct. The wallet did have practical value to Vanek, 
which is why he had entered the room alone rather than having the door 
kicked in by the backup team in the lobby. The museum guards knew the 


boy had handcuffed him to the stanchion, so there was no getting around 


that embarrassment. But no one knew the boy had also stolen his wallet. 
Still, Vanek shook his head. 

“No deal,” he said. 

“Fine,” the boy said. “Let’s skip the watch and wallet and go directly 
to jail. Call your guys up here and search the rooms. You’Il never find the 
wallet.” 

“I was hoping we could do this discreetly,” Vanek said, calling his 
bluff. He took a two-way radio out of his pocket. 

“Wait!” the boy said, his face pale as snow. 

Vanek frowned. The two children looked so sad and exhausted. There 
was none of the pleading or bravado he’d so often seen when crimes 
caught up with the guilty. 

“How about this for a deal?” Dan asked. “Ill give you your wallet 
back for the watch.” He hesitated. “And if you let us go, Pll give you 
Luna Amato.” 

The very sound of her name brought an angry flush to Vanek’s face. 
Thieves, murderers, forgers — they were all bad. But the worst of all of 
them was a dirty cop. When he’d reported Luna to his superiors, he’d 
been met by blank looks, blustering, and once even a cold glimpse of 
terror. Somehow she had gotten to them. Vanek had determined to track 
her himself, but after Turkey her trail had gone completely cold. He had 
been hunting Luna when he’d received an anonymous tip about the 
Cahills being at the Pergamon. 

“You know where she is?” he asked. 

Dan met his eyes. “I do. But I won’t tell you if you arrest us.” 

Vanek locked eyes with the defiant boy, weighing his choices. 

“How can I trust you will tell me the truth?” 

“How can I trust that you won’t send your men crashing in here after I 
tell you where she is?” 

“You have my promise,” Vanek said. 


“And you have my promise.” 


Vanek stared at him for several seconds. The boy did not blink. He 
could find the Cahill children whenever he wanted. The same could not 
be said for Luna Amato. 

“I know there is more to what you are doing than meets my eye,” he 
said. “I am in a position to help you if you would allow me.” 

The girl shook her head. “We can’t do that.” Vanek could hear the 
effort it cost to keep her voice steady. Something nagged him about the 
children. Something about them didn’t fit with the crimes he knew they 
had committed. 

Vanek paused for an agonizing second, then brought the watch out 
from behind his back. The girl’s face crumpled for just an instant, as if the 
relief of having it back was almost more than her slim body could bear. 
The boy nodded, then reached into his back pocket and pulled the wallet 
out. 

Vanek smiled. “Hidden in plain sight, I see.” He took the wallet. 
“Where is Luna Amato?” 

“Mumbai.” 

“I was stationed in Mumbai for many years. It is a very big city. 
Twenty million people. Where can I find her among them?” 

“Find Jonah Wizard and you'll find Luna Amato.” 

Vanek raised an eyebrow. “Jonah Wizard, the star of music and the 
films? What does he have to do with the lying, traitorous Luna Amato?” 

“He’s keeping an eye on her.” 

“For what purpose?” 

Amy cut in. “That’s not part of the deal,” she said. “Do you have 
police stationed at all the exits?” 

Vanek nodded. “I have your promise about Luna Amato?” he 
countered. 


The boy looked at him. “As Jonah Wizard would say, word.” 


CHAPTER & 


“Word.” Jonah Wizard shoved his cell phone back in his pocket and 
looked at Hamilton Holt. “That was Amy. They’re borrowing the jet for a 
trek to Timbuktu. The jewel snatch was a bust, but the hostages are still 
okay. Some Interpol dude is bouncing in from Deutschland to check out 
Luna.” 

Hamilton stared at his hip-hop mega-platinum-star partner in 
confusion. He’d been with Jonah 24/7 for several days and he understood 
the Mumbaiya slang the food vendor was jabbering to them better than he 
understood his famous cousin. 

“Are you saying that they’re using your jet to get to Timbuktu, and 
they didn’t get the Jubilee Diamond, but Reagan and the other hostages 
are okay?” 

“You need subtitles, brother?” 

“I guess.” Hamilton took the banana leaf topped with pav bhaji from 
the vendor and snapped open his can of Thums Up soda. Across the street 
a snake charmer was coaxing a king cobra out of a basket with a flute. 

“Snakes are deaf,” Jonah said, 

“I hear you, man,” Hamilton said. 

“No, they really are deaf,” Jonah said. “That cobra can’t hear a note 
from that flute. See how the charmer bobs and weaves? The snake’s 
mirroring the dude’s movements, not shuffling to the music.” He crossed 
the street, dropped some cash in the snake charmer’s money basket, then 


started bobbing and weaving along with the charmer. 


Erasmus had insisted they travel to India completely incognito. No 
paparazzi. No limos. They were getting around the vast city on 
motorcycles. Well . . . Erasmus had a motorcycle. He had gotten them a 
motorcycle rickshaw. One drove, one rode, which was a constant source 
of bickering. 

Also, no five-star hotels. They were staying in a Madrigal safe house, 
which was more like a shack. 

No five-star restaurants, either. Hamilton took another bite of his pav 
bhaji as he watched his cousin. 

No Jonah Wizard. 

“There can’t be any sightings of Jonah in the country,” Erasmus had 
said. “We can’t tail Luna if we’re being tailed.” 

They had followed Luna to an airport outside Rome, where she 
booked a first-class seat to Mumbai. Erasmus booked a trio of coach seats 
near the back restrooms. It was the first time Jonah had ever flown in 
coach, and he was not amused by the whole concept of a middle seat. 

When the flight landed, Hamilton and Jonah grabbed what little gear 
they had and hopped up, eager to get off the plane so they didn’t lose 
Luna in the crowd. 

“Sit down,” Erasmus had said. “She has to get her bags and get 
through passport control and customs. That will take one hour and twelve 
minutes. It will take us sixteen minutes to be at the curb. We don’t have 
bags, and I know a guy in passport control.” 

Sixteen minutes later they stepped out of the Mumbai airport. It took 
Erasmus thirty minutes to procure the motorcycle and the rickshaw. 
Exactly twenty-six minutes later, Luna Amato walked out of the terminal 
and climbed into the back of a limo. 

Their plan was to stake out Luna Amato’s hotel in six-hour shifts. 
Erasmus had insisted Hamilton and Jonah watch the hotel together so 


they could keep each other awake. When Jonah asked who was going to 


keep him awake, Erasmus answered that he didn’t sleep. As far as they 
could tell, it was the truth. 

Hamilton washed his last bite down with a gulp of Thums Up as 
Jonah came back from his cobra dance. 

“We need to relieve Erasmus,” Ham said, looking at his watch. 

“We also need to tell him about that Interpol dude,” Jonah said. 

“What Interpol dude?” Hamilton asked, following him to the 
rickshaw. 

“Weren’t you listening? Milos Vanek is coming to town. We gotta 
find out what’s cracking with Lune dawg. My turn to drive.” 

They found Erasmus leaning against a wall across the street from 
Luna’s hotel, in the exact same spot he had been leaning several hours 
earlier. He wasn’t worried that the hotel had several exits that Luna could 
slip through. His extended family was a fixture in the hotel/hospitality 
industry. A single phone call had put dozens of eyes on Luna, monitoring 
every move she made. If she took a single step out of the hotel, Erasmus 
would know about it. 

“Yo,” Jonah said. 

“Hey, Erasmus,” Hamilton said. 

Erasmus gave them a nod, then swung onto his motorcycle. “See you 
in a few hours.” 

Jonah and Hamilton watched after him long after he had disappeared 
into the throng of traffic. 


Erasmus did not drive to the safe house. In fact, he hadn’t been inside 
since he’d arrived with Hamilton and Jonah. Instead he drove to a cyber 
café. There were hundreds of them in Mumbai, and he never went to the 


same one twice. 


He walked in, paid his fee, and found a terminal away from the 
windows in the darkest corner. He logged on and opened his encrypted e- 
mail account. There were over five hundred unread e-mails. Cahills from 
all over the world were feeding information to Attleboro. In turn, Evan 
forwarded everything, no matter how trivial, to Erasmus. Somewhere in 
all of this data, Vesper One had left a trail, a single cyber fingerprint they 
could use to track him down. The Vespers usually operated in the dark, 
but by taking the hostages and killing McIntyre, they had scurried briefly 
into the light. This was the time to find them. 

Erasmus pored through all the e-mails, but only two items stood out. 
Thieves had broken into the Laboratoire National des Champs 
Magnétiques Intenses in Toulouse, France, and stolen all of their 
electromagnets. All of them. It had taken the entire weekend to get the 
equipment out of the laboratory. Unless the thieves were particle 
physicists, they would have absolutely no use for their loot. 

The other item was a brief mention that a replica of the Antikythera 
Mechanism had been stolen from the American Computer Museum in 
Bozeman, Montana. The original device had been recovered from a 
Mediterranean shipwreck by a Greek sponge diver in 1900, but was 
believed to have been constructed between 150 and 100 B.c. At first, it 
was thought to be one of the first forms of a mechanized clock. Now it 
was considered to be world’s oldest-known analog computer. No one 
knew exactly what the device had been used for, but scientists believed 
the mechanism could track the Metonic calendar, predict solar eclipses, 
and calculate the timing of the ancient Olympic Games. 

The replica was beautiful, but what interested Erasmus was the 
photograph of the original Antikythera fragment. It looked familiar to 
him, though he couldn’t quite recall where he had seen it before. 





He memorized every detail of the fragment before dragging it into the 
Vesper thumb drive. The fragment was just one of thousands of pieces. 
Eventually, the pieces would all click together to form a prison cell for 
the Vespers. 

His final task was to Google Jonah Wizard. Jonah had been very good 
about not being the world-famous Jonah Wizard the past few days, but 
Erasmus knew it couldn’t last. Jonah’s fans were on the lookout, with 
reports coming in that he’d been spotted in Alice Springs, Australia, 
rapping with aboriginal people, then in Churchill, Canada, getting down 
with polar bears. One particularly oddball rumor placed him in Manaus, 
Brazil, searching for El Dorado. And the next had him in — Mumbai, 
India. Erasmus hit the link, which led him to a YouTube video of Jonah 
Wizard dancing with a king cobra. 

This is going to complicate things, Erasmus thought. 

When the video ended, he put in a second thumb drive, which 
completely wiped the computer’s hard drive. While it worked, he looked 


at his watch. He had just enough time to get something to eat and catch a 


movie. Perhaps a double feature. He loved Hindi-language films, and 


what better place to watch one than the birthplace of Bollywood? 


The computer’s alarm woke Vesper Three, which meant that data was 
streaming in. Erasmus was online again. It had been so easy to swap out 
his thumb drive with one Vesper Three had made. While Erasmus thought 
he was wiping the memory from the computers he used, he was actually 
transferring every bit of data and every keystroke to Vesper Three. 

Like taking candy from a baby. The Cahills have no idea who they re 
dealing with. 

Vesper Three flashed forward to the shock on Amy’s face when she 
discovered that one of her own had betrayed her. The Vespers were closer 
than Amy thought; so close they used her little command clubhouse as a 
base of their own. The so-called Cahill leader thought her mansion was 
safe. But the Vespers had eyes — and agents — everywhere. 

Vesper Three smiled. /ts about time for Luna Amato to make her 
move. The rats are all gathered and sniffing the trap. 

Vesper Three e-mailed the signal to release the bait. 


CHAPTER 


“This way!” 

“No, this way!” 

“You’re both wrong. This way!” 

“Everybody just shut up!” Ted shouted. 

This stopped everyone in their tracks. Ted Starling rarely spoke and 
never shouted. The hostages had raced through a long, dimly lit tunnel 
and were now standing in front of three branches that snaked off into 
three different directions. 

“You’re making too much noise,” Ted said. “The two guards we 
locked in the bunker aren’t the only ones here! I heard five distinct 
voices. With the two guards locked in the bunker, that means there are at 
least seven people down here. Probably more.” 

Nellie had been holding Ted’s arm, guiding him through the tunnel. 
“Ted’s right,” she said. ““We’re out of the bunker, but we’re still trapped.” 

“Maybe we should split up,” Reagan suggested. 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Fiske said. “The only advantage we 
have is our number.” 

“No, it isn’t,” Reagan said. “We have this.” She pulled the guard’s 
pistol from her waistband. 

“I hope we won’t need that,” Fiske said. 

Ted felt the walls. “Tell me what it looks like down here.” 

“We’re in a rock tunnel,” Nellie answered. “It might be an old mine. 


There’s a lightbulb about every thirty feet, covered by a rusty metal 


sconce. Some of the bulbs are out. We’ve passed a couple of metal doors, 
but they were rusted closed. In front of us are three identical tunnels, left, 
right, and straight ahead.” 

“Are there markings on the walls that say where we are or what this 
place is?” Ted asked. 

“Nothing.” 

“Put me in front of the three tunnels and let me listen for a moment 
without anybody talking.” 

Nellie positioned him, and Ted frowned in concentration. 

“There are people walking down the right-hand tunnel. I think they’re 
a few minutes away, which means that this underground warren is 
humongous. They’re not running, which means they probably don’t know 
we've escaped. I don’t get anything from the middle tunnel. But there’s 
definitely fresh air coming out of the tunnel on the left.” 

“Then it’s left,” Alistair said. 

“Let’s get out of here!” Reagan said, bounding ahead of the others. 

Natalie followed with Fiske, Nellie led Ted, and Phoenix and limping 
Alistair brought up the rear. The guard’s kick had badly damaged 
Alistair’s knee, and Phoenix’s shoulder was almost the right height for 
Alistair to lean against. 

They hurried on and on, Alistair hobbling as fast as he could. The 
tunnel seemed endless and each noise or bump had the group whipping 
their heads around in fear. By Nellie’s calculation, it was almost a half a 
mile to the end. Reagan had outpaced everyone and was waiting for them 
with a blank expression when they arrived. 

“It’s a dead end,” she said. 

“You're joking,” Nellie said. 

“I wish.” Reagan turned and slapped the wall. “It’s solid rock.” 

“Shh.” Ted pressed his ear up to the rock. “They’re coming!” he said. 

“Stand behind me,” Alistair said to Phoenix. 


“There’s fresh air!” Ted had his pale face pointed at the ceiling. “I can 
feel it! Where’s it coming from?” 

They had been so busy looking for breaks in the rock wall in front of 
them, no one had bothered to check the ceiling. Above them was a narrow 
shaft with dim light filtering through the opening. 

“If I get a good jump I can reach the ladder!” Reagan took a running 
start and sprang up, just managing to catch the bottom rung with her good 
arm. She pulled herself through the opening like an Olympic gymnast on 
a parallel bar, then dropped back to the ground. “There’s a grate. It’s 
twenty-five feet up, max. Let’s go!” 

They boosted Phoenix up first, followed by Alistair, Ted, Natalie, and 
Fiske. 

Reagan cupped her hands to give Nellie a boost to the bottom rung. 

“What about you?” Nellie asked. 

“PI jump,” Reagan said. “But first I’m going to slow our friends 
down.” 

Nellie shook her head. “It’s not safe. Get out of here and let me do the 
honors. I’m pretty good with a gun.” 

“I don’t have to hit anyone,” Reagan insisted. “Ill fire a few rounds 
down the tunnel and let the ricochet and noise do the rest. Besides, you 
can’t jump high enough to reach the bottom rung.” 

Reluctantly, Nellie put her foot into Reagan’s cupped hands and 
grabbed the bottom rung. Her shoulder wound reopened and it felt like 
someone had splashed it with gasoline and set it on fire. Nellie gritted her 
teeth and ignored the pain and the warm blood trickling down her side. 

Seven deafening gun blasts reverberated through the shaft, followed 
by a barrage of return fire, almost causing Nellie to lose her grip. “Are 
you okay?” Nellie shouted down. 

“I’m fine,” Reagan replied. “Keep moving.” 

Nellie tried to climb higher, but the line above her had come to a 


complete stop. 


“Hurry!” she shouted. 

“The grate’s padlocked!” Phoenix shouted back. 

Reagan scrambled up behind Nellie like a monkey and handed her the 
pistol. “There’s one round left. Pass it up and tell Phoenix to make it 
count and to hurry. The Vespers will be here any second!” 

“Have you ever fired a pistol?” Alistair asked Phoenix as he gingerly 
handed over the gun. 

Phoenix gave him a weak smile. “Kind of,” he said. “I was on the 
film set of Gangsta Kronikles with Jonah. They let me shoot a pistol, but 
it shot blanks.” 

“Hurry it up!” Reagan shouted. “They’re almost here!” 

Phoenix pointed the pistol at the lock, turned his head away, and 
pulled the trigger. 

Click. 

“Safety!” Reagan shouted. “It’s on the left side by your thumb! Flick 
it up!” 

Phoenix flicked the safety and pulled the trigger again. 

Boom! 

A piece of shrapnel sliced open Phoentx’s right hand. He instinctively 
jerked it off the rung, causing him to wobble, and then to start to fall. 
Alistair’s firm hand smacked into his back, stopping him from falling. 

“You’ve got to get the grate open!” 

But the grate was heavy, and Phoenix couldn’t lift it. They could all 
hear the pounding of the guards’ feet now. Natalie gave a frantic look 
below her, then clambered over the top of Ted to give Phoenix and 
Alistair a hand. It took several precious seconds before the heavy steel 
grate finally slapped open. The hostages piled out quickly. As Reagan 
hoisted herself out of the shaft, bullets whizzed through the opening. She 
slammed to the ground and rolled away. 

“Close,” she said, looking at a smoking rip in her coveralls where a 
bullet had grazed her. 


They were in a small clearing surrounded by giant fir trees. It was 
sweltering hot, but they didn’t care. For the first time in weeks, they filled 
their lungs with fresh air. 

“Which way?” Natalie asked. 

“That way.” Reagan pointed. “Downhill. You’re bound to run into a 
road or a river.” 

“What do you mean by you’re?” Nellie asked, giving Reagan a 
suspicious look. 

“No offense to any of you, but you’re not going to make very good 
time,” Reagan said. “Someone has to hang here and keep these gophers in 
their hole. Don’t worry. Pl catch up with you.” 

“You’re out of bullets,” Alistair reminded her. 

Reagan picked up a large rock. “Ammo!” She hurtled the rock down 
the opening and they heard a satisfying grunt of pain. 

“T’m staying with you,” Nellie said, then turned to the others. “Go, 
hurry!” 

Fiske took Ted’s arm. “We’ll see you downhill somewhere,” he said, 


and the group made for the trees, Alistair limping behind him. 


CHAPTER 17 


Reagan and Nellie were rolling two rather large boulders toward the 
opening when the dogs attacked them. 

Reagan saw the two pit bulls streaking across the clearing first. 

“Don’t move!” she shouted to Nellie. 

But Nellie had already thrown a stick at the dog heading toward her. 
Unfortunately, the only thing the pit bull was interested in fetching was 
Nellie. It knocked her down and bit viciously into her leg. 

Several heavily armed guards wearing balaclavas came running out of 
the woods. One of the guards called the dog off before turning on Reagan. 

“Stay where you are!” Reagan pointed the pistol at them. 

The guards only laughed. 

“I mean it!” Reagan said. 

“I can count,” the guard said. “You’re on empty.” He raised his rifle. 

Reagan dropped the pistol and rushed over to Nellie. 

“How bad is it?” a shaken Nellie asked. 

The dog had bitten her face as well as her leg. 

“We need a doctor!” Reagan shouted. 

“You're not going to get one,” the guard said. “Where are the others?” 

“They went back down the shaft,” Reagan lied. 

He shook his head before turning to his colleagues. “Send the dogs 
out. They’ ll find them.” 


The remaining hostages had only gone a mile and a half, most of it 
downhill, and Alistair was already exhausted. 

“I hear water,” Ted said. 

“How far?” Fiske asked. 

“It’s close.” 

“It’s right here!” Natalie said. 

They joined her at the edge of a deep precipice. Two hundred feet 
below was a roaring river. 

“It looks as if there’s a trail all the way to the bottom,” Natalie said. 
“But it’s narrow and slippery. We should wait for Reagan and Nellie 
before we attempt it.” 

Fiske considered it, but only for a second. “No. We better go.” 


He took a step out and started down the cliff. 


Reagan and Nellie had been flex-cuffed and pushed into the back of a 
windowless panel truck. 

Nellie swallowed. “Is it really bad?” Her white and black hair was 
matted to her head with sweat and blood. 

Reagan examined her in the dim light. “Your face is a little swollen, 
but I don’t think it’s serious. I’m more concerned about your leg. We need 
to get the wounds cleaned up so they don’t get infected.” 

“I shouldn’t have thrown the stick,” Nellie said. 

“It’s pretty hard not to when a vicious animal is charging you. I 
learned about it in survival school. Predators expect their prey to run 
away or defend themselves. When that doesn’t happen it throws a wrench 
into their circuitry — most of the time.” 


“Listen!” Nellie interrupted. 


One of the guards was talking on a two-way radio outside the door, 
but he must have had an earphone in because they could only hear his 
side of the conversation. 

“Yes, sir...no... We have two in custody. .. . Nellie and the Holt 
girl . . . If that’s how you want to handle it... Let me look ata map. ... I 
know the location. We’ll be there in a few minutes.” 


The truck rumbled to life. They were on the move. 


Phoenix had no idea how he had gotten to the front of the line, but it was 
too late to change positions now. The slippery steep path down to the 
river was only wide enough for one person. Alistair was about twenty feet 
behind him, holding on to roots sticking out from the dirt bank to keep 
himself steady. Fiske was next, followed by Ted and Natalie. Of all of 
them, Ted seemed to be doing the best at negotiating the treacherous 
descent. Phoenix could only guess it was because he was used to moving 
carefully and feeling his way. He waited for Alistair to catch up. 

“Are you okay?” 

“Tm fine,’ Alistair answered through clenched teeth. He was 
normally as neat as a pin, even in captivity, but his coverall was now 
soaked through with sweat and spattered with dirt. “I just have to move 
slowly, and I can’t look down. I’m a little acrophobic.” 

Phoenix risked a glance at the boiling river a hundred feet below and 
his stomach lurched. He grabbed on to one of the roots, wondering if he 
suffered from fear of heights, too. 

Or maybe it’s the fact that I can t swim. Not that anyone could swim in 
those rapids. 

“How’s your hand?” Alistair asked, pushing on despite his obvious 


pain. 


“It’s okay,” Phoenix said, which wasn’t true. It was swollen, painful, 
and useless. He could only use his left hand to anchor himself in place 
and his heart squeezed each time he had to let go and take another step. 

“Any sign of Reagan and Nellie?” Alistair asked the group behind 
him. 

“No,” a weary-looking Natalie replied. 

Phoenix was about to volunteer to go look for them when the ground 
lurched beneath him. The wet dirt he was standing on seemed to quiver, 
then peel away from the path. Phoenix lunged for the side of the cliff, but 
his legs windmilled under him. It was too late. His world shifted into 
terrifying slow motion as he began to plunge into the rapids far below. 

“Nooo!” Alistair leaped forward, falling hard on his bad knee, but all 
he could grab was Phoenix’s injured hand. 

Phoenix could hear the others screaming, but he couldn’t see them. 
He was dangling over the river with the gray face of Alistair Oh looming 
above him. He frantically scrambled for a foothold, or something to grab 
on to with his good hand. But there was nothing beneath him but air. The 
pain from his injured hand was excruciating, and the blood made it 
slippery. He could feel Alistair’s grip starting to fail. 

“Hang on!” Alistair shouted. “I have you!” 

Phoenix’s weight was pulling Alistair closer and closer to the edge. 
Phoenix’s eyes blurred with tears as the hideous truth struck him. If he 
didn’t let go, they would both die. 

Alistair must have seen the resolve in Phoenix’s expression. “Don’t 
let go!” Alistair pleaded. 

Phoenix shook his head then, closing his eyes as tightly as he could. 
He pictured his mom’s face, the good-night smile she gave him when she 
used to tuck him in. 


And Phoenix let go. 


CHAPTER 


“Did someone just fall?” 

Natalie barely heard the question over her sobs. Incredulous, she 
turned her head to see a hiker standing behind her. 

“Did someone fall?” he repeated urgently. 

Natalie looked at him in confusion. He was in his early twenties, 
carrying a backpack slung over his shoulder. 

“Our friend just...” She choked up again. “He...” 

“Stay exactly where you are,” the man said. “I’m going to squeeze by 
you.” 

Before she could object, he slipped nimbly by her and Ted, who was 
frozen in horror. 

Fiske stared at the man in disbelief. “Who are you? How did you —” 

“Never mind that,” the man interrupted. “The ground isn’t stable!” 

Together Fiske and the hiker pulled the devastated Alistair to his feet. 

“I... I couldn’t hold on... .” 

“Its a long fall,” the man said, looking over the edge. “But there’s a 
chance he’s still alive. Can he swim?” 

“I don’t know,” Fiske said, looking with a spark of hope at Ted and 
Natalie. 

Natalie shook her head. She didn’t know, either. 

“The rapids are bad through here,” the man said. “But they flatten out 
about a mile downriver.” 

“Who are you?” Fiske asked. 


“My name is Martin Holds. I was up on top when I heard someone 
yell.” 

“You got down here pretty quickly,” Fiske said. 

“I guess I did,” Martin said. “I’ve been down this path before and I’m 
a mountain climber.” 

“Where are we?” 

Martin looked confused. “You don’t know?” 

Fiske shook his head. 

“Baden-Wiirttemberg.” 

“Germany?” Fiske asked. 

Martin nodded. “The Black Forest.” He looked at their clothes and a 
whisper of alarm crossed his face. 

“How can we get down there?” 

“The trail’s out. The only way around is to go back on top. I have a 
cell phone at camp. We can call for help.” He gave Alistair a sympathetic 
look. “If your friend survived the fall, we’ ll find him.” 

Fiske shook his head. He could not believe that Phoenix was gone. 

Natalie was the first to reach the top of the trail, but she’d barely 
stepped to safety when a hand grabbed her, covered her mouth, and threw 
her to the ground. Ted was next. Fiske tried to fight the guards off, but got 
a smack with a rifle butt for his trouble. With his bad knee, Alistair was 
subdued easily. Martin Holds was last. He was able to bloody a guard’s 
nose and smash a fist into another guard’s belly before he, too, was 
overwhelmed. 

“Saved us from coming down to get you,” the head guard said, 
looking down at the flex-cuffed prisoners. “Nice of you to come back up 
the trail.” 

Fiske was too exhausted and grief-stricken to respond, but Martin 
Holds struggled to turn over. “What’s all this about?” he demanded. 

The guard ignored him. “Where’s the boy?” 

“He fell,” Fiske said. 


“We'll see.” He waved two guards down the trail. “Get up!” 

When they didn’t comply, the guards yanked them roughly to their 
feet. 

“Get your hands off me!” Martin shouted. 

“He has nothing to do with this!” Fiske insisted, breaking away to 
force himself between the guard and Martin. “He doesn’t know anything. 
He was just trying to help us!” 

“Wrong place at the wrong time,” the head guard said. He took his 
pistol out of its holster and chambered a round. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Martin shouted, his face stark 
with shock. 

“Take them to the trucks,” the head guard ordered, jerking his head 
toward the hostages. 

“You can’t do this!” Fiske yelled as they pushed him and the others 
into the woods. “He didn’t do anything!” 

A gunshot rang out behind them. 

Natalie, Fiske, Ted, and Alistair each felt it in their guts. 


Phoenix Wizard was too scared to scream as he fell. And he didn’t have 
the time. The hundred-foot fall took only two seconds, but he hit the ice- 
cold water faster than his mom’s car at top speed. He slammed down 
through the water and felt his legs crunch against the rocks at the bottom. 
The impact knocked the air out of him and he sucked in the frigid water. 
The current caught him immediately, scraping him over rocks and 
sucking him through whirlpools. When his lungs felt like they were about 
to burst, the current popped him out long enough to catch a frantic breath. 

He knew his body couldn’t take much more. His muscles had gone 
limp, and he barely had the strength to keep his hands up to protect his 
head from the jagged rocks that lined the banks and loomed up out of the 


water. Just as his battered body and brain were about to give up, he saw a 
long hanging branch. It was his only chance. 

IfI catch it, I live. If I miss it, I die. 

He lunged for the branch, but his hand started to slip. Gritting his 
teeth, he lunged a second time and let out a primal scream. This time his 
grip held and slowly, hand over hand, his shrapnel wound burning, he 
managed to pull himself onto shore. He lay there gasping for breath. 

When Phoenix had enough strength to sit up, he assessed his 
situation. He guessed he must be at least a mile downstream by now. The 
others wouldn’t have been able to make it past where the path collapsed. 
They’d have to double back and find another way down to the river — if 
they thought he survived. Phoenix fought the urge to rush back upstream 
as fast as possible and search for the others. His best option was to follow 
the river downstream and find help for himself and his friends. 

He got shakily to his feet and tried to get his bearings. For as far as he 
could see in every direction were giant trees, steep hills, and snowcapped 
mountains. 

How far is it to the nearest town? What if there isnt a road 
downriver? 

The vastness of his surroundings seemed to shake right through him. 


Phoenix was alone in the wilderness. 


CHAPTER 


On the flight between Berlin and Timbuktu, Dan and Atticus used the 
private jet’s restroom a record twenty-seven times each. Their room- 
service gorge from the night before had taken its toll on both of them. In 
between urgent trips down the aisle, they played video games on Jonah’s 
sixty-inch high-definition monitor. 

Amy and Jake were sitting as far away from the boys as they could. 
They both said that they wanted to sleep the whole way to Timbuktu, but 
the fifty-four times Dan or Atticus walked by, the two teenagers had their 
heads together talking, totally oblivious to everything around them. 

Atticus returned from the restroom, sat down next to Dan, and 
blinked. “I think Jake has . . . It’s almost too gross to think about. I think 
he likes Amy.” 

“Yeah?” Dan stared at the monitor. He was very close to achieving the 
next level. “By the way, you died when you were on the toilet. I tried to 
save you, but it was hard to use two controllers at once.” 

“What about Jake and Amy?” Atticus asked, craning his neck to get 
another look at his brother. 

Dan scrunched up his face as if he were confronting a plate of lima 
beans. “If Jake likes her, he’s in for a big disappointment. She only has 
eyes for Evan. When they’re together, they’re all “You’re so great; no, 
youre so great.’ If you saw it, you’d gag. Speaking of which, I’m finally 
getting hungry again. How about you?” 

Atticus reached up and punched the flight-attendant button. 


“Desertification,” Amy said as they stepped out onto the baking tarmac. 

“I hear you,” Dan said, holding his stomach. “I’m not going to eat 
another dessert for a week.” 

Atticus rolled his eyes. “She’s not talking about dessert! She’s talking 
about how the desert is reclaiming Timbuktu.” 

Dan had to admit it, it was difficult to distinguish the single-story 
airport buildings from the sand around them. The air seemed to crackle 
with heat. Battered airplanes were scattered haphazardly along the 
cracked runway, as if they had landed decades before and had never taken 
off again. 

“It looks like the end of the world,” Amy said. 

“Well, it’s sure deserted,” Dan said. “Where is everybody?” 

The only thing moving on the tarmac was blowing sand. The only 
thing moving inside the terminal was an old custodian sucking sand off 
the carpet with an ancient vacuum cleaner. 

Atticus inched closer to his brother. “This is kind of creepy,” he said. 

“Yeah,” Dan agreed. “It kind of reminds me of that end-of-the-world 
game we were playing on the airplane.” 

“Without the zombies,” Atticus said, frowning suspiciously at the 
landscape around them. 

“I’m glad to see you both utilized your time so well on the plane,” 
Amy said. 

“Yeah? What did you and Jake do?” Dan shot back. 

Amy lifted her chin. “We learned that Timbuktu was once a safe 
haven for scholars and the intellectual hub for most of Islam.” 

“There’s no reference to an ‘Apology for a Great Transgression’ 
anywhere on the web,” Jake said. “But Timbuktu has a half a dozen 


libraries, with thousands of ancient manuscripts, most of which are 


uncataloged. Whatever Vesper One’s looking for, it’s probably in one of 
those libraries.” 

“How many thousands?” Atticus asked, a spark of interest showing 
behind his glasses. 

“Mark this down,” Jake said. “There’s something my brother doesn’t 
know.” 

“Seven hundred thousand,” Amy said quietly. The vast number 
silenced them all for a moment. 

“That’s only one hundred seventy-five thousand each.” Atticus 
cocked his head doubtfully. 

No one responded. 

Dan looked at his watch. “We have twenty hours left, so we better get 
started.” 

Amy opened the door marked Passenger Pick-Up in French. 

There was only one taxi. The driver was lying on the hood asleep, but 
he sat up and stretched as they approached. He gave his brown and gray 
beard a good scratch, took a sip of water, swished it around, then spit it 
out on the sand-covered asphalt. 

“My name is Bart. I am at your service.” 

“Is your name really Bart?” Atticus asked. 

The man raised an eyebrow. “If you prefer you can call me Basharat 
Antarah Rawahah Tajamul.” 

“Bart works for me,” Dan said. 

“Your English is excellent,” Jake said. “Elijah told me it would be.” 

Amy stared at him. “Who?” 

“Elijah Smith,” Jake explained. “My dad’s travel agent. I texted him 
and asked if he knew anyone in Timbuktu that could show us around. He 
said we could trust Mr. Tajamul with our lives.” 

Amy gritted her teeth. “You could have mentioned this to me,” she 
said. 


Jake smiled and shrugged, which irritated her even more. 


Bart looked at Amy. “My French is even better than my English. My 
father sent me to private school in Paris and the University of California 
at Berkeley. He wanted me to better myself. But as you can see...” He 
gestured to his tattered clothes and dented taxi. 

“I’m not sure we’ll need your services after all,” Amy said. 

Jake frowned. “We’ll at least need a ride into town.” 

“How much?” Amy asked Bart. 

“Seventy-five thousand CFA,” Bart said. 

“And how much is that in dollars?” 

“One hundred and fifty.” 

“Outrageous,” Amy said, snapping her eyes over at Jake. He looked a 
little surprised, too, which gave her some satisfaction. 

“For two hundred dollars I could be at your disposal for the next 
twenty-four hours. Or perhaps you already know your way around 
Timbuktu?” 

Amy pulled Dan to the side. She trusted his instincts. “What do you 
think?” she whispered. 

“He seems okay,” Dan answered. “If he was a Vesper he wouldn’t be 
asking for that much, because he wouldn’t want to lose the job. And we 
are in a hurry.” 

Amy nodded and turned back to Bart. 

“All right,” she said. “Half now. Half when we leave.” 

Bart gave her a slight bow. “It is a deal.” 


Amy counted out the money. 


Milos Vanek was at an airport four thousand miles away. Unlike the 
Timbuktu airport, Mumbai International was teeming with thousands of 


people in bright clothes hauling impossibly huge loads of luggage and 


packages. He wove his way through the throng as he spoke to a colleague 
at the Mumbai Interpol headquarters. 

It appeared that Dan Cahill had been telling the truth. Jonah Wizard 
had been spotted in Mumbai earlier that day. A video of the famous 
entertainer dancing with a charmed cobra had gone viral, and now every 
young person in Mumbai was out with their camera phone looking for 
him. 


Vanek would be looking for him, too. 


CHAPTER 20 


Nellie had been sobbing for more than an hour straight, her injuries all 
but forgotten in her grief over Phoenix. The thoughts of what she should 
have done pummeled her. She should never have stayed behind with 
Reagan. She should have kept everyone together. The others assured her 
that it would have made no difference, but she didn’t believe them. He 
was just a little kid, and he’d trusted her. She wiped the tears away with 
the back of her hand and took a deep breath. There were other little kids 
in the truck, and they needed her just as much as he had. 

Get it together, Gomez. Focus on those who are still here. 

“I can’t believe they shot Martin Holds,” Fiske said. 

They had told her and Reagan about the hiker and his sudden murder. 

If the Vespers could murder a completely innocent bystander, what do 
they have in mind for us? 

The hostages had been in the back of the panel truck for hours 
without water, food, or relief. No amount of pounding, kicking, yelling, 
or pleading would get the guards to open the door. Reagan had suggested 
they rock the truck until they tipped it over. 

“Why?” Natalie snapped. “So they can drag us out and stuff us into 
another?” 

“How about just to annoy them?” Reagan offered. 

Nellie managed to smile despite her grief. 

“We’re being punished,” Fiske said. “As soon as we are softened up, 
they’ll put us back into the bunker.” 

But Fiske was wrong. The truck started to move, speeding up, 


slowing down, bouncing them around like rocks in a tin can. Finally, 


hours later, it shuddered to a halt. 

The door swung open. 

“Get out!” yelled a massive man with a thick black beard. 

Nellie climbed out, covering her eyes against the fading sunlight. By 
the look of it, they were still in the Black Forest. She hoped they wouldn’t 
have to hike. Alistair was barely able to stand on his own. 

“We need a doctor!” Nellie said. 

“If you don’t shut up, you’ll need a mortician,” a guard said. “Now 
move!” He pointed his rifle at a steep trail leading off into the woods. 

There were twice as many guards as there had been at the other 
location. Some were on four-wheelers, some were on foot. All of them 
were heavily armed. Nellie took Ted’s hand. 

“They’re not wearing balaclavas,” Reagan whispered to Nellie as they 
started up the trail. 

Nellie was worried about that, too. The masks had been intimidating, 
but the lack of masks was fore-boding. It meant the Vespers no longer 
cared if they were recognized. 

They have no intention of letting us go. 

She scanned the area for a way to escape. If one of them got away, 
maybe they could bring back help. 

“We’ll get our chance,” Reagan whispered, as if she were reading 
Nellie’s mind. “Right now we need to act defeated. Let them think 
they’ve broken us.” 

“I am broken,” Nellie said. The bites on her leg and face throbbed. 

“Wounded, not broken,” Ted said. 

“Maybe,” Nellie said, “but I’m not so sure about Alistair.” 

He could barely walk, and hadn’t said a word in over an hour. He’d 
fallen on a sharp rock when he lunged to catch Phoenix, taking a deep 
puncture to his bad knee. But Phoenix’s fall had hurt him much worse 
than the leg injury. 

They trudged on for about a half a mile, until Nellie got fed up. 


“That’s it!” she said, sitting down in the middle of the trail. 

“Get up,” the guard with the black beard said. 

She shook her head. “Nope.” He pointed his rifle at her, but Nellie 
stared back at him. 

“You think I won’t?” he responded. 

“I don’t care.” She crossed her arms and continued her defiant stare. 

“Look,” the guard said, faltering. “It’s not that much farther.” 

“One of us can barely walk. One of us is blind.” Nellie said. “Put 
them on the four-wheelers and I'll get up.” 

“Forget it.” 

“Fine.” Nellie pointed at her forehead. “Squeeze the trigger.” 

The guard slowly raised his rifle, but Nellie met his gaze straight on. 
She didn’t even blink. 

The guard swore, lowered his rifle, and walked back down the trail. A 
couple minutes later, he came back on a four-wheeler, a second one 
rumbling up behind him. He pointed at Ted and Alistair. “You two climb 
on back. If you try anything funny I will shoot her.” He looked at Nellie. 
“Anything else?” 

“Water,” Nellie said promptly. 

“You’re pushing your luck.” 

“If Pm given a choice between dying of thirst or a bullet, I'll take the 
bullet.” 

Black Beard glared at her for a second, then reached around into a 
side pack for six bottles of water. He got off the four-wheeler and then 
tossed the bottles to them one at a time, saving Ted for last. He smiled, 
and tossed Ted’s bottle rather hard. 

Ted caught it with one hand. “Thanks.” 

“I thought you were blind,” the astonished guard said. 

“Just my eyes. My ears work fine. I heard it coming.” 


“Freak,” the guard muttered. 


An hour later they reached the end of the trail. Stretching through the 
woods for as far as they could see in both directions was a twelve-foot- 
high electrified fence topped by razor wire. 

“What is this place?” Fiske asked. 

The guards waved them through a steel gate without answering. On 
the other side of the fence was a gigantic compound. In the center of it 
was a white geodesic dome. 

“Describe it for me,” Ted said. 

“We’re in a clearing on top of a mountain,” Fiske said. 

“Roughly the size of four football fields,” Reagan added. 

“There’s a white dome in the middle,” Natalie said. “It looks kind of 
like a high-end igloo.” 

“It would be almost impossible to get all this up here without a road,” 
Alistair said. 

The group turned toward him in surprise. It was the first complete 
sentence he had uttered in hours. 

At that moment, an airship carrying a cargo net with an immense load 
of crates appeared over the tops of the trees. 

Nellie pointed at the sky. “Airship,” she said. 

“Get moving!” a guard shouted. 

They pushed and prodded the hostages through the dome entrance. 

There were dozens of men and women inside, each one hard at work 
moving equipment around on forklifts, consulting digital pads, or talking 
on flashing Bluetooths. Alistair looked around in awe. “They’re building 
something. It’s .. .” He paused. “What is this?” 

But the guards didn’t give them time for a closer look. They hustled 
the hostages toward an elevator. 

“Get in.” 


The group shuffled inside. 

“Photo op,” one of the guards said. He videotaped them for a few 
seconds, then nodded. The door slid closed and they shot up several 
floors. 

They expected another set of guards to be waiting for them. Instead, 
the doors opened directly into a twenty-by-twenty-foot room. Directly in 
front of them was a floor-to-ceiling mirror. They watched themselves step 
out of the elevator. 

“I assume that’s a two-way mirror,” Fiske said. 

Along the left and right walls were eight cots bolted to the wall, end 
to end, four to a side. In the right-hand corner was a stainless steel sink 
and toilet. 

Nellie walked closer to the mirror. One side of her face had puffed up 
so the skin was as tight as a balloon. She traced the ring of angry red bite 
marks from her hairline to halfway across her cheek. 

“There’s food.” Alistair said. “Bottled water.” He was pulling out 
boxes from under the cots. The others rushed over to help. 

“M-R-E’s?” Reagan read out the initials. 

“Meals Ready to Eat. United States military meals.” 

“Martin Holds said we were in the Black Forest,” Fiske said. 

Everyone looked at each other in confusion. 

Reagan was the first to pull open her meal. The others followed, 
tearing open the packets. Ted was the only one who didn’t move. 

“Here,” Natalie said. “P1 open an MRE for you.” 

“Thanks,” Ted said. “But it’s not that. Maybe we should . . . I don’t 
know. Maybe we should have a moment of silence for Phoenix?” 

Everyone stopped eating. 

“That’s an excellent idea,” Fiske said. 


They closed their eyes and bowed their heads. 


Phoenix was having his own MRE. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he 
guessed it was a trout. It had taken him an hour to scoop it out of a 
shallow pool and onto the riverbank. He was exhausted and wet. He’d 
already seen two bears and heard what he thought was a mountain lion. 
He didn’t know Germany had mountain lions. The bears had ignored him, 
but not the sharp rocks, thorns, and branches. He had scrapes and bruises 
from the top of his head to his feet. 

But I’m alive. 

At first he had made his way downriver slowly, hoping that the others 
would catch up with him. When there was no sign of them, he’d started to 
pick up his pace, hoping to find a road or a house. So far there had been 
nothing but untouched wilderness. Still, the river had to lead somewhere, 
if nowhere else than to the ocean. If he got to the sea he could follow the 
shoreline to a town. 

But to get there, I have to survive. 

He hit the fish in the head with a rock and waited for it to stop 
flopping before he took a bite. 

Sushi. 


CHAPTER 21 


Bart screeched the taxi to a stop in front of the Ahmed Baba Institute, 
creating a choking cloud of red dust and blue exhaust, which the people 
loitering outside the institute completely ignored. The library was two 
stories tall and relatively new. It looked like it had been dropped out of 
the sky into the sandlot between two very old buildings. 

“There are eighteen thousand ancient manuscripts inside, give or 
take,” Bart said. 

“Ahmed Baba was Timbuktu’s most famous scholar. Some believe he 
was a Mujaddid, a very religious man,” Jake said. 

Dan looked down at his phone. “On a different subject, do any of you 
have a cell signal?” 

They all looked at their phones and shook their heads. 

“Reception is very spotty in Timbuktu,” Bart said. “But we all have 
cell phones in case a signal blows in with the sand. You will know when 
you have bars. Everyone will rush into the area hoping to take advantage. 
A moment later the signal will move down the street. It is like the wind.” 

They had decided to split into two teams in order to cover more 
libraries and museums. Amy and Jake would start on one end of the city 
and Dan and Atticus on the other end, working their way toward each 
other. 

“How will we stay in touch?” Jake said. “Maybe we should stay 
together.” 


“Except for the fact that you and Atticus are the only two that can 
read the Arabic manuscripts,” Dan said. “I can’t even read the name on 
this building. It looks like a bunch of snakes.” 

“Dan’s right,” Amy said. “We don’t have time to do it any other way.” 

“I have an idea,” Bart said. “I can watch the boys for one hundred 
more dollars.” 

They had almost forgotten that he was in the front seat. 

“Fifty,” Amy said. 

“Seventy-five.” 

“Sixty.” 

“Done.” 

“Hey!” Dan said. “I don’t need a babysitter!” Atticus nodded in 
vigorous agreement. 

Amy ignored him. “How will we contact you?” 

“We will hire a boy,” Bart answered. “A runner. I know just the one. 
We call him La Souris, or the Mouse. Timbuktu is small. You can get 
from one end to the other in less than two hours walking.” 

Then why did we hire you? Dan thought, glaring at the back of Bart’s 
head. 

Bart got out of the taxi and gestured at someone hanging outside the 
institute, who in turn went to someone else and so on. Two minutes later a 
little boy who looked only about five years old came running down the 
street. He was wearing ragged shorts and a worn Jonah Wizard T-shirt 
that read: Wiz up? On his feet were an expensive-looking pair of running 
shoes — a couple of sizes too big. The haggling over his fee took twice as 
long as it did for the Mouse to get there. They finally settled on twenty- 
five dollars and a Jonah Wizard souvenir pen and pencil set, which Dan 
had taken from Jonah’s private jet. 

Amy and Jake got out of the taxi and watched it drive away. 

“T’m not comfortable with this,” Jake said. 

“You hired him,” Amy shot back. 


“I should have told you . . . sorry.” 

Amy peeped over at him. She wondered how she could be so mad at 
Jake one moment, and completely forgive him the next. “Apology 
accepted,” she said. 

“It’s just that I have a bad feeling about this.” 

“Welcome to the Cahill family,” Amy said, striding into the institute. 
“You'll get used to it.” 


There weren’t many cars on the narrow, sandblown streets, but there were 
a lot of camels, goats, donkeys, and people, which slowed the taxi to a 
honking crawl. 

“It’s like we’ve traveled back to biblical times,” Atticus said, his face 
glued to the window. 

Dan was not nearly as excited. Timbuktu was the most impoverished 
city he had ever been in. Garbage blew down the narrow streets, and there 
were beggars on every corner. It was hard to believe that the city was 
once the intellectual capital of Africa. It was so depressing that he 
wondered why people lived here, or if they had a choice. 

“What do people do here for a living?” he asked Bart. 

“They get by,” he answered. 

“Why do you stay here?” Atticus asked. 

“Because it’s my home.” He pointed out a two-story building. “That’s 
the Grand Marché. Timbuktu’s biggest market. If you get a chance, you’ll 
want to go through the stalls and buy some souvenirs.” 

“We won’t have much time for shopping,” Dan said. 

“You should at least go up to the roof. It offers the best view of the 
Sahara in the city. I could pull over and you could run up to the top.” 


“No time,” Dan said. 


Bart shot him a curious glance. “What exactly is it that you’re looking 
for in such a hurry?” 

Dan and Atticus caught each other’s eyes. “We’re just curious about 
the Timbuktu manuscripts,” Dan answered. “But our parents would only 
give us twenty-four hours to look at them before we have to return to 
school.” 

“So your parents are very strict,” Bart said with a smile. “They would 
only loan you their private jet for a day.” 

“Something like that.” 

Bart the babysitter is way too nosy. 

Bart pulled up to a building and stopped. “This is the Mamma 
Haidara Library.” He turned and looked at them. “The Haidaras are old 
Timbuktu. The collection has been in their family for hundreds of years. 
They are going to be very suspicious of two American boys asking to see 
their manuscripts.” 

The library was not nearly as nice as the Ahmed Baba Institute. It was 
surrounded by a six-foot-high wall made of yellow bricks, and the 
entrance was through an intimidating metal gate painted black. 

“Do you know the mom?” Dan asked. 

Bart laughed. “Mamma does not refer to a mom. It is like a first name. 
But to answer your question, yes, I know the Haidaras.” 

Atticus brightened. “Maybe you can come in and give us an 
introduction!” 

“That would not be wise. I was once married to a Haidara girl. It did 
not work out. There are ill feelings between our families. In fact, it would 
be best not to say who drove you here if the subject comes up. I will park 
around the corner.” 

Atticus and Dan climbed out of the back and watched Bart drive 
away. 

“Perfect,” Dan said. 


“What do you mean, perfect?” Atticus said. “It would have been a lot 
better for us if Bart and the Haidaras were best friends.” 

“I meant it’s perfect he’s parking around the corner. We’re going to 
have to ditch our babysitter.” 

“Why?” 

“Because he’s asking too many questions that we can’t answer. As 
soon as we get done here, we’ll head to the next library on foot .. . 


Bartless.” 


Jake and Amy couldn’t get over the number of manuscripts at the Ahmed 
Baba Institute. The curator, Mr. Bazzi, could not have been more helpful 
or friendly. He swept them through the huge collection with great pride. 
But seeing row upon row of floor-to-ceiling cases was discouraging. This 
was just the first library. How were they ever going to find the “Apology” 
in this haystack of ancient texts? 

“Of course, these are just the manuscripts that we have cataloged and 
digitized,” Bazzi explained. 

“You have them on hard disk?” Amy was encouraged. 

“A portion of them, yes.” 

“Are they searchable?” Jake asked. 

“Of course. But before I direct you to a computer, allow me to show 
you one of our more notable finds.” 

Amy was desperate to check out the computer, but she and Jake 
smiled politely and followed. Bazzi’s cooperation was too valuable to risk 
offending him. 

He led them to a glass case with an open manuscript inside. ““What do 
you see?” 

Jake leaned forward to examine the pages. “A diagram of the planets 


radiating out from the sun.” 


“Exactly! Just as Copernicus proposed in his On the Revolutions of 
the Celestial Spheres in 1543.” 

“Interesting,” Amy said, glancing around for the computer, eager to 
end the tour and get to work. 

Bazzi smiled. “I think you do not understand,” he said. “This 
manuscript was written by one of our Timbuktu scholars two hundred 
years before Copernicus was born!” 

“Wow!” Jake said. “That is amazing!” He peered down at the 
manuscript. “What’s all the writing in the margins? It’s so small it’s hard 
to read.” 

Amy looked impatiently at her watch, but Bazzi and Jake didn’t seem 
to notice. 

“Ah, yes,” Bazzi said. “It is doodling, as you might say in your 
country. Back when the scholars were here, paper was worth more than 
gold. They had to use any blank paper they could find, even if it was 
another scholar’s manuscript.” 

“What kind of doodling?” 


“Diary entries, scientific theories, to-do lists, maps, poetry 
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“That’s all fascinating,’ Amy said, making sure they both saw her 
look at her watch this time. “But I’m afraid we’re on a tight schedule.” 

“Of course.” Bazzi gave her an apologetic nod. “I do get carried away. 
Not many outside people come to the institute to talk about the 
manuscripts.” 

Jake nudged Amy’s side. “Just a couple more questions,” he said. 

Amy could have killed him. 

“Have you ever come across any manuscripts written in Latin?” she 
asked, thinking back to Vesper One’s text. Perhaps that would help them 
narrow their search. 

“No. But as you probably know, Arabic is considered the Latin of 
Africa. And Timbuktu was the center of learning. At its peak, there were 


twenty-five thousand scholars and students in the city, sharing 


information in much the same way information is now shared on the 
Internet. Millions of documents were created here during that time.” 

“What happened?” Amy asked, curious despite herself. 

“Invasion,” Bazzi answered. “The manuscripts were hidden in the 
walls of houses, in dry wells, buried in the sands of the Sahara so the 
invaders could not destroy them. The manuscripts were preserved by the 
dry air for hundreds of years. It wasn’t until quite recently that people felt 
secure enough to start bringing them to light. Last week, five hundred 
manuscripts were brought in. The week before, twice that many. It is one 
of the biggest collections of ancient manuscripts in the world, but because 
of our isolation few people know about them.” 

“Who brings them in?” Jake asked. 

“Old Timbuktu families, the military, desert tribes. We pay them what 
we can for retrieving our heritage, but funding is limited.” 

Amy looked around at the thick walls that housed thousands of 
manuscripts. It was as if rivers of ancient knowledge converged within 
the institute, safe for another century. “We’ll make a donation before we 
leave,” Amy said. 

“That’s very kind of you. We will accept it, but you can do something 
else for us.” 

“Sure,” Amy said. 

“Most people know about the famous cathedrals of Europe, or the 
caravan routes in the East,” Bazzi said. “But few people know about the 
ancient route where knowledge was shared. We call it the Ink Road, and 
you are at its epicenter.” He pointed at the manuscript in the glass case. 
“Who’s to say? Perhaps there is something in one of the manuscripts that 
has yet to be discovered by modern man. Will you tell people about our 
manuscripts? The only way to preserve them is for people to know.” 

“We'll tell everyone,” she promised, and mentally wrote out a check 
that would ensure the institute was funded for another fifty years. It 


wasn’t always awful to be a Cahill. 


“Thank you,” Bazzi said. “Now, if you will follow me, our best 
computer is in our cataloging room.” 

He led them through a maze of glass cases to a small door in the back. 
When he opened it, a blast of stale air hit them. 

“Preservatives,” Bazzi explained. “Perhaps a little mold. You will get 
used to the odor.” He switched on the lights and then headed back to his 
desk. 

It wasn’t a room. It was a warehouse. Manuscripts were stacked on 
racks twenty feet high. 

Amy went pale. “It looks like an ancient recycling center. We’ll never 
find the ‘Apology’ here.” 

“It’s not as hopeless as you think,” Jake said. “Remember the margin 
of error.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Vesper’s note,” Jake said. “‘Off to Timbuktu you go. No margin for 
error.” 

Amy was still confused. 

Jake picked up a manuscript from one of the shelves and pointed to 
the doodlings around the primary text. “I’m guessing the ‘Apology’ is 
written in the margin of one of the manuscripts, in Latin.” 

“That has to be it!” Amy threw her arms around him. Jake pulled her 
tightly to him . . . until they both realized what he was doing. The two 
snapped apart as if they had been shocked, but their eyes met again. 
Amy’s face was flaming and even Jake looked a little flushed. They tilted 
closer and closer together, as if some magnetic force was pulling at them. 
Jake leaned and Amy leaned, the space between them growing smaller 
and smaller. And then their lips touched. 

Amy jumped back like a scalded cat, leaping away from an equally 
flustered Jake Rosenbloom. 

“Tm — um —” Amy hadn’t been tongue-tied like this in weeks. She 


took a deep breath, but it caught in her throat and her voice came out as a 


squeak. “Ill go out and Mouse the Dan.” Her cheeks burned. “Tell the 
Mouse to find Dan! Ill go out.” She turned around and marched 
resolutely to the door. 

“Yeah ...uh...” Jake’s mouth wasn’t cooperating, either. “Good 
idea. Pll...uh... PI start skimming the margins.” 


But he was speaking to an empty room. Amy Cahill was gone. 


CHAPTER 22 


As Bart predicted, Dan and Atticus were not welcomed with open arms at 
Mamma Haidara’s. The librarian, a Mr. Srour, nearly tossed them out as 
soon as they walked in. He was an older man with white hair, wearing 
stained khaki pants, a white shirt, and a tattered sports coat. Atticus 
pulled out his Harvard student card, but Srour scowled at it through thick 
glasses as if it were fake. Atticus’s next tactic was to drop a name. 
“Perhaps you’ve heard of my father,” Atticus said. “His name is Dr. Mark 
Rosenbloom.” 

“The archaeologist?” 

Atticus nodded. 

“I met him,” Srour admitted grudgingly. “Several years ago.” 

“That’s right!” Atticus said. “Id forgotten. He was here to examine an 
old dig outside the city near the Niger River.” 

Dan interrupted. “Dr. Rosenbloom sent us here to find something 
called the ‘Apology for a Great Transgression.’ ” 

“Ahhh,” Srour said. 

“You know it?” Dan asked, excitedly. 

“No,” Srour said, shaking his head. “There are hundreds of thousands 
of manuscripts scattered throughout the city in libraries like ours, in 
museums, and in private homes,” Srour said. “I’ve done the calculations. 
It would take one hundred scholars twenty years to read them all, and 
that’s if they each read one full manuscript every day.” 


“We don’t have that much time!” Dan said. 


“All I can do is look up the phrase on my computer and see if it is in 
our database. If you’ll wait here.” He walked through a doorway in back 
of the reception area. 

“There aren’t a hundred of us,” Dan said, “and we don’t have twenty 
years to skim a million moldering manuscripts. We have less than twenty 
hours, or someone is going to die.” 

The boys immediately split up and started sorting through the 
manuscripts on display. 

After a few minutes, Srour came back through the door, shaking his 
head. “I did the search several ways. The word apology doesn’t appear at 
all, and our collection is completely digitized. I’d recommend examining 
the other collections. There’s a map of them on the wall in my office.” 

They followed him into his office. The map took up most of the wall 
behind his desk. It was dotted by red and blue pins. “The blue pins are the 
public collections,” Srour explained. “The red pins are the private 
collections. The private collections are in people’s homes. We are trying 
to convince them to bring the manuscripts in, but people are reluctant to 
give up their family heirlooms.” 

There were a lot more red pins than blue. And there were a lot more 
places holding manuscripts than Atticus would have guessed. Dan was 
staring at the map as if he were hypnotized by it. 

“I guess we better get going. Thanks for your time.” 

“I’m sorry I wasn’t more help,” Srour said. 

Out on the street, Atticus asked Dan what the plan was. 

“The plan is in serious jeopardy,” Dan said. “According to Srour’s 
map, almost every other building in Timbuktu has a load of ancient 
manuscripts. To find them all we’d have to almost do a house-to-house 
search. I guess we should start with the blue pins. When we get done with 
those, we’ll start in on the red pins.” 

Dan’s head was reeling. Vesper One’s ransom demands were always 


difficult, but this one was like looking for a needle in a haystack. Like a 


needle in a thousand haystacks. His chest tightened. He could almost feel 
the time counting down with each heartbeat. 

“What about Bart?” asked Atticus. 

“We sure don’t need a taxi.” Dan pointed to a building less than half a 
block away. “That’s the next blue pin, and there are two reds in between.” 

The Mouse ran up to them and started jabbering in a combination of 
Arabic and French. When the Mouse paused for breath, Atticus turned to 
Dan and translated. 

“He says that Jake and Amy think the apology will be written in the 
margins, not the main text.” 

“Of course,” Dan said. “‘Margin of error’! Tell him about the blue 
and red pins. Even with the margins, it’s still going to be impossible to 
flip through all the manuscripts. Someone’s going to have to get lucky.” 

Dan told the Mouse about the blue and red pens. The small boy 
nodded, then sprinted back down the sandy street, dodging camels, goats, 
and... 

“What are people from Timbuktu called?” Dan asked. 

Atticus wasn’t sure. “Timbuktians?” he guessed. 


“Let’s go meet some of them.” 


CHAPTER 22 


Amy walked back into the library warehouse after getting the message 
from the Mouse. Jake was busy skimming manuscripts for Latin. She 
wanted to talk to him about the . . . thing. The thing that had sort of 
happened between them. The thing that was never going to happen again. 
But the blue and red pins were a lot more important at the moment. 

“Wow,” Jake said, looking everywhere but at her. “That many?” 

“Dan has perfect recall.” 

Jake gazed at the shelves of manuscripts they hadn’t gotten to. “Then 
we have a problem.” 

Amy nodded. “That’s why I was thinking we should split up.” 

Jake jerked his head toward her, alarm written all over his face. 

“I didn’t mean —” Amy stopped herself. She didn’t know what she 
meant. “Ill go to the next library while you finish here.” 

“Stay here!” Jake blurted. “I mean, we could finish in half the time if 
we work together. It’s the same difference either way.” 

Amy shook her head and let her hair cover her flaming cheeks. “We 
have to streamline the process. I can do a computer search at the next 
library while you finish up here.” 

“I don’t think it’s safe for you to be running around on your own.” 

Now Amy had to smile. The only reason she and Dan hadn’t been 
kidnapped like the others was because she had single-handedly punched 


and kicked their three assailants into submission. Well, she had to admit 


that Dan had helped by dousing the three men with gasoline and 
threatening to light them on fire. But still. 

“I appreciate your concern,” she said. And she meant it. “I'll take the 
Mouse with me. He’ll come and get you if there’s even a hint of a 
problem.” 

“Fine,” Jake said, but she could tell he was unhappy. “Pll come and 


get you as soon as I’m done here.” 


The first three places Dan and Atticus went into were complete busts. 
None of them had heard of the “Apology for a Great Transgression” and 
all their manuscripts had been digitized. They walked down the street 
toward the fourth collection and were stopped in their tracks by a noxious 
smell and a swarm of flies. 

“Butcher shop,” Atticus said. 

“Camel heads,” Dan said. 

There were six of them stacked in a short pyramid outside the 
butcher’s door. 

“The sign says the camel heads are eight dollars apiece,” Atticus said. 

“What a bargain!” Dan said. He took his camera phone out to get a 
photo of the grisly sight. “Remind me not to order any red meat while 
we’re here.” 

As he snapped the picture, his phone chimed. 

“I’ve got bars!” 

He wasn’t the only one. People poured out of the shops and houses, 
whipping cell phones out of their pockets and robes. Dan and Atticus 
were jostled, elbowed, and stepped on as the Timbuktians jockeyed for 
position to catch a signal. After a few seconds there was a collective 


moan of disgust as the elusive signal drifted elsewhere. 


The crowd dispersed. Some returned to their homes and shops, others 
ran down the street holding their cell phones in the air to try to catch the 
tail end of the signal. 

Someone shouted. Dan and Atticus turned from the signal catchers 
and saw a bloody-aproned butcher pointing angrily at the pyramid of 
camel heads. The top one was missing. 


Looking at the pile of heads, something snapped in Dan’s head. 








Heads for Phoenix. Tails for Oh. 


The camel heads didn’t look nearly as funny as they had a second 
before. 
He looked down at his screen. 





I set you up to SUCCEED at the Pergamon Museum. And succeed you 











did. I will tell you all about The Book of Ingenious Devices 























when I see you. I can’t tell you how much I am looking forward 
to that day. AJT 





“Succeeded for him,” Dan said. 

“What?” Atticus asked. 

“None of your business.” Dan stomped away. Atticus might be a 
genius, but there were things even he couldn’t understand. He didn’t 
know what it was like being a Cahill. To know that nothing was what it 
seemed. To have a painful past that refused to stay buried. 

Timbuktu wasn’t the only victim of desertification. 


Dan was afraid he could feel his own soul turning to dust. 


CHAPTER 24 


Erasmus sat in the Starcity Cinema watching Zindagi Na Milegi Dobara, 
or You Wont Get Life Again. This was his third time seeing the comedy 
and he found it just as funny as the first time. 

He grabbed a handful of popcorn from the bucket in his lap and 
wondered how many films he had seen in his life. 

Hundreds. Maybe thousands. I should make a list. 

When he was on the run with his mom, they went to the movies every 
day, no matter what city or country they were hiding in. The theaters were 
dark and safe, and the films took their minds off the fact that people were 
trying to kill them. Erasmus had honed his language skills in front of the 
big screen. He had wanted to grow up to be a film director. Then his 
mother was killed. 

He felt tears fill his eyes. He could be a sap when he was watching a 
film he knew she would like. 

His cell phone vibrated. He wiped his eyes with a greasy napkin, then 
slipped the phone out of his leather pocket. 


The woman is preparing to leave. She has requested a taxi. 


The text was from a server at the restaurant inside the Orchid Hotel. 
Erasmus got up and quickly exited the theater. As he made his way 
down the crowded street to his motorcycle, a second text arrived. It was 


from Hamilton. 


We may have a problem. 


Hamilton wasn’t much for words, which Erasmus liked, but he 
wished the boy had included a few more to describe what the problem 
was. He got on his motorcycle and gunned it, making it to the hotel in 
less than five minutes. 

Hamilton was exactly where he had left him a few hours earlier, but 
there was no sign of Jonah. 

Across the street at the Orchid were two police cars and a couple 
dozen young people brandishing camera phones. 

“Where’s Jonah?” Erasmus asked, still straddling his motorcycle. 

“Yo, dude,” a voice whispered behind him. “It wasn’t my fault!” 

Erasmus turned his head. Jonah was peeking around the corner of a 
rather noxious overflowing dumpster. He had on fake glasses, a gaudy 
Hawaiian shirt, baggy Bermuda shorts, black socks, and sandals. 

Erasmus cracked a grin. “You might as well have put on a neon sign 
that says I’m trying not to look like Jonah Wizard.” 

“I think I might have made a mistake,” Jonah said miserably. 

“You danced with a cobra,” Erasmus said. 

“YouTube?” 

Erasmus nodded. 

“Sorry, dude.” 

“You lasted longer than I thought.” 

The police were clearing the crowd so a taxi could pull up to the 
entrance. 

“Luna’s on the move,” Erasmus said. “That’s her taxi. When she gets 
into it, we'll follow. Stay two car lengths behind me. There are more 
motorcycles than cars here so I don’t think she’II notice us. But this could 
be a ruse of some kind. Luna might ride around in the taxi for a while and 
come right back here to see if anyone is tailing her.” The hotel doors 


pushed open. “Here she comes.” 


The crowd didn’t pay the slightest attention to the little old lady 
climbing into the back of the taxi. Erasmus pulled out into traffic behind 
it. 


Hamilton jumped on the rickshaw motorcycle and kicked it to life. Jonah 
crouched down and hobbled toward the rickshaw so he couldn’t be seen 
from across the street. 

“Hurry up!” Hamilton yelled. 

“Yo, dude, it’s my turn to drive!” 

“Just jump in back or I’Il leave you behind.” 

Their argument turned heads across the street. 

A young girl gasped, turned bright red, and started hopping up and 


down and pointing. “Jonah Wizard!” she screamed. 


The rickshaw was not nearly as fast as Erasmus’s motorcycle. Ham and 
Jonah wouldn’t have caught up at all if it hadn’t been for the snarled 
traffic on the freeway and Hamilton’s crazy driving. Jonah bounced 
around in the back, keeping an eye out behind him for oncoming fans, 
and on the cars in front of him for oncoming death. He tore off his 
ridiculous disguise and struggled into one of Ham the Giant’s tracksuits, 
which wasn’t easy in the backseat of a rickshaw. 

So far they’d ditched the fans, but Jonah knew from experience that 
this could change in a split second. The fans were on their cell phones, 
calling friends and tweeting. Jonah Wizard is headed west on Nehru Road 
in a motorcycle rickshaw! He’ being driven by a guy that looks like a 


marine wearing a powder blue tracksuit! 


It wouldn’t be long before they were spotted by a driver or passenger. 
All it would take is one tweet, and the fans would converge from all 
directions like hungry locusts. 


Hamilton was paying no attention to Jonah. He was focused intently on 
Erasmus weaving in and out of traffic in front of them. He had no idea 
which taxi Erasmus was even following — there were at least fifty on the 
road. After about a half an hour traffic started to thin out and Ham got a 
bead on the car they were tailing. Luna’s taxi exited the freeway, turned 
south toward Mahim Bay, snaked its way through several side streets, and 
finally came to a stop in front of a three-story warehouse. Erasmus pulled 
into an alley a half a block away. Hamilton turned in behind him. 

“Stay out of sight,” Erasmus said. He crept up to the alley entrance 
and peeked around to look up the street. “She’s in the building. The taxi 
left. We’ll wait until it gets dark, then move in closer.” 

Erasmus turned around to the two boys. “I think Luna’s led us to a 
Vesper safe house. It’s the first time I’ve ever found one.” 

He took up a position at the end of the alley and watched the 
warehouse. Jonah and Hamilton sat in the rickshaw and watched him. An 
hour passed before Erasmus moved. For a big man he was very light on 
his feet. 

“Dude moves like a puma,” Jonah said to Ham as they followed. 

“Keep your voices down!” Erasmus whispered. 

He led them to a stack of pallets directly across from the warehouse 
where they could watch without being seen. The third-floor lights were 
on, but they couldn’t spot anyone through the grimy windows. 

“I thought Vespers were rich,” Hamilton said. “You’d think they could 
do better than this dump.” 


“The building and location are exactly what I expected,” Erasmus 
corrected. “It doesn’t look like much, so no one thinks about it. I’d guess 
the lower floor is a legitimate business and the upper floors belong to the 
Vespers. The building’s old. They might have been operating out of it for 
hundreds of years. Did you see Mahim Fort when we drove in?” 

“I was too busy keeping up with you,” Hamilton said. 

“I was too busy trying to get my pants on,” Jonah said. 

“It’s only a couple miles away. The fort was built in the fifteen 
hundreds. This warehouse is built out of the same stone.” 

“You know what’s weird about this street?” Hamilton said. 

Erasmus shook his head. 

“No people.” 

“Dude’s right,” Jonah said. 

Erasmus said nothing. 

The light went out on the third floor. 

“Do you see the flashlight?” Erasmus asked, pointing at one of the 
windows. 

“Do you think the building has more than one exit?” Hamilton asked. 

“Tf it’s a Vesper stronghold, it will have a dozen exits.” 

They saw a flash of light on the second level, then the first. Luna 
Amato came out the front door, looked up and down the street, then set 
off briskly walking north. 

“Follow her,” Erasmus said. “See where she goes.” 

“What about you?” Hamilton asked. 

Erasmus flashed his grin. “I’m going to do a little breaking and 


entering.” 


CHAPTER 28 





As Amy made her way to the second library, her phone chimed. She 
wasn’t the only one to hear it. Phones shot out of pockets all around her 
as people started chatting. She had a text from Erasmus. 


Luna has led us to a Vesper stronghold. Do you want me to go in 


and check it out? 


She had only one bar and one second to decide. 


Yes. 


The messages swooshed into the ether a moment before the signal 
vanished. The people around her moaned and cursed in frustration. 

She walked into the library. Before she could even say hello, the man 
behind the desk spoke. “Let me guess — the ‘Apology for a Great 
Transgression.’ ” 

“You've heard of it?” 

“Not until an hour ago, when your friends came in here and asked 
about it.” 

“Friends?” Amy asked. Dan and Atticus were on the other side of 
town. 

“Perhaps I am jumping to conclusions. If so, Z apologize. There are 
not a lot of young Americans in Timbuktu. I just assumed that you were 
associated.” The man’s eyes flashed. “And they were not friendly.” 


“That doesn’t sound like my group,” Amy said. “What did they look 
like?” 

“Blond. Blue-eyed. Twins — a man and a woman.” 

Amy’s stomach dropped to her feet. “The Wyomings!” 

The man shrugged. “They did not say where they were from.” 

She ran frantically through the scenarios. Did they arrive before or 
after us? How many libraries have they been to? But it was the last 
question that tortured her. Jf they find the ‘Apology’ first, what happens to 
the hostages? 

“Did they tell you that the ‘Apology’ is in Latin?” she asked. 

“Yes. Our collection is not nearly as extensive as Ahmed Baba’s, but 
ninety-five percent has been digitized. I have not read every manuscript, 
but I have certainly skimmed them. I did not see Latin in any of the 
margins.” 

“I don’t think I mentioned that I had been to the Ahmed Baba 
Institute,” Amy said suspiciously, drawing herself up to her full height. 
“Or that I was looking for anything in the margin of the manuscripts.” 

“You did not,” the man agreed. “But everybody in Timbuktu knows 
what you’re after. Did you really think you could fly in on a private jet 
and not be noticed? Mr. Bazzi called me. And I’m sure he called others, 
just as I did. If the manuscript is in Timbuktu, it will be found.” He 
laughed. “Mr. Bazzi has been waiting for your boyfriend to leave so he 
can search the warehouse himself.” 

“He’s not my boyfriend,’ Amy answered automatically. She 
wondered if Bazzi had seen the kiss, then cringed. She had a real 
boyfriend, one working day and night at home to help her family. What 
would he say if he knew? Shame coursed through her. 

“Mr. Bazzi is welcome to look for the manuscript whether Jake is 
there or not,” she said. “So are you, Mr. — ?” 


“Tannous,” the man said with a slight bow. 


“Mr. Tannous. If someone finds the manuscript, could we buy it from 
them?” 

“For the right price, perhaps. I would be happy to negotiate for you.” 

He got on the phone and had a long conversation in what Amy 
guessed was Koyra Chiini, the local town language. When he finished, he 
hung up and smiled. “It is all arranged.” 

“Is there something we can do for you?” 

“If we are successful in procuring the manuscript, I would like a trip 
for my wife and me to Morocco, where we both have family.” 

“Agreed,” Amy said. “My brother and his friend are on the other end 
of town, looking —” 

“Yes, I know,” Mr. Tannous interrupted. “The two boys.” He laughed. 
“The younger one is claiming to be a student at Harvard University.” 

“That part is sort of true,” Amy said. 

“Remarkable!” 

“PI send the Mouse after them.” She needed to warn them about the 
Wyomings and bring them back. With the twins in town, she didn’t want 
Dan or Atticus out of her sight. 

Amy ran outside to find the Mouse and tell Jake. 


“Why are we here again?” Atticus asked. 

“I want to pick up some things,” Dan answered as he dodged people 
and goats in the crowded Grand Marché. 

“Like what?” 

“That depends on what they have.” 

Atticus stopped in the street so Dan was forced to turn around and 
look at him. The younger boy’s eyes were unblinking behind his glasses. 
“You’ve been acting kind of strange since the camel head went missing. 


Are you sure you’re okay?” 


“I wish you’d stop asking that!” Dan snapped. 

Atticus flinched as if he had been slapped. But Dan didn’t care. 

Atticus has no idea what’ really going on. How long it’s been going 
on. Centuries. I need to gather the ingredients and take the formula. It’s 
the only way to even the odds. 

A worried Atticus followed Dan through the crowded market as he 
stopped at every stall, scanned the items for sale, then moved on to the 
next stall. “We could probably speed things along if you told me exactly 
what you’re looking for,” he said. 

“Its hard to explain,” Dan said. “PI know it when I see it. What’s 
this?” He was pointing at a stack of white slabs in different shapes and 
sizes. 

“That would be salt,” Atticus said. 

Dan wrinkled his eyebrows. “That’s what it looks like before it goes 
into a shaker?” 

Atticus nodded. “This area is famous for its salt mines. People came 
here from all over the ancient world to get it. Without salt, they would 
have died. The Sahara used to be under the ocean, which is why .. .” 

Atticus realized that he was talking to himself. Dan had moved on. He 
found him three stalls down, staring at dozens of open barrels filled with 
colorful herbs. 

“Spices,” Atticus said, keeping it simple so Dan didn’t drift off again. 

“I can’t read the snake writing,” Dan said. “Is there anything that says 
rosemary or mint?” 

“Are you making spaghetti sauce for dinner?” Atticus asked. “Wanna 
go back and get some salt?” 

“Very funny. Does he have them?” 

Atticus read over the cards tacked to the barrels and nodded. “How 
much do you want?” 


“A couple ounces of each should do it.” 


As Atticus spoke to the vendor, Dan idly scanned the crowd and noticed a 
man he thought he had seen outside the butcher shop. He wore a white 
robe and a red turban and kept his face covered. Dan couldn’t be sure it 
was the same man, because half the people in the market were wearing 
robes and turbans. 

Atticus handed him the spices. He put them in his pack and looked to 
see if the man was still there. He had disappeared. 

“Ready to go?” Atticus asked. 

“We might as well go up to the roof to see that view Bart was talking 
about.” 

“But the Vesp —” 

“Trust me, I haven’t forgotten,” Dan cut him off. “It'll only take a 
minute.” He hurried up the stairs. 

The second-floor stalls had clothes, cheap jewelry, local crafts, 
artwork, antiques, and much more aggressive vendors. 

“Buy this cheap!” 

“Very rare!” 

“For your mother!” 

Dan went through the crowd quickly, ignoring the pitches, until he 
came to a stall hung with dozens of beautiful desert scenes. An old man 
stood in the corner in front of an easel painting. Unlike the other vendors, 
he barely gave them a second look when they walked in. 

“Now you’re an art collector?” Atticus asked. 

“Get real.” Dan rolled his eyes. “But I am interested in this.” He was 
standing in front of a large painting of the Ishtar Gate, identical to the one 
at the Pergamon Museum, down to the compass rose beneath one of the 
oxen. “See the aurochs on the right-hand side?” 


“I see them,” Atticus said. “And I’m surprised you know that word.” 


Dan caught the sarcasm, but didn’t blame him. “Everyone knows an 
aurochs is an extinct kind of oxen.” 

“In actuality, it’s not an ox, it’s a giant cow,” Atticus responded. 
“They were close to six feet tall.” 

Dan ignored him. “Look at the giant, uh, bovine on the far right.” 

Atticus leaned in. “Whoa! The de Virga compass rose!” 

They looked over at the old man. He had stopped painting and was 
staring at them with intense eyes. 

“Do you speak English?” Atticus asked. 

“And French, and German, and Spanish, and all the local dialects,” 
came the man’s calm reply. He walked out from behind the easel, wiping 
his hands on his paint-stained robe. “You’re the two boys from the private 
jet looking for the manuscript.” 

“How did you —” 

The artist waved him off. “Everyone in Timbuktu knows what you’re 
doing here. I take it you didn’t find it.” 

“Not yet,” Dan said. “You painted this?” 

“I painted all of them.” 

“It must be hard to make a living in Timbuktu as an artist,” Atticus 
said. 

“The only people who make a living at art in Timbuktu are con artists. 
I paint because I love it. I sell a few pieces here and there, but not the 
really good stuff.” 

“You’ve been in Timbuktu a long time?” Dan asked. 

“I came here when I was nine years old. My father was a Persian 
diplomat and apparently not very popular, because he got sent here. He 
died when I was ten. My mother remarried into a wealthy local family 
and we stayed. I think you’ve met my son, Basharat.” 

“Bart?” Dan and Atticus said in unison. 

“His street name. And you’ve also met my grandson. He is called the 


Mouse.” 


“I’m Dan Cahill and this is Atticus Rosenbloom.” 

“I am Mr. Tajamul.” He gave them a slight bow. “You know, my son 
has been looking for you.” 

“Yeah, uh, we .. .” Dan didn’t want to tell him that they had ditched 
him. He pointed at the painting of the Ishtar Gate. “So, you’ve been to 
Berlin.” 

Mr. Tajamul shook his head. “I haven’t been out of Timbuktu since I 
was ten. I painted it from photographs.” 

“They must have been pretty detailed photographs. I just saw the wall 
yesterday, and this is a perfect replica, including this compass rose, which 
I bet most people standing right in front of it would miss.” 

“Do you mean Koldewey’s mark?” 

“The archaeologist?” Atticus asked. 

“When I was a boy he stayed at our house when he was here on digs. 
He marked all of his discoveries with that compass rose. It wasn’t clear in 
the photographs, but I knew what it was when I saw it. I’ve seen it 
before.” 

“Where?” Dan asked. 

“At the dig outside town,” Atticus said excitedly. “Robert Koldewey 
was an expert in excavating mud-brick houses, just like my dad!” 

“PI show you.” Mr. Tajamul walked over to a stack of paintings 
leaning against a wall. “Here it is.” He pulled a painting out and brought 
it back to them. 

It was a painting of a half-buried town with sand blowing across the 
buildings. “As you can see, it was a walled city. It was a controversial dig 
because Koldewey was convinced that the town was of Roman origin. 
Unheard of in this part of Africa. He believed it was a salt-mining 
settlement for the Roman Empire.” 

“Roman as in Latin?” Dan asked. 


“I suppose,” Mr. Tajamul said. “That’s what the Romans spoke.” 


He traced his paint-stained finger along the wall and stopped where he 
had painted the de Virga compass, or Koldewey’s mark. 

“Did they find any manuscripts there?” Dan asked. He was nearly 
bouncing up and down from excitement. 

“Not that I ever heard of. The town predates Timbuktu by hundreds of 
years.” 

“But the mark is still there.” 

“Pm certain it is,” Mr. Tajamul said. “Koldewey made sure his marks 
were permanent. He knew what the ravages of time could do. The mark is 
also on the well in the center of the town. Koldewey died before he 
finished the dig. I think he knew the well was as far as he was going to 
get. He always put his mark on the edges, or the boundaries of his digs. 
He called them die Fehlerspielraume.” 

“What does that mean?” Dan asked. 


A shocked Atticus translated. “It means ‘margin for error.’ ” 


CHAPTER 26 


Amy and Jake were searching through the five percent of manuscripts 
that Mr. Tannous had not digitized when Bart walked into the library. 
Alone. 

“Where are they?” Amy asked. 

“I was hoping they were here with you,” Bart said. 

Jake jumped to his feet. “You were supposed to watch them!” 

Bart shrugged. “Difficult to watch two boys who do not want to be 
watched. The Mouse will find them.” 

Amy grabbed her pack and stood up. “No, we’ll find them. We’re 


going now.” 


“We better go,” Dan said. “Thank you, Mr. Tajamul.” 

Mr. Tajamul gave them another bow, returned to his easel, and once 
more began to paint. 

Dan and Atticus did not get very far. Standing outside the stall was 
the white-robed, red-turbaned man Dan had seen outside the butcher 
shop. Except he wasn’t a local. Casper Wyoming was holding the Mouse 
trapped in one hand and a shiny curved dagger in the other. 

“Casper!” Atticus screamed. 


“Let him go!” Dan said, his mouth going as dry the desert. 


“There’s a wonderful knife maker here,” Casper said, increasing the 
blade’s pressure on the Mouse’s neck, causing the boy to squirm. “His 
blades are razor-sharp. Deadly. Cheyenne was so impressed she decided 
to get one as well. She’s waiting at the bottom of the stairs with her own 
knife. A twin to this, so to speak.” 

“The Mouse has nothing to do with this,” Dan said. 

Casper responded by increasing the blade’s pressure until it bit into 
the boy’s neck. “Squeak, squeak,” Casper said. The Mouse’s eyes were 
wide with fear. 

“What do you want?” Dan asked. His heart was booming in his ears. 
The afternoon sun beat down on the silver of the knife, flashing into his 
eyes until the bright white light was all he could see. 

“I only caught bits and pieces of your conversation with the old man. 
Tell me what you learned or P1 cut this little rodent into pieces.” 

Dan desperately looked up and down the aisle for help, but the 
vendors were all in their stalls. No one was paying attention. 

“Why do you care?” he demanded. “If we find what Vesper One’s 
looking for, we’re going to turn it over to you anyway.” 

“My sister and I would prefer to find it ourselves.” Casper smiled. 
“We want to cut you out of the deal.” He glanced at the terrified boy. 
“And whoever else gets in our way. Vesper One doesn’t trust you. He 
thinks you might be holding back.” 

Dan had no choice. He was about to tell Casper about the Koldewey 
mark when an idea came to him. He reached into his pocket. 

“Hold it!” Casper growled. 

“It’s my cell phone,” Dan said. “Do you want the information or not?” 

“What’s it have to do with your phone?” 

“I recorded what he told us so I could download it for Amy,” Dan 
said, trying to find enough spit to speak. “I wasn’t able to send it because 
there isn’t any signal. Ready?” 

Casper nodded. 


Dan hoped this worked. If it didn’t, he would be responsible for 
another death, this time of a little kid. He turned the volume up as high as 
it would go and hit the icon. His ringtone blared across the second floor, 
down the stairs to the first, and out the window to the street. The Grand 
Marché went wild. Every vendor jumped out of their stall, brandishing 
their cell phones. A stampede of people rushed up the stairs, crushing 
Casper in the desperate race to catch Dan’s fake signal. The Mouse pulled 
out of Casper’s grasp and darted away through the limbs and arms of the 
shouting mass. 

“This way!” The Mouse pointed to the stairs leading to the roof. 

Dan poked his head into Mr. Tajamul’s stall. He was still at his easel, 
painting, seemingly oblivious to the riot outside. 

Mr. Tajamul looked at him. “Bars?” 

“No!” Dan shouted. “There’s a maniac out here who’s going to torture 
you for information when he gets back on his feet.” 

Mr. Tajamul threw his brush down and ran out of the stall. 

Dan was right behind him. Casper was up on his hands and knees 
now, with a bloody nose as red as the turban on his head. He looked like 
an enraged lion ready to pounce. 

Dan fought his way up the stairs against the flow. When he finally 
reached the roof he found Atticus standing at the edge. Alone. 

““Where’s the Mouse?” 

Atticus pointed. The Mouse was standing on the roof of the building 
next to the Grand Marché, frantically motioning them to join him. 
Between the buildings was a ten-foot gap and a two-story drop. 

“I can’t jump that!” Atticus said, turning terrified eyes toward Dan. 

Dan wasn’t sure if he could, either. He looked behind and saw to his 
horror that Casper had regained his feet and was limping toward them. 
Cheyenne, dressed exactly like her brother, was not limping. She was 
sprinting toward them at a dead run with her twin dagger glinting in the 


setting sun’s light. 


Dan grabbed Atticus, pulled him fifteen feet back from the edge, and 
shouted, “Run!” 

Atticus looked behind him, saw Cheyenne, and took off as if he were 
on fire. He cleared the gap with feet to spare. Dan had a second to marvel 
at what pure fear could do before it was his turn to jump. He barely made 
it. At the very last moment Cheyenne’s dagger split his shirt down the 
back. 

Dan got shakily to his feet, worried that his adrenaline-saturated heart 
was going to pound out of his chest. 

“She’s going to jump!” Atticus shouted. 

Cheyenne had backed away from the edge and was making her run. 
Just as she reached the edge of the Grand Marché, her foot got tangled in 
her robe. She dropped into the gap like a skydiver with a collapsed chute. 

Dan, Atticus, and the Mouse peered over the edge. They were only 
slightly disappointed. Cheyenne was alive, but she had landed in an 
enormous mound of camel dung. She was clutching her arm and 
grimacing in pain. 

“See you later,” Dan jeered. 

The words were only just out of his mouth when Casper’s dagger 
came whistling past Dan’s ear. It missed him by inches and stuck in a 
wooden beam with a loud twang. 

Casper looked at him and smiled. “Better run, little boys. You only 


have a few more hours.” 


CHAPTER 27 


“Luna doesn’t seem too paranoid about being followed,” Jonah said. 

She was a half a block ahead of them, walking at a leisurely pace as if 
she were taking a stroll through a well-lit mall. 

“I hear you,” Hamilton said. “She hasn’t even looked back to see if 
anyone is behind her.” 

“It’s probably because she’s packin’ heat.” Jonah looked at his giant 
cousin. “That means carrying a gun.” 

“I know what packing heat is!” Hamilton said. “Like you know 
anything about guns.” 

“Dude! Didn’t you see me in my number-one-grossing box-office hit, 
Gangsta Kronikles?” 

“No,” Hamilton lied. 

“Well, you’re probably the only dude on the planet who hasn’t seen it. 
I was the bomb in that movie and it was no act. Some things you just 
can’t fake. If the bad guys I wasted in the movie had been real we 
wouldn’t have an overpopulation problem on Planet E.” 

“Whatever.” 

Luna led them past the massive stone walls of Mahim Fort, then 
turned left toward the bay and entered what smelled and looked like a 
fishing village. They lost sight of her among the dilapidated shacks. 
Unlike on the street, there were a lot of people hanging around outside 
their homes, making it difficult for Hamilton and Jonah to remain 


inconspicuous. 


“Where'd she go?” Jonah asked. 

“Jonah Wizard!” a girl yelled from behind them. 

Jonah took off at a sprint without even bothering to turn and look 
back. He and Hamilton dashed through the maze of shacks, ending up on 
a muddy bank near the bay where a group of fishermen was standing 
around a fire, laughing uproariously. The uproar turned to menace when 
the men saw the out-of-breath boys appear out of nowhere. One of the 
fishermen was dressed like Luna Amato. 

“It was a ruse!” Hamilton said. 

The men started moving toward them. Their laughter had been 
replaced by a terrifying silence. Behind them an army of young fans 
started pouring out of the fishing village, brandishing camera phones and 
shouting, “Jonah! Jonah! Jonah!” 

Jonah looked around frantically, his eyes zeroing in on the only 
possible escape. “Boat!” The rap star had a lot of experience getting away 
from rushing crowds. 

They sprinted into the water and jumped into the first boat they 
reached. 

“PI pull up the anchor,” Jonah shouted. “You start the motor.” 

“There is no motor!” Hamilton yelled. 

“Hoist the sail!” 

The wind caught the sail just as the fake Luna Amato reached the 
gunwale and started to pull himself up. Hamilton grabbed an oar and 
knocked him back into the water. 

Jonah took the rudder and swung the bow around as Hamilton peeled 
two more people off the side and they splashed down into the water. The 
boat started to move out into Mahim Bay, leaving the fans and the angry 
fishermen shouting from the shallows. 

Hamilton pulled his cell phone out and turned it on. “That was a trap! 
We have to warn Erasmus.” He listened, then shook his head. “Voice 


mail.” 


“We have to get back there!” Jonah swung the boat south. “Could you 
recognize the warehouse from here?” 

Hamilton shook his head. “Not in the dark. But Erasmus said Mahim 
Fort was a couple miles from the warehouse. All we have to do is figure 
out where two miles is and ground this thing.” He narrowed his eyes at 
Jonah. “Where’d you learn to sail?” 

“Video game.” 

Hamilton rolled his eyes. “Let me take the rudder.” 

“Word.” 

They switched places. “One more question,” Hamilton said. 

“Give it to me.” 

“What does word mean?” 

“Literal translation?” 

“Yeah.” 

“It means, ‘Okay, I agree, hey.’ ” 

“All three of those things?” 

“Word.” 


Casper Wyoming limped into the alley. He found his sister picking camel 
dung off her green-streaked robe with her good hand. 

“I think my arm is broken,” she said. “What’s the matter with you?” 

“I twisted my ankle.” 

“That’s not what I meant and you know it! Vesper One told us to 
leave the Cahills alone.” 

“He told us to keep an eye on them and not to impede them in any 
way. I grabbed the rodent boy, not the Cahill brats. It looked to me like 
you were trying to impede them with that dagger.” 

“I wasn’t trying to impede them,” Cheyenne said. “I was trying to 


impale them.” 


They glared at each other for a moment, then Casper started 
chuckling. 

“You better hope Vesper One doesn’t get wind of what happened,” 
Cheyenne said, her eyes narrowing. 

“He won't.” Casper glanced over his shoulder. “This place has one 


thing going for it.” He smiled. “It’s great for making people disappear.” 


CHAPTER 28 


“There!” 

Amy pointed at the three boys jogging down the street. 

Atticus and Dan piled into the backseat. The Mouse squeezed in next 
to Amy in the front. 

Bart reached around Amy and ruffled his son’s hair. “What kind of 
trouble have you been in?” 

The Mouse only grinned. 

“Where have you been?” Amy demanded. “We were worried sick.” 

“Fighting off the evil twins,” Dan said. 

“The Wyomings!” Amy paled. “Are you all right?” 

“Yeah, but Tweedledumb and Tweedledemented are a little worse for 
wear. Cheyenne did a header into a pile of camel poop.” 

“We never should have let them go off on their own,” Jake said, 
staring daggers at Amy. 

Amy glared right back. “If you hadn’t —” 

“If we hadn’t gone off on our own,” Dan interrupted, “we wouldn’t 
have figured out where the ‘Apology’ is.” 

“You know where it is?” Amy asked, turning to her brother with a 
gasp of astonishment. 

“The de Virga compass rose hasn’t let us down yet.” He told her about 
the Roman ruins. “You and Jake can continue with the manuscripts. 


Atticus and I will head out to the ruins and see where it leads us.” 


“Forget it,” Jake said. “Every time we leave you two on your own it 
leads to disaster.” 

“I agree with Dan,” Atticus said. “If Koldewey was right about it 
being a Roman settlement, it’s the only place in the Sahara Desert that has 
a chance of having something written in Latin.” 

“There’s only one problem with your theory. The ancient town you’re 
talking about is half-buried underneath the Sahara Desert,” Jake pointed 
out. 

“Everyone in Timbuktu is searching here for the manuscripts,” Amy 
said. She told them about her deal with Mr. Tannous. “We should cover 
all possible angles.” She looked at her watch. “And we only have a few 
hours.” 

“Perfect,” Dan said. “Let’s head out to the ruins.” He tapped Bart on 
the shoulder. “Do you have a shovel in the trunk?” 

“I cannot drive you to the ruins in my taxi,” Bart said. “The only way 
to get there is on foot or on ships of the desert.” 

“Ships of the desert?” Amy asked. 

Atticus gave a fist pump. “He means camels!” 


CHAPTER 25 


Amy’s answer hadn’t really mattered. Erasmus was going to break into 
the Vesper safe house no matter what she said. But he’d checked it with 
her anyway out of consideration for Grace Cahill. Grace had picked Amy 
to lead the Cahills for a reason and so far, the girl was doing a fine job. 
She deserved a little respect. 

Erasmus knew the person leaving the warehouse was not Luna 
Amato. He’d sent Jonah and Hamilton after the imposter, hoping to 
convince Luna that her ruse had worked. Now he slipped on a pair of 
enhanced night-vision goggles and scanned the building’s windows. 
There was no movement, no flash of light behind the dark panes, but he 
did discover something useful. On the second floor, to the right of the 
entrance, was a window that wasn’t latched. It made no difference to him 
whether Luna still was inside or not, but he didn’t want her to know that 
he was. He would search the warehouse undetected. 

He checked his pockets to make sure everything was in place. He had 
spent many years in Japan when he was young and had been thoroughly 
trained in ninjutsu. His black leather getup was not to protect him from a 
motorcycle accident, nor was it a fashion statement. It was designed to 
protect, to defend — and to make him invisible. 

He glided across the street and scaled the drainage pipe to the second 


floor as quietly and efficiently as a vine snake. Before opening the 


window, he sprayed each hinge with a special brew of lubricants and 
graphite. The window opened without a whisper. He was through in an 
instant. The first thing he noticed was the air-conditioning. Not only was 
it cool, there wasn’t a speck of dust floating past the lenses of his goggles. 

Sixty-five degrees. Filtered air. Environmentally sealed. 

The second floor was made up of a single room two hundred feet 
wide by three hundred feet deep, with enclosed cubicles scattered around 
the perimeter. In the center of the room was a huge freight elevator with a 
forklift parked next to it. Next to the elevator was a set of stairs. 

The outside may be five hundred years old, but the guts are five years 
old. Maximum. 

He started checking out the cubicles. The first one had a jeweler’s 
bench and all the equipment needed to cut precious stones. Above the 
wall were detailed photo-graphs and drawings of the Golden Jubilee 
Diamond. 

The next cubicle smelled of oil paint and ink. A partially completed 
masterpiece in the style of Vincent van Gogh sat on an easel. It was a 
work Erasmus didn’t recognize. He could see the headline now: 
“Undiscovered Van Gogh sells for millions at auction.” 

Across from the easel was a workbench with stacks of etched 
currency plates, euros, dollars, yen . . . denominations from almost every 
country. In the next cubicle were a state-of-the-art printing press and 
crates of bundled cash. 

Vespers make their money by making their own money, Erasmus 
noted. 

In the third cubicle he found what looked like the model Antikythera 
Mechanism, stolen from the American Computer Museum. It was 
difficult to tell because it had been disassembled, with the pieces spread 
out on a long stainless-steel table. Above the pieces was a photo of the 
original Antikythera fragment. Again it looked familiar to Erasmus, but 


he still couldn’t place it. He walked over to a stack of schematics. The top 


plan was for a gigantic electromagnet, bigger than the one stolen in 
France. Are the Vespers using the stolen French electromagnet for parts? 
What does the Antikythera Mechanism have to do with all of this? 

Erasmus had learned more about the Vespers in the last ten minutes 
than he had learned in the last ten years. His brain buzzed with 
information and plans. He decided that he would disturb nothing in the 
warehouse. Instead he would stay in Mumbai and watch it, find out who 
worked here, track the shipments in and out. No doubt Vesper One had 
several warehouses like this, probably in different countries, but it might 
take him years to find them. 

A frightening question occurred to him. 

Why had Luna sent a decoy out? She had to know that she was being 
followed. 

He heard a door open on the first floor. Whoever opened it had done 
so quietly, but not nearly quietly enough. Were the footsteps Luna’s? Or 
someone else’s? 

Erasmus glided out of the cubicle and took up a position behind the 
forklift with a clear view of the stairway. If Luna turned on the lights, it 
was all over for him. He was too far away from the window to use it as an 
exit. A flashlight beam danced up through the dark. The light bounced off 
a white wall and illuminated a man’s profile. 

Milos Vanek! 

The Interpol agent had a flashlight in one hand and a pistol in the 


other. 


“Dude. We’ve gone two miles,” Jonah insisted. 
Hamilton wasn’t so sure, but he swung the bow toward shore anyway, 
hoping they didn’t smash into a bunch of sharp rocks. 


“Can you swim?” he asked. 


“Tm a fish.” 

The boat lurched to a sudden stop and Jonah was catapulted off the 
bow. 

“You okay?” Hamilton yelled. 

“Word!” 

Hamilton made a perfect dive off the gunwale and started swimming. 


To his surprise, Jonah was right behind him when he reached the shore. 


Agent Vanek paused on the second floor only long enough to give it a 
cursory sweep with his flashlight before continuing up. 

He must have followed us to the warehouse. 

Erasmus had to give the inspector his due. He had looked for a tail 
when they were following Luna and hadn’t spotted him. He wondered if 
Vanek had followed the fake Luna, or if he had just waited outside and 
watched Erasmus scale the downspout. 

But it didn’t matter. Erasmus had no intention of letting Vanek spot 
him again. 

There was a crash and dull thud from the third floor. Every muscle in 
Erasmus’s body tensed. He heard someone dragging something, or 
someone, across the floor. He hoped Vanek wasn’t the one being dragged. 

I cant get involved. 

Erasmus was on a mission. Agent Vanek’s agenda was not his 
concern. 

A light came on. A woman’s voice began to speak. Despite himself, 
Erasmus crept closer to the stairway to listen. 

“Vanek, you are old, and slow, and not too smart. So sorry about your 
head, but that will not matter in a moment. Did you not think I noticed 
you and your friends following me? A motorcycle, a taxi, and a 
rickshaw? You have lost your edge.” 


Erasmus heard a slap and a moan. 

I cant get involved. 

“Interpol is on its way,” Vanek said. 

“Really? Let me see your cell phone. Ah yes .. . here we go. It seems 
that your smartphone is smarter than you. It does not lie. You made a call 
to Interpol over two hours ago. Since then no incoming calls, no texts, no 
outgoing e-mail. Interpol has no idea where you are. Perhaps you had 
plans for me you did not want them to know about, hmm?” 

There was a pause, and Erasmus could picture Luna’s smug 
expression. “They will find you floating on your belly in Mahim Bay, or 
perhaps in two days in the Arabian Sea a little worse for wear from 
sharks. I am the judge, the jury, and the executioner. Does the convicted 
have anything to say before I carry out the sentence?” 

I cant get involved. 

“You are a traitor, Luna Amato.” 

“Is that the best you can do? A pathetic end to a pathetic life. Good- 
bye, Milos Va —” 

As quick and quiet as a cat, Erasmus was at the top of the stairs with a 
throwing dart in hand. The iron bo shuriken struck Luna’s gun hand 
before she could finish Vanek’s last name. Erasmus swept her feet out 
from under her, kicking her gun down the stairs in one fluid motion. Then 
he picked up Vanek’s gun and aimed it at her with frozen eyes. 

Luna held up a bloody hand to shield herself. “You don’t understand, 
Erasmus,” she pleaded. “Yours are not the only hostages the Vespers are 
keeping!” 

Erasmus looked at Vanek. A bruise was forming on his cheek. Blood 
ran from his nose. Luna had handcuffed him to a chair. “You okay?” 

“Yes,” a shaken Vanek answered. 

Erasmus watched as Luna got unsteadily to her feet. He had never 
knocked an old woman down, but had absolutely no regrets about it. Luna 


Amato was as dangerous as a viper. 


“The Vespers have my son,” she said. “They threatened to kill him if I 
didn’t help.” 

“Don’t listen to her,” Vanek shouted. “Luna does not have a son!” 

“And Vanek is a liar! He put Amy and Dan in a Turkish prison to rot. 
It was I who got them out! It is Vanek who is working for the Vespers.” 

“I don’t even know what a Vesper is,” Vanek said. 

Erasmus looked toward Vanek. It was only a split second, but it was 
enough. 

The viper struck. Erasmus saw Luna’s hand move, but it was too late. 
The bo shuriken was streaking through the air like a bullet. It sliced 
through his leather vest as if it were soft cheese and buried itself in his 
heart. He clutched his chest with both hands. His knees buckled and he 
dropped to the wooden floor. He could not believe that the last thing he 
was going to see on Earth was the gloating face of an evil old woman. 

Luna snatched the gun off the floor with her good hand and pointed it 
at him. “In three minutes this building will be rubble, but you will not 
hear the explosion. The pleasure of killing you will be mine.” 

“No!” 

Jonah Wizard flew into the room, with Vanek’s lost gun steady in his 
hands. He fired three times — Bam! Bam! Bam! — hitting Luna Amato 
in the torso at point-blank range. But this was not Gangsta Kronikles or 
his other action movies. The bullets were not blanks. They knocked her 
backward into the wall, where she slid to the floor, a look of shock and 
terror on her old face. 

Jonah stared in horror at her — at what he had done to her. 

He was no longer Jonah Wizard, platinum-selling recording artist and 
movie star. 


He was Jonah Wizard, murderer. 


Hamilton ran over to Erasmus and tried to stanch the blood pumping out 
of his chest. “PI call an ambulance.” 

Erasmus shook his head. “Too late. In my pocket . . . Thumb drive. 
Hurry.” 

Hamilton fumbled with the zipper slick with blood and pulled it out. 

“Give it to Amy. Only Amy.” 

“Okay,” Hamilton mumbled. 

“Take all the cell phones. Do a data dump to Attleboro. Get out of 
here. Safe house on my phone. . . In London. Hide. .. . The Vespers are . 

But Erasmus didn’t have the breath to finish his sentence. His chest 
gave a great shudder and then he was gone. 

Jonah stood over them. He could barely speak. “Is he... ?” 

“He’s dead,” Hamilton said, his big face streaked with tears. 

“You must go,” Vanek said. “Luna said the building is going to 
explode. It was a trap.” 

Hamilton nodded dully and picked up the cell phones. “Where are the 
keys to the handcuffs?” 

“There is not time,” Vanek said. “Leave me!” 

Hamilton handed the cell phones to a silent Jonah. He picked up 


Vanek, chair and all, and hurried down the stairs. 


Hamilton set the chair, with Vanek still attached to it, down in the alley 
just as the explosion ripped through the night air. 

“Call the police. I will explain everything to them,” Vanek said. 
“They will not keep you too long.” 

“They won’t be keeping us at all,” Hamilton said. ““We’re leaving.” 

“No! You do not understand. I am on your side. If you will just call, I 


will —” 


Hamilton shook his head. “You don’t understand. We’re leaving. 
You’re staying.” 

Vanek fixed Hamilton with his cool blue gaze. “What is happening to 
you children? Who is doing this to you?” 

Hamilton ignored him. “We’ll give the police a call once we’re clear.” 
He looked at Jonah. “You want to drive?” 

Jonah shook his head and climbed into the back of the rickshaw. 

“Are you okay?” Hamilton asked, expecting Jonah to say, “Word.” 

But Jonah had sunk somewhere deep inside himself. He said nothing 
at all. 


CHAPTER 





Riding a camel was just as uncomfortable as it had always looked in the 
movies to Dan. Bart had gone to the camel market and rented three of the 
cantank-erous beasts. Dan rode with Atticus behind Bart and his son, 
whose real name they learned was Aza, which meant “comfort.” Amy and 
Jake were on the third camel in the rear. 

“I don’t know why they call them ships of the desert,” Dan said. “This 
is nothing like sailing. It’s like riding a category-six rapid in slow motion. 
I think a kidney just dropped out of my pant leg.” 

Atticus laughed. 

Amy smiled. The ride on the third camel was just as bumpy, but it 
didn’t bother her. She had her arms wrapped around Jake’s waist to steady 
her. 

“I might have been wrong about the margin,” Jake said. 

“We don’t know that yet.” 

“I just hope Dan has it right,” Jake said. He leaned back against her 
and looked up at the bright stars against the black sky. The desert 
stretched all around the small group, vast and peaceful. And yet the 
Cahills could only think of the clock ticking ever forward, of the seven 


lives on the line. 


By the time they arrived at the ruin, there was only an hour and a half left 
before Vesper One’s deadline. 

“If we found the ‘Apology’ right this minute, we wouldn’t have time 
to get it back to Timbuktu,” Amy said to Jake. 

“Vesper One didn’t say where we had to deliver it,” Jake pointed out. 
“He just said we had to find it.” 

“This is the outer wall of the city,” Bart said. “Aza says that he and 
his friends come here all the time. He knows the place well.” 

“Then he’s our official tour guide,” Dan said. 

They grabbed flashlights and started following the decaying wall with 
Aza and Bart in the lead. 

“Here it is!” Bart called out. 

They ran up to him. 

The compass rose was carved into the mud-brick wall, just as Mr. 
Tajamul had painted it. 

“You were right, Dan,” Amy said. “It matches the de Virga! But what 
does it mean?” 

They spent ten valuable minutes searching along the city wall, but all 
they found was sand and two scorpions, which they were all careful not to 
step on. 

Atticus gave the second scorpion a dubious look. “Did you know 
more people are killed by scorpions than snakes? I hear it’s a very painful 
way to go.” 

This sort of talk was normally right up Dan’s alley, but even he 
seemed entirely focused on the approaching deadline. “C’mon!” he said, 
ignoring Atticus. “We have to check out the second Koldewey mark.” 

It took them twenty precious minutes to reach the well. 


“Koldewey’s mark,” Atticus said. “Exactly like the other one.” 





Dan shined his light down the well. “It’s only about four feet deep. It 
must be filled with sand.” His whole body slumped. 

“Think!” Amy said. “We have forty minutes left!” 

Jake walked very slowly around the well, covering every square inch 
with his flashlight. Then he shined the light down the well’s opening, 
circling it once again, leaning over to peer in. 

“Thirty-five minutes,” Amy said. 

Jake popped his head out of the opening. “It’s not a well!” 

“What is it?” Dan asked. 

“It’s an air vent.” 

“How do you know?” 

“Because my dad’s an archaeologist, and I’ve been on dozens of digs. 
The wall around is too high for a well and the opening is too narrow.” 

“An air vent for what?” Amy asked, excitement growing in her voice. 

“An ancient mine,” Jake replied. “There’s an opening on the side near 
the bottom. They built them this way so water didn’t flow into the shaft.” 

“PI go check it out,” Dan said, and threw his leg over the side. 

“Me first,’ Jake said, pushing him aside. “I’m taller. There’s no 
telling how far the drop is to the mine floor. If it’s safe Pll give you a 
shout.” 

He started to climb into the opening. Amy put her hand on his 
shoulder. “Be careful.” 


Jake shot her a grin, then disappeared. 


They waited an anxious few minutes before Jake called up, his voice 
echoing hollowly against the rock of the shaft. “It’s safe!” 

Dan jumped down the hole like a rabbit. Amy and Atticus followed, 
leaving Bart and Aza behind. 

The tunnel was only five feet tall, so the only one who didn’t have to 
stoop was Atticus. He shined his light on the walls. “There’s Latin 
graffiti!” 

“Anything good?” Dan asked. 

“Just your run-of-the-mill bathroom humor.” 

“The tunnel’s collapsed just beyond the vent,” Jake said. “But we can 
go the other way.” 

As they followed him down the tunnel, Atticus skimmed the walls for 
the words apology or transgression. The others crowded around him, but 
he didn’t find anything. 

Amy looked at her watch. “We only have twenty-five minutes!” 

“There’s a room up ahead,” Jake said. 

They hurried forward. The small room was built into the side of the 
tunnel before the tunnel continued on. Inside were two raised platforms of 
different heights, and leaning against the wall were slabs of salt like Dan 
and Atticus had seen at the Grand Marché. 

“Ts it a storage room?” Amy asked. 

“I don’t think so.” Jake shined his light on the lower platform. “I think 
this is a bed. And the other one is a worktable.” He pointed his flashlight 
above the table. “It’s definitely some kind of table. See the torches?” He 
reached up to a piece of wood sticking out of the wall and touched it. 
“Charcoal. This was someone’s hideaway. Someone important. It 
wouldn’t have been easy to build. They wouldn’t give a slave a room like 
this.” He walked over to the opening and shined his light around the edge. 
“Hinge marks. There used to be a door here, and probably a lock as well. 
They wouldn’t lock up salt slabs. The salt was only valuable when it got 


to market. It was worthless out here in the desert.” 


“I think I found something!” Dan called. 

He was looking at one of the salt slabs. 

“It’s just salt,” Amy said. 

“I know what it is,” Dan said. “I just went through every slab in here, 
but this one’s different. There’s something carved on it.” 

Jake carefully blew the sand off the surface. “Dan’s right! There are 
words, and they’re in Latin.” He turned to Atticus. “Your Latin is better 
than mine.” 

Atticus tried to get the right angle with his flashlight. “It’s hard to 
read in this light, but it’s a long piece of writing. It must have taken 
forever to carve.” 

“We only have fifteen minutes!” Amy cried. 

“It was written by a centurion named Gaius Marius. The first line 
reads ‘apologia pro meus valde delictum.’ It’s the ‘Apology!’ ” 

The little group collapsed in relief. 

“Wow,” Dan said. 

Amy looked at her watch. “With thirteen minutes to spare!” She threw 
her arms around Dan and Atticus and hugged them both, much to their 
disgust. 

“Why would anyone write on a salt tablet?” Jake asked. 

Amy remembered what Bazzi had said. “In the ancient world, paper 
was worth more than gold. That’s why scholars wrote in the margins of 
the manuscripts.” 

Atticus pored over the tablet. “The centurion says that he volunteered 
to come out here in ‘self-exile’ to do ‘penance’ for murdering a great man 
and stealing an invention, or some kind of machine from him. Apparently 
he was in charge of the salt mine. Below the writing is a drawing. I can’t 
make it out in this light.” 

“Yoo-hoo!” A familiar and horrible voice echoed down the tunnel. 
“Olly olly oxen free!” 

Atticus flinched. 


“Cheyenne,” Amy said. “How’d she find us?” 

“We have your friends,” Cheyenne shouted. “Do you have something 
for us?” 

“Leave them alone!” Amy shouted back. “They have nothing to do 
with this and we have” — Amy looked at her watch —“ten minutes!” 

“Casper says that you have five minutes. And that he hates mice, so 
the little boy goes first.” 

“Can you translate the rest of it in five minutes?” Amy asked Atticus. 

“Are you kidding?” Atticus squeaked. “It would take me at least five 
hours under perfect lighting conditions. And then there’s the carving.” 

“Take a photo of it with your camera phone.” 

Dan shot a quick photo, but the results were a white blurry blob of 
nothing. 

“Tick-tock, tick-tock,” Cheyenne cooed. 

“Wait!” Amy shouted back. “It’s connected to the tunnel wall. I don’t 
think Vesper One would be too happy if we destroyed it.” 

“T guess we have to give it to them without reading it,” Dan said. 

“No, we don’t,” Jake said. He looked at Atticus. “Do you have paper 
in your pack?” 
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“Of course, but I told you, I can’t do a trans 

“We’ll do a rubbing,” Jake said. 

Atticus looked at him in despair. “We don’t have charcoal.” 

Jake stood up and pulled the old torch out of the wall. “Yes, we do.” 

Atticus tore sheets of paper out of the notebook he always carried and 
slapped them on the slab. 

“How long will this take?” Amy asked. 

“Three or four minutes.” 

“PI go up and see if I can stall them.” 


“PI go with you,” Dan said. 


Casper had the dagger in his hand. Bart and Aza were on their knees in 
front of him with their hands tied behind their backs. Aza was cowering 
into his father’s side, and Bart was doing his best to inch his son behind 
him. 

“They climbed down a ladder from the sky,” Bart said. “And were on 
us before I could do anything.” 

“It’s not your fault,’ Amy said, tears pricking behind her eyes. “I’m 
SO sorry.” 

“Shut up,” Casper said. “Do you have the ‘Apology’?” 

“Jake’s bringing it. It’s heavy.” 

“What’s it written on?” Cheyenne asked. 

“Salt.” 

Dan’s head appeared from the hole and his eyes flashed over to Bart 
and Aza. “Don’t worry. The thing they want is right behind me.” 

“It better be, or a lot of your friends are going to die,” said Cheyenne. 
She looked at Bart. 

Atticus emerged from the hole next. Dan helped him over the lip. 

“Where’s your brother?” Casper asked. 

“Right behind me.” 

Jake appeared with the salt slab. He balanced the ‘Apology’ on the 
edge as he hoisted himself out. 

Cheyenne rushed over and looked at the slab with her flashlight. “It’s 
in Latin.” 

“This thing’s heavy,” Jake said. “You’re going to have a hard time 
lifting it with one arm.” 

“PI manage.” She reached for the slab. 

Jake tipped it toward the opening. “Careful.” 

“What are you doing, you idiot?” Cheyenne shrieked. 


Jake ignored her and looked at Casper. “Cut them loose.” 

“You’re in no position to dictate anything to us,” Casper said. “You’re 
forgetting that we have your friends. One call from me and a hostage 
dies.” 

“You know what?” Jake said, his face like granite. “They’re not my 
friends. ’'ve never even met them. But I do know that man and that boy. 
Free them or I’m going to tip this slab right back into the pit.” 

“Jake!” Amy shouted. But the harsh look froze what she was going to 
say on her tongue. 

“You wouldn’t,” Cheyenne said. 

“Really?” Jake tipped the slab. 

“Stop!” Casper said. With a quick sweep of his knife, he cut Bart’s 
and Aza’s flex-cuffs. 

“Get the camels ready,” Jake said. 

Bart and Aza untied the camels and made them koosh, or lie down. 

“Mount up,” Jake said. “Here’s how we’re going to work this. P1 be 
the last man on the camel. I’m going to take my hand off the slab and 
you’re going to have to balance it or it’s going to fall. It weighs over 
seventy pounds and it’s slick. You can’t lift it by yourself with one arm.” 
He looked over at the camels. Everybody was on board. “Here you go.” 

He took his hand away and Cheyenne barely caught it. Casper rushed 
over to help her. 

“See you later,” Jake said, swinging up in front of Amy. 

Bart gave the command for up. The camels got to their feet and the 
small group took off at a run. 

Behind them, Dan could see Casper pick up the heavy slab and walk 
off into the darkness with it. 

“They must have a four-wheeler,” Amy said. They listened for the 
start of an engine, but there wasn’t a sound. 

“Oh, one more thing,” Cheyenne said. Her voice came from 


somewhere above them. 


“What the —” Dan couldn’t believe his ears. 

“It was a ladder in the sky,” Bart insisted. 

They looked up and saw an airship silhouetted against the stars. 
“Remember this,” Cheyenne continued, “and then there were six.” 
She and Casper started laughing. 

“And then there were six!” Her voice faded away as the airship rose. 


“And then there were six!” 


CHAPTER 31 


Evan Tolliver was asleep with his face on his keyboard after a miserable 
evening of trying to reach Amy without success. He woke up and 
stumbled into the comm center bathroom to wash his face. As badly as he 
wanted to hear from Amy, he hoped she didn’t Skype him until after the 
key dents faded from his forehead. He came back out and went directly to 
the espresso machine even though the last thing he needed was another 
shot of caffeine. 

But coffee is the only thing keeping me functional. He rubbed his 
bloodshot eyes. Barely functional. 

He stirred in a scoop of artificial creamer and way too much sugar and 
brought the golden elixir back to his computer terminal. As he was sitting 
down, the phone rang. Hot coffee spilled all over his hand and lap. He 
leaped up and grabbed the Bluetooth off the desk as he shook his scalded 
hand and tried to pull his boiling underpants away from his skin. 

“Yes?” he growled. 

“It’s Hamilton.” 

Evan was glad it wasn’t Amy. After their last conversation, the last 
thing he wanted to do was snap at her. 

“How’s Mumbai?” 

“We’re leaving.” 

“What about Luna?” 

“She’s dead.” 

“What?” 


“D-E-A-D.” 
“I heard you, 
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Evan said, forgetting all about his burns. First 
McIntyre and now Luna. Before he’d met Amy, he’d never known 
anyone who had died. Not even a distant relative. “How?” 

“Jonah shot her.” 

Evan sat back down. 

“Are you there?” Hamilton asked. 

“I’m here.” Evan had never shot a gun. 

“There’s worse news. Much worse.” Hamilton hesitated. “Luna killed 

. Luna killed Erasmus.” 

A wave of dizziness washed over Evan, and he couldn’t quite figure 
out how to respond. He had never met Erasmus, but he’d e-mailed him 
dozens of times each day. He’d become very fond of him through their 
exchanges. From what everyone had told him, Erasmus was an awesome 
guy. 

“I’m so sorry,” Evan said. It sounded pitifully inadequate, but he 
didn’t know what else to say. 

“It was horrible,” Hamilton said, his deep voice cracking. “But I can’t 
think about it right now. Just before he died, Erasmus asked me to do a 
data dump.” 

“What kind of data dump?” 

“From three cell phones. Erasmus’s, Luna Amato’s, and Milos 
Vanek’s.” 

“Agent Vanek was there?” 

“Yeah. We left him in the alley. It’s a long story. I don’t have time for 
the details. We’re about ready to take off.” 

“Okay.” Evan forced himself to concentrate on the data. “Plug the 
phones into a computer and download the information. It’s easy. PI walk 
you through it.” 

“I don’t have a computer.” 


Evan frowned. “I’m sure there’s one on Jonah’s jet.” 


“We’re not on his jet. We’re on a commercial flight in coach.” 

“Coach?” Evan blinked. “People must be going crazy with Jonah 
Wizard in the cheap seats.” 

“They don’t know he’s here. I got him pretty well disguised. He’s 
barely spoken since he shot Luna. I’m worried. I think he’s gone off the 
deep end,” Hamilton said. “Oh, no,” he groaned. “They’ve closed the 
door and are making us turn off our cell phones.” 

“Wait! Where are you headed?” 

“I better not say. Talk to you later.” 

The line went dead. 

Evan ran downstairs. He had to tell Sinead what had happened. Ian 
was sitting on the sofa with a Bluetooth in his good ear and a laptop on 
his lap. 

“What’s the hurry?” Ian asked. 

Evan glared at him. He wasn’t about to tell Ian anything. “Nothing,” 
he said. 

Ian pointed at his pants. “You need to time your bathroom breaks 
better.” 

“It’s coffee!” 

“Right.” 

“What are you doing?” 

“Working, as you can see. Someone has to figure this whole thing out. 
And I’m making some progress.” 

Someone has to prove that you’re a traitorous swine. 

Evan cut through the kitchen, which was the shortest route to the 
guesthouse in back. Saladin slipped through the door as he opened it. He 
didn’t think about it until he heard Ian scream from the living room. 
Normally that would have made him laugh, but he was too stressed out to 
even smile. 


Erasmus is dead. 


He couldn’t believe it. He hurried across the backyard to the small 
house and burst through the front door without bothering to knock. 

Sinead was sitting at her desk, working on her laptop. She snapped it 
shut and turned around. “What’s happened?” 

“Erasmus is dead! Amy’s in Timbuktu! Hamilton and Jonah are on 
the run!” 
“You better sit down and take a breath,” Sinead said. “Start from the 


beginning.” 


CHAPTER 


It was almost five in the morning by the time Amy, Dan, Atticus, and 
Jake arrived at the Timbuktu airport. They were exhausted, but pleased. 
So were Mr. and Mrs. Tannous. Even though the ‘Apology’ hadn’t been 
found in the manuscripts, Amy wanted to repay Mr. Tannous’s kindness 
with a ride to Morocco. 

“Where to?” the pilot asked. 

“Morocco,” Amy said. “After we get there we’ll let you know where 
we need to go next. Do we have Wi-Fi?” 

“We will when we reach altitude.” 

As soon as they were up in the air, Atticus and Dan unbuckled and 
started laying the rubbings out on the floor. 

Dan stared at his cell phone, waiting for a signal. At twenty thousand 
feet the bars went full. He got a text, but it wasn’t from AJT. It was from 


Sinead. 





Erasmus dead. Luna Amato dead. I have proof that Ian is the 





traitor. Have Amy call or Skype me ASAP. 


Dan stared blankly at his phone, as if he couldn’t quite arrange the 
letters in his mind. As if something so awful couldn’t possibly be real. 

Erasmus dead. He can t be dead. 

He walked back to where Amy was sitting. She was booting up her 


laptop, fussing through her papers the way she liked. For once she looked 


calm, relaxed, as if every waking second of their lives wasn’t a walking 
crisis. And Dan was going to shatter her hard-won calm. 
“Amy?” he said, reaching down to touch his sister’s shoulder. And 


then he broke the news. 


Amy had to read the text several times before the information fully 
computed. Her brother was sitting in the seat across from her, staring at 
the blackness out the window with hollow eyes. 

“This can’t be true,” Amy said. “It simply can’t be true.” 

Tears streamed down her face. J sent him into the stronghold. I said 
yes. I’m responsible for his death. 

A Skype call came in on her laptop and she picked up automatically. 
Ian Kabra’s face filled the screen. 

“Hi, Amy,” he said cheerfully. “Where are you?” 

“You know exactly where I am,” Amy answered, a storm of raw fury 
building in her chest. 

“Actually, I don’t,” Ian said. “The reason I’m calling is to tell I’ve 
made some progress. My mother is —” 

“How could you do this?” Amy screamed. “How could you do this to 


your own sister?” 





“What are you talking about? I’m trying to find out where Natalie is, 
just like you —” 

“Erasmus is dead!” 

“Erasmus is what?” 

“I hate you, Ian Kabra!” Amy slammed the laptop closed so hard that 
the screen shattered. 

The Vesper phone rang. Amy grabbed it from her bag and nearly 
smashed it, too. She took a deep breath and pushed the button. A 
photograph appeared. The hostages. They looked terrible. Nellie’s 
jumpsuit was torn to shreds and her face and arm were swollen. Alistair 
Oh’s jumpsuit was torn as well, and there was blood on his exposed knee. 
All of them appeared to have injuries except for Ted Starling and... 

“Where’s Phoenix?” Amy said, shoving the phone at Dan because the 
flood of hot tears had obscured her vision. “Tell me you see Phoenix!” 

“What are you talking about?” Dan asked. 

“Phoenix,” she said. “He’s not in the photo, is he?” 

Dan got up, grabbed the phone, and looked at the photo. His face 
whitened, and then two angry splotches of red appeared on his cheeks. 


“It doesn’t have to mean anything,” he said. It was as if he couldn’t 
bear to believe otherwise. “Maybe they just took him somewhere else.” 

“< And then there were six!” Amy said bitterly. The plane was starting 
to blur as the shock coursed through her. 

The Vesper phone chimed again. A text message appeared. The two 


siblings read it together. 





Phoenix Wizard sat on a wall. Phoenix Wizard had a great fall. 





All the Vespers’ horses and all the Vespers’ men couldn’t put 











Phoenix together again. You didn’t really think that I would 





reward you for your failure with the Jubilee? And as you can 














see, the others paid a price, too. I suggest you get to the 





United States in the next 24 hours or another Cahill will fall. 





Vesper One 





Sneak Peek 


The race to stop the Vespers continues with more dangerous heists to 
perform, historic treasures to find, and hidden traitors to unmask. Stay 
one step ahead of your enemy and help save the kidnapped Cahills by 
following Amy and Dan's next adventure. 

Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just keep your eyes peeled for 
Vesper spies . . .) 


CHAPTER 1 


The plane made its final approach into New York City. It was morning on 
this side of the ocean. Who knew what time it was in Timbuktu now? 

Along with his sister, Amy, and two friends, Dan Cahill was a 
passenger on a private jet. The jet was owned by their distant cousin, hip- 
hop superstar Jonah Wizard. As Dan gazed out the window, he downed 
the last of the fresh strawberry and pineapple smoothie made to order by 
the cabin attendant. 

It was a pretty amazing way to travel. 

Dan leaned sideways a little to get a clearer glimpse of the skyline. He 
loved the view of all the iconic structures: the Empire State Building, the 
Chrysler Building, the Brooklyn Bridge. 

And most of all, the Statue of Liberty, standing proud in the harbor. 
Dan would never have admitted it out loud, but whenever he flew into 
New York, he always felt like she was welcoming him personally, as she 
had so many travelers before him. 

The cabin attendant, a calm and efficient man named Victor, came by 
to take Dan’s empty glass. He leaned over Dan’s shoulder and pointed out 
the window toward the southern end of Manhattan. 

“That’s where the towers used to be,” Victor said. “The World Trade 
Center buildings. You probably were just a baby when they went down.” 

It was true. Dan had never seen them in real life, only on video. It was 
easy to recall the footage from that day in September of 2001: the 


hijacked plane crashing into the first tower, then the second, gouging 


huge, jagged holes into the buildings. Floods of black smoke and fierce 
orange flames everywhere. 

Even more horrific than the crashes themselves were the unbelievable 
moments that followed, when both of the massive superstructures 
collapsed and crumbled into dust, as if they were no sturdier than sand 
castles. The first time Dan saw the footage, he thought it looked like 
something out of a Hollywood action movie. 

But it had been all too real. Nearly three thousand people had died. 

“That part of Manhattan always looks so empty to me now,” Victor 
said. 

The southern end of Manhattan was hardly empty. There were 
hundreds of buildings massed together, short, tall, taller. It reminded Dan 
of a crowd jammed into one of Jonah’s concerts: The tallest buildings 
were like the people who sit on their friends’ shoulders so they can see 
better. 

It was hard to imagine how or where two massive towers could have 
squeezed into that jumble. 

“So sad,” Victor said, “the things people will do to each other.” 

Dan sat back against the seat cushion and let out a sharp breath. 
Victor’s words had hit him like a body blow. 

The Vespers. 

They had already done terrible things to people Dan cared about. If 
they got everything they were after . .. Dan couldn’t imagine what they 
might do next. 

He had to stop them. And he knew exactly how to do it. 

All he had to do was finish assembling the serum — and then take it. 


Amy had her phone out and ready. The moment the plane’s wheels 
touched the ground, she turned it on. It seemed to take forever before the 
home screen finally lit up. 


And sure enough, there it was: a text message from Vesper One. 


The winding trail now leads to Yale, 





and four-oh-eight is oh so great! 


eT a 


Seventy-four and out the door. 


You have three days — or someone pays. 











Observe the tetrameter and perfect rhymes. I could have been a 





poet, don’t you know it? 


For weeks now, Amy and Dan had been gofers for the Vespers, a 
shadowy cabal and nemesis of the Cahill family for centuries. With the 
help of Dan’s best friend, Atticus Rosenbloom, and his brother, Jake, 
Amy and Dan had traveled the globe stealing artifacts, manuscripts, 
artwork, even jewels, at the behest of the anonymous Vesper One. 

Why? Because the Vespers were holding hostages. Seven people 
whom the Cahills cared about deeply, including two members of their 
immediate family — 
their guardians, Nellie Gomez and Fiske Cahill. 

Vesper One had threatened to kill the hostages if Dan and Amy did 
not perform the specified tasks. This was the latest assignment: Go to 
Yale and steal — what? 

Amy forwarded the text to Evan, who was overseeing the Cahill 
headquarters in Attleboro, Massachusetts. She added nothing further; 
Evan would know from the message where they were headed next. 

Besides, she had absolutely no idea what to say 
to him. 

“Hi, how’s it going?” Utterly banal, given the circumstances. 

“We need to talk.” Like they could take the time for a cozy heart-to- 
heart in the midst of this Vesper-induced insanity. 


“I have something I need to tell you. I know we’re dating, but 
yesterday I kissed another boy.” 

Amy felt her face get hot. She didn’t know if it was because she was 
mortified about even the idea of telling Evan... or if it was the thought 
of the kiss itself. She shut her eyes tightly, trying to blank out the memory 
of Jake’s arms around her, the warmth of his lips... 

STOP IT! Amy scolded herself inside her head. Don t get distracted 
— you have to stay focused! Nellie, Fiske, Phoenix, all the rest — they 
need you! 

Maybe someday Amy would get to be a normal teenager with nothing 
to worry about except grades and friends and boys. 


Maybe. But first, she had hostages to rescue. 


Amy and Dan dashed through the terminal, with Jake and Atticus nght on 
their heels. Amy couldn’t remember the last time she had been able to 
walk through an airport. 

She handed her phone to Dan so he could read Vesper One’s text. 

“Yale?” he panted. “What about the rest of it?” 

“Don’t know,” she gasped back at him. “Guess we’ll find out soon 
enough.” 

“Hey, wait up!” Fifty yards behind, Atticus was struggling with his 
jacket and backpack. Amy glanced over her shoulder and saw Jake turn 
around to help his brother by grabbing the pack. She plunged on, 
darting and weaving past knots of people. 

They all caught up with each other at the taxi stand. The line wasn’t 
long; they were able to get into the third cab. With Evan still on her mind, 
Amy took the front passenger seat so there wouldn’t be any possibility of 


ending up thigh-to-thigh with Jake. 


“Yale University,” Amy said to the driver. 

“Where is?” the driver asked. 

“Connecticut. New Haven.” 

The driver shook his head. “No. No go that far.” 

Jake reached for the door handle. “Let’s go,” he said decisively. “No 
use wasting time — we’ll find someone else to take us.” 

Who died and made him boss? Amy thought. She turned to the driver. 

“We need to get to Yale,” she said, “and we’ll make it worth your 
while.” 

The man muttered to himself, then put some info into his GPS. 

“Two hour there, two hour come back . . . I do it for six hundred,” he 
said. 

“Six hundred dollars?” Atticus yelped. 

“Fine,” Amy said. 

The driver looked surprised; clearly he had picked an amount he 
thought they would never be able to afford. 

“See money first,” the driver said skeptically. 

Amy took out her wallet, counted off six hundred-dollar bills, and 
flapped them at him. “There,” she said. “Now can we please get going?” 

As if the sight of the cash were a turbo-fuel injection, the driver 
gunned the engine and pulled out from the curb so fast that the tires 
squealed. 

Amy raised her eyebrows at Jake. “Watch and learn,” she said. 

He snorted, then swept his hand from his forehead toward her in an 


exaggerated mock bow. “As you wish, m’ lady,” he said. 


Dan had put his backpack into the trunk of the cab but kept his laptop 


with him. Now he turned it on, clicked through to a search engine, and 


hesitated with his fingers over the keyboard. 

“What should I type in?” he asked. “Yale, of course. And then what 
— four-oh-eight? Or maybe seventy-four?” 

“No way!” Jake exclaimed. 

Startled, Amy turned to see his eyes widening. 

“Yale and four hundred eight? That has to be —” Jake stopped and 
shook his head. 

Amy could see the shock in his expression. 

“Amy, we can’t — it’s not —” 

He took a breath. Then he looked at her pleadingly and said, “Please 
don’t tell me we’re going after the Voynich?” 


CHAPTER 2 


Toothpaste. Very important. That nasty feeling when you hadn’t brushed 
in a while even had a name now: “biofilm.” Yuck. 

Enough of the idle thoughts. Hurry. 

Some clothes (clean underwear also very important), phone charger, 
laptop and charger, camera, digital recorder . . . what else might be 
needed? 

A couple of false IDs, just in case. And finally — most important — a 
piece of electronic equipment 
specially modified for the task. Can’t just toss it in, gotta be gentle with it 

Was someone coming up the stairs? No, but they could be, any minute 
now.... 

Get out, quick. 

But quietly. Don’t let the door slam. 


Phoenix had never really been cold before. 

He was cold to the very middle of every single one of his cells. His 
scalp and hair were like a cap knit of ice. He couldn’t see his face, but he 
knew that his lips were Crayola blue. Even his toenails were cold. 

Never before had he shivered as long and hard as he was shivering 


now. And shivering was hard work. After a fitful night dozing against a 


tree trunk, Phoenix woke with deep aches in all his muscles. 

As if being cold wasn’t bad enough, now it hurt to shiver. 

He was wandering through an endless forest where everything looked 
the same. 

The trauma of the kidnapping, the confrontations with an enemy he 
couldn’t even see, the physical and psychological deprivations of 
captivity, the escape 
and near drowning — his ordeal had drained his 
body and apparently his brain, too. 

He just kept stumbling around in a stupor. 

He tried to remember the books he had read about kids surviving in 
the wild. Hatchet — that kid had lived for weeks in the wilderness on his 
own, right? 

But he had had — duh, a hatchet. 

In frustration, Phoenix kicked at an old rotting stump. It cracked open 
a little, revealing an active colony of small white grubs. 

Grubs. Bears ate grubs. 

Humans did, too. He’d seen it on one of those crazy food shows. 

Phoenix looked more closely into the crevice. There were dozens of 
grubs in the dead wood, pale and soft, wriggling and writhing and 
squirming. ... 

His stomach heaved at the sight of them. 

He couldn’t do it. 

Turning away, he took a step and stumbled on the uneven ground. His 
reactions dulled by hunger and fatigue and cold, he couldn’t catch 
himself, and fell to his knees. He felt tears coming into his eyes and let 
them roll down his cheeks unchecked. 

At least they were warm. 

Phoenix cried for a while. When he finally stopped and his vision 


cleared, he saw a slim stick in front of him. Almost a twig, really. 


And he remembered something from another television program. On 
one of the nature channels. Chimpanzees and termites .. . 

The edges of Phoenix’s poor frozen brain started to thaw a little. 

I have to get out of here and get help for the others. And I'll never be 
able to do that if I don t eat something. 

Phoenix picked up the stick. He chewed one end of it until it was 
frayed, then fanned out the wood fibers. Now it looked like a broomstick 
for a very tiny witch. 

He pushed the stick into the crack in the stump and waited a few 
moments. Slowly, carefully, he pulled it out. 

There were three nice, fat grubs clinging to the frayed wood. They'll 
taste like chicken, he told himself. 


Phoenix took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and opened his mouth. 


Evan stared at the computer screen. This can t be right. 

Some time ago, Evan had put out a call to Cahill operatives all over 
the world, asking for their help in identifying a mole in the network. No 
one was above suspicion. Not Amy, not Dan, not himself. 

The results of the search were in, and Evan couldn’t believe what he 
was seeing on the screen. 

Something this big — I have to find a way to verify it. I need to be one 
hundred and ten percent sure before I tell Amy. 

Evan shook off the shivers that were crawling down his spine, then 
shoved his ethical reservations firmly aside as he tapped into the suspect’s 
computer. 

Where to start? E-mails and documents would be the obvious choice. 
Maybe too obvious . . . isnt that where you'd expect someone to start 


looking? 


Evan moused over the desktop icons. 

Music... calendar... spreadsheets... photos... 

Photos. One picture is worth a thousand words? 

He clicked on the icon and, after only a few moments, found a 
password-protected file. It was quick work to figure out the password. 
Tsk, tsk — shouldnt use the names of family members. Too easy. 

The file opened. Evan frowned. 

There were several copies of a photo of Nellie — the one sent by the 
Vespers, in which she was thrusting a lizard toward the camera. The 
copies were identical. 

Evan leaned closer to the screen. “What the heck?” he said aloud. 

Identical, except for one thing: The lizards were different. 

Green lizard. Brown lizard. Spotted, striped, bug-eyed . . . There was 
no question about it: The photos had been manipulated. The lizard in the 
original photo had been swapped out for different ones. The last four 
photos showed the same lizard altered slightly for size and position. 

A tegu lizard, from Argentina. Thats what she said. 

Evan sat back and gulped for air, trying to settle the sick feeling that 
was roiling his stomach. 

South America — where Ian was. She was trying to make us think it 
was him. 

She, meaning Sinead. 

Amy’s best friend. 

Who knew everything — everything — about the Cahill operation. 
The damage she could do — 

Evan was on his feet and headed for the door. He ran up the stairs and 
down a hallway, shouldered open a door, and hit the light switch. 

Drawers gaping, closet ajar, clothes discarded on the floor — all the 
signs of a hasty exit. 

He was too late. 


Sinead was gone. 


Evan spun around wildly and crashed into the door frame in his haste 
to get back to the comm center. 

He had to tell Amy that Sinead was the mole. If Sinead got to her first 
... Evan’s heart was pounding. 


Amy could be in terrible danger. 


CHAPTER 3 


Dan, Amy, and Atticus all stared at Jake. 

“What the heck is the Voynich?” Dan asked, followed immediately 
by, “What’s the four-oh-eight?” from Amy. 

“It’s an old manuscript,” Jake answered, “kept by the Beinecke 
Library at Yale. In their collection, the Voynich is manuscript number four 
hundred eight. But I’m not sure what the seventy-four means.” 

“How do you know all that?” Atticus asked. 

Jake slumped against the seat back. “Mom,” he said quietly. 

“Your mom had something to do with the Voynich?” Amy asked. 

Jake scowled at her. Why does she have to question everything I say? 

“That was her field,” he said with exaggerated patience. “Mostly the 
ancient world, but sometimes medieval, too. She liked old stuff. Is that 
okay with you?” 

Amy held her hands up in mock surrender. “Sorry for asking,” she 
said. 

Jake turned back to the group and said, “Get comfy, everyone. This is 
a long story. 

“Mom always had a lot of different projects going,” Jake said. “But 
for years, no matter what else she was working on, she always went back 
to the Voynich. She used to talk to me about it.” 

“Huh,” Atticus said. “She never told me about it.” 

Jake was silent for a moment. “When she first got into it, you were 


really little,” he said. “And then — well, it was sort of our thing. Like, 


special, between the two of us.” Pause. “I think she was trying to make 
sure I knew it didn’t matter that she wasn’t my birth mom... .” 

His voice trailed off. 

Astrid had been his stepmother. His own mother — 
his dad’s first wife — had passed away when Jake was only a year old. 
His dad had remarried two years later; Astrid was the only mom he had 
ever really known. 

It had been more than a year since her death. The pain was duller now, 
but it was still there, and he was pretty sure it always would be. 

“Okay,” Atticus said. “That’s cool.” 

Jake nodded gratefully at his brother, then took the laptop from Dan. 

“So, the Voynich,” Jake said. “It’s a whole book — I can’t remember 
exactly, but it’s over two hundred pages long. And it’s really old.” 

“How old?” Amy asked. 

“They weren’t sure, for a long time,” Jake said. “This bookseller 
named Voynich — that’s where it got its name — he found it in an old 
monastery in Italy. In 1912, I think. And he bought it from the monks. 
Ever since then, there have been all these theories. Some people thought it 
was from the thirteenth century, or it was from the eighteenth, or it was 
modern, a forgery. Then a few years ago, the Beinecke had it carbon- 
dated. Both the pages and the ink are fifteenth century, which proves —” 

“That it isn’t a forgery,” Dan said. 

“No, not exactly,” Jake said. “What it proves is that it’s a medieval 
document. I mean, a really determined forger could get really old vellum 
and really old ink, but they’re pretty sure that’s not what happened.” 

“So what kind of document is it?” Amy asked. “What does it say?” 

Jake snorted. “That,” he said, “is the problem.” 

Jake went on to explain that the Voynich was 
written in an unknown language — one never seen before. 


“And nobody’s been able to figure it out,” he said. 


He started clicking on the laptop. “Yale gets so many requests to see 
the manuscript that they couldn’t keep up with all of them,” he said. “So 
they finally digitized the whole thing, and now anyone who wants to 
study it can look at the pages online.” 

A few clicks, and he had a digital image of one of the pages from the 
Voynich. 

“Look,” he said. He turned the screen around so they could all see it. 
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“Is it in code?” Dan asked. “It looks like something you could figure 
out. I mean, not you you, but somebody.” 
“That’s what everybody thinks when they first see it,” Jake said. “But 


hundreds of people have tried — maybe thousands. Even the government 


got into it. You know the guys who broke the Japanese and German codes 
during World War II? They worked on it for years and got nothing.” 

“Wow,” Amy said. “That’s amazing.” 

Jake glanced at her quickly. She was looking at the screen, not at him, 
and there didn’t seem to be any edge to her voice. 

Girls. The oldest mystery in the universe. Amy was acting like their 
kiss had never happened. /t wasn t just me, Jake thought. She definitely 
kissed me back. 

“What are the pictures of?” Dan asked. 

“Three kinds of illustrations,” Jake answered. Click — “Botanical 
drawings” — click click — “astronomical charts” — click click — “and 
these weird ones. Mom always called them the plumbing pictures.” 

“Hello!” Dan said. 

The “plumbing pictures” showed water flowing through pipes, basins, 
and aqueducts. In almost all of them, there were naked women 
swimming. 

Atticus nudged Dan and they both giggled. 

“Oh, please,’ Amy said. Jake could see that she was a little 
embarrassed. She changed the subject. “What about the botanical 
drawings? Wouldn’t they give a clue to where the book was written, or 
what it’s about?” 

“You’d think so,” Jake said. “But the plants aren’t from real life. I 
mean, they think they’ve identified a couple of them, but even those have 
parts that aren’t real.” 

Jake sighed. “All kinds of people have tried to figure it out. 
Historians, of course, like Mom. But also botanists, astronomers, 
linguists, mathematicians, philosophers, theologians —” 

“Plumbers?” Dan said with a snicker. 

Jake grinned. “Some scholars have spent their whole lives working on 
it,” he said. “And you wouldn’t believe the theories they come up with.” 

“Like what?” Atticus asked. 


“Aliens,” Jake said. “And angels. That’s just two of them.” 

“You can’t be serious,” Amy said. 

“I’m not, but they are,” Jake said. “And even some of the more 
credible theories are pretty out-there. Like, it’s an old form of Ukrainian, 
but you’re only supposed to read every fifth letter.” 

Dan had sobered up now that the subject was not naked women. 
“What about the seventy-four?” he asked. “Do you think that means 
we're supposed to steal page seventy-four?”’ 

“Or maybe, the first seventy-four pages?” Amy guessed. 

“But that’s not the most important question, not really,” Atticus said. 
“The question is, why do the Vespers want it? If they can’t read it, it’s no 
use to them.” 

Jake frowned, thinking hard. “I get what you’re saying,” he said 
slowly. “If the Vespers are smart enough to read the Voynich, we’re really 


in trouble.” 


They had been making decent progress from the airport through the 
borough of Queens, in taxi mode: mad spurts of shouldering through 
traffic alternating with a sulky crawl. Now, as they drove onto the 
Whitestone Bridge, the driver whistled through his teeth. “Look like 
trouble here,” he said. 

A police car was parked across the lanes. An officer stood facing 
them, arm up, palm flat, in the classic “halt” stance. The taxi stopped, and 
within seconds, the bridge entrance behind them became a giant parking 
lot packed with cars. 

Beyond the cop, the last of the cars that had been allowed through 
disappeared from sight. The bridge’s roadway was now completely clear. 


“What’s going on?” Dan asked from the back. 


“There’s a motorcycle —” Amy said. “No, wait, it’s like a motorcade, 
sort of.” 

Three SUVs with motorcycles front and rear were coming toward 
them on the wrong side of the road. Celebrity? Amy thought. Or maybe 
some politician. 

As if he could hear her thoughts, Dan said, “Must be somebody pretty 
important to stop a whole bridge’s worth of traffic.” 

Then he gasped, and the heads of the other three swiveled to stare at 
him. 

It was as if all four of them had the same thought at the same moment. 

Who had that kind of power? 

The Vespers! 

“Move!” Amy said urgently. 

They scrambled out of the car. The taxi driver began yelling at them. 

“Hey! Where you going? You say Connettytuck, I taking you there!” 
He got out, too, and grabbed Dan’s arm. 

“My backpack!” Dan said. “The trunk, open the trunk!” 

He twisted out of the driver’s grasp, leaned inside the open door, and 
groped around for the trunk release. He hit the buttons for the warning 
lights and the gas cap before he found the right one, the driver scolding 
him in a language he didn’t understand. 

“Dan, leave it!” Amy said. “We have to get out of here!” But Dan ran 
to the back of the taxi and grabbed the pack. 

The motorcycle pulled over. The lead SUV made a U-turn and 
stopped near the police car. The driver-side door opened. 

“RUN!” Amy yelled. “If we get separated, meet up at Yale!” 

She glanced around wildly. They were on a bridge, with only two 
choices: forward or back. And forward was toward the SUVs. 

Which meant they had no choice. Two minus one equals zero: Vesper 
math. 


Amy turned and started running back the way they had come. 
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| STOPĪTMHEÍVESPERS! 


The world is counting on you to stop the Vespers. This book comes with six 


digital game cards that unlock your online mission. Good luck! 


TO ADD CARDS TO YOUR ONLINE 
COLLECTION: 


@Go to www.the39clues.com/ebookCVV5 and log in. If you haven’t signed 


up, click on “Join Now” to create a new account. 
@you need your book with you. Use it to answer the two questions provided. 
@yYour cards and mission will be unlocked. 


Amy and Dan need YOUR help to stop the Vespers! 
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CHAPTER 1 


The plane made its final approach into New York City. It was morning on this 
side of the ocean. Who knew what time it was in Timbuktu now? 

Along with his sister, Amy, and two friends, Dan Cahill was a passenger 
on a private jet. The jet was owned by their distant cousin, hip-hop superstar 
Jonah Wizard. As Dan gazed out the window, he downed the last of the fresh 
strawberry and pineapple smoothie made to order by the cabin attendant. 

It was a pretty amazing way to travel. 

Dan leaned sideways a little to get a clearer glimpse of the skyline. He 
loved the view of all the iconic structures: the Empire State Building, the 
Chrysler Building, the Brooklyn Bridge. 

And most of all, the Statue of Liberty, standing proud in the harbor. Dan 
would never have admitted it out loud, but whenever he flew into New York, 
he always felt like she was welcoming him personally, as she had so many 
travelers before him. 

The cabin attendant, a calm and efficient man named Victor, came by to 
take Dan’s empty glass. He leaned over Dan’s shoulder and pointed out the 
window toward the southern end of Manhattan. 

“That’s where the towers used to be,” Victor said. “The World Trade 
Center buildings. You probably were just a baby when they went down.” 

It was true. Dan had never seen them in real life, only on video. It was 
easy to recall the footage from that day in September of 2001: the hijacked 


plane crashing into the first tower, then the second, gouging huge, jagged 


holes into the buildings. Floods of black smoke and fierce orange flames 
everywhere. 

Even more horrific than the crashes themselves were the unbelievable 
moments that followed, when both of the massive superstructures collapsed 
and crumbled into dust, as if they were no sturdier than sand castles. The first 
time Dan saw the footage, he thought it looked like something out of a 
Hollywood action movie. 

But it had been all too real. Nearly three thousand people had died. 

“That part of Manhattan always looks so empty to me now,” Victor said. 

The southern end of Manhattan was hardly empty. There were hundreds 
of buildings massed together, short, tall, taller. It reminded Dan of a crowd 
jammed into one of Jonah’s concerts: The tallest buildings were like the 
people who sit on their friends’ shoulders so they can see better. 

It was hard to imagine how or where two massive towers could have 
squeezed into that jumble. 

“So sad,” Victor said, “the things people will do to each other.” 

Dan sat back against the seat cushion and let out a sharp breath. Victor’s 
words had hit him like a body blow. 


The Vespers. 

They had already done terrible things to people Dan cared about. If they 
got everything they were after . .. Dan couldn’t imagine what they might do 
next. 


He had to stop them. And he knew exactly how to do it. 


All he had to do was finish assembling the serum — and then take it. 


Amy had her phone out and ready. The moment the plane’s wheels touched 
the ground, she turned it on. It seemed to take forever before the home screen 
finally lit up. 


And sure enough, there it was: a text message from Vesper One. 


The winding trail now leads to Yale, 

and four-oh-eight is oh so great! 

Seventy-four and out the door. 

You have three days — or someone pays. 

Observe the tetrameter and perfect rhymes. I could have been a 
poet, don’t you know it? 


For weeks now, Amy and Dan had been gofers for the Vespers, a shadowy 
cabal and nemesis of the Cahill family for centuries. With the help of Dan’s 
best friend, Atticus Rosenbloom, and his brother, Jake, Amy and Dan had 
traveled the globe stealing artifacts, manuscripts, artwork, even jewels, at the 
behest of the anonymous Vesper One. 

Why? Because the Vespers were holding hostages. Seven people whom 
the Cahills cared about deeply, including two members of their immediate 
family — their guardians, Nellie Gomez and Fiske Cahill. 

Vesper One had threatened to kill the hostages if Dan and Amy did not 
perform the specified tasks. This was the latest assignment: Go to Yale and 
steal — what? 

Amy forwarded the text to Evan, who was overseeing the Cahill 
headquarters in Attleboro, Massachusetts. She added nothing further; Evan 
would know from the message where they were headed next. 

Besides, she had absolutely no idea what to say to him. 

“Hi, how’s it going?” Utterly banal, given the circumstances. 

“We need to talk.” Like they could take the time for a cozy heart-to-heart 
in the midst of this Vesper-induced insanity. 

“I have something I need to tell you. I know we’re dating, but yesterday I 
kissed another boy.” 

Amy felt her face get hot. She didn’t know if it was because she was 
mortified about even the idea of telling Evan... or if it was the thought of the 
kiss itself. She shut her eyes tightly, trying to blank out the memory of Jake’s 
arms around her, the warmth of his lips... 

STOP IT! Amy scolded herself inside her head. Don’t get distracted — 


you have to stay focused! Nellie, Fiske, Phoenix, all the rest — they need you! 


Maybe someday Amy would get to be a normal teenager with nothing to 
worry about except grades and friends and boys. 


Maybe. But first, she had hostages to rescue. 


Amy and Dan dashed through the terminal, with Jake and Atticus right on 
their heels. Amy couldn’t remember the last time she had been able to walk 
through an airport. 

She handed her phone to Dan so he could read Vesper One’s text. 

“Yale?” he panted. “What about the rest of it?” 

“Don’t know,” she gasped back at him. “Guess we’ll find out soon 
enough.” 

“Hey, wait up!” Fifty yards behind, Atticus was struggling with his jacket 
and backpack. Amy glanced over her shoulder and saw Jake turn around to 
help his brother by grabbing the pack. She plunged on, darting and weaving 
past knots of people. 

They all caught up with each other at the taxi stand. The line wasn’t long; 
they were able to get into the third cab. With Evan still on her mind, Amy 
took the front passenger seat so there wouldn’t be any possibility of ending up 
thigh-to-thigh with Jake. 

“Yale University,” Amy said to the driver. 

“Where is?” the driver asked. 

“Connecticut. New Haven.” 

The driver shook his head. “No. No go that far.” 

Jake reached for the door handle. “Let’s go,” he said decisively. “No use 
wasting time — we’ll find someone else to take us.” 

Who died and made him boss? Amy thought. She turned to the driver. 

“We need to get to Yale,” she said, “and we’ ll make it worth your while.” 

The man muttered to himself, then put some info into his GPS. 

“Two hour there, two hour come back . . . I do it for six hundred,” he said. 

“Six hundred dollars?” Atticus yelped. 


“Fine,” Amy said. 

The driver looked surprised; clearly he had picked an amount he thought 
they would never be able to afford. 

“See money first,” the driver said skeptically. 

Amy took out her wallet, counted off six hundred-dollar bills, and flapped 
them at him. “There,” she said. “Now can we please get going?” 

As if the sight of the cash were a turbo-fuel injection, the driver gunned 
the engine and pulled out from the curb so fast that the tires squealed. 

Amy raised her eyebrows at Jake. “Watch and learn,” she said. 

He snorted, then swept his hand from his forehead toward her in an 


exaggerated mock bow. “As you wish, m’ lady,” he said. 


Dan had put his backpack into the trunk of the cab but kept his laptop with 
him. Now he turned it on, clicked through to a search engine, and hesitated 
with his fingers over the keyboard. 

“What should I type in?” he asked. “Yale, of course. And then what — 
four-oh-eight? Or maybe seventy-four?” 

“No way!” Jake exclaimed. 

Startled, Amy turned to see his eyes widening. 

“Yale and four hundred eight? That has to be —” Jake stopped and shook 
his head. 

Amy could see the shock in his expression. 

“Amy, we can’t — it’s not —” 

He took a breath. Then he looked at her pleadingly and said, “Please don’t 


tell me we’re going after the Voynich?” 


CHAPTER 2 


Toothpaste. Very important. That nasty feeling when you hadn’t brushed in a 
while even had a name now: “biofilm.” Yuck. 

Enough of the idle thoughts. Hurry. 

Some clothes (clean underwear also very important), phone charger, 
laptop and charger, camera, digital recorder . . . what else might be needed? 

A couple of false IDs, just in case. And finally — most important — a 
piece of electronic equipment specially modified for the task. Can’t just toss it 
in, gotta be gentle with it — 

Was someone coming up the stairs? No, but they could be, any minute 
now. ... 

Get out, quick. 

But quietly. Don’t let the door slam. 


Phoenix had never really been cold before. 

He was cold to the very middle of every single one of his cells. His scalp 
and hair were like a cap knit of ice. He couldn’t see his face, but he knew that 
his lips were Crayola blue. Even his toenails were cold. 

Never before had he shivered as long and hard as he was shivering now. 
And shivering was hard work. After a fitful night dozing against a tree trunk, 
Phoenix woke with deep aches in all his muscles. 


As if being cold wasn’t bad enough, now it hurt to shiver. 


He was wandering through an endless forest where everything looked the 
same. 

The trauma of the kidnapping, the confrontations with an enemy he 
couldn’t even see, the physical and psychological deprivations of captivity, 
the escape and near drowning — his ordeal had drained his body and 
apparently his brain, too. 

He just kept stumbling around in a stupor. 

He tried to remember the books he had read about kids surviving in the 
wild. Hatchet — that kid had lived for weeks in the wilderness on his own, 
right? 

But he had had — duh, a hatchet. 

In frustration, Phoenix kicked at an old rotting stump. It cracked open a 
little, revealing an active colony of small white grubs. 

Grubs. Bears ate grubs. 

Humans did, too. He’d seen it on one of those crazy food shows. 

Phoenix looked more closely into the crevice. There were dozens of grubs 
in the dead wood, pale and soft, wriggling and writhing and squirming... . 
His stomach heaved at the sight of them. 

He couldn’t do it. 

Turning away, he took a step and stumbled on the uneven ground. His 
reactions dulled by hunger and fatigue and cold, he couldn’t catch himself, 
and fell to his knees. He felt tears coming into his eyes and let them roll down 
his cheeks unchecked. 

At least they were warm. 

Phoenix cried for a while. When he finally stopped and his vision cleared, 
he saw a slim stick in front of him. Almost a twig, really. 

And he remembered something from another television program. On one 
of the nature channels. Chimpanzees and termites .. . 

The edges of Phoenix’s poor frozen brain started to thaw a little. 

I have to get out of here and get help for the others. And I’Il never be able 
to do that if I don’t eat something. 


Phoenix picked up the stick. He chewed one end of it until it was frayed, 
then fanned out the wood fibers. Now it looked like a broomstick for a very 
tiny witch. 

He pushed the stick into the crack in the stump and waited a few 
moments. Slowly, carefully, he pulled it out. 

There were three nice, fat grubs clinging to the frayed wood. They’ll taste 
like chicken, he told himself. 


Phoenix took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and opened his mouth. 


Evan stared at the computer screen. This can’t be right. 

Some time ago, Evan had put out a call to Cahill operatives all over the 
world, asking for their help in identifying a mole in the network. No one was 
above suspicion. Not Amy, not Dan, not himself. 

The results of the search were in, and Evan couldn’t believe what he was 
seeing on the screen. 

Something this big — I have to find a way to verify it. I need to be one 
hundred and ten percent sure before I tell Amy. 

Evan shook off the shivers that were crawling down his spine, then 
shoved his ethical reservations firmly aside as he tapped into the suspect’s 
computer. 

Where to start? E-mails and documents would be the obvious choice. 
Maybe too obvious . . . isnt that where you’d expect someone to start 
looking? 

Evan moused over the desktop icons. 

Music... calendar . . . spreadsheets . . . photos... 

Photos. One picture is worth a thousand words? 

He clicked on the icon and, after only a few moments, found a password- 
protected file. It was quick work to figure out the password. Tsk, tsk — 
shouldnt use the names of family members. Too easy. 


The file opened. Evan frowned. 


There were several copies of a photo of Nellie — the one sent by the 
Vespers, in which she was thrusting a lizard toward the camera. The copies 
were identical. 

Evan leaned closer to the screen. “What the heck?” he said aloud. 

Identical, except for one thing: The lizards were different. 

Green lizard. Brown lizard. Spotted, striped, bug-eyed . . . There was no 
question about it: The photos had been manipulated. The lizard in the original 
photo had been swapped out for different ones. The last four photos showed 
the same lizard altered slightly for size and position. 

A tegu lizard, from Argentina. That’s what she said. 

Evan sat back and gulped for air, trying to settle the sick feeling that was 
roiling his stomach. 

South America — where Ian was. She was trying to make us think it was 
him. 

She, meaning Sinead. 

Amy’s best friend. 

Who knew everything — everything — about the Cahill operation. The 
damage she could do — 

Evan was on his feet and headed for the door. He ran up the stairs and 
down a hallway, shouldered open a door, and hit the light switch. 

Drawers gaping, closet ajar, clothes discarded on the floor — all the signs 
of a hasty exit. 

He was too late. 

Sinead was gone. 

Evan spun around wildly and crashed into the door frame in his haste to 
get back to the comm center. 

He had to tell Amy that Sinead was the mole. If Sinead got to her first . . . 
Evan’s heart was pounding. 


Amy could be in terrible danger. 


CHAPTER & 


Dan, Amy, and Atticus all stared at Jake. 

“What the heck is the Voynich?” Dan asked, followed immediately by, 
“What’s the four-oh-eight?” from Amy. 

“Tt’s an old manuscript,” Jake answered, “kept by the Beinecke Library at 
Yale. In their collection, the Voynich is manuscript number four hundred 
eight. But I’m not sure what the seventy-four means.” 

“How do you know all that?” Atticus asked. 

Jake slumped against the seat back. “Mom,” he said quietly. 

“Your mom had something to do with the Voynich?” Amy asked. 

Jake scowled at her. Why does she have to question everything I say? 

“That was her field,” he said with exaggerated patience. “Mostly the 
ancient world, but sometimes medieval, too. She liked old stuff. Is that okay 
with you?” 

Amy held her hands up in mock surrender. “Sorry for asking,” she said. 

Jake turned back to the group and said, “Get comfy, everyone. This is a 
long story. 

“Mom always had a lot of different projects going,” Jake said. “But for 
years, no matter what else she was working on, she always went back to the 
Voynich. She used to talk to me about it.” 

“Huh,” Atticus said. “She never told me about it.” 

Jake was silent for a moment. “When she first got into it, you were really 
little,’ he said. “And then — well, it was sort of our thing. Like, special, 
between the two of us.” Pause. “I think she was trying to make sure I knew it 


didn’t matter that she wasn’t my birth mom... .” 


His voice trailed off. 

Astrid had been his stepmother. His own mother — his dad’s first wife — 
had passed away when Jake was only a year old. His dad had remarried two 
years later; Astrid was the only mom he had ever really known. 

It had been more than a year since her death. The pain was duller now, but 
it was still there, and he was pretty sure it always would be. 

“Okay,” Atticus said. “That’s cool.” 

Jake nodded gratefully at his brother, then took the laptop from Dan. 

“So, the Voynich,” Jake said. “It’s a whole book — I can’t remember 
exactly, but it’s over two hundred pages long. And it’s really old.” 

“How old?” Amy asked. 

“They weren’t sure, for a long time,” Jake said. “This bookseller named 
Voynich — that’s where it got its name — he found it in an old monastery in 
Italy. In 1912, I think. And he bought it from the monks. Ever since then, 
there have been all these theories. Some people thought it was from the 
thirteenth century, or it was from the eighteenth, or it was modern, a forgery. 
Then a few years ago, the Beinecke had it carbon-dated. Both the pages and 
the ink are fifteenth century, which proves —” 

“That it isn’t a forgery,” Dan said. 

“No, not exactly,” Jake said. “What it proves is that it’s a medieval 
document. I mean, a really determined forger could get really old vellum and 
really old ink, but they’re pretty sure that’s not what happened.” 

“So what kind of document is it?” Amy asked. “What does it say?” 

Jake snorted. “That,” he said, “is the problem.” 

Jake went on to explain that the Voynich was written in an unknown 
language — one never seen before. 

“And nobody’s been able to figure it out,” he said. 

He started clicking on the laptop. “Yale gets so many requests to see the 
manuscript that they couldn’t keep up with all of them,” he said. “So they 
finally digitized the whole thing, and now anyone who wants to study it can 


look at the pages online.” 


A few clicks, and he had a digital image of one of the pages from the 
Voynich. 


“Look,” he said. He turned the screen around so they could all see it. 
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“Is it in code?” Dan asked. “It looks like something you could figure out. I 
mean, not you you, but somebody.” 

“That’s what everybody thinks when they first see it,’ Jake said. “But 
hundreds of people have tried — maybe thousands. Even the government got 
into it. You know the guys who broke the Japanese and German codes during 
World War II? They worked on it for years and got nothing.” 


“Wow,” Amy said. “That’s amazing.” 

Jake glanced at her quickly. She was looking at the screen, not at him, and 
there didn’t seem to be any edge to her voice. 

Girls. The oldest mystery in the universe. Amy was acting like their kiss 
had never happened. It wasnt just me, Jake thought. She definitely kissed me 
back. 

“What are the pictures of?” Dan asked. 

“Three kinds of illustrations,” Jake answered. Click — “Botanical 
drawings” — click click — “astronomical charts” — click click — “and these 
weird ones. Mom always called them the plumbing pictures.” 

“Hello!” Dan said. 

The “plumbing pictures” showed water flowing through pipes, basins, and 
aqueducts. In almost all of them, there were naked women swimming. 

Atticus nudged Dan and they both giggled. 

“Oh, please,” Amy said. Jake could see that she was a little embarrassed. 
She changed the subject. “What about the botanical drawings? Wouldn’t they 
give a clue to where the book was written, or what it’s about?” 

“You'd think so,” Jake said. “But the plants aren’t from real life. I mean, 
they think they’ve identified a couple of them, but even those have parts that 
aren’t real.” 

Jake sighed. “All kinds of people have tried to figure it out. Historians, of 
course, like Mom. But also botanists, astronomers, linguists, mathematicians, 
philosophers, theologians —” 

“Plumbers?” Dan said with a snicker. 

Jake grinned. “Some scholars have spent their whole lives working on it,” 
he said. “And you wouldn’t believe the theories they come up with.” 

“Like what?” Atticus asked. 

“Aliens,” Jake said. “And angels. That’s just two of them.” 

“You can’t be serious,” Amy said. 

“Tm not, but they are,” Jake said. “And even some of the more credible 
theories are pretty out-there. Like, it’s an old form of Ukrainian, but you’re 


only supposed to read every fifth letter.” 


Dan had sobered up now that the subject was not naked women. “What 
about the seventy-four?” he asked. “Do you think that means we’re supposed 
to steal page seventy-four?” 

“Or maybe, the first seventy-four pages?” Amy guessed. 

“But that’s not the most important question, not really,” Atticus said. “The 
question is, why do the Vespers want it? If they can’t read it, it’s no use to 
them.” 

Jake frowned, thinking hard. “I get what you’re saying,” he said slowly. 


“Tf the Vespers are smart enough to read the Voynich, we’re really in trouble.” 


They had been making decent progress from the airport through the borough 
of Queens, in taxi mode: mad spurts of shouldering through traffic alternating 
with a sulky crawl. Now, as they drove onto the Whitestone Bridge, the driver 
whistled through his teeth. “Look like trouble here,” he said. 

A police car was parked across the lanes. An officer stood facing them, 
arm up, palm flat, in the classic “halt” stance. The taxi stopped, and within 
seconds, the bridge entrance behind them became a giant parking lot packed 
with cars. 

Beyond the cop, the last of the cars that had been allowed through 
disappeared from sight. The bridge’s roadway was now completely clear. 

“What’s going on?” Dan asked from the back. 

“There’s a motorcycle —” Amy said. “No, wait, it’s like a motorcade, sort 
of.” 

Three SUVs with motorcycles front and rear were coming toward them on 
the wrong side of the road. Celebrity? Amy thought. Or maybe some 
politician. 

As if he could hear her thoughts, Dan said, “Must be somebody pretty 
important to stop a whole bridge’s worth of traffic.” 

Then he gasped, and the heads of the other three swiveled to stare at him. 


It was as if all four of them had the same thought at the same moment. 


Who had that kind of power? 

The Vespers! 

“Move!” Amy said urgently. 

They scrambled out of the car. The taxi driver began yelling at them. 

“Hey! Where you going? You say Connettytuck, I taking you there!” He 
got out, too, and grabbed Dan’s arm. 

“My backpack!” Dan said. “The trunk, open the trunk!” 

He twisted out of the driver’s grasp, leaned inside the open door, and 
groped around for the trunk release. He hit the buttons for the warning lights 
and the gas cap before he found the right one, the driver scolding him in a 
language he didn’t understand. 

“Dan, leave it!” Amy said. “We have to get out of here!” But Dan ran to 
the back of the taxi and grabbed the pack. 

The motorcycle pulled over. The lead SUV made a U-turn and stopped 
near the police car. The driver-side door opened. 

“RUN!” Amy yelled. “If we get separated, meet up at Yale!” 

She glanced around wildly. They were on a bridge, with only two choices: 
forward or back. And forward was toward the SUVs. 

Which meant they had no choice. Two minus one equals zero: Vesper 
math. 


Amy turned and started running back the way they had come. 


CHAPTER 4 


A voice called out, “Amy!” 

It wasn’t the boys, they were still with her, but Amy knew that her 
instincts had been right: It was someone who knew they’d be here, on their 
way to Yale.... 

Dodging between the cars as fast as she could, Amy felt bewilderment 
mixed with fear. This is crazy! Vesper One needs us for this mission — why 
would he send people to stop us? 

“Amy! Amy Cahill!” 

A small part of her brain tried to free itself from the panic and think 
rationally. I know that voice — who — 

“AMY! STOP! STOP, IT’S ME, SINEAD!” 


Amy hugged Sinead, tears of relief in her eyes. “I was never so glad to see 
anyone in my whole life,” Amy said. 

They walked back to the SUV. Sinead signaled the rest of the motorcade, 
and they departed. 

“Who are they?” Amy asked. 

“Private security firm,” Sinead said. “Mostly ex-SWAT or Navy SEALs. 
And our Lucian friends got in touch with the mayor, who helped out with the 
traffic.” 

Amy smiled in gratitude. “But why didn’t you call and tell me you were 


coming?” 


“It’s Yale, right?” Sinead said briskly. “Come on, we better get going.” 
She threw her arm around Amy’s shoulders. “It’s great to be together again!” 
“Ditto,” Amy said, and the thought that Sinead hadn’t answered the 


question faded from her mind. 


It had almost been like a game. 

A chess match that she had played perfectly, each move with patience and 
purpose. Sinead felt a tremendous amount of satisfaction thinking about the 
months that had gone by without Amy suspecting a thing. 

Now it was time for the end game, just three moves left. First, get the 
serum formula. Second, present it with a flourish to Vesper One, whose 
gratitude would surely be boundless. And third, the most important, reunite 
with Ned and Ted to give them the serum. 

The Starlings had given up all claim to the serum when the Clue hunt 
ended. But back then, the doctors still seemed to have plenty of strategies 
available in their attempts to cure Ted’s blindness and Ned’s headaches. 

It had been more than two years now. Nothing had worked, and they were 
out of options. Sinead was desperate. The serum had to be the answer; it 
would succeed where the doctors had failed. 

As for her friendship with Amy . . . Sinead felt a twinge, a vibration of 
regret that she tamped instantly. 

My family. My brothers. That’s what matters. 

Sinead’s hand slid to her pocket. She fingered the barrel of her new gun 
with both pride and tenderness. 

Are you the best ickle gun in the world? Yes you are, oh, yes you are... . 

A SwissMiniGun. The world’s smallest handgun, just two inches long. 
Sinead had briefly considered the eighteen-karat-gold, diamond-studded 
version — which cost more than forty thousand dollars — but opted in the 


end for the more practical stainless-steel model. 


Removed from the holster, the gun could actually be hidden in the palm of 
her hand, and it sounded pretty much like a cap gun when it was fired. The 
bullets were not much bigger than pinheads — dollhouse bullets that looked 
like they couldn’t hurt a flea. 

Sinead found this vaguely comforting, because the honest truth was that 
she didn’t want to hurt Amy. Only if I have to... 

The bullets were real enough, though, and exited the barrel at three 
hundred miles per hour. At point-blank range, they could penetrate human 
flesh and do plenty of damage to a vital organ or a major artery. 

Normally, getting that close to an adversary would be a tricky task. But 
not in this case. 


After all, she and Amy were best friends. 


“Tt’s not looking good,” Sinead said. 

She wasn’t talking about the road, which was blissfully empty for now, all 
the traffic ahead of them cleared by her stunt on the bridge. 

She was talking about the hostages. 

“We enhanced the last video feed so we could get a good look at 
everyone. Alistair is the worst off. I hate to say this, but he looks really awful. 
His eyes — I don’t know quite how to put it. It’s like he’s given up already.” 

Amy turned to meet Dan’s gaze and saw her own worry reflected in his 
expression. Alistair Oh was not the oldest hostage — Fiske Cahill was a few 
years older — but Fiske was in many ways like his sister Grace, Amy and 
Dan’s grandmother. Both seemed to have a thin core of steel running through 
them. 

Alistair, on the other hand, had shuttled back and forth between sympathy 
and nefariousness, alternately helping and hurting the Cahills. Although he 
had finally ended up on their side for good, his ambivalence was perhaps a 
symptom of a deeper weakness. The kidnapping and captivity seemed to be 


sapping not only his physical strength, but his will to live as well. 


Amy swallowed and forced out the next words. “Anything more about — 
about Phoenix?” 

Sinead shook her head. Silence all around. 

Phoenix, only twelve years old . . . It wasn’t like Amy could have done 
anything to prevent his death. But that knowledge didn’t help. Wretched. And 
like retching, that was how it made her feel. 

For a while Amy heard nothing but the muted sounds of traffic through 
what she guessed was the bulletproof glass of the car’s windows. 

“Amy.” 

Sinead had her eyes on the road, and Amy could tell that whatever was 
coming, it was serious. 

“No one wants to talk about this, but we have to,” Sinead said. She 
glanced back at Dan. 

Without asking, Amy knew what Sinead meant. 

The serum. 

The main reason that the Vespers were targeting the Cahills was a formula 
Gideon Cahill had invented in the sixteenth century. If all of its ingredients 
were precisely and painstakingly measured and mixed, the result would be a 
serum that gave its imbibers abilities and talents that made them superior to 
most of the human race. 

The thirty-nine components of the serum had been discovered, and Dan 
had memorized the exact formula before it was destroyed. 

“The one thing that could defeat them once and for all,” Sinead said. “I’m 
not saying we should use it, but I am saying that we need to think about it.” 

“Tve been —” Dan started to speak, but cut himself off. 

Amy looked at him sharply. “You’ve been what?” 

Dan shifted in his seat. “I’ve been — I mean, I have been thinking about 
it,” he said. “I can’t help it, it’s stuck there in my brain.” 

“Exactly my point,” Sinead said. “Dan has the formula in his head. No 
one else knows it. On the one hand, that makes it safe from the Vespers. But 


on the other hand, it means none of us can get at it, either.” 


“And why would we need to?” Amy demanded. “We’re not going to use 
it. Not ever. It’s way too much power for any one person.” 

“I know,” Sinead said, “but supposing — worst-case scenario here — 
supposing the Vespers get hold of Dan somehow. And they torture him, and 
he gives up the formula —” 

“You think — Are you crazy?!” Dan spluttered indignantly. “They could 
pull out every one of my fingernails — I’d never give it up!” 

“Okay, okay,” Sinead said. “I said, worst-case scenario.” 

“Besides,” Atticus piped up, “I know you’d never give it up willingly, but 
what if they gave you truth serum or something?” 

“Yeah, that’s what I meant.” Sinead flashed a grateful glance in the mirror 
at Atticus. “And then — then something terrible happens to Dan, and now 
they’re the only ones who have it.” 

“So what are you saying?” Amy said. She couldn’t keep the testiness out 
of her voice. She hated the serum and everything it stood for. Not for the first 
time, she wished there was a way to go into Dan’s brain and vacuum out the 
cells that held the formula. 

“We need to store it somewhere,” Sinead said. “Somewhere really secure. 
Where we could get to it but no one else could.” 

“Fort Knox, maybe?” A lame response. Amy knew that sarcasm was not 
one of her strong points. 

“Amy, please. Listen to what I’m saying.” 

Sinead’s voice was steady. She’s being patient with me even though I’m 
hassling her, Amy thought, and felt a wave of warmth: It was so good to be 
with a girlfriend again after all the hours with just the boys. 

“T was thinking of a password-protected file,” Sinead went on. “Maybe on 
a secure cell phone.” 

“And who would have access to the password?” 

“Your call,” Sinead said immediately. “I mean, it would be good if more 
than one person had it, in case of — of Vesper interference. But it would be 


up to you, whoever you think you could trust.” 


Amy stared out the window for a long time. The miles rolled by in 
silence. 

She glanced behind her once and saw that both Jake and Atticus were 
dozing off, Atticus with his head lolling forward, Jake leaning against the 
window with his mouth partly open. He looked cute in that awkward pose, 
maybe even cuter because of it. 

But Dan was awake and staring out the window, too. Amy could tell from 
his solemn expression that his brain felt like hers did: crowded with too many 
thoughts, too few of them pleasant. 

Who can I trust one hundred percent, besides Dan? 

Fiske and Nellie. Currently unavailable, she thought grimly. 

With a stab of pain in her gut, she thought of Erasmus. He would have 
been perfect for this. 

Amy could see water to her right now, an inlet of the Long Island Sound, 
and soon after that, they took the exit for Yale. 

As they drove onto the campus, Sinead broke the silence. “One other 
thing,” she said. “It’s too much pressure for one person.” She jerked her chin 
toward the backseat. “He shouldn’t be carrying that burden alone. As it is 
now, any decision about the serum, ultimately he has to make it all by 
himself. This way, other people would be sharing the load.” 

“Tt’s not a problem,” Dan said quickly. “I can handle it.” 

“No one’s saying you can’t,” Amy said. “I mean, it’s obvious — you’ve 
been handling it all this time. But Sinead’s right. Things are different now that 
the Vespers are active.” 

“Active” — now there’s a euphemism for you. 

Who was left? 

Sinead, of course. Amy felt relief coursing through her. Weird that I didn’t 
think of her right away. She’d take a bullet for me. What would I do without 
her? 

“Okay,” she said. She nodded at Sinead. “Let’s do it. As soon as we get to 
Yale.” 


CHAPTER 5 


As Sinead searched for a parking spot, Amy saw that Yale looked exactly like 
she’d imagined it would, autumn sunlight warming the pale honey-colored 
stone buildings, students everywhere. It was a New England postcard come to 
life. I bet the libraries here are awesome, she thought. 

Sinead eased the SUV into a space on a side street that led to the Beinecke 
Library. Amy took out her phone slowly, still thinking. She tapped idly at the 
screen to bring up her messages, then frowned. 

“That’s strange,” she said. 

“What’s wrong?” Sinead asked. 

“Error message. No connection.” 

“Mine, too,” Dan said from the back. 

“Want me to have a look?” Sinead asked. 

Amy reached for the door handle. “Maybe it would be better outside the 
car.” 

“Wait,” Sinead said. “Let me see it first.” 

Amy caught it then — the strained, overeager tone of Sinead’s voice. Her 
brain turned over slowly: Why does Sinead want to get her hands on my 
phone? 

Amy got out of the car and looked at her phone. She was getting a signal 
now. Sinead jumped out of the driver’s side and rushed around the front of the 
car. 

“I can fix it!” Sinead shouted and snatched at the phone. She knocked it 
out of Amy’s hand, and it fell to the ground. 

But Amy had already seen the first of several text messages from Evan. 


URGENT — SINEAD MOLE. 


Reeling. 

That’s what it said in books: “So-and-so reeled at the news.” Now Amy 
knew what it felt like. 

Her stomach reeled — churning and roiling with that about-to-be-sick 
feeling. Her vision reeled, the world spinning and swirling in maniacal loops 
of color. And her brain reeled, the thoughts careening around and smashing 
into each other. 

Amy raised her eyes slowly to meet Sinead’s. Evan hadn’t gotten it 
wrong: The bitterness in Sinead’s eyes was so sharp that Amy could almost 
taste it. 

“Why?” Amy asked, her voice barely more than a squeak. 

Jake started to get out of the car, but Amy raised her hand in a fierce 
gesture to stop him. 

“You don’t have a clue, do you?” Sinead said. Her voice was ice-cold and 
hot with anger at the same time. It was like a different person speaking — 
someone Amy didn’t know. “My brothers. They’ ll never be the same.” 

Ted, blind. Ned, incapacitated by terrible headaches for which doctors 
could find neither cause nor cure. Their injuries had occurred near the very 
start of the hunt for the 39 Clues. 

“If it weren’t for Grace’s stupid competition, nothing would have 
happened to them. I hate the Cahills. Everything about them, everything they 
stand for. And that includes you.” 

Amy’s stomach still felt utterly unreliable. She swallowed hard. “So you 
— you’re with them now?” 

Sinead nodded. “The Vespers won’t stop at anything. They’re going to be 
the most powerful people on the planet. And with all that money and power, 
they might be able to help Ned and Ted.” 


“But Ted is one of the hostages!” Amy protested. “How could you —” 


For the first time, Sinead seemed to waver a little. “He’s not going to be 
harmed. And once I explain everything to him, he’ll understand.” 

Amy’s mind was still trying to get hold of the idea that their friendship for 
the past two years was a complete sham. The very ground she stood on felt 
shaky at the thought. How can I ever trust my own judgment again? 

Sinead was still speaking. “We’re triplets,’ she said, “and you can’t 
possibly imagine what that means. Whatever you feel for Dan, it’s nothing, 
not a rat’s ass compared to —” 

Without even thinking about it, Amy kicked out as hard as she could, 
striking Sinead on her left side. 

Sinead’s legs buckled momentarily but she regained her balance, then 
turned and ran. 

Amy was caught off guard; she had expected Sinead to fight back. In the 
second it took her to adjust and start running, Sinead got a good head start. 

Faster! Amy’s feet pounded hard on the pavement, keeping time with her 
throbbing pulse. She heard voices and the sound of car doors slamming as the 
three boys joined in the chase well behind her. 

Then Sinead took a sharp left turn between two buildings. Amy saw her 
just in time and made the turn herself. She tried to yell to let the boys know, 
but what came out was a breathless, jagged noise that didn’t make sense even 
to her. 

She found herself running down a narrow alley that led to a little 
courtyard with wrought-iron patio furniture. A dense bed of ivy grew along 
the base of the back wall, which was ten feet high and topped with a row of 
ornate iron spikes. No sound of the boys behind her; they must have missed 
the turnoff. 

Sinead spun around to face Amy. Sinead raised one arm; she seemed to be 
holding something very small between her thumb and forefinger. 

“It’s a gun,” Sinead said menacingly. “Don’t come any closer.” She raised 
her voice to a near-scream. “Stay right where you are or Pll shoot!” 

Amy wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry — to laugh at Sinead’s straight- 


from-Hollywood-cliché line or to cry because her best friend was pointing a 


gun at her. At least, she seems to think it’s a gun... . 

“A gun — yeah, right,” Amy said, trying to make her voice sound tough. 
“An invisible gun? Or maybe an imaginary one?” 

“It’s a SwissMiniGun,” Sinead said. “The smallest in the world. Real 
bullets.” 

“There’s no gun that small,” Amy said. 

“Oh, yeah? Want to find out?” Sinead taunted. 

If I can get close enough, Amy thought, maybe I can pin her to the wall, 
keep her there until the boys show up. She took a slow, cautious step toward 
Sinead, who backed up a corresponding step. They continued this dance until 
Sinead was standing in the ivy with nowhere to go. 

“Don’t come any closer!” Sinead screeched. 

Amy took a breath to try to keep any tremor out of her voice. “I don’t 
believe it’s a gun,” she said. “You’re gonna have to prove it to me.” 

She took one more step. 

With a roar, Sinead lunged forward, grabbed Amy’s arm, and shoved 
something against her neck. 


Instantly, instinctively, Amy twisted her head and body. Then — BANG! 


CHAPTER 


Am I dead? 

The inside of Amy’s head was shuddering violently, as if it held a giant 
gong that had just been struck full force. 

My ear — my right ear — oh, my God, it really WAS a gun — I cant 
believe — what’s wrong with my ear? 

Meanwhile, Sinead was attempting to reposition the gun for another shot; 
not surprisingly, a delicate and fiddly operation. Amy yelled, her own voice 
sounding dull through the gonging in her brain. She wrenched her arm free 
and went into kickboxing mode. 

For an agonizing second, Amy stood frozen. Still dizzy and disoriented, 
was she really going to have to engage in a one-on-one, full-contact, bare- 
knuckle fight? Despite the months of kickboxing lessons with Sensei 
Takamoto, she had never truly imagined what it would be like to attack 
another human being. 

Then her vision cleared and her gaze landed on the gun. Sinead had her 
finger on the tiny trigger. 

It was amazing how fast Amy’s self-defense mechanism kicked in. She 
went straight to her best move, spinning to her right and using the one-two of 
centrifugal force and thrust to connect with Sinead’s hand. 

Solid contact: A tiny object flew through the air and fell into the ivy. 

“NO!” Sinead shouted. She dropped to her knees, scrabbling through the 
ivy vines in a desperate search. 

Amy had seen the gun fall to her right; Sinead was looking in the wrong 
place. Go for it! NOW! 


Another solid hit: Sinead plowed into a planter, crushing a geranium and 
scattering its scarlet petals. But she was on her feet again in the next second. 
Abandoning all of Sensei’s dictates, she launched herself at Amy, knocked her 
to the ground, and started in on a good old-fashioned hair-pulling, nail- 
clawing catfight, complete with screeches. 

It was absurd: Amy wanted to cry out, “No, no! This is NOT what we 
were taught!” But she was too busy trying to keep Sinead’s claws out of her 
eyes. 

Sinead was on top, and she was bigger and stronger than Amy. One of 
Amy’s arms was pinned under Sinead’s knee. Her left hand yanked at Amy’s 
hair while her right went for a stranglehold to the throat. 

Amy tried to smash Sinead’s nose with a flat palm but couldn’t generate 
any real force. All she did was shove Sinead’s face back a few inches. Sinead 
was bearing down as hard as she could on Amy’s throat. Struggling vainly, 
her airway closing off, Amy was starting to see stars. 

Sinead had a death grip, with most of her weight behind it. Her eyes 
glittered with the knowledge that she had a clear edge in the fight. 

As strangled, choking sounds came from her throat, Amy did the only 
thing she could think of: She used her remaining air to hock a big gob of spit 
into Sinead’s face. 

“AARGH!” 

Sinead loosened her grip for just a moment, but it was long enough. Amy 
head-butted her squarely in the nose. Sinead’s head snapped back, and blood 
poured from her nostrils. As Sinead clapped her hands to her face in agony, 
Amy rolled out from under. 

For a few moments she saw red — literally, as the capillaries in her eyes 
were reinfused with blood. She heard the sound before she saw the sight: 
Sinead, one hand to her nose, running back up the alley. 

“HEY!” Jake’s voice. “What the — OOF!” 

Sinead had barreled him out of the way. 

“Stop her!” Amy tried to shout, but what came out was barely above a 


whisper. 


Jake rushed into the courtyard to see Amy on her knees in the ivy. It was 
too late to go after Sinead. 

“What happened? Are you okay?” Jake asked. 

No. I’m not okay. I might never be okay again. But she nodded mutely. 

“What happened to your neck?” he said, crouching next to her. 

Amy became aware of a sore spot on the side of her neck that seemed to 
be something apart from the bruises caused by Sinead’s grip. 

“Hold still,” he said and touched the spot gingerly. He frowned and 
looked at his fingertips, which were dusted with a gray substance. 

“Argahgargah,” she said, then cleared her throat twice and still the words 
came out raspy. “That must be, like, gunshot residue.” 

“She had a GUN!?” Jake looked stricken. 

Her ear still ringing, Amy slumped against the wall. She felt something 
under her hand and picked it up. 

“What is it?” Jake was kneeling beside her. 

She held out her hand, palm outstretched. In it was the smallest gun either 
of them had ever seen. 


The barrel was still warm. 


Back at the car, Amy was relieved to find that while the hearing in her right 
ear was a little woolly, the ringing sound had faded. And the powder burn on 
her neck didn’t seem to be serious. She told the boys what had transpired, 
surprised by how calm her voice was. For now, she had to relate just the facts. 
If I think about anything else, I'll probably start crying. 

“Wow,” Dan said, examining the gun. “What do you bet it was an Ekat 
who came up with this?” 

“We found something under the dashboard,” Atticus said. He held out an 
electronic device. “It’s a signal blocker. She didn’t want us getting any 


messages.” 


Silence, while each of them considered the implications of having had a 
mole in their midst for so long. 

“She must know where the hostages are,” Amy said. The thought made 
her so angry that her voice shook. 

“And her brother is one of them!” Atticus said. “Do you think he’s in on 
it?” 

Amy shook her head. “He’s not. She told me.” 

“But she’s letting them keep him locked up!” Atticus was incredulous. He 
looked at Jake. “And I thought you were a pain sometimes.” 

“Gee, thanks, bro,” Jake said in mock gratitude. 


Just then Amy’s phone beeped with a text: 


I’m here at Yale — where are you? 


It was from Evan. 


Evan was hurrying toward them when he caught sight of Amy and stopped 
short, obviously aghast. For a moment, Amy was actually glad she looked so 
awful; she had been anxious about how he would greet her. With a hug, or 
even a kiss? 

So what? That’s what boyfriends do, and he’s my boyfriend. Why should I 
care what — what Jake thinks? 

“T’m fine,” she said to forestall his worry. “It was Sinead.” 

Evan looked startled, then miserable. He touched her arm hesitantly. “It’s 
my fault,” he said. “I didn’t catch on to her fast enough. And then I kept 
trying to text you —” 

“Tt was not your fault!” Amy snapped. “She almost talked us into giving 
up the serum formula — if it hadn’t been for you, we might have done it! The 


worst of it is, she got away.” 


“As long as you’re okay,” Evan said. “But you had her, four against one 
— how did you lose her?” 

“Look,” Jake said, his voice edged with annoyance. “You weren’t there — 
you didn’t see how it went down.” 

Evan bristled. “You’re right, I wasn’t there, so I want to know —” 

“Evan — I mean, um, Jake” — Amy felt the beginnings of a mild panic 
— “both of you — this is not helping!” 

Both of the older boys had the grace to look sheepish. Amy took a deep 
breath and exhaled slowly. 

“Can we start over? Evan, this is Jake and Atticus. Jake and Atticus, meet 
Evan.” 

It was Atticus who broke the tension. 

“Hey, Evan, nice to finally meet you,” he said. 

Amy could have hugged him. “Let’s all find somewhere to sit down,” she 
suggested. “And then we’ll get you caught up, Jake — I mean, Evan.” 

She wanted to bite her tongue off. 

Dan snickered. “Oops,” he said. “Why don’t you just call them both 
Jakevan — wouldn’t that be easier?” 


If looks could kill, Dan would have been six feet under. 


What’s eating her? 

Evan wondered if it had anything to do with him. Then he felt ashamed. 
Sheesh, give the girl a break. 

Amy had marched off to find a restroom. When she came back, she 
looked more herself — face washed, hair brushed, a fresh T-shirt. Evan’s 
spirits rose at the sight of her. 

They found a bench outside the library. 

“Okay, I’ve had a chance to think about this,” Amy said. “I’m going to lay 
it out now, and you can let me know what you think.” 


Nods all around. 


“First, we’ll need to send an urgent bulletin about Sinead. That’s you, 
Evan. A message to the entire Cahill network to keep their eyes peeled for 
her.” 

“What should they do if they spot her?” Evan asked. 

“Keep her locked down until we can get her to reveal the location of the 
hostages. Otherwise, any sightings should be reported so you can coordinate 
the hunt.” 

“Got it,’ Evan said. He was impressed by her businesslike tone, which 
made him feel proud. He smiled at her. 

She nodded, but didn’t smile back. 

“Next. This one’s on me.” Amy hesitated for a moment; whatever was 
coming, it wasn’t pleasant. “I have to call Ian and apologize. For thinking he 
was the mole all this time.” 

“Not your fault,’ Dan said. “It was obviously Sinead feeding you bad 
info.” 

“Garbage in, garbage out,” Atticus agreed. 

“Maybe not my fault,” Amy said, “but still my responsibility.” 

Now she raised her chin toward the building in front of them. “After that, 
we need a plan for the Voynich,” she said. “Sinead has been a major 
distraction. We have to get back on track.” 

“We need to talk about this,” Jake said. “Do we have to steal it?” 

“Of course we have to steal it,” Evan said. “Like everything else so far — 
why should this be any different?” Funny how things change, he thought. Just 
a few weeks ago I’d have been asking the same question. . . . 

Amy held up her hand. “We can discuss that in a minute,” she said. “Let 
me get through the list first.” Pause. “Once I get things straightened out with 
Ian, I want him to work with you, Evan, on finding the hostages. Dan and I 
have to keep playing Vesper One’s game — it’s too risky not to. But I don’t 
trust him —” 

“You think?” Dan said in disgust. 

“— so I want us focusing on rescue as much as on release. Whatever you 


need, whatever it takes.” 


Evan didn’t respond right away. He made eye contact with Amy. 

“Can I talk to you for a second?” he said quietly. 

He saw a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes, but then she blinked it away. 
She stood and walked away from the bench, around the corner of a retaining 
wall, where they had a little privacy. 

Amy crossed her arms, looking almost defensive; Evan could tell that she 
was not in girlfriend mode. He wanted to touch her, but instead put a hand on 
the wall and leaned against it. Close to her, but not touching. 

No use beating around the bush. “I don’t want to go back to Attleboro,” 
he said. “I want to stay here with you.” 

“Not an option,” she said immediately. “We need someone at the comm 
center and on the computers. You’re the only one who can do it.” 

He sighed. “I knew you’d say that,” he said. “I guess — I just wanted you 
to know that I’d rather be with you. I miss you.” 

Say it, he begged silently, say you miss me, too. 

Amy was staring at the ground. “I know,” she whispered. 

Then she straightened up and looked at him with an expression of — 
apology? Regret? Maybe even guilt? Why wouldn’t she tell him what she was 
thinking? 

“Evan, I can’t... Pm sorry. We have work to do.” She touched his arm 
briefly, then walked back to the others. 

As they rejoined the group, Evan saw Jake give him a long, cool stare. 
Evan’s stomach double-clutched. 

Does he — Is Amy — 

He tried to force his thoughts in a different direction. Don’t think about it. 
It’s not important, not right now. 

But another part of him wanted to shout, Yes, it is! It’s important to ME! 

Evan jammed his hands into his pockets. His shoulders hunched, he 
watched her out of the corner of his eye. 

I can wait, he thought. Until this craziness ends. And then we can talk, 
and everything will be okay. 


Maybe it wasn’t true. But for now, it wasn’t false, either. 


He’d take those odds. She was worth it. 


“Tan, it’s Amy. I’m here with Dan. And Jake and Atticus.” 

A brief silence. Then, “Hello.” 

Never had that word sounded less welcoming. Amy sighed — he wasn’t 
going to make this easy. And she had the added pressure of making this call 
with an audience: The phone was on speaker, so the four boys with her could 
hear everything. 

“Evan found out — Sinead is the mole.” She could almost hear the click 
of a door closing on her emotions, blocking out the pain that went with those 
words. Focus, she told herself firmly. 

No response from Ian. 

“Tan, I’m sorry.” 

Still no response. 

“Look, I know we screwed up big-time.” 

Finally: “That would seem to be an understatement of laughable 
proportions,” he said. 

Followed by silence again. 

Amy gritted her teeth. “Ian, come on. PII say it again: I’m really, really 
sorry. What do you want me to do, beg?” 

“As a matter of fact, yes,” Ian said. 

Jake bristled. “Hey, where do you get off?” 

Amy scowled at him. “I don’t need your help, and besides, you’re just 
going to make him madder.” 

“You don’t even know him,” Evan protested to Jake. “He’s okay, he’s just 
pissed off right now. Amy, if you want, I can try —” 

Amy glared at the two of them. “Would you both please shut up? Ian —” 
She paused, trying to figure out a way to break through to him. Maybe if I ask 


a question . . . “Is there any way I can make this right?” 


Ian cleared his throat. “I would have thought you would have given me 
the benefit of the doubt,” he said, his accent more clipped than she had ever 
heard before. “After all, we do have a considerable history together.” 

Amy felt her face go pink. A couple of years ago, she had had a crush on 
Tan, which, it turned out, had been mutual. Was that what he was referring to? 
I hope not — I’m already all mixed up when it comes to boys! 

The pain of Sinead’s betrayal came back in full force. Like most girls and 
women, Amy confided in her female friends, and just yesterday she had 
drafted an e-mail to Sinead about kissing Jake. She hadn’t had a chance to 
send it, and now she never would. 

Amy forced herself to concentrate. “I know that. But think about it, lan — 
the recent history with you has been — well, worrying. You left Attleboro 
without telling anyone where you were going, and no one could get in touch 
with you. Then when you got back, you wouldn’t tell Evan where you’d been. 
We didn’t want to think the worst, but can you see how it looked?” 

Another silence, but somehow this one seemed less frosty. 

“I see your point,” he said. “But the phrase benefit of the doubt means that 
one holds off doubting and gives the subject time to explain. Or whatever.” 

“You’re right,” she said, “and I’m sorry. Really I am. If you’re willing to 
explain now, I’m ready. Late to the party is better than — than missing the 
boat entirely, right?” 

A pause. Then, “I shall plan a party on the Force.” 

“The Force — you mean, your yacht?” Amy was startled by the sudden 
change in subject. 

He snorted. “Yes, and you can arrive late, thus rescuing you from that 
appalling mixed metaphor.” 

Amy laughed, partly at his joke and partly from relief; her approach 
seemed to be working. And now for a little ego stroking .. . 

“Okay, can we talk about what you’ve been up to? The rest of you, listen 
up. Whatever Ian has to say, I’m sure it’s important.” 

“Amy. Please. I’m going to explain everything whether or not you flatter 


me, so you needn’t bother.” 


Amy blushed again. “Okay, you got me. But I meant it, too. Go ahead.” 


CHAPTER 7 


Ian’s explanation was concise and efficient. He told them that his mother 
Isabel’s charity, AWW, was highly suspect. She appeared to be using it as a 
cover, traveling all over the world. 

“She’s been to Alaska, Istanbul, Quito in Ecuador —” 

“Wait. Ian, this is Dan. You said she’s using the charity as a cover — for 
what?” 

“Ah. That I have not yet been able to deduce. The locations seem quite 
random. If there is anything connecting them, I do not know what it is. Other 
than poor people, which gives AWW a reason to be there.” Pause. “It seems 
there are poor people everywhere.” 

Amy noticed that there was no disdain in his voice, as there might have 
been a couple of years ago. 

“Tan, would you send me the list of where she’s been, and copy it to 
Attleboro? Maybe if all of us work on it, we can figure something out.” 

“What is it you Americans say — ‘Hey okay’?” 

Atticus giggled. “‘A-okay,’” he said. 

“Yes. Well. You knew what I meant.” Ian seemed back to his usual self 
now, unflappable and confident-borderline-arrogant. 

Amy discussed with him the next step: working with Evan to find the 
hostages. Ian agreed readily. As they ended the call, Amy felt a little better. 
That, at least, had gone fairly well. 

Evan stood up. “Guess I better get going,” he said reluctantly. He fist- 


bumped Dan and nodded at Jake and Atticus. Then he turned to Amy. 


The look in his eyes — equal parts anxious and hopeful — made her feel 
terrible again. She hugged him quickly, knowing that Jake was right there 
watching. 


The exterior of the Beinecke resembled a pane of giant postage stamps made 
of marble, its lines clean and modern. It did not look like a building that held 
rare books. It looked more like a futuristic art museum, or perhaps an 
experimental cloning facility. 

As the four teens entered through the glass doors, they could see a 
uniformed security guard at the front desk. Clearly this was no ordinary 
library. 

Amy approached the desk first and introduced the group as 


3 


homeschoolers on a field trip. “We’re studying the Renaissance,” she said 
brightly. She found it a little scary to consider how practiced she had become 
at lying to strangers. “And we know that the Beinecke has a lot of medieval 
manuscripts, so we were wondering —” 

“The Voynich!” Atticus came in right on cue, bouncing a little in 
excitement. “Amy, ask about the Voynich!” 

“Okay, okay!” she said, laughing a little, and turned back to the guard. 
“He’s pretty excited — we’ve been learning a lot about it.” 

Not lying there. 

The guard didn’t smile, but his face was kind. “The Voynich is kept in 
secure storage,” he said. “It’s not on display for the general public.” 

Amy’s face fell. (That, too, was genuine.) “They don’t bring it out, not 
ever?” 

“Requests have to be submitted in advance, in writing,” he said. “And 
even if you do that, I should warn you that very few requests are approved.” 

Now Dan stepped forward. “We’ve come a really long way to see it,” he 


said. Also not a lie . . . yesterday we were in Africa, for heaven’s sake. 


Jake’s turn. “We didn’t know about asking in advance — can we talk to 
someone else about it?” 

The guard looked them over. Amy did her best to appear earnest, eager, 
and innocent. She made sure not to look at the others, afraid she might break 
out of character if she did. 

The guard reached for the phone in front of him. “P1 make a call,” he 
said. “But I’m warning you, you probably won’t be allowed to see it. This 
might take a while, so” — he nodded toward a clear acrylic display stand on 
the desk — “in the meantime I suggest you look around. There’s some 


interesting stuff upstairs.” 


It was just as well, Atticus thought as they climbed the wide staircase to the 
mezzanine. This will give us a chance to check out the building. Plus, it 
reinforces our cover story. 

The Beinecke was really a building inside a building: In the center was a 
multistory glass tower. On every floor of the tower were shelves full of books 
visible through the glass walls. 

Old books. 

Really old books. 

“Incunabula,” Atticus said, his eyes glowing with excitement. 

“In what?” Dan asked. 

“Incunabula,” Atticus repeated. “It actually means ‘in the cradle.’ It’s the 
word used to describe the earliest books ever made.” 

He tilted his head back to look at the top of the tower, then gazed at the 
marble walls, turning slowly in a full circle. Now that they were inside, he 
could see that the white marble slabs were veined with trans-lucent streaks. 

“Tt’s so smart!” he said. “See how the marble has those streaks in it? Only 
a little light can get through — direct light is really bad for old books, it fades 
them. They’re protected from the sun, but you can see them through the 


glass.” 


Amy was right there with him. “And they’re so beautiful,” she said. 

Row upon row of books, most of them bound in leather, reached to the 
ceiling several stories over their heads, illuminated by the faint glow of 
autumn sunlight through the marble. It was truly striking. 

Amy and Atticus paired up for a gushing session as they walked around 
the mezzanine. 

“The brochure says this exhibit is about how a book gets made. That 
could be interesting. It’s D’Aulaires’ Greek Myths —” 

“I LOVE that book! Look, they’ve got the original drafts —” 

“And the preliminary sketches for the artwork! It’s showing every step of 
how the book was made — how cool is that?” 

“Not that cool,” Dan muttered. He and Jake trailed behind, keeping the 
book-geekery at a safe distance. 

Amy gasped. “Atticus, do you see what I see?” She pointed at a display 
case in one corner of the mezzanine. 

In the dim light, Atticus could not make out any details, but he could see 
that the book in the case was positively enormous. 

“Audubon?” he whispered, barely daring to hope. 

“Tt’s gotta be,” she said, and they raced over. 

It was indeed John James Audubon’s Birds of America, first published in 
the 1840s. The gigantic book was open to the page for the chickadee, 
although the caption called it the “Black-Capt Titmouse.” 

“The original double-elephant folio edition,” Atticus said reverently. 

“I never thought I’d see one in real life!” Amy said. “Look at the detail — 
it’s absolutely exquisite!” 

“T don’t see any elephants,” Dan complained, “just birds.” 

Atticus looked at him with pity. “It’s the size,” he explained. “Elephant 
folio is big, and after that is ‘atlas’ — you’ve probably seen some huge atlases 
— and then double-elephant, which is the biggest there is.” 

He furrowed his brow. “I can’t think of another book this size, can you?” 
he asked Amy, who shook her head. 


“Whales are bigger than elephants,” Jake said. “Why didn’t they call it the 
blue-whale folio?” 

“Good one,” Dan said and held out his fist toward Jake, who bumped it 
obligingly. 

Amy rolled her eyes at Atticus. “Just ignore them,” she said. 

It was a wise strategy, because their geekery reached even greater heights 
at the next case. 

“Oh. My. God.” Amy put one hand over her heart and clutched Atticus’s 
arm with the other. 

“A Gutenberg Bible,” Atticus said, and clutched her back for all he was 
worth. 

On the other side of the case, Dan and Jake shook their heads at the same 
time. 

“PII bite,” Dan said with a sigh. “I’ve heard of it, but what’s so special 
about it?” 

“There’s something like forty-seven or forty-eight copies left in the whole 
world,” Atticus said. “This book right here? It’s worth millions.” 

“Wow, really?” Jake said. “Okay, I’m impressed.” 

“The Chinese were the first in the world to produce books using movable 
type and printing presses,” Amy said, “but the Gutenberg Bible was the first 
book made that way in the Western world.” 

“And then the demand for glasses — I mean, eyeglasses, not drinking 
glasses” — the words tumbled out of Atticus, he was so excited — “it 
exploded! Before, books had to be written out by hand, so they were really 
expensive, so hardly anyone could afford them. After the printing press, there 
were tons more books around, so a lot more people wanted to read them, and 
it made them realize that they couldn’t see clearly and that they needed 
glasses!” 

Amy seemed entranced, and even Dan and Jake were smiling. Atticus 
beamed back at them. Not for the first time, he felt grateful for his friendship 
with Dan, and now Amy. They know I’m a total nerd, but they actually like 


that about me. 


It reminded him of the way his mother used to treat him. A nice change 
from being seen as a freak. 

He walked slowly around the case with Amy, examining and admiring the 
book from all sides. 

But Dan had moved toward the railing of the mezzanine and was staring 
at the glass tower. 

“Hey,” he called softly to the others. “The Voynich — do you think it’s 


somewhere in there?” 


CHAPTER 


Dan’s question abruptly altered the mood. Jake, Atticus, and Amy joined him 
by the railing. 

“That’s the first thing, isn’t it?” Amy said. “Find out where it is.” 

“Actually, we might not need to,” Dan said. “If they bring it out for us, we 
can snatch it then.” 

“Yeah, that would be ideal,” she said. “But I still think we need to find out 
where they store it, just in case.” 

They descended the stairs and stopped at the desk again. The guard 
recognized them. 

“Hold on a second,” he said, and lifted the phone. “Dr. James? Those kids 
I was telling you about, they’re here now.” 

A few moments later, a woman stepped out from a door behind the desk. 
She was slender and pale, with dark eyes and chin-length auburn hair. The 
name badge on a lanyard around her neck read: KATHRYN JAMES, CURATOR 
MODERN BOOKS & MANUSCRIPTS. 

“Hello,” she said. “I’m Kathryn James.” 

Amy went into her act again: homeschoolers on a field trip, studying the 
medieval period in general and the Voynich in particular. This time Jake and 
Dan chipped in. 

“Tve been interested in the Voynich for years,” Jake said. “I can’t believe 
I’m finally in the same building with it!” 

Dr. James smiled. “I’m afraid we can’t show it to you,” she said. “As Pm 
sure you know, the manuscript is very fragile. We have to keep it under 


restricted access to preserve it.” 


The four teens exchanged glances of disappointment. 

Dr. James went on, “I’m sorry about that, but I can take you downstairs to 
the reading room, and you can have a look at the catalog. We have lots of 
Voynich resources that might interest you.” 

“That would be great,” Amy said politely. 

Jake guessed what she was thinking: that any chance to see more of the 
building could be useful. They followed Dr. James around a corner, where she 
asked them to leave their bags and backpacks in the lockers that lined the 
wall. Then they went down some stairs and past another guard into the 
reading area. 

They stopped at the desk and signed in. Dr. James then led them to the 
computers and sat down in front of one. A few clicks later, she had pulled up 
a page listing the Voynich-related material held by the Beinecke. 

Jake ran his eyes down the list, then gasped. “The Marci Letter is kept 


33 
! 


here, too? Cool!” He turned to the others. “It’s from the seventeenth century,” 
he said, “supposedly the earliest surviving written evidence of the 
manuscript’s history.” 

Dr. James looked surprised first, then impressed. “You do know your 
Voynich,” she said. 

“Mostly because of my mom,” Jake said. Struck by sudden inspiration, he 
said, “Maybe you knew her — Astrid Rosenbloom?” 

Now Dr. James looked really surprised. “Astrid? She’s your mom?” 

“Yes, did you ever meet her?” Atticus asked eagerly. 

Somewhat belatedly, Jake said, “I’m Jake Rosenbloom, and this is my 
brother, Atticus.” 

“T should have guessed — you look like her.” Dr. James smiled at Atticus. 
Then she grew solemn and her voice dropped a little. “I was so sorry to hear 
about her passing.” 

An uncomfortable silence. 

Jake wondered how long it took before you could talk about someone who 


had died with comfortable silences. 


“And yes, I did meet her. We e-mailed each other a lot, and she came here 
once to view the manuscript.” 

“She did? When?” Jake asked, a little indignant that Astrid hadn’t invited 
him to go along. 

“Summer,” Dr. James said. “Not this past one, of course — the summer 
before. In June, maybe?” 

That would have been just before she got sick, Jake thought. Probably 
while I was away. He had spent that summer working as a junior counselor at 
an eco-camp. 

“She came here with...” Dr. James paused and gave Jake a quick look he 
couldn’t interpret. “Do you know Dr. Siffright?” she asked. 

Jake shook his head. “I don’t think so.” 

“Oh. Well.” For the first time, Dr. James seemed to fumble for the right 
words. “They viewed the manuscript together. Dr. Siffright is — um, very 
intense about the Voynich.” 

“You mean she’s one of the angels-and-aliens crowd?” Jake asked in 
surprise. He knew that Astrid had always found those theories ludicrous. 

“Oh, no, nothing like that!” Dr. James said hastily. “Dr. Siffright is a 
reputable scholar! But most academics have several subjects that interest 
them. Dr. Siffright is — how should I put it — very single-minded.” 

“I get it,” Jake said. Since both his parents were academics, he knew the 
kind of people Dr. James was talking about. A little batty, but often 
entertaining when they weren’t boring you to death. 

“Anyway, I’m glad I got to meet Astrid,” Dr. James said. “I enjoyed our 
exchanges — we had some great discussions.” 

She looked from Jake to Atticus and back again. Then she clicked through 
to the home screen on the computer and stood up. 

“T’m going to make an exception to the rules,” she said, “in memory of 


Astrid. Let’s go to my office.” 


Dr. James led them through a corridor behind the reading room. At the back 
of the group, Dan gave Atticus a subtle thumbs-up. So far, the plan — if you 
could call it that — was working. 

In her office, Dr. James made a quick call and a young man named 
Michael came into her office. She introduced him to the group, then sent him 
to fetch the Voynich Manuscript. 

A few minutes later, Michael wheeled a cart into the office. Dr. James 
took the manuscript out of its storage box and placed it on a foam wedge to 
support it. 

Jake gasped. “It’s so small!” he said. “I thought it would be way bigger!” 

The Voynich Manuscript was about the size of an average paperback 
book, thick, but not large. It looked like a book, too, its pages bound between 
flimsy leather covers. 

“That’s a common reaction,” Dr. James said. “I think it’s because people 
who view the manuscript are used to studying the digital images. Those were 
enlarged to show the detail.” 

Jake reached out with his hand, then stopped and looked anxiously at Dr. 
James. 

“Go ahead,” she said. She stepped back and let the rest of them crowd 
around. 

“I can’t believe it,” Jake murmured, clearly awestruck. “I’m actually 
touching the Voynich!” 

He opened the cover gingerly. 

“Look at the writing,” Amy said. “It’s so tiny!” 

The pages contained line after line of text in perfect, delicate calligraphy. 
“That must have taken forever to do,” Atticus said. 

Botanical drawings, astronomical charts, more tiny writing. As Jake paged 
slowly through the manuscript, occasionally sharing comments with Amy and 
Atticus, Dan started to feel edgy. Am I the only one who remembers why we’re 
here? 


“The numbers,” he said to Jake. “See the page numbers?” 


Each right-hand page had a number in the corner. Ordinary numbers, not 
in code. 

“Those were added long after the manuscript itself was written,” Dr. 
James said, “some think in the seventeenth century. And they’re not page 
numbers, they’re folio numbers.” 

“Duh!” Atticus said and smacked himself on the side of the head in 
disgust. “I knew that! With old manuscripts, you almost always talk about 
folios rather than pages. I can’t believe I forgot.” 

“What’s a folio?” Dan asked. 

“A leaf,” Atticus said. He moved closer and held a sheet of the Voynich to 
demonstrate; it had the number twenty on one side. “One folio equals two 
pages, see? The first is the recto — that means ‘right’ in Latin, the right-hand 
page —” 

“Recto?” Dan snickered. “Any relation to the word rectum?” 

“Actually, yes.” It was Dr. James who answered. “The Latin root for both 
words means ‘right,’ but it can also mean ‘straight.’ The rectum is straight, as 
distinct from the other parts of the intestine.” 

“Oh,” Dan said, blushing. 

“Cool!” Atticus said. “Anyway, the other side is the verso, the left-hand 
page, see?” 

Dan put his mind back on task. “Seventy-four,” he hissed. “Look up 
seventy-four.” 

Jake flipped gingerly through the manuscript. Dan counted under his 
breath: “Seventy-two, seventy-three, seventy —” 

“Hey, look — a plumbing picture!” Atticus said gleefully. 

Pools and basins and canals, all filled with naked women. But this time, 
Dan wasn’t interested. 

“Turn back one,” he said to Jake. 

Seventy-three. 

“Now forward.” To the plumbing picture again. 

Amy frowned and leaned closer. “Seventy-five?” she said, and her eyes 


met Dan’s. 


About time she caught on! 
There was no doubt about it. 


Folio 74 was missing. 


CHAPTER 


Dan’s thoughts were crashing into one another like a multicar pileup on the 
highway. 

Where is it? Who stole it? It couldn t have been the Vespers — they sent us 
to steal it for them! How can we steal it if it isn’t here? And if we don’t — 
can’t — what will happen to the hostages? 

He saw the stricken expression on Amy’s face and knew that she was 
having the same thoughts. 

Dan forced himself to concentrate. One thing at a time. 

“Do you see that?” He put on a fake-excited voice. “Page seventy-four — 
it’s missing!” Dan turned to Dr. James. “Did you know that already? Or did 
we, like, discover it?” 

Beside him, he could feel Amy’s muscles tense. 

“We did know about it, but thank you anyway,” Dr. James said. “There are 
several folios missing — the online records give a complete list.” 

“Do you know when the missing folios disappeared?” Amy asked. 

Dr. James shook her head. “No, but they were already missing when 
Wilfrid Voynich bought the manuscript.” 

“In 1912,” Jake reminded them. 

It seemed that Atticus had finally noticed the Cahills’ distress and was 
puzzling things out, too. “Dr. James, did you just say that the list of missing 
folios is online?” 

“Yes, that’s right.” 

“Oh,” Atticus said. “That’s nice. That way, ANYONE CAN TELL 
WHICH ONES ARE MISSING.” 


In Dan’s opinion, Atticus would be well advised to stay away from acting 
as a career. But his message came through clearly: The Vespers had to know 
already that Folio 74 was no longer part of the manuscript. 

Then why do they still want us to steal it? 

Unanswerable, at least for the moment. 

The hastily scraped-together plan called for Dan to create a distraction, 
aided by Amy and Jake. It was Atticus’s job to pilfer the manuscript and get it 
out of the building somehow, the thinking being that as the youngest, he 
would look the most innocent. 

Dan moved away from the manuscript and toward Dr. James. Then he 
clapped one hand to his eye. 

“Ow!” he said. “My contact, I lost my contact!” 

He dropped to his knees right next to Dr. James. Just as he hoped, she bent 
over and began helping him search for the imaginary contact lens. 

Then Amy grabbed his elbow. 

“Its okay, Dan,” she said with a forced smile. “You — um, you DON’T 
REALLY NEED IT, do you?” 

“What?” Dan almost yelped. What’s with her?! She can’t have forgotten 
the plan already! 

“He doesn’t need his contact lens?” Dr. James looked up in surprise. 

“Of course I need it!” Dan pulled his arm away from Amy and glared at 
her. “Thanks for your help, Dr. James. ISN’T SHE NICE TO BE HELPING?” 

Amy glared right back at him. “What I meant was, you have all those 
extra pairs in your suitcase, so THERE’S NO NEED FOR DR. JAMES TO 
LOOK FOR IT.” 

Meanwhile, Atticus was edging closer to the manuscript and had one hand 
on it. Amy reached over and brushed his hand away. 

“Atticus, whatever you’re thinking about doing, you can’t do it now. We 
need to get going because — because IT’S TIME FOR YOUR NAP.” 

“My nap?” Atticus looked utterly bewildered. 

Just then Jake started to say something. “Oh, I get it — er, I mean, you’re 
right, Amy. YOU NEED TO TAKE A NAP, ATTICUS.” 


Dan still had one hand over his eye. “Will someone please help me find 
my contact?” 

Amy grabbed Atticus with one hand and yanked Dan up with the other. 
“We should go now,” she said, her voice so bright it was almost shrill. “That 
way we can get Dan another contact and Atticus can have his nap! Thank you, 
Dr. James, we really appreciate your bending the rules for us.” 

“You’re welcome,” Dr. James said, still pleasant but clearly bewildered. 

“Yes, thanks, this was great,” Jake said. “Really, thank you so much.” He 
put his hand on Dan’s shoulder. It might have looked like a friendly gesture, 
but Jake had a pincer grip and pushed Dan toward the door. 

Meanwhile, Amy dragged Atticus out of the room. 


Without the manuscript. 


“A NAP?!” Atticus yelled. “What do you think I am, a three-year-old?” 

They were outside the Beinecke once again, after having left the reading 
area and retrieved their backpacks. On the way out, they had passed two 
guard stations, as well as the one at the building’s entrance. 

“Shh,” Amy said and led them to a bench. 

“What was all that in there, anyway?” Dan said angrily. 

“T couldn’t very well yell ‘Abort, abort!’ with Dr. James standing there, 
could I?” Amy said. “I had to figure out a way to tell you not to steal the 
manuscript.” 

“I guessed that’s what you were doing,” Jake said. “And anyway, there 
were all those guards and they were inspecting everyone’s coats and bags. 
We’d never have gotten away with it.” 

“But a NAP?” Atticus was still outraged. “Couldn’t you have thought of 
something else?” 

“Sorry,” Amy said. “I just said the first thing that came to me.” 

“Why did you call it off?” Dan said. “There might have been something in 
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the manuscript that would tell us where seventy-four is 


Amy shook her head. “Look. Dr. James and the Beinecke people — 
they’ve had the manuscript for years. They’ve examined it every which way 
possible. If there was anything in it that pointed to the missing pages, don’t 
you think they’d have figured it out?” 

“So why would the Vespers send us here?” Jake asked. 

“To see it. So we’d have an idea what we’re looking for. I’m not sure, of 
course, but that’s my best bet. The Vespers always know exactly what they 
want from us, and in this case, it’s not the whole manuscript — it’s Folio 
Seventy-four.” 

Dan refused to be swayed. “I still think —” 

“Jake? Atticus? Is that you?” 

All four heads turned in the direction of the voice. Across the plaza, they 


saw someone approaching them. 


Atticus couldn’t see the man clearly yet. Beside him, Jake rose to his feet. 

“Hey, guys!” The man’s face broke into a grin and he trotted the last few 
yards. 

“Dave!” Atticus let out a huge sigh of relief. 

“He was one of my mom’s research assistants,” Jake explained. “Dave, 
this is Amy and Dan.” 

They exchanged greetings, then Dave noogied Atticus’s hair. “How are 
ya, kid?” 

“I’m good,” Atticus said. “What are you doing here?” 

“Working,” Dave said. “In the classics department.” Then his face grew 
solemn. “I know I’ve said it before, but I’m really sorry, guys. Your mom was 
a great lady. I miss her.” 

I do, too, Atticus thought, but it seemed too obvious to say. Then his mind 
went back to the day his mother died. Dave had been at the house. Atticus, 
Jake, and their dad had taken turns sitting by her bed. 


Astrid had been delirious for several days before her death. Tossing 
restlessly, wringing the sheets and her hands, her eyes open but unseeing. It 
had been so hard to see her that way... . 

And she had mumbled a lot. Mostly streams of incomprehensible 
syllables, but occasionally a few words. Atticus had tried desperately to 
understand, responding to her as if they were having a normal conversation in 
the hope of breaking through her delirium. 

Already his recollection of her mumblings had helped them once, and he 
had been meaning to search his memory again. Somehow he hadn’t gotten 
around to it, and he knew why: It was too painful. 

But seeing Dave brought it all back — the hours that were endless 
because of seeing her suffer, and at the same time, much too short because 
they were her last. Her words may have been mostly nonsense, but they were 
his final memory of her. 

The Mad King . . . something about guardians . . . stay friends with Dan. . 


And there had been more. 

Missing ... voyage... where... LaCher... 

Voyage? 

Not voyage — Voynich! She was saying ‘Voynich’! 

Atticus was thinking so hard that he held his breath, as if any activity 
other than recollection would take away his ability to remember his mother’s 
words. 

“You okay, bud?” 

Atticus blinked. Dave was staring at him, looking concerned. 

But it wasn’t just concern. Atticus frowned. There was something else in 
Dave’s expression, something sharper and less kindly than concern . . . or was 
he imagining things? 

I’m just paranoid over this whole Vesper thing. 

“T’m fine,” he said. “Sorry — I was thinking about Mom.” 

Dave nodded. “So, what are you up to? Is your dad here, too?” 


“No,” Jake said. “We’re, um, just here with our friends.” 


“Dave,” Atticus said suddenly, “do you know a friend of Mom’s named 
LaCher?” 

“Sure,” Dave said. “LaCher Siffright.” 

Siffright — again? 

“Siffright?” Dan said. “That’s —” He stopped for a moment, then went 
on, “That’s a funny name.” 

“She’s a medievalist — at Brown, I think,” Dave said. “Tall, blond hair. . 
. Why do you ask?” 

“No reason,” Atticus said, aware of how lame that sounded. Quick — 
think of something else! “I mean, I was just trying to remember all Mom’s 
friends. I thought maybe — maybe I’d write and ask if they have any pictures 
of her.” 

There, that’s better. Pretty convincing, if I say so myself. Besides, it’s a 
good idea — I should do it for real. 

“Want me to track her down for you?” Dave asked. 

“That’s okay,” Jake said. “I’m sure Dad has her address somewhere.” 

Dave took out his phone. “Sorry, just thought of something.” He took a 
polite step back, punched in a quick text message, then put the phone away. 

“Can I buy you all lunch?” He smiled at Atticus. “Do you still like peanut 
butter on your tuna-fish sandwich?” 

Amy looked at her watch. “That’s nice of you, but I’m afraid we need to 
get going,” she said. 

Dave glanced at Amy’s wrist. “Cool watch,” he said. “Okay, I'll get back 
to work, then. Say hi to your dad for me. And take care, both of you.” 

Atticus waited until Dave was out of sight. Then he turned to the group 


and said, “I know what we need to do next.” 


CHAPTER 


Ted could sense the heaviness of the depression in the room. He and the other 
hostages had staked everything on the escape attempt. Now that they had been 
recaptured, they had nothing left. 

It was quiet, with only the occasional sounds of Nellie and Natalie moving 
about as they attended to Alistair. Nellie should have been a patient herself: 
During the escape attempt, she had been attacked by the Vespers’ dogs. 

But Alistair was worse off. He had lost a lot of blood from the deep gash 
in his leg, which had been cut on a sharp rock as he was trying — 
unsuccessfully — to keep Phoenix from going over the edge of a cliff. 

The wound had gone septic. Alistair had a high fever, and the girls were 
using up some of their precious water ration to soak rags and place them on 
his body in an effort to get his temperature down. 

Ted could have told them it was no use. The combination of Alistair’s 
advanced years and his weakened constitution left him defenseless. Ted could 
already smell it — the putrid odor of the infection snaking inexorably through 
Alistair’s system. 

Then he heard an odd noise like rapid drumming, followed by Nellie’s 
panicked voice. 

“Quick! Turn him on his side!” 

Natalie’s voice: “Oh, my God, what’s happening?” 

“He’s having a seizure —” 

The noise was Alistair’s feet beating uncontrollably against the floor. The 
drumming sound slowed, then stopped as the seizure ended. 


“Alistair? Alistair, it’s Nellie. Can you hear me?” 


Ted heard the slow, strained gasp of Alistair’s lungs pulling desperately 
for air. 

“Brave,” Alistair croaked. “Amy... Dan... all of you.” 

“Alistair!” The anguish in Nellie’s voice made Ted flinch. 

“Help him!” Natalie’s scream bounced off the walls. “Somebody, please! 
Hurry!” 

Ted heard another long, terrible breath that made his scalp tingle and the 
rest of his body shudder. To him, the sound was as bad as what everyone else 
was seeing. 

Maybe worse. 


The silence that followed was absolute. 


“Here’s what I’m thinking,” Atticus said. “We need to —” 

Amy’s phone sounded with the tone she had programmed for Vesper 
One’s calls. It was a text alerting them to an incoming video transmission. 
Quickly, Dan got out his laptop so they could see the video on a full screen. 

The transmission came through as a Skype call. On the screen they saw 
Nellie, live, her eyes filled with fury even as tears spilled out of them. 

“Amy and Dan? Bad news here. Really bad.” Pause. Sniffle. 

Amy held her breath. 

Nellie looked pale and haggard. She cut her eyes to one side, glancing at 
something or someone else. After a few moments, she looked straight on 
again. It seemed to Amy that she was receiving silent cues about what she 
could and couldn’t say on camera. 

“He was already so weak, and then he got a cut on his leg. It got infected. 
And the infection spread really fast. There was nothing we could do... .” 

Her voice caught; she cleared her throat. “He was thinking of you at the 
end. He said, ‘Brave, Amy and Dan and all of you.’ And then —” 

Nellie lowered her head and sobbed, unable to speak for a few moments. 


Then she wiped her eyes and looked into the camera. 


“He’s gone, kiddos. Uncle Alistair’s gone.” 

For a moment, Amy’s vision was blotted out by the black anger that 
engulfed her whole being. Grief would come later, she knew; for now, she 
could only feel rage. 

“I KNOW YOU CAN HEAR ME!” she screamed at the computer. “I 
thought you at least had SOME sense of honor — in your sick, twisted way! 
HOW COULD YOU DO THIS?” 

The image of Nellie’s face blipped out and was replaced by the program’s 
placeholder icon. Vesper One’s words were creepily robotic, filtered through 
an electronic voice distorter. 

“You have forty-eight hours left.” The call disconnected. Dan cursed — 
not loud, but fiercely. Amy put a hand on his shoulder and felt him trembling 
with grief and rage. 

Amy put her other hand to her neck and deliberately scraped the small 
powder burn with her fingernail. For some stupid reason she wanted to feel 
physical pain . . . to match the anguish in her heart. 

It hurt. A lot. 

“Atticus,” Jake said quietly. “Let’s go to the car.” 

Amy gave Jake a look of gratitude, but he had already turned away. 

Dan was leaning forward as he sat on the bench, head down, elbows on 
his knees, picking aimlessly at a loose thread in his jeans. He spoke without 
looking at her. “Nellie said that he said our names at the end. And ‘brave.’ Do 
you think he meant ‘Be brave,’ or that he thinks we are brave?” He didn’t 
wait for her to answer. “Both, I bet. Pretty cool of him.” 

Yes. Yes, but — 

Amy closed her eyes against the heat of her tears. “Dan,” she whispered, 
“T don’t think I can do this anymore.” 

Dan was silent for a few moments. “I know,” he said at last. “It’s — it’s 
awful. But, Amy —” 

She could feel him shifting his weight, leaning toward her, so she opened 


her eyes and looked at him. 


“Two things. First, it’s not like we have a choice,” he said. “I mean, what 
are you gonna do — just give up and abandon the hostages? And second, 
remember what you told Ham, about how Erasmus and Phoenix would have 
wanted us to keep going? It’s not just something you said to make Jonah feel 
better. It’s the truth.” 

“But I feel like — like I’ve got nothing left,’ she said, “and even that 
nothing is all beat up and kicked around and trampled on... .” 

Her voice trailed off. They sat there for what seemed like a long time, 
their silence a bubble of sadness surrounding them. 

Finally, Dan straightened up a little. “I know what we need,” he said. 
“Microwave burritos.” 

Amy smiled weakly at the mention of Alistair’s most famous invention. 

“Remember that party he gave at the house?” Dan went on. “Mini-burritos 
for appetizers, burritos for the main course, and ice-cream burritos for 
dessert!” 

“We took the leftovers to the soup kitchen — how many was it?” 

“Eighty-seven,” Dan said. “I counted. Alistair was bummed that there 
were so many left, but man, we were all stuffed — we’d eaten as much as we 
could!” 

“He was a funny duck, for sure,” Amy said. “And it took him forever to 
make up his mind about us. Even though I think he liked us right from the 
beginning.” 

“Except for that time he nearly got us blown up.” Dan barked out a laugh. 
“Tt was almost worth it, to see the look on his face when he saw us again!” 

“He was with us during some tough times,” Amy said. “Really, he ended 
up helping us a lot more than — than he hurt us. And after the hunt was over . 
..” The rest of her thought stayed clogged in her throat. He was like an uncle 
to us. And that’s how we thought of him. Uncle Alistair. 

Amy couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. 

Dan hesitated for only a moment. Then he put an arm around her 
shoulders as her body shuddered with sobs that only he could hear. 


CHAPTER Ti 


It was a source of satisfaction to Jake that Sinead had left the keys in the 
SUV’s ignition. He had taken them, so now they had a car and she didn’t. 

It was only a small thing, but it was worth a gloat. 

Jake and Atticus sat in the front, Jake in the driver’s seat. They were quiet, 
both thinking about the Cahills and their Uncle Alistair. Jake tried to think of 
what he could say to Amy to make her feel better. 

But that’s dumb. When Mom died, I didn’t want to feel better — not at 
first. It really bugged me when everyone kept trying to cheer me up. People 
need to feel bad for a while. 

He wished they could take a walk, just him and Amy. Not gonna happen 
anytime soon, not with all this craziness. 

And it struck him that this was the way to help her: to figure out the next 
step. 

“Weren’t you saying” — Jake tapped Atticus’s knee — “that you had an 
idea about what to do next?” 

Atticus perked up. “Yeah, listen. I remembered something else Mom said 
when she was sick. I thought she was saying voyage, but now I know it was 
Voynich. And at the same time she was saying LaCher —” 

“Siffright,” Jake broke in. “That’s twice her name has come up.” 

“So she and Mom were studying the Voynich together,” Atticus said. 
“And I thought — hang on.” 

He dug into his backpack and took out his laptop. Atticus’s laptop had 
belonged to Astrid; he had taken it for his own after she died. All her files 


were still on it; he had never erased anything of hers. Jake remembered the 


early days following her funeral, sitting with Atticus and looking at the 
computer — reading things she’d written, listening to her playlists, looking at 
photos. 

Which were mostly of himself and Atticus. Almost none of her, as she had 
always been the one wielding the camera. 

“Look,” Atticus said. He clicked the Gmail icon. “Dr. James said she and 
Mom e-mailed each other. Maybe Mom e-mailed Dr. Siffright, too.” He sat 
with his fingers poised over the keyboard. “Username?” 

“I know that!” Jake said. “She used it for almost all her stuff. Her first 
initial and last name —” 

“Okay, so ‘arosenbloom’ —” 

“— except she made it a pun, like this: ‘a-r-o-s-e-I-n-b-l-o-o-m.’ Get it? 
‘A rose in bloom.’” Jake grinned. “Hey, that could be your username, too.” 

Atticus made a face. “Yeah, right.” 

He typed in the username. “What about a password?” he asked. 

Jake groaned. “Don’t have a clue. It could be anything. Try her birthday.” 

No good. They tried other dates: their dad’s birthday and their own, and 
Atticus even managed to remember the date of their parents’ wedding 
anniversary. Address, zip code, phone number. 

More no good. 

“Classics stuff, maybe?” Atticus suggested. He tried several famous 
Greek and Latin names and titles of works that Astrid had loved. “Homer” 
and “Iliad” didn’t work. Neither did “Plutarch,” “Sophocles,” or 
“Herodotus,” “Electra,” “Orpheus,” and every Greek god they could think of. 
All epic fails. 

“Any one of those could be right, but if she added numbers to the end, 
we’re screwed,” Jake said. 

Atticus frowned. “Mom wasn’t a numbers person. She always said names 
were easier for her to remember than dates.” 

Jake sat up straighter. “In that case —” He reached over and turned the 
laptop toward him so he could type on it. Eleven dots filled the password 
space. He hit RETURN. 


Bingo — her inbox! 

“Cool!” Atticus exclaimed. “What was it?” 

“Your idea,” Jake said. “You said names, so I typed in ours.” 
Astrid’s password was JAKEATTICUS. 


The brothers smiled at each other, more happy than sad. 


“Dan! Amy! Come quick — we found something!” 

Atticus was hanging halfway out of the car window, waving wildly. 

Amy and Dan broke into a run. 

Amy hadn’t thought it possible for her to feel any more urgency about the 
hostages than she already felt. But Alistair’s death had doubled her dread. 

They got into the backseat and Atticus shoved the laptop at them. 

“Do these numbers mean anything to you?” 

It was a long list of numbers separated by colons: 

1:2 

5:1 

10:3 

12:3 

12:6 

20:2 

26:3 

4:2 

25:2 

33:3 

9:1 

36:1 

40:5 

44:5 

38:1 

5:2 


40:2 

46:1 

27:1 

Amy shook her head. Dan shrugged. “What are they?” he asked. 

“We don’t know, either,” Atticus said. 

“Wait,” Jake said. “We need to back up a little.” He explained about 
getting into Astrid’s e-mail account. “And we found some e-mails from 
LaCher Siffright. She sent them right before Mom died. Look.” 


Jake toggled to the inbox and clicked on one of the messages. 


Time for me to go on vacation! How are you? I realized that I need 
a break, so I’m hunkering down at one of my favorite spots. I’ll 
send you some more info about this lovely site. Promise me you'll 
take care of yourself! 

Cheers, LaCher 


“And then she sent this one, with the numbers, on the same day.” 


Astrid: Here are the figures you requested. Hope these work for 
you. Cheers, LaCher 


P.S. Don’t forget the lucky horsemen! 


“Lucky horsemen? What’s that about?” Amy asked. It was almost as if 
she had spoken automatically. Or as if only a part of her had asked the 
question. The other part was still with the hostages . . . and Uncle Alistair. 

On the one hand, it felt wrong to be torn so quickly from thinking about 
him; on the other, she was grateful to have something that took her thoughts 
away from his death. 

Always complicated. Will things ever be simple again? 

“No clue,” Jake answered. “Mom didn’t have anything to do with horses 
or racing or anything like that.” 

“Anyway, I typed all the numbers into a document,” Atticus said. “We 
thought it might help us figure out what they are. But so far, no luck.” 


“Bible verses?” Dan said. 

“That’s what I thought, too,” Atticus said. “But without the names of the 
books?” 

“They look like ratios,” Jake said. 

“What about longitude and latitude?” Amy wondered. 

Dan shook his head. “That’s usually commas, not colons,” he said. “I’m 
sure both Dr. Siffright and your mom knew that.” 

Amy frowned, thinking hard. “Read them aloud,” she said. 

“The whole list?” Atticus asked. 

“Not the numbers. The e-mails.” 

“PII do it,” Jake said. He read the first one, slowly and clearly. 

Amy closed her eyes in concentration. Jake finished reading; she opened 
her eyes to see him staring at her. She felt a tiny thrill and blinked rapidly to 
banish it. 

“T get it,” he said. “It’s weird, right? Is that what you’re thinking?” 

Well, not exactly. But she nodded and furrowed her brow, bringing her 
mind back on task. “The ‘How are you?’ seems out of place, for one thing,” 
she said. 

“And why would you write about a vacation without saying where you’re 
going?” Jake pointed out. 

“Did you find anything where your mom requested numbers from her?” 
Amy asked. 

“No, nothing like that,” Atticus said. “She was already sick by then — in 
bed most of the time, and she couldn’t do any work. She never replied to 
either of these. Besides, look at the time stamp.” He tapped back and forth 
between the two messages. “Dr. Siffright sent the second one right after the 
first.” 

“What about e-mails before those ones?” Dan asked. 

“There’s a few from when they went to see the Voynich,” Atticus said. 
“Just normal stuff, like what time they should meet. And one more — after 


Yale, Dr. Siffright went to Italy and wrote that she was poking around in old 


monasteries there. And that’s all. If there was anything else from her, Mom 
didn’t save it.” 

“Okay,” Dan said and took a breath. “I’m guessing that the two e-mails 
are, like, related. In some kind of code.” 

“Yeah, I could see that,” Atticus said. “So what have we got? The first 
number in each pair is almost always bigger. But the second number —” 

“All single digits,’ Dan said. “And random. Or at least, they look 
random.” 

Atticus dragged the two e-mails so they were side by side on the screen. 
He passed the laptop around, and each of them studied the screen in turn. 

“I think we should concentrate on the first e-mail,” Amy said. “There’s 
more to work with. We have to figure out why it’s so weird — why she wrote 
it the way she did.” 

Jake stared at her, but this time, she could tell that he wasn’t seeing her. 
He took the laptop and his gaze flicked between the two e-mails. 

“What is it?” she asked. 

“I was wondering . . . what Dan said. If the numbers have some kind of 
relationship to the words.” 

“That’s it!” Atticus almost shouted. “The numbers go with the e-mail!” 

“How?” All three of the others spoke at once. 

Atticus laced his fingers together and stretched out his arms, cracking his 
knuckles. “Prepare to be amazed, people,” he said. “Paper and pencil, please? 
Or, Dan, your laptop.” 

Looking at the two e-mails, Atticus called out letters that Dan typed into a 
new document. 

“T get it now!” Dan exclaimed. “The first number is the word, and the 
second number is the letter!” 

“Elementary, my dear Cahill,” Atticus said gleefully. 
1:2. First word, second letter. I. 
5:1: Fifth word, first letter. G. 


When they finished, Dan had a string of letters on his screen: 


IGUAZUVOYFALLSPOOLS 


And a few clicks later, Atticus looked up from his screen. “Anyone speak 


Portuguese?” he said. “Next stop, Brazil!” 


CHAPTER IZ 


The text message had been brief in the extreme: 


AS DISCUSSED. 


It meant that the plan was a go. 

Vesper Two peered out of the hotel room window. The hotel itself was 
acceptable. The city in which it was located was not. Of course, very few 
cities met Vesper Two’s standards for luxury, convenience, and culture. 
London, of course. Paris, if it weren’t for all those French people. New York, 
ditto Americans. 

This city was none of the above, and Vesper Two could hardly wait to 
leave it. 

A most excellent plan. V-1 should have credited my genius for more. As if 
calling me his little scorpion is enough. 

Vesper Two’s jaw clenched, and it took a few deep breaths before calm 
returned. 

Yes . . . calm. A cool head. 

Just another couple of days, and Pll be able to make my move. Once this 
task is accomplished, the rest of the Vespers will all fall in behind me. Take 
care of the Cahills, and V-1 will go down with them. 

And the new V-1? That would be moi, of course. 


Vesper Two opened a suitcase and began packing. 


Iguazu. Iguacu. Iguassu. 

The name was spelled several different ways, but all the Internet sources 
agreed on one thing: Iguazu had spectacular waterfalls. Foz do Iguazu, the 
falls of Iguazu. 

IGUAZU. VOY. FALLS. POOLS. 

It was a long trip: First the drive back to New York, then a flight to Sdo 
Paulo, and finally a puddle-jumper from Sao Paulo to Foz do Iguazu. 

On the last flight, Amy sat next to Jake, with Dan and Atticus a few rows 
ahead of them. As they took their seats, Amy reminded herself firmly to keep 
her mind on the mission — not on the fact that Jake was sitting only inches 
away from her. 

Jake started talking about Dr. Siffright’s message. “The P.S. to the second 
e-mail — we still haven’t figured that out,” he said. “‘Lucky horsemen.’ It has 
to mean something. Champion jockeys?” 

“Fortunate ranchers,” Amy responded, relieved to have something to 
focus on. 

“Cowboys who win the lottery?” 

They smiled at each other, but only briefly. 

“Okay, so let’s try another approach,” Amy suggested. “Break it down. 
Start with ‘lucky.’ Four-leaf clovers.” 

“Rabbit’s foot.” 

“Horseshoe.” 

“The number seven —” Jake’s eyes widened. 

“Seven,” she echoed. “So we would need a four —” 

He was right there with her. “To make seven-four, seventy-four.” 

“Horsemen... and the number four —” 

It hit them both at the same time. 

“The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse!” they said together. 

Amy held up her hand for a high five. Jake slapped it, then turned the slap 
into an awkward handshake that lasted a whole lot longer than normal. 


Is he trying to hold my hand? 


Amy’s heart sped up a little as she pulled her hand away and pretended to 
fiddle with her seat belt. 


Disembarking, Jake and Amy told the younger boys about their discovery. 

“Wow,” Atticus said. “That confirms it. She was really smart about it. 
Even if you decoded the message, it still only says ‘VOY,’ not Voynich. And 
then she made the clue about Folio Seventy-four separate. So someone would 
have to know exactly what she was talking about to figure out the whole 
thing.” 

For the first time since Alistair’s death, Amy’s spirits lifted a little. 

Brave — Dan was right. He was proud of us for being brave, but he was 
also telling us to keep being brave. Pll try, Uncle Alistair, I really will. . . . 

The Iguazu airport was a small one. The arrivals hall was lined with 
booths offering tourist services — hotels, taxis, tours. At a currency exchange 
booth, Amy changed dollars into Brazilian reais; the clerk told her it was 
pronounced something like “hey-ice.” 

That’ll take some practice, she thought, and repeated the word a couple of 
times. The word for the local currency was an important one to know. 

They headed outside to catch a taxi. About a dozen people were standing 
in line. 

To the right of the line was an empty stretch of pavement. Two young men 
and a woman emerged from the arrivals hall; they were dressed all in white, 
loose trousers and T-shirts. Amy recognized the pants as martial-arts gear, 
similar to what Sensei Takamoto wore for lessons. The two men were shaved 
bald; the woman had her dark hair in a braid down her back. 

One of them set up a boom box on the pavement, and Latin-sounding 
music with a syncopated drumbeat blared from the speakers. Taking up 
positions in a triangle, the threesome began an impressive display. 

They kicked and twirled in a mock fight, using techniques that seemed 


drawn from every kind of martial art: kickboxing, tae kwon do, karate. Mixed 


in were acrobatics and hip-hop-type dance moves. 

It was amazing. At one point, one of the men did a handstand and held it 
for at least a minute, changing the position of his legs, hopping around on his 
hands, piking so his shoulders almost turned inside out, then straightening 
again into a perfect vertical. 

Meanwhile, the other two went into a series of butterflies — like sideways 
no-handed cartwheels. The woman would do a butterfly, legs kicking right at 
her partner’s face; the man would duck at the last moment and spin into a 
butterfly of his own, almost kicking her in the face. If either had been a split 
second off in the timing, there could have been a nasty collision. 

The whole taxi line was mesmerized. The man standing next to them 
nudged Jake. “That’s capoeira,” he said. “Brazilian martial art. Cool, isn’t it?” 

Amy made a mental note to add capoeira to the Cahill training regimen. 
With moves like that, I could have kicked Sinead’s butt! 

The music came to an end. The woman, still panting from exertion, picked 
up a baseball cap and went down the line. Amy threw in a lavender five-reais 
note, worth around three dollars. 

The woman bowed and set the cap down. The three capoeiristas took long 
drinks from their water bottles. Then the woman walked over to the boom box 
to start the music again. 

Amy was glad; she wanted to see more. Atticus moved over a few steps to 
get a better view. Another incredible display: flips and floor moves, each step 
precise but relaxed at the same time, the discipline of Asian martial arts 
infused with a laid-back Brazilian attitude. 

Then there was a little break in the action: The woman gestured to 
Atticus. 

“Who, me?” he said, startled. 

She smiled and took him by the arm to the middle of the pavement. The 
trio began doing their moves in a circle, with Atticus in the center. 

“Cool!” he said. 

The athletes continued their display. Atticus grinned at the others self- 


consciously. “Watch,” he said. “I’m not gonna flinch, no matter how close 


they get.” He crossed his arms and took on an unblinking expression. 

Twirl, flip, spin, kick. The circle seemed to be tightening. They are getting 
a little close, Amy thought. Beside her, Jake shifted uncomfortably. 

Atticus seemed unfazed, or at least was pretending to be. The music 
increased in speed, the drumbeats almost frenzied now. 

Then the woman whirled and jumped into the air doing a scissors kick. 
She caught Atticus behind the knees and with a cry of alarm, he went down in 
a heap. 

The capoeiristas stopped abruptly as Amy, Jake, and Dan rushed toward 
Atticus. 

“Tenho pena — sorry, sorry!” the woman said and bent over Atticus as he 
lay sprawled on the pavement. 

“Atticus!” Jake dropped to one knee beside his brother. 

Atticus gasped and coughed, but at the same time, he held up a finger to 
let everyone know he was okay. 

“Wind knocked out of me,” he wheezed. 

“You’re bleeding, too,” Dan pointed out. 

Atticus looked at his wrist, which was bleeding from a pavement burn. 
“Ouch,” he said, a little belatedly. 

Amy burrowed through her bag for a tissue and hand sanitizer. “Here,” 
she said. “Put some of this on it.” 

“Sorry, so sorry,” the female capoeirista said again. She stopped the music 
and picked up the boom box at Amy’s feet. Suddenly, she turned toward Amy 
with her eyes narrowed. 

“Um, dois, trés,” she said. 

“Pardon?” Amy asked. 

The capoeirista looked at her coldly. “Um, dois, trés,” she repeated. Then 
she muttered something that sounded like “more” and “a little less” and “a 
bell,” and pushed past Amy to rejoin her companions. 

What was that all about? “Um, dois, três” — that must be “one, two, 
three” in Portuguese. And the rest didn’t make any sense, so it was probably 
Portuguese, too. But why did she give me that nasty look? 


As they got into a taxi, Amy decided she was imagining things. If it had 
been a deliberate attack — a far-fetched idea to begin with — it wasn’t a very 
good one: Atticus was nearly unscathed. 

Just now he was asking Dan a typical Atticus question: “Do you think 
they say ‘ouch’ here in Brazil? Or do they have a whole different word for 
it?” 


CHAPTER 1S 


Dan had never seen anything like it. 

It wasn’t just one waterfall, or a central waterfall with a sideshow or two. 
Iguazu Falls was hundreds of waterfalls, spilling over the rim of a huge 
horseshoe-shaped plateau. 

Magical, Dan thought. That might be the only word for it. 

“Two hundred seventy-four waterfalls,’ Amy said, reading from the 
brochure she had picked up at the ticket counter. Among the tourists, camera 
shutters were clicking so furiously that they sounded like a horde of strange 
mechanical insects. 

Dan put his backpack down on the ground and took out his cell phone so 
he could take some photos, too. 

“Dan!” Atticus tugged on Dan’s arm. “Quick, get a photo of THEM!” 

Turning away from the rail, Dan saw half a dozen animals approaching. 
They looked like big raccoons. Except they were mostly tan, instead of gray. 
And had long snouts instead of bandit masks. Their tails were striped like a 
raccoon’s, but were much longer and thinner. And they weren’t the least bit 
afraid of humans, coming within an arm’s length of the group. 

Dan began snapping photos from every angle. 

“What are they?” Jake asked. 

“Coatis,” Amy said, reading from the brochure again. 

“Co-whattees?” Dan said. 

“Coatimundis,” Amy said. “It says, ‘Please do not feed or touch them.’ It 
also says they’re very curious —” 

Atticus laughed. “Look at that one!” 


A coati was investigating Dan’s backpack. It had managed to undo a 
couple of the Velcro flaps and was busy emptying a compartment. It pulled 
out a few small plastic vials, then a ziplock bag, and began pawing at them. 

The serum ingredients! 

“HEY!” Dan shouted and rushed toward the coati. 

He grabbed the pack and tried to shoo the coati away. Hastily he picked 
up the items and put them back into the compartment. Then he searched the 
ground to make sure nothing else had been pulled out. 

“Get out of here, you stupid co-whatever-you-are,” he said angrily. 

The coati stood up on its hind legs in front of Dan, as if it were begging. 

Atticus giggled. “I don’t think it understood you. Maybe if you spoke to it 
in Portuguese —” 

“Very funny,” Dan said, hoisting the pack a little higher. “I just don’t want 
it messing with my stuff.” 

“Tt’s only looking for food,” Amy said. 

“Yeah, Dan, it’s not interested in your dirty underwear,” Jake said with a 
snicker. 

Dan didn’t dare make eye contact with Amy. Did she see... ? He aimed 
an air-kick at the offending coati. “Leave my stuff alone,” he muttered. 

“Hey, chill,” Atticus said. “It’s no big deal, right?” 

Dan gritted his teeth. “Right,” he said. “No big deal.” 


The path to the river level of the park descended in a series of switchbacks 
supplemented by an occasional set of stairs, all under the canopy of the 
Brazilian rain forest. At the bottom of the last set of stairs, they saw a broad 
walkway flanked by metal railings. It extended several hundred yards out 
over the Iguazu River and ended in a viewing platform. 

They walked toward the platform, Dan and Atticus leading the way. Jake 


could feel a cool dampness in the air; a few more steps and mist from the 


waterfalls began coming down on them in earnest. The tourists on their way 
back from the platform were very wet. 

Jake got a peculiar feeling at the back of his neck. He flipped up the collar 
of his jacket to keep the mist off. 

But it’s not the wetness. It feels more like . . . like we’re being followed. 

He took a quick glance over his shoulder. 

A crowd of tourists, any one of whom could have been following them. 
They all looked innocent enough, but what did he expect — someone who 
looked like a spy? 

“What is it?” Amy asked. Somehow she was keyed in to his thoughts; he 
saw the immediate tension in her shoulders even though her voice was calm. 

Dont get her all upset, Jake told himself. The fun meter crashes when she 
freaks out. Besides, it’s probably nothing. 

He smiled reassuringly. “Just a little game I play when I’m in a tourist 
place,” he said, “seeing if I can guess the nationalities.” Which was true — he 
and Atticus sometimes did this together. 

She raised her eyebrows. “So what do you look for?” 

“Well, let’s see . . .” He nodded toward a couple a few yards ahead of 
them. “Blond, big backpacks, Birkenstocks. My guess, either German or 
Dutch.” 

“What about me?” she asked. “If you didn’t know me, would you guess 
I’m American?” 

He put his hand on his chin, pretending to be in deep thought. “I’d have to 
say ... Mars. Definitely Martian.” 

Amy rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Figures. I knew you couldn’t be 
serious about this.” 

Jake cocked his head and examined her head to toe. 

She looked self-conscious now. “What?” 

He held up one hand. “Welcome, Martian female. Greetings from 
Earthling male.” 

She laughed. 

It felt great to make her laugh. 


They caught up with Atticus and Dan on the viewing platform, where the mist 
was so heavy it was like being rained on while standing in the middle of a 
cloud. None of them minded getting wet with the air so warm. 

All four stood silent in wonder at the beauty around them. Green rain 
forest. Blue sky. Birds floating lazily on the thermal wind currents — a big 
black hawk flying solo, a flock of primary-colored parrots. The white foam of 


the falls complete with a double rainbow, sunlight refracted through the spray 


Dan was the first to speak, his words blurred by the roar of the cascading 
water. “Pools,” he said. “What about the pools?” 

“Poos?” Amy said. 

“What poos?” Atticus asked. “Bird poos? It’s called guano. Actually, it’s 
pretty interesting how many different words there are for animal poos. Guano, 
dung, droppings, spoors, cow pies, buffalo chips . . . One of my favorites is 
fewmets.” 

Dan said, “But I didn’t —” 

“Fewmets — that’s from medieval times, the poo you find when an animal 
is being hunted on a quest.” Atticus was on a roll again. “And did you know 
that otter poo is called spraints?” 

“Why do otters get their own word for poo?” Jake wondered. 

“I love otters, they’re so playful,” Amy said. “Spraints — what a funny 
word.” 

“Enough with the poos!” Dan yelled. Then he looked at Atticus. “I mean, 
it’s cool — especially about the spraints, I didn’t know that before — but I 
didn’t say poos.” 

“You didn’t?” Atticus looked puzzled. “Then why are we talking about 
it?” 

Dan threw up his hands. “Forget it — can I start over? I didn’t say poos. I 
said POOLS.” 


“Oh. Pools.” Atticus’s brain made the immediate switch. “You mean, in 
Dr. Siffright’s message?” 

“Yeah. Iguazu, Voy, Falls — check, check, and check,” Dan said. “But 
there’s no pools. Just the river.” 

Jake had almost forgotten the reason they were there. He dropped his gaze 
from the heights of the falls to the river around the platform. 

“The water’s a little calmer here,” he said. 

“But you couldn’t call it a pool,” Atticus pointed out. 

“Still, we should have a good look around,” Amy said. 

Reluctantly, they turned away from the view and began walking back. By 
unspoken agreement, they split up, Dan and Atticus on one side, Jake and 
Amy on the other. 

Jake kept his head down, inspecting every inch around him. It was hard to 
believe that Dr. Siffright would have hidden a valuable manuscript folio in 
such a wet location, but he searched diligently anyway. It was slow going. 

Then he got that feeling in his neck again. 


CHAPTER 14 


Jake straightened up and looked around. Most of the crowd they had arrived 
with had left by now, replaced by new waves of tourists. Was there anyone 
familiar — someone he had seen before? 

Maybe . . . it could have been the same person. Wait — I’m sure now, I 
recognize those clothes . . . But there’s no law against anyone hanging out 
here as long as they want. .. . 

Then Atticus called out, “Hey, guys?” 

The group met in the middle of the walkway. “We’re only searching half 
of this place,” Atticus said. “There’s a whole other half we can’t see.” 

They all looked at him blankly. 

Atticus pointed down toward his feet. “Underneath,” he said. 

Boy Genius strikes again, Jake thought as he hurried with the others to the 
side. 

They peered over the railing. The walkway and platform were supported 
by concrete pylons sunk deep into the riverbed. The water was at least twenty 
feet below. 

“Tt’d be easy to climb over,” Dan said. “I could hang on to the railing and 
maybe get a look —” 

“NO,” Amy said. “Don’t even start.” 

“He’s right,” Jake said. Amy glared at him, so he went on hurriedly, “And 
so are you. All we would need is a harness and some rope. You could do it 
sort of rock-climbing style and it would be safe.” 

Amy still looked doubtful. “We’d have to come back after the park is 
closed and sneak in somehow.” 


“Shouldn’t be too hard,” Dan said. “They don’t have anything like the 
security at museums.” 

Amy nodded. “Okay. But let’s finish searching up here. You never know, 
if we find something we might not have to come back.” 

Dan and Atticus returned to their side. Jake stood at the railing a little 
longer, trying to envision the best way to fix a rope so they could examine the 
supporting structure. 

With Amy and the boys covering the sides, Jake decided to move toward 
the middle of the walkway. Up ahead, a large crowd walked toward him; they 
were led by a tour guide who held a red umbrella high over her head so the 
group could keep her in sight easily. On Jake’s left was a gaggle of 
elementary-school kids in their uniforms of white shirts and navy shorts. To 
his right, several paces behind Dan and Atticus, Jake saw a man with dark 
hair in a ponytail, carrying a musical instrument — a long straight pipe made 
of bamboo. The man stopped walking and raised the pipe to his lips. 

Jake frowned as his mind began to tick off things that weren’t quite right. 

Doesn’t make sense — it would be too hard to hear the music with all the 
noise from the falls. 

And that pipe — there aren't any holes in it. So how can it be a musical 
instrument? It looks more like — 

There was a cold, calculating look on the man’s face. He closed one eye 
and squinted along the length of the pipe. 

Like he’s aiming at something . . . 

Aiming? Then it’s definitely not a musical instrument. It’s some kind of — 
of blowpipe. 

Which meant that it was a weapon. 


And it was pointed directly at Atticus. 


Slow motion. 


Fast action. 


An impossible combination, but that was what it felt like to Jake. 

Atticus was standing next to Dan, about ten feet away. Jake yelled and ran 
toward them, covering the distance in two giant strides. Then he launched 
himself off his feet and knocked his brother into the railing. 

Something whistled past his ear. 

The brothers both ended up on the ground. Jake threw himself on top of 
Atticus, who immediately began squirming in protest. 

“Stay still!” Jake warned and moved to cover Atticus with his body. 

“Like I have a choice?” Atticus’s voice was muffled beneath him. “What 
the heck is going on?” 

Jake raised his head cautiously. “You stay down,” he said to Atticus. He 
stood up and scanned the crowd. 

No sign of Mr. Blowpipe. Whoever he is, he knows what he’s doing. Not 
running away — that would have made him stand out. The man had simply 
melted into the crowd. 

“Hey, guys?” 

A few steps away, Dan was staring at something in his hand. 

“My shoulder,” he said vaguely. “I’m not sure, but. . .” 

Dan’s legs buckled beneath him. He dropped whatever he was holding. 
Jake only just managed to grab one of his arms in time to break his fall. 

“Dan!” Atticus scrambled on his knees to get near his friend. “What 
happened? What’s wrong?” 

Jake lowered Dan to the ground. Then he searched the area around them 
frantically and found what he was looking for — the thing Dan had dropped. 

A blow dart. 





Dan was still conscious, but seemed unable to speak. 

“DOCTOR!” Jake shouted. “Help, help! Is anyone here a doctor?” 

A woman stepped forward out of the small crowd that was already 
forming. “Someone call an ambulance,” she said. “And can the rest of you 
give me some space?” She had a brisk Irish accent. 

“Here,” Jake said. “He got hit with this.” Carefully he handed the woman 
the dart. 

“You’re joking,” she said, but saw immediately that he wasn’t. She 
nodded, tight-lipped, then knelt next to Dan. 

Jake’s shouts brought Amy running from the other side of the walkway. 
“What’s going on — oh, my God — Dan!” She threw herself down next to 
him. 

“Is it his asthma?” she asked frantically. “But he’s been so much better 
lately — he’s never collapsed before — where’s his inhaler?” She began 
scrabbling around, trying to check Dan’s pockets. 

“Tt’s not asthma. Help me roll him onto his back, please,” the doctor said, 
distracting Amy just before her panic soared out of control. 

They got Dan onto his back, then the doctor asked for a jacket. Amy 
whipped hers off and folded it into a pillow, which was placed under Dan’s 
head. 

By now, Dan was clutching at his throat and gasping for breath. The 
helplessness in his eyes as he looked at her made her want to howl like a 
wounded animal. 

“Take it easy, Dan,” she said. To her astonishment, her voice was steady, 
even as tears began streaming down her face. 

This cant be happening. No no no no no . .. Amy reached out her hand 
without even knowing it, clawing mutely at the air in the direction of the 


doctor. 


“I’m guessing curare,” the doctor said, calm and urgent at the same time. 
She shook her head. “How in the world — never mind.” She rolled up her 
sleeves and took Amy by the shoulders. “Are you his sister? You can stay 
here, but I need to work on him, all right?” 

The doctor began performing CPR on Dan, pumping his chest 
rhythmically. 

Dan looked so frail now, under the doctor’s insistent hands. Didn’t 
people’s breastbones sometimes break if CPR wasn’t done correctly? But she 
was a doctor; surely she knew what she was doing. Please please please... 

“Can I help?” Amy was sobbing, but still managed to get the words out. 

“Just hold his hand,” the doctor said. “You can talk to him if you like.” 

Amy wiped her tears with her sleeve. “Dan? Hang in there, Dan. There’s a 
doctor here helping you —” What a stupid thing to say, with her leaning right 
on his chest. 

She couldn’t go on, couldn’t do anything more than squeeze his hand. 

Atticus scooted around until he was next to Amy and crouched beside her. 
“Amy?” he said in a low voice. “She said ‘curare.’ I’ve read about it; it comes 
from tropical plants. You put it on a dart and shoot it, and it paralyzes your 
prey. It stops breathing, that’s what kills —” 

Amy’s mouth opened, closed, opened again. 

She needed to scream. And hit something. Or somebody. 

But she couldn’t move or make a single sound. It was as if she, too, was 
paralyzed. 

“Atticus, stop it!” Jake said angrily. 

“T wasn’t finished —” 

“Shut up! You’re not helping!” 

“No, YOU shut up!” Atticus retorted fiercely. 

The outburst was so un-Atticus-like that Jake and Amy both stared at him, 
mouths agape. In the silence that followed, they could hear the doctor 
counting quietly as she continued working on Dan. 

Atticus spoke earnestly. “The effects of the poison aren’t permanent. If 
she does CPR on him, keeps his blood pumping and getting oxygen to his 


brain, it’ll wear off, and he should be able to breathe on his own again.” 

“Atticus, are you sure about this?” Jake asked. “You better be —” 

“T’m sure, I swear it! Animals that get hunted, nobody does CPR on them, 
that’s why they die. That’s why she’s doing CPR now!” 

Amy grabbed Atticus’s arm, feeling almost torn in two between fear and 
hope. 

“How long?” she gasped out. “How long until he can breathe by himself?” 

Then the doctor spoke, in between counts. “One — two — three — four 
— Depends,” she said, “on how much — two — three — four — poison got 


into him — two — three — four. Where is that ambulance?” 


It was a few hours after the attack. Amy sat next to the hospital bed, her face 
blotchy with tearstains, 

He looks younger somehow, she thought. For a moment, Amy felt like she 
might never be able to move again. But she forced herself to reach for Dan’s 
hand and hold it. 

Which he would ordinarily have never let her do in front of the other 
boys. 

Thanks to the good work by the doctor on the scene, as well as the fact 
that Dan had plucked the dart out almost immediately, he was already 
breathing on his own. But Amy wouldn’t relax until a doctor gave the all- 
clear sign. 

“I’m fine,” he declared for about the seventh time. “My arm feels a little 
weird, that’s all.” 

The nurse put another pillow behind him. 

“T should send a — a thank-you note or something,” he said. “Did you get 
her name?” 

“The doctor who came in with you? That was Dr. Hubble-Machado,” the 
nurse said. Her English was really good; she had acted as translator for them 


since their arrival. “She’s on the staff here. Lucky she was there, yes?” She 


pointed to a cord at the head of the bed. “The call button, you need 
something, okay?” She smiled at him and left the room. 

“So what happened?” Dan asked. 

Amy was relieved by the question. Maybe he wont remember too much 
about it. What I remember is plenty enough for both of us. She crossed her 
arms, trying to rub away the shivers brought on by the memory of seeing him 
lying there... . 

Jake gave a quick rundown on the evil Mr. Blowpipe. “But here’s the 
weird thing,” he said. “I could have sworn that he was aiming at Atticus. Not 
Dan. It’s almost like Dan was — you know, collateral damage.” 

Amy saw the expressions that flashed across Dan’s face: surprise that he 
hadn’t been the target, resentment that he’d been hit anyway, and finally, 
concern for Atticus, who was looking guilt-stricken now. 

“No problem, Atticus,” Dan said. “I’ve always wanted to be collateral 
damage.” 

Amy refused to joke about it. “You’re sure you’ve never seen this guy 
before?” she said to Jake. 

“No, but almost the whole time at the falls, I had the feeling someone was 
following us.” He shook his head in distress. “I should have said something. 
But it probably wouldn’t have made any difference, because it wasn’t the 
blowpipe guy I was worried about.” 

“There was someone else?” Amy said. 

“Yeah. Well, maybe.” Jake looked confused. 

“Just tell us what you saw,” she snapped. 

“I kept seeing the same person,” he said. “But like I said, it wasn’t the guy 
with the pipe. It was a woman.” 

“What did she look like?” Amy and Dan spoke at the same time. 

“Taller than average. Pretty good-looking for someone her age — dark 
hair, sunglasses. Oh, and she was really well dressed. I remember that, 
because I thought it was a little weird to come to a place like this wearing 
such nice clothes.” 


Amy felt the blood draining from her face. Jake had just described 
someone the Cahills knew all too well. 
Isabel Kabra. 


Isabel. 

A vial of the serum in one hand and a gun in the other, her fine features 
contorted by the ugliness of evil. 

This was the image that first came to mind for Amy. Then, oddly, it was 
replaced almost at once by a memory of the female capoeirista: “Um, dois, 
trés —” 

Why? Why am I thinking about that now? 

Like a radio being tuned from static to clarity, Amy could suddenly hear 
the capoeirista’s next words. Her mouth went dry. She tried to swallow. 

Not “more... a little less... a bell,” but — 

Amor to the littlest, from Isabel. 

“Tt’s definitely her,” she said hoarsely. “And she’s after Atticus.” 


CHAPTER 1S 


Nellie had always thought of herself as the tough and feisty type. Not 
aggressive or mean, but determined to achieve what she set out to do, loyal to 
those she loved, and fierce when it came to standing up for what she thought 
was right. 

She was utterly unfamiliar with how she was feeling at the moment. 

Defeated. Exhausted. Hopeless. 

But that wasn’t the worst of it. Try as she might, Nellie couldn’t summon 
any anger. Since the moment she was kidnapped, she had been furious with 
the Vespers, and that fury had been like a flame inside her. Keeping her going, 
helping her keep the others going. 

The flame had flickered out, extinguished by grief over the losses of 
Phoenix and Alistair. 

I thought — I was sure — that somehow, we’d all get out of this alive. 

Not that she hadn’t been truly frightened any number of times. But deep 
down inside, it was in her nature as both a fighter and an optimist to expect 
good to prevail in the end. 

Now she knew that, however this ended, Alistair and Phoenix would not 
be part of it. 

Nellie looked around the room and saw her mood reflected in each of the 
others. Fiske lay stretched out on the floor, eyes closed most of the time. 
When they were open, he stared out into space, looking at nothing. Natalie sat 
with her back against a wall, her knees drawn up in a fetal position, hunched 


over and picking at her cuticles until they bled. Reagan was no longer 


working out. Instead she paced the bunker restlessly, prowling back and forth 
with no purpose, muttering to herself, driving them all crazy. 

And Ted... well, it was hard to tell with Ted. 

Because I can’t look into his eyes. Nellie hadn’t realized before spending 
all this time with Ted, how much she “read” people through the expressions in 
their eyes. 

She looked at him now. He was sitting next to Natalie. 

Huh — I can read him. I can tell that he’s not just sitting there. He’s 
thinking — his brain is really working. 

Nellie walked over to Ted and sat down on the other side of him. 

“I’ve remembered something,” Ted said slowly. “The hiker. His voice — I 
was sure I’d heard it before, but I wasn’t sure where at first.” 

He paused. Nellie felt her neck muscles tense up. 

“And?” she prompted him. She clenched her fists to stop herself from 
shaking Ted to knock the memory loose. 

“Last summer I went out west with Sinead. She wanted to get away from 
everything. We stayed in the Olympic Mountains, in Washington State. We 
didn’t do much, just hung out, went for some walks. It rained a lot, but that 
was Okay — we didn’t have any real plans. 

“On one of the walks, we met this guy named Riley McGrath. I think 
Sinead kinda liked him. He invited us to go rock climbing, but I didn’t want 
to go. She took me back to the lodge where we were staying and went on her 
own.” 

Ted turned his face toward Nellie. 

“That’s who the hiker was. Riley McGrath. So why would he say he was 
Martin Holds?” 

Nellie tried to clear the fog of confusion from her brain. “Ted, are you 
sure? I mean, a lot of people’s voices probably sound kind of alike —” 

“Maybe to you,” he said. “Not to me. Think of it this way. You might 
know two people who look similar, say, medium height, dark hair, average 
build, glasses. You can still tell them apart, right? No problem?” 


“Sure.” 


“That’s what it’s like for me with voices. It was the same guy.” 

A tiny spark of hope ignited inside Nellie. She grabbed Ted’s shoulder. 
“Maybe this tells us where we are! It could be a huge lead, Ted!” 

Ted nodded slowly. “It’s just too much of a coincidence, you know?” 

Nellie got to her feet. “We’ve got to let Amy and Dan know somehow.” 

The only way to communicate with them was through the transmissions 
sent by the Vespers. Which were never sent for the convenience of the 
hostages. 

With one hand in a fist, she punched her other palm several times. Think. 
Think. Figure out a way to say it so they get the message. And then we’ll just 
have to wait — I HATE all this waiting around! 

The spark inside her flared. 


Nellie was mad again. 


“She’s after Atticus?” Dan and Jake said together at the same time that 
Atticus said, “Me — are you sure?” 

The attack on Dan, followed immediately by the reappearance of Isabel: 
Amy felt her eyes getting hot, which meant tears were threatening to slither 
out yet again. She picked at the powder-burn blister on her neck, as if to 
provide an excuse if the tears did begin to fall. The blister was now turgid 
with fluid, like a tiny flattened water balloon. 

Haltingly, she explained her theory. “Um, dois, trés. One, two, three. I 
think it means that there will be three attacks. The first two have already 
happened. At the airport, and now this one.” 

A bubble of panic was growing in Amy’s chest. She’s playing with us. 
Like a cat with a trapped mouse. There will be one more attack — the third. 
The final one... 

“We have to get Atticus out of here!” She stood up so quickly that the 
chair fell over, her arms making jerky movements that she couldn’t seem to 
control. “Jake, you take him to Attleboro on the next flight. That’s the safest 


place for him. He’ll have to stay there until — until all this is over. Once Dan 
recovers, we’ ll try to find Folio Seventy-four and join you there as soon as we 
can.” 

“T don’t know,” Jake said. “Wouldn’t he be safer if we stuck together? You 
know, all three of us looking out for him? That way he —” 

“HE is right next to you!” Atticus snapped. “Would you stop (A) treating 
me like a baby and (B) talking about me like I’m not here?! And for the 
record, I am NOT going somewhere to sit around and do nothing. Or take a 
nap.” He glared at both of them. 

“Atticus, you don’t know her! She’s completely, totally ruthless. The last 
time we were up against her, it took seven — no, eight of us to beat her.” 
Amy was almost shrieking now. “Dan almost died just now. If anything 
happened to you —” 

She had to stop talking because she couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. 

“I am NOT going to let anything happen to him — I mean, to you,” Jake 
said, glancing quickly at Atticus. He turned a scowl on Amy. “What is your 
problem? Would you calm down — are you trying to scare him to death?” 

“My problem?” Amy shouted. “My problem is, she almost killed my 
brother!” 

“She knows what she’s talking about,” Dan said, entering the fray. “If you 
knew Isabel you’d be scared to death, too. I mean, look what she just did —” 
His hand went to his shoulder, and he winced as if the dart were still 
embedded there. 

Atticus crossed his arms stubbornly. “This isn’t just a Cahill thing 
anymore. It has something to do with Mom, and that makes it MY fight now 
just as much as it is yours. Maybe MORE. I’m not leaving until we know for 
sure whether the folio is here or not.” 

“Sorry, baby bro, not your call,” Jake said. 

“Why not?” Dan demanded. “Why can’t he have a say in this?” 

“Yeah, and quit calling me that!” Atticus said. 

“Look, it’s my responsibility —” 

“STOP IT! STOP STOP STOP!” 


All three boys stared at Amy in shock. In the sudden silence, she could 
hear herself breathing. Gasping. 

“Think,” she whispered to herself. “Think think think . . .” 

But there was no room in her head for anything except fear, and she didn’t 
notice the worried glances exchanged by the boys. 

After a few moments, Dan spoke carefully. “Amy,” he said. “I agree with 
Jake — that it’s riskier to send the two of them back than it is to stay together. 
Besides, it won’t be for very long. I mean, the deadline — we’ll all be going 
back soon, one way or the other.” 

Somebody else making the decision. On the one hand, it was exactly what 
Amy wanted at that moment. On the other, it felt terrible — weak, indecisive, 
and unworthy of the trust Grace had bestowed on her. 

Just this once, Grace. 

“Okay,” she mumbled. 

The sense of relief that the four of them would be staying together lasted 
about half a second. Then the dread returned. 


Um, dois, trés... 


Dan insisted that he felt fine and wanted to leave the hospital. The doctor on 
call refused to sign the release form, saying that the patient needed to stay 
overnight for observation. 

After the doctor was gone, Dan looked at the others. “I can’t stay 
overnight,” he said. “We don’t have time for that.” 

A noisy discussion ensued, which boiled down to Dan vs. Amy with the 
Rosenblooms refereeing. When the nurse came in, they all fell silent, but then 
Amy asked her a few questions, and the nurse assured her that the overnight 
stay was just a precaution. She took Dan’s pulse and temperature. 

“You are healthy as um cavalo — horse,” she said cheerfully. “The young 


ones, they bounce quick, very good!” She left the room again. 


More fuel for Dan’s side of the argument. Finally, Atticus looked up 
curare poisoning online and found enough information to convince Amy — 
and himself, Dan thought — that it would be okay for Dan to leave the 
hospital. 

Amy may not be happy about it, but she knows we have to do this, Dan 
thought as he hopped out of bed and got dressed. 

The foursome had no choice but to sneak away when the nurse’s back was 
turned. They caught a taxi outside the hospital. 

“T hope she doesn’t get in trouble for this,” Dan said, meaning the nurse. 
“She was really nice.” 

Dan’s left arm still seemed a little fuzzy, but otherwise he felt great. He 
wished Amy would stop fussing over him. She had made him zip his jacket 
all the way up to his chin. Like that made any difference, except to make him 
look totally uncool. At the same time, he knew she needed to fuss over him, 
so he tried to keep the sighs and eye-rolls to a minimum. 

“Now, where were we?” he asked. 

Their mission seemed a lifetime away, but they had to click back into 
search mode. “The folio,” Atticus said. “We were going to search underneath 
the walkway, remember?” 

“Any climbing stuff, you’re out of the picture,” Amy said to Dan. “And 
don’t even try to talk me out of it.” 

“Rope, harnesses, some carabiner clips,” Jake said. “A sporting-goods 
store would be our best bet. Second best, a hardware store.” 

“Anyone know how to say carabiner clips in Portuguese?” Dan asked. 
“Didn’t think so.” 

He booted up his laptop. “Pl find an online translator,” he said. “Then 
maybe the driver can help us.” 

One of the Voynich images was now his home page. It was Folio 75 — 
the “plumbing picture.” He clicked on the browser icon, and the screen filled 
with the image of basins overflowing with water and naked women. 

Next to him, the driver glanced over. “Ah,” he said with a grin. “Mabu, 


sim?” 


Dan looked at him blankly. The driver pointed to the image on the screen. 

“Isto é Mabu,” he said firmly. “Mabu.” 

Whatever the guy was saying, he seemed really sure about it. Dan spoke 
on impulse. “Okay, Mabu. Let’s go — vámonos.” 

Which was Spanish, not Portuguese, but the driver got the message and 
pulled away from the curb, tires squealing. 

The backseat reacted immediately. “Whoa!” “What’s going on?” “Where 
are we going?” 

Dan explained about the driver’s reaction to the Voynich image. “He 
seems to think it’s something called Mabu,” he said. “So I told him to take us 
there.” 

“That’s ridiculous!” Amy said. “You have no idea what he’s talking about 
— it could be hundreds of miles away!” 

“Tt might not be a place,” Jake pointed out. “Mabu could be a person. A 
famous swimmer, maybe.” 

Atticus’s eyes were as round as CDs. “What if it’s, like, a nudist colony?” 

Dan snorted. “You wish.” 

“We don’t have time to waste on wild-goose chases,” Amy said. “Stop 
this nonsense and ask him for a sporting-goods store.” 

“Tt might not be far,” Dan countered. “What’s the harm in checking it 
out?” 

They were still arguing a few minutes later when the taxi turned into a 
driveway that led to a big hotel. 

“Mabu,” the driver said with a satisfied expression. 

The sign said MABU THERMAS HOTEL AND SPA. 

“Hotel and Spa’ — it could still be for nudists, couldn’t it?” Atticus said. 
“Gimme the laptop.” He took it from Dan and began tapping on the keyboard. 

Amy was sitting like a stone, refusing to move. Dan opened the taxi door. 
“Come on, Amy —” 

“No — YOU come on! Some random guy takes us to a random hotel, and 
you think it could be part of this?” 


Her voice, shrill and brittle, was setting off alarm bells in Dan’s head. Why 
is she acting like this? Okay, so she doesn’t think it’s a great idea, but does 
she have to get hysterical about it? 

Amy’s shrieking continued. “I can’t believe — you can’t possibly —” 


“Hey!” Atticus cut her off with a grin and held up the laptop. “Poos!” 


CHAPTER 


The hotel’s pools were its most famous feature. According to the website, an 
underground thermal spring bubbled up into a large hot tub. It was 
constructed so the water would spill out via a waterfall into a swimming pool 
built on a lower level. The water in the pool cascaded into yet another pool, 
with the temperature getting cooler with each successive level; you could 
choose whether to simmer in the hot tub or be refreshed in the lowest pool. 

Atticus smacked himself on the head. “The word pools in Dr. Siffright’s 
message — that should have told us it couldn’t possibly be the big falls.” He 
bounced up and down a little. “I have a feeling — this could be the right 
place!” 

With Amy partly mollified, the group checked in and went to their rooms. 
None of them had swimming gear, so the boys all put on shorts. Amy had to 
go to the hotel shop to find a bathing suit, her companions helpfully trailing 
along. 

Atticus pulled a suit off the rack. “How does this even work?” he said, 
examining it in wonder. Several skinny black straps were connected in a 
complicated and mysterious way to a few tiny triangles of fabric. 

“T believe it’s called a thong,” Jake said wisely. 

Amy blushed, snatched it away from Atticus, and hung it back up on the 
rack. “I am not wearing that.” 

“Amy, how about this one?” Dan held a spangly leopard-print number 
under his chin and sashayed a few steps, wiggling his hips. 

“Oh, Dan, that’s so you!” Jake said in falsetto. All three boys howled with 
laughter. 


“Would you all please just LEAVE?” Amy said, now bright pink with 
mortification. 

“Okay, okay,” Jake said, his hands raised in mock surrender. “We’ll wait 
outside.” 

A few minutes later, Amy joined them wearing a towel wrapped around 
her waist and a navy-blue striped bikini. They took the elevator down to the 
pool level. As they pushed through the glass doors, Atticus put one hand over 
his eyes and peeked through his fingers. 

“Not nudist,” he announced, and Jake could hear the relief in his voice. 

About a dozen other people were in the pools, with a handful more 
lounging in deck chairs on the extensive patio. Jake moved a little closer to 
Amy. 

“What’s the plan?” he asked, his voice low. 

He followed her gaze as she looked around. The hot tub, two big pools, 
the patio... There was a lot of ground to cover. 

She didn’t answer, so he went on, “We can start with this pool, it’s the 
biggest. Atticus, you and Dan take the perimeter. Amy and I will search the 
rest of it.” 

“Is that an order?” Amy said and crossed her arms over her chest. “Or just 
a suggestion?” 

“T’m only trying to help,” Jake said. “And Atticus, you don’t go anywhere 
on your own. One of us always has to be next to you, understand?” 

Atticus seemed about to talk back, but Jake’s expression clearly indicated 
zero tolerance on this. With a shrug, he cannonballed into the pool, followed 
immediately by Dan. 

Amy was watching Dan. Her expression seemed to soften a little; Dan 
already appeared free of any effects from the curare. 

She cleared her throat and turned to Jake. “We should try not to look like 
we’re searching,” she said. 

“Agreed.” Jake thought for a moment. “Can you swim the butterfly 
stroke?” 


“Yes,” she said, “not great. But why —” 


“I can’t,” he said. “So you can teach me. That’ll be our cover for going 
back and forth across the pool a million times.” 
“Good idea,” she said. 


Which felt almost as good as making her laugh. 


“I don’t get it,” Dan said to Atticus as they inspected the perimeter of the first 
pool. “If it’s a manuscript page we’re looking for, a swimming pool would be 
the worst place to hide it, right? If it got wet, it could be ruined forever.” 

Atticus thought for a moment. “Yeah, but maybe that’s why she hid it 
here. Because no one would think of looking for it in a pool.” 

“T don’t know,” Dan said, shaking his head. “Even if she wrapped it up 
really good, it seems like an awfully big risk.” 

Atticus scanned the whole area carefully. “Maybe you’re right,” he said 
slowly. “How about this: near the pool, but not in it?” 

They climbed out of the pool. 

“You start here and Pll start over there,” Dan said, pointing toward the 
outer edge of the patio area. “We can meet in the middle.” He headed for the 
fence that bordered the patio. 

Atticus decided that searching the permanent structures first made the 
most sense. Surely Dr. Siffright wouldn’t have hidden the manuscript page 
under something like a lounge chair or patio table that could easily be moved. 

A few yards from the pool, there was a hut for towel storage. It wasn’t 
much more than a wooden counter beneath a palm-frond roof. Clean folded 
towels were stacked on one end of the counter; at the other end, a rectangular 
hole had been cut into the wood, with a rolling laundry bin underneath. 

Atticus walked to the hut to begin his search, then took a quick glance 
around. Jake and Amy were still checking out the pool. Dan was examining 


the wrought-iron fence. Atticus didn’t see anything suspect, but just in case. . 


He reached for a towel and began drying himself. 


“Oh, that feels good!” he said loudly and wiped his legs and arms with 
exaggerated motions. As a final flourish, he draped the towel around his neck. 
That should throw off anyone who might be spying, he thought with 
satisfaction. 

Atticus searched the little hut thoroughly. I have to find the folio. Dan got 
hurt because of me. 

He even moved the laundry bin so he could inspect the floor space 
underneath. 

Nothing. 

He rolled the laundry bin back into its place under the counter. As he 
straightened up, his glance fell on one of the bamboo poles supporting the 
roof of the hut. He followed it with his gaze to the palm fronds overhead. 

What if it’s hidden up there? 

Skinny bamboo poles and palm fronds. The roof would never support his 
weight. 

A ladder . . . where am I going to get a ladder? And even if I can find one, 
it would look awfully strange, me climbing up to get a look at the roof. .. . 

Atticus decided to consult Dan on this one. He looked toward the fence, 
but Dan wasn’t there. 

Jake and Amy in the pool, check. Where’s Dan? 

He surveyed the patio area carefully. 

Still no Dan. 

Atticus started to feel a little knot of panic in his stomach. What if he’s, 
like, passed out because — because of the curare affecting him somehow? He 
looked around one more time. 

The knot loosened. There he is! 

Not far from the fence, Dan was on his hands and knees on the ground; 
that was why Atticus hadn’t spotted him at first. Dan seemed to be talking to 
a woman standing near him. She was wearing sunglasses and a floppy hat. 

Something about the way she’s standing . . . Atticus couldn’t have said 


exactly what it was, but the woman looked tense to him. Then he realized 


that, although her arms were down by her sides, her right hand was clenched 
around something. 

She took a step toward Dan, and the object in her hand flashed in the 
sunlight. 

Atticus gasped. 

A knife! 


Dan had spent only a few minutes searching the wrought-iron fence. He 
didn’t see how the manuscript page could be hidden there, unless it was 
buried at the base of one of the pilings, which were set into concrete. He 
decided instead to search the patio itself, which had sections of both 
brickwork and wood decking. 

Determined to do a thorough job of it, Dan went down to his hands and 
knees and began to crawl around the patio. He knew it looked strange, but he 
could always reprise the contact-lens excuse if anyone asked. 

The wood planking was solid and the bricks well mortared, but where 
they met, there was a seam that formed the narrowest of cracks. Dan fingered 
the crack experimentally. You could fit something down there, all right, he 
thought. It would be awfully tight, but maybe the crack is wider somewhere 
else — if I follow it along... 

He turned to begin tracing the path of the crack. Out of the corner of his 
eye, he saw movement and looked up. 

And up, and up. 

A woman was standing nearby. She was really tall — it was hard to tell 
from Dan’s vantage point, but she had to be at least six feet. Sunglasses, straw 
hat, one of those terry-cloth swim cover-ups. 

“What are you doing?” she said in a voice not much louder than a 
whisper. 

Dan glanced around quickly, then back at the woman. “Sorry — were you 


talking to me?” he asked. His heart was starting to beat a little harder. “I just 


— ?m— um —” 

The woman took a small step toward him. “Get away from there,” she 
said in a voice so tight she was almost choking. “Just stand up and walk away. 
I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if I have to.” She made a small motion 
with her right hand. 

Dan looked at her hand and saw part of a knife’s blade. He got to his 
knees slowly. 

The woman glanced around, then took a couple of steps. She was now 
standing behind him. 

“Get up,” she said. 

Dan felt the chill of metal against his neck. Cold sweat broke out all over 
his body. It felt like even his elbows were sweating. And why did his left arm 
suddenly feel a lot weaker? 

“Hey, Dan!” 

Atticus was waving at him. The woman stayed where she was but lowered 
the knife out of sight. It pressed between Dan’s shoulder blades. 

“Wanna go in again?” Atticus was all smiles. “Bet I can hold my breath 
underwater longer than you — c’mon —” He started trotting toward Dan. 

“Get rid of him,” the woman croaked. 

Atticus was now just steps away. Dan felt the knife twitch against his skin. 
Sweat was rolling down his back — or was it blood? 

Could I elbow her, maybe? But she’s on my left — is my arm strong 
enough for that? 

“Atticus, um, I want a Coke,” Dan said in desperation. “Would you go to 
the bar and get me one? Right now? Like, right this minute? I’m really 
thirsty.” 

Atticus, LISTEN to me, go on, get away from here! 

To his utter amazement, Atticus gave him a subtle, secret thumbs-up. 

Then Atticus leaped to the woman’s side, grabbed the towel from around 
his neck, and flicked it like a whip at her hand. She cried out in pain and 
dropped the knife; it clattered to the ground, bounced, and ended up not far 
from Dan. She and Dan both dove for the knife. 


Dan got there first. His fingers closed around the handle — 

“HEY!” 

It was Jake’s voice, followed immediately by Amy’s. 

“DAN, ATTICUS! RUN!” 

Atticus turned instantly to obey, but in his haste he tripped on the towel, 
knocked down a small table, and plowed into a lounge chair. The chair landed 
on its side; both Dan and the woman fell over it. 

The towel ended up half draped over Dan’s head. One of Atticus’s hands 
was trapped in the chair’s plastic webbing. The woman’s hat had been 
knocked off and her sunglasses were askew. 

It was her voice that emerged first from the pile. 

“Atticus?” she said. “Atticus Rosenbloom?” 

Atticus stared at her for a moment. 

“Dr. Siffright?” 


CHAPTER 17 


Disentanglement was followed by multiple explanations. 

“Atticus isn’t a common name,” Dr. Siffright said. “And you’re the right 
age, and now I can see it — you look like Astrid.” 

“T hope I didn’t hurt your hand,” Atticus said. “I didn’t know it was you.” 

“You didn’t stay with Dan,” Jake said to Atticus. “I told you —” 

“I forgot,’ Atticus confessed. “It’s hard to remember every single 
minute.” 

“If you forget again, I’m putting you on a leash,” Jake said. Then he 
relented a little. “That was really brave, what you did. Weren’t you scared?” 

“Yeah,” Atticus admitted. “I was scared, but I was more scared for Dan.” 

Dan was still holding the knife. Now he looked at it more closely. It was a 
butter knife, like a small paddle. 

“You were going to attack me with this?” he said, incredulous. 

Dr. Siffright reddened. “I just grabbed whatever was handy,” she said. “I 
didn’t — I wasn’t — I mean, this is not my usual line of work.” She 
shrugged, then lowered her head sheepishly. “To be honest, I was shaking the 
whole time. But look, we have a lot to talk about. Why don’t we all get 


changed and meet in the restaurant?” 


The hotel’s restaurant was a churrascaria, serving Brazilian-style barbecue. 
Amy, Dan, and Jake scanned the place quickly, then Jake asked for a table in 


the corner, in an empty part of the room. Amy knew what he was thinking: 


This way, they would easily be able to see the rest of the room and anyone 
approaching them. At the table, Dr. Siffright sat between Jake and Atticus, 
with Amy and Dan opposite. 

Amy thought the churrascaria was one of the coolest places she’d ever 
eaten at. First, they all served themselves at the appetizer buffet, which was at 
least thirty feet long and held everything from salads to sushi. Ordinary things 
— lettuce, tomatoes, cheese cubes — alternated with exotic offerings like 
hearts of palm and manioc. 

After they were finished with their appetizers, Dr. Siffright picked up a 
flat disk by her plate. Each of them had one; they were about the size of 
coasters, with one side red and the other green. 

“You put this by your plate with the green side up when you want meat,” 
she explained. “If you don’t want any more, you flip it over to the red side.” 

Five green disks went faceup on the table. Immediately waiters swarmed 
around, carrying giant skewers filled with grilled meat. The skewers were 
easily three feet long, and each waiter held a knife the size of a machete. 

“Chicken,” said the first waiter. “You like some chicken?” 

“T have sirloin steak here.” 

“Anybody want lamb chops?” 

“Wow,” Jake said, his eyes wide. “I think we took a wrong turn. We’re 
supposed to be in Brazil, but this seems more like heaven to me.” 

“Meat heaven,” Dan agreed. 

Amy had to laugh at them; they were practically panting. “Swallow, all of 
you,” she said to the boys, “before the whole table gets flooded with drool.” 

The waiters carved chicken and lamb onto Amy’s plate. Atticus took a 
little of everything, and Jake and Dan took a lot of everything. 

The meat was delicious: charred and smoky outside, tender and juicy 
within. It had been ages since they’d taken the time to have a really good 
meal. 

The waiters came around again, this time with sausages and bacon- 


wrapped shrimp. With each new wave of meat, the noises of appreciation 


made by the boys became less coherent. Another serving or two and they’ ll 
all be grunting like cavemen, Amy thought. 

With the deep sweet taste of a grilled red pepper in her mouth, Amy 
realized that for the last twenty minutes, she hadn’t thought of Isabel or the 
Vespers. She’d been thinking of nothing but food. 

Instant guilt. Lots of it. Enough so that the pepper suddenly turned dry and 
savorless. 

She made a silent deal with herself: No guilt until I’m done eating. Then 
it’s back to work. Her heart sank at the thought, so she took a bite of shrimp to 
cheer herself up. 

They were all too busy eating to talk much, except to comment on the 
food. At last Amy looked up from her plate. Before she could even take a 
breath, another waiter had rushed over. 

“Ribeye? I have ribeye here, very delicious.” 

Amy held her hands up. “No, thank you. Really — I can’t eat another 
bite.” 

“Flip your disk over,” Dr. Siffright suggested. 

Amy complied. Dr. Siffright’s disk was already red-side up, and Amy 
noticed that she had eaten very little of what was on her plate. Dr. Siffright sat 
still except for her hands, which kept twiddling with her napkin. 

The boys stayed in the game for one more round of skewers. Eventually 
Amy saw the pace of their forks begin to falter. 

“Disks to red?” she said. She glanced at Dr. Siffright. “So no one will 
bother us for a while and we can talk.” 

Dr. Siffright nodded as the boys flipped their disks. “Okay,” she said 
quietly. “Who wants to go first?” 


It was hard to know where to start. After a few moments of uneasy silence, 
Amy prompted Jake to talk about Astrid’s interest in the Voynich and their 
recent trip to Yale. 


“You went because of your mom?” Dr. Siffright asked. 

“No, not exactly.” Jake looked at Amy for help. 

Amy hesitated. 

“Tt’s okay, Amy,” Atticus said. “Mom trusted her, so we should, too.” 

Dr. Siffright stiffened. “Actually, the real question is whether J can trust 
you.” 

Amy made up her mind quickly. She looked Dr. Siffright in the eye. “I’m 
sorry,” she said. “What Atticus meant was, we’re in trouble and we need your 
help. This is probably going to sound crazy, but our friends have been 
kidnapped. .. .” 

With the three boys chipping in occasionally, Amy laid out the whole 
mess with the Vespers. Dr. Siffright listened without interrupting, intent but 
expressionless, pulling at a thread in her napkin. 

When at last they were finished, a shroud of silence fell over the table. 
Amy waited as long as she could, then finally spoke. 

“I know it sounds unbelievable,” she said, “but every word is the truth. If 
we don’t give Folio Seventy-four to the Vespers, one of our friends will die.” 

Dr. Siffright frowned, clearly deep in thought. “I do believe you,” she 
said. “At least, I think I do. Actually, what you’ve said explains a lot.” 

It was her turn now. “About a year and a half ago, I went to Italy. Like 
many people who learn about the Voynich, I’d become obsessed. I gave up 
trying to decode it, but I still want to know as much as I can about it. I 
decided to see if I could find any of the missing folios.” 

Dr. Siffright went on to explain that she had indeed located a mysterious 
manuscript page. “I found it in a monastery — not the one where Voynich 
found the original manuscript, but a different one. They had hundreds of 
boxes, files, chests — all filled with old manuscripts. It took me months to 
comb through them.” 

“And they let you take it?” Atticus asked. 

Dr. Siffright smiled wanly. “For a price. Let’s just say, I live in a small 


apartment these days. I had to sell my house to get enough money to buy it.” 


Amy resisted the urge to glance at her other tablemates. She sold her 
house for it?! What Dr. James said about her — intense and single-minded 
when it comes to the Voynich — that sounds like an understatement now. 

“Tt turns out someone else wanted it, too,” Dr. Siffright said. “Although I 
didn’t know that at first. I brought the folio back and began the process of 
authentication. I didn’t tell Yale or anyone else about it. I didn’t want to 
broadcast the fact that I had it, because if it proved not to be genuine, my 
reputation as a scholar could have been damaged.” 

She was now twisting the napkin in earnest. “I’d been home for a few 
weeks when I started noticing strange things. First my car was broken into. 
And my apartment — twice. At work, they sent out a notice that several e- 
mail accounts at Brown had been hacked. 

“Worst of all, I started to suspect that someone was following me. I asked 
myself a hundred times a day if it was real or if I was just being paranoid.” 

She looked from Jake to Atticus and back again. “Astrid was the only 
person I could talk to about this. In fact, she said that similar things were 
happening to her, and like me, she thought it might be just her imagination.” 

Amy saw the dismay on the faces of both Jake and Atticus as they 
exchanged glances. 

“She never said anything to us,” Jake said. 

“I wish we’d known!” Atticus said in distress. “Maybe we could have 
helped somehow —” He stopped, tears filling his eyes. He wiped them away 
angrily with his sleeve. 

“She probably didn’t want to worry you,” Dr. Siffright said. 

“That would be . . . like her,” Jake said, his voice catching a little. 

Amy felt their pain in the pit of her stomach. It’s bad enough when 
someone you love dies. But to think that they were afraid before they died... 
She remembered the panic in Dan’s eyes when he was lying on the ground, 
and picked at the blister on her neck again. She knew she shouldn’t — it was 
getting irritated — but her hand kept going there of its own accord. 

Dr. Siffright reached out to touch Atticus’s arm. “She wasn’t alone in 


this,” she said gently. “We were helping each other through it.” 


Jake nodded. “Thanks,” he said. 

After a moment, Dr. Siffright went on. “Astrid suggested that I hide the 
page somewhere very secure. At the time I had already booked a trip to Brazil 
— I love it, I’ve been here many times. So I brought the page with me and hid 
it here. It’s so remote — I thought it would be safe. But because I felt like I 
was being followed, I decided to let Astrid know where it was, just in case” 
— she paused — “anything happened to me.” 

“That’s how we found you,” Atticus said. “The coded e-mails.” 

Dr. Siffright smiled. “Nice job,” she said. “That tells me you’re Astrid’s 
kids for sure.” 

“And we had help from Dr. James,” Jake said, “at Yale.” 

“You met Kathryn?” Dr. Siffright said. “Did she tell you I was crazy?” 
She laughed softly. “No, she wouldn’t, she’s too polite. But I know she thinks 
I am.” She paused. “The line between passionate and crazy can be a thin one. 
Maybe she’s right. I mean, here I am, guarding a piece of paper for months. . . 

Dr. Siffright shrugged, then went on. “So, from what you’re telling me, if 
I wasn’t imagining things, then it’s the Vespers who’ve been following me.” 

“And broke into your apartment and tried to hack your e-mail,” Dan said. 
“Tt sounds like exactly the sort of things they’d do.” 

Dr. Siffright looked at Dan apologetically. “By the way, that’s why I 
pulled the knife on you,” she said. “I thought maybe you were part of — of 
whoever was following me.” 

Dan shrugged. “I’d have done the same,” he said, then grinned. “But I’d 
have picked a way better knife.” 

Amy decided that the conversation had gone on long enough. “Will you 
help us, Dr. Siffright? Will you give us the manuscript page? I promise that if 
there’s anything I can do to get it back to you, I will.” 

Silence followed. Tension stiffened Amy’s shoulders; Dr. Siffright looked 
like she was about to make a decision. And if it’s no, it’ll be final. She won't 


change her mind. 


A waiter was approaching the table. Their disks were still red-side up, but 
he came closer anyway, smiling broadly. 

Amy felt a flare of annoyance. Not now, she thought. Don’t bother us now. 
All the other waiters have left us alone — can t you see that our disks are red? 

As she picked up her disk to show him the red side, the thought echoed in 
her mind: All the other waiters have left us alone... . 

Amy screamed before she had even finished the thought. 

“ATTICUS!” 


CHAPTER 


The waiter’s smile contorted into a terrible leer. He whipped the huge knife 
off the tray and hurled it at Atticus; in the next split second, the knife was 
followed by the skewer. 

Dr. Siffright reacted so quickly that it seemed like Amy’s scream was still 
reverberating. She threw her six-foot-plus frame in front of Atticus. Together 
they crashed to the floor when Atticus’s chair tipped over backward. 

Amy, Dan, and Jake leapt to their feet. Jake went for the waiter, who flung 
the tray at him. The tray conked Jake squarely in the face and spattered hot 
meat drippings in his eyes; he staggered back, yelping in pain. 

Meanwhile, Dan and Amy scrambled to the other side of the table, 
tripping over the chairs in their haste. 

Dan’s eyes widened. There was blood everywhere. Atticus lay on the 
floor, eyes closed and his body so limp that he had to be — 


Unconscious, Dan thought, please please let him be unconscious and not 


“Dan!” Jake shouted. “The waiter!” 

Dan looked up just in time to see the doors to the kitchen swing closed. A 
noise that was half growl, half shout rose from Dan’s throat as he ran toward 
the kitchen. 

Bad timing: Dan burst through the swinging doors right into a full cadre 
of skewer-bearing waiters. With a deafening clatter, Dan ended up on the 
floor amid the debris of a mini-explosion: skewers, trays, knives, grilled meat, 


and very angry waiters. 


Dan got up and tried to continue the pursuit, but slipped on a pork chop 
and fell again. He pounded his fist on the floor in frustration. 

Too late. Whoever he is, he’s got a big head start by now. 

Ignoring outraged protests from the other waiters, Dan hurried back to the 
dining room. A crowd had gathered around their table. 

“Atticus?” he said, his voice hoarse with strain. “Atticus! Let me through, 
you idiots!” He shouldered, elbowed, and kneed people out of his way. 

Dan was nearly sick with relief when he saw Atticus sitting up, supported 
by Jake. “He’s okay,” Jake said. “The skewer got him in the earlobe — a lot 
of blood, but no real damage. Go help Amy!” 

The knife had sliced into Dr. Siffright’s neck. 

“Get me another napkin,” Amy said tersely. She was applying pressure to 
Dr. Siffright’s wound with a napkin already soaked in blood. 

Dan grabbed two clean napkins from an unoccupied table. He handed 
them to Amy, then knelt down next to her. Dr. Siffright’s face had turned so 
white it was almost blue; her eyes were glazed and unfocused. 

“Did somebody call 9-1-1?” Dan asked. 

As if in response, he heard sirens outside. A few minutes later, a team of 
paramedics rushed into the restaurant. 

Dan and Amy relinquished their places to the EMTs. Working quickly but 
gently, they applied a pressure bandage to Dr. Siffright’s neck and loaded her 
onto a gurney. 

As they prepared to wheel her out, a paramedic bent over Dr. Siffright, 
then straightened and looked around. 

“Dan? Is there someone here named Dan? She wants to talk to you.” 

Dan rushed to the gurney. He leaned over so he could hear the weak 
thread of words coming from Dr. Siffright’s pale lips. 

“You know,” she whispered. “You... you know... .” 

Then to Dan’s horror, her eyes rolled back in her head and she slipped into 


unconsciousness. 


Hours later, the four friends sat on the beds in Amy and Dan’s hotel room. 
They had all been questioned by the police. None of the restaurant staff knew 
who the “waiter” was; he had been wearing the right uniform, no one had 
even really noticed him. The police had concluded that the attack was most 
likely a random act by an unbalanced individual. 

Unbalanced — not exactly the word Dan would have used to describe the 
Vespers. More like loony to the nth degree. 

Dr. Siffright was in intensive care, no visitors allowed. When they called, 
the doctor would only say that Dr. Siffright had lost a lot of blood and they 
would have to wait and see how she responded to treatment. 

Atticus was gingerly fingering the tape on his earlobe; a paramedic on the 
scene had cleaned up the cut and bandaged it. Jake too had been treated, with 
ointment on the superficial burns on his face. Dan thought Atticus was in the 
best shape of the four of them. It turned out that Atticus, to his eternal 
embarrassment, had fainted when the skewer hit. The assault had happened so 
quickly that it seemed the danger hadn’t really sunk in for him. 

Jake was pacing the room in a boil of fury and self-blame. “I let my guard 
down,” he said. “I was all relaxed — the food was so good and we were 
talking and I wasn’t alert —” 

“Cut it out,” Dan said. “There’s no use blaming yourself. We have to 
figure out what to do next.” 

Everyone looked at Amy, who avoided their glances and seemed 
preoccupied with the blister on her neck. When she finally did speak, her 
voice was a faded copy of itself. 

“We’ve got nothing,” she said. Dan saw her glance at her watch; even that 
small normal act was a reminder of their burdens, with the Madrigal ring 
embedded in the dial’s casing. “And as long as Dr. Siffright can’t have any 


visitors, we can’t get anything more from her.” 


“We could try sneaking in,” Jake suggested. “I could dress up as — as a 
janitor, maybe, and try to get into her room to talk to her.” 

“Wait.” Atticus did a little butt-bounce on the bed and turned to Dan. “She 
said something to you — right before they took her away, didn’t she?” 

“Yeah, but it was hardly anything,” Dan said. “She passed out really fast.” 

“But what did she say?” Atticus insisted. 

Dan frowned. “She didn’t get to it,” he said. “She was just starting to say 
something — she said, ‘You know —’ and that was it.” 

“That’s all?” Amy asked. “Are you sure?” 

Dan made a helpless shrug and saw Amy’s shoulders sag even lower. “She 
said it twice. ‘You know, you know.’ Does that help?” he said, his voice bitter 
with disappointment. 

“Actually, maybe it does,” Atticus said. “What if she wasn’t saying, “you 
know,’ the way you do when it doesn’t mean anything, but it was more like, 
‘You know.’ I mean, she did ask for you, specifically. Maybe you know 
something the rest of us don’t.” 

“What could I know? I only just met her!” Dan said. 

Now Jake was sitting up straighter, too. “Try the visualization thing,” he 
suggested, “from when you first saw her.” 

“But I didn’t even know who she was then! And besides, you all got there, 
like, a couple seconds later —” 

Dan stopped. As soon as Jake had said “visualization,” his mind had 
immediately clicked back to the swimming-pool patio. He had been on his 
hands and knees — Dr. Siffright had said something — what had she said? 
“Get away from there.” 

From where? 

“The crack!” he shouted. “I was looking at the crack —” He jumped to his 
feet and headed for the door. 

“What crack?” the other three said all together, as if they’d rehearsed the 
timing. 


“Never mind — just come on!” Dan yelled. 


The pools were lit, glowing a brilliant turquoise. The patio area was mostly 
dark. No one was in either pool, but there were a few people enjoying the hot 
tub. 

Dan led the group to the point near the fence where the wood decking met 
the brickwork. 

“T was right around here somewhere,” he said, his voice low. 

“Flashlight app,” Jake said, and they all pulled their phones out of their 
pockets. 

“Spread out,” Dan said. 

The crack was not a straight line. It curved artistically in loose S-shapes. 
At arm’s-width distance from each other, they began their search. 

Less than a minute later, Dan called out softly to the others. “I can see 
something,” he said. It made sense; it was very close to where he’d been 
searching when Dr. Siffright threatened him with the butter knife. 

Three other cell phones joined his, shining light into the narrow crack. 

“T see it!” Atticus said excitedly. 

The object was only an inch or two below the surface, but the opening 
was way too small for their fingers, even Atticus’s. 

“Easy enough to drop it in there,” Jake said, “but how was she going to 
get it out? There’s no way her fingers would have fit, either.” 

Amy stood up. “TIl be right back,” she said and ran into the hotel. 

“Um.” Atticus looked at the other two boys with his eyebrows raised. 
“That was kind of — sudden.” 

Jake turned to Dan. “Should one of us go after her?” 

Dan considered for a moment. “Let’s give her a minute,” he said. She 
wasnt upset. No, that’s not right, she’s always upset these days. But she 
seemed okay. He hoped he was reading her right. 

The boys began discussing the possibility of removing some of the deck’s 


wood planks. 


“These three boards,” Jake said, drawing his finger across the wood. “We 
could take out the nails with a hammer, and then pry them up. It’ll take a 
while — we’ll have to do it in the middle of the night.” 

“We’ll need a saw, too,” Dan said. “It’d be a lot easier to pry up a shorter 
length of board, wouldn’t it?” 

“But that might make a lot of noise,” Atticus pointed out. “I think early in 
the morning would be better — before people want to swim, but late enough 
so maybe they’ ll think the noise is construction or something.” 

“I don’t know,” Jake said. “If anyone sees us, what excuse could we give 
for tearing up the patio?” 

“We can’t buy the tools until the shops open in the morning,” Dan said. 
“We’ll have to do it in broad daylight.” 

“Looks like that’s our only option,” Jake said grimly. “So let’s make a list. 
Hammer, saw — what kind of saw would be best? And how about a crowbar, 
that might help —” 

“A crowbar?” It was Amy, approaching them with her toiletries bag. “I 
don’t think so. Could you give me a little light here?” 

Jake directed a flashlight-app beam at the toiletries bag. Dan looked at 
Amy quizzically. “You have a zit emergency?” he asked. 

Amy fished out what she was looking for. “Let’s not do a demolition job 
until we try this first,” she said and held out her hand. 


Tweezers. 


CHAPTER 


The tweezers worked. With Amy doing the honors, tugging first at one corner 
then the other, a sturdy sheet of laminated plastic emerged from the crack. 

Back in the hotel room, everyone gathered around to examine their find. 

Dr. Siffright had put Folio 74 inside a clear plastic folder. Then the folder 
had been laminated — not in the standard school or home-office way, but 
heavy-duty, with sealed edges identical to those used in the packaging of 
electronic devices. 

“Wow, she was smart,” Atticus said. “It’s like when you buy a calculator 
or something — those packages are always impossible to open.” 

“Kept it nice and dry, and you don’t even need to open it to see both 
sides,” Dan added. 

One side of the folio was covered with line after line of the instantly 
recognizable handwriting in “Voynichese.” But there was no use spending any 
time on the un-decodable lines, so she turned the sheet of plastic over. 

On the other side was a beautiful and elaborate drawing of three 
astronomical circles. Similar to those they had seen previously in the 
manuscript, the circles appeared to indicate phases of different celestial 


bodies, possibly the sun, the earth, and the moon. 





“They’re not the same as the other ones,” Dan said immediately. Amy 
recognized the authority in his voice; she knew he was accessing the 
photographic-memory part of his brain. 

“For one thing, these mesh together. None of the other circles did that. 
And none of them had these teeth.” Dan pointed to the edges of one of the 
circles. 

A row of perfect triangles rimmed each circle. 

“They’re gears!” Jake exclaimed. 

“So it’s some kind of machine?” Dan said. 

Atticus picked up the encased folio and peered at it closely. “There’s 
something else here,” he said slowly. “Maybe . . . pencil that somebody tried 


to erase.” 


He pointed to a space just above where two of the circles overlapped, then 
handed the folio to Amy. 

The page showed the variations in color and texture typical of ancient 
vellum: old crease marks, crackling, patches of uneven hues. 

Amy shifted her position so the light from the overhead lamp fell on the 
page more directly, and held it a little closer. 

“T see it now,” she said. 

Above the intersection of two of the circles was a very faint line leading 


to an even fainter figure — a simple five-pointed star. 


Amy handed the folio to Dan, who put it down on the bed and took out his 
phone. Using the flashlight app again, he went over the page thoroughly. 

“There’s more,” he said slowly. “Same thing — pencil that’s been erased. 
I think it’s . . . two words, and one of them’s pretty clear. A-N-T-I-K, antik.” 

“Maybe whoever wrote it couldn’t spell antique?” Jake guessed. 

Dan frowned. “The other word is written smaller. And kind of smudged.” 

Amy dug into her toiletries bag again. “Try this.” She handed him a 
magnifying mirror. 

“What do girls need all that stuff for?” Atticus asked, sounding half 
admiring and half mystified. 

Holding the mirror at an angle in front of the page, Dan spelled out the 
letters one by one. “H,” he said. “Then O — or it could be a C. And then a P 
— no, wait, I think it’s an R, not a P. And then A.” 

Jake grabbed a pen and pad from the nightstand. “H-O-R-A,” he repeated 
as he wrote the letters down. 


“Hora,” Amy said. “That means ‘hour’ in Spanish, or it could mean 
‘time,’ too. Well, they’re astronomical charts, duh — of course they have 
something to do with time. Hora, antique — it’s not a clue, it’s just someone’s 
useless scribbling.” Amy knew she sounded snarky, but she couldn’t help it. 

Atticus was frowning. “H-O-R-A .. . but that’s backward!” he said. He 
nudged Dan. 

“You were reading from the reflection, so it’s backward. It’s really, um, 
let’s see —” 

He was sitting across from Jake and had to read the letters on the pad 
upside down. “— A-R-O-H.” 

“Which could mean anything,” Amy said crossly. 

“Wait,” Dan said. “What if it’s a C instead of an O —” 

“A-R-C-H — arch!” Jake shouted. 

Jake and Dan immediately began a game of verbal ping-pong. 

“St. Louis — the Gateway Arch.” 

“The Arc de Triomphe in Paris.” 

“Arches National Park.” 

Amy listened to their conversation without really hearing it. She knew she 
should be contributing, or at least trying to. But after the high from the 
successful use of her tweezers idea, she was coming down hard now. A 
strange feeling had been growing in her — since Erasmus’s death? Or 
Phoenix’s? She wasn’t sure when it had begun, but she had gradually become 
more aware of it, and now it could no longer be ignored. 

It was as if her mind was slowly dividing into two parts. One part of her 
was leading the boys around the planet to battle the Vespers, in a constant 
state of adrenaline-fueled anxiety, tension, and desperation. The other part 
was like a spectator, or a passenger maybe, detached, uninvolved — and 
uncaring. 

That part of her had begun to feel like a safe place. No Vespers. No Isabel. 
No menacing capoeiristas or assassins disguised as waiters. A place in her 


mind that was quiet because it was empty. 


As hard as she tried to fight off the impulse, Amy found herself wanting 


to go there more and more often. 


“Amy?” It was Dan, dragging her out of her thoughts. “Arches — what’s the 
first thing you think of?” 

“McDonald’s,” she said automatically. 

“Very funny,” Jake said. “Come on, we’re making progress, get in here 
and help.” 

He reached out and pulled her into the huddle. His hand on her arm was 
Wwarm.... 

Unbidden, the image of Evan’s face popped into her head. Why was she 
thinking of him now? Why did everything have to be so complicated? 

Then Atticus made a gesture: one hand making a quick arc that ended 
with a snap of his fingers. 

“Snap,” he said. “I’ve got it. Arch isn’t an arch.” 

His voice was quiet, but they could all hear the certainty in it. 

“Okay,” Jake said. “So what is it, then?” 


“Tt’s a person. Archimedes.” 


CHAPTER 20 


Atticus looked at them. “Arch is Archimedes,” he repeated. 

Dan stared, his mouth half open. “You mean the Greek dude?” he said. 

“What was he, like, a mathematician?” Jake asked. 

“Yes, and a scientist and an inventor. One of the greatest who ever lived.” 

“I get that Arch could be short for Archimedes,” Dan said, “but why are 
you so sure it’s him?” 

“A couple of reasons,” Atticus said. “First, antik. It doesn’t mean 
‘antique.’ It’s short for Antikythera.” 

“Auntie who?” Dan asked. “This is about Archimedes’ aunt?” 

“No,” Atticus said patiently. “The Antikythera has been called the world’s 
first computer. It was brought up from a shipwreck over a hundred years ago, 
and people have made replicas of it. It’s an amazing device that has all these 
incredibly complex gears. They think it’s an astronomical calendar and that 
maybe it was invented by Archimedes.” 

“T’m with you so far,” Jake said. “What else?” 

“Mali,” Atticus said. “The salt artifact — the one with the writing on it?” 

“The ‘Apology for a Great Transgression,’” Amy murmured. 

“Right,” Atticus said. “Written by a centurion, a soldier, who felt terrible 
about killing someone — a really great man. A man whose inventions could 
have changed the course of history if he’d lived. 

“It’s been bugging me, because I felt like I’d heard that story. And then 
just now, when you said the letters were a-r-c-h, something clicked. That’s 
how Archimedes died. He was killed by a soldier.” 

“Arch... Antik...” Dan muttered. 

He leaned over the folio for another close look just as Amy did the same. 
They cracked heads. 


“OW!” Amy clapped a hand to her forehead. Dan’s skull had crashed into 
hers in exactly the spot that was still tender from head-butting Sinead. 
Involuntary tears rolled down her cheeks, and she felt momentarily dizzy. 

It was one of those bad-timing last straws. Amy flopped onto the bed and 
turned to one side, her back to the rest of the room. 

“You okay?” Jake asked. 

She waved him off. “Ill be fine,” she managed to say. “I just need. . .” 
She crossed her arms over her chest, drew her knees up, and huddled into 
herself. 

Without even realizing it, she went to that quiet place in her mind. 


How peaceful it was there. 


An awkward silence filled the room. All three boys stared at Amy’s hunched 
back for a moment. 

Dan cleared his throat. “Um, Amy?” 

No response. 

Dan leaned over and poked Amy in the back. 

Her shoulder twitched once, a tiny gesture, but otherwise she was still. 

Worry percolated inside Dan, like bubbles slowly rising to the surface of a 
thick, noisome sludge he could almost smell. 

He tried again. “Come on, you can sleep later. Places to go, people to 
see!” 
Now there was no response at all, even though Dan could see that she 
wasn’t asleep — she was blinking slowly, staring at something he couldn’t 
see. 

Don t do this, Amy. Not now. There’s too much to do, and we need you. 

I need you. 

Dan could feel his concern for Amy practically radiating out of every 
pore, which forced him to admit what had been terrifying him since his 


recovery from the blowpipe attack. 


She might crack up. Like, long-term. Or even . . . permanently. 

Dan pulled half the bedspread over his sister. The three boys left through 
the connecting door into the Rosenblooms’ room, with both Jake and Dan 
giving Amy a last concerned glance over their shoulders. 

Jake broke the silence. “What’s the plan?” he asked. 

Dan stood still a moment longer. He knew it was just his imagination, but 
he felt as if something had just landed on his shoulders and upper back. 

It was a shapeless, nameless mass, but at the same time, so heavy he 
almost staggered. 

If Amy’s in no shape to make decisions, someone else has to do it. 

Dan tried to swallow, but there was hardly any spit in his mouth. 


I guess the job’s mine. 


Dan’s first move was to contact Vesper One with a message that the folio was 
in their possession. He received an immediate response, which said to get to 
New York and await further instructions. 

Dan sent another text, asking for contact with the hostages. No reply. 

He scowled. “I should have asked that first,” he muttered. 

Jake shook his head. “The answer would have been no anyway,” he said. 

“T have an idea,” Atticus said. “What if you and Amy go to New York to 
make the drop, and me and Jake try to find out more about the Archimedes 
connection?” 

Dan hesitated. On the one hand, they needed to find out what the Vespers 
were up to. On the other... 

“No,” he said. “I need to get you back to Attleboro, where you’ll be safe 
from the Vespers. Or at least, safer.” 

“Listen,” Atticus said, his voice pleading. “Two people have gotten hurt 
because of me — first you and now Dr. Siffright. You can’t cut me out of this 
— can’t you see, I have to DO something? And besides, I’m the only one who 


knows anything about Archimedes.” 


Doubt prickled Dan’s thoughts. 

It’s funny — I never want Amy to boss me around. But now that she’s not, 
I’m not sure what to do. And it’s only been, like, five minutes. How has she 
done it for so long? 

“If you were going to research Archimedes, where would you go?” Dan 
asked. 

“Ttaly,” Atticus replied without hesitation. “Sicily, to be specific. That’s 
where he worked.” 

“T thought he was Greek,” Jake said. 

“He was. Sicily was part of the Greek empire back then.” 

Italy, Dan thought. That’s not too far from London. Jonah and Hamilton 
could be there in, like, a few hours. 

Ham and Jonah researching Archimedes? Not exactly the ideal scenario. 
Sheesh, how did Amy make up her mind about stuff like this? 

“Tt’s not like we have much choice,” Dan said aloud. “And if they try and 
don’t come up with anything, we won’t be any worse off, right?” 

“Who are you talking about?” Jake said. 

“Hamilton and Jonah,” Dan said. He tapped in the number on his phone. 

“Let me talk to them when you’re done,” Atticus said. “I can give them a 


few ideas about where to start.” 


Jonah and Hamilton, having rested up as instructed, were ready to go. Dan 
told them to send regular updates whether they had any news or not. 

Next Dan called the hospital. No change in Dr. Siffright’s condition, 
which Dan chose to see as a good thing. Then he decided to contact their 
Madrigal connections in Brazil to ask them to keep an eye on her. He was 
pleased when he thought of this. 

Dan went back to the other room. To his immense relief, Amy was up and 


about, packing her things. He looked at her closely and saw that his relief had 


been premature: She still had that exhausted, empty look in her eyes and 
seemed to be moving like a sleepwalker. 

“Need any help?” he asked. 

“Nope,” she said. 

“Jonah and Ham are going to Sicily.” 

“Mmm.” 

She was “responsive” — wasn’t that what TV-show doctors said? And 
wasn’t it always a good thing, as opposed to when a patient was 
“unresponsive”? 

She’ll be okay, Dan told himself. 

Please, let her be okay. 


They retraced their path: a small plane back to Sao Paulo, then a jet to New 
York. On the jet, Jake put Atticus in a middle seat, between himself and Dan. 
Amy sat in the row behind them. 

Jake was taking no chances. Maybe Isabel’s three attacks were just meant 
to frighten them. But if the third attack was supposed to be fatal, she had 
failed — and would surely try again. 

“When you go to the bathroom, I go with you,” Jake growled at his 
brother. 

He was true to his word. He went into the tiny cubicle and checked it out 
first; only then did he let Atticus enter. Alone, for which Atticus expressed 
sarcastic gratitude. 

Then Jake waited and walked with Atticus back to their seats, his eyes 
roving over the other passengers. It was strange how everyone over the age of 
about twelve looked either suspicious or suspiciously innocent. 

Atticus dozed off. Determined not to fall asleep himself, Jake asked Dan 
for anything he had on the Vespers. 

Dan e-mailed him a file. “Take a look at this,” he said in a low voice. 


“That’s the list Erasmus got from Mr. McIntyre. I’ve looked at it a few times, 


but I can’t figure it out.” 
It was a list of locations. Nothing more, no text or explanation. 


Kathmandu 
Sierra de Cordoba 
Pompeii 
Delhi 
Oakland 
Araucania 
Tonga 
Manila 
Kodiak 
Istanbul 
Quito 
Nyanyanu 


There were two places Jake had never heard of — Araucania and 
Nyanyanu — but he knew the rest. 

There’s got to be a reason that these are all listed together. Okay, start 
with the obvious. Pompeii — first thing I think of is the volcano eruption. 

Jake’s eyes widened. 

No way. 

It can't be that easy. 

He took a breath to calm down and then began mentally ticking off some 
of the other places on the list. 

Delhi, earthquake. 

Oakland, earthquake. 

Istanbul, earthquake. 

Quito, earthquake. 

“Subduction zones,” he whispered. 

He reached across a sleeping Atticus to nudge Dan. “This list,” he said, 


“it’s subduction zones. Places where the earth’s crust is unstable, where there 


are fault lines. You know, lots of earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, things like 
that.” Jake stared at the list again. “I don’t know them all, but the ones I do 
know, it’s too many to be just a coincidence.” 

Dan looked over the back of his seat at Amy, who was staring out the 
window. “Can I see your phone?” he asked politely. They’d all been using a 
similar tone of voice when talking to her, as if she were made of glass and 
would shatter if they spoke too loud. 

She didn’t speak, but gave him the phone. Dan tapped at it. “This is from 
Ian,” he said, showing Jake an e-mail. “He sent it to me after we talked to him 
at Yale. He was tracking Isabel, remember? And he made a list of places she’s 
been to recently. Supposedly with her charity — Aid Works Wonders. But 
look at the two lists.” 

Alaska 

Quito 

Delhi 

Nepal 

Istanbul 

Jake glanced back and forth between the phone screen and the document 
on his laptop. 

“Quito, Delhi, Istanbul on both lists,” Dan said, “but what about the other 
two?” 

“They match, too,” Jake said. “Alaska — Kodiak. Nepal — Kathmandu.” 

“Nice,” Dan said. “But what does it mean? Ian says he’s sure that the 
charity is a cover for something else.” 

“Well, if we assume that Isabel is trying to get to all the places on the 
Vespers’ list —” 

Jake saw Dan’s face go pale. “Isabel and the Vespers,” he whispered. 
“Isabel must be one.” 

Jake said, “Sorry, did I miss something? Didn’t we know that already, 
from the way she’s been going after Atticus?” 

Dan shook his head. “You don’t understand. I don’t just mean that she’s a 


Vesper. I mean she must be One — Vesper One.” 


Then a strange expression of what looked like relief seemed to cross 
Dan’s face. “And if she’s Vesper One, that means Dad isn’t —” He stopped 
abruptly. 

Jake blinked in confusion. “Dad? Whose dad?” 

“Never mind,” Dan said hastily. “I meant — um, it’s bad. Really bad.” 

Jake shivered. 

Isabel in command of the entire Vesper juggernaut was a horror beyond 


imagining. 


Until now, Vesper One had been a frightening, mysterious shadow. But that 
had changed. V-1 was a known quantity: The Cahills had had far too much 
experience with the extent of Isabel’s ruthlessness. They would need every 
tool at their disposal to fight her. 

And that included the serum. 

At least having it on hand, Dan thought for the hundredth time. Not 
necessarily using it. But having it, just in case... 

One thing Dan knew for sure. They had already lost Phoenix and Alistair. 
No one else was going to die on his watch. No matter what it took. 

So far, Dan had managed to procure thirty-two Clues; the thirty-third was 
the serum formula in his head. That meant six were missing. He had to get 
those and then actually create the serum. To do that, he would need a lab. 

The strategy of using Madrigal connections to watch over Dr. Siffright 
had given him a really good idea. Dan sent several e-mails, and the Madrigal 
machine kicked into action. By the time the plane landed at Kennedy Airport, 
Dan had replies assuring him that the remaining ingredients, a lab at 
Columbia University, and a postdoctoral student in the chemistry department 
would be at his disposal whenever he needed them. 

It was midafternoon in New York, but everyone was exhausted. “We 
might as well get some sleep until we hear from her again,” Dan said. 


No one had to ask who he meant. 


Jake and Atticus took the room next to Amy and Dan’s. Dan lay down on 
the bed and closed his eyes. But he made himself stay awake until he heard 
Amy’s breathing grow slow and even in sleep. Then he got up and wrote a 
note: 

Amy — couldnt sleep, hanging out with Atticus. — D. 

Dan tiptoed out of the room. He knocked quietly on the next door. “It’s 
me,” he called softly. 

Jake opened the door. 

“Amy’s asleep,” Dan said. “I think we should leave her alone for a while 
— she really needs to rest.” 

“No argument from me,” Jake said. 

“Okay — I’m going to get some sleep, too,” Dan said. 

He went back to the other room. He set Amy’s phone to VIBRATE, then 
grabbed his backpack. On the way out of the hotel, he stopped at the front 
desk and asked them to hold all calls. 

He hated the thought of leaving Amy alone in the room. But Jake was 
nearby, and Dan knew he might not have another chance to get away. He’d 
done what he could to make sure no one would miss him for at least a few 
hours. 

At curbside, Dan sent a text message. Then he hailed a cab. 


“Columbia University,” he said. 


CHAPTER 21 


“You sure about this?” 

Jonah stared at his reflection in a bathroom mirror at Gatwick Airport, 
outside London. Hamilton had picked out some new clothes for him: a plain 
gray T-shirt, dull khaki trousers, and a blue nylon zip-up windbreaker. 

“I’m sure,” Ham said firmly. “No bling allowed.” 

“Oh, man,” Jonah groaned. “Can’t I at least wear something black?” 

He was thinking of Erasmus. Erasmus always wore black. 

He was trying not to think of Phoenix, but his cousin’s face hovered at the 
edge of every thought. 

Hamilton sighed. “We’ve been over this. We’ve got work to do, and we 
can’t have you drawing crowds everywhere we go. Think of it as — as going 
undercover.” 

Undercover. That sounded like something Erasmus would do. 

As a worldwide hip-hop star, Jonah had long thought of himself as a 
pretty cool dude. Now he knew the truth. 

Erasmus was beyond cool. Way beyond. 

Erasmus wasn’t about wearing bling, or how many fans he had, or how 
much money. That stuff was all outside stuff. Erasmus’s kind of cool came 
from inside. 

Jonah hadn’t quite figured it out yet, but he was sensing that it had 
something to do with not caring quite so much about what other people 
thought. 

It was whack: Not caring about being cool was what had made Erasmus 


so cool. 


“Okay,” Jonah said. He put on the final item of the disguise, a blue denim 
baseball cap devoid of logos. 

Ham shook his head. “Other way, dude.” 

Jonah did his best to suppress a scowl of disgust — at both his reflection 


and Ham — as he turned the cap around so the bill was at the front. 


After the flight from London to Palermo, the boys hired a car to take them to 
a hotel in Syracuse. They arrived in the evening, too late to begin any 
investigating. The next morning, checking out the hotel’s concierge desk, 
Hamilton found a brochure for a tour with a company that rented Segway 
personal scooters. 

The boys had exchanged several texts with Atticus on the subject of 
Archimedes and had also researched on their own. There were two places in 
the city of Syracuse worth investigating: the downtown area called Ortigia 
and the archaeological district north of there. 

“Look,” Ham said, showing Jonah the brochure. “The tour starts at the 
Piazza Archimede and ends at the Tomb of Archimedes. Can’t do better than 
that. You ever ridden one of those Segway things?” 

“Yep,” Jonah said. “On tour, a couple of years ago. It was way cool 
because we had a ramp built and did all this fog and lighting stuff — the 
audience could only see my head and shoulders, and it looked like I was 
floating down onto the stage.” His face fell. “I remember Phoenix saying how 
awesome it was... .” 

Hamilton looked at Jonah for a moment. Then he frowned and said, “You 
think Pll catch on quick enough to keep up with you?” 

Jonah blinked a couple of times and squared his shoulders. Then he 
slapped Hamilton on the back. “It’s easy, man — like, five minutes’ practice 
and you’ll be good to go.” 

On hearing Jonah’s praise, Hamilton lit up like the human equivalent of a 


180-pound Christmas bulb. Jonah was proud of himself. That’s what Erasmus 


might have done. Quit stewing and get on with things. And don’t forget that it 
hasn t been all cupcakes for Ham, either. 

In the wake of losing both Erasmus and Phoenix, Hamilton had been a 
rock for Jonah. Sticking more closely than the most dedicated bodyguard, 
Ham had taken care of everything from travel and hotel arrangements to 
making sure they ate healthy meals. He even scheduled regular workouts, 
alternating swims in the hotel pool with weight sessions. 

“Exercise releases endorphins,” Ham said every time he rousted Jonah out 
of bed and into workout gear. “And endorphins make you feel good.” 

The only trouble with the Holt method of recuperation was that it made 
you feel worse before you felt better. Jonah’s muscles hadn’t worked this hard 
in years. And he knew it would take more than a swim or two to get over the 
losses. But at the moment, none of the Cahills had much time to mourn. 

The Vespers’ latest deadline felt like bad breath right in their faces. 


Piazza Archimede was a traffic roundabout. Cars and trucks circled the piazza 
at crazed speeds, and it appeared that in Sicilian vehicles, neither the brakes 
nor the accelerator would work unless the driver was leaning constantly on 
the horn. 

Take away the cars and it could have been another century in the piazza, 
with its dignified old buildings around a fountain featuring an impressive 
sculpture. But the statue had nothing to do with Archimedes. 

“Its a nymph who got away from some god who was chasing her by 
turning into a spring,” Hamilton said, reading from a brochure. 

“A spring? So she could what, boing away?” Jonah asked. It didn’t seem 
like a great way to escape. 

“Not that kind of spring,” Hamilton said. “The water kind. And the actual 
spring is here in Syracuse, too.” 

“Well, okay, she escapes, but then she has to be a spring for the rest of her 
life?” Jonah shrugged. “Some of that Greek-myth stuff is lame.” 


The Segway-rental shop was just off the piazza. As Jonah had predicted, 
the scooters were easy to get the hang of and the two boys were soon off on 
an audio tour of Syracuse. 

The tour they had chosen lasted three hours. Afraid of missing out on 
something important, the boys rolled their way through the entire audio file. 
They learned quite a bit about the city of Syracuse, but relatively little about 
Archimedes. 

At least the Segways were fun. After the first hour or so, Hamilton almost 
felt like the Segway was part of his body. You made it go by leaning forward 
and stopped it by leaning back. If you pushed a button on the handlebars and 
leaned left or right, the scooter would turn the way you wanted it to. It 
wouldn’t do jumps or wheelies or anything cool like that, but for getting 
around the narrow streets and alleys of Ortigia, it was way better than 
walking. 

Tourists were not allowed inside the Tomb of Archimedes. This was not 
as big a disappointment as it could have been. “They’re not even sure it’s his 
tomb!” Jonah complained. 

Archimedes’ tomb was indeed somewhere in Syracuse — the Greek 
philosopher Cicero had found it back in 75 B.C. and written about it — but no 
one knew where it was now. 

“Too bad we didn’t know that before we started,” Hamilton said. None of 
the Internet sites he’d researched had been very forthcoming about the Tomb 
of Archimedes not really being the tomb of Archimedes. 

They decided on one more stop: the archaeological museum. It was a 
huge, very modern structure laid out along the lines of a giant hexagon. 
Tooling along on their Segways, Jonah and Hamilton followed the signs to the 
entrance. 

Jonah pulled up in a parking area set aside for scooters. One other Segway 
was parked there, but most of the vehicles were Vespas, the sleek scooters 
beloved by city-dwelling Italians. 


“Jonah, watch this!” Hamilton called from across the parking lot. 


He leaned forward and got his Segway up to its top speed of twelve miles 
per hour. Steady... steady... lean a little... NOW! 

Hamilton pushed the turn button and leaned hard to his right. In previous 
attempts, the result had been a neat three-sixty, the forward momentum used 
up by the spin so the scooter came to a perfect stop. This time, he waited a 
little too long to go into the turn. 

“HAM!” Jonah yelled and jumped out of the way. 

Hamilton was inches away from a crash when he leaped off the Segway 
and sent it barrelling into the row of Vespas. They toppled over like awkward 
dominoes. 

Both boys picked themselves up off the ground. One knee of Jonah’s new 
pants was torn, but he was otherwise undamaged. Hamilton had impressive 
cases of pavement burn on his right hand and his left elbow. 

“You okay?” they said at the same time. 

“My bad,” Hamilton said as he retrieved his Segway from the pile. Then 
they began resurrecting the toppled Vespas, eight of them. The scooters were 
surprisingly heavy. 

As they pulled the last of the Vespas upright, Hamilton — or maybe it was 
Jonah — let go too soon. The scooter fell sideways, knocked into the Vespa 
next to it, and one by one, the rest of the scooters tipped over again. 

“You’re kidding,” Hamilton said in disbelief. 

Jonah groaned. Together they hauled the offending Vespa upright. Then 
they moved on down the line. 

When they reached the last scooter, Hamilton was taking no chances. 
“Careful with this one,” he said. “We don’t want the same thing all over. One, 
two —” 

“LADRO!” 

A man was running toward them from the museum, waving his arms 
wildly and pointing at them. 

“LADRO!” he yelled again. 

Startled, both boys turned toward their accuser and let go of the Vespa — 

Which toppled over, and all eight Vespas went down again. 


CHAPTER 22 


Jet lag and general tension added up to a terrible night’s sleep for the Cahills 
and the Rosenblooms. At six in the morning, a message from Vesper One 
came through. Dan read it aloud: 

“I just adore jewelry. That lovely ring of yours — I simply must have it. 
In fact, it’s the final piece I need to complete my collection. Put the ring and 
whatever you got from dear Dr. Siffright into a book bag. And come to think 
of it, Pm hungry. Pd like a nice juicy bacon cheeseburger. Put that in the bag, 
too. Central Park, Strawberry Fields forever! But in your case, at 8:35 A.M. for 
a rendezvous with Goldilocks. And of course, don’t try to follow her. You 
know the consequences.’” 

The ring. 

The Madrigal ring. 

It had been protected by Madrigals for centuries, passed along secretly, 
guarded and protected and valued over life itself. Neither Dan nor Amy knew 
why it was so important, but the fact that Grace had entrusted it to them was 
all the explanation they needed. 

The ring was embedded in Amy’s watch, forming the circle around the 
dial. The watch had been custom-made by a Madrigal/Ekat jeweler, 
waterproof, shatterproof, fireproof, every other -proof available. 

Why did the Vespers want it? What did Vesper One mean by saying it was 
the “final piece”? 

Palms sweaty and throat dry, Dan went into the bathroom for a drink of 


water. The phone beeped and another transmission came through. 


It was a video file showing an extreme close-up of Nellie’s face. She 
looked terrible, her hair limp and greasy, dark crescents under her eyes. 

“Hey, kiddos,” she said in a whisper. 

The entire history of their relationship in two words: Nellie had called 
them “kiddos” from the first day she met them. Whatever happened, Amy and 
Dan would always be her kiddos. 

Dan had to clear his throat against a lump formed by equal parts love and 
dread. 

The camera pulled away slowly. 

He gasped. 

There was a gun pointed at Nellie’s left temple. The finger on the trigger 
twitched. 

Then the feed cut off. 


At around 7:15, Jake called room service and ordered a bacon cheeseburger. 
There was a brief scare when he was told it was too early in the morning. A 
considerable tip to be shared between the manager and the kitchen staff 
resulted in the production of the burger. 

When it came up to the room, the smell of it almost made Dan sick. 

And I used to love bacon cheeseburgers, he thought. 

“What’s with the cheeseburger?” Jake asked. “From what you’ve said 
about Isabel, I’d have thought she’d ask for champagne and caviar.” 

“T guess we’ll find out soon enough,” Atticus said. 

Dan hadn’t shown the video to anyone else. What’s the point, he thought, 
we cant do anything about it, and this way nobody else needs to feel as bad 
as I do right now. 

He glanced over at Amy for the thousandth time. She was sitting in a 
corner chair, her head down. Since their arrival in New York, she had 


remained in sleepwalk mode — there, but not quite all there. Dan had tried 


everything to break through the invisible wall that seemed to be surrounding 
her. He felt his guts twisting slowly and helplessly whenever he looked at her. 

Dan tried calling Hamilton and Jonah yet again. Every time, the 
connection went straight to voice mail. He was desperate for them to uncover 
something that might give them an idea of what the Vespers’ plan was — 
something the Cahills could use against them. 

8:00 A.M. 

His heart thudding, Dan began to prepare for the drop. They had already 
bought a book bag at the hotel gift shop. Atticus held it open while Dan put in 
the folio and the cheeseburger, wrapped in a napkin. Now for the hard part, he 
thought. 

He crossed the room to the corner. 

“Amy,” he said, “I need your watch.” 

Amy jerked her head up like a wild animal on alert. She clamped her right 
hand over the watch, her eyes wide with alarm. 

“No,” she croaked hoarsely. “Grace trusted me.” 

Dan clenched his fist in a tiny gesture of triumph. If she knows that much, 
she’s still with me... . 

“We have to,” he said gently. “Nellie. And Fiske, and the others.” 

Amy lowered her head and peeked at the watch under her hand, then 
shook her head violently. 

“I can’t,” she whispered. “Grace...” 

Dan looked into her eyes. “Amy,” he said, “Grace would have 
understood.” He reached for her wrist. 

“NO!” 

Amy drew up her knees and backed herself farther into the chair, turning 
sideways and shielding the watch with her body. For a moment Dan wondered 
if she was going to bare her teeth at him. 

Dan found himself trembling. He took a deep breath. No more Mr. Nice 
Guy. 

“Amy,” he said, his voice firm and loud enough that out of the corner of 


his eye he saw both Jake and Atticus stiffen. “I need your watch. I promise 


I'll get it back for you if I can. But you have to give it to me.” 

One more breath. 

“Give it to me NOW.” 

He was almost yelling at her, and the pain in her eyes was killing him. 

It worked. She went limp and held her left arm out weakly toward him. 
He knelt in front of her, unstrapped the watch, then circled her bare wrist with 
one hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. 

She lowered her other hand to his shoulder, and for a few moments, they 
both held on tight. 


Dan stood with one hand on the doorknob, the book bag over his other arm. It 
had been decided that he would make the drop on his own. Jake would stay at 
the hotel, keeping Atticus out of harm’s way. 

Dan... going to meet the Vespers by himself... 

From somewhere deep inside Amy, words struggled to the surface and 
broke through. “I’m going with you.” 

Part of her was surprised to hear her own voice. It was almost as if she 
were outside her body, observing herself. Scared Amy and Safe Amy, she 
thought. Safe Amy doesn’t want any part of this. She’s just watching Scared 
Amy, who can’t let Dan go alone. 

“Tt’s okay,” Dan said at once. “We’ve done this before — it’s only a drop. 
Pl be back before you know it.” 

“I wasn’t asking,” Amy said. 

All three boys stared at her. She glanced down at her wrist and 
remembered, with a shock like a jolt to her heart, that her watch was no 
longer there. 


She walked past Jake and Atticus, past Dan, and out the door. 


Strawberry Fields was on the west side of Central Park. It was a memorial to 
the great musician John Lennon, who was once a member of the Beatles and 
then a celebrated solo artist. The memorial was a circular mosaic embedded in 
the pavement, with the word Imagine — the title of one of Lennon’s most 
famous songs — in the center. “Imagine” was a song about world peace, and 
the memorial was both a designated quiet zone in the park and a peace 
garden. 

Amy and Dan stood side by side near the mosaic, nervous and watchful. 
The park wasn’t crowded, but there were still plenty of people walking the 
paths. 

Amy could feel Dan looking at her every few seconds while at the same 
time trying to hide his anxiety. 

He’s worried about me, thought Scared Amy. 

Don't think about anything. Just get this over with, responded Safe Amy. 

“Goldilocks,” Dan muttered. “I guess that means it will be somebody 
blond.” 

Of course, as soon as he said that, it seemed like most of the people they 
saw were blond. But blond or not, everyone walked past them without a 
glance. 

They had arrived a few minutes early. Amy knew from past drops that the 
Vesper pickup was nearly always right on time. But 8:35 came and went with 
no one approaching them. 

8:36. 

8:37. 

8:38. 

If I have to wait one more minute, I’m going to go crazy, Amy thought. Or 
maybe I already am... . Automatically she began picking at the blister on her 
neck again. 

Just then, a big dog came up to Dan and sniffed him politely. 

“Hey there,” Dan said and dropped to one knee to pet the dog. 

It was a beautiful golden retriever, with a perfectly shaped head and a 


thick coat of the fur “feathers” characteristic of the breed. Amy bent over to 


pet the dog, too. Its fur was so soft, its warmth so comforting, she wanted to 
bury her face in its neck for a good cry. 

The dog accepted their greetings, then whimpered gently. 

“What is it, girl?” Dan asked quietly. 

Amy looked around. “Where’s her owner?” she wondered. 

The dog nosed the book bag hanging from Dan’s arm. 

“She smells the cheeseburger,” he said. “Sorry, girl, wish we could give 
you a bite, but the Vespers —” 

Amy made a strangled sound as her breath snagged in her throat. They 
looked at each other and then at the dog. 

Dan fumbled for the bone-shaped metal tag that dangled from the dog’s 
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collar. He flipped it over and his jaw dropped. “‘Goldilocks. 


ae : 





Incredulous, he held out the bag. The dog nosed it again, but was 
definitely not pawing or ripping into it in search of the cheeseburger. 

“She’s been really well trained,” Dan said, his voice edged with anger. 

Goldilocks was now trying to put her head through the handles of the bag. 

A wave of bitterness washed over Amy. It’s sick. Using this beautiful, 
intelligent dog for such evil ends .. . 

She put both handles over the dog’s head and adjusted the bag so it hung 
in front. Goldilocks gave a single bark and then trotted out of the park. 

A sob tore its way out of Amy’s throat. 

Grace, I’m sorry, I’m so So, sorry... . 

Unable to stop herself, she stumbled a few steps in the direction taken by 
Goldilocks. But Dan was right beside her, his arm around her shoulders, 


holding her back and holding her up at the same time. 


Amy felt like she might have stayed frozen there forever if her phone 
hadn’t rung. 


It was Jonah — finally. 


CHAPTER 





“WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?” Amy almost screamed into the phone. 

Dan snatched the phone away from her. “Amy,” he said, “chill.” 

He spoke into the phone. “Jonah, are you somewhere where you can 
Skype? Okay, we’re gonna go back to our hotel now. We’ll Skype you in, 
like, ten minutes. Right. Good.” 

He gave the phone back to Amy. 

Amy said nothing. Together they walked out of the park, with Amy 


casting a few desperate glances toward where Goldilocks had disappeared. 


Dan gave Jake and Atticus a quick summary of the drop. Then he logged in to 
Skype, holding his breath as he made the connection. 

Please let them have found something. For Amy’s sake. Something that 
will tell us what the Vespers are up to — or at least a clue to where the 
hostages are. Please please please... 

Jonah and Hamilton appeared on the screen sitting next to each other. “Hi, 
guys,” Dan said, making a supreme effort to stay calm. “What happened? We 
kept calling you but your phones —” 

“Yeah, I know,” Jonah said. “Our phones were — well, I guess you could 
say they were out of commission —” 

“What he means,” Hamilton said, “is we were in jail.” 

“What! ?” 

“Why?” 


“What happened?” 

“Whoa,” Jonah said, holding up his hands. “We’ve got some important 
stuff to tell you, so we’ ll just give you the short version for now. We weren’t 
exactly in jail, but we were at a police station, and they took away our 
phones.” 

“This guy thought we were stealing his scooter,” Hamilton said. “We 
weren’t, but he kinda went crazy and was yelling, and neither of us speaks 
Italian —” 

“— or Sicilian,” Jonah added. “Did you know they speak Sicilian here 
and it’s, like, a whole different thang from regular Italian?” 

“Tt took us ages to explain everything and get it all sorted out, but anyway 
it turns out this guy —” 

“— the same guy, the one with the scooter, and we forgot to say, it 
happened at the archaeological museum —” 

“He’s an Archimedes expert!” Hamilton finished triumphantly. 

“Wow,” Dan said. “I guess it turned out to be a good thing, you guys 
stealing his scooter.” 

“We weren’t stealing it!” Jonah said in exasperation. “Anyway, that 
‘Apology’ thing — the document you found in Mali? It fits right in. It turns 
out that the Romans were invading Syracuse, and the head dude, this guy 
named Marcellus, had given orders to find Archimedes and bring him in.” 

“Because Marcellus knew that Archimedes was, like, this major mega- 
genius,” Hamilton said. 

Jonah continued, “But what went down was, Archimedes was working on 
some big project at the time — he was building something, and he had parts 
and plans scattered all over the place, and when the soldier invaded his house, 
he was like, no way, I can’t come with you right now, I gotta finish what I’m 
doing here. 

“And the soldier kept giving the order and Archimedes kept denyin’ him, 
and finally the soldier got pissed off and killed him!” 

“When Marcellus heard that, he was really mad,” Hamilton said. “But 


some people think the soldier didn’t know who Archimedes was when he 


went to arrest him. Anyway, the soldier realized he’d messed up big-time, so 
that must be why he wrote the ‘Apology’ thing.” 

“Right. And for, like, his whole life, Nico’s been trying to figure out what 
Archimedes was working on that day —” 

“Wait,” Atticus said, “who’s Nico?” 

“Oh, sorry — that’s the scooter guy. We explained everything to him and 
the police, and then he calmed down, and it turned out his English is pretty 
good. So we got to talking, and that’s how we found out he knows all about 
Archimedes, and we ended up going to a café with him.” 

“What else did he tell you?” Jake asked. 

“Okay, so Archimedes was working on some device when he got killed, 
right? But his drawings and the device itself up and disappeared. It was an 
invasion, and everything was all crazy, but Nico thinks that because 
everybody knew what a genius Archimedes was, whoever took the stuff 
wouldn’t have trashed it, they’d have kept it safe somehow. Nico thinks that 
Archimedes was working on something really important. He’s spent years 
looking for any trace of it, and he thinks there might be something in the 
Archimedes Palimpsest.” 

“The Palimpsest>?” Atticus said. “But they already know what’s in that. 
It’s mostly mathematical formulas, about spheres and —” 

“Hold up,” Dan said. “What’s the Palimpsest?” 

“Atticus, you explain it to them,” Jonah said. “And do you guys have 
another laptop there? The Palimpsest is online, you should get it up on 


another screen.” 


It turned out that the Archimedes Palimpsest was every bit as amazing as the 
Voynich Manuscript. 

“Palimpsests,” Atticus said. “I studied them with Mom.” He paused for a 
moment, and Dan was struck by how the brief silence instantly filled with 


Atticus’s yearning for his mom. 


He knew what that felt like. 

Jake reached out and touched his brother’s dreadlocks, then turned the 
caress into a gentle tug. 

“Ow,” Atticus said absently, but now he was back with them. “Okay, in 
ancient times, manuscripts were written on vellum, which was made from 
animal hides, right? Vellum was expensive, so they found ways to reuse it. 
What they would do is, take an old manuscript and scrape off all the ink, and 
then they’d write new stuff on it. 

“A palimpsest is an original manuscript — the one that got scraped off. 
Of course, in those days, nobody could read a palimpsest. I mean, that was the 
whole idea, to get rid of the old writing so you could reuse the vellum.” 

“You mean, nowadays you can read them? How?” Dan asked. He almost 
added, Does it say where the hostages are? but he stopped himself. Stupid 
questions would just waste precious time. Time — how long had it been since 
the drop? Why hadn’t the Vespers made contact? “The final piece” — maybe 
the hostages were being released at that very moment. ... 

Yeah, right, Dan thought bitterly. 

“Technology,” Atticus answered his question. “If there was iron in the 
original ink, they can pick up traces of it by using X-rays. Plus there are 
color-enhancement techniques and all kinds of stuff they can try now. It’s not, 
like, crystal clear or anything. But they can read some of it and guess at the 
rest.” 

“Tve got it here,” Jake said. He put Atticus’s laptop next to Dan’s. 

At digitalpalimpsest.org, there were hundreds of fascinating images. 
Atticus explained that the Archimedes Palimpsest was essentially a thirteenth- 
century Byzantine prayer book. Underneath it, scholars had found much older 
manuscripts, including several of Archimedes’ works. 

“They’re from the tenth century,” Atticus said. “Archimedes died in 212 
B.c. None of the works he wrote — I mean, that he actually wrote, with his 
own hand — have survived. The Palimpsest is the oldest known copy.” 

“They’re a mess!” Dan exclaimed, looking at the images over Jake’s 


shoulder. “It’s hard to make out anything at all!” 


The digital images showed the layers of ink. The top layer of writing was 
clear and strong, even after more than six hundred years. The oldest, bottom 
layer was extremely faint, sometimes barely discernible despite all the 
enhancements. 

“Yeah, that’s why it’s taking Nico so long to do his research,” Jonah said 
from the other screen. “He’s examining those images, like, a quarter inch at a 
time.” 

“The thing about Archimedes’ devices is, they were way ahead of his 
time,” Hamilton said. “There’s this thing called the Archimedes screw, for 
getting water out of the hold of a big boat, right? He invented it more than 
two thousand years ago and they’re STILL using it today!” 

“Yeah, Nico kept saying that over and over,” Jonah said, “how incredible 
Archimedes was, almost like he could see into the future. There’s this device 
called the Antikythera —” 

“Atticus told us about that,” Dan cut in. He was finding it all but 
impossible to control his impatience for some good hard info. “Is that what he 
was building?” 

“No. I mean, Nico isn’t for sure about that. But there are a bunch of 
diagrams of circles, he thinks are gears. They’re really cool — they form 
these perfect triangles —” 

“Gears?” 

Amy spoke for the first time in the whole conversation. 


“Jonah, did you say gears?” she asked. 


CHAPTER 24 


Amy had been listening to every word. She knew that this conversation was 
an important one. But she was fighting hard against the desire to sink into the 
comfort of that safe place. The word gears was like a hand trying to haul her 
out of a bog. 

The image on the folio... 

“Yeah, dozens of them,” Jonah was saying. “Way more accurate and 
precise than anything else from the same period. But they’ve made 
reproductions of the Antikythera, and it’s so complete and, like, perfect, Nico 
is pretty sure it wasn’t what Archimedes was working on when he got offed.” 

“So we still don’t know why the Vespers wanted the folio,” Dan said. 

“We’re not done yet,” Hamilton said. “Just listen.” 

“Well, because some of those circle drawings look a lot like the 
Antikythera gears,” Jonah said, “Nico thinks Archimedes was using them as a 
basis for another device. Go check out the section about war machines.” 

“Huh?” Atticus was clearly flummoxed. “What are you talking about — 
there’s nothing about war machines in the Palimpsest.” 

“It’s new,” Hamilton said. “I mean, not new — it’s as old as the other 
ones, but they only uncovered it a little while ago.” 

“Yeah, with the technology, they’ve found more documents than they 
thought were there at first,” Jonah said. 

Jake found the section titled “On Inventions for Battle.” He clicked 
through the images, zooming in occasionally whenever he saw a circular 
drawing. 


Amy got up from her chair and went to look over his shoulder. She could 
smell him — a healthy boy smell. For some reason, it brought tears to her 
eyes that she had to blink away. 

“Archimedes invented a bunch of cool weapons,” Jonah was saying. 
“Really fly catapults to fling stones at the invaders, and also giant cranes with 
grappling hooks to pick up ships in the harbor.” 

“It was awesome,” Hamilton said. “So there’s Syracuse, this little city, 
being attacked by the super-powerful Roman army, right? And Archimedes’ 
weapons were so good that the Romans had to take it by siege instead, and it 
took almost three years!” 

Suddenly, Dan sat up straighter and said, “Wait — look!” He pointed to 
the screen and yelled, “BINGO!” 

The page contained both text and drawings. The drawings were of gears. 

“Those look just like —” Jake started to say. 

“They are just like!” Dan said, who was now standing up. “They’re 
exactly the same as the ones on Folio Seventy-four. But what does it mean?” 
He jiggled from one foot to the other, excitement and impatience and 
frustration flying off him like sparks. 

Then Amy inhaled quickly. 

“Zoom in there,” she said, her voice low and tense. Her hand shaking, she 
pointed to a drawing near the left margin that looked like little more than a 
doodle. 

The line on the Voynich folio — the one that led to a five-pointed star. The 
Star appeared to indicate the location of something important. 

But what? 

Now Amy was staring at the doodle. Like everything Archimedean in the 
Palimpsest, it was faded, faint, chicken-scratchy, buried under the top layer of 
writing. About half an inch long, it was sort of a curved bar marked by 
notches. The details were almost impossible to make out — unless you knew 
what it was. 

Amy knew. She’d have known it anywhere. She had seen it dozens, 


maybe hundreds of times a day, every day for years now. 


It was a sketch of a small part of the Madrigal ring. 


They were so close. Dan could feel it. Not just in my gut, but in my liver and 
my spleen and my — my pancreas, too. If I knew where that was. 

We HAVE to figure out what Archimedes wrote on that page! 

Despite frantic searches on all available laptops and phones, the group 
could not locate any transcriptions of the Palimpsest text online. 

“Why can’t we find it?” Dan yelled. He was tearing at his hair, something 
he had read about but never actually done before. 

“It’s probably because there are some books that have the transcriptions,” 
Atticus said, “and they must be copyrighted or something.” 

“Atticus, you know Latin,” Jake said urgently. “Can you read what’s on 
that page?” 

“Oh, man,” Atticus said. “I doubt it. It’s so hard to make out — it’s gonna 
take me a while.” 

Dan made a quick decision. “We’ll go to the coffee shop to give you some 
peace and quiet,” he said. 

“Not me,” Jake said. “I’ll be standing right outside the door, baby bro.” 


Atticus worked his way through the dense Latin text on the page with the 
sketch of the ring. Many letters were illegible, and even those he could read 
were difficult to string together into words. 

Have to find it, whatever it is. It’s up to me. ... Dan and Dr. Siffright were 
hurt because of me.... 

After half an hour, the muscles in his neck and shoulders felt like they had 


been macraméd by tension and strain. He sagged in the chair. This is taking 


way too long — we don't have this kind of time. I need to get through it faster 
somehow. Brainstorm ideas, that’s what Mom would say if she were here. 

Atticus’s insides contracted a little at the thought of his mom. At the same 
time, he was comforted by the thought of her cheering him on. 

Atticus took the hotel pen and pad from the desk drawer and made some 
notes. 

— astrolabe 

— ‘Apology’ 

— Book of Ingenious Devices 

— Voynich folio 

— Madrigal ring 

These were the things Vesper One had ordered them to turn over. Atticus 
then did some quick research online about each item. 

Vespers 101B, the refresher course, he thought to himself grimly. He also 
investigated a few sites about Archimedes and related topics. 

After this brief respite from the grainy images of the Palimpsest itself, 
Atticus was ready to go back to it. Only a few minutes in, he was having 
much more success than he had earlier. 

Then he came to some words that took his breath away as effectively as a 
gut punch. 

Machina... fini... mundi... 


“No,” he croaked aloud. “Oh, no...” 


CHAPTER 





In the coffee shop, Amy was sitting facing the door, so she was the first to see 
Atticus shuffle in almost as if it was hurting him to walk. His face was wan 
and his eyes dark with shock. Amy’s stomach rippled with sudden nausea. 

Jake was right behind him. As they neared the table, he stopped a passing 
waitress. 

“Coffee,” he said, “very milky and lots of sugar, please.” 

Amy had never seen Atticus drink coffee, but maybe Jake thought his 
brother needed it now. 

Atticus sat down and said nothing for a few moments. Amy looked at Jake 
and saw a combination of impatience and dread on his face, exactly what she 
herself was feeling. Atticus had apparently not told him anything yet. 

The coffee arrived and Atticus downed half of it in a few scalding gulps. 
Then, still gripping the cup tightly, he began speaking, his voice raspy with 
tightness. 

“The stuff they made us steal,” he said, “most of it has to do with 
Archimedes. And his devices. And besides those things, other stuff has gone 
missing. Some super-powerful magnets. And the Antikythera itself — a 
replica was stolen from a museum a few months ago.” 

He paused and peered into the coffee cup as if hoping to find one of the 
missing objects there. 

“I figured out some of the words on the page with the ring — magnet, and 
Earth’s crust and disaster. Archimedes was theorizing that if you focused on 


subduction zones — places where the earth’s crust is unstable — and used a 


device equipped with really powerful magnets, you could create disasters like 
earthquakes and volcano eruptions.” 

He turned the cup nervously in his hands. “He writes that he’s planning to 
make the device based partly on the workings of the Antikythera. And then it 
says ‘machina fini mundi.’” 

Atticus blinked a few times and swallowed hard. “It means ‘machine for 
the end of the world.’ Otherwise known as a doomsday device.” 

He looked up at Jake, his expression almost pleading — as if maybe his 
big brother could make it all go away. 

“The Vespers have been stealing plans and parts to make Archimedes’ 
doomsday device.” 

Amy pressed her hands to her temples, hard, but she couldn’t stop the 
visions of massive disasters parading through her mind. Earthquakes, 
tsunamis, collapsing skyscrapers and highway bridges, raging fires. Hordes of 
people running and screaming, bloodied from injuries, blank-eyed in shock 
and desperation. Dead bodies tangled in mass graves, or clogging rivers, or 
laid out in endless lines under shrouds . . . 

That’s what I’ve done. That’s what I’ve given them the ability to do. 

Amy felt the burning acid of bile rise in her throat. 
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“The ‘final piece,’” she said, choking out the words. “Grace’s ring. The 
last thing they needed to finish the doomsday device. And I just gave it to 
them.” 

She had traded the lives of thousands, maybe millions of innocent 
strangers, for five of her family and friends. 

Five. 

If she had known about the doomsday device, would she have given up 
the ring? Or would she have hung on to it, hidden it, maybe even destroyed it, 
to save the rest of the world — losing Nellie and Fiske and the others forever? 

The blister on her neck seemed to be pulsing; she’d been picking at it 
again. She gave it yet another scratch. 

It burst. 


A tiny painful explosion of blood and pus left a loose flap of skin, with the 
tender flesh underneath exposed and raw. 

Oblivious to the wound that was seeping drops of blood onto her collar, 
Amy rose from her chair and walked toward the door of the coffee shop — 
not the door to the hotel lobby, but the one that opened onto the street. 

Jake got up and followed her. He reached for her hand, but she shook him 
off without looking at him. 

She pushed open the door and stepped outside. It was chilly, and she 
wasn’t wearing a jacket, but she didn’t feel the cold. 

Cold didn’t stand a chance against the horror and despair she was 
drowning in. There was no safe place left, not inside herself, not anywhere in 
the world. 

Amy turned and ran. Dodging pedestrians, crossing streets and turning 
corners randomly, leaving a trail of honking cars in her wake, she kept 
running. 


Running anywhere, as long as it was away. 


Jake came back to the table. He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked at 
Amy’s empty chair. “She didn’t take her phone,” he said. It was on the table. 

The concern in his eyes was a reflection of Dan’s own worry. Dan picked 
up the phone, and the three boys went up to their rooms. 

“Pack your things,” Dan said. “We’re going to Attleboro. As soon as she 
gets back.” 

She will come back, he told himself fiercely. 

Dan called Evan, who told him there was still no progress on the location 
of the hostages. 

“Keep going,” Dan said. 

What other choice was there? 

Evan wanted to talk to Amy, but Dan told him the truth: that she was in no 


shape to speak to anyone. Then he asked Evan to check on the quickest way 


for them to travel to Attleboro. 

“Make the reservations or whatever and then text me,” Dan said and hung 
up. 

He felt as calm as he had ever felt in his life. It was a weird kind of calm, 
as if everything inside him had crystallized into a cold-eyed clearheadedness. 
He didn’t feel a single shred of doubt: The Vespers had made the decision for 
him. 

There was only one possible way to combat a doomsday device. 

Dan picked up his backpack, went into the bathroom, and locked the door. 
He took out a cardboard box, opened it, and removed a smaller Styrofoam 
packing case. 

The case protected a test tube filled with a cloudy amber liquid, the result 
of three hours of work — undetected by Amy or the Rosenblooms — at the 
Columbia chemistry lab. Dan uncapped the test tube carefully and stared into 
the depths of the solution. 

No one else dies on my watch. 

He poured the mixture into a glass and toasted himself in the mirror. 

“Here we go, Dad,” he said. “Cheers.” 


Without hesitation, Dan raised the test tube to his lips and drank. 





Sneak Peek 


The race to stop the Vespers continues with more dangerous heists to perform, 
historic treasures to find, and hidden traitors to unmask. Stay one step ahead 
of your enemy and help save the kidnapped Cahills by following Amy and 
Dan's next adventure. 

Turn the page for a sneak peek! (Just keep your eyes peeled for Vesper 
spies .. .) 


CHAPTER 1 


The etched glass goblet sat on an exquisite marble countertop. The countertop 
was in the bathroom of a luxurious hotel room. The hotel room was in New 
York City, where luxurious hotel rooms are fairly common. The goblet looked 
like a reproduction antique that one might find in an eight-hundred-dollar-a- 
night deluxe room at the Ritz-Carlton. 

Only the goblet wasn’t a beautiful reproduction. The hotel hadn’t placed it 
there. Someone else had. 

And the goblet wasn’t empty. It was, in fact, about to be used. 

The boy reached down and gripped the goblet. In it was the potion he’d 
completed, a mass of reddish-green liquid that pooled in the glass container 
like a deadly slime about to be unleashed on the world — a description that 
was not so far off the mark. He lifted the goblet and touched it to his lips, and 
then tipped it back. The contents slipped past his lips, entered his mouth, and 
washed down his throat and into his belly. He gave a small shudder as the foul 
concoction landed firmly in his gut and his taste buds roared their 
disapproval. 

Dan Cahill wiped off his mouth with the back of his hand, a hand that was 
beginning to shake. He set the goblet down on the counter. He had selected 
the ornately carved goblet because what he had just done was a momentous 
act, and he had wanted to do it in style. 

He had thought long and hard before doing what he had just done. But 
Dan ultimately had decided that this was the only way. He walked into the 
living room of his suite and sat down in a plush chair, his focus completely on 
the empty goblet, which he could just make out through the open door. He 


cast his mind back to the time he had spent at Columbia University, more 


specifically in the science lab there. That’s where, with the help of an Ekat 
scientist, he had manufactured this serum. Or the serum, rather. There was no 
other one like it in the world. 

It hadn’t been easy. Normally, creating the serum would require lots of 
time, money, and a lab beyond even what was available at Columbia. But Dan 
had been obsessed with producing the serum for a long time. Thus he had 
figured out some shortcuts in how to process it. He had always thought he 
might have to make the stuff while on the road. And, as it turned out, he’d 
been right. 

He stared down at his hands. He had a reasonable idea of how long the 
interaction would take. Yet he was unsure of exactly what the transformation 
would be. 

Will I turn into something like the Hulk? Big and green and possibly 
psycho? 

A sense of panic started to leach into his brain, working its way down his 
spine, neuromuscular messages firing off to the rest of his body like an old- 
timey telegraph operator performing his dots-and-dashes SOS. 

Am I in trouble? What did I just do? But what choice did I have? 

Dan and his sister, Amy, had just handed their arch-nemesis the last 
elements needed to build a device that might end the world. And that outcome 
had taken a large psychological toll on both of them, but especially Amy. Dan 
and Amy had been through a lot, but Dan had never seen his sister withdraw 
like she had over the last twenty-four hours. He wasn’t even sure that she 
could continue on as the leader of the Cahills. And if she couldn’t, who 
could? 

Maybe me. Maybe I’m it. 

So really, what choice did I have? 

The answer was painfully obvious. 

None. 

So he sat and waited for the serum to bring him the physical strength of a 
superhero and the turbocharged mental prowess of a thousand Einsteins. He 


could almost sense the power wave rushing at him. He stood and looked in a 


mirror bolted to the wall. He did this not simply because he wanted to see the 
transformation as it was happening. He also wanted to do this because Dan 
Cahill was about to disappear forever. He wanted to see himself one last time, 
before he became something else irreversibly. 

There was also the other thing. He had no idea what the serum would 
really do to him. It might end up killing him. Only one person had ever taken 
the stuff, and that had been over five centuries ago. What Dan desperately 
wanted — indeed, the only reason why he had gathered the necessary 
ingredients and concocted the formula — was to have the serum convey on 
him extraordinary powers, both physically and intellectually, with which to 
fight and beat the Vespers. But they might come at an enormous cost. It might 
be that the human body was not built to contain such forces, at least not for 
long. But Dan didn’t need to be super forever. He just needed it long enough 
to defeat the Vespers, rescue the hostages, and save the world. 

It was a short, though substantial, bucket list. 

I am willing to die for this. He mouthed the words, so he could see himself 
saying them in the mirror. This is the end for me. It was heady stuff for a 
thirteen-year-old with his whole life ahead of him. 

Well, my life just got a whole lot shorter. But it’s okay. It will be worth it. 

He felt noble. He felt right. 

He also felt nothing happening. 

He stared more closely at the mirror. Same hair, same height, same bone 
structure. His skin was not turning green. He did not look the least bit psycho. 
Massive muscles were not plating themselves on top of his normal ones. He 
checked his watch. Twenty minutes had passed. And nothing. Something was 
wrong. Something was terribly freaking wrong. Had he not done the formula 
correctly? Had one of his shortcuts ruined the whole process? But he’d been 
sooo careful. 

Right then she stepped from the shadows thrown by a bulky armoire set 
against a far corner of the room. 

His sister, Amy, sixteen years old and the de facto leader of the Cahill 


clan, looked back at him. She was tall and pretty and unbelievably smart. And 


she could kick butt, too. Dan loved her. Admired her. Looked up to her. But 
he was also her younger brother, so it was sort of his job to make her life 
slightly miserable from time to time. 

But Amy was a shade of her former self. Before, she had been so resilient. 
She had taken blow after blow and come back strong. But this time was 
different. Now Amy had crawled in a shell that seemed so thick and strong 
she might never be free of its embrace. Dan was surprised that she had even 
come out of her room. 

“What’s up, Amy?” he said casually, sliding over and trying to block her 
view of the goblet through the opening into the bathroom. “You feeling 
better?” 

“T’m sorry,” she said. 

“Sorry about what?” 

“For acting like a wuss. For crawling inside myself because it seemed like 
the Vespers had won. But I’m back now, Dan. I’m ready to take up the fight. I 
won’t let you and the others down like that again. This is a fight we all have 
to finish, and we’re going to do it together.” 

Dan couldn’t keep from smiling. This was the Amy he had been waiting 
for. No matter how tough things got, she always came back. But then he felt 
immediate guilt and more than a little panic. He’d already taken the serum. 

As though reading his mind, she quickly moved to the side and glanced at 
the goblet through the bathroom doorway and then at her brother. Her look 
was a guilty one, yet her lips were set in a firm line. Dan sensed that she was 
about to make his life miserable. 

She said in a halting voice, “I couldn’t let you do it, Dan. I just couldn’t.” 

It took a long moment for Dan to process her words. When he finally did, 
he blurted out, “What did you do?” 

“T found out what you were doing at Columbia. So when you were busy in 
your bedroom I slipped in the bathroom and substituted a puree of beets, 
brussels sprouts, and collard greens for the serum in the goblet. I poured the 
real serum down the drain,” she said, her voice sounding even guiltier. “I 


couldn’t let you do it. You could die.” 


Dan looked aghast. “A puree of beets, brussels sprouts, and collard 
greens? Were you trying to poison me?” 

“Oh, come on. I was pretty sure the real serum would taste bad, so I 
couldn’t exactly make it taste like a Dairy Queen Blizzard.” 

“We’re all going to die now, thanks to you,” snapped Dan. 

“No, we’re not. There’s another way.” 

“There is no other way,” Dan shouted, his eyes wet with tears. “I was 
prepared to do this, Amy. I wanted to do this. I was willing to die. I made the 
choice. Do you know how hard that was? And now, because of you, it was for 
nothing!” 

She drew closer to him but did not reach out to him, sensing perhaps that 
this gesture would be unwelcome. “You are so brave, Dan. A lot braver than I 
am.” 

“Don’t say stuff to try and make me feel better,” her brother shot back. “It 
won’t work.” 

“T need you, Dan. I need you with me.” She pointed to the goblet. “It can 
do things to your mind. We both know that once you take the serum all bets 
are off. You might end up doing the very opposite of what you planned. It’s 
just too dangerous.” 

“Tt was our only shot.” Dan collapsed on the couch and touched his 
forehead to his knees. “It was the only way, Amy,” he moaned. “And you 
ruined it.” 

She sat next to him and put an arm around his quaking shoulders. “No, it’s 
not the only way. I told you, I’m back. I’m ready to take on the Vespers again. 
But I need your help.” 

He glanced up and eyed her suspiciously. “Are you telling me you really 
have a plan?” 

“Look.” She held up her phone. “I just got an e-mail from Ian and Evan. 
They’ve found out something extraordinary. In fact, it might be the very lead 
we need to beat the Vespers. It’s one of the reasons why I came out of my 
room. It’s why I think we have a shot.” 

“What is it?” 


She drew a deep breath and said, “Isabel Kabra is Vesper Two.” 

Dan looked dumbstruck. “Not Vesper One?” 

“No, at least not yet. I think we both know that playing second fiddle to 
anyone is not what Isabel is about. And Evan also hacked into her private jet’s 
flight plans.” She paused and added dramatically, “Isabel is flying to DC.” 

Dan sat up straighter. The tears were gone from his eyes and he fully 
focused on his sister. “Washington? Why?” 

“That’s what we have to find out. That’s why I’ve called a meeting.” 

“A meeting? With who?” 

There was a knock on the hotel room door. Amy rose, checked the 
peephole, and opened it. Atticus and Jake Rosenbloom were standing there. 
Atticus was close to Dan’s age and short. Jake was eighteen, tall, and good- 
looking. 

“Them,” said Amy. “So are you with me, Dan?” 

Dan stood up and walked toward her, his anger at his sister gone. 


“I’m with you, sis. To the end.” 
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The etched glass goblet sat on an exquisite marble countertop. The countertop 
was in the bathroom of a luxurious hotel room. 


The hotel room was in New York City, where luxurious hotel rooms are fairly 
common. The goblet looked like a reproduction antique that one might find in 
an eight-hundred-dollar-a-night deluxe room at the Ritz-Carlton. 


Only the goblet wasn’t a beautiful reproduction. The hotel hadn’t placed it 
there. Someone else had. 


And the goblet wasn’t empty. It was, in fact, about to be used. 


The boy reached down and gripped the goblet. In it was the potion he’d 
completed, a mass of reddish-green liquid that pooled in the glass container 
like a deadly slime about to be unleashed on the world — a description that 
was not so far off the mark. He lifted the goblet and touched it to his lips, and 
then tipped it back. The contents slipped past his lips, entered his mouth, and 
washed down his throat and into his belly. He gave a small shudder as the foul 
concoction landed firmly in his gut and his taste buds roared their 
disapproval. 


Dan Cahill wiped off his mouth with the back of his hand, a hand that was 
beginning to shake. He set the goblet down on the counter. He had selected 
the ornately carved goblet because what he had just done was a momentous 
act, and he had wanted to do it in style. 


He had thought long and hard before doing what he had just done. But Dan 
ultimately had decided that this was the only way. He walked into the living 
room of his suite and sat down in a plush chair, his focus completely on the 
empty goblet, which he could just make out through the open door. He cast 
his mind back to the time he had spent at Columbia University, more 
specifically in the science lab there. 


That’s where, with the help of an Ekat scientist, he had manufactured this 
serum. 


Or the serum, rather. There was no other one like it in the world. 


It hadn’t been easy. Normally, creating the serum would require lots of time, 
money, and a lab beyond even what was available at Columbia. But Dan had 


been obsessed with producing the serum for a long time. Thus he had figured 
out some shortcuts in how to process it. He had always thought he might have 
to make the stuff while on the road. And, as it turned out, he’d been right. 


He stared down at his hands. He had a reasonable idea of how long the 
interaction would take. Yet he was unsure of exactly what the transformation 
would be. 


Will I turn into something like the Hulk? Big and green and possibly psycho? 


A sense of panic started to leach into his brain, working its way down his 
spine, neuromuscular messages firing off to the rest of his body like an old- 
timey telegraph operator performing his dots-and-dashes SOS. 


Am I in trouble? What did I just do? 

But what choice did I have? 

Dan and his sister, Amy, had just handed their arch-nemesis the last elements 
needed to build a device that might end the world. And that outcome had 
taken a large psychological toll on both of them, but especially Amy. Dan and 
Amy had been through a lot, but Dan had never seen his sister withdraw like 


she had over the last twenty-four hours. He wasn’t even sure that she could 
continue on as the leader of the Cahills. And if she couldn’t, who could? 


Maybe me. Maybe I’m it. 

So really, what choice did I have? 
The answer was painfully obvious. 
None. 


So he sat and waited for the serum to bring him the physical strength of a 
superhero and the turbocharged mental prowess of a thousand Einsteins. He 
could almost sense the power wave rushing at him. He stood and looked in a 
mirror bolted to the wall. He did this not simply because 


he 
wanted 


to 


see 
the 


transformation as it was happening. He also wanted to do this because Dan 
Cahill was about to disappear forever. He wanted to see himself one last time, 
before 


he 

became 
something 
else 
irreversibly. 


There was also the other thing. He had no idea what the serum would really 
do to him. It might end up killing him. 


Only one person had ever taken the stuff, and that had been over five 
centuries ago. 


What Dan desperately wanted — indeed, the only reason why he had gathered 
the necessary ingredients and concocted the formula — was to have the serum 
convey on him extraordinary powers, both physically and intellectually, with 
which to fight and beat the Vespers. But they might come at an enormous 
cost. It might be that the human body was not built to contain such forces, at 
least not for long. 


But Dan didn’t need to be super forever. 


He just needed it long enough to defeat the Vespers, rescue the hostages, and 
save the world. 


It was a short, though substantial, bucket list. 


I am willing to die for this. He mouthed the words, so he could see himself 
saying them in the mirror. This is the end for me. It was heady stuff for a 
thirteen-year-old with his whole life ahead of him. 


Well, my life just got a whole lot shorter. But it’s okay. It will be worth it. 


He felt noble. He felt right. 

He also felt nothing happening. 

He stared more closely at the mirror. 

Same hair, same height, same bone structure. His skin was not turning green. 
He did not look the least bit psycho. 


Massive muscles were not plating themselves on top of his normal ones. He 
checked his watch. Twenty minutes had passed. And nothing. Something was 
wrong. Something was terribly freaking wrong. Had he not done the formula 
correctly? Had one of his shortcuts ruined the whole process? But he’d been 
sooo careful. 


Right then she stepped from the shadows thrown by a bulky armoire set 
against a far corner of the room. 


His sister, Amy, sixteen years old and the de facto leader of the Cahill clan, 
looked back at him. She was tall and pretty and unbelievably smart. And she 
could kick butt, too. Dan loved her. 


Admired her. Looked up to her. But he was also her younger brother, so it was 
sort of his job to make her life slightly miserable from time to time. 


But Amy was a shade of her former self. Before, she had been so resilient. 
She had taken blow after blow and come back strong. But this time was 
different. Now Amy had crawled in a shell that seemed so thick and strong 
she might never be free of its embrace. Dan was surprised that she had even 
come out of her room. 


“What’s up, Amy?” he said casually, sliding over and trying to block her view 
of the goblet through the opening into the bathroom. “You feeling better?” 


“I’m sorry,” she said. 
“Sorry about what?” 


“For acting like a wuss. For crawling inside myself because it seemed like the 
Vespers had won. But I’m back now, Dan. 


I’m ready to take up the fight. I won’t let you and the others down like that 
again. 


This is a fight we all have to finish, and we’re going to do it together.” Dan 
couldn’t keep from smiling. This was the Amy he had been waiting for. No 
matter how tough things got, she always came back. But then he felt 

immediate guilt and more than a little panic. He’d already taken the serum. 


As though reading his mind, she quickly moved to the side and glanced at the 
goblet through the bathroom doorway and then at her brother. Her look was a 
guilty one, yet her lips were set in a firm line. Dan sensed that she was about 
to make his life miserable. 


She said in a halting voice, “I couldn’t let you do it, Dan. I just couldn’t.” 


It took a long moment for Dan to process her words. When he finally did, he 
blurted out, “What did you do?” 


“T found out what you were doing at Columbia. So when you were busy in 
your bedroom I slipped in the bathroom and substituted a puree of beets, 
brussels sprouts, and collard greens for the serum in the goblet. I poured the 
real serum down the drain,” she said, her voice sounding even guiltier. “I 
couldn’t let you do it. You could die.” 


Dan looked aghast. “A puree of beets, brussels sprouts, and collard greens? 
Were you trying to poison me?” 


“Oh, come on. I was pretty sure the real serum would taste bad, so I couldn’t 
exactly make it taste like a Dairy Queen Blizzard.” 


“We’re all going to die now, thanks to you,” snapped Dan. 
“No, we’re not. There’s another way.” 
“There 


is no other way,” Dan shouted, his eyes wet with tears. “I was prepared to do 
this, Amy. I wanted to do this. I was willing to die. I made the choice. Do you 
know how hard that was? 


And now, because of you, it was for nothing!” 


She drew closer to him but did not reach out to him, sensing perhaps that this 
gesture would be unwelcome. “You are so brave, Dan. A lot braver than I 
am.” 


“Don’t say stuff to try and make me feel better,” her brother shot back. “It 
won’t work.” 


“I need you, Dan. I need you with me.” She pointed to the goblet. “It can do 
things to your mind. We both know that once you take the serum all bets are 
off. 


You might end up doing the very opposite of what you planned. It’s just too 
dangerous.” 


“Tt was our only shot.” Dan collapsed on the couch and touched his forehead 
to his knees. “It was the only way, Amy,” he moaned. “And you ruined it.” 


She sat next to him and put an arm around his quaking shoulders. “No, it’s not 
the only way. I told you, I’m back. I’m ready to take on the Vespers again. 
But I need your help.” 


He glanced up and eyed her suspiciously. “Are you telling me you really have 
a plan?” 


“Look.” She held up her phone. “I just got an e-mail from Ian and Evan. 
They’ve 

found 

out 

something 


extraordinary. In fact, it might be the very lead we need to beat the Vespers. 
It’s one of the reasons why I came out of my room. 


It’s why I think we have a shot.” 

“What is it?” 

She drew a deep breath and said, 

“Tsabel Kabra is Vesper Two.” 

Dan looked dumbstruck. “Not Vesper One?” 


“No, at least not yet. I think we both know that playing second fiddle to 


anyone is not what Isabel is about. And Evan also hacked into her private jet’s 
flight plans.” She paused and added dramatically, 


“Tsabel is flying to DC.” 


Dan sat up straighter. The tears were gone from his eyes and he fully focused 
on his sister. “Washington? Why?” 


“That’s what we have to find out. 
That’s why I’ve called a meeting.” 
“A meeting? With who?” 


There was a knock on the hotel room door. Amy rose, checked the peephole, 
and 


opened 
it. Atticus 
and 

Jake 


Rosenbloom were standing there. Atticus was close to Dan’s age and short. 
Jake was eighteen, tall, and good-looking. 


“Them,” said Amy. “So are you with me, Dan?” 
Dan stood up and walked toward her, his anger at his sister gone. 


“I’m with you, sis. To the end.” 





The door was closed and locked. Dan and Amy, and Jake and Atticus 
Rosenbloom, sat around on the floor, discussing their plan and scarfing room 
service. Dan was devouring a loaded cheeseburger with fries, while Atticus 
was spooning soup into his mouth. Jake was finishing his pizza. Amy had 
gotten a salad, but had eaten half of Dan’s fries. Grease was apparently 
wonderful fuel for plotting against evil. 


Their dilemma was an obvious one for Amy and Dan. They had been engaged 
in it for a very long time. That came with being part of the Cahill family, 
which was the most powerful family in the world. 


Over the centuries their members had included some of the most famous 
people of 


all 

time: 
politicians, 
scientists, 


explorers, athletes, soldiers, and the list went on and on. There was not one 
category of human history that had not in some way been touched by a Cahill. 


Facing off against the Cahills was a group of nearly equal potency but with 
tons of evil thrown in. 


The Vespers. 


They were a centuries-long chain of people committed to bending the world 
and all those who lived there to their will. 


The Vespers naturally saw the Cahills as their sworn enemies and the epic 
confrontations between the two clans had been going on for a very long time. 
The Vespers had recently gained the upper hand, forcing Amy and others to 
do their bidding by kidnapping a number of their friends and family members. 
If the Vespers were not given the items they demanded, many of which had 
required Amy and her friends to break into important institutions and steal 
various items — including priceless works of art 


— then the hostages would be killed. 


Now that all the items had been delivered to the Vespers, not a single one of 
the hostages had been released. Indeed, the Cahills had just figured out that 
the Vespers were planning to use the stolen items to construct some sort of 
Doomsday machine. That’s what they were trying to prevent. And they also 
needed to find and rescue the hostages before the Vespers killed them. None 
of it would be easy. 


Some of it might be impossible. 

But Cahills never gave up, regardless of the odds against them. 
Amy put down her fork and said, 

“Okay, let’s just get everything straight. 


The Vespers have all the elements they need to build the Doomsday device. 
There can be no doubt of that.” 


Jake added, “Right. The last pieces were the ring-slash-gear thing and the 
Siffright documents.” 


Amy found herself gazing longingly at Jake and felt her heart beating faster. 
He was so hot! And smart! And hot! But there was still Evan Tolliver. The 
fact was that Amy cared for them both. And she thought they both cared for 


her. She understood that at some point she would have to make a decision. 
She just wasn’t prepared to do it now. 


She peeked once more at Jake. But when she felt Dan’s annoyed gaze on her 
she quickly got back her groove. 


“Subduction zones,” she announced. 


“That’s the key. The Doomsday device will trigger some tectonic plate 
overload and the result will be Armageddon with thousands, maybe millions 
of people dead. 


Does 
everyone 
agree 


with 


that 

assessment?” 

“Yes, even if it’s nuts,” said Jake. 

“The Vespers are seriously sick people.” 


“Tell us something we don’t know,” snapped Dan. He was obviously still 

feeling a bit ticked off because Amy had pulled the serum out from under 
him. “The Vespers specialize in grossly evil stuff. It should be their motto. 
‘Grossly Evil for Hire. World Destruction at Good Rates.’” 


“Look, there’s no reason to get upset with each other,” said Amy, looking at 
Dan with a guarded expression. “We have to work together to get this done.’ 


A] 


“No argument there,” said Jake, who now gazed longingly at Amy. He was 
clearly as smitten with her as she was with him. 


Dan caught this look and seemed ready to throw up. “Okay,” he said. “We 
know what they have. We know what they want to do. We know that they are 
not going to release the hostages even though we did what they asked us to, 
because they’re slimy, stinking, lying Vespers. 


Now the question is: What do we do to stop them?” 
The next comment came from Atticus. 
Eleven-year-old 

Atticus 

Rosenbloom 


didn’t much look like the last person left on earth whose task was to save the 
world from destruction. He was small and sort of puny, but his brain was big 
and muscular and operating on about a 200 IQ. And he’d recently found out 
that he was the world’s last remaining Guardian, one of a group dedicated to 
keeping the Doomsday machine out of the wrong hands, meaning the 
Vespers’ hands. 


Atticus said, “I just remembered something my mother told me. I’ve been 
racking my brains for a long time now, trying to think of anything she said 
that might help us.” 


His mother, Astrid Rosenbloom, a renowned scholar, had recently died. That 
was the awful bond that he and Dan shared — losing their mothers. Dan and 
Amy’s parents had died in a fire set by Isabel Kabra, who seemed to be 
competing neck-and-neck with Vesper One for the title of “Most Evil Person 
Alive.” 


“What?” asked Dan. “What did she say?” 


“Tt was when she was so ill and delirious. She kept gripping my hands and 
mentioning the name ‘Lewis’ and the name 


‘Clark.’ She did it over and over. At first I thought they were doctors who 
were treating her when she was so sick. But then it just occurred to me that 
when you put their names together —” 


Amy broke in. “Lewis and Clark, the explorers!” 
“Right,” said Atticus. 


“Okay,” said Jake. “But how do Lewis and Clark help us? They’ve been dead 
a long time. What could they possibly have to do with the Vespers and the 
Doomsday device?” 


Atticus said, “But their work lives on. All the things they discovered. They’re 
in displays at museums all over the country, probably.” 


Dan, who had gotten on his laptop and furiously clicked keys, looked up 
triumphantly. “And the largest collection of items gathered from the Lewis 
and Clark expedition is housed at the National Museum of American 
History.” 


Amy caught a breath. “And that’s in DC.” 

“Where Isabel Kabra is heading right now,” added Dan gleefully. 

“Which means that’s where we’re headed, too,” replied Amy. “And if we’re 
lucky, we can nail Isabel in the process. If we do that, then maybe the entire 


Vesper plan collapses.” 


“Do you really think so?” asked Jake doubtfully. “I mean, there are lots of 
other places Isabel could be traveling to in DC.” 


Amy gazed at him, not longingly this time, but sternly. “Yeah, I really do.” 


She looked at everyone. “Start packing. We’re outta here.” 


Everybody scattered to get ready for the trip. When he was alone, Dan got 
down on his knees and reached under the couch. He pulled out a silver flask. 
Inside it was a second dose of the serum. He had made two as a precaution. 
Not because he thought Amy would sabotage what he had done, but because 
it was always good to have a Plan B. The serum had a very odd smell, which 
he disguised by adding a handful of red M&Ms. It wouldn’t do anything to 
adversely affect the serum, but it might make it taste better. He put the flask 
away in his knapsack. 


As he finished packing, Dan’s intentions were clear. If it came to it, he would 
still take the serum. If there was no other way for the Cahills to stop the 
Vespers, he would die trying. It was just how he was built. Sacrifice for the 
greater good was part of who he was, and who his sister was, too. 


And next time, Dan would make sure that neither Amy nor anyone else would 
be able to stop him. He was going to beat the Vespers, even if it killed him. 


He grabbed his bags, joined Amy and the others, and off they trudged to the 
train station to catch a ride to DC. And a possible confrontation with one of 
the deadliest, and meanest, people Dan had ever met. 


You’re going down this time, Isabel Kabra, thought Dan as he got in the cab. 





The breaths still came hard and fast for some. And the tears were still falling. 


Alistair Oh had been dead only a short time and the grief still lay heavy and 
hurtful over all the remaining hostages. 


Understanding death was always hard. 


Premature death in close proximity was harder still to comprehend. 


Nellie Gomez rubbed her healing but still painful shoulder and brushed her 
filthy hair out of her face. It felt like years had passed since she had been 
snatched off the streets of Paris. She wasn’t sure exactly how much time had 
elapsed, but she had a sinking feeling that the odds of their ending up as 
Alistair had were growing by the minute. 


She looked around at the other hostages. 


Reagan Holt, normally the Energizer Bunny of the Tomas clan, was sitting on 
her haunches staring at her dirty sneakers. 


It looked like her batteries had finally run out. 


Natalie Kabra, the fashion queen of the Lucian branch, sat looking equally 
moody and depressed. 


Nellie sort of blamed Natalie for her wound. After all, it had appeared the 
Vespers were going to shoot Natalie first, but a voice ordered them not to. So 
they had shot Nellie instead. 


Thanks a lot, Nellie thought as she gazed with unfriendly eyes at Natalie. But 
then again, Isabel had also shot Natalie in the foot when they were all after 
the 39 


Clues. And Natalie had managed to get the bullet out of Nellie’s shoulder 
when Phoenix had failed to do so. Okay, she had been able to do it because 
she was a great eyebrow-plucker 


and 
could 
wield 


tweezers like nobody’s business. And her eyes had been closed the entire time 
she’d searched for the bullet because she’d been totally grossed out by the 
gunshot wound. 


But still, she had gotten the bullet out. 


And she’s probably missing her brother, Ian, thought Nellie. But I’m missing a 
lot of people, too. 


Nellie’s gaze moved to the spot that Phoenix Wizard normally would have 
occupied. Phoenix had died while attempting to escape. At least he was free 
from the Vespers, but Nellie missed him a lot. 


She next looked at Ted Starling. The teenager gazed at nothing, literally. 
Badly injured during an explosion when looking for the 39 Clues, Ted could 
see only light and dark, nothing else. But he was plucky and had held up as 
well as any of the hostages. 


The only other adult hostage Nellie worried about was Fiske Cahill. He and 
Nellie were the guardians of Amy and Dan, and Fiske was the de facto head 
of the Madrigal branch and nearly seventy. 


Long known as the Man in Black, and a tough, tenacious dude, he looked, to 
Nellie, defeated. 


I suppose I look beaten to everyone else, she thought. 


Nellie was about to say something to Fiske when they heard the footsteps 
approach. Like wounded animals, each of the hostages instinctively hunkered 
down and slid as deeply into the shadows as they could. None of them ever 
took it as a good sign when that door opened. 


All of them probably had the same thoughts running through their minds: Is 
this it? Is today the day we die? 


The door swung open. A voice called out, “We’re moving you. Get up!” The 
hostages all slowly rose together as though tethered by rope. 


Fiske Cahill said, “Where are we going?” 
The voice said condescendingly, 
“What does it matter to you, old man?” 


“Come close enough and I’ll show you how well an old man can kick your 
butt.” 


Nellie smiled. Now that was the Fiske Cahill she hoped still existed. 
The voice said, “But before we leave, you have one more thing to do.” 


“What?” blurted out Natalie. 


“You get to say good-bye to your little friends, Amy and Dan Cahill.” This 
statement sent chills through all the hostages. Were they going to die? Or 
were Amy and Dan? 


But one of them, Ted, saw an opportunity, even with his very bad eyesight. 


The hostages trudged out of their prison, unsure of what the future would 
hold. 


As Fiske Cahill passed one of the guards, the man said, “You talk big for an 
old fart.” It was the same man who had told them they were moving. 


“Big talk this,” replied Fiske as he whipped around and landed a side kick 
right into the guard’s gut, sending him flying back against the wall and 
slumping to the floor. Fiske bent down and whispered to the battered man, 
“That was for Alistair.” 

As other guards converged on him, Fiske straightened and said simply, 


“Terribly sorry about that. Lost my balance. Happens to old farts all the time.” 


He walked on, with his head held high. 





The command center in Attleboro was a lonely place. Only Ian Kabra and 
Evan Tolliver were there presently. They were both working hard, but they 
also felt disconnected from the action. And Ian was particularly gloomy 
because his sister was a hostage, and it didn’t seem like there was any way to 
get her back. 


Has my mother won? he thought. 


Evan pounded his keyboard like some rocker pianist. He kept stopping to 
adjust his Coke-bottle glasses, which partially obscured his deep blue eyes. 


Evan lived for computers. In fact, he could not live without them. 
He looked up. “Success!” 

“What?” asked Ian. 

“Hacked Sinead’s e-mail account. 


Think I hit the jackpot. Well, at least it’s something we didn’t know before.” 
Ian looked over Evan’s shoulder at the string of e-mails on the screen. He read 
quickly. “Right. Well now, she’s e-mailed back and forth with this Riley 
McGrath chap.” Ian read some more of the e-mails. “He’s a park ranger. 
Looks like she had a bit of a romantic thing for him. 


However, I’m not interested in Sinead’s love life. And I don’t quite see how 
that helps us.” 


While Ian had been reading, Evan had switched over to another computer. 


“Here’s how. I looked up Riley McGrath. Pretty difficult for him to be e- 
mailing Sinead.” 


“Why’s that?” 
“Because he’s been dead for ten years.” 


As Ian stared quizzically at him, the cell phone they kept at the command 
center buzzed. 


Ian looked at it. “I don’t recognize that number.” 


“Better answer it,” said Evan. “The only people who know this number are 
people we probably need to hear from.” Ian answered the phone. “Hello?” 


“Who is this?” the voice asked. Ian thought he recognized it but wasn’t sure. 
“Who is this?” asked Ian. 

“Ts this Attleboro?” 

Ian put the cell phone on SPEAKER so Evan could hear. 


“Exactly who would like to know that information?” asked Ian in his stiffest 
British accent. 


“This is Phoenix Wizard.” 

Tan and Evan gaped at each other. 

Could this really be Jonah’s little cousin? 
It certainly sounded like him. 


“Phoenix, Ian and Evan here,” said Ian. “Can you tell us exactly where you 
are?” 


Evan chimed in, “But first, are you all right?” 


When Phoenix next spoke his voice was shaky and both Evan and Ian could 
hear tears behind the words. 


“T almost got killed when I was escaping,” Phoenix said. “It was really scary. 
I don’t know how I made it through. 


I thought I was going to die.” 


Now both Ian and Evan could hear the little boy sniffling. Next a small sob 
escaped his lips. 


“Right, Phoenix. This is Ian. I want you to take two deep breaths for me. Can 
you do that?” 


“T can try.” 
“Good. Two deep ones. Let me hear them.” 


They heard two long breaths and then Ian said, “Brilliant, Phoenix. Best deep 
breaths I’ve ever heard. Now, I know your ordeal has been simply awful, but 
it would be very helpful if you could just pull yourself together and tell us 
what happened.” 

Evan added, “And that way we can come and help you, Phoenix.” 


“Precisely,” said Ian. “You needn’t be alone anymore. We will come to your 
aid with alacrity.” 


“That means really fast,” said Evan, giving Ian an annoyed look. 


After a few more sniffles and another long breath, Phoenix said, “After I 


escaped, I managed to get to a road. A man gave me a ride in his truck to a 
motel. 


I’m calling from there.” 


Something seemed to occur to Ian and his face turned ashen. “Right. But 
where are the others? Is my sister, is she . 


.. 2?” Ian shouted this last part into the phone. 

Evan gripped his shoulder. “Just chill, dude. Let’s hear what he has to say.” In 
a lower voice he said, “And let’s verify it is Phoenix.” In a louder voice he 
said, “Phoenix, what are your cousin’s two favorite words?” 

“Word and bro. With yo and fly close behind.” 


“That’s Phoenix,” said Ian. 


Phoenix said, “I was able to get away from the Vespers. I’d been wandering 
through the mountains for a long time before I reached that road.” Evan said 
calmly, “We’re really glad you’re okay, Phoenix. But can you tell us exactly 
where you are?” 


“In Washington State. Near the Cascade Mountain Range.” He gave them the 
exact address of the motel. “If you get here, I can lead you to where the others 
are. I know right where it is.” Evan said, “Just hold tight, Phoenix. 


Hide as best you can. And don’t talk to anybody. We’ll be there as fast as the 
plane will take us.” 


Ian added in a nervous tone, 


“Phoenix, when you managed to escape, was everyone, was Natalie... ?” He 
again couldn’t finish. 


“They were all alive,” said Phoenix. 
“Okay, thanks,” said Ian. “Thanks a lot.” 


As soon as the phone went dead, Evan fired off an e-mail to Amy telling her 
about the call. But it bounced back. 


“Crap,” snapped Evan. He tried again with the same result. 


“TII call her on the mobile,” said Ian. But the call would not go through. 
“What the heck is going on?” exclaimed Evan. 


“We’ve got to reach Phoenix before the Vespers do,” said Ian. “We’ll try to 
contact the others on the way. Now let’s jolly well get a move on.” 


In five minutes they were packed and out the door. Two hours later they were 
on a flight to the state of Washington. 


CHAPTER 5 


The Acela train was running smoothly on its way to DC. Amy, Dan, Jake, and 
Atticus were occupying a four-person table in one of the train cars. Dan had 
gone to the café car to get some food and had brought back snacks and drinks 
for the others. The room service meal seemed like a long time ago, though it 
really hadn’t been. They were all at an age where the calories seemed to be 
burned up as soon as they passed the lips. 


They had opted for the train because the earliest flight they could get out of 
New York would not have gotten them into DC faster than the train. And the 
train would carry them into Union Station, which was only a short cab ride 
away from the National Museum of American History. 


Amy had just put down her bottle of water when her phone buzzed. She 
picked it up and looked at the incoming text. Her face froze. 


Dan, who had been watching her, said, “Vesper One?” 
She nodded and handed him the phone so the others could see the message. 
Would you like to see the hostages one last time? 


Vesper One had helpfully provided a password-protected link on the web. 


Amy drew a long breath and readied her laptop. The train was full, so they 
decided to go out into the vestibule between train cars, where they could have 
some privacy. Amy carried her laptop while the others fell into step behind 
her. 


It was like they were marching to see an execution. The dread was clear on 
each of their faces. 


They huddled in the vestibule while Amy hit the link on her computer screen 
and then put in the password. 


They drew closer when the screen fired up, and the dread on their faces 
deepened. 


The remaining hostages were lined up in a row. They looked dirty, beaten, 
battered. There was duct tape over their mouths and their hands were bound 
behind them. 


Alistair wasn’t there, of course, and neither was Phoenix. Amy and the others 
knew Alistair was dead and that Phoenix was missing and probably dead as 
well. 


A robotic voice came on over the laptop’s speaker. It was Vesper One. His 
tone was one of unabashed triumph. 


“T just wanted to thank you for all of your help. I consider you my partners in 
bringing about the victory of my family over yours. Indeed, over the world. 


Without your valuable assistance in gathering the elements I needed, my plan 
would never have succeeded. I want you to keep that in mind over the short 
period of time you have left to live.” The voice paused and then continued, 
“Oh, and in case you haven’t figured it out for yourselves, I am officially 
going back on our deal to release the hostages once you provided me with all 
the elements. Lying is just what we Vespers do. And we do it so well. Makes 
life so much easier. 


Ciao.” 
They all looked at one another, the fury evident on each of their faces. 
“T want to kill that guy,” snapped Dan. “And then bring him back to life and 


kill him again. And keep doing it until he just disappears to nothing.” 
Unfortunately, he said all this right as a conductor walked by. When the man 


looked at him oddly, Dan pointed to the computer and said, “Uh, fantasy 
football league. My guy totally blew it.” 


“T feel your pain,” said the conductor. 

“My 

guy 

threw 

four 

interceptions. I’m thinking about becoming a hockey fan.” 
As he walked off, Dan glanced back at the screen. 

Atticus pointed at it. “Look.” 


They all stared at where he was pointing. The hostages couldn’t say anything 
because of the duct tape. But their eyes were visible. And one of the hostages 
was doing something very interesting. 


Ted Starling was blinking. But he was doing so in a highly unusual way. 


It took Atticus a few moments to realize why. “He’s blinking Morse code.” 
Atticus grabbed a notepad and pen from his jacket and watched the screen. 


“Amy,” he said. “Back it up a little.” She did, and Atticus watched as Ted 
blinked and blinked and blinked. 


Atticus started scribbling on his pad while the others watched. 

When the screen finally went dark Amy said, “Did you figure it out?” Atticus 
nodded. “I believe so.” He looked at his notes and muttered, “Riley McGrath 
is Vesper One.” 

“Riley McGrath,” said Dan. “Who’s he?” 


Amy said slowly, “I don’t know.” 


“T wonder why Ted thinks he’s Vesper One,” said Atticus equally slowly, as 
though he was trying to answer the question before he finished saying it. 


“T don’t know,” said Amy again. She suddenly looked sick to her stomach. 


“Excuse me,” she said. She handed Dan her computer and slipped into the 
bathroom and shut and locked the door. 


Jake glanced anxiously at Dan. “Do you think she’s okay?” 


“No, of course she’s not okay,” exclaimed Dan. “Alistair is dead. The 
hostages are still hostages. Phoenix is dead. And Vesper One basically told 
Amy that we were the ones responsible for destroying the world. After she’s 
done in the bathroom, I’m going to go in there to throw up, too.” 


Dan slumped down to the floor and stared at his shoes. 


“But at least we know Vesper One is Riley McGrath,” pointed out Jake. 
“That’s something.” 


“No. We just know that Ted thinks he is,” replied Atticus. “That’s not the 
same thing as it being a fact.” Dan said, “And how does that help us? We 
don’t know who McGrath is and why Ted thinks he’s Vesper One. We don’t 
know where the hostages are located. For all we know they’re already dead. 
That web link could be old. And now Vesper One has everything he needs to 
wreck the planet. Wow. Cool. Let’s have a party.” 


Jake said angrily, “Hey, I know all that, okay? I’m just trying to stay 
positive.” 


“Don’t bother,” shot back Dan. “It just makes you look stupid, because there 
is nothing, absolutely nothing, to be positive about.” 


Jake was about to respond when the bathroom door slid back with a crash, 
making all three of them jump. 


Amy stood there, a determined look on her face. 


However, Dan did notice that her cheeks were red, her nose runny, and she 
looked like she had scrubbed her face hard to wipe away the tears. 


“Okay, listen up, because here’s the deal,” she said. “All we can do is keep 
trying. Vesper One has the upper hand now. Alistair and Phoenix are dead. 
The hostages might be, too, soon. But we have a lead. We’re going to follow 
that lead. If we can catch Isabel, we may have some bargaining power. And 
even if we don’t, we can still find out what she wants in DC. That might help 


us somehow. I know it doesn’t sound like much. But it’s all we have right 
now. So we can sit around feeling sorry for ourselves, or we can keep 
fighting. I don’t know about you, but I plan to keep fighting.” 


She took her laptop from Dan and marched back to her seat. 
The guys all looked at one another. 

“Wow,” said Jake. “Not what I expected.” 

Dan said hotly, “What did you expect from her?” 


“Well, she did sort of crack up about twenty-four hours ago,” pointed out 
Atticus. 


“Everybody is entitled to one meltdown,” Dan said loyally. “But she’s not 
going to give up again!” 


“Hey, you sounded like you had given up,” Jake reminded him. 


Dan started to shout something back but stopped. “You’re right. I did. But I 
was wrong,” he said quietly. 


Atticus added, “And the last thing we need is to start fighting with each other. 
We have plenty of bad people to fight as it is.” 

Jake said, “Atticus is right. I’m sorry, Dan.” He put out his hand. 

Dan shook it. “It’s cool. Sometimes this 


fighting-global-evil-to-save-the-world thing starts to get a guy down.” Jake 
grinned. “I know exactly how you feel.” 


The three of them went off to join Amy in the fight. 


| 


It was Dan who first noticed it. He’d been doodling on a napkin. Amy was 
surfing on her computer, no doubt trying to find some helpful lead or bit of 
information that would help them defeat the Vespers. 


Maybe she was looking at the floor plans for the Museum of American 
History in case they had to make an escape from it. It seemed to Dan that they 
could build a business out of escaping from museums, art galleries, and other 
secure places, seeing as how they had had to do it so often. Jake was leaning 
back in his chair staring at the ceiling. But he would occasionally glance over 
at Amy, and Dan would roll his eyes at the puppy-dog look Jake gave his 
sister. Atticus had his eyes closed, but Dan knew he wasn’t sleeping. 


He was thinking. Atticus was always thinking. That came with having a brain 
the size of a watermelon. 


So Dan had glanced out the window. 


They were, he thought, just passing over the Delaware River. But he wasn’t 
looking at the river. He was looking at the sky. He sat up straighter and 
pressed his face to the window, his eyes pointed up at such a harsh angle they 
hurt. 


Was the sky . . . purple? 


And were the clouds actually moving that fast? It was like one of those zoom- 
track weather maps that accelerated the movements of storm and cloud 
patterns. 


But this was real. A second later a gust of wind hit the train so hard that it 
actually rocked back and forth. For a terrifying moment Dan thought that they 
were going to plummet into the water. 


He looked around at the others. 


While they all seemed to have noticed the buffeting wind, they weren’t 
looking outside. Dan glanced at some of the other passengers. They all were 
staring at their computers, 


or 
reading 

books 

or 

newspapers. Not one of them had noticed the weather. Maybe that’s how the 
world was now, thought Dan. Everyone was so wrapped up in his or her own 
little world that no one ever really saw anything anymore. 

“Uh, Amy,” said Dan. 

She looked up, obviously annoyed at this interruption. 

“Yes?” 

He pointed out the window. 


She glanced past him. Her alarmed expression told Dan that she saw what he 
saw. 


Now Jake and Atticus were looking out the window, too. 
“The sky is . . . purple,” said Jake. 
“How can the sky be purple?” 


“Ts there a rainbow somewhere around?” asked Atticus. “It might simply be a 
case of light refraction combined with other elements to create some sort of 
optical illusion.” 


“There’s no rainbow,” said Dan. 
“And since when have you seen clouds move that fast?” 


They looked upward. The clouds flashed past and were soon out of sight. 


They all looked at one another. 
Amy said slowly, “It could be totally unrelated to the Doomsday device.” 


“Yeah,” said Dan. “And I could actually be Justin Bieber, only with a better 
haircut.” 


“There’s nothing we can do about it now,” she said. “But we can try and 
narrow down the location of relevant subduction zones. That will tell us 
where the Vespers may have located the Doomsday device.” 


“Good idea,” said Jake. “Let me help you.” He was sitting next to Amy and 
simply eased up the armrest separating them and moved closer to her. 


“Thanks, Jake,” said Amy, smiling at him. “You’re really good at helping.” 
Dan watched all this with an incredulous look. He really did want to throw 
up. He actually stuck a finger down his throat and made a gagging noise. 
Amy 

ignored 

this 

and 

said, 


“Subduction zones, fortunately, aren’t all that plentiful. And in the United 
States they are pretty few in number. They’re mostly along the coasts.” 


Atticus said, “That’s still a lot of ground to cover. And we don’t have much 
time.” He looked out the window again and observed the ominous celestial 
happenings. 


Amy’s phone buzzed as an e-mail came in. 


Dan looked at the device like it was a rattlesnake poised to plunge its fangs 
into him. 


“Please don’t let that be Vesper One telling us someone else is dead,” he 
muttered. 


Amy picked up the phone. “It’s from Evan.” She read the e-mail and her jaw 


dropped nearly to the table. “Omigod.” 
“What is it?” asked Jake, who was trying to read the tiny screen. 


Amy let out a long breath and tears filled her eyes. “Phoenix managed to 
escape from the Vespers. That’s why he wasn’t on the screen with the others.” 
Jake exclaimed, “Way to go, Phoenix!” 


Amy looked at him. She didn’t know Phoenix all that well. He had not been a 
big part of the Cahill family. But he was only twelve and Amy liked him, and 
when she had thought he was dead, she had felt tremendous guilt. Now she 
just felt stupendous relief. 


“Where is he?” Dan asked quickly. 


“At a motel near the Cascade Mountains in Washington State. Evan and Ian 
are on a plane right now to get him. 


Phoenix says he can lead them to the hostages. Evan sent me the address of 
the motel where they’ll be. I’m going to e-mail him back now and tell him 
that he needs to get the police involved. I know that sort of goes against the 
Cahill way of doing things. But I’m afraid if they go after the hostages alone, 
they’ ll end up captured, too.” 


Dan said, “So we need to get on a plane and fly to Washington. Let’s get off 
the train at the airport near Baltimore.” 


“No,” said Amy. “We can’t do that.” Dan looked stunned. “What are you 
talking about? Two minutes ago we had no clue where the Doomsday device 
was. Or where the hostages were. Now we know. 


The Cascades, I’m sure, has subduction zones.” 

Jake was hitting computer keys with dizzying speed. He read the screen and 
looked up. “There is an enormous subduction zone located right off the coast 
of Washington State,” he said. 


“Okay,” said Dan triumphantly. “So we kill two birds with one stone. 


Doomsday device and the hostages. We’re finally a step ahead of the Vespers. 
We have to go for it.” 


“What we have to do,” countered Amy, “is find out why Isabel Kabra is going 


to DC.” 


“What does it matter?” exclaimed Dan. “And it might be a trap. Or this could 
just be a wild-goose chase.” 


“She had no reason to believe that we could hack into her files,” pointed out 
Amy. “And why lead us on a wild-goose chase when, as far as she knows, we 
have no idea where the hostages or the Doomsday device are? If she’s going 
to DC at such a critical time, it must be for a very good reason.” 


“T agree with Amy,” said Jake. 


“Of course you do!” snapped an exasperated Dan. “Because you’re, like, so in 
loooove with her.” 


“Dan!” said Amy sharply, but she was also blushing. 

Dan barked, “So we’re just going to let Ian and Evan go in alone?” 

“With the police,” amended Amy. 

“Come on! They can’t go to the police,” said Dan. “What will Ian and Evan 
tell them? That some maniac named Vesper One is planning on blowing up 

the world and all they have to do is search an entire mountain range to find 


the hostages and a device that Archimedes made centuries ago? And, by the 
way, that’s why the sky is purple? They’ll lock them up.” 


Atticus said, “I think Dan has a point. 


It would be hard to believe. And by the time the police got up to speed and 
actually did anything, it might be too late.” Amy considered this and said, 


“Okay, Pll call in reinforcements.” She picked up her phone and punched in 
the number. 


“Hamilton? It’s Amy.” She quickly explained what had happened. “I need you 
and Jonah to fly to Washington State right now. You can fly into Seattle and 


then get to the motel and meet Ian and Evan.” She paused, her mouth 
breaking into a grin. 


After all the bad news it felt terrific to be able to convey something positive. 


“And I’ve got great news,” she said. 


“Phoenix is alive. And free. He got away from the Vespers. He’ll be with Ian 
and Evan.” 


“That’s awesome, Amy,” Hamilton said. 


She heard Hamilton say something to Jonah and the international superstar 
grabbed the phone from Hamilton. 


“Amy, is it true? Is Phoenix really safe?” 


Amy heard Jonah’s fab voice crack and she could almost feel the waves of 
emotion across the ether. 


“He really is, Jonah. Yov’ll be able to see for yourself soon.” 
She heard a little sob escape from Jonah and he said, “Thanks.” 
Hamilton came back on the line. 

“Okay, Amy. We’ll be ready to go right away.” 


“When we’re done in DC, we’ll fly out there. Phoenix will lead you to the 
location of the hostages. Do whatever you can to rescue them and stop the 
Vespers. 


We’ll meet you there as soon as possible.” 


She clicked off and looked at the others. Dan was watching her with a dark 
expression. 


“Tt’ll be too late, Amy,” he said accusingly. 


“I don’t think so. If Vesper One believes he’s won, he’ll have a false sense of 
security. And if we can capture Isabel in DC, we’ll have a hostage that we can 
bargain with. I’m tired of Vesper One holding all the cards.” 


Dan shook his head stubbornly. “But why would Vesper One give up anything 
for Isabel? According to you they’re probably competing for the top spot of 
global megalomaniac.” 


“Because she might have valuable information about Vesper One that he 
won’t want us to learn. And Isabel has resources we don’t. If we can force her 
to work with us, we can employ some of those assets to help us.” 


“T still think you’re wrong,” said Dan hotly. 
“Fine. Do you want to lead this operation?” Amy said, staring at him. 
Under her gaze Dan finally looked down. “I just hope you’re right.” 


“Me, too,” Amy said under her breath. “Me, too.” 





RY 


The plane ride was incredibly turbulent and Ian, Evan, and the rest of the 
passengers on the flight, and maybe even the pilots, probably thought they 
were actually going to crash. When they approached the airport, the 
turbulence became so severe that several passengers fainted while others 
grabbed barf bags and filled them up with their stomach contents. When the 
plane finally bounced down on the runway and stayed there, everyone 
cheered. 


Tan and Evan looked at each other, their faces pale and their bellies wriggly. 


Ian said, “If we survive the Vespers, perhaps we can drive back East. I don’t 
think my stomach can manage another jaunt like that one.” 


“Yeah,” said Evan, holding his stomach. “It must be really windy today. 


Only reason why it would be so bumpy.” They hustled toward the exit with 
their bags. When they got outside of the airport they found, to their 
astonishment, that it was calm and sunny with not even a slight breeze. As 
they looked around they noticed pilots in their uniforms huddled together 
talking. Other airline personnel were looking nervous. When Ian looked up 
into the sky he saw one plane coming in for a landing. It was jerking and 
whipping all over the place. 


He looked at Evan, who had obviously seen this as well. 


“What’s going on?” Ian asked. 
Evan shrugged and quickly walked over to one of the pilots. 


“Sir,” Evan began. “It’s not windy today, but it seems like the planes are 
having a lot of trouble flying.” The man looked at Evan and said abruptly, “I 
can’t talk about it. Sorry.” He hurriedly moved off. 


Evan came back over to Ian. 


“Nothing we can do about it now. We’ve got to get to the motel as fast as 
possible. I don’t want to give the Vespers any chance at all to kidnap Phoenix 
again.” 


Tan nodded and they both ran toward the cabstand. They quickly found out 
that it was too far for a cab to take them. But they found a bus that would. 
They bought tickets and boarded a few minutes before the bus was scheduled 
to depart. 


Both of them were so engrossed in their journey that they failed to see a 
vehicle that was following them. There were three people inside, but they had 
hats and glasses on and their coat collars were pulled up, making it impossible 
to see who they were. 


As the bus pulled off, the other vehicle followed closely. 


Amy, Dan, and the others climbed into a cab outside of Union Station in DC 
and headed over to the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History. 
It was located on the National Mall. The cab dropped them off on 
Constitution Avenue and they hurried in. Like almost all museums in DC, the 
admission was free because all of these facilities were paid for largely with 
tax dollars and thus open to the country’s citizens without charge. 


The space inside was divided up into themes. The first floor focused on 
transportation and technology. There was a large early-style locomotive 
anchoring this floor. The second floor housed exhibitions on American lives 
and ideals, and the National Museum of African American History and 
Culture Gallery. 


The third floor focused on wars and politics, and located here was a large 
exhibition on the men who have been president of the United States. 


Amy and the others paused in the large lobby and gazed around. 
“Where do we start looking?” asked Dan. 


Atticus said, “It makes the most sense to ask someone who works here. 
Perhaps there’s a permanent Lewis and Clark exhibit.” 


“Good thinking,” said Amy. But she added in a warning tone, “Be on the 
lookout for Isabel Kabra. And I doubt she’ll be traveling alone, so keep watch 
for her bodyguards, too.” 


They headed over to the information desk and were told that there was a 
Lewis and Clark display on the third floor. 


Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, both 
veteran 

soldiers, 

had 

been 


commissioned by President Thomas Jefferson to explore the Northwest 
Territory that the United States had acquired from France as part of the 
Louisiana Purchase of 1803. Their journey led them all the way to the Pacific 
coast. 


Early on in the trip, Lewis and Clark were joined by a Shoshone Indian 
named Sacagawea. 


She 
helped 
guide 
the 


expedition westward over the Rocky Mountains. It had been the longest, most 


arduous expedition ever undertaken in America, and both Lewis and Clark 
became revered as two of the country’s greatest heroes. 


They took the stairs up to the third floor and quickly found the display area. 
Items from the legendary expedition were under glass, and there were 
information cards under every item, explaining what they were and how each 
had been used by the two famous explorers. However, after twenty minutes of 


examining all of the items, Amy and the others were no further along in their 
quest. 


Dan said, “If there’s something helpful here, I don’t see it. I hope this wasn’t a 
huge waste of time. We could have been halfway to the West Coast by now.” 


Atticus said firmly, “My mother was dying at the time. I doubt she would 
have told me useless information.” Dan paled and said, “Hey, Att, I didn’t 
mean it like that. But she could have been delirious.” 


“No, she wasn’t,” said Atticus emphatically. “She knew exactly what she was 
doing. I’m sure of it.” 


Jake added, “And Isabel Kabra is in town, too.” 
Amy said, “But we don’t know that she actually came here. As you said, DC 


is a big city. We just speculated it was to look at something pertaining to 
Lewis and Clark.” She added in a hollow voice, 


“Well, I speculated.” 
While they had been talking, a woman had walked over to them. 
“Lot of interest in Lewis and Clark today,” said the woman. 


They all stared at her. She was tall, around fifty, with brown hair and large 
brown eyes. She wore a striking red dress and had kindly features. 


“You mean other people have been here to see the display?” asked Amy. 
“Just a few minutes ago there was someone,” said the woman. “I’m Dr. 


Nancy Gwinn, by the way. I’m one of the curators here. My specialty is Lewis 
and Clark, actually.” 


“Then you’re just the person we want to see,” said Amy. 
“Really, why is that?” asked Dr. 
Gwinn curiously. 


Amy said, “We’re students traveling here from out of town. We’re doing a 
team research paper for a regional competition on Lewis and Clark. There are 
many things that are known about them, of course. But we were hoping to 
find out some things that aren’t so well-known.” She pointed to the display 
cabinet. 


“We’ve covered all of these items in our paper, but do you have any other 
artifacts from the expedition?” 


Dr. Gwinn nodded. “Yes, we have many that aren’t on display. It’s a question 
of space and interest.” 


“And there seems to be interest,” said Amy. “Like you said, someone else was 
in here asking about them. Was that person my age by any chance? A girl 
about my height? Blond hair, shoulder length? You see, it’s a true 
competition, and there are college scholarships at stake.” 


Dr. Gwinn shook her head. “No, she was much older. In her forties. Dark hair, 
attractive. Very intense. In fact, she seemed familiar to me for some reason.” 
The four looked at each other. That was undoubtedly Isabel Kabra. 


“Was she alone?” asked Dan. “That sounds a lot like one of the teachers 
who’s working 


with 

the 

students 

we're 

competing against.” 


“She was alone. But now that you say it, she did seem sort of teacherlike in 
her demeanor. And she was very articulate.” 


“T’m sure. Did she ask to see anything out of the ordinary?” asked Amy. 


Dr. Gwinn thought for a moment. 

“Well, just one thing, now that you mention it. The Lewis and Clark compass. 
She was quite taken with it.” 

“Compass,” said Amy. She snapped her fingers. “That’s right. The famous 
compass.” She looked at the others. “We could use that as one of our 


centerpiece themes for the research paper.” She turned to look at Dr. Gwinn. 
“Ts there any way we can take a look at it, too?” 


Dr. Gwinn shook her head. “She had an appointment. It’s the Smithsonian’s 
policy not to bring articles from the back of the building without an 
appointment.” Amy looked crushed. “She told us we didn’t need an 


appointment when I asked her last week. She’s also on the competition’s 
organization committee.” 


“Well, that’s hardly fair,” said Dr. 


Gwinn sternly. “It seems that she was trying to deliberately mislead you.” 
Amy and Dan said nothing but looked at her hopefully. 


Dr. Gwinn said, “If she got to see it, I think you should, too. That’s only fair. 


And one of the Smithsonian’s most important missions is to educate and 
enlighten. Give me a few minutes.” After she walked off, Dan said to Amy, 
“You get better at lying every day. 


Should I be worried?” 

She smiled. “I’m surprised you weren’t worried a long time ago. And look 
who’s talking. ‘That sounds like a teacher of the students we’re competing 
against’?” 


“Hey, I just go with the flow,” replied Dan, grinning. 


Atticus added, “But now we know that Isabel was here and she was interested 
in something about Lewis and Clark.” 


“You were right, Atticus,” said Dan. 
“Good call on your part.” 


Nancy Gwinn came back holding a black case. She had put on white gloves. 


She led them over to a table in a corner, set the case down on it, and opened 
it. 

Dr. Gwinn said in an excited tone, 

“This is the famous compass of Lewis and Clark. It was actually purchased by 
Meriwether Lewis around 1803 in preparation for the mission that President 


Thomas Jefferson was sending them on. 


When the expedition returned to St. Louis in the fall of 1806, very few of the 
instruments and equipment they had purchased for the trip had survived. 


Fortunately, this compass was one of them. It was kept by Clark as a souvenir 
from the journey. Later he presented the compass to a friend of his. His 
descendants donated it to the Smithsonian in the early 1930s.” 


She took it out of the black case. “It cost about five dollars back then. Lewis 
purchased 


it 

from 

a 
well-known 


instrument maker, Thomas Whitney. It has a silver-plated brass rim and the 
box is mahogany. It also has a leather carrying case. It’s a very handsome 
piece.” Amy and the others crowded around for a better look, but none of 
them could see anything helpful in the object. 


On a cue from Amy, Jake and Dan used their cell-phone cameras to take shots 
of the compass. 





Amy said, “Can we see the bottom of the box?” 


“Funny,” said Dr. Gwinn. “That woman asked the very same thing.” 





She turned it over, and Jake and Dan surreptitiously took photos of it with 
their phones. 


Amy leaned closer to look at the box. 


She said, “Is that writing on there?” Dr. Gwinn looked more closely. 


“Yes. It seems to be a series of numbers scratched into the surface, although 
it’s been worn down over the years, of course. 


No one has ever been able to figure out what they mean. It was probably just 
a notation that either Lewis or Clark made during their journey. And the 
wooden case made a handy place to do so, I imagine.” Amy glanced at Dan. 
They both knew that Lewis and Clark had been members of the Tomas branch 
of the Cahills. The Tomas were known for their stubbornness and the fires in 
their bellies. They had landed men on the moon, and Lewis and Clark had 
fought their way to the Pacific coast. Amy doubted that they would have 
scratched some meaningless numbers into the back of a compass box that 
William Clark had made sure would survive over the centuries. 


Dan said, “Did the woman write the numbers down?” 
Dr. Gwinn glanced at him strangely. 

“Why, yes, she did.” 

“Thanks so much,” said Amy. 

“You’ve been a big help.” 

“In fact, we almost had a disaster,” added Dr. Gwinn. 
“A disaster?” asked Amy. “What do you mean?” 


Dr. Gwinn looked chagrined. “It was my fault, really. I shouldn’t have let that 
woman hold the compass. She dropped it. 


It bounced under the display case over there. But she was able to get under 
the table and retrieve it. I checked it over. 


There was no damage, thank goodness.” Amy and Dan looked at each other 
but said nothing. 


As they turned to leave Dr. Gwinn said, “You all were a lot nicer than she 
was. I hope you win your competition.” Amy and Dan turned back and 
together said, “Me, too.” 





Talking the whole time, the four excitedly left the museum. 


Jake and Dan showed the others the pictures they’d taken of the compass, 
front and back. 


“Can you enlarge your image so we get a better look?” Amy asked Jake. 


He nodded and did so. They fixed their gazes on the photos and kept 
commenting on various ideas and theories as they walked along. 


So preoccupied were they with this that they didn’t see the four black SUVs 
screech to a stop on the street next to them until it was almost too late. 


The doors opened and men poured out. 

One leaped at Amy, but the six-foot-two-inch Jake leveled him with a 
textbook football tackle. The man flew backward and crashed into two other 
men climbing out of one of the SUVs. 

Amy shouted, “Scramble, now!” 


“Go, Att, go!” yelled Jake at his little brother. 


The four ran off in different directions. This was a maneuver that Amy had 
had them practice for a long time. 


Four different directions meant that their pursuers would have to split up, too. 
And it increased the odds that at least one of them would escape. 


As Amy sprinted away she glanced across the street and saw Isabel staring at 
her with unconcealed hatred. When Isabel saw that Amy had spotted her, she 
turned and ran off down an alley. 


Amy quickly formed a plan and slowed down to let the two men chasing her 
catch up. Amy had trained hard to become a world-class fighter. But even 
with all that work she still had doubts about her combat abilities. Even now 
she could feel the nerves building inside her. 


But she didn’t have time to be nervous or doubtful. So she just let her training 
take over. 


When the men were about to grab her, Amy executed a spinning kick right to 
the first man’s knee. Her blow bent it backward and the man screamed and 
went down to the pavement. Amy knew that when you took out the knee, you 
took the fight right out of an opponent for two reasons. First, he couldn’t 
stand anymore. 


And second, it hurt him too much to think about fighting. 
The second man slowed and started to pull his gun. Amy never let him get 
there. She went low, supporting herself on one arm, pivoted, and hit the man 


with a whip kick, lifting his feet from under him. 


He crashed back on the pavement. Before he could begin to rise, Amy 
finished him off with two hard elbow strikes to the jaw. 


Then she was up and running hard after Isabel. The woman was not going to 
get away this time. She was probably the only leverage they would ever have 
over Vesper One. Amy flew down the alley. 


There was no way the older woman could outrun her. Amy could sprint like a 
gazelle. She was thinking, too, that despite what Ted’s Morse code had 
implied and what they had learned previously, Isabel might very well be 
Vesper One. If she was, they could use her to turn the tide and wreck the 
Vespers’ plans to destroy the world. At the very least they could find out why 
Isabel was so interested in the compass. 

Amy started to slow down as the alley 

grew 

narrower, 


darker, 


and 


definitely more sinister. It was like day had turned into night here. She 
stopped when she rounded a corner and found that the alley was a dead end. 
She was staring up at a brick wall that was six stories high. 


But what had happened to Isabel? 

There was no door, window, or fire escape. Nothing. 
But, no, there was something. 

A big blue dumpster. 


Amy assumed her favorite martial arts fighting stance. She took a few steps 
forward. She was confident that she could kick Isabel’s butt, but Amy had to 
admit that Isabel terrified her. After all, this was the woman who had burned 
Amy’s parents up in a house and had very nearly killed her and Dan a slew of 
times. Even now she could feel the cold dread spiking up her spine. And her 
mouth was so dry it was like someone had stuffed it full of cotton balls. 


But now was not the time for her courage to fail. She had to keep her wits 
about her. Amy knew she would have to be wary of poisons, a staple of the 
Lucian branch. Isabel might have a hidden needle in a ring, or perhaps 
embedded in her shoe. Whatever the case, Amy would be ready. This was 
one-on-one. And she was going to take Isabel down, finally. She balled up her 
courage and prepared to face one of her worst nightmares: Isabel Kabra. 


“I know you’re here, Isabel, so you might as well just come out now.” Amy 
didn’t think her words would have any effect on the woman, so she was 
surprised when Isabel Kabra stepped out from behind the dumpster and held 
her arms up. 


“T guess you’ve won this round, Amy Cahill,” snarled Isabel. “But the plan 
will go on, even without me.” 


“T don’t think so, Isabel,” Amy said, looking at her cautiously. She didn’t trust 
Isabel as far as she could throw her, which was not very far at all. “We’re 
going to use you to destroy the Doomsday device Archimedes designed.” 

“So you know about that, do you?” 


“No, but now I have confirmation of it, thanks bunches.” 


Isabel looked furious at having given this key element away, but then her 


malicious smile returned. “You can’t win, you know.” 
“T was about to tell you the same thing.” 
“We seem to have a standoff.” 


Amy pulled a pair of zip cuffs from her pocket. She had brought these with 
her for just this sort of situation. “Not really. 


Get down on your knees, hands behind your head, fingers interlocked.” 
“And if I don’t?” 

“If you don’t, you’ ll be very sorry. 

And your perfect hair will no longer be perfect. That’s a promise.” 
“You didn’t think I was going to actually fight you myself, did you?” 


“T don’t see anybody else here.” Isabel clapped her hands. The dumpster 
opened and three large men climbed out and quickly encircled Amy. 


Amy froze, her limbs quivering with fear. This had been a trap all along. And 
she’d fallen right into it like an idiot. 


“Say good-bye to your life, Amy Cahill,” gloated Isabel. “I’m sure there will 
be a few people who will miss you, misguided though they are.” 


Amy eyed Isabel. “We know you’re not Vesper One. You’re not smart 
enough. 


And you’re predictable. The Vespers never would have elected you as their 
leader. You’re strictly the B-Team.” Isabel glared darkly at her but said 
nothing. 


“You’re too into your stupid fake charities. They needed someone with real 
vision.” 


“T have vision,” declared Isabel heatedly. “I have more vision than anyone.” 


“You’ve got nothing. Even your kids wised up and realized you’re an idiot. 
An evil one, but still an idiot.” 


“The world will find out how smart I am,” shouted Isabel. 


“The only way to do that is for you to become Vesper One. And that will 
never happen.” 


Amy watched Isabel closely. She could almost see the wheels spinning inside 
the woman’s head. 


“Well, unfortunately, Amy, you will not be around to see my triumph.” She 
nodded at her men. “Kill her. Now.” The men drew closer. They did not 
assume fighting stances. They merely pulled their guns out, which had 
suppressors attached to the muzzles, and pointed them at Amy’s head. 


Amy took a deep breath as she stared at the Sig Sauer 9mm pointed at her. 
I’m sorry, Dan. But you’ve got to keep going. You’ve got to stop them. 
You’ve got to. 

Amy closed her eyes and prepared to die. 

Just at that moment, they all heard it. 

Sirens erupting all over the place. 


They heard cars squealing down the alley, sirens blasting. They heard doors 
opening and then slamming closed. Rushing feet, voices calling out tactical 

orders. The crackle of walkie-talkies. The sounds of gun slides being racked 
back. And then the thudding sounds of a helicopter in the sky. 


A PA system blared out: “This is the police. Put your weapons down now and 
come out with your hands up. There is no escape.” 


Isabel screamed at her men, “Get me out of here now!” 

The men quickly pushed aside the dumpster, revealing a manhole cover. 
While her men covered Amy and the oncoming cops with their guns, Isabel 
slipped down into the hole. Her men quickly followed. The last one slid the 
heavy cover back into place with a clang. 


Amy rushed forward and tried to lift the cover but she wasn’t strong enough. 


She turned back to the sounds of the cops, which had grown ever closer. She 
quickly thought about what she would say to them. 


Then Dan poked his head around the corner. 
Amy looked at him, stunned. 

“Dan?” She looked behind him. 

“Where are the cops?” 


He held up his phone. “I doubled back and saw what was happening. I 
downloaded an action movie onto my phone and played the scene where the 
SWAT team comes in to save the day. 


With my amp upgrade and movie-quality, modified speakers on steroids, it 
sounded like the real thing, didn’t it?” She smiled. “Yeah, it did. You’re a 
freaking genius.” 

She walked over to him and squeezed him tight. 

“T love you, little brother. And thanks for saving my life.” 


The two stood there for a long moment just holding on to each other. 


Tears slid down Amy’s face because she knew how close she had come to 
never seeing her brother again. 


And tears slid down Dan’s face because he realized the very same thing. 





The bus pulled to a stop outside the motel. 


It was designed to look like a Swiss ski chalet, although there was no snow 
and thus no skiers. Ian and Evan stepped off the bus, the only passengers to 
disembark here. The bus pulled off and they stood there looking around. 


Ian said, “This truly is the middle of nowhere.” 

“No, where they’ve got the hostages is the middle of nowhere,” Evan pointed 
out. “To them this would be paradise.” Ian looked at him guiltily, no doubt 
thinking of his sister. “You’re right. Let’s go find Phoenix.” 

As it turned out they didn’t have to. 


Phoenix found them. 


Before they even reached the front door of the motel, Phoenix rushed over to 
them from a shadowy corner. 


“Tve been watching for you,” he explained. 


Evan was startled when Phoenix hugged him so tightly that he thought his 
already queasy stomach might give back whatever was in it. But he also 
realized that Phoenix was just a kid and had just been through an ordeal that 
would have paralyzed most adults. 


Both Evan and Ian noted that Phoenix was dirty and thin and looked like he 
hadn’t eaten in weeks. 


“Tt’s 

okay; 

you’re 

not 

alone 

anymore,” said Evan, patting him on the back. 

“Quite right,” added Ian. “The light cavalry is in position and we’ll be calling 
up reinforcements in no time. It’s time to snatch victory from the jaws of 


defeat.” Evan said, “Phoenix, are you hurt?” 


“Just bumps and bruises and some cuts from when I fell. And from crawling 
around the countryside. The mountains have lots of sharp edges.” 


Evan, once more noting Phoenix’s emaciated look, said, “Let’s get you 
something to eat. You can tell us everything then. Okay?” 


Ian added, “Right. A bit of food and yov’ll feel so much better.” 


Phoenix looked torn. He was indeed hungry, but he was obviously also 
thinking about the other hostages. Finally, his belly won out. 


“Okay, but let’s hurry.” 

They walked into a small restaurant just off the lobby and sat down at a table. 
Outside, the vehicle was mostly hidden behind a large tree but still had a clear 
view of the motel’s front entrance. Sandy Bancroft, the intrepid weatherman 
and also Vesper Four, was driving. In the front passenger seat was the 
malicious and highly dangerous Cheyenne Wyoming, also known as Vesper 
Six. 

“So that’s where our little one got to,” commented Sandy. 


“Stunned that he was able to escape,” groused Cheyenne, looking accusingly 
at Sandy. 


“My dear girl, these things happen. 


But we have now reacquired the wayward youth and we can execute our plan. 
In fact, it’s much better now.” 


“T guess I see that.” 


“Two additional hostages. As Vesper Six I would very much hope that you 
would see that.” 


Cheyenne cast him a dirty look. 
“Don’t push it, Vesper Four. No one died and made you supreme being.” 


“True, so very true. We all know who our leader is, don’t we, Cheyenne?” 


He glanced at her with a gleeful condescension. She merely looked away. 
“How do you want to do this?” she asked. 
“The plan is set,” Sandy said sharply. 


“Just execute the plan. No deviations, my dear. None!” He did not sound the 
least bit nice or charming now. 


A sullen Cheyenne climbed out of the vehicle and walked off to “execute” the 
plan. 


Inside the restaurant, Phoenix had just finished telling Ian and Evan 
everything he knew. 


Evan said, “Okay, that’s very helpful. 


Now let’s fill you in from our end.” Evan and Ian took turns telling Phoenix 
all that had happened while he had been a hostage. 


Evan said, “We haven’t heard back from Amy and the others yet. But I e- 
mailed them about hearing from you. They know we’re out here. I’m sure 
they’ ll be here soon.” 


Ian studied Phoenix. “You’re sure that the hostages are okay? And Natalie?” 
“Everyone is sort of like me. Hungry, dirty, dinged up, but okay. Well, Nellie 
got shot. But she’s okay, too.” Evan’s phone buzzed. He looked at the long 


text, his eyes widening as he did so. 


“Amy and the others were attacked in DC by Isabel and her goons. They 
barely got out alive.” 


Ian groaned. “God, I hate my mother. 
What happened?” 
Evan read over the text once more and explained why the others were in DC. 


“They went there when we told them Isabel was on her way to Washington,” 
he added. 


“But Lewis and Clark’s compass?” Ian said curiously. “My mother was 
interested in that? Why?” 


“Amy doesn’t say. She also says that they think Riley McGrath is Vesper One, 
but that’s not his real name.” 


“Well, we know that,” said Ian. “We found out about him when we hacked 
Sinead’s e-mails. Riley McGrath was a park ranger. And he’s dead. Vesper 
One just assumed his identity. Doesn’t really help us much. He probably has 
lots of identities.” 


“She also said that Hamilton and Jonah are on their way here. We’re to wait 
and meet them.” 


“Jonah is coming?” said Phoenix. He idolized his famous cousin, though he 
didn’t think much of his songwriting abilities. In that, he wasn’t alone. Many 
people, while acknowledging that Jonah had a great voice, didn’t like his 
songs. 


But millions of others did, so he was a superstar. It was just how the world 
worked. 


“Yes. And they might get here faster than we did. Jonah has his own plane.” 
“We have to hurry,” said Phoenix. 

“Right now all the hostages are okay, but that might change.” 

They both looked at him. 

Evan said slowly, “Uh, Phoenix, I guess you don’t know.” 

“Know what?” 

Evan looked at Ian, who said quietly, 


“Alistair is dead, Phoenix. I’m sorry.” Phoenix looked at both of them, small 
clusters of tears gathering in his eyes. 


“Alistair’s dead?” He looked like he might start sobbing. “But he was okay 
the last time I saw him.” 


“T’m sure he was,” said Ian. “I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you.” 
“He might have just given up,” said Evan quietly. “Sometimes people do.” 


Phoenix covered his face with his hands and wept softly. Evan looked 
nervously around the restaurant to see if anyone was watching, but luckily no 


one was. He dipped a napkin in his glass of water and gave it to Phoenix to 
wipe his face. 


“T know it’s hard, Phoenix. But we have to keep moving on, to help the other 
hostages.” 


Ian was about to say something else when he looked up and said, “That was 
extraordinarily fast.” 


The others turned and saw Hamilton and Jonah rush in, spot them, and head 
their way. 


They all hugged one another and shook hands. Phoenix gave Jonah a 
particularly 


hard 

squeeze 

and 

the 

international superstar hugged him back just as tightly. 
“Good to see you, big guy,” said Jonah. 

“Yeah,” said Phoenix happily, the tears still shiny on his face. 
“How’d you get here so fast?” asked Ian. 


“Private wings,” said Hamilton. “It’s definitely something I could get used 
to.” 


“Was it really bumpy?” asked Evan. 

Jonah said, “Yeah. I thought we were going to crash a couple of times. I asked 
the pilot about it. He said his instruments went nuts. He finally had to fly and 
then land the plane manually, and even then he said it was a nightmare.” 


They all sat and Evan filled them in on what they knew. 


“Aren’t you Jonah Wizard?” 


They all looked up at the tall, plump, middle-aged waitress who stood in front 
of them. 


Jonah inwardly groaned as she gazed at him in adoration. But he smiled and 
said convincingly, “Actually, I get that a lot. But I’m not Jonah Wizard. Can’t 


even Carry a tune.” 


“Really?” she said, though her tone was not disappointed. “I think you are 
Jonah Wizard.” She turned to the others. 


“And you’re Evan and Ian and Hamilton and of course poor little Phoenix.” 
They all stared up at her in astonishment. 


She pulled aside her apron, revealing a gun in her right hand. 
“And 

that’s 

a 

Cobra 

AS 


semiautomatic chambered with wicked Silvertip ordnance that will blow very 
large holes in all of you. So unless you want extra perforations in your heads, 
I suggest you quietly follow me outside. 


Now!” 
The boys stood and walked outside with the waitress trailing them. 


There was a van parked there. In the driver’s seat was Casper Wyoming. 
Sandy was in the passenger seat. 


“Excellent work, Cheyenne,” he said. 
“Cheyenne!” exclaimed Ian as he glanced back at her. 


She whipped off her wig, popped out colored contact lenses, and spit out 
cotton balls from her mouth. “A little body padding to add twenty pounds, 
face putty to make wrinkles, and voila, even someone beautiful can be made 
to look ugly,” she said. 


“You are ugly,” shot back Phoenix. 

“On the inside.” 

She grabbed his collar and threw him in the van. 
She pointed her gun at the others. 

“Get in. Now!” 


They all climbed in and Cheyenne shut the door. The van’s windows were 

tinted so no one could see them. Casper drove off, while Sandy covered the 
others with his gun. Cheyenne used zip cuffs to bind the guys’ hands. Then 
she put hoods over their heads so they couldn’t see where they were going. 


“Excellent,” 

said 

Sandy. 

“Tm 

impressed with how well our little operation went. But then again, the 
opposition was particularly amateurish and thus underwhelming.” He looked 
at Ian. “You know, Ian, your mother would be so disappointed that you turned 
against the Kabra family.” 


“She’s not part of our family. Not anymore,” snapped Ian. 


“Excellent,” said Sandy again. “It’s so much easier to kill non—family 
members.” 


CHAPTER 


By prearrangement Amy and Dan met up with Jake and Atticus at the hotel in 
DC 


where they were staying. When Amy told Jake and Atticus how she had 
nearly died, Jake paled, rose from his seat, and put his arms around her. 


“Ames, that was way too close.” 


“T’d be dead if it weren’t for my supersmart little brother,” said Amy, gazing 
at Dan, but hugging Jake. 


Jake released Amy and shook Dan’s hand. “We all owe you big for that one, 
Dan.” 


“Hey, she’s my sister. She doesn’t get to leave me by myself. I’ve got years 
left to make her life miserable.” Amy could tell that Dan was saying this just 
to lighten the moment, to put firmly in the past how close he’d come to losing 
her. Well, she thought, he was mostly doing it for that. Little brothers were 
little brothers, after all. And at times he certainly did make her life miserable. 
But he had also just saved it. So he could make her as miserable as he wanted. 


Amy looked at Jake. “How did you guys get away?” 


“Those dudes were big but slow,” said Jake. “They ran out of gas after half a 
mile. Some bad guys. Isabel needs to hire fitter criminals.” 


Amy sat down. “Okay, I texted Evan what happened to us in DC and about 
Riley McGrath possibly being Vesper One. Hopefully, they’ve reached 
Phoenix by now. But we need to move on fast. 

Jake, let’s see the pictures you took of the compass again.” 

Jake pulled out his phone and brought the photos up. 

“Can you enlarge them?” asked Amy. 


“Coming up,” replied Jake. He hit some keys and the pictures swelled. 


Dan eyed one photo and said, “I don’t see anything remarkable. It just looks 
like an old compass.” 


He brought up the photos he’d taken and stared at them one after another. 


“Nothing.” 


“Tsabel would not have come all this way just to look at an old compass,” said 
Amy. “There has to be something. Let’s see the back.” 


Jake hit another key and the next photo came up on the screen. It was the back 
of the compass box. 


Amy said, “Okay, there are the numbers. The ones that Dr. Gwinn said no one 
had figured out.” 


“Right,” said Atticus. “Maybe there’s something there. My mother obviously 
wanted us to find out about this compass.” 


“Can you make them larger?” Amy asked Jake. 


He made the numbers as big as possible. 
(Z ke-w 


They all stared at them. 
Amy said, “Okay, that looks to be a four and a seven.” 
“And the letter M or N,” added Dan. 


Atticus squinted. “That’s a twelve,” he said, pointing to a number just below 
the four and seven. “At least I think so.” Dan said, “And a number one after 
it. 


So one twenty-one.” 


Amy said, “I think so. And there’s a letter behind the one twenty-one. Looks 


to be a W.” 
Atticus said, “Okay, to recap we have forty-seven and the letter M or N. 
And a one-two-one with a minus sign. 


And the letter W. What does that tell us?” He looked at the others. Jake 
shrugged. Amy looked uncertain. 


Dan, however, was on his laptop. 

“When in doubt, let’s go to the web,” he muttered. 

He put in the information they had and hit the SEARCH key. 

He looked up, smiling sarcastically. 

“Only one billion, nine hundred and sixty-three million, four hundred and 
seventy-nine thousand, eight hundred and sixteen possibilities. I should be 
able to get through them in the next seven thousand, eight hundred and 


fourteen years. Just sit tight and call up lots of room service.” Atticus 
suddenly looked excited. 


“Dan, search for the map coordinates of the Cascade Mountain Range.” 
Amy said, “Why the —” She blinked. 


“Right, I get it; Dan, quick, do it.” Dan was already punching the keys on his 
laptop. It took only a few seconds. 


He looked up this time in genuine triumph. “Forty-seven degrees north 
latitude and one hundred twenty-one degrees west longitude is the exact 
location of the Cascade Mountain Range. 


So the letter was an N for north, and not an M!” 


Atticus added, “That confirms what we learned from Phoenix. That must be 
where the hostages are.” 


“And the Cascades have a massive subduction zone,” added Jake. “We 
already knew that. Perfect for the Vespers’ Doomsday device.” 


Dan said, “See, Amy, we should’ve just gone directly there without wasting 
time in DC.” 


Amy replied, “No, we’ve now confirmed what Phoenix told us. And even 
though I nearly died, it was worth it to see the look on Isabel’s face when I 
told her she would never be Vesper One.” 


“You must have really made her mad,” said Dan. 


“Oh, I did. But that’s not the only reason I did it. But forget her. We need to 
get to the West Coast as fast as possible. 


We’ll hook up with the others, save the hostages, and destroy the Doomsday 
device.” 


“And nail the Vespers,” Dan reminded her. 


“Never fear, little brother, I would never forget that important detail.” Atticus 
looked confused. “But why would Isabel have gone to DC to figure out where 
the hostages and the Doomsday device are? Wouldn’t she already know?” 


“Not if Vesper One is keeping things from her,” said Amy with a smile. “And 
that might just work out to our advantage.” She looked at Dan. “Call the 
airline and get us tickets on the next flight out to Washington State.” 


Dan got on the phone with his credit card ready. But the lines were jammed. 


He couldn’t get through. He tried ten times with five different airlines. He 
slammed the phone down in frustration. 


Meanwhile, Jake had turned on the TV in the room. After a minute of 
watching a late-breaking news story he said, “Amy, I think I know why we 
can’t get through to the airlines. Look.” Amy turned to stare at the screen. 


After a few seconds seeing what was unfolding all over the country, her 
spirits sank. They weren’t going to be able to get to the West Coast after all. 


At least not via plane. 


Staring at the TV screen, Amy learned that all air traffic in the world had been 
grounded because of a number of near-crashes. The mishaps had been 
because of failure of the planes’ avionics systems. 


Since it was inconceivable that all of the planes’ avionics would fail on the 
same day, the authorities had checked for other causes. They had quickly 
determined that changes in the magnetic fields of the Earth had taken place. 
And those changes were causing 


potentially 
catastrophic 


interference with pilots’ ability to control their aircraft, which depended on 
stable magnetic fields. 


Dan looked at Amy. Amy looked at Dan. Atticus and Jake stared at them 
both. 


Dan said, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 


Amy slowly nodded. “A change in the Earth’s magnetic fields. That means 
there must have been some significant disruption in the magnetic poles. That 
could only mean . . .” Her voice trailed off. 


Dan swallowed with difficulty. 


“Either aliens are about to eat us, or the Vespers have already begun to 
activate their Doomsday device.” 


Atticus said calmly, “Since the Earth is still here I think the key phrase is 


‘begun to activate.’ If they had triggered it fully, we would see far more 


catastrophic results.” 


“Oh, goody,” snapped Dan. “I can’t wait for the far more catastrophic 
results.” 


“Att means we still have a shot at stopping things,” said Jake. “Remember 
Vesper One got the gear and other stuff in New York. He had to get out to the 
West Coast and put it together in the device. 


That takes time.” 

“Time we’re obviously running out of,” said Amy. “Like Atticus said, the 
activation process has begun. Planes were flying just fine earlier. I saw them 
in the sky.” 

“But we still might have a shot,” said Jake. 


“Oh, really?” said Amy. “How? 


How do we get out to the West Coast and stop them if we can’t fly? You want 
us to ride a bike? Take a cab? Board a FREAKING bus? It’ll take forever. 


Vesper One already sent us that link with the hostages. He’s planning to kill 
them. 


He probably already has killed them. 
What’s to stop him?” 


Atticus pushed his glasses farther up his nose from where they had slid down 
and said, “I think he wants us to be there when it happens.” 


“What?” said Amy. 

“I THINK HE WANTS US TO BE 

THERE WHEN IT HAPPENS,” shouted Atticus. 

“ I heard you,” said Amy. “I just don’t understand you.” 

“Vesper One is highly intelligent, determined, and forceful,” stated Atticus. 


“He’s also ruthless, murderous, and he probably has really bad BO,” shot 
back Dan. 


“Granted,” said Atticus. “But he’s also 
highly 

competitive, 

even 

megalomaniacal, like most of the Vespers. 


He’s been giving us clues and hints and tidbits of his plans throughout this 
whole ordeal. He’s been using us, essentially, to get what he needed to build 
the Doomsday device.” 


“And he succeeded,” snapped Dan. 


“We got him everything he needed. He built it. He’s pulled the trigger on it. 
He doesn’t need us or the hostages anymore.” 


“But now, right as he’s about to perform the final act on his little world- 
destruction plan, the only thing missing is us. His opponents in all this. He 
needs us as part of the final act. So he can not only rub our noses in it but kill 
us at the same time. It’s just what the Vespers do.” 


“T still don’t think —” began Amy. 


“He didn’t need to send us that link with the hostages, Amy,” interrupted 
Atticus. “He’d already won, or so he thinks. So why did he?” 


“Just his way of, like you said, rubbing our noses in it.” 


“Tt was a link, Amy. It wasn’t a real-time transmission. Which means that 
Vesper One had time to look at it before it went out to us. Now, I recognized 
pretty much right away that Ted was using his blinking as Morse code to 
convey information to us. Do you really think Vesper One, as smart as he is, 
failed to see that, too? But he still let the link go out. So I’m thinking that the 
initial activation of the device was done to alert us that time was running out. 
Of course Vesper One’s ego won’t let him even consider the possibility that if 
we do get there, we’ll be smart enough to beat him. 


But make no mistake, he wants us there.” They all stood there looking 
stunned by this theory. 


Atticus added, “And also keep in mind that no one alive has actually seen 


what the Doomsday device Archimedes designed can do. Vesper One thinks 
he’s figured it out, but even he will have to exercise some degree of caution. It 
will take him some time to test it.” Dan said, “You know, Amy, what Atticus 
is saying actually makes sense.” Amy slowly nodded. “I’m starting to think 
the same thing. So if he’s waiting for us to appear —” 


Jake finished for her, “— then that might give us the one chance we need to 
beat him.” 


“But how do we get to the West Coast?” said Amy. 

Dan had continued working on his laptop while they were discussing things. 
“The train,” he announced. 

“The train?” exclaimed Amy. “You can take a train across the country?” 


“Actually, it requires two trains. The Capitol Limited from right here in DC. It 
goes to Chicago. Leaves this afternoon at five and gets into Chicago 
tomorrow morning. Then we take a second train from Chicago to Seattle. 
That takes forty-six hours.” 


“Forty-six hours!” cried out Amy. 


“In the interest of full disclosure it’s actually forty-six hours and ten minutes,” 
amended Dan. 


“T can fly around the world in forty-six hours and ten minutes,” barked Amy. 
“The operative word being fly,” said Atticus. 

Dan looked at his sister. “What other option do we have?” 

Her face took on a resolute look. 


“Buy the tickets, Dan.” She looked at her watch. “We’ll have just enough time 
to catch this Capitol Limited train thingy.” While Dan did that and Jake and 
Atticus were getting their stuff ready, Amy texted Evan. It bounced back. She 
tried to call him. It went to voice mail. She tried to contact Jonah, Hamilton, 
and Ian. The same result. She wondered if the magnetic pole disruption also 
had affected wireless communications on the ground. As a test, she texted 
Dan. He looked up from his computer when the text landed in his mailbox 
and his phone chirped. 


“Why are you texting me? I’m right here.” 


Amy didn’t answer. Now she knew something was very wrong. 


CHAPTER 


It was a tight fit. 


Jonah, Hamilton, Ian, Evan, and Phoenix were tied up in a small, darkened 
room. They were each trying to figure out where they were. 


Evan had counted off the seconds in his head on the drive, and gauging the 

speed of the van he figured they were about two hours and a hundred miles 

away from the motel. However, he couldn’t tell in which direction. If south, 
they would be near Seattle or Tacoma. If north, they could be in Canada. 


He told this to the others. 

“Or east and west,” Ian pointed out. 

“No,” said Evan. “Two hours west and we’re in the ocean. And why go east? 
The subduction zone is along the coast.” Jonah perked up and asked the 
others if they wanted him to sing to keep their spirits up. “Be glad to do it, 


bros,” he added with a dazzling smile. 


The immediate consensus was that none of their spirits had reached such a 
level of depression that warranted Jonah’s musical intervention. 


“Well, just let me know when it does,” Jonah said, attempting to sound 
cheerful. 


“How 


about 


never?” 

Hamilton 

mumbled under his breath. 

Phoenix said, “I wonder if they’re going to take us to the other hostages.” Ian 
piped in, “Let’s hope no more of them are dead.” He closed his eyes and a 
small tear appeared at the edge of his right eyelid. 


A noise made them all fall silent. 


A door opened and a light appeared through the opening. It was just a narrow 
shaft of illumination. They heard footsteps growing closer. It was still too 
dark for them to see who it was. 


Ian stiffened and opened his eyes when he felt something press against the 
back of his head. 


It was the muzzle of a Glock pistol with a suppressor can attached. 


Casper Wyoming’s voice came out of the darkness. “Get up, Kabra. Someone 
very special wants to see you.” 


“Who?” exclaimed Ian. “My sister?” 

“T said special, not stupid. Like you.” Casper jerked Ian up, lifting him 
completely off the ground. But when Ian came down he made certain that he 
landed on top of Casper’s foot. Hard. 


“Oww!” yelped Casper. 


“So sorry,” said Ian, trying to hide his grin. “But after all, as you so helpfully 
pointed out, I am quite stupid.” 


“Maybe PII shoot you right here,” growled Casper, putting the gun muzzle 
against Ian’s head again. 


“T don’t believe you can,” said Ian. 
“Oh, yeah? Why’s that?” 


“As you said, someone very special wants to see me. I’m sure you don’t want 
to disappoint the person.” 


Hamilton added, “Yeah, you might get in trouble, doofus.” 
Casper eyed him grimly. “Just give me a reason, Holt. Just one reason.” 


“Tf you untie me, I’ll give you ten of them wrapped around my fists. They’ Il 
be the last things you ever see.” 


“You don’t scare me, muscle man.” 

“Sure I do. And my time will come.” Ian snapped, “Let’s get a move on. 
You don’t want to keep your fearless leader waiting.” 

“Hey, I’m giving the orders around here, not you,” barked Casper. 


“All right. So what action do you propose we take?” Ian stared up at him 
expectantly. 


Casper hesitated, his mind evidently trying to think of something pithy to 
come back with. But failing that, he simply said, 


“Let’s get a move on.” 

“Right,” 

said 

Tan, 

smiling 

triumphantly. “Bloody well wish I’d thought of that.” 
“Doofus,” muttered Hamilton, staring at Casper. 
Casper 

pushed 

Tan 

forward, 


slamming the door and locking it behind him. 


Casper led Ian into another room. He turned on a light and Ian blinked to 
adjust to the brightness. He saw that there was a large TV screen on one wall. 
Casper hit a button on a console and the screen crackled to life. 


At first the screen remained black, but then someone appeared there. Ian took 
an involuntary step back, and shuddered. 


His mother, Isabel Kabra, was staring at him. 
Could she see him? Ian wondered. 
Then he noticed the TV camera bolted to the wall. It was pointing at him. 


As if in answer to his unspoken question, his mother snapped, “Of course I 
can see you.” 


“What do you want?” retorted Ian. 
“You have betrayed me. You have turned against your own family.” 
“No, you’re the one that turned against us,” Ian said hotly. 


She ignored this. “However, being of a kind and compassionate nature —” 
Ian snorted at this remark, but she ignored this, too, and continued. “The only 
reason you’re not dead is because, in keeping with my compassionate nature, 
I have decided to give you a second chance.” 


“Why?” he shot back. 


“T’m a loving, caring mother and, therefore, I don’t want to have to kill my 
own son.” 


Ian scowled. “I don’t believe anything you say.” 
“I’m on my way out to see you, son. 


And your sister, Natalie. If you’re smart, and I hope you are, you will 
reconsider your loyalties and side with me. If you continue to support the 
Cahills, only death awaits you. And your sister. It will be out of my hands. It 
really will be.” 


“You don’t care what happens to us. 
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I 


You bloody well shot your own daughter 


“Tt was just a flesh wound. To my knowledge, no one has ever died from 
being shot in the foot. Perhaps a permanent limp, a bit of arthritis, but is that 
really so bad?” 


“You’re barking mad. You could’ve killed her.” 


“On the contrary, did you know that certain of the Vespers did want to kill 
your sister? I intervened and they shot Nellie Gomez instead. Worse the luck 
she survived. Why aim for the shoulder when a perfectly good head was right 
there? I will never understand. However, the fact remains: But for me, your 
precious sister would be dead. So, you see, dear boy, I do care.” 


“They should have kept you in prison. You simply bought your way out. 
It’s pathetic.” 


Isabel took a step closer, nearly filling the screen. The charm bracelet she 
never took off rattled on her wrist. “I raised you to be a Lucian. I raised you to 
be loyal.” She paused and added quietly, 


“T suppose I should tell you.” 

“Tell me what?” 

“T’m dying.” 

Tan snorted. “Right. Do you think I’m a fool?” 


She held up her arm and let her sleeve slide down. There was a large reddish- 
purple mass on it. 


“Poisoned, Ian. Slow-acting, but irreversible. From the South American 
blowfish. My death will not be pretty.” Ian stared at the disfigured arm. It 
looked quite painful, but he knew his mother too well to be fooled. “How 
could someone poison you? You’re the queen of poisoners. You poison 
others, not the other way around.” 


“T went to visit your father, Vikram.” 


“What? Why?” Ian hadn’t seen his father in quite some time. Not since 
Vikram had fled the country for South America after abandoning his family. 


“He’s my husband. I love him. I’ve always loved him. He had fallen ill. 


Nothing life threatening, but he was in the hospital. But it was really a trap set 
by my enemies. Instead of seeing your father I got this, administered by a 
kindly old woman dressed as a nurse who I took to be totally harmless until 
she stuck the needle into my arm.” She paused. “I calculate that I have at most 
five days to live.” She lowered her arm and her sleeve slid back down. 


“The organ shutdown will be massive and linear. 
Death 

will 

follow 

almost 

immediately.” 

“I... I don’t believe you.” 

“T completely understand why you feel that way, son.” 


This response surprised Ian. He had always assumed that his mother would 
never understand how another person felt about anything. 


She said, “But the fact is, as one grows close to death, the only thing that 
matters is family, Ian. I hope you can see that.” 


Isabel’s 
tone 
had 
lost 

its 


aggressiveness. It was lower, gentler. Her features had softened, too. She was 
a very attractive woman when she wasn’t running around as a homicidal 
maniac killing people 


and 


shouting 

things 

like, 

“Everyone must die. Now!” 

Ian stared into his mother’s big eyes. 


“But if you saved Natalie, then you were behind her kidnapping. It’s the only 
way you could have known where she was.” 


“That’s not so, Ian. I wasn’t behind it. Someone else was. When I found out I 
took the steps necessary to see that my children were not hurt.” 


“When I called and told you Natalie had been taken, you said you didn’t have 
any children.” 


“Because that’s how I felt back then, son. I felt abandoned. By you and your 
sister. You must forgive an unfortunate choice of words.” 


“So what’s changed, then?” 

She held up her damaged arm once more. 
“This. This has changed. This makes 

a 

person 

stop 

and 

think. 


Reprioritize. I’m not immortal, Ian. I’m nearly fifty, even though I barely look 
thirty. But I don’t have all that much time left. I want to make the most of it.” 
She drew a deep breath and focused those large, soft eyes on her son. 


“T want my family, what’s left of it, back, Ian. I want my children back. With 
their mother, where they belong.” Ian was sniffling now. “How do I know I 


can trust you?” 


“How can anyone know that about anyone? But you are a Lucian. You can’t 
deny that. You competed mightily against Amy and Dan and the others, and 
you did well. Very well. It was your true nature. 


And being Lucians, our natural home is with the Vespers. It’s how we’re 
wired. 


We’re not tree huggers. We’re not for the greater good. We’re for the greater 
us. But now here you are, working with them. And against your family. How 
can that be, son? 

You are going against everything you believe in. Indeed, I’m the one who 
should be asking how I can trust you.” Ian broke down crying. “I’m... Pm 
sorry, Mother. I’m sorry.” 


“Tt’s all right, baby. Mother knows.” Her voice was silky smooth, comforting. 


“Don’t cry, my sweet boy. It will be all right. Mother will make it all right.” 
Ian wiped his eyes. “What do you want me to do?” 


“You have to prove your loyalty to me, Ian. It is imperative in my final days 
on earth.” 


“How?” 
“Tt will not be easy. But the important things in life never are.” 
“What is it?” 


“T want you to kill one of the hostages. Not your sister, of course. But any of 
the others will do. If you execute that order, I will welcome you and your 
sister back into the family with open arms for the time I have left.” 


“Do I really have to?” he wailed. “I mean, kill someone?” 
“Yes, darling, you really do,” she cooed back. “But it won’t be that hard. 


Just think like a Lucian. It’1l come naturally. We’re very good at killing. It’s 
not actually that difficult. You just have to really want to.” 


“And if I don’t?” 


“The consequences will be severe, Ian. For you and your sister. I hope I’ve 
made myself clear. I love you both, but I’ve worked too hard to let my grand 
plan slip away.” 


“Can I ask a favor first?” said Ian timidly. 
Isabel’s face hardened but almost immediately 
relaxed 

once 

more. 

“Certainly, sweetheart. Ask away.” 

“Td like to see Natalie. I’ve really missed her.” 


“Of course, baby. Of course you can see her. You’re right. You’ve been 
separated for far too long. You’ll see her right now.” 


“Thanks, Mom.” 
She blew him a little kiss. “T’ ll see you soon, darling.” 
On a cue from Isabel, Casper led Ian away. 


A figure came out of the shadows. It was Cheyenne. She looked at Isabel, 
who was still up on the screen. 


Cheyenne said, “I hope you’re not getting weak.” 

“Meaning what precisely?” snapped Isabel. 

“You told Ian not to kill his sister.” 

“Oh, that?” Isabel laughed. “That was rather selfish on my part.” 
“Yeah, I get that. She’s your daughter.” 


Isabel’s features turned ice-cold. “I have no daughter. I didn’t want Ian to kill 
her because if he fails to do what I have instructed, I want the pleasure of 
killing the m both. Personally. Now why don’t you go do something useful, 
like maim someone? Oh, and tell that thickheaded brother of yours that if he 


screws up again like he did in Switzerland, there won’t be enough left of him 
to put in a tablespoon.” 


“Sorry to hear about your being poisoned,” Cheyenne said snidely. 

Isabel smiled imperiously. “You didn’t really believe that rubbish, did you?” 
She held up her arm, revealing the ugly mass. She rubbed at it with a cloth 
she took from her pocket. The colors from the mass came off on the cloth. 
“Works great for Halloween parties, too,” she said icily. 

“You are one cold woman.” 

“Well, cold beats warmth every time. 


And don’t ever forget it.” 


The screen went black. 


CHAPTER 


The Chicago Limited train pulled out of Union Station in Washington, DC, 
with a long groan of metal wheels on metal rails. 


The train was packed because, ironically enough in the twenty-first century, 
with all flights grounded, the train was proving the only 


real 
option 
left 


to 


cover 


exceptionally long distances. Few people wanted to spend a solid week 
driving themselves across the country. Indeed, Amtrak had added more cars to 
allow for the sudden demand to ride the rails instead of the not-so-friendly 
skies. 


Dan and Amy were sharing one sleeper compartment while Jake and Atticus 
were rooming together in another. 


Dan sat glumly in his little seat, staring out the window. He checked his cell 
phone. 


Reception was spotty. He keyed his laptop, tried to get on the Internet. He 
succeeded, and then when they went through a tunnel, he lost the connection. 


He sighed and looked at Amy. 
“This sucks,” he said. 
“What does?” 


“I feel like I’m back in the nineteenth century. What do we take after the train, 
a stagecoach?” 


“Tt is what it is, Dan,” replied Amy. 
“And need I remind you that the train was your idea?” 


“That doesn’t mean I have to like it.” Amy looked back down at the book she 
was reading. 


“Ts that chick lit?” asked Dan sullenly. 
“And what if it is?” she shot back. 


“The world is about to end and you’re reading about guys and girls and sappy 
love stories?” 


She held up the book. “It’s actually a book on subduction zones and their 
geological makeup. I found it in the science section of the train station 
bookstore. So no sappy love stories required.” 


Dan’s face flushed and he looked away. “Good, okay, just checking.” Amy 


shook her head and went back to reading. 


Dan’s cell phone vibrated. When he looked down his heart nearly stopped. He 
quickly glanced up to see if his sister had heard the vibration, but she still was 
reading her book. 


Dan quietly picked up the phone and read the text that had just dropped in his 
mailbox. It was from his father. Dan had been getting a series of these. It was 
his only thread of hope that his father had not perished in the fire with Dan’s 
mother, Hope Cahill. But it was not as simple as that. While Dan wanted to 
believe that his father was a good man and loved his children, he was far from 
convinced this was the case. In fact, part of Dan suspected his father of being 
Vesper One. 


If he was alive, that meant he had escaped from the fire Isabel Kabra had set. 
If he had escaped, that meant he had left his wife — their mother — to die in 
the flames. That was unforgivable. 


Arthur Trent had been a nonlinear dynamics and quantum field theory 
professor. Dan had no real idea what that meant, but he assumed one had to be 
pretty smart to teach it. His father also had been a Vesper, although he had 
thought it was just a cool secret society and not the source of global menace. 
He had dropped out of West Point and been given the assignment of tracking 
down Hope Cahill and making her fall in love with him. But Arthur had 
learned some awful things about the Vespers by then. And the other thing 
was, he’d fallen in love with Dan’s mother. For real. Renouncing the Vespers, 
he and Hope Cahill had spent much of their life together on the run from their 
enemies, namely the Vespers, who felt betrayed by Dan’s father. 


That was one version of the facts. 


But Dan could not get over the suspicion that he was being played. That his 
father was actually evil and working with the Vespers. 


Dan looked down at the text again. 


Have the serum ready, son. It may be the only thing that would allow us to be 
victorious. 


Dan had spent a lot of time and effort collecting 


the 


strange 
ingredients 


necessary to make the formula. He glanced at his knapsack. And in there, 
hidden in the depths of his other stuff, was the silver flask with the completed 
serum. 


He surreptitiously thumbed a text back to his father. 


Stop texting me. If you are alive, then you left Mom to die. If you did that, I 
hate you. 


The 

response 

came 

back 

immediately. I tried to save your mother. 

I was badly burned in the fire. I’ve had to go into hiding to avoid capture by 
the Vespers. Iam working against them and with you, son. I wish I could 
prove it to you, but I can’t. I don’t blame you for being suspicious. Your 
mother and I taught you to be independent and look out for danger because 
we wanted you to be prepared. But I want you to know that whatever happens, 


I love you and your sister. And I will do anything I can to help you. I hope one 
day we can all be reunited. 


As Dan read this text his heart grew heavy and his eyes misty. 
He debated for a long time before answering this text. 
It’s ready. I will not fail. Dan. 


Part of him had wanted to write, I love you. But he couldn’t bring himself to 
do it. He shook his head. Life just should not be this complicated. 


The reply text came back almost immediately. 


Good job, Dan. I love you. And I hope to see you and your sister soon. 


Dad. 
Dan texted back, Okay, but if you’re a Vesper, you’re going down, too!!! 


Dan put his phone down and continued to stare out the window. It was very 
dark now. And the train slowed to twist and work its way around some hills 
like a snake over an obstacle course. They entered a tunnel and things became 
darker still. 


Amy looked at him. “I say we have a powwow to discuss what we’re going to 
do to kick the Vespers’ butts.” 


“Sounds good to me,” said Dan, avoiding the urge to glance at his knapsack, 
where the serum was located. 


Amy picked up her phone and sent a text. A minute later there was a knock on 
their compartment door. She opened it, and Jake and Atticus came in and sat 
down. 


Atticus said, “The weird happenings around the planet are getting worse. All 
planes are still grounded. The militaries around the world are also having to 
coordinate to make sure that no computer-guided warships or nuclear missiles 
go astray.” 


“Go astray!” exclaimed Amy. “A nuke going astray?” 


Atticus looked at her. “Well, they’re all computer-controlled systems these 
days. And computers are particularly sensitive to changes in magnetic fields 
and the overall polarity of the Earth. 


Accidental launches could happen.” 


“Well, let’s hope they don’t,” said Jake. “We have our hands full as it is.” 
Amy gave him a warm smile at this comment and Jake looked back at her all 
goofy-eyed. 


Dan saw this exchange and wrinkled his nose. Really, their timing sucked, he 
thought. He said, “Okay, we’re here to come up with a plan for when we get 
to the West Coast. All we need to do is hook up with the others, find the 
hostages before 


they’re 


killed, 
locate 
the 


Doomsday device, destroy it, and capture Vesper One and all his team. Any 
thoughts? Anybody? Come on. How hard can it be?” 


Amy said, “Your sarcasm is duly noted, Dan. But seriously, we have to have a 
plan.” She looked at Jake. 


He so desperately wanted to please her, Dan thought, that Jake might just put 
on a cape and try and fly off the train carrying Amy in his manly arms. 


Instead, Jake said, “I’m not sure we can form a plan, Amy.” 
This surprised Dan. And the others. 

“Why not?” she said, frowning. 

“Because we don’t know the 


conditions on the ground there. If we put this elaborate plan in place and then 
get there and everything is different from what we thought it would be, we’ll 
instinctively try and execute our plan. And of course it won’t work. I think the 
best we can do is get out there, do some recon, and then just wing it. Let the 
conditions we confront dictate our plan for us.” 


“So, we go in naked and blind?” exclaimed Dan. 


“T didn’t say that,” replied Jake. “My point is we need to be flexible. We need 
to be able to zig when they think we’re going to zag. We have to let our plan 
fit the facts, not the other way around.” 


“That actually makes a lot of sense,” said Amy, again smiling warmly at Jake. 


It also made a lot of sense to Dan, but he said nothing because he wanted to 
throw up at the way the two were looking at each other. 


Really, what’s the big deal about love, anyway? 


In a sleeping car two down from them, someone else was thinking about a 
plan. 


Isabel Kabra sat in her chair and looked out the window. She believed that she 
had her son, Ian, back on her side. But even if he was fooling her, it didn’t 
matter. Her plan was in place. And she had the luxury, unlike Amy and Dan, 
of knowing the conditions on the ground at their destination. The grounding 
of all flights had been very inconvenient for her, but there was nothing she 
could do about it. 

She cursed her bad luck at having missed an opportunity to kill Amy Cahill. 


Really, the girl had used up more than her nine cat lives. 


Isabel had no idea that two cars down Amy Cahill was thinking of the best 
way to beat her and the other Vespers. 


But that would change. 


And very soon. 





Ian Kabra was walking slowly down the dimly lit hall. He was being escorted 
to see his sister, Natalie. His emotions were running high right now. Seeing 
his mother like that, being given an order to kill. And now going to see his 
sister for the first time in seemingly forever. Well, it was taking its toll. He 
took a deep breath, trying to hold it together. And at the same time, Ian was 
forming a plan. A potentially brilliant plan. But also a potentially disastrous 
one. 


Nothing like a spot of pressure, he told himself. 


He had been told that Natalie had been separated from the others so that he 
could meet with her privately. A few seconds later a door opened and Natalie 
was Standing there. 


For all of their shallowness — such as a wild affection for Prada, Armani, and 
other fashion legends — and although they rarely admitted it, Ian and Natalie 
deeply cared for each other. Ian was now sixteen, handsome, and the son of a 
billionaire. He lived in London, enjoyed the finer things in life, and had gone 
from the dark side to the light. Part of this had to do with his crush on Amy 
Cahill. She had saved his life, even though she had known at the time that his 
mother had set the fire that had killed Amy’s parents. That had struck 
something deep in Ian. It made him want to be a better person. He was not his 
mother, nor did he ever want to be. 


Ian gazed at his sister. She was thirteen now. Not yet a woman, but no longer 
a child. She was pretty and accomplished and even more enamored of being 
rich than Ian was. But that would change, he thought, as she grew up. 


He raced to her and held her tightly. 
Tears fell from both of them. 


“T’ve missed you so much, Ian.” She squeezed him so hard that he could 
barely breathe. But it was okay. He squeezed her back. The hug lingered, but 
there was a reason for this. Ian knew that they were being observed. So when 
Natalie started to pull away, he held her tighter. 


And he started to whisper in her ear. 

Within thirty seconds he had told her of his dilemma. She squeezed his hand 
to let him know she understood. When they drew apart they looked wide-eyed 
at each other. 

Ian smiled, trying to show her that it would be okay. When, in fact, Ian was 
feeling more doubt about his ability to pull this off than he had about anything 


else he had ever attempted. In some ways, it was far easier to be bad than 
good. 


When you’re bad, you don’t care what happens to anyone other than yourself. 
When you’re trying to do good, you have to worry about everyone. 


They were surprised when Casper prodded them out of the room without an 


explanation. 


They walked together hand in hand down the hall, the lurking hulk of Casper 
right behind them. Then Casper was replaced by other guards who marched 
up and took charge. Casper was obviously not expecting this, but sullenly 
backed off when one of the guards held up his gun. 


The guards led Natalie and Ian down the hall to a door. One guard opened it 
and motioned Ian and Natalie to walk in. They did, and the door closed and 
locked behind them. 


Ian was about to ask where the hostages were when the lights went out and a 
voice boomed, “What are you doing here, Ian?” 


As the voice stopped ringing in his head, Ian had an epiphany. I bet that’s 
Vesper One. If he didn’t know I’m here, then that could only mean that my 
mother and he are not really working together. More to the point, it means 
that my dear, homicidal mother is working against him and for her own 
purposes. As usual. She plays second fiddle to no one. 


And I very much doubt that she’s dying of anything other than the acid that 
runs through her veins instead of blood. 


All the rage and anger and hatred that Ian had for his mother coalesced into a 
single, divine purpose. Never fancying himself an actor, he was about to put 
on the performance of a lifetime. 


Ian cleared his throat and said, “I’m here because my mother ordered me to 
come.” 


The voice did indeed belong to Vesper One. It once more boomed, “Your 
mother ordered you? I didn’t think you took orders from her anymore.” 


“T didn’t. But she can be quite persuasive, as I’m sure you know.” 
“And for what purpose did she order you here?” 


“To kill one of the hostages. To prove my loyalty.” This was easy to say for 
Ian, because it was the literal truth. 


And what he was about to say was just as truthful. He drew a deep breath and 
squeezed his sister’s hand more tightly. 


“In case you didn’t realize it, my mother plans to dominate the world. And 
she wants my sister and me right beside her when she does it. We’re her 
family and we’re the only ones she trusts.” Ian paused and waited for a 
reaction from Vesper One. When there was none, he went on. “My mother 
warned me about others seeking to take control from her. 


She said there was a person out there claiming to be Vesper One. But of 
course my mother is Vesper One and always has been. She’s the smartest of 
the Vespers. 


The most ruthless. It’s her destiny to rule the world.” 
“Really?” said Vesper One from out of the darkness. “She is Vesper One?” 


“Of course.” Ian swallowed. It was rather unnerving having a conversation 
with what seemed like a disembodied voice. “So when you go and report to 
her as 


her subordinate she will explain everything to you. And then she’ll probably 
have some orders for you to carry out. Are you Vesper Two, or perhaps 
Three? It’s quite difficult to keep the underlings straight.” 


Tan had said that just to dig the knife in deeper. 
He waited for the voice to speak but there was just silence. 


He continued, “And just so you know, Casper and Cheyenne and Sandy are 
working closely with my mother. So you can take orders from them as well. 


They have only one goal in mind: to help my mother rule the world as the true 
Vesper leader.” 


“T see,” said Vesper One. “And have you picked the hostage you want to kill 
yet?” 


The lights came back on and Ian could see all the hostages blinking and 
staring at him with unfriendly eyes. He had no idea where they had come 
from. 


“Have you, Ian?” said Vesper One with amusement. “Perhaps poor little blind 
Ted Starling?” A spotlight hit Ted and he looked away. 


“Or maybe the old fart, Fiske Cahill?” 


The spotlight swung to Fiske, who just stood there defiantly. He yelled, “Just 
come close enough and Pll show you how hard an old fart can hit.” 


Vesper One continued, “Or perhaps your own dear sister?” 


The spotlight beam landed on Natalie. She put up a hand to shield her eyes 
from the brightness. 


“I... I haven’t quite made up my mind yet,” said Ian lamely. 
“Well, you’ ll need to do that soon. 

Wouldn’t want to disappoint your dear chief Vesper mother.” 
The spotlight was turned off and the room went dark again. 
Everyone waited a bit, but the voice did not come back. 


Fiske Cahill called out, “Ian, you lay one hand on any of us and Pll knock 
you right out of your Prada.” 


“For your information, I’m wearing Ralph Lauren,” snapped Ian. He drew 
closer, groping in the darkness. He whispered, “And it was just an act. I’m on 
your side.” 


“Right!” barked Nellie. “We all heard what you said about killing one of us.” 


“T had to tell my mother that or she never would have allowed me in here. I 
wanted to get Vesper One and my mother doubting each other instead of 
focusing on us.” 


Ted whispered, “That’s actually a smart strategy.” 

They all drew closer in the dark until they were standing next to one another. 
“Is everyone okay?” asked Ian. 

“Everyone except Alistair. He’s dead,” said Fiske. 

“I know,” replied Ian quietly. “It’s simply shocking. What did he die of?” 
“Being brutalized by a bunch of cowards,” snapped Fiske. 


“Is Amy okay?” asked Nellie anxiously. 


“T know that she barely survived an attack from my mother.” 
“What are you doing here?” barked Fiske. 


“Evan and I flew out here to join up with Phoenix. He got a call through to 
Attleboro when we were there.” 


“Phoenix made it out? He’s okay?” exclaimed Reagan. “We thought he died 
in the fall.” 


“He was perfectly all right until we all were captured by the Wyomings and 
Sandy. Hamilton and Jonah are prisoners, too,” said Ian miserably. “They’re 
locked in a room close to this one.” 


“Hamilton?” said Reagan. “Is he all right?” 


“For now. Like all of us. But I can’t believe that will last. Something’s going 
on out there. Planes are having a hard time 


flying. I think it might be tied to the Vespers’ plan somehow.” 
“Where 

are Amy 

and 

Dan?” 

whispered Nellie. 


“On their way. At least I think they are. The only question is, will they be in 
time?” 


Vesper One had returned to his chambers to mull over what Ian had told him. 
Some of it was surprising. Some of it he had suspected. He finally made a 


decision. 


Well, he actually made two decisions. 


He had an ace in the hole with Isabel. 


She was a true Vesper, meaning the only person she looked out for was 
herself. 


The other decision was easy enough to implement. It was time to move the 
hostages, including the additional five they had just collected. 


He didn’t want them to miss out on the finale. They all had to be there. 


And in his heart, black as it was, he knew that Amy and Dan would be in 
attendance as well. 


Atticus had been right. 


That was just the way it had to end. 





The Capitol Limited train pulled into Chicago’s Union Station at a little after 
eleven o’clock the following morning. 


Dan yawned and looked out the window. 


He had slept better than he thought he would in the top bunk. A few times the 
train rocked so hard that he had to brace himself against the wall, but other 
than that the gentle swaying had let him forget the danger they were heading 
toward and allowed him to get some much-needed rest. 


He looked down from his high perch and saw his sister sitting in the chair. 


She’d washed her face in the tiny collapsible sink and changed her clothes in 
the little bathroom in the compartment that also housed a shower. Their bags 
were packed and ready to go. Dan saw that she had laid out some clothes for 
him to wear. 


She looked up and saw him staring at her. “They apparently have to back into 
the station,” she said. “So it’ll take a little longer. Time for you to wash up 
and change your clothes.” 


“What about food?” 

“We can get some breakfast in the station.” 

While the train was doing its last bit of maneuvering, Dan washed up and 
changed into fresh clothes. He had kept his knapsack containing the flask with 
the serum in it next to him while he slept. He put this over his shoulder and 


followed Amy down the narrow corridor and out of the car, after the 
conductor announced it was time to detrain. 


As soon as they were on the station platform, Jake and Atticus joined them. 
Jake looked sleepy while Atticus seemed energized. 


“Okay,” Amy began. “We have quite a while before the train leaves for 
Seattle. 


We’ ll get some breakfast, try to contact the others, and get up to speed with 
any new global developments. I’m assuming the Internet connection inside 
the station will be better than it was on the train.” 

“Let’s hope so,” exclaimed Dan. 

“Tm 

going 

through 

information 

withdrawal.” 

Jake yawned. 

Amy looked at him and smiled. “Not enough sleep?” 


“Not enough something,” he replied. 


“TIl feel better after I eat.” Dan found a food court inside the station. He was 


coming back to get the others when he saw it. 
Or rather, her. 
Oh, no, thought Dan. 


He ran ahead, grabbed Amy’s arm, and pulled her down a side hall. He 
motioned for Jake and Atticus to follow. 


“What is it?” Amy asked in an annoyed tone. 
Dan poked his head around the comer and said, “Look.” 
They all peered around the corner. 


Atticus gulped. Jake did not look sleepy anymore. Dan simply looked furious. 
And Amy thought once more of how close she had come to dying. 


Isabel Kabra and her guards were marching down the main hall of the station. 
Dan whispered, “Here she is, trying to destroy the world, and she’s marching 
around like she owns the place. While we have to hide from her.” Amy 


nodded. “It does seem pretty unfair. But we have to hide from her because 
she’ ll definitely try to kill us if she gets the chance.” 


“Criminals 

have 

it 

SO 

easy,” 

complained Dan. “No moral dilemmas, no soul-searching. Just kill, kill, kill.” 
“Do you really want to be a criminal?” asked Amy, staring hard at him. 


“T didn’t say that,” replied Dan indignantly. “My point is it’s harder to be the 
good guys.” 


“ And better to be the good guys,” added Atticus. 


“Well, of course you’d think that,” said Dan. “You’re a Guardian. You come 
from centuries of good guys. It’s part of your DNA.” 


Jake said, “She’s heading into the first-class lounge. Which means we can’t 
go in there.” 


“Great,” said Dan. “Criminals get first-class lounges and we get zip. Fast food 
and hard chairs.” 


“Look out,” said Jake. “One of her goons is coming this way.” 
“Scatter,” said Amy. 


They all turned and moved away in different directions. They let the man pass 
and then regrouped at a spot far removed from the first-class lounge. 


There were big windows in the train station near the food court. As they 
hastily ate breakfast, Dan continuously glanced out the windows. 


“That is like no sky I’ve ever seen,” said Dan. 


The others glanced out of the windows. The clouds were formed into shapes 
that were most definitely not ordinary. The color of the sky was a pale yellow, 
but there were undertones of darker colors all around that one also did not 
associate with the sky. 


“There’s nothing we can do about that right now,” said Amy. “But we have to 
put together a plan for Isabel.” 


“Okay,” said Dan. “I have one.” 
“What is it?” asked his sister. 


“We wait until the train is moving really fast on its way to Seattle and then we 
open the door and throw Isabel off.” Jake looked at Amy. “That’s actually not 
a bad plan.” 


“T could go for it, too,” added Atticus. 
“Tt’s a terrible plan,” said Amy. 
“What?” exclaimed Dan. 


“Tsabel being here is actually great for us.” 


Dan said, “Amy, do you need to have your brain checked? The last time you 
ran into that witch, she nearly killed you.” 


“T know that. But now we have the upper hand.” 
“Why?” asked Jake. 


“Because she doesn’t know we’re here. Which means we can use Isabel to 
lead us to the hostages.” 


“How?” asked all three of the guys in unison. 


“Why do you think Isabel is on this train?” she said in a tone of I can t believe 
you all are that dense. 


Amy continued when none of them seemed prepared to answer. 
“She’s on the train heading to Seattle. 


To hook up with the Vespers. She had to take the train just like we did, 
because the planes aren’t flying. If we follow her, she will lead us right to the 
hostages. We won’t have to waste time tracking them down. It’s perfect.” 


The three guys looked at one another. 
Jake said, “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Atticus concurred, too. 


Dan was the last to nod in agreement, but his thoughts were already 
elsewhere. 


He touched his knapsack, where the flask of serum was hidden. 


He would be prepared, he told himself. Whatever happened, the Vespers were 
not going to win. 


And the world was not going to end. 
Not on my watch, Dan told himself. 


Not on my watch. 


CHAPTER 


“Are you scared?” 

Amy looked over at Jake as she asked the question. 

They were hiding out in the cavernous train station. Atticus and Dan were in 
another part of the building, keeping out of sight of Isabel and her cohorts. 
They kept in contact via texts. 

Amy had thought it smarter to split up. 


That way all of them could not be captured together. 


She and Jake were in an old supply closet that had a broken door lock. They 
figured no one would be coming in to get supplies because the room was 
empty. 


They felt safe, at least reasonably so. 


Jake sat on the floor while Amy perched against a wooden shelf nailed to one 
wall. 


He said, “I guess I’d be a moron if I wasn’t scared.” 


She nodded. “And we both know yov’re not a moron.” She smiled to show 
she was just kidding. 


He grinned back. “It’s nice to know you can keep things light when 
surrounded by danger and the potential for the destruction of the world.” 


“Hey, girls like to laugh,” she said. 


“I hope I get lots of chances in the future to make you laugh, Amy.” He rose 
and leaned back against the wall opposite her. 


“You’ve made me laugh in the past,” she replied, looking uncomfortable. 
“Like I said, I’m talking about the future.” 
She blushed and looked down. “Jake, you know that I really like you.” 


“But I hear a but coming.” She looked up. “But.” She smiled miserably. “But 
it’s not that simple.” 


“Meaning there’s Evan?” 
“Evan’s a great guy, too.” 


“T know he is. And I know it’s not an easy decision, Amy. But at some point 
you have to make one.” 


“Now, in the middle of all this? 
That’s hardly fair.” 


He moved a little closer. “There’s nothing fair about love, Ames. It doesn’t 
run on a neat schedule. You can’t turn it on and off.” He paused and added, 
“At least I can’t.” 


“Jake —” she began before he put up a hand to forestall her comment. 

“T’ve been thinking a lot about this, Amy. And saying what’s in my heart now 
makes a lot of sense actually, precisely because we’re in the situation we’re 
in.” 

“You mean because we might not make it out alive?” 

He nodded and drew another inch closer. “So here goes. I could make it all 
ooey-gooey and sappy, but that’s not how I feel, Amy. What’s in my heart is 
clean and simple and straightforward.” He drew himself up to his full height, 


towering over her even as she shrank back a bit. 


“T love you, Amy Cahill. I’ve known it for a long time. Maybe from the 
moment I saw you. And my feelings have only gotten stronger.” 


Amy’s eyes began to tear up. “Oh, Jake.” 


“You don’t have to answer me back. 


But now I’ve said it. So whatever happens, yov’ll know.” 
She flung herself into his arms and held him tight. 


“Jake, I love you, too. I think I’ve known it for a long time as well.” They 
looked at each other, their faces, their lips barely inches apart. 


And then they kissed. 

When they drew apart he said, 

“You’ve just made my whole life.” 

“T was sort of thinking the same thing.” 

Jake grinned and said, “Pretty weird place and time to discuss the future. An 
empty supply closet in the middle of a train station, while we’re waiting for 

the world to maybe end. So for an encore let’s go find a dumpster and really 


start getting serious about our relationship.” Amy laughed. “See, you just 
made me do it. Laugh.” 


He grinned and held her tighter. “You think we’ll make it through this?” 
“If we stick together, I think we have a good shot.” 


“PII stick with you, Ames. Whatever happens Pll have your back. You know 
that, right?” 


“Yeah, I do. And I’ve got yours.” It was stuffy in there. Amy could feel 
herself growing warm. And this made her think of something not quite so 
pleasant. 


“Jake, if anything happens to me —” He gripped her tighter and said, 
“Amy, don’t.” 


“We have to be realistic about this, okay? So if anything happens to me and I 
don’t make it out of this alive, can I count on you to take care of Dan?” 


Jake 
looked 


down, 


his 

eyes 

moistening. Amy noticed this and she felt her eyes tear up, too. 
“T will take care of Dan. You have no worries there.” 
“Thanks.” 

“Will you do the same for Atticus?” 

“Of course,” she said in a hushed voice. 


“But I want you to know that I will die for you, Amy. I will die so that no 
harm comes to you.” 


She blushed. “I know,” she said in barely a whisper. 

“Can we stop being so depressed now?” he asked. 

She hugged him back. “Yeah. Sounds good.” 

Jake was starting to kiss her again when Amy’s phone buzzed. 
“T better get that,” she said. 

“Can’t it wait?” 

She pulled the phone from her pocket and glanced at the screen. 
“It’s Dan.” 


Jake was still holding her. “Just one more minute.” His lips dipped to hers. 


She jerked back. 
“Hey, my kiss wouldn’t be that bad,” complained Jake. 


“Tt’s not that. Something’s going on in the center of the station. Dan said to 
come now!” 


She raced out of the storage closet. 

Jake stared at Amy wearily, then hustled after her. 

Sometimes a guy just can’t win. 

A voice was booming over the station PA system. 

Jake had caught up to Amy before she reached the center of the station. 
“Amy, what’s going on?” he asked. 

“Who’s that talking?” 

“Over here,” said a voice. 


They both turned and saw Dan motioning to them from a corner of the long 
hall. “This way,” he said urgently. 


They ran over to him. Atticus was also there. 

“This way, quick,” said Dan. 

“What’s that loud voice?” asked Jake as they ran along. 
“It’s 

coming 


from 


press 


conference,” said Atticus. “Loudspeaker system piped throughout the 
station.” 


“Tt’s being held in the middle of the station,” added Dan. 
“A press conference? Who’s holding it?” asked Amy. 


“You’re never going to believe it,” exclaimed Atticus. 


“These days I'll believe anything,” she countered. 
“Tt’s Isabel Kabra,” replied Dan. 


“She’s holding a press conference on AWW. This should really be good.” As 
they ran toward the center of the station, the voice grew louder and louder. 





He stood in front of a large, ornate mirror that hung on one wall and studied 
himself. 


He wasn’t tall, at least in stature. About five-six. His hair was brown and 
wavy. 

His build was slight. But he was wiry, with more strength inside him than 
showed from his frame. His features were sharp, pugnacious — some would 
say ratlike. 


But people who thought he resembled a rodent were just jealous. And besides, 
what he looked like was just wallpaper. 


What counted was what was on the inside. He came from a long line of great 
men. 


“My name is Damien Vesper,” he said to the reflection, and as the words 
came out of his mouth he smiled and his chest swelled with pride. 


“And 
my 
father 


Was 


Damien 
Vesper.” 
He smiled again. 


“And we are both directly related to the first Damien Vesper, who gallantly 
battled and defeated Gideon Cahill all those centuries ago.” 


His smile now spanned his face as he recalled his family’s domination of the 
Cahills. 


At least, that’s how the Vespers saw it. And that was the crux of it. Vespers 
were winners. They always had been and they always would be. Which meant 
the Cahills, despite their wealth and status, would always be losers. 


He had risen to be Vesper One at the tender age of twenty-three, not by 
birthright, although that should count for something, but rather by ability. He 
was, simply, the most ruthless of all the Vespers, willing to do anything, kill 
anyone, to accomplish his goals. 


He lifted his sleeve, revealing the large burn on his arm. It was ugly, still 
painful, but he wore it as a badge of honor. He could take the pain. He could 
bear the wounds, because he came from greatness. 


But as spectacular as his bloodline was, he planned to surpass them all to 
become the greatest Vesper of all. 


He turned away from the mirror and continued to turn things over in his head. 


Damien Vesper was superb at brooding. He found it useful to think things 
through. Also, he liked to be alone. He did not care for people, really. Which 
was one reason he had no qualms about killing lots of them. For him, most 
people didn’t deserve to live. They were useless, pathetic losers taking up 
precious space on a chunk of rock moving in slow circles in the solar system 
around a boiling mass of energy called the sun. For Damien Vesper, it was 
time to do some serious pruning of the human race. And he now had the 
means to do so. 


He had constructed this little chamber as a personal retreat. It actually was 
built to mirror the private chamber of King Louis XVI. The little king married 
to the beautiful Marie Antoinette was a favorite model for Damien. He liked 
the king’s arrogance, his disregard for others. 


He liked his unquenchable thirst for power and the fact that he did not care in 
the least who was hurt by it. This was a world where one had to look out for 
oneself. And those who were clearly superior 


to 

others 

must 

have 

no 
reservations 
about 
exerting 
that 
superiority. 


However, he did not want to share the king’s fate. Being beheaded by 
guillotine by French revolutionaries was not how he wanted to leave the 
world. He was not afraid of death. He simply wanted to go out on his own 
terms. 


He rose and looked out the window. 


What was staring back at him was stark and foreboding. It had truly begun. 
Damien had imposed his will on the very planet. 


The strange-looking sky, the unpredictable winds, magnetic fields gone 
haywire: Mother Nature herself was under his power. 


But now there were decisions to be made. Disloyalty could not be tolerated. 


Ian Kabra had given Damien, stupidly enough, valuable information about his 
mother. Damien had always harbored doubts about Vesper Two. It was a 
known fact that if anyone rivaled him for sheer, audacious, unbridled 
ambition, it was Isabel Kabra. Yet the foolish woman should have worked 
harder to maintain the secrecy of her ambitions. She was acting as though 


Vesper One were incompetent. 

She thinks she can take advantage of me because I’m young and she believes 
me unfit to lead the Vespers. She will find out how wrong she is. I am young. 
But Iam more than qualified to lead. Indeed, it is my destiny. And she will not 
rob me of it. 


He would need to purge the traitors from his ranks. It actually wouldn’t be 
that difficult. Damien knew what lurked inside other Vespers. He knew how 
they thought, how they reacted to situations. What they feared. He knew all 
this because he was a Vesper like no other. 


Yes, he would take care of those who sought to destroy him. But then his 
thoughts turned to Amy and Dan, his sworn enemies. The Cahills were weak. 


In the end, they would be no match for him. But other Vespers in the past had 
fallen to overconfidence. He would not give them a chance to strike him a 
mortal blow. Indeed, thanks to them he had all that he needed to complete the 
Doomsday device. The world was already feeling the effects of the machine, 
though Damien had not fully engaged it. The ancient Archimedes invention 
was a true marvel. 

Its 

destructive 

power 

was 

nearly 

unimaginable. 

I look forward to seeing what it can really do. 

Damien walked to the door. He had something 

to 


do. 


Something 


very 


important. Then again, everything he did was important. 


Soon the world would know very well what Damien Vesper was capable of. 
They soon also would know of his greatness. 


From a safe distance, Amy and the others were watching in disbelief as Isabel 
did her thing. 


“The sheer gall of that woman never ceases to amaze me,” said a goggle-eyed 
Amy, as she watched Isabel perform for the crowd gathered around her. 


Isabel’s amplified voice boomed out while a large sign painted with the letters 
AWW hung behind her on the makeshift stage. 
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GLOBAL DISASTER RELIEF 


“Dark days are coming, my friends,” said Isabel, who stood in the center of 
the stage with a microphone in hand. “Things will be happening that you will 
not understand. I don’t understand them, either. One look at the skies will 
confirm that an apocalypse is upon us. There will be no guarantees exactly 
what the future will bring. But one thing I can guarantee you, my friends, is 
that I, Isabel Kabra, and my organization, AWW, or Aid Works Wonders, will 
be there for you.” Some people in the crowd started to clap and cheer. 


“Hey,” said Dan. “Those are Isabel’s guys.” 
“They’re there to get the crowd fired up,” said Amy. “It’s an old trick.” 
“And it’s working,” added Atticus. 


The rest of the crowd indeed began cheering Isabel as she continued telling 
them all the good she would do for them. 


After she finished speaking, a flock of reporters rushed the stage and started 
asking Isabel questions. She faced them with a big smile and an attractive tilt 
to her head. 


One reporter asked, “What danger do you foresee, Ms. Kabra?” 


She turned to him and looked directly at a large video camera that another 
man was holding. “If one could foresee danger, it would largely cease to be a 
danger,” said Isabel smoothly. “What we will need to be is vigilant, diligent, 
and persistent.” 

“Anything else?” asked another journalist. 


“Of course. The most important element of all. Leadership. I will be happy to 
serve. I want all of you to look to me when the time comes. Remember who 
warned you. Remember who guaranteed that she would be there for you. 
Even the loss of one life cannot be tolerated. It’s far too precious.” 


“I’m going to vomit, I swear I am,” said Dan from his hiding place. 

“T’m right there with you,” said Amy. 

““Far too precious’? Just yesterday she was trying pretty hard to end one life. 
Mine!” 

Atticus pointed to a large window. 

“Look!” 

They all turned to gaze out. 

“What?” asked Dan. 

“T saw a bolt of lightning,” said Atticus. 

“So?” said Dan dismissively. “It does happen, you know. It’s called a storm!” 


At that moment another bolt of lightning appeared in the sky. Only it was 
shooting upward, not down to the earth. 


The others stared, openmouthed, while Atticus gazed pointedly at Dan. 


“Oh,” said Dan sheepishly. “That’s, uh, that’s not good.” 


“Ya think?” exclaimed Atticus. 
An announcement was broadcast over the station PA system. 


“They’re calling our train,” said Amy. “Let’s go. But make sure Isabel doesn’t 
spot us.” 


They took great pains to make sure they got on the train without Isabel or her 
people seeing them. However, they were so focused on Isabel that they failed 
to see someone else watching them. As Amy and Dan got into one car and 
Jake and Atticus into another, this person climbed aboard a car that was in 
between them. 


Sinead Starling pulled her hat down low and took her seat for the long ride 
ahead. 





“Stupid train,” exclaimed Jake. 


He and Atticus were sitting in Amy and Dan’s compartment. Jake was 
working on his laptop but his Internet connection kept failing. 


“How can something like this happen in the twenty-first century?” he wanted 
to know. 


Amy was looking out the window at the passing scenery. With all the worries 
she had, Amy seemed at peace. It might have been the beautiful landscape she 
was watching as the train made its way to the West Coast. Or it might have 
been that she was resigned to whatever fate would befall her. Perhaps she 
didn’t really even know for sure. 


She said, “I sort of like the train. At least you can see things you can’t at 
thirty-five thousand feet.” 


“Yeah, but apparently you can’t get a solid Internet connection,” complained 
Jake. He looked at his screen. “Okay, I’m back on. Excuse me while I do 
some digital sleuthing.” 


Dan, who was watching Amy watch Jake with a lovey-dovey expression, 
rolled his eyes, sighed, and sat back in his seat. Dan could tell this was going 
to be a very, very long ride. He snatched a glance at Atticus. He really liked 
Atticus, but the last official Guardian on earth could become very stoic on 
occasion. This appeared to be one of those occasions as he silently looked out 
the window. 


“Ts that snow?” exclaimed Amy. 


They all looked outside, all except Jake, who was still glued to his laptop 
screen. 


Dan said, “How can it be snowing? It was seventy-five degrees in Chicago. 
And we’re not that far from there.” He quickly checked his phone’s weather 


app. 


“Tt’s thirty degrees out there! How can the temperature drop forty-five degrees 
just like that?” 


Then Dan blinked, and the snow seemed to simply vanish. “Okay, I am big- 
time freaking out now.” As he continued to watch, a thunderstorm started up. 
But, like back in Chicago, the lightning was shooting upward. Dan gripped 
his seat and paled. Isabel Kabra, curse her, had been right that the apocalypse 


was coming. In fact, it was apparently already here. As they continued to stare 
out the window, all those 


meteorological 

anomalies 

disappeared and the sky cleared. 
Atticus pointed to a distant hill. 
“Look!” 


As they watched, the mound of dirt trembled and then came crashing down, 
taking some houses, and no doubt people, with it. 


The train roared on. 

“Was that an earthquake?” asked Amy. “I didn’t feel anything.” 
“The whole world has gone crazy,” said Dan. 

“No,” announced Jake. 

They all gaped at him. 

He was finally looking up from his laptop. 


“The world has not gone crazy. In fact, it’s starting to make a lot of sense.” 
Dan peeked over at Amy, who was looking all gooey-eyed again at Jake. Dan 
groaned. He’d had enough. 


Dan snapped, “Okay, Mr. Genius, why don’t you enlighten us morons as to 
exactly what all makes sense?” 


So focused was Jake on the data on his computer that he didn’t appear to have 
gotten Dan’s sarcasm at all. This seemed, to Dan, to be a genetic problem 
with the Rosenblooms. 


Jake said amiably, “Glad to.” 

He spun his laptop around so they could all see the screen. 
“T’ve been researching both the historical 

accounts 

of 

Archimedes’ 


inventions, and the elements that we were forced to gather by Vesper One. I 
did a spreadsheet analysis that attempted to make sense of both the elements 
potential use and the plans that Archimedes had for his devices. I was, in 
effect, searching for a pattern.” 
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“Well, can you search faster?” complained Dan. “Because the world is 
coming to an end, bud, in case you haven’t noticed.” 


“Dan,” said Amy in an admonishing tone. “What Jake has done looks 


brilliant.” She flashed Jake a huge smile. 

Poor Jake looked on the verge of melting under its wattage. 
“Go 

on, 

Jake,” 

said 

Amy 

encouragingly. 

“Oh, give me a freaking break,” muttered Dan under his breath. 


Jake continued. “What I found was that the Doomsday device, constructed 
with the aid of all the elements we gathered, has the potential not merely to 
disrupt the Earth’s magnetic field, but also t o reverse the polarity of the 
magnetic poles of the Earth entirely.” 

“And that’s bad?” said Dan. 


“Tt could be catastrophic,” answered Jake. “Reversing the polarity of the 
magnetic 


poles 
could 
result 
in 


unprecedented loss. It’s no wonder that all the planes were grounded. In fact, 
very soon the entire Internet might crash.” 


“Well, we knew that Vesper One had already activated the Doomsday 
device,” said Atticus. 


“Yeah,” added Dan. “All the crazy weather, the planes, stuff like that? He had 
to have pulled the trigger. It’s the only explanation.” 


“T still think that Vesper One is only doing a trial run,” Jake said. “He 
deliberately hasn’t activated the device to its full power yet. If he had, I think 
we'd see a lot worse than we have so far.” 

“How can you be sure of that?” asked Amy. 


“Fully reversing the magnetic poles of the Earth would cause catastrophic 
damage the likes of which we have never seen before, Amy. Tsunamis 
striking land on the East Coast. Dozens of hurricanes forming simultaneously 
in the Pacific. 


Earthquakes where earthquakes have never 
happened 

before. 

Increased 


volcanic activity. It could potentially even take the Earth out of its proper 
orbit. It could turn the world literally upside down.” 


“And destroy it?” she said in a hushed tone. 


“Absolutely. It could even interrupt the actual gravitational forces of the 
Earth. 


And if that happens, there would be no guarantee that anything would be left 
to hold us onto the planet.” 


The others instinctively gripped their armrests as though to keep themselves 
firmly on Earth. 


“Well,” said Dan. “I guess that’s sort of the point of a Doomsday device. You 
know, doomsday!” 


He 
glanced 


surreptitiously at his knapsack, where the flask containing the serum was 
hidden. 


Amy said, “But as evil as he is, why would Vesper One want to destroy the 


world? He lives on it, too.” 


Atticus piped up. “It must be that he thinks if he demonstrates that he has the 
ability to cause such devastation he can blackmail the rest of the world into 
doing his bidding.” 

Dan said, “Exactly. The guy is going to use this threat to make himself 
supreme ruler of everything. And that would suck big-time, because the guy 


is obviously a jerk.” 


Amy said, “And that explains what Isabel was doing back there. Her 
organization will reap enormous benefits if she’s ahead of the curve on this. 
She’ll pretend to clean up the mess she helped cause. The people will love her 
when they should be arresting her.” 


“That witch,” snapped Dan. 
Amy stared at the laptop screen. 


“And from what we know about subduction zones, the Cascade Mountains 
are the perfect place to set off the device and show the world the power 
Vesper One has.” She paused. “And that also explains the location of the 
hostages.” 


“What do you mean?” asked Jake. 


She looked at him. “They’re going to bury the hostages under what’s left of 
the Cascade Mountains when they turn on the device full blast.” 


They all stared at one another. 
Amy said, “Now the question is, how do we stop it?” 


As the train rattled on, no one seemed to have an answer. 





It was very late at night. The train was rolling on toward Colorado. 


Inside the compartment where Jake and Atticus were staying, Jake slept 
soundly. 


Atticus was having a much tougher time of it. He tossed and turned, tried 
deep breathing, counted backward, but nothing worked. He finally sat up in 
his top bunk, drew aside the curtain, and looked out the window. He had no 
idea where they were. 


All he could see was darkness and the silhouettes of landscapes zooming by. 
And then Atticus started thinking about his mother. 


Astrid Rosenbloom had been full of health and vitality until she had started 
going rapidly downhill. The doctors could never figure out exactly what was 
wrong with her. But now it seemed to Atticus — 


based on what he had observed — that the doctors were always being reactive 
to his mother’s conditions. They had treated the effects of her illnesses. But 
they had not focused all that much on the cause. They had run many tests, to 
be sure, but had they run enough of them? And had they run the right ones? 


It now seemed so simple that Atticus couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it 
before. 


And I’m supposed to have such a big brain. 


When someone became ill and continued to sink despite everything the 
doctors could do, and no cause was ever found, there often was a good 
explanation for that. 


And a criminal one. 


His mother had started feeling bad not that long after she had gained a new 
research assistant, Dave Speminer. And the whole time that assistant was with 
her, Astrid Rosenbloom had become sicker and sicker. And that assistant 
would have been in an ideal place to administer a poison even after she was 
being cared for by the doctors, because he came to visit her often. 


Am I paranoid? 
Dave Speminer? Dave Speminer? 


There was something about that name that was bugging him. And then he got 
an idea. Of course, ideas came to Atticus all the time. But he had a feeling 
about this one. 


Atticus closed the curtain, picked up his phone, and began hitting buttons. 


His phone had a Scrabble app. He brought it up and typed in the name Dave 
Speminer. There was something about that name that seemed familiar, if one 
looked at it in a different way. 


A few seconds later Atticus was proved 


right. Dave Speminer was an anagram. The Scrabble app took the name Dave 
Speminer and turned it into another name. 


Damien Vesper. 
Dave Speminer was Damien Vesper. 
Dave Speminer had murdered Atticus’s mother. 


And then Atticus, his huge brain firing on all cylinders, made another leap of 
logic. 


While not all anagrams of Damien Vesper, Atticus was sure that Damien 
Vesper, Riley McGrath, and Dave Speminer were one and the same. It just 
made sense based on all the facts. 


And one of those “facts” hit Atticus like an artillery round. His eyes filled 
with tears. The man his mother had trusted had killed her. And that man had 
been the dreaded head of the Vesper clan. He wiped his eyes and cleared the 
tears away. His mouth set in a firm line. Now was not the time for grieving or 
sadness or despair. Now was the time for action, for justice. And yes, for 


revenge. He climbed down off his bunk and woke Jake. 
His big brother looked very annoyed at having his sleep interrupted. 


Atticus had heard Jake in his sleep say the name Amy more than once. He had 
to hide a smile as Jake looked at him. 


But when Atticus showed Jake his cell phone and the results of the Scrabble 
app, Jake sat up so fast he hit his head on the underside of the top bunk. 


Rubbing his head and looking cross, he said, “I'll get dressed and get Amy 
and Dan. You stay here.” 


As Jake was getting dressed, Atticus sat in the chair by the window and gazed 


out. Atticus finally looked over at his brother. 
“We have to get him, Jake,” said Atticus. 

“T know,” said Jake as he buttoned up his shirt. 
“He killed Mom.” 

“I know, Atticus, I know.” 

“We’ll get him, right? Make him pay?” 


Jake laced up his shoes and then put a hand on his little brother’s arm. “We’ll 
get him, Att. I promise you that.” Jake knocked lightly on the door of Amy 
and Dan’s compartment. Amy opened the door, dressed in sweats. Her hair 
was tousled, her eyes puffy with sleep, and yet to Jake she looked beautiful. 


“Ts everything okay?” she asked nervously. “Where’s Atticus?” 


“Everything’s okay,” said Jake softly. “But Att has figured out something, and 
you all need to hear it. Can you get dressed and come on?” 


“Give us a couple of minutes.” 


Jake waited outside the door, ever mindful that Isabel Kabra and her men 


were on this train as well. However, no one passed by except a female 
conductor who looked vaguely familiar to Jake, but he figured it was because 
he had seen her pass by earlier in the day. 


He didn’t look again at the woman. 


Sinead Starling never glanced back, either. The wily Ekat with nerves the size 


of Alaska kept walking until she reached another train car and passed through 
into it. 


A few minutes later, Amy and Dan, fully dressed, were following Jake down 
the hall to his compartment. 


Dan yawned and said, “This better be good, Jake. I was dreaming about 
feeding Isabel and Vesper One to the sharks. And feeling sorry. For the 
sharks.” They reached the other compartment and Jake slid the door closed 
behind them. 


Atticus was sitting on the lower bunk. 
Jake sat beside him, and Dan and Amy sat in chairs opposite. 
“So what’s up, Atticus?” asked Amy. 


He quickly explained about the Scrabble app and showed them the results on 
the screen. 


Atticus 
said, 
“Tt 
can’t 
be 


a 


coincidence about the names being an anagram. The odds are billions to one.” 
Amy nodded. “You’re right. So Dave Speminer, your mother’s assistant, is 
Vesper One.” 

Dan eyed Atticus sadly. “And that means he killed your mom?” 

Atticus slowly nodded as he gazed back at Dan. 

They had always had a special bond, both having lost their mothers. But now 
that bond had deepened. They both had lost their mothers violently and pre- 
maturely to the Vespers. 

Jake said, “So this sort of confirms, doesn’t it, that Isabel isn’t Vesper One?” 
“Tt does,” said Amy. 


Atticus added, “And Dave Speminer is young, much younger than Isabel.” 


“Ooohhh, Isabel must really hate that,” said Dan. “Taking orders from 
basically a kid.” 


“When I was goading her in that alley in DC, I could see how badly she 
wanted to be the leader in all this,” said Amy. 


“Her blind ambition might give us an opportunity.” 
“What do you mean, Am?” asked Jake. 

“That she’ll do anything to become Vesper One.” 
“Including knocking off Vesper One?” said Dan. 


She gazed at him. “You know as well as I do that Isabel will kill anyone to get 
what she wants.” 


“Yes, she will,” agreed Dan. 

“Well,” said Atticus, “she’s on the train right now.” 
“Yeah, which makes me very 

nervous,” said Jake. “If she spots us, we are dead.” 


Atticus continued, “What I was thinking was that we might turn her being 


here into an advantage.” 
“How?” asked Dan. 


“If we can search her compartment, there might be something in there that 
could help us.” 


“But we don’t know which one is her compartment,” said Amy. 

Dan held up his phone. “Already hacked into Amtrak’s reservation system. 
She’s in Train Car A, Compartment Three.” 

“But, search her compartment?” exclaimed Jake. “We’ll get caught for sure.” 
“Not if we can create a diversion,” said Atticus. 

Amy said, “Atticus, do you really think the risk is worth it?” 

Atticus took a moment before answering. “I’ve given this a lot of thought, 
Amy. I am the last Guardian and it’s my job to stop the Vespers. But now it’s 
personal. He murdered my mom. So nothing will stop me from beating the 


Vespers. And I’m tired of just reacting to whatever the Vespers do.” 


Jake added, “Yeah, they have had us running around, doing all of their dirty 
work for them.” 


“Amen to that, brother,” said Dan. 
They all looked at him curiously. 


He said sheepishly, “I’ve been watching movies from the eighties on my 
laptop. They said that line a lot way back then. I’m not really sure why.” 


“But we still need a diversion,” noted Jake. 
Atticus smiled. “I have a plan for that. A really cool one.” 
“Amen to that, bro,” said Dan. 


Atticus held up a fist. “Word.” They all looked at one another and then started 
roaring with laughter. Even under the dire circumstances it just seemed like 
the right thing to do. 


CHAPTER 


Isabel Kabra sat alone in her private compartment. She was staring into the 
mirror over the tiny sink that made up part of her lavatory. 


She never had ridden on an American train before. First class or private 
planes had always been part of her world. And luxurious train travel in 
Europe. As the pampered wife of a billionaire, she had always assumed that 
the world would literally be at her feet. She was appalled at having to travel 
this way, and with ordinary people so close around her. Why, a man in a 
uniform had come in and said it was time to go to the dining car to eat. 


To eat with ordinary people! 


She would have shot him for his insolence, if she could have figured out a 
way to dispose of the body. 


And then there was the tiniest of bathrooms in the compartment. It doubled as 
both a toilet and a shower! She was sure to the peons of the world — meaning 
pretty much everyone except herself — it was just fine. But to her it was 
unthinkable. She shuddered at even the thought of wedging her perfect self 
into that minuscule space both to pee and to bathe. 


But the train it had to be. Her private jet had attempted to take off from 
Washington DC after that fiasco involving Amy Cahill in that alley. But after 
repeated attempts her pilots had reported that they could not safely get into 
the air. 


She couldn’t believe that the Cahills had actually called in the police in DC. 


That was not playing fair at all. The battle was between the Vespers and the 
Cahills. 


It was a family matter. It should be kept in the family. She would make Amy’s 


and Dan’s deaths a million times more painful to make up for that insult. 
She looked over some of her AWW 


materials. She smiled. What a brilliant subterfuge, and the idiots ate it up like 
chocolate. But once she dethroned Vesper One, AWW would be an important 
element of her overall plan. Vesper One, the snot, could never be this subtle. 


Subtle? Ha! He was about as subtle as a charging rhinoceros. 
But that would work to her advantage. 


She looked at her watch. Two in the morning. She should get some sleep. She 
had to keep up her beauty rest, even in the midst of her quest for total and 
complete world domination. 


After all, a girl had to look her best if she was planning on ruling the world. 
And 

Isabel 

had 

always 

been 


beautiful. All the men thought so. Even ones who were her sworn enemies. 
And all the women were jealous of her looks, she was well aware of that. But 
then again, people were always intimidated by perfection. 


She studied her face in the mirror once more. She then looked closer. 
Was that a wrinkle? 


The lights in her compartment went out. She jerked up so suddenly, she hit 
her head on the little overhead light. 


Trembling with rage, she screamed into her cell phone, “Here. Now!” The 
door to her compartment flew open and two of her men stood there. 


“Yes, Mrs. Kabra?” said one of them nervously. “Is there a problem?” 


“A problem?” she began sweetly. 


“Why, just a teensy-weensy one.” Then she roared, “The lights went out, you 
idiot. Find out why! And I hit my head. 


I’m going to sue whoever owns this crummy train.” 
“T think the Americans own it,” said the other guard meekly. 


“Great,” grumbled Isabel. “They don’t have any money to pay damages.” The 
PA system crackled and a voice came on. 


“All passengers, there has been an electrical system interruption on the train. 
Please make your way to the dining car, where 

flashlights 

and 

emergency 


instructions will be given out. All passengers, please make your way to the 
dining car at once. Thank you.” 


“I’m not going to any dining car,” snapped Isabel. 


The PA system crackled again. “Any passenger attempting to stay in his seat 
or compartment will be escorted off the train at the next stop. No exceptions.” 
Isabel fumed for a few moments and then snatched her bag. “I will kill 
whoever 


caused 
the 
electrical 


interruption.” She pointed to one of her men. “Find out who the person is and 
write the name down for me. And be sure to get the correct spelling.” 


“Yes, Mrs. Kabra.” 


She stomped down the hall. 


“Uh, Mrs. Kabra?” said one of her guards. 

She turned and yelled, “What!” 

“The dining car is the other way,” the man said timidly. 

Isabel Kabra gave a prolonged sigh, marched over to him, slugged him in the 


face with her bag, and stomped toward the dining car. She called back over 
her shoulder, “And don’t forget that name! Or 


Pl kill you, too.” 


Atticus and Jake were standing in a control room on the train, located in a 
vestibule between two cars. Jake had picked the lock to get inside, and Atticus 
had powered down the train’s electrical system, except for low-level 
emergency lighting. He had then turned on the train’s PA system to make the 
announcement in the deepest voice he could muster. 


Finally, he had disabled the PA system so that no more announcements could 
be made, at least for a while. 


“So cool, Att,” said Jake admiringly. 


“Just a simple case of reverse engineering,” replied Atticus modestly. 


“But now comes the hard part.” 


“Right. Come on. We need to be nearby while Amy and Dan search Isabel’s 
compartment, just in case anything goes wrong. Which it probably will.” 


They 
waited 


until 


the 
other 


passengers had passed by them on the way to the dining car before racing 
down the hall toward Isabel’s compartment. 


Dan and Amy were right outside Isabel’s compartment. They looked at each 
other. 


Dan peeked inside the window. 
“Coast is clear.” 


Amy said, “We probably have only a few minutes before Isabel realizes this 
was all a scam.” 


Dan answered by yanking open the door. “So let’s get it done.” 


They moved inside and Dan shut the door behind them. They used penlights 
to look around the darkened room. Dan dug through Isabel’s suitcase and 
toiletry bag. 


“Yuck,” he said. 
“What is it?” whispered Amy. 


He held up a long plastic folding case. “Have you ever seen this much 
makeup in your life? And she has ten pairs of eyebrow tweezers.” 


“Haven’t you ever seen her brows? 

Without those tweezers it would be a big furry 
caterpillar 

right 

across 

her 


forehead.” 


Dan put the case back and kept searching. 
“Dan, look at this.” 


He hurried over to her. Amy had been searching a bag that had been stowed in 
a storage cabinet next to the tiny bathroom. 


She held up photos and shone her light on them. 
“Those are pictures of the Lewis and Clark compass,” exclaimed Dan. 


“Exactly.” 





The pictures were of both the front and rear of the compass, just like they had 
taken at the museum, too. 


“Tt was just like the lady at the museum said,” commented Amy. 
Dan shot his hand down into the bag and pulled out a phone. 
“Why would she have her phone in a bag in storage?” said Dan. 


“Maybe it’s a backup phone,” answered Amy. “Anything on it?” Dan hit 
some buttons and his face turned pale. “Yeah,” he said quietly. 


“What?” 


He held up the phone. On it were several texts. Texts sent to Dan. And they 


were all signed AJT. 
Amy looked at Dan. He said, “AJT. 


Arthur Josiah Trent. The texts I thought I was receiving from Dad were 
actually from that witch.” He looked up miserably at Amy. “I know you 
always thought they were fake.” 


“Tt doesn’t make it any easier for you, Dan. I wanted Mom and Dad alive, too. 
And I didn’t want Dad to be a Vesper. 

And I don’t believe he was.” 

Dan put the phone back in the bag. 


“Well, I guess this proves that Dad wasn’t a bad guy. He wasn’t with the 
Vespers. He never left Mom in that house. They died together.” 


Amy was about to say something when her phone buzzed. 


It was a frantic text from Jake. Isabel was on her way back. They had to get 
out of the compartment right now. 


They both turned toward the door just as the train hit a big bump. The door 
partially slid open and then banged back into the closed position. 


Dan jumped toward the door and tried to pull back the handle. 


He pulled as hard as he could. The door didn’t budge. He turned to Amy, his 
face ashen. 


“T think it’s jammed. At least on this side. We’re trapped.” 
Amy’s phone buzzed again. It was another text from Jake. 
Get out now! 

But they couldn’t get out. 

And then they heard footsteps growing closer. 


Isabel was almost there. 


And if she found them here, they were dead. 


Amy knew the woman would not miss a second time. 


Another text banged into Amy’s cell phone. 

Get Out Now!!! 

She frantically texted back. 

We’re locked in!!!! 

Dan picked up a bag. 

“What are you doing?” she asked. 

“T’m slugging the first person that comes through that door.” 


Amy looked quickly around the space. The room was small. No place to take 
cover. They couldn’t hide in the bathroom. It was too tiny; she knew by the 
one in their compartment. And she assumed that Isabel at some point would 
have to use the facilities, too. Although part of Amy was not against scaring 
the woman half to death when she opened the door only to find Dan and 
herself wedged inside. 


“They’re coming,” hissed Dan. He held the bag higher. 
That’s when Amy saw it. A way out. 
She raced to the far corner of the room. 


“Dan, look, these compartments are modular. The walls can be moved. To 
make bigger rooms, I guess for families traveling together.” 


“So what?” Dan hissed. “I don’t care about families traveling together. I just 
don’t want to die.” 


She ignored this and said, “That bad patch of track we passed seems to have 
dislodged this section of wall.” There was a small gap there. 


Dan raced to her side and peered into the next compartment. 


“Tt looks empty,” he said. “They’ve probably gone to the dining car. But it’s 
not wide enough for us to get through.” 


“We have to pull and make it bigger. 

Come on. Help me.” 

She and Dan gripped the edge of the wall and yanked as hard as they could. 
Amy could feel the wall moving. 


Amy worked out a lot and was stronger than normal kids her age. She was 
glad of the extra muscle as she felt the wall give even more as it slid along the 
tracks on the floor. 


“Hurry,” said Dan. “She’s almost here.” 


“Together, then, one-two-three.” They each gave a gigantic tug. Dan felt 
something pop in his shoulder but he didn’t care because the wall slid another 
foot. 


“Go, go!” said Amy. 

Dan threw himself through the gap. 

Amy followed right behind him. 

They tumbled to the floor but were up again in an instant. 
“Hurry, hurry,” said Amy. 

They pulled on the wall again, this time in the opposite direction. 
They could hear Isabel at her door. 


They pulled as hard as they could. 


The wall slid and snapped into place right as they heard Isabel’s door slide 
open with a bang and close behind her. 


Amy and Dan stood there frozen, trying to catch their breath. 

Dan looked at her and whispered, 

“What if she sees something that tells her the compartment was searched?” 
Amy shook her head. “Just be ready to run.” 

He nodded and they stood there, listening. 

They heard Isabel moving around the compartment, talking to herself. 


When they heard her release a loud fart, Dan could barely keep from howling 
with laughter. 


After a few more seconds they heard Isabel settle down in her chair right as 
the lights on the train came back on. 


Amy slipped to the door to the compartment and peered out the window. 
“Coast looks clear.” 

They slipped out right as an elderly couple came around the corner. 

The man said, “Hey, what were you doing in our compartment?” 

Thinking quickly, Dan said, “We smelled gas. We thought there might be a 
problem. But it’s okay to go back in.” He had to hide his smile as he thought 


of Isabel and her loud fart. 


“Do you work for Amtrak?” asked the woman suspiciously. “You’re not 
wearing uniforms.” 


“And you’re too young, anyway,” added the man accusingly. 
“We’re sort of trainees,” said Amy. 


“Our uncle is the head conductor. He told us to look around for any problems 
after the lights went out. We’re going to report to him now. Your compartment 
is completely safe to re-enter.” 


“But if you continue to smell stinky gas,” said Dan, “I would check with the 
woman in the compartment next to yours. 


That might be the source.” 
Sniggering, he and Amy hustled off toward their compartment. 
When they were out of sight of the old couple, they sprinted. 


They hooked back up with Jake and Atticus, who were pacing anxiously in 
Dan and Amy’s compartment. 


When Jake saw Amy he gave her a quick hug. 
“Omigosh, we didn’t know what to do.” 


Atticus added, “Jake wanted to charge Isabel and her men and sacrifice 
himself to save you, but I told him that would 


be 

both 

irrational 

and 

counterproductive.” 

Amy beamed at Jake. “You were going to do that? For me?” 

“Well, yeah,” said Jake, looking embarrassed. 

Amy gave him another hug and a pat on the back. “Thanks, Jake. My hero.” 


“Hello?” said Dan heatedly. “We did get away by ourselves. So if anyone 
deserves a pat on the back, it’s us.” 


“Did you find anything in Isabel’s compartment that could be helpful?” asked 
Atticus. 


Amy nodded. “We found out that Isabel was sending texts to Dan pretending 
to be our dad.” 


“I’m sorry to hear you discovered that.” 
They whirled around and saw her. 


Isabel Kabra stood there in the doorway with her henchmen, looking 
triumphant. 





CHAPTER 22 


The large truck barreled down the road. 


Inside the back were the hostages, chained to the truck wall. They all felt 
every bump and every swerve. Some of them looked sick to their stomachs. 
They had been riding in the back of the truck for what seemed like days, but 
actually had been about fifteen hours. After one nauseating lurch, which 
slammed him against the side of the truck, Ted Starling threw up. 


“Oh, gross,” complained Natalie as she tried to move away from the pile of 
sick 


on 
the 

truck 

floor. 
“That’s 
disgusting.” 


“Better get used to seeing it,” said Fiske, who looked very pale indeed. “I 
think before this ride is over we’re all going to vomit.” 


As they went over the top of a hill, the truck almost seemed to take flight. 
Several of the hostages clutched at their stomachs. 

Ian said, “I think I’m going to be sick, too.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said his sister. 


“Lucians don’t get sick to their stomachs.” As the truck gave another 
sickening lurch, Natalie turned green and threw up. 


She stared down in horror at the pool of puke. 
“You might want to check your Lucian status,” moaned Nellie. 


Nellie wasn’t nauseated, but she’d been getting slammed around with the 
truck’s movements, and her wounded shoulder had taken most of the impacts. 


She clutched at it with her hand, as though trying to push the pain away. 
“T bet it’s Cheyenne driving,” complained Hamilton. “She’s a psycho. 


She’s probably deliberately hitting every pothole she can just to make us 
suffer.” 


“Of course she is,” snapped Evan. 
“She’s a Vesper. She’s evil. It’s what evil people do.” 


Reagan said, “It’s cold in here. I suggest that we all run in place and do push- 
ups to keep warm. Plus it’ll keep our energy up.” 


Fiske held up the shackles they all had on. “And exactly how would you like 
us to run, Reagan, dear, with these bloody things on?” 


“That’s why I said run in place.” 


“And fall over and knock ourselves out?” snapped Nellie. “I think the 
healthiest thing for us to do is stay still.” 


“And perhaps we can just all shut up, too,” said Evan heatedly. He was still 
obviously upset about being captured. 


“T can sing a song,” offered Jonah. 
“Word.” 


“No!” everyone shouted in unison. 


3 


Evan eyed him threateningly. “Not one note, not one lyric, or I’ll cream you.’ 
“Why so hostile all of a sudden, bro?” asked Jonah innocently. 


“Oh, I don’t know, maybe being carried by a roller coaster to my death might 
be a reason,” snapped Evan. “So just sit there and do not even hum.” Ted 
Starling sat in a far corner saying nothing. He was concentrating on every 
sound he could. He was trying to take in any information that could help him 
determine where they were being taken. 


He didn’t know if it would do any good, but it wasn’t like he had anything 
else to do right now. 


Fiske pulled angrily on his shackles. 


Each of the hostages was tied together with the same long chain. The chain 
had been run through a large bolt in the wall of the truck. When Fiske pulled 
on the chain once more, it hit the side of the truck and dug a divot out of the 
wood. 


Fiske stared at this divot and then said, “Listen up, everyone, I’ve got an 
idea.” 


“You have a song you want me to sing?” said Jonah. “We could do a duet. 
Pl be baritone. Just follow my lead.” 
“T don’t have a song, you twit. I have a plan. To escape.” 


In the cab of the truck Cheyenne was indeed driving. And, as Hamilton had 
speculated, she was attempting to hit every pothole, take every curve at top 
speed, and do her best to make the truck fly over every steep rise in the road. 


“TIl bet they’re just loving the ride back there,” she said gleefully. 


“Your infantile pleasure with pain and suffering is ingratiating,” said Sandy, 
who sat next to her. Casper sat on the other 


side 

of 

him 

looking 

glum, 

principally because his sister wouldn’t let him drive. 
“What do you mean by that?” snapped Cheyenne. 


“How much longer?” asked Casper. 


“T’m hungry.” 


“Just tell your stomach to shut up, dear brother,” barked Cheyenne. “We have 
a schedule to keep.” 


“Look at that sky,” Sandy said with relish. 


The others eyed the sky. Clouds were going across it so fast it still looked like 
one of those accelerated weather maps on TV. 


Sandy rubbed his hands together. 
“This is going to be so good. I’m going to be weatherman of the year.” 


“What’s so great about that?” grunted Casper, who stared moodily out the 
window, but apparently without seeing what Sandy was referring to. 


“What’s great about that, Casper,” began Sandy as though he were speaking 
to a child, “is that it has begun.” 


“The Doomsday device?” exclaimed Cheyenne. 

“No,” sneered Sandy. “The aurora borealis . Of course the Doomsday device.” 
“Aurora 

what?” 

said 

Casper, 

sounding confused. 

“The northern lights,” snapped his sister. “He was being condescending, 
which is really starting to get on my nerves.” She looked murderously at the 


weatherman. 


“Now, now, Cheyenne. We’re all on the same team, right?” Sandy’s gaze 
bored into her. 


She said, “Of course we are.” 


“Excellent, because Vesper One does not tolerate disloyalty. In fact, he hates 


it so much the only punishment for it is immediate termination. And I don’t 
mean losing one’s job.” 


He looked over at Casper, who was staring at him nervously. 


“You’ve both seen the refined ways that our peerless leader can dispose of his 
enemies. So, don’t become his enemies. 


Just go along for the ride.” He clapped them both on the shoulders. “And 
you’ll have nothing to worry about. Otherwise, well, let’s not dwell on such 
unpleasant and lethal possibilities.” 


Sandy closed his eyes and went to sleep while Casper and his sister shot 
nervous glances at each other. 


The truck raced on while the sky kept doing extra-ordinarily odd things. 


CHAPTER 


Isabel stared directly at Amy. “So close in DC. So close. How you escaped, I 
still can’t quite fathom. What did you tell the police?” 


Dan started to say something. But Amy, sensing he was going to tell Isabel 
how he had fooled her, said, “We told them enough to have them more than a 
little interested in you. The FBI, too. For the record, they know you bought 
your way out of prison. They know your AWW 


is a fraud. And they’re working very hard right now to see that you go back 
where you belong: prison. In fact, there are several agents on the train right 
now.” Isabel had been looking at her darkly. 


Now she laughed. “I might have believed you up to that point. There’s 
nothing easier to spot than an FBI agent. And there are none aboard this 
train.” 


“Are you absolutely certain of that?” asked Dan smugly. 

“Yes, I am.” She turned to Atticus. 

“The last Guardian. The truly last Guardian,” she said menacingly. 
“Yes, I am,” replied Atticus quietly. 

“One of one. Tell me, how does it feel to be number two?” 
Isabel’s features turned even darker. 

“You should not comment on things you don’t understand.” 


“Oh, I understand a lot. I understand that the Vespers are evil and will sell 
each other out to get to the top. That makes all of you weak. It’s teamwork 
and self-sacrifice that makes winners. And that means that you Vespers are 
losers. And you always will be.” 


Isabel held out a hand and one of her guards immediately placed a syringe in 
it. 


She eyed it and took off the protective cap. “As you know, I’m singularly 
adept with poisons, along with my many other gifts. It’s just how my mind 
works. My superior mind.” 


“Like your kids, Ian and Natalie? But they were smart enough to figure out 
you were a loser of a mother,” said Dan. 


Isabel held up the syringe. “This concoction is particularly nasty. Before it 
kills, it places the person in indescribable pain, for one hour. They will wish 
to die. 


And at the end of sixty minutes, that wish is granted.” 


When she advanced on Atticus, first Jake, then Amy, and lastly Dan stepped 
in front of her. 


She said, “Oh, don’t worry. Each of you will get your turn.” 


“Really?” said Amy. “Well, let me give you your turn first.” She kicked the 
syringe out of Isabel’s hand. At the same moment, Jake plowed into a guard, 
knocking the gun out of his hand. 


A split second later the train roared into a tunnel. Every single light on the 


train, including the emergency lighting, went out. They were plunged into 
total darkness. 


The truck continued to bounce along. In the front seat, Sandy was still sound 
asleep. 


Casper had rolled down his window and was checking his reflection in the 
truck’s side mirror. He looked at his sister as she steered the big vehicle. 


He said, “Do I look like I’m putting on weight? My cheeks look a bit plump 
and my jawline doesn’t seem as classical as before.” 


She gave him a vicious stare. “Who cares? And put the mirror back to where 
it was. I can’t see on that side.” He grumpily did so. 


As the miles piled up he checked to make sure Sandy was still sleeping and 
said, “So, the plan is all set for when we get there?” 


Cheyenne shot a glance at Sandy, listened to his soft snores, and said, “Yes. 
He’ll never see it coming.” 

Casper chuckled. “Can’t wait to see the look on his face.” 

“Yeah.” 

“So cool and cruel. What could be better?” 

“And you’ll definitely make the top six,” she said. 

Casper frowned. “What happened in Switzerland wasn’t my fault.” 

She shrugged. “You can believe that if you want.” 


Casper folded his arms across his chest. “You’re V-Six now. You’|I definitely 
move up.” 


“Yes, I will,” she said sharply. “A lot higher than Six.” 


She glanced at Sandy, who was still snoring peacefully. 
“In fact, higher than him.” 
“Have you heard from her?” Casper asked warily. 


Cheyenne shook her head and motioned to Sandy, who was now moving 
around a bit before settling back in his seat. 


Neither one of them noticed that when Sandy had moved, he had adjusted the 
volume on the recorder hidden in his pocket. He smiled inwardly. He had 


always been so good at feigning sleep. It was a useful skill, now paying huge 
dividends. 


In the rear of the truck, Fiske was urging the others on. 


All the hostages were slapping the side of the truck where the bolt was 
located with their length of chain. The floor was littered with wood and 
composite chips carved out of the truck wall by their energetic thrusts. 


Fiske said, “Keep going. We’re almost there. Once we work the bolt out of 
the wall, we’re free.” 


Jonah, who was wearily hitting his section of chain against the wall, said, 
“Free? Bro, we’re still locked in a truck.” 


“True,” said Fiske. “But now we’re chained up in a locked truck. When we’re 
no longer chained and they have to open the truck to let us out, the truck is no 
longer locked. Get it?” 


“Got it.” Jonah started whacking the wall with renewed energy. 


Even Nellie, with her wounded shoulder, was taking her turn with the wall. 
She grimaced every time she hit the wall with her part of the chain, but she 
doggedly kept going. 


Hamilton and Reagan were the most aggressive of all. They were slamming 
their chains against the side of the wall so hard it seemed like they were in 


danger of knocking the truck over on its side. 


Fiske finally grabbed Hamilton and said, “Appreciate the max effort, son, but 
we are trying to do this somewhat on the sly.” 


A sweaty-faced Hamilton said, “Oh, right. Sure.” 
They proceeded, but at a somewhat moderated pace. 


Fiske stepped back and studied the loosening bolt and then the rear door of 
the truck. It was locked, that he knew. He had heard the lock slide into place 
when Casper had lowered the overhead door. 


He ran his gaze along the distance between the bolt and the door. He made 
some calculations in his head. Things might come together nicely. He was 
very much looking forward to knocking Casper Wyoming right on his butt. 
He figured he could just run Cheyenne over with the truck. Sandy he would 
string up to the tallest pole he could find, wrapped with metal, and let a stray 
bolt of lightning finish him off. These thoughts made him smile. 


And they also gave him hope. And energy. 

He picked up his length of chain and began gouging at the wood. 
Nellie looked at him and smiled weakly. 

“Do you think we have a chance?” she asked. 


He smiled grimly back at her. “P Il let you know as soon as we get this bolt 
out. When we do, then I think it’s time for something.” 


“Time? Time for what?” 

“Payback,” said Fiske grimly. 

He and Nellie beat the sides of the wall harder than ever. 
Then Fiske suddenly stopped and listened. 

“Quiet, everyone. Stop what you’re doing.” 

They all froze and stared at him. 


Fiske listened more closely. 


Ted Starling had sensed it before anyone else. 


“We’re slowing down,” he said. “I think we’re almost at our destination.” 
Fiske roared, “Go! Go! As hard as you can. Do it.” 


They all started smashing the wall as hard as they could. The bolt started to 
come out of the wall. 


The truck started slowing down more. 

“Go! GO!” shouted Fiske. 

Hamilton reared back and gave the bolt one more mighty whack. 
It fell to the floor. 

They all looked at one another. 

“We’re free,” gasped Nellie. 

“Not quite,” said Fiske. 

The truck had stopped abruptly, throwing them all forward. 
“Now what?” asked Ian fearfully. 

They all heard it. 

Doors opening and then thumping closed. 

“They’re coming,” hissed Natalie as she drew back from the door. 
“What do we do?” Nellie asked, looking at Fiske. 


Fiske took charge. “Listen to me and listen very carefully. We only have one 
shot to get this right.” 


They all drew around as he began to explain their plan of attack. 


CHAPTER 


In the darkness, bodies flew around and crashed into walls, furniture, and one 
another. There was a lot of yelling, groaning, and panting as the fighting 
continued. 


Dan took a fist to the head and yelled out. 


“Sorry,” said Jake, and he swung his fist the other way and knocked one of 
Isabel’s guards into the window. The man slid down, stunned. 


Amy was kicking and lashing out at anyone who came near her. Her foot 
collided with someone’s stomach, and she was gratified to hear Isabel gasp. 
She kicked out even harder, but Isabel was no longer there. 


The shot rang out so loud that everyone stopped fighting. 


Dan instinctively ducked and rolled to his left. On the floor he spotted Amy 
and Jake, on either side of him. 


Amy said, “Are you hit?” 

“No,” replied Dan. 

“Jake?” she said frantically. “Are you hit?” 
“No.” 

They heard something hit the floor. 

“That 

doesn’t 


sound 


good,” 

whispered Dan. 

Ten long seconds passed. 

Then the lights came back on. 

Amy, Dan, and Jake jumped up, ready to continue fighting. 
There was no one left to fight. 

But there was someone still there. 

One of Isabel’s henchmen. 

His coat was bloody. His face was gray. He was not breathing. 
“Omigosh,” exclaimed Amy. 

She dropped to the floor and checked his pulse. 

She looked up. 

“He’s dead.” 

This did not come from Amy. 


They all glanced at the doorway as Sinead stepped into the opening with a 
gun in hand. 


Amy said furiously, “You killed him!” 

“Before he shot you.” 

“Tt was dark; how could he see to shoot?” countered Amy. 
Dan piped in, “And you’re the one with the gun.” 


To their amazement Sinead put the gun down, came in the compartment, and 
shut the door. 


“Look more closely at him,” she said. 


They did. 

Dan was the first to spot it. “Hey, he’s wearing glasses.” 
“Not just any glasses,” said Sinead. 

“Pick them up.” 

Dan did so. He put them on. “They’re night-vision goggles.” 


“T wrestled the pistol away from him right before he was about to shoot you, 
Amy. It went off while we were fighting. I actually didn’t mean to shoot 
him.” Jake picked up the gun and looked at Amy. “She’s telling the truth. This 
was the gun the guy was holding. I saw it when he was next to Isabel.” 

“But why?” Amy asked Sinead. 

“Why would you help me?” 


“T won’t lie and say it’s because I love you, because I don’t.” 


“Yeah, that I get. You tried to kill me, after all, using your little gun. And you 
would have if I hadn’t knocked it out of your hand.” 


“All true. Although I really didn’t want to kill you back then. And I don’t 
want to kill you now.” 


“Right,” snorted Dan. “And I’m actually Harry Potter, only I’ve misplaced 
my wand, lightning scar, and glasses.” 


“So why?” Amy asked again. 
“T love my brothers. That’s why I’ve done all the terrible things I’ve done.” 


“What does that have to do with us?” asked Amy. “We’ve been trying to 
rescue Ted and the other hostages.” 


Dan snapped, “And you helped them get kidnapped.” 
Sinead said, “I knew they were going to be kidnapped, it’s true. But I didn’t 
help them do it. It was a way to provide me with an alibi in case you got 


suspicious of me.” 


“But Ned got away,” pointed out Dan. 


“That was his own doing. Vesper One promised me that he wouldn’t hurt 
Ted.” 


Amy said, “And you believed him?” Dan added, “If you did, you should have 
your head examined.” 


“ I did believe him. Until he sent those pictures of the hostages. I know that 
Alistair is dead. And the others looked so 


... SO hurt. Including Ted. I begged him to let him go, but he wouldn’t.” 
“Coulda told you that a long time ago,” barked Dan. 
“So, why are you here?” asked Amy. 


“T have no other choice,” said Sinead, looking miserable. “I have no other 
place to turn. Ted is not doing well as a captive. And Vesper One has made it 
quite clear that he will not be releasing Ted. He says he knows too much.” 


“Nice little communication you’ve been having with old Vesper One,” said 
Jake in disgust. 


Sinead looked at him. “I don’t blame you for not understanding why I’ve 
done what I have. But let me be clear. I’m not looking for your forgiveness, 
either.” She directed this last comment at Amy. Then she eyed Dan again. 
“Do you have the serum? I was around you long enough to know that you had 
a heightened interest in it. And your little excursions? Those were to get the 
necessary ingredients, right?” Dan involuntarily looked over at his knapsack 
and caught a breath. 


It was gone. 

Then 

Jake 

screamed, 
“Atticus! 

Where is Atticus?” 


They all looked around. In all the confusion they hadn’t realized Atticus was 
no longer there. 


Amy said, “Isabel must have him. 


And she took your knapsack, too, Dan.” Sinead said, “As I was struggling 
with the guy, I felt people rushing past me and out into the corridor.” 


Jake looked sick. “I was just standing here and didn’t even realize my brother 
was missing? What kind of older brother am I?” he added miserably. 


He suddenly snatched up the gun and rushed out of the compartment yelling 
for Atticus. 


“Jake, wait,” cried Amy, but he had already disappeared down the corridor. 
She turned to look at Dan and Sinead. 

“They must still be on the train. We just have to find them.” 

“What about him?” asked Dan, pointing down at the dead man. 

Amy said, “There’s nothing we can do for him.” 

Sinead added, “He deserved what he got.” 

Amy eyed her severely. “That applies to you, too.” She turned to Dan. 


“The serum? Was it in your bag?” He looked at her but said nothing. He could 
see Sinead waiting for his answer. 


Amy said again, “Do you have the serum? The real stuff?” 
Dan said, “Yes. It was in my bag.” 


“Meaning Isabel has it now,” said Sinead. “Great.” She looked down at the 
man’s body and then listened for a moment to footsteps heading their way. 


“Unless we want to waste time explaining why a dead body is in your 
compartment, I suggest that we get out of here. Now.” 


Amy, Dan, and Sinead ran out of the compartment and headed away from the 
sounds of the onrushing feet and in the direction Jake had run. 


As 


they 


were 

running, 

Amy 

whispered to Dan, “How did Isabel know you had the serum?” 


Dan shrugged but then an idea hit him. “As she was pretending to send me 
texts as Dad, I... I might have mentioned something about the serum.” 


“Might have or did?” 

“Okay, did.” 

“Because she asked you about it?” 

“Yeah,” Dan admitted. “She really conned me.” 

“She’s good at that, Dan. After all, she’s conned millions of people.” They 
were suddenly hurtled forward and slammed into Sinead. All three went down 
in a tangle of limbs. 

“Get off me!” wheezed Sinead. 

“You’re on my stomach. I can’t breathe.” 

“What happened?” said Dan as he rolled off her. 

“The train just slammed to a stop,” explained Amy. 

“That I get. But why?” snapped Sinead. 

“Trains usually stop when someone wants to get off,” replied Amy. 

They all stood and Dan glanced out the window. “But we’re still in the tunnel. 
Who would want to get off in a tunnel?” The train lights suddenly went out. 
They were once more standing in the pitch black. 

“T can think of one person who might want to get off,” said Amy. 


“Isabel,” added Sinead. 


“And if she’s getting off, so are we,” said Amy. 
“How?” asked Dan. “I can’t see a thing.” 

“But I can,” said Amy. 

“How?” asked Dan again. 


“T took the man’s night-vision goggles. Dan, hold on to my hand. Sinead, take 
ahold of Dan’s shirt. Now let’s go. 


That woman is not getting away with Atticus.” 


CHAPTER 25 


As they were trying to get off the train they heard an announcement over the 
repaired PA. 


“Ladies 

and 

gentlemen, 

we're 

experiencing some difficulties with our power system. Please remain where 
you are while our crew addresses the problem. We should be up and running 
shortly. Thank you for your patience, and thank you for choosing Amtrak for 
your travel needs.” 


“Right,” grumbled Dan. “Never again.” 


“Amy?” The voice came at them from out of the darkness. 


“Jake?” 

Amy focused her goggles a bit better and saw Jake at the end of the corridor. 
He still had the gun in his hand. They hurried forward to join him. 

“Jake, what happened? Did you find Atticus?” 

“No,” he said miserably. “I lost them.” 

The lights came back on and Amy took off her goggles. 

She said, “If Isabel got off the train, we need to as well.” 

Jake said, “We’re in a tunnel. Why would she get off here?” 


“T don’t know. But I can’t believe that the train just happened to come to a 
stop here for no reason. She has to be behind it.” 


“I was listening for any exterior door to open,” said Jake. “I didn’t hear any. 
And if there’s no power, can they even get the doors open?” 
“There must be a way to do that in an emergency,” Sinead pointed out. 


Dan piped in, “Look, we don’t know enough, okay? We’re just grasping at 
straws here. We need more information. 


Like, why would Isabel want to be getting off at the Rocky Mountains in 
Colorado? 


Because that’s where we are. I checked the schedule. The Cascade Mountains 
are a long way from here.” Even as he said it, Dan looked puzzled, as though 
a curious thought had just occurred to him. 


Sinead said, “Dan’s right. Maybe the train really has broken down.” 

“Who cares?” exclaimed Jake. “We need to get Atticus back. He’s the last 
Guardian. She’s going to kill him.” Dan looked to his right. “Hey, isn’t that 
your compartment, Jake?” 


“I doubt Atticus is in there,” he barked. 


“But your laptop is. Let’s get online and try to figure this out.” 


“How will going online get Atticus back?” snapped Jake. 


In response Dan pulled his phone out of his pocket and brought up the photos 
of the Lewis and Clark compass he’d taken in DC. “Before everything 
happened, I was studying this.” 





“Why?” asked Amy. “We already know what it says about the latitude and 
longitude.” 


“Do we?” said Dan. “Do we really? 


I’m not so sure. I think we missed something. Something potentially big. And 
we know Isabel was really interested in the compass. She wouldn’t have gone 
to all that trouble for nothing. There has to be something important about it.” 


Jake said, “We know that. It told her the coordinates for the Cascades.” 
“Maybe, maybe not,” said Dan mysteriously. 


Amy looked at Jake. “I guess it won’t hurt to take a few minutes to look at 
this. 


And it might help us figure out where they might be taking Atticus.” 


Sinead added, “And you running around the train holding a gun will just get 
you arrested, Jake. That certainly won’t help Atticus.” 


Jake looked down at the gun in his hand, engaged the safety, and then stuck it 
in his waistband and covered it with his shirt. “Okay, but let’s hurry.” They 
went inside the compartment and Jake fired up his laptop. 


Amy said, “If the train starts back up again, we all need to make a decision 
whether to stay on or get off.” 


“How can we make that decision?” asked Sinead. “If we get off and Isabel 
didn’t, we’re stuck inside a mountain.” Jake said bitterly, “Yeah, but if we 
don’t get off and Isabel does with Atticus, we’ll never see him again. So 
we’re stuck between a rock and a hard place inside a mountain. No stupid pun 
intended.” Dan said, “Which makes it all the more important to get more 
information. 


We can’t stop Isabel or Vesper One, and get Atticus and the hostages back, 
without knowing more.” 


Jake was clicking keys on his laptop. 
“Okay, I’m connected to the web. Now what?” 


“Let me have your phone. The picture you took of the back of the compass is 
better than the shot I took.” 


Jake dug into his pocket and tossed Dan his phone. 


Dan quickly brought the photo up on the screen. He enlarged it and studied 
the markings on the back they had gone over before. 


Sinead said, “Anything?” 
Dan shook his head. “T still can’t quite make it out.” He shot Amy a glance. 


“Wait a minute. Those night-vision goggles you took. They can magnify 
things.” 


“Yeah, when it’s dark. But it’s not dark, in case you hadn’t noticed,” said 
Sinead. 


Amy said, “But we can make it dark. 
Quick, turn out all the lights in here. Jake, close your laptop.” 


They turned off all the lights, drew the door and window curtains closed, and 


Jake quickly pushed down the cover of his laptop, shutting off the screen 
light. 


Dan put on the goggles and fired them up. He leaned down close to the photo. 
“Okay, I’m seeing something. Too bad the res on the picture isn’t better.” 
“That’s the best a cell-phone camera can do,” barked Jake. “And if you don’t 
come up with something in, like, five seconds, I’m going to go look for Att 


with or without you.” 


Dan adjusted the magnification on the goggles. “Oh, wow, that’s better. Okay, 
let me see.” 


Sinead, who had not been with them in DC and did not know what any of this 
represented, 


hissed, 

“Why 

is 

this 

important? We’re wasting time.” 


“No, we’re not wasting time,” Dan shot back. “I think we’re about to make a 
huge breakthrough.” 


He adjusted the magnification on the goggles again, revving them up to full 
power. He leaned as close as he could to the phone screen. 


N 
b- 


“Okay, we looked at these before and came up with the latitude and longitude 
coordinates for the Cascade Mountain Range.” 








“Right,” said Amy. “Latitude forty-seven degrees north and longitude one 
hundred and twenty-one degrees west.” 


“Hey, wait just a minute,” exclaimed Dan. “ Someone has messed with these 
numbers. I can see it clearly with the goggles. I don’t think that seven is really 
a seven. A line was scratched out. I think it’s really a zero. And the one 
twenty-one number has been changed, too. The two and the second one have 
been altered. I think they were originally a zero and a six. 


And even from the photo it looks recently done.” He squinted. “Maybe 
someone used, like, a stain or dark paint to cover up part of the six and zero.” 


“Recently done?” exclaimed Jake. 


“How is that possible? That compass is over two hundred years old. It’s 
probably been in that museum for decades.” Amy 


snapped 

her 

fingers. 

“Remember the woman back at the museum?” 


“Dr. Nancy Gwinn?” said Jake. “The curator who showed Isabel the 
compass?” 


“Exactly.” 
“So that’s why you’re interested in it,” said Sinead. “Because Isabel was.” 


“Right,” said Amy. “Anyway, Gwinn said that there was almost a disaster.” 
Dan cried out, “She said Isabel dropped the compass and it bounced under a 
display cabinet.” 


Jake took up the story. “And Isabel got under the cabinet to get it. She would 
have been out of sight of Gwinn at that point.” 


Amy added, “And she could have used a knife or even her grotesquely long 
fingernails to cut into the back of the compass box, altering the numbers, then 
brushed off the wood shavings, and handed it back. And she might have had 
some stain with her that she applied to change some of the numbers. It would 
have only taken a few seconds. The markings were so slight to begin with 
Gwinn probably never even noticed the change. She was probably just happy 
the glass on the compass hadn’t broken.” Sinead said, “But what is so 
important about the numbers?” 


Dan said, “They showed that the perfect location for the Doomsday device 
was the Cascade Mountains. But if you take away the alterations that Isabel 
did, the longitude becomes one hundred and six degrees west.” 


Amy said, “And the latitude would be forty degrees north, right?” 


“Right,” said Dan. He took off the goggles and they turned the compartment 
lights back on. 


All eyes turned to Jake, who had opened up his laptop once more. 
Amy said, “So, where are those coordinates?” 

“Give me one sec,” replied Jake, his fingers flying over the keys. 

He stopped typing and stared at the screen, a confused look on his face. 
“What is it, Jake?” exclaimed Amy. 

“Where are those coordinates?” 


He looked up. “It’s the Rocky Mountains. And I used a geo-locator tagged to 
our position.” He paused. “That spot is exactly where we are right now.” 


CHAPTER 


They all stared at one another. 

“Here?” asked Amy. “Right where we are? How is that possible?” 
Dan 

said, 

“But 

what 

about 

subduction zones? Wasn’t that the whole point?” 

Jake looked at his laptop. “That’s right. That doesn’t make sense. The 
subduction zones make the power of the Doomsday device immeasurably 
greater.” 


“Then there has to be something that we’re missing,” said Amy. 


The PA system came on. A voice said, “Thank you for your patience. We will 
be moving very soon.” 


“Well, we don’t have much time to figure it out,” warned Sinead. 
She sat down next to Jake and started hitting keys on the laptop. 
“What are you doing?” asked Jake. 


“Trying to make sense of the inexplicable,” 


she 
shot 
back. 
“Tf 


subduction zones are important, then we need to understand what this area has 
that the Cascade Mountains don’t.” 


Her fingers flew over the keys, bringing up screen after screen. 


As Amy watched her she was reminded that Sinead was unbelievably 
intelligent and her computer skills were second to none. 


But can I trust her? wondered Amy. 

Her answer was automatic. 

No, I can tt. 

Sinead stopped clicking keys and looked up. 

“I think I’ve got it.” 

Jake studied the screen and Amy and Dan drew closer. 


Sinead said, “Apparently, there’s a geological quirk in the composition of the 
bedrock underneath the Rocky Mountains. 


These mountains sit over a vast subduction zone. From what I’ve been able to 
find out in the last few minutes, that zone makes the Cascades look paltry by 
comparison. And because the Rockies are approximately in the middle of the 
country, any disruption of that zone could be potentially devastating to the 
entire country, not just the western part. One zone runs out due west and the 
other runs out due east.” 


Amy studied the images on the laptop’s 
screen. 


“They 


look 
like 
underground rivers,” she said. 


“That’s pretty much what they are,” said Sinead, and Jake nodded in 
agreement. “You start the power source at one end and the ramifications are 
felt at the other. Like a tsunami building and then crashing in a far-off place.” 


Amy said, “So this spot really is the perfect place for the Doomsday device?” 
Dan added, “It sounds like it’s subduction zone heaven.” 


“That’s exactly right,” said Sinead. 


Jake said, “And that was why Isabel altered the compass numbers on the back 
of the Lewis and Clark box. Just in case we found out and were trying to 
locate that heading?” 


“And it almost worked,” said Sinead. 


She looked at Dan. “If Dan hadn’t insisted on taking another look at it with 
those goggles, we’d be clueless.” 


Dan said, “Well, I was just being my typically brilliant self.” He added, “But 
if you’re trying to get on my good side by pointing out my obvious genius, it 
won’t work. You’ve done too many bad things.” Sinead glanced away, her 
features dark. 


Jake rose and slipped his laptop in his bag. 


“Okay, we have to get off here. 


That’s why the train stopped. Isabel is getting off. And she has Att with her.” 
It was merely a speck in the sky. But it soon came into sharper focus. 


The lightweight experimental aircraft was flying at barely two thousand feet 
off the ground. Its speed was approximately 120 knots. It looked like a 
helicopter, only with wings. 


The single pilot looked through the egg-shaped glass covering him. 


Damien Vesper smiled as the terrain flew beneath him and the skies overhead 
crackled with unusual power. Though the winds were buffeting the aircraft 
and coming at odd angles, and lightning cracked upward, and the sky still 
looked purple, Damien piloted his aircraft with a practiced hand. He was not 
scared by the daunting elements; he was enjoying the show! 


This was the time he had spent his whole life preparing for. 


The Doomsday device was in place and partially active. He looked down at 
the small box that rested at his feet. Inside there was the last piece of the 
puzzle. It was the Madrigal ring that was actually a gear. Once he placed that 
on his device and cranked it to full power, the world would understand what it 
truly meant to fear. 


His phone buzzed. He pressed a button and put on headphones. 

Sandy Bancroft’s recording spilled into his ears. 

He listened to the Wyoming idiots plotting against him. He was not surprised. 
They were utterly lacking in what it took to be true leaders. They had served 


their purposes. Now they were expendable. He would deal with them shortly. 


A while later he landed his aircraft in a field where a black SUV was waiting 
to pick him up. Up ahead of him soared the mighty Rockies. 


From here it would all begin. His master plan had finally come to fruition. 


His ancestors would be so proud. But of all the Vespers that had come before, 
he was the only one who had actually succeeded. 


The box stowed safely in his bag, Damien climbed into the SUV and was 
immediately driven off. 


One 

more 

piece. 
Archimedes’ 


precious gear. 


And then it all could truly begin. 
And end. 


Spectacularly. 





Cheyenne had driven the truck into a vast chamber that had been carved into 
the mountain. A large overhead door had opened and closed automatically as 
the truck approached. 


Cheyenne, 

Sandy, 

and 

Casper 

climbed out of the truck cab and headed for the rear of the truck. 
“Let’s hurry up,” Sandy ordered Casper and Cheyenne. 
Cheyenne glared at him. “Who died and made you boss?” 


“In case you forgot, Cheyenne, in the Vesper pecking order, I rank above 
you.” Sandy gazed at Casper. “And you’re not even in that pecking order.” 


“Yeah, well, pecking orders can change!” snapped Casper. 
“Maybe in your fantasy world,” replied Sandy. “Your problem is you’re not 


content to just be a follower. But your abilities are perfectly suited to such a 
status.” 


Cheyenne said, “Hey, Casper, I think he just insulted you.” 


Casper balled up a large fist and said to Sandy, “You’re a fancy-pants weather 
guy, right? Predict stuff?” 


“J 
prefer 
‘world-class 


meteorologist,’ but let’s not quibble over titles. Yes, I predict things.” Casper 
popped him in the face. “So how come you didn’t see that coming?” Sandy 
held his bloody nose while Cheyenne laughed. 


“Open the truck door,” yelled Sandy between his fingers. “Now!” 
“Sure thing, boss,” snorted Casper. 

He unlocked the padlock and pushed up the truck door. 
“AAAAGGGHHH!” 


The hostages, led by Hamilton, Evan, Reagan, and Fiske, leaped out, still 
chained together, and fell on top of Sandy, Cheyenne, and Casper. 


When Casper stood and started swinging, Reagan leveled him with a wicked 
spin kick. 


“Sweet,” exclaimed Reagan as Casper crashed to the floor. “Been wanting to 
try out that move, doofus.” Cheyenne jumped to her feet and caught Evan 
with a jab and an uppercut. 


He went down, but Hamilton slammed into Cheyenne and sent her flying 
against the wall. She hit it and slid down, unconscious. Hamilton towered 
over her and flexed his biceps. 


“Man, that felt good,” he said. “What I live for. Winning and creaming 
people.” Casper got back up only to be leveled by a right cross and vicious 
uppercut thrown by Fiske Cahill. 


As Casper collapsed backward, unconscious, Fiske said, “Been wanting 
payback since that little thrashing you gave me in Switzerland, you punk.” 
Sandy got to his feet and ran, but Fiske, using his wrapped chain as a lasso, 


tossed it around Sandy’s neck and jerked him backward. 


“Haven’t finished with you yet, old boy,” said Fiske. “It’s been a while since I 
had the opportunity to pummel someone closer to my own age.” 


Sandy turned to him, gurgling, his eyes popping as he gripped the chain. 


“What’s that you say?” asked Fiske mockingly. “Oh, you want me to hit you 
very hard in the mouth? Delighted.” Fiske slammed his fist into Sandy’s face 
and the world-class (in his own mind) meteorologist slumped to the ground, 
knocked out cold. 


“We need a key!” called out Nellie, who had been flung all over the place 
while the others were fighting. She held her injured shoulder and was trying 
hard not to scream in pain. 


Hamilton dug into Cheyenne’s jacket pocket and held up the key to the 
shackles. 


“Got it.” 


“Someone’s coming,” warned Ted, who’d been listening intently for this very 
thing. 


“Quick,” said Fiske. “Out this way. 


We can unlock the chains later.” He looked down once more at Sandy and 
gave him an extra kick in the side. 


“That’s for Alistair, you evil little man!” 


They rushed through a doorway and entered a rock tunnel. To the left, they 
heard the sounds of people approaching. 


Still all chained together, they headed to the right with Hamilton in the lead. 
He was so tall and his strides so long that some of the shorter people fell to 
the floor. 


“Let’s get in sync,” said Reagan. “Or we’ll just be captured again. Come on, 
one-two, one-two, one-two. Left-right, left-right.” 


They left the tunnel, turned right, and kept going. Once they could no longer 
hear the sounds of people rushing down the tunnels, they stopped and 
Hamilton unlocked the chains with the key he’d taken from Cheyenne. 


They all looked around while they caught their breath. 
“Where are we?” asked Nellie. 


The other nine hostages, suddenly free, but far from safe, looked at one 
another. 


“Feels like we’re inside a mountain,” noted Ian. 
His sister nodded. “It’s so cold and dark.” 


“But not completely dark,” observed Fiske. “There are low-level lights 
throughout these tunnels. That is not naturally occurring. There must be some 
source of power, possibly a generator.” 


“But who would have a generator inside a mountain?” asked Evan. 
Fiske looked at Phoenix. “Phoenix, you got away before. Where were we?” 


“In Washington State,” answered Phoenix. “Somewhere in the Cascade 
Mountains.” 


“So why move us from those mountains to wherever we are now, inside 
another mountain?” wondered Nellie. 


Ted said, “I think we’re somewhere in the Rockies.” 
They all looked at him. 

“How can you know that?” asked Hamilton skeptically. 
“T counted the seconds in the trip. 


And one of the wheels on the truck had an imperfection. I could feel and hear 
the resulting bump and squeak. I calculated the revolutions of the wheels and 
arrived at the approximate speed we were being driven. Multiplying that by 
the length of the trip equaled roughly thirteen hundred miles. That’s about the 
distance between Seattle and Denver, give or take. That is if we were heading 
east. But heading south in that direction would not really put us in a mountain 
range. And north would be in Canada with the same issue.” 


“But why hold us in the Cascades and then move us to the Rockies?” asked a 
bewildered Jonah. “It makes no sense.” 


“Tt obviously makes sense to someone.” 
“Someone like Vesper One,” said Nellie grimly. 


Fiske took charge. “All right. We have gained our freedom, but we’re still in 
great danger. They’ ll know by now that we have escaped. They will be 
searching for us. They will know the layout of these tunnels better than we 
do. I think the best strategy is to split up. That way if we are captured, they 
wont get us all, at least in one fell swoop.” 


“Sounds like a plan we can execute,” said Reagan in her pumped-up, kick- 
butt Reagan way. “So let’s divvy up the assets and go nail some Vespers.” 


Fiske looked them all over. “Okay, there are ten of us, so we’ll go five and 
five. PII lead one group. Ian, you take the other.” 


Reagan looked incredulous. “You didn’t pick me as a leader?” Fiske smiled 
sweetly. “Dear Reagan, I know your propensity to fight, as well as your 
brother’s, and your desire to be at the forefront of the action. But the leader 
must stay back, not be captured or hurt. I didn’t want either of you to have to 
work against your own very natural instincts.” Reagan 


brightened 

at 

this 

explanation. “Okay, then. Good thinking.” 
“Yeah,” 

added 

Hamilton. 

He 


smacked his fist into his palm. “I am definitely ready to bust some Vesper 
heads.” 


Fiske split them into groups. He took Nellie, Reagan, Jonah, and Ted with 
him. 


That left Hamilton, Evan, Phoenix, and Natalie to go with Ian. 

Before they headed out in separate directions Fiske said, “Whatever happens, 
I want you to know how very proud I am of all of you. The bravery you’ve 
shown. 

No person could ever have any people better than you in a dangerous 
situation. It has been my honor to serve with you.” Some of them blinked 
back tears. 

Even Reagan and Hamilton looked misty-eyed. 


Fiske continued, “This will not be easy. It will be very difficult, in fact. 


Whatever the Vespers are planning, it will not be good for the world. We must 
do all we can to save it. Even if we have to die for it.” 


Fiske looked at them all. “Good luck.” 


The two groups set off in opposite directions to save the world. 


CHAPTER 


“Ready?” Jake asked the others. 

Amy stared resolutely back at him. 

“Ready.” 

Jake pushed the button to open the door of the train car they were in. 
The door hissed open and Jake looked out. 


“Pretty dark tunnel,” he said. 


Dan exclaimed, “What did you expect, big guy, bright, shiny lights pointing 
to exactly where we need to go?” 


“Shut up, Dan,” said Amy crossly. 


They climbed off the train and reached the track bed. Only a few feet 
separated the train car from the side of the tunnel. 


“Keep tight to the wall,” said Jake. 
“Which way do we go?” asked Amy. 


Before Jake could answer, they saw a pinpoint of light farther down to their 
right. 


“Get down,” hissed Jake, and they quickly knelt. 

“What is it?” whispered Sinead. 

Amy slapped on the night-vision goggles and focused them. 

“Tt’s Isabel and her people. And they have Atticus.” 

“At least he’s still alive,” said Jake grimly. 

“And at least we know which way to go,” said Amy. “We just follow them.” 
“And get Atticus back,” said Dan. 

“Safely,” added Jake. 

“Okay, we can start moving,” said Amy. “They’ve gone far enough ahead. 
Just keep quiet.” 

They moved forward and then stopped. 

Dan said anxiously, “Was that just me, or is the mountain shaking?” 


“The mountain is definitely shaking,” said Amy. “Let’s pick up the pace a 
little.” 


They hurried along faster. Amy was in the lead because she had on the 
goggles and could see the best. 


She hissed, “It looks like they’re stopping. No, wait a minute. I think they’re 
going through a door.” 


“A door!” exclaimed Sinead. “In the mountain?” 


“Well, there’s a tunnel in the mountain, so it makes sense that there might be 
rooms carved in here, too, like for 


train 

supplies 

and 

emergency 

equipment and stuff,” noted Dan. 

“Let’s hurry,” said Amy. 

They picked up their pace even more. 

Then another sound reached their ears. 

Jake said nervously, “Um, is the train starting to move?” 


They all glanced at the long double-decker train that was next to them. It was 
definitely starting to move. The big metal wheels were turning. 


“Hurry!” said Amy. 


They ran headlong toward the door that Isabel and the others had already 
gone through. 


The train started to move faster. They could feel the force of the airflow 
created by the moving train start to pull them toward it. 


“Once it starts going fast enough, it’ll create enormous suction,” cried out 
Dan. 


“Especially in a tunnel. It’ll be strong enough to throw us right under the 
wheels.” 


“Faster,” shouted Amy. “Run.” 


They sprinted as fast as they could. 

But they were also running in the same direction the train was going, so they 
would never be able to reach the end of the train where the air pressure 
created by the train’s speed would no longer exist. 

“Tt’s really moving now,” shouted Jake as he ran after Amy. 

Dan could feel the force of the airflow being pushed along by the train. 


He could almost feel his heels starting to be lifted off the ground. 


They reached the door, but the shallow doorway cut in the solid rock provided 
almost no relief from the building air pressure. 


Amy stared at the door in dismay. 


“Tt’s a combo lock,” she said. “We don’t have the code,” she added quite 
unnecessarily. The light on the alarm box glowed red. It might as well have 
said 


“KEEP OUT AND DIE!” in Amy’s mind, because if they couldn’t get 
through the door they were dead. 


“Let me see it,” snapped Sinead, and she pushed Amy out of the way. 

It was a pad with buttons and an LED 

screen. 

Sinead pulled a can of something from her bag. 

“What’s that?” asked Dan. 

“A chemical that causes material to fluoresce in the darkness,” she answered. 
“T carry it with me in case I need to get in somewhere.” 

“And how exactly does that help us?” asked Dan. 


The train was moving faster and faster. They now had to hold on to one 
another to keep from being sucked under the wheels. But soon, that would no 
longer be enough. 


“Just watch,” said Sinead. 
“We’re going to, like, die, guys, real soon,” yelled Jake. 


Sinead sprayed the pad. Four number keys glowed with Isabel’s fingerprints, 
where she had touched them. 


“Okay, it’s a four-digit code,” said Sinead. “Now we just need the correct 
order to make the door open. For that we need some number-crunching 
capability.” Jake, seeing where she was going with this, pulled out his laptop. 
He fired it up. 


“Do you have a USB cable?” shouted Sinead. “We can interface with the 
lock’s computer that way. There’s a port on the side.” 


He pulled one from his pocket and popped the USB cable into the side of the 
laptop and handed the other end to Sinead. 


Sinead plugged the cord into the port on the side of the locking mechanism. 


Jake brought up an app on his computer and hit the start button on the 
program. 


The train was reaching its top speed. 


Amy grabbed hold of Dan, who was the closest to the train tracks. He was 
literally being lifted off his feet. Amy held on to him with one hand and 
grabbed the door handle with the other. 


Jake leaned against the door and braced himself. 


Sinead sat on her butt, and put her back against one edge of the doorway and 
her feet against the other, wedging herself in. 


“Hurry, Jake,” screamed Amy. “I can’t hold on much longer.” 


Dan was now completely in the air and horizontal, his feet bare inches from 
the train whooshing by. 


“How long is this freaking train?” he yelled. But no one could hear him. The 
train was like a tornado going by. 


Amy could feel her grip slipping on her brother’s wrist. She thought quickly, 
did the splits with her legs, and pressed one foot against one edge of the 


doorway directly above Sinead’s head and the other foot against the other 
doorway edge. She leaned against Jake, who was directly in front of her. She 
reached back and grabbed Dan with both hands. But she felt herself being 
inexorably drawn toward the train. 


Dan could sense this and screamed, 

“Let me go or you’ll be sucked away, too.” 

Tears falling down her face, Amy shook her head stubbornly. “No!” 
“Let me go.” 


She shook her head again. “Never,” she said. “We both go or not at all.” 
Sinead reached up and snagged Amy’s belt and held on for dear life. 


Amy looked down and saw this. She smiled grimly at Sinead, who managed a 
weak smile back. 


Sinead mouthed the words, I won t let you go, Amy. 


Amy looked at her, conflicting emotions running through her head. She would 
have to figure that out later. For now, she focused everything on holding on to 
her brother. 


Jake stared dead at the screen as the numbers continued to flash by. 
“Come on. Come on!” he yelled. 


He could feel himself being pulled backward. He pushed harder against Amy, 
who was holding on to Dan. Sinead was below them and holding on to Amy. 


Sinead reached her other hand out and grabbed Jake’s leg. 
“Got it!” he yelled. 


The correct order of numbers flashed across the LED screen. The red light 
turned to green and the door clicked open. 


But the sudden opening of the door caused a powerful tunnel of wind to bleed 
off and into the opening behind the door. 


As the massive train reached top speed, Amy, Dan, Sinead, and Jake were 
blown through the opening, like a mighty wave was washing them to shore. 


They tumbled down the hall and landed in a heap twenty feet farther down. 


“Whoa!” said Dan. He suddenly felt himself being pulled back toward the 
open doorway. 


“Tt’s a vacuum,” cried out Amy. “It’s sucking us back.” 


All four of them were being dragged toward the opening. The train was still 
flying past. They would be pulled right under it. 


Ordinarily the door should have been pulled shut by the vacuum, but there 
was a magnetic latch holding it to the wall. Dan was the closest to the 
doorway, and he was clawing and fighting to hold himself away. 


“This sucks like you would not believe,” he cried out. “It’s like a Dyson 
vacuum from Chernobyl.” 


Amy took in all that was happening. 


She saw that Dan was going to get pulled back out first. She also knew that 
once the train passed by, the vacuum action would mostly cease. But by then 
it would be too late for Dan. Thinking quickly, Amy stopped fighting against 
the vacuum, drew a long breath, and actually hurled herself toward the door 
opening. The vacuum grabbed her fully and she sailed over and past Dan. 


Jake screamed, “Amy, no!” 


As Dan watched his sister fly over, he reached up for her, but missed. “Amy, 
don’t!” he yelled. 


But Amy didn’t hear Jake or her brother. Her total focus was on that doorway. 
Or rather, on the door. Timing would be everything. 


She braced herself. 

Five... four . . . three . . . two... 

At the last possible instant she managed to twist her body sideways and her 
foot reached out and caught the edge of the door. She kicked with all her 


might, broke the magnetic lock, and the door closed and relocked itself. 


The next instant, Amy slammed headfirst into the closed door and fell to the 
floor. 


The vacuum had stopped as soon as the door had shut and sealed itself. 
The others stood up, checking for injury. 

Dan said, “Amy, that was so stupid. 

But you did save us.” 

Sinead was looking at where Amy still lay on the floor. “Amy?” 

Jake, no doubt sensing the panic in her voice, looked that way, too. 
“Amy!” 


She was not moving. She was lying completely still, facedown. And there was 
blood all over. 


They ran toward her as fast as they could. 


CHAPTER 


“This way,” called out Fiske. 
They had been moving down 
passageways for the last twenty minutes. 


Fiske had been searching for a way out at first, but realized that his best bet 
was to try to find some of the Vespers. If they could overpower them, they not 
only would have a decent shot at discovering what deadly plan the Vespers 
had, but also an exit. Otherwise, he was afraid they could wander in this maze 
for years. 


The five former hostages moved down the hall as quietly as possible. 


Fiske knew that if a fight took place he could count on Reagan to more than 
hold her own. The Tomas branch had its share 


of 

muscle, 
endurance, 
and 


athleticism. And Jonah, he supposed, could start singing. That might actually 
scare the Vespers off. Fiske knew that Jonah was an international superstar, 
but Fiske was not his core audience, meaning he was older than thirteen and 
not a girl. 


However, in a fight, Ted would be helpless. And the same was true for the 
injured Nellie. 


Fiske thought, Well, old boy, you’re just going to have to pick up the slack. 


They came to a pentagon-shaped room that had five tunnels, including the one 
they were in, bleeding off from it. 


Fiske stopped and the others halted behind him. 

“Which way?” asked Reagan. 

Nellie studied the different options. 

“They all look the same.” 

“But no doubt where they lead will not be the same,” noted Fiske. 


“Should we split up further?” asked Jonah. “There are four possibilities and 
five of us?” 


Fiske considered this for a moment but then shook his head after glancing at 
Nellie and Ted. 


“We’ve diluted our numbers enough. 


We stick together.” 


“So do we eenie-meenie-miney-mo it?” asked Nellie in frustration. 
“Might be as good as anything,” answered Fiske. 
He performed the exercise and ended with the tunnel to their immediate left. 


“Let’s go, troops,” he said with far more confidence than he actually was 
feeling. 


They headed down this passageway for what seemed like miles, although by 
Fiske’s calculation it was only about twenty-four feet. 


“T think I see a brighter light up there,” said Reagan. 
Fiske had seen it, too. 
“Okay,” he began in a low voice. 


“This may be the moment of truth. If there are Vespers in that room ahead, 
then we need to be prepared to fight. Reagan and I will lead the way. Jonah, 
your job is to protect Nellie and Ted.” 


Reagan said, “I thought you said leaders stayed back from the fight?” 
“A little white lie,” replied Fiske. 
“Sorry.” 


“And I don’t need song-boy to protect me,” Nellie said indignantly. “I can 
fight.” 


“Not with a wounded shoulder,” pointed out Reagan. 

“T’ve still got one good arm and two good legs,” she said stubbornly. 
“And I can fight, too,” said Ted. 

Fiske looked at him, but said nothing. 

However, he was thinking, Dear boy, you can barely see. 


“All right,” he said. “I’m sure we’ll all encounter some action. But let’s keep 
quiet so surprise will be on our side.” They moved forward slowly. 


Fiske was trying to visualize in his mind’s eye how a potential battle would 
play out. It was good to be prepared. He would use every tool at his disposal 
and fight as dirty as he possibly could in order to beat the Vespers. 

They reached the end of the passage. 

Fiske held up his hand and they all froze. 

He took a few more steps forward and peered around the corner. 

What he was looking at was a large room with a very high ceiling. So tall was 
it, in fact, that Fiske could not, in the poor light, actually see the ceiling. He 


looked all around the room — well, as much of it as he could see. It appeared 
to be empty. 


But then again, it could be a trap. 


He inched forward some more. He became dimly aware of a large object that 
was located in a darkened corner of the room at a point farthest away from 
him. 


He looked behind him and observed that the others were following closely. 
“Well, I guess it’s now or never,” said Fiske to himself. 

He stepped fully out into the room and prepared to be attacked on all sides. 
Nothing happened. 

The others formed a ring around him. 

“What is that?” Reagan asked, pointing to the far corner. 

“T was thinking the same thing,” replied Fiske. “I say we find out, shall we?” 


They cautiously walked in that direction. As they drew closer the object came 
into sharper relief. 


Its scale was enormous. It must have been fifty feet high and built of metal, 
wood, 


and 


what 


looked 

to 

be 

sophisticated composites. 


To Fiske, it looked like an ancient weapon of mass destruction that a Roman 
army might have deployed in battle. But it also looked like a science 
experiment gone very weird, with long copper tubes weaving in and out of a 
large, wide, mostly metal body that was rectangular in shape. There were 
pieces of oddly shaped metal and wood sticking out here and there like 
appendages that had come as afterthoughts. There were power coils and 
generator lines and an assortment of objects that Fiske didn’t even recognize. 


“Tt looks like something I used to build with my Lego sets when I was a kid,” 
observed Jonah. “Only a lot bigger, no uniform parts, and with a lot less 
color.” 


“Meaning it doesn’t look anything like a Lego set,” snapped Nellie. 


As they stood there, they all suddenly heard the low hum emanating from the 
device. Fiske put out his hand and touched the core. 


“Warm,” 
he 
noted. 
“But 

not 


exceedingly so. Whatever it is, someone has turned it on. But it doesn’t seem 
at full power yet.” 


Nellie stared up at the huge creation. 


“Tt’s creeping me out. It looks like it might come alive at any moment and 
crush us.” 


“Tt does sort of look like that,” agreed Fiske. He stepped closer and peered at 


a spot about midway up the metal core. 

“But look there.” 

They all stared at where he was pointing. 

There was a small niche built into the machine. But there was nothing in it. 


Jonah looked more closely. “It looks like something is supposed to be inserted 
in there.” 





The others looked at him as Jonah’s eyes suddenly bulged. 

Nellie said, “Jonah, what is it?” He answered in a quavering voice, 

“This must be the Doomsday device!” He pointed to the niche. “There was a 
drawing of Amy’s ring in the plans we found in Syracuse. It looked like it 
would fit right in there.” 

“The ring?” said Fiske. “What would the ring do?” 

“Well, I call it a ring, but I think it was more properly described as a gear.” 


“That’s exactly what it is,” said a voice. 


They all turned to see a young man in a black suit standing within fifteen feet 
of them. He was holding something. 


He said, “One more piece to the puzzle. The final piece, in fact.” Fiske 
shouted, “Who the bloody hell are you?” 


Nellie said, “I recognize the voice. 
From the room where we met up with Ian.” 
Fiske looked wildly back at the young man. “This can’t be. You? You’re . 
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“Damien Vesper. Not exactly at your service. More precisely, at your demise.” 
Nellie said in a frightened voice, 


“Then yov’re Vesper One?” 


“I am indeed,” said Damien. “And I hope you hold my image in your mind as 
your last dying thought.” 


Fiske looked swiftly around. He could sense others in the darkness, creeping 
toward them. He took one step back. The others followed his lead. 


Buying some time, Fiske said, “So, let me guess. This little thing here is your 
invention?” 


“Mine 

and Archimedes’ ,” 

said 

Damien. “One must give credit where credit is due.” 

“And what does it do?” asked Fiske. 

“T’m Vesper One,” said Damien smugly. “Or Damien Vesper, if you prefer. 

So what do you think it does? Make everyone happy and fulfilled?” 

“So mass destruction, then,” said Fiske wearily. “Why can’t you Vesper types 
ever think outside the box? It’s always plague this, complete annihilation that. 


It really is very tiresome. Have you ever considered therapy or, at the very 
least, anger management?” 


Damien was unfazed by the sarcasm and didn’t respond. But what he did not 
realize was that Fiske had coiled up the long chain that had been used to 
immobilize them in the truck and wound it around his waist. Now his hand 
dipped to the chain and gripped one end of it. 


Damien said, “And now I think it’s time for you to become hostages once 
more. But I can promise you that your imprisonment this time will be brief.” 


“Oh, yeah?” piped in Reagan. “And why is that?” 

“Because there is no reason to imprison the dead,” replied Damien nastily. 
“Touché,” said Fiske. “So very predictable of you, Dame.” 

The figures in the darkness rushed forward at the same time that Fiske 
uncoiled the chain and, using it like a whip, felled four of the guards who had 
emerged to try to capture them. 

“Go, Cahills!” screamed Fiske. 


“Fight to the death!!” 


All five of them, including the mostly blind Ted Starling and the wounded 
Nellie, charged ahead to try to do just that. 





Dan looked like he might be sick as he knelt next to his sister. 
There’s so much blood. 


He’d also seen how hard Amy had hit the door. He was terrified that she had 
broken her neck or even her skull. If so, what could they do to help her? They 
were inside a mountain in the middle of the Rockies and there were probably 
Vespers lurking all over the place. 


“Amy? Ames?” he said quietly, gently applying pressure to her shoulder. 


Jake was kneeling on the other side of her while Sinead stood behind him, 
disbelief on her features. 


“Ts she . . . is she dead?” asked Sinead. “She... she can’t be. Not Amy.” 
Sinead started to weep. 


“No, I’m not dead,” said Amy as she very slowly sat up, rubbing her head. 
Dan was so relieved he almost fainted. 


Jake hugged her. “Omigosh, Ames, we thought . . .” His voice trailed off as he 
pulled away and looked at her, tears in his eyes. 


She continued to rub her head. 


“Believe me, I was thinking it, too. That door was hard. Luckily it wasn’t as 
hard as my head.” 


“But all that blood!” exclaimed Sinead. 


“Scalp wound,” said Amy matter-of-factly. “They bleed like crazy. But I can 
already feel it coagulating. I’m good.” 


“Not so fast,” said Dan. “How many fingers am I holding up?” He held up 
three of them. 


“What fingers?” said Amy. 
Jake and Dan exchanged terrified glances. 
“Tm only kidding, guys,” said Amy quickly. “Geez. Get a grip.” 


Sinead used some cloths and sterilizing spray from Amy’s knapsack to clean 
up her wound. 


As Sinead wound the last bit of gauze around Amy’s head, Amy said quietly, 
“T heard you start to cry when you thought I was dead. There would have 
been no reason for you to fake that if you thought I was gone.” 


Sinead didn’t answer right away. 


Finally she looked at Amy, her eyes reddened and swollen. “I’ve regretted all 


the awful things I did. I chose the Vespers over the Cahills. That was not only 
wrong, it was stupid. The choice between good and evil should be an easy 
one. The fact is, I’ve always been envious of you, Amy. 


You’re perfect. You have everything. But that was my problem, not yours.” 
Amy shook her head. “I’ve always been a little jealous of you, Sinead.” 


“Me? Why?” 


“You’re so smart and so focused. But of course no one’s perfect, are they?” 
Sinead zipped the knapsack back up. 


“I don’t expect you to forgive me or trust me. I don’t deserve it. I was wicked 
and I was wrong. But I did what I did because I thought it would be the best 
chance for my brothers to get better.” 

Amy looked over at Dan. “I guess if that had happened to Dan it wouldn’t 
have been an easy decision for me, either.” Dan said, “Hey, if you two are 
finished gabbing, we’ve got a freaking world to save here.” 

Sinead rose and held out her hand to Amy. She gripped it and stood. 

Amy said, “Are you ready to do this, Sinead?” 

Sinead smiled. “I’m ready to go all the way.” 

Jake started to pull the pistol from his waistband, only it wasn’t there. 
“Where did it go?” he said frantically. 

“T think it got sucked out by the train,” said Dan. 


“Great, SO we’ve got no weapon.” 


“We’ve got our brains. And each other,” declared Amy. “Tl take that over a 
hundred guns.” 


“You’re right, Amy,” said Sinead. 
“We can beat them with our wits. And our teamwork.” 
“Well, you’ve got more team to work with now.” 


They all turned when they heard the voice. 


Peering around the corner was Evan. 

“Evan!” exclaimed Amy. 

He stepped out and was followed by Hamilton, Phoenix, Natalie, and Ian. 
Amy ran up to Evan and hugged him. 

He looked down at her, his features sort of goofy. 


Though she believed she had made her boyfriend decision, the whole Jake- 
Evan thing had been pushed into the recesses of Amy’s mind simply by 
necessity. She glanced over at Jake and saw him staring at her standing there 
with her arms around Evan. She quickly let Evan go and stepped back, her 
cheeks reddening. 


He said, “It’s so great to see you.” He paused. “You’ve got blood in your hair. 
And you’re all bandaged. Are you okay?” 


“She’s fine,” said Jake, stepping between them. “Right, Ames?” 


“Tm fine, Evan,” she said. “Thanks for your concern,” she added, giving Jake 
a weird look. 


“Wow,” said Dan. “Are we super glad to see you dudes.” 
“Not as glad as we are to see you,” said Natalie. “It sucks being a hostage.” 
“Where are the others?” asked Jake. 


“We split up. Five and five,” explained Hamilton. “We heard noises and came 
this way. We thought it might be Vespers, but luckily it was you.” 


“So the Vespers are here?” 


“Cheyenne, Casper, and Sandy are,” said Ian. “We know that for sure. We 
fought them and ran for it. But there are others.” 


“Including Isabel,” said Amy. “We saw her sneak in here.” 


“She has Atticus,” added Jake miserably. “And if we don’t get him back fast, 
I’m afraid we never will.” 


“How is Nellie?” asked Dan quickly. 


“Wounded, but doing all right,” said Hamilton. “She’s got a lot of spunk.” He 
suddenly stared at Sinead with unfriendly eyes. “What is she doing here? Isn’t 
she the enemy?” He put a big hand on her shoulder. 

“T’m here to find my brother,” said Sinead stiffly. 


Hamilton said, “Yeah, right. As we understood it, you were Vesper Three, just 
two notches down from the big guy. You did a lot of bad stuff. I mean a lot.” 
He turned to Amy. “I’m not buying this act. 


She’s lied to us too many times. She’s a Vesper through and through.” 


Sinead ripped Hamilton’s hand off her. “I am not a Vesper. I’m an Ekaterina 
through and through. And my only concern now is finding Ted. And to do 
that we have to defeat the Vespers.” 


Hamilton and the other former hostages gazed at her with unfriendly 
expressions. 


Amy stepped in. “Sinead saved our lives back on the train. We wouldn’t be 
here except for her. We have to trust her.” Hamilton shook his head. “Well, 
excuse me if I don’t.” He pointed a finger at Sinead. “TIl be watching you.” 


“Fine,” she said. “And Pl be watching you.” She turned to Evan. “How is 
Ted?” 


“He’s okay,” said Evan. “He’s gotten really good at hearing and sensing 
things.” 


“But he’s with the others?” said Sinead in a disappointed tone. 
“Yeah,” said Evan. “But I’m sure they’re okay.” 


Hamilton scoffed, “You’re suddenly concerned, Sinead? Didn’t you help have 
him kidnapped?” 


“Ever since my brothers were injured, all I’ve wanted is to help them get back 
to normal. I worked with whoever would help me do that.” 


Hamilton looked at Amy. “See, we can’t trust her.” 


Sinead said, “I guess I can understand that. But I want you all to know that 
Vesper One is going to kill Ted. 


Therefore, I am not his ally anymore. I’m your ally.” 


Jake cut in. “We can’t just stand here yapping. We have to find Att and the 
others. And we have to stop the Vespers.” 


“Do you guys hear that?” said Dan suddenly. 
They all froze and listened. 


Footsteps were coming down the hall. Well, not exactly footsteps. More like 
people marching. 


“We better get going,” said Amy. She looked at Hamilton. “Whichever way 
you guys came from, let’s go the other way. 


Maybe we’ II be able to hook up with the others.” 
“Good idea,” said Hamilton. “Come on, Let’s go.” 


They slipped into a corridor and made their way swiftly down it. The sounds 
of the marching faded away. 


Amy said, “We think we know why Isabel is here.” 
“Why?” asked Evan. 


“There’s a massive subduction zone right under our feet. The Doomsday 
device 


must 

be 

located 

here. 
Somewhere.” 
Natalie said, “But if my mother had to go to the museum to figure that out... 
” 


Amy said, “Exactly. She wasn’t in on the plan. She’s Vesper Two, but wants 


to be Vesper One, obviously. And Vesper One is just as obviously having 
nothing to do with that. They clearly don’t trust each other.” 


“Smart of both of them,” added Sinead dryly. 


Dan said, “The point is, Isabel is here to try to take over. I just know it.” 
Sinead said, “With Isabel and Vesper One going at each other, it might give us 
an opportunity.” 


Amy said, “We have to find the others. Come on.” 


She hurried down the hall and everyone followed. 


CHAPTER Si 


Sandy awoke first and rubbed his head. 


He slowly got to his feet and eyed Cheyenne and then Casper. They were both 
still lying on the floor, unconscious. 


But as he watched, he saw them start to stir. 
Casper 

sat 

up, 

groaning 

and 


massaging the back of his neck. Then Cheyenne came to and put her head 
between her knees. She looked like she might be sick. 


“Well, that was simply brilliant,” snapped Sandy as he hovered over them. 
Casper looked up and snarled, “Shut up. I didn’t exactly see you fighting.” 


“T saw you running away, in fact,” added Cheyenne. “Vesper One will not like 
that when we tell him.” 


“My goodness, you two are so out of things it’s extraordinary, it really is. 
You’re going to go to Vesper One and complain that I didn’t fight well 
enough even though you two, who were brought on for your supposed 
muscle, were defeated by a bunch of kids and one old man!” 


“Hamilton is not a little kid,” barked Casper. “The dude can hit.” 


“And Fiske Cahill is a master at martial arts,” said Cheyenne. “He’s not some 
punk like you.” 


“Well, regardless, it’s now time to pay the piper, as they say.” 
Casper and Cheyenne stood and faced Sandy. 

She said, “And what exactly does that mean?” 

“Tt means exactly THIS.” 

Sandy’s hand shot out of his pocket. 


In it was a spray can. He hit the button and a concentrated stream of air hit 
Cheyenne in the face. 


“Hey!” yelled Casper. He lunged forward as his sister fell to the floor. 
The spray next hit Casper in the face. 
A second later he lay paralyzed next to Cheyenne. 


Sandy stood over them and smiled 


triumphantly. 


“Such silliness. Did you really think you could have beaten us?” He put his 
hands on his hips. “And they say weathermen aren’t tough. HA!” 


His phone buzzed. He answered it. 
“Yes, I understand. It will be done. 


Disloyalty cannot be tolerated.” He put the phone away, grabbed Cheyenne’s 
arms, and started to slide her from the room. 


“Away we go to your doom,” said Sandy. “I’m really starting to enjoy 
myself.” 


Isabel stopped walking, turned, and looked behind her. Her men stared 
resolutely back at her. They were good men, loyal to her, but there weren’t 
that many of them. Vesper One would have far more assets than she. 


She stared down at Atticus, who was looking up at her with hatred. 
She kicked him. “Stop looking at me like that, you little nothing.” 
“Tm not a nothing. I’m the last Guardian!” 


She laughed and kicked him again for good measure. “Yes, the great and good 
Guardian. My prisoner. Soon to be dead. 


How powerful you are.” 
“T would advise you to give yourself up. It’s your only chance.” 


She laughed again. “Well, you have courage, Pll give you that. But it is far 
outweighed by your complete and utter stupidity!” 


Isabel looked in front of her, trying to figure out where to go next. 

“So where’s the Doomsday device?” asked Atticus, peering up at her again. 
She shot him a furious glance. “What do you know about that?” 

“Pretty much everything.” 

“You can’t possibly.” 


“Now who’s being completely and utterly stupid?” 


She kicked him again, harder. 


He straightened back up, shrugging off the effects of her latest blow. “You’re 
getting soft. Barely felt that one.” She grabbed him by the collar and slammed 
him up against the rock wall. 


“What do you know about it?” 

He looked at her, understanding settling over his features. “Wow, he didn’t 
tell you? Amazing. Vesper One must have a problem with his second-in- 
command.” 


“Shut up! Now, tell me.” 


“What do you want me to do? Shut up or tell you?” he said imperturbably. “I 
can’t do both.” 


She shook him, lifting his heels off the floor with her rage. 
“Do not be impertinent. Talk. Now!” 
“Well, it’s Archimedes’, isn’t it? 


One of his inventions. It uses the corollary strength of nearby subduction 
zones to create a Massive power surge. It’s already been initiated.” 


“And you know that how?” scoffed Isabel. 


“Uh, duh. Why do you think you had to take a train here as opposed to a 
plane?” 


“So that was the reason? I suspected, of course. Something is going on.” 


“Well, we more than suspected, we knew. It’s messing with the magnetic 
polarity of the Earth.” 


She stared at him curiously. “And that’s bad?” 
“Are you kidding?” 


She snapped, “I am first-rate with poisons. A genius, in fact. I’m an amazing 
code breaker. I didn’t have the code to get into this place, but solved it. I have 
drunk the Lucian serum. The only one in the world to have done so. I’m in 
my late forties but look like I’m thirty-three. And on my good days and 


depending on the light I can pass for midtwenties. But I am not, and never 
have been, brilliant in the physical sciences.” She shook him again. 


Atticus said, “Uh, TMI, but that’s okay. To answer your questions, reversing 
the polarity of the Earth’s poles I would put squarely in the category of utterly 
and irreversibly catastrophic, not simply bad.” He stared at her. “You gave a 
speech at the train station about AWW.” 


“I believe in it,” Isabel declared. 


“Uh, yeah. That goes in the ‘what the crap, you think I’m that stupid?’ 
category. 


But listen, even if you want to capitalize on the catastrophic damage to look 
like some savior, it won’t matter.” 


She looked at him darkly. “Why not?” 


“Hello? I’ve already told you. When you mess with the polarity of the Earth 
then there will be no more Earth. If there’s no Earth I’m not sure how you can 
be the savior of it. Just employing standard logical reasoning, you 
understand.” 


“You’re a fool.” 
“Okay, and so what does that make Vesper One? He wants to destroy the 
world. Where is he going to live? Where are you going to live? Got a moon 


colony we don’t know about?” 


Atticus didn’t really know what Vesper One’s plan was. But he had an 
incentive right this instant to make the 


“Doomsday” argument sound very real. 

Isabel smirked. “He is not going to destroy the entire world, you idiot.” 
“Okay, which part gets to survive? 

This piece of terra firma will be no more when he cranks the sucker up.” 


Isabel glanced at her men. They were eyeing one another nervously. She 
looked back at Atticus. “So you’re saying that he plans to destroy the part of 
the Earth where we are right now? But he’s here! I know he is. How does that 
make sense? 


He’ll die, too.” 

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe he’s suicidal. Ever think of that possibility?” Isabel 
hissed like a snake and glanced at her men once more. They were all taking 
steps back. 

“What are you doing?” she snapped. 

“Don’t listen to him. He’s only a child.” The men turned and ran flat out. 
“Come back! Come back!” 


Before she could make another move, her men were out of sight. 


She looked down at Atticus and shook him hard. “You fool. You did that on 
purpose. And now you’ve cost me my henchmen.” 


“T just wanted you to be fully informed as to the conditions on the ground. So, 
are you going to stick around for the big boom?” 


“Tdiot boy. I —” 

Atticus 

shrieked 

and 

pointed. 

“Vesper One! There!” 

Isabel didn’t look that way. “Do you really think I’m that stupid?” 


Atticus slipped one hand inside his pocket. A second later the sounds of an 
MP5 machine gun blasted through the tunnels. 


Isabel ducked, rolled, and pulled a large gun from her coat pocket. 
When she got back to her feet, Atticus was gone. 


She had no idea that Dan had told Atticus exactly how he had fooled Isabel 
and her henchmen back in DC. Or that Atticus had loaded that same sound 
track on his phone and engaged it by pushing a button when he’d slipped his 


hand in his pocket. That tactic had just paid huge dividends. 


She heard his footsteps running away, but with all the tunnels here, it was 
impossible 


to 

determine 

in 

which 

direction he’d gone. But she didn’t need him, anyway. However, what he had 
told Isabel had been valuable. To think that the idiot Vesper One would even 

contemplate such a thing. But it couldn’t be true, could it? It was one thing to 


beat the Cahills and rule the world. It was a very different thing to destroy the 
world entirely. 


I live here, too. 


She looked down at the knapsack she’d been carrying. It belonged to that 
simpering Dan Cahill. She smiled. If she had figured correctly, it was more 
than worth its weight in gold. All her little texts under the name of Arthur 
Josiah Trent to his adoring, gullible son were about to pay off. 


She opened the knapsack and dug through it. 
It took her a minute, but she found it. 

She held up the silver flask. 

The serum. 

Finally. She had it. 


And with it she perhaps had a way to win after all. 


CHAPTER 


“Oooff,” Jake exclaimed as he turned a corner and ran hard into something. 
The 


“something” fell backward and Jake landed on top of it. 
“Atticus!” 


Jake quickly lifted his little brother up and dusted him off as the others 
gathered around. 


Jake hugged Atticus so hard his brother gasped in pain. 
“Att, I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you alive again.” 


“Well, if you keep squeezing him that hard, he might not stay alive,” pointed 
out Sinead. 


Jake let him go and stepped back, a broad grin on his face. 
“How did you get away, Att?” asked Dan. 


“Just a little misdirection,” he said, obviously pleased with himself. Just then, 
Atticus seemed to notice the others. He flashed a huge smile. “You guys got 
away, too!” 


Evan nodded. “We split up. Fiske took four others and headed out in another 
direction. I hope they’re okay.” Atticus 


smacked 
knuckles 


with 


Phoenix and smiled shyly at Natalie, who had regained a little of her 
haughtiness and didn’t smile at him. 


“So, what do we do now?” asked Jake. 


Amy looked around. “Preferably hook up with the others, locate the 
Doomsday device, and somehow disable it.” 


“That’s a lot to ask for,” said Hamilton. 

“Go big or go home,” declared Dan. 

Atticus looked at him. “Isabel has your knapsack.” 
Dan’s features clouded. Amy gazed at him worriedly. 
Hamilton caught this look. 

“Something we need to know? 

What’s in Dan’s knapsack?” 

Amy stared at Dan but said nothing. 

Dan sighed. “The serum.” 

“What!” 

exclaimed 

the 

former 

hostages in unison. 

Jake looked accusingly at Amy. “You didn’t tell me that.” 


Ian said, “So, our mother finally has the serum. She’ll take it. And when she 
does, there will be no stopping her.” 


“Maybe,” said Amy. “But maybe we won’t want to stop her.” 


They all stared at her. 


“How exactly does that make sense?” asked Evan. 


“Oh, it makes a lot of sense from a historical perspective,” replied Amy. “But 
we don’t have time to sit here and debate this. We have to find the others. And 
we have to do it fast.” 


Jake said, “She’s right. Come on.” They 

ran 

hard 

down 

several 

corridors, turning left at some and right at others. 


Every once in a while Amy would look down at her phone-app compass. It 
had worked pretty well before, despite their being inside a mountain. But now 
it was jumping all over the place. 


Something 

was 

coming. 

She 

wondered if it could be stopped. Maybe it was already too late. 


They reached a broad passageway, far wider than any of the others they had 
encountered. Amy stopped and said, 


“Let’s take a minute and get our bearings.” 
“Look,” exclaimed Dan. 

They all stared at where he was pointing. 
Jake said, “It’s a door. First one we’ve seen.” 


“Tt’s a big door,” added Atticus, staring up at the ten-foot-high wooden portal. 


Sinead stepped forward. “Well, instead of standing here gawking at it, perhaps 
we should see if it’s open. How’s that for an idea?” 


“Now that’s the Sinead we all know and loathe,” said Dan. 
When she whipped around to stare piercingly at him, he smiled and said, 
“That nicey-nice junk just wasn’t you, Sinead. Be yourself.” 


She started to snap something back but then apparently reconsidered. She 
actually smiled at him. “Good advice.” Hamilton added, “By that, I hope you 
don’t mean you’re going back to your evil, deceitful ways.” 


“No, I’m just not going to keep on trying to prove by words that I’m on your 
side. Pll let my actions do it.” She yanked hard on the door’s immense 
wrought-iron handle and, to everyone’s surprise, it opened easily. 

They cautiously peered inside the chamber. It was large and totally dark. 


“Should we go in?” asked Natalie in a quavering voice. 


“T guess we better,” Amy whispered back. “The others might be in here, only 
we might not be able to see them.” 


“Or they could be hurt, or worse,” added Evan. 
They all eased into the room. 


When Hamilton, the last one in because he was guarding their rear flank, 
stepped clear of the door, it slammed shut and locked. 


They all whirled around to look at it. 

Amy said accusingly, “Ham, why did you shut the door?” 
“T didn’t. It closed all by itself.” 

“Never a good thing,” opined Atticus nervously. 

“Doors 

closing 


by 


themselves.” 


Suddenly, the lights came on in a blinding flash, causing all of them to shield 
their eyes with their hands. 


“Wow,” said Ian painfully. “Where did that come from?” 

“Uh, guys?” said Atticus, who was looking upward. 

Dan tugged on the door. “It won’t open.” 

“Let me try,” said Hamilton. 

“Uh, guys!” said Atticus more urgently. 

Hamilton tugged on the door with all his strength. Nothing happened. 
“Let me help,” said Jake. He and Hamilton pulled hard on the handle. 
“Guys!” snapped Atticus. 

“What is it, Att?” barked his brother. 

“We’re busy over here.” 

Atticus pointed upward. “Look!” Everyone slowly looked in that direction. 


Suspended in the air, their hands tied above them with chains, were Cheyenne 
and Casper. They appeared to be unconscious. 


“What the —” began Dan. 
Atticus blurted, “Does anyone else hear that?” 
That was the sound of something gurgling. 


“What’s that?” exclaimed Natalie as something touched her foot and she 
jumped. 


Now instead of looking up they all looked down. 
It was water. Lots of it. And it was coming fast from somewhere. 


“The room is filling up,” shouted Jake. 


Indeed it was. The water level was already at their calves. 
1” 


Amy yelled, “Quick, the door, we have to get it open 


They ran over to the door and everyone pulled and tugged and kicked and 
pushed. The heavy wood didn’t budge. 


“We’re trapped!” yelled Dan. 

“We’re going to die!” added a frantic Natalie. 

The water was now up to their waists and it was rising fast. 

There seemed to be no way out. 

Dan and Amy looked at each other. 

Dan was thinking, If I had the serum, I could take it and break the door down. 
But I dont and I can't. 

Amy seemed to be reading his thoughts. She inexplicably smiled at him. 

It was a calming smile. 

It seemed to say that they would get out of this, somehow. 


But as the water inched up toward their chests and Jake put Atticus on his 
shoulders to keep him above the waterline, Dan couldn’t see any way out of 
this one. As the torrent kept pouring in, they all started to tread water. 


Phoenix 

was 

struggling, 

and 

Hamilton quickly went to his aid, keeping his head above the water. 
Amy looked at the others as they slowly floated up to the ceiling. 


This is it. We’re going to die. 


CHAPTER 


Fiske Cahill was fighting like a man thirty years younger. He had destroyed 
three of Vesper One’s men but others kept coming. 


As he looked around he saw that his group was slowly losing the battle. 


Nellie had struggled valiantly with one Vesper, but he had pounded her on her 
injured shoulder and she was now facedown on the floor with her hands zip- 
cuffed behind her. 


Reagan was fighting like a demon, leveling every Vesper that came within her 
reach. But Fiske watched helplessly as another Vesper Tasered the teenage 


tornado and she instantly dropped to the floor and out of the fight. 


Jonah had been subdued almost immediately, although he kept trash-talking 
after his hands were bound behind him until one of the Vespers stuffed a rag 
in his mouth. 


Jonah’s last words before this happened were “You wanna ’nother piece of 
me, bro?” 


And 

poor 

Ted 

was 

swinging 

randomly at Vespers who surrounded him. 


They laughed at his awkward attempts to hit them until one drew too close 


and Ted connected and knocked him flat on his 


butt. Then they quickly subdued him. 


Fiske fought on, the last man standing. But as a dozen Vespers formed a circle 
around him he knew it was only a matter of time. He looked behind him at the 
behemoth device. 


If he could somehow sabotage it... 
? 


He turned, ran straight at a slight gap in the Vespers’ defensive arc, broke 
through by flattening two Vespers with one spin kick, and sprinted flat out at 
the device. 


A single shot rang out. 
Fiske Cahill gasped and fell to the floor. 


Amy looked frantically around. Their heads were maybe a foot from the 
ceiling. 


She looked at the Wyoming twins. 


Because of how they were strung up, their mouths were very nearly 
underwater. As Cheyenne drew some water into her lungs, she suddenly 
jerked and awakened. Amy watched as the tall young woman darted glances 
around the room and saw her brother trussed up beside her. Then her gaze fell 
on Amy and the others. 


Amy shouted, “We found you tied up here. Then the water started pouring in. 
We’re going to die!” 


Cheyenne struggled against her bindings, but to no avail. She started to swing 
herself sideways. It was hard, being mostly in the water, but she kept at it. She 
finally managed to hit her brother but then bounced off. The second time she 
collided with him, Casper woke up, too. 


Cheyenne screamed, “Sandy did this. 
He’s working with Vesper One. We’re going to die.” 


Casper looked frantically around and saw Amy floating near him. Amy 
wasn’t looking at him. She was staring at the door. The walls were solid 
stone. The water was having no effect on them. But the door was wood and, 
thick though it was, it was not nearly as strong as the walls. And water could 
always escape through a weaker part of whatever was trying to contain it. 


But she needed something to work with. 

She turned back to the Wyomings. 

“Do you have something that I can try to open the door with?” 
Cheyenne looked at her brother. 


“Knife, in a sheath on his left leg.” Amy took a breath, held it, and dove under 
the water. 


It was cold and dark but she made her way over to Casper, felt for his leg, 
slipped up his pant leg, gripped the knife, and pulled it free from its sheath. 


She surfaced. 
Dan looked at her. “What are you doing?” 
“Trying to save us,” she called back. 


She dove back under and kicked hard to make herself go deeper. She reached 
the door and thrust the knife in between the door and the door frame at the 
point where the lock would be located. She pulled back on the knife handle, 
trying to jerk back the lock with it. Her air almost out, she kicked to the 
surface. 


She looked around. Casper and Cheyenne were now underwater. 
“Jake, Evan!” 
They looked at her and she pointed frantically at the Wyomings. 


Atticus said, “It’s okay, Jake. I can tread water.” 


“Not for much longer,” grumbled Jake. They were almost at the ceiling. 


Evan and Jake swam over to the Wyomings and managed to lift their heads 
out of the water by holding on to the chains and using them as leverage. 


Cheyenne and Casper both gasped for air when their heads broke the water’s 
surface. 


Amy dove back down and began working on the lock again. Twice she 
managed to wedge the knife into the correct position, and both times she 
didn’t have the strength to pull it back. 


If she went back up to draw in air, she was afraid there would be no “up” to 
get it. The entire room would be underwater. 


This would be her last chance. She dug the knife in and pulled with all her 
strength, even planting her feet against the solid wall to increase her leverage. 
It didn’t work. 


Then Amy felt something tugging on the knife. She looked over and Dan was 
next to her, helping her. Together they pulled with all their might. 


Amy could feel the lock slowly sliding back. 
WHOOSH! 


It was like a mini-tsunami. The door, pushed by tons of water, shot open and 
the freed water poured through it. 


And so did all of them. 


They were hurled pell-mell down the hall. As the water dissipated, they all 
groaned and slowly got to their feet, checking for broken bones and missing 
limbs. 


Amy looked at Dan, who was next to her. 
“Thanks,” she said. “I couldn’t have done it alone.” 


“What little brothers are for. That and making big sisters crazy,” he said, 
though the terror of almost drowning was still clearly in his features. 


Jake pointed back toward the room where the Wyomings were still dangling. 


“What about them?” 


“Leave them,” said Amy. “Gives us two fewer jerks we have to fight. I think 
we'll have enough to face as it is. Let’s go.” 


They all ran off to finish this. 
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ANER SA 


Fiske lay motionless for a long moment. 


The pain in his shoulder burned like someone had pierced him with a sword 
covered with molten lava. That’s what it felt like to be shot. He rolled over 
and rose to his knees, feeling slightly nauseous. 


He looked up to see everyone staring at him. Nellie gazed grimly at him and 
touched her own gunshot wound. Reagan, the effects of the Taser wearing off, 
stared at him with semi-paralyzed features. Ted could not see him, but 
apparently could sense what had happened. 


“Fiske?” he said. “Are you okay?” Jonah just grunted with the rag stuffed in 
his mouth. 


Fiske managed to say, “I’m all right.” However, he felt far from all right. 
“For now,” said Vesper One as he walked into the circle formed by his men. 
“But not for long,” he added, the smoking gun still in his hand. 

Fiske stared up at him. 

“You know, for an evil genius type with delusions of grandeur, I really would 
have pegged you for being a bit longer in the tooth. You look like you’re 


about to go to the prom for the first time, not that any decent girl would 
condescend to go with a creepy punk like you.” 


Vesper One’s expression remained unchanged. “Sarcasm flowing from a 
defeated foe. Interesting. I guess if it makes you feel better, go right ahead.” 


“You don’t want me to really get started. I might never stop.” 
Vesper One gazed at him with pity. 


“Oh, yov’ll stop. Precisely when I want you to.” He pointed the muzzle of his 
pistol at the center of Fiske’s broad forehead. 


“Shoot an unarmed man? Hardly sporting of you.” 

“But I’m not sporting. I’m a Vesper. I win any way I can.” 
“Actually, so do the Cahills.” 

This comment had not come from Fiske. 

It had come from Amy Cahill. 


The next instant Vesper One’s minions were being overwhelmed by this 
infusion of fresh troops. 


Jake brought down two of them all by himself, 

pounding 

them 

until 

they 

collapsed into unconsciousness. 

Hamilton moved through the Vespers like a threshing machine, kicking and 
punching any of them within reach. When one tried to Taser him, he grabbed 


the device and zapped the man instead. 


Amy and Dan stood back-to-back and took on all comers. Kicking and 
punching and biting when necessary, they managed to subdue a half dozen 
Vespers in a matter of minutes. 


Evan had one Vesper in a headlock when the shot rang out. At first Evan 


didn’t seem to have noticed that he’d been hit. Then he looked down at his 
chest and saw the blood flowing from the hole there. 


He fell to the floor. The others were so busy fighting they didn’t notice. 


Tan and Natalie were kicking and punching as they worked their way to the 
Doomsday device. Natalie finally broke through a column of Vespers and ran 
for it, after picking up a large metal bar one of the Vespers had dropped. She 
swung it back, ready to deliver a crushing blow to the huge machine. 


Ian watched in admiration until he noticed the blue sparks spewing from the 
base of the device. 


“Natalie, no!” 
She didn’t hear him. 


She swung the pole and hit her target squarely in the middle. It did no 
damage. 


To the device. Natalie stood there, momentarily frozen as the electrical 
current built up in the device swept through her. 


Ian watched, paralyzed by panic as his sister was hit by the current. He didn’t 
know what to do. He couldn’t exactly fathom what was happening. 


Then the surge of power from the Doomsday device ceased, and the metal bar 
fell away. Natalie moaned once and fell to the floor. 


“No!” screamed Ian as he fought his way to his sister. 
He knelt next to her. Her eyes were open. He felt for a pulse. There was none. 


He started performing CPR. He pumped and pumped her chest, trying to 
restart her heart. He kept checking her pulse. Finally, he sat back, exhausted. 
He stared down at his sister. The truth was something that Ian could not 
comprehend, though it was crystal clear. 


Natalie Kabra was dead. 


As the fighting continued all around him, Ian sat there on his haunches 
overcome with anguish. He had just been reunited with his sister and now he 
had lost her. He couldn’t quite understand that she would not be coming back. 
How could she be dead? She was always so much alive. In everything she 


did. Ian had so looked forward to growing up with her. 

They were all each other had. All the family left of the Kabras. 

He reached down and touched her cheek. It was still warm. He touched her 
hand. It felt so limp, but instead of pulling away, Ian gripped it more tightly, 
as though his warmth could bring her back. 


But of course it couldn’t. The dead could not come back. 


The laughter reached Ian’s ears a moment later. He looked over and saw 
Vesper One in the far corner. He held up a device that looked like a remote. 


“ A shocking experience for her, wouldn’t you say, Ian?” crowed Vesper One. 


Enraged, Ian slowly rose, smashed his way through two Vespers, and charged 
straight at Vesper One. 


“You die, right now,” yelled Ian. He had never truly imagined killing anyone 
until right this instant. Now he could not exist another second while this man 
lived. 

“So many have said, and yet here I am,” taunted Vesper One. 

In another moment he was gone. 

Ian couldn’t believe his eyes. He looked around everywhere. 


How had he disappeared? 


Amy came running over to him. “I’m so sorry, Ian.” The tears in her eyes 
matched the ones in his. She had obviously seen Natalie’s body. 


Ian panted. “I will get him. If it’s the last thing I do. I will get him.” 

“We’ll get him, Ian. All of us.” 

“All of us who are left,” he amended bitterly, staring over at his dead sister. 
They turned back to the fight. 

That’s when Amy saw him. 


Evan, on the floor, blood flowing out of his chest. 


“NO!” screamed Amy. She ran toward Evan, flooring a Vesper with a kick to 
the head as she zipped past. 


She reached Evan and knelt down next to him. His eyes were closed. She felt 
for a pulse. It was there, but just a trickle. 


“Evan, can you hear me?” 


He opened his eyes, managed a smile. “Boy, this sucks, right?” He laughed 
feebly. 


All Amy could do was let the tears slide down her face. She took off her 
sweater, balled it up, and placed it over his wound. 


“You’re going to be fine, Evan. I swear.” 
“Amy, look out!” screamed Dan. 


Amy ducked and the sword missed her by an inch. The Vesper holding it 
reared back to try again. But he had picked the wrong time to try to kill her. 


Amy lashed out with a tremendous kick and the man toppled to the floor. 
As she turned back to Evan, she heard a little gasp. 


She looked down at him. His eyes were open. But they were no longer seeing. 
His arms slid off his chest and lay limp next to him. 


Amy took one long, shuddering breath, and then closed Evan’s eyes. 


Then she rose, turned, and plunged back into the fight. But there was only one 
person she wanted to destroy. 


Vesper One. 
And she would. Or die trying. 


Whatever happened, one of them would not see the sun rise ever again. 





They beat back the Vespers, forcing them from the room where the Doomsday 
device was located. Hamilton and Jake had managed to wrench several guns 
from the Vespers. They each had one and had given one to Amy and the last 
weapon to Reagan. 


They had carried the bodies of Natalie and Evan to a far corner and found 
blankets to cover them. Amy and Sinead were cleaning and bandaging Fiske 
Cahill’s injured shoulder. Fortunately, the bullet had gone clean through. But 
he was in a lot of pain, though he tried not to show it. As they were working 
on him he kept staring over at the two bodies under the blankets. 


“That should be me under there,” he told Amy and Sinead. “Not Evan and 
Natalie. I’m old. They had their whole lives ahead of them.” 


Amy said nothing. She just kept winding gauze around Fiske’s shoulder and 
arm. 


Sinead said, “Before this is over, we might all be dead.” 
“Cheery thought,” said Dan as he joined them. 


They had posted sentries at all entry points to the room. Hamilton, Reagan, 
and Jake, being the most athletic and having guns, had taken the first watch 
and intently gazed at all possible attack points. 


There were thirteen of them left now, thought Amy. 
Maybe an unlucky thirteen. 


“You’re good to go,” said Amy as she applied the last bit of adhesive to 
Fiske’s dressings. 


“Thank you, Amy.” He looked over at the bodies. “Alistair, now Natalie and 


Evan.” 


“Tt would have been ridiculous to think that everyone could survive this,” said 
Sinead logically, if dispassionately. 


Amy wasn’t listening to her. She stared up at the Doomsday device. Ian had 
already told them about the electrical charge, so they knew not to touch it. She 
wondered what was going on outside this mountain. Had catastrophe already 
struck? 


What would happen if it were fully initiated? 
She turned to Sinead, Dan, and Atticus, who had come to sit next to them. 


“Talk to me about subduction zones. I’ve read about them, but I need to know 
more.” 


“What do you want to know?” asked Atticus. 
“Tf I have it right, we’re sitting on a big one.” 


Sinead said, “Yes, as I explained on the train before. It stretches a long way 
both east and west.” 


“So if the device taps into it, the destruction would follow that exact route, 
both ways?” asked Amy. 


Atticus looked unsure. So did Sinead. 

Dan said, “I guess I see what you’re getting at. Vesper One brought the 
hostages here. He’s here. If he starts this sucker up, then both the hostages and 
he would be the first to die.” 


“That’s what had Isabel confused, too,” added Atticus. “I guess she thought 
Vesper One was far too vain to take his own life.” 


“Reversing the polarity of the magnetic poles,” said Amy. “Results?” Fiske 
rubbed his injured shoulder and sat back against the rock wall. “So, that’s 
what we’re talking about here? 


Reversing magnetic polarity?” 


“Well, it’s about subduction zones, too,” amended Amy. 


“All right. I can give you a little insight into both, actually.” 
“You can?” said Amy. 


“T’ve traveled all over the world, particularly in my youth. Spent some time at 
a research facility in Amsterdam that specialized in collecting data on the 
Earth’s magnetic poles. When I was in Japan I learned about subduction zones 
from a scientist there studying tsunamis.” 


“Cool,” said Dan. “We know if you reverse the poles it’s catastrophic.” Fiske 
looked at him curiously. 


“Actually, the magnetic poles of the Earth have reversed many times over the 
eons.” 


“What?” exclaimed Dan and Atticus together. 


“Oh, yes. The last time was nearly eight hundred thousand years ago, so I 
don’t exactly recall the details. Even I’m no t that old. And on a daily basis, 
the magnetic poles can wander up to fifty miles.” 


Amy looked confused. “But how is that possible? Our research showed it 
could be catastrophic, cause all sorts of natural disasters.” 


Fiske 

explained, 

“The 

Earth’s 

magnetic field protects us from cosmic radiation. The field itself is produced 
by interaction of the Earth’s solid inner iron core with its outer liquid one. 
When the poles reverse, the field never actually dips to zero. But even if it 
did, we would be protected by the sun’s magnetic field, which, by the way, 
reverses polarity every nine to twelve years.” 

Dan said, “So am I getting this right? 


Reversing the polarity of the Earth is not a big 


deal? 


Because 

apparently 

old 

Archimedes thought it was and he was, like, freaking brilliant.” 

Fiske rubbed his shoulder and grimaced. “I didn’t say that, Danny boy. 
Ordinarily, reversing the polarity takes place over thousands of years. People 
and other living things have time to adapt, and so does the Earth and its axial 
rotational spectrum.” 

Amy nodded in understanding. “But if it happened really quickly? Not over 
several thousand years, but maybe in a matter of minutes? I think that’s what 
Archimedes was afraid of.” 


“A trial run for the Vespers,” said Dan bitterly. 


Fiske nodded slowly. “Given that, all bets are off. Now, when you couple 
accelerated 


reverse 
polarity 

with 

proximity to a major subduction zone, it’s like a match and a river of fuel. The 
accelerated reverse polarity is the match and the subduction zone, is the river 
of fuel. The catastrophic results would stretch far and wide. Natural disaster 


piled on natural disaster. Not pretty.” They all looked up at the Doomsday 
device. 


“And that may be the key to it all,” said Amy. 
Ian came over and pointed to the empty niche in the center of the device. 


“So long as we keep the last component out of there, we can stop it. That’s the 
place for the gear to be inserted. I’m sure of it.” 


“T think you’re right, Ian,” said Amy. 


“But how long can we do that?” said Dan. “And we can’t destroy the thing. 
We can’t even touch it without being electrocuted.” 


Fiske nodded. “And at some point Vesper One will regroup his people and 
attack. And if we can’t beat them off, he’ll be able to execute his plan.” 


They all sat there looking glum. 

Dan said, “So we just sit here waiting for them to come? That seems stupid.” 
Amy looked up at the Doomsday device. For her it represented the 
culmination, perversely, of their traveling the globe involuntarily to do Vesper 


One’s bidding. 


She looked over at Dan, who was staring up at the monstrosity, too. He 
glanced at her. 


“We made this possible,” he said starkly. 
“What choice did we have?” she asked. 


“We sacrificed the world for a few friends and family,” said Dan, just as 
starkly. 


“We didn’t know that at the time,” she pointed out in a sharp tone. 


“We could have guessed. Vesper One was not exactly doing all this for the 
good of mankind. We had to know that it would turn out bad.” 


Amy looked over at the bodies of Natalie and Evan. Dan followed her gaze. 
They exchanged a silent look. 

“Maybe you’re right,” said Amy. 

“And maybe I screwed up big-time. Some leader I turned out to be.” 


“Tt’s not over yet, Amy,” said Fiske, studying her quietly. “And let’s look at 
the positives.” 


“Like what?” she asked grimly. 


“Well, let’s see. You figured out what the plan was. You got in this place. 


You helped rescue us. We are now in a position to stop Vesper One.” 

“And Natalie and Evan are dead. So is Alistair.” 

“And we could all die, too,” said Fiske. “But you have put us in a position 
where we have a chance. A shot to make this right. To make sure that Alistair 
and Evan and Natalie didn’t die in vain.” Amy thought about this for a few 
moments and finally nodded. “You’re right, Fiske. You’re a good uncle.” 


“I wouldn’t go that far. But I have my moments.” 


“So, what do we do?” asked Dan in exasperation. “To stop them?” 


(Chr 





APTER 


Amy gazed up at the device. A sudden shift in the poles, as Fiske had pointed 
out, would be catastrophic. But how did they stop it from happening? At that 
instant something occurred to her. 


She looked at Fiske and Dan, who were nearby. “I don’t think Vesper One is 
the suicidal type.” 


“What do you mean?” asked Fiske. 


“He wants to rule the world, not leave it. And Sinead showed me the 
subduction zones on the computer while we were on the train. She said they 
worked like underground rivers, or maybe oceans. They create a tsunami, 
building pressure, which then races off to do damage at some other place. The 
zone under us runs both east and west, but I don’t think they’re connected. So 
if the device creates a tsunami effect here... ?” Dan said, “Then it’ll build, 
but do no damage, at its origins.” 


Fiske added, “But it’!] build over time, and when it hits its target —’ Amy 
finished for him, “It’ll be obliterated.” 


“Wow, that’s a relief,” said Dan sarcastically. “So at least we won’t die ina 
tsunami. We’ ll just be murdered by the Vespers.” 


Amy ignored him and looked over in a corner, where there were some 
wooden crates piled high. She opened a few. 


Inside were just some copper wires and other odds and ends that Vesper One 
must have used to construct the device. She closed the last crate. 


“There must be a series of electromagnets built in there,” she said, pointing at 
the device. “Powerful ones.” 


“T would imagine there are,” agreed Fiske. 


Amy continued, “But there are different ways to create electric and magnetic 
fields. A changing electrical field creates a magnetic field and vice versa. 
That’s what makes generators and motors possible. A weakening electrical 
signal creates a stronger magnetic field, and then the reverse is also true.” 


“So exactly how does that help us?” asked Dan in exasperation. “I feel like 
I’m in a physics class. And I’m not even in high school.” 


“Magnetic 

fields 

created 

by 

electrical currents cease to be when the electrical current stops,” replied Amy. 
“That’s right,” said Fiske. “No power, no electromagnetic field.” 

“Hello?” said Dan. “That sucker has plenty of power. It’s electrified.” 

“But I wonder what its source is,” mulled Amy, looking around the base. 


“There has to be a source of electrical power. If we can somehow find it and 
turn it off... 2” 


“Then the device will be rendered inoperable,” said Fiske. 


Atticus said, “But how do we turn it off?” 


Amy, 

Dan, 

and 

Fiske 

stared 

helplessly at one another. 

“Maybe if we had some water we could create a short circuit,” said Fiske. 


“We had a lot of water in another room,” replied Dan. “But I don’t see a 
faucet in here.” 


Amy said, “We could try throwing things at it.” 
She picked up the metal bar that Natalie had used. “Stand back,” she said. 


She threw the bar at the device. It struck against it, held there for a moment, 
and then fell away. 


“Well, that didn’t work,” pointed out Dan unnecessarily. 


Fiske said quietly, “I think, Amy, that the only option we have is to keep the 
Vespers from reaching the device.” 


“Meaning this is our Waterloo,” said Dan. “Our Custer’s Last Stand,” he 
added grimly. 


Fiske nodded. “I think it might be, because I don’t see any other way out.” 
“Well, if that’s the way it’s going to be, so be it,” said Amy resignedly. 


She watched as Sinead joined her brother, who was sitting with his back to a 
wall. As Amy continued to look on, Sinead put her arms around Ted and 
quietly spoke to him. Amy looked over at Dan and saw him watching the 
Starlings as well. 


Dan 


and 


Amy 

exchanged 

an 

understanding glance. 


Dan moved next to Amy and said, “I guess, being triplets, the Starlings have a 
really close bond.” 


“T don’t think that’s limited to triplets, Dan. I think it goes for all brothers and 
sisters. Or it should, anyway.” 


“Do you think the serum might actually help Ted and Ned?” Dan asked. 
“It’s not worth it, Dan. It never was. 


The effects are so unknown, it could easily end up doing far more harm than 
good. I think Sinead realized that, too. She knows that Vesper One only used 
her because he knew she wanted to help her brothers so badly.” She broke off 
and looked at Sinead again. “And maybe there’s something a lot stronger and 
purer anyway that will help them get better.” 


“What’s that?” asked Dan. 
“Love. The most powerful thing in the universe.” 


As she said it Amy glanced once more over at Evan’s body. Her eyes began to 
tear up. 


Dan noticed this and put an arm around her, leading her off to the side and 
helping her to sit down as her body shook. 


The shaking gave way to shudders and sobbing and then gasping. And then 
Amy Cahill dried her eyes and sat up straight. 


“Fiske was right.” 
“About what?” 


“If we don’t finish this, if we don’t beat the Vespers, everyone will have died 
in vain.” 


“Well, we are going to beat them,” said Dan. “Guaranteed. Done deal!” Amy 
gazed proudly at him. “I can always count on you to lift my spirits.” 


“When I’m not bugging the crap out of you.” 
“And don’t I know it.” 
Dan looked over at Natalie’s body. 


Ian sat next to it, his head on his drawn-up knees, his eyes closed, the tears 
sliding down his cheeks. 


Dan asked, “Do you think Isabel will even care . . . about Natalie?” Amy 
wiped her eyes one last time. “I would like to think that every mother would 
care about losing her child. That no matter how evil and ruthless you are, you 
would care about your own flesh and blood.” She paused. “But with Isabel 
I’m not sure. She’s not like other mothers. 


She’s not like other human beings, for that matter.” 
“That’s okay. We’ll care.” 
She tousled his hair. 


“Yes, we will.” 





“We’re running out of time.” 


Sandy was pacing back and forth in front of Vesper One. They were cloistered 
in Vesper One’s command center, which had TV screens showing all activity 
going on in the tunnels by way of hidden surveillance cameras embedded in 
the walls. 


Vesper One was not looking at him. 


He was watching the screen showing the room where Amy and the others 
were. 


And his precious Doomsday device. 

“T don’t like that they’re in there and we’re not,” whined Vesper One. 
“Yes, it is not an ideal situation,” replied 

Sandy, 

keeping 

his 

voice 


purposely even and calm. He had dealt with Vesper One many times and, 
though brilliant, he was still very young and prone to irrational actions, as 
were many young people with limited experience in the world. Sandy had 
been around the block more than a few times. He knew never to lose sight of 
the end game. 


“They’re in there with my machine,” said a petulant Vesper One. 


“Yes, but it’s electrified and they can’t touch it, much less disable it. But as I 
said, we’re running out of time.” Sandy checked a display on a computer 
screen that he had programmed to monitor all meteorological data in the 
world. 


He eyed the flow of data and said in a warning tone, “By my calculations our 
window of opportunity will be incredibly narrow. Perhaps no more than five 
minutes.” 


Vesper One focused on him for the first time. His features held the annoyed 
look of a child who had been denied his favorite toy. 


“And the result? You’re sure?” 


“The subduction zone interactive magnification multiplier formulas are very 
straightforward and surprisingly easy to calculate with enviable accuracy. If 
only predicting the weather were as reliable.” 


“And the result?” persisted Vesper One. 


“The city of Chicago and its three million—plus inhabitants will be under a 
hundred feet of water after Lake Michigan escapes its banks and floods the 
entire area. The loss of life will be catastrophic, the damage to property 
incalculable. The third-largest city in the country will be completely 
destroyed.” 


“Impressive,” said Vesper One. 


Sandy’s eyes shone. “And I will be there, after it’s over, of course, and a 
suitable level of safety has been ensured, to cover it all. I will be known the 
world over as the meteorologist who cares in the aftermath of disaster. A 
disaster I helped cause, of course, but that’s simply a technicality. Ah, the 
blissful ignorance of the public; it’s truly a wonderful thing.” 


“Exactly how much time do we have?” asked Vesper One. He obviously did 
not care about Sandy’s aspirations to be a world-beloved weatherman. 


“One hour — no more, no less,” Sandy said matter-of-factly after gazing at 
his meteorological data. “Oh, and a few more things you need to know.” 


Vesper One glared at him. Sandy’s tone had been a bit too condescending. 
Sandy, 

realizing 

this, 

quickly 


changed tactics. “As the leader of the Vespers, you must have all the facts at 
hand so that you can make the best possible decisions on the way to world 
domination, Vesper One. I’ve always believed that and always will. I am here 
to serve, nothing else.” 


Mollified, Vesper One said, “What else do I need to know?” 


“We captured Isabel’s men. But we have not gotten her yet. That means she is 
around here somewhere.” 


“Without her men I’m not that worried,” replied Vesper One. “She is 
troublesome, that is all. I trust that the Wyomings have been dealt with?” 


Sandy checked his watch and smiled. 


“The water was programmed to come on several hours ago. I’m certain 
they’re dead. Now, back to Isabel. Obviously her status as Vesper Two can no 
longer stand. 


So, I thought . . . ?” He let his voice trail off and looked expectantly at his 
youthful leader. 


“If Chicago is destroyed as planned, you will be elevated to Vesper Two, I 
give you my word.” 


Sandy smiled. He didn’t believe it, of course. There was no such thing as a 
Vesper having a word to keep. They all lied, all the time. They would say or 
do anything to get what they wanted. And being elevated to Vesper Two 
meant that he had only one more person to eliminate to become the top 
evildoer. Because he never kept his word, either. 


I would have been a remarkable politician, thought Sandy. 
“Thank you so much, Vesper One. 
You will never regret your decision.” 


“T hope I won’t. I don’t like regretting decisions. If you don’t believe me, just 
ask Isabel.” 


The tone and look of Vesper One gave Sandy momentary pause. But then, he 
shouldn’t have been surprised. 


He is a homicidal maniac. In fact, we all are. 
“T hear you loud and clear, O Great Leader.” 


He looked at his watch again. “And we now have precisely fifty-seven 
minutes and fourteen seconds for you to get in that room, insert the gear, and 
initiate the device. No pressure, just the facts.” 


Vesper One nodded. “It will be done.” 
Then his gaze fixed on one of the TV 


screens. 


“Brilliant!” 
“What is it?” asked Sandy as he hurried over. 


Vesper One pointed with glee at the screen. 


There was Isabel, wandering down a tunnel, looking lost and beaten. 


Vesper One said, “I think it’s time to finish dear Isabel once and for all.” He 
called up his men on his secure phone. 


“Kill her,” he said. “Now.” 
Isabel was 

wandering 

the 

tunnels, 


hopelessly lost. One of her men had carried the GPS device that would have 
allowed her to navigate the tunnels. But the fools had run off and now she 
was alone. She could not see the embedded cameras, but she could sense that 
she was being watched. 


As she passed one glass-enclosed room, she ducked down. There was a guard 
in 

there 

monitoring 

several 

surveillance 


screens. 


Isabel 
peered 


through the glass and saw images on one of the screens. It was the room with 
the Doomsday device. She could see it clearly. She could see Amy and Dan, 
and a wounded Fiske. She smiled gleefully at his bandaged shoulder. Then 
her gaze went to the far corner of the room, where she saw two bodies under 
the blankets. 


One was big and one was small. Then she saw Ian sitting next to the smaller 
body, crying. 


As Isabel watched he drew back the blanket, revealing the face of his dead 
sister. 


Something cracked in Isabel’s brain when she saw the image of her dead 
child. 


She had killed many people in her life. 


She had disowned her children for betraying her. She had boasted that she 
would kill them both if she had to. And she had meant it. 


And yet as she looked at dead Natalie and sobbing Ian, Isabel could not seem 
to remember doing any of those things. 


Her child was dead. Someone had killed her. And she knew who had done it. 
Vesper One. 


Isabel did it before she could even give the decision a second of thought. She 
dug out the flask from the knapsack she carried, opened it, and drank the 
contents down to the last drop. 


She waited for a moment, unsure of what would happen next. 


Had the idiot Dan Cahill made the serum correctly? Would it work? Or would 
she instead be poisoned? Quite ironic, since she was the queen of poisons. 


Five seconds went by and Isabel was on the verge of believing that nothing 
would happen. 


And then, in the blur of an eye, everything happened. 


Everything. 


CHAPTER 


“They’re probably watching us,” Dan whispered to his sister. 

“I know. I’m sure this whole complex is wired for surveillance.” 

“Do you think they’ll be coming soon?” 

“Soon enough,” said Amy. 

“We’ve got four guns and thirteen people. They’ll have a lot more than that.” 
“That’s okay. We’re always the underdogs. Makes us work harder.” 

“You’re just trying to make me feel better.” 

“Pretty much, yes.” 


“Think we can get out of this one, Amy?” 


“T think we have as good a shot as anyone. Under the circumstances,” she 
added. 


“Quite diplomatic of you,” said Fiske, who had been listening. 

Amy wasn’t really listening to Fiske. 

She was once more staring up at the Doomsday device. She drew closer. 
“Amy, don’t get that close,” warned Dan. “It might suck you in or 


something.” Amy was staring at the empty niche where the gear would have 
to be inserted for the device to fully work. 


Dan drew next to her and looked at where she was staring. 
“What are you thinking?” he asked. 


“T’m thinking that in order for Vesper One to start up this sucker, he’s going to 
have to turn off the ‘force field’ to insert the gear.” 


Dan’s eyes widened. “You’re right. 
But how does that help us?” 
“We’ll see,” his sister said vaguely. 


“But with the power off, we might have our chance. Remember we were 
trying to think of a way to short-circuit it? That way we won’t have to. He’|l 
do it for us.” 


“T hope you’re right,” said Dan uneasily. 
Hamilton 

called 

out, 

“I 

hear 

something.” 

They all froze and listened intently. 
Jake 

said, 

“They’re 

coming. 


Everyone get ready.” He stepped back from the door, took cover behind some 
large boxes, and slipped out his gun, aiming it at the doorway. 


Hamilton did likewise at the portal he was guarding. 


All the others took up various positions of hiding around the room, but in 
places where they could attack in an instant. 


Sinead ran over to Reagan. “Let me have your gun.” 
“What?” 

“Your gun, let me have it.” 

“Why?” 


“T’m a better shot. And you’re better fighting with your feet and hands. We all 
have to play to our strengths.” 


“The only problem is, I don’t trust you,” Reagan shot back. 
“But I do.” 

They both turned to see Amy there. 

She held her gun out to Sinead. 

“T trust you, Sinead.” 


“Are you sure?” asked Sinead, looking surprised. She didn’t move to take the 
weapon. 


“T don’t have any choice.” 
Sinead slowly reached out and took the gun. 
Reagan gave her gun to Amy. 


“Sinead is right. Play to our strengths.” She raced over to guard another 
doorway. 


Sinead looked at Amy. “I won’t disappoint you. Pl fight to the death.” 
“T know. We all will. We have no choice, really.” 


The two young women shared a hug and then headed off to different parts of 
the room. 


Amy ran over to where Dan was kneeling behind some boxes. He was 
smacking his fists together, his eyes rotating among the doors in and out of 
the room. 

Amy knelt next to him, her gaze darting around the room as well. 

“This is it,” she said. 

“Yep,” said Dan. 

“Wish you had the serum?” 

He turned to her, clearly surprised by the question. “No, I’m glad I don’t.” 
“Want to win fair and square?” 

“Something like that, yeah.” 

“What separates us from the Vespers of the world.” 

“T guess it does.” 

“Whatever happens, I love you, Dan.” 

Her eyes grew misty and Dan’s did, too. 

Brother and sister shared a quick hug. 

“TIl see you when it’s over,” said Dan. 

“Yes, you will,” replied his sister. 


Amy hurried off. She stopped near the device and eyed the empty niche and 
then her pistol. She listened to the hum of the electricity coming from the 
device. 


Then, as she drew closer, she felt something tug hard on her pistol. 


Surprised, she looked up at the Doomsday device, the idea coming to her in a 
flash. 


If only it could work, she thought. 


She ran to the others. “Put the guns down,” she said. “And take off any metal 


you have now.” They all looked at her like she was crazy. “Just do it now. 
Please. 


It’s the only chance we have.” 


The pistols were placed on the floor and everyone took off any metal they had 
on. 


Amy put the pistol down, ran to one of the crates, threw it open, and pulled 
out the copper wiring. Carrying it wrapped around her shoulder, she raced 
back to the device and began to walk around it, unspooling the wire as she did 
so. She jumped back as the wire flew from her hands and wrapped itself 
around the device like a mummy’s bandages. 

Praying that it would work, she ran over to the others, who were staring at 
her, bewildered, until their pistols and other metal objects started flying off 
and sticking to the device. 

“What have you done, Amy?” 

screamed Reagan. 

“Given us a real chance, I hope.” And then she had no more time to think at 
all. The distant sounds now became far clearer. And nearer. The battle was 


about to begin. 


The last battle, thought Amy. There was no escape possible this time. It was 
kill or be killed. She drew a quick breath and waited. 


It wouldn’t be long now. 


The Vespers were coming. 


(Chr 





ANER 


Not one of the three doors was thrown open. 
It, of course, could not be that easy. 
The walls opened instead, hissing along on motorized tracks. 


This caught the Cahills momentarily off guard as hordes of screaming Vespers 
poured through these openings, carrying guns and metal bats. 


Then it was the Vespers who were caught off guard. 


A dozen of them holding guns were ripped off their feet and flew through the 
air, landing against the device, sticking to it, and being instantly electrocuted. 


“Now!” screamed Amy. “Attack!” 
“Charge!” bellowed Fiske as he ran forward. 


They clashed in the middle of the room. Many of the Vespers had realized that 
the device had been turned into a giant electromagnet and had hastily dropped 
their weapons before they zoomed off to attach to the machine. But there 
weren’t as many Vespers as before. And they couldn’t use guns. 


Or knives, as one found out when he pulled a long blade and tried to slash 
Sinead with it. He was catapulted over her and landed upside down against 
the device. 


All thirteen of the Cahills fought like demons. Despite his injuries, Fiske 
kicked and punched like an enraged beast. 


Hamilton, Jake, and Reagan mowed down Vesper after Vesper, using all of 
their strength and fighting skill. 


Amy and Dan once more stood back-to-back, punching and kicking all 
Vespers who came near them. Even Atticus and Ted were swinging and 
kicking, although they often didn’t hit anything other than themselves. 


Amy watched with pride as Sinead slammed into two Vespers who were on 
the verge of strangling Nellie, knocking both of them unconscious. 


Jonah was racing around, kicking and singing a cappella, timing his kicks 
with pitch-perfect crescendos. 


Phoenix was the first to go down under the sheer weight of the Vespers, who 


kept crowding into the room. 


Little by little the Cahills were pushed back. They finally formed a circle in 
the middle of the room, and stood fighting side by side. 


Jake and Amy found themselves shoulder to shoulder. They glanced at each 
other during a brief break in the battle. 


“How you holding up, Ames?” he asked. 

“Been better. You?” 

“Could use some downtime.” 

“Maybe we can go somewhere warm after this is over.” 
“Yeah, maybe we can.” 

“We’re going to die, aren’t we?” asked Amy. 


“Probably, but we’re going to take as many of them with us as possible,” 
answered Jake. 


“T like your style.” 
“Back at you.” 
“ENOUGH!” 


The voice boomed throughout the room and everyone suddenly froze in mid- 
punch and kick. 


Vesper One and Sandy entered the room. Sandy was pulling along a wooden 
cart on which rested a large wooden case. 


The Vespers parted, allowing Vesper One to come forward, where he stood a 
few feet from his circle of opponents. He looked at Amy. 


“Tt’s over,” he said calmly. “And you’ve lost.” 
“Who says?” asked Amy. 


“He said,” snapped Sandy. “And he’s Vesper One. And I’m Vesper Two. 


And if you don’t mind, we’re on a tight schedule. We’re planning to destroy 
Chicago and we have to get a move on.” Vesper One said, “So it’s time for the 
Cahills to admit defeat. Give up now and you will be spared. Resist further 
and every one of you will die a horrible death. 


You have ten seconds to decide.” Amy and the others looked around at one 
another. Actually, they were all looking at her. She stood tall, put up her fists, 
and said, “TIl take the horrible death, you freak.” 


All the others put their fists up, too, and prepared to fight on. 


“Have it your way,” said Vesper One. “Mercy isn’t really my thing, anyway.” 
He turned to Sandy. “Hand out the stone clubs.” 


Sandy opened the crate he had rolled in and began to hand out long clubs that 
had wooden handles and heavy stone ends. 


When each of his men had a weapon, Vesper One looked at Amy and said, 
“T’m thrilled to be able to fulfill your last wish of dying a horrible death.” He 
turned to his followers. “Kill them. Now!” Before a single Vesper could 
move, one of the doors to the chamber was blasted open by the force of six 
other Vespers being thrown through it. 


What came through the door after them made everyone in the room, even 
Vesper One, take a long step back. 


Isabel stood before them. She looked the same and yet she looked different. 


There was something ethereal about her movements. She seemed to be 
floating a few inches above the floor. It was as though she were no longer 
confined by the physical properties of the Earth. And if one looked closely 
she seemed fairly red in the face, almost like she had a bad sunburn. 


Dan looked at Amy. “Wow. It really did work.” 
She hissed, “She’s red! What did you put in the serum?” 
“Exactly what I was supposed to. 


Well, and some red M&Ms for taste. You think that’s where the red color 
came from?” 


A bloodcurdling scream escaping Isabel’s lips, she raced toward the outer 


circle of Vespers with such speed that it caught all of them unprepared. She 
smashed into the front row of Vespers with such force that it knocked ten of 
them head over heels across the room. Others threw their clubs at her, but she 
effortlessly dodged most of them, her body spinning and contorting in the 
most amazing ways and utilizing jaw-dropping angles and gymnastic ability. 
The ones she didn’t dodge she caught and sent flying back at their original 
owners with the velocity of a bullet and dead-on aim, dropping them all. She 
next lifted up three Vespers, their feet dangling ten feet above the floor, and 
threw them across the room, where they hit the far wall and fell to the floor, 
dead. 


Sandy had already made a run for the door, his face pale, his expression 
panicked. 


He ran right into a still-soaked Cheyenne and Casper, who were coming 
through the doorway. They snagged the intrepid, if diabolical, weatherman 
and carried him off kicking and screaming. 


Casper said nastily, “Just the scumball we wanted to run into.” Meanwhile, 
like a flesh-and-bone meat cleaver, Isabel raced through the ranks of the 
Vespers, kicking, punching, and catapulting through the air. With each blow a 
Vesper fell, while any attempts to land a solid strike against her failed. She 
was too fast, too nimble, and too quick-thinking. She seemed to know what 
the Vespers were going to do before they even did it. She was like a dozen 
perfect fighting machines rolled into one. 


Vesper One turned and ran toward the Doomsday device. 
Amy saw this and raced after him, Dan on her heels. 


Jake, Sinead, and all the others ran away from Isabel’s approach and hid 
behind some crates. From there they watched as Vespers flew around the 
room, crashing and dying as Isabel tore through them. 


When 
all 

the 
Vespers 


were 


vanquished, Isabel stopped and turned to the body of her daughter. She sailed 
over to her, lifted off the blanket, and stared down at Natalie. And for one 
instant Isabel looked closer to a human being than she ever had. Then she put 
the blanket back and turned to stare at Vesper One, the degree of hatred in her 
eyes awful to behold. 


Amy and Dan were within feet of him, blocking his escape. 


Vesper One was not looking at them, or Isabel. His attention was on the 
Doomsday device. In his hand was the gear. In his other hand was a remote- 
control device. 


With a flick, he turned off the electrical power. The machine powered down 
and all the Vespers and metal stuck to it immediately fell to the floor. 


He rushed forward, the gear poised in his hand. 
“Oh, no you don’t!” screamed Amy. 
She and Dan flew forward to stop him from inserting the last gear. 


But an instant later they were hurled to the side as Isabel pushed past them 
with astonishing speed. 


She collided with Vesper One right as he reached the device. He stretched out 
and placed the gear in the niche. The device started to glow with power, even 
as Isabel and Vesper One fought each other. 


In another instant they were both sucked toward the device as it came on full 
power. 


“LOOK OUT!” screamed Sinead. 


The walls and ceiling of the room began to shake. Bits of rock tumbled down 
and hit the floor, creating small craters. 


The power surge in the device became stronger. 


As Amy and Dan watched from a distance, Vesper One was caught between 
Isabel and the device. He was slowly and inexorably being crushed between 
the unstoppable force and the immovable object. 


When he realized this seconds later, he panicked. But by then it was too late. 


The walls and ceiling began to shake more and more, as if an earthquake was 
happening. Huge chunks of rock were now falling from the walls and ceiling. 


Jake grabbed Amy and Dan. “We’ve got to get out of here. The whole 
mountain is coming down,” he screamed. 


Amy, Dan, and the others dodged tumbling rocks as they raced to the 
doorway. 


Amy yelled, “But what about the Doomsday device? We have to stop it.” 
Fiske’s calming voice reached her. “I think we just did. Look!” 


Amy shot a glance at the device. 


Vesper One appeared to have melted right into the thing. It seemed that his 
face was now part of the machine. 


Meanwhile, Isabel was ripping at the device, tearing off huge chunks of it 
with her superpowered hands. The machine started to misfire, sending out 
massive surges of electrical energy. And then it started to shake 
uncontrollably as Isabel continued to rip it apart. 


As he ran, Fiske looked back and yelled, “She’s destroying it. But I think it’s 
going to blow any second.” A few seconds later, an enormous explosion 
occurred, lifting Amy off her feet. An instant before that happened, all Amy 
could remember seeing was the device, Vesper One, and Isabel Kabra 
disintegrate into dust. The entire room shook once more, and then everything 
went black. 





The first person Amy saw was her mother. 


She smiled and hugged her daughter, and spoke words that Amy had a hard 


time hearing. Then her father appeared next to her. His smile warmed every 
molecule in Amy’s body. And that was good because she felt so cold. Sooo 
cold. 


Am I dead? 


When Grace Cahill sat down next to her and took her hand, Amy knew that 
she was no longer in the land of the living. 


“How did it happen?” she asked her grandmother. 
“You fought the good fight, Amy. 
You defeated the Vespers. It just came at a great personal cost.” 


Amy nodded. She tried to remain calm even as her chest felt tight and the 
tears trickled down her cheeks. 


“But Dan’s okay, right? He made it? 

Right?” 

Grace pointed around the misty edges of the space they were in. 
“You don’t see your little brother here, do you?” 


Relief washed over Amy. At least Dan had survived. He would carry on the 
Cahill name and family. Attleboro would be his home. He would grow up and 
have kids, and maybe he would name one of his daughters Amy. 

With 

that 

thought 

more 

tears 


clustered around Amy’s eyes. 


It sucks being morbid. 


But she couldn’t help herself. She was dead, after all. She had the right to be a 
little depressed, to wallow in a little self-pity. 


She looked around. Jake wasn’t here, either. He had made it, too. Maybe he 
and Sinead would fall in love, marry, have kids, grow old together. 


Okay, Amy, enough with the tear ducts. 
“Hi, Amy.” 


She looked up to see Evan there. He looked just like he always looked, except 
a bit pale, which being dead can certainly do to a person. Amy supposed she 
looked like parchment herself. 


“Hi, Evan.” 

He said sheepishly, “Kind of a bummer, being dead and all.” 

“Yeah,” she said. “But it could be worse.” 

“How’s that?” 

“We could be dead and the world could have ended thanks to Vesper One.” 
“Hey, I died before it all turned out. 

So we won?” 


Amy nodded. “Yeah, we stopped the machine. Isabel took the serum and went 
al | Matrix on us. She squashed Vesper One like a bug and died in the 
process. 


The planet will live on, even if we won’t.” 
“That’s cool. Maybe we can hang out together.” 


“That would be nice, Evan. Thanks.” Amy glanced to her left and caught a 
breath. She was seeing something she thought she never would. 


Isabel Kabra was walking along with Natalie. Hand in hand. 


Isabel looked different. She looked, well, normal, not evil. Natalie was staring 
up at her mother as they walked along. She looked happy. Happy to be dead. 


Wow, thought Amy. Like, really, wow. 


Off in another corner she saw Alistair. It looked to her like he was running 
some sort of business. But dead people didn’t buy things. Or eat things. 


What would have been the point? 
“Amy? AMY?” 

Things went black again. 
“Amy?” 

Something shook her by the arm. 
Amy slowly opened her eyes. 


The misty room was gone. The sun was shining in a window. She felt a breeze 
on her face. She sat up, looked around. 


She was in her bedroom at Attleboro. 
“Amy?” 


She turned to see Dan sitting on the side of her bed and looking at her 
anxiously. 


“Dan? What’s going on? Am I dead?” 


Dan smiled. “You almost were. In fact, we thought you were, but we were 
wrong, thank goodness.” 


“What happened?” 


“To make a long story short, the mountain sort of collapsed. We barely got 
out. You got hit in the head by a chunk of rock.” 


Amy reached up and felt the bandage around her head. 
“They had to cut some of your hair off, but it’1] grow back fast.” 
“T don’t really remember.” 


“Docs said short-term amnesia is perfectly normal for getting your head 


creamed like that. It might come back. But then again, you might not want it 
to.” 


“What happened after the mountain collapsed?” 
“Jake carried you over his shoulder the rest of the way.” 
“Jake did? Is he okay?” she added quickly. 


“Everyone’s okay. Well, everyone else. You remember about Natalie and 
Evan?” 


Amy sat back against her pillow. She blinked back tears. “I was hoping that 
was a dream.” 


Was I dead? I saw Evan. And Natalie. Did I just come back from almost 
dying? 


“We got you to a hospital. It was touch and go for a while.” 
“T just don’t remember any of it.” 


“You had surgery and were released last week. It’ll take you a while to get 
your strength back, but the docs said yov’ll be fine. No permanent damage.” 


“And what about the Doomsday device?” 


“Buried under the mountain. Along with Isabel and Vesper One, if anything 
was left of them.” 


“And the Wyomings and Sandy?” 
“Arrested. For multiple felonies. 
Kidnapping. 

Assault. 

Unlawful 


imprisonment. Stealing a truck. Driving a stolen truck without a license. Oh, 
and trying to blow up the world. That was a biggie. And they also got Sandy, 
for impersonating a meteorologist. Seems that he never actually got his 
degree and he forged his credentials.” 


“And Nellie and Fiske? Their injuries?” 


“Doing fine.” He paused. “Oh, and I forgot. Chicago is still there.” Amy 
smiled. “Maybe we should go visit again. By train. It was a lot of fun.” 


“I think Pll go by plane,” replied 


Dan. “And meet you there.” 
A week later, after she felt stronger, Amy met with everyone at Attleboro. 


She hugged Ian and talked to him about Natalie and their mother. She told Ian 
that she had seen Isabel’s face when she had spotted Natalie’s body. 


“I think she really cared for you two,” said Amy. “Deep, deep down.” Ian 
seemed comforted by this. 


Sinead was with Ted and Ned. Both of them looked better and Sinead 
reported that 


some 
experimental 

treatments 

undertaken in Switzerland were really starting to pay dividends. 

“Thank goodness I didn’t try to use the serum,” she said. “Nasty stuff. I even 
felt a little sorry for Isabel.” Amy said, “I’m looking forward to being friends 
with you again, Sinead. And all of the medical treatments Ted and Ned 
require will be taken care of.” 

“That’s not your problem, Amy. It’s my burden to deal with.” 

“It’s our issue to deal with, Sinead. 


We are family, after all.” 


“But after all the things I did?” 


“We all make mistakes, Sinead. But there is a thing called redemption. You 
fought with us against the Vespers. You saved my life. You saved Nellie’s life. 


You’re a good person. Never stop believing that.” 

Sinead looked uneasily at her, swallowed with difficulty, and gave her a hug. 
In one corner of the room Phoenix and Jonah were doing a little jam session 
on the piano. It turned out that Phoenix actually had better pipes than his 
famous relative. 

Jonah said, “Okay, little bro, some mentoring, some attitude and clothing 
changes, and you learn my hip-hop version of the moonwalk, we got a gold- 
plated show we take on the road.” 


Dan stood behind Jonah and mouthed frantically to Phoenix, Just say NO! 


Hamilton and Reagan were in one comer of the room practicing their martial 
skills. 


“Couldn’t have done it without both of you,” Amy told them. 


Hamilton said, “Just think of the stories we’ll have to tell our kids. Saved the 
world. Not that many people can say they did that.” 


“Drop and give me twenty, Ham,” said his sister. “You’re looking a little 
soft.” 


Nellie looked beautiful and her shoulder and arm hung normally. She’d cut 
her hair and it was now dyed a new color that Amy could not really describe. 
They hugged and Nellie said she was going to take a little vacation from 
being their guardian. “Just need to get my mojo back. 


And I got cheated on my Paris trip, so I’m booking a trip now that I know 
you’re okay.” 


Fiske was dressed all in black. With his fine, silver-white hair he cut quite a 
figure. “I don’t think you and Dan need guardians anymore,” he said. 


“Maybe not, but we do need family, right?” said Amy. 
“Are you asking me to stick around?” said Fiske. 


Amy looked at Nellie and then back at Fiske. “I’m asking both of you to hang 


with us till we drive you absolutely crazy. 


Although with Dan in the picture that might be tomorrow,” she added, 
smiling. 


Fiske bowed deeply. “It would be my honor.” 

“Mine, too,” said Nellie. “As soon as I get back from Paris.” 

“Fair enough,” said a grinning Amy. 

That left Atticus, who Amy spent time with and gave plenty of hugs, too. 
Then there was Jake. 

“We have a lot to talk about, I guess,” Jake said. 

“We do, but we don’t have to do it now.” 

“T’m really sorry about Evan. He was a cool dude.” 


“Yes, he was. And we’ll never forget him because he’ll always be a part of 
us.” She took his hand. “And by the way, thanks for carrying me out of that 
mountain.” 


“Any time,” he replied, smiling at her. 


“And I think I owe you something from the storage room at the train station in 
Chicago.” 


She reached up on tiptoe and kissed him. 


Later, Dan and Amy walked over the lovely grounds of Attleboro. This was 
Cahill land, something that was intimate and comforting and familiar. They 
walked to the top of a little knoll and looked out at a place that their family 
had called home for so long. 


Amy said, “I thought I was dead, you know. I saw Mom and Dad and Grace. 


And everyone else who had passed. I guess it was just a dream. But it seemed 


so real.” 

“Did part of you want to stay there?” Dan asked curiously. 
“Yes, but it was just a little part. 

Most of me wanted to come back here, to the living.” 


“T’m glad you did. It would’ve been pretty lonely around here without you.” 
They walked some more and then headed back to the house. 


“So, I guess we can settle down to nice quiet lives now,” said Amy. “I can 
think about college, you’ll be going into high school soon. Just... normal... 


everyday . . . lives.” With these last words her tone grew rote and her 
expression became bored. 


“Yeah, what a relief,” said Dan, but he looked every bit as bored as his sister. 
They looked at each other. 

Dan said, “Normal everyday lives? 

Sounds so cheesy, doesn’t it?” 

Amy nodded. “Of course it does. 

And you know why, right?” 

“Why?” asked Dan. 

She grinned. “We’re Cahills. We save the world. It’s what we do.” 

“Tt’s what we do,” repeated Dan and he grinned, too. 

They gripped each other’s hands and started to sprint toward the house. 
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Somewhere off the coast of Maine 


There was only one house on the island. The rest was pine forest, a thick, 
dark, bristling screen that threw the beach into shadow for most of the sunlit 
summer days. It also concealed most of the buildings, the three pools — 
outdoor, indoor, and lap — the tennis courts, the helipad, the landing strip, 
and the four-car garage from any passing sailboat. Only tourists came close. 
The locals knew better. 

They knew the muscled men in tight black T-shirts in the fast rubber 
boats who would cut your fishing line or blare a warning with a horn that 
could make your eardrums bleed. 

They knew the treacherous currents, too. They knew how the wind 
seemed to whip through the channel at a speed and ferocity that you didn’t 
feel in the harbor. They knew to stay away. 

The sound of a violin soared through the still air. A sixteen-year-old girl 
watched her fingers moving without error, notes sliding and falling like 
pure water. What used to confound her now flowed. She knew that if she 
worked at her skill she could succeed, even though she had no talent. 

That’s what her father tells her. 


The thirteen-year-old boy just defeated his tennis pro in straight sets 
without breaking a sweat. He saw the surprise on the pro’s face. Just wait 
until the guy found out he was fired. The boy’s dad always fires a coach 
after he’s been defeated. 

They lack the killer instinct, his father said. You want to turn out like 
that? 

He whacked the tennis ball hard, sending it back over the net. The coach 
had bent down to retrieve his bag, and the ball slammed into his back. Ow. 
That must have hurt. The boy knew it well from experience. 

“Never turn your back on a competitor!” the boy jeered. 

That’s what his father tells him. 

Killer instinct. 

Far out to sea, a man was swimming, moving as precisely and tirelessly 
as a machine. Even though he had three pools, he preferred swimming in 
the open sea. This year the seals had been swimming closer and closer to 
shore. This meant, he knew, that the great white sharks were lurking, 
moving constantly in order to feed. 

It added a certain . . . spice to the swim. 

The man reached the dock with several powerful strokes. He hauled 
himself up and strode toward the house. A short but powerfully muscled 
man in a black T-shirt tossed him a towel, and he wiped his face and threw 
it on the ground. He did not worry about towels. They were picked up, 
laundered, and stacked again. He didn’t have to see it or think about it. He 
was always thinking great thoughts now. Thoughts large and complex 
enough to take in the world. 

He entered through the French doors into the den. He almost recoiled 


from the sight of hundreds of glassy eyes staring at him. His wife was 


arranging and rearranging her collection. Again. He hurried past before she 
had a chance to talk to him. 

His office was cool and quiet. He pulled on a terry-cloth robe and 
activated the many transparent screens. Data flashed by, and he absorbed it 
all quickly and completely. Things were so different now. His strategic 
thinking was almost as fast as the computer data streaking across his 
screens. 

Almost there. So close he could taste it. 

There are only two people alive on the planet who can stop it. 


It’s time to eliminate them. 


Somewhere near Mt. Washington, New Hampshire 


In the small town where the men occasionally went for supplies, their story 
was that they were on a corporate retreat, testing their skills in the 
wilderness. The men — they were all men — looked remarkably alike. 
They were all fit and muscular with close-cropped hair. They usually wore 
track pants and ‘T-shirts, or hiking gear. They were friendly, but not 
forthcoming. After they left, the shopkeeper or gas station attendant would 
realize that they were hard to tell apart. They had names that were hard to 
distinguish: Joe, Frank, John, Mike. 

Over a hundred men had been shifted into and out of the camp, but for 
the past four weeks the group had been whittled down to six. Six of the 
best, six of the brightest, six of the most trustworthy. 

They had always been in shape; that was their job. But this last month 
they’d doubled their strength and then doubled it again. They had climbed 
the mountain fourteen times. They attended classes in combat driving, 


surveillance, and martial arts. They had been fitted for Italian suits, 


handmade shoes with rubber soles, and jackets with pockets that will hold 
their weaponry close and without detection. 

They were ready. They just didn’t know for what. 

All they knew was that they had never felt so powerful. So at the top of 
their game. 

As they sat on hard chairs watching their screens flash with a simulated 
escape from a metropolitan area, the leader of the men heard the chime of a 
text. He was the tallest, and the tannest. His teeth were very white and even; 
his real teeth had been knocked out in a bar fight years ago in Corsica. His 
face registered no emotion as he told the rest that it was time to mobilize. 
They had received their targets. 

He connected his phone to the computer. On a large transparent screen 
floated two photographs. 

“Target One, Target Two,” he said in a flat tone. 


The men showed no emotion. Even though their targets were kids. 


Attleboro, Massachusetts 


It was a sunny, beautiful day. A day you felt glad to be alive. 

Too bad Amy Cahill was surrounded by the dead. 

Amy bowed her head and squeezed her eyes shut. She was only sixteen, 
but she’d attended too many funerals. She’d said too many good-byes. 

Six months ago she’d buried her cousin and her uncle, and today, a 
marker would be placed for William James McIntyre, family attorney and 
deeply loved friend. 

Her cell phone chimed in her pocket. She slipped it out and read the 
text. It was from her boyfriend, Jake Rosenbloom. It was six hours later in 
Rome, where he lived. It would be close to dusk there, and he’d be putting 


away his books and starting to think about dinner. 


I know the service is this morning. I wish I could be there with 


you. You ok? 


Amy’s finger was poised over the keyboard. Her gaze drifted down the 
grassy hill to where a polished gray marker stood gleaming next to 


weathered, tilting gravestones, the many generations of the Tolliver family 


who had lived in Attleboro since before the Revolutionary War. Too far 
away to read the name, but she didn’t have to. 

EVAN JOSEPH TOLLIVER 

She slipped her phone back in her pocket. Tears stung her eyes. She’d 
put on a black dress and gone to Evan’s wake six months earlier. His mother 
had shut the door in her face. Amy had understood. After all, she blamed 
herself for Evan’s death just as much as his mother did. If it weren’t for 
Amy, Evan would still be alive. He would still be volunteering at the local 
shelter, still be president of the computer club, still be teasing his little 
sister, still be in line for hazelnut coffee with whipped cream. He would be 
alive on the earth, feeling the wind, appreciating the sky, every sense alert 
to this early spring day. Instead, he was in the ground. He had been her 
boyfriend and he had died for her. And he’d never known she was going to 
dump him for Jake. 

She’d never even had a date before crushing on Evan. She’d just been 
plain Amy Cahill, the straight-A student in jeans and sneakers. 
Unremarkable and overlooked. She wasn’t the kind of girl boys noticed. 
Then she’d looked at Evan, and he’d looked back. 

She’d thought she was in love. Until she met intense, charismatic Jake 
Rosenbloom, and realized that she hadn’t had a clue what falling in love 
was really about. 

If only she could remember the exhilaration she’d felt when she’d first 
realized that Jake loved her back. Now there was so much sorrow and guilt 
in her heart that she felt as though she was surrounded by fog. 

She got up in the morning, brushed her teeth, and did her lesson plans. 
She and her brother, Dan, now were homeschooled by their former 
guardian, Nellie Gomez, and several tutors. It had been a rainy fall and a 


cold winter. The days had dissolved into grays. The books that had once 


given her comfort had blurred in front of her eyes. Italian lessons, history 
lessons, math problems, essays, projects. 

For the past six months, she’d barely left the house except to run long, 
hard, cross-country miles. At night she wandered the house, second- 
guessing every decision she’d made during the battle with the criminal 
organization the Vespers. When had she gone wrong? Should she have 
refused to let Evan help them? Should she have ordered Mr. McIntyre back 
to the US? So many people she had loved had died. She had the clout to 
force them out of harm’s way, but she hadn’t. 

Why hadn’t she used that power? 

At sixteen years old, Amy was head of the Cahills, the most powerful 
family in the world. Their ancestor, Gideon Cahill, had formulated an 
extraordinary serum at the beginning of the sixteenth century. Since that 
time, the five branches of the family had battled, spied, lied, stolen, 
betrayed — all for one purpose only. Each of the branches had one part of 
the serum. If the complete serum was assembled, it would make anyone 
who took it the most powerful person in the world. 

After all those hundreds of years, Amy and Dan had been the first to put 
together the formula for the serum. But they and the other young members 
of the Cahill family had realized at last that the serum was too incredibly 
dangerous to even think about producing. Now the formula — a list of 
thirty-nine ingredients, their complicated calibration, and precise amounts 
— was Safely locked away. 

In the steel-trap brain of her thirteen-year-old brother. 

Amy’s gaze drifted to her sandy-haired brother. Hard to believe that this 
skinny person now secretly slipping a worm into Aunt Beatrice’s purse 


could be the most powerful kid in the world. 


Protecting him — protecting all of the Cahills — was her job as head of 
the family. 

Guess I didn’t do so well with you, Mac, Amy said to the marble urn, 
her eyes filling with tears. Murdered in a hotel room in Rome. 

She wiped her eyes. She had waited six months to bury the ashes of Mr. 
McIntyre. He was her last tie to security. 

Mr. McIntyre had been more than her attorney; he’d been her best and 
most trusted adviser, and maybe her best friend. 

Now here they stood, the only mourners except for Aunt Beatrice, who 
had started off the morning complaining that her hay fever was acting up 
and the funeral director had better “get this show on the road.” 

The elegant marble box sat on a small table. It contained what was left 
of Mr. McIntyre. Just ashes. His kindness, his shrewdness, his intelligence 
— it was all gone from the world. Now there was just a box. 

The funeral director, whom Dan kept referring to behind his back as 
“Mr. Death,” had shown up late. He nervously wiped at the sweat on his 
forehead with a handkerchief. When he’d placed the marble box on the 
table, he’d almost dropped it. 

“Ts this his first funeral?” Dan whispered. 

The tall, muscular clergyman looked more like a football coach. He’d 
brought a bouquet of wilted red roses. Not Mr. McIntyre’s style at all. Amy 
didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. This whole thing just felt surreal. She 
almost expected Mr. McIntyre to drive up and get out of a long black 
limousine and say “April Fool.” 

“This is a disgrace,” Aunt Beatrice muttered. “Only three people at the 
service!” 

“Henry Smood is in the hospital with appendicitis,” Amy said, referring 


to Mr. McIntyre’s law partner and their new attorney. “He was really upset 


that he couldn’t make it. And the hospital wouldn’t release Fiske.” 

Aunt Beatrice sniffed. “I was talking about family,” she said. “It used to 
be when a faithful retainer was buried, the Cahills showed up. Even if we 
despise each other, we used to know how important appearances are.” 

“Aunt Beatrice buried her retainer?” Dan whispered to Amy. “I just 
flushed mine down the toilet.” 

Amy stepped on his foot. Her brother made jokes when he was nervous, 
or scared. She was used to it, but Aunt Beatrice was not. 

“Mr. McIntyre was family,” Amy said. 

“Dear,” Aunt Beatrice replied, “only family is family.” 

Amy jerked her head away. Aunt Beatrice was tipping the ceremony 
from difficult to unbearable. 

“The Templeton Cahills always used McIntyre and Smood,” Aunt 
Beatrice went on. “And the Durham Cahills. And surely the Starlings could 
have showed up! Denise Starling used McIntyre for years until she decided 
he was too close to Grace and sent him that poison pen letter. Even if it was 
real poison, she should have let bygones be bygones. And Debra used him 
for her prenup with that nasty man with the strange name. Never should 
have married him in the first place .. .” 

Aunt Beatrice droned on, naming Cahills Amy and Dan had never heard 
of. “They didn’t come because I didn’t invite them, Aunt Beatrice,” Amy 
interrupted. 

“But Mr. McIntyre was the family lawyer!” Aunt Beatrice sputtered. 
She narrowed her beady eyes at Amy. “Did you even tell anyone what you 
were doing?” 

“No,” Amy said. “I’m not interested in their opinions. I made the 


decision.” 


Aunt Beatrice opened her mouth, but Amy held up her hand. “And 
that’s final.” 

Aunt Beatrice’s mouth closed and opened like a fish feeding. 

“Way to go,” Dan muttered. 

Amy gave a small smile. Sometimes it was difficult to be the head of 
the family, but when it came to Aunt Beatrice, she didn’t have a problem. 

“Are we ready to begin?” the funeral director whispered. Amy saw him 
sneak a glance at his watch before gazing down respectfully. She could 
almost picture him saying, “Dudes, let’s get this show on the road.” 

The clergyman read a Bible verse in a wooden voice. Then he closed the 
book and nodded at Amy. 

“Good-bye, Mr. McIntyre,” Amy said. “You were our protector and our 
friend. The best of the best. Rest in peace.” 

“Good-bye, Mac,” Dan said. “Sorry about the time I put a frog down 
your pants. Thanks for taking care of us.” 

Aunt Beatrice sneezed. 

The clergyman gestured at the pile of dirt by the open grave. “Would 
you like to throw a handful of dirt into the grave?” he asked. 

“Oh, for heaven’s sake. I have gardeners for that sort of thing,” Aunt 
Beatrice said. “I have an allergist appointment.” 

Amy bent down and threw dirt into the grave. Dan did the same. The 
clergyman handed her the roses and she dropped those in, too. Sorry, Mac, 
she told him silently. I know you’d prefer tulips. A sudden memory came to 
her, of Mr. McIntyre in Grace’s garden in his shirtsleeves on a fine May 
day, regarding a bed of yellow tulips, saying, Now there’s a cheerful flower! 

Tears filled her eyes and she almost asked Aunt Beatrice for a tissue, but 
her aunt had already stalked off. Her driver was hurrying to open the car 


door. 


Mr. Death had left, too — he was almost running as he made his way 
through the gravestones to his car. 

That’s odd, Amy thought. Why did the funeral director leave so quickly? 
He didn’t even say good-bye. 

The clergyman leaned over to pick up the shovel. Amy didn’t think she 
could bear seeing the grave filled up. 

As she turned away, something hard hit the back of her head. Pain 
blinded her, and she felt herself shoved into the open grave. 


. (ChIP UES 


Amy hit the ground on her hands and knees, feeling the shock shudder 
through her bones. She looked up. The light was blocked out as a heavy 
object came flying down at her. She moved by instinct rather than thought, 
rolling herself into a ball against the wall of the grave. 

Dan landed with a cry. She heard his breath leave his body in a soft uh. 

“HELP!” Amy shouted. 

In answer, a shovelful of dirt rained down on her upturned face. She 
Spat it out. 

“Are you okay?” she asked her brother. 

He nodded, his face white with pain and fear. His breath was short, and 
he dug into his pocket for his inhaler. Dan had asthma, and Amy could see 
the clouds of fine dirt hanging in the air, settling down to choke his airway. 

She shouted for help again, but all she saw was the glint of the shovel as 
more dirt rained down. 

“He pushed me in,” Dan said, choking and wheezing. “Deliberately . . .” 

This can t be happening! 

Panic shuddered through her. Her mind whirled. They had no enemies 
anymore. They had united the family, they had decimated a global criminal 


organization. They had gone back to being two kids living in a mansion that 


was too big for them, haunted by all the things they had done and seen. 
Their only enemies were memories. 

So why was this happening again? The horror of it spooled out, making 
her brain operate on white noise. She couldn’t seem to think, or breathe. 

Amy was hit by another barrage of soil. Whoever was trying to bury 
them was working fast and methodically, not even bothering to peek over 
the edge. 

It doesn’t matter who’s doing it. You have to get out of here. 

Amy could feel the dirt in her hair and down her collar and in her ears. 
She remembered the pile by the open grave. How long would it take before 
they were covered? How long would it take to suffocate, until the dirt filled 
her mouth and her ears and her eyes... 

It’s fifth-grade math all over again, she thought crazily. If the man can 
scoop a shovelful every ten seconds, and the grave is six feet deep... 

“Amy!” Dan’s pale face was suddenly sharp as the buzz of panic 
cleared. He placed an urgent hand on her sleeve. “We’ve got to get out of 
here!” 

Her brain kicked in at last. Instinct clicked with experience; everything 
speeded up and she felt very clear. She looked around, assessing, planning. 
She measured the grave with a quick glance. Probably three square feet. 
The sides were steep. Amy tried to climb, but the dirt crumbled in her 
hands. She tried to jam in a toe, but she couldn’t get up. Okay, next plan. 

“Watch out!” Dan slammed into her, knocking her sideways as the 
marble box was tossed into the grave as well. It missed Amy’s skull by a 
fraction of an inch and landed on Dan’s foot. He let out a grunt of pain and 
bent over. 


Now it was just the two of them and Mr. McIntyre’s ashes. 


Amy eyed the box. It wasn’t just a box. It was a step. It was about a foot 
high, just what she needed. It was a chance. She’d only get one. 

“Dan,” Amy whispered. “Get on the urn. Hurry!” 

Dan knew what she wanted him to do without her even asking. He 
balanced on the box. He bent down slightly, making a cradle of his fingers. 

Amy looked up, timing her move. One, two, three and she was up, 
hands on his shoulders; then, using the side of the grave to keep her steady, 
she balanced, crouching on his shoulders. She felt Dan’s body shaking with 
her weight. He had to hold on, just hold on for three more seconds. She was 
counting on the machinelike efficiency of their attacker, the precision of his 
timing as he used the shovel. Two, one... 

She straightened and jumped just as the glint of the shovel went over the 
lip of the grave. The metal edge glanced against her head — more pain, 
thank you very much — but she grabbed at it and yanked hard, then fell 
backward into the grave as Dan flattened himself against the side. 

She crashed to her knees, stunned and bleeding — but she had the 
shovel. 

A face appeared against the rectangle of blue sky. The man had ripped 
off the clergyman collar. He flashed a smile, his teeth white and even. 

“Nice work, missy. You got your little toy. Going to dig yourself even 
deeper?” 

The face disappeared. They heard the sound of retreating footsteps. He 
would be back. 

No time to hesitate, no time to press some cloth against the blood on her 
forehead, only time to wipe it out of her eyes. She jumped back on the 
marble box, grabbed the shovel by the long handle, and shoved it into the 
side of the grave, as hard as she could. The shovel fell out, the loose dirt 
unable to hold it. It had to go deeper. 


“Help me, Dan!” He got behind her, and together, grasping the handle, 
they forced it tightly into the side of the earth. Dan held the shovel and 
nodded at her. His green eyes were bright against the dirt and blood mixed 
on his face. 

“I’ve got you,” he told her. “Go.” 

It had to be her, they both knew that. She was a rock climber, a 
scrambler, she knew how to find the tiny niches, how to plant her body 
against the wall and get up. She hoisted herself up on the shovel handle and 
dug her fingers into the earth, closing her eyes as she made a ledge for her 
fingertips. Dan yanked out the shovel and she hung there while he jammed 
it a foot higher. She heard him panting hard and fast. She tested the handle. 

“Ready?” 

“GO!” Dan grunted, and she used the handle to spring up, up to the top 
of the hole. Every muscle was straining, but she knew she could do it. Had 
to do it. Her hands smacked down over the edge. Her arm muscles quivered 
as she quickly scanned the cemetery. The man was now about fifty yards 
away. He was running toward the utility shed. Behind him another man 
emerged, holding a shovel. 

Amy gathered every particle of strength she had and hauled herself over 
the edge. Her face hit the dirt. She had time to grab one breath — only one 
— before she found her feet. 

Something made her attacker turn, some flicker at the corner of his eye, 
and he saw her. Both men spurted into a run. Straight at her. 

She made a swift calculation. They were fast, much faster than she 
expected. There was no way she would have time to get Dan out. She had to 
lead them away. 

She streaked down the hill. She felt the benefit of pushing herself 


through all those punishing runs. Dan had pointed out that they were safe 


now, she didn’t have to be quite so . . . intense, but Amy had found solace in 
those dawn runs. Now they would help her. 

She led them down a sloping hill, leaping over gravestones. All the 
while she was searching frantically for help, her gaze sweeping the 
cemetery for any sign of people. They wouldn’t attack her if there were 
people around. She hoped. 

She was almost at the Tolliver plot now. She had miscalculated. They 
were almost on top of her. How could they be so fast? She’d had such a big 
lead! 

Amy leaped over a crumbling old headstone, and she felt rather than 
heard the displacement of air as the shovel was raised. With a sudden 
swerve, she doubled back and saw the second man’s look of surprise as she 
headed straight toward him with a classic spinning kick, right at his throat. 

She connected hard. 

Why didn’t he go down? He wasn’t even winded. 

He just spun away and lifted the shovel, and she ducked at the last 
minute. It crashed down on the polished granite behind her. The wooden 
handle snapped, but the steel end of the tool cracked the edge of the stone. 

VAN JOSEPH TOLLIVER 

The sight of Evan’s desecrated stone gave her such a spurt of rage that 
she picked up the chunk of splintered rock and threw it at the man’s head. 
Blood spurted from his mouth. He smiled. She had a confused impression 
of eyes the color of the gravestones, blood streaking perfect white teeth. 

He raised the splintered end of the handle. She dropped down behind 
Evan’s stone as the man charged. Evan would protect her, one last time. 

The handle hit the stone and cracked, and she was off and running 
before he could grab it again. He was on her heels. She could hear his 


breathing. So close. She knew any second he would grab her hair, crash into 


her, and bring her down. . ... And now she saw the other one ahead of her, 
knees bent and ready, waiting for whatever direction she would choose to 
go. They would run her down, and for some reason that she would never 
know, they would kill her, and then they would go back for Dan. 

Suddenly, she saw a car turn into the cemetery road, a bright red Toyota. 
It was the best sight in the world. People. 

Amy veered at the last second and started down the hill, leaping over 
gravestones, waving her arms, and shrieking, “HEY!” 

The car pulled over. A youngish woman got out. Amy was confused 
when, instead of helping, she began to take pictures of Amy with a long- 
lensed camera. 

Another car pulled in. Now Amy was truly confused. Two men got out 
and began shooting her as well. What was going on? 

Her attackers seemed to simply melt away. One moment they were right 
on her heels, and the next they were almost at a black car, walking quickly, 
like mourners eager to go home. 

Amy turned and ran back toward MclIntyre’s grave. She lay flat and 
looked down at Dan. “They’re gone. Are you okay?” 

Dan’s face was a pale oval. She saw the strain around his mouth and 
knew how afraid he’d been that someone else would be returning. “Sure. 
I’ve been buried alive. Never better.” 

“Wait. ll get a ladder.” She hurried down the hill to the utility shed. To 
her relief, there was a ladder leaning against the side. She hoisted it and 
quickly returned to Dan. Amy slid the ladder into the hole and a second 
later her brother clambered up. 

“Do I look as bad as you do?” Dan asked. “Because you look like a 
zombie. Which I guess makes sense considering we just climbed out of a 


grave...” 


A bright yellow Jeep turned into the cemetery, going too fast. Amy 
grinned. There was only one person she knew who could be late for a 


funeral and then speed in a cemetery. Nellie. 





Dan felt his legs shaking as they jogged toward Nellie’s car. He quickly 
dove into the backseat of the Jeep as Amy climbed into the front. He didn’t 
want them to know how terrified he’d been, waiting those long minutes at 
the bottom of a grave. 

“Kiddos! I’m so sorry! Did I miss everything?” Nellie twisted around 
and was rooting through the contents in the back, trying to straighten out 
her usual jumble, which Dan considered an impossible task. The familiarity 
of the gesture, the usual smell of the car — What was it, exactly? A mixture 
of popcorn, apples, and that bottle of wheatgrass shampoo Nellie had 
spilled a year ago? — whatever it was, it helped him feel safe. 

When Nellie had returned to college in the winter session, she’d tried 
for a few days to tone down her look, but now her hair was back to its usual 
crazy style, jet-black with bleached platinum ends. She was always late, but 
she claimed it was because she was “mad overscheduled.” In addition to 
tutoring them, she took a full load of classes at Boston University, juggled 
at least two boyfriends, and cooked at a café in Boston on Wednesday and 
Saturday nights. Dan grinned when he saw her struggle to sweep her chaos 
off the backseat onto the floor: On her arm was a new temporary tattoo. The 


word FOCUS blared at him from her tanned forearm. 


Nellie had once been their au pair, which meant he had once had the 
greatest au pair in the history of civilization. She’d traveled the world with 
them on the hunt for the 39 Clues, watching out for them and protecting 
them. Now she was like a mashup of older sister and best friend. 

Nellie swept the various items — a water bottle, a towel, a cookbook, a 
bag of apples — off the seat while she talked. 

“I had one freaky morning,” she said, tossing a half-eaten sandwich 
back in a paper bag. “My phone got wonky — it ate all my photos! — and 
then your Uncle Fiske called — he’s doing okay, but I think we should go 
visit — and then I completely forgot that I had put cinnamon rolls in the 
oven, and I raced to get here on time, even though I knew Auntie Beatrice 
would give me the hairy eyeball if I was late . . . and then this red car 
sideswiped me... .” Nellie’s head popped up. “Hey, I think that’s the car!” 
she cried, pointing to the red Toyota. Then, finally, she caught sight of Amy 
and Dan. “Why are you both so dirty? Is that BLOOD?” 

“We’re okay,” Amy reassured her, reaching back for the towel. 

“You are most definitely NOT! What happened?” 

“PII tell you while we drive,” Amy said. “There’s a whole bunch of 
photographers here, for some reason. Maybe somebody famous is getting 
buried today.” Amy wiped her face and then tossed the towel to Dan. 

Nellie put the car into gear and headed toward the cemetery gates. 
“Okay, spill, because I am about to totally freak out on you. Did you fall out 
of a tree or something?” 

“We fell into a grave,” Dan said. “Because we were pushed. Then some 
goon tried to bury us alive.” 

“Two of them chased me across the cemetery,” Amy added. 

Nellie almost swerved off the road as she turned to look at Dan. “That’s 


not funny.” 


“I didn’t think it was, either,” Dan said, wiping the last of the dirt off his 
face. 

Nellie’s hands gripped the steering wheel. He saw her face change. She, 
like them, was a Madrigal, the branch of the family that was now in charge 
of all the Cahills. 

“Any idea who they were?” she asked. 

“We don’t know,” Amy said. “That’s the trouble.” She gazed out the 
window. “It’s starting again, Nellie. I can feel it.” 

Nellie gave her a quick glance. “What?” 

“Some darkness we can’t see. It’s coming for us. Again.” 

“Are you positive it wasn’t just some random crazy guys...” 

Dan could see Amy’s face in the rearview mirror. He knew that look. 
She was going back over the details, thinking about every word, every 
gesture. She shook her head firmly. “No. This was targeted. They must have 
paid off the funeral director. And...” 

“They knew who we were,” Dan said. “I’m sure of it.” 

“Cahills gone rogue?” Nellie asked. 

Amy and Dan considered this. Even though now the family of Cahills 
had agreed on peace, and their digital network had linked all the branches, 
they didn’t know every Cahill personally. 

“I don’t think so,” Amy said slowly. “There was something . . . 
professional about these guys. Like hired muscle.” 

“Muscle is the word,” Dan agreed. “That was no minister. I thought it 
was weird that he looked like a buff version of the Incredible Hulk.” 

“Whoever they were, these guys were Olympic-caliber athletes,” Amy 
said. “When I kicked the guy, it was like slamming into a wall.” 


Nellie chewed on her lip. “We’ll figure it out,” she said. 


Her voice was confident, but Dan knew that when Nellie chewed on her 
lip, she was seriously freaked. They were quiet for the rest of the drive. 

They drove through the back roads of Attleboro until they came to the 
Cahill property. Nellie punched in the code for the iron gates and they 
pulled into the winding drive. As soon as the gates closed behind them, Dan 
relaxed. He realized that his hands had been curled into fists. 

Grace’s elegant mansion loomed ahead, across a meadow and behind a 
stand of trees. Dan let out a long breath. Home. 

Nellie pulled up by the kitchen door and turned off the engine. “Let’s hit 
the Cahill network and see if there are any alerts.” 

Hanging up their jackets in the mudroom, they took the back stairs two 
at a time. They didn’t use much of the house now — mostly the kitchen, the 
bedrooms, and Grace’s library, a place where they often congregated in the 
late afternoons, with a fire in the fireplace, Amy’s head drooping over a 
book. Dan had heard her walking the house at night. He knew there was 
nothing he could do to break her sadness. 

I’m one of the richest kids on the planet, and I’m helpless. 

Two years ago, after the hunt for the 39 Clues, Amy had unfurled a 
grand plan to refurbish their grandmother’s mansion. She knew trouble was 
coming and so she built a command center, with a whole bunch of guest 
rooms and bathrooms and a separate kitchen, in case Cahills had to bunk in 
and stay over. 

Amy had even bought an orbiting satellite for all their communication 
needs, which she named Gideon after the first Cahill. It helped to have a 
gazillion dollars. Amy wasn’t the type of girl to buy sweaters and purses. 
She bought satellites. That just about made her the coolest sister in the 


galaxy, he figured. 


Now Dan used the command center computer to keep at least two chess 
games going at the same time with his best pal, Atticus Rosenbloom, who 
lived in Rome with his brother, Jake. Dan knew that something wasn’t quite 
right with his sister and Jake now, but he would rather eat a dish of 
salamander jelly than ask her about it. 

As he walked into the room he saw immediately that he’d been 
checkmated. Atticus had left a message: LOSER. 

Beaten by an eleven-year-old. Well, at least Atticus was a genius. He’d 
graduated from high school and had already been accepted at Harvard, Yale, 
and the University of Chicago. Dan typed back: NOT FOR LONG. 

He saw his sister flinch as she crossed the threshold. He knew this room 
reminded her of Evan. 

Saladin rubbed against his ankles and he picked him up. He settled the 
cat in his lap as he sat at the main computer. He began checking the Cahill 
feed. 

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” he reported. He let out a small sigh of 
relief. At least their family was intact. 

Nellie sat at a second computer, a frown on her face. “Your personal 
alert system is going crazy, though. Look at all these hits.” 

Amy leaned over her shoulder. “It’s a gossip site,” she said, surprise in 
her voice. 

Nellie clicked on the link, and an image sprang to life. Amy and Dan in 
front of Interpol headquarters. 

CAHILL BRATS STEAL ART FOR KICKS! screamed the headline. 
Underneath, in smaller type, it said: Claim That Thefts Were “Just Pranks.” 
Did They Bribe Their Way to Freedom? 





CAHILL BRATS STEAL ART | 
FOR KICKS! 


Claim That Thefts Were “Just Pranks.” Did They Bribe Their Way to Freedom? 





“What?” Amy exclaimed. 

“We never said the thefts were pranks!” Dan protested. “And we didn’t 
bribe anybody! Interpol totally got that we only stole stuff to rescue 
hostages!” 

“And they agreed to keep the story quiet,” Amy said. “So how did a 
gossip site get this photo?” 

Nellie swallowed. “I took that picture. My phone was hacked!” 

“But that was only this morning!” Amy pointed out. 

“I noticed it this morning,” Nellie corrected, her voice grim as she 
clicked through more links. “It could have happened weeks or even months 
ago. I hardly ever use that camera.” 

CAHILL KIDS SKATE AWAY ON THEFT CHARGES 

The photograph was taken a few years ago, of Dan and Amy 

Rollerblading. 


“That’s my photo for sure,” Nellie said. She began to type frantically. 
“I’ve got to get our genius tech guy on this.” 

Dan nudged Nellie over so that he could take her place at the keyboard 
of the computer. “Look at this,” he said. “It’s from today.” 

Amy saw a photograph of herself leaping over a tombstone. Her mouth 
was open, her hair was flying, and it looked as though she was laughing. 
She knew the moment that photograph had been taken. She’d been shouting 
at the young woman who’d raised the camera to her face. But matched with 
the headline, it looked as though she was having the time of her life. 

AMY SEZ: “GHOULS ARE COOL!” 
CAHILL KIDS CHOOSE HISTORIC CEMETERY FOR WILD PARTY 

“We’re like the poster children for the rich and bratty,” Amy said. “How 
did this happen?” 

Dan clicked through to the next photo, then quickly clicked past it. 
“This is all just compost. No need to look at it.” 

“What was that? Come on, I’ve already seen the worst.” Amy hit the 
BACK button. 

She gave a sharp intake of breath when Evan’s face appeared. 

THE TRAGIC DEATH THAT HAUNTS AMY 
Did she cause her first love’s death? 

Dan looked at his sister’s stricken face. Quickly, he clicked away again. 

“Tt doesn’t matter what it says. It’s just trash.” 

“They’re just trying to drive traffic,” Nellie said. “Not enough going on 
with celebrities in Hollywood, so they found a new target. What I’m 
wondering is why you two. And why the attack today.” 

“Do you think they’re connected?” Amy asked. 

“They’re both attacks, aren’t they?” Nellie said, taking the keyboard 


away from Dan. She began clicking and dragging. “One is on you 


physically, the other on your reputations.” 

Nellie quickly compiled the stories into a spreadsheet. Dan watched her 
drag and drop, looking for a pattern. 

“Let’s plug these sites and tabloids into a search engine and see who the 
parent companies are,” Nellie said. 

Within minutes, the results came back. 

“They’re all owned by one media conglomerate,” Amy said. “Founders 
Media.” 

“Never heard of it,” Dan said. 

“Tt’s owned by some rich guy named J. Rutherford Pierce,” Nellie said. 
“I didn’t know he owned his own media company.” 

“You’ve heard of him?” Amy asked. 

“Sure,” Nellie said. “I mean, not my thing — if you’re not on the 
Cooking Channel, I don’t know who you are, basically — but he’s some 
kind of major political pundit. He has his own TV and radio shows, and his 
Twitter feed has over a million followers. Haven’t you heard of ‘Piercers’?” 

At Amy’s and Dan’s blank looks, she turned back to the computer keys 
again. 

“Its what he calls his followers. ‘Piercers.’ His show is called Piercing 
Intellect. They have this rah-rah Founding Fathers cult. Look, don’t get me 
wrong, the Founders were seriously cool dudes, but if you think about it, 
what would they know about, you know, climate change or European debt 
OF sc" 

“Nellie?” Dan spun a fast circle in his chair. “Losing us.” 
“Here — Pierce’s bio.” 
Amy scanned it quickly. “Born in Maine, was the fourth generation to 


get into Harvard . . . but look, his business résumé isn’t so great if you read 


between the lines. Three companies he worked for went bust. And then he 
ran for state senator and lost... .” 

“Two kids, Galt and Cara — hey, they’re our ages, thirteen and sixteen 
— and a wife, Debi Ann,” Dan said. He studied her picture. “Helmet hair.” 

“He bought a newspaper and that’s how he built his fortune,” Nellie 
continued. “Look, this is standard PR stuff. It doesn’t give us the real deal. 
We’ll have to dig for that.” 

“Look at the dates,” Dan said. “He bought that one newspaper ten years 
ago. But suddenly within the last six months he’s been acquiring things like 
magazines and TV stations and websites. . . .” 

“You’re right, Dan,” Nellie said. “He built a media empire in less than a 
year. How do you do that? He must be a mega-genius.” 

“A mega-genius who couldn’t make it through Harvard,” Dan said. “He 
finished up at Springfield Polytechnic Community College. Where his dad 
built the new state-of-the-art aqua center.” 

“There’s plenty of information,” Nellie said. “But it doesn’t say much at 
all. And it sure doesn’t answer why he’s targeting you.” 

Dan spun around in his chair three times. Then he stopped himself with 
one hand on the desk. 

“We’re not going to find out just sitting here,” he said. “We should just 
ask the dude.” 

“You don’t just get to a guy like that,” Amy said. “You have to go 
through about seven assistants and a bunch of receptionists, and then he 
Says no.” 

“So, we ambush him,” Dan said. 

Amy nodded. “We’d have to track his routine . . . pick a likely 


coordinate. . . . It’s doable, but it will take some surveillance.” 


“I love it when you talk like a spy kid,” Dan said. “Or, we could just 

show up HERE.” He reached over Nellie’s shoulder to enlarge one of the 
windows on the computer. 
RUTHERFORD PIERCE TO LEAD REPORTERS ON TOUR OF 
FOUNDERS MEDIA HEADQUARTERS SITE IN DOWNTOWN 
BOSTON. 

Protests planned. 

“Can we make it to Boston in time?” Amy asked. 


Nellie grinned. “If I’m driving, we can.” 


. (CPU Eh 


They jumped into the Jeep and Nellie gunned the car down the long, 
curving drive. She punched in the code and the electric gates swung open. 

Cars were now parked on the grassy edges of the lane, slanted in crazy 
angles. Photographers sprang forward, their faces obscured by cameras. 

The noise of camera shutters clicking sounded like hundreds of crickets 
on a still summer night. “Duck!” Nellie yelled. 

Amy ducked, but not before seeing a camera snapping a picture of her 
frightened face. 

Nellie gunned the motor and sped past them. Still clicking, the 
photographers ran for their cars. 

“Can you lose them?” Amy asked. Her heart pounded. She felt hunted 
and trapped. 

“Are you kidding?” Nellie sped down the street, then made a short right 
turn onto a dirt road. She squeaked past overgrown shrubbery to barrel 
down a driveway. “The Fieldstones won’t mind,” she said. “I gave Marylou 
my coffee cake recipe.” She swerved off the driveway, bumped over a 
grassy field, skirted a badminton net, then made a hard right onto a back 
road that ran along a lake. “We can get to the highway from here.” 

Nellie made several fast turns and approached the highway. She swung 


the car into the turning lane under the BOSTON sign. 


“You see?” she said confidently. “All clear.” 

Dan twisted behind her. “Um, not. I think I see that red Toyota again. 
And a couple others. They must have made a guess that we might be headed 
to the city.” 

The drive was short and tense. Nellie went as fast as she dared, but cars 
kept swerving close, trying to get a picture. The photographers cut across 
three lanes of traffic, hung out of windows shooting, popped out of 
sunroofs. 

“There’s some hats back there,” Nellie said. “Try to cover your faces so 
they can’t take your picture. Maybe they’! give up.” 

Dan pawed through the hats. He held up a Mexican sombrero. “Uh, 
Nellie?” 

“Free Hat Night at Don Jose’s Cantina,” Nellie explained. “You gotta 
try the chimichangas.” 

“Haven’t you ever heard of Cap Day at the stadium?” Dan grumbled. 
He pulled on a plaid winter hat with earflaps and handed Amy a canvas 
beach hat. She pulled it down to her eyebrows. She couldn’t hear the 
clicking of the shutters but she felt their intrusive chatter hammering inside 
her brain. 

Nellie jerked the wheel suddenly to the right and exited off the highway, 
leaving two cars full of photographers zooming past, comical looks of 
surprise on their faces. 

“See ya, suckers!” Nellie called as she gunned through a yellow light, 
made two successive quick left turns, and then plunged into the notorious 
Boston traffic. 

After a few minutes of combat driving, Nellie pulled up in a bus lane 


with a cry of satisfaction. “I rule Beantown!” 


They craned their necks and looked straight up at the skeleton of a 


skyscraper across the street. 
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A bus driver leaned on the horn behind them. “Text me when you’re 
done,” Nellie said. “Pll meet you right here.” 

Ignoring the blaring horn, Nellie scanned the sidewalk. “There’s a lot of 
security. How are you going to sneak in?” 

“Just follow my first rule of life,’ Dan said as he slid out of the Jeep. 
“Everybody’s gotta eat.” 


Fifteen minutes later, Amy and Dan walked to the side construction 
entrance, both carrying bags from Brown Bag Subs. The tantalizing aroma 
of meatball subs snaked up from the bags. 

Three construction workers sat on a makeshift bench of two-by-fours 
and bricks, right outside a door marked CONSTRUCTION SITE: DO NOT ENTER. 

“You guys know Joe?” Dan asked, holding up the bag. “This is his 
order.” 

“Just go through the door and yell,” one of the guys said. “He should be 
in the office.” 

Amy and Dan pushed through the door. “How did you know a guy 
named Joe worked here?” Amy asked as they dropped the food bags on a 


table. 

“That’s my second rule of life,” Dan said. “There’s always a guy named 
Joe.” He grabbed a yellow hard hat and tossed one to Amy. 

“It’s starting to scare me how much you know about breaking and 
entering,’ Amy observed, putting it on. 

They stood in the hall, wondering which way to go. The building had 
girders and beams and drywall that marked a few rooms. Stacks of wood 
and glass littered the space, along with rolls of insulation and long snakelike 
bundles of rebar. Plastic buckets held empty coffee cups and scraps of metal 
and wood. Spray-painted in orange on the walls were mysterious letters and 
numbers. Large concrete columns marched down the space, and the dust 
spiraled in the air through the beams of light. 

“I smell something,” Dan said. 

“Danger?” Amy asked. 

“Does danger smell like cookies?” 

Amy sniffed the air. “And coffee.” 

“Tf there’s a tour, there might be coffee for the press,” Dan said. “Maybe 
we can mingle and we won’t get noticed.” 

Following their noses, they moved toward the front of the building. 
Soon they could hear murmuring voices. 

“These are stale,” someone said. 

“Hey, they’re free. Coffee’s not bad.” 

Amy and Dan peered around the wall. About a dozen reporters stood 
scarfing down cookies and gulping coffee out of paper mugs. 

They sidled in and lingered at the edge of the group. 

“Where are you from?” one of the reporters asked Dan. He had spiky 


red hair and looked almost as young as they did. 


“Uh .. . a national kids’ magazine,” he answered. “Homeschooling 
Monthly.” 

The guy nodded. “Sounds cool. Wish I’d been homeschooled. Just not 
with, you know, my own parents. I’m with the web ’zine Celebrity Dish.” 

“Isn’t that owned by Founders Media?” Amy asked. “So, Mr. Pierce is 
kind of your boss?” 

He shrugged. “We’re all part of the company. Your magazine, too — 
you just don’t know it. You think this guy wants bad press? He’s already got 
a stack of violations on this building. He’s throwing shade on a community 
garden — did you see the protestors? And some poor construction guy got 
killed last month. They’re putting this up so fast they’ve got safety 
inspectors breathing down their necks . . . but then they mysteriously go 
away. Hey, do you have your question ready? We’re only allowed one each, 
you know. I’m going to ask what color pajamas he wears.” 

“You’re going to ask about pajamas?” Dan blurted. 

“T’m not going for a Pulitzer here, buddy. I just want to keep my job. If 
Pierce says polka dots, I’ve got a headline.” 

“Love that hard-hitting news,” Dan muttered. 

A trim young woman in a red suit entered the space, her high heels 
clicking. She was wearing, Dan noticed, a small headset tucked under her 
hair, a slender silver wire hovering near the corner of her mouth. 

“Hi, guys! I’m Arabella Kessler. I’m Mr. Pierce’s personal assistant, and 
I’ll be escorting you from the hospitality suite to the reception suite.” She 
waved her yellow hard hat. “Let’s all put on our hats! Now follow me to the 
sixty-fifth floor!” 

They followed Arabella Kessler and her clicking heels to a large cage 
elevator on the side of the building. The reporters filed inside. The cage 


rose up, up, high over the city. A gust of wind shook the wire mesh cage. 


Some of the reporters turned green. “Best view in Boston,” Arabella said, 
and pushed open the door. 

They filed out into a space similar to the ground floor. Concrete, piles of 
stacked glass, machinery lying idle. Wires hung down from the grid of the 
ceiling, coiled like snakes about to strike. 

A room had been framed out with metal columns. At one end a podium 
had been set up, with red drapes hung behind it. The wind blew through the 
open space. Even though they were nowhere near the edge, Amy shivered. 
The reporters clustered together nervously. Everyone felt exposed, so high 
above the city, with no walls for protection. 

Arabella Kessler stood behind the podium and spoke into the 
microphone. Her voice echoed and bounced from one concrete pillar to 
another. 

“Welcome to the sixty-fifth floor of the new headquarters of Founders 
Media, the number one media conglomerate in the United States!” 

There was a silence, and then a few claps began. Apparently applause 
was Called for. 

“Yes, isn’t it thrilling! The innovative design of Founders Media 
headquarters will include a one-square-block complex with three separate 
buildings, all joined by pedestrian bridges! The buildings will offer offices, 
retail, restaurants, and the Founders television studios. After a short press 
conference during which you can ask your preapproved questions, you will 
get a personal tour of the new Founders Media headquarters by J. 
Rutherford Pierce himself. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you J. Rutherford 
PIERCE!” She almost screamed his last name. 

A tall man with silver hair and a movie-star smile strode through the 
curtains. The lights bounced off his burnished skin. He looked glowing and 
healthy and ready to take on the world. “So happy to be here today, my 
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friends!” he said, taking his place at the podium. “Pll take a few questions 
before we start the tour.” 

“What is your secret to success?” someone asked. 

“Work hard and love your country.” 

“What do you like to do on your day off?” 

“Play with my dog, Sport, and grill some good meat!” 

“As long as he doesn’t grill Sport,’ Dan murmured to Amy. The 
reporter standing next to them overheard and chuckled. 

“How do you account for your spectacular rise?” 

“I worked hard and I love my country.” 

Dan groaned into Amy’s ear. “Talk about puffball questions. How are 
we going to get to talk to him?” 

“On the tour,” she said. 

“Not with all these handlers around,” Dan said. “I say we shake things 
up.” He raised his voice. “How much does it cost these days to bribe a 
safety inspector?” 

The reporters instantly went quiet. The red-haired reporter turned and 
frantically motioned at Dan to shut up. 

“I mean, does the cost go up or down, depending on how close you are 
to finishing the building?” Dan asked. 

“Sorry, I didn’t catch that.” Pierce peered over the crowd but couldn’t 
see Amy and Dan, who were standing behind the taller reporters. His eyes 
cut to Arabella Kessler, and her sharp gaze raked the crowd. 

“Any other questions?” he asked. 

“What about the worker who was killed?” Amy asked. “Is it because 
you’re cutting corners on safety?” 

The red-haired journalist gave Amy and Dan a look of admiration. Amy 


saw him square his shoulders. He raised his hand. “And where did his 


widow get a million dollars, when he didn’t have life insurance? Was she 
paid off?” 

“Care to comment on that?” someone else yelled. 

Pierce blinked once. Twice. His smile didn’t wobble. He swiveled 
toward Arabella Kessler. 

She moved forward quickly as Pierce disappeared behind the red 
curtain. “We’re out of time!” she called cheerily. “Something has come up, 
and Mr. Pierce must leave us. I’ll conduct the tour.” 

Amy called out, “Hey, what about the photo op?” 

The reporters took up the question and began shouting at Arabella 
Kessler. Amy and Dan quickly moved forward and stepped behind the 
curtain, looking for Pierce. 

“There he goes,” Amy whispered. 

Just behind a concrete column, they saw Pierce picking his way around 
a pile of stacked wood flooring. 

Maneuvering around pails and tools and rolls of insulation, they tracked 
Pierce as he moved through the building. They could see that he was 
heading toward elevators on the east side of the building. 

“Mr. Pierce!” Amy yelled, running toward him. “We have a question!” 

He turned, his smile frozen in place. Amy saw something flicker across 
his face when he saw her: recognition. 

He knows who we are. 

And then a second, more startling thought as his gray eyes stayed on her 
face. 

He hates me. 

“And who would you be?” he asked. 

“You know who we are,” Amy answered. “Amy and Dan Cahill. The 


kids you’ve been tormenting in your media outlets.” 


“I don’t have anything to do with the content in my magazines and 
websites,” Pierce said. “That’s what the Third Amendment is all about, a 
free press.” 

“First Amendment,” Amy replied, and noted two spots of red on his 
cheeks at her correction. “And freedom of the press means that the 
government can’t censor the press. It doesn’t mean that you can’t forbid 
your employees from writing sensational and untrue stories just to sell 
papers.” 

“But that’s my job, selling papers, little lady,” Pierce said. “And 
magazines, and website content. But if you’re upset about something, I 
suggest you contact our press office. It will make its way to the right 
person.” 

“You’re the right person,” Dan said. “You’re the boss.” 

Two security guards appeared, wearing baseball caps and tinted glasses. 
Amy and Dan hadn’t heard them approach, but there they were, as solid and 
unyielding as the concrete pillars around them. 

“Hey, fellas,” Pierce said to them. “Gosh, this is why we lead a tour, 
kids. You can’t go wandering off by yourself. Construction sites are 
hazardous places. Accidents can happen so easily when you’re sixty-five 
stories up in a skyscraper without walls. Especially with the two Cahill 
daredevils! We wouldn’t want you to go splat now, would we?” 

Amy looked at him, startled. Could he be threatening them? Impossible. 
He was a businessman. A major media celebrity . . . 

“Show them the way out, gentlemen,” Pierce told the security guards. 
“The right way out, that is.” 

Dan doubled over and sneezed repeatedly. While Pierce backed up, an 
expression of distaste on his face at his explosions, Dan dipped his hand 


into the plastic bucket next to him and then shoved it in his pocket. 


Pierce barked at the security goons, “Why are you still standing here?” 

One of the guards roughly shoved Dan forward. “Move.” 

The guards led them in the opposite direction from the reporters. Amy’s 
mind raced. Something wasn’t right. Why weren’t they being led back to 
the group? 

They were being corralled toward the far end of the building. They 
emerged from the drywall corridor, and Amy suddenly had a direct line of 
sight to Pierce. He stood stabbing the elevator button repeatedly. From this 
position Amy could also see what Pierce could not — the crowd of 
reporters hurrying toward him, Arabella scurrying behind them, waving her 
arms. Pierce couldn’t see them ... but he could hear them. She could tell by 
the frown of irritation on his face. 

It happened in a flash. Amy blinked as Pierce grabbed a nearby hanging 
rope, swung out over empty air, then dropped onto the partially completed 
pedestrian bridge a story below. He quickly walked over it, sixty-four 
stories above the city, then stepped into the skeleton of the building next 
door and disappeared. 

What was that? Did the man just drop ten feet, land on a girder. . . and 
tightrope across it? 

“Move it, sister,” one of the guards said, nudging her along. 

The guards pushed them past a curtain of thick plastic sheeting. Here 
the construction wasn’t as far along as on the rest of the floor. Girders 
stretched out into empty air. There was no drywall at all, just a concrete 
floor. Construction equipment surrounded them. A piece of yellow tape 
acted as a flimsy barrier between them and open air. 

“Oops, no elevator. Guess we made a mistake,” one of the guards said. 
“So you’re going to have to take the fast way down.” 

“Are you kidding?” Dan asked. 


“I don’t know,” the guard said with a terrible smile. “Am I?” 

The two guards herded them closer to the edge. Amy and Dan had to 
back up. 

“C’mon, you kids are daredevils, right?” the other one said. “Let’s see 
what you can do. If you walk out on the girders, you can almost make it to 
the building next door. If you jump far enough.” He chortled. 

They were close to the edge now. Amy didn’t want to look down, but 
she couldn’t help it. She could see tiny people moving below, cars and 
buses that looked like the metal toys Dan used to leave scattered on the 
floor when he was five. 

“You’re scaring me!” Dan suddenly said. He shuddered, both hands in 
his pockets. “I-I’m afraid . . . of heights! NO! NO!” he screamed. 

“Shut up, kid!” 

Dan moved in a flash. His hand came out of his pocket and he threw 
ball bearings on the floor between them. 

Amy didn’t need to be prompted. She knew what Dan was planning 
without one word being spoken. She and Dan ran in the opposite direction 
from the wildly rolling balls. They heard the curses of the guards as they 
windmilled their arms, trying to keep their balance and run at the same 
time. Both of them crashed to the floor. 

Amy and Dan knew they had only seconds before the guards were after 
them again. They pushed through the thick plastic sheet and took off. 

“This way,” Dan said, darting down a hallway. 

Amy followed without question. She knew that her brother’s 
photographic memory had stored the layout of the floor in his head. He was 
probably leading them back to the elevator they’d taken to get up here, in 
hopes that Arabella had finally corralled the reporters. There would be 


safety in a crowd. 


They heard the rustle of the plastic screen, then the thump-thump of 
running footsteps. The guards would be on them at any moment. 

Then Amy heard the whirr of the elevator. Dan had already spurted 
toward the sound. 

“There they are! Get them!” They heard the guttural voices behind 
them, but it would waste time to turn. They only had seconds now. 

They burst out of the corridor just in time to see the top half of the 
reporters in the elevator as it descended past the floor. 

“Our only chance,” Amy said to Dan. “C’mon.” 

They both raced toward the descending cage and jumped. 

Amy felt the cage rattle as she landed. Dan landed next to her. Arabella 
Kessler screamed, and one of the reporters shouted, “HEY!” 

Amy and Dan dropped to their knees and laced their fingers through the 
mesh. The chilly wind threatened to blow them off the top of the cage. 

Amy looked down through the wire cage. Arabella’s angry face stared 
up at her. 


“Going down?” Dan asked. 
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“That went well,” Nellie said, fiercely turning the wheel as she exited the 
highway at Attleboro. “Just a reminder: One is supposed to ride in the 
inside of an elevator. Are you both insane?” 

“We were just trying to get away!” Dan protested. “You should have 
seen those guys! They were trying to kill us!” 

“Or scare us,” Amy said. 

“Scare us to death,” Dan said. “We could have been pancaked on the 
pavement!” 

Amy shook her head in frustration. “Why did this guy Pierce target us? 
It’s not just to sell papers.” 

“He recognized us, Amy,” Dan said. “Somehow he knows us. Did you 
see the way he looked at you?” 

Amy shivered as she remembered that gaze, ice gray and unrelenting. 
“He hates me. And I never met him before today!” 

“Whoa, duck down!” Nellie suddenly yelled. “The vultures are still 
circling.” 

A phalanx of cars still waited outside the Cahill gates. Nellie gunned the 
motor as the gates swung open and zoomed inside. As soon as they were 


out of sight, Amy and Dan popped up again. 


Dan held out his phone to Amy with a groan. There was a picture on the 
Exploiter website of Dan and Amy balancing on top of the elevator cage. 
They were grimacing from the effort of holding on, but it looked like they 
were smiling. The headline was CAHILL CUTUPS ENDANGER 
BOSTON PEDESTRIANS FOR KICKS. 

Amy dropped her head in her hands. “This is a nightmare. And we don’t 
even have one clue. This guy popped up out of nowhere.” 

“Everybody has a history,” Dan said. He dug into his pocket. “And one 
of the security guards dropped this.” He held up a scrap of paper. 

“Its a ticket from the New Jersey Turnpike,” Amy said, examining it. 
“That doesn’t tell us much.” 

“Well, we can place them on the road at a certain date and time,” Dan 
said. “Maybe Pierce was someplace south of New Jersey on that date, and 
we can go there and do some snooping.” 

“Worth a try,” Amy said. 

Nellie’s phone pinged as she unlocked the back door. “I hope that’s 
Pony,” she said. 

“Did she say something about a pony?” Dan asked Amy as they 
shrugged out of their jackets. 

“Our tech guy,” Nellie murmured as she read a text. “He’s getting back 
to me on my phone hacking. Pony is fast.” 

“Did she say she has a fast pony?” Dan asked. “Why are we the last to 
know?” 

As Nellie punched in a number, Dan and Amy headed up the back stairs 
to the communications center. When they turned the computers on, a red 
alert flashed. At the same time they heard the sound of running feet and 
Nellie burst into the room. 


“Shut down the system!” she shouted. “Go to Level Five!” 


Quickly Dan ran through the keystrokes. The system was designed to 
shut down and reboot, as though there had been a power surge. But all the 
information on the hard drives would be wiped and replaced — names of 
Cahill contacts, addresses, safe houses — it would all be false, with enough 
nuggets of truth to fool even the wiliest hacker. Whoever breached the 
network wouldn’t know that the Cahills were onto them. 

Nellie leaned over Dan’s shoulder as the screen went black, then 
immediately rebooted. 

“I don’t know what’s going on, but Pony said to shut it down.” 

Just then Amy’s phone buzzed, and she checked the number. She looked 
inquisitively at Dan. “It’s Mr. Smood,” she said, naming McIntyre’s law 
partner. 

“Its okay, you can talk on your phone, you just can’t use e-mail,” Nellie 
said. 

“Amy, is that you?” The usual calm tones of Henry Smood were rattled. 
“T have some unsettling news for you. It appears that you are under federal 
investigation for embezzlement. They have a search warrant. You have to 
let them in, but don’t answer any questions until I get there. Not one, do you 
hear me?” 

“We haven’t done anything wrong! We have nothing to hide.” 

Mr. Smood cleared his throat. “Ah. And innocent people never go to 
jail.” 

“Okay, I get your point,” Amy said. “We’ll keep our mouths shut.” 

“All right, hold down the fort. I’m on my way.” 

“But you just had surgery —” 

“Checked myself out. I don’t need my appendix. But you need a 


lawyer.” 


Amy heard the sharp click of the receiver. She’d never heard Mr. 
Smood sound so unnerved. 
From up here, the knocking wasn’t very loud, but it was insistent. 


Dan ran to the window. “They’re here,” he said. 
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The agents were polite but efficient. They swarmed over the house, paying 
particular attention to the command center. It was clear that they were both 
impressed with and suspicious of the complexity of the computer system. 
They unplugged and carried everything out. 

Mr. Smood showed up and sat with Dan and Amy at the kitchen table 
while the agents carried files and computers out of the house. Nellie made 
tea and brought out the cinnamon rolls she’d made that morning. No one 
could eat. 

A cold, hard rain began to fall. Finally, the agents left. Meanwhile, the 
presence of the black federal vehicles had inflamed the paparazzi. They had 
dared to climb over the stone wall and were set up on the lawn, busily 
filming and snapping photographs. 

“We’re prisoners,” Amy said, watching behind a curtain as the 
photographers snapped photos of the agents carrying out boxes and 
equipment. 

The federal agents got into their cars and drove away. Mr. Smood left, 
promising to get to the bottom of it. Soon even the die-hard paparazzi gave 
up and hurried to their cars. One by one, the cars drove away. 

Amy picked at a roll, smashing the crumbs with her finger. She couldn’t 


remember a time when she’d felt so helpless. Without their computers, they 


couldn’t follow their slender lead. 

Someone beat a rhythmic three knocks on the back door. They barely 
heard it over the rain. Cautiously, Nellie opened it. 

A boy of about nineteen stumbled in, his ankle-length raincoat dripping 
rivers onto the kitchen floor. His hair was pulled back in a stringy ponytail, 
and his black-framed glasses were steamed. He looked like a cross between 
a drowned badger and the Loch Ness monster. He held out his arms like 
Frankenstein, blinded by his foggy glasses. 

“Uh, Nellie?” 

Nellie reached over and took off his glasses. She polished them on her 
shirt. “You must be Pony.” 

“How’d you know?” 

“I’m a genius,” she said, handing them back to him. “Come on, sit. PI 
get you a towel. This is Amy and Dan. Guys, this is Pony — our tech 
adviser.” 

“T prefer digital cowboy,” Pony said. 

“You two have never met?” Amy asked. 

“Just online,” Pony said, shrugging. “I’m not an analog person.” 

“Have a seat, pardner,” Nellie told him, tossing him several dish towels. 
As he wiped himself down, she turned back to Amy and Dan. “He set up 
our system and has been maintaining it ever since. And apparently, we have 
a problem.” 

“Mondo problemo,” Pony said. His long, mournful face gave him the 
look of a hound dog, and when he licked his lips while looking at the 
cinnamon rolls, the resemblance was complete. 

Amy pushed the plate toward him. “Help yourself.” 

He grabbed a roll and finished it in two bites. “Okay. Your lossage is off 
the charts, but there is hope. I can build the system back — it’s just going to 


take time. Therefore I have brought to you” — he opened his raincoat, 
revealing a large inner pocket — “this baby,” he said, sliding out a small 
netbook. “It’s whistle-clean. And” — he reached inside the deep inner 
pocket again — “I programmed new smartphones. These are already 
encrypted, so you can send messages, but even I can’t guarantee complete 
safety, so don’t pass anything really crucial until I get a handle on who’s 
targeting you.” He popped another roll in his mouth. “Whoever the hacker 
dude is, he’s a stealth machine. Mega wattage. Along with these rolls, by 
the way.” 

“What can you tell about him?” Nellie asked. 

“He was able to invade a system designed by me. That narrows it down 
to maybe ten people on the planet.” 

“Modest much?” Dan asked. 

“Dude, there’s no modesty in hackery. Are you going to eat your roll?” 

Dan pushed over the plate. 

Pony stood with the roll halfway out of his mouth. “Now. Let me see 
the system.” 

“You can’t. Federal agents just took it out an hour ago.” 

“Oh, man. Seriously?” Pony crashed back into his chair. “This is so 
bletcherous!” He shuddered. “Okay, reboot . . . hand over your old phones. I 
might — might, I’m saying — be able to track the break-in through them. 
In my line of work, if you think something is impossible, it is. Until you 
decide it’s possible and you do it.” 

Amy, Dan, and Nellie pushed over their phones. He dumped them in his 
inside pocket. Then he dumped the rest of the rolls into his outside pocket 
and stood. “Adios, amigos,” he said. He tromped to the door, opened it, and 
disappeared into the black rain. 


Dan stared after Pony. “Our fate is in the hands of that guy?” 


“He’s off-the-charts smart,” Nellie said, but even she sounded uncertain. 

Amy sat, thinking hard. “If you think something is impossible, it is,” she 
said. “Until you decide it’s possible. Then it’s possible. Isn’t that what he 
just said?” 

“Sounded like it,” Dan said. “If you add half a cinnamon roll to it.” 

The sense of unease that had been gnawing at her suddenly grew into 
sheer horror. Information flashed. Connections clicked. One impossible 
connection after another. 

“Amy?” Nellie touched her arm. “Are you okay? You look like you’re 
going to faint.” She stood up and put her hand on Amy’s neck. “Put your 
head between your knees. Breathe, kiddo.” 

“No.” Amy’s voice was muffled because her head was now between her 
knees. The terrible truth was staring her in the face. Something she didn’t 
even want to glimpse, let alone confront. 

She shook off Nellie’s hand and stood. “It can’t be!” she said. “It just 
can’t be, but . . .” Her voice trailed off. “. . . I think he did it. Somehow .. .” 

“What?” Dan asked. “You’re freaking us out, dude.” 

Amy took a deep breath and faced them. 


“Pierce has taken the serum!” 
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What happens when your worst nightmare has just come true? 

Amy couldn’t think for a minute. Couldn’t breathe. The thought that the 
serum could be out there was too terrifying. 

A serum that could make one person all-powerful. J. Rutherford Pierce. 
Someone with no scruples at all... 

. . . could become the most powerful person in the world. 

Amy’s eyes went wide with horror. 

He’s already well on his way. 

That’s why he targeted us. 

Because we’re the only ones who can expose him. 

Can stop him... 

“Amy?” Nellie gripped the table edge. “You’re scaring us. Pierce 
couldn’t have taken the serum. It’s imposs —” 

“No!” Amy smacked her hand down on the table. It was such an 
unexpected gesture that Dan and Nellie both jumped. “Just listen. There are 
four branches of the Cahills besides Madrigals. Four separate sets of 
abilities. Dan, remember how Pierce swung off the building and hit that 
pedestrian bridge? How does a middle-aged guy do that? What did it 


remind you of?” 


“A Tomas,” Dan said. The branch, they knew, that had accelerated 
physical powers. He shook his head. “But —” 

Amy shook her head impatiently, unwilling to listen. She had to make 
them see. “And, Nellie — remember what we said — that his rise to fame 
just defied any sense of logic? He fails at one thing after another, and then 
in less than a year he rises to the top. He leveraged all these buyouts and 
gobbled up all these companies so fast . . . and got in with politicians and 
power brokers. . . .” 

“Like a strategist. A Lucian,” Nellie said. “Okay, but —” 

“And how every article mentions his out-of-the-box thinking, and how 
charming he is — he manages to charm millions of people without ever 
letting someone trip him up! Like a Janus! And now Pony tells us that our 
absolutely impenetrable fortress of a computer system is breached.” 

“Ekat,” Dan said. “But we’ve seen what the serum does. When Isabel 
Kabra took it, she didn’t look like a normal human. She was sort of .. . 
glowing.” 

“But, Dan, think about it. Pierce wasn’t glowing, but he looked... I 
don’t know . . . enhanced. Did you notice how his skin was sort of golden?” 

“Fake tan,” Nellie said. 

“No.” Amy shook her head firmly. “I remember noticing how the lights 
just bounced off him when he took the podium. But there were no lights on. 
And if it is true, the rest makes sense — why he targeted us in the first 
place. Why he’s making us look like . . . like idiotic socialites. Because who 
would listen to us if we tried to expose him? But now maybe he’s going 
even further — he wants to scare us. Or kill us.” Amy turned to Dan. 
“When those guards told us to walk out on those girders . . . I think they 
were serious. Don’t you?” 

Dan gulped and nodded. “I do.” 


“Amy, I see why you’re suspicious, but you’re forgetting a detail,” 
Nellie said. “There is no serum. Anywhere in the world. We’ve made 
absolutely sure of that. And the only one who knows the formula is Dan.” 

“I know.” 

Dan backed away a step. She saw panic in his eyes. 

“I didn’t tell anyone!” 

“I know that,” Amy said. “But you did assemble it.” Six months ago. 
When he’d thought it was the only way to save the world. 

Amy took a deep breath. She didn’t want it to be true. She didn’t want 
to trace the serum back to Dan. If he was responsible for the serum getting 
out, the guilt could crush him. She could see the telltale spots of red on his 
cheeks that meant he was getting upset. 

“T know it’s not your fault, Dan,” Amy added quickly. “I know that. But 
if the impossible happened — if the serum formula got out somehow — we 
have to figure out how. There could be some random Cahill out there who 
found it... .” 

“Unlikely,” Nellie said. 

Suddenly, Dan collapsed on the floor, his head in his hands. “No,” he 
said, his voice muffled. “It must be me. Somehow.” 

He looked up at them, tears in his eyes. “Do the math. I fabricated the 
serum secretly about six months ago. That’s right when Pierce began his 
climb to power.” 

“Coincidence,” Nellie said, but her voice sounded shaky. 

Amy got down on the floor next to Dan. She put her hand on her 
brother’s arm. “Tell me what happened in that lab,” she said. She’d never 
asked him for details. She knew he had deeply regretted what he’d done. 

Dan’s voice shook. “I found all the ingredients myself. And I had heard 


about our cousin Sammy Mourad — some sort of genius biochemist post- 


doctoral student at Columbia University. I-I contacted him and asked him to 
mix up something for me.” 

He wiped at his cheeks. “But I took all these precautions! I’m not 
stupid. I gave Sammy some of the ingredients, but not all. Only the stuff 
that had to be done in a lab. Then I took my own vial and mixed the final 
version myself.” 

“Where?” Amy asked. 

“In Sammy’s lab. But I took the dose with me! There was a tiny bit left 
over, and I threw it down the sink. There is no way anybody could have 
figured out the formula! Not even Sammy.” 

Amy shook her head. “There’s no other way. Sammy has to be the key. 
You did everything right, Dan, but somehow .. .” 

“But even if somehow, some way, Sammy found out the formula, which 
I don’t believe — why would he pass the formula on?” Dan asked. “He’s a 
Cahill.” 

“Yeah, and we’ve seen what towers of integrity Cahills can be,” Amy 
said, with a lift of an eyebrow. 

Nellie slid off her chair and landed on the floor next to them. “If it’s 
really out there . . .” she whispered. She couldn’t finish the sentence. 

The three of them looked at each other. The horror they felt was 
reflected in each other’s eyes. 

Nellie swallowed. “We have to send out a Cahill alert. We need help on 
this.” 

“Not yet,” Amy insisted. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with yet. 
First we have to talk to Sammy. In person.” She glanced at the clock. “If we 
leave now, we can be there by eleven P.M.” 

Nellie stood. “We’re on Level Five alert, remember? If we leave the 


house, it’s Endgame. Grab your gear.” 


They had established the Endgame strategy soon after returning home 
from the Vesper battle. If ever they felt in real danger, they had to be 
prepared to go into hiding. Their backpacks were already packed with the 
essentials, and they had money belts and passport slings to wear under their 
shirts. 

“Chances are we’ ll be back. But better safe than sorry,” Nellie said. She 
went into the pantry, where the gear was stowed. She brought the packs and 
belts back and handed them over. 

Silently, they suited up. The word Endgame echoed in Amy’s head. This 
was the worst. Everything they feared. Pierce was willing to kill them to get 
what he wanted. 

And what is that? Amy wondered. If he had all the power in the world, 


what would he do? 
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Somewhere in the Australian outback 


The prefab housing was designed to be taken down within minutes. Inside 
the flexible skin stretched over aluminum rods were rudimentary sleeping 
quarters but state-of-the-art technology. Satellite-equipped phones, 
computers, tablets. Emergency generators. And a box of thermonuclear 
devices. 

The dust swirled around three men as they walked from a military 
helicopter to the first building. The heat was a blunt force, bouncing off the 
flat, scorched land and slamming against exposed skin. 

The short, muscled man with a red beard was flanked by the two taller 
men. One of them wore sunglasses and a shoulder holster with an automatic 
weapon. The other was tall, lanky, and kept nervously pushing up his 
glasses with a sweaty finger. 

The silver-haired man with the Hollywood good looks was already on 
the screen. 

“You’re late,” he spoke as the three men came into camera view. 

“We just exploded a thermonuclear device, Mr. Pierce,” the man with 


the red beard said. “I think we’re allowed a little leeway.” 


“I don’t give leeway, Mr. Atlas. Especially when it comes to 
thermonuclear devices. Results?” 

The nervous-looking man pushed up his glasses. “I’ve sent all the data. 
Seismic activity log, radiation levels, impact calculations, spec models . . .” 

“Any local reactions?” 

“Several reports of a flash in the sky, earthquake . . . It made the paper 
in Perth —” 

“We took care of it,” Atlas interrupted. “As far as the public knows, it 
was a meteorite impact.” 

“Government investigation?” 

“We’ll take care of that, too. That’s what you pay us for.” Atlas smiled 
without humor. 

Back in his office in Boston, Pierce concealed his exhilaration. The plan 
was working! He’d found the group and investigated them thoroughly. 
Atlas was a former mercenary. He’d developed a global business of testing 
and selling nuclear weapons. He’d bought various testing sites around the 
world — roughly a half-million acres in the outback, a couple of 
uninhabited Pacific islands, and probably some sites Pierce didn’t know 
about — and provided one-stop service for rogue governments, terrorists, 
and visionaries like Pierce. 

“So you keep the weapons until I send word,” Pierce continued. “And 
you can get them where I need them?” 

“Anywhere in the globe.” 

“The evidence...” 

“Will be planted. Relax, Mr. Pierce. We’re here to serve.” 

“PI be in touch.” 


Pierce cut the connection and walked to the window. 


He was almost there. The last piece was in place. Years of planning 
came down to this, and now things would move fast. 

The thing was, it was remarkably easy to start a world war. History had 
taught him that. It just took strategy and enough nerve to order several 
simultaneous nuclear explosions in key cities around the globe. Plant some 
evidence, and the next thing you know, governments started accusing. 
Started mobilizing. 

As president, he could escalate the war. And when invasion seemed to 
threaten and the grateful people looked to him to save them, he would take 
complete control. The world would beg him to take absolute power, they 
would be so grateful. 

And then, he would take over the broken world and rebuild it. Soon, 
only those with absolute loyalty would be able to enjoy the good things in 
life. Housing, transportation, information. Piercers would be the powerful, 
and all the world’s riches would go to them. The worthy ones. 

Only one problem remained. No one could know about the serum. No 
one could find out the source of his power. 

Once, the fact that the two Cahills managed to outsmart his guards 
would have ruffled him. No more. 

Using his media empire to set them up had been a brilliant stroke. Now 
the public thought they were silly socialites. Irresponsible daredevils. 
Accidental deaths wouldn’t even be investigated. A few headlines, and it 
would be over. 

He thought back to seeing the girl up close. Her hair was the reddish 
brown of an autumn leaf... so close to the shade her mother’s had been. 
She had the same curve to her upper lip. 

When he saw her in person, it was like seeing a ghost. A ghost in a 


nightmare of shame. Just remembering Hope Cahill made his blood rise. 


The girl not only looked like her, she was a know-it-all like Hope had been. 
Seeing her had made him want to smash something, kill something. . . . 
Yes, the girl looked so much like her mother. 


He smiled. Soon they’d be resting side by side. 


. (Chu P UES 


New York City 


Darkness fell as they drove toward New York City. The windshield wipers 
marked their progress with a steady whish, whish. Dan sat in the back, 
looking out at a blurred landscape. With every mile, the guilt stabbed him 
more acutely. 

If the serum was loose on the world . . . it was his fault. 

If Sammy Mourad had sold the formula . . . it was his fault. 

My fault, my fault, my fault. 

Whish, whish, whish. 

He was staring down a tunnel of horror. 

If Pierce really had the serum... 

. . . the most destructive item known to humanity... 

. . . My fault, my fault, my fault. 

Whish, whish, whish. 


I cant do this anymore, Dan thought. 


Dan had texted Sammy from the car to ask if he was working late and if 


Dan could bring him a pizza. The returning text was only one word: 


PEPPERONI. 


Sammy was waiting outside the chemistry building on the Columbia 
University campus. He stood leaning against a stone wall, not caring about 
the drizzle. His longish, thick black hair was stirred by the breeze, and his 
gray sweater was pushed up his forearms. He had a straight nose, a curving 
half smile, and thick dark brows over liquid black eyes. 

“Oh. My. Goodness,” Nellie said in three short bursts under her breath. 
“Dan, you said he was a genius Ekat. You did not say he was a work of 
art.” 

“What?” Dan turned around. Even Amy was staring. “Oh, yeah. Sorry. I 
didn’t think the handsome part was relevant.” 

“Its always relevant, kiddo,” Nellie said. 

Sammy came forward, smiling. “Dan! You are the man! Bringing a 
snack to a starving grad student counts for hero status around here.” 

Dan handed Sammy the pie. He quickly introduced Nellie and Amy. 

Sammy swiped them into the building with his ID card, and they 
followed him upstairs to his lab. It was neat and orderly, with stacks of file 
folders and notebooks. A pyramid of orange soda cans had been connected 
with purple duct tape and sat on a wide windowsill. Sammy pushed some 
wheeled stools toward them and swept aside the folders to plop the pizza on 
the lab table. Then he reached inside a file drawer and came out with paper 
plates, napkins, oregano, crushed red pepper, and garlic salt. 

“The works,” he said with satisfaction. “You see the garlic salt? I don’t 
cook with it — I’d rather control the garlic and salt separately. But for 
pizza, you gotta go with it. It’s a classic.” He put slices on plates and 


handed them to Amy and Nellie, along with napkins. 


“Word,” Nellie said, reaching for the red pepper flakes. “Nobody gets 
that about garlic salt. What do you like to cook?” 

“Well, I started out with Egyptian food,” he said, “because of my 
grandmother. My parents are Egyptian, but they don’t cook. She really 
taught me. Now that I live on my own, I’ve branched out. I just took a 
Vietnamese cooking class, and it was awesome.” 

Nellie dropped her pizza. “Shut up! Vietnamese is my favorite!” 

Dan kicked her. They’d come to find out if Sammy had betrayed them. 
If Nellie started talking about cooking, they’d never be able to get a word in 
edgewise. 

She picked a piece of cheese off her pizza and ate it while gazing into 
Sammy’s dark eyes. Dan was surprised Sammy didn’t burst into flame. His 
pizza stayed in the air, inches from his mouth, as he gazed back at Nellie. 
Seconds passed. 

Dan kicked her harder. 

“Actually,” Nellie said, “there’s a reason we’re here. We wanted to ask 
you some questions.” 

“Fire away,” Sammy said. His smile was so open and amiable that Dan 
hoped Amy was wrong. Sammy couldn’t possibly have passed along the 
serum to an outsider. 

“Sammy,” Dan said, “do you remember that favor you did for me last 
year?” 

“Sure,” Sammy said. “I mixed up a little potion for you.” 

“When I contacted you, you said you would keep the secret.” 

Sammy looked uncomfortable. Dan’s heart began to beat faster. 

“We need to know exactly what happened,” Amy said. 

Sammy seemed to swallow his bite of pizza with an effort. He wiped his 


mouth hard with a napkin. “The thing is, I’m a scientist. And the number 


one quality you need to be a scientist is curiosity.” 

Dan’s voice came out hoarse. “What did you do?” 

“I work with substances that have to be disposed of according to 
regulations,” Sammy said. He pointed to a red box sitting on the counter 
that said HAZARDOUS WASTE. “One sink is for washing up. One sink is for 
chemicals. There is a trap in the sink that I empty into the container.” 

Dan sank back. The one bite of pizza he’d taken rolled over in his 
stomach. “I poured the rest down the drain. . . .” 

“Into the trap,” Sammy said. “So I had a tiny bit. A residue. But it was 
enough.” 

“Enough for what?” Amy asked sharply. 

“To experiment on.” 

Nellie let out a breath she’d been holding. “Oh, no.” 

“Pm a Cahill on both sides,” Sammy said. “My mother is a Lucian, my 
father is an Ekat. My father was part of the leadership circle before he quit. 
He knew about the serum, and he told me about it, too. So when Dan Cahill 
walked into my lab... . I couldn’t help but be curious.” 

“You replicated the serum?” Amy asked. “Do you realize how 
dangerous that was?” 

Sammy held up two hands. His eyes pleaded with them. “I know! I was 
very careful! I know I shouldn’t have done it! But this is supposed to be the 
most powerful substance in the history of humanity. So I couldn’t resist just 
running a few simple tests. I mean, think about it. How does the human 
mind really work? Is it biology and chemistry or some hybrid we haven’t 
even named yet? The serum itself brings up so many fascinating questions.” 

“It does,” Nellie said. “It totally does.” She cleared her throat. “But 


those aren’t questions you were allowed to be, um, asking.” 


“Those are questions that, if we could answer them, could benefit 
everyone,” Sammy declared, leaning forward intently. “And the more I 
thought about it, the more I thought about all those Cahill legends about the 
physical strength of the Tomas, and the way the Lucian mind works . . . and 
how these serum strains entwine with DNA . . . and I thought, okay, if I just 
run a few experiments, maybe I can find some good from this crazy serum. 
What if certain parts could be recalibrated and I could lessen the side 
effects, boost the separate elements, and customize it for whatever the 
person taking it would want or need? What if I could eliminate the DNA 
factor? Just make it a kind of medicine? Just as an experiment,” he added 
quickly. “Think about it. There have been massive leaps in the field of 
biochemistry since Gideon Cahill’s time. If he knew what we know, what 
would he have crafted? How could he have made it safer? What could he 
have cured?” 

“You cant make it safe,’ Amy said. “That’s the whole point. It’s a 
destructive power! It can lead to . . . terrible things.” 

“I know that,” Sammy said quickly. “Thats why I closed down the 
research.” 

Amy sagged in relief. “You did?” 

“T realized pretty quickly that I was heading down a dangerous path. If 
we’re able to artificially boost things like physical prowess, creativity, the 
part of the brain that controls strategy and analysis . . . well, who would 
control it? Who would decide who gets what strain? There are some things 
that are better not invented. I mean, that kind of goes against the Ekat 
philosophy, but my mama raised me right.” 

“Sammy, we believe that you didn’t mean any harm,” Amy said. “But is 
there any way someone else could have gotten their hands on your 


experiments?” 


“Of course not!” Sammy exclaimed. “I know how sensitive this is. My 
notes were coded and behind a firewall while I did the experiments, and 
then I wiped them when I was done. The lab is always locked. And I always 
destroy whatever serum I’ve made.” He looked at each of their faces. 
“Anyway, Gideon’s original formula? It’s basically a death sentence.” 

“A death sentence?” Amy asked. “We knew it was dangerous, but. . .” 

“It’s the way it reacts with the human nervous system,” Sammy said. “It 
shuts it down. It would take about a week and then .. .” 

“So, with these experiments, what exactly did you find?” Nellie asked. 

“I experimented with tiny doses in a variety of fillers,” Sammy said. 
“Now we have centrifuges, automated analyzers . . . machines and 
procedures that Gideon couldn’t even dream of. I basically altered the 
formula in a sophisticated way.” 

“You altered the formula?” 

“Well, the first job was to make it less toxic. I was able to do that.” 

“So your version isn’t a death sentence?” 

“I don’t think so — but I can’t say there wouldn’t be side effects. 
There’d be no way to really know without animal testing, and I’m not going 
to do that. I was able to do some rudimentary boosting of the separate traits 
and then get it down to a daily dose — a small trace element of serum 
suspended in a liquid — fruit juice worked well. I even made four formula 
strains for each branch: Lucian, Ekat, Tomas, Janus. The next step would 
have been figuring out exactly how to combine them in different strengths.” 

“Are you sure that you told no one?” Nellie asked. 

“Pm positive,’ Sammy said. 

Dan closed his eyes. Relief flooded him. The leak hadn’t come from 
him. 


Amy picked up her slice of pizza. 


“Except for Fiske, of course,” Sammy said. “And he was fine when I 
said I didn’t feel comfortable doing any more work on it. He agreed.” 

Amy dropped the pizza. “What?” 

“You mean our Fiske?” Dan blurted. 

Sammy nodded. “Your Uncle Fiske. Tall guy, black jeans, silver hair? I 
recognized him from my dad’s description. He came to see me, oh, about 
five or six months ago? He said Dan had told him about fabricating the 
serum, and he guessed that I had figured it out. I told him about the 
experiments. So he asked for all my notes and said that they belonged in the 
Madrigal archive.” 

“What Madrigal archive?” Amy asked. “Do you know about this, 
Nellie? Dan?” 

They both shook their heads. 

Dan swallowed. “What... month did you meet him?” 

“October.” 

“Fiske was in rehab the entire month of October,” Amy whispered. 

Sammy’s voice shook. “Are you telling me that the man I spoke to 
wasn t Fiske Cahill?” 

“I doubt it,” Dan said. He felt sick. 

“But he knew so much about the Cahills.” Sammy looked pale. 

Amy looked at her watch and jumped up. “We’ve got to talk to Fiske. 
Right now!” 


. (CUP Shs 


The Callender Institute was on the Upper East Side of Manhattan near the 
river, in a quiet neighborhood of town houses and amber streetlamps. It was 
like going back in time. Nellie cruised by, looking for a parking space, but 
couldn’t find one. Finally, she pulled into a driveway, right in front of a 
DON’T EVEN THINK ABOUT PARKING HERE Sign. 

“I bet James Bond never worries about parking,” she said. 

They walked into the institute. It was set up like a private home, with 
thick multicolored carpets on the polished wood floors and seascapes on the 
walls. Shaded lamps discreetly lit a polished mahogany desk, behind which 
sat an older woman in a navy dress. 

“We'd like to see our uncle, Fiske Cahill,” Amy said. 

“As you know, we don’t have visiting hours per se at the institute,” the 
woman said politely. “But we don’t allow visitors after ten o’clock.” 

“Its very important that we see him,” Nellie said. “And we know he’s a 
night owl.” 

The woman smiled at them in a patronizing way. “I’m sure whatever 
you have to tell your uncle can wait until morning.” 

“Actually, it can’t,” Dan said. He threw a we dont have time for this 


look at Amy and simply walked by the woman. Amy followed. 


The woman reached for the phone. Nellie put her hand over it, 
preventing her from picking it up. 

“Pd think very carefully about that,” she said sweetly. “You have a 
choice here. You can seriously jeopardize the plans for the Grace Cahill 
wing that is scheduled to open in two years. Or you can look the other way 
for exactly five minutes.” 

They locked eyes. “I think Pll read my magazine,” the woman said. 

“That’s just what I was thinking,” Nellie said. With a flourish, she sat on 


a tufted armchair to wait. 


“There is a Madrigal archive,” Fiske said. “But I’ve never met Sammy 
Mourad. And I’ve never been to the Columbia campus.” 

They had found their great-uncle reading in bed in a pool of soft yellow 
lamplight, his glasses pushed down on his nose. He had frowned deeply 
while they told him their story, and Amy had been shocked at how much 
older he looked. His skin was sallow and pale, and the lines around his 
mouth looked deeper. 

Fiske had always been wiry and strong, but after undergoing physical 
therapy for a bad hip, he had grown weaker over the fall. Then winter had 
brought robust health. They’d uncrossed their fingers when he returned to 
his tae kwon do classes and began to paint and cook again. But then he had 
fallen ill again in March. Now he looked old and tired. Amy felt fear clutch 
at her heart. She placed her hand over his where it rested on the blanket. 

“Are you feeling okay, Uncle Fiske?” Amy asked. 

“Just fine.” His smile was reassuring, but Amy noticed how his hand 
trembled as he picked up his water glass. “Dr. Callendar says the physical 


therapy has been very beneficial. I think I'll be home next week.” He took a 


sip of water. “We need to get to the bottom of this. We should inform all the 
Madrigals, call ina team... .” 

Amy shook her head. “Not yet.” 

“If not now, when?” Fiske frowned at her. “You think this person has 
taken the serum. This could have dire consequences for the world, Amy. 
Not to mention that you and Dan are now a target.” 

Amy looked at him, surprised. He held up a hand. “Yes, Nellie told me. 
As she should have. Don’t treat me like an invalid. If what Sammy said is 
true, that means that Pierce could be taking a daily, weaker dose of the 
serum, but it has a cumulative effect. Every day, he gets stronger. We have 
to find a way to get the serum back . . . without anyone knowing what it is 
and what it means. This is the worst thing that could have happened.” 

Dan faded back in the room, his face in shadow. Fiske glanced over at 
him. 

“And it’s nobody’s fault,” he said firmly. “Not Sammy’s, not Dan’s, not 
anybody’s. We have a very clever adversary. We must stop J. Rutherford 
Pierce.” 

“We won’t be able to stop him unless we find out more about him,” 
Amy said. “If we surround ourselves with people, they’ll just become 
targets, too. Right now he only knows me and Dan, and he wants to stop 
us.” 

Fiske looked at Amy over his eyeglasses. “He wants to kill you.” 

“That’s our risk to take,” Amy said. “I can’t ask others to sacrifice their 
safety. Not after... after...” Her voice thickened, and she stopped. 

Fiske looked down at Amy’s hand on his arm. There was a long silence. 

“Amy,” he said with great gentleness, “it is a source of terrible sorrow 
to me, as it was to your grandmother, that you were thrust into all this. If I 


could go back and give you and Dan a normal life, if I could give my own 


life for that, I would. But you are what you are. You are a Cahill, the head 
of the Cahills. And you will not achieve peace with that until you 
understand something.” He squeezed her hand and looked at her hard. “This 
is your life now. You can do your best, but you cannot protect everyone you 
love. You are not responsible for all the lives around you. You are only 
responsible for your own right action.” 

“T have to protect them,” Amy said. “As head of the family, I must.” 

“To the best of your power, yes. But that doesn’t mean excluding them 
from helping you!” 

Amy set her jaw stubbornly. “Not yet,” she said. 

Dan’s gaze went back and forth between Fiske and Amy, the battle of 
two strong wills. 

“All right,” Fiske said. “Then you have to leave the country. Tonight.” 

“What?” Dan asked. “That seems extreme.” 

“No. It’s the only way.” Fiske sat up straighter. “There’s something I’ve 
been waiting to tell you. Mr. McIntyre had a will.” 

“I know,” Amy said. “He left everything to Henry Smood.” 

“Not everything. Grace left him a house in Ireland. She wanted him to 
keep it ready for you. It’s called Bhaile Anois, and now it’s yours. That’s 
where you must go.” 

Amy frowned. “How can we fight Pierce if we’re in Ireland?” 

“You don’t know what you’re fighting yet,” Fiske said urgently. “You 
need time to dig, investigate . . . plan. The computer system is down. You 
can’t do much here anyway. And you must trust Grace. Her instructions 
were very clear. When you had nowhere else to turn, you had to go there.” 

“But —” 

Fiske interrupted Amy’s objection. For a moment he looked like the old 


Fiske — fierce, powerful, ready to spring. “As soon as we’re sure the 


system is bug-free, you’ll get back on the network. You can do it just as 
easily from Ireland as you can from Attleboro.” 

Amy nodded slowly. She had to admit that was true. 

Fiske leaned forward. “I’m glad you agree. There’s a private plane 
waiting for you at Teterboro Airport in New Jersey.” 

Slowly, Amy smiled. “As usual, you’re way ahead of me.” 

“Just one small step.” 

“But what about you?” Dan asked, moving forward out of the shadow. 
“We don’t want to leave you here.” 

“This is the safest place I can be,” Fiske said. “This is a world- 
renowned medical facility. Anyway, nobody’s after me. They’re after you.” 
He turned to Amy. “Dan is the only one now who knows the serum 
formula. And where Dan is, you are.” 

Amy and Dan exchanged a glance. “All right,” she said. “We hate to 
leave you... .” 


“We’ll be together again,” Fiske promised. “Until then, stay safe.” 


When they reached the reception room, Nellie had gone. The woman in the 
navy dress looked up. 

“She ran out,” she said with an air of satisfaction. “I think you’re being 
towed.” 

Amy and Dan pushed through the front door. Nellie was running down 
the street after a tow truck. 

“Nellie!” Dan called. 

But his voice was drowned out as a black car squealed to a stop at the 
curb. Two men got out. One of them flashed a badge. 


“Federal agents. You’re under arrest.” 


. (CPU Eh 


They didn’t have much time to think. Nellie had dashed around the corner 
after the tow truck. 

If we go with them, Mr. Smood can get us out in a matter of hours, Amy 
thought. If we fight, we’ll get locked up. 

Even as she thought this, the agents were hustling them into the 
backseat of the black car. Amy slid over to make way for Dan. 

The two agents sat in the front of the car. Amy looked at the door. There 
were no door handles. The car took off. 

“What’s the charge?” Amy asked. 

There was no answer. 

She leaned forward. “Can I call my attorney?” 

No answer. 

She took out her phone. No service. 

“There must be a blocking device in the car,” Dan whispered. 

Where would they be going? Amy wondered. Most of the federal offices 
were downtown. But to her surprise they drove west through Central Park 
and then turned north toward the Bronx. 

She and Dan exchanged glances. Something didn’t feel right. 

Amsterdam Avenue was quiet. It was past one in the morning now. 


Some people were on the streets, walking quickly, shoulders hunched 


against the chill. A group of young men exited a bar, laughing loudly. A 
shopkeeper walked out and straightened the stacks of papers outside his 
market. It seemed so strange to see street life go on when they were 
traveling .. . where? Amy felt the door with her fingers, searching for a 
latch, or a way to open the window. There was nothing. 

The car moved through unfamiliar streets, making several turns. Now it 
cruised alongside an overgrown park. Amy glimpsed a tower in the 
distance. The area was deserted. Amy’s blood turned cold. It seemed 
incredible that they were still in Manhattan, and there wasn’t a soul around. 

“I say, as soon as they open the door, we run for it,” Dan murmured. 

The car pulled over and stopped. Amy’s heart was now hammering so 
hard against her ribs it hurt. She held on to the car seat, ready to spring. The 
two agents in the front got out. 

Both doors opened simultaneously. They had no chance to run. They 
were grabbed roughly and pulled from the car. Amy’s arms were pinned 
next to her sides and her wrists held together behind her back. 

They were forced to march on a wide pedestrian walkway bordered by 
shrubs. They passed through a brick plaza and she saw a towering arched 
bridge off to her right. It was high and graceful, half steel, half stone. There 
were no car lights on it. It spanned the river and the highway. 

She was marched through the park. The grip on her wrists was so tight 
she could almost feel the slender bones crunch. She could hear Dan’s 
breathing behind her. 

She still hadn’t seen their faces. But as they passed under a streetlight, 
she caught sight of the agent’s profile. 

It was the smiling man from the cemetery. 

Fear chilled her. Though she kept her head level, her eyes darted 


around, searching for an escape. The narrow path was surrounded by steep 


slopes tangled with brush. She strained her ears, but all she heard was a 
faint hum of traffic from far away. 
They were shoved roughly down a steep stairway. The tower loomed 


above. Through the gloom she was just able to make out a sign. 





Amy felt sweat dampen the small of her back. She was suddenly aware 
of everything — the coolness of the breeze, the shape of the leaves, the 
heavy sound of her guard’s footsteps. She tried to think of a way to get 
away, but the grip was merciless and she couldn’t leave Dan. He was being 
pulled so fast his feet dragged on the pavement. Her throat closed up. Her 
guard pushed her roughly forward. 

The path turned, and she saw the bridge like a strange apparition. Half a 
steel span, half stone arches, it rose hundreds of feet above the Harlem 
River and the highways next to it. She knew that was where they were 
heading. 

Two massive black metal doors guarded the bridge. They were splashed 
with graffiti and padlocked together, a heavy chain looped through the 
handles. The sign read ENTRY PROHIBITED. She felt a momentary relief, but it 
ended when her guard used his other hand to rip the chain from the door. 
She didn’t have time to register the shock of that before she was pushed 
through and onto the bridge. 

She heard the doors clang shut behind her. Pushing and pulling them 


now, the men forced them forward. 


Under other circumstances, she would have noted that the view was 
breathtaking. The lights of Manhattan were tossed across the velvet night. 
The highways were ribbons of light. 

“You’ve got a choice.” The voice was low at her ear. After all that 
exertion, he wasn’t even breathing hard. “You can go over and land in the 
river, or the highway. The river is gonna feel like concrete anyway.” 

The other one snorted a laugh. He was short and muscular, with a blond 
buzz cut. “You see how nice we are? We’re letting you choose.” 

She saw Dan’s chin shaking. Then he gritted his teeth. “A couple of 
choirboys,” he forced out. 

Amy wanted so badly to reach out to him, grip his hand. 

“Yeah, squirt,” the shorter man holding Dan said. “And you’re a couple 
of daredevils, horsing around on the bridge. I can see the headline now.” 

“Choose, or we’ll choose for you.” The man holding her wrists grinned. 
Amy saw the flash of perfect white teeth. She saw him up close, the texture 
of his pores, the shape of his eyebrows, his ears. He was someone she 
wouldn’t look twice at on the street. Someone in line for coffee, or waiting 
for a bus, or taking his dog for a walk. What kind of a person, she thought, 
would throw two children off a bridge like it was all in a day’s work? 

They dragged them to the railing. The river was a dark oily channel. 
The streak of car lights on the road, the lights of the low buildings, the faint 
sound of a car horn — Amy heard it all with the same strange clarity. Her 
teeth were chattering. She looked straight up at the luminous sky. 

“River,” she said. 

They released their wrists. She grabbed Dan’s hand at last. She felt the 
texture of his skin, his slight fingers. The feel of them made tears sting her 
eyes. Her baby brother. She couldn’t save him, couldn’t protect him... . 


She had spent months and months running, training, lifting weights, and 


studying martial arts. And here they were, on this high bridge, with 
nowhere to turn. They wouldn’t jump without a fight, but she knew they’d 
lose. They’d be thrown off if they didn’t jump. She’d rather be thrown. 
She’d rather go down fighting. 

The railing was only waist-high. She felt Dan’s hand, tight in hers. She 
knew he was waiting for her signal. 

“C’mon, kiddies, we don’t have all day. Climb over the fence.” 

The metal railing was wet and cold. Amy curved her fingers around it. 
She put her hand over Dan’s. Ears straining, she thought she heard the noise 
of a car. But it was coming from the direction of the pedestrian walkway. 

“Get going!” the man behind her barked. He put his hands on her waist 
and pushed her roughly up. Amy felt her balance wobble as she hung on to 
the railing. Panic roared through her as she started to tip over into space. 

“Amy!” Dan screamed. 

The man tried to tear her hands away from the rail. She didn’t have time 
to turn and fight, and her balance was off. She couldn’t breathe as he 
squeezed her around the waist as she kicked, trying to push off the metal 
railing and send him off balance. It was like trying to unbalance a mountain. 

The car engine noise turned from distant to near, and suddenly 
headlights raked across the bridge. A truck was barreling toward them. A 
tow truck with a yellow Jeep wheeling crazily behind it. 

She had barely registered her shock when she was suddenly flipped over 
the railing. Amy screamed as the dark river rose up below her. She heard 
Dan screaming, the squeal of brakes... . 

And someone had her by the ankle. 

Dan’s face, looking down at her, his mouth open, his eyes wild with 
terror. He had both hands wrapped around her ankle while the goon behind 


him had his arm wrapped around Dan’s neck. Dan’s face was purple. 


Screaming, Amy swung in midair. 

The black river so far below. Glints of reflected red on its surface. Her 
own heartbeat in her ears, roaring... . 

Dan’s grip loosened. He was losing air, losing her, she was losing, they 
were losing. ... 

The steel arch of the bridge, if she could just . . . manage... to grab that 
pipe that looped around the railing . . . Dan’s grip loosened again, and she 
screamed as the river rushed up, but the momentum caused her to swing 
just a bit. 

One...more...chance... 

She had taken several classes in trapeze — a birthday gift from Fiske — 
and her muscle memory told her what to do: use the swing, get that arm 
extended, fingers straight out, ready to grab — 

The noise of screeching metal assaulted her ears, blocking out the sound 
of her quick, hard breathing and the faint noise of traffic. Her fingers hit the 
pipe just as Dan let go and she was able to hold tight. The force of her body 
falling almost jerked her hand off the pipe, but she held on. She was now 
swinging above the river, holding on with only one hand. Her arm felt as 
though it was being ripped out of its socket. 

Terror shimmered out through her fingers. She brought her other arm up 
and grabbed the pipe. She would not waste her energy and give in to the 
scream in her throat. She bit her lip and lifted her weight up, her arm 
muscles shaking with the effort. 

She landed over the pipe on her stomach and was able to take one 
shuddering breath before sliding, inch by agonizing inch, closer to the 
bridge. Her hands smacked against the ledge and she allowed herself one 


sob of relief as she pulled herself up to the top of the railing. 


As she yanked herself up, she saw the fishtailing Jeep hit both men. 
They went flying. Even from here, she heard the crack of skull against 
pavement. 

Dan’s hands were underneath her armpits, dragging her over, and that 
was a good thing, because now her legs weren’t working. Dan’s body 
shuddered with sobs. Together they toppled onto the walkway. His tears 
mixed with the sweat on her face. 

“T let you go! I thought you fell!” 

“No ... I made it. I made it.” Amy tasted blood in her mouth and 
realized she’d bitten through the skin on her lip. Over Dan’s shoulder she 
saw the tow truck parked at a crazy angle. One of the men was struggling to 
his knees, shaking his head to clear it. Nellie’s head stuck out. 

“GET IN!” she screamed. 

Dan pulled Amy to her feet, and they ran. Nellie flung open the door 
and they jumped into the cab of the truck. She floored it. 

“What’s at the end of this bridge?” she shouted. 

“T don’t know!” Amy yelled. “But it’s probably the same kind of metal 
doors as the other side. They have a chain and a padlock!” 

“Not tonight they don’t. This baby is built like a tank. Buckle up and 
hang on!” 

They were screaming down the bridge now, the speedometer needle 
rising higher. The two black metal doors loomed ahead. Amy knew they 
were firmly locked, and that they were padlocked on the other side with a 
thick metal chain. 

“Hang on!” The truck hit the gate with a crash and Nellie kept her foot 
on the gas. The jolt sent them all flying forward, straining against their seat 
belts. 


The truck didn’t crash through. Metal screamed as it only slammed the 
two doors open a few feet apart. They were wedged halfway through, 
trapped between them. The chain kept the two doors linked. 

Nellie stared ahead. “Well. That almost worked.” She glanced behind. 
“And we’re about to have company.” 

Amy twisted and looked back. The two men were racing down the 
bridge toward them. 

“Climb out the windows and over the hood,” Nellie ordered. 

Nellie wriggled out her open window, squeezed through the opening 
between the truck and the metal doors, and yelled, “Tomorrow, I’m going 
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on a diet!” as she scrambled onto the hood. Amy and Dan followed. They 
slid down the hood and jumped off, now safe on the pavement and facing a 
dark, hilly park. With a quick glance behind, they saw the men leap onto the 
back of the tow truck and clamber over the top. 

“Run,” Nellie ordered unnecessarily. 

The path twisted steeply uphill. They pounded up a set of stone stairs. 
Winded, they paused at the top, and saw below the two men still racing 
down their path, their legs as powerful and regular as pistons in an engine. 
They started to run again, streaking through the pathways. If they kept 
going up, they hoped to reach a road eventually. Amy felt her breath hot 
and rasping in her chest. Her lungs were giving out. The fight to get back on 
the bridge had taken most of her strength. 

Finally, they spilled out onto a dark, empty street. Amy almost sobbed 
with disappointment. There was no one around. The stores were closed, the 
metal gates locked. 

A car cruised through a red light and turned down the street. One of the 
men vaulted the stone wall. Nellie ran into the middle of the street as the car 


zoomed toward her. She did not move. She closed her eyes. 


With a squeal of brakes, it stopped only inches from her. 

A head popped out of the window. Amy couldn’t hear the words, but 
she got the general sense of outrage, alarm, and irritation. She and Dan ran 
toward the car as Nellie slid onto the hood and crossed her arms. 

“Are you crazy, lady?” The African-American man was white-haired 
and angry. “I’m on my way to work! Don’t give me a hard time now.” 

“T just need a ride,” Nellie said. “Me and my friends.” 

“Do I look like a bus?” 

The two men were now on the sidewalk, watching. Amy knew it 
wouldn’t take long before they would make a decision. With the same 
chilling neutrality, they could kill the man in the car, too. 

She ran over, already reaching for the cash in her belt. She handed the 
man a hundred-dollar bill. “Here’s your fare.” 

He stared at it. “I think I just started a business. Ernie’s Car Service. Get 
in.” 

They hopped in the backseat and Ernie took off. It took whole minutes 
for their heartbeats to slow. 

“Nice rescue,” Dan said. “How’d you get that truck?” 


“They shouldn’t have stopped for coffee,” Nellie said, and winked. 
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Ernie was heading to his job at a downtown bakery, and he obligingly 
dropped them off on the Upper West Side. 

Nellie had contacted Fiske from the car, and to her great relief a black 
late-model car was waiting at the corner of Broadway and 110th. They 
stood for a minute, shivering in the suddenly cold wind. A pattering of rain 
hit the streets. 

“Here we go, kiddos,” Nellie said. “After tonight, I think you’ll be safer 
in Ireland.” 

“There’s one thing,” Amy said. “Those goons — do you think there was 
something crazy about how strong they were?” 

“What do you mean?” Nellie asked. 

“One of them ripped the chain link from the door with one hand,” Amy 
said. “And the way they ran .. . how fast they caught up to us.” 

“They never broke a sweat,” Dan said. “And you’d just hit them with a 
Car.” 

“Do you think . . .” Nellie left the sentence unfinished. 

“I don’t know,” Amy said. “Could Pierce have used Sammy’s 
experiments to give his guards a boost?” 

“T think he’s capable of anything,” Nellie said. “We saw that tonight.” 


“That means we’re up against a bunch of serum-boosted guys?” Dan 
asked. 

Nellie felt hopelessness suddenly engulf them, as relentless as the rain 
Sweeping up Broadway. 

“We’ll beat them,” Amy said. “We’ll beat them because we have to.” 

Nellie smiled. Leave it to Amy to sum it up. Simple and clear. 

Nellie wanted to burst out crying. She wanted to tell them how proud 
she was of them. 

Instead, she had to let them go on alone. 

“The car will take you to Teterboro Airport in New Jersey,” she told 
them. “There’s a private jet waiting there under the name Swift. When you 
land in Dublin, someone on that end will meet you.” She hugged them both. 
“Good luck, kiddos. Remember — minimal contact from now on, but 
always let me know where you are. Keep a low profile. As soon as Pony 
gets the system back up, we’ll figure this all out. And we’ll beat them.” 


“Because we have to,” the three of them said. 


Nellie ran across deserted Broadway against the light. She hadn’t wanted 
Amy and Dan to know where she was going, because they would have 
insisted on coming, too. Tonight it had been brutally brought home to her 
that Pierce would stop at nothing to get at anyone with access to the serum. 
He was willing to throw two kids off a bridge — her two kids. 

They’d survived, but the terror they’d felt tonight would haunt them. 
Nellie touched her shoulder. The scar from the gunshot wound was still red. 
She’d been a hostage. She knew about nightmares. 

There was one more target. One that had occurred to her in Ernie’s car. 


The only other person who knew the serum formula. 


They never should have left Sammy alone. 

Sammy had mentioned that he was going to pull an all-nighter. With 
any luck, he’d still be there, safe and sound and all nerdy and adorable in 
his lab. Nellie tried to text and run at the same time as she headed toward 


the chemistry building. 


ARE YOU STILL THERE 


SAMMY IT’S NELLIE 


No answer. 

When she reached the chemistry building, the security guard wouldn’t 
let her up and wouldn’t confirm if Sammy had left. 

“But I was just here!” Nellie protested. “I brought him a pizza.” 

A young man was signing out as she was talking. “Are you a friend of 
Sammy’s? I’m his roommate, Josh.” 

“Yes! Is he still here?” 

“He left about a half hour ago,” Josh said. “There was some kind of 
family emergency. They called up for Sammy — his uncle was here.” 

Nellie shifted her feet. “His uncle?” 

“Yeah. I was worried, so after a minute I came down after him. I saw 
him standing with a couple of guys by the curb. They were talking to him, 
and then suddenly he just kind of collapsed. It must have been seriously bad 
news. They helped him into the car. Jeez, I hope his family is okay. I’ve 
been texting him, but he hasn’t answered.” 

Nellie swallowed against the ball of fear in her throat. “Did you notice 
anything about the car?” 

“It was a black SUV. I don’t know what the make was. I don’t pay 


attention to cars.” 


“Anything at all...” 

“First state.” 

Nellie shook her head, confused. 

“The license plate said ‘the first state.’ I noticed that because I didn’t 
know there was a first state. Hey, if you track him down, will you tell him 
to give me a buzz?” 

Nellie thanked him and walked a few feet away. She whipped out her 
phone and activated her search engine. She typed in first state. 

Delaware was the first state to ratify the US Constitution. “First state” 
was on its license plate. 


“Delaware,” Nellie muttered. “That really narrows it down.” 





APE 


Dublin, Ireland 


They arrived in Dublin in a hard rain. All they saw was a curtain of gray. 
They made it through customs quickly and walked into the lounge. A young 
man with a dark wool cap pulled down to his eyebrows stood. 

“Sarah and Jack Swift?” he asked in a thick Irish brogue. At Amy’s nod, 
he added, “Guess you landed at last.” 

Amy and Dan looked at him, confused. Their plane had been early. 

“The birds,” he said. “Swifts. Legend is that they spend their lives in the 
air and never land. Ach, never mind. Welcome to Ireland. I’m Declan. 
Follow me.” 

They followed him out to a parking lot, where a battered truck waited. 

“This is some rain,” Dan said. 

“We call it a little mist here.” Declan climbed behind the steering wheel. 
“You can sit in the back, there’s a blanket there — heating’s not the best in 
this heap. It’s a long drive. There are sandwiches and a thermos of tea in the 
basket for your dinner. We won’t be stopping.” 

“All right,” Amy said. “What’s the name of the town?” 

“Meenalappa. Don’t get excited, there’s not much to it.” 


“How many hours is the drive?” 


“As many as it takes, I’d guess.” 

Declan turned on the engine and drove. Soon they were on a highway, 
and Amy and Dan lost track of where they were going or why as the 
numbing monotony of a drive in the rain took over. 

Amy had fallen into an exhausted sleep on the plane, and now she was 
wide awake. She wished she could fall into that dark oblivion again. 
Because for the first time since she’d stood over an open grave only twenty- 
four hours ago, she had time to think about the last time she saw Jake. 

She and Dan and Fiske had flown to Rome for New Year’s. Somehow, 
away from Attleboro, away from all those reminders of Evan and what 
she’d lost, Amy had felt herself come back to life again. She still 
remembered the New Year’s Eve dinner that Jake had cooked for all of 
them. Atticus had woven tiny fairy lights all over the dark, somber 
apartment until it glowed with cheer. She remembered the sudden, 
surprising snowfall that began as they ate their dessert, and how Jake had 
grabbed her hand and said, “Let’s walk.” That midnight walk through the 
snow had given her a glimpse of a new life, a new way of being. An Amy 
who wasn’t tortured by memory and crushed by guilt. 

She stared out at the cold gray rain, wondering how a memory that had 
once given her hope could hurt her heart so much. 


She had sent a text to Jake as she waited on the runway in New Jersey. 


HAVE TO GO AWAY FOR A WHILE. NO INTERNET. I WILL BE IN TOUCH. 


She had added I LOVE YOU and taken it out. How could she sign off 
that way, when she could be going away for a long time? How dare she use 
the word love when she never knew, from one day to the next, what her life 


would be? She was midair, like a swift, never able to land. 


Darkness fell, and the sound of rain drumming on the roof lulled them into 
a doze. When they woke they were off the highway and driving on a series 
of small lanes. They could smell the sea. Declan drove faster than Amy 
would like, since she couldn’t see beyond the headlights. But he seemed to 
know every twist and curve. 

The car climbed a small rise and then made an abrupt turn into what 
seemed to be a row of bushes. The opening was barely wide enough for the 
car. 

Through the rain they glimpsed a whitewashed cottage, long and low. 
Declan pulled up and cut the engine. Without a word, he slid out of the front 
seat and clomped away. 

“Are we supposed to follow him?” Dan asked. 

“I guess so.” 

They headed out into the rain. Declan had swung open the front door, 
and he turned and handed Amy a key. 

“My sister came out earlier and put on the heat and stocked the 
cupboards. There’s everything you need inside. Bicycles in the garage. It’s 
about a fifteen-minute ride to the village.” 

He headed back toward the car. 

“Which way?” Amy called after him. 

He gestured, but it was hard through the rain to see if he meant left or 
right. He hopped back into the car and drove out. 

“Ah, it’s that legendary Irish charm I’ve heard so much about,” said 
Dan. 

They walked inside. Declan had switched on the lamps, and the room 
looked bright and welcoming. There was a small fireplace with two plump 


sofas in front of it. Amy peeked into the next room, a large kitchen with 


another fireplace. The back staircase led to the bedrooms, all made up with 
fresh linens. Laid out on the sinks were new toothbrushes, toothpaste, and 
soaps. 

The rain lashed the dark panes. They didn’t know where they were, or 
why they were here, or what they would do the next day. They were too 
exhausted to care. They slipped into sheets that smelled softly of lavender 


and reminded them of Grace, finally feeling safe enough to sleep. 


When Amy awoke, the sky was blue outside her window. She peeked into 
Dan’s room but the bed was empty. She glanced out the back window. A 
sloping lawn behind the cottage led to a dock with a motorboat tied to the 
piling. The inlet snaked out toward a misty blue bay. 

Dan stood on the lawn, his back to her. He was dressed but barefoot, the 
wind ruffling his hair. 

She started to turn away, but stopped. There was something so.. . 
solitary and sad about the scene. Something about his posture, the way his 
hands hung at his sides, told her that he was hurting. 

She shoved her feet inside her sneakers, went down the back stairs, and 
pushed open the kitchen door. The scent of fresh meadow and salty sea hit 
her nostrils as she climbed a rise to stand next to Dan. 

“Did you notice that the house is in a hollow?” Dan asked without 
turning to greet her. “And it’s invisible from the road. We have three exit 
points — the road, the sea, and across the field. This is Grace’s safe house.” 

“T hadn’t thought of it that way.” And it hurt to see that her little brother 
had figured it out. He should be pitching baseballs, not noticing escape 


routes. 


Dan stared with a fierce gaze at the inlet. His chin trembled. “I let go,” 
he said. “On the bridge. I had you, and I let go.” 

“You saved me,” Amy said quietly. “You caught me as I went over. And 
you held on while some goon was strangling you.” 

“Amy . . . Dan turned to her. His face was anguished. “I felt you 
slipping. I had you, and then I couldn’t hold on. I couldn’t hold on! I 
thought you were dead!” 

“You caught me!” Amy cried. “You saved my life! And I’m here, Dan. 
I’m right here because of you.” 

“Pm the reason we had to run away,” he said. “I was so stupid! I got us 
into this mess. I’m the reason Pierce has the serum. Now he’s trying to kill 
us, and we probably have the FBI looking for us, too. I just messed up 
everywhere, big-time. I never get it right.” 

“You get it right plenty of the time,” Amy said. “Maybe not all the time. 
But nobody does. Especially not me.” 

“Pll follow this through,” Dan said. “I have to — I started it. We’ll stop 
J. Rutherford Pierce together. But after that, I’m out.” 

“What do you mean, out?” Amy asked, startled. 

Dan took a breath. “I don’t want you to think this is one of my crazy 
impulsive decisions. I mean it. I don’t want to be a Cahill anymore.” 

“You can’t just... resign!” 

“Fiske did. He left. He renounced the family. He disappeared, traveled 
all over the world. .. .” 

“Fiske was an adult when he did that! You’re only thirteen!” Amy 
shook her head. “Look, Dan. We’ve both felt like quitting plenty of times 
— we’ve scraped the very bottom. And we’ve always found a way to go 
on.” 


Dan’s mouth was twisted with the effort not to cry. “This is different!” 


“Tt’s always different,” Amy said soothingly. “But then we —” 

“NO!” Dan shouted the word, and Amy’s mouth snapped shut. 

“No,” he said, more quietly, and that stillness frightened her more than 
his outburst. “I haven’t figured it all out yet. But I’ve been through enough. 
I’ve done enough to know this: I don’t want to be a Cahill anymore. I don’t 
want to live in Attleboro. I don’t want any of it.” 

Amy felt his words like a knife in her heart. “You want to. . . leave 
me?” 

“Of course not!” Dan slammed his hand against his leg in frustration. “I 
just... can’t... live like this anymore. Maybe I can live with Nellie 
somewhere . . . for a while. Maybe Fiske will take off again and I can go 
with him. Not forever. You can keep training, and keep the Cahill network 
going, and keep staying alert for the next bad guy to come along. Because 
there’ll always be another one. But I don’t want to. I... can’t!” The word 
was torn out of his throat. She saw his shoulders shaking. He held his head 
in both hands. “You don’t know what it’s like,” he whispered. “To have the 
serum in your head.” 

Amy opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Of course she didn’t 
know. Couldn’t know. What was she supposed to do? Yell at Dan? Plead 
with him? Tell him that he was abandoning her? When obviously this was 
the hardest decision he’d ever made? 

Wasn’t this what she wanted for him? Safety? A little bit of normal? No 
matter how much it cost her. No matter how much it hurt. 

“Okay,” she said. “We’ll work it out. I won’t stand in your way.” 

“You’|l still be my sister. That won’t change.” 

“I know.” 

They were silent for a while, listening to the wind in the grass. Amy felt 


turned inside out by Dan’s pain. Her brother looked so young at that 


moment, standing in the grass barefoot, with his messy bed head. But his 
eyes looked older. Older than a thirteen-year-old’s should look. 

If he had to let go of her to have a normal life, the right thing, the brave 
thing, would be to let him go. But could she? 

Clouds had covered the sun, and the inlet was now iron gray with flecks 
of white. Amy shivered. 

If she let Dan go, she’d be alone. 


After a hasty breakfast, they wheeled the bicycles out of the garage and 
headed for the lane. 

“Left, or right?” Amy asked. 

“I think I remember seeing the headlights turn right last night,” Dan 
said. 

“And it’s downhill,” Amy said. “Let’s try it.” 

They pedaled for some minutes in silence. Soon they saw another 
bicyclist heading toward them. 

“Excuse me, sir? Which way is the village?” Amy called. 

“Not too far,” he answered shortly, and pedaled quickly away. 

They kept on pedaling. After a bit they saw a woman exit a cottage by 
the road and stop to water a pot full of bright red flowers. 

“Excuse me, is this the way to the village?” Dan called. 

“Sure, if you keep on, you’ll hit something or other,’ the woman 
replied, and turned and walked quickly back into her house. 

“Super McFriendly folks here in leprechaun land,” Dan observed. 

But after about ten minutes of riding, the road dipped and curved, and 
the village appeared, a cluster of houses and shops. They jumped off their 


bikes and leaned them against the side of a grocery with a bright blue door. 


The bell jangled as they walked in. A young woman sat behind the 
counter, reading a book. She didn’t look up. 

Picking up a wicker basket, they filled it with food. They put the basket 
on the counter. 

“Tt’s a pretty village,” Amy said. “Have you lived here long?” 

“Long enough.” She totaled up their purchases. 

“Is there a good place to eat lunch nearby?” Dan asked. 

“Folks say Sean Garvey’s is good, but whether yov’ll think it is I can’t 
predict,” the girl said. 

“Can we leave our groceries here for now?” Amy asked. 

“Suppose you can.” 

“Nice to meet you, too,” Dan said. 

They walked out. Across the street they saw a sign for Sean Garvey’s 
and swung open the door. The bar was crowded with locals, and they all fell 
silent as Amy and Dan walked in. A pretty waitress with reddish hair and 
hazel eyes led them to a table by the window and put two menus on the 
table. 

“T’m starting to get the feeling I’m not wanted,” Dan said. 

“I guess they’re not used to strangers,” Amy said. 

Dan studied the menu. “I think Pl skip the bangers and mash. I feel like 
I’ve been banged and mashed enough already.” 

They ordered sandwiches and observed the locals. Dan kept having an 
odd feeling, as though he was in a familiar place. He’d never been to this 
part of Ireland, or this village, yet he recognized something about it. 

The waitress frowned as she folded napkins, and Dan felt a jolt. 

She looks like Amy. 


What was it? The way her mouth turned down? The shape of her face? 


He looked back at Amy as she chewed her sandwich. Now she looked 
nothing like the waitress, really. He must be crazy. 

After lunch they bought backpacks and spare clothes at a small store. 
Then they walked through the nearby churchyard. At least they didn’t have 
to worry about people staring at them. 

Dan paused to rest, leaning against a massive rock streaked with moss. 

“Dan, what are you doing? It might be a gravestone.” 

“It’s not a gravestone, it’s just a rock.” Dan stepped away and ran his 
hands along the stone. “See? No carvings.” Just as he said that, his fingers 
traced a depression in the stone. He followed the line up, slightly down, up 
again, tracing a letter in the stone. 

He scraped at the moss with a fingernail, clearing it away. “Amy... 
look at this.” 

She leaned down. “I don’t see anything.” 

Dan continued to work at the stone, scraping off the moss. Then he 
stepped back and they caught their breath. 

It was the Madrigal M. 
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The girl was in the same position at the grocery, still reading a book. 

“We were just walking in the churchyard,” Amy said in a casual tone, 
“and we noticed this gigantic rock there.” 

“One of our more thrilling sights here in the village,” the girl said. She 
flipped a page in her book. 

“There’s an M traced in the surface of the rock,” Dan said. “And it looks 
really ancient.” 

“Tt’s just a rock,” the girl said. “I doubt there’s anything carved in it.” 

Dan knew the girl was lying by the way she turned a page of her book. 
She hadn’t had time to read it. He held out the picture he’d taken on his 
phone. He’d snapped it and sent it to Nellie. 

She flicked a quick glance at it. “I don’t see anything. Let me get your 
groceries.” She turned and leaned down to pick up the sack. 

Dan gave Amy a sharp nudge. Tattooed on the small of the girl’s back 
was Clearly a Madrigal M. 

Amy took the sack in her arms. “Tf it’s just a rock,” she said, “why is the 
same M tattooed on your back?” 

For the first time, they saw emotion on the girl’s face as her pale skin 


was splashed with pink. 


“Its a symbol of the village,” she said, lifting her chin and brushing a 
strand of dark hair out of her eyes. “Meenalappa.” 

“Then why didn’t you say that about the rock?” 

“Must I have chats about rocks with every eejit tourist that walks into 
my shop?” she asked defiantly. “Now get back to your tourist bus and kiss 
my Blarney Stone.” 

“We’re not from a tourist bus,” Dan said. “We’re staying at a cottage 
nearby. Bhaile Anois.” 

The girl stared at them. Her gaze moved from Dan’s face to Amy’s and 
then back again. Then the tenseness left her body, and she smiled. 

“That Declan. He’s thick as a plank. You’d think your own brother 
would let you know who he drove to the cottage last night. I heard there 
was a tourist bus in the next village — they’ve a nice church there, it’s on 
the tourist track. Sometimes the folks walk down here for lunch at the pub. 
Sorry to bite your heads off. We’re very protective about our village, 
especially when there’s people staying at Bhaile Anois.” 

“That’s okay,” Dan said. It was amazing how a grin transformed the 
girl’s face. 

“There’s Cahill all over you,” the girl said. “I should have seen it.” 

“We’re Grace Cahill’s grandchildren,” Amy said. 

“Dan and Amy, of course. Anyway,” she said, “we have a saying in my 
house, and in the village. Anything for Grace. Now that includes you. Oh, 
where are my manners, I’m Fiona Kilhane. My grandmother was caretaker 
of the cottage — she was a good friend of Grace’s. I’m sorry about her 
passing.” 

“Thank you,” Amy said. 


“Tell us about the rock,” Dan said. 


“Its almost as old as the village itself,’ Fiona said. “It goes beyond 
memory, back into folklore, I guess. The children of every generation tell 
the tales of the villager the rock commemorates. Hundreds and hundreds of 
years ago, she was born here. She went away for a long time and returned to 
have a daughter, only to go away again. The children call her a good witch. 
It’s said that she protected the village from the plague, that she was a selkie 
from Atlantis, that she spun threads into gold. Her name was —” 

“Olivia.” Amy breathed the name. 

“That’s right,” Fiona said. “Grace must have told you the legend. Many 
years later, her daughter returned here. She carved an M in the stone.” 

“Madrigal,” Dan said. 

“Oh, yes — that name has come down to us. We call it the Madrigal 
rock. It’s a symbol of the village, I guess, our Madrigal.” 

Dan felt Amy’s excitement match his. Fiona was talking about their 
ancestor Olivia Cahill. Her daughter Madeleine had been the first Madrigal. 

This is our ancestral village, Dan thought. This is where Olivia Cahill 


was born. 


Amy and Dan pedaled back to Bhaile Anois. Now the landscape looked 
fresh and meaningful to them. This is where they came from. 

“Why an M, though?” Dan asked Amy. 

“Because she couldn’t put up a stone with her mother’s name on it,” 
Amy guessed. “It would have been too dangerous. Maybe the word 
Madrigal had a secret meaning to both of them.” 

They pushed through the tall hedge, and the white farmhouse sat snug 
and bright in its hollow. Dan felt Amy next to him, her hands resting lightly 


on the handlebars. She, too, was looking at the house. He knew that she was 


thinking the same thing. It was that mind-meld that happened with them so 
often. 

“Grace had a reason she wanted us to come here,” he said. “And it 
wasn’t just protection.” 

“I know.” 

They wheeled the bikes into the garage and brought their bags into the 
house. 

“Whenever we’ve needed her, she’s been there,” Amy said. “Even after 
she was gone. She gave us McIntyre and Fiske and Nellie. And now she’s 
led us here.” 

“Its here,” Dan said. “Whatever it is. There’s something in the house.” 

They exchanged the briefest of glances, then sprang into action. Amy 
headed to the small study off the kitchen. She searched the desk and the 
bookshelves. She pressed against floorboards and tapped against walls. 

Dan headed upstairs. He poked around the rooms, moving dressers and 
examining floorboards for a telltale loose board. He scrutinized the gray 
stone fireplace in the master bedroom where Amy had slept. He crawled 
over the floors of the remaining small, spare bedrooms. He knocked on 
their walls. 

Finally, he climbed the winding wooden staircase to the attic bedroom, 
so small it had room only for a bed and a small table. One high round 
window gave a faint glimpse of blue sky. There was no closet, only a row of 
pegs along one wall. 

Frustrated, he started down the stairs again. He hit the landing and made 
the turn, pounding down the remaining stairs. 

He stopped. 

He walked up the stairs again. 


Then down. 


Dan dropped to his knees. He examined every inch of the staircase, 
crawling up and down it. When he reached the bottom, he saw Amy 
standing in the hall, watching him. 

“Yeah,” he said. “I’m probably crazy. But there’s something different 
about the sound of the stairs at the top from the bottom. It’s just a little 
thing, but —” 

He stopped. Amy had leaned right next to a candle sconce. It had a 
mirror backing, so that the candlelight would be caught and reflected. In 
that muddy reflection he’d seen it. The matching sconce on the other wall 
was slightly different. The metal scrollwork on the ledge was a different 
design. But in all other respects the sconces were a perfect pair. 

He ran his fingers along the scrollwork. Carefully, he tugged on the 
sconce itself. It moved in his hand and he quickly tried to catch it. It hung 
steady, still anchored to the wall, but a few inches away. He pulled it all the 
way down, and the staircase rose into the air. 

Beyond it was a secret room. 

Dan walked up a few steps and peered in. Then he turned to Amy. 


“After you,” he said. 





AME 


Amy passed through the opening. She straightened and felt along the wall 
for a light switch. It turned on a pretty lamp with a blue glass shade that sat 
on a white table. 

Dan followed. They were in a small, square room. The floorboards were 
painted white and the ceiling sky blue, perhaps to make up for the lack of 
windows. The room was tucked under the eaves. Amy guessed that it would 
be impossible to tell from outside the house that it existed. 

Next to the white table was a wooden chair with a deep purple cushion 
on the seat. She could visualize Grace sitting in the chair with her straight- 
backed posture. There was a painting on one wall, and on the other an 
ornate gold mirror. 

She walked closer to the table and leaned over to study the painting. 
The childlike forms depicted brightly colored woods and sky and a splash 
of yellow against a green field. She recognized it immediately. She had 
given it to Grace for her birthday when Amy was nine. She had worked on 
it so carefully — it was the view from Grace’s window seat in the library. 
The place they used to curl up together with a pot of cocoa and a plate of 
cookies. She had painted it in spring, when the giant forsythia bush was 


blooming. Grace had called the bush “George” because she had buried a 


favorite goldfish there years before. “Oh, I see George is ready to bloom,” 
she would say in early spring. 

Dan walked over to a wooden filing cabinet next to the table. He opened 
the drawer and flicked through the files. Amy stood, looking over his 


shoulder. The files were marked by Grace’s strong handwriting. 


HOUSE ACCOUNTS 
Firewood Delivery 


Electric 


Trash Removal 
Phone 


Grocery Account 


Amy flipped through them. “These are duplicates,” she said. “These 
files are all downstairs in the study.” 

“Why would Grace need two sets of files?” Dan wondered. 

“Because these are a cover,” she said. She began to remove the files, 
stacking them neatly on the desk. 

Then she reached down into the drawer. With some tugging and pulling, 
she found that there was a panel on the bottom. She lifted it up, then 
withdrew a metal box. 

“This is what we’re meant to find,” she said. 

Dan studied the lock. “An alphabet combination lock. So we need a 


word, not numbers.” 


“Something only we would know,” Amy said. She bit her lip. 
“Whenever Grace has left something she hopes we’ll find, she also gives us 
a clue. There’s got to be a clue in this room.” 

Dan looked around. “There’s not much here to go on.” 

They went through the files carefully, but nothing leaped out at them. 
Then they examined the room, but it was as bare as it looked. 

“There’s got to be something,” Amy said. Amy’s gaze rested on the 
painting. The blob of yellow bush was painted so badly. It was nice of 
Grace to hang it. Especially when she’d done much better paintings than 
this one. 

Something only we would know . . . 

She returned to the box. She spun the letters. 

G-E-O-R-G-E 

The lid opened. 

Amy lifted out a notebook, and underneath that, another box, this one 
wrapped in kitchen twine. Dan hovered over her shoulder as she untied it. 

She opened the top of the box. Inside sat an old journal, a little bigger 
than a paperback. It was leather bound, and she could see the ruffled, 
yellowed pages on one side. “It looks ancient,” she murmured. 


“Tt smells ancient,” Dan said. 





It was true. It smelled like old paper, musty and dry, but something else 
. . . something medicinal. Amy opened it carefully. There must have been 
plants or herbs pressed in its pages at one time — she could see the ghostly 
traces they’d left on the yellowed pages. There were beautiful ink 
renderings of plants and leaves and flowers. Carefully turning the pages, 
she saw a recipe for a poultice against “the ague,” the best method for 
bleaching stains out of muslin, a list of prices next to items like a bolt of 
linen, a cask of wine, tea... . 

“Tt’s a household account book,” Amy said. “Definitely written by a 
woman. And a kind of diary. I mean, you can figure out her life by reading 
what she did every day. It looks like some of it is in Latin . . . or Italian? 
Both, I think.” 


“Who owned it?” Dan asked. “And why did Grace hide it?” 


Amy turned back to the inside cover. 


Olivia Behan Cahill 
Household Book 
Anno Domini 1499 


A shiver ran down her spine. Dan let out a long exhalation. 

“Whoa,” he said. “It’s Great-great-great-great et cetera grandma’s 
book!” 

Amy turned to the back cover of the book. In a strong clear hand, faded 
over time, was written: Ret’d for safekeeping to the care of the village of 
Meenalappa. 1526 M.C. 

“Madeleine Cahill,” Amy breathed. “She brought the book back to 
Meenalappa in 1526. After her mother died. And somehow it survived, all 
these years! Amazing.” She carefully leafed through the pages. “Look, Dan 
— there is a gap here. Five pages completely inked out.” 

“Why would someone do that? To cover something up?” 

“Maybe.” The ink was dark and black, line after line bleeding into the 
next until it covered every bit of blank paper. There was something somber 
and chilling about it. Something that reminded her of the dark days she’d 
spent after the funerals of Evan, Alistair, Natalie. .. . 

“Or maybe these pages are a memorial,” Amy said slowly. “Remember 
the story? That Gideon was killed, and her four children scattered. .. . 


These five pages are her grief. And then look, she doesn’t write anything 


until July 10, 1508. . . .” Amy counted on her fingers. “That could be the 
date of Madeleine’s birth! Look, here she drew the Madrigal M.” 

She pointed to the oversized, hand-drawn M in the middle of a page 
adomed with flowers and leaves. Again there were recipes and medicines, 
lists of ingredients and amounts. .. . 

“Look,” Amy said. “She stops writing here — she has ten blank pages. 
And she’s copied out a poem. Then here — she writes, I miei viaggi. ‘My 
travels,’ ” Amy translated. “After that the rest of the book is written in 
code!” 

“I’m guessing we’re here to crack it,” Dan said. 

“Maybe Grace already did!” 

Excited, Amy picked up Grace’s notebook. Only about a third of the 
book was written in. There were lists of Latin words and translations of old 
Italian to modern Italian. Then there were notations that didn’t make any 
sense at all. 

“I think Grace tried to break the code, but wasn’t able to,” Amy said. 

Dan groaned. “Why isn’t it ever easy?” 

As she flipped the pages, an envelope fell out. 

Amy’s heart fluttered. “It’s from Grace,” she said to Dan. 


The note wasn’t long. 


My dears, if you are here, you need to be 
here, and for that | am sorry. The worst has 
occurred. The secret we have guarded for 
centuries is out in the world, and you must 
stop it. Only you can. 

| think this book can help you. There is a 
way out of your difficulty. | was unable to 
find it. | ran out of time. 

This will be my last visit to the cottage. 
Enjoy your time here, no matter how brief. 
| am sorry to say that our struggle is never 
finished, only abandoned. 

| hope my love and trust in you is as 


clear to you today as it is to me as | write 


this. G. 


“The secret is out in the world,” Dan said. “The serum.” 

Amy touched the letter G, so bold, so strong. “She was afraid this day 
would come.” 

“Somewhere in there,” Dan said, pointing to the book, “is the answer to 
our problem. Grace gave us a way to fight J. Rutherford Pierce!” 


By the evening, they had to give up. Olivia’s book was a fascinating 
glimpse into life in Ireland in the early sixteenth century, but they couldn’t 


see how what she wrote could help them. And they could not break the 
code. 

“There’s too much Latin and Italian,” Dan said sleepily from his prone 
position on the floor. “And if I have to read one more poultice recipe, I’ ll 
tear my hair out.” He raised himself on his elbows. “You know who we 
need to call. Atticus and Jake know these dead languages. They could —” 

“No,” Amy interrupted. 

Dan sat upright. “While we’re sitting here, Pierce is gaining power 
every day with the serum. We’re the only ones who can stop him. We have 
to use everything we can, everyone we can. You might want to protect 
everybody,” he said. “I get that. But if the whole world falls apart, what 
good did it do?” 

Amy jackknifed to her feet. “Let’s just go to bed.” 

Dan’s words pounded in Amy’s head as she tucked the book under her 
arm and followed him up the worn wooden stairs to their rooms. She 
wanted to tell him he was wrong. She wanted to say, You don’t know what 
it’s like to be in charge. She wanted to fling an accusation at him — You’re 
the one who wants to run away! You don’t get to have a vote anymore! But 
she was too exhausted to fight. 

She pulled on the sweats they’d bought in town, brushed her teeth, and 
turned out the light. 

Sleep wouldn’t come. She tossed and turned for an hour. When she 
closed her eyes, she felt herself falling, the dark, oily river rushing up at her. 
She felt Dan’s fingers weakening. Panicked, she reached for the light. She 
propped herself up on pillows and picked up Olivia’s book. 

As she read, her eyebrows knit together. All these years, they’d 
wondered about the fascinating Gideon Cahill, the man who set out to stop 


a plague and developed a powerful serum. Who knew that his wife, Olivia, 


was just as fascinating and brilliant as he was? The journal made clear that 
it was Olivia who gathered the serum ingredients, Olivia who assisted 
Gideon in the lab, Olivia who kept the family together. Amy read Olivia’s 
words. 

The power he sought for healing transmogrified into a beast. A beast 
with the power of great destruction. And so it must itself be destroyed. To 
each is its opposite. The opposite negates the other. 

She looked again to the poem right before the coded end of the book. 
She’d read it that evening several times, but hadn’t understood it. She read 


it again, her heartbeat thudding in her ears. 


Four souls, four elements, now dispersed. 

*Twas as though my Family, cursed 

and burdened — lo! to pass through years 

of Strife, Calumny, Fears. 

Yet beneath my beating Heart my Secret gave me joy and hope — 

a future seen — not grasped. My Joy, you have strength enough to cope 
and take up battle not with arms but wisdom gained from ancient land 
kept close and passed from hand to hand 

to mio maestro di vita, thee of timeless woman, universal man. 

Then he to me bequeathed it, and with instruction bid 

and I, through his own methods, hid. 

Using this, gathered I the parts. And with one dram shall mend 

what was torn asunder. And to the ash heap send. 

I take and here record from what my guide hath guarded 

with no edges glimpsed, dark sketched the key imparted. 

My Joy, my Song, you have my charge. Now take what thee owns 


outright, count eight and on the sixth do pause. 


Take that sixth, match to first that Romans brought, and end assault on 


Nature’s Laws. 


Four souls, four elements. It was clear to Amy what Olivia meant. The 
four souls were the children: Luke, Thomas, Katherine, Jane. 

Four elements: the four parts of the serum. 

Dispersed: the children were each given a part of the serum, and all of 
them scattered, bitterly divided. Olivia had not been able to hold her family 
together. The serum had been too powerful. Just as for generations of 
Cahills, as Olivia had foreseen. Murder, plots, lies, revenge . . . stretching 
out for five centuries, pitting Cahill against Cahill. 

Misery handed down, generation after generation. 

Yet beneath my beating Heart my Secret gave me joy and hope. 

That was Madeleine, the child Olivia was carrying when she fled the 
destruction of her home. 

Then references to gathering . . . what? To make a dram — a bit of the 
serum? 

No, Amy thought. Olivia hates the serum. That is clear. 

My Joy, my Song, you have my charge. 

She’s telling Madeleine to do something. . . . 

Amy sat up in bed. Could it be? It made sense. It made perfect sense. 

“Yes!” she cried. This was it, this was the answer. This was the key! 

She ran across the hall to Dan’s room. She shook him awake. 

He bolted up. “What’s happening? Where’s my pants?” 

“Dan, wake up! I’ve been reading Olivia’s book.” Amy waited until the 
sleepy confusion left Dan’s eyes. “I think I know what Olivia was working 
on. She was formulating the antidote for the serum. That’s the key to 
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stopping Pierce 
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Attleboro, Massachusetts 


The house felt so big without Fiske and Amy and Dan. Nellie wasn’t used 
to such silence. It seemed to echo against her ears. When she walked across 
the polished wood floor, her footsteps had sounded as loud as a giant’s. 
She’d kicked off her boots and was now padding around in her socks. 

Anxiety gnawed at her. She’d run into a big, fat dead end. It was like 
Sammy had disappeared into thin air. 

She reached into her pocket and brought out the New Jersey Turnpike 
ticket. Whoever had used it had traveled the entire distance — the turnpike 
ended at the Delaware Memorial Bridge. 

She recognized Pony’s knock — three rhythmic taps. Then the taps 
turned into pounding. She ran to let him in, her phone still in her hand. 
Pony stepped inside, took one look at her open laptop, and crossed to it in 
two steps. 

“What are you doing?” Nellie asked as he quickly began typing. 

“Catching a mouse,” he said. 

“T thought you said that laptop was safe.” 

“It was.” Pony kept typing, his clumsy hands agile on the keys. “I got 
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you, mousie,” he murmured. “Follow the cheese. . . .’ 


“Are you writing to someone?” 

“Code. I’m hunting them while they’re hunting me.” 

“But you’ll lead them here!” 

“You swine!” Pony slapped his hand down on the table, then resumed 
typing. “Not you, goddess. Listen, it’s not... here... I’m worried about. 
They know where you are. It’s... Dan and Amy...” 

“They’re tracking them?” 

“They’re trying. Did you receive an attachment from them?” 

“Just a photograph. . .” 

Pony muttered through his teeth. “I’m rerouting . . . through 
Johannesburg .. . to Beijing. ... And then... come on, mousie, follow me. 

Nellie crossed her fingers, then closed her eyes. 

“GOTCHA!” Pony closed the laptop with a smash. 

“Did it work?” Nellie asked. 

“They are probably right now looking in Mozambique.” 

“Could you track their computer?” 

Pony shook his head. “Almost got them, but I can’t pinpoint it. It’s not 
in the US. Somewhere in Europe.” 

“That doesn’t exactly narrow it down.” 

He scratched his ear. “Best I could do in thirty seconds. But I can’t be 
one hundred percent sure they didn’t get a general location on D and A 
before I managed to divert them.” 

“T’d better tell Dan and Amy to get out of there.” 

“Not with that phone, you’re not.” Pony held out his hand. “Did you 
connect the phone to the laptop at any time?” 


“The photo came in as a text so I downloaded the photo. . . .” 


He dropped the phone on the floor and smashed it with his shoe. 
“Annoyed!” 

“Pony, you’re scaring me.” 

He faced her, his hands deep in his pockets. “You should be scared. We 
should all be scared. This situation is completely wreckitudinous. We have 
been chomped by the supreme empress.” 

“Pony, I’m begging you now. Please speak English. It is our common 
language.” Nellie tucked her hands in her armpits. She hated it when her 
hands started to shake. By the look on Pony’s face, she knew it was bad. 

Whatever Pony would tell her, she knew one thing: It was time to 
overrule Amy. They needed help. 

He sighed as he sifted the phone through his fingers and dropped it in 
his pocket. “I figured out who hacked into your system. Who is probably 
still trying to track you.” 

“Who?” Nellie asked, bewildered. Whoever it was, there was a look of 
fear on Pony’s face. 

He leaned in and lowered his voice, as though the house itself was no 
longer safe. Maybe it wasn’t. 

“Waldo,” he whispered. 


. 


An undisclosed location 


April May got her first cell phone at four. Of course it was an old one of her 
mother’s and she couldn’t make a call on it, but it was her favorite toy. She 
took it apart, which made her parents laugh. But when, at ten, she opened 
up her father’s motherboard, they didn’t take it so well. 

April had always had a thing for secrets. When other children had 
imaginary best friends, she constructed her own multiple identities. She 
could be anyone she liked on the Internet. That was freedom, something in 
short supply in her house. Her mother wanted to know everything she was 
thinking and her father wanted to know everything she was doing. 

There was no privacy in her household. The one time she tried to keep a 
diary, her father read it, then returned it with his own corrections in red pen. 
Her mother copied it and sent it to her own therapist so she could discuss 
April’s problems “in the context of my own personhood.” 

April soon learned to fabricate a false front, a place where her parents 
could access her, while her real self roamed free somewhere else: in her 
imagination, her dreams . . . and the Internet. That was when she first 


realized that there, people could be anything they wanted. They could visit 


sites, write e-mails, join communities that had nothing to do with their real 
selves. 

She never cared for school-yard games. She’d rather sneak back into the 
classroom and hack into her teacher’s cell phone, then read all the e-mails. 
Secrets were power. 

Her parents soon learned to change their passwords often. It didn’t help 
much. She still hacked into her father’s e-mail when she was twelve. She 
didn’t like what she found there, but she used it. The next thing she knew, 
she was in boarding school. That’s when her hacking really began. 

At school, as her skills increased, she discovered that there was a whole 
shadow world out there, filled with people just like her. People who saw 
that digital firewalls were just a challenge to be overcome. April worked 
less and less on social studies and field hockey and music and math, all 
those high school preoccupations that suddenly seemed lame compared to 
this thrilling, secret world. Why bother studying for a math test when you 
could tell your teacher that you know about his secret weekend trips to that 
casino in Atlantic City — the trips his wife doesn’t know about? Why 
bother befriending a roommate who you know is sending texts about how 
weird you are? Easier to live in a shadow world. 

But even April had scruples. Exposing hypocrisy was her game. She 
didn’t hack to destroy, only to reveal. Sure, she could hack into the CIA, but 
did she want to? Not yet, anyway. 

In the past year or two, she had found another thrill: making money. 
Lots of it. For certain select clients, money was no object. She was choosy 
about her clients. She’d only hack into the accounts of people or 
organizations she didn’t approve of. Actors, politicians, silly celebrities, 


billionaires who got that way by lying, cheating, and stealing. 


She named her company WALDO. She employed a few good hackers, 
but only a few. No one had ever seen her. There were no photographs of 
April May on the Internet, and she intended to keep it that way. 

She now had a comfortable couple of million dollars or so residing in a 
very secure account in the Cayman Islands. 

Her latest client, J. Rutherford Pierce, was possibly her biggest yet. She 
didn’t like him much, but he tested her abilities, and that was a good thing. 
Thanks to him, she’d broken into several search engines and manipulated 
results. He had his eye on a political career, and April May had discovered 
early on in this business that almost everyone had something to hide. 

He was going places, too. Through him, she could break into media and 
possibly politics, and then the sky was the limit. 

And she didn’t like two rich entitled brats with everything in the world 
they needed causing trouble wherever they went, either. So. If trading 
information for cash meant you humiliated people in a handful of tabloids, 
maybe seriously mess with their lives . . . hey, it was a living. 

They’d hired some expert security control, that was for sure. Walls 
behind walls. April was almost beginning to enjoy the game. 

The kids weren’t in Mozambique. That she knew for sure. The hacker 
could send a false chain, but she wasn’t about to pick it up. 

She tapped in another line of code. April leaned forward. This was good 
news she could pass along to her latest client. The Cahill account was 


heating up. 
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Somewhere over the west of Ireland 


Below them, stone walls, green fields, patches of yellow, patches of rust. 
White puffy clouds in a blue sky. It was a fine day to fly. Pierce’s hands 
rested lightly on the controls. He loved small planes. He didn’t like 
highways. He was always in a hurry now that he had someplace to get to. 
He looked down at his hands. One day soon they’d hold all the power in the 
world. 

Very soon. 

Every step he’d planned so meticulously had worked. 

Media mogul. Check. 

Millions of followers. Check. 

Financing from secretive billionaires. Check. 

Secret army. On track. 

Stockpile of weaponry. Check. 

Next: the United States presidency. 

And now, the final push. Announce his candidacy. Hire Atlas to start 
some sort of war somewhere. Detonate a couple of warheads. Then blame 


the current US president for it. 


Galt and Cara sat in the seats behind him. They looked bored. They 
wouldn’t be soon enough. 

Such perfect politician’s children — he’d made sure of that. Sporty boy, 
musical girl. Blond and even-featured like their mother. Cara was pretty — 
a bit on the bland side, like Debi Ann — but that worked in his favor. 
Politicians with gorgeous daughters got the wrong kind of media attention. 
The focus needed to be on him. Handsome Galt, only thirteen and already 
looking like Pierce. Straight nose, good chin, gray eyes. Killer instinct. 

Thanks to his new regime for the kids, they had shed doubt, defiance, 
pounds, ethics . . . all those pesky things he used to despise in them. 

“Hey, kids,” he called over the noise of the engine. “How are you 
feeling since I started you on those smoothies? Stronger, am I right? Maybe 
even smarter? Quicker?” 

“I feel awesome,” Galt said. 

“Super, Dad,” Cara said. Why did she always sound like she was 
mocking him? Pierce glanced at her quickly, but she stared peacefully back. 

“What are you thinking right now?” he fired at her. 

“T enjoy the mango flavor best,” she answered promptly. 

“Not a very interesting thought,” Pierce said. “But acceptable.” 

It started as a game when they were young. How they used to squeal 
with pleasure when he asked them the question! He had invented the game. 
They had to answer within one second, so that he could be sure they 
weren’t lying. Little did they know, at three, at four, at five, that he was 
training them. What was the use of having children unless you could count 
on their loyalty? 

Every morning he rose early enough to scan the newspapers. He cut out 


the articles he wanted them to read and placed them by their plates. 


Evenings were for printouts and magazine articles. He was forming their 
minds so that they would be just like him. 

Lately he’d been thinking that the web was too vast to control. He was 
drawing up a plan to delete certain parts of history from it, so that his kids 
couldn’t access stories unless he approved. 

Cara was reaching for her earphones. He’d lose her to a symphony in a 
second. He needed her attention. 

“Kids, remember, it’s our secret, right? Your mom — you know how 
she is. She’d want to protect her babies. She’d still have you on applesauce 
and mashed carrots if she could.” 

Galt snickered. 

“Are you ready for one last test? Are you up for it?” 

“Yeah!” Galt said, pumping a fist. “Bring it on!” 

“I know you’re loyal,” Pierce said. “I know you’re smart. I know you 
are in excellent physical condition. What I don’t know — and I need to — 
is that you can operate independently.” 

Cara looked warily at him. “What do you mean?” 

“I need to know that you can be dropped into a situation — any 
situation — navigate through it, and deliver results. Are you ready for your 
assignment?” 

“Ready,” Galt said. 

“Tve got reporters all over the globe looking for Amy and Dan Cahill. 
Those two drive web traffic like nobody’s business. I have a location where 
they were, but I don’t know where they are.” 

“Are we heading to London?” Cara asked. 

“Not yet. We’re over the west coast of Ireland now. Your assignment is 
to find Amy and Dan Cahill and pass along their coordinates to me in time 


for me to send some paparazzi their way.” 


The two kids looked dubious. Pierce needed them to buy into this. He 
could hardly send his bodyguards swarming over the Irish countryside. Galt 
and Cara would be perfect. Nobody paid attention to kids. 

“Just pretend you’re students backpacking around Europe,” he told 
them. 

“This doesn’t sound very challenging,” Galt said sulkily. 

“I think it sounds fun,” Cara said, peering out the window. “It’s a 
beautiful country. And as long as I don’t have to sleep outdoors, I’m cool 
with it.” 

That’s good, because you don’t have a choice, Pierce thought, but he 
knew better than to say it. 

“Where are the backpacks?” Cara asked. 

“Right behind your seats. With the parachutes. Tony will help you into 
the gear.” 

The man the kids had assumed was a steward came forward from where 
he’d been sitting in the back, well out of earshot. 

“P-parachutes?” Cara sputtered. “But we’ve never skydived!” 

“Not to worry. Didn’t I say you were in top physical condition?” 

Tony began to slide a chute over Galt’s shoulders. 

“Dad? I’m not so sure about this!” Galt exclaimed. “Couldn’t you find a 
nice airport to land in?” 

“Don’t want to leave a paper trail,” Pierce said. “Besides, this will be 
fun. I’m looking out for you guys.” 

“I don’t want to d-do this,” Cara said as Tony steered her toward the 
back of the plane. 


“Stop whining,” Pierce said, and Tony opened the cabin door. 


. (CUP UES 


When Amy and Dan cycled into the village the next morning, Fiona poked 
her head out of the grocery and gestured at them frantically. They hurried 
inside, and she closed and locked the door. 

“Tve got a message for you from home,” she said. “Your phones are no 
longer safe. You’re supposed to destroy them. If you need to communicate, 
you’re to go to an Internet café. There’s one in the next village. And there is 
a very slight chance your location was compromised. The advice is to stay 
put for now. I’m supposed to tell you that a pony is checking everything 
out?” 

“Okay,” Amy said, nodding. She felt her nerves strain at the news. 

“Don’t worry. We’ll keep you safe. The whole village is on alert. Which 
is why .. .” Fiona crossed to the window and peered out behind the shade. 
Then she let it drop. “There’s someone in town asking for directions to 
Bhaile Anois,” she said. “He checked in late last night at the inn.” 

Amy and Dan exchanged uneasy glances. 

“What does he look like?” Amy asked. 

Fiona narrowed her eyes. “Sneaky, for certain,” she said. “And he’s 
quite a waster. Good for nothin’ but complaining. Nora over at the inn said 
he’s never satisfied with the temperature of his tea, and he asked for a 


cashmere throw in his room.” 


Amy and Dan exchanged another glance. 

“TAN,” they said together, and sighed. 

“You know the eejit?” Fiona asked. 

“The eejit is our cousin,” Amy said. 

“Distant cousin,” Dan added. “Very, very distant.” 

They strolled over to the front of the inn, where Ian Kabra stood outside 
arguing with the desk clerk. Their tall, elegant cousin propped a rickety 
bicycle up with one index finger, as if it would contaminate him. In this 
rural village, he was dressed in pressed jeans, a navy jacket, and a silky 
dark T-shirt. He was only sixteen, but he looked older. 

“Are you seriously telling me, my good man, that this is the only 
transportation in the village? Surely there is a car service. Or a garage, 
where one might hire a car? Even in this backwater?” 

The red-haired young man put his hands on his hips. “Why don’t you do 
this, me boyo? Take a flying leap at the nearest garage yourself? And then 
you can —” 

Dan strode forward and took Jan’s arm. “We’ll take it from here. 
Thanks.” 

“Dan! Amy! Thank goodness you’re here,” Ian said in his plummy 
British accent. “The locals have been supremely unhelpful.” 

“Tan —” 

He narrowed his dark eyes. “I was lost on the back roads for hours last 
night because when I asked some villager if this was Meenalappa, she said 
no. And I was standing right in the middle of the village! If I ever see that 
young woman again, PII —” Ian’s eyes widened. Fiona was crossing the 
street to the pub. “Th-there she is!” he sputtered. 

“Hi, Fiona!” Dan said, waving. 

“Hi, Danny boy!” she trilled back. 


“You’re acquainted with that creature?” 

“Relax, Ian.” Dan tried to hide his grin. “She was just trying to protect 
us.” 

“Did Nellie call you?” Amy asked, irritation spiking her question. 

“Of course she did. And Hamilton and Jonah, too,” Ian said, naming 
their other cousins. “They’re on alert. Reagan and Madison would come, 
too, but they’re both training for the Olympics, and Hamilton wouldn’t let 
them. They’re on reserve, though.” 

Amy gritted her teeth. “I told Nellie not to alert anyone.” 

“Nonsense,” Ian said briskly. “We’re Cahills. We’re in this together. 


Now, let’s go to Grace’s house. It’s got to be better than that shoddy inn.” 


Ian sniffed at the single bed with the cotton coverlet and plain white sheets. 
“I spoke too soon. Why, oh why, didn’t Grace know about thread counts?” 
he moaned. 

“T have no idea what you mean, dude, but if you insult Grace in my 
presence again you are going to have one very fat lip,” Dan replied 
cheerfully. “Or two.” 

“I’m not insulting her,” Ian said. “I’m just indicating my preference. If 
only Natalie were here, she would know exactly what I mean.” 

Suddenly, Ian’s face clouded. Natalie had died only six months ago and 
she’d been his baby sister. Amy knew the wound must still be so 
unbearably fresh. 

Ian cleared his throat and quickly turned away. His voice came out 
higher and constricted. “Since I’m alone in this, I won’t say another word. I 


will cope with threadbare towels and scratchy sheets like a gentleman.” 


Amy could tell by the way Ian was examining his bedding that he was 
close to tears. Nobody was that interested in fluffing their pillow. 

“We miss her, too, Ian,” she said gently. 

He cleared his throat. “Thanks.” 

It would be like losing Dan, she thought. She had a glimpse into great 
and unquenchable grief, and if she could have produced a cashmere throw 
for Ian at that moment, she would have been happy to provide it. 

“We really need your help,” she added. 

Ian’s face brightened, and she knew it had been the right thing to say. 
He wanted to be needed now. 

Ian followed them down the stairs. “I know you two are going to need 
some Lucian strategy.” He lowered himself onto the overstuffed sofa. “So 
relax and tell me how I can solve all your problems.” 

It was almost a flashback to the former arrogant Ian they’d known, but 
now he ended the remark with a smile that mocked his old self- 
centeredness. The loss of Natalie had changed him. 

Amy felt her eyes mist. With all her worrying about putting him in 


danger, she hadn’t stopped to consider that Ian might need them, too. 


They sat outside on the back lawn. Amy had spread out a linen blanket and 
brought a tray with a teapot and pretty mismatched cups — Grace had 
always collected mismatched china — and a plate of cookies. The weather 
had warmed and brightened, and the soft breeze ruffled the pages of 
Olivia’s book. 

Ian knew more Latin than Amy, so he was able to translate a few things 
that had stumped her. 


“This dowry reference is puzzling,” Ian said. “She keeps referring to it, 
but we don’t know what it is. Is it land, or money, or animals, or objects?” 

“Tt does come up often,” Amy agreed. “Even after Gideon is dead.” 

Amy looked up at him. Their faces were very close. She remembered 
when those dark expressive eyes would make her quiver inside, when being 
this close would make her blush and stammer. Not anymore, though. 

A shadow fell over the blanket. 

“Well, well. Aren’t you two cozy.” 

Shading her eyes, Amy looked up and, with a spurt of uncomfortable 
surprise, saw Jake. Her heart began to pound. He was standing against the 
sun, and she couldn’t see his expression. 

It was official. She was going to kill Nellie. 

Guiltily, she scrambled to her feet. Now she could see his face, his 
strong nose, brown eyes, dark messy hair. He looked tired. And angry. 
“What are you doing here?” she asked, flustered. 

“Nellie contacted us and said you needed help.” 

“I told her not to do that!” 

“Yes, I can see why.” Jake’s gaze flicked to Ian. “You already reached 
out for help, didn’t you? Sorry to interrupt the tea party.” 

“Our network went down,” she said. “We even had to give up our 
phones. I couldn’t text you.” 

He gave a tense shrug. “Doesn’t matter. You don’t have to hit me over 
the head. I get it.” His stony gaze moved to Ian. 

“No, you dont get it,” Amy said. 

Ian rose. “Good to see you, Jake,” he said. “I hope you brought your 
little brother. There’s some medieval Italian to translate. . . .” 

Just then Atticus bounded up with Dan. Atticus was Jake’s half brother, 


but they didn’t look much alike. Atticus was wiry and intense, and he’d 


inherited his African-American’s mother’s thick curly hair, which he wore 
in shoulder-length dreadlocks. 

“Isn’t this fantastic?” Dan asked. “Jake and Atticus in person!” Dan 
punched Atticus on the arm. “Professor! You are so busted for showing up 
without telling!” 

“You don’t have a phone!” Atticus said with a grin. “It was an 
insurmountable impediment, dude!” 

Although Atticus was a year and a half younger than Dan, he made up 
for it with a vocabulary that could make a college professor hit the 
dictionary. 

“Aren’t you supposed to be in college?” Dan asked. “How’d you get 
time off?” 

“Taking independent study,” Atticus explained. “Dad said I should put 
off Harvard until I was emotionally mature enough to go.” 

“Emotionally mature?” Dan hooted. “Your pop will have to wait about a 
billion years, dude!” 

“I won’t have to wait as long as you, dude!” Atticus adjusted his glasses 
as he peered down at the blanket. “Hey, is that the book Nellie told us 
about?” 

Jake’s eyes flicked to Olivia’s book. “You’ve got it outside in the sun? 
Are you out of your minds?” 

Amy crossed her arms. “We’re being careful.” 

“Tt’s not about careful, this is a five-hundred-year-old manuscript! You 
should be wearing gloves — Atticus brought some — and keeping it out of 
the sunlight.” 

“It didn’t take you long to start barking orders!” Amy exclaimed, her 


face flushing. “But then you always know best, don’t you?” 


“Somebody has to be mature in this situation,” Jake said, his gaze 
flashing at Ian, who was now intently trying to brush cookie crumbs off his 
pants. 

“True. In that case, we’d rather consult your little brother,” Ian said with 
a smirk. “Medieval manuscripts are his field, am I right?” 

“Technically, it’s early Renaissance,” Jake said. 

“Thanks for the correction, my good man. Amy is right—you do know 
best.” Ian slipped his arm around Amy. “She’s so perceptive. One of the 
many things I adore about her.” 

“It’s getting chilly. Why don’t we go inside?” Amy suggested brightly 
as she tried to step out of the circle of Ian’s arm. 

Ian took the opportunity to rub her shoulder. “You do feel rather cold,” 
he said. “Let’s sit by the fire. Jake, since you’re so interested in proper 
handling, why don’t you take the book?” 

Jake snatched up the book and furiously stomped off toward the house. 

“You forgot to wear gloves!” Ian called after him. 

Amy pushed him away. “Really, Ian.” 

“What a touchy guy,” Ian said. “Frankly, I don’t know what you see in 
him.” 

He winced as the kitchen door slammed, then glanced at Amy’s red 


face. “Hmmm. It might be a good time for me to take a walk,” Ian said. 





The house was suddenly too crowded. 

Within a couple of hours, it had been transformed. The lively, focused 
curiosity of the Rosenbloom brothers made the air buzz. The living room 
was now strewn with teacups and wadded-up napkins and plates with half- 
eaten sandwiches, and shoes on the floor and pencils snapped in half and 
discarded scratch paper and Atticus’s toothbrush, because Atticus said he 
got his best ideas while he was brushing his teeth. 

Jake’s laptop was secure, so at least they could now do research on the 
web. Through their father, Dr. Mark Rosenbloom, an archaeologist, they 
had access to online libraries that Amy and Dan could never have 
consulted. Since spending the winter in Rome, Jake’s Italian was close to 
fluent, and Atticus was a Latin scholar. They had translated in a few hours 
what would have taken her days. 

“My question is this: Why was an Irish woman back then fluent in 
Italian?” Jake asked. “Highly unusual.” 

“She was a scholar,” Amy said. “She mentions that her father taught her 
Latin.” 

“Latin I understand, even though it’s unusual for her to learn it,” Jake 
said. 


“She did come from a family of bards, Jake,” Atticus said. 


“Beards?” Dan asked. 

“Bards,” Atticus said with a snort of laughter. “Poets. The learned 
scholars of Ireland.” 

“I bet they had beards, though,” Dan said, and Atticus laughed and 
threw an eraser at him. 

“The Irish have an amazing scholarly history,” Jake said. “Bards were 
more than poets. They founded schools, usually had nobleman patrons. 
They were revered in Ireland. But —” 

“They were all men,” Amy finished. “Typical.” 

“Tt just doesn’t add up,” Jake said, frowning. “And this code in the back 

“Ts that unusual, too?” Dan asked. 

“Yes and no,” Jake said. “Actually, cryptography was widely used in 
sixteenth-century Europe. Queen Elizabeth had a school for espionage. It 
was a little later, but still, Pm not surprised at the code. But why is she 
using it in a household accounts book? And it’s so odd looking . . . reminds 
me of something I can’t place.” 

“You know what Dad says,” Atticus put in. “When you’re stumped, 
return to the source.” He turned to Amy. “Can I look at the secret room?” 

“Sure. PI show you.” 

They took the stairs up to the second floor. Amy pulled down the 
sconce, and the stairs rose. 

“That is just amazing-cool,” Atticus said, bounding into the space. He 
peered at her, his eyes wide and curious behind his glasses. “Do you think 
Grace could have left you a clue? About the code in the book, I mean. Dan 
told me she left a clue about the alphabet lock.” 

“If she did, I don’t know what it is.” Amy plopped tiredly in the white 


chair, her hands clasped. “She said the struggle never ends. That it’s only 


abandoned. She knew that even if we destroyed the serum we could never 
be free.” 

“That’s what spooks Dan,” Atticus said, prowling around the room. “He 
keeps waiting to have a regular life. It never happens. He’s super scared it 
never will.” 

She smiled weakly. “How come you know my brother better than I do?” 

“Aw. With Dan you have to listen to his underneath, you know? Not so 
much what he says. Anyway, I know how he feels. Ever since my mom 
died, my dad thinks he’s Indiana Jones. I keep waiting for him to settle 
down, but instead Jake and I just get yanked around the world.” 

“I’m sorry, Atticus,” Amy said. “I thought you liked living in Rome.” 

He smiled. “I do. Now. I just had to let go of wanting something else, 
that’s all. And realize my life is pretty cool. And having a brother like Jake 
raise me is amazing-cool, too.” 

“I always knew you were smart,” Amy said. “But I didn’t know you 
were So wise.” 

“Not so smart if I can’t help you,” Atticus said, blushing furiously. “So 
is there anything else here that would give you a hint? Is there anything 
odd, anything in the room that just doesn’t seem like Grace?” 

“It’s all Grace, really,” Amy said. “She loved white and blue. The table 
is old, the Windsor chair. . .” She looked across the room and saw herself 
reflected in the mirror, a girl without a clue. “Everything but that mirror, I 
guess. I mean, she didn’t like ornate things, and it’s gold. . . and if you sit 
in this chair, you look right at yourself. . . .” 

Atticus looked at the mirror. He pushed his glasses up his nose in the 
characteristic gesture that meant he was thinking hard. Then he spun around 
and laughed. “My brain is exploding! Amy — it’s the easiest code in the 


world! It’s not just code, it’s mirror writing!” 


“Mirror writing? Are you sure?” 

“Elementary! Come on!” 

They hurried downstairs, where Atticus excitedly told the others about 
his discovery. 

“Of course!” Jake exclaimed. He hit himself lightly on the side of the 
head. “Sometimes things are too obvious.” 

“This shouldn’t be so hard,” Atticus said. “Olivia is writing an 
instruction to Madeleine, right? ‘My Joy, my Song, you have my charge.’ If 
she made it too hard, Madeleine wouldn’t have been able to figure it out.” 

“That’s why the references might have been things that they both 
knew,” Jake said, tapping his pencil against the desk. “A family vocab. Like 
the way Grace spoke to Amy and Dan. Using the familiar.” 

“Maybe it has something to do with the teacher Olivia talks about in the 
poem?” Amy asked. “ ‘Mio maestro.’ ” 

“Its more than a teacher, actually,” Jake said. “ ‘. . . mio maestro di 
vita.’ Teacher of life. It implies someone who teaches more than facts — all 
the aspects of life, a way to live. . . . Like a mentor.” 

Dan recited from memory. “ ‘. . . and take up battle not with arms but 
wisdom gained from ancient land / kept close and passed from hand to hand 
/ to mio maestro di vita, thee of timeless woman, universal man.’ ” 

Atticus sat up, his dreads flying. “What did Grace say in her letter?” he 
asked Amy with sudden urgency. “About the struggle?” 

Amy picked up Grace’s journal. “ ‘I am sorry to say that our struggle is 
never finished, only abandoned.’ ” She looked up. The two brothers were 


rising from their chairs, their faces full of disbelief, discovery, revelation. . . 


She rose to her feet. “What?” 


“ “Art is never finished, only abandoned’!” Atticus crowed. “It’s a 
quote. Quite famous, actually.” 

“Not to us, dude,” Dan said. 

“There’s an old game Jake and I used to play. You know how you 
memorize quotes from famous people in history?” 

“Constantly,” Dan said. 

“And the mirror,” Jake said. “And universal man, of course! Vitruvian 
Man!” 

Amy frowned. “That famous drawing of the man with his arms out? But 
that’s by...” 

“And timeless woman!” Atticus crowed. “The Mona Lisa!” 

Amy felt the knowledge roar through her body. “Are you talking about 
Leonardo da Vinci?” 

“Gosh,” Dan said. “Even I’ve heard of him.” 

“Leonardo was Olivia’s teacher,” Atticus said. “That’s why she knew 
Italian.” 

Jake excitedly returned to the book. “That’s what the coded pages are. 
An account of her travels, but in it there must be something Leonardo gave 
her. ‘Then he to me bequeathed it, and with instruction bid / and I, through 
his own methods, hid.’ Now that we know this, we can crack the code, I 
know we can.” 

“This is so amazing,” Atticus breathed. He stared at Dan and Amy in 
wonder, as though they were suddenly priceless works of art. “The most 
famous man in the Renaissance, and he taught your great-great . . .” 

“_.. great-great et cetera grandmother,” Dan finished. 

“The antidote is in those coded pages,” Amy said. “I just know it.” 

Which makes the book just as dangerous as the serum. Because if we 


possess it, someone else will want it. 


Yes, Grace. The struggle never ends. You knew that. 

Jake sat, writing notes on a piece of scrap paper. Atticus tapped his 
toothbrush on the table as he looked over Jake’s shoulder. He was kicking 
his long, skinny legs, and his feet in bright red socks looked too big for his 
body. 

He was just a kid. 

And Jake . . . the way he made room for Atticus, the way he casually 
put his hand on the tapping toothbrush to stop it... 

Jake was Atticus’s caretaker, his protector. They had a distant dad, a 
dead mother. The two of them would be lost without each other. 

Here they were, alive in the moment, precious life coursing through 
them. 

If she allowed them to help, they could die. 

And she would be standing over another open grave. 

So much emotion welled up in her chest that she was afraid she’d burst 
into sobs. 

Amy cleared her throat. She looked at the two brothers. 


“You’re going to have to leave,” she said. 


. (CUP UES 


Ian had jumped on a bike and headed in the opposite direction from 
Meenalappa. It had taken him exactly three minutes to realize the place was 
a backwater. A pub, a grocery, a church, and a store selling rubber boots and 
tweed caps. No, thank you. He would head to the larger village of 
Ballycreel. 

He pedaled hard, cooling his hot cheeks. For once he didn’t mind the 
mist. If it wasn’t raining in Ireland, it was about to or just did. 

He probably should have been nicer to Jake. It wasn’t that he didn’t like 
the guy. It was just that when Jake and Atticus had showed up, he’d gotten, 
well... 

Jealous. 

Jealous of the way Amy suddenly had eyes for nobody but Jake and was 
trying so hard to hide it. How Dan lit up when he saw Atticus. 

Nobody lit up for Ian. 

He knew he wasn’t the nicest person. .. . 

Natalie understood him. She had been equally as . . . not nice as he was. 

But he was trying! He was learning! People didn’t get nice by accident, 
did they? They had parents who were nice. Nice to their kids, nice to others. 
His parents . . . well, they didn’t understand the concept of “nice.” 


And they never, ever would have understood the concept of “lonely.” 


That word had never been in the Kabra vocab, but it had been bouncing 
around Jan’s head lately. It was shocking how many times he found himself 
saying, “If only Natalie were here...” 

He had fought with Natalie and been bored by Natalie and sometimes 
even felt he despised her, but she’d been his best friend. Maybe his only 
friend. 

Losing his sister . . . well, it had turned out to be much harder than he 
expected. Sure, he no longer had to follow Natalie around Harrods, holding 
her purchases, but he didn’t know what he was supposed to do, exactly. 
When Nellie had called to say that Amy and Dan needed his help, he had 
sprung into action immediately. He’d packed a few things and taken off. He 
hadn’t even pressed his trousers. 

Nobody likes you, nobody likes you, nobody likes you. 

My sister is dead, my sister is dead... . 

The bicycle wheels went round and round, slithering on the wet country 
road. The words in his head revolved. 

And suddenly he realized he was far from the cottage, and lost. 

The mist was now rain. Ian wanted to kick himself, but he’d probably 
fall off the bike. 

He bumped off to the side to turn the bike around and took out his 
phone to consult GPS. Then he remembered that Pony had disabled it for 
safety reasons. The protective cover told him to KEEP CALM AND CARRY ON. 
He snorted at that. Did he really have a choice right now? 

At that moment, a Range Rover barreled around the curve, sending him 
diving into the grass. The car smashed into his bike, which flew after him. 

The Range Rover driver slammed on the brakes. With a squeal of tires, 
it backed up. 

“You bloody fool!” Ian shouted. 


A girl with red hair stuck her head out of the driver’s side window. 
“Well, that didn’t go well. What were you doing in the middle of the road?” 
she asked. He heard the lilt of a brogue in her voice. He couldn’t wait to get 
back to London, where people didn’t have music in their voices. 

Ian popped to his feet. “I was not in the middle of the road! I was on the 
shoulder!” 

“In case you haven’t noticed, this road doesn’t have a shoulder,” she 
answered. “It’s a country lane, not much wider than a path, actually. You 
have to watch yourself on our roads, you tourists.” 

Ian bristled at being called a tourist. “Maybe you have to watch your 
driving!” 

She smiled, and Ian suddenly noticed that the girl was ravishingly 
pretty. She had one dimple in her left cheek. What kind of a girl had only 
one dimple? Ian didn’t care for asymmetry, but somehow this particular one 
... worked. 

“Sure, I suppose I do,” she said. “But it’s my da’s car, and so I like to 
give it a workout and bring it back muddy. By the way, are you all right?” 

“Think so, thanks for the afterthought,” Ian said. 

Her smile turned into a grin. She opened the door and jumped out. “Oh, 
dear, look at your bicycle. I’m afraid it’s rather smashed.” 

Tan saw that the front wheel had bent. “This just tops off my day.” 

“Don’t fret, ve got a nice big car and time on my hands.” 

Before Ian could protest, she had lifted up the bike with surprising ease 
and deposited it in the trunk of the car. “Now. Where can I drop you?” 

Normally, this would count as one stellar day. He’d gladly trade a 
smashed bicycle for a pretty girl in a very expensive car. But not today. He 
had to get back to Bhaile Anois. The argument with Jake had been petty and 
stupid. 


“Don’t worry, I’m not a criminal. I’m just a girl in her daddy’s car who 
is willing to rescue you. I’m Maura, by the way.” 

“Roger,” Ian said, because while this was an extremely pretty girl, he 
was still a Lucian, and a Kabra. Any personal information was on a need-to- 
know basis. 

“Hey now, you dropped your phone.” She bent and picked it up and 
handed it to him. Their fingers touched, briefly, and Ian felt something, 
some kind of charge from just touching her skin. 

He felt his face heat up. That never happened. To cover, he dropped the 
phone in his pocket. “You could give me a lift to Ballycreel.” The village 
was big enough that it would provide cover. And he could hike back to 
Bhaile Anois from there. 

“Are you staying there, then? At the Arms, or the Pocket of Fish?” 

“Pocket of Fish,” Ian said. 

“Climb in,” she said. “I know a shortcut.” 

Ian climbed in. Maura took off, driving way too fast. Ian tried not to 
clutch the door handle. 

“We live in Dublin, but we have a house down in Doolin. A castle, more 
like. I prefer an Irish castle to a Scottish one, don’t you? A better sense of 
scale. The more modern, the better, if you ask me. Those sixteenth-century 
ones are drafty, no matter how much they pump up the central heating.” 

Okay, not only was she pretty but she could compare the merits of 
castles. This was his type of girl. 

“I don’t have that much experience with castles,” Ian said. Despite the 
fact that his father now lived in one. 

She gave him a quick once-over. “Don’t be so modest. Your jacket is 
cashmere from Brioni’s last season. Your shoes are handmade from John 


Lobb. And don’t get me started on your haircut.” 


“Actually, I prefer an estate,” Ian said. “Early nineteenth century, with 
central heating. You’re right. Castles are drafty.” 

She grinned. “Here’s the shortcut.” 

She jerked the wheel, and the Range Rover slammed onto a dirt track 
that was probably for sheep. Over the rattle of the car, Ian shouted, “Is this a 
road?” 

“Tt is if I say it is!” Maura shouted. “I told you I liked to bring it back 
muddy! I only like my da when he’s fuming!” 

She gave a peal of laughter that made Ian join in. He’d heard the term 
infectious laughter before, but he never quite understood it. He rarely 
laughed, and certainly wouldn’t do it just because someone else did. 

But as the Range Rover hit a ditch and his head bumped the ceiling, he 
didn’t care. He just kept on laughing. 


She dropped him on the main street of Ballycreel. Ian hauled the bicycle out 
of the trunk. 

“T’d offer to pay for it, but I know you can afford it,” she said. 

A small spot of mud was on Maura’s (undimpled) cheek. Her face was 
flushed from their wild ride, and her green eyes danced. 

It made his heart leap, somehow. Odd feeling. 

“Thanks for the ride,” he said. “If you can call it that.” 

“Call me sometime,” she said. She tucked a small card into his pocket. 

With one last flirtatious look, she hopped back into the car and took off. 

Ian stared down at the card. MAURA DEVON CARLISLE. There was a 
number below it. The card stock was smooth and heavy in his hand. The 


typeface discreet, yet bold. Exactly what he would have chosen. 


As soon as the Range Rover was out of sight, he tore up the card and 
threw it away. 

Better not to be tempted. Better to let it go. 

Ian left the bicycle in an alley. He started the long walk back to Bhaile 
Anois, his footsteps on the asphalt road, his pace steady and sure in his 
expensive handmade shoes. 


Lonely. Lonely. Lonely. 
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Atticus stopped swinging his legs. Jake sat staring at Amy. Dan sat up on 
the couch. His sister’s green eyes were usually warm, but now they looked 
as hard as metal. What was she doing? 

“What did you say?” Atticus asked. 

Amy lifted her chin. “This is a Cahill matter. It’s our problem to solve.” 

“Excuse me?” Jake asked. “Atticus just broke the mirror code. Do you 
realize what you have here in this book? It is an immeasurable gift to 
scholarship — who knows what it contains about Leonardo!” 

“This isn’t a college seminar,” Amy said evenly. “This is a battle. And 
it’s not yours. We are grateful for your help. But you should head back to 
Rome first thing in the morning.” 

“But —” Dan started, but Amy silenced him with her stay out of this 
look. Dan snapped his mouth shut, but he felt his blood beginning to boil. 

Jake’s mouth hung open. He looked as though he’d just been punched in 
the head. Or the stomach. Someplace really, really bad. 

“This is about family,” Amy said. “The Cahills can take it from here.” 

Atticus looked as though he was about to cry. Behind his glasses, he 
was blinking rapidly. 


“Hey,” Dan said, “can we take a vote on this?” 


“No.” Amy’s voice was firm. “I’m the head of the family. This is my 
call.” 

“You may be the head,” Dan said furiously. “You’re not a dictator!” 

Ian walked through the door. “You’re not going to believe what 
happened to me —” he started, then stopped, his gaze moving from Jake to 
Amy to Dan to Atticus. He tossed his phone on the desk. “What did I 
miss?” 

His phone landed right next to Jake’s. Dan read the words. KEEP CALM 
AND CARRY ON. How odd that the two boys, so different in temperament, had 
the same phone case. The well-known phrase bounced around his head. He 
didn’t feel calm. He didn’t feel like carrying on. He wanted to throw both 
phones into the toilet for telling him to do such a lame thing when all he 
wanted to do was yell and change what was happening. 

“Nothing,” Jake said. “You didn’t miss a thing.” 


“She didn’t mean it,” Atticus whispered to Jake later. “I could tell by her 
eyes.” 

Jake was balling up clothes and shoving them into his pack. “She meant 
every word.” 

“Jake, if you could just talk to her —” 

“T’ve talked to her. Listen, little bro, we’re done here. This is the last 
piece of business we’ ll do for the Cahills.” He said the last word bitterly. 

“She doesn’t really want us to go,” Atticus said miserably. “And Dan 
definitely doesn’t!” 

“Dan is not the boss. Amy is. As she made very clear.” Jake zipped up 
his pack. “Get your stuff together. I called the village and hired a car. We’re 


leaving first thing in the morning for the airport.” 


First light. Amy heard the faint thud of the door closing. She ran to the 
window. The dark shapes of Jake and Atticus headed toward a car in the 
drive. Atticus seemed crushed by the enormous backpack he wore on his 
shoulders. Jake had slung his pack over one shoulder, and he strode quickly 
toward the car, as if he couldn’t get away fast enough. 

She wanted to run downstairs, throw open the door, and beg them to 
stop. Instead, she looked away. 

Her door creaked open. Dan stuck his head in. “You’re awake.” He 
hovered in the doorway. “That was a really lousy thing to do.” 

Amy pressed her forehead against the cold glass. “Dan, do you 
remember being on that bridge? Do you remember that terror? How can I 
ask them to risk their lives for us?” 

“You’re not asking anything of anybody,” Dan said. “We’re all 
volunteers here. And I know one thing. You’re wrong. Jake and Atticus are 
family. You’re turning into Aunt Beatrice!” 

“That’s not fair!” Amy cried. “I have to make the decisions. You’re the 
one who wants to leave the family! Why should you get a vote, Dan? You 
opted out, remember?” 

“I’m here right now!” Dan shot back. “Watching you be mean!” 

They stared at each other, furious. 

They heard an insistent pounding downstairs. She and Dan dove for the 
stairs. 

Amy got to the door first. Fiona’s hand was raised to knock again, her 
dark hair shimmering with droplets from the dawn mist. “There’s a black 
SUV in the village,” she said. “They’re looking for you. You’ve got to clear 
out.” 


Amy’s head cleared and she snapped into survival mode. “How?” 


“Boat.” 

“Give us five minutes.” 

Amy and Dan raced upstairs and woke Jan. They threw things into 
backpacks, wrapped Olivia’s book in a waterproof bag, and within five 
minutes had locked up the house and run down to the dock. 

Fiona stood on the deck of a small motorboat. She reached out a hand to 
help Amy and Ian aboard. “Pll get you out, don’t worry. I know every rock 
and every eddy in that bay. I’ve got some fellas in the village to help — and 
some donkeys. They’ll block the road. Declan will meet us on the water. 
Can you cast off that line for me, Danny?” 

Dan threw the line in the boat and jumped in. Fiona expertly piloted 
them through the winding curves of the inlet. “P1 head north and pull in at 
Runnybeg Creek. It’s not on the map and we’ve just enough draft to make 
it,” she called. “It’s just past that turning there.” 

Before they reached the turning, a boat exploded out of the gray mist, 
cutting across the inlet straight toward them. 


. 


“Hang on!” Fiona shouted, and she jerked the wheel hard to the left. The 
boat heeled on one side, and she cut across the inlet, skimming between 
clumps of rocks. 

“We’re going to have to head for the channel,” she shouted. “I can’t 
reverse and get back to Runnybeg now.” 

Dan looked behind them. The black boat was going slower, no doubt 
because they didn’t have Fiona’s knowledge of the inlet. The rocks could 
tear a hole in the hull. The boat looked like a powerful machine, a dark 
shark moving through the water. “Are you sure you can outrun them?” 

Fiona glanced behind her for a split second, and he saw the doubt 
flicker on her face. “Possibly not,” she said, jerking her chin forward. “But I 
can outwit them.” 

As she said this, she suddenly swerved the boat into a narrow channel 
Dan hadn’t noticed. As she followed the twisting channel, she gradually 
increased her speed, and then the harbor opened up in front of them. 

It was just past dawn, and the gray water was still splashed with pink. 
The fishing boats were already specks on the far side of the harbor, headed 
out to deeper water. Fiona zigzagged through the anchored craft, her hands 
sure and expert on the wheel. The larger boat had trouble following her, so 


it veered off into the deeper water of the harbor. 


“They’re going to cut us off!” Amy yelled over the sound of the wind 
and the water thumping against the hull. 

Fiona didn’t answer. Her lips pressed together and her eyes narrowed. 
By slipping through the anchored boats, she began to angle toward shore. 

“We’ll gain some time when the bay widens,” she shouted. “They’re too 
far out to catch us. At least for a bit.” 

A bit didn’t sound too encouraging, Dan thought, but he felt a rush of 
exhilaration as their boat shot out into open water. Fiona opened up the 
throttle. The boat slammed down on the waves, and spray drenched their 
faces. 

They were ahead now, and gaining yard after yard. Dan looked behind 
again. Even though they’d shot ahead, judging by the speed of the other 
boat it wouldn’t be for long. Eventually the other boat would overtake them. 

He moved closer to Fiona. “What’s the plan?” he asked. 

“If I can outrun them and we make it to the cliffs, I can lose them. 
There’s a way.” 

“The cliffs?” 

“The Cliffs of Moher. They lie south of us. If I can get us there fast 
enough. That’s where Declan and his friends will be.” 

“But how can he help us?” 

“HANG ON!” Fiona screamed, suddenly cutting the wheel hard right. 
The boat heeled up on one side, and Dan dizzily hung on to the cabin rail. 
He saw a buoy pass inches from his nose. 

They were out in the ocean now, the swells impeding their progress. 
The boat rolled as they cut across the waves, and Dan felt his stomach 
seize. He kept his eyes on the horizon. 


“They’re gaining on us,” Ian called from the stern. 


“I can’t get her to go any faster,” Fiona said through gritted teeth. 
“We’re almost there.” 

Then the sun broke through the mist and fog, and through the faint rays 
they saw the cliffs rise before them, majestic and touched with morning 
light. Seabirds dove and wheeled above them. 

“Whoa,” Dan called. “Those are some insane cliffs! What are they, a 
thousand feet up?” 

“Almost . . . the tallest is more like seven hundred,” Fiona said, 
glancing behind her at the black boat. “It’s our only chance — they’Il be on 
us in a minute or two. But we’ll have company on the water, at least. The 
Aileens are running. Lucky for us, if we can manage not to sink.” 

Dan pictured a team of Irish girls running along a cliff. Why would that 
help them? 

“Who are the Aileens?” Amy asked. 

“Aill Na Searrach. It’s a perfect wave,” Fiona said. “If conditions are 
right, and today they are, they can get as big as thirty, forty feet.” 

“Did you say forty feet?” Ian yelled. 

“What are those islands out there?” Amy asked, pointing toward 
massive hills ahead of them. 

Dan saw Fiona grip the wheel harder. “Those aren’t islands. They’re 
waves.” 

Dan squinted into the distance. They didn’t look like waves. They 
looked like distant islands that slowly moved across the surface until they 
grew into massive walls of water. 

The boat pursuing them swung off to the left, edging them closer to 
shore. Closer to the Aileens. 

“T won’t be able to hold the boat in that surf!” Fiona yelled. “We’ll 


break up! And if I go out to sea, they’ ll overtake us!” 


Dan could see the figures on the deck, the men dressed in black with 
black sunglasses. He recognized one, a short man with a blond buzz cut in a 
tight T-shirt. He was the man who’d held him on the bridge. The man raised 
a rifle. 

“Get down!” Dan screamed. 

Fiona didn’t move. A bullet smashed into the instrument board, 
cracking the speedometer. Dan crawled over and yanked Fiona down. She 
kept one hand on the wheel. 

“Are you crazy?” 

Her face was white, and her teeth chattered. “I didn’t think they’d 
actually shoot!” She looked at the torn-up dashboard. “With real bullets!” 

“Just stay down,” Dan ordered. 

“If I can’t see, I can’t steer!” she shouted. “We’ll either smash into the 
rocks or get swept into the surf, and that will be the end of us!” 

Dan glanced back. “I think that’s what they’re going for,” he answered. 

The men stood, the rifles held loosely in their hands. He could feel the 
boat groan as it bucked against the swell. If they allowed Fiona to steer, 
there was no doubt that she would be killed. But if they didn’t steer, they’d 
drift straight into those thirty-foot waves ahead, or into the rocks. 

There was a huge tearing noise, and the boat shuddered. “We’ve hit 
something!” Fiona shouted. “Ian, can you go below?” 

Ian bent over and crab-walked to the cabin as another spray of bullets 
thudded into the boat. He swung himself down the ladder. 

A moment later he stuck his head out. “It’s bad,” he yelled. “We hit a 
rock, and there’s water pouring in.” 

“They’ll pick us off if we jump in the water,” Fiona said. She was still 


pale, but she was no longer shaking. Her chin was set as she scanned the 


bay behind them. “Where are you, Declan, you eejit?” Her voice broke as 
she searched frantically behind the boat. 

Amy crawled forward to sit with Dan, their backs against the cabin 
door. The boat was now listing to one side. Another wave pummeled them, 
and they slid a little farther toward the railing. It wouldn’t be long now 
before the boat broke up. The men on the other boat held their rifles, 
waiting for them to land in the cold water. 

“Fiona,” she said. 

Dan knew what she meant. Another innocent. Another life they’d 
placed in danger. 

“I have to make sure she makes it,’ Amy said. “So you — just swim. 
Swim as fast as you can. The water will be cold. You need to keep your 
muscles warm. Take Olivia’s book. And don’t look back for me. PIl stay 
with Fiona. I’ll get her to shore.” 

Dan looked at the roiling water. The rocks. The sheer cliffs. It would be 
a miracle if they could make it to shore. But he had no intention of 
swimming for it without making sure Amy was okay. Less than an hour ago 
he’d been furious at her. Now he’d do anything to save her. 

“Piece of cake,” he said. 

“There they are!” Fiona burst out. 

Dan squinted against the sun. Small dark shapes were moving quickly, 
flying over the surface of the water . . . Jet Skis. Each of them held a pilot 
and passenger, and each of them were towing something long and sleek... . 

“Surfboards?” Dan asked. 

“Tt’s Declan and his crew,” Fiona said. “The Jet Skis tow them behind 
the peak of the wave, and they ride it in. They’re the few mad enough to 
surf Aileens.” 


“They surf those waves?” Ian said, incredulous. 


The Jet Skis veered and came straight toward them. The path would 
take them right between their boat and the black shark boat. The men on the 
boat quickly stowed their rifles. 

They zoomed closer, forming a wedge and making straight for their 
boat. 

One of the surfers raised a megaphone. “Need help over here?” 

“Yes!” Fiona shouted, standing and waving. The Jet Skis surrounded the 
boat. The men on the other boat wouldn’t dare shoot now. 

Declan sat on the back of a Jet Ski, dressed in a wet suit. “Looks like 
you could use a lift,” he yelled. He gestured to the surfers perched on the 
back of the Jet Skis. “These are my mates Sean, Rory, and Patrick. Climb 
aboard.” 

“You first, Fiona,’ Amy said. She hesitated, then thrust Olivia’s book 
into Fiona’s hands. “Take care of this.” 

“Pll take a ride with Sean, there,” Fiona said, indicating a red-haired 
boy with bright blue eyes that were fastened on Fiona. “He’|l take me back 
to the beach at Doolin. I’ll take your packs; we’ve got storage under the 
seat.” In just a moment, the backpacks and Olivia’s book were stowed 
away. 

“Is that where you’ll take us?” Dan asked as he climbed aboard behind 
Declan. 

“Can’t. The boat would just follow you in and pick you off when you 
dock,” Declan said. “And there’s fellas on shore at Doolin, waiting. You’re 
going to have to get to shore a different way.” 

Amy slid off the boat behind Rory. With a grimace, Ian sat behind 
Patrick. They rocked in the water for a moment as the boat tilted over. 
Water poured onto the deck. 


“You owe me a boat, Fee!” Declan shouted to his sister, grinning. 


Dan lurched backward as the Jet Ski took off. He was glad to be leaving 
the bad guys in the dust, but it would help if at the moment he wasn’t 
heading toward a set of thirty-foot waves. 

“Are you taking us to the beach?” he yelled into Declan’s ear. 

Declan pointed to a wave as high as a building. “Only one way to get 
there, mate. The Jet Skis can’t maneuver in those waves.” 

“We’re going to” — Dan swallowed — “surf in?” 

“You'll be on the beach in less than three minutes!” Declan yelled. “All 
you have to do is hold on.” 

The Jet Ski sliced through the water. They were now past the break. The 
Jet Ski rose on the high swell, then skied downhill on the other side. When 
it hit the trough, Dan felt the thud in his bones. 

“They come in sets of seven,” Declan yelled. “We’re going to swing in 
behind the peak. See the barrel shape? ’Tis a beautiful thing. We’re going to 
shoot right inside one of those.” 

Dan swallowed. He was shaking from cold and fear. He glanced back at 
Amy. She gave him a shaky thumbs-up. Ian just looked determined and 
terrified at the same time. 

The boy piloting the Jet Ski looked out at the ocean. Apparently, he saw 
something Dan couldn’t. “Here we go! Next set!” 

The Jet Skis idled now, and they could hear each other. 

“Time to get on the boards,” Declan said. 

Gingerly, Dan maneuvered himself onto the board. Declan told him how 
to hold on. Dan’s teeth were chattering so loudly he could hear the constant 
irregular rhythm. 

“Won’t be long now, mate,” Declan said. “Just a minute or two.” 


Dan looked over. Ian and Amy were on the boards as well. 


“No time to waste,” Patrick shouted, pointing with his chin at the black 
boat. They could just make out the men standing on the deck, still watching 
them. One of them had binoculars trained on them. 

Now Dan could see the swell of the wave, like an enormous leviathan 
moving through the water. 

“When it’s over the reef, it will start to break,” Declan said. 

“Let’s go!” the Jet Ski pilot called, and they shot forward at top speed. 
Declan rose gracefully, his feet spread on the board, balancing easily as they 
sliced through the water. They angled into the forming wave. Dan felt his 
body crouching on the board like a frozen thing, his mind screaming one 
word. 

Nooooooooo! 

Then the wall of water roared toward them and the board shot forward. 
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Dan’s stomach dropped as the power of the wave picked them up and 
hurtled them forward. He was at the mercy of a force so huge it seemed to 
suck the air from his lungs, and his head was filled with a booming, primal 
energy that pushed thought out of his brain and made him pulse with pure 
feeling. 

They shot through a green icy tube of water. He guessed he was 
screaming, but the roar of the surf was too big around him and holding the 
slippery board was too hard. Declan’s every shift of weight caused another 
jolt of pure terror to shoot through him. 

Through the tunnel of water he could see another surfer ahead, Amy 
clutching the board. They were parallel to shore, surfing down the curve. 
Dan could feel the power of the collapsing wave behind them. 

“Hang on, we’re going to turn!” Declan shouted. 

As if he could hang on any more than he was! Declan shifted his body, 
and the board turned in toward shore. Dan blinked the spray out of his eyes. 
Ahead, the other surfer had done the same. He saw Amy sliding across the 
board, and then she tumbled off, into the churning surf! 

He didn’t hesitate. He rolled off the board, into the icy water. 

Immediately, he felt the fury of the wave, and he struggled to keep his 


head above the swirling foam. He was like a stick bobbing in its propulsive 


force. The wave was like an animal, something alive that could easily snap 
his body in two. 

He tensed his body, holding it straight, picking up the pulse of the great 
wave. He would drown if he got caught in the roiling sea. He had to keep 
going, find Amy somewhere in the wave. 

Ahead, he caught a glimpse of brown — seaweed? No, Amy’s hair, 
streaming out behind her! She, too, was trying to bodysurf the wave. Declan 
was trying to slow his board, trying to keep Amy in sight. 

The minutes seemed forever. The salt stung Dan’s eyes and he could no 
longer feel his fingers. He could see the beach ahead, and he reached out for 
Amy, trying to grab her foot, or her clothing. .. . 

The wave exploded around him, roaring, crashing, and he felt the drag 
of the receding wave pulling him backward, but he fought to stay up, stay 
ahead, swimming now for his life, swimming toward Amy... . 

Who was now flailing, her arms in her heavy wool sweater dragging her 
down under the wave. Dan dove straight down. The pull of the wave 
receded, and he could just make out the pale form of Amy’s fluttering hand. 

He swam deeper, reaching out, reaching for that hand. And grasped it. 

He tugged her forward, swimming until he thought his heart would 
burst in his chest. He hooked his arm around her and pushed up, up toward 
the faint light. 

He broke through the surface, gasping, and Declan was there, astride his 
board, his face anguished. He reached down and dragged Dan and Amy 
over his board. Then he paddled to shore. 

The other surfers and Ian came running. Together, they got Dan and 
Amy on the beach. Amy doubled over, coughing. 

Declan sat, his head between his knees, his whole body shuddering. His 


cocky attitude was wiped away by near disaster. 


Dan lay on the beach, trying to catch his breath. 

Amy looked up through her tangle of wet hair. “Saved my life again, 
bro,” she said raggedly. “I owe you two.” 

Up above, Sean and Fiona ran down the cliff’s switchback trail, their 
arms full of blankets. Amy tried to struggle to her feet. No doubt her knees 
were just as liquid as Dan’s. Ian shook sand out of his trouser pockets. 

“Declan, we’ve got to move,” Patrick said. “We’ve only got a few 
minutes before they call to shore and tell them we’ll be coming up the 
cliffs.” 

“Right.” Declan stood, tossing his dark hair out of his eyes. 

The black boat was just a dot in the distance, heading back the way it 
came. 

Dan realized he was freezing, shaking so badly he was having trouble 
walking. Fiona ran down the beach and threw a blanket around Amy, then 
Dan. “Come on,” she urged. “There’s no time.” 

They followed the surfers up the path to a caravan of vehicles. Declan 
led the way to his truck. He opened the doors for them. “I’ll be back in a 
tick,” he said, and then disappeared into the van parked next to them. 

They fell into the truck, shivering. Fiona passed in a thermos and cups. 
“This is nice and hot; it will warm you up. Declan will drive you to the 
airport. There’s a private plane there. Here’s the number of the pilot. He’ll 
take you anywhere you need to go.” Her blue eyes were fierce. “You’ll be 
safe, I promise you. Declan can drive like the devil and he knows these 
back roads like nobody else.” 

“He surfs like the devil, too,” Dan said. The shaking was coming under 
control. 

Declan reappeared, now dressed in jeans and a thick wool sweater, his 
hair slicked back. He slid behind the wheel. 


“Good-bye, Fiona,” Amy said. “Thank you for everything. That’s not 
nearly enough to say, but...” 

“Don’t worry,” Fiona said. “We’ll meet again. I’m sure of it.” She shut 
the door, then gave the truck a pat. Declan hit the gas and they took off, 
spraying dirt as they peeled out of the lot. 


It wasn’t until they were halfway to the Dublin airport that they warmed up 
completely and Amy felt her brain beginning to work again. 

“How did they find us?” she wondered. “We haven’t used our phones 
for e-mail. We hardly left the house in the past two days... .” 

“Except for Ian,” Dan said. “Did you notice anything suspicious when 
you went for your walk?” 

Ian shook his head. “No surveillance. I would have seen it. Just me and 
my bike. Of course, I almost got run over, but that was an accident.” 

“Accident?” Amy asked sharply. 

“My bike met the fender of a Range Rover,” Ian said. “Lucky for me I 
wasn’t on it at the time. The driver gave me a ride as far as Ballycreel.” 

Amy was instantly suspicious. “What was her name?” 

“How do you know it was a girl?” 

“Because if I was going to try to put a track on us through you, I’d use a 
girl to do it,” Amy answered. 

“Her name was Maura, and she wasn’t some spy, she was a very lovely 
and very rich young woman in her daddy’s expensive car, and she gave me 
a very short ride over some very bumpy fields to the nearest village,” Ian 
said huffily. “End of story.” 

“How did the accident happen?” Dan asked. 


“I don’t appreciate being cross-examined,” Ian said. “I’m a Lucian. I 
know what I’m doing. I didn’t tell the girl my real name. I made sure she 
was gone before I walked back to Bhaile Anois.” 

“Did this girl ask to use your phone?” Amy asked. 

“No. It was never out of my possession. Except . . .” Ian suddenly 
stopped. His face went red. “Except when she hit the bicycle, I dove for 
cover, and the phone flew out of my hands. . . .” 

“And she picked it up.” Amy held out her hand. “Let me see your 
phone.” 

“This is ridiculous!” Nevertheless, Ian sighed and dug in his leather 
backpack. He handed his phone to Amy. The words KEEP CALM AND CARRY 
ON mocked him from the cover. 

Amy turned on the phone. She looked at it, then handed it back. “You 
have to input your code.” 


With a roll of his eyes, Ian typed in his number code. 


WRONG PASSCODE 


Try Again 


Ian typed it in again. 


WRONG PASSCODE 


Try Again 


He turned the phone around in his hands. “This isn’t my phone! It’s all 
scuffed and scratched.” He looked up. “Jake must have taken my phone by 


mistake.” 


Thoughts tumbled in Amy’s head. It all made sense. “She put a tracker 
on your phone,” she said. “That’s how they tracked us to the area. But Jake 
took your phone by mistake this morning. That means they’re now tracking 
him.” 

Amy quickly dialed Ian’s cell number. Ian’s voice came on the line. 
“You’ve reached me. Leave a message. Don’t make it tedious. Good-bye.” 

“He’s not picking up,” Amy said frantically. “If there’s a tracker on his 
phone, Pierce and his men know where he is. They’ll go after him and 


Atticus!” 


. (CPUs 


Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Nellie had discovered something about Pony: He was more docile if he was 
fed. 

She could easily whip up a five-course French meal, but Pony preferred 
the basics. Her grilled cheese made him swoon. Especially when she made 
him her homemade potato chips, roasted with olive oil and sea salt. 

“Much healthier for you, dude,” she told him. 

She’d fed him dinner and snacks for days now. He didn’t seem much 
closer to giving her what she wanted: a secure digital network. Still, he was 
a genius. And it was hard to get completely annoyed at someone who had 
nicknamed her “goddess.” 

Pony groaned as he scooped up the last bite of spaghetti carbonara. He 
picked up the rest of his crumbs of garlic bread with a moistened index 
finger. Then he leaned back, closed his eyes, and belched. 

Still with his eyes closed, he said, “In some cultures, that is a 
compliment. Though I’m not certain that’s actually true.” 

“If I had Internet access, I could look it up,” Nellie said pointedly, 


clearing his plate. 


“Whoa. I am operating at full maximum,” he protested. “This hackitude 
is off the charts. It’s April May we’re talking about,” he added, lowering his 
voice the way he always did when he spoke of the hacker. “She — or he — 
is the supreme ghostnetting empress of all time. She’s hacked into AT&T, 
federal agencies, the government of Bulgaria... even Disney World! I can’t 
clear your network until I know it’s totally protected. You understand? It 
has to be a fortress of impregnability.” 

She set out a bowl of homemade butterscotch ice cream, his favorite, 
but she held the spoon in the air. “I can’t keep running to random Internet 
cafés, and neither can Amy and Dan. We need phones!” 

“Well, since I cannot disappoint my lady, I will give you a present.” 
Pony reached into one of his enormous pockets and brought out a pile of 
smartphones. “Your own personal fortress of Cahill impregnability. And, if 
all goes well, Pll have a laptop for you later on tonight. Now that I know 
who I’m dealing with, I’ve been able to ensure that these are safe. And PI 
be totally monitoring at all times. Now can I have the spoon?” 

Nellie handed it to him, then hugged the phone. “Where have you been 
all my life?” she crooned to it. 

Pony snickered. “I’ve been playing a cat-and-mouse game with April 
May. Except it’s invisible cat, invisible mouse. She doesn’t know that I’ve 
managed a way in. I am spying on her, too. I found her back door and used 
it. A small breach she will never discover, but enough to tell me things. I 
am closer than close to making us a fortress indeed.” Pony eyed the pitcher 
of hot fudge sauce Nellie had placed on the table. “And if you pass that 
pitcher, I will reveal a nugget of information that will please you and 
instantly return me to your good goddess graces.” 

Nellie pushed the pitcher forward. “Spill. Not the fudge sauce. The 


info.” 


“While I have been diligently working on fortressing up your network, I 
have had a few minutes of downtime in which I trolled around for your 
other request.” 

Nellie leaned forward. “You found out something about Pierce.” 

“Indeed.” Pony took a heaping spoonful of ice cream. “In addition to 
snatching up media companies right and left, our Malevolent Malefactor, J. 
Rutherford Pierce, has, under a variety of shell companies, bought a 
pharmaceutical research lab right outside of Wilmington, Delaware —” 

“Delaware!” Nellie exclaimed. 

“— and fired its employees.” With the spoon in his mouth, he fished 
into his pocket and extracted a piece of paper. He pushed it across the table 
to Nellie. “Here’s the address.” 

“Why would he buy . . .” Dread invaded Nellie, a slow realization that 
took her breath. “How big is the lab, Pony?” 

“Big outfit. They used to manufacture lots of drugs. Cold remedies. And 
everybody gets colds!” 

“So the infrastructure is there. .. .” Nellie swallowed. She chewed on 
her lip. “It could be . . . it really could. It makes sense.” 

“Waiting for you to download on me, goddess.” 

“Amy was right. Those thugs who came after them . . . their strength. 
Their power. It’s not just Pierce who took the serum! He took Sammy’s 
work and he... . he used it to create those hyperstrong henchmen. There’s a 
reason he bought that lab.” 

Pony stared at her, uncomprehending. 

“He’s going to manufacture the serum! He’s planning on mass- 
producing it! Why else would he buy a lab?” 

“And that would be bad?” 


Nellie stood up and paced. “It would be catastrophic. He could do 
anything! Create an army of supermen. Squads of tactical leaders. All under 
his control. Because he’d be controlling the serum. Don’t you see? He can 
make the most powerful army in the world! If he’s the one to decide, if he’s 
the one to control who gets it . . . he could create a whole network of 
Piercers. People strong enough and clever enough to do anything. With no 
scruples. People who would kill kids without even blinking an eye. Terror 
would be part of daily life. The rest of us would just be. . .” 

“His sock puppets,” Pony finished. 

“Sammy is there,” Nellie declared. “I know it. Pierce wouldn’t get rid of 
him. He’d use him. Sammy is the one who laid the groundwork. Now he 
has to finish what he started.” 

Nellie whirled around. “I’ve got to pack . . . find surveillance equipment 

“Nellie? One more thing.” Pony stood up. “In the course of tricking 
April May, I made a discovery. WALDO has hacked into the CCTV system 
in London. You know, the closed-circuit TV system that Scotland Yard 
uses? And Amy and Dan are on their way there.” 

“London? Are you saying that Pierce could track them through the 
CCTV?” 

“It’s tough, but possibly doable, with the right program. But basically? 
Yeah.” 

She looked down at the new smartphones on the table, thinking hard. 
“We have to get these to them,” she declared. “But I can’t ship them. I don’t 
trust anything anymore.” 

“You could hop a flight, get them to the kids personally,” Pony said with 
a shrug. 


She looked up at Pony. “Or you could.” 


“Me?” 

“You. I can’t leave now, Pony. And you could check out the 
Rosenbloom brothers’ phones, too. You have to make sure the whole 
system is secure.” 

“I can’t just pick up and go,” Pony said. “I have a cat.” 

“You can bring the cat here. I have a cat-sitter. The best in the world — 
my mom. She loves cats.” 

“T can’t fly. I’m allergic to peanuts.” 

“I made you peanut butter cookies on Monday because you said they 
were your favorite.” 

“I don’t have a suitcase.” 

“PII loan you one. Pony, I need you,” Nellie said. “The world needs 
you.” 

“Me? No. You don’t understand, Nellie.” Pony’s soft brown eyes were 
full of a new expression — fear. “I’ve never been anywhere. I mean, aside 
from virtually.” 

Nellie snapped her fingers. “Wait a second— I finally got through to 
Jonah Wizard. You can fly with him on his private plane.” 

“J-Jonah Wizard?” Pony stammered. “The star?” 

“He’s also a Cahill. Amy and Dan’s cousin.” Nellie finally noticed the 
look of absolute terror on Pony’s face at the thought of meeting a world- 
famous hip-hop artist. She smiled. Jonah had all the trappings of a star — 
the private plane, the bling, the ’tude — but underneath it all, he was a nice 
guy. 

“Don’t worry,” she reassured Pony. “He’s nice. He’s due into Logan in” 
— Nellie checked her watch — “two hours. Then you can both fly to 
London. You can do this, Pony.” 


“I guess...” 


She put a hand on his sleeve. “Here’s the thing. If you’ve never been 
anywhere, isn’t it time to start?” 


He gulped. “If you say so.” 


Twenty minutes later, Pony arrived at her house with a paper bag full of 
clothes and his cat in a carrier. Nellie gave him a backpack. She had already 
packed him a sandwich, cookies, and an apple. Pony felt like a 
kindergartner, but he was grateful that Nellie had agreed to walk him 
through the terror. 

And then he’d have to be alone with the fantastic Jonah Wizard. For 
hours. He was sure he’d say something idiotic. 

Nellie ducked into the security room to set the code. Pony stood outside, 
shifting from one foot to another. Did private planes have security lines? 
Would he have to take off his shoes? He couldn’t remember if he had a hole 
in his sock. He felt like a total loser. This was exactly why he didn’t 
participate in real life! It was too real! 

He reached over and lifted the mailbox flap. There was some junk mail, 
but there was also a small manila envelope addressed to Amy Cahill. He 
stuffed it into his bag. He was probably going to botch everything. 
Whenever he participated in real life, things went wrong. But the least he 


could do was bring Amy Cahill her mail. 
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London, England 


The trouble with the United States of America was, it had never had a 
dictator. All those pesky senators, the courts, the judges, the people — by 
them, for them . . . It just mucked up the works. 

Pierce turned, irritated, as Debi Ann came into the room. She still 
looked tired from jet lag. She didn’t have his stamina. Early on, he had 
made the decision not to give her the serum adaptations. After all, each 
serum was Calibrated according to the desired result. He, of course, got the 
most powerful dose. As for Debi Ann, America needed a member of his 
family to identify with: someone non-fabulous, unlike himself and his kids. 
Debi Ann’s very ordinariness was going to help sweep him into the White 
House. 

Still... 

He glanced at himself in the mirror, then at her. It was undeniable that 
he was looking younger, and she was looking older. 

She peered into the mirror behind him, adjusting the sweep of her blond 
hair so that it hit her chin at the right angle. “I’m going to do some shopping 
this morning, dear,” she said. 


“Mm-hmm.” 


“Sometimes I think the British appreciate teddy bears more than we do, 
I am sad to say... .” 

Pierce tried to stifle his annoyance, but he couldn’t help himself. “If all 
goes the way it should, Debi Ann — and it will — you really have to find 
another cause. I mean, really. Teddy bears? Can’t you find an interest that’s 
more... first ladyish?” 

Debi Ann stiffened. “They aren’t teddy bears, they are icons. Symbols 
of the innocence of childhood. Quality toys for quality kids,” she said, 
repeating the slogan of her Save the Teddies group. “It’s about conserving 
our cultural toy heritage. And our children’s health, dear. Don’t get me 
started on polyfill.” 

No, he did not want to get her started on polyfill. 

Debi Ann kept on talking, but Pierce lost the thread of her conversation. 
What he did not foresee after he boosted his Lucian quotient was how 
boring he’d suddenly find his wife. Too late to change now, though. 

Pierce looked at himself in the mirror again. Actually... 

Once he was in office . . . a little sympathy for a grieving widower went 
a long way, didn’t it? 


. 


As soon as they landed and were taxiing to the terminal, Jake’s phone rang. 
An unfamiliar number came up in caller ID. 

Amy answered it nervously. To her great relief, it was Nellie. 

“Amy, is that you? Why are you on Jake’s phone?” 

“He took Ian’s phone by mistake. Nellie, I’m afraid they’re being 
tracked!” Amy said frantically. 

“Are you in London?” 

“We just landed.” 

“Listen, I don’t have much time. I sent Pony with Jonah — they’ll meet 
you at the Greensward Hotel, King’s Cross, at three pM. They’ll be 
delivering new secure phones. I’m driving to Delaware.” 

“Delaware? What’s there?” 

“Long story. Sammy is missing, and I’m going to find him. Kiddo, I’m 
afraid this plan is even bigger than we thought. You were right about his 
security guys. I think he gave them a special Tomas boost. But I think 
they’re just a test case. He’s going to mass-produce it.” 

Amy felt sick. “Mass-produce it . . . the serum? Are you sure?” 

“He just bought a major pharmaceutical lab. That’s where I’m headed.” 

“Alone? You can’t...” 


“Better this way.” 


“No!” 

“I have to go. Stay in touch.” 

Nellie hung up. Amy quickly filled in Ian and Dan. 

“Mass-produce the serum...” Ian said. “That can’t...” 

“... happen,” Dan finished. “It would be. . .” 

“Unthinkable,” Amy said. “He could make an army of those guys.” 

“An invincible force,” Ian said. “Undefeatable.” 

“And now they could be after Atticus and Jake.” Amy tried to call Ian’s 
number again, praying that Jake would pick up. 

Please pick up, Jake. Please... 

When she heard his voice, she collapsed back against the seat. “Jake, 
it’s Amy.” 

“Amy, what is it?” Jake’s tone was frosty. 

“Listen fast, because I think there’s a GPS tracker on your phone. You 
have Ian’s phone and he has yours. Where are you now?” 

“Heading for our hotel. We couldn’t get a flight out until tomorrow 
morning.” 

“Did you pay for the hotel with a credit card?” 

“Yes...” 

“Don’t go there. They could be waiting. They could be following you 
now. There’s a hotel near King’s Cross station called the Greensward. Stay 
with crowds, walk around, and meet us there in a half hour.” 

“I don’t understand —” 

“Ditch the phone after we hang up. We can’t be sure, Pierce might want 
to take out our friends, too. And that means you and Atticus. Just make sure 
you’re not followed.” Amy hung up before Jake could protest. 

Amy, Dan, and Ian hurried off the plane and into the terminal. They 


passed a newsstand on the way to the escalator. The headline screamed at 


them. 
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It was splashed over a picture of Amy and Dan. 

“Oh, no,” Amy breathed, stopping short. “Not here, too!” 

Another paper shouted: 
THEY NEED A NANNY. 

And, the worst one: a picture of Ian, looking handsome in a blazer and 
tie. 
JUST ANOTHER HOTTIE, OR IS IT TRUE LOVE AT LAST FOR 
AMY? 

Amy groaned. 


“I hate that photo,” Ian said. “It was my school picture. The fit of that 
blazer is simply horrendous.” 

A woman eyed her, then whispered to her companion, who stared. 
“Let’s get out of here,” Amy muttered. “It’ll be even easier for Pierce to 
find us if the paparazzi are after us!” 

Ian looked at his watch. “I hate to succumb to public transport, but the 
Tube will be faster. Follow me.” 

They dashed through the terminal, up escalators, and into people 
movers until they got to the platform. Amy gazed down it, her nerves 
screaming. 

If anything happens to them, I'll... 

I dont know what Ill do... 

Ian touched her arm. “I’m sorry. I made the most elementary, stupid 
mistake a Cahill could make. I trusted a stranger.” 

Amy gazed at him without seeing him. Was that what being a Cahill 
was? Being afraid to trust a helpful stranger? Always paranoid, always 
watchful, never trusting? Always looking for the bad, not the good? 

If that’s true, I don’t want to be a Cahill anymore, either, she thought 
suddenly, looking over at Dan. He was gazing down the tunnel and then at 
his watch, his foot tapping nervously. 

“No, Ian,” she said. “It wasn’t your fault. We’re not superheroes. We’re 
just kids, Ian. Just kids.” 


Jake stared down at Ian’s phone. It felt like it was burning his fingers. He 
wanted to drop it in the nearest trash can, but that impulse wouldn’t help 


them. 


“Was that Amy, Jake? Did she change her mind?” Atticus hopped on 
one foot, then the other. 

“No...” Jake said. 

He didn’t want to scare his younger brother. They were now on a busy 
commercial street with lots of shops with plate-glass windows. Like 
mirrors. They could help him. Jake stopped at a shop window. Behind him 
he could see the steady stream of pedestrians. Just people strolling, or 
hurrying to an appointment. Tourists ambling, looking for souvenirs to take 
back home. 

“I took Ian’s phone by mistake,” Jake said. “She wanted to let me 
know.” 

“Oh,” Atticus said in a small voice. “Does she want to see us?” 

“We’re supposed to meet them at their hotel.” 

“Woo-hoo!” Atticus said. “Maybe she did change her mind!” 

Jake was now hyperaware of his surroundings. Every time he passed a 
window, he used it to check behind them. He needed to stop and see if that 
would flush out anyone. 

Ahead of them, several fashionable women walked, holding shopping 
bags and chatting. 

Jake tugged on Atticus’s arm. “Look, it’s a bookshop up ahead.” It was 
the only diversion that would halt Atticus. “Let’s check it out.” He quickly 
swiveled toward the shop, brushing by the women. As he did, he dropped 
the phone into one of their shopping bags. 

“They have old books!” Atticus jogged toward the entrance. 

A man in jeans and a black jacket walked past them, then paused 
outside a pub and checked his watch, as if he were waiting for someone. 

“Can we go in? Do we have time?” Atticus asked. 


“Sure,” Jake said. 


They pushed through the door and Atticus headed to the shelves marked 
CLASSICAL LITERATURE. Jake stood by the window. From this angle he could 
see the man still standing in front of the pub. The man wore an earpiece, the 
wire sneaking inside his jacket, and Jake saw his mouth moving. 

Could be just a guy, talking on the phone. 

But something about the coiled assurance of how he stood... 

Jake scanned the sidewalk across the street. With a sinking feeling, he 
Saw another man across the street. A man in dark clothes, waiting for a bus. 
Except the bus just left, and he didn’t get on. 

Jake drifted toward Atticus. “Att? We’ve got to split. Out the back door. 
And then we have to run. Some very large men are right outside, looking 
for us.” 

Atticus’s eyes were wide. “We’re being followed?” 

Jake nodded. “We’ve got to lose these guys. We can’t lead them to Amy 
and Dan. Come on.” 

Atticus and Jake walked toward the rear of the shop, surprising a clerk 
with a stack of books. 

“Excuse me, gentlemen? This is a private area —” 

“My brother is sick. Does this door go outside —” 

Atticus made a convincing gagging sound. 

The clerk took a step back. “The alley. Oh, my, yes, go right ahead.” 

“Where does it go?” 

“Tt will bring you to Oxford Street —” 

Jake pushed the door open, shielding Atticus. The alley was empty. 

The alley ran past the shops, then turned right. Jake and Atticus jogged 
down it. After the turn they could see Oxford Street ahead, the busiest street 
in London. Jake thought fast. There would be even more people there, and 


buses. Lots of buses. 


They had almost reached the end when Jake heard the sound of running 
footsteps. He turned and saw the man from outside the pub. He’d already 
covered half the distance of the alley. He was fast. 

“Run,” Jake said. 

They burst onto Oxford Street. Jake saw a bus just pulling up across the 
street. 

“Stay with me, buddy.” He darted into the traffic, holding up his hand to 
stop the cars. Horns blared. 

“Sorry!” Jake shouted. “Stupid American tourist!” 

He and Atticus weaved through the traffic. “Hold the bus!” Jake 
shouted. 

Someone yelled, “Are you daft, you two?” 

They landed safely on the opposite sidewalk. Behind him, Jake could 
see two men trying to weave through traffic. One vaulted over a car. 

Over a car? 

Jake didn’t have time to think. The bus was just taking off as he lifted 
his skinny brother and placed him on the step, then jumped aboard, 
grabbing the rail and pulling himself up. 

Atticus hung on to the rail, panting, but grinning in relief. Jake looked 
behind. The man was running along the sidewalk, trying to keep up with the 
bus, but he ran into a crowd of tourists and the bus turned the corner. Safe. 


Not for long. Because now they were a target, too. 
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Text from April May to J. Rutherford Pierce, routed to Security 1: 


CCTV shows targets passing through Kings Cross station. Picked up 
again on Euston Rd. Lost somewhere btwn Euston and Pancras 


station. Four hotels in two-block area. Suggest ground search. 


Pony was surrounded by scones, whipped cream, jam, and cake when Amy, 
Dan, and Ian caught up to him in the Greensward Hotel restaurant. Jonah 
lounged nearby, his famous face obscured by a slouchy cap and tinted 
glasses. He jumped up when he saw them. 

“My homeys!” Jonah hugged Amy and bumped Dan’s and Ian’s fists. 
He gestured at Pony. “This is his second tea. He digs clotted cream.” 

Though Jonah’s words were light, Amy could see how relieved he was 
to see them. Pony jumped up, wiping his mouth, and they introduced him to 
Tan. 

They pulled up chairs, but Amy anxiously kept her eye on the lobby 
doors. Jonah had chosen well. They were on a balcony overlooking the 
lobby, with views in all directions. From here, they could go down the stairs 


to the main entrance, or take a side entrance down a short corridor. The 


lobby was thronged with tourists, but the restaurant was half empty. They 
had privacy, and yet a full view. Perfect. 

“Let’s bust out the new tech, son,” Jonah said to Pony. 

Pony grinned with pride and slid new smartphones across the table. 
“These are totally fortress-safe. Encryption, et cetera — your basic moats 
and barbed wire and electric fences. A program will constantly run security 
checks. Pll put the same thing on Atticus’s and Jake’s phones.” 

“This is Jake’s phone,” Amy said, pushing it over. “They should be here 
soon.” She crossed her fingers underneath the table. She knew it was a 
childish gesture, but she was too anxious to care. 

Tan and Dan quickly filled Jonah and Pony in on what they had 
discovered in Ireland. 

Amy felt too nervous to listen. She uncrossed her fingers and checked 
her watch. Where were they? If anything happened to Jake and Atticus... 

Then suddenly there they were, hurrying through the doors into the 
lobby. Amy felt sweet relief pour through her. She wanted to jump up and 
shout, but instead she waited quietly until Jake’s gaze moved around the 
lobby, then up to the balcony. She lifted her hand. 

They climbed the stairs quickly and joined them at the table. “Were you 
followed?” Amy asked. 

“We lost them,” Jake said, sitting down. He tossed a newspaper on the 
table. Amy winced when she saw the TRUE LOVE AT LAST headline 
about her and Ian, but Jake just flipped the paper over to point to another 
headline. PRESIDENT PIERCE? A photo of J. Rutherford Pierce shaking 
hands with an uneasy-looking prime minister dominated the page. 

“T read the article. Pierce is on his goodwill tour, and it’s going to end at 


a press conference on his island in Maine. In two weeks. It’s expected that 


he’s going to announce that he’s running for president. He’s throwing this 
huge clambake for his supporters.” 

“That might be the perfect opportunity to slip him the antidote,” Amy 
said. “He’ll be mingling, shaking hands, eating and drinking. . . .” 

“Good plan,” Dan said. “Except that we don’t have the antidote. We 
haven’t cracked the code yet.” 

“Or discovered the formula,” Jonah said. 

“Or gathered the ingredients,” Ian said. 

“Let’s hope there’s not thirty-nine,” Amy said, and they smiled ruefully 
at each other. Amy looked into Jake’s eyes. He quickly glanced away. 

“Two weeks? No problem,” Atticus said. “Let’s get started.” 

Pony looked up from his cream puff. “You dudes are awesome,” he 
said. 


Nellie had booked them a hotel room, just in case. Pony loped downstairs to 
the lobby to pick up the key. They all piled onto elevators to the fourteenth 
floor and set up camp. They moved the desk to the middle of the room and 
put Olivia’s book on it with a pile of paper and pencils. 

Amy watched as Atticus kicked off his sneakers and sharpened a pencil. 
Jake pored over the book. He hadn’t looked at her once. He would never 
forgive her for kicking him out of the house in Ireland. 

In her heart, she vowed that nothing would happen to them. She would 


die first. 


Text Message from Security 1 to Security 3: 


Surveillance of Renaissance Hotel completed. Move on to Clarke 


Hotel Pancras Rd. 


““Now take what thee owns outright, count eight and on the sixth do pause. 
/ Take that sixth, match to first that Romans brought’ .. . What does she 
mean, ‘what thee owns outright’?” Dan asked. 

“I own a plane,” Jonah said. “Three cribs. But not outright. One has a 
mortgage.” 

Jake smiled wryly at Jonah and gave him a fist bump. “From what 
Amy’s told me, once Olivia Cahill lost the family estate in a fire, they had 
to make their own way. So if she’s talking to her daughter, they might have 
had nothing at all.” 

“We own who we are,” Dan said. “I mean, basically, when you have 
nothing, at least you have that.” He thumped his chest. “Me, Dan. You, 
Atticus.” 

Atticus laughed, but Jake looked at Dan for a long moment. Amy 
looked at Jake. His gaze slid from her brother to her. 

“Her name,” they said together. 

““That which you own outright’ is her name,” Amy explained to the 
others. 

“Madeleine. Nine letters,” Jake said. 

Amy shook her head. “Can’t be, then. Olivia says ‘eight.’ ” 

Dan padded over to them in his socks. “‘Her Joy, her Song,’ ” he said. 
“Isn’t a madrigal a song?” 

“A medieval song without instruments,” Jake said. “For four to six 


voices...” 


“Olivia had five children,” Amy said. “She wanted Madeleine to reunite 
the family. Madrigal could have been a pet name for her!” 

“Eight letters,” Jake said. 

Atticus’s pencil was moving quickly. “It’s a simple alphabet code!” he 
burst out. “‘Match to first that Romans brought’ .. . the Romans brought us 
the alphabet!” 

“Stop on the sixth,” Jake said. 

“M-A-D-R-I-G,” Amy counted. “Start with a G. Match it to first — 
means —” 

Atticus was already working, his pencil flying. “Substitute G for A as 
first letter,” he muttered. “That means G is really A, and the next letter, H, is 
really B, andso on... easy peasy.” 

He held up the paper. “This is the new alphabet. Now I can really get to 


work.” 


G H TR 
S Freeh 
LM... 6. >, 
W ON Z 
a & Ss TF 
ASC DE 
U V W VN i 

a 
5 


Jake was busy decoding. “Wait... there’s a null,” he told Atticus. 

“A null?” Dan asked. 

“A cipher term. It’s a letter or a number, usually, but it means nothing. 
It’s just thrown in the mix to confuse. This one is just a consecutive letter. 
Easy to strike out.” Jake bent over his page again. 

“No clue what he means,” Pony said, stretching out on the bed, “but 
he’s my hero, man.” 

“The rest of this is in Italian. Jake — you’re better at translating. I’m all 
about dead languages,” Atticus said. 

“That’s because you’re a zombie student of doom,” Dan told him. 

Atticus stiff-walked across the room at him and they began to zombie- 


wrestle, but they stopped and drew closer when Jake began to read aloud, 


translating as he went. 

“After my mother’s death, such profound grief we felt that my father 
decided to journey to the land of his youthful study. At the age of fourteen I 
traveled first to Milan, where I met the companion of his youth, now the 
great and famous teacher. He took me on secretly as his apprentice, though I 
was a girl, after his eye fell upon some drawings and sketches of mine. We 
studied in secret, and perhaps it was that conspiracy of learning that led us 
to the deepest friendship of my life.’ ” Jake looked up. “She calls him 
maestro di vita, just like in the poem. It’s Leonardo, of course. She 
continues that he taught her botany, anatomy, drawing, painting... . And 
then, when she was seventeen, ‘My destiny appeared one day at the 
doorway of the studio. My Gideon.’ ” 

Jake paused, translating as he spoke. “They marry when she’s nineteen. 
There’s some kind of dowry. .. .” 

“The dowry!” Ian crowed. “I knew it! What was it?” 

““Bequeathed to me by my teacher, who knew Gideon would use it 
well. Urbes Perditae Codex,’ ” Atticus translated over Jake’s shoulder. 
“The Lost Cities Codex. ‘Copied and written herein.’ ” 

Jake dragged a hand through his hair. “This is unbelievable. A lost 
Leonardo manuscript, transcribed by your ancestor!” 

“But what is it?” Amy asked. “And what does it have to do with the 
antidote?” 

“Give us a minute,” Jake said. He spread out papers on the desk, then 
consulted the book. Atticus held up a mirror, and together, speaking in low 
voices, they translated Olivia’s pages while Amy paced, Dan stood on his 
head, Jonah stood at the window, Ian tried to help, and Pony’s head drooped 
and he let out a loud snore. 


Finally, Jake put down his pen and ran his hand through his hair again. 


Atticus sat back. “Okay. My mind is officially blown.” 

“Apparently . . .” Jake stopped and took a breath. “This is so hard to 
grasp . . . but this document given to Olivia is about the great lost 
civilizations of the world — seven of them. At the very end, they kept their 
greatest wisdom — their cures, their potions, their medicines — and wrote 
them down. They were passed to the last survivors, and over years and 
years they were compiled into one document — which passed from hand to 
hand to the greatest scholar of the age. Until they finally got to Leonardo da 
Vinci.” 

“Who gave it to your ancestor,” Atticus told them. “Olivia Behan 
Cahill.” 

“So this codex — Olivia copied all the information in her book?” Amy 
asked. 

“To hide it,” Jake said. “I’m guessing that each caretaker copied over 
the information so that it would be easier to keep and pass along.” 

Amy had memorized the poem by now. She spoke softly. “‘. . . and take 
up battle not with arms but wisdom gained from ancient land / kept close 
and passed from hand to hand...’ ” 

Dan continued. “‘. . . to mio maestro di vita, thee of timeless woman, 
universal man. / Then he to me bequeathed it, and with instruction bid / and 
I, through his own methods, hid.’ ” 

“Through his own methods’ — that means the mirror writing. 
Leonardo used that, too,” Atticus said. “But there’s a problem.” 

“There’s always a problem, bro,” Jonah said. “Welcome to CahillLand.” 

Jake tapped the table. “From what I’ve read, the codex is just what it 
says. Under each civilization there are short texts that give advice, list 


medicines, even poisons — all sorts of things. It tells you how to cure 


snakebite, kill an enemy, even induce a coma. But there’s nothing here that 
appears to be added by Olivia. So...” 

“There’s no formula for an antidote,” Amy finished. 

“At least an obvious formula. There are also numbered lists of 
ingredients under each civilization,” Jake explained. “For example, 
Carthage has fifteen, Angkor Wat has twenty-two, Tikal has twelve. But — 
no formula.” 

“But why would it be in the codex anyway?” Ian asked. “Gideon used 
the secrets in the book to make the serum, and Olivia used them for the 
antidote. It’s got to be in her section of the book.” 

“But I’ve read it cover to cover!” Amy exclaimed. “More than once.” 

“Wait a second,” Dan said briskly. “We’ve figured out what all of the 
poem means except one line. What about ‘with no edges glimpsed, dark 
sketched the key imparted’?” 

“You’re right, Dan,” Amy agreed excitedly. She turned the pages of the 
book. “Dark sketched . . . the black pages maybe?” She looked at them, 
then at the page with the Madrigal M. 

“Wait a minute,” she said. “Olivia said she used Leonardo’s own 
methods, right? Does anyone have a magnifying glass?” 

Atticus dug in his pack and came up with one. Amy studied the page 
with the Madrigal M through the magnifying glass. It was a dark, inky page, 
with the M in the center, and twining leaves, herbs, and flowers around it. 

“I read up on Leonardo on Jake’s phone on the plane,” she said. “He 
worked on the Mona Lisa for almost twenty years. Art historians think it’s 
because he used a tiny brush and a magnifying lens. The technique is called 
sfumato — ‘Leonardo’s smoke.’ There are layers and layers and layers to 
the painting. He didn’t want you to see where one color changed to another 
— the edges.” 


Amvy’s face was close to the book now. “I see it!” she cried. “Olivia has 
hidden letters in the cross-hatching. There’s a text that winds around the M. 
It’s concealed in the leaves. You can’t see it with the naked eye! I see the 
word Carthage — the lost city. “Tincture one dram.’ And the number eight. 
Didn’t you say the ingredients were numbered, Jake?” 

“Hang on.” Jake turned the pages of the book. “Number eight in the 
Carthage section is . . . silphium. Whatever that is.” 

“Keep going, Amy,” Dan said. “What next?” 

Amy picked up the magnifying glass again. Working carefully but 
quickly, she found all seven civilizations, numbers of ingredients, and 


amounts. Jake wrote them down. 


Troy: six whiskers From an Anatolian leopard, ground 
to a powder 

Carthage: silehium, tincture one dram 

Tikal: Riven crystal, one dram ground to a powder 

Angkor: Venom of a Tonle Sap Water Snake, half 
jigger 

Pueblo: one head of © 

Britannia: copper butterfly wing 

Abyssina: boiled roots of three dingetenga plants 


“What country is Carthage in?” Dan asked. 

“Present-day Tunisia,” Atticus answered. 

“Angkor is Cambodia,” Ian said. “And Tikal?” 

“One of the great civilizations of world history,” Atticus said. “Dates 
back to the fourth century B.c. You can tour the ruins in Guatemala.” 

“There it is,” Dan said. “Another worldwide quest. At least there’s only 


seven civilizations, not thirty-nine. But where is Troy? I didn’t know it was 


real. I mean, it was real in the movie, but...” 

“Tt was a real place,” Jake answered. “The ruins are in Turkey.” 

“Maybe we should start there,” Amy said. “Turkey isn’t too long a 
flight from here.” 

“Six whiskers from a leopard?” Dan asked. “I’m glad this stuff is so 
easy. What are we supposed to do, run after it with a pair of tweezers?” 

Jake frowned over his laptop. “Wait. I’ve got some bad news. Silphium 
is a plant used in classical antiquity. It is extinct. So is the Anatolian 
leopard.” 

“Oh, man,” Jonah said from the floor, where he was reclining, a pillow 
under his head. “That is messed up.” 

“How can we make a potion from things that don’t exist anymore?” Ian 
asked. 

The mood in the room instantly flattened. It felt as though the chase was 
over before it had begun. 

“Hey, bros,” Jonah said, leaping to his feet in the smooth move that 
earned him the title of most viewed music video of all time. “Just because 
it’s messed up doesn’t mean we can’t fix the prob. We found thirty-nine 
clues, homeys. We can locate some whiskers.” 

“Jonah’s right. We can’t take no for an answer,” Amy declared. “I say 
we go to Turkey and see what we can find. And we’ ll figure out silphium, 
too, when the time comes. We don’t have a choice. We have to try.” 

“YOLO,” Jonah agreed. The rest of them looked puzzled. “Explain, 
dawg,” Jonah said, pointing at Pony. 

“You Only Live Once,” Pony translated. 

“Precisely,” Ian said. “If we go and explore, we’ll find a way.” 

“And the best thing we can do right now,” Jake said, “is get out of 


London.” 


“Plane fueled up and ready to go, bro,” Jonah said. “Next stop, 


Istanbul.” 


Text from Security 1 to Security 3: 


Clarke Hotel clear. Next search: Greensward Hotel. 
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They all piled into the elevators for the trip to the lobby. The first one was 
full, and somehow in the confusion Amy found herself in an elevator alone 
with Jake. 

They stood in uncomfortable silence. It was now or never. Amy 
gathered her courage. She couldn’t go on like this, with Jake avoiding her 
eyes. 

She stepped forward and punched every floor on the way down. 

“What are you doing?” Jake demanded. 

“T want to talk to you alone, and I have a feeling this is my only 
chance.” Amy paused. The elevator doors opened on an empty hallway, 
then closed. 

“Pm sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry you’re involved in all this.” 

“Right,” Jake said, his eyes on the floor indicator. “I remember. We’re 
not family.” 

“Well, yes. Why should you sacrifice everything for us?” 

“Tf you don’t know the answer to that, forget it.” 

The doors opened on a tourist couple. “Sorry!” Amy trilled, and 
punched at the DOOR CLOSE button. 


“You don’t understand,” Amy started. 


Jake broke in furiously. “I think I do. Last fall we were under a pressure 
situation, we got too close, now we’re back to reality. You feel differently 
now.” 

“I just think,” Amy said carefully, “that if we could just stay friends... 
it would be great. Because we have a lot of work to do, and if you can’t 
even look me in the eye, it could compromise our mission.” 

The doors opened to an empty hallway, then closed. 

“Oh, so now I’m a security risk,” Jake said bitterly. 

“That’s not what I meant! I don’t want Atticus to be in danger. You still 
have a chance to leave. If you go back to Rome —” 

“They saw us, Amy! For all I know they have a whole dossier by now. 
We’re in this, whether you like it or not. My only hope for protecting my 
brother is to stop Pierce. Just like it’s your only way to protect Dan.” 

The doors opened on a businessman. He started forward, saw their 
stormy faces, and said, “Pll wait for the next one.” 

“Anyway, you’re right,” Jake said as the door closed again. “The 
mission is most important. I get it now. If you’ve got some ancient docs to 
decode, I’m your man. But when it comes to actually needing someone... . 
well, you’d rather take a pass.” 

“How I feel isn’t important right now. Feelings don’t help. As a matter 
of fact, they do the opposite.” Her unspoken words — they hurt — seemed 
to hit him like a punch. She saw a flare of pain in his eyes. 

“Jake —” 

“T get it, Amy!” 

Doors opened. Fourth floor. 

“If we could just be friends . . .” 

He jammed his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “Yeah, feelings just get 


in the way, don’t they,” he said. “So let’s just kick them aside. Go ahead, 


find someone less . . . demanding. Like Mr. Smooth.” 

He meant Ian, of course. She was about to protest, but the doors opened 
again. It gave her time to think. Ian? Jake was jealous. 

Maybe this way is best, she thought. This way, he’ll stay away. 

The doors opened on the second floor. 

Two of Pierce’s thugs stood in the hallway. 

For a moment time hung suspended as they faced each other, equally 
surprised. 

Then they exploded into movement. Amy dove for the DOOR CLOSE 
button. The goons leaped forward. 

The door began to close as one of them pounced. He wedged half in, 
half out. His face was mashed against the door as Amy kept hitting the 
button. 

Jake sprang off the back wall of the elevator, slamming his foot squarely 
in the man’s midsection. A split second later Amy followed with a hard 
chop to his windpipe. Jake shoved, and he fell back onto the carpeted 
hallway. The doors slid shut, and the elevator dropped. 

“They’ Il take the stairs,” Jake said. 


Amy was frantically texting Dan. 


THEY ARE HERE GET OUT NOW. 


When the doors opened, she and Jake blasted through them onto the 
mezzanine. Farther down the hall, they could see the doorway to the 
emergency stairs. It opened, and the two men burst out. 

Amy and Jake raced across the wide floor of the mezzanine. A tour 
group had stopped near the restaurant, their luggage piled around them. 


Amy leaped over the pile, and Jake followed. She risked a glance down at 


the lobby and saw Dan check his phone. He looked up at them, then at the 
exit. But he and the others didn’t move. 

There could be only one reason. They were surrounded. 

She flew down the wide staircase, then leaped over the banister several 
feet from the bottom. 

“They’re outside, too,” Dan said. 

“Side entrance,” Amy said. 

The group weaved through the crowded lobby and sprinted through the 
side entrance. They jogged down Euston Road. Behind them, the men 
exited the hotel door and they saw them walking quickly, keeping them all 
in sight. There were six of them. 

“What should we do?” Dan muttered. 

“Stay on Euston for now,” Amy said. “It’s crowded. They don’t want to 
make a scene.” 

“I’ve got an idea,” Jake said. “We’re near the British Library. We might 
be able to lose them there. Then we can double back to the Tube station.” 

“Worth a try,” Ian agreed. 

“With you, my man,” Jonah said. 

Pony was puffing hard. “I hope it has benches.” 

With a chilling sense of dread, Amy recognized the man who almost 
threw her off the bridge. She remembered the strength of his hands, like 
iron manacles on her wrists, being up against a wall of power she couldn’t 
fight. 

The plaza in front of the library was full of students with backpacks. It 
was easy to blend into the crowd. 

They hurried past a tall sculpture and toward the front doors. Amy 
sneaked a look over her shoulder. To her dismay, she saw the six men 


fanning out across the plaza. 


They moved inside the building. The reception hall was five stories high 
and crowded with people milling in the exhibition area, or standing near the 
information desk. A group huddled around a teacher lecturing about the 
architecture of the building. 

“There are three exits,” Dan said. “There’s a guy at each of them.” 

“Three of them moving through the crowd,” Ian said. 

“Let’s try this,” Jake said. “PI use my father’s credentials to get us on a 
private tour. Then we can look for an employee’s exit. There’s always a 
Separate exit.” 

“PII go with you,” Ian said. “My father donated some rare Indian 
manuscripts to the library. I might have some pull, too.” 

They all stepped up to the desk and Jake leaned over to talk to the 
young man behind it. Amy shot a look over her shoulder. She looked 
straight into the eyes of the man who threw her off the bridge. He smiled. 

“Dan.” Her voice was breathless. “We have to...” 

“I saw him. Relax,” Dan murmured to her as he and Amy tried to draw 
the man away from the others. “What can he do to us? We’re in a public 
place.” 

“Just ask Sammy Mourad,” Amy said. “We can’t let them get too close 
to Atticus.” 

She had lost sight of the man. Her eyes scanned the crowd. Suddenly, 
she felt something against her back. A hand closed around the back of her 
neck. 

“Hypodermic needle,” the man said. 

Her eyes widened. Dan froze. 

“That’s right, little buddy. ’ve got a needle right at sissy’s spine. And 
when I plunge it, she’s going to lose her legs. She’s going to lose her 
speech. She’s gonna fall, okay? And right by the doors I’ve got three EMT 


guys. Well, they’re gonna look like EMTs in a sec. They’re gonna take sissy 
here out on a stretcher. You’re gonna come along, because you care about 
her, right?” 

“Or else I’m going to scream right now,” Dan said. 

“Yeah? Well, then sissy gets two injections. And that won’t be pretty. 
Got it?” 

Dan said nothing. His eyes were full of fury. 

“I said, do I have your cooperation? Good. And then all your little pals 
will follow, and we’ll all go to some nice secluded spot.” The hand on her 
neck tightened. “We can finish what we started, sissy.” 

Jake and Atticus were still at the desk with Ian. Amy saw a blur of 
movement. A long overcoat flapping as a boy with a ponytail moved away. 


It was just at the edge of her vision. A hand reaching into an interior pocket 


The man holding her was wearing an earpiece. No doubt he was waiting 
to hear that the other men were in place. Amy knew that if she moved, he 
would jab her. She could see that Dan was in the middle of desperate 
strategizing. His gaze darted around the lobby. 

“Keep thinking, buddy. It’s not gonna get you anywhere, but it’s fun to 
watch your little brain on the move.” The man chortled. 

Pony put down two small items on the floor. Amy couldn’t tell what he 
was doing. She could see fear on his face, but determination, too. 

A beat burst out from the speakers. DadaDAdadada, dadaDAdadadada, 
DAdaDA... 

Pony held one arm out, then the other. Then he jerked to the side. He 
was perfectly in time to the beat. Then he jerked to the other side. 

He bobbed his head. 


He took one step forward. 


The infectious beat pounded. It was a worldwide hit, Jonah Wizard’s 
“Make Me Happy or Else I’Il Be Sad.” People began to turn. 

He took one step back. 

He did the robot. 

Amy widened her eyes at Dan. She knew the dance. Half the population 
of the world must have known the dance. Jonah’s video had gone viral. 

A small space had cleared around Pony. And suddenly the crowd was 
parting, and Jonah Wizard was sliding toward Pony across the polished 
floor on his knees. It was a trademark Wizard move. 

The people standing nearby who could see burst into applause. Girls 
squealed. Boys shouted. Jonah jumped up and began to dance next to Pony. 

“JONAH WIZARD!” someone screamed. 

Dan stepped forward. He flung one arm out, then the other. 

He took another step forward. 

He took one step back. 

He did the robot. 

“What the...” the thug behind Amy muttered. 

“Ts this being filmed?” a girl asked. 

Amy searched the crowd for Jake. He had stopped and was watching 
Dan and Pony, his face creased in a frown. 

Oh, no. He doesnt know the dance. He’s not hip enough. He’s just... 
Jake. He can name every Mozart opera, but he doesn’t know hip-hop. 

Jake thrust out a hip. He waved an arm. 

The crowd moved back. 

Jake was awesome. 

Atticus joined him. The two were perfectly in sync as Jonah’s voice 
boomed out. 

Sad in my heart, oh it feels like a BROOM 


Sweeps all the fly right out of my ROOM... 

“IT’S A FLASH MOB!” Amy yelled, and the room erupted. 

The hall went wild. Everyone in the lobby stamped to the beat and sang 
with one voice. They danced, laughing and singing, shouting the lyrics. The 
song had been a megahit, and everyone in the hall knew the video. Whether 
they loved the song or not didn’t matter — it had been a global earworm. 
They knew the lyrics, and they knew the dance. 

“We wait,” the man behind her said, and she knew he was talking into 
his headpiece. 

Amy dared to wave an arm. A young man next to her smiled and took 
her hand and yanked her away. She flew forward, straight into the surging 
mob. She was now part of the crowd, mimicking the movements, shouting 
the words. She tried to maneuver toward Dan and the others. 

*Cause all I want is happy-ness 

Don’t you give me your depress, 

Make my day, just acquiesce... 

It was time to go, while the place was still jumping. Pony was wild- 
eyed, locked in a dance with a young blond student. Amy signaled to him, 
and he bent to pick up his gear. Jonah winked at her and followed. Jake and 
Atticus and Jan began to dance toward the doors, Ian stiff but trying, and 
Jake with surprising grace. 

I never knew he could dance. .. . 

She saw over the bobbing heads that the goons were scanning the 
waving, dancing, singing crowd, furious that she had escaped. She saw the 
others, now dressed in dark green EMT gear. They were trying to move 
through the surging, dancing crowd. One of the men got smacked by a 


waving hand. 


Still mimicking the dance, they snaked their way to the front. As the 


crowd collapsed into cheers, they ran. 
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It had never happened before. Never, ever, ever. Nobody had ever done it 
and many had tried. 

Impossible. April May stared at her computer screen. She had just spent 
the last two hours running checks and counterchecks and rerunning them, 
and she kept coming to the same conclusion. She had to face the fact that 
just because she thought something was impossible didn’t mean it was. 

April May had been hacked. 

Not only hacked, but beautifully hacked. Such an elegant, simple 
program. If she didn’t feel like taking her computer and smashing it over 
Supreme Coder’s head, she’d buy him a Red Bull and hire him. Or her. 

The beauty of it — the hacker had set up a completely false system. A 
Trojan horse, if you will — and wasn’t that an apt analogy, considering the 
Cahills’ next destination — that had mimicked the real system enough so 
that she had spent all her time monitoring it. And then, if she used fake 
information, the hacker trailed her back to her system. Which had firewalls 
and alerts and alarms, but he or she had managed to break in long enough to 
maybe discover some information that April May was not altogether happy 
about. 

Like, for instance, that WALDO had access to the CCTV feeds in major 


European capitals. 


It had been a stroke of luck that she’d been able to pass on the 
information that Amy and Dan were in King’s Cross station. She’d been 
able to hand off the information to J. Rutherford Pierce, which kept her 
demanding client happy for a nanosecond before he started breathing down 
her neck again. 

Her e-mail alert chimed. April clicked on it. Another e-mail from 


Pierce, this one only three sentences: 


Cahills on the move again. Last seen at British Library. FIND 


THEM OR YOU’RE FIRED. 


What was it with this guy and threats? He lived for them. April fired 
back a reply. 


Istanbul. 


April felt anger and resentment swamp her, two emotions she did not 
allow in life or work. She sat quietly, letting them build and crash and then 
recede. She pictured a breaking wave, then a tranquil sea. J. Rutherford 
Pierce had a way of tap-dancing on her last nerve. 

The Cahill kids had been discovered in the west of Ireland. She’d 
researched news accounts. No paparazzi had appeared to photograph the 
Cahill crazies doing something risky. No pictures at all, or mentions. Wasn’t 
that why Pierce wanted to locate them? So he could deliver one of his 
“scoops”? 

But while she’d searched she’d come across a random shooting off the 
Cliffs of Moher. A young woman had been out boating when suddenly, a 
bullet had slammed into the dashboard of her vessel. The boat had sunk and 


she’d been rescued by a Jet Ski. Some fishermen had complained about two 
boats racing through a harbor. .. . 

April leaned forward and clicked through on her CCTV feeds. Multiple 
windows appeared, and she was able to follow each one carefully. When 
she found what she was looking for, she froze it. She zoomed in. 

There were no paparazzi at the British Library. There was one heavily 
muscled man, and there was a glint of silver in his cupped hand. He was 
holding Amy Cahill’s neck with one hand, shielding the move from the 
crowd. And what was that glint of silver... 

A hypodermic. 

She zoomed in on the faces of Amy and Dan Cahill. Fear. Desperation. 
Anger. All there to see in the taut muscles of their faces, their widened eyes. 

She let the tape roll. And look, how Dan and Amy keep eye contact 
throughout. Look, how Dan was on the balls of his feet, ready to attack this 
muscleman. These two were closer than close. Dan was ready to die for her. 

The strains of Jonah Wizard’s hit began. April’s mouth twitched. She 
watched the flash mob form. She watched the joy and movement, but her 
eyes stayed on Dan and Amy and... oh, there they were, their friends. She 
isolated and clicked until they, too, were loaded into her software. 


The e-mail dinged again. 


Istanbul? Find out why. 


“Not in my job description,” April said aloud. She hesitated, fingers 
over the keys. She was beginning to realize that this job wasn’t what it 
appeared. Her client was lying to her. Why? What did he want? 

Was he trying to kill Amy and Dan Cahill? 


A sick feeling grew inside her. April sat quietly, replaying the CCTV 
tape over and over. The silver hypodermic. The muscled thugs moving 
through the crowd. 

April felt very cold. She discovered that she was trembling. 

“Not in my job description,” she whispered. 

Was Pierce involved in this? Did he know? 

She had to find out. Which meant she might have to break precedent 
and do something she’d never done before: fieldwork. 





HAER 


Somewhere over the Mediterranean Sea 


With a sack of cheeseburgers and some soft drinks in hand, they had piled 
onto Jonab’s plane. They had eaten, napped, and now they were an hour 
from Istanbul and ready to hear about Troy. 

“I don’t get it,” Dan said, peeking at Atticus’s notes. “What’s legend, 
and what’s fact? This guy Paris falls in love with Helen and steals her away 
from her husband and takes her to Troy. So everybody gets really mad and 
there’s a war. Like, for ten years. Agamemnon is Helen’s brother-in-law so 
he gets up into Paris’s grille and camps out in this major siege. There’s a 
bunch of battles — heroes like Achilles and Ajax bite the big one. Even 
Paris dies, and he started the whole thing. Finally the Greeks get impatient 
and pretend to give up. They give the Trojans a gigantic wooden horse as a 
good-bye present, like — whoa, dudes, here ya go, we’re going home. 
Except they hide inside it and while the Trojans are partying they jump out 
and start a battle and this time, they win the war. Except basically 
everybody cool is dead, so what do they get anyway?” 

“That’s the shortest summary of Homer’s Iliad I’ve ever heard,” Atticus 


said admiringly. 


“And a great summary of most wars,” Jake remarked. “What do they 
get anyway?” 

“V cool,” Jonah put in, nodding. He lounged back in the leather 
armchair, his eyes half closed. He had flown from California to Boston to 
London and now was almost to Istanbul. He was used to touring, but the 
Cahill schedule was worse. 

“V cool, indeed,” Pony said. He’d practically repeated every utterance 
of Jonah’s since they boarded. 

“Then some guy in the 1870s decides that Troy wasn’t legend, it was 
real, and he starts digging,” Dan went on. 

“Frank Calvert,” Atticus said. “But Heinrich Schliemann usually gets 
the credit, even though he had no real archaeological training and kind of 
messed things up. But he did find that Troy actually existed. So now we 
know that it did. There are seven levels, I think —” 

“Actually, nine,” Jake said. “Each of them comes from a different 
historical period. So for our purposes, the most recent would be the one at 
the top — level nine. Troy was part of the Roman Empire then. It had an 
aqueduct and water system, public baths, a central market, theater — quite 
an impressive civilization.” 

“So how could it just . . . die?” Ian asked. “How could all of the cities 
die? What did the people do wrong?” 

“There’s lots of reasons,” Jake said. “Sometimes it’s a natural disaster 
that they just don’t recover from. Or a dictator who bankrupts the treasury 
and starves his people. Or starts a series of wars that never end until the 
civilization is destroyed. It can be a combination of factors, too. Any 
civilization is vulnerable, no matter how mighty.” He nodded at Atticus. 
“Atticus and I have been brought up with dead civilizations. We’re used to 


taking the long view.” 


“But it’s not like it could happen now,” Amy said. “I mean, here we are 
traveling from one great city to another. Cities full of taxis and theaters and 
restaurants and museums and people . . . it couldn’t all just go away. 
America couldn’t just go away.” 

“Read the papers lately?” Jake asked. “Nuclear weapons, climate 
change, unstable governments . . .” 

“One person,” Amy said. “One dictator with enough power making the 
wrong decisions . . .” 

“Creating an army that is indestructible,” Ian put in. 

“Could change the world,” Atticus said. 

They fell silent. There was one name in each of their minds. 


Pierce. 


When the plane landed and they were taxiing to the terminal, Dan spoke up. 

“At the risk of being a total buzzkill,” he said, “I have to ask. Do we 
have a plan?” 

“T’ve been researching leopards,” Jake said. “They’re tremendous 
athletes. They can run up to thirty-six miles per hour and leap twenty feet 
forward in a single bound. They can jump ten feet up. They stash food high 
in trees. They can drag a hundred pounds or more. They hunt at night and 
have keen vision and hearing. They stalk their prey, then swat it silly and 
kill it with a bite to the throat.” 

“Wow, thanks, Jake,” Dan said. “Something to look forward to.” 

Jake grinned. “With any luck you won’t get that close, Dan-o. Anatolian 
leopards have been extinct for almost forty years. They once prowled the 


forests and hills of the Aegean and the Mediterranean. They were revered 


by the Etruscans and hunted by the Romans. Hunted by everyone, actually. 
That’s why they’re extinct.” 

Amy was looking at a picture of a leopard on her phone. “That’s so sad. 
They’re so beautiful.” 

“The last official sighting — they think — was in 1974. But I read a 
couple of accounts online from people who swore they saw one. A wildlife 
organization has set up some camera traps in the mountains — a constantly 
running camera, hoping to catch sight of something.” 

Pony reached for his computer. “What’s the name of the group?” 

“The International Wildlife Preservation Association,” Jake said. 
“TWPA.” 

“There’s something else,” Amy said. “There’s a small museum in 
southwestern Turkey — on the way to the mountains — that has a stuffed 
leopard. We’ve sent e-mails to the address but they haven’t responded. 
They’re only open on weekends. Sketchy, but definitely worth checking 
out. We just have to hope that if there is a leopard, it still has its whiskers.” 

“There’s a ton of folklore about leopard whiskers,” Jake said. “They’re 
supposed to have healing properties, or even magical properties.” 

“So we find an extinct leopard, shoot him with a paralyzing drug, and 
pluck some whiskers,” Dan said. “No problem.” 

“You only need six,” Jake said. 

“Well, in that case,” Dan said, “piece of cake.” 

Pony looked up. “I got in. Usually these kind of do-good organizations 
just don’t have the firewall protection they should. Because, let’s face it, 
why should they spend the bucks to hire someone like me? So it’s all crufty 
— it looks complicated, but it’s stupid. Gritch, gritch, I know.” 

“Is he speaking English?” Atticus asked Dan. 


“No, he’s speaking hacker,” Jonah answered, stretching and yawning. 
“The dude is awesome. Just listen.” 

Pony flushed with pleasure. “I bet this frogger flakes out on a regular 
basis,” he said. “It’s so totally barfed out. Anyway, here’s my point. I 
hacked into their camera trap feed. Mostly a bunch of animals hopping by, 
right? But they also have an internal comments section on the feed. I 
snarfed up the file, did a quick word search program, and turns out there 
was a recent sighting that some dudes think is a leopard and some think is 
just a lynx, so some other wildlife dude went up personally to this spot and 
snapped a pretty clear paw print, but they’re all ‘we can’t release this info 
yet’ and so... .” Pony turned his laptop around. A photo was blown up on 


the screen, a clear paw print in the dirt. “There’s your leopard.” 
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“Well, that depends on what you mean by authorized,” Nellie muttered at 







the sign. She held binoculars up to her face. “It’s hard to keep Nellie Gomez 
out if she wants in.” 

She just hadn’t figured out how yet. 

She had driven all the way south on the New Jersey Turnpike to the 
final exit, the Delaware Memorial Bridge. She’d gotten lost three times 
trying to find the lab, and each time she’d ended up in Pennsylvania. 


Delaware was a mighty small state. 


From across the street in a mini-mart parking lot, she had a pretty clear 
view into the lab’s huge parking lot. The long, low building climbed a slight 
rise behind it. Weak sunlight glanced off the car roofs. 

The parking lot wasn’t very crowded. Most of the employees had been 
fired, according to Pony. She’d seen a caravan of black SUVs enter just an 
hour before. Men and women in suits had exited the cars and walked 
briskly into the building. 

There was a guard booth at the entrance and a chain-link fence. 
Surveillance cameras every few feet. Bright lights would illuminate the 
parking lot at night. She saw it all, and she knew there was no way she was 
going over that fence without getting caught. 

She’d have to find another way. 

A young woman pulled into the mini-mart parking lot. She got out, 
adjusting the skirt of her dark gray suit. Her hair was pulled back into a 
tight ponytail. Her pumps had a moderate heel. She strode into the market 
and came out a minute later, sipping at an orange juice. She looked at her 
watch three times in the time it took to drink the juice. Then she tossed it in 
the trash and went back to her car. 

Nellie recognized all the signs. The young woman was killing time 
before a job interview. She watched as the job seeker got back in her car 
and drove a few hundred feet down the road. She turned into Trilon 
Laboratories. The guard leaned toward her, his hand out. 

Driver’s license, Nellie thought. He’s got a list. Checking it twice... 

Nellie tapped her finger on the steering wheel. What had Pony said? 
Pierce had fired everyone. So now they were hiring. 

She knew nothing about pharmaceuticals or chemistry. 

But why let that stop her? 


Nellie pulled out her phone and sent a text to Ian. He had contacts 
everywhere and could set up fake references for her. 

Within the next thirty minutes, she had run off a totally fabricated 
résumé at a copy shop. She was now Nadine Gormey, brilliant young 
chemist with a degree from MIT. 

Within an hour, she’d dyed her hair back to its natural glossy black, 
scrubbed off her temporary tattoo, and bought a conservative navy suit. She 
had also purchased the ugliest pair of sensible pumps she’d ever had the 
misfortune to place on her feet. 

Of course, the fact that she knew absolutely nothing about labs, 
chemistry, or pharmaceutical science might turn out to be a wee bit of a 
problem. But she knew that somewhere in a secret lab, Sammy was being 
forced to produce new experiments on the deadliest serum known to 
humanity. 

In that long, low gray building, a horrifying future was beginning to 


take shape. She was going to expose it, or die trying. 


(ChIP Uh 


Istanbul, Turkey 


Hamilton Holt walked quickly through the terminal at Ataturk Airport. His 
flight had been delayed, and he had only a few minutes to catch a cab to the 
private plane terminal. The airport was crowded with people jostling to 
retrieve their luggage, get food, grab coffee. Near the exit doors, men were 
milling, offering rides. Hamilton scanned them, looking for the most honest 
face. 

Ride, sir? Ride, sir? Cleanest taxi in Turkey! Safe driver! Ride, sir? I 
am the cheapest! They crowded around him. 

It was his face, Hamilton knew. His big, dumb, teenage American face. 
It was his sandy hair and his big grin. Everybody thought he was a mark, a 
backpacking teenager just ready to be taken advantage of. Usually, they 
were right. He was a Cahill, but he hadn’t inherited much of the canny 
insights of a Lucian, or the charm of the Janus. He was Tomas, through and 
through. If you wanted to climb a mountain or scale a cliff, he was your 
guy. If you wanted him to open a door with a head butt, he could handle it. 
But you had to show him the door. 

One of the men pressed in closer and grabbed his sleeve. “Need some 


wheels, dawg?” 


Hamilton turned. Behind the sunglasses he saw his friend Jonah Wizard. 
“Dude!” 

“Dawg!” 

They bumped fists, then high-fived. 

“What are you doing here?” Hamilton asked. “Nellie told me to meet 
you at the private terminal.” 

“We got in early. I’ve got the crew in a van, waiting for your esteemed 
presence. We’re taking off for Antalya on the coast. Then we head for the 
mountains to track a leopard.” 

Hamilton was unphased. “Lead on, dude.” 

The rest of the drivers drifted away, knowing they’d lost a fare. Jonah 
steered Hamilton toward the doors. Neither of them noticed the muscular 


man in sunglasses and a black T-shirt who followed them outside. 


Their driver, Adil, told them that the city of Antalya was part of what was 
called the “Turquoise Coast,’ and Dan knew why as he glimpsed 
shimmering blue-green sea and golden sand as they drove. Palm trees were 
fanned by a warm, light breeze, and they rolled down the windows to smell 
the sea. 

Adil turned onto a wide divided street in Antalya. On one side, Dan 
could glimpse the curving turquoise bay and the glorious backdrop of the 
shadowy stacked peaks of the Taurus Mountains. They whizzed by palm 
trees and tourist vans just like theirs as they headed toward the harbor. In 
the evening light the bay was flushed with pink, and the sky was streaked 
with purple. People were out strolling, checking out the different café 
menus or simply sitting outside sipping coffee. Danger and leopards seemed 


very far away. 


Why am I always arriving at places like this, and never really seeing 
them? Dan wondered. For once he’d like to go to an awesome place without 
looking over his shoulder. He’d like to travel the world again, this time 
without being chased or shot at. 

If there’s a world left once Pierce gets his hands on it. 

When they’d asked Adil for the best place to find mountain guides who 
were both trustworthy and could keep their mouths shut, he had directed 
them to a coffee shop in Antalya and told them to ask for Sadik. They 
checked into the hotel overlooking the beach, which was crammed with 
happy tourists. Then they headed out. 

The sun had set by the time they navigated their way to the old city, 
called the Kaleici, an area of twisting streets and alleys. They took several 
wrong turns, despite using the GPS on their phones. Finally, they located 
the alley. 

There was no sign outside, but several tables were out on the sidewalk, 
where people sat sipping coffee and eating pastries. The group pushed into 
the shop. Smoke curled in the air, and the buzz of conversation was 
energizing. The coffeehouse was mostly filled with men sitting at small 
tables, sipping black coffee out of delicate cups. There were several 
couches positioned facing each other, and glass-globed lamps in jewel- 
toned colors hung from the ceiling. Carpets hung on the wall, and mirrors 
reflected curling smoke. 

They stopped for a moment as people turned to regard the newcomers, 
then turned back, and the buzz of conversation revived. 

They sat at a table in the comer. “Do you think I can order a double-shot 
decaf grande no-whip mocha with a pump of hazelnut here?” Dan asked. 

“Try it,” Jake suggested. “I’d like to see how far you’d get kicked out 


the door.” 


They ordered coffee, which came several minutes later in small, 
elegantly patterned cups. The coffee was thick and dark, with foam floating 
on top. Glasses of water were also put on the table, along with a small bowl 
of sugar cubes. 

Jake asked the waiter if Sadik was there. The waiter pointed to the 
opposite corner. A middle-aged man sat alone, occasionally taking a small 
sip of coffee. There was something daunting about him. He looked rougher 
than the urban, sophisticated men around them. He was wearing corduroy 
pants stuck into heavy boots and a white shirt, open at the neck. 

“He looks like he could capture a leopard with one hand and pluck out 
the whiskers with his teeth,” Dan whispered. 

“Can you tell him that Adil sent us?” Jake asked. 

The waiter headed over to the other table. He bent and spoke. The man 
flicked his gaze over to their table. He took a long moment to study them. 

He made his way over, holding his coffee. He put the cup down 
precisely, then sat. “Adil told you about me?” 

“He said you were a mountain guide,” Jake said. “We need one to lead 
us through the Taurus Mountains. We’re zoology students. We’re looking 
for a leopard.” 

He shrugged. “There are no leopards anymore.” 

“We have reason to believe that there is one.” 

He shook his head. “Impossible. I have been all over those mountains 
and have never seen evidence of this. Just stories that evaporate into fairy 
tales.” 

“We don’t think so. And we’re willing to pay well for your time. We 
need someone to take us to a certain spot and let us see if we can track the 


leopard.” 


“If you are so sure you’re right, hunting leopards is a dangerous game. 
What will you do if you see one?” 

“Shoot it with a dart to paralyze it so we can photograph it.” 

He gazed at Jake with impassive brown eyes. “I see.” 

“We would pay double your rate.” 

He inclined his head to the side. 

“With a fifty percent tip if we locate the leopard.” 

He took a sip of coffee. 

“Can you get your hands on rifles with tranquilizer darts?” Jake asked. 

“I make it my business to get my hands on anything if the price is 
right.” 

Jake waited. They all did. Dan took one sip of the strong coffee and it 
took all his will not to choke. He took a gulp of water, watching the man’s 
face as he considered them. Dan tried to look mature and ready for 
anything. 

“We will set off at dawn,” Sadik said. 


(Chih 


Sadik showed up at the hotel in a battered Jeep. Now that it came time to 
part from Pony, Jonah, Atticus, and Jake, Amy felt uncertain. She realized 
that she hadn’t been entirely honest with herself. She had taken a stand in 
Ireland and said she didn’t need Jake. It had torn her up to say it, but she 
had done it. But now that she was here . . . she suddenly needed him 
desperately. She hated the feeling. 

They said good-bye standing by the Jeep. “We’ll text you as soon as we 
get into the museum,” Jonah said. “So don’t worry, homeys, we’ll have 
your backs.” 

“I don’t know about this,” Jake said. “Maybe we shouldn’t split up.” 

“You don’t think we can handle a leopard?” Dan asked. “Have you 
taken a good look at Sadik? He’s Darth Vader and Han Solo combined! 
Chances are we’ll be together back at the hotel in a day or so.” 

“Right,” Jake said, though he didn’t seem to mean it one bit. 

“Come on, Amy,” Ian urged. He took her hand to help her into the van, 
and Jake turned away. 

Amy faced forward as Sadik took off. She refused to look back. She 
didn’t want to see Jake dwindling in the distance. She didn’t want to cry. 

Suddenly, the passenger door opened. A backpack thumped inside, 


followed by Jake, who swung himself into the seat, breathing hard. “Jonah 


and Atticus can handle the museum,” he said. “I’m coming along.” He met 
her eyes in the rearview mirror. “I think you can handle mountain climbing 


and a leopard. But maybe not both at once.” 


They stopped in a small village to pick up two friends of Sadik’s, Orhan and 
Derin. The Taurus range loomed against a bright blue sky, snow still on the 
high peaks. Sadik took a mountain road that led around a series of 
switchbacks that had Amy clutching her seat. He pulled over in a small 
parking area in a high mountain pasture. They were the only car. 

“If you want to find a leopard, we have to take the less-traveled path,” 
he said. “Difficult climb.” 

“We can do it,” Amy said, jumping out of the car. 

Sadik led the way. The three guides didn’t speak much. They walked 
ahead of the group, as sure-footed as goats on the trail. Amy and the others 
struggled on the loose rocks and sliding soil. It was hard to keep their 
footing. Only Hamilton was able to keep pace with the guides. 

Climbing was exhausting. They made camp the first night and the 
guides spread out sleeping bags around a fire. 

They were up at dawn, eating toasted bread, oranges, and a wonderful 
cheese Sadik called beyaz peynir for breakfast. The guides brewed the 
strong black coffee that Amy was now almost used to. 

They set off, climbing steadily upward, pointing out the goats 
clambering over the rocks. The air was clear and cold, with snow patches 
dotting the landscape. The trees began to thin out, and conifers defined the 
landscape. They came across a field of snowdrops, and Amy began to feel 


she had ascended into a magical, mystical world. 


“The mountains of Turkey are full of legends,” Jake said. “You could 
say that the first beauty contest took place on Mount Ida. Paris had to 
choose the most beautiful goddess — Hera, Athena, or Aphrodite. 
Aphrodite told him that if he chose her, he could have the most beautiful 
mortal woman in the world as his wife. That was Helen.” 

“Ah,” Amy said. “And so the Trojan War began.” 

“The gods watched the fall of Troy from Mount Ida,” Jake went on. 
“You can feel the legends here. The history is in the stones and the ground. 
Even in the scent of the air. The same wild herbs grew here then. You can 
almost think we can find a leopard.” He grinned. 

“With the help of the gods, of course.” 

Jake’s words revolved in her head as they climbed. She, too, felt 
something in the air that she couldn’t define. For Jake, it was history and 
legend. For her, it was a presence lurking behind them. There were times 
she felt as though the leopard was tracking them. 

She stumbled on the path, and Jake caught her. “Are you okay?” he 
asked. 

She realized that she felt a bit dizzy, and her head ached. “I’m fine,” she 
said. 

Their guides spoke in low voices, and she caught them, too, looking 
over their shoulders. 

They were close to the GPS coordinates now. Dan was struggling a bit 
and had to use his inhaler. They were in a rugged landscape of boulders and 
scrub. Above them were tall cliffs, rising like a wall in front of them. Odd 
shadows played on the surface. 

“Caves,” Sadik said. “The cliff is limestone. Porous rock. We could be 
standing on an underground river right now.” 


“Is there a way up?” Hamilton asked. 


“There is a trail. But we need to make camp here. The trail is narrow 
and can be dangerous at dusk. Tomorrow.” 

Orhan said a few words in Turkish to Sadik and began to walk farther 
up the trail. 

“Where is he going?” Jake asked. 

“To scout for tomorrow,” Sadik said. “Sometimes there can be 
rockslides that block the way.” 

They began to set up camp. Night was falling fast. Sadik went to an 
overlook and stood for a long time, looking out. 

“Do you think someone else is out there?” Amy asked when he came 
back. 

“There is always someone else out there,” Sadik said. “We don’t own 
the mountain.” He squatted by the fire. “And then there are the things not 
seen. The spirits of the gods. The ghosts of leopards. Perhaps that is what 
you are chasing. A ghost who walks.” He winked at her. 

Amy felt a chill down her spine. Jake drifted closer. “He’s teasing you,” 
he said. “Don’t let him spook you.” 

But she was spooked. She felt tired and drained, and when she pressed a 
hand to her forehead she realized it was warm. Probably from the fire. 

It was close to dark now. Derin asked a question of Sadik. Sadik 
gestured up the path. Probably Derin was asking about Orhan. 

Suddenly, they heard the noise of footsteps, rocks sliding down the hill. 
Orhan was moving fast, hurrying toward them. He said a word in Turkish. 

“What did he say?” Dan asked. 

Sadik ignored Dan. He listened intently to Orhan’s rapid speech. He 
shook his head, but Orhan just spoke more insistently. 

“What is it?” Jake asked. 


Sadik turned to them. “A paw print. Orhan swears it is a leopard print. 
Not a lynx, not a jackal. A leopard.” 

“He is sure?” 

“He is sure. We’ll sleep with our rifles tonight. And you should have 


dart pistols as well. We should all be armed.” 


The museum turned out to be a private house that had been set up as the 
Museum of Historical and Ancient Curiosities. A faded sign read WELCOME 
TOURISTS! Another: KNOCK NEXT DOOR FOR CURATOR. 

“This feels way sketchy to me,” Jonah said. 

“If Pony were here, he’d probably say it smells like bogosity,” Atticus 
said. “Lucky he stayed in the hotel.” 

“High on the bogusmeter,” Jonah agreed. “But here we are.” 

They walked next door to a small house and knocked sharply. After a 
few moments, a middle-aged man with lively eyes and dark hair streaked 
with silver opened the door. He was carrying a newspaper. “Can I help 
you?” 

“We'd like to see the museum.” 

He burst into a wide smile. “Excellent! I shall fetch the key.” 

He disappeared for a moment and then reappeared. They walked back to 
the museum and he fitted the key into the lock. The door stuck, and he 
shoved it with a shoulder. “Excellent security, you see,” he said. “The door 
sticks!” Chuckling, he led them inside and switched on the lights. 

Inside, it did look like an actual museum. The walls were whitewashed 
and lined with cases. Atticus paused by a display of Roman artifacts. 

“You know, some of the most interesting artifacts you can find are in 


these little museums,” Atticus said. 


“Exactly,” the curator said. “This area is so rich in ancient cultures. You 
can’t go for a walk without tripping over a Roman coin. Heh. And we have 
some fine pieces of amber that have preserved ancient insects. . . .” 

“Fascinating,” Atticus said. 

“Bro,” Jonah said, excitement in his voice, “I see our prey.” He nodded 
to the very back of the museum. A diorama had been set up with an 
approximation of the landscape around them. A stuffed leopard was caught 
midstride. 

“Yes, our Anatolian leopard,” the curator said. “One of the last of its 
breed.” 

They approached. “I’m interested in taxidermy,” Atticus said. “The eyes 

“Glass. But they look like the eyes of the leopard, do they not? Green 
and piercing. Mystical . . .” 

“The whiskers?” Jonah asked. “Are they real?” 

“Plastic. So lifelike!” 

Jonah and Atticus exchanged a glance. Defeated. They turned to go. 

“We have a gift shop! Don’t forget!” The curator hurried after them. 
“Lovely pieces of amber, replicas of Roman coins, lots of gifts to bring 
back!” 

They kept on walking. 

“And if you are interested in leopards — and who isn’t, magnificent 
creatures! — I have some artifacts preserved in amber — leopard whiskers. 

They stopped. 

“You have leopard whiskers preserved in amber?” Atticus asked. 

“Yes! In the ancient amber display, right . . .” The curator stopped. He 


reached out a finger. He pushed the front door of the display case. It swung 


open. 
There was a short pause. Then he shouted, “Nooooo!” 
“What’s missing?” Atticus asked, but he already knew the answer. 
“WHERE ARE MY LEOPARD WHISKERS?” 


CAPT 


Amy dreamed of Aphrodite and Athena, and of Olivia, snipping herbs, 
steeping them in spring water. Bathing her forehead. Placing a cool hand 
over her lips. The hand was . . . bigger and rougher than she expected. 

Amy opened her eyes. Jake had his hand over her mouth. 

“Something’s going on,” he whispered. 

She struggled to rise. “What?” 

“I heard noises. There are lights on the trail below. I think we’ve been 
found.” 

“What? Where are Sadik and the guides?” 

“They took off,” Dan said, coming up. “We have to hide. It’s the guys 
that attacked us in New York and London. Six of them. I saw them through 
the infrared binoculars.” 

“But where will we go?” Amy asked. 

“Only one direction,” Hamilton said. “Up.” 

They quickly rolled up their bags. Amy felt as though she was moving 
through water. It was like a nightmare, except she was completely awake. 
She pulled on her fleece and her shoes and quickly followed Dan, Jake, 
Hamilton, and Ian as they made their way as quietly as they could up the 


path. 


The path narrowed as they twisted and turned. The lights behind them 
moved relentlessly forward. Their breath clouded in the frosty air. 

“They’re moving fast,” Dan said. “We could get trapped on the summit. 
I can see the headline now. CAHILL KIDS LOSE ALTITUDE FAST.” She 
could hear the fear underneath the joking tone. 

Hamilton looked up at the cliff face rising above them. “Think we can 
get up to those caves?” 

“In the dark?” Dan looked up. 

Suddenly, a bullet thudded into the dirt only inches from them. They all 
dove for the dirt and hugged it. 

“Um, I can do it,” Dan said. “For sure.” 

“They must have infrared scopes on the rifles,” Hamilton said, training 
his binoculars down the mountain. 

Another bullet thudded into a boulder nearby. 

Hamilton fishtailed on his belly, crawling away. “Follow me!” 

He brought them to safety behind a stand of boulders by the cliff as 
another bullet, then another, pinged into the dirt. 

Hamilton looked up at the cliff. “Look, I think they’re at the very end of 
their range. See the pattern of the bullets? They can’t quite reach the cliff, 
I’m guessing.” 

“You’re guessing?” Ian asked. 

“They’ll be in range soon, though. Our only chance is to scale that cliff 
now.” 

“And then what?” Jake asked. 

“Hide in the caves. Hope help arrives.” 

“We’re in the middle of nowhere!” Ian protested. 


With another spray of rifle fire, they exchanged glances. 


“Hamilton is right,” Amy said. “We have to take our chances and 
climb.” 

“The cave openings are small,” Jake said. “Let’s stay as close together 
as we can, but there won’t be a cave to fit all of us.” 

Amy pressed a hand to her head. 

“Amy?” Jake looked at her, worried. “Are you okay?” 

“Stop asking me that,” she said sharply. “Of course I am.” Her head 
ached, but she had bigger problems. She rose and faced the cliff. It was hard 
to concentrate. She felt dizzy, and she wasn’t sure she could scale the cliff. 

Behind her another bullet slammed into a rock. 

I can scale the cliff. 

She launched herself up and began to climb. Now that she was up close, 
she could see the rock was porous and offered handholds and footholds. 
There was just enough light from the half moon and sky full of stars to see, 
if she was careful. She forced herself to concentrate. Think, Amy. 

She could see down the slope to the lights moving steadily upward. Dan 
was right behind her, Ian and Jake below him, and Hamilton was scaling the 
wall next to her, the fastest of all of them. 

Suddenly, a bullet slammed into the rock. Shards went flying. 

“We’re in range!” Hamilton shouted. “Hurry!” 

She could see a cave opening a few feet above her. It was just big 
enough for her to climb into. “Dan!” she called. “Here!” 

She swung inside just as another round of gunfire exploded on the cliff 
face. “DAN!” 

She saw his white face only a few feet away. He was safely tucked into 
a cave. Hamilton was just above. Jake and Ian had found a cave big enough 
for both of them. 


The cliff shone in the moonlight, serene. She texted the others. 


REPORT IN. ALL OK? NO INJURIES? 


One by one the reports arrived. Everyone was safe. 


Amy settled herself in and faced out, watching the lights advance. 


As the night wore on, the cold settled into Amy’s bones. Sweat had dried on 
her skin, making her shiver. Her skin felt hot. She knew she was feverish. 

Through bleary eyes she watched as the men slowly, inexorably made 
their way up the mountain. They set up camp below the cliffs. They 
methodically set out sleeping bags and sat around a small fire. One of the 
men sat with a rifle across his knees, facing the cliffs. Once in a while he’d 
spray the cliff face, just for fun. 


Her phone vibrated. She peeked at it. It was from Jake to all of them. 


WAITING US OUT. 


The men were waiting for daylight, Amy thought, resting her head 
against the stone. She licked her lips thirstily. How she wished she’d had a 
chance to bring water along. She rested her hot forehead against the cool 
stone of the cave wall. 

Hamilton would put up a good fight. So would Jake. So would all of 
them. But she’d seen these guys in action. They had a Tomas boost, and it 
made them close to indestructible. She didn’t think it would be a fight the 
Cahills could win. 

She had brought them all here to this mountain. She had to get them out. 

They were all separated by yards of cliff. If they ventured out, it would 


be easy to pick them off. Make it look like an accident somehow, the Cahill 


kids recklessly seeking thrills on a mountain and falling to their deaths with 
their friends. 

She could see the headlines. She pressed her hands hard against her 
eyes. The pale moon reverberated in blackness behind her closed lids, light 
bleeding and bouncing . . . like fireworks in the fog, Amy thought, and 
wondered if she was delirious. 

Then she heard a low, intense sound. Somewhere between a growl and a 
purr. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. Fear caused her entire 
body to clench. Ears straining, she listened. 

The growl came again. 

It was behind her. 

Amy flattened herself against the cave wall. She breathed in and out, 
trying to calm herself. She tried to think through the panic. 

She couldn’t leave the cave. The lookout would see her. 

She couldn’t sit here all night, waiting for the leopard to attack her, 
either. 

It might not be a leopard. It could be . . . something not quite so lethal. 
Other animals growled like that, didn’t they? A lynx, a jackal, Sadik had 
said. 

Amy slipped the pistol with the paralyzing dart from her waistband. 

Her eyes were accustomed to the darkness now. She moved carefully 
toward the rear of the cave. After a while, the ground slanted upward. The 
air felt close and smelled damp. She heard something . . . a drip, drip, drip. 
As she moved forward, she realized her feet were wet. 

There was a stream in the cave. So that must come from somewhere. 
The ground was sloping more sharply upward now, and she struggled not to 
slip as she climbed. She kept walking, following the noise of the low, 


rattling sound. 


Her nostrils twitched. Fresh air. She could smell it. There was another 
opening in the cave! 

Amy soon began to see the faintest of light ahead. She had to drop to 
her knees, but she crawled out of the cave, right onto the summit of the 
mountain. The faint light was cast by the countless stars. 

She heard the purring growl again. She froze. She could just make out a 
pile of boulders about twenty feet ahead. She gripped the dart pistol. 

Suddenly, out of the darkness she saw a pair of gleaming green eyes. 
The shock of the sight and her shaking hands caused her to drop the pistol. 
She heard it skitter away, fall down the slippery shale, out into the darkness. 

Terror paralyzed her. She had nowhere to go. 

The growl came again, freezing her blood. 

The green eyes reminded her of something. Her dream. Olivia had those 
eyes, green and clear... . 

She thought at that moment of her ancestor. She thought of the courage 
and persistence she’d glimpsed in the pages of that journal. Of Madeleine, 
who had begun the Madrigals, who had also never given up. 

And Grace. She thought of Grace. Her grandmother would stand, just as 
she was, facing that animal presence, and she wouldn’t flinch. 

She stared into the darkness where she knew the other presence was. 
The terror left her and she felt a sort of communion with the life that was 
standing only yards away under the trees, hunted, the last of its breed. 

I need something from you. I wont harm you. But if you give me this 
gift, it will save my people, just as you would have wanted to save your 
own. 

The darkness was beginning to lift. She could make out the edges of 


things. The tree trunks, the rocks, the leaves. 


As the light grew and brightened, she looked behind to see that she was 
standing in front of a broad vista. Far below she could see men hurrying up 
the trail. They wore uniforms. So the guides had left them, but they had 
gone for help. 

The men below were quickly assembling their gear. They were 
retreating. 

Dan and the others were safe. 

She turned back to where the leopard had been. Nothing was there. The 
light touched a flat rock and something gleamed. She walked forward. 

Six whiskers. 

She crouched. Were they real? She touched them with her finger. A 
substance clung to one of them, something caramel colored, a pretty shard 
of stone, and she brushed it away. 

She turned as she heard the noise of tumbling shale. Suddenly, one of 
the thugs vaulted over the lip of the cliff. It was the short, powerfully built 
one with the blond buzz cut. He used the momentum of his leap to keep 
going, charging toward her. 

Panic shot through Amy. She tried a flying kick. Her leg felt like lead. It 
glanced off his hard body as he took the last step toward her. He wrapped 
his meaty hands around her neck and squeezed. She could smell his sweat 
and see the determination in his gaze. But his eyes looked so dead. .. . 

Black spots swam in front of her eyes. Her knees buckled. 

The grimace of satisfaction on his face turned to an O of surprise. His 
eyes rolled back in his head, and he fell heavily to the ground. 

Jake stood behind him, a paralyzer gun in his hand. 

He dashed toward her. “Are you okay?” 

Amy fell to her knees, gasping, and he crouched by her. 

“Okay,” she croaked. “Thanks.” 


His fingers touched her neck gently. “You’ll have a bruise.” 

“Doesn’t matter.” She struggled to her feet. 

“Amy, no! Wait...” 

“I have ... to show you.” She stumbled toward the rock. “The leopard 
was here. She left me these.” Amy held out the whiskers. 

Jake walked over to the rock. “That’s impossible.” 

“But the impossible can be possible.” She weaved and fell against him. 
He caught her. 

“Pm so dizzy. . . .” she said. She was happy to lean against him now. 

“I think you have altitude sickness,” Jake said. “I’m serious, Amy. We 
need to get you down the mountain.” 

“I saw her, Jake! I saw her eyes... .” 

As the light grew, the confusion in her head was beginning to clear. 
“Over there,” she said. She tried to judge the exact spot where she’d seen 
the leopard’s green glowing eyes. 

She walked past Jake, searching the ground. It was all rock and shale. 

Except for one clear patch of dirt. She crouched down to examine it. It 


wasn’t the impression of a leopard’s paw. It was a boot. 





Sneak Peek 


Amy and Dan have found one of the lost ingredients, but will it be enough to 
stop Pierce? Find out in Unstoppable: Breakaway by Jeff Hirsh, available 
February 2014. Turn the page for a top-secret sneak peek—for Cahill eyes 
only! 


London 


J. Rutherford Pierce smiled as the six mercenaries filed into his London 
office. Each one had been handpicked. The best of the best. Hardened 
soldiers who moved through their lives free of the fears and uncertainties of 
lesser men. And yet right now, each and every one of them was terrified. 
Pierce savored it. Some people liked wine. Some people liked fine food. 
Pierce liked fear. 

Once the mercenaries were seated, Pierce pressed a button beneath his 
vast desk and the double doors behind them slammed shut. 

“Sir,” their leader began. “We —” 

“Candy?” 

Pierce pushed a large crystal bowl toward the edge of his desk. It was 
full to the top with small red, white, and blue spheres. Americandy. His 
newest creation and currently the fastest-selling sweet in the United States. 
The men looked back at him, uncertain, off balance, just as he wanted. 
Pierce smiled as he plucked out a red one and devoured it. 

“The red is my favorite,” he said. “Cherry pie. The blue is blueberry pie 
and the white is apple pie. Had to fudge the color on that one a bit, of course. 
Go on.” 

He pushed the bowl forward again and each man took one. Of course 


they did. The world was a symphony and Pierce was a conductor. 


Pierce opened their action report. 

“Why Turkey?” he asked. 

“Sir, the guides they hired indicated that the children were looking for 
leopards.” 

“Anatolian leopards,” Pierce corrected. 

“Y-yes, sir,” the mercenary stammered. “Anatolian leopards. Which are 
extinct.” 

“And where are they headed now?” 

“They’re taking a private plane, sir, but we were able to access their 
flight plans. Rome first and then Tunis, Tunisia.” 

“Why?” 

“We, uh, we don’t know, sir.” 

Pierce turned the page to a simple black-and-white map. Turkey and then 
Tunisia. Turkey was the site of ancient Troy while Tunis was once Carthage, 
one of the greatest empires the world had ever known. Coincidence? Pierce 
thought not. But what did it mean? Extinct animals. Vanished empires. 

What are they after? 

“So, can you tell me any way in which you and your men did not fail in 
your mission?” 

The leader hesitated. Pierce slammed the report onto the desktop and the 
fearless men before him leaped back in their seats. 

“Children!” Pierce thundered. “A group of children who should be home 
playing video games and avoiding their math homework took you on and 
they won. They beat you. Now, I’m sure you all came here expecting 
punishment, severe punishment, but I’m not going to punish you. In fact, I’m 
going to give you each two gifts.” 

The men, who had been staring down at the plush carpeting at their feet, 


looked up at him, tentative, but all breathing a little bit easier. 


“The first gift,” Pierce said, “is the opportunity to redeem yourselves. 
Would anyone like to know what the second one is?” 

The men nodded dumbly. Honestly, sometimes it was like the entire 
world was moving in slow motion except for him. Pierce smiled. 

“The second gift is motivation.” 

“Sir?” their leader said. 

Pierce pulled a white pill out of a drawer in his desk and held it up to 
them. 

“The candy you ate was filled with a slow-acting poison. Complete your 
assignment and return here to receive the antidote. If you are unable to 
complete your assignment, well, I imagine most of you would welcome a 
death of writhing agony after being bested twice by a group of children, 
wouldn’t you?” 

The double doors behind the men swung open as if by the force of 
Pierce’s will. 

“There,” he said. “Consider yourself motivated. Now go!” 

Once they were gone, Pierce popped the antidote into his mouth and 
went back to his report. The Cahills. 

Individually, none of them would be of concern, but together. . . 

Pierce smiled as the answer came to him. 

He reached for his phone. 

“Contact the heads of all our European media units,” he ordered his 
assistant. “Anyone who isn’t standing in front of me in one hour is fired.” 

Pierce hung up and sat back in his chair. He watched London race about 
below. 

It was a city with a rich and expansive history. Shakespeare. Churchill. 
Isaac Newton. 


And I’ Il be the one to wipe it all away. 
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Rome. The Next Day. 


Amy Cahill was running out of time. 

She had managed to make it out of the airport and onto the tarmac 
unseen, but her pursuers were smart. It wouldn’t be long before they picked 
up her trail. The private jet was sitting just ahead, fueled up, its engines 
already spinning into a high-pitched whine. She had to get on board and in 
the air, fast, before they saw her. 

She peeked around the dumpster she was hiding behind. A few members 
of the ground crew milled around the plane making final preparations, but 
otherwise the coast was clear. Amy cinched her backpack tight and started to 
move. 

“Amy Cahill!” 

Amy flattened herself against the dumpster as the door from the airport 
to the runway flew open. Her pursuers were heading down the stairway and 
onto the tarmac. 

“Amy! Where are you?” 

She had to distract them. Amy spied what she needed a few steps away. 
She dashed out of her hiding place to grab a metal can off a shelf. She 
poured its contents into the dumpster, then pulled a match from her jacket 
pocket. The trash lit with a deep whump, exploding into a wall of flame. 
Amy put her back into the quickly warming metal and pushed. 


“A-my!” someone cried in a taunting singsong. “A-my Ca-hill! Come 
out, come out, wherever you are.” 

Amy dug her sneakers into the asphalt and bore down on the dumpster, 
her spine burning against the hot steel, until she felt something give. The 
wheels squeaked and began to turn. Amy grunted and gave another push, 
and momentum took over. The dumpster raced out across the tarmac, the fire 
surging in the wind. 

Gasps came from all around as the ground crew called out in frantic 
Italian. Her pursuers scattered, half of them running back to the terminal to 
get help while the others sprinted toward the dumpster. She had about two 
minutes of chaos. It was all she needed. 

Amy bolted across the tarmac to the waiting plane. Dan and Ian were out 
of their seats and heading for the commotion when she ran up the stairs. 

“Amy, what’s going on!?” Dan asked. 

“Pierce’s men! Tell the pilot we have to get going!” 

“But what about the others?” 

“Now!” 

Dan disappeared into the cockpit. 

“Amy, are you all right?” Ian asked. “Was it Pierce’s men? Did those 
ruffians hurt you?” 

“T’m fine. We just need to —” 

“Hey! What are you doing! ?” 

Amy froze, her back to the door. She slowly turned to face her pursuers. 

“We were just getting snacks!” 

Jonah and Jake stood at the foot of the stairs. Atticus, Pony, and 
Hamilton were behind them, holding up plastic bags that stretched under the 
weight of soda bottles, chips, pretzels, and candy. 

“Don’t look at me,” Jake said as he led the group past her and into the 
plane. “I told them we had to get going.” 


“Little dudes can’t be contained when they see snacks,” Jonah said. 

The boys passed Amy, dropping into their seats and pulling out snacks 
and video games. A din of conversation quickly filled the cabin. Ian hadn’t 
moved from his place by the first row of seats. He was watching Amy 
intently, an unasked question in his eyes. The cockpit door opened again. 

“Pilot says we’re up in five,” Dan said. “Hey, what happened to Pierce’s 
goons?” 

Amy found herself stuck for an answer, but Ian jumped in to save her. 

“False alarm,” he said. “Might as well get to our seats.” 

Amy hurried past everyone to the back of the plane. Once the jet was 
airborne, she checked to make sure the boys were distracted and then pulled 
that morning’s newspaper out of her backpack. Looking at it, she felt the 
same sick twist in her stomach she had when she’d first seen it at the airport 
newsstand. 

The Cahills were the most powerful family history had ever known, but 
now they were up against their greatest challenge — J. Rutherford Pierce, a 
media tycoon with dreams of world domination. He had already manipulated 
a member of the Cahill family, a scientist named Sammy Mourad, to gain 
access to the Cahills’ most closely guarded secret: a serum that granted near- 
superhuman strength and intelligence to anyone who took it. Amy and the 
others, afraid of what the serum would mean for the world in the hands of 
someone like Pierce, were on the trail of an antidote and had one component 
of it already, the whiskers of an Anatolian leopard. Only six more to go and 
they would stop Pierce for good. 

Unfortunately, Pierce wasn’t standing idly by while they searched. Not 
only had he sent teams of serum-enhanced mercenaries after them, he was 
attacking them daily in his many newspapers and television programs. At 
first he had contented himself with harassing Amy and Dan with dumb 


stories about what he called their irresponsible globe-trotting — and what 


they called TRYING TO SAVE THE WORLD! — or dumb gossip about 
Amy and Ian or Amy and Jake. 

But now that had all changed. Amy lifted the newspaper off her lap. 
Pierce wasn’t just harassing them anymore. He was going for the throat. 

“Everything okay?” 

Amy jumped. Ian was leaning over the seat in front of her. 

“Fine,” Amy said as she hurriedly stuffed the newspaper into her 
backpack. “Everything’s fine. Just . . . doing some research.” 

“Ah, well, you can never know too much,” Jan said, falling into the seat 
across the aisle from Amy. “Speaking of which. Did you know the Avenue 
Habib Bourguiba in Tunis is known the world over as the Champs-Elysées 
of the near east? The cafés. The shops. The discos.” 

Amy couldn’t help but laugh. “The discos? Honestly, Ian, who calls them 
discos anymore?” 

“Well, the Tunisians, I expect,” he sniffed. “So the plan is to rely on the 
Rosenblooms’ father, then? He’s a scientist of some sort?” 

Amy set her backpack aside. “An archaeologist. Apparently, his passion 
is lost civilizations. He’s in Tunis studying the Carthaginian ruins.” 

Amy hoped Dr. Rosenbloom would be able to help. He would certainly 
have his work cut out for him. Amy and Dan had found an ancient notebook 
left to them by Olivia Cahill, one of the founders of the Cahill family. The 
notebook gave instructions on how to create the antidote, but much of it was 
in code. Atticus and Jake’s analysis of Olivia’s notes made them certain that 
the next piece of the antidote was a plant native to the area around Tunisia, 
called silphium. Of course, because nothing was ever easy, silphium was 
supposed to be just as extinct as the Anatolian leopard. 

Ian turned to look out the window next to him, where the sun was 


painting the clouds gold and orange. 


“You know, it’s funny,” he said. “I was on the phone with Nellie when 
the others were off getting their snacks and I saw you coming out the door to 
the runway. But I didn’t spot any of Pierce’s men.” 

Amy could feel Ian staring at her, waiting for a response. When he didn’t 
get one he looked up the aisle, making sure the others were absorbed in their 
games. He leaned in close, and when he spoke again, his voice was low and 
halting, as if he were picking his way through a minefield. 

“Due to recent . . . events,” he said, struggling with how to refer to the 
death of his younger sister, Natalie, “I, too, have been sometimes tempted to 
isolate myself but, to my surprise, I’ve found that having people around, 
even” — he glanced at the others on the plane — “these people, somewhat 
alleviates —” 

“Pierce’s men were there,” Amy said through gritted teeth. “I’m not 
lying.” 

“T would never suggest you were,” Ian said. “I simply —” 

“Amy?” 

The anxious roil in Amy’s stomach jumped twofold when she saw Jake 
standing in the aisle in front of her. 

“You okay?” he asked. 

“We were just having ourselves a bit of a chat,” Ian said. “Nothing for 
the likes of you to worry about.” 

“Atticus has some ideas he wants to run past you,” Jake said to Amy. 

She started to get up but Ian put his hand on hers, holding her back. 

“If you keep troubling Amy with every little thing —” 

“Maybe you should let Amy decide what’s little and what’s —” 

“Guys!” Amy cried. 

Ian and Jake shut up instantly, as shocked to hear Amy yell as she was to 
do it. 


“I just need a minute,” she said. “Okay? Alone? Jake, Pll be with you 
soon.” 

There was a tense pause and then Jake stalked off to the front of the 
plane. Ian was about to say something but Amy turned away from him, and a 
beat later he pushed himself up out of his seat and left. 

Amy closed her eyes and tried to quiet her mind, but she kept hearing the 
sound of her own raised voice. Was there a worse sound, Amy wondered, 
than your own voice, yelling at people you love? Not only that, but she could 
feel that newspaper sitting in the pack next to her, like an itch demanding to 
be scratched. Amy pulled it out and spread it across her lap. 

The headline read: THE CAHILL WEB OF EVIL. 
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To each side, two columns of three pictures each were laid out like mug 
shots. Atticus, Jake, and Pony on one side and Ian, Hamilton, and Jonah on 
the other. Pictures of Amy and Dan — deeply shadowed in Photoshop to 
make them look especially sinister — sat between the columns, with spidery 
lines running from their pictures to the other six. 

The article that accompanied the pictures alleged that Amy and Dan 
were not simply international nuisances, but were heading up a far-reaching 
criminal conspiracy with the others. 

Hamilton Holt! the article screamed next to Hamilton’s picture. A burly 


brute who uses his fists to lay down the law on whoever dares to contradict 


the Cahill cabal! 

Atticus Rosenbloom — the cabal’s twisted mastermind. This pint-sized 
provocateur uses his big brain and his connections to the worldwide 
academic elite to subvert the will of decent freedom-loving people 
everywhere! 

It went on and on. Ian was a member of the global elite who provided 
them with an entrance into high society, while Jonah Wizard gleefully 
poisoned the youth of the world through insidious messages in his music. 
Amy could hardly breathe looking at all of it. It was one thing for Pierce to 
attack her and Dan, but it was something else entirely to go after their 
friends. 

Amy looked up the aisle. Jonah was showing Hamilton a new video 
game while Atticus and Dan were practicing their aim by throwing Skittles 
into each other’s mouths. 

It was amazing that they could seem so normal after all they had been 
through. Atticus and Jake had both lost their mothers, Ian had lost his sister, 
and Jonah’s cousin Phoenix had nearly died. 

Amy crumbled the newspaper in her fist. They’ve all been through so 


much, she thought. It’s up to me to make sure they dont lose anything else. 
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London 


J. Rutherford Pierce smiled as the six mercenaries filed into his London 
office. Each one had been handpicked. The best of the best. Hardened 
soldiers who moved through their lives free of the fears and uncertainties of 
lesser men. And yet right now, each and every one of them was terrified. 
Pierce savored it. Some people liked wine. Some people liked fine food. 
Pierce liked fear. 

Once the mercenaries were seated, Pierce pressed a button beneath his 
vast desk and the double doors behind them slammed shut. 

“Sir,” their leader began. “We —” 

“Candy?” 

Pierce pushed a large crystal bowl toward the edge of his desk. It was 
full to the top with small red, white, and blue spheres. Americandy. His 
newest creation and currently the fastest-selling sweet in the United States. 
The men looked back at him, uncertain, off balance, just as he wanted. 
Pierce smiled as he plucked out a red one and devoured it. 

“The red is my favorite,” he said. “Cherry pie. The blue is blueberry pie 
and the white is apple pie. Had to fudge the color on that one a bit, of course. 
Go on.” 

He pushed the bowl forward again and each man took one. Of course 
they did. The world was a symphony and Pierce was a conductor. 

Pierce opened their action report. 

“Why Turkey?” he asked. 

“Sir, the guides they hired indicated that the children were looking for 
leopards.” 


“Anatolian leopards,” Pierce corrected. 

“Y-yes, sir,” the mercenary stammered. “Anatolian leopards. Which are 
extinct.” 

“And where are they headed now?” 

“They’re taking a private plane, sir, but we were able to access their 
flight plans. Rome first and then Tunis, Tunisia.” 

“Why?” 

“We, uh, we don’t know, sir.” 

Pierce turned the page to a simple black-and-white map. Turkey and 
then Tunisia. Turkey was the site of ancient Troy while Tunis was once 
Carthage, one of the greatest empires the world had ever known. 
Coincidence? Pierce thought not. But what did it mean? Extinct animals. 
Vanished empires. 

What are they after? 

“So, can you tell me any way in which you and your men did not fail in 
your mission?” 

The leader hesitated. Pierce slammed the report onto the desktop and 
the fearless men before him leaped back in their seats. 

“Children!” Pierce thundered. “A group of children who should be 
home playing video games and avoiding their math homework took you on 
and they won. They beat you. Now, I’m sure you all came here expecting 
punishment, severe punishment, but I’m not going to punish you. In fact, I’m 
going to give you each two gifts.” 

The men, who had been staring down at the plush carpeting at their 
feet, looked up at him, tentative, but all breathing a little bit easier. 

“The first gift,” Pierce said, “is the opportunity to redeem yourselves. 
Would anyone like to know what the second one is?” 

The men nodded dumbly. Honestly, sometimes it was like the entire 
world was moving in slow motion except for him. Pierce smiled. 

“The second gift is motivation.” 

“Sir?” their leader said. 

Pierce pulled a white pill out of a drawer in his desk and held it up to 
them. 

“The candy you ate was filled with a slow-acting poison. Complete 
your assignment and return here to receive the antidote. If you are unable to 
complete your assignment, well, I imagine most of you would welcome a 


death of writhing agony after being bested twice by a group of children, 
wouldn’t you?” 

The double doors behind the men swung open as if by the force of 
Pierce’s will. 

“There,” he said. “Consider yourself motivated. Now go!” 

Once they were gone, Pierce popped the antidote into his mouth and 
went back to his report. The Cahills. 

Individually, none of them would be of concern, but together. . . 

Pierce smiled as the answer came to him. 

He reached for his phone. 

“Contact the heads of all our European media units,” he ordered his 
assistant. “Anyone who isn’t standing in front of me in one hour is fired.” 

Pierce hung up and sat back in his chair. He watched London race about 
below. 

It was a city with a rich and expansive history. Shakespeare. Churchill. 
Isaac Newton. 

And PII be the one to wipe it all away. 
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Rome. The Next Day. 


Amy Cahill was running out of time. 

She had managed to make it out of the airport and onto the tarmac 
unseen, but her pursuers were smart. It wouldn’t be long before they picked 
up her trail. The private jet was sitting just ahead, fueled up, its engines 
already spinning into a high-pitched whine. She had to get on board and in 
the air, fast, before they saw her. 

She peeked around the dumpster she was hiding behind. A few 
members of the ground crew milled around the plane making final 
preparations, but otherwise the coast was clear. Amy cinched her backpack 
tight and started to move. 

“Amy Cahill!” 

Amy flattened herself against the dumpster as the door from the airport 
to the runway flew open. Her pursuers were heading down the stairway and 
onto the tarmac. 

“Amy! Where are you?” 

She had to distract them. Amy spied what she needed a few steps away. 
She dashed out of her hiding place to grab a metal can off a shelf. She 
poured its contents into the dumpster, then pulled a match from her jacket 
pocket. The trash lit with a deep whump, exploding into a wall of flame. 
Amy put her back into the quickly warming metal and pushed. 

“A-my!” someone cried in a taunting singsong. “A-my Ca-hill! Come 
out, come out, wherever you are.” 

Amy dug her sneakers into the asphalt and bore down on the dumpster, 
her spine burning against the hot steel, until she felt something give. The 


wheels squeaked and began to turn. Amy grunted and gave another push, 
and momentum took over. The dumpster raced out across the tarmac, the fire 
surging in the wind. 

Gasps came from all around as the ground crew called out in frantic 
Italian. Her pursuers scattered, half of them running back to the terminal to 
get help while the others sprinted toward the dumpster. She had about two 
minutes of chaos. It was all she needed. 

Amy bolted across the tarmac to the waiting plane. Dan and Ian were 
out of their seats and heading for the commotion when she ran up the stairs. 

“Amy, what’s going on!?” Dan asked. 

“Pierce’s men! Tell the pilot we have to get going!” 

“But what about the others?” 

“Now!” 

Dan disappeared into the cockpit. 

“Amy, are you all right?” Ian asked. “Was it Pierce’s men? Did those 
ruffians hurt you?” 

“T’m fine. We just need to —” 

“Hey! What are you doing! ?” 

Amy froze, her back to the door. She slowly turned to face her pursuers. 

“We were just getting snacks!” 

Jonah and Jake stood at the foot of the stairs. Atticus, Pony, and 
Hamilton were behind them, holding up plastic bags that stretched under the 
weight of soda bottles, chips, pretzels, and candy. 

“Don’t look at me,” Jake said as he led the group past her and into the 
plane. “I told them we had to get going.” 

“Little dudes can’t be contained when they see snacks,” Jonah said. 

The boys passed Amy, dropping into their seats and pulling out snacks 
and video games. A din of conversation quickly filled the cabin. Ian hadn’t 
moved from his place by the first row of seats. He was watching Amy 
intently, an unasked question in his eyes. The cockpit door opened again. 

“Pilot says we’re up in five,” Dan said. “Hey, what happened to 
Pierce’s goons?” 

Amy found herself stuck for an answer, but Ian jumped in to save her. 

“False alarm,” he said. “Might as well get to our seats.” 

Amy hurried past everyone to the back of the plane. Once the jet was 
airborne, she checked to make sure the boys were distracted and then pulled 
that morning’s newspaper out of her backpack. Looking at it, she felt the 


same sick twist in her stomach she had when she’d first seen it at the airport 
newsstand. 

The Cahills were the most powerful family history had ever known, but 
now they were up against their greatest challenge — J. Rutherford Pierce, a 
media tycoon with dreams of world domination. He had already manipulated 
a member of the Cahill family, a scientist named Sammy Mourad, to gain 
access to the Cahills’ most closely guarded secret: a serum that granted near- 
superhuman strength and intelligence to anyone who took it. Amy and the 
others, afraid of what the serum would mean for the world in the hands of 
someone like Pierce, were on the trail of an antidote and had one component 
of it already, the whiskers of an Anatolian leopard. Only six more to go and 
they would stop Pierce for good. 

Unfortunately, Pierce wasn’t standing idly by while they searched. Not 
only had he sent teams of serum-enhanced mercenaries after them, he was 
attacking them daily in his many newspapers and television programs. At 
first he had contented himself with harassing Amy and Dan with dumb 
stories about what he called their irresponsible globe-trotting — and what 
they called TRYING TO SAVE THE WORLD! — or dumb gossip about 
Amy and Ian or Amy and Jake. 

But now that had all changed. Amy lifted the newspaper off her lap. 
Pierce wasn’t just harassing them anymore. He was going for the throat. 

“Everything okay?” 

Amy jumped. Ian was leaning over the seat in front of her. 

“Fine,” Amy said as she hurriedly stuffed the newspaper into her 
backpack. “Everything’s fine. Just . . . doing some research.” 

“Ah, well, you can never know too much,” Ian said, falling into the seat 
across the aisle from Amy. “Speaking of which. Did you know the Avenue 
Habib Bourguiba in Tunis is known the world over as the Champs-Elysées 
of the near east? The cafés. The shops. The discos.” 

Amy couldn’t help but laugh. “The discos? Honestly, Ian, who calls 
them discos anymore?” 

“Well, the Tunisians, I expect,” he sniffed. “So the plan is to rely on the 
Rosenblooms’ father, then? He’s a scientist of some sort?” 

Amy set her backpack aside. “An archaeologist. Apparently, his passion 
is lost civilizations. He’s in Tunis studying the Carthaginian ruins.” 

Amy hoped Dr. Rosenbloom would be able to help. He would certainly 
have his work cut out for him. Amy and Dan had found an ancient notebook 


left to them by Olivia Cahill, one of the founders of the Cahill family. The 
notebook gave instructions on how to create the antidote, but much of it was 
in code. Atticus and Jake’s analysis of Olivia’s notes made them certain that 
the next piece of the antidote was a plant native to the area around Tunisia, 
called silphium. Of course, because nothing was ever easy, silphium was 
supposed to be just as extinct as the Anatolian leopard. 

Ian turned to look out the window next to him, where the sun was 
painting the clouds gold and orange. 

“You know, it’s funny,” he said. “I was on the phone with Nellie when 
the others were off getting their snacks and I saw you coming out the door to 
the runway. But I didn’t spot any of Pierce’s men.” 

Amy could feel Ian staring at her, waiting for a response. When he 
didn’t get one he looked up the aisle, making sure the others were absorbed 
in their games. He leaned in close, and when he spoke again, his voice was 
low and halting, as if he were picking his way through a minefield. 

“Due to recent... events,” he said, struggling with how to refer to the 
death of his younger sister, Natalie, “I, too, have been sometimes tempted to 
isolate myself but, to my surprise, I’ve found that having people around, 


even” — he glanced at the others on the plane — “these people, somewhat 
alleviates —” 

“Pierce’s men were there,” Amy said through gritted teeth. “I’m not 
lying.” 

“I would never suggest you were,” Ian said. “I simply —” 

“Amy?” 


The anxious roil in Amy’s stomach jumped twofold when she saw Jake 
standing in the aisle in front of her. 

“You okay?” he asked. 

“We were just having ourselves a bit of a chat,” Ian said. “Nothing for 
the likes of you to worry about.” 

“Atticus has some ideas he wants to run past you,” Jake said to Amy. 

She started to get up but Ian put his hand on hers, holding her back. 

“Tf you keep troubling Amy with every little thing —” 

“Maybe you should let Amy decide what’s little and what’s —” 

“Guys!” Amy cried. 

Ian and Jake shut up instantly, as shocked to hear Amy yell as she was 
to do it. 


“I just need a minute,” she said. “Okay? Alone? Jake, I’ll be with you 
soon.” 

There was a tense pause and then Jake stalked off to the front of the 
plane. Ian was about to say something but Amy turned away from him, and a 
beat later he pushed himself up out of his seat and left. 

Amy closed her eyes and tried to quiet her mind, but she kept hearing 
the sound of her own raised voice. Was there a worse sound, Amy wondered, 
than your own voice, yelling at people you love? Not only that, but she could 
feel that newspaper sitting in the pack next to her, like an itch demanding to 
be scratched. Amy pulled it out and spread it across her lap. 

The headline read: THE CAHILL WEB OF EVIL. 
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To each side, two columns of three pictures each were laid out like mug 
shots. Atticus, Jake, and Pony on one side and Ian, Hamilton, and Jonah on 
the other. Pictures of Amy and Dan — deeply shadowed in Photoshop to 
make them look especially sinister — sat between the columns, with spidery 
lines running from their pictures to the other six. 

The article that accompanied the pictures alleged that Amy and Dan 
were not simply international nuisances, but were heading up a far-reaching 
criminal conspiracy with the others. 

Hamilton Holt! the article screamed next to Hamilton’s picture. A burly 
brute who uses his fists to lay down the law on whoever dares to contradict 
the Cahill cabal! 

Atticus Rosenbloom — the cabal’s twisted mastermind. This pint-sized 
provocateur uses his big brain and his connections to the worldwide 
academic elite to subvert the will of decent freedom-loving people 
everywhere! 

It went on and on. Ian was a member of the global elite who provided 
them with an entrance into high society, while Jonah Wizard gleefully 
poisoned the youth of the world through insidious messages in his music. 
Amy could hardly breathe looking at all of it. It was one thing for Pierce to 
attack her and Dan, but it was something else entirely to go after their 
friends. 

Amy looked up the aisle. Jonah was showing Hamilton a new video 
game while Atticus and Dan were practicing their aim by throwing Skittles 
into each other’s mouths. 

It was amazing that they could seem so normal after all they had been 
through. Atticus and Jake had both lost their mothers, Ian had lost his sister, 
and Jonah’s cousin Phoenix had nearly died. 

Amy crumbled the newspaper in her fist. They’ve all been through so 
much, she thought. It’s up to me to make sure they dont lose anything else. 


(uP Uh 


Delaware. Trilon Pharmaceuticals. 


Every square inch of Nellie Gomez’s body itched. 

She tried to be as subtle as she could, but it was driving her crazy. She 
rubbed her calves together and ground her spine into the back of her chair, 
but the itch didn’t stop. Nellie figured it was the result of a ripped-jeans-and- 
Bikini-Kill-T-shirt kind of gal being forced to wear a suit made of itchy, 
stuffy wool; a polyester blouse; and stockings made out of some kind of 
unholy blend of rayon and, she was pretty sure, steel wool. 

And her hair! The greatest insult of all was being forced to stand over a 
sink and wash out all her beautiful goth black and replace it with . . . brown! 
Mouse brown. Boring, boring brown. 

Get over yourself, Gomez, she told herself. If it takes a suit to find out 
what Pierce is doing here and stop it, then a suit it is. And if I can find 
Sammy while I’m here, all the better. 

Nellie opened the folder on her lap and went over the résumé she had 
made the night before. Looking at the crisp layout and razor-sharp bullet 
points, Nellie was pretty sure that even she would hire her. And she knew 
that every job description and reference on the thing was faked. Even the 
name she used was fake. 

“Ms., uh, Gormey?” 

Nellie shot out of her chair to face a slight man with a black comb-over 
standing in the doorway of the office. 

“Tt is I! I mean, it’s me! I mean...” Nellie sucked in a deep breath 
through her ringless nose and handed him her résumé. “I’m Nadine Gormey. 
That’s me. I’m here for the interview.” 


The man motioned for Nellie to sit, then came around and deposited 
himself across the desk from her. While he went over her résumé, Nellie 
reached one painted fingernail underneath her sleeve and scratched her now 
reddened wrist. 

“T need to be clear that the position we’re looking to fill is quite junior,” 
Comb-over said. 

“That’s fine!” 

“But someone with your qualifications,” he said, marveling at her 
résumé. “I mean, to have run an entire lab at Harvard while still an 


undergrad!” 
“Yes, but I think it’s always important to stay practiced in the 
fundamentals, you know? Like” — Nellie slipped a cheat sheet out of her 


pocket and into her lap — “how to perform a recrystallization or calculate a 
solution dilution.” 

“Well, I doubt you’d be called on to do anything that basic, but I 
applaud your sentiment. Honestly, Ms. Gormey, this is one of the most 
impressive résumés I’ve seen in quite a long time. But” — he leaned over 
across the desk in a kind of apology — “I would be remiss if I didn’t at least 
call one of your references.” 

Nellie’s heart thumped. She knew this was a possibility, but had hoped 
it wouldn’t come up. 

“Of course,” Nellie said through gritted teeth. “I understand 
completely.” 

Nellie crossed her fingers as the man chose a number and dialed. Make 
this work and PIl never speed again! I’ll never drive the wrong way on one- 
way streets. Or on sidewalks! 

“What do you want?” A British voice exploded from the speaker phone. 
“Hurry, please, I’m on my way to catch a flight.” 

Nellie had never been so happy to hear Ian Kabra’s snooty, infuriatingly 
entitled voice. 

“Uh, yes, Dr., um, Kabra. This is George Takahashi from Tri —” 

“Get to the point! This is about Gormey, I assume. Nadine Gormey? 
Have you hired her yet?” 

“Well, no, I was just wondering if —” 

“What in the blazes is wrong with you, man!” The speakerphone shook 
as Ian shouted. 


You’re a genius, Nellie thought. I take back every bad thought I’ve ever 
had about you. 

“In the entire time I spent slumming at the Harvard chemistry labs,” Ian 
continued, “Nadine Gormey was, without doubt, the only certifiable genius I 
ever encountered. Only a complete moron would be so stupid as to not hire 
her the second she walked into his office. Are you a complete moron?” 

“No! I just thought —” 

“Well, stop thinking, Jim!” 

“It’s George actually. You see I —” 

“And get down on your knees right now and beg — BEG! — Nadine 
Gormey to take over that rattrap of an operation you’re running! Beg her and 
just perhaps she’ll deign to bring the light of reason and scientific rigor to 
that pit of mediocrity you call a lab. Good day, sir!” 

“Well...” 

“I said good day, sir!” 

The line went dead. George was a pale sweaty mess. Even his mustache 
was trembling. He got ahold of himself and looked up at Nellie slowly. 

“So... when can you start?” 


(CuPUh 


Somewhere over the Mediterranean 


“There it is,” Atticus said from the seat next to Dan. “Your future.” 

A jumble of brightly colored brochures littered Dan’s lap. He lifted one 
off the pile and held it up. Was Atticus right? Was this his future? 

“You think?” Dan asked. “It doesn’t seem a little... ridiculous?” 

“Oh, man, it’s so completely ridiculous.” Atticus took the brochure 
from Dan. The jet’s reading light illuminated a line of jugglers, sword 
swallowers, and baggy-pantsed clowns. “ ‘Bartleby’s World-Famous Clown 
Academy.’ Were more awesome words ever written? How could you not 
want to do this?” 

Dan and Atticus had spent the previous night brainstorming Dan’s post- 
Cahill life over endless rounds of ice cream and Italian sodas. It seemed like 
a joke at first, but now, looking down at all the brochures they had printed 
out at the hotel, it felt incredibly real. Dan’s heart raced as he sifted through 
them. Each one set off a volley of fireworks in his head. 

“I don’t know,” Dan said. “If I did the American School in Rome, we 
could hang out, like, every day. And then there’s baseball camp. And 
astronaut camp! I could totally go to astronaut camp.” 

“You could do them all!” Atticus said, his eyes round with excitement. 
“Tt’s a perk of being one of the richest thirteen-year-olds on the planet. You 
can do anything you want.” 

There was a ding and then the captain came over the loudspeaker 
announcing their descent into Tunis. Dan folded up the brochures and stuffed 
them in his backpack. Even with the zipper closed, Dan could feel them in 


there, the sheer possibility of them drumming against the fabric. He pushed 
the pack under the seat in front of him and turned to look down the aisle. 

Amy was by herself in the last row, head down over Olivia’s notebook. 
Except for a quick conference with the pilot, that’s where she had been the 
entire flight. Nothing weird about her studying, of course. It was just weird 
that she was doing it alone. Surely she could have used Atticus’s brain or his 
own photographic memory. Dan couldn’t help but feel uneasy. Amy had 
been spending so much time alone ever since Turkey. 

No, he corrected himself. Ever since Evan. 

Amvy’s first boyfriend, Evan Tolliver, had died on a Cahill mission 
months ago, and ever since, Amy had spent more and more time by herself, 
training and studying with an intensity that almost frightened Dan. 

Dan, and just about everyone else in the world, thought that whatever 
had been starting between her and Jake might be good for her, but for some 
reason, whenever the two of them were in the same room, it all just devolved 
into the kind of bickering Dan had done with his fifth-grade crush. Who 
knew. Maybe that’s where Amy and Jake were headed — pulling hair and 
knocking ice-cream cones out of each other’s hands. 

Not that Dan was helping any with Amy’s stress. Dan had just 
announced that after they stopped Pierce, he was leaving the Cahill family. 
Leaving her. Maybe Amy was the one who needed a relaxing month or two 
at Bartleby’s Clown Academy. 

As soon as the plane bumped to a landing and slid into its private gate, 
Dan jumped up. 

“Okay, everybody!” he announced. “Welcome to beautiful downtown 
Tunis! The local temperature is hot with a slight chance of incredibly, 
ridiculously hot. Here’s the plan! Atticus and Jake, you two go talk to your 
dad and see what you can find out about the silphium. Amy and I will hit the 
Carthage ruins and see what we can find there. Ian and Hamilton, we need a 
hotel and possibly a local guide.” 

“T’m certain I can find something at least minimally acceptable,” Ian 
said. 

“Good. And while you’re out there, don’t forget to make fun of the 
locals for their fashion sense. They love that. Now, Jonah and Pony —” 

“Dan, wait!” 

Everyone’s head turned to the back of the plane, where Amy was 
standing with her backpack slung over her shoulder. 


“Change of plans,” she said. “Except for Dan and me, everyone is 
heading back to Attleboro.” 

Jake stood up in his seat. “What? Why?” 

Amy held up her hand to silence everyone. “The only way we’re going 
to find everything we need for the antidote in time is if we break up into 
teams.” 

Amy held up several bundles of paper with her handwriting all over 
them. 

“I’ve copied Olivia’s notebook into separate packs,” she said. “We’ll 
have three research teams and one retrieval team. Each research team will be 
responsible for one of the ingredients. Anything you learn is funneled to Dan 
and me, and we’ll retrieve it. Jonah and Hamilton, you’ ll be team Tikal. Ian 
and Pony are on Angkor duty. Jake and Atticus, you’re going to stay on 
silphium.” 

“Which we can do best here,” Jake said. “Seeing as how this is where 
the stuff, you know, is.” 

“Exactly!” Dan interjected. “And besides, Amy, you and I can’t go talk 
to Dr. Rosenbloom. The last time he saw us, he called Interpol. He hates us. 
Right, Att?” 

“No!” Atticus said. “Of course not. My dad just . . .” 

Dan looked to his friend with one eyebrow raised. 

Atticus flushed. “Okay, fine. He does. Like a lot.” 

“Atticus and Jake can talk to him on the phone and report back to us,” 
Amy said. 

“Now wait a minute,” Jake said. “You may be the leader of the Cahills. 
But, as you’re so fond of reminding us, Atticus and I are not Cahills. So if 
you think you can stop us from staying in Tunis and seeing our own father, 
you’re crazy.” 

“T’m not trying to stop you from seeing your father,” Amy said. “I’m 
just trying to get the job done.” 

“Guys, guys, guys,” Dan said, forcing himself in between Amy and 
Jake. “You’re going to give our new friend Pony the wrong idea about us. 
He doesn’t know that while we argue occasionally, we all share a deep love 
and abiding respect that rises above petty little quarrels.” 

“This isn’t little,’ Jake said. “She doesn’t have the right to do this.” 

“No,” Amy said. “He doesn’t have the right to —” 


“Hey!” Dan said, pushing the two of them apart. “You know what we 
need? Pizza! Or the local equivalent. We’ll have a bite and then we’ II sit 
down and we’ll all make a plan together.” 

Amy shoved past Dan and Jake to the plane’s exit. “We don’t have time 
to stand around talking,” she said. “The plan is made.” 

“Amy, wait!” Dan called, but she was already gone. 

Everyone left in the plane turned and silently stared at Dan. He backed 
delicately toward the plane’s exit, his best fake smile plastered across his 
face. 

“Don’t worry, guys,” he said. “This is a minor hiccup caused by, uh, 
extreme jet lag. Why don’t you guys just hang out here on the plane. PII be 
right back!” 

Dan dashed out of the plane before anyone could say a word. He found 
his sister striding through the intense afternoon sun toward their gate. 

“Amy! Hey, Amy. Wait up!” Dan called, jogging to catch up to her. 
“What was that all about?” 

“This isn’t pee-wee soccer,” Amy said without missing a step. “We 
don’t have time to make sure everybody is playing the position they want. 
We have work to do.” 

“Which we do best when we’re all together. Seriously, Amy, I don’t 
think —” 

Amy whipped something out of her backpack and pushed it into Dan’s 
chest. A newspaper. 

“What’s this?” 

Amy said nothing. Dan took the paper and opened it. His eyes went 
wide as he turned from page to page. 

“But this . . . none of this is true,” he sputtered. “He can’t just —” 

“He can,” Amy said. “Anybody standing with us is a target, Dan, and 
Pierce is not playing around anymore. The FBI is already looking at us back 
home. What if Pierce’s stories convince them to start going after the others, 
too? Think about Jonah’s music career. Or how Atticus wants to go to 
Harvard. You and I have to be here, Dan, none of them do.” 

“Just because they’re back home doesn’t mean they’ Il be safe.” 

“No, but they’ll be safer,” Amy said. “It’s the best we can do.” 

Something inside of Dan sank painfully. The paper dangled in his 
hands. 

“Jake and Att have to stay,” he said. 


Amy started to say something, but Dan cut her off. “We can’t waste 
time sending them all the way home just to talk to their dad on the phone. 
The only way we’re getting this done in time is if they’re here.” 

There was a roar behind them as another plane lifted off into the skies 
above Tunis. 

“Fine,” Amy said. “But as soon as we’re done here, they both go back 
to Attleboro. No arguments. Agreed?” 

Dan met his sister’s green eyes. For the first time, they resembled stone. 
“Agreed.” 


Amy watched as Dan stood by the plane, fending off angry questions from 
Hamilton and Ian. He must have been convincing, since he managed to talk 
them all back inside. Dan went up the stairs to help Jake and Atticus with 
their things, leaving Ian alone at the back of the line. 

Amy’s heart ached as Ian looked at her across the runway. He was a 
Kabra, so his hurt was concealed beneath a veil of pride, but Amy could see 
it as plain as the desert sun burning over her head. She knew she was doing 
this for Ian’s own good, but she also knew how much their mission 
distracted him from what he had lost. Maybe one day he’d understand. 

Amy turned away, fixing her eyes on the terminal and heading for it. 

“Amy! Wait!” 

She turned back to see Pony rushing up toward her. 

“Sorry!” Pony said when he reached her, huffing and puffing. “Almost 
forgot!” He pulled a small padded envelope out of his pocket and held it out 
to her. “Some mail came after you left Attleboro. Wanted to bring it to you.” 

“Thanks.” 

Pony ran back to the jet, saying good-bye to Jake and Atticus as Dan 
led them out of the plane. Amy turned the package over. Her name and 
address were on the front, but there was no return. She tore it open and 
pulled out a single sheet of paper. 


Amy, 


Sorry again for messing things up with the serum. Took a look 
around the lab and figured out how to make one more dose. Thought 
you might need it. 

Sammy Mourad 


Amy dug back into the envelope, heart racing. She found something 
inside and pulled it out. It was a small glass vial, half filled with serum. 

“Hey, Amy, whatcha got there?” asked Dan. 

Amy dropped the vial back into the envelope and stuffed it into her 
backpack. 

“Nothing,” she said. “Nothing at all.” 


(CPU Eh 


Tunis, Tunisia 


Less than an hour later, they had found themselves a hotel and Atticus was 
leading the group through Tunis on Avenue Habib Bourguiba. Amy had to 
admit that Ian was right. The avenue was nothing if not fashionable. She 
didn’t see any discos, but she did see smart-looking shoppers darting in and 
out of boutiques or lounging in the sidewalk cafés. The street itself was 
lined with well-manicured ficus trees and ornate black streetlights. All of it 
sat beneath a shockingly blue sky. 

“Att,” Jake said. “You’re sure Dad’s library is this way?” 

“Yep. Past here and into the medina.” 

“The medina?” Dan asked. 

“Tt’s like the old part of the city,” Atticus said. “Well, the old part of 
the city that still stands. There’s been a major city on this site for nearly 
three thousand years. The really old part of the city is the ruins of Punic 
Carthage to the north.” 

“Puny Carthage?” Dan asked. “Like, little tiny wimpy Carthage?” 

“No,” Atticus said. “Punic like Phoenician. See. Okay. We don’t know 
much for sure about Carthage, but we think it might have been founded by a 
Phoenician queen named Elissa. Only, when Virgil wrote about her in the 
Aeneid, he decided to call her Queen Dido instead. Anyway, what we know 
about her is kind of a mix of legend and possibly fact.” 

“That’s pretty confidence inspiring, Atticus,” Dan said. 

“Give me a break! We’re talking like three thousand years of history 
here. Anyway, the legend and maybe sorta kinda fact is that Elissa and her 
brother Pygmalion were supposed to share the throne of Phoenicia when 
their father died. But! Pygmalion killed their father and then killed Elissa’s 


husband. Not being suicidal, I guess, Elissa took a bunch of her people and 
got as far away from her brother as she could.” 

“Apparently,” Jake said, “the locals weren’t too thrilled to have her 
and her people here, so she told the local king she only wanted as much 
land as could be encompassed by a single ox hide. When he said okay, she 
tore the ox hide into tiny little strips and surrounded an entire hill with it. 
Totally conned the guy.” 

“Or,” Amy said, “she did what she had to do to protect herself and her 
people.” 

“Right,” Jake said. “The end totally justifies the means.” 

“I didn’t say that!” 

“So,” Dan cut in as he wedged himself in between Amy and Jake, 
sending them to opposite sides of the sidewalk. “If Carthage was such a big 
deal, then why do we know so little about it?” 

“Because,” Jake said, “Rome completely wiped them out after the 
Third Punic War.” 

“Then, after the Romans,” Atticus said, “this place was conquered 
again by the Vandals — no, not that kind of vandal, Dan. They were a 
Germanic tribe that conquered a lot of North Africa and the Mediterranean 
— and then the Byzantines and then the Arabs. Then the French took over, 
and now they’re on their own.” 

“Man, everybody wanted a piece of Carthage.” 

“Tt was a pretty good strategic location and the farming was amazing, 
apparently. When Rome was in charge, they called the place the granary of 
the empire.” 

“Did they grow any silphium?” Amy asked. 

Atticus shrugged. 

“Olivia seemed to think so,” Dan said. 

“All we know is she thinks silphium had some connection to 
Carthage,” Atticus said. “What that is, is anyone’s guess. Leonardo da Vinci 
suggested she look for it on the ‘Island of the Athenian,’ but since Athens 
was the capital of Greece and not an island, Olivia figured it was his idea of 
a joke.” 

“Hilarious,” Dan said. 

“So what is silphium, exactly?” Amy asked. 

“Some kind of plant,” Jake said. “We don’t even know for sure what it 
looked like, since it’s been extinct for something like a thousand years.” 


Amy shook her head. “If we don’t know what it looked like, how can 
we be sure it’s extinct? I mean, there could be groves of the stuff and we 
wouldn’t know.” 

They had moved from the ficus-lined Habib Bourguiba to a broad 
plaza of what looked like white marble crisscrossed by sharp geometric 
patterns. Towering in front of them was a great stone edifice with an arched 
tunnel cutting straight through it. 

“Bab el Bahr!” Atticus marveled. “The entire medina used to be 
surrounded by a stone wall. The wall is gone now but these portals still 
remain.” 

The plaza was packed with people moving in every direction. A babel 
of conversations in French and Arabic mixed with the splash of a fountain 
and the shouts of the sellers standing at umbrella-covered stalls. 

Amy held her breath as they started down the road into the medina. It 
was incredibly narrow, hemmed in by lines of merchants’ stalls stacked up 
against the two- or three-story buildings on either side. The kiosks were 
teeming with goods, laid out on tables and hanging from the roofs of the 
stalls. Everywhere the kids looked, there were glittering stacks of brass and 
tin, along with elegantly shaped ceramics and bolts of fabrics in brilliant 
reds and greens and lapis blue. Dark alleyways and winding arteries shot off 
the main road in a confusion of directions. 

When Amy turned to Dan, she saw he was doing the same thing she 
was. Scanning rooftops and open windows, examining the faces of the 
sellers that seemed to be everywhere. It was second nature to them now, to 
look for an ambush. 

Something caught Amy’s eye and she veered off the street to a 
merchant’s kiosk. 

“What’s up?” Dan asked, moving in next to her. 

“Look at these, Dan, aren’t they pretty?” 

Amy picked up one of the man’s beaten copper pots and handed it to 
her brother. “One o’clock,” she whispered. “By the rug merchant’s stall.” 

Dan lifted the copper pot up into the light, then turned it like he was 
examining a defect. Jake and Atticus appeared behind them. 

“What’s going on?” Jake asked. 

“Oh, nothing,” Amy said to Jake just loud enough so he could hear. 
“We were looking at these for Nellie. You know how she loves to be 
ambushed with gifts.” 


Dan put the pot back. “Guy in the hat?” he asked. “Doesn’t look like 
any of the ones we’ve seen.” 

“Who knows how many guys Pierce has,” Amy whispered. 

“There’s another one,” Atticus said. “Near the flower stall. Westerner. 
New to the area.” 

“How can you tell?” 

“His face is pink,” Jake said. “Sunburn.” 

“What do we do?” Dan asked. 

“Follow him,” Jake said. “See what we can learn.” 

Amy thought a second, then backed away from the table. “No. We go 
back to the hotel.” 

“But he could lead us right to their base,” Jake whispered urgently. 
“We could see how many of them there are, find out their plans —” 

“Get ourselves killed. No,” Amy said. “We stick to the plan! Get the 
silphium and get out.” 

But Jake was already on the move. Amy reached for his sleeve but he 
was too fast. Jake threw himself into the river of shoppers and disappeared 
around a corner. Amy whirled around to find that the man in the hat was 
gone, too. 

“Stay here!” she yelled at Dan and Atticus before diving into the 
crowd. Did Jake even care that he could get himself killed? 

Amy struggled through the crowded medina. Despite her best efforts, 
she seemed to slam into shoppers at every step, earning her insults in at 
least three languages. She searched the chaos for a glimpse of Jake or the 
man with the hat, but all she saw were kiosks and bodies and twisting roads. 

“There he is!” Dan called out. 

Jake appeared at the other end of an alley, speeding down a street that 
ran parallel to their own. 

“I told you two to wait!” Amy yelled over her shoulder as she took off 
after Jake. 

Amy screamed inwardly as Dan shot past her, pounding down the 
alleyway that connected the two streets. Jake had disappeared again by the 
time they spilled into the road, but Amy caught sight of the man with the 
hat as he headed toward a towering mosque. 

“Tf we take that road, we can get between him and Jake,” Amy said. 

Brass and iron clattered against the ground as Amy barreled past more 
merchants, jostling their stalls. She ignored their cries, keeping her eye on 


the man as he slipped expertly through the crowds. When they were just 
feet from the plaza, the man turned down a stone-roofed alley. Half a 
second later, Jake emerged from the crowds and followed him in. 

Amy, Dan, and Atticus stopped at the mouth of the alley, panting. Amy 
peered down its length. It was long and even narrower than the streets. The 
harsh sun only managed to light the first few feet, and beyond was a murk 
so dark it looked like night. Somewhere down there, Jake was alone with a 
monster. 

Amy looked back at Dan wheezing behind her. He nodded and they 
both began to move. Atticus started to join them but Amy held him back. 

“We need a lookout,” she whispered. 

“But —” 

Amy raised a finger to her lips to silence Atticus and then followed 
Dan into the alley. It was even darker than she imagined and full of the 
vinegary smell of moldering trash. The sounds of the city and the markets 
were muted by the alley’s walls, filling the tunnel with a whispering hush. 
Amy crept forward, her body on high alert. Dan had slipped farther ahead 
and was lost in the shadows. Amy felt panic building up in her. Then a 
single shaft of sunlight from a gap in the stone roof fell some thirty feet 
ahead. There was a flash of white as the man in the hat stepped into it. 

“Amy Cahill,” the man said. His voice was pleasant, but had a flinty 
British accent. “And Dan and Jake. I believe that’s Atticus Rosenbloom 
watching the alley. Am I right?” 

Amy found a loose paving stone at her feet. She grabbed it and held it 
at the ready. “What do you want?” 

“To talk.” 

“About what?” 

The man turned toward her, one hand reaching inside his jacket. 

“He’s got a gun!” Jake cried as he exploded out of the gloom only feet 
from Amy. The man was ready for him, though. He pivoted toward Jake, 
but Amy leaped up and shoved Jake into the brick wall, putting herself 
between him and the British mercenary. 

“Amy! Jake!” 

It was Atticus. A tide of bodies was pushing past him and into the 
alley. More of Pierce’s goons. It was a trap! Amy turned back to the man in 
the hat just as Dan slammed into him from behind. 

“Dan!” 


There was nothing to do now but fight. The man stumbled at Dan’s 
strike, but managed to push him aside so Dan went reeling farther into the 
alley. It was the perfect distraction. Jake appeared by Amy’s side and 
together they took the man by the shoulders and flung him around and into 
the wall. He hit the brick with a satisfying oof, and Jake swung for him. 
There was a crack as he connected with the man’s chin, sending him 
slumping into the dirt. 

Jake looked back at Amy, but they barely had a second to relax before 
a blast of white light filled the alley. Amy staggered back, shielding her 
eyes. There was another flash, and another. This time from the man on the 
ground. His hand had emerged from his jacket and he was holding some 
sort of a device. Not a gun but... 

“Smile, kids!” 

Everything snapped into focus. Not a gun. A camera. A flash went off 
and Amy turned toward the charging mass of people to face a firing squad 
of flashes. Everyone was shouting. A slight woman in a tan suit pushed a 
microphone in her face. 

“Amy! Do you plan to brutalize any other people while in Tunis or just 
this innocent reporter?” 

Amy’s mouth fell open, stunned. The reporters surged forward, 
crowding the kids deeper into the alley. Dan picked himself up and joined 
Amy and Jake. The man in the hat got up, camera in hand. There was blood 
running down his chin, but he was smiling. 

“Hey, Jake! How does it feel to join a global criminal conspiracy?” 

“Was it hard to bring your innocent little brother into it, too?” 

“Dan! Will you ever be able to wipe your nose without your big 
sister’s okay?” 

“Leave us alone!” Amy shouted, and ran at them, driving her way 
through the crowd, which had become as thick as a forest. Hands reached 
out to her from every direction as the reporters pushed their business cards 
into her pockets. 

“Call me, Amy!” 

“How does it feel to be personally responsible for the death of Evan 
Tolliver?” 

Amy spun toward the reporter, her hand curling into a fist. But Jake 
appeared on one side of her and Dan on the other. They dragged her back 
through the crowds as the reporters took picture after picture. Atticus was 


waiting at the head of the alley with a cab idling behind him, its back doors 
thrown open. 

Jake and Dan tossed Amy into the cab and then jumped in behind her. 
Atticus hopped into the front seat and slammed the door. 

“Go!” Atticus shouted. “Now!” 

“Unbelievable,” Jake said, cradling his bruised hand. “They’re worse 
than Pierce’s goons.” 

Amy glared at Jake across the backseat of the taxi. 

“Yeah,” she said. “And you gave them exactly what they wanted.” 


(Cub PUh 


To make sure they evaded the reporters, Atticus had the driver lead them on 
a high-speed ramble through Tunis. They were on a highway, then off again. 
By the lake, on the Habib Bourguiba, back in the medina. A tense silence 
filled the cab the entire way. Amy stared out one window while Jake stared 
out the other. Dan squirmed between them. 

“Where to now?” Dan asked Amy, breaking the quiet. “The hotel?” 

“Those reporters are going to be staking out every hotel in Tunis 
looking for us,” Amy said. “Att, have the driver take us to your dad. We 
might as well get something accomplished.” 

Minutes later, the taxi skidded to a halt outside the gates of an ornate 
building. The three of them tumbled out of the backseat of the car as Atticus 
paid the driver. Once Jake introduced himself to the guard just inside the 
library, they were all given badges and shown through a set of double doors. 

“Can I see Olivia’s notebook again?” Atticus asked. 

Amy dug in her bag and handed it over. It was amazing to watch him, 
she thought. Ninety percent of the time, Atticus looked like any other 
twelve-year-old on the street, but not when he read. He seemed older than 
her then. He lost himself in it, his forehead furrowing into thin ridges and his 
eyes going sharp as cut glass. She had the decoded notes in her bag, but it 
was like Atticus didn’t even need them. Once he had broken the code, he 
could read right through it. 

Jake was watching his brother, too, clearly just as amazed as she was. 
When Jake felt Amy watching him, he turned toward her, his face 
brightening in a smile. Amy felt a jolt of nerves and turned away from him, 
continuing on down the hall. 

Small offices lined the hall on either side, each one filled with enough 
scientists in tweed and lab coats to fill a university. All of them were bent 


over ancient rocks and scrolls of paper. Even their murmurs sounded smart. 

“Wow,” Dan said. “This place is nerd central. Amy, we have got to get 
you a job here.” 

They came to the end of the hallway and an office with Dr. Rosenbloom 
on the doorplate. 

“Okay,” Jake said. “You two wait out here while Atticus and I see what 
we can learn.” 

Jake was about to close the door behind them but Amy shoved her hand 
between the door and the jamb. She hissed with pain but managed to keep it 
open a crack without attracting Jake’s attention. 

Dr. Rosenbloom’s office reminded Amy of a library that had been 
struck by a tornado. Books and journals and newspapers covered every 
square inch of the place, most of them underlined and highlighted and 
powdered with dust. Old dishes and tea-stained mugs were stacked in listing 
towers beside walls of half-opened mail. The place didn’t seem dirty, 
exactly, it just seemed like the space of a man with a million thoughts going 
through his head at once. 

The only part of the office that was at all well-ordered were the shelves 
stuffed with books relating to Dr. Rosenbloom’s singular obsession — 
ancient or lost civilizations. Amy was stunned by the sheer number and 
variety of them. Books on the Ancestral Pueblo People and the Minoans and 
the Olmecs sat beside ones on more fanciful lost civilizations like El 
Dorado. Two whole shelves were filled with nothing but books on Atlantis. 

We’ve definitely come to the right place, Amy thought. 

“Atticus! Jakey!” Dr. Rosenbloom appeared at the office’s back door, 
beaming. He threw his arms open and gathered his sons into his chest, 
glowing with joy. Amy had to admit that Dr. Rosenbloom was quite 
something. He was a perfect mixture of Jake and Atticus. He had the broad 
shoulders and square jaw of an athlete but the unkempt clothes and the thick- 
rimmed glasses of a globe-trotting slob/genius. 

The best thing of all was how much he clearly loved his sons. Amy felt 
a twinge deep in her chest. She looked at Dan and guessed from the dark, 
focused look on his face as he watched them that he was feeling the same 
thing. A real parent. Something they’d had for such a short time. 

Dr. Rosenbloom swept stacks of books and papers off the chairs in his 
office and sat the boys down. He had two paper sacks in hand and set them 
on his desk. 


“Okay! First things first, I grabbed us some lunch. Tajine malsouka! 
This is going to blow your minds, guys. It’s like a chicken pie made with 
phyllo dough. My friend Amina makes it.” 

Jake and Atticus shared an amused look. Their dad always had a 
woman friend who was making him things to eat. Dr. Rosenbloom opened 
the bag and pulled out what looked like thick pieces of pie wrapped in 
waxed paper. The office filled with the smells of spicy chicken and warm 
bread. Amy had to grab on to Dan’s shoulder to keep him from busting 
through the door and into the room. 

“So tell me everything!” Dr. Rosenbloom said through a mouthful of 
pie. “How’s school?” 

“Good!” Atticus said, maybe a little too quickly. “The independent 
study is going really well.” 

“Awesome,” Dr. Rosenbloom said. “Harvard won’t know what hit them 
when you get there. What brings you guys from Rome, though? I’m happy 
you came, of course, but it’s such short notice. Is everything all right?” 

“Fine!” Jake said. “We just wanted to see you. And Atticus had some 
questions. About his independent study.” 

“Happy to help. What is it?” 

“Well, I’m looking at agriculture,” Atticus said. “Particularly the major 
Roman crops and who produced them outside of Italy.” 

“Fascinating topic.” 

Dan rolled his eyes and Amy elbowed him hard in the side. 

“Tt is,” Atticus continued. “But I keep coming across one crop that I 
can’t find much about. Silphium.” 

Dr. Rosenbloom nodded eagerly, swallowing a mouthful. “Mmm. Well, 
that’s probably because there’s not much anyone can say. It was one of the 
biggest and most sought after crops of its time, which was about the seventh 
century B.C. to the first century A.D. The Romans said it was worth its weight 
in silver.” 

“So what did it do?” Jake asked. 

Dr. Rosenbloom laughed. “Everything, apparently. People used it as a 
seasoning in their food and as a general-purpose remedy. Cured just about 
anything you could name. Or so they said. Here, guys, have some more.” 

Dr. Rosenbloom loaded Jake and Atticus up with fresh slices of pie. 

“Well, if it was so great, how did it go extinct?” Jake asked. “Why 
didn’t people just grow more?” 


“No one really knows,” Dr. Rosenbloom said, leaning back and 
brushing crumbs off of his rumpled tie. “Maybe they went through it too fast 
and then there was a crop failure. Some people said it only grew wild and 
couldn’t be cultivated, but that seems unlikely.” 

“Was it grown here in Carthage?” 

“Carthage?” Dr. Rosenbloom asked. “No, the main grower was Cyrene 
if I remember correctly. That’s Libya today. It’s close by but I don’t 
remember reading anything about it being grown here. Why?” 

“Just part of the project,” Atticus said quickly. “Kind of like a 
scavenger hunt. We’re supposed to try and find some, and my adviser 
thought we could try here.” 

“A scavenger hunt? For something that doesn’t exist? Atticus, that’s a 
total waste of your time. Who’s your adviser? I should call and straighten 
him out.” 

Dr. Rosenbloom reached back to a phone on his desk. 

“No!” Atticus said. “It’s fine. Really.” Atticus jumped up to stop his 
dad, and when he did Olivia’s notebook fell out of his hand and onto the 
table. 

“What’s this?” 

“Nothing! It’s just —” 

Amy suppressed a gasp as Dr. Rosenbloom took the notebook off the 
table and opened it. 

“Really,” Jake said. “It’s not anything. Just —” 

Jake stopped. An almost physical transformation came over Dr. 
Rosenbloom as he read. His soft and bright features turned a hard, ashy gray. 
Amy started forward, but Dan held her back. 

“T thought you said you came because you wanted to see me,” Dr. 
Rosenbloom said with a dark frown. 

“Dad...” Jake started. 

“Olivia CAHILL!?” he shouted, brandishing the notebook in their 
faces. “I told you I didn’t want you getting involved with the Cahills ever 
again.” 

“We’re not. We’re just —” 

“Don’t lie to me, Jake!” 

Dr. Rosenbloom’s shout echoed in the small office. 

“We told them we’d see what we could find out about the silphium,’ 
Atticus said. “That’s all.” 
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“You’ve seen the stories about them in the papers,” Dr. Rosenbloom 
said. “On TV. Is that what you want to be a part of? You want to be 
famous?” 

“Those stories aren’t true!” Atticus protested. 

“Think about your future, Atticus. And Jake’s. I know you think Amy 
and Dan are your friends, but if they were, they wouldn’t let you get 
involved in these things.” He held up the notebook between them. “The 
Cahills don’t care about anybody but themselves and their stupid games, and 
they never have!” 

Amy fell back from the door, squeezing her eyes shut as if she could 
block it out, but his words were like knives tearing into her. There was a 
thump as Dr. Rosenbloom threw Olivia’s notebook onto the tabletop. 

“They’re not games,” Jake cried. “This is important, and Amy and Dan 
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Jake suddenly went quiet, and Amy looked back into the room. Olivia’s 
notebook was lying open on the desk and Dr. Rosenbloom was leaning over 
it, completely absorbed in something inside that had caught his eye. Dr. 
Rosenbloom drew the book off the counter and into his lap, flipping quickly 
through the pages. 

“Dad?” Atticus said. 

Dr. Rosenbloom held up one hand and turned another page. The lines of 
hurt fell away and his face took on the same diamond-like focus that Atticus 
had when he was reading. 

“Not possible,” Dr. Rosenbloom muttered to himself, shaking his head. 
“Tt’s not possible.” 

“What isn’t possible?” Jake asked. “Dad!” 

“Tt was right under my nose the whole time!” 

Jake reached across the desk and shook his father’s arm, forcing him to 
emerge from the book. Dr. Rosenbloom snapped it shut. “I want you two on 
a plane back to Rome.” 

Jake started to protest but Dr. Rosenbloom shut him down. “No 
discussion. You two leave tonight, and call me as soon as you get in.” 

“But what did you read?” Jake asked as his father tore through the 
room, filling a messy briefcase with papers and stacks of books from his 
shelves. 

“Tonight, Jake!” 


Dr. Rosenbloom threw on a jacket and headed toward the door. Amy 
and Dan jumped forward, hiding behind the door as Dr. Rosenbloom threw it 
open and hit the hall at a run. His footsteps clattered down the hallway past 
his astonished coworkers. Papers flew out of his half-closed briefcase. A 
door at the end of the hall flew open and he was gone. 

Jake and Atticus joined Dan and Amy in the now silent hallway. 

“Uh... guys?” Dan said. “What the heck was that?” 

“No idea,” Atticus said, visibly shaken. “I’ve never seen him get like 
that before.” 

“You three better go back to the hotel,” Amy said. “Dig into the 
notebook and figure out what he saw. It has to be important.” 

“What are you going to do?” Dan asked. 

“Head to the Carthage ruins. There’s a museum there, too. Maybe I can 
learn some more.” 

“PII go with you,” Jake said. 

“No,” Amy said quickly, already rushing down the hall. “You stay here 
and help the others.” 

“But, Amy —” 

Amy threw open the double doors, stumbling into the bright heat of 
Tunis. She made it around the side of the building and out of sight before 
collapsing with her back against a wall. She was surprised to find her breath 
coming fast and her heart pounding. Dr. Rosenbloom’s words echoed in her 
head. The Cahills don’t care about anybody but themselves. 

Behind her, the doors to the library opened and voices filled the 
courtyard. Dan and Jake and Atticus. Amy pushed herself away from the 
wall and disappeared down the streets of Tunis. 


Cara Pierce stepped into the dojo as the clock struck noon. Her brother, Galt, 
stood across from her, barefoot in his black uniform and black belt. He 
snapped into a fighting stance with a snarl. 

The dojo was spacious, with clean white walls and a polished floor of 
blond wood. A weapons rack holding bamboo swords, staffs, and nunchakus 
sat along one wall. Up in a high corner, a single black video camera 
swiveled back and forth. Cara knew her father was at his desk, watching on a 
monitor. When they were done, he would descend and give the winner a 
reward. 

When they were kids, the reward for Galt and Cara’s weekly sparring 
matches was ice cream or a new toy, but as they got older the winner 
received an extra helping of their father’s most prized, most hoarded 
possession — his time. The winner sat in his meetings, listened to his plans, 
helped him conspire. The loser was shut out. 

Of course, sometimes Cara wasn’t sure what she wanted more — her 
father’s favor or to wipe the vicious smirk off of her brother’s face. 

Cara dropped into her own stance, but before she could make a move 
there was a blur of movement followed by a crunching impact to her jaw. 
The world flipped and Cara found herself on her back. She cursed herself for 
her distraction and leaped back to her feet. She managed a quick roundhouse 
kick that connected with Galt’s side but he flashed away. 

Galt had always been fast and strong, but in the last few weeks, he 
seemed to border on inhuman. One minute he was safely on her left, and 
then without warning he was on her right, sending a punch flying toward her 
temple. Cara got a few punches in but they came more and more 
infrequently while Galt bounced back from them faster every time. 


Always, out of the corner of her eye, she could see that black camera 
tracking them. 

Cara spun away from another crushing blow. Along with her father’s 
favors came the lectures. Survival of the fittest is what he always said. 
Winners rose to the top through hard work and God-given talent. And 
losers? All they were good for was doing the bidding of the winners. 

Cara had an idea. Instead of circling away from Galt as their sensei had 
taught, she slid straight back from him, dodging a flurry of blows. Galt 
growled as he came at her, working himself into a frenzy, his eyes ablaze. 

That’s right, Cara thought. Keep coming. You may be strong and fast, 
but it’s time to see which one of us is smart. 

Cara slowed and let him land a right on her side. It was like taking a 
freight train in the ribs. Cara stifled a scream and responded with a worthless 
punch and then a side kick that went nowhere. Galt laughed and landed a 
stunning combination. Right left right. Straight kick. Roundhouse. Cara’s 
breath left her in a rush and she went down in a heap. 

Galt stood before her, hands on his hips, self-satisfied grin flashing. 
Cara crawled over to the weapons rack and grabbed the top rail. She slowly 
pulled herself up, finally making it to her knees and draping her arms over 
the lip of the wooden rack. She didn’t have to fake it now. Every inch of her 
body throbbed with pain. 

Galt sauntered over, reveling in the opportunity to mock her. “Need 
some help there, sis?” 

Cara looked over her shoulder. The black surveillance camera in the 
corner was right on them. Galt was holding out his hand, cocky smile 
burning. Cara smiled right back. 

“Nope.” 

Cara swept a bamboo sword out of the rack and swung with all her 
might. Galt’s eyes went wide as the shaft whistled through the air. 

“Hey! This isn’t a weapons drill! Cara!” 

Cara laughed as her brother retreated, varying her strikes to keep him 
off balance. She went right, then left, a hard jab to the stomach with the 
sword point to knock the wind out of him, and then a spinning kick to his 
side. Galt went down with a cry and Cara stood over him, triumphant, her 
bare foot on his stomach, the sword at his throat. 

“Okay!” Galt cried. “You win! I surrender!” 


“You get overconfident, bro,” Cara said with a smile of her own. “Get 
to thinking you’re invincible when you’re not.” 

“Funny,” Galt said. “I was just thinking the same thing about you.” 

“What do you — ?” 

Before Cara could react, the sword was out of her hands and in Galt’s. 
And he was back on his feet. How did he — Galt whirled the sword like a 
helicopter blade, gaining momentum before slamming it into Cara’s side, 
and shoulder, and back. Each strike was perfectly aimed, hitting a jutting 
bone or a nerve point. Cara feinted left and then moved right, but the 
bamboo blade came out of nowhere, sending her crashing into the wooden 
rack. 

When she managed to look up, Galt was striding toward her, grinning. 

“Sorry, sis,” he said with a shrug. “I guess there’s just no fighting God- 
given talent.” 

Cara shut her eyes and Galt lifted the sword, tensing up for the blow. 

“Enough!” 

Their father stood in the doorway. He looked like a marble statue in his 
inky-black suit. 

“Dad!” Galt said. “Did you see? I totally beat Cara!” 

“But, Dad,” Cara cried as she struggled to get to her feet. “He 
surrendered!” 

“T did not!” 

“You did! Dad, Galt totally —” 

“What? Cheated?” her father replied acidly. “Only losers whine about 
rules, Cara. Rules and regulations were put in place to coddle the weak, and 
Pierces are not weak! Now, I believe your mother could use some help 
arranging her teddy bear collection. Of course, if you don’t want this to 
happen again, maybe you should hit the gym more often.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Galt,” he said as he stepped into the hallway outside. “You’re with 
me.” 

As soon as their father’s back was turned, Galt stuck his tongue out at 
Cara and then slipped out into the hall. The door slammed behind them, and 
Cara forced herself to her feet and started lurching toward the gym. She’d 
show Dad and Galt, too. She’d train harder than ever. Longer, too. 

I'll show them both who’s stronger. 


GARTER 


Amy wandered for more than an hour before she gathered the courage to 
admit something very important. 

She was lost. 

The cabdriver who picked her up in the medina spoke Arabic, French, 
and Italian, but no English. So the best Amy could do was repeat Carthage, 
museum, and north over and over again. Finally, the man waved his hand 
and hit the gas, driving at terrifying speeds before screeching to a halt in the 
middle of a small town. When she questioned him, he pointed vaguely, then 
sped off in a cloud of exhaust. 

Amy tried to figure out where she was using her phone, but reception 
was almost nonexistent. 

As frustrating as it was, Amy had to admit there were worse places to 
be lost. The town she found herself in sat on a palm tree—covered hill with a 
wide view of the Mediterranean below. The narrow streets were lined with 
low buildings, each one painted snowy white with accents of the deepest 
blue Amy had ever seen. Residents lounged on wide porches, soaking up the 
last rays of the sun, while tourists drifted down the avenue, visiting the few 
merchant stalls that hung on despite the gathering dark. 

Amy paused at a corner and looked down on boats gliding into a small 
marina for the night. She was surprised to find the strain of the day begin to 
fade. 

Is this what Dan wants? Amy wondered. The fact that her brother was 
leaving after they beat Pierce was never far from her mind. To come to a 
place like this and simply . . . be. No running. No fighting. 

Amy couldn’t imagine it. And what would he say the next time 
someone like Pierce turned up? “Sorry, world! Got to work on my tan.” 


No, Amy thought. Dan and I are Cahills. It isn’t just what we do, it’s 
who we are. If we stopped, if we split up, what’s left? Who would we even 
be? 

Amy pushed it out of her head. Dan’s talk was just that — talk. After 
they finished with Pierce, she’d make sure he got some time off. Let him go 
sit on a beach. After a little downtime, she was sure he’d forget about it. 
Satisfied, Amy struck out again down the road. 

“Excuse me? The Carthage Museum?” she asked. 

Tourist after tourist either shook their head or pointed generally to the 
south. The sun was setting fast. Amy needed to move. She hiked her 
backpack up on her shoulders and headed down the road. 

“You’re looking for the Carthage Museum?” A man’s voice came from 
behind her. 

Finally! “Yes!” Amy said, turning back. “I guess I just got a little —” 

Jake Rosenbloom was leaning against one of the clean white walls, an 
infuriating grin plastered across his face. “Lost?” 

“What are you doing here?” 

“Looks like I’m rescuing you.” 

“I know exactly where I’m going!” Amy insisted, turning and pointing 
down the road. “It’s... that way!” 

Amy would have thought it impossible if she hadn’t seen it herself. His 
grin actually grew wider. Jake stepped out of her way. “Well, after you, then. 
I’ve always wanted to see the Carthage Museum.” 

Amy turned and continued down the street. She winced at the sound of 
Jake’s sneakers behind her. 

“So how’d you end up here anyway?” Jake asked in an overly chipper 
tone. “Cabdriver not speak English?” 

Amy ignored him. The street took a sharp turn and started heading 
downhill into thicker darkness. 

“Tt’s just funny,” Jake went on. “Since if I remember correctly, you’re 
traveling with people who have a working knowledge of Arabic and Italian. 
Some French, too!” 

“Shouldn’t you be looking after Dan and Atticus?” 

“They’re fine,” Jake said. “Hunting the mythical Tunisian pizza. The 
three of us figured we’d all go back to Dad’s house later on tonight and get 
everything sorted out. Once he’s cooled down, he’|I listen. Atticus thought it 
might actually go better if you and Dan made a direct appeal.” 


“Oh, right, because he loves us.” 

“Don’t worry, we’re going to let Dan do the talking. His record on not 
infuriating people who are only trying to help is way better than yours.” 

Amy wanted to scream but she forced herself to keep walking. The 
farther they went, the darker it got. Soon, Amy began to hear the crashing of 
waves. Getting closer to the beach meant they were walking east, not south. 
Amy searched for roads branching off in that direction but saw nothing. Of 
course, if she turned back, she’d have to face Jake’s I-told-you-so glee, so 
she put her head down and kept going. 

We’ll get to the bottom of this hill and the road will turn south, Amy 
told herself. Right to the museum. 

Of course, it didn’t. Several minutes later Amy found herself ankle 
deep in sand, just down the beach from the marina. Her frustration was 
nearly at a boil. At her side, Jake made a noise that sounded suspiciously like 
a laugh. 

“Don’t. Say. A. Word.” 

“No!” he said. “Absolutely not. I just didn’t know that the Carthage 
Museum was one of those new invisible floating museums,” Jake said, 
unable to control his laughter any longer. “Look, Amy, you need to just —” 

“What? Relax? Oh! Yes! Why don’t we all just relax?” Amy screamed. 
“T mean all we have on the agenda is defeating a lunatic who has hired teams 
of serum-enhanced assassins to kill us. Oh! And then your dad, the number 
one person we needed to help us, just completely freaks out! For no reason! 
And then the taxi driver doesn’t speak English and my phone doesn’t work 
and I CAN’T EVEN FIND A STUPID MUSEUM!!” 

Jake looked up at the gaggle of tourists hanging out by the marina. 
“Uh... Amy. Maybe you should —” 

“And to top it all off, my stupid brother suddenly wants to retire at 
thirteen and I have to deal with you! You, who just shows up out of nowhere 
with your smug attitude and your perfect hair and your big stupid face that 
looks like it’s carved out of marble.” 

“You really think my hair is perfect?” 

“Ahhh!” 

Amy stomped away through the sand, leaving Jake and heading toward 
the marina. 

“Amy, wait!” 

“T’m going to go find a cab.” 


“Hey! Are you Amy Cahill?” 

Two men in suits stood between Amy and the marina. One of them 
reached inside his jacket. 

“Oh, great! And now I have to deal with you people, too. What? You 
want more pictures for your stupid newspaper? Well, go right ahead and take 
them!” 

One of them laughed. “We’re not here to take pictures, Ms. Cahill.” 

“Then what are you here for! ?” 

The man smiled and pulled his hand out of his jacket, but instead of a 
camera Amy found herself staring down the barrel of a very large gun. 


GRATE 


“Duck!” 

Amy dropped to her knees as a cloud of sand flew over her head and 
into the eyes of the two men. Jake grabbed her by the shoulders and yanked 
her to her feet. 

“Run!” 

Amy and Jake took off toward the marina, right into the crowd of 
onlookers who had all turned toward them in varying states of shock. The 
men were behind them and closing the distance incredibly fast. These were 
definitely Pierce’s thugs. Amy caught a glint of bronze on one of the 
remaining merchants’ tables. She scooped up a round serving tray and spun 
without missing a beat, hurling the plate like a discus. She managed a smile 
when she heard a very satisfying “ugh” as the tray found its target. One of 
the men went down and the other jumped over him. 

Jake raced onto the pier and leaped into a nearby powerboat. Amy 
barely had time to get into the seat next to him before he turned the key and 
gunned the engine. Amy shot a glance over her shoulder. The men were 
struggling to break through the unruly crowd, knocking people out of their 
way as they made their way toward the pier. 

Jake pushed the throttle to full, throwing Amy back into her seat, lashed 
with sea spray. He carved a path south, straight down the coast toward Tunis. 
Behind them, Pierce’s men were through the crowd, and Amy watched as 
they commandeered a boat of their own. 

“We’re going to need a new plan!” Amy said. 

“Tt’s your turn,” Jake yelled over the roar of the engines, earning 
himself a glare from Amy. “I came up with stealing the boat!” 

The men were now less than fifty yards behind them. One of them was 
leaning forward, gun in hand. As soon as they were out of sight of the 


crowds at the marina, he began firing. Bullets zipped past Amy and Jake, 
splashing into the churning water around them. 

The lights of Tunis were growing brighter by the second. 

“If we slow down enough to get ashore, they’ll be on us in no time,” 
Amy said. She pivoted in her seat, searching for anything that might help. A 
little bit of land. Other ships. Anything. All she saw was a vast stretch of 
dark sea. “Steer us out into the open water.” 

“And do what? Take this thing to Italy?” 

Bullets pierced the fiberglass deck behind them, slamming their way 
closer and closer. 

“Just do it!” 

Jake pulled the wheel over, aiming the boat straight out into open water 
ahead. The men behind overshot them and had to slow to turn around. 

“Hope you’ve got a good follow-up idea!” 

Me too, Amy thought as she dropped into her seat and started stripping 
off her shoes. 

“What are you doing! >?” 

“We have to jump!” 

“What!? You mean in the water?” 

“It’s dark,” Amy said. “They won’t see us. They’ll follow the boat 
while we’ll swim back to the beach.” 

Jake looked behind them. “Swim? We’re a mile from shore!” 

“Do you have a better idea?” 

“Yes! It’s called NOT DROWNING!” 

A trio of gunshots thundered behind them. Amy stripped off her 
cardigan and stood by the edge of the boat. “Take off your shoes and jacket 
and let’s go!” 

“Amy!” 

Amy threw her arms over her head and dove into the rushing water. As 
fast as they were going, it was like hitting wet concrete. She tumbled in the 
water end over end, plummeting into the dark beneath the waves. For a 
terrifying moment Amy couldn’t even figure out which way was up, until 
she spotted air bubbles floating to the surface. Amy followed them, pulling 
with all her might until she exploded out of the water with a gasp. A second 
later there was a scream of engines and the other boat raced by. 

“Jake!” Amy called into the dark after the boat had passed. “Jake!” 


Amy searched frantically, but didn’t see him anywhere. What if he 
stayed in the boat? What if he’s still out there all alone? 

“Jake!” she screamed. 

Amy searched the darkness, growing more and more anxious until she 
heard a splash nearby. The surface broke and Jake appeared, gulping back 
air. Amy stroked toward him, putting one arm around his back and kicking 
to lift them beyond the reach of the swells of black water. 

“You okay?” 

Jake coughed and then he nodded weakly. 

“Can you swim?” 

“Yeah,” he said. “I’m good. Let’s go.” 

By the time they pulled themselves out of the surf and onto the beach, 
all they could do was collapse onto their backs. Amy lay there panting, the 
muscles in her arms and legs buzzing with exhaustion. Jake was sitting up, 
draped over his knees, breathing hard and shivering despite the warmth of 
the night. He looked like a half-drowned puppy. Amy couldn’t help but 
smile. 

“You were right,” she said over the crashing waves. “I was completely 
lost.” 

Jake looked back to her, pushing the wet hair out of his eyes. She had 
given him a golden opportunity to rub it in. All she could do was brace 
herself for it. 

“You were actually only about a mile or so from the museum,” he said. 
“You would have gotten there.” 

In the wet chill, Jake’s smile felt as warm as a bonfire. 

“Come on,” Amy said. “Let’s get out of here. Maybe if we’re lucky, 
Dan’s found that pizza.” 

Amy started to go but Jake took hold of her wrist. 

“Back in the medina. Going after that guy... it was one of the 
stupidest things I’ve ever done in my life. I wasn’t thinking. I just wanted to 
do something. You know?” 

“Yeah,” she said. “I do.” 


Twenty minutes after they found a taxi willing to take two sopping-wet 
teenagers, Jake and Amy pulled up in front of their hotel. 

“Hey, look,” Amy said, pointing out the window. “It’s Dan and 
Atticus.” 

The two of them were just coming up the sidewalk as Jake and Amy 
left the cab. 

“Whoa!” Atticus said when he saw them. “What happened to you 
guys?” 

“What?” Jake said, mock incredulous. “We just went for a little swim.” 

Amy laughed. “Yeah, it was such a nice night we couldn’t resist. What 
did we miss here?” 

“We found it!” Dan exclaimed. “Tunisian pizza! And you’!l never 
believe it. The stuff has tuna fish on it!” 

“And hard-boiled eggs!” Atticus chimed in. 

“At first, you think it’s a crime against the pizza gods, but then you 
taste it and it blows your mind.” 

“We’ll have to try some,” Amy said with a doubtful look. “Att, Jake 
says you think we should try your father again.” 

“Totally,” he said. “You guys want to change first or something?” 

“Nah,” Amy said. “We’ll dry off on the way. Come on.” 

The four of them set off down the streets of Tunis, Amy and Jake 
trailing behind while Dan and Atticus took the lead, babbling excitedly about 
a video arcade they found down near the medina. All around them, 
nightclubs and cafés were buzzing. The air was warm on Amy’s skin, and it 
smelled of the spicy aroma of roasting meats from the restaurants they 
passed. 

For a wonderful moment, Amy felt like just another tourist, gliding 
through the town with her friends without a care in the world. She even 
found herself wishing Ian was there and Jonah and Nellie and Hamilton, too. 
Even Pony. 

“It’s just up here!” Atticus said, leading them down a quaint street lit by 
the glow of amber streetlights. They went halfway down the block, then 
opened a black gate that led up to a small two-story house. 

Amy knew there was something wrong immediately. The front door 
was hanging wide open. Even from the sidewalk, she could see a turned-over 
bookcase and a floor covered in papers. 

“Does your dad live alone?” Amy asked. 


Atticus nodded, speechless, and Amy rushed past him, up the stairs and 
into the house. She stood in the brightly lit front room, surveying the 
damage. The place had been ransacked. Coffee tables and chairs were turned 
on their sides and every surface was covered in papers and books and 
journals, all looking like they had been torn off the shelves and thrown aside 
randomly. 

“Dr. Rosenbloom!” Amy called. 

“Dad!” Jake yelled. 

“I’m trying to call his cell phone, but he isn’t answering,” Atticus said. 

“It’s probably nothing,” Jake said. “You know how Dad gets when he’s 
working on something. I bet he just —” 

“They saw him talking to us. They think he’s involved.” 

Everyone turned at the sound of Amy’s voice. She was staring at the 
floor, hating how sure she felt. 

“Who did?” Jake asked. “Amy? Who saw him?” 

Amy forced herself to look at Jake and Atticus. She felt something like 
a lump of chalk in her throat. 

“Pjerce’s men,” she said. “They’ve kidnapped your father.” 


GAMER 


This is never going to work, Nellie thought as she stood in the parking lot at 
Trilon Laboratories. Hundreds of her soon-to-be fellow employees were 
streaming out of their cars and up to the building. There were so many of 
them! And they all seemed so full of energy and purpose. Every scrap of 
conversation Nellie caught was incomprehensible, full of words like entropy 
and metalloids and protonation. 

Nellie waited for the flood to pass, then steadied herself with a deep 
breath and trooped up the stairs. Once inside, she saw that the building was 
surprisingly small. I wonder how they get all those people in here? 

As Nellie crossed the entryway, she noticed the black security cameras 
that hung in every corner, like nesting bats. There were guards, too, men in 
gray uniforms with guns on their hips and radio earpieces. It was heavy 
security for a little pharmaceutical plant. The place was getting more 
suspicious by the second. 

Nellie came to a security gate that led back into the labs. Next to the 
card reader on the gate there was a large blue D that matched the letter on 
Nellie’s ID card. Nellie swiped her card and made her way through a maze 
of white hallways, looking for lab 237. Each lab she passed buzzed with 
small teams of scientists. She kept an eye out for Sammy, but she knew there 
was no way finding him was going to be easy. 

Nellie’s stomach flipped when she finally found herself outside lab 237. 
A group of five scientists stood in the middle conferring with their backs to 
her, spouting more science gibberish. 

“... but, Doctor, Avogadro’s law clearly states that. . .” 

“Someone bring me the Eppendorf tube!!” 

“— great Scott, man! Think of the neutrinos!” 


Every molecule in Nellie’s body wanted retreat; she could never mix 
with these people. It didn’t matter that she changed her clothes and dyed her 
hair. She was Nellie Gomez, not — 

“Dr. Gormley!” 

The five scientists were staring at her. One of them, an older man with 
snowy hair, crossed the room with his hand out. 

“Tm Dr. Wentworth! So good to have you here. We’ve heard nothing 
but wonderful things! It’ll be a pleasure to have someone who really knows 
what she’s doing take over the lab!” 

Nellie’s heart skipped a beat. “Take over?” 

“Yes!” Dr. Wentworth laughed. “We all heard that you came in for an 
assistant’s position, but George Takahashi knows talent when he sees it. He 
fired Dr. Carstairs and decided to give you the job!” 

“Well, that’s ... that’s just... it’s amazing,” Nellie sputtered, feeling 
her head spin. “But certainly there are people who would be better suited to 
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“Nonsense!” Dr. Wentworth hustled Nellie inside and to a desk at the 
front of the room. “With your credentials, you’re going to be perfect. A 
breath of fresh air. Now, is there anything we can get you before we start? 
Coffee? Dr. Assad! Coffee for Dr. Gormey!” 

“Yes, sir!” One of the other scientists dashed out of the room. 

“All of us here are so eager to get started,” Dr. Wentworth continued. 

Nellie seized on the opportunity. “Yes! You should do that! Just go 
ahead and get started. Great idea!” 

Dr. Wentworth stared at her blankly and then turned to a woman next to 
him. 

“Get started doing . .. what?” the woman asked. 

Nellie floundered. A huge chalkboard sat at the other end of the room, 
covered with equations and strange symbols. “Continuing the great work 
you’re already doing!” 

Dr. Wentworth laughed his jolly laugh. “Oh, all of Dr. Carstairs’s 
projects were canceled when he was fired. Best thing that could have 
happened, really; his approach was getting us nowhere.” 

The woman chimed in. “Mr. Takahashi said now that you’re here we 
can expect a radical new approach in the creation of complex dihydrate 
benzo protein phosphates.” 

“Did he!?” Nellie squeaked. 


“Oh, yes! Since it was the subject of your PhD thesis.” 

Nellie braced herself with her palms on her desk, fighting the light- 
headedness that was spreading fast. The door to the lab stood open less than 
ten feet away. The elevators were just fifteen feet down the hall. She could 
be back in her car and on the road in minutes. 

No! The world is counting on you, Gomez. All you have to do is get 
these people off your back long enough to do some snooping. Do something! 
But what? The last time she had taken a chemistry class was in the 
eighth grade, and she hadn’t paid the slightest bit of attention. She had just 

discovered cooking and couldn’t get herself to spend more than a few 
minutes with her nose out of Julia Child’s Mastering the Art of French 
Cooking. 

But wait, Nellie thought. Isn’t cooking just chemistry? Instead of a 
formula, you have a recipe. Instead of chemicals, you mix ingredients 
together in precise proportions until they combine and become something 
else. There’s really no difference at all. So what’s the secret to great 
cooking ? Think, Gomez, think! 

“Uh... Dr. Gormey?” 

Nellie pounded her palm on the tabletop. “Salt!” 

She looked up at a sea of utterly blank faces. Did I just say that out 
loud? Dr. Wentworth stepped forward. 

“Uh... what do you mean salt?” 

Nellie decided to go for broke. She strode to the chalkboard and picked 
up an eraser. She wiped away all of their equations and replaced them with 
SALT in huge letters. “That’s our radical new approach, ladies and 
gentlemen!” she declared. “Salt! Sodium!” 

“You’re saying mix sodium into the formula?” 

“Yes!” Nellie said. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.” 

“But that doesn’t make any sense!” one of the other scientists 
interrupted. 

“He’s right!” cried another. “If we simply add sodium to the mixture, it 
will destroy the whole thing!” 

“And it would be highly dangerous!” 

In seconds, the scientists had her completely surrounded, screeching 
about salt and sodium and the accepted practices in modern chemistry. The 
only thing to do was run. Nellie took a step toward the door just as young Dr. 


Assad appeared in the doorway with her coffee, a stunned look on his face at 
the chaos in the room. 

That’s when the idea hit her. Jan! Nellie swiped the coffee mug out of 
Dr. Assad’s hand, took one sip, then hurled it across the room. The mug hit 
the far wall and exploded, sending coffee and shards of pottery flying. 

“YOU CALL THIS SWILL COFFEE!?” 

The angry chatter ceased immediately, as if someone had reached in 
and turned the sound off in the room. The doctors turned to her, mouths 
agape. 

“Are you trying to poison me?” Nellie shrieked. “Is that instant? And 
powdered creamer? What do you think I am, an animal?” 

Dr. Wentworth stepped forward. “Dr. Gormey, I —” 

Nellie wheeled on Wentworth. “And you! Everyone back in my lab at 
Harvard said the scientists at Trilon labs were a bunch of monkey-brained 
hacks! I said no! All they need is a few fresh new ideas and the sky’s the 
limit. But here I am, dropping genius at your feet, and this is how you react!? 
Are you all blind? Are you fools! >?” 

“But, Dr. Gormey —” 

“Don’t ‘Dr. Gormey’ me, Dr. Wayneworth.” 

“It’s Wentworth actually, but —” 

“T don’t have time to hold your hands! I’ve given you the answer! Do 
you need me to do all of your work for you?” 

“N-no,” Dr. Wentworth stuttered. “Of course not! It’s just that salt —” 

“No excuses! I want reports by the end of the week. We’re trying to 
save lives here, people!” 

“Of course, Dr. Gormey!” 

“And you,” Nellie said, wheeling on a quaking Dr. Assad. “I want to 
see a double-caff nonfat caramel mochaccino with whipped cream on my 
desk in ten minutes or you’re fired!” 

“Yes, ma’am!” 

Dr. Assad sprinted out of the room. Nellie crossed her arms and leaned 
against the back wall as everyone scattered to their jobs, bending over 
Bunsen burners. They wouldn’t look up again for hours. 

Being Dr. Nadine Gormey was awesome. 


(Chute 


“Amy! Amy, wait up!” Dan ran after his sister as she tore into the hotel 
lobby. “Why would Pierce take Dr. Rosenbloom?” 

“To get to us.” 

“But Pierce doesn’t want anything from us. He just wants us dead! 
Amy!” 

Amy barreled past a trio of stunned tourists and took the stairway two 
steps at a time. When she got to their floor Amy ripped their hotel room door 
open and stomped inside, heading straight for the telephone. 

“Who are you calling?” 

“The police!” 

Dan slapped his hand down over the receiver before Amy could pick it 
up. “Whoa, Amy. You know how this works. If we call the police —” 

“We can’t just sit here while Pierce does who knows what to their 
father, Dan. That’s the game we played with Damien Vesper, and I’m not 
playing it this time.” 

“Amy —” 

“We went to Dr. Rosenbloom for help, Dan.” 

The pain in Amy’s voice was heart wrenching. As much as Dan hated 
to admit it, he knew she was right. They’d lost people before, and were still 
trying to cope. How could they take that chance again, with Atticus and 
Jake’s own father? Dan let his hand slip off the phone and Amy grabbed it 
and started to dial. Before she could finish, the phone was ripped off the 
table and out of Amy’s hand. They turned to find the phone cord clutched in 
Jake’s fist. 

“Calling the police will get him killed,” Jake said. “Pierce taking him 
means he wants to bargain, and that gives us an opportunity. We wait to see 
what he has to say and then we pull one over on him.” 


“Jake —” Amy started. 

“That’s how this works,” Jake said. “You know that.” 

“Att,” Dan said. “You on board with this?” 

Atticus was standing behind his brother, arms crossed over his chest, 
head down so his dreadlocks shadowed his face. He nodded slowly. 

“So what do we do in the meantime?” Dan asked. 

“Our job,” Jake said with a deep, shuddering breath. “We still have to 
find the silphium. Atticus, go through Olivia’s notebook line by line in case 
we missed something. Dan, see if you can find anything on the web. Amy, 
help me look for places in the area with a Founders Media connection. 
Maybe we can narrow down the places they might be holding Dad.” 

“We won’t find him,” Amy said. 

“Come on, Amy,” Dan said with a pale smile. “Our record for 
outsmarting homicidal madmen is the best in the league!” 

“But Pierce is smarter than any of them,” she said, looking from Dan to 
Jake to the still-unmoving Atticus. “Isn’t he?” 


The four of them spread out through the room and worked silently, hunched 
over papers and computer screens. Dan craved the usual chatter of their 
research sessions, but even he was too tense to kick it off. He couldn’t stop 
looking over at the phone. Why didn’t Pierce just call and end the waiting? 

When Dan wasn’t staring at the phone, he was watching Atticus. 
Someone who didn’t know Att would probably think he was as focused as 
ever, but Dan saw the truth each time Atticus fumbled his pencil and on 
every page his friend lingered over just a second too long. 

“That’s it,” Jake said, sitting back and rubbing his LCD-burning eyes. 
“Tve done it. I’ve reached the end of the Internet.” 

“What’s there?” Dan asked. 

“Pretty much what you’d expect,” he said. “A lolcat.” 

Jake had the right idea. Dan was fried, too. He reached across the table 
and flicked the TV on to an English-language news channel. 

“Dan,” Amy said. 

“What? I just want to see how my Sox are doing. You find anything on 
Founders Media?” 


“Nothing,” Amy said. “Despite owning every other media outlet in the 
world — along with pharmaceutical companies and Internet start-ups — 
Founders Media has nothing in Tunisia.” 

“That can’t be possible.” 

“Tt’s true,” Jake said. “We even had Pony do some digging back home. 
Pierce doesn’t have any reach here. Not one that leaves a trace anyway.” 

“Atticus?” 

“Zilch,” he said, rubbing at his bloodshot eyes. “I mean, there’s all 
kinds of stuff in here, but it’s hard to figure out what’s important and what’s 
a four-hundred-year-old shopping list.” 

“Uh-oh!” Dan sat up in his chair and fumbled for the remote. 

“What?” Amy said. “Dan, what is it?” 

“Nothing!” Dan snapped the TV off. “Don’t worry about it. Hey! Who 
wants to go break into the Tunisian national archives?” 

Amy tore the remote out of his hands. 

“No, Amy, wait —” 

The TV came back on, showing two highly polished talking heads at a 
massive chrome-and-glass desk. Amy took a seat behind Dan and dropped 
the remote by a large crystal ashtray on the table next to her. 

“... and for more news on those globe-trotting troublemakers, Dan and 
Amy Cahill, we now turn to senior international crime correspondent Chet 
Waterdam. Chet?” 

“Come on, Amy,” Dan said. “We don’t need to see this.” 

A leathery-looking man with orange skin and bright red suspenders 
appeared on the screen. 

“Thanks, Wes. The Cahill kids! At first, we here at CVB News thought 
it was all fun and games, but now we have learned that what we are looking 
at is actually an international criminal conspiracy of staggering proportions. 
But first, the Cahills — who are they! ?” 

The dopiest picture Dan had ever seen of himself popped up on the 
screen. 


DAN CAHILL 





“Dan Cahill!” Chet exclaimed. “Second in command. A fanatically 
loyal but weak-willed and dim-witted hanger-on.” 

“Hey!” cried Dan. 

“The real power of the Cahill cabal rests here.” 

Dan’s picture was replaced by a grainy one of Amy at the mouth of a 
seedy-looking street in some unnamed city, looking mysterious and furtive. 





“Amy Cahill! A reckless thrill junkie in the guise of a librarian in 
training.” 

“Well, they got you there,” Dan said, hoping for a laugh, but getting a 
glare instead. 

“Ms. Cahill is cruel. Never willing to get her own hands dirty, though, 
she has a history of luring boys into doing her bidding.” 

The TV screen filled with a shot of a smiling Evan, standing in the sun. 
Dan looked back at Amy. She was transfixed, eyes wide, skin pale. 


i 
TOP STORY 


EVAN TOLLIVER 





“Amy,” he said. “Seriously. Turn it off.” 

“Evan Tolliver,” the voice-over intoned. “Brilliant student and beloved 
son of Terrence and Letitia Tolliver. But why don’t we let them tell you 
about him...” 

Evan’s picture faded, replaced by a gray-haired man in a white T-shirt 
and a woman in a prim blue dress. They were sitting side by side on a sunlit 
porch with a farm stretching out behind them. 

“Our son loved Amy Cahill,” Letitia Tolliver said in a pain-racked 
voice. “He loved her more than anything.” 


Terrence Tolliver drew his wife close as she pulled off her glasses to 
wipe a single tear from her cheek. 

“That’s right,” Terrence said. “He loved her and she killed him. Sure as 
if the girl had held the gun in her own hand. She drew him into her world, 
and this poor boy, our only son, never made it out alive. And she runs around 
the world like she doesn’t have a care.” 

“Amy...” Jake said, but even he went quiet as the camera moved 
closer to Mr. Tolliver’s face. He and his wife each looked far older than they 
used to. An off-camera voice spoke up. 

“And what would your message be to anyone associating with Ms. 
Cahill now?” 

“Get away from that girl as fast as you can,” Letitia said. “She looks 
innocent, but she’s a snake.” 

Amy was motionless, leaning forward in her chair. In the flickering 
light of the TV, her eyes were dark hollows. 

“Strong words,” Chet continued. “Ones that lead to perhaps the most 
important question of all — has Amy Cahill already found her next victim?” 

The screen faded to another picture. It was Jake, caught standing in that 
medina alley. He wore an angry sneer and his fist was cocked, ready to strike 
the reporter who sat bleeding at his feet. Amy stood in the shadows behind 
him, watching it all with a look on her face that, had Dan not known her, he 
would have read as distinctly pleased. 

“Jake Rosenbloom — star athlete, honors student, a young man with a 
bright future ahead of him. How long until Amy Cahill takes all that away, 
too? For more on this —” 

Something zipped through the air by Dan’s head and the TV screen 
exploded in a shower of glass and plastic and electrical sparks. Dan jumped 
out of his seat as a crystal ashtray hit the floor and shattered. Dan turned to 
see Amy standing at the edge of the table with tears in her eyes. 

“It’s Pierce that’s doing this,” Dan said. “You know that. This is 
meaningless.” 

“It’s not meaningless to me!” Amy cried. “Maybe you can just run 
away, Dan, but I can’t. I have to stay! I have to deal with this!” 

“Tm not running away!” 

“I must have been crazy,” Amy said. “I don’t know why I thought this 
would work. Dan, call the pilot. Tell him he’s taking Jake and Atticus home. 
Tonight.” 


“Amy,” Jake said. “You can’t think I believe any of this.” 

Amy whirled on him. “It doesn’t matter what you believe! We are done 
talking about this. Dan and I will find the silphium and the police will find 
your father and that’s it.” 

“No,” Jake said. “Amy, that’s not how this is going to work.” 

“This is crazy,” Dan said. “You can’t expect them to —” 

“That is an order!” Amy roared. 

Dan felt himself knocked backward, the sting of Amy’s words like a 
punch. Everyone in the room went silent. They were like four statues, frozen 
in opposite corners of the room, muscles tense as steel, vibrating with anger. 

“T am the leader of the Cahills,” Amy said, her deadly calm more 
frightening than a scream. “I don’t want to hear any more thoughts or any 
more discussion. This is how it’s going to be and that’s it.” 

Before anyone could say another word, Amy threw open the door to her 
bedroom and slammed it behind her. 

Jake and Dan and Atticus didn’t move. 

“Dan,” Jake said. “You have to talk to her.” 

Dan nodded but he didn’t turn back to Jake or Atticus, he just kept 
staring at the smashed TV. 


GATE 


Amy sat on the floor of her shower, searing water falling over her head and 
shoulders and filling the room with steam. She had turned the water so hot, 
her skin was red and aching, but she couldn’t stop shivering. 

The faces of Evan’s parents haunted her. It was as if they had been 
printed with phosphorescent ink on the back of her eyelids, inescapable no 
matter how hard she tried to block them out. For so long, Amy had drowned 
out the guilt that raged inside her with the voices of all of the people who 
told her that it wasn’t her fault. That Evan knew the risks. 

Now a few words from Evan’s parents, and the wound was raw again. 
Evan had gotten involved because of his feelings for her. Amy could have 
stopped him, but she hadn’t. 

Amy shut the water off and went into her bedroom, wrapped in a towel. 
It was quiet on the other side of the door. She could only imagine what the 
boys must have said when she left the room. What they must think of her. 
Amy fell across her bed just as her cell phone began to ring. She wanted to 
ignore it, but the caller ID showed up as coming from Attleboro. She took a 
breath and made herself answer it. 

“We’re thinking it must be drugs.” 

Amy almost smiled with relief at the rich lilt of Ian Kabra’s voice. 

“Some sort of truth serum—like compound —” 

“But not one that makes you tell the truth!” Hamilton shouted in the 
background. 

“I said truth serum—like, Hamilton. Now please, I’m trying to talk. 
Tomas,” Ian grumbled and then turned back to the phone. “We think Pierce 
must have slipped some kind of will-weakening drug into their water so 
when the reporter suggested what he wanted the Tollivers to say, they said it. 
Simple, really.” 


Amy was on her back, staring at the pressed-tin ceiling. The heat from 
the shower had dissipated and a chill was snaking up her legs. She felt 
distant from herself, like she was watching from above. 

“Amy?” Ian said. “Amy, are you there?” 

“Tt wasn’t drugs,” she said. 

“You can’t believe that these people would honestly think —” 

“How often do you think about Natalie?” 

Now it was Ian’s turn to go silent. Amy’s ear was filled with the soft in 
and out of his breathing. 

“I don’t think it’s appropriate to . . .” he started with his usual brusque 
energy but then his voice faltered. “I think about her all the time,” he 
admitted. 

Amy turned onto her side, pressing the phone between her ear and the 
pillow. 

“But sometimes is it like you...” Amy struggled with an idea that 
seemed to retreat from her even as she grabbed at it. “Forget?” 

“Forget what?” 

“That she’s really gone? Like one day you’|I just turn a corner and” — 
Amy’s voice caught in her throat but she pressed on — “she’ll be there? Or 
you’ll look at other people and for a second you see her in their place.” 

“I hear her voice sometimes,” Ian confessed. “I mean I think I do. 
There’s always this split second when I think, Oh, no, what does she want 
me to do now? but then I catch myself.” 

“I guess that’s what other people don’t get. That people who are gone 
aren’t really gone.” 

“No,” Ian said. “They never are.” 

A lump grew in Amy’s throat. 

“Yo, Ian!” 

Amy could hear a scuffle for the phone. 

“Jonah! Unhand me!” 

“Go get me a spot of tea, old man,” Jonah said in his best Ian 
impression. “Gotta holler at the boss a minute.” 

Amy heard Ian harrumph and then Jonah’s swaggering voice filled her 
ear. 

“Yo! Amy K-to-the-Hill.” 

“Hi, Jonah,” Amy said. “How are things there?” 


“Never mind that. This is wisdom-dropping time. What those two said 
on TV was cold.” 

“T really don’t want to —” 

“T know. I know. I’m not here to discuss your feelings. I’m here to 
make a knowledge deposit.” 

“Oh, yeah, and what’s that?” 

“All those people crowding around you with cameras and little 
notebooks? Those reporters.” Jonah said the word with obvious disgust. 
“They are nothing but dogs looking for a bone to chew on.” 

“Well, unfortunately that bone is us.” 

“Yeah, but it doesn’t have to be. See, all a dog wants is something 
between its teeth. It doesn’t care what it is. Reporters are the same way. All 
they’re trying to do is make a buck by keeping a lot of bored people 
entertained.” 

“So what are you saying?” 

“T’m saying that if you want a dog to drop one bone, all you gotta do is 
give him a new one.” 

“And how am I supposed to do that?” 

“When I want to get reporters off my back, I call in an anonymous tip 
that Justin Bieber is getting a crew cut on the other side of town.” 

“Somehow I don’t think they’re going to buy that over here.” 

“T don’t know, Cahill, that little dude gets around.” 

Amy surprised herself by laughing. “All right. Thanks, Jonah. Pll see 
what I can do.” 

“Hard-won knowledge, Amy. Hard. Won.” 

Amy said good-bye to Jonah and then stared at the door. She couldn’t 
hide in here forever. Amy got dressed, then stood with her hand on the 
doorknob listening to the quiet shuffle of Dan and Atticus and Jake on the 
other side. Her stomach did flips as she remembered the sound of her voice 
as she barked orders at them. 

You did what you had to do, Amy told herself. What you should have 
done long ago. 

Amy caught her breath and forced herself through the door. No one said 
a word, but every head in the room turned as Amy stepped through the door. 
Jake was down on one knee by the bed, stuffing clothes into a gym bag. Dan 
sat by the window, watching her with a kind of guarded interest. The way 
you’d look at a stranger before you’ve decided if they’re friend or foe. 


“T didn’t call the plane,” he announced. “We don’t have the right to tell 
Jake and Atticus to go.” 

“But don’t worry, Your Leaderhood,” Jake said. “We’re leaving. Atticus 
and I will stay at Dad’s place while we keep looking for him. You and Dan 
can find the silphium. When something comes in from Pierce on Dad, Dan 
will forward it to me.” 

All Amy could do was nod. This was what she wanted, wasn’t it? She 
caught a glimmer of glass on the rug by the TV, and the buzz of nerves in her 
stomach swelled. 

“Tve been going over Olivia’s journal,” Atticus said. He sat by the 
door, Olivia’s notebook in front of him, his own bag at his feet. He turned 
the notebook around and showed it to her. He pointed at a shiny smudge at 
the top corner of one page. 

“You remember we were eating lunch? Well, that’s the last grease 
smudge from his thumb, so this is where Dad stopped right before he ran 
out. I thought maybe he saw something about the silphium but . . .” 

Amy studied a jumble of what looked like names. Critias. Timaeus. 
Hermocrates. At the bottom there was a single sentence. The twentieth 
Hafsid claims to keep the testament of the failed strategoi. 

“What does it all mean?” 

“Well, the sentence is gibberish to me,” Atticus said. “But the first three 
are names.” 

“Who are they?” 

“Nobody,” he said. “Like literally nobody. They’re characters Plato 
used in his dialogues.” 

“Dialogues?” Dan said. “This guy was a playwright?” 

“No, Plato was a classical Greek philosopher around the fourth century 
B.C. The dialogues were a literary form he used. Instead of him writing a 
book explaining his ideas, he’d create characters and have them discuss 
stuff. These three were the main speakers in a projected trilogy of 
dialogues.” 

“Projected?” 

“Plato completed the first one, called Timaeus. The second one, Critias, 
was half done. Hermocrates was supposed to be the third, but he never wrote 
it.” 

“Makes sense,” Dan said. “Sequels are never as good as the original.” 


Amy couldn’t help but smile. She looked back at Dan, but he turned 
away as soon as their eyes met. 

“So why’d your dad get so freaked by it?” 

“No idea,” Atticus said. “And I don’t see any connection to silphium, 
either. Plato’s dialogues never mention it, and they never even talk about 
Carthage.” 

Jake grabbed his bag and turned to Atticus. “Come on, bro. We should 
get moving.” 

Atticus handed the notebook over to Amy and then slung his bag over 
his shoulder. “Good luck,” he said. “See ya, Dan.” 

“Yeah,” Dan said, fighting back the emotion Amy could hear in his 
voice. “See ya, Att.” 

It’s for the best, Amy thought. One day they’Il understand. 

Jake and Atticus started to go, but before they could leave, there was a 
crisp knock on the door. 

“Excuse me, please,” came a harried man’s voice from the other side of 
the door. “This is the hotel manager. I am most embarrassed but we have just 
been informed of a small fire on the top floors of the building. We must ask 
that all residents evacuate immediately.” 

“A fire?” Dan said. 

Jake quickly backtracked to the window. “Guys,” he said. “Look.” 

“Just a moment!” Amy said to the manager, and crossed the room. 

Jake pulled aside the curtain and nodded out into the dark. “I’m not 
from around here,” he said. “But those sure don’t look like fire trucks to 
me.” 

Several nondescript cars and a large minivan loitered below. All were 
black and seemed to have more than the usual amount of antennas and lights. 
Bulky men in suits stood around smoking cigarettes and keeping a sharp eye 
all around. 

“Tf there’s one thing I’ve learned in the last year,” Jake said, “it’s that 
no matter where you go, cops pretty much look the same.” 

“That’s all for us?” Dan asked. 

“We’re the Cahill kids,” Amy said. “International criminals.” 

“Stealing that boat probably didn’t help,” Jake said. 

Dan looked at Amy. “You guys stole a boat?” 

“It’s not just cops, either,” Amy said. 


She pointed to another cluster of men. They were mixing with the 
Tunisian police but they were Westerners, broad shouldered and lean with 
crisp military haircuts. Official-looking badges hung around their necks, but 
Amy knew they weren’t the Feds. 

“Pierce’s men?” Dan asked. 

Amy nodded. “Probably pretending to be FBI or US Marshals.” 

“Excuse me!” the manager called again, his accented voice slurring 
with panic. “Miss! It is most important that you come down to the lobby 
immediately. This fire, it is very dangerous!” 

“What do we do?” Atticus asked. 

He looked to Amy and something locked up inside of her. 

“Maybe ... maybe we go with him. Once we’re out we slip away, go out the 
back...” 

“The other hotel exits will be covered by now,” Jake said. “Besides, 
he’s probably got cops standing right next to him. Atticus, block the door 
and get our things!” 

Atticus stuck a chair under the door handle and grabbed their 
backpacks. Jake hit the light switch and the hotel room went dark. 

“What are you doing?” Amy asked. 

“Dan, give me a hand!” 

Jake pulled the window shades open and then Dan rushed over to help. 
The window was heavy, but with a giant yank, it flew open and a hot gust of 
wind blew into the room. There was a thin concrete shelf just below the 
window that encircled the building. 

“Miss, please!” the manager pleaded. “The fire, it is quite big now!” 

There was a click as the manager unlocked the door, and then a thump 
as he tried to open it. Jake grabbed the windowsill and climbed up onto the 
ledge. 

“Jake, wait!” Amy said. “We can’t!” 

But Dan was already following him out, with Atticus close behind. A 
wall-shaking boom came from behind her as someone began trying to break 
the door down. There was no other choice. Amy leaped up onto the 
windowsill and out into the night. 


(uP shi 


Pony was deep in the jungle and there were tigers everywhere. 

He could feel their eyes on him at every turn, crouching at the edge of 
firewalls and lurking, ravenous, within system registries. Pony had no doubt 
that he was one of the very best, but Founders Media had withstood years of 
attacks from everyone from Anonymous to Mafiaboy and possibly to April 
May herself. It wouldn’t give up its secrets without a bloody fight, hence the 
tigers — sentries made of code ready to pounce if he made one wrong move. 

As soon as Pony had seen the last news story from Founders Media, he 
knew he had to try something. He started by reaching into relatively 
unprotected file servers and deleting articles and photo and video files. They 
always came back, though, sometimes within minutes. 

His newest gambit was to delve deep within Founders Media’s internal 
servers. He wasn’t quite sure what the endgame was — maybe to find info to 
implicate Pierce in the attacks against Amy and Dan. Maybe do deep and 
serious damage to his network. First, Pony needed to get in. And that was 
proving much harder than he’d thought. 

Pony pushed the keyboard away. His head was pounding. His eyeballs 
ached. There was only one cure for what ailed him. Pony left his station in 
the command center and walked back to the kitchen in a post-hacking haze. 
Around him, Hamilton, Ian, and Jonah were bent over books and computers 
of their own, poking at a hundred different mysteries. 

“Hey, Pony,” Hamilton said. 

“Pony Boy!” Jonah said. “You staying gold?” 

Pony still couldn’t quite believe that Jonah Wizard was actually talking 
to him. 

“Just taking a break. How’s the research going?” 


Jonah swiveled around in his chair. “Huge! Me and Ham here broke 
this whole thing wide open.” 

“NO way.” 

“Check it out,” Jonah said. “We learned that the desert outside Tunis 
was used as a primary location for the first Star Wars movie. And not only 
that, so was Tikal in Guatemala.” 

“And,” Hamilton said, “Angkor Wat was used as a model for a planet 
briefly mentioned in Revenge of the Sith.” 

Pony looked at them blankly. “So?” 

Hamilton leaned forward. “So we have to ask ourselves,” he said in a 
conspiratorial whisper, “have we fully considered George Lucas’s role in all 
of this?” 

Pony rolled his eyes. “You two need anything from the fridge?” 

Hamilton shook his head. 

“Big glass,” Jonah said. “Half ginger ale. Half root beer.” 

“Tan?” 

Ian ignored him, which was no surprise. He’d barely said a word since 
they’d gotten back to Attleboro. He sat in a dark alcove staring at a computer 
screen or pacing angrily downstairs. Pony figured that being benched must 
be driving him crazy. 

Pony rooted around in the fridge until he found his magic elixir. 
Electroshock Cherry Limeade Caffeine Blast. Pony didn’t bother with a 
glass; he upended the two liter and let it slosh out of the bottle and down his 
throat. He imagined his life bar go from caution red to yellow to a glowing 
electric green. He grabbed a second two liter and Jonah’s drink, then headed 
back to his station. 

“What’s up, Pony?” 

Pony almost spit out a mouthful of soda. Nellie was sitting in his chair, 
but there was something distinctly un-goddesslike about her. 

“You look... weird.” 

“You know, Pony, I think it’s your tact that makes everyone love you so 
much.” 

“But your hair. And your clothes. You’re dressed like my mom.” 

Nellie’s brown eyes narrowed on him. “I’m undercover,” she growled. 
“Now sit down. I need your help.” 

“What’s up?” 

“T need anything you can get me on Trilon Laboratories.” 


This was music to Pony’s ears. Nellie moved out of his chair and he 
leaned into his keyboard like a musician, his fingers be-bopping over the 
keys, pounding out a crisp plastic rhythm. In the end the whole thing was a 
bit of a disappointment. Pony shrugged and took another swig of his hacker 
juice. “There.” 

“There what?” 

“Pwnage. Total and complete pwnage.” 

“T really need some kind of geek-to-English dictionary.” 

“Tm in,” Pony said. “Right in the middle of their systems. Trilon 
Laboratories now officially works for me.” 

“Already?” 

“Tt was just off-the-shelf security stuff. Easy to break.” 

“So what’s there?” 

Pony surfed the system, dipping in and out of files at will. “Not much. 
E-mail. Some accounting stuff. A list of all fifty-seven employees.” 

“Wait. Fifty-seven? I saw like a hundred people in the parking lot.” 

Pony surfed around until he could bring up a rough schematic of the 
building. “In here? They’d need a crowbar to fit that many people in a 
building this size.” 

“Can you print that out?” 

One keystroke and a full set of blueprints were spooling through the 
printer. Pony spread them out on a table and pored over lines and notation. 

“Anything weird?” Nellie asked. 

“Tt appears to be a building,” Pony said. “With walls and a floor. Anda 
roof.” 

Nellie glared at him. 

“What? Paper isn’t really my strong suit.” 

Nellie pushed him out of the way and traced the maze of lines in and 
out of rooms. She turned a page to look at the electrical wiring schematics. 

“Huh,” she said. “Look.” 

Pony sat forward, flipping the pages back and forth. He would never 
have thought it possible with something as supremely lame as some sheets of 
paper, but he started to feel that familiar hacking feeling. It was like he was 
melting into the data, becoming one with it, losing himself. For a flash of a 
second, Pony was those blueprints. 

“Do you see it?” Nellie asked. 


“It’s like there are two buildings,” Pony said. “Look at the basement. 
The walls and the ceiling are super thick, way heavier than anything else 
upstairs, like they’re blast walls or something. And it’s got like an entirely 
separate electrical system. And look at all of the elevators and staircases.” 

Nellie stared down at them but shook her head. “I don’t see anything.” 

“They don’t actually go down into the basement,” he said. “With all the 
people you said were there, you’d think they’d make sure there were plenty 
of ways to get downstairs but they don’t. The elevator shafts and the 
Stairways all stop at the first floor. Except for this one.” Pony pointed out 
what looked like another stairwell. “That one goes all the way down.” 

Nellie thought back to wandering the halls on her way to her lab, trying 
to match her memories with the blue and white lines before her. “I’ve never 
seen Stairs there.” 

“No surprise,” Pony said. “According to the plans, they lead right up to 
a solid wall. There’s no entrance or exit into that stairwell on any floor but 
the basement.” 

“I’m guessing we should put that in the suspicious column,” Nellie said 
as she gathered the plans. “Good work.” 

Nellie gave him a sisterly sock on the arm and headed out with the 
plans under her arm. Watching her go, Pony felt that deflated feeling he 
usually got after disconnecting from a serious day of hacking. It was strange. 
Pony had always been a loner. A keyboard jockey in a dank basement living 
on Electroshock and anchovy-and-pineapple pizza. But now he was part of a 
team. 

There’s no way I’m letting these people down. 

Pony pulled up to his computer and took another slug of Electroshock. 

“Time to go to war, Founders Media,” he said, cracking his knuckles 
one by one. “Brace yourself for ultimate pwnage.” 


GAATENR 


Amy’s clothes snapped like flags in the wind out on the ledge. She dared a 
quick look down and instantly regretted it. The concrete sidewalk four 
stories below seemed to have an almost magnetic pull. 

With Jake in the lead, the four of them inched toward a ladder that led 
to the roof. They kept their backs plastered to the wall, the tips of their toes 
dangling over the crumbly stone. So far the police down below hadn’t 
noticed them, but they were still pounding away at the hotel room door. It 
was only a matter of time before they got in. 

She took another shuffling step and Atticus faltered beside her, one foot 
slipping off the edge. Amy threw an arm over his chest, flattening him 
against the wall. She could feel his heart pounding beneath her fingertips. 
Amy gave him a weak smile. 

“Its okay,” she whispered. “Look.” 

Up ahead, Jake grabbed the ladder and pulled himself onto it. Amy’s 
relief only lasted a second. There was a wooden crash behind her as their 
hotel room door shattered. The police had made it inside. 

“Stop where you are!” a police officer yelled, leaning out the window. 

“Go!” Amy said, and pushed Atticus ahead of her. Jake was scrambling 
up the ladder now and Dan was almost to it. 

“You!” the officer shouted. “Down below! Lights!” 

Spotlights exploded from the street. Amy held up a hand to block them 
and saw that Pierce’s men had broken from the others and were storming 
into the hotel. 

Dan jumped onto the ladder and pulled Atticus on behind him. With a 
quick prayer Amy threw herself onto the metal rungs. There was more 
shouting below them now, and the sound of more vehicles arriving. She was 
nearly to the top when one hand, greased with sweat, slipped. Gravity dug in 


and tried to pull her back, but Dan’s hand snapped onto her wrist, holding 
her steady. Amy pulled herself over the edge and onto the dark roof. 

“Tt won’t be long before they’re up here,” Dan said. 

Amy scanned the rooftop. There was a doorway in a far corner she 
figured led to a stairwell back down into the hotel. “We fake them out,” Amy 
said. “Go back down, then —” 

“Hey! Over here.” 

Amy and the others joined Jake. He had crawled his way across the roof 
and was at the southern edge of the hotel. They were ten stories up now, with 
all of Tunis stretched out below. It was a densely packed city, one rooftop 
bleeding into the next, like a series of steps heading straight down to the 
tangle of the medina. 

Jake looked over his shoulder at Dan, who shrugged, then backed away 
from the edge and dropped into a runner’s stance. 

“Whoa!” Amy said. “Jake, we can’t —” 

Two police officers blew through the door on the roof, guns drawn. 
“You there! Stop where you are!” 

Dan broke into a run. 

“Dan, no!” 

Dan sprinted past her. His right foot hit the top of the stone wall and 
launched his body into the air, sailing over the three-foot gap to the next 
building. Amy leaped up to see him hit the rooftop hard and roll away. Jake 
followed, but Atticus was hanging back, clearly terrified. The police were 
halfway across the roof. They’d be on them in seconds. Insane or not, it was 
their only chance. Amy grabbed Atticus’s hand and together they raced 
toward the edge of the roof. 

Amvy’s foot touched the wall and she threw herself as hard as she could 
into the open air. Atticus did the same, and for a second they were both 
weightless, hurtling across space hand in hand. 

Amy hit the roof of the opposite building shoulder-first and rolled 
away. Pain shot through her side but she ignored it, turning back to look for 
Atticus. He wasn’t beside her. 

“Atticus!” 

The fingers of one small hand grasped the edge of the roof. Amy raced 
over and grabbed Atticus’s wrist, his small body twisting over the concrete 
below. Amy tried to muscle him over the edge, but his skin was sweaty with 


fear and he started to slip. She scrambled for a better hold, but he was 
slipping fast and pulling her along with him. 

Then she felt something behind her, a hand grabbing her shirt and 
pulling. She looked back. Dan. Jake appeared beside her, grasping at 
Atticus’s other arm. Together, the three of them hauled Atticus up and over 
the edge. He hit the tar paper panting and Jake threw his arms around him. 

“You there! Don’t move!” 

The police were at the edge of the hotel’s roof. Jake pulled Atticus to 
his feet, and a second later they were all up and running. Behind them, Amy 
heard a cop shout something in Arabic into his radio. Amy grunted as they 
jumped onto the next roof. Dan landed and then ran beside her, dodging 
skylights and exhaust columns. He spared a look back. The two cops were 
still on the hotel’s roof. 

“Guess they just don’t have the skills of the amazing flying Cahills,” 
Dan said. 

“Ha!” Atticus said. “Maybe you should try out to be an acrobat instead 
of a clown.” 

“Keep going!” Jake said. “There’s no way they can keep up with us 
from down there. We’re home free, unless of course they have a —” 

The scream of a helicopter’s rotors hit them a fraction of a second 
before its searchlight switched on and erased the night around them. 

“You are under arrest!” 

There was nothing to do but keep running. The four jumped from 
building to building until the muscles in Amy’s legs were screaming. The 
buildings got lower as they neared the medina. First six stories, then five, 
then four. But no matter how fast they ran or the clever turns they took, the 
tight ring of the helicopter’s searchlight stayed fixed on them. 

“There!” Dan cried. 

Dan sprinted for a fire escape and they all followed. They made it down 
the ladder and dropped into a tight alleyway behind the buildings. The 
helicopter’s beam was still on them, but now it was fractured by full 
clotheslines and fire escapes and loaded dumpsters. The four kids found a 
patch of shadow and disappeared into it. The plaza that led into the medina 
lay straight ahead. 

“They have to figure that’s where we’re headed,” Jake said. 

“No choice!” Amy said. “Lots of those streets are covered, so it gets us 
away from the helicopter.” 


“Ts that an order?” Jake asked. 

Amy’s stomach clenched. “Jake —” 

“It’s a maze in there, Amy! One they know a lot better than we do. One 
wrong turn and we end up at a dead end and they’ ve got us.” 

“No,” Dan said. “Amy’s right. The medina’s the only way.” 

Amy shot a quick look at her brother. “Can you do it?” 

Dan stared out into the night. Amy could feel him engaging that 
photographic memory of his. 

“T don’t know,” he said. “I think I remember the basic layout but —” 

“Tt’ll be enough,” Amy said, legs moving like pistons. “You take the 
lead.” 

They didn’t head straight to the medina. Instead they dodged around in 
the narrow alleys, until the searchlight slipped off them and the chop of the 
blades faded. 

“Okay,” Dan said. “Now!” 

They ran out of the alley and toward the square that surrounded the 
entrance to the medina. They made it into the mouth of the main road and 
followed it for a few turns. Sirens began to wail out in the square. Amy 
prayed the vehicles were too big to make it into the cramped streets. 

Dan led them on a wild race through unimaginably tangled streets. As 
they moved deeper into the medina, it was as if he were tying them into 
knots and untying them over and over again. 

Amy heard a metallic radio squawk to her left, and then a pack of 
bodies moved fast down an adjoining street. Dan pulled them into an 
alleyway and they crouched behind trash cans as booted footsteps sped up 
the stone path. Amy held her breath when the boots stopped at the mouth of 
the alley, her pulse racing. Jake, Atticus, and Dan were hunched down, 
curled into balls, trying to make themselves invisible. At their backs was a 
solid wall of stone. No escape. 

Flashlights flared, sending knife-like beacons of light over the piles of 
trash and debris in the alley. Jake flattened himself just seconds before one 
of the beams would have illuminated his arm. 

The men talked low in Arabic. A radio screeched loudly. Boot heels 
turned on the gritty road and the men walked back the way they had come. 

Amy tried to swallow, but her mouth had gone as dry as the desert. Jake 
went to stand, but Amy touched his back and he paused. She counted out a 
long and painful five minutes. When she was done, she peeked her head up 


cautiously, emerged from her hiding place, and approached the end of the 
alley. 

The helicopter buzzed the tops of the buildings, its searchlight 
scorching the street in front of her. Once the beam passed, Amy steadied 
herself and moved out onto the street. 

She didn’t make it two steps before an icy ring of steel pressed into her 
temple. A deep voice boomed at the opposite end of the black handgun. 

“Out of the alley, Amy. Slow.” 

There was a rustle of movement behind her, but Amy lifted one hand 
back into the dark to keep the others in their place. Her legs felt heavy and 
thick, unwilling to move, but she couldn’t let Pierce’s men come into the 
alley and see the others. She made herself take a step forward. 

Thin moonlight illuminated four men in her peripheral vision. 
Westerners in black suits, all with the steel-spring bodies of Olympic 
athletes. The gun barrel at her temple never wavered. 

“Where are the others?” the voice beside her asked. 

“We split up,” Amy said, trying to keep her voice steady. “About a half 
mile back.” 

One of Pierce’s men ran down the street to check it out. 

“What are you kids doing here?” he asked. 

“Going to discos,” Amy said. 

There was a click as the man pulled the gun’s hammer back and pushed 
the barrel hard into her skull. Amy flinched and bit back a scream. Her skin 
throbbed where the gun touched her. Her knees went weak but she refused to 
go down. There was another rustle in the dark of the alley and Amy 
motioned frantically behind her back to warn the others to stay hidden. 

“You do not want to joke with me,” the man with the gun said. He 
stepped to the side, keeping the gun pressed to her skull, and Amy caught 
sight of him for the first time. 

She knew him. His eyes were cold and blue. Amy glanced behind him. 
One of the other men was holding not a gun, but a pair of handcuffs. The 
other had what she thought was a Taser. Something about that seemed 
strange. Amy struggled through her fear to grasp what was bothering her. 
Only one of them has a gun. There’s no one around. Nothing to stop him 
from pulling the trigger. So why am I still alive? And then it clicked. 

“Tf you were going to kill me,” she said, “you would have done it 
already.” 


She expected a reaction, but the blue-eyed man didn’t speak, didn’t 
move. Amy decided to test the theory. She stepped away from him, finding 
her breath without the ring of steel against her temple. 

“You have to make it look like an accident,” she said, terrified but 
taking another step anyway. The man tracked her, also stepping toward the 
mouth of the alley. 

“Don’t you?” Amy insisted. “Like on the bridge in New York. Cahill 
Kids Murdered doesn’t make a good headline, does it? Raises a lot of 
questions.” 

Amy kept moving backward and the man followed, his gun falling 
almost imperceptibly. His team followed, too. Amy prayed that some shred 
of her and Dan’s old teamwork still existed, that her brother would guess 
what she was trying to do. 

Amy was just a few feet from the back of the alley. She moved to take 
another step back, but this time the gun rose again, pointing at her forehead, 
dead center. The man’s finger curled around the black trigger and Amy’s 
heart missed a beat. 

“How about this headline?” he said. “Cahill Kids Wander into Dark 
Alley. Shot by Local Criminals. Bet people will believe that.” 

“Please,” Amy said, raising her hands, trying to control her breathing, 
trying to stay calm. “Whatever you do with me, just let Dr. Rosenbloom go. 
He doesn’t have anything to do with this. I swear. If you want a hostage, let 
him go and PII take his place.” 

“Take whose place?” 

“Mark Rosenbloom!” 

The man’s eyes narrowed and his head tilted to one side. “Who’s Mark 
Rosenbloom?” 

“AAAAAHHHHHH!” 

Jake exploded out of the alley, swinging a plank of wood. It smacked 
into the man’s wrist and the gun fell. Jake didn’t miss a beat. He swung 
again, hitting the back of the man’s head with everything he had. The board 
shattered and the man went down to his knees. Dan and Atticus were right 
behind him, a heavy steel trash can between them. They hurled it through the 
air and caught one of the others in the stomach. He doubled over and the 
Taser clattered to the street. 

Amy dove for the Taser and jammed it into the third man’s side as he 
came at her. There was a crackle and spark and the man hit the ground, 


flopping like a dying fish. 

“Run!” she yelled. 

The others joined Amy as she took off down the street. She looked over 
her shoulder. The three men were groggy but already starting to pick 
themselves up. 

“This way!” 

Dan jerked to the right, leading them down another twist. Amy’s mind 
raced. Pierce’s men were so much faster. They had only minutes before her 
energy gave out to the point that running became stumbling and falling. 
Maybe she could distract Pierce’s men for a few seconds with a surprise 
melee, but fighting them head-on was hopeless. 

A cramp tore into her side as she ran. Amy gasped and her hand went to 
it, under her jacket. She felt something stiff and square in her pocket. The 
idea hit her with the impact of a gunshot. 

“We need a place to hide,” she yelled up to Dan. 

Dan turned through road after road in the dark until he came to another 
alley and ran into it. 

Thank God for that memory of his! thought Amy. 

The kids fell to their knees in the dark, out of breath. Amy listened but 
didn’t hear the pounding of the mercenaries’ boots. They had lost them, but 
she knew it wouldn’t last. They had bought themselves seconds. If that. 

“Dan,” she said. “What’s the fastest route back to the Bab el Bahr?” 

“But that’s right out in the open!” Jake said. “Amy! What are you 
doing?” 

Amy pulled out her phone and then dug in her jacket pocket. 

“Throwing our dog a new bone.” 
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Dan watched as his sister made a half dozen phone calls and then stuffed her 
phone back in her pocket. 

“You sure this is going to work?” he whispered. Amy looked over at 
him but didn’t say anything. Dan swallowed. He could see it in her eyes. 
This was a Hail Mary pass. He had trusted his sister without question, but 
she’d been so erratic lately. Was she acting rationally? 

“Here they come,” Jake whispered. 

Every muscle in Dan’s body tensed as Pierce’s men turned the corner. 
Dan held his breath as they ran past. They were like Greek statues in motion, 
tireless, invulnerable. The instant their footsteps faded, Amy nodded to Jake 
and he sprang into the road. 

“Hey!” Jake shouted. “What’s the matter? You jerks can’t catch a 
couple of kids!?” 

“Go,” Amy said. 

Dan burst out of the alley with Amy and Atticus right behind him. He 
turned a sharp right and headed up the street, following the map in his head 
to the Bab el Bahr. There was a crash behind him as Jake pushed an empty 
merchant’s cart into the street. It would only slow the men down for a 
second. Once again, he prayed his sister knew what she was doing. 

Dan took another sharp turn. The plaza surrounding the Bab el Bahr 
was in sight. He rocketed toward it but then there was a clatter on stone and 
a deep oof behind him. Dan turned to see Jake sprawled out on the 
pavement, Pierce’s men breaking over him like a wave. 

“Jake!” Dan cried as he skidded to a stop. “Amy!” 

Dan started for Jake but Amy’s hand clamped onto his arm, holding 
him back. 

“What are you —” 


“We have to keep going!” 

“We can’t leave him!” 

She yanked Dan back toward her. “Go! Now!” 

Amy grabbed Atticus’s arm, too, and pulled them all down the street. 
Dan looked back and saw the blue-eyed man hauling Jake off the ground. 
The Bab el Bahr and the plaza surrounding it were dead ahead. Behind them, 
Pierce’s men were in pursuit, dragging Jake along with them. The moonlight 
glinted off the gun in one of their hands. 

Amy didn’t stop until they were at the foot of the gate. She searched the 
empty streets around them, her eyes wide, desperate. “They didn’t come!” 
she said, her eyes frantic. “Why didn’t they come?” 

“This little chase is over.” 

Amy, Dan, and Atticus turned to find Pierce’s men in a semicircle 
around them, with Jake on his knees beside the blue-eyed man. The man had 
the jet-black automatic pointed at the back of Jake’s head. 

“A quick surrender will be the easiest for all of you,” the leader said. 

“And then what?” Amy asked, stepping forward. “We fall off a 
building? What makes the best news?” 

The man lifted his gun from Jake’s back and pointed it at Amy’s chest. 
“No more time for games.” 

His finger tensed on the trigger but before he could fire, the sound of 
voices came from all directions. The square was dark, but the voices got 
louder and louder, as if there were a stampede on the way. Floodlights 
pierced the darkness. 

“Amy! Dan! Over here!” 

Amy pulled a stack of business cards from her pocket and threw them 
at the man’s feet. 

“Nope, it’s just time for a new game,” she said. “Hope you like it.” 

Seconds later they were surrounded on all sides by jostling reporters, 
nearly thirty of them, pushing and elbowing their way forward. Flashes went 
off like firecrackers over their heads. In the distance, Dan could see vans 
with spotlights tearing into the square. 

Pierce’s men were surrounded. Their muscles tensed and nostrils flared 
as guns, Tasers, and handcuffs disappeared in their jackets. One of them 
even pulled Jake back up to his feet and threw an arm around him, like they 
were old friends. 

My sister’s a genius, Dan thought. My sister is an unbelievable genius. 


“Amy! Dan!” one of the reporters shouted. “Tell us what you’re doing 
in Tunis!” 

“Any response to the Tolliver interview?” 

“Ts Jake Rosenbloom your new boyfriend!?” 

“Dan? Why do you do whatever your sister tells you?” 

The reporters fell into silence as Amy stepped into the harsh lights. 

“You’re asking the wrong questions!” Amy announced to the crowd of 
reporters. “It doesn’t matter who my boyfriend is and it doesn’t matter how I 
feel about what the Tollivers said. What matters is what’s happening right 
here and right now. What matters is these men!” She threw an accusing 
finger at Pierce’s men, and the reporters’ heads swiveled in their direction. 
Pierce’s men fumbled around, clearly unsure what would make their boss 
more angry — fighting or running. 

“You need to ask yourself why men with guns are chasing a bunch of 
kids in the middle of the night!” Amy went on, her voice ringing out over the 
clicking cameras. “You need to ask why, when barely anyone had ever heard 
of any of us before, we’re suddenly in the news every single day! Who 
benefits from that, and why?” 

“Who, Amy?” a reporter shouted. “Who’s after you!?” 

Amy stood tall in the glare of the lights. Dan could feel the tension 
building around them until it felt like it was going to explode. He took his 
sister’s arm and started to draw her back from the cameras, but she pulled 
away from him. 

“The person you need to be investigating is their boss!” she said. “The 
man who pays them to chase us all over the world. The same man who 
kidnapped an innocent scholar named Dr. Mark Rosenbloom!” 

“Who!?” a woman in a red suit cried. “Tell us who!” 

“J. Rutherford Pierce!” yelled Amy. 

It was as if a bomb went off in the middle of the plaza. Every reporter 
began to shout, surging forward in a tidal wave. They blew past Dan and 
Amy and went right for Pierce’s men. Dan almost laughed to see the look of 
abject terror on the blue-eyed man’s face. Pierce may have turned him into 
the most lethal killing machine the world had ever known, but nothing could 
prepare him for an onslaught like this. Jake shook off the man holding him, 
and Pierce’s muscle ran like they had an army after them. The reporters 
didn’t let up, going after the men like a pack of starving piranha. Within a 
minute, the plaza was empty. 


“Are you INSANE!” Jake was standing in the middle of the square, 
face red with anger. 

“You told them about Pierce? About my father?” 

“T was trying to save your life!” Amy said. 

“What about my father’s life? What do you think Pierce is going to do 
to him now that you outed him?” Jake yelled. 

“Jake, I —” 

“You do not get to make decisions for my family, Amy!” 

“We can’t just keep waiting,” Amy said, her face hardening. “If we act, 
maybe we can force Pierce to make a mistake.” 

“And what if that mistake is killing my father? Do you even care?” 

“Of course I care!” 

Dan forced himself between Jake and Amy. “Guys! Hold on. Let’s just 
calm down. We’ll find your dad, Jake. I promise.” 

Jake glared at him. “And what if you don’t? You going to stick up for 
her then, too, Dan? Those reporters were right about you. When are you 
going to get a mind of your own?” 

Dan felt his own rage ignite. “Amy’s doing her best!” 

“For herself! Not for Atticus and me!” 

“EVERYBODY SHUT UP!!” 

Dan, Amy, and Jake wheeled on Atticus, their chests heaving. Atticus 
stood beneath a streetlight, Olivia’s notebook open in his hands. 

“Atticus,” Jake said. “What? What is it?” 

“T figured it out.” 

“Figured what out?” 

Atticus took a deep breath, like he was steadying himself before going 
off a high dive. 

“I know where Dad is,” he said. “And I know where the silphium is, 
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too. 
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Atticus refused to say another word until they were deep in the stacks of the 
Tunis library, where Dr. Rosenbloom worked. It was still well before dawn, 
but the night security guard recognized Jake and Atticus and let them inside. 
Atticus guided them down narrow corridors of books that got older and older 
the farther they went. Every few seconds, Atticus stopped to examine a 
book, hauling a few into his increasingly heavy backpack. 

Finally, they found themselves in a cramped reading room with an 
antique table and a few rickety chairs. Atticus pulled the books out of his 
pack and arranged them on the table, going through each one in turn. 

Amy was standing across from Jake, but neither of them came close to 
looking at the other. They glowered at the dark table, their lingering anger 
filling the room like a black cloud. Dan felt suffocated by it and by Jake’s 
words in the plaza. Amy was his sister. They always stuck together, no 
matter what. And she did the right thing. Didn’t she? 

“Att,” Jake said. “Seriously. We don’t have a lot of time here. If you 
know where they’re keeping Dad —” 

“No one’s keeping Dad anywhere,” Atticus said, his eyes meeting 
Jake’s. 

“What do you mean? Where is he?” 

Atticus closed the book in front of him and took a deep breath. “This is 
going to sound crazy.” 

“Atticus, would you just —” 

“Dad’s in Atlantis.” 

Dan had never heard a silence as complete or as awkward as the one 
that followed Atticus’s pronouncement. Everyone just sort of froze in place. 

“Um... buddy,” Dan said as delicately as possible, “I know we’ve all 
been under a little stress lately, but Atlantis doesn’t, you know, um.. .” 


“Exist,” Jake said. 

Atticus pushed his glasses up and turned to look at Amy. “Back in the 
medina, when you asked the man to let my father go, he acted like he didn’t 
know what you were talking about, right?” 

“These guys are well trained,” she said. “They know how to lie when 
they need to.” 

“T know that,” Atticus said. “But did you believe him?” 

Amy stared down at the table, her brow wrinkling in concentration. 
“Yeah,” she said. “I did.” 

“Me too,” Atticus said. “In actuality, that’s when it became clear.” 

“That your father is in Atlantis,” Dan said. “Doing what, Att? Hanging 
out with the mermaids?” 

Atticus ignored Dan and held up Olivia’s notebook. “This is the page 
my dad was looking at before he left.” 

“Names and gibberish,” Jake said. “We’ve been over this.” 

Atticus held up a finger. “But what if they’re not gibberish? Look at the 
last sentence, the one that doesn’t seem to make any sense. The twentieth 
Hafsid claims to keep the testament of the failed strategoi.” 

Atticus opened a massive leather book marked Caliphs of Ifriqiya. Dan 
could almost see the wheels turning in his friend’s head. 

“The Hafsid was a dynasty that controlled Tunis, called Ifrigiya back 
then, from the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries. The twentieth Hafsid should 
mean the twentieth Caliph, or ruler. That was a man named Abu Umar 
Uthman ben Abul Hasan Muhammad. Uthman for short.” 

“Okay,” Amy said. “So who’s the failed strategoi?” 

“That was a little harder,” Atticus admitted. “A strategoi was a kind of 
general. The failed one could mean any number of them. But then I looked 
into those names from Plato’s dialogues and found out that he based his 
character Hermocrates on a real guy.” 

“A general,” Dan said, suddenly feeling the excitement that always 
built up inside of him when he saw Atticus at work. 

“Exactly,” Atticus said. “And apparently not a very good one. He was 
made a general but then had the title taken away because he didn’t win 
enough battles.” 

‘SOOees" 

“So what Olivia is saying is that the twentieth Hafsid, Uthman, claimed 
to have the testament of the failed strategoi, Hermocrates. That testament 


must mean Plato’s third dialogue, which was supposed to be named after 
him.” 

“Which you said doesn’t exist,” Jake said. 

“Tt isn’t supposed to exist.” Atticus’s eyes gleamed. “But what if it 
does?” 

“So wait,” Dan said. “What’s this even have to do with Atlantis?” 

“Nothing,” Amy said. “Atticus, Dan is right, Atlantis is a myth.” 

“Everybody was pretty sure Troy was a myth,” Jake said. “Until Calvert 
and Schliemann found it.” 

“But that’s different!” 

“How?” Atticus said, and then held up another book. “This is Plato’s 
Critias, okay? It’s the second of the three dialogues and the first time anyone 
in history mentions a place called Atlantis. It’s just like how everyone 
thought Troy was something Homer made up in the Iliad until they actually 
found it.” 

“I don’t know...” Amy said. 

Atticus practically bounced in his chair. “Okay,” he said. “Was there 
once an island-based world power with, like, super technology and 
mermaids that completely vanished? Duh, of course not! But could there 
have been some powerful kingdom thousands of years ago that was 
destroyed in a natural disaster? And then, over thousands of years, the myth 
of it grew until Plato wrote about it and called it Atlantis? Why not?” 

“But we found Troy,” Amy said. “With all the technology we have 
today, how could we have missed an entire island?” 

“Who knows?” Atticus said. “If it’s really, really, really old, maybe 
there’s not a lot left to find. Or maybe we’re looking in the wrong places. I 
mean, it’s not like Plato left us a map in Critias or anything.” 

“But maybe he did in Hermocrates,” Dan said. 

“Exactly,” Atticus said. “Look, all I know is that Atlantis theories have 
always been a kind of hobby for our dad. And the second he saw this stuff in 
Olivia’s notebook, stuff that seemed to reference a way to find the actual 
Atlantis, he ran like his life depended on it.” 

Jake frowned. “You’re saying he wasn’t kidnapped at all.” 

“Exactly! He just saw one of the biggest discoveries in history and went 
after it. That’s why his house was such a wreck. It wasn’t ransacked. You 
know how Dad is! He was probably so excited to get after it that he tore the 
place apart grabbing what he needed and ran without even closing the door.” 


“Ran where, though?” Amy asked. 

“To research Uthman, I’m guessing. If he can find where Uthman was 
keeping the Hermocrates, then maybe he can find Atlantis.” 

Amy considered a moment and then shook her head. “Atticus, you and 
Jake should go check on your dad, but Dan and I have to go back to 
searching for the silphium.” 

“Fine,” Jake said. “Come on, Atticus. We can start at his house and go 
from there.” 

“Wait!” Atticus said as his brother reached for the door. “There’s one 
more thing.” 

“What?” 

Atticus sat back in his chair with his arms crossed over his chest and a 
broad smile on his face. He looked unusually pleased with himself. 

“The note Olivia made about Leonardo’s joke. Remember? When she 
asked him where she could find the silphium, he said she should look —” 

“On the Island of the Athenian,” Dan said. “But...” 

The words had barely left Dan’s mouth when it hit him like an 
avalanche. 

“Plato,” Dan said. “He was totally from Athens, wasn’t he?” 

“A born-and-raised Athenian,” Atticus said, and waved his hands like 
he had just performed a magic trick. “Making Atlantis his island and where 
we'll find silphium.” 

Another astounded silence descended on the room. Dan felt as if his 
head was buzzing. Jake turned to Amy with a smirk. 

“So,” he said. “Looks like we’re headed to the same place.” 
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Amy was on a ladder high above the library floor when her cell phone 
hummed. She set aside the book she was looking through and pulled it out. 

Carthage Museum, read the text message. 

Atticus and Jake had gone back to their father’s to look for clues, while 
she and Dan stayed behind and researched Uthman and his reign. Looked 
like the others had hit on something first. Amy packed up the notes she had 
been taking and then slid down the ladder. 

She went to the study room Dan had been in all morning, but her 
brother wasn’t there. The table was covered with a clutter of books, papers, 
and candy wrappers. Dan, she thought. She could remember a time when his 
messiness drove her crazy but now.... 

Amy neatened the books and threw the wrappers away. She was about 
to put Dan’s notes in his backpack when she saw a sheaf of brightly colored 
papers sticking out from it. Curious, Amy pulled one out. 

It was a brochure advertising something called Bartleby’s World- 
Famous Clown Academy. There was another for a baseball camp, and 
another for an astronaut camp. An application for the American School in 
Rome sat at the bottom. Each page was printed in bright jewel colors and 
covered with pictures of boys Dan’s age. Boys running through parks or 
juggling torches. Boys sliding into home base. 

Amy felt a dark hole open up inside her. 

He’s already making plans to leave. 

She leafed through the brochures again. How long had Dan been hiding 
these? She’d tried to convince herself that his talk of leaving was a passing 
thing, but now . . . her last family member, the person she trusted most of all, 
had one foot out the door. 

“Amy?” 


Amy stuffed the brochures back into his pack and turned around. 

“Everything okay?” Dan asked. 

“Y-yeah,” she stuttered, unable to meet his eyes. “Jake texted. They’re 
at the Carthage Museum.” 

Amy pushed past Dan before he could say a word, nearly running into 
the hall outside. It was like the sheaf of papers stuffed inside his pack was a 
bomb, and she had to get away before it went off. 

Amy stepped out of the gloom of the library, shielding her eyes from 
the Tunisian morning light. The buzzing sound of the call to prayer seemed 
to come from every direction at once. Everything seemed overloud and 
overbright. Dan appeared behind her and raised a hand out over the traffic 
until a cab skidded to a stop at the curb. Dan told the driver where they were 
going and the car pulled away from the library and joined the Tunisian 
traffic. 

“Amy?” Dan asked. “You find anything helpful?” 

She shook her head, eyes fixed out the window. “I just took some notes. 
Whatever seemed worthwhile.” 

They left the city traffic and moved onto a highway that spanned Lake 
Tunis. The glare of the sun on the steely water hit Amy’s eyes like spikes 
and she had to look away. 

Dan was sitting across from her with his arms wrapped around his 
backpack, holding it close to his chest as he looked out the window. A comer 
of bright blue paper stuck out the top of the pack. She wanted to say 
something to Dan, but what? Don’t go? How could you? For the first time, 
there was something between them too immense for words. He’s really going 
to do it. He’s really going to leave. Amy couldn’t breathe. 

The rest of the trip passed in a blur. The cab lurched to a stop and Dan 
piled out and headed up the sidewalk to the museum, his backpack bouncing 
on his shoulder. Jake and Atticus were waiting. Everything suddenly 
snapped back into focus. They had work to do. Amy shook herself and paid 
the driver. 

“What have you got?” she asked when she joined them at the museum’s 
entrance. 

“We found this in Dad’s living room,” Atticus said, handing over a 
scrap of paper. “When we thought he had been kidnapped, we figured all the 
mess was just Pierce’s goons ransacking the place, so we missed this.” 

Amy unfolded the piece of paper. “Dr. Abdallah, two P.M.” 


“He’s a researcher here,” Jake said. “We called and told him we were 
coming.” 

Jake pulled open the glass door to the museum and they were met by an 
elegant Tunisian man in the lobby. 

“Jake! Atticus! I’ve heard so much about you both. Everyone here was 
terribly worried to hear you don’t know your father’s whereabouts.” 

“Thank you, Dr. Abdallah,” Jake said. “We think you were our father’s 
last appointment before we lost track of him.” 

Dr. Abdallah signaled the receptionist, who buzzed them through into a 
long hallway lined with offices. 

“Of course,” the doctor said as he led them down the hall. “But we 
didn’t talk for more than a few moments. Your father seemed . . . agitated. 
Excited! More excited than I’ve ever seen him, in fact.” 

“What did he say?” 

“We will soon be exhibiting a large collection of fifteenth-century 
artifacts,” Dr. Abdallah said as he unlocked a heavy door at the end of the 
hall. “He wanted an early look at the collection.” 

“Can we see it as well?” Atticus asked. “We’ll be very careful.” 

Dr. Abdallah showed them into a large room full of tables covered in 
artifacts and stacks of old books. 

“Does anything relate to Uthman?” Jake asked. 

“Ah, like father like son!” Dr. Abdallah smiled. “Dr. Rosenbloom asked 
the same thing. Right over here.” 

Dr. Abdallah showed them to a back corner of the room, to a table 
displaying clay vases and gleaming metalwork. Atticus went immediately to 
a small stack of books and opened the first one. 

“There are English translations to the side,” Dr. Abdallah said. “I will 
be in my office if you need me.” 

As the doctor left the room, Atticus leaned into one of the translations 
like he was trying to dive in. 

“What’s it say, Att?” Dan asked. 

Atticus ignored him and read, flipping pages, his face getting closer and 
closer to the book. “Aw, man!” 

“What is it?” Jake asked. 

Atticus turned another page and shook his head. “This doesn’t make 
sense!” 

“What?” Jake asked. 


“Well, it’s sort of a diary,” Atticus said. “Uthman’s talking about 
meeting a traveling merchant who claimed to possess a copy of 
Hermocrates. It sounds like Uthman wasn’t a hundred percent sure the guy 
was legit, but he says the book went into more detail about Atlantis. All 
about its history and culture, but nothing about where it actually was. All he 
says is that in older times, it was called by another name.” 

“What other name?” 

Atticus turned the page and found a footnote passage. “Tartessos.” 

“Tartessos?” Dan said. “Never heard of it.” 

“Me either.” Jake frowned. 

Dan sighed, frustrated. “Okay, I guess we’ll look at old maps and try to 
find an island called Tartessos.” 

“Wait!” Amy tore through her notebook, running her finger along each 
page. 

“What is it, Amy? You have something?” 

She dropped the notebook on the table and riffled through the pages. 

“Tt was here,” she mumbled. “Right here.” 

“What was?” Dan asked. 

Amy turned the pages until she came to a map. A notation below 
indicated that it depicted the world as it was in the fourth century B.c. 

“Tt’s not really the right century, but I thought it was interesting and 
wanted a copy.” 

Amy stabbed her finger at the coastline of what was now Tunisia, then 
drew it west past Morocco and across the Strait of Gibraltar. To the north lay 
the borders of a country they all recognized as Spain. 

Just inland from the southwest coast, there was a large region marked 
with a circle. In that circle was written a single word: 

Tartessos. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Dan said, breaking the silence. “It looks like 
we have just discovered Atlantis.” 

“Awesomesauce!” said Atticus, and pumped his fist. 
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April May wondered how to bill her clients in a way that really captured the 
scale of the work she did. Not by the hour or per project, but by the empty 
two liter of Electroshock Cherry Limeade Caffeine Blast. One glass 
consumed meant an amateur job — breaking into a gmail or Facebook 
account. Breaking into the Cahills’ systems had been a three-bottle project 
and she would charge handsomely for it. 

And now here she was sitting in front of her two gleaming monitors, 
surrounded by six empty bottles. A seventh was in her hand and half empty 
already. 

Finding out what J. Rutherford Pierce was up to was the biggest project 
of her career. Part of the problem was that before a certain time, there barely 
was a J. Rutherford Pierce. Oh, he existed, but hardly in the form he was 
now. He was a second rater, a loser. 

How did he become the man he was? And more important, what kind of 
man is he planning on becoming next? 

It had seemed so innocent in the beginning when he hired her to get 
some dirt on a couple of rich brats. Easy. Harmless. But then she saw the 
picture. Some thick-necked goon holding the business end of a hypodermic 
needle to Amy Cahill’s neck. Pierce didn’t want to embarrass Amy, he 
wanted to kill her. And probably her friends, too. 

April May tried to tell herself it was a mistake. A muscleman who 
jumped the gun and went in for an unsanctioned kill. It worked for a while as 
a reasonable theory, but the more April May learned, the more it sounded 
like something else — wishful thinking. She needed to know for sure. And if 
a man like Pierce was trying to kill a couple of kids, what was the endgame? 

April May put her fingers to the keyboard and soon that delicious 
feeling of becoming one with the networks washed over her. She avoided all 


of the obvious places information might be. Pierce’s e-mail. His cell phone. 
He was too smart to store anything important somewhere so obvious. No, 
anything worthwhile would be on the Founders Media network, hidden away 
on a remote hub. Since she had built a great deal of the security protocols for 
Founders, she was going to get past them. It was just a matter of time. 

April May slithered through human resources and accounting, then 
dipped in and out of a few isolated terminals. She searched the hard drive of 
a reporter in Bogota, Colombia, and the Twitter account of a Founders 
Media intern in Des Moines, Iowa. April found a few juicy secrets here and 
there — some even worth filing away for later — but nothing that explained 
what Pierce was up to. 

There was a ping as April moved through the system. She ignored it at 
first but the sound grew louder each time, and finally she forced herself to 
break the trance and look over at her second monitor. 

There, in pale green letters, were the words: There’s a mouse in the 
maze. 

April May almost spilled her Electroshock Cherry Limeade. Interesting. 

An old security subroutine had been activated. She had created it to 
watch for invaders on the network, and it looked like it had just sniffed 
someone out. April May delved into the system logs. This particular mouse 
had been poking around for a few days now, but the strange thing was, it 
hadn’t done any damage. No viruses. No downloads of sensitive data. That 
eliminated blackmail, corporate espionage, and most black hat hackers. 

“Who are you?” she asked the little mouse. 

April May turned her attention to the second monitor. She tracked the 
mouse for a few minutes, a funny feeling growing in her stomach. The 
mouse was very good and very familiar. A few minutes later, and she was 
positive. She was staring at the Cahills’ very own pet hacker. 

April May smiled. The mouse was good, nearly as good as she was. She 
took another slug of soda and inspiration struck. Searching Pierce’s systems 
could take weeks and might not work. But sitting right in front of her was 
one of the Cahill team. Did the Cahills know why they were targets? 

“Stay right there,” she said, staring at the screen. “Stay right where you 
are.” 

April spent the next hour building elaborate security protocols, all the 
while keeping an eye on her mouse. Once she was satisfied, she opened the 
chat interface. She was about to start typing but stopped herself. No reason 


to miss an opportunity. April May wove a very clever and nearly invisible bit 
of code into the chat system. The mouse would see nothing but text, but if it 
responded, she would get a tiny foothold into the new Cahill system. Once 
she was done, April May cracked her knuckles and set them on the keys. 

What do I say? 

She felt a strange bundle of nerves in her stomach as she thought of the 
real live human behind the lights of her system. She paused, then lowered a 
single finger and typed two words. 


Pony sat in front of his computer, staring at two words in glowing type. 

Hi there. 

He looked behind him, expecting to see Ian or one of the others 
messing with him, but the command center was empty. Just him, the 
darkness, and the words. He set his fingers on the keys and then pulled them 
back again. This was strange. Too strange to not be careful. He moved to his 
second machine and did some tracing. 

“Unbelievable,” he whispered. “Un-freaking-believable!” 

He had never seen such a complicated routing. And so masterfully 
done! The signal was coming from outside the command center but it was 
impossible to tell from where. Whoever was contacting him could be in the 
house next door or at a cyber café in Mumbai. 

The really interesting thing, though, was that the routing was almost too 
complicated. There was no reason to go that overboard unless you were 
trying to send a message. But what message? 

Who do you know that’s this good? And to that question there was only 
one answer. April May. 

Pony scrambled for his phone. Someone had to tell him what to do! He 
called Ian, and then Hamilton and Jonah, but got no response. It’s four A.M.! 
Who goes to bed this early!? He was about to run downstairs, but a thought 
checked him. What if she was gone when he got back? 

Apparently, this one was up to him. Pony checked the communication 
stream again. Definitely nothing coming through but plain text. April May 
wasn’t sending a virus or anything like that. She only wanted to talk. Pony 
decided to keep his response simple, too. 


Hi. 

His reply sat on screen for a moment. He started to think that maybe 
April May had gotten spooked, but there was another ping. 

You know who I am? 

Sure, Pony typed. You’re the Queen of the Universe. 

Flattering, April responded. Wanna fill me in on you? 

They call me Pony. 

You’re not bad. 

Pony grinned. He was really doing it! He was talking to the great April 
May! He was afraid his brain was going to rupture from pure fanboy glee. 
His fingers shook as he resumed typing. 

What can I do for you? Pony typed. 

Something ’s been bothering me lately, April typed. Thought you might 
have an opinion about it. 

Pony frowned. 

I won't give you anything that will hurt my friends. 

I’m not asking for any, April May replied. I’m just asking a question. 
Freelance genius to freelance genius. 

Pony flushed with pride, but thought a moment before he answered. 
What do you want to know? 


April May stared at the words on the screen, a jolt of nerves in her stomach. 
She grabbed her bottle of soda and drowned it in caffeine. The ping of an e- 
mail notification came from her secondary system. 

April glanced up. One e-mail stood out from the others, bold and 
highlighted in red, like it was screaming at her. It was from Pierce, 
demanding to know where the Cahills were. What they were doing. How he 
could find them. April took a swig of Electroshock Cherry Limeade Caffeine 
Blast and began to type. 

Who’s the bad guy? You? Or me? 


CPE 


“But how can Atlantis be Spain?” Dan asked as the Mediterranean slipped 
beneath their small plane. “Last time I checked, Spain wasn’t even an 
island!” 

Atticus was sitting in the back, wedged between Amy and Jake, his lap 
full of books. He had been immersed in his research ever since they left the 
museum. After their chase through the streets of Tunis, there was far too 
much media and police interest in the Cahills for them to go to the airport, so 
Jonab’s pilot had made a last-minute switch-up. The four kids had rented a 
boat and met the pilot and his seaplane a mile offshore. It would be another 
hour still before they landed near the Spanish coast and were picked up by 
another boat. 

“In actuality, it matches up pretty well with what Plato wrote,” Atticus 
said. “Atlantis was supposed to be to the west of the Pillars of Hercules, 
which we know are the rocks on either side of the Strait of Gibraltar. Spain is 
definitely west of that. And apparently Plato’s not the only one who thinks 
this is the place. A scientist named Richard Freund has been studying the 
possibility for years.” 

“So why haven’t we heard about him?” Dan asked. 

Atticus shifted in his seat. “Well... most people think he’s nuts.” 

“Sounds like our kind of guy.” 

“But he’s found some interesting stuff,” Atticus said. “According to 
him, there used to be a huge bay in southern Spain. He says Atlantis was 
built right on the water in a series of concentric circles with amazing temples 
and ports and everything. And what we know about Tartessos definitely 
matches up with the legend of Atlantis. It was incredibly rich, largely from 
the ores it mined from the surrounding area. But then, thousands of years 
ago, a massive tsunami swept into that area and would have wrecked the 


entire city. Over the years, it was covered with dozens of feet of silt. 
Eventually, the whole thing became a big marshland and Spain made it a 
national park.” 

“So does this guy have actual, you know, proof?” Dan asked. 

Atticus’s voice got high and squeaky. “He has some interesting images 
on ground-penetrating radar,” he said carefully. “And some people agree that 
some sites look like they could, maybe, be memorials to the lost city. There’s 
something down there all right, but the whole area is too marshy to do a lot 
of excavating. I don’t know! It’s why we’re checking it out, okay?” Atticus 
plunged back into his books. 

Dan looked around the plane, frowning. He and Amy had flown all 
around the world, a lot of the time with Atticus and Jake with them. But he’d 
never known a flight so silent. Amy stared out the plane’s window with the 
same broody silence that had surrounded her since they had left the library. 

Dan knew what it was about, but there was nothing he could say. As 
slick as she’d tried to be, he’d seen her looking in his backpack. He knew 
what she must have found. 

Dan flushed. He couldn’t help feeling as if he’d been caught doing 
something shameful, like stealing or conspiring with the enemy. But they 
were just some brochures. And he’d told Amy that he was done with the 
Cahills after they figured out how to stop Pierce. If they figured out how to 
stop Pierce. He couldn’t do this anymore. It felt as if his skin was getting 
tighter every day, until soon it would suffocate him. Is that what she wanted 
for him? 

The more he thought about it, the more his guilt was replaced with 
anger. Anger at Amy. He’d been mad at her before — a lot — but it was 
usually a “hey you borrowed my hoodie without asking” kind of anger. This 
was real, burning hot, even teary. So much so that he couldn’t bring himself 
to say anything about it. They’d been through so much together and they’d 
always been able to talk through anything. It was the only way they’d 
survived. It was impossible, unthinkable, but something had changed. 

The pilot announced that he was preparing to land. Dan clipped his seat 
belt in place and looked out the window, gulping when all he saw below 
them was the iron sweep of the ocean. Landing without a runway just didn’t 
seem right. 

It ended up being surprisingly smooth, though, and minutes later they 
were met by a fishing boat. They all stepped uneasily onto the plane’s 


pontoons before taking the hand of a grizzled-looking fisherman and 
crossing over onto the boat deck. 

Dan steadied himself against the railing as Jake helped Atticus with his 
life vest. Amy stood off by herself, again, the hood of her sweatshirt pulled 
up as she watched the churn of the boat’s wake with empty eyes. This is 
ridiculous! Dan started to cross the deck toward her, but something stopped 
him. 

Once we have the silphium, we’ll both be more relaxed, Dan thought. 
We’ll talk then. Dan huddled against the railing, hoping it was true. 


A Land Rover met them at the shore and brought them into Doñana National 
Park, which did not look to Dan like the home of the world’s most famous 
sunken city. It was a mix of sand dunes and lush, reedy marshlands. About 
five miles inland, they moved onto a flat plain of sun-bleached dirt dotted 
with sprigs of dry reeds and tufts of grass. 

“So, this is Atlantis,” Dan said. “Man, the Aquaman comic books were 
way off.” 

“You wouldn’t look so great, either, if you’d been covered in silt for a 
few thousand years,” Atticus shot back. 

A dusty camp came into view. It consisted of a handful of tents with 
scientists bustling around in khaki and hiking boots. Their Land Rover came 
to a halt just outside of camp. 

“What if we’re wrong,” Atticus said, looking even younger than usual. 
“What if Dad’s not here and Pierce really does have him?” 

Dan looked back at his friend. “Hey, when are you ever wrong? He’s 
here. So, what’s the plan? Jake, do you want to —” 

Amy threw open her door and started across the plain. Dan and the 
others exchanged a look. 

It’s like we’re not even here, Dan thought, and then the three of them 
piled out of the car with Jake in the lead. 

“Hey!” Jake called after Amy. “You remember that whole thing about 
my dad disliking you, right?” 

“Yes,” said Amy, not even bothering to turn around. “And I also 
remember you saying that Dan and I should try making a direct appeal. Just 


hang back and let me talk to him.” 

Dan could see the tension in Jake’s shoulders ahead of him. 

“All due respect to your Leader-tude,” Jake called, “but he’s my dad 
and you don’t exactly seem in the most diplomatic frame of mind right 
now.” 

“Pm fine!” 

“You’re acting like a crazy person!” Jake fired back. 

“Dad!” yelled Atticus, and ran past everyone into the camp. 

Dr. Rosenbloom had just emerged from one of the tents. Atticus threw 
his arms around his very startled father, who spun him around. 

“What’s going on?” Dr. Rosenbloom asked. “Att, what are you doing 
here? Are you okay?” 

“We’re fine.” 

Jake glanced at Amy and then ran over to join Atticus. “We saw your 
house,” Jake said. “We thought something might have happened to you.” 

Dr. Rosenbloom’s expression cleared and he laughed. “Ah, I guess I 
was in a bit of a hurry. Sorry if it worried you guys. But aren’t you supposed 
to be back in Rome? Did you miss your flight?” Dr. Rosenbloom waved his 
own question away. “You know what? It doesn’t matter! When you guys see 
what we’ve found here, your heads are going to explode right off your 
shoulders. Come on, let me show you!” 

Amy stepped forward, and Dan put up a hand to hold her back. “Amy, 
wait. Let them —” 

“Dr. Rosenbloom!” Amy called. 

Dr. Rosenbloom turned. His smile evaporated the second he laid eyes 
on her. The glow that lit his face from the moment he saw his sons 
disappeared instantly, replaced with something dark and cold. 

“Dad —” Atticus began. 

“So, you were worried about me?” Dr. Rosenbloom repeated, anger 
coloring his voice. 

“It’s true,” Jake said. “We —” 

Dr. Rosenbloom broke away from them and marched across the field, 
his eyes locked on Amy. 

“Sin De” 

“We may be out in the middle of nowhere, Ms. Cahill, but we do get the 
news,” he said. “If you think for a single second that I’m going to let my 
sons get involved with a pair of entitled brats like you and your brother, then 


you’re out of your mind! I won’t let you do to Jake what you did to that 
Tolliver boy!” 

“Dad!” Jake exclaimed as Amy’s face went totally white. 

“Not another word, Jake,” Dr. Rosenbloom snapped. “Take your 
brother into my tent right now.” 

“Amy didn’t do anything!” Jake protested. “Those news reports are 
lies!” 

Dr. Rosenbloom whirled on his son. “That boy’s parents were lying, 
then? Is that what you’re saying? Is that what she told you?” 

“No! It’s just — Amy and Evan were trying to do something very 
important and he got hurt, but it wasn’t Amy’s fault. She tried to keep him 
from getting involved. She’d never let anyone get hurt if she could help it.” 

“I said, not another word!” 

“Sir, please,” Amy cut in. “Dan and I will go. Right now. I promise. 
You’ ll never see us again. But I need to know about silphium. It’s very 
important. Have you found any?” 

Dr. Rosenbloom walked over, not stopping until he nearly ran her 
down. He glared at her with a heat that made Dan flinch. 

“We found two sealed jars this morning,” Dr. Rosenbloom said through 
clenched teeth. “They had markings that indicated silphium seeds were 
inside.” 

“Can we see them?” Dan asked, trying to move between Amy and Jake 
and Atticus’s dad. “Like my sister said. It’s incredibly important.” 

Dr. Rosenbloom shook his head. “I wouldn’t dream of it. And anyway, 
you’re too late. I sent them on already.” 

“Where?” Amy persisted. 

“One went to colleagues in Tunis for study. The other’s on its way to 
the Global Seed Vault in Svalbard. Both places are out of your reach. And 
now? I believe you were going?” 

Svalbard? Dan thought, and looked to Atticus. 

“Its a vault built into the side of a mountain in the Arctic Circle,” 
Atticus said. “They’re using it to store seeds from all over the world.” 

“And the vault is shut tight, so there’s no thrill-seeking to be done 
there,” Dr. Rosenbloom said, nearly shaking with rage. “They only have 
staff at the vault a couple of times a year. They’re waiting to store the 
silphium and then they’re headed out.” 


“Thank you, sir,” Amy said. She kept her head raised, but Dan could 
see that she couldn’t quite look Dr. Rosenbloom in the eye. She turned to 
Jake and Atticus. “You two stay with your father. Dan and I will take it from 
here.” 

Amy turned her back on them and started to walk away. Her back was 
straight, but they could all see how badly she was trembling. 

“Amy! Wait!” said Jake as he charged after her. 

Dr. Rosenbloom reached out and caught his son as Jake tried to rush 
past him. “This is over,” he said, grabbing Jake’s shirt and shaking him for 
emphasis. “You and Atticus are going back to school, and I’m calling the 
Tunisian police right now.” 

Jake tore out of his father’s grip. “Then you’ll be calling them on me, 

“Jake!” 

“I can’t explain everything now,” he said. “I just need you to trust me. 
Amy and Dan haven’t made us do anything. We’re doing this because we 
know how important it is. It’s probably the most important thing Atticus or I 
will ever do. We’ll be careful, I swear. But we’re going. Now.” 

“Jake, don’t you dare —” 

Jake’s face was granite as he turned away from his father. Dr. 
Rosenbloom stepped forward to grab Jake again, and Atticus ran out behind 
him. Amy stood motionless near the Land Rover, watching the Rosenblooms 
sprint toward her, with what looked like tears glistening in the corners of her 
eyes. When she saw Dan looking, she wiped them away and fixed her eyes 
on the ground. 

“Atticus!” Dr. Rosenbloom cried as his sons streaked toward the car. He 
looked shocked, as if he had woken up into an alternate universe. 

“Guys,” Amy said, putting herself between Jake and Atticus and the 
car. “You can’t —” 

“It doesn’t matter what you say, either,” Jake said. “We’re not doing 
this for you. We’re doing it because it’s right. So unless both you and Dan 
want us gone, we’re coming with you.” 

Amy turned to Dan, who was sitting in the front seat of the car. The 
force of her expectation was like a punch to his chest. He looked from her to 
Jake and Atticus. 

“We need them, Amy,” Dan said. “They’re coming with us.” 


too. 


“Stop!” Dr. Rosenbloom shouted as he ran toward the Land Rover. Jake 
and Atticus jumped in, and then Dan grabbed his sister and pulled her into 
the car. 

“Let’s go,” he shouted to the driver. “And hurry!” 

Dan glanced back at Amy as they took off in a cloud of dust. Her eyes 
were filled with the same emotion he’d seen back at the library. A look that 
screamed out that she’d been betrayed, and by the person she trusted the 
most. 

Dan made himself look away. 

“We’ll be in Tunis in a few hours,” he announced to the group. “We 
need a plan. Thoughts, everybody?” 


Amy was frozen in place, shocked breathless. What had happened to the two 
of them? Dan looked at her lately as if she were a stranger, but he had to 
know she was only trying to keep everyone safe. Didn’t he? 

Amy drew herself over the backseat and into the rear of the Land 
Rover’s storage compartment. She leaned over their backpacks so it looked 
like she was checking their gear, and pulled out her phone. She dialed, and 
while it rang she kept her eyes locked on Dan and Jake and Atticus, her heart 
aching to see them making plans without her. 

The ringing stopped and their pilot answered. 

“It’s me,” Amy whispered. “Yes. But I’ll need you to bring some things 
with you when you come.” 

Amy rattled off a list and then she looked ahead. The boys still were 
absorbed in their plans. Dan and Jake and Atticus seemed so far away, 
almost as if the inside of the car had been split into two separate worlds. 
Something cold clicked into place. 

And that’s the safest place for them, she thought. Far away. The way it 
always should have been. 

The pilot asked her a question, snapping Amy back to reality. 

“No,” she said, answering him. “There’s been a change of plans. Listen 
up... .” 


(uP Uh 


Nellie hid in the bathroom, listening as the last of the late-shift employees 
filed out of their labs. A half hour after their voices faded, the cleaning crews 
moved in with the swish of mops and the whine of vacuums. Finally, the 
only thing Nellie could hear was the soft ticking of the air conditioners 
winding down for the night. 

Nellie took a breath, then unfolded herself from her perch on top of the 
toilet bowl. 

Outside the bathroom, the corridor was filled with a mix of safety lights 
and deep shadows. Nellie glanced up at the security cameras mounted along 
the ceiling. They were stationary, and she was pretty sure she could stay out 
of their fields of view. 

She slinked up the stairs to the next floor, opening and closing doors 
with excruciating care so they didn’t make a sound. She made it to the fourth 
floor, then consulted her mental map. The entrance to the secret staircase 
was supposed to be at a dead end — left, then right, then left again from 
where she was standing. 

Nellie started down the first hall, but dove back into the shadows at the 
click of a door ahead of her. She flattened against a wall as a small woman in 
a white lab coat stepped into the corridor and walked down the hall. The 
woman patted at her pockets, growing increasingly frustrated as she 
searched for something. Once the woman was out of sight, Nellie waited and 
listened before continuing on. Every step confirmed that she and the woman 
were headed in the same direction. 

Maybe she knows I’m behind her and is leading me into a trap. Maybe 
this ends with me in the hands of a couple of goons like the ones that nearly 
killed the kiddos. 


Nellie shook off the unproductive thoughts and made herself continue 
forward. Her legs weren’t quite steady. Left, then right, then left again. 
Nellie hung back in the dark and peeked around a corner. The woman was at 
the end of a hall with her back to Nellie. She was still digging through her 
pockets, muttering to herself. Nellie heard a clink of change and then a deep 
ka-chunk. The woman moved aside and Nellie caught sight of what was at 
the end of the hall. 

It wasn’t a secret entrance. 

It was a vending machine. 

The scientist reached into a slot for her snack, tore open the bag, and 
chowed down an entire bag of honey BBQ pork rinds, going so far as to 
upend the bag so she could suck back the last remaining crumbs. 

Hmm. Maybe she isnt a part of an international criminal conspiracy, 
after all. 

Nellie flattened herself into the shadows once again as the woman 
moved past her. When Madame Pork Rinds was gone, Nellie tiptoed down to 
the vending machine, running her hands along the walls, searching for a 
seam or a hollow place that might indicate an entrance. There was nothing. 

The vending machine itself looked perfectly normal. Glass front and 
black metal sides. A slot for change and a place to swipe credit cards. Next 
to the card reader there was a large red A surrounded in white. The machine 
itself was full of candy and chips and rolls of mints. Nellie nudged it with 
one hand but it didn’t move. She set her shoulder into it and pushed, still 
nothing. 

“Come on, you stupid thing. I know there’s more than pork rinds in 
you! There has to be!” 

Nellie gave it another push, and when it gave nothing in return, her 
frustration hit a breaking point. She kicked at the thing and pushed, rocking 
it back and forth. 

“Open up! Open up, you stupid thing! Open sesame!” 

“Hey!” 

Nellie gasped and whirled. She was face-to-face with a man ina 
charcoal-gray suit who was built to more or less the exact same 
specifications as the vending machine. A radio receiver sat in one ear and 
Nellie spied a gun-shaped bulge underneath his jacket. 

Nellie’s back was against the machine, and she could only look on in 
horror as the man strode toward her, reaching into his jacket. 


“Wait, no, I was just —” 

The guard pulled out a handful of change. “You scientists are all the 
same,” he said with a shake of his head. “So excitable. You have to love 
your machines if you want to get anything out of them. Treat ’em nice.” 

He turned to Nellie with an odd smile on his chiseled face. 

“So? What is it that you wanted, Doc?” 

Nellie opened her mouth to answer, but words fled when she caught 
sight of the ID card hanging from the man’s belt. It was white, just like hers, 
but instead of the blue D as on her card, his sported a bright red A. 


A 


Nellie glanced back at the A on the vending machine. It was a perfect match 
for the one on the guard’s ID. A volley of fireworks went off in Nellie’s 
head. 

“Uh, ma’am?” 

“Pork rinds,” Nellie said with a smile. “T1 have the pork rinds.” 


GATE 


Amy stood alone on deck late that night, looking up at glistening stars 
surrounded by black. They were in the open ocean, somewhere between the 
coasts of Spain and Morocco. There wasn’t a trace of land or a gleam of 
artificial light in any direction. Amy thought the view must have been no 
different than the one seen by the sailors of Carthage or Atlantis. 

She climbed the stairs up onto the bridge. Everyone else was down 
below. Amy had explained that due to a delay in getting fuel, the plane 
wouldn’t meet them for hours yet, so everyone should get some rest. 

Amy knelt beside the boat’s big steering wheel and took the key from 
the ignition beneath it. She dropped it into her palm where it joined the spare 
she had found among the captain’s things. The keys clinked together in her 
palm, catching the moonlight. She walked to the railing and turned her hand 
over. The keys fell into the water, hitting with a barely audible plop. There 
was a flash of silver in the moonlight and then they were swallowed up by 
the dark. 

“What are you doing?” 

Amy turned. Jake was standing at the hatch that led down to the crew 
compartment. 

“I was just... getting some air.” 

Jake climbed up to the bridge, where he leaned against the railing and 
looked out onto the sea. The water was flat but for a few low, rolling swells, 
banded with slivers of moonlight. 

“You should go get some sleep,” Amy said nervously. “The plane will 
be here in a few hours.” 

Jake nodded, but kept staring out into the dark water. “Do you think 
they knew it was coming?” 


The sudden shift threw Amy. “Who? Did they know what was 
coming?” 

“The people in Atlantis,” he said. “Or Tartessos. Or whatever it was 
called. Atticus said it was probably one of the greatest cities of all time. I 
was thinking since they had accomplished so much, maybe they couldn’t 
imagine the end coming. I bet that’s what killed them.” Jake looked back 
over his shoulder at Amy. “Thinking they were invincible.” 

“Jake...” 

“Tt used to be that I knew what you were going to do or what Dan was 
going to do almost before you did it. We were that in sync. But now it seems 
like all any of us do is fight. I don’t like what I see coming, Amy.” 

An impulse to contradict him flared in Amy, but it burned itself out 
before she could give it voice. “I know,” she said. It was barely a whisper. 

Jake took a step toward her just as the distant whine of engines broke 
the silence. Jake looked up as the seaplane’s running lights winked into view. 
Moonlight glinted off of its wings as it angled in for a landing. 

“I guess he’s early,” Jake said. “We can talk about this later. I’ll go get 
the others.” 

He started to go but Amy grabbed his sleeve to hold him back. “What 
are you — ?” 

“I’m going to Svalbard,” she said. “Alone.” 

“What? Amy —” 

“Everyone will be waiting for us in Tunis,” she said. “Reporters, police, 
Pierce’s men. Svalbard is the only chance.” 

“Fine, but going alone is crazy! Dad said the place will be empty and 
locked up. You’! never get in alone. Together we could —” 

“T’m not letting anyone else get hurt over this,” Amy said. “You’re 
right, Jake. We’re not invincible. And Pierce is too good. He’s too smart.” 

There was a roar of engines and then a splash as the seaplane landed. 
Jake took hold of Amy’s arm as she turned toward the boat’s railing. 

“You’re right,” he said. “Leave Dan and Atticus behind. But let me 
come with you.” 

The expression on Jake’s face nearly sent Amy to her knees. Despite 
everything, all the fights and the hurt, Jake wouldn’t hesitate to put himself 
in danger to help her. She knew exactly how he felt, because she felt the 
same. Amy felt something bright flare up inside of her. But the brief rush of 
joy couldn’t withstand the cold wall of fear, worry, and guilt she’d built up. 


She knew what she had to do. Amy thought of her grandmother, imagined 
the spine of steel that ran through Grace, and forced herself to look Jake in 
the eye. 

“I don’t love you,” she said. “I know you think I do. You think that 
there’s this . . . thing between us, but there isn’t. There never was, and there 
never will be.” 

There was a pause, and then the light in Jake’s eyes began to slowly 
fade. Amy was gutted to see it go, but she couldn’t look away. She couldn’t 
let up. Jake’s grip on her arm loosened. The plane taxied to a stop fifty feet 
from the boat and the pilot popped the rear door. 

“T’ve disabled the boat,” Amy said. “But there’s plenty of food and 
water on board. You’|l all be safe until I send someone for you. If something 
happens to me, tell Dan to gather what we have on Pierce and call the FBI.” 

Before Jake could protest, Amy grabbed her pack and dove off the side 
of the boat. The chilly water hit her like a fist but she was up and pulling 
herself through the low swells in seconds. She could hear shouting behind 
her now. The plane was thirty feet away, then twenty, then ten. 

The pilot reached down and took her by the wrist, pulling her up onto 
the wide pontoon. He wrapped a towel around her as she stepped up into the 
plane. Amy turned to shut the door. 

“AMY!” 

Dan was on deck now, standing just behind Jake. Her brother screamed 
her name and Amy felt hot tears filling her eyes. 

“AMY!” 

The plane’s engines spun up and the propeller began to turn. Dan 
stripped off his shoes and shirt and dove off the boat. He disappeared in the 
black, and seconds later she saw his thin white arms tearing through the 
water. The pilot turned back to her. 

“What do I do?” 

“Go. Now!” Amy said as Dan got closer and closer. In another few 
strokes he’d be able to grab the pontoons. 

“But there’s someone in the water,” the pilot called out over the 
engines. “Shouldn’t we —” 

“Just go!” 

Amy slammed the door and fell into her seat. Amy could hear Jake, 
Atticus, and Dan yelling, even over the noise of the propellers. Each shout 
was like a fist digging into her, clutching at her insides. Amy closed her eyes 


tight and the engines surged, drowning the boys out. The plane began to pull 
away, picking up speed. There was a sluice of water below and then the 
strangely heavy feeling as they strained into the sky. 

Amy opened her eyes. Below, the boat grew smaller until Dan and the 
others faded into the distance. Soon, the boat was nothing but a white dot 
amid the black. 

Amy made herself look straight ahead, staring out the pilot’s window, 
as they soared away into the darkness. 


CAP TEE 


Nellie felt herself grow tense as she passed rooms of patients hooked up to 
pinging machinery and wheezy breathing machines. She had been promising 
herself for days that she’d come to see Fiske and had been avoiding it, 
telling herself that the Trilon investigation was too important. But finally the 
excuses didn’t hold anymore. It wasn’t that she didn’t love Fiske, it’s just 
that she hated hospitals. Even when they were as luxe as the Callender 
Institute, they still creeped her out. 

She had been twelve when her grandma got cancer, and Nellie had 
never quite gotten over seeing her laid up in the stark white of that room. As 
if being sick wasn’t bad enough, Nellie’s grandma had to do it while being 
assaulted by fluorescent lighting and the nose-stinging smell of disinfectant. 
It seemed like the ultimate insult. And the food! Hospitals should be about 
love and healing and comfort, about beef stew seasoned with just the right 
amount of thyme and rosemary. Instead, her grandma got mystery meat and 
iceberg lettuce. Dessert was a sad little cube of green Jell-O. 

How was someone supposed to embrace life eating that garbage? Why 
would they want to? 

Well, it won't be like that for Fiske, Nellie thought, swinging the wicker 
picnic basket she had brought with her. She had waited too long to visit, but 
she was going to make up for it now. I’m going to heal that man! 

“Nellie Gomez!” Fiske practically leaped out of bed as she stepped into 
his room. 

“Fiske!” 

Nellie tried to hide her shock at seeing him. The report she had gotten 
from the kiddos was that Fiske was as gray as dishwater and wrinklier than a 
man ten years his senior. That certainly wasn’t the case now. Fiske 
practically glowed. His skin was smooth and ruddy, his eyes bright. 


“You look amazing!” 

Fiske laughed, loud and hearty. “As do you, as always. Is that a care 
package I see in your hands?” 

“Tt is, but I think I should go find someone who’s actually sick and give 
it to them!” 

“Tf it gets me some of your delicious cooking, I will endeavor to be 
appropriately moribund. Now, bring it here, Nellie! Bring it here!” 

Fiske rubbed his palms together with the eagerness of a little kid as 
Nellie set the basket down and threw it open. “Okay,” she said, pulling out 
stacks of plastic tubs. “We have a big bowl of chicken and dumpling soup 
followed by an apple cider—brined pork chop, rice pilaf, mixed green salad, 
and for dessert. . .” 

Nellie whipped the top off a tub. 

“Banoffee pie!” 

“Banoffee pie!” Fiske exclaimed. “My favorite! I barely know where to 
start.” 

Nellie handed him a big silver spoon. “Chicken soup,” she said. 

“With pleasure!” 

Nellie found a seat next to the bed, smiling as Fiske dug in with 
obvious relish. 

“Delicious,” he said through stuffed mouthfuls. “Marvelous. Now tell 
me the news. How are Dan and Amy? How is the hunt! ?” 

Fiske polished off the soup and moved on to the pork chop, not even 
bothering with a knife and fork. He picked it up in his hands and tore into it 
with his teeth. 

“Uh... they’re fine,” Nellie said, distracted by the spectacle of Fiske 
eating like a hungry tiger. “They found the whiskers and are in Tunis now 
searching for the silphium. I think Amy is feeling the stress, though. She sent 
most of the team back to the States.” 

“Excellent!” Fiske said. “Excellent.” 

“Excellent? Why is —” 

“Amy is feeling her power, Nellie. Her mastery. She is coming into her 
own. When a person does that, other people can start to feel like . . . how can 
I say it? Like anchors rather than sails. Do you catch my meaning? My word, 
this pork chop is delicious!” 

“Fiske, are you sure you’re okay? You seem —” 


“My dear girl, I haven’t felt this good since I was sixteen,” he said. 
“No! Scratch that. Even then I didn’t feel this strong, this fast, this . . . 
attuned. I’m seeing things I’ve never seen before. The world is as clear to me 
as a pane of freshly washed glass.” 

Nellie reached for the phone by Fiske’s bedside. “You know, maybe I 
should talk to your doc — OW!” 

Fiske’s hand shot out of nowhere and clamped down on Nellie’s wrist. 
She cried out as her bones bowed under the pressure, ready to snap. 

“Fiske, you’re hurting me!” 

He yanked his hand back like he had been shocked. His mouth fell open 
and his eyes went cold and hollow. His shoulders fell. Suddenly, his hand 
that had the strength of a steel vise the second before was as weak as a 
kitten’s paw. 

“Oh, Nellie. Oh, Nellie. I’m so sorry. No!” 

Tears began to fill Fiske’s eyes. They coursed down his cheeks as he 
drew into himself like a piece of paper being slowly crumpled. 

“I’m so sorry. I don’t . . . I don’t know what happened. It’s like I don’t 
know my own strength. I act before I even think. What’s happening to me?” 

Nellie pushed the lunch basket out of the way and laid a comforting 
hand on Fiske’s shoulder. His face was beet red, his features scrunched 
together. He looked like a bewildered child. 

“Tt’s okay,” she said quietly, stroking his arm. “You’re going to be fine. 
We’re just going to talk to your doctor. Okay?” 

Fiske seized on the idea like a life rope. “Yes!” he said. “Talk to Dr. 
Callender. He always knows what to —” 

Before he could finish his sentence, Fiske’s eyes fell shut and his breath 
evened out. He was asleep, his arms crossed over his chest, clutching 
himself tight. The hand just beneath his chin was shaking visibly. 

Nellie tore out of the room toward a nurses’ station just outside. The 
nurse’s eyes went wide as Nellie strode toward her. 

“Hey! You! I want to see Dr. Jeffrey Callender. Right now!” 


Nellie stood outside Dr. Callender’s office, tapping her foot impatiently 
while he sat at his desk speaking with a young woman in a bright red blazer. 


Fiske had been one of the strongest, most in-control men she had ever 
known. When the kiddos went to see him, they said he looked tired and 
weak but they didn’t say anything about a reaction like this. 

“Ms. Gomez?” 

Nellie looked up as Dr. Callender waved her inside. The woman in the 
red blazer jostled Nellie on her way to the door. 

“Hey!” Nellie said. 

The woman in red didn’t say a word. She already had a cell phone stuck 
to her ear and was chatting away as she walked. 

“Some people say excuse me!” Nellie called. 

The woman didn’t even turn her head. Nellie rolled her eyes and was 
about to go in the office when she saw something familiar hanging off the 
back of the woman’s purse — a white key card imprinted with a large red A. 
Beneath it was the Trilon logo. 

“Ms. Gomez?” 

Nellie tore herself away and ducked into Dr. Callender’s office. He was 
a small man with stylish glasses and a thick head of dark brown hair. 

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said. “Meeting with pharmaceutical 
reps is sadly necessary. How can I help you? You wanted to talk about Mr. 
Cahill.” 

“Yes, I need to know what’s going on and I need to know now.” 

Dr. Callender held up his hands in surrender. “Of course,” he said. “Mr. 
Cahill has gone through a very difficult time, a great deal of stress.” 

Nellie narrowed her eyes. “He’s dealt with stress his entire life.” 

The doctor nodded his head sadly. “Sometimes the ones who seem 
strongest are most at risk. They take the world on their back, never 
imagining a time when they can’t handle the weight.” 

“But what do we do? How do we...” 

“Fix him?” Dr. Callender asked. “If only it were that easy. I’m trying 
different drugs and we’re doing intensive therapy, but it’s a matter of time.” 

Nellie felt a sinking sensation. “Are you saying it’s possible that 
hell...” 

“Stress is an insidious thing, Ms. Gomez,” Dr. Callender said. “It’s 
nearly impossible for us to ever really know its effects, or, once the effects 
take hold, the long-term outlook. As you said, though, Mr. Cahill is very 
strong. I’m optimistic.” 


Nellie nodded, numb. She rose from her chair, still in a daze. “Thank 
you for your time.” 

She stumbled out of the office and into the bustling hallway. “Sorry,” 
she said as she made her way through the nurses and visitors. “Excuse me.” 

Thoughts of Fiske quickly turned to Amy and Dan. Was Fiske a vision 
of their future? Would a life of stress and danger break them, too? Nellie 
shuddered. Her kiddos had never felt so far away. 

A laugh down the hall caught her attention. The woman in the red 
blazer came out of another doctor’s office. She waved and then headed down 
the hall in the same direction Nellie was going, her spiked heels click- 
clacking against the linoleum. Her purse hung by her side, the key card with 
its large red A swinging back and forth. 

Nellie squared her shoulders, her eyes locked on the key card. She 
couldn’t be at Amy and Dan’s side right now because she had a mission to 
complete. 

Nellie started down the hall, praying her back was stronger than 
Fiske’s. 


AA TE 


Spitsbergen Island, The Svalbard Archipelago 


Amy’s entire world was snow. She sank into it with every step and it blew so 
thickly through the air that Amy could barely see five feet in front of her. 
Not that there was anything to see. She had been walking for at least an hour 
now and the landscape around her was still nothing but fields of white, 
broken now and again by a gray pillar of rock. 

Amy pulled a GPS device from the pocket of her heavy coat and wiped 
the snow off its face with her thick gloves. 

Her position was marked as a blue dot moving slowly across the face of 
Spitsbergen, an island in the middle of the Arctic Ocean. It was part of 
Norway’s remote Svalbard territories and sat within the Arctic Circle, less 
than seven hundred miles from the North Pole. Her dot was creeping along 
the road that connected the Longyearbyen airport, where she had landed only 
hours ago, to the Svalbard Global Seed Vault. 

As small as the airport was, she could have gotten a taxi to take her to 
the vault. The pilot had gone to great pains to point out that while the 
thermometer claimed it was a balmy two degrees out, the winds would 
radically increase her risk of hypothermia, cold weather gear or not. Amy 
wasn’t about to take chances on a driver, though. The media might have 
already broadcast her location across the world. If they had, she was sure 
that Pierce’s men wouldn’t miss an opportunity to arrange a little accident 
for her, and she couldn’t let anyone else get involved. As difficult as it made 
getting into the facility, Amy was relieved when she learned the seed bank 
was only staffed twice a year to accept new seed shipments. There wouldn’t 


be another soul at Svalbard for months, and that meant there was no one she 
could hurt. 

The screen of the GPS pulsed. She was almost there. The snowfall 
wavered in the wind and Amy caught sight of an undulating glow in the 
distance. She dropped the GPS into her pocket and trudged the last hundred 
yards up a rocky hill. Amy moved carefully, half bent over, gloved hands 
grasping rocks and her thick boots kicking into whatever crevice she could 
find. Finally, the jagged land gave way to a flat road covered by a thick sheet 
of snow. 

Amy could just make out the gray lines of the entrance to the Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault. It was a simple steel rectangle, about twenty feet high, 
standing at the edge of the road like an immense burial marker. A square at 
the top of the monolith glowed in shifting patterns of turquoise and blue. 
Amy had read about it on the flight over and learned that it was meant to 
evoke the skies above the Arctic Circle. 

A steel corridor ran from the facility’s entrance into the snowbank 
behind. Beyond that, the structure plunged into the sandstone of the 
mountain, tunneling through nearly four hundred feet of solid rock before it 
branched off into the refrigerated seed storage areas. That they would need 
to refrigerate anything out here seemed insane to Amy, but it was to keep the 
seeds at a constant zero degrees. The idea was that the stored seeds would 
act as a kind of backup system for every plant on earth. If some tree in the 
middle of the jungle suddenly went extinct, no problem; with the seeds 
stored in the vault they could bring it back. They must have been thrilled to 
receive the silphium. A plant brought back from the dead! 

Amy pulled a pair of binoculars from her backpack and scanned the 
area. The snow along the roadway and by the door was fresh powder, 
unmarred by any tracks. She checked the road behind her. No sign of 
Pierce’s men there. A few buildings sat a mile or so to the south, but Amy 
didn’t see any light coming from them. Amy wished all the isolation could 
put her mind at ease, but she knew how good Pierce’s men were. If they 
didn’t want to be seen, they wouldn’t be. 

Amy pocketed the binoculars and crossed the road, leaning into the 
wind. Once she was at the entrance she brought out a handheld computer 
with a series of wires running to a key card. Amy slid the card into the 
reader on the door and the machine went to work. Soon there was a click and 
the door opened. Amy peered down the hallway on the other side. She 


looked for tracks inside the door, signs that someone had been there, but the 
floor was clean. 

Amy pulled the door closed behind her, filling the gloom with the fog 
of her breath. She was out of the wind, but it was no warmer inside the 
facility. Luckily, she wouldn’t have to be there long. The seed vaults were 
about three hundred feet dead ahead, sealed off behind blast doors. Just to 
the right of the vaults was a small office for the staff. That’s where she was 
going. 

Amy crept down the hallway with her nerves on high alert. She was 
painfully aware that she was in the perfect place to be ambushed. If Pierce’s 
men hit her now, there would be no escape and no witnesses. 

The office was nothing more than a few desks and chairs with 
computers. A thermostat sat on one wall but there was no point turning the 
heat on. She’d be in and out before it even kicked in. Amy stripped off her 
gloves and hit the power button on the nearest terminal. The computer 
screen filled with unfamiliar icons and text in Norwegian. Not that it 
mattered. All she had to do was get online and download a program from a 
site Pony set up back in Attleboro. Once she did, the screen pulsed green 
three times and then a glowing green skull appeared along with the words 
YOU. HAVE. BEEN. PWNED!!! 

Amy rolled her eyes and waited until the skull vanished, replaced by a 
green Cursor. 

Connected. Amy typed and hit SEND. 

Minutes ticked by as she waited for a response. Amy cupped her bare 
fingers over her mouth and blew, eager for any bit of warmth. Come on, 
Pony. Where are you? 

She glanced out into the hallway. It was empty but her pulse began to 
thump anyway. The quiet was intense, like being at the bottom of the sea. 
She could feel the entire mountain pressing down on her shoulders. Amy 
almost jumped when the computer pinged. 

What’s up? 

“He may be a genius,” Amy said out loud. “But his memory could 
clearly use a little work.” 

The vault doors, she typed, with fingers already going stiff from the 
cold. Remember? You need to hack the system and find out where the 
silphium is, then open the vault door so I can get to it? 

Right! Of course! I’m on it. 


Pony returned a moment later. Vault #1-Row #8-Bin #63. There was a 
metallic ka-chunk out in the hallway. Amy peeked outside as one of the blast 
doors swung open. 

You’re the best, Pony! Amy typed, but there was no response. That boy 
seriously needed to work on his social skills. 

A blast of cold air hit Amy as soon as she stepped into vault number 
one. It was like standing in the middle of a supercharged freezer. Her breath 
rose in billows of white and the skin on her hands and face burned with the 
cold. Amy pulled her gloves back on and tightened the insulated hood across 
her face. I just have to get in and out, she thought. 

The vault itself was as big as a football field, with thirty-foot ceilings. 
Blue shelving units ran the length of the floor and all the way up to the 
ceiling. Each one was packed with row after row of gray plastic bins. 

Amy found her way to row eight and then ran its length until she came 
to bin sixty-three. Inside there were scores of aluminum packets, each one 
marked with the name of the seeds inside. Her cold fingers fumbled with the 
slick envelopes until she found what she was looking for. Amy pulled out the 
packet and held it up to read the label: Silphium. Five (5) seeds. 

Gotcha, Amy thought. 

“That was quite a stunt you pulled with those reporters.” 

Amy whipped around to find a man standing at the end of the aisle, 
leaning casually against the shelves. He was tall and broad and dressed all in 
black gear, which made his shockingly blue eyes stand out all the more. 
Amy hid the silphium packet behind her. Her muscles tensed, ready to run. 

“Luckily, we’re pretty adaptable,” he said with a shrug. “Traveling 
lighter now so we don’t raise any media eyebrows. Adapt or die. That’s the 
rule, right?” 

The refrigeration units kicked on again with a loud blast of air, and the 
man turned. Amy exploded off the floor, swinging her backpack hard as she 
ran straight at him. It struck the man on his shoulder, taking him by surprise 
and knocking him back long enough for Amy to speed past him, arms 
pumping. The door was in sight. She’d be out in seconds and then she’d — 

Amy hit what felt like a brick wall and went flying backward. She 
slammed into the floor and the package of silphium shot across the concrete. 
Another one of Pierce’s men stepped through the door, crossing his arms 
over his enormous chest. 


The blue-eyed man laughed as he walked up behind Amy. “I said we 
were traveling lighter. You didn’t think that meant I was dumb enough to 
come all the way out here alone, did you?” 

The mercenary by the door reached for the gun on his hip, but the blue- 
eyed man waved him away. 

“Go get the truck.” 

The massive man faded back into the corridor. Wind howled as the 
outer door opened and closed. The blue-eyed man took the package of 
silphium off the ground as he approached her. 

“Why would you come all the way out here for a package of seeds?” 

His eyes bored into Amy, but she said nothing. The man shrugged and 
tore the package open, upending it so the seeds fell out onto the concrete 
floor. He lifted his boot over the pile. 

“No!” Amy rushed to stop him but it was too late. His boot heel fell. 
When he lifted it again, the seeds had been ground to dust. 

Amy stared at the powder, a dark chasm yawning open inside of her. 
The next thing she knew the man grabbed her by the ankles and pulled her 
toward him. Amy struggled, but he was too strong. He held her down with 
one hand while he systematically stripped off her cold weather gear with the 
other. 

“Now, let’s try and think of a good headline,” the blue-eyed man said as 
he gathered her gear into a ball and stuffed it into her backpack along with 
her phone and the rest of her supplies. “How about, Internationally Known 
Troublemaker Vandalizes Famed Landmark Only to Get Trapped and Freeze 
to Death.” 

“You don’t have to do this,” Amy said as the man slung her pack over 
his shoulder and headed toward the door. “Please, listen to me. You can’t —” 

The door slammed shut behind him. Amy leaped up and threw herself 
at it, pounding on the steel as the locks fell into place. “Wait! Please!” 

The outer door closed with a deep boom and then there was silence. 
Amy slid down the length of steel door and hit the ground. The refrigeration 
system kicked on again, sending fingers of icy wind in all directions. The 
man had left her in a thin sweater and thermals. No coat. No hood. No 
gloves. No snow pants. She could feel her skin freezing and then the cold 
sinking deeper, reaching out for bone. Amy wrapped her arms around herself 
as she looked across the concrete-and-steel vault that would be her tomb. 


HAJER 


Amy got to her feet and walked the perimeter of the vault, shivering as she 
examined every corner of her prison. She felt a moment of excitement when 
she found a refrigeration duct within reach. Maybe she could crawl through 
it and out into the main office, where she could crank up the heat. But that 
dream was dashed. The slotted steel cover on the vent was bolted down, and 
her freezing fingers couldn’t so much as budge it. 

Another burst of hope came when she discovered a computer terminal 
fixed to a back wall, but all it seemed to do was search the seed database. It 
had no control over the doors and wasn’t connected to the Internet. 

Amy fumbled with the mouse next to the terminal and started clicking 
through menus in Norwegian, her hands so cold she could barely control 
them. She stumbled upon a map of all the computers inside the facility. 
There were notations for three computers sitting in a row, which must have 
been three terminals inside the vaults, and then four together in a separate 
location. Those must be the office! Amy had to use her palm to move the 
mouse. Her hands were growing more and more numb, making her fingers 
thick and heavy. She rubbed her hands together and tried again, clicking on 
each computer in turn until her screen went black and a small green cursor 
appeared at the bottom. Got it! 

Pony! she typed. 911. Emergency. Trapped in the vault. Need help! 

Amy hit SEND, then stood back from the computer, hugging herself and 
stamping her feet to fight the cold. Come on, Pony. Come on. The 
refrigeration cycled on again, sending a cruel blast of freezing air over her 
body. Tremors shook her arms and shoulders. 

Amy knew she couldn’t stay still any longer, she had to get her body 
temperature up. She moved away from the terminal and started jogging 
around the shelves, her white breath trailing behind her. As she ran, Amy 


worked through every escape she had made over the last few years. How 
many hopeless situations had she found her way out of at the last second? A 
hundred? More? One of them had to have something in common with where 
she found herself now, one of them would offer her a solution, an escape. 
But every scenario she came up with hit a wall. Why? What was the 
difference between now and then? In answer, a single word dropped into her 
mind. 

Dan, she thought. He was the difference. Dan and Jake and Atticus and 
Tan and Hamilton. I wasn‘ alone then. 

Amy pushed the thought out of her head. Having other people here 
wouldn’t make the vault any less escape-proof, all it would do was get the 
people she loved killed alongside her. Amy forced herself to take another lap 
around the vault. She could feel how much slower she was already. Her legs 
felt thick and numb, and the cold seared her lungs with every breath. 

As Amy came back around toward the computer terminal, she stumbled 
and went crashing into the concrete. She got her hands under her and 
pushed, but the cold was creeping into her arms. Come on, Cahill, she 
insisted. Push yourself up. You can do it. Amy strained, but her arms were 
shaking so badly now that the best she could do was throw herself onto her 
side and then slowly curl up to a seated position, with her back against an icy 
wall. The terminal was just a few yards away. The screen was black, nothing 
but her own words mocking her on the screen. 

Amy pulled her knees up to her chest, hugging them close to her chest, 
trying to trap every degree of heat. The shivering was growing more intense, 
almost like convulsions now. She tried to still it, but it was no use. She felt 
as if she were trapped within a fist of ice. The tips of her ears stung badly, as 
if a small creature were gnawing at them with needle teeth. Most alarming 
were the itchy spots of red growing along her fingertips. It was the beginning 
of frostbite. In a short time, her skin would harden and blister. Then the red 
would turn to black, and her fingers would be gone. 

Amy tucked her hands in her armpits and dropped her forehead to her 
knees. She wondered where Dan and the others were right then. Maybe 
swimming in the Mediterranean? She could almost feel the warmth of the 
water and the weightless feeling of floating in it, under that intense blue sky. 
Amy’s eyelids began to droop and she felt a strange sensation in the back of 
her mind, like the approach of a dark storm front. It wasn’t frightening, 
though. In fact, Amy could tell that when the mass of roiling black clouds 


finally overtook her, she would feel calm and at peace. She would simply 
drift away. 

A voice in the back of her head urged her up, reminding her that Pierce 
was still out there, that she had to stop him, but that voice seemed to grow 
fainter and fainter. Soon it was little more than a whisper. 

Amy’s hand slipped and hit the concrete with a bony crack. She hissed 
in pain, then tried to lift it again, but it was so heavy. Her whole body was. 
She had never felt so sleepy. Maybe if she rested for a little while. . . 

There was a metallic ping somewhere far away. It was muffled, like a 
bell wrapped in layers of cotton, but it persisted. At first the sound was only 
a tiny prick against Amy’s skin, but it sank in like a hook, dragging Amy up 
through layers of darkness. The ping grew louder. Something in the 
refrigeration ducts? Amy gritted her teeth. One ping every few seconds. 
Amy got her eyes open a slit and searched the vault. The ping sounded again 
and this time she saw the computer screen brighten as it did. 

A flare lit inside Amy and she seized it before it went out. She began to 
move, slow and dumb, each turn of her joints a rusty torment, but she was 
moving. She dug her spine into the wall behind her and flexed her legs until 
she began to rise. She made it up, trembling, and planted a palm flat on the 
wall. She staggered forward, the whole time feeling like there was an anchor 
attached to her chest, trying to pull her down. Amy kept her eyes locked on 
the computer, and her brother’s image fixed in her mind. 

The computer pinged again. 

“Coming,” Amy said, her voice slurry and indistinct. “I’m coming. .. .” 

Amy collapsed into the wall beside the computer. A message flashed on 
the screen. What’s going on? Where are you? 

Amy lifted her hands to the keyboard. The red splotches covered her 
fingers now and were creeping up to her knuckles. Her hands were as numb 
as lumps of clay. She lifted one hand with the other and set a finger down on 
key after key. 

Valt 1. dor Icked. Need u to opn 

Amy mashed ENTER, then slumped against the wall beside the terminal, 
staring at the blinking cursor until her eyes closed again and the dark pulled 
at her. The refrigeration system roared again, sending icy needles into the air. 
Hurry, Pony, Amy thought as her eyes drooped. Hurry. 

There was a click across the room. Amy’s eyes snapped open and she 
turned toward it. The door was open. Amy pushed off from the wall, reeled 


across the space, and threw herself into the hallway. 

The office. Pierce’s men had smashed the computer monitors before 
they left, but she didn’t care about them. Amy crashed through the desks 
until she got to the far wall and reached for the thermostat. Her fingers hit 
shards of glass and broken plastic. Wires hung uselessly from the wall. 

. . . troublemaker vandalizes famed landmark . . . 

Amy turned away, a sound bubbling up inside her, something between 
laughter and a sob. The animal strangeness of the sound terrified her. She 
lurched away from the wall, trying to get her thoughts in order. They needed 
to make it look like an accident, she thought. Like I came here and got 
careless. Maybe that means they left behind... 

Her backpack sat on one of the tables and her coat hung from the back 
of the chair. She fumbled with the coat, able to summon enough strength to 
get her arms through it and lift the hood, but not enough to work the zipper. 
The two sides of the coat hung limp, away from her body, nearly useless. 
She jammed her frozen hands into the gloves, expecting a surge of warmth 
now that she was dressed, but none came. Her body was so cold that the coat 
and gloves had no heat to trap. 

Amy went for her backpack next but wasn’t surprised to find that her 
phone was gone, along with all of her other supplies. Her frozen hand hit a 
padded envelope, and it was like a tuning fork was struck inside her. She 
pulled it out and opened it. Sammy’s vial of serum was tucked inside. Amy 
stared at it as she shivered. One drink and she could probably sprint back to 
the airport but she knew the serum wouldn’t just save her. It would make her 
into a monster, too. A monster like Pierce. 

Amy thrust the serum into the pack and made it back out into the 
corridor, pulling herself toward the outer door. The hallway offered shelter, 
but it was still so cold inside that all it would do was kill her marginally 
more slowly. If she wanted to live, she needed to find help. Fast. 

Amy threw her shoulder into the door, digging her feet into the concrete 
until the door gave and she fell out onto the roadway. She hit the ground 
hard and rolled, tipping over the edge of a hill and tumbling down an 
embankment. Outcroppings of stone struck her back and arms as she fell, but 
with the numbness she barely felt them. 

Amy hit bottom and lay puffing on her back, the wind blowing across 
her body, carrying away any scrap of heat she had left. Have to keep going. 
Keep moving. She made herself roll over and climb onto her feet. It was 


night now and the snow was swirling around her, a white fog in the 
blackness. When Amy turned around, she couldn’t even see the vault 
entrance or the aqua glow of its marker. 

The wind howled in her ears and bit at her body. Though most of the 
landscape had been wiped away, Amy could make out a flat depression in 
the white, like a ribbon that ran down and around the mountain. A road? But 
to where? Amy felt sure she knew, but her brain was running as thick as 
sludge and no answer came. 

Amy turned south toward an outcropping of dark structures down the 
hill. They appeared and disappeared in the drifting snow but she was sure 
she made out walls and roofs. Surely she could reach them and then 
someone would help her. Take her in. Just like Bhaile Anois. Everything 
became perfectly clear in an instant. And now that she looked at the 
buildings more closely, the buildings weren’t dark at all, were they? There 
were lights on, warm amber lamps glowing in the windows and the 
doorways. And couldn’t she smell the woodsy plume of chimney smoke and 
cooking fires? She could hear the warm din of voices, all talking excitedly 
over one another. 

The sounds reached into Amy and pulled. She yanked her foot up out of 
a shin-deep drift and got moving. Her pace was agonizingly slow as she 
fought the snow and the darkness and the wind striking her with all its force. 

Amy pulled a last bit of strength from the wispy images of all her 
friends waiting for her down below. Dan. Atticus. Jake. Ian. 

Evan. 

Amy’s mind hitched at the name, struck by the strangeness of it. A 
nagging voice in the back of her mind told her that Evan couldn’t be there, 
but she didn’t know why. How could Evan be gone when his face was so 
clear in her mind? When she could hear his voice, as clear as if he was 
standing right beside her? Amy lowered her head into the wind and marched 
through the snow, the promise of seeing Evan like a fire, urging her onward. 

Time passed strangely, stretching and contracting, speeding up and then 
slowing to a numbing crawl. Amy barely even felt the cold anymore. Her 
body didn’t shake. In fact, a strange warmth was growing in her. Her gloves 
fell off her hands and her coat slipped from her shoulders and dropped into 
the snow. She left it behind and continued on. She didn’t need it anymore. 
She would be home soon. 


Eventually, the snow stopped and the clouds retreated. Above Amy, 
stars glittered hard in the black. The white landscape stretched out before 
her, clean and still. Her foot struck something hard and Amy threw her hands 
out to keep from falling. They touched wood. Amy looked up and saw dark 
timbers stretching into the sky. Rough planks stretched to either side. A wall. 

Amy reeled forward into a wide doorway, fully expecting to see Grace 
and Dan and the others waiting for her, and to smell food cooking. Instead 
she found herself in an empty room covered in ivory sheets of snow. The 
floors were white. The walls were draped in it. Amy craned her head back 
and looked up. The roof was riven with gaping holes. She could see the stars 
through it. 

Amy fell backward and struck ground without any pain. She sank deep 
into snow so soft it felt like a feather mattress. She felt herself float, 
weightless and dreamy, looking up at the dark sky. Some part of herself told 
her to get up, keep moving, but the voice was faint and her body wouldn’t 
listen anyway. Every part of Amy was retreating deep within her, forming 
itself into something wrinkled and hard, like a seed or the stone buried in a 
piece of fruit. Her body became a shell, thick and unfeeling. The world fell 
away except for the distant whispering of air from somewhere high above. 

“Amy! Amy, can you hear me?” 

It was Dan. He was standing right beside her, looking exactly as he had 
when she left him. Amy used every ounce of her strength to reach out to 
him, but her hand only brushed air. 

“T’m okay,” she croaked. “I found Bhaile Anois.” 

There was a flash of white light and Amy was weightless, rising out of 
the snow. Dan was gone now and it was Jake at her side, gliding along, his 
lips moving without sound, his hand wrapped around hers. There was a gust 
of wind and Jake became Evan and Evan became her father and then her 
mother. Amy felt her heart turn painfully. She was so happy they were here. 
So happy to be going home. 


ATER 


Cara closed her laptop, settling her aching body into her executive chair. She 
had been training nonstop for her next bout with Galt and was feeling it. 

Down the hall, the door to her father’s study opened and slammed shut. 
Galt had gone in hours ago. Since then, all Cara had heard was murmuring 
voices interrupted by spikes of laughter. 

Laughing at me. 

Ever since her defeat in the gym, her father had been spending more 
time with Galt while she was stuck helping out with her mother’s annual 
teddy bear inventory. If she had to count one more bear, she felt sure she’d 
scream. 

There were footsteps as Galt and her father went to their separate 
rooms, shutting the doors behind them. The house settled into quiet. Cara 
left her room and wandered in the dark. She moved from the kitchen and 
through the den to the open doorway of her father’s empty study. When she 
and Galt were kids, they would test each other’s courage with escalating 
dares. I dare you to touch his door and come back. I double dare you to step 
one foot inside. 

And now Galt went in and sat down behind closed doors and had hours 
of conversations while she was shut out. Why him? Cara racked her brain. 

Because he beat me. Because he’s faster. Stronger. Smarter. Better. 

The realization hung on her shoulders like a sheet of lead. Cara left her 
father’s study and headed back to her room. Maybe if she slept on it, she 
would feel a little better in the morning. She stopped and jumped back at the 
sound of someone else moving through the house. It was her father. What 
was he doing in the kitchen at this hour? 

Her father clicked on an overhead light and reached into a cabinet. He 
pulled down a juicer and various powders, and then the family’s protein 


shake bottles. 

He’s making our morning shakes, Cara thought. He’s been giving us 
these things for ages, and I’ve never actually seen him make one. 

He started by juicing a number of different fruits and vegetables: 
apples, grapes, peaches, broccoli, kale, some strange-looking grass. He 
poured equal amounts of each juice mixture into each bottle, followed with a 
scoop of protein powder. Then he took something out of the pocket of his 
robe and held it up into the light. 

It was a squat glass vial, full with a thick-looking greenish liquid. Her 
father took a syringe out of his pocket and tore off its sterile wrapper. He 
plunged the syringe into the vial and filled it with the liquid. 

Cara looked on, shocked. That’s not protein powder, Cara thought. 
That’s a drug! What’s he doing? 

Pierce held the needle tip over Galt’s bottle and carefully pressed the 
plunger. A long stream of the drug shot into Galt’s shake. When the needle 
was empty, Pierce shook the bottle vigorously and put it in the refrigerator. 
He turned to Cara’s bottle next, but this time he filled the syringe less than 
halfway before squeezing it into Cara’s shake. He capped her bottle, shook 
it, and put it in the fridge next to Galt’s. Once the kitchen was spotless, he hit 
the light and left. 

When she heard the door to Pierce’s bedroom shut, Cara crept toward 
the refrigerator. She pulled the bottles out and set them down on the counter, 
feeling her rage build as it all became clear. 

Galt wasn’t better than her. He wasn’t stronger or faster and he certainly 
wasn’t smarter. He was cheating! Worse than that, her father was cheating 
for him. 

Cara stood quietly for a while, staring at the bottles. Then she grabbed 
hers and worked a fingernail beneath the label. She switched her label with 
Galt’s so she got the full boost and he got the scraps. 

What will it be like, Cara wondered, to feel all that strength? To show 
Galt once and for all who’s number one? 

Cara’s stomach knotted with anger, and a strange sort of hunger. 

Let’s see who the fittest is now, Dad. 


maaien 


Amy woke in a half-lit room, bleary, her body as heavy as a sack of 
concrete. There was a strange tearing sound in the air, like paper being 
ripped again and again. Her muscles ached as she pushed herself up. She 
was in what looked like a generic hotel room, white and beige walls, big- 
screen TV, shaded windows. 

“You’re in Oslo.” 

Dan was sitting at a desk across the room. As she turned to him, a scrap 
of paper fell from his hands into a trash can by his feet. 

“How... ?” Amy began, recoiling from the pain of what felt like 
ground-up glass in her throat. 

“The boat captain got Attleboro on the radio,” he said, his voice a flat 
line. “They sent a helicopter to pick me up and then I came to get you.” 

“So you really were there,” Amy said, almost to herself. “That was 
you.” 

“Tf we’d gotten there a few minutes later, you would have been dead.” 

Instead of relief in Dan’s voice, Amy thought she heard something 
harder, like an accusation. Her arms were weak but she managed to haul the 
down-filled comforter off. She recoiled at the sight of herself. Her legs were 
covered in ugly purple bruises and so were her arms and her side. The tips of 
three fingers were numb beneath white bandages. 

“We need to get moving,” she said, trying not to groan as she pushed 
herself to the edge of the bed. “We can still get the seeds in Tunis. Maybe if 
we —” 

A plastic bag rattled as it flew across the room and landed on the bed. It 
was full of small tan seeds. She looked up at Dan. “How?” 

“Atticus and Jake got a plane to Tunis. They tracked the seeds down 
through their dad’s friends.” 


“Everyone’s okay?” 

Dan said nothing. Just nodded. He wasn’t even looking at her. 

“Dan —” 

“Explain how you could do something so completely insane!” Dan said, 
exploding out of his chair, his face red with anger. “Do you have any idea 
how worried all of us were? You could have gotten yourself killed!” 

“I did what I thought was best,” Amy said, trying to control what was 
building up inside her. “I’m the leader of the —” 

“Don’t give me that ‘leader of the Cahills’ junk!” Dan yelled. “We 
work together! We always have. Everything good we’ve ever accomplished, 
we accomplished together!” 

“Then why are you leaving! ?” Amy’s cry felt like it was ripped from 
the very center of her. It battered the walls of the small room. “I saw those 
brochures, Dan. The ones you’ve been hiding from me. What? It’s okay for 
you to go off on your own but not me?” 

Dan’s face was so red it looked as if it was burning. “I told you, I was 
going after this is over. After.” 

Amy couldn’t control the tears coursing down her cheeks. “This is 
never going to be over! You said that yourself. After we deal with Pierce, 
someone else will come along, and then there’ll be someone else after that. 
If you want to leave so badly, go now!” 

“Ts that what you want, Amy? You want me to leave? Want all of us to 
leave? Didn’t almost dying out there show you how crazy that was?” 

Dan waited for a response, but it was a long time coming. 

“You can’t have it both ways, Dan,” Amy said, her voice so quiet he 
could barely hear it. 

Dan couldn’t meet his sister’s eyes. “I called Jake and Atticus,” he said. 
“They’re meeting us here in Oslo tomorrow. Once we make a plan, we’re all 
heading to Guatemala. Together.” 

Amy wanted to protest, but she didn’t have the strength. She nodded 
weakly. Dan reached into his pocket and tossed a new phone across the room 
and onto Amy’s bed. 

“From Pony,” he said. “To replace the one you lost in the vault. He also 
wanted me to tell you he’s sorry.” 

“For what?” 

“He said there must have been something wrong with the network. He 
was waiting at his computer the whole time you were in Svalbard, but he 


never heard from you.” 

Amy frowned. “I don’t understand. Pony’s the one who got me out.” 

Dan shook his head. “He said he never heard from you.” 

“But that’s not possible. If I wasn’t talking to him, then who.. .” 

Dan shook his head and started for the door. 

“Dan, wait. Please.” 

He stopped with his back to her, one hand on the doorknob. Amy 
remembered the brochures in his bag, each one filled with boys his age, 
laughing and smiling. Carefree. 

“Evan had so many plans,” she said softly, a tremble in her voice. “Did 
you know that he and his dad were going to take a year off together after he 
graduated high school? They were going to go to South America and help 
build houses for people who needed them. After that they were going to go 
to meet his mom in China, because they always dreamed of seeing the Great 
Wall. They had no idea that —” 

The words caught in Amy’s throat, too big and too terrible to pass. 

“T want all of you to be happy. You and Jake and Atticus and all the 
others. I don’t want this for you. I don’t want this for anybody. But you 
should go right now, Dan, before it’s too late.” 

Dan seemed about to say something, but he didn’t. He opened the door 
and stepped into the hall. 

“Dan, wait, I —” 

The door closed behind him with a slap. The silence in the hotel room 
settled heavily on Amy’s shoulders. She looked away from the door and 
noticed that Dan had dragged the trash can out from under the desk. She 
remembered the sound of tearing paper and got herself out of the bed and 
went over to it. 

Inside, there was a crumpled ball of paper streaked with blue and 
yellow and candy-apple red. Scraps of paper blew out of her hand and onto 
the floor as she unfolded it, like the feathers of some small, brilliantly 
colored bird. Dan’s brochures. Each one, with its bold colors and smiling, 
lighthearted boys, had been torn in half and then torn again. 

Amvy’s heart broke, looking down at them. She knew part of her should 
have been glad, but suddenly the thought of Dan staying made her ache 
worse than the thought of him leaving ever had. 

There was a soft ding behind her. Amy flipped over her new phone and 
Saw an e-mail waiting to be read. It was from Jake. She stared at it for a long 


time, her stomach turning, before she finally worked up the nerve to click on 
it. 


Amy, 


I don’t think there’s much to say, or anything that Dan probably hasn’t said already, but 
there’s one thing I had to get off my chest. First off, Atticus and I are glad you’re okay. 
We were all pretty mad when you took off without us, but that was because we were 
terrified. None of us know what we’d do if anything happened to you. 


I want you to know that I’m not going to stop trying to help you fight Pierce. But I accept 
what you said before you left and want you to know that I agree. There was never 
anything between us and there never will be. Don’t waste any more time worrying about 
feelings that neither of us ever had. 


— Jake 


Amy closed the e-mail and then sat without moving for some time. She 
looked around at the stark walls of the room, and for a moment she felt like 
she was back in the vault, trapped and alone. Amy hit REPLY and started to 


type: 


Jake, 


I only said what I did because if you knew how I really felt, you would have pulled that 
plane out of the sky before you let me go off alone. And I’d rather you hate me and live 
than die because you care. I couldn’t forgive myself if you or Atticus were hurt. But I’m 
tired of lying. And the truth is, there’s no one I’d rather fight with, no one I’d rather be 
infuriated by, than you. 


Dan said that the best things any of us have ever accomplished, we accomplished 
together. That’s true for me and you as well. 


— Amy 


Amy stared at the message, thinking of how Jake teased her on the 
beach in Tunis, and then his face as she boarded the plane. 

She highlighted the e-mail and hit DELETE. 

Once the e-mail was gone, she moved to her browser and typed in 
Guatemala and Riven Crystal. A long list of hits came up and she moved 


through them one by one, examining each, making lists of notes, losing 
herself in the research. 


RPT 


Nellie crouched in the weeds at the edge of the Trilon parking lot, looking up 
at the dark building. There were four labs with lights still on. She waited, 
legs cramping, until the lights went off one by one. Soon the straggling 
scientists left the building and got into their cars. 

Nellie slipped out of the ditch and ran across the parking lot in a low 
crouch, doing her best to avoid the pools of light streaming down from 
towering steel poles. There was a security station just inside the main 
entrance that was manned 24/7, so that way was out. Luckily, she had the 
building’s schematics all but memorized. Nellie left the parking lot and came 
around the north side of the building, belly crawling underneath the first- 
floor windows just in case. 

Nellie found the side door and pulled a set of lock-pick tools out of her 
back pocket. She eased the thin metal tools into the lock and closed her eyes 
as she dug around inside, judging her success by the vibrations coming back 
through the metal. She felt tumblers move out of her way one by one, but got 
stuck on the last. It slipped and slid out of her grasp and her hands went 
tense. 

Nellie heard footsteps out in the dark. No doubt a guard on patrol. He 
was getting closer. Twenty feet away. Then fifteen. Nellie poured her whole 
concentration into the tools, twisting and turning them. Come on. Come on. 
A flashlight beam appeared. Nellie held her breath. Ten feet. Five. The final 
tumbler lifted and the lock clicked open. She threw her shoulder into the 
door as the guard appeared. She rolled inside, sticking out one hand at the 
last second to stop the door before it slammed against the frame. She held it 
there, listening until the guard was gone again. Nellie eased the door shut 
and then turned into the gloom of the building. 


She was in a first-floor stairwell. To get back to the vending machine 
she needed to go up three flights and then wind through the corridors until 
she was on the far-west side of the building. 

Nellie got moving, slinking up to the fourth floor, then peeking out the 
door until she was sure no one was coming. The hallways were half lit by 
safety lights, filling the string of labs and corridors with an eerie gloom. 
Nellie froze at every sound, her body going on high alert until she realized 
that it was simply the building settling or the air-conditioning cycling on. 
She had memorized the placement of the video cameras and took a long and 
winding route to avoid them. It felt like it took her hours before she finally 
ended up back at the dead-end hallway. 

The snack machine glowed in front of her. As she approached it, the 
glass front picked up her reflection. Nellie’s skin went cold as she imagined 
the black machine was a huge mouth, poised to devour her. 

Come on, Gomez, pull yourself together. It’s just your imagination. 

Nellie’s hands shook as she pulled the stolen key card from her back 
pocket. She had definitely picked up a thing or two over the years. A subtle 
shoulder bump and the pharmaceutical rep she had seen outside of Dr. 
Callender’s office had been distracted enough that Nellie could swipe her 
card without being noticed. Nellie ran it through the reader. There was a 
click and one edge of the snack machine popped away from the wall. 

Nellie peeked around the side of the machine. There was now a sliver 
of space between it and the wall behind. She slipped her fingertips into the 
crack that had formed and pulled. The snack-machine door swung open 
easily and without a sound. On the other side was a narrow concrete 
staircase leading down into darkness. 

Nellie swallowed a growing lump of fear in her throat and stepped into 
the black, shutting the door behind her. She stood there in the dark, her heart 
hammering, until there was a faint hum all around her and a series of dim 
fluorescent lights cut on all along the staircase. Huh, Nellie thought. I guess 
you can be evil and energy conscious at the same time. 

Nellie descended the stairs, crossing switchback landings at each floor 
until she had descended five levels. There, she found a landing and a steel- 
jacketed door. The basement should be just on the other side. She swiped her 
A card in the reader by the handle and the door popped open. 

Nellie peeked through the doorway. On the other side was a nondescript 
hallway with large picture windows running down its length. She didn’t see 


any people or hear any voices. 

Nellie moved into the hallway in a slight crouch, easing the door closed 
behind her. When she came to the first lab, she flattened herself against the 
wall and peered over her shoulder. 

The lab was filled with racks of computers, tables, chairs, and a 
chalkboard that was covered in a confusion of symbols. There was another 
lab next door just like it. She came to a third lab and found glass tanks filled 
with a thick green liquid. Odd, lumpy shapes floated in the green, while 
bubbles of air streamed past. 

The serum, Nellie thought with a chill. Her instinct was to bust inside 
and smash the tanks, but she needed to see the full scale of the operation. As 
Nellie started down the hall, a door swung open behind her and someone 
exploded out of an adjoining room. A hand fell over her mouth and she was 
yanked out of the hallway and into another room. Nellie moved without 
thinking. She spied a fire extinguisher on the floor and grabbed it and swung 
as hard as she could. There was a satisfying yelp of pain and her attacker 
crashed to the floor. She pulled the steel canister back for another swipe. 

“Nellie! Please! Wait!” 

Nellie stopped mid-swing. Below her she saw a tangle of black hair and 
dark eyes wide with fear. 

“Sammy!” 

The fire extinguisher clanked to the ground and Nellie dropped down 
beside him. He had fallen against a nearby table and was bleeding from his 
forehead. 

“Oh, no. Oh, God. I can’t believe I just — are you okay?” 

“Pm fine! But what — what are you doing here?” 

Nellie grinned. “I’m your own personal cavalry. I’m going to get you 
out of here, but first, I need to see what Pierce is up to. Can you walk?” 

Sammy nodded and Nellie helped him up. She put her back to the wall 
and peered out into the corridor. The coast was clear. 

Nellie and Sammy moved down the hall. Nellie’s mouth went dry and 
the muscles in her legs quivered as she drew closer. Another window sat in 
the wall ahead, the biggest one yet. Nellie moved up alongside it, her back to 
the wall. She was surprised to find her heart racing. She turned slowly and 
looked inside. 

There were no people anywhere that she could see, only a factory floor 
the length of a football field, filled with ranks of black machines. A 


conveyer belt ran along the room, connecting machine to machine. But what 
was on it? Nellie moved in front of the window and peered into a back 
corner. What she saw there made her blood go cold. 

“He’s really doing it,” Nellie said, struck dumb at the idea. 

Along the back wall were three massive glass tanks, each one nearly 
three stories high. They were empty, but she knew soon they would be filled 
with the same thick green liquid she had seen earlier. Hoses ran from the 
bottom of the tanks to the machines that ran the conveyer belts. 

“He’s mass-producing the serum,” Nellie said. 

“But why?” Sammy asked. 

There were hoses at the ready to squirt the serum into vials, and belts 
waiting to whisk the vials away. Nellie could see hundreds, maybe thousands 
of empty vials, just waiting for Pierce to press the button. 

“Because,” Nellie said, her face grim, “he’s going to build an army.” 








Sneak Peek 


After leaving Dan behind, Amy barely made it out of Svalbard alive. Will 
her efforts to keep her family safe lead to her downfall? Or will the Cahills’ 
fights against Pierce demand an even larger sacrifice? 

Find out in COUNTDOWN by Natalie Standiford. Turn the page 
for a sneak peek! 


Guatemala City, Guatemala 


Amy Cahill put on her sunglasses in preparation for a paparazzi mob scene 
as the plane landed at La Aurora International Airport, but all looked quiet. 
Funny. This should have helped Amy relax, but she’d forgotten how to do 
that. Instead, the nerves in her neck tensed even more. 

She and the others — her brother, Dan; his friend Atticus; and Atticus’s 
older brother, Jake — deplaned and walked through the airport toward the 
gate where they would board a chartered helicopter. They’d hired a local 
pilot who knew how to fly through the volcanic jungle mountains, since 
landing at Tikal was tricky. 

“Nice and quiet,” Jake said. “For a change.” People — normal-looking 
people in the tourist uniform of shorts, sandals, and T-shirts — sat playing 
with their mobile phones, walked calmly to their gates, gazed in boredom at 
the same old duty-free chocolates that seemed to be for sale at every airport. 

Amy didn’t answer. There was nothing to add to Jake’s observation 
other than: For now. Or: We’ll see. 

Besides, she doubted he’d meant the comment for her. He was barely 
speaking to her, communicating on an as-needed basis. The same went for 
Dan. Atticus slipped up occasionally and offered her gum or flashed her his 
sweet smile, but then Dan would glare at Att to chastise him for the small 
betrayal. 

Amy told herself it didn’t matter if they hated her. She wasn’t racing 
around the world to make friends. As the leader of the Cahill family, she had 
to make hard choices — like leaving Dan, Atticus, and Jake behind when 
she headed to the Arctic Circle alone. Abandoning the few people she loved 


had felt like cutting off her own hand, but that didn’t matter. She had a job to 
do. As long as the others didn’t get in her way, whether they included her in 
their jokes and gum-sharing was their business. 

There was a shout from a newsstand and Amy turned toward it. 

“There they are!” 

“The paps at two o’clock,” Dan muttered. A small mob of 
photographers zeroed in on them, their gear clanking as they ran. 

Amy couldn’t contain an exasperated sigh. Here we go again. 

It was bad enough that J. Rutherford Pierce sent murderous thugs after 
Amy and Dan wherever they went. On top of that, he’d ensured that the 
paparazzi was obsessed with them — Amy and Dan Cahill, the teenage 
leaders of the richest and most powerful family the world has ever known. 
The source of their power was a serum that Pierce had managed to steal, 
enhancing his own power and making him exceedingly dangerous. Amy and 
Dan were on a desperate mission to find the antidote to that serum, and had 
come to Guatemala because they suspected the next ingredient they needed 
— “riven crystal,” whatever that was — was hidden in the ancient Mayan 
ruins of Tikal. But it was next to impossible to conduct a covert operation — 
or even to hide — when reporters publicized your every move. 

“That way.” Jake pointed to a door marked vip lounge, manned by a 
guard. 

Amy flashed a VIP Travel Club ID at the guard and they ducked inside, 
but not before one of the photographers spotted them and took some quick 
shots. The flash cast eerie shadows on the wall in front of her. She couldn’t 
let the photographers follow them to their waiting chopper. If the paparazzi 
found out where they were headed, that meant Pierce would know, too. 

“Amy!” the photographer called. “Using your privilege to avoid the 
public? What are we, the unwashed hordes?” Amy ignored him and kept 
running, but the photog pushed past the guard, who couldn’t stop a whole 
mob determined to get around him. 

Amy, Jake, Dan, and Atticus raced through the lounge, dodging placid 
passengers sipping drinks. Amy leaped over a side table just as a woman 
reached for her coffee cup. The woman glared at her and snapped, “Rude 
children!” The comment bounced off Amy’s Teflon shell. The days when 
Amy cared about good manners were long gone. Her near-fatal trip to 
Svalbard had iced over what remained of her heart. Being hounded by the 
press could do that to a person — and being hunted by a powerful, ruthless 


killer, even more. Pierce hardly needed his army to find the Cahills — the 
press did that job for him. 

Dan found a door at the back of the lounge and threw it open. “In here!” 

The others followed him through a staff changing area. They ran past a 
flight attendant shrugging into his uniform jacket. “Hey! What are you — ?” 

No time to hear the rest of that question. They ran past a long mirror, 
where another flight attendant spritzed his hair with spray. Amy got a 
faceful, wiped the spray from her eyes, and kept running without missing a 
beat. 

They found another exit and made their way through the maze of the 
airport, leaping over suitcases and the legs of people sitting on the floor, 
until they ended up at baggage claim. A crowd of passengers had just arrived 
to pick up their luggage. “Try to get lost in the crowd,” Amy said. Even if 
the boys weren’t speaking to her, they couldn’t block out her orders. 

They wove their way among the tired passengers impatient for their 
bags. Amy heard a shout from the edge of the crowd. 

“There’s Amy!” 

“Let us through!” The telltale flash of lightbulbs popped from across 
the large hall. The paparazzi had spotted them. 

“What are you doing in Guatemala, Amy?” a reporter shouted over the 
crowd. “Planning to spoil the rain forest?” 

“Dan, you following orders like a good boy?” 

Amy risked a glance at Dan, knowing that remark had hit a sore spot. “I 
don’t want them to know where we’re going,” Amy told the others. “We’ve 
got to leave the airport for a while. The chopper will just have to wait.” 

“While we do what?” Jake demanded. 

“T haven’t gotten that far yet.” 

Amy led them through a corridor to the airport exit, her eyes scouring 
the terminal for some other way to get out. But the airport exit was blocked 
by a wall of six big, muscular, stone-faced men in black suits. Amy knew 
them all too well by now. 

Pierce’s men. The soldiers of the Founders Media army. 

They homed in on the Cahills, muscles rippling, like tigers preparing to 
spring for the kill. 

“Back!” Amy shouted to the others. “Back the way we came!” 

Trapped between the muscle and the paparazzi, Amy would rather take 
on the paps. Pierce’s soldiers couldn’t be seen attacking kids. Amy knew 


Pierce’s men had orders to kill, but it had to look like an accident. As they 
backtracked into the baggage hall, there was a loud buzz and flashing yellow 
light, and one of the luggage carousels began to spin. Suitcases started 
spilling out and riding around the conveyer belt. The passengers crowded 
around, eagerly waiting to grab their bags, temporarily blocking the paps 
from reaching the Cahills. 

“This way!” Dan jumped on the carousel and rode it to the end, 
disappearing behind a rubber mat. Amy, Jake, and Atticus slipped through 
the crowd and jumped on the conveyer belt before the paparazzi could reach 
them. 

“Get down!” Amy grabbed Atticus and the two of them hid behind a 
large red suitcase held together with twine. Someone reached for the suitcase 
and pulled it off the conveyer, suddenly exposing Amy and Att. 

“Hey!” the man shouted in shock when they were revealed. “There are 
kids riding this thing!” 

Amy grabbed Att’s hand and jumped off the belt into the center of the 
conveyer ring. An airport security guard stepped onto the edge of the 
conveyer to grab them, but one of Pierce’s men shoved him aside. Amy 
could see the crowd parting as Pierce’s soldiers surged forward. 

Amy, Atticus, and Jake ran and jumped back onto the circling belt 
behind a big box that hadn’t been claimed. One of the men grabbed Atticus’s 
arm and yanked him off. 

“Let go!” Jake jumped up, kicking the man swiftly in the chest. The 
man reeled, knocking the soldier behind him over. They stumbled, tripping 
over luggage and landing in a heap on the floor. 

Amy ducked as a rubber mat swept over their heads, knocking Att’s 
glasses askew. Dan waited for them on the other side as they were dumped 
out into a secure luggage area and tumbled down a ramp. It was like 
streaking down a very lumpy slide. Airport workers stared at them in shock 
and then erupted into a clamor of angry Spanish. 

“Don’t worry, dudes, we’re out of here,” Dan said. 

Amy glanced back. One of Pierce’s men came through the flap, but an 
airport security guard dragged him back. Security couldn’t hold him for 
long, she knew. “Gate Seven. Move it,” she told the others. 

They ran past carts piled with luggage, out onto the tarmac. Six of 
Pierce’s men emerged from the luggage area, scanned the tarmac, and 
pointed in their direction. “Where’s our chopper?” Jake asked Amy. 


Amy nodded at a helicopter revving up on the tarmac. “That’s it up 
ahead.” 

“We’re not going to make it!” Atticus cried. 

Atticus was right. Pierce’s thugs had taken a small dose of the serum, 
and their super-enhanced bodies could run faster than the kids ever could. 
Without that chemical advantage, the kids had no chance in a flat-out race. 

Amy and the others charged for the chopper, but she could feel the men 
closing in, a hundred yards behind her, fifty, twenty . . . their footsteps 
pounding, louder and louder, each step sounding of doom. 
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Amy could almost feel the soldiers’ hot breath on her neck — it had a 
certain odor, a kind of green kale smell mixed with chlorine and ammonia. 
She knew that smell all too well by now, from far too many run-ins with 
brick-like men who were trying to kill her. 

She turned, preparing to fight. There were five men, four 
kids . . . outmanned and out-muscled, but if they were smart they might have 
a chance at escape. She spotted two airport mechanics inspecting a plane 
about a hundred feet away. Maybe if she could get their attention, the 
soldiers would be afraid to attack. 

She jumped up, waving and shouting, “Hey!” as one of Pierce’s men 
leaped for her. She ducked and let him sail over her, landing with a thud on 
the runway. Just then a loaded luggage truck zoomed out of the terminal, 
heading for a jet waiting on the tarmac. 

“Jump on!” Amy shouted. She leaped onto the truck as it passed, hiding 
behind the mountain of suitcases. She reached for Atticus’s hand to haul him 
up after her, but it was slick with sweat and slipped through her fingers. He 
ran, panting, to keep up with the racing truck. She grabbed hold of his wrist 
this time and yanked him up so hard she nearly dislocated his shoulder. 

Jake and Dan hauled themselves over the side at the last second. 

Amy looked back to see how much ground they’d gained, but Pierce’s 
men kept coming, not far behind the speeding truck. They had no time to 
spare. She waved frantically at the pilot of their helicopter, who was sitting 
at the controls. “Let’s go!” she shouted at him. “Now!” 

The chopper motor roared to life, and the rotors began to turn, slowly at 
first, then faster. The driver popped open the door. 

“Jump!” Amy called to Jake, Dan, and Atticus. “Now!” She took Att’s 
hand as they hopped off the speeding luggage truck. Amy landed on her 


knees and rolled over the hot tarmac. She pulled Atticus to his feet and ran 
for the chopper, Jake and Dan right behind them. Pierce’s men were closing 
in. Amy and Dan scrambled aboard the helicopter. Jake pushed Atticus on, 
jumped in, and shut the door as the rotors whirred faster and the chopper 
lifted off. 

The pilot yelled something at them in Spanish, and Jake yelled 
something back at him. “He’s asking why those big men are chasing four 
kids,” Jake translated. “I told him to just get us out of here.” The pilot 
bellowed again, pointing at the tarmac just below. One of the thugs was 
leaping into the air, freakishly high, trying to grab the landing skid. He 
barely missed, tumbling to the ground unhurt as the chopper rose out of his 
reach. 

Amy breathed a quick sigh of relief. 

“Thank goodness goons can’t fly,” Dan said. “Not even serum- 
enhanced goons.” 

The boys settled into their seats behind the pilot and buckled up for the 
ride to Tikal. It was a big helicopter with two rows of three seats facing each 
other behind an enclosed two-seat cockpit. Amy poked her head into the 
cockpit to make sure the pilot knew where they were going and to thank him 
for his quick thinking. 

“My pleasure,” he said in a thick accent, nodding but not meeting her 
eye. “Please sit down and buckle your seat belt, miss. The ride to Tikal can 
be bumpy. We’ll be flying over active volcanoes.” 

Amy sat down and buckled up. Something was bothering her; 
something about the pilot didn’t look right. His torso was thick and lumpy 
under his jacket. “Did you notice anything strange about the pilot?” she 
whispered to Dan. 

“Like what?” he asked coldly, as if it took superhuman effort just to 
respond to her. 

“Never mind.” Amy pressed her forehead against the window, 
frustrated. 

The helicopter rose and left Guatemala City behind. Far below, a 
blanket of brown volcanic mountains rippled. 

She shifted her leather bag to the floor and heard a tiny clink. She 
couldn’t resist another glance at Dan, who was now engrossed in a computer 
game. His straight brown hair fell into his eyes, and he had to keep reaching 
up to sweep it out of his way. Amy tried to stifle a surge of tenderness for 


him, but the sight was enough to make her heart sting like skin recovering 
from frostbite. It sometimes was easy to forget that he was only thirteen. If 
they were still in Attleboro, the biggest thing they’d be fighting about would 
be haircuts and homework, arguments she’d likely lose because Dan was the 
most stubborn person she’d ever met. 

No wonder they were barely speaking to each other. 

Dan was sick of the whole Cahill thing. “I’m out,” he’d told her. Once 
they finally took down Pierce, no more Cahill stuff for him. He planned to 
disappear and live out the rest of his life quietly and anonymously, with as 
little mystery, action, and adventure as he could manage. 

Amy remembered a time, not so long ago, when Dan would have 
dismissed a life like that as boring. That’s the kind of damage the Clue hunt 
had done to him. A boy whose life had been so stressful he was ready to 
retire at thirteen. 

Atticus sat next to Dan, his wiry body curled in his seat, poring over 
Olivia’s Codex, his older brother, Jake, beside him, reading over his 
shoulder. He’d been fixated on a page of weird, unfamiliar glyphs that he 
couldn’t figure out. They were lined up in neat rows, each one a rounded 
square with a design inside, and between each one was a set of letters and 
numbers. Amy had looked at the symbols but couldn’t make much of them. 
Sometimes she saw something that looked like a face or a tongue or a 
monster. Sometimes they were just dots and lines and circles, almost 
decorative. They were complex shapes, not letters, exactly, but almost like 
rough drawings . . . though of what? 

They had left the seat next to Amy empty. No one wanted to sit next to 
her. Jake least of all. Her heart cramped as the ghost of her cruel lie echoed 
in her head. I don’t love you. .. . You think there’s this thing between us, but 
there never was, and there never will be. 

They didn’t understand what it was like, being in charge. They didn’t 
know how it felt to send someone you love off on a mission so dangerous 
that death was nearly certain. She refused to be the reason her little brother 
never got another haircut. One more mishap, and she’d be staring at his 
shaggy brown hair against the lining of a casket. From now on, she’d do 
what was necessary to keep her family — and the world — safe from Pierce. 

If that makes them angry, then too bad. She’d rather have them angry 
and alive than dead. She put her backpack under her seat and heard the clink 
again. It had been made by a small flask of Cahill serum. No one knew she 


had it. She hated the idea of having a full, undiluted dose of the serum near 
her. It was like keeping something radioactive next to your skin, like 
Superman carrying around Kryptonite. 

Atticus was working on decoding the formula from Olivia Cahill’s 
Codex. Lately he’d been obsessed with a recipe in the book for “Crystal 
Sugar Candy.” “If you want some candy so badly, Atticus, I’1l buy you some 
when we land,” Amy joked, mostly to try to jolt one of them into 
acknowledging her presence. 

“Tt’s not that,” Atticus said. “Rock crystal candy is very simple to make. 
This recipe is ridiculously complicated. There’s something else going on 
here.” 

“Crystal . . .” Amy mused. “Maybe there’s a connection to riven 
crystal.” 

“Maybe,” Dan said. “But what is riven crystal?” 

“Read the description again, Jake,” Amy said. 

Atticus handed the Codex to Jake. Olivia’s description of the crystal 
was written in Latin, and Amy’s Latin was poor-to-nonexistent. 

Amy’s phone buzzed. “Finally,” she said with relief. They’d been out of 
cell range and out of touch with their base in Attleboro for several hours, and 
it made her nervous. “It’s Ian. Hang on a sec, Jake.” 

She could sense Jake stiffening from across the aisle and caught the 
annoyance — or was it anger? — that flashed across his face. 

“Tan?” 

“Amy.” 

“It’s good to hear your voice.” 

“Yes, we’ve been trying to reach you since you left US airspace,” Ian 
said. “Did you make the chopper we set up for you?” 

“Yes.” No point in going into how they’d barely made it out of the 
airport alive. “Thanks for your help, Ian.” 

Out of the corner of her eye she could swear she saw Jake wrinkle his 
nose and mutter, “Thanks for your help, Ian” under his breath. Typical. Jake 
could barely look at her without grimacing, yet watching her talk to a boy 
she’d once had a crush on turned him from dark and brooding into prickly 
and childish. 

“How’s Ian?” Jake asked when she got off the phone. He straightened 
his spine, buttoning the top button of his shirt and sticking his nose into the 
air. “Tip-top shape, I hope?” he added in a terrible, exaggerated British 


accent. “Alls jolly well in old Attleboro, is it? Or as I call it, Yankee 
Purgatory? I do hope I’ll be able to leave this blasted land of rubes and 
return to civilization one of these days.” 

Dan and Atticus snickered in their seats. Amy crossed her arms, 
annoyed. “Just read me Olivia’s description of the ingredient, please.” 

“T say, it says here that she used flakes of a riven crystal chipped off a 
stone from a Mayan temple in Tikal.” Jake was still using his fake Ian 
accent. 

“Thank you. You can drop the accent now.” 

“Jolly good. Funny, I thought you liked British accents.” 

“Jake —” 

“My mistake.” 

“Yes. It is your mistake. What else does Olivia say? In your regular 
accent, please.” 

Jake frowned at the book. “Basically, Olivia looked at the rock under a 
magnifying glass and saw that its crystals had an unusual zigzag structure, as 
if it had been deformed by some great pressure.” 

“That sounds like shocked quartz. I saw it on Weird But True,” Dan 
said. “It’s found in places where nuclear devices have been set off, but also 
in places where a meteor crashed to earth.” 

“Chicxulub!” Atticus said. 

“Gesundheit,” Dan said back. 

“No, the Chicxulub crater,” Atticus continued. “A meteor hit the earth 
there about sixty-five million years ago. It caused giant tsunamis and sent up 
so much dust it almost caused an artificial ice age — like a nuclear winter. 
Some scientists think that meteor is responsible for the extinction of the 
dinosaurs.” 

“T’m a fan of the volcanic theory myself,” Dan chimed. “That volcano 
dust wiped them out.” 

“Whatever, a meteor landed there,” Atticus said. “They’ve found 
shocked quartz in that spot, deformed by the impact of the meteor. But it’s in 
the Yucatan, in Mexico, not in Guatemala.” 

“The Maya traded all over Central America,” Jake said. “They could 
easily have traded for stones from the Yucatan.” 

“Tf all we need is a piece of shocked quartz, we can buy it off the 
Internet,” Dan said. “We don’t need to fly all the way to Guatemala.” 


“The book specifically calls for a ‘riven crystal from Tikal,’ ” Jake said. 
“Tt must have some special properties.” 

“Did the Maya build temples out of it?” Dan asked. 

“T checked into that,” Amy replied. She was grateful that, at least when 
they were discussing the antidote, the others dropped the silent treatment. 
“The temples are built of local limestone. But they might have put special 
stones at the altars of the temples, maybe something they traded for, 
something unique.” 

Tikal was a national park and archaeological treasure. The ruins of a 
great ancient city — a fallen empire — had been hidden by centuries of 
jungle growth, but in 1956 archaeologists began to excavate and were 
amazed at what they found: whole cities made of stone, huge Mayan 
pyramids and temples, miles and miles of ancient buildings. 

“Just as I thought,” Atticus announced, waving the paper he’d been 
using to decode the candy recipe. 

“Tt won’t make candy?” Dan asked. 

“Not unless you like candy so hard it will break your teeth,” Atticus 
said. “It’s a coded message. Sugar, or sucrose, has a chemical formula of 
C,H».0,,, but when I decoded this ingredient list, the formula for ‘sugar’ 


reads SiO. That’s the chemical formula for quartz. But it goes on to 


describe a molecular structure that’s a little off, not quite right for quartz. 
Once I applied the molecular structure for riven quartz to the code, I figured 
it out. The antidote requires a special piece of riven rock, which has certain 
molecular properties. One of those special pieces is embedded in the ruins of 
a Mayan temple in Tikal. The piece Olivia used was broken off from that 
crystal.” 

“But Tikal is full of ruined temples,” Amy said. 

“And it’s gigantic,” Jake added. “How will we know which temple 
holds the crystal we need?” 

“Let me have the book back, Jake,” Atticus said. He opened it to the 
page covered with weird glyphs. 

“Check it out.” Dan nodded at the window. “That volcano is spewing 
ash.” 

Just then the chopper blew through a brief black cloud. Everything went 
dark outside the windows. For a second, Amy had the feeling she was 
suffocating. But the black cloud — the ash Dan had just been talking about 
— disappeared quickly. 


The chopper swerved to the right, then veered sharply to the left. It 
lurched up and down. 

“What’s going on?” Jake asked. 

Another lurch, and Amy felt her stomach drop to her knees. 

“Whoa!” Atticus shouted. 

“This is better than a roller coaster!” Dan said. 

“This isn’t good.” They were far from Guatemala City now, flying over 
mountains and jungle that looked like the middle of nowhere. Amy opened 
the partition dividing the cockpit from the passenger seats and caught the 
pilot quickly sitting down. 

“What’s going on?” she asked. 

The pilot didn’t look at her. “No English.” 

No English? Hadn’t he told her to sit down and buckle her seat belt? 
She noticed his coat on the seat next to him. She leaned farther into the 
cockpit and immediately realized why the pilot had looked like he had a 
lump under his coat. He had a parachute strapped to his back. 

A wave of anxious nausea washed over Amy. “What do you think 
you’re doing?” she demanded. The pilot refused to meet her eye. The 
chopper lurched again, just missing the side of a mountain. 

“He’s wearing a parachute!” she told the others. “I think he’s going to 
jump!” 

“Pierce must have gotten to him,” Dan said. 

The pilot jerked on the handle of the cockpit door to his left, trying to 
open it and throw himself out. “Grab him!” Jake shouted. 

Amy ducked out of the way. Jake dove through the partition and 
grabbed the pilot before he could open the outside door. “Dan, help me!” 

Dan reached through the partition door and helped Jake drag the pilot 
into the passenger area. The chopper immediately began to drop. 

“Amy — take the controls!” Jake barked. 

Amy crawled over Dan and Jake, who were wrestling the pilot, into the 
front seat and grabbed the controls. She panicked. Now what? 

“Steady this thing!” Jake shouted. 

“How?” Amy shrieked back at him. 

“T don’t know!” Jake called back. 

The chopper nosed down toward the trees. She pulled on the control 
stick in front of her and the nose tilted up. The chopper didn’t rise, but it 


stopped falling. It leveled and moved forward — straight for the side of a 
volcano. 

“AMY!” Dan screamed. 

“T’m trying!” She found a lever on the floor to her left. She hadn’t tried 
that one yet. She yanked on it, praying it would do something good. 

The chopper rose. It lifted over the volcano. Amy looked down into the 
dark abyss at the top and thought she saw a puff of smoke. 

The pilot escaped from Jake’s hold and threw his upper body into the 
cockpit, trying to knock her hand away from the controls. “Get him out of 
here!” she shouted. 

Jake, Dan, and Atticus dragged the pilot back to the second row of 
seats. The chopper dropped fast, down toward a green valley. “Pull up! Up!” 
Jake shouted. 

“T know!” Amy yanked on the lever again with all her might. The 
chopper rose up toward the sky, pulling out of the valley and almost shaving 
off the top of a hill. It wobbled. She straightened out and the chopper 
steadied, but then it started spinning, circling around in the air. Amy 
frantically tugged at the control stick again, and the chopper nosed forward. 

The boys struggled to subdue the pilot, but he wasn’t going down 
without a fight. He managed to unlatch the passenger door. Amy felt the 
change in pressure. She looked back to see what was happening, and the 
chopper swerved a deep left. Everyone tumbled over to that side. 

“Amy, watch it!” Dan shouted. 

Amy concentrated on keeping the chopper steady. The pilot had 
grabbed Atticus by the arms as a kind of hostage. 

“Let him go!” Jake yelled. 

Amy didn’t dare turn away from the controls — one slip and the 
chopper would crash, or tip and knock Atticus out. Behind her she heard 
thumping, grunting, and shouting. But when Jake cried out desperately, “No! 
No!” she had to turn to see what was happening. 

The pilot was leaning out of the helicopter with Atticus clutched in one 
arm. He was going to jump and take Atticus with him. But the pilot had a 
parachute, and Atticus didn’t. 

Dan threw all his weight on one of the pilot’s legs, and Jake tugged on 
his arm, trying to reel him back into the chopper. Suddenly, the pilot 
screamed. 


Amy turned her attention to the front of the chopper. She was about to 
fly straight into a cliff. She pulled the cyclic up and the chopper rose over 
the cliff, nearly scraping off its landing skids. Sweat broke out on her 
forehead. It dripped into her eyes, but she didn’t dare release the controls to 
wipe it away. 

“We’ll handle this, Amy!” Jake yelled. “Just fly this thing!” 

Amy concentrated on the control panel and tried not to look back to see 
what was happening behind her. But it was hard. The sounds coming from 
the backseat — grunts, groans of pain, heavy thuds — terrified her. She 
couldn’t see, but she felt each thud like a punch in the stomach. 


Dan felt every muscle in his body exert itself, from his straining eyeballs to 
the toes that curled around the leg of a seat. The pilot hung out the cabin 
door, bent at the waist, head dangling, still clutching Atticus. Jake was 
tugging on the pilot’s legs and Dan held Att’s feet, bracing his legs against a 
seat. Atticus’s eyes were huge with terror as he strained to grab Dan’s hand. 
He was panting, his breath fast and shallow like a terrified rabbit’s. 

The pilot gave Jake a mighty kick in the chin, knocking him backward. 
“Ugh!” Jake’s grip loosened, and the pilot tumbled out the door. 

“Att!” Dan screamed. Atticus’s little body seemed to float out into the 
air over the jungle below. Dan clutched Att’s foot, but his sneaker slipped off 
in his hand. Jake lunged for his brother and caught him by the torso. With a 
huge effort he heaved his body back into the cabin, Atticus in his arms. They 
collapsed on the floor. 

Dan looked down just before yanking the cabin door shut. The pilot’s 
chute opened as he floated into the jungle and disappeared among the 
treetops. 
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POLIS 


London, England 


J. Rutherford Pierce watched the queen of England carefully as he 
made his way down the endless receiving line. First the prime 
minister of Australia, then a British pop star, now a French 

actress ... The queen smiled, nodded, shook hands, and made small 
talk with each one of them, over and over and over again while 
photographers recorded every gesture. Pierce waited for his 
moment, his turn in the spotlight. 

Of course, as the head of Founders Media he controlled most of 
the newspapers and TV stations, so he made sure his tour was the 
top story every day. But he had to give the reporters something to 
report, and that was the fun part. That was where he got to be 
creative. He might look like any handsome, superfit mogul touring 
Europe before announcing his candidacy for president of the United 
States, but his movie-star smile blinded the masses to the truth: With 
every stare, he was planting seeds for his masterpiece — world war. 

With his wife, Debi Ann, at his side — sweet, quiet, helmet- 
haired Debi Ann — he’d managed to alienate every European leader 
he’d met. 


So far. 


When he and Debi Ann finally reached the head of the line, the 
queen smiled and nodded at him just as she had to everyone else. 
Debi Ann lit up like a child on Christmas and gave the queen a deep 
curtsy. 

Curse Debi Ann. He’d clearly instructed her not to curtsy. 
British subjects were required to curtsy before the queen, but 
Americans were not — though curtsying was encouraged and every 
other woman at the reception had done it. The plan was for Debi 
Ann to defiantly refuse to curtsy to a monarch. But she couldn’t 
even handle that simple instruction. 

Twenty minutes later, the pomp and circumstance was over and 
he and Debi Ann were seated at a tea table with the queen. He 
picked up his teacup. It was so delicate, made of fine bone china, 
white trimmed with gold, from the seventeen hundreds. Priceless, he 
thought. His mind couldn’t help calculating the value of everything 
around him. 

And then, once again, it struck him — that odd, annoying 
tremor. His fingers shook ever so slightly, and he couldn’t control 
them. It was worse than the last time, in Spain, when his left leg 
shook visibly enough that he had to sit down to hide it, mystifying 
and conveniently insulting the Spanish king. 

The tremor jolted his hand and he dropped the priceless china 
cup. Crash! Tea splashed over the antique carpet and the cup 
shattered against the leg of the queen’s chair. A few droplets of tea 
dotted her pale blue silk pump. 

At the sound of trouble, the photographers swarmed. They 
snapped pictures of Pierce, the broken cup, the stained carpet, the 


queen’s annoyed expression. It flashed over her face for only an 


instant, but they caught it. He’d flustered her, broken her practiced 
composure. 

It could have been a disaster. But Pierce’s quicksilver mind 
calculated a way to turn this mishap to his favor. 

These days, everything seemed to go in his favor. Funny how 
that worked. 

“Sorry there, ma’am,” Pierce said, putting on a homespun 
American accent. 

“Don’t worry, it’s quite all right,” the queen assured him coldly. 

Pierce was accosted by reporters on leaving the palace. 

“What happened with the teacup?” 

“Was the queen upset that you broke her china?” 

“Will this affect US-British relations?” 

“The queen didn’t look happy, did she?” Pierce jested with the 
press. “Well, I’m sorry if one of the richest women in the world was 
upset over one little teacup, but if you ask me, I did her a favor. Did 
you see how old that china was? I think it’s about time she got some 
new dishes.” 

The joke hit its mark. The reporters laughed, and that night 
Pierce’s quip was all over the international news. American 
Businessman Tells It Like It Is, one headline read. J. Rutherford 
Pierce’s Working-Class Background Shows, said another. 

That “working-class background” was completely made up, of 
course. Pierce had expanded his father’s newspaper company into a 
global conglomerate, but he hadn’t exactly started out with nothing. 

“Back in the States, Mr. Pierce’s supporters are watching this 


European tour and cheering him on,” an anchor reported. The film 


showed a group of Americans wearing tricorne hats, carrying signs 
that said PATRIOTISTS FOR PIERCE and WE DON’T NEED NO STINKIN’ TEA! 

It was all a lot of background noise, a smoke screen to cover up 
his real goal: to be the most powerful man in the world. 

The tremors worried him, yes. But he would find a way to fix 
them. Only one thing truly stood in his way. Or, to put it differently, 
two kids. Amy and Dan Cahill. 

They couldn’t stop him. No one could. But Pierce was not a man 
who liked loose ends. 

The Cahills are my final obstacle, he thought. But not for long. 


Because soon they’ll be dead. 


Guatemala City, Guatemala 


Amy Cahill put on her sunglasses in preparation for a paparazzi 
mob scene as the plane landed at La Aurora International Airport, 
but all looked quiet. Funny. This should have helped Amy relax, but 
she’d forgotten how to do that. Instead, the nerves in her neck 
tensed even more. 

She and the others — her brother, Dan; his friend Atticus; and 
Atticus’s older brother, Jake — deplaned and walked through the 
airport toward the gate where they would board a chartered 
helicopter. They’d hired a local pilot who knew how to fly through 
the volcanic jungle mountains, since landing at Tikal was tricky. 

“Nice and quiet,” Jake said. “For a change.” People — normal- 
looking people in the tourist uniform of shorts, sandals, and T- 
shirts — sat playing with their mobile phones, walked calmly to 
their gates, gazed in boredom at the same old duty-free chocolates 
that seemed to be for sale at every airport. 

Amy didn’t answer. There was nothing to add to Jake’s 
observation other than: For now. Or: We’ll see. 

Besides, she doubted he’d meant the comment for her. He was 


barely speaking to her, communicating on an as-needed basis. The 


same went for Dan. Atticus slipped up occasionally and offered her 
gum or flashed her his sweet smile, but then Dan would glare at Att 
to chastise him for the small betrayal. 

Amy told herself it didn’t matter if they hated her. She wasn’t 
racing around the world to make friends. As the leader of the Cahill 
family, she had to make hard choices — like leaving Dan, Atticus, 
and Jake behind when she headed to the Arctic Circle alone. 
Abandoning the few people she loved had felt like cutting off her 
own hand, but that didn’t matter. She had a job to do. As long as the 
others didn’t get in her way, whether they included her in their jokes 
and gum-sharing was their business. 

There was a shout from a newsstand and Amy turned toward it. 

“There they are!” 

“The paps at two o’clock,” Dan muttered. A small mob of 
photographers zeroed in on them, their gear clanking as they ran. 

Amy couldn’t contain an exasperated sigh. Here we go again. 

It was bad enough that J. Rutherford Pierce sent murderous 
thugs after Amy and Dan wherever they went. On top of that, he’d 
ensured that the paparazzi was obsessed with them — Amy and Dan 
Cahill, the teenage leaders of the richest and most powerful family 
the world has ever known. The source of their power was a serum 
that Pierce had managed to steal, enhancing his own power and 
making him exceedingly dangerous. Amy and Dan were on a 
desperate mission to find the antidote to that serum, and had come 
to Guatemala because they suspected the next ingredient they 
needed — “riven crystal,” whatever that was — was hidden in the 


ancient Mayan ruins of Tikal. But it was next to impossible to 


conduct a covert operation — or even to hide — when reporters 
publicized your every move. 

“That way.” Jake pointed to a door marked VIP LOUNGE, manned 
by a guard. 

Amy flashed a VIP Travel Club ID at the guard and they ducked 
inside, but not before one of the photographers spotted them and 
took some quick shots. The flash cast eerie shadows on the wall in 
front of her. She couldn’t let the photographers follow them to their 
waiting chopper. If the paparazzi found out where they were headed, 
that meant Pierce would know, too. 

“Amy!” the photographer called. “Using your privilege to avoid 
the public? What are we, the unwashed hordes?” Amy ignored him 
and kept running, but the photog pushed past the guard, who 
couldn’t stop a whole mob determined to get around him. 

Amy, Jake, Dan, and Atticus raced through the lounge, dodging 
placid passengers sipping drinks. Amy leaped over a side table just 
as a woman reached for her coffee cup. The woman glared at her 
and snapped, “Rude children!” The comment bounced off Amy’s 
Teflon shell. The days when Amy cared about good manners were 
long gone. Her near-fatal trip to Svalbard had iced over what 
remained of her heart. Being hounded by the press could do that to a 
person — and being hunted by a powerful, ruthless killer, even 
more. Pierce hardly needed his army to find the Cahills — the press 
did that job for him. 

Dan found a door at the back of the lounge and threw it open. 
“In here!” 

The others followed him through a staff changing area. They ran 
past a flight attendant shrugging into his uniform jacket. “Hey! 


What are you — ?” 

No time to hear the rest of that question. They ran past a long 
mirror, where another flight attendant spritzed his hair with spray. 
Amy got a faceful, wiped the spray from her eyes, and kept running 
without missing a beat. 

They found another exit and made their way through the maze 
of the airport, leaping over suitcases and the legs of people sitting 
on the floor, until they ended up at baggage claim. A crowd of 
passengers had just arrived to pick up their luggage. “Try to get lost 
in the crowd,” Amy said. Even if the boys weren’t speaking to her, 
they couldn’t block out her orders. 

They wove their way among the tired passengers impatient for 
their bags. Amy heard a shout from the edge of the crowd. 

“There’s Amy!” 

“Let us through!” The telltale flash of lightbulbs popped from 
across the large hall. The paparazzi had spotted them. 

“What are you doing in Guatemala, Amy?” a reporter shouted 
over the crowd. “Planning to spoil the rain forest?” 

“Dan, you following orders like a good boy?” 

Amy risked a glance at Dan, knowing that remark had hit a sore 
spot. “I don’t want them to know where we’re going,” Amy told the 
others. “We’ve got to leave the airport for a while. The chopper will 
just have to wait.” 

“While we do what?” Jake demanded. 

“I haven’t gotten that far yet.” 

Amy led them through a corridor to the airport exit, her eyes 


scouring the terminal for some other way to get out. But the airport 


exit was blocked by a wall of six big, muscular, stone-faced men in 
black suits. Amy knew them all too well by now. 

Pierce’s men. The soldiers of the Founders Media army. 

They homed in on the Cahills, muscles rippling, like tigers 
preparing to spring for the kill. 

“Back!” Amy shouted to the others. “Back the way we came!” 
Trapped between the muscle and the paparazzi, Amy would 
rather take on the paps. Pierce’s soldiers couldn’t be seen attacking 
kids. Amy knew Pierce’s men had orders to kill, but it had to look 

like an accident. As they backtracked into the baggage hall, there 
was a loud buzz and flashing yellow light, and one of the luggage 
carousels began to spin. Suitcases started spilling out and riding 
around the conveyer belt. The passengers crowded around, eagerly 
waiting to grab their bags, temporarily blocking the paps from 
reaching the Cahills. 

“This way!” Dan jumped on the carousel and rode it to the end, 
disappearing behind a rubber mat. Amy, Jake, and Atticus slipped 
through the crowd and jumped on the conveyer belt before the 
paparazzi could reach them. 

“Get down!” Amy grabbed Atticus and the two of them hid 
behind a large red suitcase held together with twine. Someone 
reached for the suitcase and pulled it off the conveyer, suddenly 
exposing Amy and Att. 

“Hey!” the man shouted in shock when they were revealed. 
“There are kids riding this thing!” 

Amy grabbed Att’s hand and jumped off the belt into the center 
of the conveyer ring. An airport security guard stepped onto the 


edge of the conveyer to grab them, but one of Pierce’s men shoved 


him aside. Amy could see the crowd parting as Pierce’s soldiers 
surged forward. 

Amy, Atticus, and Jake ran and jumped back onto the circling 
belt behind a big box that hadn’t been claimed. One of the men 
grabbed Atticus’s arm and yanked him off. 

“Let go!” Jake jumped up, kicking the man swiftly in the chest. 
The man reeled, knocking the soldier behind him over. They 
stumbled, tripping over luggage and landing in a heap on the floor. 

Amy ducked as a rubber mat swept over their heads, knocking 
Att’s glasses askew. Dan waited for them on the other side as they 
were dumped out into a secure luggage area and tumbled down a 
ramp. It was like streaking down a very lumpy slide. Airport 
workers stared at them in shock and then erupted into a clamor of 
angry Spanish. 

“Don’t worry, dudes, we’re out of here,” Dan said. 

Amy glanced back. One of Pierce’s men came through the flap, 
but an airport security guard dragged him back. Security couldn’t 
hold him for long, she knew. “Gate Seven. Move it,” she told the 
others. 

They ran past carts piled with luggage, out onto the tarmac. Six 
of Pierce’s men emerged from the luggage area, scanned the tarmac, 
and pointed in their direction. “Where’s our chopper?” Jake asked 
Amy. 

Amy nodded at a helicopter revving up on the tarmac. “That’s it 
up ahead.” 

“We’re not going to make it!” Atticus cried. 

Atticus was right. Pierce’s thugs had taken a small dose of the 


serum, and their super-enhanced bodies could run faster than the 


kids ever could. Without that chemical advantage, the kids had no 
chance in a flat-out race. 

Amy and the others charged for the chopper, but she could feel 
the men closing in, a hundred yards behind her, fifty, 
twenty . . . their footsteps pounding, louder and louder, each step 


sounding of doom. 


(PUY 


Amy could almost feel the soldiers’ hot breath on her neck — it had 
a certain odor, a kind of green kale smell mixed with chlorine and 
ammonia. She knew that smell all too well by now, from far too 
many run-ins with brick-like men who were trying to kill her. 

She turned, preparing to fight. There were five men, four 
kids . .. outmanned and out-muscled, but if they were smart they 
might have a chance at escape. She spotted two airport mechanics 
inspecting a plane about a hundred feet away. Maybe if she could 
get their attention, the soldiers would be afraid to attack. 

She jumped up, waving and shouting, “Hey!” as one of Pierce’s 
men leaped for her. She ducked and let him sail over her, landing 
with a thud on the runway. Just then a loaded luggage truck zoomed 
out of the terminal, heading for a jet waiting on the tarmac. 

“Jump on!” Amy shouted. She leaped onto the truck as it passed, 
hiding behind the mountain of suitcases. She reached for Atticus’s 
hand to haul him up after her, but it was slick with sweat and slipped 
through her fingers. He ran, panting, to keep up with the racing 
truck. She grabbed hold of his wrist this time and yanked him up so 
hard she nearly dislocated his shoulder. 


Jake and Dan hauled themselves over the side at the last second. 


Amy looked back to see how much ground they’d gained, but 
Pierce’s men kept coming, not far behind the speeding truck. They 
had no time to spare. She waved frantically at the pilot of their 
helicopter, who was sitting at the controls. “Let’s go!” she shouted 
at him. “Now!” 

The chopper motor roared to life, and the rotors began to turn, 
slowly at first, then faster. The driver popped open the door. 

“Jump!” Amy called to Jake, Dan, and Atticus. “Now!” She 
took Att’s hand as they hopped off the speeding luggage truck. Amy 
landed on her knees and rolled over the hot tarmac. She pulled 
Atticus to his feet and ran for the chopper, Jake and Dan right 
behind them. Pierce’s men were closing in. Amy and Dan scrambled 
aboard the helicopter. Jake pushed Atticus on, jumped in, and shut 
the door as the rotors whirred faster and the chopper lifted off. 

The pilot yelled something at them in Spanish, and Jake yelled 
something back at him. “He’s asking why those big men are chasing 
four kids,” Jake translated. “I told him to just get us out of here.” 
The pilot bellowed again, pointing at the tarmac just below. One of 
the thugs was leaping into the air, freakishly high, trying to grab the 
landing skid. He barely missed, tumbling to the ground unhurt as the 
chopper rose out of his reach. 

Amy breathed a quick sigh of relief. 

“Thank goodness goons can’t fly,” Dan said. “Not even serum- 
enhanced goons.” 

The boys settled into their seats behind the pilot and buckled up 
for the ride to Tikal. It was a big helicopter with two rows of three 


seats facing each other behind an enclosed two-seat cockpit. Amy 


poked her head into the cockpit to make sure the pilot knew where 
they were going and to thank him for his quick thinking. 

“My pleasure,” he said in a thick accent, nodding but not 
meeting her eye. “Please sit down and buckle your seat belt, miss. 
The ride to Tikal can be bumpy. We’ll be flying over active 
volcanoes.” 

Amy sat down and buckled up. Something was bothering her; 
something about the pilot didn’t look right. His torso was thick and 
lumpy under his jacket. “Did you notice anything strange about the 
pilot?” she whispered to Dan. 

“Like what?” he asked coldly, as if it took superhuman effort 
just to respond to her. 

“Never mind.” Amy pressed her forehead against the window, 
frustrated. 

The helicopter rose and left Guatemala City behind. Far below, a 
blanket of brown volcanic mountains rippled. 

She shifted her leather bag to the floor and heard a tiny clink. 
She couldn’t resist another glance at Dan, who was now engrossed 
in a computer game. His straight brown hair fell into his eyes, and 
he had to keep reaching up to sweep it out of his way. Amy tried to 
stifle a surge of tenderness for him, but the sight was enough to 
make her heart sting like skin recovering from frostbite. It 
sometimes was easy to forget that he was only thirteen. If they were 
still in Attleboro, the biggest thing they’d be fighting about would 
be haircuts and homework, arguments she’d likely lose because Dan 
was the most stubborn person she’d ever met. 


No wonder they were barely speaking to each other. 


Dan was sick of the whole Cahill thing. “I’m out,” he’d told her. 
Once they finally took down Pierce, no more Cahill stuff for him. 
He planned to disappear and live out the rest of his life quietly and 
anonymously, with as little mystery, action, and adventure as he 
could manage. 

Amy remembered a time, not so long ago, when Dan would 
have dismissed a life like that as boring. That’s the kind of damage 
the Clue hunt had done to him. A boy whose life had been so 
stressful he was ready to retire at thirteen. 

Atticus sat next to Dan, his wiry body curled in his seat, poring 
over Olivia’s Codex, his older brother, Jake, beside him, reading 
over his shoulder. He’d been fixated on a page of weird, unfamiliar 
glyphs that he couldn’t figure out. They were lined up in neat rows, 
each one a rounded square with a design inside, and between each 
one was a set of letters and numbers. Amy had looked at the 
symbols but couldn’t make much of them. Sometimes she saw 
something that looked like a face or a tongue or a monster. 
Sometimes they were just dots and lines and circles, almost 
decorative. They were complex shapes, not letters, exactly, but 
almost like rough drawings . . . though of what? 

They had left the seat next to Amy empty. No one wanted to sit 
next to her. Jake least of all. Her heart cramped as the ghost of her 
cruel lie echoed in her head. I don’t love you... . You think there’s 
this thing between us, but there never was, and there never will be. 

They didn’t understand what it was like, being in charge. They 
didn’t know how it felt to send someone you love off on a mission 
so dangerous that death was nearly certain. She refused to be the 


reason her little brother never got another haircut. One more 


mishap, and she’d be staring at his shaggy brown hair against the 
lining of a casket. From now on, she’d do what was necessary to 
keep her family — and the world — safe from Pierce. 

If that makes them angry, then too bad. She’d rather have them 
angry and alive than dead. She put her backpack under her seat and 
heard the clink again. It had been made by a small flask of Cahill 
serum. No one knew she had it. She hated the idea of having a full, 
undiluted dose of the serum near her. It was like keeping something 
radioactive next to your skin, like Superman carrying around 
Kryptonite. 

Atticus was working on decoding the formula from Olivia 
Cahill’s Codex. Lately he’d been obsessed with a recipe in the book 
for “Crystal Sugar Candy.” “If you want some candy so badly, 
Atticus, PI buy you some when we land,” Amy joked, mostly to try 
to jolt one of them into acknowledging her presence. 

“Its not that,” Atticus said. “Rock crystal candy is very simple 
to make. This recipe is ridiculously complicated. There’s something 
else going on here.” 

“Crystal...” Amy mused. “Maybe there’s a connection to riven 
crystal.” 

“Maybe,” Dan said. “But what is riven crystal?” 

“Read the description again, Jake,” Amy said. 

Atticus handed the Codex to Jake. Olivia’s description of the 
crystal was written in Latin, and Amy’s Latin was poor-to- 
nonexistent. 

Amy’s phone buzzed. “Finally,” she said with relief. They’d 


been out of cell range and out of touch with their base in Attleboro 


for several hours, and it made her nervous. “It’s Ian. Hang on a sec, 
Jake.” 

She could sense Jake stiffening from across the aisle and caught 
the annoyance — or was it anger? — that flashed across his face. 

“Tan?” 

“Amy.” 

“It’s good to hear your voice.” 

“Yes, we’ve been trying to reach you since you left US 
airspace,” Ian said. “Did you make the chopper we set up for you?” 

“Yes.” No point in going into how they’d barely made it out of 
the airport alive. “Thanks for your help, Ian.” 

Out of the corner of her eye she could swear she saw Jake 
wrinkle his nose and mutter, “Thanks for your help, Ian” under his 
breath. Typical. Jake could barely look at her without grimacing, yet 
watching her talk to a boy she’d once had a crush on turned him 
from dark and brooding into prickly and childish. 

“How’s Ian?” Jake asked when she got off the phone. He 
straightened his spine, buttoning the top button of his shirt and 
sticking his nose into the air. “Tip-top shape, I hope?” he added in a 
terrible, exaggerated British accent. “All’s jolly well in old 
Attleboro, is it? Or as I call it, Yankee Purgatory? I do hope I’ Il be 
able to leave this blasted land of rubes and return to civilization one 
of these days.” 

Dan and Atticus snickered in their seats. Amy crossed her arms, 
annoyed. “Just read me Olivia’s description of the ingredient, 
please.” 

“T say, it says here that she used flakes of a riven crystal chipped 


off a stone from a Mayan temple in Tikal.” Jake was still using his 


fake Ian accent. 

“Thank you. You can drop the accent now.” 

“Jolly good. Funny, I thought you liked British accents.” 

“Jake —” 

“My mistake.” 

“Yes. It is your mistake. What else does Olivia say? In your 
regular accent, please.” 

Jake frowned at the book. “Basically, Olivia looked at the rock 
under a magnifying glass and saw that its crystals had an unusual 
zigzag structure, as if it had been deformed by some great pressure.” 

“That sounds like shocked quartz. I saw it on Weird But True,” 
Dan said. “It’s found in places where nuclear devices have been set 
off, but also in places where a meteor crashed to earth.” 

“Chicxulub!” Atticus said. 

“Gesundheit,” Dan said back. 

“No, the Chicxulub crater,” Atticus continued. “A meteor hit the 
earth there about sixty-five million years ago. It caused giant 
tsunamis and sent up so much dust it almost caused an artificial ice 
age — like a nuclear winter. Some scientists think that meteor is 
responsible for the extinction of the dinosaurs.” 

“I’m a fan of the volcanic theory myself,” Dan chimed. “That 
volcano dust wiped them out.” 

“Whatever, a meteor landed there,” Atticus said. “They’ve found 
shocked quartz in that spot, deformed by the impact of the meteor. 
But it’s in the Yucatan, in Mexico, not in Guatemala.” 

“The Maya traded all over Central America,” Jake said. “They 


could easily have traded for stones from the Yucatan.” 


“Tf all we need is a piece of shocked quartz, we can buy it off the 
Internet,” Dan said. “We don’t need to fly all the way to 
Guatemala.” 

“The book specifically calls for a ‘riven crystal from Tikal,’ ” 
Jake said. “It must have some special properties.” 

“Did the Maya build temples out of it?” Dan asked. 

“I checked into that,” Amy replied. She was grateful that, at 
least when they were discussing the antidote, the others dropped the 
silent treatment. “The temples are built of local limestone. But they 
might have put special stones at the altars of the temples, maybe 
something they traded for, something unique.” 

Tikal was a national park and archaeological treasure. The ruins 
of a great ancient city — a fallen empire — had been hidden by 
centuries of jungle growth, but in 1956 archaeologists began to 
excavate and were amazed at what they found: whole cities made of 
stone, huge Mayan pyramids and temples, miles and miles of 
ancient buildings. 

“Just as I thought,” Atticus announced, waving the paper he’d 
been using to decode the candy recipe. 

“Tt won’t make candy?” Dan asked. 

“Not unless you like candy so hard it will break your teeth,” 
Atticus said. “It’s a coded message. Sugar, or sucrose, has a 
chemical formula of C12H22011, but when I decoded this 
ingredient list, the formula for ‘sugar’ reads SiO2. That’s the 
chemical formula for quartz. But it goes on to describe a molecular 
structure that’s a little off, not quite right for quartz. Once I applied 
the molecular structure for riven quartz to the code, I figured it out. 


The antidote requires a special piece of riven rock, which has 


certain molecular properties. One of those special pieces is 
embedded in the ruins of a Mayan temple in Tikal. The piece Olivia 
used was broken off from that crystal.” 

“But Tikal is full of ruined temples,” Amy said. 

“And it’s gigantic,” Jake added. “How will we know which 
temple holds the crystal we need?” 

“Let me have the book back, Jake,” Atticus said. He opened it to 
the page covered with weird glyphs. 

“Check it out.” Dan nodded at the window. “That volcano is 
spewing ash.” 

Just then the chopper blew through a brief black cloud. 
Everything went dark outside the windows. For a second, Amy had 
the feeling she was suffocating. But the black cloud — the ash Dan 
had just been talking about — disappeared quickly. 

The chopper swerved to the right, then veered sharply to the left. 
It lurched up and down. 

“What’s going on?” Jake asked. 

Another lurch, and Amy felt her stomach drop to her knees. 

“Whoa!” Atticus shouted. 

“This is better than a roller coaster!” Dan said. 

“This isn’t good.” They were far from Guatemala City now, 
flying over mountains and jungle that looked like the middle of 
nowhere. Amy opened the partition dividing the cockpit from the 
passenger seats and caught the pilot quickly sitting down. 

“What’s going on?” she asked. 

The pilot didn’t look at her. “No English.” 

No English? Hadn’t he told her to sit down and buckle her seat 


belt? She noticed his coat on the seat next to him. She leaned farther 


into the cockpit and immediately realized why the pilot had looked 
like he had a lump under his coat. He had a parachute strapped to 
his back. 

A wave of anxious nausea washed over Amy. “What do you 
think you’re doing?” she demanded. The pilot refused to meet her 
eye. The chopper lurched again, just missing the side of a mountain. 

“He’s wearing a parachute!” she told the others. “I think he’s 
going to jump!” 

“Pierce must have gotten to him,” Dan said. 

The pilot jerked on the handle of the cockpit door to his left, 
trying to open it and throw himself out. “Grab him!” Jake shouted. 

Amy ducked out of the way. Jake dove through the partition and 
grabbed the pilot before he could open the outside door. “Dan, help 
me!” 

Dan reached through the partition door and helped Jake drag the 
pilot into the passenger area. The chopper immediately began to 
drop. 

“Amy — take the controls!” Jake barked. 

Amy crawled over Dan and Jake, who were wrestling the pilot, 
into the front seat and grabbed the controls. She panicked. Now 
what? 

“Steady this thing!” Jake shouted. 

“How?” Amy shrieked back at him. 

“I don’t know!” Jake called back. 

The chopper nosed down toward the trees. She pulled on the 
control stick in front of her and the nose tilted up. The chopper 
didn’t rise, but it stopped falling. It leveled and moved forward — 


straight for the side of a volcano. 


“AMY!” Dan screamed. 

“T’m trying!” She found a lever on the floor to her left. She 
hadn’t tried that one yet. She yanked on it, praying it would do 
something good. 

The chopper rose. It lifted over the volcano. Amy looked down 
into the dark abyss at the top and thought she saw a puff of smoke. 

The pilot escaped from Jake’s hold and threw his upper body 
into the cockpit, trying to knock her hand away from the controls. 
“Get him out of here!” she shouted. 

Jake, Dan, and Atticus dragged the pilot back to the second row 
of seats. The chopper dropped fast, down toward a green valley. 
“Pull up! Up!” Jake shouted. 

“I know!” Amy yanked on the lever again with all her might. 
The chopper rose up toward the sky, pulling out of the valley and 
almost shaving off the top of a hill. It wobbled. She straightened out 
and the chopper steadied, but then it started spinning, circling 
around in the air. Amy frantically tugged at the control stick again, 
and the chopper nosed forward. 

The boys struggled to subdue the pilot, but he wasn’t going 
down without a fight. He managed to unlatch the passenger door. 
Amy felt the change in pressure. She looked back to see what was 
happening, and the chopper swerved a deep left. Everyone tumbled 
over to that side. 

“Amy, watch it!” Dan shouted. 

Amy concentrated on keeping the chopper steady. The pilot had 
grabbed Atticus by the arms as a kind of hostage. 

“Let him go!” Jake yelled. 


Amy didn’t dare turn away from the controls — one slip and the 
chopper would crash, or tip and knock Atticus out. Behind her she 
heard thumping, grunting, and shouting. But when Jake cried out 
desperately, “No! No!” she had to turn to see what was happening. 

The pilot was leaning out of the helicopter with Atticus clutched 
in one arm. He was going to jump and take Atticus with him. But 
the pilot had a parachute, and Atticus didn’t. 

Dan threw all his weight on one of the pilot’s legs, and Jake 
tugged on his arm, trying to reel him back into the chopper. 
Suddenly, the pilot screamed. 

Amy turned her attention to the front of the chopper. She was 
about to fly straight into a cliff. She pulled the cyclic up and the 
chopper rose over the cliff, nearly scraping off its landing skids. 
Sweat broke out on her forehead. It dripped into her eyes, but she 
didn’t dare release the controls to wipe it away. 

“We’ll handle this, Amy!” Jake yelled. “Just fly this thing!” 

Amy concentrated on the control panel and tried not to look 
back to see what was happening behind her. But it was hard. The 
sounds coming from the backseat — grunts, groans of pain, heavy 
thuds — terrified her. She couldn’t see, but she felt each thud like a 


punch in the stomach. 


Dan felt every muscle in his body exert itself, from his straining 
eyeballs to the toes that curled around the leg of a seat. The pilot 
hung out the cabin door, bent at the waist, head dangling, still 


clutching Atticus. Jake was tugging on the pilot’s legs and Dan held 


Att’s feet, bracing his legs against a seat. Atticus’s eyes were huge 
with terror as he strained to grab Dan’s hand. He was panting, his 
breath fast and shallow like a terrified rabbit’s. 

The pilot gave Jake a mighty kick in the chin, knocking him 
backward. “Ugh!” Jake’s grip loosened, and the pilot tumbled out 
the door. 

“Att!” Dan screamed. Atticus’s little body seemed to float out 
into the air over the jungle below. Dan clutched Att’s foot, but his 
sneaker slipped off in his hand. Jake lunged for his brother and 
caught him by the torso. With a huge effort he heaved his body back 
into the cabin, Atticus in his arms. They collapsed on the floor. 

Dan looked down just before yanking the cabin door shut. The 
pilot’s chute opened as he floated into the jungle and disappeared 


among the treetops. 


(ChIP Uh 


The chopper was flying a little steadier now that no one was 
dangling out the open door, but it swerved left and right. Amy had 
no idea how to keep it going straight. 

“Is everyone all right back there?” she screamed. 

Atticus rubbed his legs as if they hurt, but he swallowed and 
nodded. “I’m okay.” 

“Amy, can you fly this thing?” Dan asked. 

“No!” She scanned the control board in a panic. She knew they 
were supposed to head north toward Tikal. But which way was 
north? “Which one of these things is the compass?” 

Jake jumped into the copilot’s seat. “That’s it. I think.” 

“Maybe we can talk to a control tower or something?” Amy 
said. “And they could tell me what to do?” 

Jake strapped on the pilot’s mic and headphones and toyed with 
the controls until he made radio contact with someone speaking 
Spanish. 

“Tt’s the control tower at Tikal!” said Jake. He fired off 
something in Spanish to them. They answered back with something 
that sounded like a question, and disbelief. Jake replied. Over the 
radio came shouts of shock and horror. 

“What are they saying?” Amy asked Jake. 


“They keep asking to speak to the pilot, and when I told them he 
bailed and a teenage girl was trying to fly to Tikal, they kind of lost 
it.” 

“Okay, but what should I DO?” 

Jake spoke over the radio in Spanish again. A tidal wave of 
panicky Spanish flooded back. “Keep your sights about half a mile 
ahead if you can,” Jake translated. He showed her what each of the 
controls did and how to work the two pedals on the floor. “Head 
north-northwest, so keep the compass pointed at this number 33.” 
He pointed to the spot where the compass should point. 

“What?! How do I do that?” 

After another exchange in Spanish, Jake told her how to adjust 
the cyclic and collective controls and the throttle. She pushed on the 
cyclic too hard and the chopper started to nosedive. 

Dan and Atticus screamed. “Not so hard!” Jake shouted. “Light 
pressure!” 

“Okay, okay!” She could hardly think. Spread out below them 
was nothing but smoking volcanoes and the thick cover of jungle. 
No place to land that she could see. And if she couldn’t keep this 
chopper in the air, they’d crash. Their lives were in her hands, and 
her hands felt about as useful as two bricks. 

“Steady,” Jake said. “A little more pressure on the right pedal. 
Now just keep us going like this... .” 

She pressed too hard on the pedal and the chopper lurched 
again. No, stop it, stop it! 

“Whoa!” Dan shouted. 


“Ease up! Ease up!” Jake cried. 


She snapped her foot off the pedal as if it had suddenly become 
burning hot, causing another lurch. She tried touching it lightly, and 
the chopper steadied again. Her heart raced, her hands shook, but 
she willed herself to focus on the controls. She felt as if she were 
wrestling with a shark, a big, uncontrollable, dangerous creature; 
one false move and it could chew you to bits. She glanced at Dan 
and Atticus in the seats behind her, clutching each other. I won *t let 
them die, she told herself. We won t crash, we wont crash.... 

A strong hand gripped her shoulder. She knew without looking 
that it was Jake’s. She didn’t say anything, didn’t have time to think 
about it, but it calmed her just a little. 

The radio barked Spanish. “The tower’s got you on their radar. 
They’ ll guide us in,” Jake said. “We’re almost over the Tikal 
National Park now. If you can find a clearing, they’ll tell you how to 
land this thing. Head due west.” 

“A clearing?” Amy scanned the land for an opening in the 
jungle. She saw nothing but thick vegetation for miles around. But 
then the trees began to get patchier, as the ruins of temples became 
visible. 

“Lower your altitude to three hundred feet,” Jake translated. 
“Slowly.” 

Amy lowered the collective lever slowly. The front of her 
forehead throbbed with tension. The three lives in her care — Dan, 
Jake, Atticus — weighed on her heart so heavily she was afraid it 
would pull the helicopter down. But the strong hand still gripped her 
shoulder. That helped. 

“Good. Now slow down. Thirty knots. Twenty knots.” Amy 


eyed the speedometer. “Ease the cyclic back and keep your nose up. 


UP!” Jake added as the nose began to point downward. Amy’s heart 
was in her throat, but she swallowed it down — Think! Think! — 
and pulled the nose up. They were skimming over the tops of the 
trees. Amy spotted a Mayan pyramid near a strange rectangular 
clearing — a narrow field of grass stretched between two stone 
structures. It almost looked like a landing strip, but it wasn’t very 
big. 

“I’m going to land there,” she told Jake. Biting her lip, she 
slowed the chopper to a hover over the grass. She pulled the 
collective lever slowly to lower it. They dropped down even with 
the tops of the trees, then below the canopy of leaves, until she 
could practically see each blade of grass. There wasn’t much room 
for error. 

The hand on her shoulder did not let go. 

The control tower gave more instructions. “Arm the parking 
brake,” Jake translated. 

“What does that mean?” Her head was spinning. Everything was 
strange — the controls, trying to fly, the orders in Spanish, the 
jolting pain in her belly... . 

More Spanish. “I think it’s this!” Jake pulled a lever. The 
chopper’s forward momentum stopped and it began to drop fast. 
They were thirty feet in the air, falling out of the sky straight down 
to the ground. 

“Crash positions!” Amy shouted. Dan and Atticus bent forward 
in their seats, Atticus covering his eyes. Amy frantically pulled the 
nose up to slow their descent, but it didn’t help. The ground zoomed 


up into her face. She let go of the controls and covered her head. 


Slam! The chopper crashed to the ground, tail smashing against 
a stone wall. Then the front thudded down. Amy’s forehead 
punched her knee. All was still. 

Jake’s hand still gripped her shoulder. He’d never let go, not 
once. 

She lifted her head. Jake lifted his. She turned and saw Dan and 
Atticus crouched on the floor. Atticus raised his head. But Dan 
didn’t move. “Dan! Are you okay?” She reached back and shook 
him. He sat up, rubbing his temple. 

“Ts it safe now? Are we on the ground?” 

“Yes,” Amy said. She tasted metal, and realized her lip was 
bleeding where she’d been biting it. “Is everybody all right?” She 
put her hand on Atticus’s head, then on Dan’s. 

Jake nodded at her. “Yes.” It was a miracle that no one was hurt. 

Amy’s door had sprung open on landing. She unbuckled her seat 
belt and tumbled out of the chopper. Jake jumped out of his side and 
helped the younger boys to solid ground. “Dan, you’re sure you’re 
okay?” Amy asked. “You too, Att?” They both looked unsteady on 
their legs. 

Atticus straightened up tall, trying to be brave. “Just a few 
bruises,” he squeaked. He couldn’t hide the shakiness in his voice. 

“T feel like I just got poured out of a blender,” Dan said. “But 
I’m okay.” 

It was a skill he’d perfected over the years — masking his fear 
with jokiness — but her bubbling relief made it impossible for her 
guilt to take hold. “Thank goodness.” 


“Hey, your mouth’s bleeding,” Dan said. 


“I know.” Amy pressed her lips together, tasting the blood again. 
She inspected the damage. They’d landed on the tail and fallen 
forward onto the landing skids. The tail rotors had broken off and 
the tip of the tail was smashed. One of the back passenger windows 
had shattered and a door hung off its hinges, and their backpacks 
had been thrown out of the chopper onto the grass. Luckily, the 
chopper hadn’t been too high when they started to crash, or the 
damage would have been worse. 

She took a deep breath and collapsed on the ground. “I’m never 
doing that again.” 


“And I never want you to do that again,” Dan said. 


(ChIP Eh 


Tikal National Park, Petén, 


Guatemala 


“Where are we?” Atticus asked. They’d landed in the narrow field 
near a temple. Surrounding the field were rows of steps, sort of like 
bleachers. Set into one of the walls high overhead was a strange 
stone hoop covered in glyphs. Dan tried to think of a joke about 
ancient PE classes, but his brain still felt like it was sloshing in his 
skull from the crash. 

“Wow!” Atticus ran right up to the ring. 

“Atticus, how can you care about Mayan ruins at a time like 
this?” Dan asked wearily. “We just escaped death by a nose hair.” 

“But this is amazing!” Atticus said. 

Dan, Jake, and Amy rested and caught their breath while Atticus 
ran his hands over the stone glyphs. Dan was glad Att seemed to 
recover quickly, but he didn’t trust this sudden enthusiasm. He knew 
Atticus was coping in his typical way — by immersing himself in 
history. Maybe that was why he’d become such a prodigy. His life 
had had its share of trauma, but he found safety in knowledge, the 


more obscure, the better. 


“Dan, look!” Atticus waved at him. “I’ve always wanted to see 
one of these with my own eyes.” 

When his head stopped spinning, Dan sat up. They seemed to 
have crashed in some ancient stadium. 

“Reminds me a little of a tennis court,” Jake said. 

“Tt is,” Atticus told them. “It’s a pok-a-tok court.” 

“A what?” Dan asked. 

“A pok-a-tok court,” Atticus repeated, as if it were the most 
obvious thing in the world. 

Dan tried to walk, but his legs were wobbly. He let himself plop 
down on the grass. “I know you’re saying something important, Att, 
but forgive me if I have trouble caring right now.” 

Sirens blared in the distance, gradually getting closer. “I hope 
that’s an ambulance,” Amy said. 

Jake shot a piercing glance at her. “Are you hurt?” 

“I can’t tell. I don’t think so, but my arms and legs are numb, 
and I want you all to be checked out for injuries, too.” 

The ambulance arrived, followed by a jeep full of Guatemalan 
soldiers in camouflage uniforms, with green berets on their heads 
and rifles strapped over their shoulders. “The army?” Dan 
whispered. “Isn’t that overkill?” 

“We did crash a helicopter in a national park,” Amy reminded 
him. 

Two medics jumped out of the ambulance and checked the kids 
for injuries. One of them spoke English, and the army captain who 
oversaw the examinations did, too. “Where is the pilot?” the captain 
demanded. 


“He jumped,” Amy explained. 


“And he tried to take the little one with him,” Dan added, 
gesturing toward Atticus. 

The captain’s eyes narrowed in disbelief. “He jumped? Why 
would he do that?” 

“You tell us,” Jake said. Dan caught the dirty look Amy flashed 
him. They knew why the pilot had jumped — he’d taken a bribe 
from Pierce to let the Cahills die in an “accidental” helicopter crash. 

But letting the Guatemalan army in on their troubles wouldn’t 
help. For all they knew, Pierce had an in with them, too. His long 
arm of evil reached all over the world. “We don’t know why he 
jumped,” Amy said. “You can ask him if you can find him out in the 
jungle.” 

The captain stared dubiously into the thick forest. Dan knew that 
it grew so fast it could cover a crashed plane in a matter of days. 

The medics finished checking Dan, Amy, Jake, and Atticus for 
broken bones and signs of concussion. “Some bumps and bruises, 
but they’re okay,” one reported to the captain. 

“Good. You may go.” The captain dismissed the ambulance and 
crossed his arms over his chest. Dan eyed the pistol in his belt. 
These guys didn’t fool around. “Now, may I ask what you children 
are doing here in Tikal?” 

“We’re tourists,” Amy said as the ambulance drove away. “We 
just want to see the ruins, that’s all. We have a reservation at the 
hotel.” 

As if to confirm Amy’s statement, a Tikal park ranger drove up 
in an SUV. He got out, stared at the crashed helicopter, shook his 
head, and whistled. “I didn’t believe it when the airport called and 


said you’d landed a helicopter in the pok-a-tok court.” He shook his 
head again. “I still don’t believe it.” 

“We’re investigating the crash site,” the captain told the ranger. 
“You may take these people to their hotel. We’ll be in touch if we 
need more information.” 

“All right,” Amy said. “You know where we are.” 

The captain gave her a grim look. “Yes, seforita, we do.” 

The ranger collected the Cahills’ bags and loaded them into the 
SUV. The kids piled into the backseat and let the ranger have the 
front seat to himself. He started the car, then turned and stared at 
them as if trying to figure out what kind of strange creatures they 
might be. “You are alive.” It was not a question but an astonished 
statement. “It is hard to believe.” 

Dan didn’t know how to answer that. Jake said, “Strange but 
true. And we’d really like to get to the hotel and recover.” 

But the driver still watched them. “You are the Cahills, yes?” 
Amy nodded. “Those Cahills?” 

Obviously, this guy read the tabloids. Dan saw Amy open her 
mouth wearily as if to answer, but Jake cut her off. “We don’t know 
what you’re talking about, dude. Can we get going?” 

The driver finally turned toward the steering wheel and put the 
SUV into drive. “You crash a helicopter on a pok-a-tok court, you 
must expect a few questions.” 

“What’s this pok-a-tok everybody’s going on about?” Dan asked 
Atticus in a low voice. 

“Tt was a complicated ball game played by the Maya about four 


thousand years ago. The goal was to get a ball through this stone 


hoop without using your hands or feet,” Atticus said. “We don’t 
know much about it, other than that.” 

Dan turned and looked out the back window at the ring receding 
into the distance. It must have been about twenty feet off the 
ground. “That seems impossible.” 

“Tt was so hard that games went on for days with no score,” 
Atticus said. “Historians think that the losing team was often 
executed.” 

“And I thought dodgeball was rough,” Dan said. 

“Why were they executed?” Amy asked. 

“The players might have been prisoners of war,” Atticus said. 
“They were offered as sacrifices to the gods.” He looked thoughtful. 
“What is it?” Dan asked. When his friend got that look on his 
face, it meant his brilliant mind was working on something 

important, like pondering the origins of the universe, or 
programming a whoopee cushion app. 

“Nothing . . . just that the carvings on that stone hoop looked 
familiar somehow.” 

The ranger turned down a jungle road, pointing out a tall Mayan 
pyramid in front of a plaza or town square. Unlike the Egyptian 
pyramids built of large blocks of cut stone with flat, smooth sides, 
or the ones in Angkor Wat that looked as if they’d been made of 
poured wet sand, these were step pyramids, small cut stones 
forming tall steps that led to the top. 

“Can we walk to the top of one of those pyramids?” Dan asked. 
The sooner they started looking for the crystal, the better. 

“Certain ones are open to tourists, yes,” the ranger replied. 


“Tikal was one of the prime centers of Mayan civilization,” he told 


them, “inhabited from the sixth century B.c. to the tenth century A.D. 
The ancient city has been mapped out. It covered over six square 
miles and was comprised of over three thousand structures. The 
whole park area is about two hundred twenty-two square miles. A 
lot of archaeological treasures are still buried under vegetation.” 
The ranger waved his hand at a dense green grove with a few piles 
of stone just visible through the brush. “There are thousands of 
ancient structures buried in this jungle, and we’ve only excavated a 
fraction of them.” Dan’s spirits sank. How were they supposed to 
find one piece of quartz in all of that? 

They drove through lush green jungle. Suddenly, the trees parted 
and a beautiful ancient city appeared before them. A step pyramid 
rose two hundred feet at one end, with a long gray staircase up the 
front. It was surrounded by what looked like houses or palaces 
around a green village square. “It looks like another planet,” Jake 
said. 

“Tt looks like Yavin,” Dan said. “You know, like from Star 
Wars?” 

“That’s right,” the ranger told them. “George Lucas filmed 
scenes from the first Star Wars movie here in 1977.” He drove on. 
In the distance, the gray stone tops of other ancient temples poked 
up through the green, and beautiful exotic birds chattered in the 
treetops. Dan spotted a funny-looking animal with raccoon eyes and 
a long, ringed tail scampering down a jungle path. 

“A coati!” Atticus said. 

“Very good, little boy,” the ranger said to Atticus’s obvious 


annoyance. “You’|l see coatis all over the place here.” 


They passed a very tall tree — maybe one hundred feet tall — 
with large thorns covering the trunk. The upper branches spread 
over the road like a canopy. “A ceiba,” the ranger told them. 
“Sacred tree of the Maya. They believed its roots reached into the 
underworld and its branches held up the sky. The souls of the dead 
climbed its branches to get to the heavens.” 

A truck passed by with four men riding in the back, axes and 
shovels over their shoulders. The ranger frowned. “Tikal is also an 
important rain forest reserve for protected plants, birds, and 
animals.” He glanced at the truck as it disappeared in his rearview 
mirror. “We patrol the area as well as we can, but unfortunately a 
few poachers manage to slip in from time to time.” 

“Poachers? What do they steal?” Amy asked. 

“They hunt crocodiles, pumas, and jaguars for their skins, 
harvest endangered flowers, or chop down rare trees for the valuable 
wood,” the ranger replied. “Sometimes we find secret poacher 
logging camps deep in the forest. They’re almost impossible to spot 
under the cover of the jungle.” 

“Have you ever heard of a riven rock, or riven crystal, being 
found in one of these temples?” Amy asked. 

“Or shocked quartz?” Jake added. 

The ranger shook his head. “The temples are made of local 
limestone. Not much quartz is found in this area, unless the Maya 
traded for it.” 


They spent the rest of the drive in silence. 


They checked into their hotel and headed for their rooms. Amy 
opened her backpack to make sure the serum flask had survived the 
crash. She held the flask to the light. The poison-green fluid — 
undiluted, full-strength — was as deadly as it looked. It imparted 
awesome power to the person who drank it — for a week. And then 
it killed them. She shuddered and put the vial back inside her pack. 

She took a shower and changed, then went next door to meet the 
others in Dan and Atticus’s room. Jake was there, hanging out with 
the other boys. Dan was losing to Atticus at chess. The TV was on, 
tuned to an international news channel. Dan’s T-shirt was smudged 
from the bumpy trip, a big footprint stamped on the front. 

“What’s that footprint on your shirt?” Amy asked. 

Dan glanced down at it. “Must have been from that dirtbag pilot, 
when I was holding his leg trying to keep him from bailing on us.” 

Amy sighed. “Aren’t you going to take a shower? Or at least 
change?” 

“Why? Are we meeting with the queen of England or 
something?” Dan asked. 

“Speaking of the queen. . .” Jake turned up the volume on the 
TV. The footage showed a handsome man shaking hands with 
Queen Elizabeth, his airbrushed blond wife curtsying beside him. 

“American media mogul J. Rutherford Pierce met with Queen 
Elizabeth at a reception yesterday on the last leg of his European 
tour,” the news announcer reported. “Pierce has been meeting with 
world leaders in a clear indication that he’s preparing to run for 
political office. Pundits are expecting him to throw his hat into the 
ring in the race for US president very soon.” 


“President Pierce,” Dan said. “I don’t like the sound of that.” 


“Tt does have a sinister ring to it,” Amy agreed. 

“The way Pierce operates, it’s a short step from president to 
dictator,” Dan said. 

Amy watched Pierce’s wife, Debi Ann, who hovered in the 
background. The contrast between her and her husband was striking. 
She looked dull and bleached out next to her vibrant, glowing 
husband, almost like a different species of human. 

Because he’s taking the serum, Amy realized. And Debi Ann 
isn t. 

Pierce took a modified version of the serum, a very weak, 
diluted dose. Enough to enhance his power, but not enough to kill 
him. “What do we know about his wife?” she asked Jake. 

“Not much. Wait — they’ re cutting to an interview with the two 
of them now.” 

The news showed a clip from an interview taped in the Pierces’ 
elegant home in Boston. Debi Ann sat beside Pierce on a blue silk 
sofa, smiling and nodding mechanically. “What about you, Debi 
Ann?” the interviewer asked. “I read that you grew up in a family of 
scientists. What was that like?” 

Debi Ann nodded. “We had a chemistry lab in the basement.” 
She smiled at the memory. “That was our playroom. We Starlings 
were all talented scientists.” 

Dan and Amy jumped at the same time. “Starling?” Amy 
gasped. “Did she say Starling?” 

“Did you see the look on Pierce’s face when she mentioned it?” 
Dan said. “He was furious!” 

Amy had noticed a flash of anger cross Pierce’s serenely tanned 


face at the mention of the name Starling. Although it’d mean 


nothing to 99 percent of the audience, he clearly didn’t want Debi 
Ann to mention that very important fact. The Starlings were related 
to Amy and Dan. If Debi Ann was a Starling, it could only mean 
one thing. She was a Cahill, too. 

“She’s Pierce’s link to the serum!” Dan exclaimed. 

“He must know all about the family, the branches, and 
everything, through his wife,” Jake said. 

“But I researched her,” Amy protested. “Both her and Pierce, 
relentlessly. I scoured the Internet and no Cahill connection ever 
came up. How could that be?” 

“Ask Pony,” Dan said. He dialed Attleboro, putting his phone on 
speaker. 

A smooth British voice answered. “Dan? You made it to Tikal, I 
see.” 

“Yes,” Amy cut in. “We all made it. Just barely.” 

“Amy, so glad you’re all right,” Ian purred. “Everyone else 
present and accounted for? Dan? Atticus? That other one . . . what’s 
his name? Joke?” 

Amy turned red, her eyes involuntarily cutting over to Jake, who 
scowled. “That’s beneath you, Ian,” Amy said. “Listen, we need you 
to put Pony on a deep search for information about Debi Ann 
Pierce. Try searching for Deborah Starling as well.” 

“T’m on it.” More purring. This time it wasn’t coming from Ian 
but from an actual cat. “Ugh, get away from me, you filthy feline!” 
Ian grumbled. 

“Hi, Saladin!” Dan called out. 


“Meow!” the Egyptian Mau replied. 


“Are Ian and Hamilton feeding you well?” Amy asked. “Tan, is 
Saladin getting enough red snapper?” 

“We’re not pet-sitting here, you know,” Ian grumbled. “We’re 
actually busy helping you save the world, in case you’ve forgotten.” 
“And we appreciate it,” Amy said. There was a knock on the 
door. “We have to go. Tell Pony to get on the Debi Ann thing stat.” 

Jake opened the door to a tall, dark woman in a safari skirt suit. 

“Hello,” she said. “I’m Dr. Casanova. An Amy Cahill arranged 
to meet with me?” 

“Come in.” Jake stepped aside to let her through. “We’ve been 
expecting you.” 

“Thank you.” She nodded, glanced around the room, and sat 
down in the one chair that didn’t have boys’ clothes strewn over it. 
“Tm not usually available for private consultations, but when El 
Presidente asks for a favor . . .” Amy had pulled some Cahill strings 
to get a private meeting with Guatemala’s leading expert on Tikal, 
hoping to make quick work of locating the riven crystal. “I 
understand you have some questions about one of the temples 
here?” 

“Yes — only we don’t know which temple,” Amy said. “We’re 
looking for something called a ‘riven crystal,’ or shocked quartz.” 
She showed the archaeologist a photo of shocked quartz, taken 
through a microscope. The stone had waves of rainbow-colored 
layers striated by sharp black lines that looked almost like lightning 
bolts. It was strange and beautiful. 

Dr. Casanova nodded. “That’s not native to this area, but it is 


found in the Yucatan. The people of Tikal traded with the Yucatan 


and could easily have gotten some of this crystal. I’ve never seen it 
here, however.” 

“The stone only looks this way under a microscope,” Atticus 
explained. “It would be hard to spot it among other stones, since it 
looks like ordinary quartz to the naked eye.” 

Dr. Casanova eyed the eleven-year-old Atticus warily. He was 
so smart and mature for his age that some adults found him 
threatening, as if they were afraid of being shown up by a kid. Amy 
hoped Dr. Casanova was not that kind of adult. 

“Nevertheless,” the archaeologist said. “The temples that have 
been excavated have all been thoroughly examined. A piece of 
quartz, shocked or not, would have been noticed in all the 
limestone.” 

“But there could be a piece of shocked quartz in one of the 
unexcavated temples, right?” Amy said. 

“Anything is possible,” Dr. Casanova conceded. “Even landing a 
helicopter on a pok-a-tok court, from what I hear.” 

Dan started to laugh, but it died in his throat when he saw the 
stern look on the archaeologist’s face. “Yeah, sorry about that. It 
was an emergency landing.” 

“You might have crashed into priceless archaeological 
treasures,” Dr. Casanova said. “You could have ruined them 
forever.” 

“Uh, yeah. We also could have died,” Dan pointed out. 

“That’s not my concern,” Dr. Casanova sniffed. 

Amy caught Dan exchanging an oh, brother look with Atticus. 

“I know pok-a-tok is something of a mystery to us,” Atticus 


said. “But have you learned anything new about it?” Amy wasn’t 


sure whether he was changing the subject to be diplomatic, or it was 
just natural curiosity spilling out. Either way, she was grateful. 

“We know it was very important — like baseball and football 
are to you,” Dr. Casanova replied, her face softening slightly. “There 
are relics depicting men playing pok-a-tok all over the Mayan 
world. Yov’ll see it as you explore the park — the parts that are 
open to the public, that is.” 

Amy cleared her throat. “I believe we have permission to 
explore the unexcavated ruins as well.” She took an official-looking 
piece of paper from her bag and showed it to Dr. Casanova. The 
same strings she’d pulled to get a private meeting with the 
archaeologist had also convinced the government to pressure park 
officials to break the rules for them. Or at least, that was what the 
paper said. In fact, she’d gotten Pony to rig up some phony forms 
that looked very real. 

The archaeologist frowned. “I can provide a guide to make sure 
you do nothing to harm the artifacts.” Amy suppressed a grimace. A 
guide was the last thing they wanted. They didn’t want to harm 
anything, but if they found the riven crystal, they were going to take 
a sample of it. She felt a little guilty about desecrating ancient ruins, 
but it had to be weighed against the greater good. Without that 
crystal there would be no serum antidote, and without the 
antidote .. . well, it would be Pierce’s world, literally. They’d all 
just be living in it, Dr. Casanova included. 

“In any case, it would take years — decades — to search the 
entire lost city of Tikal for one stone,” Dr. Casanova said, getting up 
to leave. “It hardly seems worth the effort.” 


“Tt is to us,” Dan said. 


“Why?” 

“School science project,” Dan lied smoothly, just as he’d been 
doing for years. Lying to security guards, librarians, Interpol 
agents — anyone who stood between the Cahills and their mission. 

Dr. Casanova looked skeptical but apparently decided not to 
pursue it any further. This was one of those times when being “just 
kids” was helpful. “If you have any more questions, feel free to call 
my office. Good-bye.” She left. 

“We don’t have years to find that crystal,” Amy said. “We need 
it now! There must be a way to find it quickly. Something in the 
book. Some clue...” 

Their eyes all turned to the book. It contained all the answers 


they needed, if only they could decode them. 


HATER 


They left their rooms and went to eat in the hotel restaurant. 
Everyone ordered pepian de pollo, a rich, spicy, dark red chicken 
stew, sprinkled with roasted squash and sesame seeds and served 
with rice and corn tortillas. 

“Have to try the national dish while we’re here,” Jake said, 
sounding more like someone’s goofy dad than a shaggy-haired 
hipster. Although Dan hated to think about his sister’s boyfriends, 
he had to admit Jake would’ve been a good fit — one ubernerd 
deserved another. Or at least, they would’ve been a good fit until 
Amy decided to shut down and cut ties with everyone who cared 
about her. 

“T’m learning a lot about myself on this trip,” Dan said, 
matching Jake’s cheerful tone. “For example, if it comes with 
tortillas, I like it.” 

“What about you, Att?” Jake asked. “Do you like the pepian?” 

Atticus took a bite of stew and nodded. “Delicious.” 

That’s not like him, Dan thought. He and Atticus usually lived as 
if life were one big eating contest. But Atticus seemed distracted. 
He stared at everything, from the pictures on the restaurant walls to 


the menu, as if they might hold the keys to the universe. After 


lunch, he barely nodded when Dan asked if he wanted to go for a 
walk. 

“The answer is right in front of our eyes,” he told Dan. “I know 
it is. If I can just see it...” 

They stopped in the museum gift shop. “There’s not much here,” 
Dan said. “Just a bunch of dishes and woven fabrics —” 

Atticus was staring at a large platter decorated with glyphs. Dan 
Saw a scowling face with a large nose, a glyph that could have been 
a bird or a hand with the thumb up, and others that just looked like 
squiggles. Atticus took a small notebook and pen from his pocket 
and began copying the images on the plate. 

“What?” Dan asked. 

“That’s it... .” Atticus shook his head. “Come on!” 

He ran back to the hotel, his shorter legs moving so quickly, Dan 
had trouble keeping up. When they reached their room, Atticus 
burst inside and opened Olivia’s book, flipping carefully through 
until he got to the page he’d been staring at on the chopper, the one 
with strange glyphs that he hadn’t been able to make sense of. 
Between each glyph were two letters and a number, such as NE224, 
SW305, and so on. He pointed to a square containing a foot anda 
circle, and another that looked like the face of a monster. 

“T didn’t know if Olivia had copied these figures from 
somewhere, or if she’d made them up, or if they were just doodles,” 
Atticus said. “Now I’m sure she copied them from the Maya.” He 
studied the page intently, and then began scribbling in his notebook. 

“Atticus, what is it?” Dan demanded. He stared at the page, 


trying to make sense of the figures on it. It didn’t look like a 


language. They were almost like drawings, but very abstract. If they 
were drawings, Dan didn’t get what was happening in them. 

“The glyphs,” Atticus said. 

“What about them?” 

Atticus kept scribbling. “PI tell you if I’m right — but I’m 
pretty sure I am.” 

Dan went to get Amy and Jake, brooding alone in their rooms. 
“Atticus is onto something. He thinks.” 

By the time they all gathered back in Dan and Atticus’s room, 
Atticus had stopped writing. “I’ve got it,” he announced. “The 
glyphs in the Codex are based on the game. Pok-a-tok!” 

“What do you mean?” Jake asked. 

“The symbols in Olivia’s book refer to different aspects of the 
game.” Atticus opened his laptop and searched for a painting 
showing Mayan pok-a-tok players. They wore large, fancy 
headdresses made of feathers, bracelets and earrings, skirts or kilts, 
and in front of them bounced a large black ball. Then Att showed 
them the glyphs in the book, which looked mostly like squiggles to 
Dan. But if he tried hard enough, he could see a man in a headdress 
bouncing a ball off his shoulder in one image, a ball going through a 
stone hoop in another, and so on. “In actuality, they form a code. If I 
follow the symbols almost as if I were following a ball game — first 
this player hits the ball to that player, who knocks it to that part of 
the field, etcetera — the code forms a map.” He had drawn a graph 
on a piece of tissue paper and plotted dots along the graph. Each dot 
represented a ball player. “The numbers and letters between each 
glyph tell me the distance between each player, and which direction 


they’re standing in. For instance —” He pointed to a glyph of a 


player in a headdress, next to the number N873. “This man is 
passing the ball to the next player, who is standing 873 feet to the 
north of him. Of course, in a real game the players would never 
stand that far apart. The court isn’t anywhere near that big. But these 
glyphs don’t depict a real game. They’re a code.” Atticus shook his 
head. “It took me forever to figure out what those numbers were 
supposed to mean.” 

He’d printed out a satellite map of the entire Tikal park, showing 
every hill, every ruin, excavated or not. “When I lay this paper over 
a map of Tikal —” He set the paper over the map. Many of the dots 
Atticus had drawn corresponded to temples, pyramids, and other 
ruined landmarks on the satellite picture. 

“Tt works!” Dan cried. 

But Atticus frowned. “Wait — there’s nothing on the satellite to 
correspond with this dot.” He pointed to a “player” on his map that 
seemed to be sitting in the middle of the jungle. “Or this one, 
either.” 

Jake leaned over the map, tracing a line from one dot to the next. 
“We need those landmarks to get us through the jungle without 
getting lost.” 

Amy pored over the map. “Wait a second — maybe there are 
ruins there. We just can’t see them on this satellite map. Most of 
them haven’t been excavated yet.” 

“I think I see something whitish gray there.” Dan used the 
magnifying glass app on his phone to look more closely at the 
picture. “See? There is a temple or something there. It’s just mostly 


covered in vegetation.” 


Amy pointed to the final dot on the map, a spot deep in the 
jungle, the site of some unexcavated ruins believed to be a second- 
century temple. “That must be where the crystal is,” she said. 
“Atticus, you’re a genius!” She gave him a congratulatory fist 
bump. 

“We already knew that,” Jake said proudly. 

Dan looked out the window. “It’s getting dark out.” 

“And it’s late,” Amy said. “We don’t want to get lost in the 
jungle tonight. We’ll leave at dawn.” 


(PUES 


Trilon Laboratories 


Delaware 


Nellie Gomez sat in her small office, pretending to read research 
reports on the genetic effects of radiation on rats. She was waiting 
for her coworkers — that is, her employees, sort of, since she was 
the manager of this particular department — to leave. Go home 
already, drones! she thought. She stared at the last two research 
chemists left in the lab — Gerry Wentworth and Brent 
Beckelheimer — willing them with her brainpower to leave. It 
wasn’t working. 

So much for my psychic abilities, she thought, hiding a copy of 
Punk Rock Confidential behind The Journal of Genetic Research. It 
still shocked her when she woke up in the morning to realize she’d 
be spending her day as the head of a sterile lab in a corporate 
pharmaceutical complex in Delaware. She wasn’t quite sure how 
she — a punk-rocker-slash-aspiring-chef from Boston — became 
Dr. Nadine Gormey, the boss of a bunch of brainy chemists with 
PhDs from Hopkins and MIT, but it was lucky that she was. 
Because something dangerous and very secret was happening in this 
lab, and the fate of the world depended on her stopping it. 


Beckelheimer stuck his head into Nellie’s office. “Uh, excuse 
me, Dr. Gormey, I guess Dr. Wentworth and I will be going now.” 

“All right, Dr. Beckelheimer. I suppose you can’t work twenty- 
four hours a day. You’re only human after all, right? Of course, PI 
be staying late as usual.” Nellie waved the scientific journal she was 
pretending to read at him, just catching the music magazine before it 
slipped out and revealed how seriously she was goofing off. “Got to 
burn the midnight oil again tonight. See you in the morning.” 

“Good night, Dr. Gormey.” The two scientists finally left. Now 
Nellie could start her real work: snooping. 

She waited awhile, listening to the sounds of the building, 
waiting for that level of absolute quiet that meant everyone had 
gone. Then she crept through the dark hallways, lit now only by 
emergency lights, and up to the fourth floor, until she came to a 
vending machine. She took a special “A” ID she’d stolen from a 
sales rep, a more trusted worker (and rightly so, she thought with a 
snicker), from a chain hooked to her pants pocket and slipped it into 
the machine. The machine opened like a door. In fact, it was a 
door — a secret door that led to the basement labs where the serious 
research was being done. If the regular work of Trilon Labs was top 
secret, the basement lab work was on the level of If I told you, I’d 
have to kill you. 

The door slid shut behind her as she descended the stairs, 
keeping an eye out for the heavily armed guards who could be 
lurking around every corner. She was looking for Sammy Mourad. 

Sammy was a brilliant young grad student, a Cahill cousin of 
Dan and Amy’s, with a genius for biochemistry. He’d been working 


at Columbia University when Dan asked him to make a sample of 


the Cahill serum for him. The formula had gotten into the wrongest 
of wrong hands — Pierce’s hands, to be specific. And of course, 
Pierce wasn’t about to let such a useful researcher get away so 
easily. 

Nellie had stumbled upon these secret basement labs and found 
Sammy working there. He was being held prisoner, but he refused to 
be rescued. 

“Don’t you see,” he’d told Nellie. “I’m in the perfect position to 
stop him. You and I both are. We’re inside.” 

“I know that,” Nellie had said. “But he’s holding you 
captive ....” 

“Believe me, I’d love to get out of here,” Sammy had said. “But 
I can sabotage his work from the inside, or try to, at least.” 

Nellie sighed a funny kind of shivery, happy/sad sigh. He was so 
brave, risking his life for the good of the world, and for her kiddos, 
too. Courage plus dark good looks and nerdy charm — that made 
for irresistible Nellie-bait. Of course, Nellie was risking her life, 
too, but she was used to that. 

They hadn’t figured out a secure way to communicate yet, so 
Nellie sneaked downstairs to check on him every chance she got. 
The basement was a white labyrinth, hallways branching off 
hallways and circling back on themselves in a way that seemed 
deliberately confusing. Crouching under windows, flattening herself 
against walls to avoid cameras, Nellie made her way through the 
maze to Sammy’s lab. She took a left through an unfamiliar door 
and wandered past a row of one-way windows. She peeked carefully 
inside and saw lab after lab, each more sophisticated than the last, 


with one or two white-coated scientists working doggedly around 


the clock, blind to anything happening outside the tiny world of the 
lab they were locked in. 

She paused outside the lab where she’d last seen Sammy and 
peered through the window. A shade had been drawn over it, but she 
could just barely see through a crack left open at the bottom. ... 

The lab was empty. Lights out. Sammy wasn’t there. And it 
looked like nobody was working in that lab at the moment. 

She panicked. A shot of adrenaline burst through her 
bloodstream and raised her pulse. Where was he? Was he all right? 

Nellie heard footsteps — heavy, booted footsteps — coming in 
her direction. Frantically, she tried a door. It was locked. She tried 
another. They were all locked. She spotted a swinging door at the 
end of the corridor and pushed through it. She waited, holding her 
breath, until the footsteps stomped by, fading as they went down the 
corridor. 

She looked around. She seemed to be in a men’s room. Better 
get out of here, she thought. Then she noticed another door beyond 
the last toilet stall. Probably just a janitor’s closet. But if a soda 
machine could lead to a secret basement, who knew what lay behind 
a janitor’s closet door? 

She tried the knob and, miraculously, it opened. It was a closet, 
holding a rolling bucket and a mop. But the mop, she noticed, was 
dry and bleach white. It hadn’t been used. Maybe it was new. Or 
maybe it was a decoy. 

She pressed against the back wall of the closet. It didn’t move. 

Okay, so maybe it was just a janitor’s closet after all. 


Dr. Nadine Gormey doesnt give up that easily. 


She lifted the mop and put it down. She rolled the bucket out of 
the closet. Nothing. She picked up a dust pan and a brush, then tried 
brushing the back of the wall. She said, “Open Sesame!” It was a 
long shot, but you never knew what might work. 

In this case, however, nothing worked. 

She took a moment to look around the men’s room. It wasn’t as 
if she’d never been in a men’s room before — the bathroom line at 
the Rat in Boston got so long that girls took over the men’s room all 
the time, shouting, “Revolution!” in true punk-rock fashion. And 
this one didn’t hold anything unusual that she could see. Toilet 
stalls. Urinals. Sinks. Soap. Paper towel dispensers and hand dryers. 
Nice that they gave the guys a choice. 

She pressed on the soap dispensers, pulled out paper towels, 
pressed on the hand dryer. Nothing but soap and hot air. 

Back to the closet. She stared into it as if it were a mysterious 
cave holding a secret. Something was not right about that closet. 

Then she noticed a hook with a broom hanging from it. Some 
instinct, honed after two years of wild adventures with Amy and 
Dan, told her to tug on the hook. Sure enough, the back wall of the 
closet slid open to reveal yet another hallway. 

Nellie stepped over the bucket into this new, even more secret 
area. Trilon Labs had more layers than an Indonesian thousand-layer 
cake. All in the service of hiding stuff. 

The place had a lot of secrets. 

At the end of the short corridor was a windowed door. She 
walked toward it and peered through the window. 

There he was. All alone, dropping a chemical onto a slide and 


peering at it through a microscope, his handsome features stern and 


serious with work. Sammy. 

The door was locked. Nellie tapped on the window. Sammy 
looked over. He lit up, his face transformed by happy surprise. 

Open the door, dummy! Nellie thought. He ran to the door and 
opened it, pulling her inside. 

“T was hoping you would find me,” Sammy said. “Sometimes 
even the guards can’t find me here. They forget to bring my meals.” 

“Are you okay?” Nellie asked. 

“Tm okay. Any news from the outside world?” 

“Amy and Dan are in Guatemala — one step closer to making 
the antidote, I hope.” 

“When they find it, we’re going to need it,” Sammy said. “I just 
got crystal clear orders to speed things up. Pierce wants a safe, 
mass-produced serum ready to go in the next week.” 

“Before he announces his candidacy.” Nellie shuddered at the 
thought of all those Patriotist idiots in their tricorne 
hats .. . enhanced and superpowerful. Ruling the world. 

“And the people who are against him. . .” She didn’t have to 
finish the sentence. It would be impossible to oppose him. He would 
have absolute power. 

“Yeah.” Sammy nodded sadly. “I’ve been working as slowly as I 
can. I’ve managed to bluff and stall so far, but I don’t know how 
much longer I can keep it up. If I don’t come up with some results 
soon...” Sammy swallowed. “I’m trying to find a way to sabotage 
the research without anyone noticing right away,” Sammy 
explained. “But it’s tricky. I want you safely out of here before they 
figure out what we’re up to.” 


“Don’t worry about me,” Nellie said. “Just stop Pierce.” 


There was a noise outside the room. “Someone’s coming!” 
Sammy whispered. “Get out of here, quick!” 

Nellie ran to the door. She peered through the window and heard 
the sound of boots in the corridor. “Too late! I’ve got to hide 
somewhere in here.” 

Sammy set a rack of lab coats near the door. “When they open 
the door, hide behind it, using the coats for cover.” 

“This is the first place they’ll look!” 

“Shhh!” The footsteps stopped just outside the door. There was a 
sound of keys rattling. 

Nellie threw herself against the wall and wriggled behind the 
coats as the key turned in the lock and the door flung open. A guard 
dressed in a dark khaki combat uniform and armed with a machine 
gun stepped into the lab. “Everything okay in here?” 

“Everything’s fine,” Sammy said. “But, oh, do you think I could 
get more nacho chips with my lunch tomorrow? And maybe a 
spicier flavor, like Mexican Fiesta?” 

The guard grunted. “I’m not in charge of your lunch.” 

“Oh. Sorry. I just thought maybe you could convey the message 
to the kitchen, or wherever the slop you feed me comes from. It gets 
pretty boring down here all by myself, and food’s just about the only 
thing I have to look forward to.” 

He likes food, she thought. She was holding her breath and 
praying that this huge, muscular, armed guard wouldn’t catch her, 
but that didn’t stop her from melting a little over Sammy. He doesn’t 
just like it, he’s particular about it. Like me. Maybe someday, if we 
ever get out of this mess, I’ll cook a meal for him that will make his 


taste buds fall in love. 


“Look,” the guard said. “I don’t want to know anything about 
your food or how bored you are. I’m just supposed to make sure 
everything’s okay, and to see if you made any progress today.” 

“Progress? Hmm, let’s see... .” Through the screen of coats 
Nellie could see Sammy pick up his microscope and move it to a 
table facing the back wall of the lab, away from the door. Good 
thinking, Mourad, she thought. If he could distract the guard for 
long enough, maybe she could slip through the door. 

Sammy peered into the scope. “Oh, my gosh!” 

“What? What is it?” The guard hurried over to him. 

“I’ve just made the most amazing discovery!” Sammy cried. 

That’s my cue. Nellie slipped out of the room, leaving the door 
ajar so it wouldn’t be heard. She crept down the short corridor and 
through the false wall of the janitor’s closet. As she was closing the 
wall-door behind her, she heard Sammy say, “Whoops. Sorry. False 
alarm.” 

Sammy was her kind of guy. They’d find a way to stop Pierce, 
between the two of them. But it had to be soon, before Pierce 


realized Sammy was not cooperating — and made him pay. 


Attleboro, Massachusetts 


“Come to me, Debi baby. . . .” Pony used his mouse like a pistol, his 
fingers flying over the keyboard of his trusty Ponyrific computer. 
He’d named it Ponyrific because he’d made it himself, from the best 
parts of the best machines out there, to suit his special needs. 

He paused to reach for a slice of pizza, which he demolished in 
two huge bites. Pony was a skinny, perpetually starving hacker in 
black glasses, an old pro at nineteen. He wore his long hair pulled 
back in a ponytail, away from his face. His “mournful hound-dog 
face,” as Nellie had once called it. He smiled, thinking of Nellie. 
She was one crazy-cool chick. 

He’d been given a lot of tough assignments since signing on to 
work for the Cahill kids, but this was a new one. Amy had asked 
him to find a link between Debi Ann Pierce and a Deborah Starling, 
or any Cahill connection at all. Amy was convinced they were one 
and the same person, and Pony trusted Amy. She was one sharp kid. 
He would have thought it was amazing that she was only sixteen, if 
he didn’t know so many computer prodigies who were the same age. 

Normally, this assignment would be a piece of cake for a digital 


cowboy — his preferred term — like Pony. Beneath him, even. But 


as he scoured the Internet, looked behind every mention of Debi 
Ann Pierce, he was beginning to get discouraged. He was coming 
up with nothing. There was a lot of stuff about Debi Ann, mostly 
puff piece magazine interviews about her favorite recipes and her 
vast collection of teddy bears. In places where it would seem 
obvious to ask her about her family background, there was a strange 
silence. 

And then it dawned on him. Someone had done a scrub. A very 
thorough scrub. 

His Pony Sense started tingling. Anything that could be used to 
connect Debi Ann and the Cahills had been deleted. Completely. 

That was almost impossible to do. The Internet was a vast sea of 
words and images, uncontrollable, full of hidden corners of the past. 

That was the conventional wisdom, anyway. You weren’t 
supposed to be able to scrub the Internet. 

A scrub meant someone was hiding something big. It meant 
there was a juicy bit of info out there somewhere to be rustled up. 
And he was just the cowboy to rustle it. Yippie-yi-yi-ay. 

Pony cracked his knuckles, tipped the brim of an imaginary 
cowboy hat at an imaginary pretty schoolmarm, muttered, “Evenin’, 
ma’am,” to the imaginary schoolmarm, and went to work. 

Now that he’d figured out what had happened to any hint of a 
link between Debi Ann and the Cahills, Pony was pretty sure he 
could find a way around it. 

With one hand he felt around the pizza box for more sustenance. 
Nothing but cardboard. The pizza was gone. He frowned and went 
back to work. Here he was working in the ritziest digs he’d ever 


seen — the command center on the Cahill estate — where they had 


everything a hacker could want: a private satellite, top-of-the-line 
equipment, custom security, and airtight firewalls . . . everything. 
But they couldn’t seem to get enough pizza to feed the crew. 

Pony had his own private corner in the command center, across 
the vast room from where the Cahill dudes did their thing. It was a 
strange new experience for Pony, working with other people, being 
part of a team. That wasn’t the Hacker Way, and it took some 
getting used to. Ian Kabra, the slinky Brit, wasn’t the friendliest guy 
Pony had ever met but he was a quick thinker, good at coming up 
with sneaky strategies. Pony gave Hamilton Holt a wide berth — 
Ham was a big dude and quick to throw a punch, which Pony was 
eager to avoid. But he had to admit Ham had a nose for security and 
was even a decent hacker in his own right. Pony liked Jonah Wizard 
the best. Jonah was laid-back but smart, and he understood that 
Pony wasn’t just a computer scientist — he was an artist. It took a 
highly refined sense of rhythm and finesse to surf the web the way 
Pony did. He’d been a hip-hop fan forever, and Jonah was one of his 
favorite rappers. Too bad the guy was on hiatus. But now that Pony 
was inside the Cahill compound, he understood why Jonah wanted 
to drop out of the limelight. For this family, the limelight was 
nothing but trouble. 

Pony did a search of the Starling family until he found an old 
photo on a genealogy site. It was labeled THE STARLING FAMILY, 1975, 
and it showed fifteen people, adults and kids of all ages, who looked 
as if they’d gathered for a birthday or some other big occasion. But, 
weirdly, Pony noticed as he looked closer, they were all in costume. 
A boy tagged FRANK STARLING wore a white fright wig, glasses, and 


a big white mustache a la Albert Einstein. There was a woman, 


Candice Jones Starling, dressed as Marie Curie, with green paint on 
her hands — to indicate radiation poisoning, Pony assumed. She 
held a beaker in her hand. A gray-haired man tagged as Eustace 
Starling posed on an old-fashioned tricycle with a huge front wheel, 
dressed as Thomas Edison. They were all, every last member of the 
family, dressed up as famous scientists, and each one was tagged 
with a name... except for one little girl, about five years old, 
holding binoculars to her eyes while a toy chimp rested at her feet. 
Her costume, Pony guessed, was young Jane Goodall. She was the 
only one without a Starling name attached to her. Maybe she was a 
neighbor’s kid, not part of the family, but that was unlikely, since 
she was dressed up in costume like the others. Pony had a hunch. 
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There was only one other person — besides the digital cowboy 
himself — with the skillz to pull off this kind of hacking operation. 
April May. 

Pony hacked into Boston City Hall files to check on Debi Ann’s 
maiden name. There it was in black and white: Debi Ann Stapleton. 
But when he looked into that, he found that the name had been 
“corrected” recently. By Her Supreme Highness, no doubt. 

He sat back to admire her work. She was a genius, and she was 
thorough. She let nothing get past her. That was why Pony was 
suspicious that she’d let him follow her trail this way. What was she 
up to? Was she trying to tell him something? 

Or was she trying to lead him astray? 

Jonah Wizard passed through the command center, looking for 
something to eat. “Yo, man, you ate all the pizza?” 

Pony shrugged. “I’ve been working ten hours straight. I need 
something to keep me going.” 

“Looks like I gotta eat sushi again.” Jonah left in a huff. “Keep 
at it, whatever you’re doing.” Jonah gave Pony’s hand a casual slap 
as he walked away. Pony tried to act cool about it, but whoa — 
Jonah Wizard just gave him five. Like it was no big thing. 

Teamwork had its upsides. Sometimes. 

It’s a new world, P-Man, he said to himself. He gave another tip 


of his imaginary cowboy hat and went back to work. 
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Tikal, Guatemala 


“Atticus, how much farther?” Dan slapped another mosquito on his 
arm, then wiped the sweat from his forehead. It was only nine 
o’clock in the morning, but the sun was already burning the back of 
his neck as he slogged through the humid jungle air. 

Amy, Dan, Jake, and Atticus had set out at dawn in search of the 
temple that held the riven crystal, following the map Atticus had 
drawn by connecting the dots in Olivia’s book. Two and a half hours 
later and there was still no sign of the temple. 

“From what I can tell of the distances on this map, we’re almost 
there,” Atticus said. “Another half hour or so, maybe.” 

Dan groaned. It had been exciting to hike through the jungle at 
dawn, seeing howler monkeys, exotic birds, strange plants, and huge 
colorful flowers, hearing the distant roar of pumas and jaguars. But 
now that the sun was higher in the sky, the heat was punishing. His 
hair was damp under his Red Sox cap, and his skin was like candy 
to the mosquitos. The jungle was deep green and stretched for miles 
in all directions, as far as Dan could see. He tried to imagine what it 


had been like to live in this place thousands of years ago, when it 


was a thriving city. They passed a sign that said, GROUP F. Beyond it 
was a large plaza and a stone pyramid. 

“That’s Temple III,” Atticus told him. “It was the last structure 
built here, in A.D. 869, and archaeologists think that the last ruler of 
Tikal, Chi’taam, might be buried there. But if he is, they haven’t 
found his tomb yet. By the time he died, this city was on the decline 
and would soon be abandoned.” 

“What happened?” Dan asked. 

“No one’s really sure,” Atticus replied. “But it’s likely that the 
city was overpopulated, and there was a drought, which brought on 
water shortages and famine. Thousands died and the civilization 
never recovered.” 

They crossed through the grassy plaza, a shortcut to the next 
trail. 

“This was once a marketplace. Farmers sold their produce here, 
and during Tikal’s heyday, traders from all over the Mayan world 
came to sell their goods. Maybe the riven crystal we’re looking for 
was sold to a priest right here in this marketplace.” 

Dan tried to entertain himself on the long hike by imagining the 
priests in their temples, wearing fierce animal masks to please the 
gods, and warlike Mayan kings ruling from their palaces, heavy 
feathered headdresses weighing on their heads. They didn’t have 
time to study the ruins closely, but every time they passed a set of 
ancient stairs, the crumbling wall of a town square, or a tunnel 
leading to rooms where people lived thousands of years ago, he got 
a chill. And in this heat, chills of any kind were welcome. 

The clayey mud sucked at his feet. There were a lot of ruins in 


this jungle. A lot. And when you’re hot, sweaty, and tired, after a 


while the ruins all start blurring together into one big, stony mess. 

“Atticus, are you sure you picked out the right temple?” Amy 
asked. Normally, her questioning Att would have bugged Dan, but 
he caught the same uncertainty on Att’s face that she must have 
seen. 

“Pm pretty sure,” Atticus admitted. “But there was one key 
glyph in the book I couldn’t decipher. Unless I misunderstood it, it 
didn’t fit with the pok-a-tok theme. I was hoping we could get by 
without it... .” 

“Which one? Show it to me,” Amy said. 

She and Atticus were leading the group, following the map to 
the letter, being very careful to mark their way. Getting lost in this 
dense jungle would be a disaster. They traveled light and fast, 
carrying only their backpacks, Olivia’s book, and some water. Dan 
wished they’d also brought a couple of gallons of soda. 

The trail they hiked was nothing more than a narrow dirt path, 
overgrown with ferns and vines that they had to hack out of the way. 
Up ahead was the stone entrance to some kind of ancient house. It 
had only been partially excavated, but it looked cool and dark 
inside. 

“We’ll stop there and rest for a minute,” Amy said. 

“You’re going to let us rest? That’s kind of you,” Dan snapped. 

Amy’s eyes flashed at him angrily. “We’ve got to get the crystal 
and get back before dark, Dan. You know that.” 

“I know,” he said, pushing aside his guilt. They sat down to rest 
in the shade of the stone entrance. 

“Look, we’re almost there. You’ll feel better after you’ve had a 


little water and something to eat.” 


After their rest they continued through the jungle, which grew 
hotter and more humid every minute. About half an hour later, 
Atticus stopped in front of a mass of vines and branches. “This is 
it.” 

“This is it?” Dan asked. It looked like a hill. There was no sign 
of any ancient ruins. Just a lot of tangled-up vines. “Are you sure?” 

Att glanced down at the map and nodded. “I’m pretty sure.” He 
ripped away some vines until a wooden stela, or threshold, 
appeared. Jake stepped in to help him clear the doorway. The stela 
was carved with glyphs Dan couldn’t decipher, but one image was 
clear: the face of a laughing monkey. 

“That’s it,” Atticus said. “There was a monkey mask right next 
to the pok-a-tok code. There was still the other glyph I never figured 
out, but this is a good sign.” 

“Thank goodness,” Amy said. Dan could hear the relief in her 
voice. “Let’s get that crystal.” 

Jake cleared out the entrance and they crawled into the ruined 
temple. The ceiling had caved in at some point, so once they 
crawled through a tunnel-like entrance, they found themselves 
surrounded by four crumbling walls under open sky. 

“What are we looking for, Atticus?” Dan asked. 

“Any structure that could be an altar, and a piece of stone that 
looks different from the limestone around it,” Atticus said. 

They each took one wall, clearing away jungle growth until they 
could see stone. It was hot, hard work, and they had to be careful 
not to destroy anything. Someday this ruin would be excavated and 
might hold valuable secrets of the past. But for now it held a key 


ingredient to the serum antidote. 


“T think I found an altar!” Jake called out at last. 

They all hurried over to look. Atticus ran his hands carefully 
over the stone. Screaming animal faces were carved into the rock, 
each one representing a Mayan god. 

“Everybody pore over this wall inch by inch,” Amy said. “We’re 
looking for a smooth piece of quartz, any size.” 

Dan and the others inched over the wall with their fingers, eyes 
close to the stone, searching for anything that might be the riven 
crystal. Dan finished his section and sat back, his heart sinking. He 
hadn’t found anything unusual. “I’ve got nothing,” he said. 

“Me neither,” Jake said with a sigh. “Anyone else?” 

Amy shook her head. “No. Atticus? You’re our last hope.” 

He looked the most discouraged of all. “It isn’t here. I can’t 
understand it. The riven crystal isn’t here.” 

Dan glanced at Amy, who looked like she might break down in 
frustration. “It doesn’t make sense.” 

“How can it not be here?” Dan asked. “We followed that map to 
the letter.” 

“I think this is the wrong temple.” Atticus’s voice shook. “It’s in 
Tikal somewhere, I’m sure of that. But I must have gone wrong 
somewhere... .” 

“This park has two hundred square miles of ruins,” Amy said. 
“We need an exact location or we’ll never find the crystal.” 

“PII study the book again tonight and figure out where I went 
wrong. It’s the mysterious glyph, the one I couldn’t decipher. I’m 
sure that’s what misled me.” 

He looked at his feet, blinking. Dan was afraid he might cry. 


Atticus was just a little kid, and they relied on him so much. He 


hated letting anyone down. 

Amy put a reassuring arm around Att’s shoulders. “It’s all right. 
It must be that mysterious glyph. We’ll figure it out tonight and try 
again tomorrow.” 

There was nothing else to do. They crawled out of the ruin and 
started hiking back through the jungle toward the hotel. 

About an hour into the walk back, Dan suddenly had a strange 
feeling. All this time they’d been alone in the jungle, except for the 
wild birds and animals — frogs, toads, lizards, snakes . . . Most of 
the mammals wisely slept during the day. But now the hair on the 
back of his neck stood up, and he had the strong sense that they 
were being watched. 

He was following Amy, who was leading them back. He 
touched her arm to get her attention and put his finger to his lips to 
signal quiet. She and the others instantly froze. 

They peered through the dense rain forest. Birds whistled and 
hooted. There was a cracking sound, like a twig or branch breaking. 

Amy’s eyebrows rose in alarm. 

Dan thought he saw something catch the light and glint through 
the leaves. Or was that his imagination? 

Another crack, and a flash of light as the sun hit the watch on a 
man’s wrist. 

“They’re here,” Amy whispered. 

Before they could make a move, four large men crashed through 
the brush, blocking the way forward. 

“Run!” Amy shouted. 
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Amy whirled around and ran back down the path with Dan, Jake, 
and Atticus at her heels, when four more fighters leaped out of the 
trees. 

“Its an ambush!” Dan yelled. 

They were trapped. Thugs in front of them, thugs behind them, 
and all around them nothing but impenetrable jungle. How did they 
find us? Amy’s muscles tensed and her pulse sped, telling her to 
run, but there was nowhere to go. She felt like a caged tiger. Two of 
Pierce’s men rushed forward and grabbed her. She struggled but 
their hands were pure muscle, gripping her arms so hard they nearly 
broke her bones. 

Jake was dodging a goon who looked more like a boulder than a 
man, bald with a big nose mashed against his face. Ducking and 
swerving, he stayed one step ahead of the thug but couldn’t quite 
lose him. When the fighter finally treed him, Jake jumped up higher, 
grabbed a branch, and kicked the man in the face — just hard 
enough to give Jake time to escape. 

A soldier went for Atticus, who flattened himself against the 
jungle floor and slithered through a narrow opening in the brush, 
disappearing. Dan ducked and rolled, dodging the soldier who 
chased him, and dove into the brush after Att. The thugs kicked 


furiously at the thick vines, ripping them up by the roots like a 
threshing machine. Go, Dan and Att, go! Amy thought. She 
squirmed in the iron grip of the men holding her. One of them 
reached for his gun. In a surge of terror and adrenaline she kicked 
his hand hard enough to hurt him. The gun flew into the air and 
disappeared in the green. 

“Get it!” the other thug ordered. The gunman let go of Amy. 
Now she had one arm free. She punched the other goon in the 
stomach, followed by a hard judo chop on his arm and another kick 
to the groin. The blows had no effect. She might as well have been a 
fly fighting an elephant. 

Jake appeared behind the thug, grabbed a handful of hair, and 
yanked. Enraged, the man let go of Amy for a split second to turn 
on Jake. Amy slipped away, and Jake ducked under the fighter’s 
flying fist, managing to escape. “The boys!” Amy said to Jake. She 
dove into the jungle after Atticus and Dan. Jake followed. Vines and 
branches scratched her face as she crawled through the brush. She 
emerged in a clearing and stood. Dan and Atticus jumped out of a 
hollow tree they’d been hiding in. 
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“Amy, look up!” Dan shouted, pointing toward the treetops. 
Perched in a sturdy kapok branch was a wooden platform with a zip 
line attached to it. Amy didn’t know where the zip line led to, and 
she didn’t care. Anyplace was better than this. 

“Get up there any way you can!” she told the others. A rickety 
wooden staircase led to the platform. She grabbed Atticus and 
pushed him up the stairs, clambering after him. The stairs were too 
narrow for the muscular men. One of them tried the first step, and it 


crashed under his weight. Dan and Jake dodged the goons, climbing 


up the tree that led to the platform and hauling themselves over the 
top. 

Amy grabbed a zip line harness, helped Atticus inside, and gave 
him a shove. She followed in another harness, with Dan and Jake 
sliding in close behind her. They whizzed through the jungle, over 
the fern-covered ruins, past wildly colored birds and flowers, 
landing on a platform a hundred yards away, where another zip line 
awaited them. 

The soldiers had somehow managed to climb the tree and were 
zipping down the lines after them without harnesses. They slid 
along the wire with their hands, wearing only their gloves. They’re 
relentless, Amy thought, trying not to be overwhelmed by despair. 

The four of them zipped to another platform. Suddenly, about 
twenty feet from the next platform, Atticus stopped dead. “My 
harness is stuck!” he shouted. 

Amy couldn’t stop — she slid right into him. Dan crashed into 
her, and the weight of them unstuck Att’s harness. They zipped the 
final leg to the next platform. Jake tumbled on after them. Out of 
breath, Amy glanced back. The thugs were zooming straight toward 
them, a hundred feet away, then fifty, twenty... . 

Up ahead, there was no zip line. Only a suspension bridge made 
of rope and planks, spanning a deep, dry gorge. 

“The goons are right behind us,” Dan shouted. “Go!” 

Amy stepped tentatively on the bridge, testing its strength. It 
swayed under her weight. Dan stepped on, causing the bridge to 
ripple. She looked down. Big mistake. The bottom of the gorge was 


far, far below, with nothing to land on but rocks. 


“Amy, go!” Dan urged her. “They’re coming!” She took a 
breath, then another step. One foot at atime... 

She started across the bridge, trying to ignore the waves of 
nausea and dizziness that washed over her. “Eyes up!” Jake 
instructed. Amy listened, keeping her eyes on the other side of the 
gorge. She’d made it halfway across, the boys right behind her. The 
bridge made a sudden huge ripple, swinging over the chasm. The 
goons had arrived. She gripped the rope sides tighter. 

“Hurry!” Dan said. “This thing could snap under the weight of 
those guys.” 

Another big ripple as the thugs piled on. Amy’s foot slid out 
from under her. She landed on her backside on a plank of the bridge, 
then slipped sideways, her legs dangling over the gorge. 

“Amy!” Jake cried. 

Her hands caught the rope that ran along the side of the bridge. 
She dangled over the gorge for a split second before Jake pulled her 
to safety. She knelt on the bridge, catching her breath, before 
climbing to her feet and hurrying the rest of the way over the gorge. 

They’d all made it safely across the bridge. They ran along a 
jungle path, only to find themselves at another zip line, this one 
running over a rushing river. 

“I remember the map! This line should lead to the zip line 
center,” Dan cried. 

“Good.” The zip line center would be crowded with tourists and 
patrolled by armed park guards. If they could get to the center, they 
might be safe from Pierce’s men, at least for a little while. “Let’s 


go,” Amy said. 


Jake lifted Atticus into a harness and sent him soaring like a bird 
over the rushing water. Jake followed to make sure he’d be okay on 
the other side. They zoomed across the river and disappeared into 
the trees on their way to the zip line center. Amy glanced back. No 
sign of the men who’d been chasing them yet. But they were sure to 
appear any moment. She pushed Dan in front of her. “Go. Now!” 

Dan jumped into the harness and slid across the double wire that 
connected the platform to the other side of the river. At that moment 
a new thug appeared on the far shore — another one of Pierce’s 
men, coming at them from the other side. The thugs had called for 
reinforcements. Jake and Atticus had zipped by right before he got 
there. He spoke into a two-way radio, nodding as if he’d just been 
told where to go and what to do. Brandishing a machete, he climbed 
up to a platform in a tree next to the zip line. Then he started 
hacking at one of the two zip line wires. 

Dan was headed straight for him. 

Amy’s heart jumped to her throat. Dan was halfway across when 
the top wire that held him snapped. 

“Dan!” Amy screamed. 

The wire dropped in front of Dan. His harness halted with a jerk 
and the lower wire drooped low over the river. He dangled above 
the water rushing over the rocks below, supported by only one wire 
now, the other in his way, keeping him from sliding forward. 

Amy heard thudding footsteps behind her. She turned quickly. 
The rickety suspension bridge had slowed down the fighters who’d 
been chasing them — the men were so big they had to cross it 


carefully, or their weight might break it or sway it so much it would 


throw them off. But they had finally made it over the bridge and 
were running toward her down the jungle path. 

They’d be on top of her in a matter of minutes. 

Across the river, the saboteur hacked at the second wire. Once it 
broke, the pulleys holding the harness would slide off the wire and 
Dan would tumble into the river to his death. 

“DAN!” she screamed again. 

Dan twisted in the harness, looking for Amy. When he found 
her, they locked eyes. She could read his thoughts, and they were 
terrible. 

This is it, he telegraphed to her. Good-bye. 

No! Her body jolted with terror, a lightning bolt to the brain. 

Without thinking, she jumped into her harness. She’d zip over to 
Dan, catch him, glide him to safety... . 

She’d nearly leaped over the water when she caught herself. It 
wouldn’t work. She’d reach Dan halfway over the river, and they’d 
both be stuck. Half the zip line had been cut. Across the river, the 
strongman was chopping, chopping, chopping. The second wire 
weakened, sagging even more. 

Dan’s body dropped closer to the rushing water, the harness 
holding him like a noose. 

Every nerve, every fiber in Amy’s body strained over that river 
toward her brother. Her brain was on fire, rat-a-tatting, save him 
save him how how how? 

She scanned the ground for a life preserver, a float, something 
she could toss him that might break his fall, but there was nothing. 
The wire thinned. Dan’s body dropped lower. He closed his eyes, 


his face a mask of terror. 


The wire was hair-thin. It was about to break. 

Behind her, the thugs were only yards away. 

As if in a nightmare, Amy saw what was about to happen. She 
saw Dan’s body fall into the river. She saw his head bash against the 
rocks, spattering them with blood as his limp, lifeless body washed 
downstream. ... 

If only he could climb back to her, back on the wire. But he 
wasn’t strong enough to do that, and anyway, the thugs would be 
waiting for him there on her side of the river. Or if he could cling to 
the wire as it broke, and slide down slowly toward the river. But 
he’d have to be superstrong to do that, at least as strong as Pierce’s 
men, maybe stronger. 

A howl of anguish ripped from her body. He was her brother, 
and she couldn’t help him! She was powerless, powerless, 
power... 

Power. 

In a flash an answer appeared to her. She had all the power she 
needed. Right there in her backpack. 

The serum. 

If she were superstrong, she could slide out to him, keep him 
from falling, ease him down the wire to the edge of the river... . 

If she were superstrong, and if she acted fast. 

The wire sagged lower. In ten seconds, maybe five, it would 
break. Dan struggled in the harness, trying to claw his way back 
along the wire toward her, but he wasn’t strong enough. He was as 
helpless as a trapped animal. 

Her little brother. Her Dan. 


Save Dan, save Dan, save Dan. ... The words were a drumbeat 
in her mind. She couldn’t think of anything else, couldn’t think past 
that one idea. 

She ripped open her pack and found the flask. She tore off the 


top and drank it down. 
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There was an agonizing instant when nothing happened, and then 
power like golden light surged through her veins, energizing her 
limbs, her hands, her brain. She felt strong, yet light. As if she could 
leap across the chasm, fifty yards, a hundred. No — she tried to put 
a brake on her speeding mind; she could jump far, very far, maybe 
thirty feet, but not that far, not yet.... 

Concentrate. 

Her mind immediately focused on Dan. The thugs surrounded 
her, but she jumped out of their reach, her legs springing her higher 
than she thought possible, and grabbed the zip line wire, the one that 
was being cut on the other side of the river. 

Amy made her way along the wire, hand over hand. She reached 
Dan in a matter of seconds, just as the wire broke. He dropped 
toward the water as his harness slid off the broken wire. But instead 
of filling her with terror, the sight of her freefalling brother activated 
a surge of energy as her arm shot out, grabbing one of Dan’s hands 
just before he fell out of reach. 

“Hold on!” she told him. She strained all her muscles to tighten 
her grasp. The wire tore at the skin on her hand. The momentum of 
the fall swung them back over the river, back to the side where 


Pierce’s men were waiting. She clung to the wire like Tarzan 


clinging to a vine. They swooped upward and crashed into the 
stunned goons waiting for them there, knocking them to the ground. 

Dan stared at Amy in shock. “What — ?” 

“Get on my back,” Amy ordered. The zip line wire now dangled 
down the cliff toward the rushing water. Dan clung to her back like 
a little kid. She shimmied down the wire, bracing her feet against 
the cliff. 

“Amy, what are you doing?” Dan felt heavy, but she knew she 
wouldn’t drop him unless he let go. 

“T’ve got you. Just hold on tight,” she shouted. They made their 
way down the wire, rappelling against the cliff. She jumped the last 
twenty feet to the narrow river’s edge. He slid off her back. Large 
rocks dotted the water from one side to the other. She stepped on the 
first rock, then the next. They were sharp, wet, and slippery. “To the 
other side! Come on!” she told Dan. 

He struggled to follow her across the rocks. Her sense of 
balance was supersharp — she hardly had to hold on to the rocks as 
she leaped from one to the next. Dan crouched down, clinging to 
each boulder as he slowly made his way over the rushing water. 

She helped him over the last few rocks until they landed on the 
other side of the river. Pierce’s men watched them helplessly from 
above, unable to reach them. “What do we do now?” Dan asked. 
There was nowhere to go but up, nothing on that side but a sheer 
cliff about thirty feet high. 

“We climb.” 

“But what about — ?” Dan pointed at the man with the machete 


looking down at them. 


Amy studied him. He had a machete, but there was only one of 
him. “We’ll deal with him when we get there.” She hoisted Dan 
onto her back again and started scaling the cliff. She stretched to 
reach a jutting rock, clung to it while her foot found a sturdy hold, 
and slowly made her way up the face of the cliff. 

About three feet below the top of the cliff was a narrow ledge of 
rock. “Climb off,” she told Dan. She left him perched on the ledge. 
Just above her, the man with the machete was waiting. 

Amy hoisted herself to the top of the cliff. The thug raised the 
machete, ready to strike. She kicked it out of his hand. It fell over 
the cliff to the river, clanking heavily against the rocks. The thug’s 
jaw dropped open in surprise. Amy knocked him flat with one swift 
kick to the gut. She reached down to Dan, hauling him up to the top 
of the cliff. 

They ran through the jungle to the zip line center a quarter mile 
away, where Jake and Atticus were waiting for them. She had to 
hold herself back so Dan could keep up with her. She felt like a 
gazelle, as if she could breeze through the jungle for miles and 
never get tired. 

“Are you okay?” Jake asked. “What took you so long?” 

“We’re fine,” Amy said. “We’re great.” She wasn’t even out of 
breath. She could have kept running, she could have run a marathon 
without getting tired. She bounced up and down on her toes. 

“Amy.” Dan was gasping for breath. “What just HAPPENED?” 

“What do you mean?” The golden energy coursed through her 
veins. She knew what he meant; in the back of her mind she knew 
something was wrong, but she couldn’t feel it, she could only feel 


the energy. 


“You — you caught me before I fell,” Dan said, staring at her in 
disbelief, as if the strangeness of what had happened was just 
dawning on him. “You rappelled down a cliff with me on your back. 
You took on one of Pierce’s thugs like it was nothing —” 

“What?” Jake asked. “Amy — ?” 

She stopped bouncing. She still felt the energy coursing through 
her veins, shining out of her eyes. But the voice in the back of her 
mind was getting clearer: Something is wrong, something is very 
wrong. ... 

“I had to do it, Dan,” she said. “I couldn’t let you die... .” 

Dan’s mouth opened, then closed. He knows, she thought. He 
knows but he can’t say it out loud. “It was worth it,” she said. She 
was done letting him make her feel guilty for saving him. “I’d do it 
again.” 

“What are you talking about?” Jake demanded. 

Dan and Atticus stared at her with questions in their eyes, and 
fear. “The serum,” she told them in a confident voice she didn’t 
recognize as her own. “I had a vial of it with me. Dan was about to 
die. I had to save him. So... I drank it.” 

“You had it with you?” Dan asked. His features were frozen in 
shock. “All this time?” She nodded. “And you . . . you took it.” He 
looked down now as if the gravity of what had happened was 
beginning to weigh on him. “The full-strength serum.” 

She nodded again. His eyes searched her face as if looking for 
something — or someone — he’d lost long ago. 

Amy recoiled from the look on his face as if it were a blow, the 
confidence draining away as quickly as it’d appeared. What have I 


done? 


“T don’t understand,” Jake said. 

She looked at Dan, and his eyes filled with tears. He fell against 
her in a long, deep hug. She held him, never wanting to let go. Her 
little brother, safe in her arms. 

Atticus stepped forward and put a small arm around each of 
them. “What, you guys? What is it?” 

Dan just shook his head as if he couldn’t speak. 

“I took the Cahill serum,” Amy explained gravely. “That means 
I will be the strongest, smartest, most powerful person on earth. For 
one week.” 

“And then?” Jake asked. 

Dan started sobbing, soaking her T-shirt. 

“And then,” she said slowly, the gravity of it finally sinking in, 


hitting her like a blow to the solar plexus, “I will die.” 


(CNP Uh 


Dan held on to Amy the whole way back to the hotel. He couldn’t 
bring himself to let go. Tears streamed down his face and he 
couldn’t make them stop. 

His heart was breaking. He didn’t even care how it looked, a 
thirteen-year-old boy with his arm around his sister’s waist, sobbing 
uncontrollably. Nothing mattered now. 

Amy had taken the serum to save him. And now she was going 
to die. 

Maybe dying would have been better than this, the heavy guilt 
weighing on his heart like a lead blanket. It was his fault that the 
serum existed at all. His fault that Amy had been secretly carrying it 
around for safekeeping. His fault that she’d taken it... 

His fault that she would soon die. 

He could feel how the serum had changed her while they 
walked. Jake and Atticus stumbled down the path like zombies, 
numb with shock. But Dan could feel Amy holding herself back to 
keep from running ahead of him. Her skin seemed to hum with 
energy and power. 

He couldn’t hold on to her forever. He let her go. 

She immediately sprang ahead, almost involuntarily. She hopped 


up onto a stone fence in one easy leap, then double-back-flipped off. 


She turned back to Dan with a sad, apologetic smile. “I’ve 
always wanted to do that.” 

Jake and Atticus watched her blankly, as if they couldn’t quite 
comprehend what was happening. The Amy they knew was no 
gymnast — especially not at a time like this. 

It doesn’t seem real to her, Dan thought. She’s feeling the power, 
the strength .. . but not the poison. 


It didn’t quite seem real to him, either. 


Back at the hotel, Amy bounced around the room, trying to contain 
her energy. It might’ve been comforting — someone that full of life 
couldn’t possibly be dying. But Dan could see the emotions playing 
over her face, bouncing around, too. One minute she looked giddy 
with power, the next overwhelmed by panic. 

Atticus tried to take her hand and lead her into a seat. When that 
failed, Jake took a more direct approach. “Amy, settle down,” he 
barked. “We’ve got to concentrate on finding the crystal. The 
antidote is more important than ever now.” His tone was harsh, as if 
he were furious with Amy, but whenever Dan caught Jake’s eye, he 
could see a flicker of anguish. 

“I need to look at those glyphs.” Atticus’s breath shook as he 
spoke, but he tried to hide his fear, tried to act as tough as Jake. 
“Where’s Olivia’s book, Dan?” 

The book. Dan opened his backpack and rummaged through it. 


“I had it in here when we were attacked. . . .” He searched the pack, 


then emptied it. “Maybe I put it in my back pocket.” He patted his 
pockets, then pulled them inside out. No book. 

“Dan, where is it?” Amy’s voice was high and tense. 

“I — I don’t know.” He was beginning to panic, the terror rising 
from his gut with a bitter, metallic taste. 

“Check the pack again,” Atticus said. 

“T am.” Dan double- and triple-checked every corner of his 
backpack, every pocket. There was no way around it. Olivia’s book 
was gone. 

“Tt must have fallen out of my pocket when I was fighting off 
Pierce’s men,” Dan said. 

So it was somewhere out there in the jungle . . . the vast jungle 
where planes could crash and never be found. 

The mood in the room settled into a dark gloom. Dan kicked 
over a chair in a fury. 

Amy was dying. And now the book was gone. 

He’d done it again. He’d let Amy down. She’d been right to 
abandon him. He couldn’t be counted on to do anything right. 

Without the crystal and a perfect antidote recipe, Amy could not 
be saved. Dan knew the recipe by heart, though some of the more 
complicated codes had yet to be deciphered. The book was 
crammed with information that shed light on the recipe — like 
where to find the exact ingredients. One small mistake and the 
antidote wouldn’t work. 

And he’d lost the book. It was his fault. 

His sister, who stood before him now so full of life, would be 
dead in a week. Only seven more days of eye rolls whenever he 


made a bad joke. 168 hours of ruffling his hair and calling him a 


dweeb with a smile that meant she wouldn’t have him any other 
way. 10,080 minutes left with his big sister, the one who’d let him 
sleep in her bed for a year after their parents died, who skipped the 
first day of seventh grade to sit on a bench next to Dan’s elementary 
school and wave to him during recess. Amy, the only family he had 
left, gone forever. 

The clock was ticking. They still had to stop Pierce from taking 
over the world. But first they had to save Amy’s life. 


(GPSS 


Off the coast of Maine 


After clobbering Galt in their moming karate bout, Cara showered 
and changed for Round Table. Round Table was a “quiz game” her 
father had invented, where she and Galt competed to see which of 
them had the most knowledge of politics and history. Pierce played 
“moderator,” asking the questions. He kept a running tally of points 
won by each child. At the moment, Galt was beating Cara 110 to 
100. But Cara had been beating him lately. She was closing the gap. 
Maybe today would be the day when she’d pull ahead. And if she 
did, would her father finally take notice and realize that Cara was as 
worthy of his attention as Galt? 

Cara finished dressing and glanced through her history notes. 
The facts and figures stuck in her mind so easily now. Her memory 
had improved while she was taking the power shakes her father had 
given her, but with the extra punch from Galt’s shake, her memory 
had become photographic. 

Galt and her father were waiting for her in Pierce’s study. She 
took her place at the round “game table,” which was equipped with 


little buzzers, just like a real quiz show. Let the games begin. 


“Are you both ready?” Pierce shuffled through his note cards 
and trained his icy blue eyes on his children. “All right, Round 
Table, Round Five. Let’s begin. Secret Service Code Names: What 
is the Secret Service Code Name for Barack Obama?” 

Easy one. Cara pressed her buzzer a split second before Galt did. 
“Renegade.” 

“Correct. Give me three more code names for bonus points.” 

“Bill Clinton: Eagle. Richard Nixon: Searchlight. John F. 
Kennedy: Lancer. Senator Ted Kennedy: Sunburn —” Cara could go 
on forever. 

“Enough.” Pierce’s voice was stern, but he was smiling. “I only 
asked for three, Cara.” 

“You should penalize her a point,” Galt said. 

“T’m not going to penalize her for doing more than I asked,” 
Pierce said. “You should always strive to do more than is asked of 
you. That’s how you get ahead.” 

Galt scowled. 

“Next question. Name three cities that have hosted the 
Republican National Convention. Go.” 

Again Cara was quicker to buzz. “Tampa, 2012; St. Paul, 2008; 
New York, 2004; Philadelphia, 2000 —” 

“Showoff,” Galt grumbled. 

“Extra credit for knowing the years. Good job, Cara.” Pierce 
noted Cara’s points on a score sheet and shuffled his question cards. 
“Lightning round. This one’s for the losers. Pl name a president, 
and you tell me the name of the candidate he beat. Ready? Dwight 


D. Eisenhower.” Cara buzzed. “Cara.” 


“Adlai Stevenson.” Give me something challenging, Cara 
thought. This is too easy. 

“George W. Bush in 2000. Cara.” 

“Al Gore and Ralph Nader,” Cara said. 

“Ralph Nader! Green Party!” Galt shouted out. 

“Too late, Galt. George H. W. Bush. Cara.” 

“Michael Dukakis.” 

“Right. Um... Rutherford B. Hayes. Galt.” 

“Samuel J. Tilden,” Galt said. 

“Score one for Galt.” Pierce noted their scores. Of course Galt 
would get Rutherford B. Hayes — that was his favorite president. 
Because his name was Galt Rutherford Pierce, after his father. 

They played for another half hour. Galt managed to score a few 
more points, but Cara beat him in the end. 

“Cara has pulled ahead,” Pierce announced after adding up their 
scores. “It’s now 157 for Cara, 123 for Galt. Nice job, Cara. And as 
a reward for your impressive performance, you’ll be going to 
Washington with me tomorrow.” 

Galt jumped to his feet. “What!? You said I could go with you!” 

“I think the most politically astute child should be the one who 
accompanies me while I’m meeting with Congress,” Pierce said, 
nailing Galt with a hard stare. “Don’t you agree, Galt? It only makes 
sense.” 

Galt was fuming and frustrated. Cara could practically feel the 
heat of his rage coming off his skin. 

“Thank you, Dad.” She stood up to go. “Pl start packing.” 

“Ask your mother to help you,” Pierce called after her. “She 


knows the right things to wear in Washington.” 


Cara fumed as she walked up the plushly carpeted stairs to her 
room. Her father wouldn’t have worried about what Galt was going 
to wear. Was he taking her to Washington because she was smart, as 
an aide? Or as an ornament, like her mother? 

He still favors Galt, Cara realized. Her father thought Cara’s 
recent success was a fluke, just a temporary setback for her brother. 
Deep down, Cara thought bitterly, in spite of everything I’ve done, 
my dad thinks I’m a carbon copy of Mom — basically, a ditz. 

PIl show him. 


Cara’s mother knocked on her bedroom door later that day. “Would 
you like to go shopping with me this afternoon, honey?” Debi Ann 
asked. “Your father told me that he’s taking you to Washington with 
him! That’s exciting. There are going to be more and more of these 
public appearances, and you’ ll need some new dresses.” 

Cara knew the kind of dresses her mother wanted to buy her. 
They were expensive, neat, and always had some little-girlish 
detail — a white Peter Pan collar, maybe, or a bow at the waist. 
Perfect for a candidate’s daughter. But utterly ridiculous. 

“Can’t you just order a few things in my size?” 

“Of course, dear.” Her mother hated conflict, and she must have 
known from past experience that a shopping trip with Cara would be 
one long argument. “Your father said you were a whiz at Round 
Table this morning.” She looked down at her perfect pink manicure, 
as if she were afraid to meet Cara’s eye. As if she were intimidated 


by her own daughter. 


“Thanks, Mom.” She could barely look at her mother these days. 
Debi Ann got this pained, deer-in-the-headlights expression that 
drove Cara crazy. If only her mother would stand up for herself. But 
Cara couldn’t really blame her. How could anyone stand up to her 
father? 


Debi Ann Pierce sat at the pristine white desk in her pristine white 
study. This was where she signed the notes her secretary wrote for 
her, thank-you notes to the wives of visiting dignitaries, get-well 
cards to important people who were sick, checks to the many 
charities she supported. She didn’t really need a study all to herself, 
but they had the space, and so here she spent her days, sitting alone, 
worrying. 

Lately her worries had settled on Cara. Cara had changed 
recently. It was surprising enough when her slightly awkward 
daughter began excelling at tennis, waterskiing, judo, 
karate . . . pretty much any sport she tried. She seemed to become a 
natural athlete almost overnight. Galt, too, though he’d been more 
athletic than Cara as a young child. 

Lately, the children’s talents struck Debi Ann as more than just 
surprising — they were astonishing. Unbelievable. And they made 
Debi Ann wonder what exactly was going on right here under her 
own roof. 

If Rutherford caught her snooping ... Debi Ann shuddered. She 
didn’t know what he’d do. She hated to think about it. Yes, she was 


his wife. But that wouldn’t stop him from hurting her if she got in 


his way. She might as well be a total stranger as far as he was 
concerned. Or a mosquito, something small and annoying that he 
could swat away without a thought — and squash if it tried to sting 
him. 

All he cared about were his ambitions. Power. Debi Ann was 
sure Pierce hadn’t felt anything like “love” for anyone — not even 
for her or the children — in a long time. Not since the woman no 
one was allowed to name. 

So why should she honor his wishes? If she had to trail along in 


his wake, she wanted to know where they were going. 


(Chi P Uh 


Tikal, Guatemala 


“It’s gone,” Jake said, shaking his head in disbelief. “It’s like the 
jungle just swallowed it up.” 

Dan, Jake, and Amy had gone back into the jungle to search for 
Olivia’s lost book, retracing their steps futilely, while Atticus tried 
to figure out where the riven crystal was. 

Dan hunched his shoulders. He looked tense, coiled tight. Amy 
wanted to comfort him, to let him know she didn’t blame him for 
losing the book, but he shied away whenever she came close. At one 
point, he’d actually shuddered, as if she were already dead and he 
had just brushed against a corpse. 

He caught her watching him. “What?” he asked, his voice 
strangely flat. 

“Nothing,” she said. “Just hope you’re okay.” 

“T’m fine,” he said, avoiding her eyes. She could feel him 
shutting down, pulling away as if trying to get a head start on his 
grief. Or was he punishing her for dying? For taking drastic action 
to save his life? Could he possibly be that ungrateful? And 
yet . . . she understood. If the burden had been too much for him 


before, it was greater than ever now. 


No one said a word on the long walk back to the hotel. The 
silence was thicker than the heat, heavy with all the thoughts they 
were afraid to say aloud. 

“Any luck with the glyph, Att?” Dan asked when they returned 
to the hotel. 

Atticus shook his head. “I’ve checked all the hieroglyphs that 
have been deciphered so far, but this one isn’t there. I’ve even tried 
reenacting a pok-a-tok game with these palm nuts to see if it triggers 
any ideas. .. . Amy, what does this glyph look like to you?” 

Amy sat down with Atticus and focused on the symbol. Maybe 
now, with her mind sharpened by the power of the serum, she could 
crack the code. Despite the grave faces surrounding her, she felt 
invincible. When she focused on distances it was like looking 
through a telescope. She could spot a worm in a bird’s beak miles 
away. Her vision in the dark was like looking through night goggles. 
She’d been in great shape before she took the serum, but she’d had 
to work hard for every muscle. Now, for the first time in her life, 
bookish Amy Cahill, denizen of the library, was a natural athlete. 

She had to keep reminding herself why she felt so strong, and 
when she remembered, her mood plummeted. The serum was doing 
this to her. The very thing that made her feel so good now would 
soon kill her. 

But that didn’t feel real. Death seemed impossible. She knew in 
her mind that the serum was fatal, but she couldn’t feel it in her 
body, which was so full of energy and life. It was like carrying a 
time bomb inside her body, only she misheard the ticking of the 
bomb as the beating of her heart. 


The crystal . . . focus on the crystal. She trained her eyes on the 
glyph. The bottom part of it had a squarish shape with rounded 
corners and inside it a smaller square and two horizontal lines like 
dashes. On top of the main square were three vertical rectangles. 

“They almost look like panels,” she said. “Or — what if the 
square was a man’s face, with two lines for eyes . . . and the top part 
was a headdress?” 

Suddenly, there was a tap at the window. Startled, Amy jumped 
up and whirled around, leg in the air and fists clenched, ready to 
defend against an attack. She was about to kick through the window 
when she saw a small, furry black creature crouched on the sill, 
staring at the nuts Atticus had left on the table. 

“Relax, Amy,” Jake said. “It’s just a howler monkey.” 

Amy let her hands fall to her sides. Breathe, breathe ... The 
monkey knocked on the window again and hopped up and down as 
if it were laughing at her. She looked more closely at it. “Jake, that’s 
not a howler monkey. It’s a spider monkey.” 

“What?” 

“You can tell by the reddish fur on its upper body. Anyone who 
knew anything about the native fauna of Guatemala would see the 
difference easily.” 

She heard the contempt in her voice and saw the flash of hurt 
surprise on Jake’s face. “My mistake,” he said. 

She opened her mouth to apologize, but another thought zipped 
through her brain. He’s smart, but he’s not a Cahill, and he never 
will be. He’ll never be able to keep up with me and Dan. Why 
doesn t he just take his little brother and go back to Rome? 


“Amy, it’s just a monkey,” Dan said. 


“Just a monkey? Every detail matters! You know that as well as 
I do, Dan.” 

Dan, Jake, and Atticus were all staring at her with worry on their 
faces. And fear. Amy felt a stab of pain at the sight of them. She 
wanted to melt into the floor and slip away like mercury. They loved 
her, all three of them. And she loved them. They were working 
themselves to the bone to save her life, and she couldn’t keep 
herself from snapping at them. The contempt she’d felt drained 
away in a rush, replaced by remorse. “Jake, I’m sorry —” 

Her phone buzzed — Nellie. Amy was grateful for the 
distraction. She transferred the call to her laptop so they could all 
see her and talk to her. Amy was still startled every time she saw 
Nellie with plain brown hair — no crazy colors, no neon skunk 
stripes. Yet although she looked shockingly different, she still 
sounded like the same old Nellie, which was more than Amy could 
say for herself. 

“What’s up, kiddos?” Nellie asked. “I’ve got some news. Pony 
confirms that Debi Ann Pierce is Deborah Starling.” 

“Why didn’t we know that before?” Amy asked, working hard 
to keep her voice calm and measured. 

“Pierce had any connection to the names ‘Starling’ or ‘Cahill’ 
wiped from his Internet history,” Nellie explained. 

“I thought that was impossible,” Atticus said. 

“Its not easy,” Nellie said. “Pony says April May did it.” 

“Tf she’s still working for Pierce, it would explain the ambush,” 
Amy said. 


“What ambush?” Nellie cried in alarm. 


“They swarmed us when we went to find the riven crystal,” 
Amy explained. 

“And Dan almost got killed,” Atticus added before Amy could 
shush him. 

“What?” Nellie shrieked. “Dan, are you okay? Put your face 
close to the camera so I can see you clearly.” 

Dan pushed his face at the camera on Amy’s laptop. “I’m fine, 
Nellie. Don’t worry. Amy saved my butt.” 

“Don’t worry? You were almost killed! What happened?” 

Amy struggled with the warring impulses inside her. The 
slightest threat to her kiddos and Nellie went into battle mode. 
She’d done so much to protect them, made so many sacrifices. Amy 
felt protective of her now, wanting to spare her this blow. But Nellie 
deserved to know the truth. She needed to know. 

“Calm down, Nellie,” Amy said, keeping her voice steady. 
Nellie had started pacing in front of the computer screen, unable to 
stand the suspense. “Pierce’s men ambushed us in the jungle, and 
they tried to cut a zip line while Dan was on it —” 

“Dangling over a river —” Dan put in. 

“— but I rescued him, and we all got away safely. That’s the 
good news.” 

Nellie’s eyes narrowed. “What’s the bad news?” 

Dan glanced at Amy, and she knew he was trying to postpone 
the inevitable, too. “I lost Olivia’s book,” he confessed, stalling for 
time. “It fell out of my pocket while we were fighting the soldiers, 
and we can’t find it.” 

“Okay.” Nellie nodded. “Okay. Okay. That’s bad. That’s very 


bad, but as long as my two kiddos are safe . . .” 


“It’s not that simple,” Amy said. “Dan was — he was about to 
die. He was dangling over a river. He would have fallen and 
smashed against the rocks, if — if —” 

Nellie stopped pacing. “If what?” 

Dan looked at Amy. She shook her head. She couldn’t do it. 

“Spit it out, kids,” Nellie said. 

“Amy took the serum.” Dan’s shoulders hunched as he spoke. 
Amy could see the coil of anger and pain inside him tighten. “The 
original, undiluted serum. A full dose. That’s how she had the 
strength to save me.” 

Nellie blinked. “What are you talking about? How could Amy 
take the — ?” 

“T had a vial of it,” Amy said. “Sammy made it for me.” 

As the news sank in, Nellie’s features contorted in pain. Amy 
knew she was watching her friend’s heart break. 

Nellie pressed her palms against her eyes, then dropped her head 
on the table in front of her. Finally, she lifted her head and wiped her 
eyes. “I am not going to let you die.” Her voice had grown fierce. 
“You won’t die. All we need is the antidote. Did you get the 
crystal?” 

Atticus frowned. “Still working on it.” 

“Wait.” Amy hovered by Atticus’s shoulder and looked at the 
glyph. From a slight distance she saw it differently — more clearly. 
“T know what those vertical rectangles remind me of. A mirror.” 

Atticus tilted his head, studying the symbol. “A mirror?” 

“You know, that three-way kind they have in store dressing 


rooms, or on a vanity table?” 


The three boys were giving her blank looks, but on the computer 
screen Nellie perked up. “I know what you mean. The kind with 
three panels, so you can see yourself in front and from both sides at 
the same time.” 

“Right!” Amy said. “Does that help you, Atticus?” 

“A mirror...” Atticus picked up his laptop and started 
searching for something. “That sounds familiar.” A few minutes 
later he jotted something on the paper. For the first time all day, 
Atticus smiled. 


“Amy, I think you cracked it.” 


CPUE 


Washington, DC 


“What this country needs is more democracy.” Pierce was standing 
in front of the Lincoln Memorial with his daughter, Cara, by his 
side, surrounded by a select group of US senators. He wasn’t 
supposed to be giving a speech, but the press was there, so why not? 

“And what does a democracy need to grow? Strong leadership.” 
Pierce patted the giant stone pedestal underneath the statue of 
Abraham Lincoln as senators nodded and clapped around him. 
“This country hasn’t had a real leader in years. What we need is a 
true patriot — someone who understands that America comes first, 
and every other country should bow down to our power!” 

Cara was amazed at the enthusiastic applause. How did her 
father get away with this stuff? 

“Excuse me, Mr. Pierce.” One reporter waved a pen to get his 
attention. “Is that how you define democracy? It sounds more like a 
dictatorship to me.” 

“You, madam, are not a patriot!” Pierce said with a dangerous 
smile. “Get that reporter’s name,” he muttered to one of his 
bodyguards. “Pll see that she’s fired.” 

Whoa, Cara thought. 


Cara was used to her father’s ruthless tactics — that’s why he 
had a real shot of winning the election. But she’d never really 
stopped to think what would happen after he was sworn in. Who 
would be president? The nonstop charm machine the public saw? Or 
the J. Rutherford Pierce that only Cara, Galt, and their mother knew, 
a man who cared about power more than anything, more than his 
own family. 

They finished their tour of the great monuments of Washington 
with a state dinner at the Capitol. While waiters served them roast 
beef and potatoes, Cara steered the conversation in a direction she 
knew her father would like: foreign policy. He had just been touring 
the capitals of Europe, making sure to act as boorishly American as 
possible wherever he went, and he had lots of funny stories to tell of 
uptight prime ministers looking like fools around a laid-back 
American. 

Laid-back. Cara wanted to laugh. It was the last phrase she’d use 
to describe her father. But he’d become a genius at being whoever 
people wanted him to be. The perfect candidate. 

“So I said to the chancellor, I said, ‘Well, Helmut, the problem 
with your country is you spend too darn much money on silly things 
like art. If you spent the money you give to the arts on your military, 
you wouldn’t need to come crying to Uncle Sam every time some 
nut in a banana republic sneezes.’ ” 

The senators at the table laughed appreciatively, but one aide 
looked a little troubled. “It might be okay to joke around with our 
allies in Europe,” he said. “But what about someone like the 


president of Iran? How would you handle diplomacy with him?” 


“Son, what you’ve got to understand is these leaders are people 
just like you and me. They can boast and bluster all they want, but if 
you show them you’re not impressed and treat them like a good ol’ 
boy, or girl,” Pierce added with a wink, “then you’ve got them 
eating out of your hand like a gerbil.” 

What is with the wink? Cara was annoyed. Then, as the table 
broke up laughing, she felt something bony knock against her shin, 
and the senator sitting next to Pierce cried, “Ow! Pierce, did you 
just kick me?” 

It was quick, but Cara caught it — something she’d never seen 
on her father’s face before. A flash of panic. It was gone so fast she 
thought she might have imagined it. But she hadn’t imagined that 
her father had kicked both her and the senator under the table, and 
he couldn’t have meant to. 

Pierce laughed again, coolly this time. “I’m sorry about that, 
Senator. You must forgive me. It’s just that the president of Iran 
makes me so darn mad I could kick someone — and you just 
happened to get in the way!” 

More laughter. The offended senator seemed to accept Pierce’s 
jokey explanation. But Cara knew it was a cover-up. Her father’s leg 
had jerked against his will. For a split second, in front of all those 
politicians, he had lost control over himself. 

Her father. Losing control. 

She’d once thought that was impossible. But maybe it wasn’t. 
She didn’t know for sure what had caused that spasm, but she 
had a theory — and it scared her. Her father had been drinking those 

special power shakes for longer than she had, and he took a bigger 


dose of whatever that stuff was he put in them. But what was that 


stuff? She knew it enhanced her physical and mental powers — but 
what else did it do? 

What was it doing to her? 

She found herself staring at her fingers, touching her knee, 
checking to see if her legs were doing any involuntary shaking. So 
far she was okay. But she felt the other changes, the good 
changes — the speed, the wit, the easy charm — and thought, Those 
things don’t come free. 

Someday she’d have to pay a price. 

“Tt’s time these so-called ‘heads of state’ learned what real 
leadership is. American leadership,” Pierce continued. 

Cara shuddered as another question iced down her spine. What 


price would the world have to pay? 


CPER US 


Tikal, Guatemala 


Amy marveled at Atticus. The boy knew his stuff, and he wasted no 
time. That afternoon he led them to a group of structures just south 
of the Mundo Perdido, or the Lost World, the oldest part of Tikal. 
“This is called the Mural de los Jugadores,” he explained, showing 
them an excavated mural from about 370 B.c. “The Ball Players 
Mural. It depicts an epic ball game between two sets of characters in 
Mayan mythology: the Hero Twins and the Lords of the 
Underworld.” 

The western sector of the mural showed three men in ceremonial 
dress facing some brick-like patterns that Atticus thought 
represented a ball court. The figures on the eastern sector of the 


mural were damaged, so that only their feet were visible. 





as 


“This is one of the Hero Twins.” He pointed to a man in the 


mural wearing a headband and ornaments made of bones. “The 
Lords of the Underworld were painted on the damaged side of the 
mural, so we can’t see them. But one of them was called the Lord of 
the Mirrors.” 

“Mirrors,” Amy said. “Like in Olivia’s book.” 

“T suspect that glyph was once part of this mural — on the 
damaged side,” Atticus said. “And in terms of decoding the map 
that leads to the riven crystal, it fits with the pok-a-tok theme.” 

“But what does it mean?” Dan asked. 

“T think it’s code for opposite,” Atticus said. 

“Like a mirror image,” Amy said. 

“Right. If I redraw the map as it would look in a mirror, it would 
send us to the opposite side of the park,” Atticus said. 

“To another unexcavated temple —” Jake added. 

“— where the crystal should be,” Dan finished. 


“Let’s go find it.” Amy barked the words like an order. 

“T think Atticus should redraw the map first, so we don’t get 
lost,” Jake said. 

“We won’t get lost. I can see it all in my head — the whole 
park.” Amy’s mind was supercharged, thinking a thousand miles a 
second. She passed through the entrance to a house in the Mundo 
Perdido, shaped like a serpent’s maw, muttering to herself, thinking 
out loud, twirling in place to let the others catch up. 

“Amy, you’re making me dizzy,” Dan said with worry in his 
voice. “I feel like I’m on the teacup ride at Disneyland.” 

“Pm thinking,” Amy replied, but the truth was she couldn’t 
stand still. The serum was coursing through her veins, energizing 
her, calling her muscles to action. Her muscles demanded something 
to do. It was a strange feeling for a girl who could normally sit 
reading in a window seat for hours without pausing to look up. 

She felt a twitch in her pinky finger and stopped twirling. She 
stared at the finger. It twitched again. Strange, but nothing to be too 
worried about... 

But then, suddenly, her stomach churned. Probably from 
spinning around and around the way she’d been doing. She stood 
perfectly still, trying to calm her nerves. 

“You stopped twirling, finally,’ Dan said. “Thank you.” 

She swallowed and nodded. Dan’s face blurred. She blinked, 
trying to clear her vision. His skin, his hair, his eyes — everything 
looked yellowish, as if she were gazing through a yellow lens. Or 
was that her imagination? 


“Amy, what’s wrong?” Atticus asked. 


She blinked again, and her vision cleared. The yellowing and 
blurring were gone. She touched her pinky with the other hand. 
Steady. “I’m fine,” she said. “Perfectly okay.” 

But everyone knew she wasn’t fine. She had six days to live. 
And the side effects that would kill her had begun. 

“Shake it off, Amy,” Jake said with the same mix of fear and 
irritation that had colored everything he’d directed toward her since 
she took the serum, as if all she had to do to stop dying was “put her 
mind to it.” Her supersharp mind picked up the angry flash in his 
eyes, perceived the way they lightened for a split second from gray 
blue to azure as clearly as if it had happened in slow motion. 

“Shake what off? I told you I’m fine.” 

The three boys stood awkwardly around Amy, afraid to touch 
her. She was at once very strong and very delicate, as if an 
accidental jostle might break her, or one wrong word could set her 
off, make her snap at them with a fierceness she couldn’t quite 
control. 

“The crystal,” she reminded them. “We’re going to go find it 
tonight.” 

“What about Pierce’s men?” Atticus asked. “What if they’re 
spying on us? What if they ambush us again?” 

Poor Att. He’d been through a lot for a little kid. Being chased 
around the world by Pierce’s men must have felt like living in a bad 
dream where the bogeyman was always after him. 

Her brain suddenly lit up — she could actually feel the neurons 
firing — with a brilliant idea. 

Pierce’s men were always in the way. Always the obstacle that 


kept Amy from her goal. The answer was obvious. Get rid of them. 


Amy turned to face the boys. “We’ll set a trap.” 

Jake looked alarmed. “Set a trap for who?” 

“Pierce’s men.” Amy stalked forward again, barely giving the 
others a chance to keep up. “Think about it. They’re trying to kill 
us. We spend a lot of time and energy fighting them off, running 
away from them, just trying to stay alive. If we didn’t have to do all 
that, we could make the antidote a whole lot faster.” 

“I wish they’d shrivel up and crawl into a hole, too,” Dan said. 
“But that’s not going to happen. Those dudes aren’t going 
anywhere.” 

“That’s why we have to trap them — the ones who are here in 
Tikal, at least. Then we’ll be free to find the crystal and the book 
without worrying and watching our backs all the time.” 

“Trap them how?” Atticus asked. 

“T’m working on that,” Amy said. “I’m thinking some kind of 
cage, ora pit . . . a very deep pit, so deep they’d never get out.” She 
jumped up on a high wall, walked along it as if it were a balance 
beam, and jumped off as neatly as a gymnast, all without giving it a 
thought. Her mind seemed to work better if her body was kept busy 
this way. 

She turned to see how far behind her they’d fallen. They’d 
stopped, all three of them. They were standing in the middle of the 
path, staring at her as if she were a lunatic. “Nothing will go 
wrong,” she insisted. “We do away with them. It makes sense. It 
makes more than sense.” That was how things seemed to Amy then, 
bigger, better, more. . . . It was part of the way the serum acted on 
her. Brilliant ideas flew through her mind so fast she barely had time 


to catch them. There were so many! It was amazing, but it made it 


hard to relax. Impossible to relax, actually. Luckily, she never felt 
tired. She started walking again, but the three boys still didn’t move. 
“What?” she demanded. 

“You want to trap people in a pit?” Jake asked. “A pit so deep 
they can’t climb out?” 

“If they fell into a pit that deep, they could break their legs,” 
Dan said. 

“And then what?” Jake prodded. “You’d leave them there in the 
pit? With no food or water, and possibly broken legs. . .” 

“to die in the jungle?” Dan said. She could hear the real 
question in his voice: Amy, are you in there? 

Atticus said nothing. He just held back, as if he were a little bit 
afraid of her. 

Now she knew why she’d never thought of this plan before. 

It was murder. 

She started to tremble. Atticus walked slowly up to her and put 
his arms around her the way a lost child hugs his mother. “Oh, Att,” 
she whispered, stroking his hair. “I don’t know what’s happening to 
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“Excuse me, Dr. Gormey. I have a question for you.” 

Nellie bristled. Her coworker, Dr. Brent Beckelheimer, was a 
brilliant chemist but supremely annoying. She knew she’d have a 
problem with him the minute she noticed how he’d decorated his 
workspace: with a collection of miniature garden gnomes. Just the 
sight of him made Nellie want to scream. Amy was dying. The 
kiddos needed Nellie. Dr. Beckelheimer was wasting her time. 

Her work at the lab was critical. She knew that. But she felt a 
magnetic pull south toward Guatemala. All she wanted to do was 
throw her lab coat on the floor, drive 190 miles per hour to the 
airport, and go save Amy. 

Instead she was stuck in The Middle of Nowhere, Delaware, 
dealing with buffoons like Dr. Beckelheimer. 

She’d assumed, since she was his boss, that she’d be able to 
avoid him, but he was strangely sticky, always hovering around. 
Now he leaned against the door of her office, just off the main lab, 
where she was supervising a team of chemists who were trying to 


solve the problem of drug side effects. Her research group had 


started as a cover operation, but there was a new sense of urgency in 
the lab and everyone was now working on a mysterious new project. 
Nellie had a good idea what this mysterious project was, of course, 
and working on it directly gave her a little more access to top secret 
information. It made it harder than ever for Nellie to camouflage her 
total ignorance of organic chemistry, though. 

The drug they were studying — though the other scientists 
weren’t aware of it — was the Cahill serum. The side effects they 
were trying to cure included something called Buccoglossal 
Syndrome, or involuntary movements of the body. 

Nellie knew why they were trying to get rid of Buccoglossal 
Syndrome. She’d seen the footage of Pierce with the queen of 
England on TV, and she recognized an involuntary movement when 
she saw one, no matter how cleverly Pierce had tried to cover it up. 
But she had to play along, stay friendly with the others to keep them 
from suspecting that she had infiltrated the company and was 
basically a corporate spy. “Yes, Dr. Beckelheimer? I only have a 
second.” 

“I noticed this chemical compound has a piperazine ring, which 
interacts with proteins in the body... .” 

Nellie tensed up and tuned out as he spoke. She had no idea 
what he was talking about, and she knew from hard experience that 
hearing more would not help. “. .. when the receptor DRD2 is 
present; it causes yellow vision instead.” Was he still talking? 

What about death? she thought. Have you figured out how to 
cure that particular side effect? “Do you think there’s a 


connection?” 


“Um...” Nellie spun around in her fancy desk chair, tapping a 
pencil against her teeth. She didn’t understand the question, 
obviously. “Are you asking if there’s a connection between yellow 
vision and Osso Buco Syndrome?” 

Whoops. She could tell from Dr. Beckelheimer’s stiff, 
condescending smile that she’d said something wrong. “Did you 
just say ‘Osso Buco Syndrome’?” 

“Did I?” Shoot. Osso buco was an Italian meat dish she’d been 
learning to prepare at cooking school in Boston before she got roped 
into going undercover at this drug factory. 

His eyes narrowed. “I assume you meant Buccoglossal 
Syndrome.” 

“Very good. I’m glad to see you know your stuff. Back to work. 
We’ve both got a lot to do.” 

She tried her best to look stern and forbidding, an intimidating 
boss. It wasn’t easy. But it was true that she had a lot of work to do. 
Nellie had been ordered to write a report synthesizing the 
biochemists’ most recent findings on the side effects of the serum. 
She told herself not to freak out. It’s like a book report, she thought. 
No different. 

That would have been true if she’d understood any of the 
“book” she’d read. She focused on an interesting side effect Sammy 
had noticed — that in late stages the serum could cause Xanthopsia, 
or — hey, look at that! — yellow vision, just like Dr. Beckelheimer 
had been saying. Nellie had heard a theory that the painter Vincent 
van Gogh had suffered from yellow vision, which had a big 
influence on the coloring of his paintings. She wrote about this in 


her report, trying to make a case that maybe yellow vision wasn’t 


always such a bad thing. Maybe they could market the drug as 
something that promoted yellow vision, she suggested. The ads 
could say something like: You, too, could paint like Vincent van 
Gogh! 

Or maybe not. 

She stayed late working on her report, but Dr. Beckelheimer was 
still busy working when she left. She passed him on her way out. 

“Good night, Dr. Beckelheimer.” 

“Good night, Dr. Gormey.” He had his eye glued to the eyepiece 


of his microscope. He didn’t look up as she left. 


The next morning she was called into her supervisor’s office. Dr. 
Stevens didn’t look pleased. 

“Dr. Gormey, what’s the meaning of this?” He waved a sheath of 
papers in her face. She caught a glimpse of Vincent van Gogh. 

Beckelheimer. That smug gnome-lover had printed out her 
report and turned it in to Dr. Stevens before it was ready. He was out 
to get her. 

“Is that my report on Buccoglossal Syndrome?” At least she’d 
gotten the term right this time. 

“Yes, it is. And it’s a travesty. I wouldn’t even call this science.” 

“T wasn’t finished with it yet, sir. But — may I see it?” 

“Certainly.” Dr. Stevens handed her the papers. Nellie glanced 
through it. She couldn’t admit to him that she’d written it — he was 
right. The person who wrote this was clearly not a biochemist. A 


marketing genius, maybe, but not a scientist. And if she was 


exposed as a fraud, she’d be lucky just to be fired. “This is very 
serious,” Nellie said, pasting her most concerned expression on her 
face. “May I ask where you got it?” 

“Never mind how I got it. The person who brought it to my 
attention has been concerned for some time that you are not 
qualified for your job. And based on this report, he’s right.” 

“Dr. Stevens, I didn’t write this report. Someone is trying to 
frame me.” 

“Dr. Beckelheimer showed it to me. He’s one of our best 
scientists. I trust him completely.” 

“You do?” Nellie raised one of her eyebrows as high as it would 
go, so Dr. Stevens wouldn’t miss the hint. “I happen to know he’s 
not trustworthy at all.” 

“That is a serious allegation, Dr. Gormey. Do you have proof?” 

“Let’s just say I can convince you that Dr. Beckelheimer is a 
crackpot. Give me until lunchtime.” 

“All right. You have until lunchtime. But if you don’t convince 
me, Pll report you.” 

“That won’t be necessary,” Nellie said. “You’ll see.” 

She marched to her office and let out a deep breath. All this 
bluffing was taking a toll on her. A minute to breathe, and she went 
back into action. She took out her cell. “Pony, I’ve got a job for 
you,” she said when he answered. “And I think it’s going to be 
pretty easy.” 

“Anything for you, pretty schoolmarm.” 

“What? Pony, did you just call me a schoolmarm?” 

“T meant Nellie, of course. Nellie.” 


“Pony, are you doing your digital cowboy thing again?” 


Silence. She had her answer. 

“I like you, Pony. But you need to get out more. Not yet, though. 
First get me what I need.” 

“Pm on it like white on rice.” 

Within an hour, Pony sent Nellie a dozen photos of Dr. Brent 
Beckelheimer participating in his unusual weekend activity: 
gnoming. Unlike most gnomers, Dr. Beckelheimer didn’t steal 
people’s garden gnomes and pose for pictures with them. He 
collected them and dressed up as one in his spare time. 
Beckelheimer’s costume was a green velvet three-piece suit, shiny 
black shoes, a white beard, and wire-rim glasses, topped with a jolly 
green velvet cap. And was that belly padding? 

No. Dr. Beckelheimer didn’t need belly padding. 

There was plenty of documentation. Nellie got to work printing 
out the most embarrassing photos. 

“Thank you, Pony.” 

“Any time, goddess. Next time give me something a little bit 
challenging, would ya?” 

“Don’t worry, Pony. Something challenging will come along. It 
always does.” 

She gave Dr. Beckelheimer a warm smile as she passed his 
workstation on the way to Dr. Stevens’s office. Dr. Beckelheimer 
nodded back warily. “Oh, you sense that I’m up to something?” 
Nellie muttered under her breath. “You’re darn right I’m up to 
something. Wait until you find out... .” 

Dr. Stevens was in a meeting, so she left the photos on his desk 
with a note. I don’t care what anyone does in his spare time, she 


wrote. But our work here is very sensitive, and I don *t think we 


should risk letting it get into the hands of someone who may be — 
how shall I put this? — unstable. 

Nellie felt a little bad. She really didn’t care what people did in 
their spare time, as long as it didn’t hurt anyone. Beckelheimer’s 
gnome obsession seemed harmless, but his other extracurricular 
activities — trying to expose her as a fraud — were not. 

Half an hour later, there was a commotion in the lab. Two 
security guards appeared at Dr. Beckelheimer’s workstation. 

“Sir, we’re escorting you from the building. Please get your 
personal things and come with us.” 

“What?” Dr. Beckelheimer protested. “What is this? What did I 
do?” 

“Take that up with personnel. We’ve been ordered to escort you 
from the building. Please do not take any files or other property of 
Trilon Laboratories.” 

Nellie didn’t dare leave her office to watch Beckelheimer go. 
She didn’t want to bait him. This wasn’t about payback. Okay, 
maybe a little bit. But the most important thing was that she should 
stay in the good graces of the company — so she could take them 
down and help her kiddos. 

Once things quieted down, Dr. Stevens called her into his office. 
“Nice work, Dr. Gormey. For helping us weed out dangerous 
characters, I’ve decided to promote you to vice president in charge 
of biochemical research.” 

“Vice president? Me? I’m honored.” Imagine that, she thought. 
Me, Nellie Gomez — I mean, Nadine Gormey — vice president of a 
drug company! Now that’s something to brag about at my next high 


school reunion. 


“Keep up the good work,” Dr. Stevens said. 
“Thank you, Dr. Stevens. I will.” 
She planned to work harder than ever — just not in the way Dr. 


Stevens expected her to. 


(ChIP UE 


Tikal, Guatemala 


They’d spent the whole day searching for Olivia’s book, to no avail. 
Now it was two o’clock in the morning, everyone else was asleep, 
but Amy was wide awake and pacing, thinking. 

Five days to go. 

Her thoughts raced in circles like a dog chasing its tail. The 
antidote. She needed the antidote. Yet for every pang of guilt she 
felt looking in Dan’s eyes, there was a part of her that hoped she’d 
never take it. When she wasn’t reeling from the side effects of the 
serum, she felt like she would live forever. Why would she want 
that feeling to end? No way would anything kill her, much less a 
few silly drops of liquid. She had a lifetime of accomplishments 
ahead of her. There were books practically writing themselves in her 
fingertips. Computer programs begging to burst forth from her 
brain. Her muscles were quivering for a chance to prove themselves 
in a triathlon, or on a trek up Everest! Taking a helicopter up like 
she and Dan had done didn’t count; she was itching to do it 
properly — without oxygen! 

She stopped short. That didn’t make sense. The serum was 


poison. It was killing her. She’d seen with her own eyes what the 


serum had done to Ian’s mother, Isabel Kabra. She’d felt the 
tremors. 

So where were these thoughts coming from? It was as if her own 
mind were working against her, sabotaging her. Were these her own 
genuine thoughts — or were they produced by the serum? 

There was a soft knock on her door. She froze. Should she 
pretend to be asleep? 

Before she had time to jump into bed and pull up the covers, 
Jake opened the door. “Amy — ? I thought I heard you walking 
around in here.” 

He let himself in and shut the door. 

“Did I say you could come in?” she snapped. “I didn’t say —” 

“Shhh.” He pressed a finger against his lips. “You’ll wake the 
boys.” 

“What do you want? It’s the middle of the night.” 

“T know it’s the middle of the night. What I want to know is why 
you’re still up. Can’t you sleep?” 

She sighed and sat down on her bed. What was the point of 
lying to him? He already knew the truth. “No. I haven’t slept since I 
took the serum.” 

His eyes widened. “Amy, I know every second is crucial right 
now, but you need to rest.” 

“Why? I’ve got nothing but energy. I’ve got five days to live. 
Might as well make the most of them,” she joked lamely. 

“Yeah, let’s fly to Vegas, take the penthouse suite, bet everything 
you’ve got on roulette, and live the high life. One last blast 


before —” He couldn’t finish the joke. The reality was too grim. 


She tried to keep the banter going. “Teasing me about my 
imminent demise,” she said. “That’s sweet of you.” 

He gave a rueful smile. “You know me. Mr. Hearts and 
Flowers.” 

“Ha. Yeah. Always the romantic.” 

He reached for the doorknob. “Look, are you going to go to 
sleep or not? That’s all I came in for.” 

“Yes. I’ll sleep,” she lied. “Don’t worry about me.” He just 
looked at her. “Don’t say anything to Dan,” she added. “About me 
not sleeping, I mean. I don’t want him to worry, either.” 

“As if he could help it,” Jake said. “I’ll say what I want to Dan. I 
don’t take orders from you.” A few days ago, his words would’ve 
stung, but there was no malice in his tone. 

“Hey, Jake?” she called as he turned to the door. 

He twisted back around. “Yeah?” 

“If something does happen to me, you’ll take care of him, right? 
You’re so great with Atticus, and Dan will need someone who . . .” 
She trailed off as Jake’s face grew pale. “Never mind. I shouldn’t 
have said anything.” 

Jake pressed his lips together for a moment before he spoke. “Of 
course I will. That goes without saying. But it won’t be necessary. 
We’re going to find the ingredients. We’ll get you the antidote.” He 
took a step forward, and for a second it looked like he was about to 
extend his hand, but then his arm fell back to his side. After 
everything she’d done to him, nothing short of a helicopter crash 
could induce Jake to touch her. 

“Just get some rest. Yov’ ll feel better tomorrow.” He left the 


room and shut the door. 


She knew he was right. She needed rest. She had to keep herself 
together. 
She was the leader. She was in charge. 


If she fell apart, so would everything else. 


She woke up in the dark, feeling hot and sweaty. What time was it? 
She looked around for the glow-in-the-dark clock dial but couldn’t 
see it. She couldn’t see anything; the darkness was so thick she 
could almost feel it, she could smell its musty odor. 

She lay back and closed her eyes, hoping this terrible feeling, 
whatever it was, would go away. Sweat poured off her forehead. 
Why was she so terribly hot? She sat up in a panic. Fire! It must be 
fire. She thought of her parents, the fire that had killed them both. 
Could someone want her to die the same way? 

Pierce... 

She jumped out of bed. She had to warn Dan, to save him, to get 
him out of the burning hotel. She fumbled through the inky 
darkness, looking for the door. Then she stopped. She heard 
something. The roar of the fire? No, it was lower, more ominous. A 
growl. 

Was someone in the room with her? Frantically, she spun 
around. “Who’s there?” she shouted. 

No one answered. She froze, listening. Silence. 

Pierce’s men, she thought. They’ve come to get me. To stop me 


before I can stop them! 


Another sound broke the silence. More growling. That sound 
isn’t human, she realized. It’s a jaguar! 

She groped around the room until she found a heavy book. A 
stick would have been better, but this would have to do. 

In the corner of the room, she saw it: the red glow of the 
jaguar’s eyes trained right at her. 

She screamed and threw the book. The eyes merely blinked and 
inched closer. The jaguar growled soft and low, preparing to pounce. 
“No!” Amy screamed. She threw herself at the jaguar, attacking it 
before it could attack her. She reached for its neck, gripping it with 
her superstrong hands, shaking its head, hoping to keep its razor- 
sharp teeth from tearing her to shreds. 

Then a bright light blinded her and another creature pounced on 
her, yanking at her arms, pulling her away from the jaguar. 

“Stop it! Stop it!” she yelled. “Can’t you see it’s trying to kill 


me?” 


“Amy! Amy, let go!” 

Dan was yanking on her arms, trying to pull them off the 
jaguar’s neck. But... it wasn’t a jaguar. 

It was Jake. She had her hands around his neck. He towered 
over her, firmly pushing her away, but she was too strong for him 
now. He grimaced, his eyes wide with terror. She relaxed her grip 
and collapsed in his arms. “Jake?” This was so confusing. What had 
happened to the jaguar? Jake led her to her bed. She blinked and 


rubbed her aching head, while he gingerly touched his sore neck. 
Dan sat beside her. 

“What were you doing, Amy?” Dan asked. “It looked like you 
were trying to kill him!” 

“No...no...” Dan had switched on the light. The darkness 
was gone. She could see clearly now. There was no jaguar, no fire. 
She wasn’t hot anymore, though she was still drenched in sweat. In 
fact, in spite of the jungle heat, she was beginning to feel chilled. 

“Jake, are you all right?” she asked. 

“Yeah, I’m okay.” Jake rubbed his neck and tried to smile, but it 
was strained. 

“Pm sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you, I swear. But I thought —” 
She paused, knowing how crazy it would sound. 

“Amy, tell me.” Dan was pressing her hand. “What just 
happened to you?” 

“Tm not sure,” Amy said. “I thought a jaguar was in the room, 
attacking me.” 

“T heard you shouting,” Jake explained. “So I came in to see if 
you were all right, and you leaped at me and —” He didn’t finish. 

“Basically tried to strangle him,” Dan said. 

Amy began to shake. She’d been hot only a few minutes before, 
but now she was freezing. “I could swear I heard growling. I saw 
the cat’s glowing eyes right over there.” She pointed at the corner by 
the door. 

“Maybe you were dreaming,” Dan suggested. 

“Or hallucinating,” Jake added. 

Hallucinating. Oh, no. Amy tried to clear her mind, but it was 


still foggy. Her room had been on fire, she’d been sure of it. But 


then, no, it wasn’t a fire, it was a jaguar . . . a jaguar had attacked 
her. It had seemed so real... . 

She huddled under the covers, shivering. Her worst fear had 
come true. It had been nagging at her, this fear, all day, but she 
wanted so badly to deny it. She was suffering from the side effects. 

The serum was affecting her mind. She couldn’t trust herself. 
She was losing control of her muscles, her emotions, and her brain 
was misfiring, too. Her judgment was suspect. If she was capable of 
mistaking Jake for a jaguar, what other mistakes might she make? 

Dan and Jake were watching her, concern etched on their faces. 
She felt a sudden rush of affection so intense it made her chest 
throb. 

She had to make a decision now, a decision that was best for all 
of them. She knew what she had to do. “Dan.” She put her hand 
over his. “I need to talk to you alone.” 

Jake left, shutting the door quietly behind him. Dan sat beside 
her on the bed, his whole body stiff with worry. “Dan,” Amy said. “I 
need your help.” 

He nodded, still waiting. 

“T know I’m asking a lot of you, something very big. I know you 
want out as soon as we’re finished with Pierce. But I need you 
now ....If we don’t find the antidote in time and something should 
happen to me, you’ll be the one... I mean, you’ll have to...” 

Dan shook his head. “That’s not going to happen, Amy. I won’t 
let it. We’re going to find the antidote in time, I promise.” 

Tears sprang to her eyes and dropped down her cheeks. She 
wanted to believe him so badly. But she knew how much they were 


up against. “What I’m saying is, I need you to take charge of the 


mission. Now.” Dan bit his lip. “I know you don’t want to do it,” 
she said. “But —” She was surprised at how hard it was to ask for 
help at last, after refusing it all this time. It took all her strength to 
admit to weakness. “The serum is acting on me. You saw what just 
happened.” 

“Amy, that wasn’t you.” 

“Exactly. I’m under the influence of the serum. I can’t trust 
myself. And you shouldn’t trust me, either.” 

“What are you talking about?” His eyes darted around the room, 
not meeting hers. He knew where this conversation was headed. 

“Td like to think . . . Pd like to believe that, in spite of 
everything, if I needed you — really needed you, the way I do 
now — you could step in and do whatever needs to be done.” 

That phrase hung in the air, full of questions, full of terror: 
whatever needs to be done. “Sure, of course, Amy,” he said too 
quickly. “You know PIl do whatever you need. Just tell me what 
you want me to do and —” 

“Listen.” She took his wrists in her two hands and shook them, 
trying to reach him. They’d been out of touch with each other, in a 
way, for weeks. She had to get through to him now. “I’ve taken on a 
lot of our responsibility myself. I know you think it’s because I 
don’t trust you to handle it. But that isn’t true, Dan. I’ve been trying 
to spare you from pressure, and from danger. But I know you’re 
smart, and strong, and capable. You can make the big decisions. You 
can lead the family.” 

As he allowed himself to hear what she was asking of him, his 
jittery face hardened. He looked older almost instantly, and calmer, 


and sadder. “I have faith in you,” Amy said 


Dan watched her. His hands were shaking. There was a 
heaviness around his eyes and mouth that no thirteen-year-old 
should have. It broke her heart. He pulled his wrists out of her grip 
and put his hands on top of hers. They were steady now. “You can 


count on me.” 
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When five o’clock finally came, Nellie hung out, “working late” 
until everyone was gone and it was time for her real work to begin. 

Nellie wished she could be in Guatemala with Amy, but she had 
a job to do here. Amy needed an antidote to the serum more than 
ever. What did Pierce do to offset the side effects of the serum? 
Maybe that information could ease Amy’s symptoms and buy her 
some time. Nellie was going to find Sammy and put him to work on 
it — now. 

Nellie’s time at Trilon hadn’t been a complete waste. For one 
thing, she’d seen the biochemists in her lab using nanotechnology to 
study the interactions of different compounds at the molecular level. 
They had a laser that could carve tiny marks on a piece of metal or 
glass — say, a slide they might use under a microscope. Nellie had 
watched them use that laser without really knowing what it was for. 
But she had a use for it now. 

It took a few tries to get the hang of it, but she managed to carve 
a message onto a glass slide. The message was invisible to the 


naked eye but perfectly legible under a microscope. She wrapped 


the glass in paper to protect it from scratches and slipped it into her 
pocket. 

She sneaked upstairs, dodging security cameras, and walked 
down a dark corridor until she came to the vending machine. She 
used her stolen ID to open the machine and sneak into the secret 
basement. She opened the door from the stairwell and peered into 
the hall. 

Sammy was being led into a room — from what Nellie could 
see, it looked like another lab, even more high-tech than his last 
one — by an armed guard. The guard shoved Sammy into the room 
and locked the door. Then he stood outside the door, automatic 
weapon at the ready, guarding it. 

Oh, Sammy. What had he done to earn a round-the-clock armed 
guard? How was Nellie ever going to get past that guy? She let the 
fire door shut and looked around for an alternative way in. She 
stood in the stairwell, empty except for a fire extinguisher hanging 
on the wall. And just above the fire extinguisher . . . a grate. A grate 
that probably led to an air vent, which you’d need if you didn’t want 
to suffocate way down here in an underground subbasement. 

The bottom of the vent was out of Nellie’s reach, but if she 
stood on the nearest step, her fingers could just touch the screen. 
Maybe if she stood on the fire extinguisher . . . She took down the 
metal canister, set it on the bottom step, and stood on it. The canister 
held her weight but rolled precariously under her toes. She pulled 
her trusty penknife out of her pocket and unscrewed the screen from 
the air vent. 

Wait . . . She thought she heard a noise in the hallway on the 


other side of the fire door. She froze. Was someone coming? 


Another noise. She quickly jumped down, replaced the fire 
extinguisher, and dashed up a flight of stairs. She’d just reached the 
second landing when she heard the subbasement door bang open. 
She froze again, praying that whoever was there — most likely the 
armed guard — wouldn’t come up the stairs or notice the loose 
screws in the air vent. 

After a few tense seconds, the door banged shut. She peeked 
over the railing down into the stairwell. No sign of the guard. 

She tiptoed back down the stairs. All clear. She set the fire 
extinguisher back on the stair, stepped on it, and continued working 
on the screws. 

She loosened the bottom two screws and dropped them into the 
pocket of her white lab coat. She slipped her fingers under the grate 
and gripped the edge of the vent. If she could just haul herself up 
somehow ... But it was too high. 

Then she noticed the bracket in the wall that was meant to hold 
the fire extinguisher. She clung to the vent with her fingers and 
hopped up, stepping on the bracket with her right foot to boost 
herself into the vent. 

As she made the leap, the fire extinguisher rolled out from under 
her foot and fell off the step with a clatter. She scrambled up into the 
vent. The grate closed after her just as the door burst open. Nellie 
crawled back into the vent, away from the grate, just far enough to 
see the armed guard look around, pick up the fallen fire 
extinguisher, and run up the stairs to look for intruders. Another 
guard came out when the first one returned to the bottom landing. 

“Find anything?” the second guard asked. 


“No.” The first guard put the fire extinguisher back on the 
bracket, which had been loosened slightly by Nellie’s foot. “Guess it 
was just the fire extinguisher falling.” 

“That bracket needs to be tightened,” the other guard said. 

They stood quietly for a moment, guns at the ready, listening for 
any sound. Nellie held her breath. 

“All clear,” the first guard said. They opened the door and went 
back to patrolling the lab. Nellie let out her breath. Good of those 
guards to care so much about fire safety. She started crawling 
through the vent, searching for Sammy. Every few yards, she came 
to a grate. The first one looked out on the short hallway. The second 
onto a room that looked like an office. The third opened onto a lab. 
There was a bank of computers, a machine Nellie didn’t recognize 
that flashed a white light every five seconds, a large freezer, and a 
lab table covered with vials, flasks, beakers, and high-powered 
microscopes. 

From her vantage point near the ceiling, she looked down at a 
slim young man in a white lab coat, his face pressed to the eyepiece 
of a microscope, still hard at work at nine o’clock in the evening. 
She’d know that mop of curly black hair anywhere. Sammy. 

She was about to whisper Pssst! Sammy! when she noticed a 
movement in the corner of the room. A guard sat in a chair by the 
freezer, while another blocked the door. Both were armed with 
automatic rifles. 

Sammy lifted his head and wrote something in a notebook. 

The fan clicked on and cool air began to flow through the vent. 
Nellie shivered. She was chilled and felt like she was going to 


sneeze. 


Oh, no. NO. 

She was not going to be captured because her nose tickled. That 
was not happening. 

The inside of her nostrils tingled. She clamped her mouth shut 
and pinched her nose. She closed her eyes and prayed. No, no, I will 
not sneeze, I will not — 

Uh-oh. It was coming. She felt the pressure from inside her 
lungs, the rush of air. That tickle wanted out, and she couldn’t stop 
it. She released her nose and slowly, slowly, silently pulled in a little 
air. Calm, she told herself. Calm. Stay calm, nose. 

She waited. The sneeze passed. 

Forty-five minutes later, and still the guards watched, and still 
Sammy worked. He was so brave, she thought. She could have 
gotten him out of there, but he wouldn’t leave. He stayed to help the 
cause. 

Nellie’s heart swelled for him. But her legs were cramped from 
sitting perfectly still in the air vent. She sent a silent ESP message to 
the guards: Let the poor guy go to bed. He’s got to sleep sometime. 

At last the lab door opened. The guards escorted Sammy out. 
They turned off the light and left. 

After ten minutes, she thought it might be safe to slip down into 
the lab and leave him her message. 

The lab was dark except for a blue security light. Nellie knocked 
out a slat of the grate, then reached through the hole to unscrew the 
screen. She climbed down into the lab, took the slide out of her 
pocket, and left it under Sammy’s microscope. 

SAMMY, AMY TOOK SERUM, FULL DOSE. ANYTHING 
TO DELAY THE SYMPTOMS? — N. 


Then she crawled back up into the vent, using a chair to reach it. 
The grate shut behind her but was still loose at the bottom, so she 
could come and go as needed. Or maybe, when the time came — if 
the guards ever left him alone — Sammy would find a moment to 
use the vent and escape. 

Don’t give up, Sammy, she thought. Amy needs you. We all need 


you. 





Tikal, Guatemala 


“Oh, my gosh. Look at this.” 

Dan watched Amy double-check to make sure she’d read the e- 
mail right. She’d logged onto the fake account she’d set up for 
practical things, like making reservations at their hotel in Tikal, just 
to be sure she wasn’t missing any messages. 

“Someone found Olivia’s book,” Amy told the others. “At least, 
he says he has. And he wants five thousand dollars to give it back.” 

“Who is it?” Dan leaned over her shoulder to read the message: 


eve <No Subject> 
Delete ) Junk ) Reply ) Reply All) Forward ) Print ) 


To: Amy Cahill 





From: <Unknown Sender> 


Subject: <No Subject> 


We found a book that belongs to you. If you want it back, meet 
us tonight at midnight on the Mendez Causeway, exactly two 
miles past the Temple of the Inscriptions. Bring $5000 US cash 


and make sure you come alone. This is your one chance to re- 


trieve this book. You won't get another. 





“Tt’s not signed,” Amy said. “And I don’t recognize the e-mail 
address, but it’s Guatemalan.” 

“Tt’s got to be a trap,” Jake said. 

“Agreed,” Dan said. “But it doesn’t matter. Trap or not, we need 
that book.” 

The grim reason why they needed the book hung like a shroud 
over the room. 

Dan pulled up a satellite map of the park and pinpointed the 
location for the drop. “Look at that.” He pointed to a cluster of tents 
in the jungle, a large truck, and, not far away, an area cleared of 
trees. “Looks like an illegal logging camp to me. Or poachers.” 

Amy shook her head. “Poachers wouldn’t know what the book 


was if they found it. Someone is using them as a cover.” 


“Either way,” Dan said. “We’ve got to find the riven crystal, and 
we need to get Olivia’s book back. Tonight.” 

“The four of us can’t handle all that alone,” Jake said. “And 
besides, who knows how many men have been paid to kill us this 
time.” 

“Let’s bring the other guys down for backup,” Dan suggested. 

“No,” Amy said firmly. “Why put more lives at stake than we 
need to?” 

“Because our lives are at stake now,” Dan insisted. “Especially 
yours. Amy, we need help here.” He paused, suddenly feeling 
unsure. Amy had asked him to take charge. Now that he was doing 
it, was she going to stand in his way? What would he do if she did? 

They stood face-to-face, each waiting for the other to back 
down. “Amy, it’s my decision.” He paused, swallowed, and worked 
up his courage. “And it’s final.” 

She backed off almost too easily. “I’m sorry, Dan. I’m not used 
to this.” He felt so sad for her now that he almost relented. The little 
brother in him wanted to cry out, I take it back, Amy! I was kidding. 
You’re in charge again, really .... And he would have given 
anything to let her take over, if it would undo the serum, undo her 
death sentence, and let her live. 

She smiled at him, a proud-sister smile that simultaneously 
annoyed and touched him. “All right. Call Ian.” 

At the mention of the name Jan, Jake flinched. She started to say 
something to explain, to help him understand, but he cut her off. 
“We need all the help we can get,” he said. “I get it.” 

Dan hoped Amy was glad that Jake had returned to his usual 


gruff self and stopped fussing over her. As if things were normal. At 


least they were being civil to each other. It was hard to get anything 
accomplished when they were at each other’s throats — literally. He 
dialed Attleboro on their secure line. Ian picked up. “Tan, this is 
Dan. We’ve got a lot of news to update you on.” 

“Dan?” Ian sounded slightly confused. “Where’s Amy?” 

“She’s here,” Dan said. “But we’ve had some trouble, and I’m in 
charge now.” He glanced at Amy as he spoke. She was looking 
down at her lap, hands twitching slightly. Then she lifted her head 
and nodded at him as if to say, That’s right. 

Ian put Jonah and Hamilton on speaker for the update. Dan 
filled them in on the book and the blackmailers. 

“The book is safe!” Ian cried. “Thank goodness. I’ll gather the 
crew and we’ll fly down immediately. Do you need anything from 
home?” 

“Yeah,” Dan said. “Bring five thousand dollars in cash. We 
don’t think this is really about money, but that’s what the 
blackmailers asked for.” 

“Will do.” 

“Bring Pony, too,” Dan said. “We’ll need everybody we can 
get.” 

“Right. Of course, you realize that after eight hours stuck on a 
plane with Hamilton, Jonah, and Pony, I will be a stark raving 
lunatic.” 

“You’re already a stark raving lunatic,” Dan teased. “Just get 
your butts down here.” 

“On our way.” 

“Wait.” Dan looked at Amy again and blinked back the tears that 


sprang to his eyes. “There’s one more thing you should know.” 


There was silence over the line as Ian waited for the news, as if he 
sensed it was something serious. “Amy took the serum,” Dan said 
quietly. “A full dose, undiluted. She’s doing better today, but she’s 
having some severe side effects, so —” 

There was a long pause. “That’s why you’re in charge now,” Ian 
said. 

“Yeah.” 

“Oh, no,” Ian whispered. “Amy. I —” Dan heard the strain in his 
voice as he trailed off. lan might be lightning quick with insults and 
retorts, but expressing shock and sorrow didn’t come so easily to 
him. “How long does she have?” 

Dan hated to say it out loud, especially in front of Amy. But 
there was no way around it, and they didn’t have time for anything 
but the truth. “About four days.” 

“We’ll see you tonight.” 

A pall fell over the hotel room. Amy’s leg shook restlessly. Dan 
felt as if someone had tied weights to his wrists and ankles, as if the 
smallest movement took a superhuman effort. He was responsible 
now for everything that happened from that moment on. It weighed 
on him. He could feel the responsibility pressing on his shoulders 
and spine like a backpack full of rocks. A lot of this was his fault. 
Amy had taken the serum to save him after all. 

“Amy? You okay?” Dan asked. 

She looked at him, her eyes hollow. “Don’t worry about me. 
Let’s just get this done.” 

They had until dark to make a plan. “We’ll split into two 
groups,” Dan said. “One group will go find the crystal, and the other 
will get the book.” 


“No,” Amy protested. “The book pickup is a trap. It’s 
dangerous. Pll go alone.” 

“Great plan, Amy,” Jake countered. “You go alone, Pierce gets 
you and the book.” 

“Pierce doesn’t know I’ve taken the serum,” Amy said. “His 
men won’t be expecting a girl with superstrength. Pll take them by 
surprise.” 

“You’re not strong enough to take on his army alone,” Dan said. 
“Jake is right. Pm going with you.” 

“And so am I,” Jake said. 

“No,” Dan insisted. “Amy and I will handle it alone.” Jake 
began to rise in protest, but Dan cut him off. “Period.” 

Jake shook his head ruefully. “You’re more like your sister than 
you realize, Dan.” 

Was that true? Dan didn’t know. Remains to be seen, he thought. 
“By tomorrow morning, we’ ll have both the crystal and the book — 
and we’ ll be that much closer to the antidote.” 

“That’s right,” Atticus said. “Nothing can stop us now, Amy.” 

Amy tried to smile. Dan hoped Att was right. But they’d been 
this close to victory so many times before, and it always seemed to 
slip away again, just beyond their reach. 

Not this time, he vowed. This time everything will go our way. 

For once, it has to. 


CPE 


Off the coast of Maine 


A tall, burnished, brawny man stood in front of J. Rutherford Pierce, 
squirming. Pierce himself was desperately willing his left leg to stop 
shaking. He rested a hand on his knee to keep the leg from kicking 
out involuntarily. He wondered if this man standing before him, 
who gleamed with strength and health, was experiencing any of the 
symptoms Pierce was having. After all, Pierce was responsible for 
enhancing the man’s strength. This was Morrow, the new chief of 
Pierce’s henchmen. Pierce had been giving them daily doses of 
serum for weeks now. Perhaps Morrow was squirming because he, 
like Pierce, was having increasingly uncontrollable spasms in his 
arms and legs. 

Or maybe he was squirming because he was in trouble. 

Pierce had sent Morrow and his men to sabotage the Cahill kids 
in the Guatemalan jungle. Eight grown men, made superstrong, 
superfast, and supersmart by the serum, attacked four normal 
children, and didn’t manage to capture or kill a single one of them. 

“That is not acceptable,” Pierce said. 

“I know, sir.” 


“You know what happened to your predecessor.” 


“T do, sir.” 

The previous chief of security and his men had been given a 
slow-acting poison before being sent to Tunis to capture the Cahills. 
Had they been successful, Pierce would have given them the 
antidote to the poison. They had not been successful. 

Their deaths were slow and painful. 

Pierce tapped his chin, pondering the best way to punish this 
new wayward squadron of thugs, when Morrow set a briefcase on a 
chair and proceeded to open it and produce something in a plastic 
bag. 

“T know that nothing can make up for our failure,” Morrow said. 
“But I hope this will help.” 

Pierce took the bag and opened it. “What is it?” 

“The boy dropped it in the jungle. I’m not sure what it is, but it 
looks important.” 

It was a book — a very old book. Indeed, it was important. Very 
important. 

“Thank you, Morrow. Good work. You are dismissed.” Please 
leave, Pierce thought, glaring at Morrow. Please get out of here so 
my left leg can jerk in peace. 

It was a terrible, embarrassing thought. Pierce would never let 
on to anyone that he had any weakness whatsoever. Still, the spasms 
were getting progressively worse. It was getting harder and harder 
for him to appear in public — and if he was going to be out on the 
campaign trail every day, he would need to get these symptoms 
under control. But how to do that without decreasing his dose of the 


serum? 


Pierce turned his attention to the book. Olivia Cahill’s 
Household Book. Some of it seemed trivial — recipes, grocery lists, 
chores — and some he didn’t understand. There were charts, 
diagrams, drawings, and pages written in languages he didn’t know. 

Then he found a section that prickled the neatly trimmed silver 
hair on the back of his neck: Perdites Civitates Codex. He didn’t 
know exactly what it was, but he recognized the places the Cahill 
kids had been to recently: Troy, Carthage, Tikal .. . and Angkor. 
That must be where they were headed next. 

He’d go to Cambodia himself and beat them to whatever it was 
they were looking for. They seemed to be gathering rare ingredients: 
the whiskers of an Anatolian leopard, silphium, chips of riven 
crystal, and — aha — snake venom from Angkor Wat. But why? 
What were they up to? 

The answer became clear as he studied Olivia’s book more 
closely. Some of these “recipes” were more complicated than they 
looked. Olivia seemed to be working out ways to counteract the 
effects of the serum her husband had invented. 

Then Pierce understood. Olivia Cahill had formulated an 
antidote to the serum. And Amy and Dan were gathering the 
ingredients to make it. 

They were trying to take his power away from him. He must not 
allow that to happen. His bid to take over the world would be a 
failure. 

J. Rutherford Pierce did not tolerate failure. 

His men had let him down so far. But the kids wouldn’t be able 
to fight them off forever. The Pierce army would fulfill its mission; 


the Cahills would die. And now it was more urgent than ever. But as 


he was thinking these grim thoughts, another realization began to 
dawn on him. He had recruited his brilliant friend Dr. Jeffrey 
Callender to dilute the serum, to find a way to make the side effects 
more tolerable. Dr. Callender and his team were working night and 
day on this project, but they hadn’t come up with a solution yet. 
Maybe, Pierce thought, the solution is right here in this book. If his 
own labs could produce the antidote, it might be used to offset the 
effects of the serum. 

He would be able to take the serum forever — without muscle 
Spasms or any bad effects at all. 


He could be unstoppable. 


(CPU Eh 


Trilon Laboratories Delaware 


Nellie sat at her desk, trying to look busy while a worker glued a 
label to her door: 

NADINE GORMEY 

VICE PRESIDENT, BIOCHEMICAL RESEARCH 

Hilarious. She — Nellie Gomez — was posing as someone who 
knew thing one about biochemistry — enough to boss around a staff 
of PhD chemists — and getting away with it. She would have had a 
good laugh about the whole thing if it wasn’t so serious. 

Had Sammy found the message she’d left on his microscope? 
Was he okay? And had he figured out how to slow Amy’s 
symptoms? She hoped he’d find a way to get word back to her, 
somehow. 

Dr. Stevens’s assistant had sent her a memo entitled “Password 
for Access to Classified Files, Level 3,” with a password and 
instructions for logging into a top secret file-sharing system. 

Interesting. So there was a top secret file-sharing system, and 
now that she was a vice president, she had access to it. Why just 
Level 3, though? That meant there was a Level 2 and a Level 1. And 


Nellie had a feeling that Level 1 was where she’d find the good 
stuff. 

She logged into Level 3 and looked around. Not much there she 
didn’t already know: They were ordered to work on reducing the 
side effects of a certain drug, but no one really knew exactly what 
that drug was. The names, contact info, and backgrounds of the 
chemists who worked under her were listed, but no mention of 
Sammy by name. 

She forwarded the memo to Pony, asking him to hack into Level 
1 and get back to her. She went to the coffee station for a refill, and 
by the time she got back to her desk, Pony had cracked it. 

Use this password to log into Level 1, he wrote, sending her a 
series of numbers. 

Thanks, she wrote back. Any news from Attleboro? 

Yeah — we’re all on the Wizardmobile, flying down to Tikal. I’m 
set. Jonah’s got a fridge stocked with Electroshock Caffeine Blast in 
every flavor, including ones I didn’t know they made. Jalapefio 
Chocolate! 

Good, Nellie wrote, but she was frustrated. Amy had four days 
left to live. Nellie wanted to be there, too. Instead she was stuck in 
this sterile corporate lab . . . doing crucial work, she reminded 
herself. Work that needed to be done to save her girl. 

Using Pony’s password, she logged into the Classified File 
System, Level 1. Now this was interesting. There were memos and 
research reports from various scientists she didn’t recognize. There 
were a few bogus reports she did recognize. She’d managed to fake 


the atomic structure of some compound she’d never heard of by 


drawing the shape of her favorite Putt-Putt golf course. That was a 
highlight. 

There was a lot of chatter about one particular researcher: a 
certain SM. 

Sammy Mourad? 

He was never mentioned by name, but the more she read, the 
more Nellie was convinced that this was Sammy. He reported on his 
findings, giving them a few tidbits — I’ve found something close to 
the molecular structure we’re looking for, just one molecule 
away.... Even Nellie could tell it was bogus. He was stalling for 
time. 

She wished he’d find a way to get a message back to her. She 
couldn’t take this waiting any longer. She had to do something. 

Fiske, Nellie thought. He might know something about the 
serum that she could use, something that could buy some time for 
Amy. 

She called his room at the Callender Institute. A nurse answered 
and said that Mr. Cahill was in therapy and couldn’t come to the 
phone. 

Therapy my toenails, Nellie thought. She left her office, got into 


her car, and drove straight up to New York. 


(CPU Shes 


Tikal, Guatemala 


Dan loved burritos, but every time he tried to take a bite his stomach 
clenched in protest. He was in a rare state: so nervous he could 
hardly eat. 

Ian, Ham, Jonah, and Pony had arrived, and they’d all met for an 
early dinner to plan that night’s missions. They had two goals: to get 
the riven crystal and to meet with the blackmailers to get Olivia’s 
book. 

It was going to be a big night. 

Ian, Ham, Jonah, and Pony seemed uncomfortable, too, at first. 
Ian kept glancing at the bruises on Jake’s neck, but for once was too 
shaken to comment. Jonah tried to act as if nothing was wrong. 
“What up,” he said casually, giving a solemn nod to Dan. He 
enveloped Amy in a bear hug and held her a second longer than 
usual, but he couldn’t quite meet her eye, as if he didn’t know what 
to say to her. 

And on greeting Amy, who was still glowing as if she’d been 
trapped in a nuclear reactor, Ham was so surprised he blurted out, 
“Amy, you look amazing! You don’t look like you’re going to —” A 
kick to the shin from Jonah shut him up before he could finish that 


morbid sentence. But everyone caught the anguished look on Amy’s 
face. 

Pony shifted nervously, staring at his neon green sneakers. But 
as soon as he saw Amy he said, “Whatever I can do to help, just tell 
me. Anything you need.” He touched the top of his hairline with his 
index finger in a kind of chivalrous gesture of respect — at least, 
that was what Dan guessed he was going for — before getting 
fascinated with his sneakers again. 

Dan got them down to business. Everyone agreed that the only 
way to accomplish everything in one night was to split into two 
groups. What they didn’t agree on was who should go where. 

“Ham, Jonah, Atticus, Jake, Pony, and Ian,” Dan said. “You go 
after the crystal. We’ve got a map to lead you there. Yov’ll leave 
just after sundown.” Jake threw Ian a wary glance. Dan knew he 
didn’t want to be grouped with Ian, but they’d just have to set their 
personal gripes aside for now. 

“Whoa, wait a minute,” Jonah said. “Who’s going with you and 
Amy?” 

“You’re walking into a trap,” Ian said. “It’s a suicide mission.” 

“What choice do we have?” Dan said. “Without the book —” 
Without the book, Amy dies, he thought, but he couldn’t say it out 
loud. 

“Fine,” Jonah said. “But you’ ll need backup.” 

“I appreciate the offer,” Dan said. “But I can’t let any of you do 
that for us. It’s too big a sacrifice.” 

“What?!” Ham protested. “This is our fight, too.” 

“Tan said it himself: It’s a suicide mission.” Dan glanced at Amy, 


who looked sad. He was beginning to understand the reasoning 


behind so many of her earlier decisions, the ones that had infuriated 
him, the ones where she’d abandoned him so she could go off and 
fight alone. “I can’t ask that of any of you.” 

“But I volunteer!” Ham jumped to his feet. 

“So do I!” Jonah said. 

“And I,” Ian added. 

Jake and Atticus stood with them. Their voices rang out in the 
silence of the room. Pony looked around uncomfortably. Every boy 
was on his feet except for him. So he rose. “Me too.” 

Amy blinked back tears. “You all have other jobs to do.” 

“The blackmailers told us to come alone,” Dan said. “If they 
spot you, it could make things worse.” 

“I can stay here and monitor communications with them,” Pony 
said. “I mean, you know, I volunteer to —” 

“Thanks, Pony,” Amy said. “That’s the perfect job for you. If we 
get into trouble, you can call the others.Dan and I will be okay on 
our own,” she continued. “We need all five of you to stay together. 
You could be sabotaged on your way to the temple, just like last 
time.” 

Jake turned to Dan. “And you’re going along with this?” 

Dan pushed his plate away untouched. He was in charge now, 
and that made him so tense he lost his appetite once and for all. 

“Amy and I discussed it, and we agree,” Dan said. “You guys 
need each other for protection. With her power, the two of us should 
be okay on our own.” 

“Possibly,” Ian said. “But you don’t know that for sure. In fact, 


you don’t know what you’re getting into at all.” 


“Pony will be monitoring the lines of communication for signs 
of trouble,” Amy said. “We’ll be okay — I promise.” None of the 
others looked satisfied with her word, but Dan sensed that they 
hesitated to challenge her as vigorously as they normally would. 
They didn’t know how to behave around someone who was dying. 

“We need that crystal,” Dan told the others. “I want the five of 
you to go into the jungle and find it tonight. And come back safely. 
Period.” Dan heard himself speak the words — giving orders to five 
boys who were older than he was — but it didn’t feel real. He felt as 
if he were watching himself take charge from outside his own body. 
Watching some other boy, some boy who looked exactly like him 
but who had way more confidence than the real Dan would ever 
have. 

But, to his surprise, everyone listened. He may have been faking 


it, but he was faking it real enough to make it work. 


“HAER 


The Callender Institute 
New York City 


Nellie found Fiske propped up in bed in a hospital gown. There was 
a new tension in the air at the Callender Institute. For one thing, the 
staff had changed, and some of the health care workers she’d passed 
in the hall looked awfully buff for nurses. When she opened the 
door to Fiske’s room, his eyes widened in fear. He relaxed when he 
saw it was her. But she didn’t like that first look on his face. What 
usually happened when the door to his room opened? 

“Fiske, how are you doing?” She moved a chair next to the bed. 

Fiske licked his lips. “Nellie, thank goodness . . .” His mouth 
seemed dry. He had trouble speaking. 

“Want some water?” Nellie had brought some gourmet treats for 
him, but he didn’t seem capable of eating, let alone enjoying them. 
She poured water into a paper cup. His hands shook so badly he 
could hardly hold it. “Here, let me help you.” 

She held the cup while he took a few sips. She had never seen 
him so weak. He wasn’t getting better at all. He was getting worse. 
“Fiske, I need to talk to you,” she said. “I need you to tell me 


anything you know about the serum. Anything at all...” 


Fiske stared at the wall. Was he listening? Nellie followed his 
eyes, trying to figure out what was so fascinating. She couldn’t see 
anything on the wall besides a painting of a seascape. 

“It’s a matter of life and death,” Nellie went on. “You see, 

Amy —” 

He wasn’t listening, she was sure of it. He gaped at the wall in 
horror, unable to tear his eyes away. “Fiske? What is it?” 

He didn’t answer, but he got that frightened look again. “Fiske?” 

“There’s a portal. Do you see it?” He pointed a shaky finger at 
the wall, which looked completely solid to Nellie. “A hole has 
opened up right there, leading to another dimension. . . .” 

Nellie went to the wall, touched it, knocked on it. “I don’t see 
anything. No portal, Fiske.” 

“Grace! For heaven’s sake, Grace, get away from that portal!” 

Nellie ran back to Fiske’s side. “I’m not Grace. I’m Nellie.” 

“Shh! Hide, Grace. They’! hear you!” 

He’s hallucinating, Nellie realized. 

“Wait!” He leaned away from her. “You’re not Grace!” 

Good — he was coming back to his senses. “That’s right, Fiske. 
Pm — 

“I know who you are,” Fiske hissed. “You’re out to get me, 
aren’t you? You’re trying to kill me!” 

“Fiske, no, I’m Nellie! I’m trying to help you!” 

“Nurse! Nurse!” Fiske hit the call button and one of the buff 
nurses burst into the room. 

“Is everything okay in here?” 

Fiske didn’t answer. He was shaking and confused. 


“Everything’s fine,” Nellie said. “He got a little worked up over a 


joke I told him, but he’s okay now.” 

“He looks worn out. Visiting hours are over.” The nurse pulled 
Nellie to her feet and pushed her firmly to the door. 

Nellie pushed back. “Wait, please. Just give me a few more 
minutes with him. Just a few more minutes.” 

The nurse’s biceps bulged as she crossed her brawny arms over 
her chest and frowned. “Five minutes. Then you’re out of here.” 

Nellie shut the door firmly behind the departing nurse. What 
was going on here? The Callender Institute was revered as one of 
the best hospitals in the world. And yet . . . Fiske’s symptoms struck 
Nellie as eerily familiar: tremors, visions, paranoia, extreme mood 
Swings.... 

The serum. 

Was Fiske taking the serum? Or was it being given to him? And 
if he was, how did the hospital get their hands on it? It didn’t matter, 
Nellie decided. The main thing was to get Fiske out of there before 
he was poisoned to death. 

She sat on the bed next to Fiske, who had calmed down a bit. 
She gave him more water. “Feeling better?” 

He nodded. 

“Fiske, I think they’re testing the serum on you.” She didn’t 
finish the rest of that thought — that the serum was killing him — 
and killing Amy, too. “I’ve got to get you out of here. Can we check 
you out? Ill drive you to Attleboro or take you somewhere else 
where you’ ll be well cared for. The main thing is you can’t stay 
here.” 


“Yes,” he rasped in a hoarse voice. “I want to leave.” 


“Good. Ill talk to Dr. Callender and arrange it. I’ll be back in 
ten minutes.” Nellie hurried through the busy halls. There were 
cameras every few feet, and more nurses’ stations than most 
hospitals had. Nurses’ stations or security stations? 

She found Dr. Callender’s office. His secretary stopped her from 
going in, saying he was on the phone. Nellie waited, and a few 
minutes later the secretary said she could see him. The doctor 
smiled when Nellie walked in. “Ms. Gomez. To what do I owe the 
pleasure?” 

“I’ve just been to see Fiske Cahill and . . . he told me he’d like 
to check out of here. Today.” 

Dr. Callender’s smile faded slightly and he touched the tips of 
his fingers together. “I see. Well, I’m afraid that isn’t possible.” 

“Tt isn’t? He’s here voluntarily, isn’t he?” 

“Yes, he was admitted voluntarily, and normally he’d be allowed 
to come and go as he pleased.” 

“So what is the problem?” 

“You say you’ve just been to see him. How did he seem to 
you?” 

“Well...” Nellie hesitated. If she admitted that he seemed very 
sick to her, that would weaken her case for dismissal. “He seemed 
fine. The main point is, he wants to leave. So if you’ll just give me 
the papers to sign or whatever we have to do —” 

“Mr. Cahill cannot leave. I’m sorry.” Dr. Callender’s grin was 
wide and wolfish now, and Nellie’s pulse began to race. She sensed 
danger but wasn’t sure why. 

“He can and he will. I’m taking him out of here right now, and 


you can’t stop me.” 


“Ms. Gomez, Mr. Cahill is not mentally competent. Legally, I 
must hold him here if I deem him a danger to himself or others, and 
he is certainly a danger to himself, at the very least.” 

It seemed impossible for that wolfish grin to grow wider, and yet 
it did. Nellie shivered. “He’s perfectly fine,” she insisted. “I want a 
second opinion.” 

“You’re welcome to it. Any doctor who examines him would 
come to the same conclusion.” 

He’s right, Nellie thought bitterly. Fiske was hallucinating — 
because they were drugging him. Her eyes fell on a paper in Dr. 
Callender’s inbox. A report on the results of some drug research — 
from Dr. Huang at Trilon Labs. Nellie’s skin prickled. Suddenly she 
knew. 

He was in on it. In on the whole thing. 

She couldn’t breathe. 

“And now, Ms. Gomez, if you would kindly leave?” Dr. 
Callender said. “Or would you like me to have one of the nurses 
escort you out?” 

She was trembling, but tried to hide it. She couldn’t trust 
anyone. Not even a famous doctor. She felt as if a noose were 
tightening around her neck. Fiske was being held prisoner, and 
poisoned in the name of research. Amy was four days away from 
death. And Dr. Callender was working for Pierce. 

Dr. Callender pressed a button. “Marco, will you please show 
Ms. Gomez out?” 

The door opened and a burly bald man in a security uniform 


stepped inside. 


“That won’t be necessary.” Nellie slipped past the man and out 
the door. “I can find the way myself.” 

She shook the whole drive back to Delaware. She had to find a 
way to spring Fiske from Dr. Callender’s Hospital of Death. 

That would have made a good name for a punk band if it 
weren’t so real. 

If only Sammy were free, he could help her. But his work at the 
lab was too important. He was her only hope now. 

She went into her office and checked her Level 1 account. 
Someone had sent her a recipe for chicken tagine. Weird. Who at 
this place even knew she liked to cook? 

Sammy, that’s who. 

The recipe was a coded message. It had to be, because any dish 
that called for a cup of salt was not going to taste good. 

Nellie set to work decoding the message. She recognized the 
recipe from her favorite Moroccan cookbook. She found the recipe 
online. It didn’t call for a cup of salt, of course — it called for a 
teaspoon. There were forty-eight teaspoons in a cup of salt. Maybe 
this was a simple alphabet code. Nellie hoped so — coding was so 
not her strong point. She counted forty-eight characters from the 
numeral 1 in “1 cup of salt” and landed on a G. So maybe G equaled 
A? She tried decoding the message but it didn’t quite work. 

Come on, Sammy. Don’t make this too hard for me. 

But she knew he couldn’t make it too easy — or too obvious — 
or he would get caught. 

Then she noticed that Sammy’s recipe called for two cups of 
butter — truly insane — and that the real recipe called for two 


tablespoons. 


Aha. 

There were sixteen tablespoons in a cup. Maybe the sixteenth 
letter was the equivalent for letter number 2, B? 

Yes. Working through a few more kinks like that — three 
pounds of couscous gave her the equivalent for C — Nellie 


managed to decode Sammy’s message: 


Pierce knows about the antidote. He wants to use it to 
make a less lethal version of the serum. Forced me to 
switch gears and work on combining antidote and serum. 
If he succeeds, Amy’s antidote will not work on Pierce’s 
serum. We will have no way to stop him. We will be 
powerless. 


Will try to sabotage. Once that’s done, I want to blow 
this place. And leave nothing behind. 


Nellie bit her lip. How did Pierce know about the antidote? 
There was only one way she could think of: Olivia Cahill’s book. 
His men must have found it when Dan lost it in the jungle. 

So they were in even more trouble than they knew. Amy was 
dying. They still had to find the riven crystal, and they’d lost the 
book that would tell them how to make the antidote. And on top of 
all that, Pierce knew that the kiddos had found a way to stop him. 

The Attleboro boys had flown down to Guatemala to help Dan 
and Amy get the riven crystal and the book — which they thought 
was being held by blackmailers. The whole thing was a trap. The 


book wasn’t even there. And only she could warn them. 


APTER 


Tikal, Guatemala 


“Shhh! Wait! Lights out!” 

Hamilton Holt held out his arms as a signal to freeze. Jake 
clicked off his flashlight. A few yards ahead, one of the park guards 
crossed the causeway on security patrol. He was whistling, his rifle 
slung over his shoulder. 

Jake held his breath. He and the others — Hamilton, Atticus, 
Ian, and Jonah — waited without moving until the guard’s whistling 
faded, then disappeared. Once he was out of earshot, they relaxed. 
“Okay,” Hamilton said. “Onward.” 

“That guy has no idea what’s going down tonight,” Jonah said. 

“Let’s hope nothing does go down,” Jake said. “Let’s find the 
crystal and get back as soon as possible.” He was anxious to find 
out if Amy and Dan had gotten the book back — and made it out of 
that trap alive. If they needed help, he wanted to be there, ready to 
go. 

He flicked on his flashlight and shined it at the map Atticus 
held. Atticus was in charge of navigation — tracing the mirror 
image of their earlier trek to find the hidden temple that contained 


the riven crystal. The group had left at sundown to avoid being 


detected by the park guards. But the jungle seemed to be swarming 
with them. 

“They’re on high alert because of the poachers,” Atticus 
theorized. He studied the map and then pointed down a narrow path. 
“That way. It’s not far now.” 

They set out again, pushing the thick vegetation away from their 
faces. The night was humid and sticky, and mosquitoes buzzed in 
their ears. A full moon rose over the treetops, lighting their way but 
also lighting them up, making them more visible to the guards, or 
any enemies that might be waiting to pounce. Luckily, the trees 
made lots of shadows to hide in. 

The path forked unexpectedly into two smaller trails. “Which 
way?” Jonah asked. 

Jake looked from the map to the fork. “This way,” he said, 
aiming his flashlight at the trail on the right. 

“No, mate,” Ian said. “You’re reading the bloody map wrong. 
We’re headed south — see?” He drew one well-groomed fingernail 
along the paper to the temple they were trying to find. 

Jake was annoyed, but he tried to restrain himself. “I know how 
to read a ‘bloody map.’ And I know this park pretty well by now. 
You just got here. We’re taking the right fork.” 

“Listen,” Ian said through gritted teeth. “I wouldn’t make a fuss 
if Amy’s life wasn’t at stake. But every second counts.” 

At the mention of Amy, Jake’s muscles tensed. “I know Amy’s 
life is in danger. That’s why I’m here. If we hurry, we might get 
back in time to go after her and Dan —” 

“They were told to come alone. If we show up, they could be 
killed.” 


“They’re probably going to be killed anyway,” Jake said. “And 
you’re willing to stand by and let that happen?” 

“I never said any such thing —” 

Jonah stepped between Ian and Jake, who were glaring at each 
other in the dark. “Whoa, let’s cool it now. We’re all here for Amy. 
It doesn’t matter who’s right or wrong. All that matters is that we 
find this freaking crystal and get back to Dan and Amy in one piece. 
Hamilton, which way should we go?” 

Jake sighed and let it go. Jonah was right. Normally, everything 
about Ian made Jake want to shove him into the messiest mud 
puddle he could find, just to watch him weep over his ruined 
designer shoes. Yet tonight, the smug expression seemed forced, 
more of a mask to hide what he was really feeling. He was the most 
arrogant person Jake had ever met, but he also cared about Amy. 
They all did. Maybe more than they’d admitted. 

A lot more than they’d admitted to her. 

Hamilton gaped at the map and shook his head. “This path 
winds around a lot, so it’s hard to tell... .” 

“Okay, Hamilton is stumped,” Jonah said. “Atticus?” 

“The right path. I’m pretty sure that’s the one on the map.” 

“The right path it is.” Jonah led the way, taking the right fork. 
Jake and the others followed, Ian grumbling something about 
brothers sticking together. 

“That’s right.” Jonah stopped short and turned around to school 
Ian. “Brothers stick together. And we’re all brothers in this. So we 
stick together. Got it?” 

Ian nodded, and they continued down the path. Tell him, Jonah, 


Jake thought in silent satisfaction. 


After trekking another half hour, Atticus stopped in front of a 
dense cluster of trees. “This is it.” 

Jake strained to see. From where they were standing, the temple 
looked like a mound of green under the moonlight, but he could just 
make out the ruined remains of a pyramid near the top leaves. 

“This temple hasn’t been excavated yet,” Atticus explained. 
“The altar could be buried under tons of stone.” 

“Or some of that stone could crumble while we’re digging 
around in there,” Jonah said. “And crush us.” 

“We won’t know until we start.” Hamilton had already cleared 
away some vines until he found a round stone hole. He ripped off 
more vines. The hole began to take shape in the moonlight. 

“Tt looks like — like a mouth,” Atticus said. 

“A jaguar’s mouth,” Ian added. 

“With teeth,” Jonah finished. 

They worked at clearing the vines away, removing fallen stones 
and clumps of dirt, until the hole became a long, dark tunnel. “Is 
that the way into the temple?” Jonah asked. 

Atticus peered inside, nodding. “There are other ruins in the 
Tikal complex that have intimidating entrances, serpent’s maws for 
doors, that sort of thing. But this looks pretty scary.” 

“Who’s going to go first?” Ian asked. 

“I will.” Jake bent down and crawled into the tunnel, his 
flashlight in one hand. The others followed. Something brushed 
against his face. He recoiled, sat up, and hit his head on the top of 
the tunnel. 


“Jake, what happened?” Atticus called from behind. 


“Nothing. Just a spiderweb.” The tunnel seemed endless. It 
looped and turned like a maze. Every few feet, Jake’s light caught a 
glint of white embedded in the wall. Bones? “Att, were people 
buried in this temple?” he called out. 

“Probably. A lot of the temples were used for burial.” 

“Great. Just checking.” He tried not to think about the fact that 
he was crawling on his hands and knees through a pitch-black 
tunnel of bones. 

The tunnel gradually grew wider, until at last Jake could stand. 
He stepped through what might have been a doorway or the remains 
of a gate and found himself under the moonlight again. 

“All that crawling just to get back outside,” Ian grumbled. 

“The top of the temple must have caved in centuries ago,” 
Atticus observed. 

Just as Att said, the temple had four standing walls but no roof. 
It was like a square or a clearing with a small step pyramid at one 
end. The trees were so dense that the moonlight barely reached 
through the branches, dotting the ground with jagged bits of light 
like pieces of broken glass. Jake shone his flashlight on the stone 
monolith in front of him. The top third of the pyramid inside the 
temple had crumbled and one wall had rotted away, leaving the 
structure open on one side. In front of him stood a stela with a 
menacing face carved in the stone: a large nose, squinting eyes, and 
mouth open in a roar, as if to shout, Keep out! 

He stepped over a pile of boulders to enter the pyramid. There 
was a Stone floor, a row of broken stone benches, and at one end a 
high table that might have once been part of an altar. Cobwebs filled 


the corners, and a bat flitted over their heads. 


“Creepy,” Jonah said. 

“Yes, let’s not linger,” Ian said. “Atticus, where do you think the 
altar was?” 

“Here!” Atticus picked his way over the piles of rocks to the 
high table against the back wall. It was set into a kind of nave, with 
a niche carved into the wall behind it that might have held candles 
or sacred icons. The table was decorated with intricately carved 
Mayan designs that looked familiar to Jake. Some were abstract — 
mazes, stars, pyramids — but others showed men in strange poses 
wearing large Mayan headgear. 

All the boys aimed their lights at the back wall. “Look for a 
stone with a different color or texture than the others,” Atticus told 
them. “Or something that might have been added on later.” 

Jake moved the light methodically from stone to stone, but 
nothing looked unusual to him. Then he trained his beam on the 
front of the altar table. “Hey — what’s this?” He brushed away 
some dirt and vines. There was a large, familiar carving. His heart 
started racing. He’d seen this in Olivia’s book, he was sure. Almost 
sure... He swept away more dirt for a clearer view. The carving 
showed a man wearing a large headdress with three panels. Please 
be what I think this is, he prayed. All he needed was Atticus’s 
confirmation. 

“Hey, Att — I think this is the Lord of the Mirrors.” 

Att hurried over to Jake. He ran his hands over the carving. Jake 
held his breath. “Well?” 

“Tt is.” Atticus beamed. “The riven crystal must be set 
somewhere in this table.” Jake let out his breath in a sigh of relief. 


They were so close. ... 


The others ran over. They all aimed their flashlights at the table, 
searching for a piece of stone that looked different from the 
rectangular slabs of limestone. Jake found another glint, right under 
the Lord of the Mirrors. Set in the center of the thick table was a 
square stone, slightly darker than the others and smooth to the 
touch. “Att! I think I found the crystal!” 

Atticus knelt down to examine the stone while the others 
crowded around. “This is it — riven quartz crystal.” 

“Finally!” Jake said. “Let’s take what we need and get out of 
here.” 

Ian took a penknife from his pocket. “This blade should do.” He 
grinned. “We Lucians always keep our blades sharp.” With the 
practiced skill of a Lucian, Ian shaved off bits of stone into a box 
Atticus had brought. 

“Make sure we get enough — at least an ounce.” 

“Pm working on it,” Ian said. “Shaving rock isn’t easy, you 
know.” 

Jake looked up to see bats fluttering through the canopy of trees. 
“Hurry,” he urged. “We don’t want to hang around here too long. 
You never know when we might be ambushed.” He stood very still 
and listened for any sign of intruders. Night birds screeched and 
monkeys rustled through the treetops, but he heard no footsteps and 
saw no lights. 

“You got enough?” Jonah asked. Ian nodded. 

“The coast is clear,” Jake said. “Let’s go.” They’d completed 
their mission: They had the crystal at last. Jake’s spirits lifted as 
they marched back toward the hotel. They were one step — one big 


step — closer to saving Amy. 


But then the reality hit him, how many more steps they had to 
go, and his mood plummeted. Four days, he thought. Four days. 


(Cheb 


Pony was alone in the hotel, eyes and fingers glued to his laptop, 
when his cell rang. “Jake, what up?” Pony asked, without a trace of 
humor in his voice. Amy and Dan had left about twenty minutes 
earlier to meet the blackmailers, and Pony was tracing the ransom e- 
mails in search of their source. He hadn’t found it yet, but he didn’t 
like the direction the trail was headed in. 

“We’ve got the crystal and we’re on our way back,” Jake 
reported. 

“Excellent!” Pony said. “Dan and Amy left a little while ago. 
They’re out of cell range by now, but they’ll be stoked to hear this.” 
Now all we need is the book, he thought, and we’re almost there. 

“We’ve just crossed the Mendez Causeway,” Jake said. “We 
nearly got busted by the patrol guards, so we’re lying low for a 
while till they move out of the area.” 

“Gotcha. Stay safe.” Pony clicked off and went back to 
monitoring the blackmailers’ line. He’d volunteered to stay behind 
and track the chatter because he was afraid of action. He could 
admit it to himself or to anyone who asked him. Those Pierce guys 
were no joke. 

But Pony took the job he did have very seriously. And now that 


he was doing it, he felt more like part of the team than ever. 


Practically a Cahill. If Dan or Amy asked me to go with them now, 
Pd go. And he meant it. But he was more useful here in the hotel. 
No doubt about that. There’d been no electronic activity all night. 
Dead quiet. That made him nervous. So he tried to trace the original 
e-mail, see where it came from. 

This should have been easy. If the blackmail message came from 
poachers or villagers, it would have been. But the true source of the 
message was strangely elusive. Following a hunch, Pony hacked 
into April May’s e-mail. 

Bingo. 

He couldn’t find the actual ransom note, but he did find Amy’s 
fake e-mail address in April’s contact list. 

So April knew about Amy’s fake account, and had had some 
contact with it. 

Her contact list was also riddled with Pierce’s addresses, his 
various accounts, his wife’s, his kids’... . 

He opened a file marked “P.” E-mails from Pierce, including his 
orders to keep tabs on Amy and Dan and inform him of every move 
they made. Pony rubbed his eyes and shook his head. Oh, April 
May, whoever you are, he thought sadly. He was seized with an 
impulse to write to her, and then, just as quickly, seized with a bout 
of shyness. 

Forget the shyness, he said to himself. Go for it. 

He’d learned a lot in the short time he’d been with the Cahills, 
and one of the biggest lessons was not to hold back. Go for it now, 
because you never knew what could happen the next day, or even 


the next minute. So he composed a quick note: 


Dear April May, my computer compadre, 


Someday, when all this craziness is over, I hope to meet 
you in person. Like enemy soldiers meeting on neutral 
ground after a truce. We can trade notes and secrets, 
and who knows, we might find out we have more in common 
than just lightning fingers. 


A few minutes later, his message signal dinged. 


I’d love that, Pony. Let’s work together to end this war 
now. Because it is a war. 


Take care of yourself. I’m not just saying that. Please 
watch out. There’s danger everywhere. 


I’ll keep an eye on you. 


— AM 


Pony felt a tingle rise from his toes to the tip of his ponytail. 
Someday .. . someday. 

He caught himself daydreaming and snapped out of it. The 
Cahills needed him. Amy and Dan needed him — especially Amy. 
They’d lured him out of his parents’ garage into a world that was 
more dangerous than he’d ever imagined. But he wasn’t sorry. He’d 
grown to love them, all of them, even that grouchy twit Ian. 


His cell buzzed. Text coming in. From Nellie. 


THE BOOK’S NOT THERE. PIERCE’S MEN WAITING. I TRIED AMY 
AND DAN — NO ANSWER. DON’T LET THEM GO, PONY. STOP THEM! 


His first instinct was to panic. What do I do? What do I do? Dan 
and Amy were out of cell range. If he ran, maybe he could stop 
them before they reached the meeting place. 

If he ran? How fast could he possibly run on his rubbery, 
computer-jock, pizza-and-Electroshock-fueled legs? Jake and the 
others were still half an hour’s walk from the hotel. They wouldn’t 
get back in time. 

It had to be him. 

Just in case, Pony called Amy, then Dan. The calls went straight 
to voice mail. No service. They were too far out in the jungle. There 
was only one way to reach them. 


Run. 


(CPU Shs 


Trilon Laboratories Delaware 


“Pssst! Sammy!” 

Sammy lifted his head from his microscope. He looked around 
the room. He didn’t see anyone. He went back to his research. He 
pressed his eye to the microscope, then pulled it away and wrote 
some figures in his notebook. 

From her vantage point — the air vent over Sammy’s 
workstation — Nellie took the luxury of one minute to admire his 
curly hair, how elegant and serious he looked while he worked. His 
smooth olive skin had gotten a little sallow from being locked up in 
an underground lab all this time, but he still made Nellie’s heart 
race. 

“Nellie?” 

“Up here.” Sure now that the coast was clear, she pushed open 
the air vent grate and slid into the lab. Sammy went to help ease her 
down. 

“Careful,” he whispered. “There’s an armed guard right outside 
the door.” 

Nellie scanned the room. If the guard turned around to look 
through the window in the door, he’d see her. She ducked behind 


Sammy’s workstation. Sammy squatted down to talk to her, but she 


said, “No — stay up there and pretend to keep working, in case the 
guard checks. He’ll come in if he doesn’t see you.” 

Sammy stood up and started to sort some slides. “I’m so sorry,” 
he murmured. “I’ve been racking my brain, but I can’t think of 
anything that will help Amy besides the antidote.” 

Nellie grimaced, her chest tightening under the weight of her 
disappointment. “It’s okay. You just need more time to focus. No 
one can work while surrounded by these creepy guards and eating 
terrible food.” She reached for his hand. “Now can you get out of 
here? I know a vent we can take.” 

Sammy glanced at the door. The back of the guard’s head was 
visible. He wasn’t looking — at the moment. But all he had to do 
was turn his head forty-five degrees and he’d see everything. 

“I should stay,” he said. “I can’t sabotage Pierce’s research 
unless I’m here.” 

“The longer you stay, the more danger you’re in. You’ve done 
enough, Sammy. More than enough. And I’m going to destroy this 
place.” 

He looked down at her and sighed. She could see on his face 
that he could hardly stand another minute of captivity. “All right. 
Let’s go. Quick.” He pulled Nellie to her feet and boosted her up to 
the vent. She crawled in, then turned around and reached out to pull 
Sammy up. He put a chair under the vent and started scrambling up 
when the door burst open. Nellie dragged him into the vent and 
pulled the grate shut. 

Had the guard noticed? 

She held her breath. She was desperate to crawl away but afraid 


it would make too much noise. 


Sammy gripped her hand. He’d just barely made it into the vent. 
One of his feet was pressed against the grate. That’s when she 
noticed his shoe was untied. And the lace was dangling outside the 
vent. 

She pointed to his foot and pantomimed, Pull it in! 

Too late. 

“Hey — what’s that?” the guard asked. 

“Come on, Sammy!” Nellie yanked on his arm and started 
crawling through the vent, but the guard had seen the shoelace. He 
tore the grate off the vent, jumped up on the chair, and reached 
inside. He grabbed Sammy’s legs, yelling, “Stop!” 

“Nellie! He’s got me!” 

Nellie turned and grabbed Sammy’s arms in a tug-of-war with 
the guard, but the guard was too strong. He yanked Sammy out of 
the vent and down to the floor. Another guard had heard the shout 
and ran into the room just as Nellie tried to disappear the other way. 
He jumped up on the chair, dove into the vent, and grabbed Nellie 
by the feet. “Let go of me!” She kicked him right in the face. 

“Oof!” The guard grunted but didn’t let go. He pulled her down 
through the vent opening and back into the lab. The room was full 
of guards now, five of them. They’d already restrained Sammy. 
Nellie screamed, “Five against two? Try fighting fair, creeps!” 

She pulled out her best move, the three-kick special: a 
roundhouse kick followed by a knee to the chin, finishing with a 
high front kick. But five serum-enhanced thugs were too much for 
her. They gagged her and tied her hands behind her back. “Let’s 


go.” 


The goons marched Sammy and Nellie out of the lab and down 
the hall to an elevator. “Just to be safe,” one guard said, taking two 
blindfolds out of his jacket pocket. He blindfolded Sammy and then 
Nellie. “In case you get any clever ideas.” 

“There’s no escape from where they’re going,” another guard 
said. Nellie heard the elevator door open. The guard forced her 
forward. She stumbled. She heard the door close, felt her insides 
rise as the elevator dropped. 

Going down. 

The door opened and she felt a blast of chilly air. She was 
marched forward a few yards. Keys jangled. A lock turned. A door 
opened, and she was shoved through it. 

Her blindfold was lifted. She and Sammy were in a small, 
windowless room. A cell, really. The air vent was tiny, rat-sized. 
The door had no window. 

The guards untied her and left, locking the door behind them. 
Nellie looked at Sammy. “I’m so sorry.” 

Nellie knew it was hopeless, but she couldn’t stop herself from 
trying the door. The knob didn’t turn. She banged and pounded on 
it, desperate to get out. Sammy slammed himself against the door, 
hoping to break it down. The door barely vibrated. Through the 
thick metal, Nellie thought she heard the guards laughing. 

They were trapped, with no way out. “They’ve got to come 
back,” Nellie said. “How can you do their research for them if 
you’re locked in a cell?” 

Sammy’s large brown eyes looked tired. “Believe me, they can 


do whatever they want.” 


She pressed her back against the wall and slid to the floor in 
despair. Sammy sat beside her and rested his head on her shoulder. 

She couldn’t get to Amy. Fiske was dying, too. And now there 
was nothing she could do. 

That knowledge nearly killed her. 


(CPU Eh 


Tikal, Guatemala 


“There it is.” 

Amy and Dan crouched in the brush just outside the poachers’ 
camp. The full moon was both a blessing and a curse — a blessing 
because it was so bright that Dan and Amy didn’t need to use their 
flashlights, which would have given them away. And a curse 
because it was harder to hide from the park guards swarming the 
forest. But at the camp there was no sign of life, not even the 
smoking ashes of a campfire. Where were the blackmailers hiding? 

There were definitely poachers here, or had been at some point. 
Loggers had cleared about an acre of mahogany trees. The wood 
was stacked on the back of a truck, ready to be sneaked out of the 
forest. Tents were set up at the far end near a crumbling temple. The 
poachers had ruined part of the jungle and endangered the habitat of 
multiple birds and animals. 

On top of that, they were apparently eager to accept Pierce’s 
dirty money and hide his men for him. “Do you remember the 
instructions?” she whispered to Dan. 

Dan nodded, hefting the small sack of cash. Earlier in the 


evening the blackmailers had e-mailed specific instructions on how 


and where to leave the money and find the book. “Leave the money 
at the foot of the temple. There will be a note on the bottom step 
telling us where to find the book.” 

“There had better be.” Amy gritted her teeth. She was itching to 
get the book and get out of there. The nerves just under her skin 
prickled with electricity. She wasn’t sure if that was the serum 
acting on her nervous system or if her sharply honed instincts for 
danger were trying to warn her of something. 

“You give the signal,” she told Dan. He nodded again, scanning 
the clearing carefully. They watched for any sign of movement. 
Behind them, the jungle teemed with nocturnal life. But in the 
clearing, all was still. 

They had to cross the clearing to get to the temple, a crumbling, 
half-excavated pyramid still covered with vines. The poachers might 
have started excavating it, hoping to find some treasures to sell. One 
side of the temple looked like a simple mound of dirt, while on the 
other side some dirt had been dug away to reveal part of a stone step 
pyramid. The moon lit up the clearing like a searchlight. There was 
no way to cross it unnoticed, nowhere to hide. That was where 
they’d be most vulnerable. 

Dan watched for another moment. Just as Amy was thinking 
there was no point in putting it off any longer, Dan tapped her on the 
forearm. Go. 

Crouching, they crept out into the open. Amy braced herself for 
attack, but nothing happened. They were a few yards away from the 
temple when they heard a shout. 

“Amy! Dan! Stop!” 


Amy whirled around. Pony was streaking toward them across 
the clearing, his ponytail flapping. 

“Pony!” she called. “Get down!” 

But he kept running. “The book’s not here!” he shouted. 

“Let’s get out of here,” Dan said. 

They started back for the cover of the jungle. There was a 
sudden tearing noise near the temple as the tents burst open and out 
jumped three large, muscular men. 

“Goons!” Dan cried. “Run!” They raced across the clearing for 
the jungle. But the trees shook in the windless night, and out of the 
shadows stepped more of Pierce’s men, at least a dozen, blocking 
their way back to the hotel. 

They were trapped. And this time there were more thugs to fight 


than ever. 


HATER; 


The men moved quickly. They were on Amy, Dan, and Pony in 
seconds. 

Amy scanned the area for a way out, but they were surrounded. 
The soldiers backed them up against the ruined temple. There was 
nowhere to go but up. “This way!” She tugged on Pony and Dan to 
follow her as she scrambled up the unexcavated side of the pyramid, 
a huge mound of dirt with vines and ferns and trees growing out of 
it. 

She could have reached the top of the temple way ahead of the 
soldiers, but she couldn’t leave Dan and Pony behind. Dan was in 
great shape, but he couldn’t compete with Amy — the serum had 
made her as fast as the fastest Olympic runner. Pony was a desk 
jockey, not used to running for his life. He slowed them both down. 

The thugs quickly caught up with them. The sight of their 
bulging muscles and stone-cold eyes filled Amy with rage, and, as if 
in response, her muscles flooded with strength. One fighter went 
after the weak link, Pony, but Amy perched above him on the 
slippery side of the temple, which gave her an advantage. She 
kicked him square in the chest and the soldier tumbled off the 
pyramid. Amy grabbed Pony just before the men could drag him 


down. 


“Thanks!” Pony said. 

“Don’t thank me,” Amy said. “Get to the top while I fight them 
off!” 

She kicked another thug off the temple, but as soon as one 
crashed to the ground, another climbed up. She glanced back. Dan 
and Pony had reached the top of the pyramid. Two soldiers were just 
beginning to climb back up the dirt mound, so she had a few 
seconds. She raced to the top, grabbed a vine, and tested it. It was 
solidly wound around the tall branch of a kapok tree standing 
twenty feet from the pyramid. 

“Use this to slide down!” she told Dan and Pony. They wrapped 
their hands around the rough vine and slid from the top of the 
pyramid back to the jungle floor. They disappeared among the 
vegetation to wait for her. 

The soldiers kept coming. Amy kicked one in the chest, her right 
foot landing clean and hard on his sternum. He flew backward with 
a yelp. She shifted to her left foot and knocked a second thug to the 
ground. But a third was climbing up right behind him. He grabbed 
one of her feet and jerked her off balance. She fell onto her back, 
her head nearly striking an exposed tree root. 

The thug pounced on her, going for her neck. He gripped her 
throat so hard she couldn’t breathe. Amy tore his hands off her neck 
and rocked back, lifting her legs. She drove both feet into his 
stomach, pushing him off. He tumbled down the mound. 

She’d nearly been strangled, but she felt nothing, no pain, 
nothing but fierce energy. She jumped to her feet and quickly 


climbed down to find Dan and Pony. 


Two soldiers were waiting for her in the brush. One gripped 
Pony by the ponytail, yanking his head back; the other dangled Dan 
by the scruff of his neck like a kitten about to be drowned. Pony’s 
eyes were huge with terror. Dan kept kicking his captor in the shins, 
but the thug didn’t seem to notice. “Let them go,” Amy growled. 
They couldn’t hold on to Pony and Dan and fight her at the same 
time. They dropped the boys and dove for her. 

She jumped aside, evading them, then knocked each one out 
with a hard chop to the neck. She heard rustling in the bushes 
behind her. 

“More coming. Run.” 

She felt almost animal, supernatural, like the Mayan gods she’d 
seen in carvings and drawings around Tikal. She was the Jaguar 
God when she ran, she struck lightning-fast like a serpent, she had 
the wits of a Jester God. She could have outrun the soldiers. But 
Dan and Pony couldn’t keep up. She had no choice but to fight to 
protect them. 

She tore through the jungle, dragging the boys behind her, 
looking for someplace safe for them to hide until she could fight off 
the army ... if she could fight them all off. ... 

She shook this doubt away. She’d do it. She had to do it. She 
scanned the jungle while she ran. Fifty feet ahead, a ruined stone 
wall, about four feet high, glimmered in the moonlight. If they could 
get behind it, they could use it for cover and maybe lose the thugs 
long enough to get back to the hotel. 

She pushed Dan and Pony over the wall. 

“Amy, no.” Dan immediately crawled back over the wall and 
stood beside her. “TIl fight with you.” 


“You can’t.” She shoved him back to the other side. “Take 
cover.” 

He pulled himself up to the top of the wall again. “I’m in charge, 
remember?” 

“Yes,” she said. “Just not right now.” 

“Amy,” Pony pleaded. “Run for it. Save yourself.” 

“Pony’s right,” Dan said. “You can escape. Run for it. We’ll take 
our chances.” 

They were willing to sacrifice themselves — for her. And it 
infuriated Amy. She saw how the fight looked through their eyes — 
like a losing battle. Twelve men against one girl. They didn’t 
understand. She’d taken the serum. She could win this. 

“When you see a chance, take Pony and run back to the hotel,” 
she said to Dan with a note of finality in her voice. Dan might be the 
leader now. Her judgment might be faulty at times. But every cell in 
her body screamed, Protect him! And she couldn’t ignore it. 

She raced along the wall, fifty feet, a hundred, fast as lightning, 
leading the soldiers away from the boys. Then she turned to face her 
attackers head on. 

She used a judo throw to flip the first over her head. She neatly 
dodged the next, and a third. She grabbed a fallen tree branch to use 
as a weapon, fending the soldiers off as fast as she could. But they 
kept coming. Four of them, six, ten, twelve... 

She was surrounded. She leaped up to the top of the wall, 
hoping the extra height would give her an advantage. She swung the 
branch at a fighter, toppling him like a bowling pin. You can do this. 

And then it happened. 


She felt a sudden weakness in her legs. She paused, gripping the 
branch-sword, but her hands shook like a tree in a storm. No, she 
thought desperately. Not now. The power drained from her limbs. 
Her eyes rolled back in her head. She felt herself sliding down the 
wall, the rough stone scraping her arms, dots swimming before her 
eyes. This episode was worse than before. Worse than anything 
she’d felt in her life. 

“Amy! Amy!” 

She could hear Dan calling her, but she couldn’t see him. She 
couldn’t see anything but dots and swirling colors. She knew what 
was happening. This time she knew: another hallucination. This isn’t 
real, she thought. I can’t let it take over. Then she heard screeches, 
terrible heart-ripping cries. Howler monkeys, she thought. I’m 
surrounded by howler monkeys. Get them away from me! They 
jumped up and down, then attacked her, grabbing at her hair and 
face with their hairy paws. 

No! she screamed. Stop it! Stop it! It’s an illusion, she thought. 
Make it go away! She summoned all her strength to clear her mind, 
to fight the darkness. She heard footsteps pounding toward her. 
Were they real? They came closer... closer... then attacked! 
Hands grabbed her arms. She flicked them away. The colors in her 
vision faded to black and gray. She felt as if she were staring 
through a soupy fog, at shadows, while the screaming filled her 
ears. Something tried to pick her up and carry her off — monkey? 
Man? She couldn’t tell. She kicked blindly, her foot and knee hitting 
something hard until the something let her go. 

Through the chaos and the noise, she heard Dan calling to her: 
“Amy! Help! Help!” 


Dan. She had to help Dan. She kicked and punched at anything 
that touched her, scratching and clawing until, at last, the attacks 
stopped. 

Everything went quiet. Her vision cleared, the fog melting away. 
The somethings were gone. Had they been howler monkeys, or 
men? She didn’t know. She was standing by a ruined wall in the 
moonlight, alone. 

“Dan!” she shouted. “Pony! Where are you?” 

She heard shouting a little distance away. She ran back to the 
loggers’ clearing. The noises grew louder. The huff huff huff of a 
chopper’s blades whirred overhead. A black helicopter hovered over 
the clearing, preparing to land. 

Two thugs, their faces scratched and bloody, grabbed her. Her 
strength surged again, and she knocked them to the ground where 
they remained, motionless. 

The chopper blades whipped up a wind as it landed in the 
clearing, sending dirt and leaves flying. Amy shielded her face and 
backed away. Under the chopper, on the other side of it, she saw feet 
running toward the chopper door. She dashed across the clearing, 
ducking under the whirring rotors. Dan! Two soldiers were dragging 
him into the chopper. Another held Pony back as they shut Dan 
inside. Then he let Pony go and hurried into the chopper himself. 
Pierce’s men were leaving, and they were taking Dan with them. 

“Dan! No!” Amy screamed, and ran for the chopper. But Pony 
was Closer. He dove for the landing skid, clutching it as the copter 
lifted off the ground. 

“Pony! Let go!” Amy tried to leap into the air and grab the skid 
herself, but it was too high. The machine took off, Pony’s legs 


dangling just out of her reach. She jumped as high as she could, but 
it wasn’t enough. 

The helicopter soared up over the trees, Pony clinging to the 
bottom. He was hanging on by his fingertips, his face pinched with 
the strain, his tongue poking out of his mouth in concentration. She 
could just make out Dan’s frantic face pressed to the window, and 
behind him, a thug watching Pony and laughing. Amy held her 
breath. It was too late for Pony to let go now — the chopper was too 
high. 

“Hang on!” she shouted. “Hang on!” 

Pony’s legs brushed the top of a tree. He tried to step on a 
branch, as if he might land there, but it wasn’t solid enough. Amy 
thought she could see the muscles in his arms quivering, using all 
his strength. 

Amy wanted to close her eyes, but she couldn’t. She kept hoping 
a hand would reach out of the chopper door and pull Pony to safety, 
that some miracle would happen. . . . She found herself reaching for 
him, jumping up over and over as if she could spring into the air and 
save him. 

But she was rooted to the ground, and he dangled in the sky, 
helpless. 

One of his hands slipped off the skid. He hung on for his life by 
one sweaty hand. 

The chopper lifted higher, far above the trees now. Pony strained 
his free hand toward the skid, trying to grab hold, but he couldn’t 
reach it. His shoulder snapped out of position, dislocating. 

And then the other hand slipped off. Down he fell. 


Amy screamed as she watched his tiny figure drop from the sky 
and disappear among the trees. The chopper floated away. 

The jungle went quiet. 

Amy stood alone in the clearing. The chopper was gone. Dan 
was gone. Pony was surely dead. 

She ran into the jungle, hoping for a miracle. Praying to find 
Pony alive. 

She sped through the dense trees, jumping over obstacles and 
ripping at vines that blocked her way. 

She must have run about a mile when she found him. Pony’s 
body had landed on the branch of a tree, twenty feet overhead, his 
back arched at an unnatural angle, broken. His head hung back, his 
ponytail dangling, his mouth gaping, moonlight glowing in his 
open, glassy eyes. 

Amy’s legs buckled under her. She collapsed on the damp 
ground. The strength drained out of her now, leaving her nearly 
paralyzed. 

Pony is dead. He’s dead. 

He died trying to save me. 

And Dan is gone. 

She was a failure. She had failed in every way. 

Tears leaked out of her eyes. She couldn’t stop them. She lay in 
the damp dirt and sobbed. She’d had all that power. The power of 
Gideon’s serum. Unfathomable strength of body, mind, and will. 
And what good did it do her? The side effects were getting worse. 
She was declining every day. And yet, somehow, she had to find the 
superhuman power to get up. To rescue Dan. To keep going after the 


antidote. Because without it, they were all doomed. 


She rested a little while longer until she felt some strength return 
to her legs. Then, as dawn broke, she hoisted herself to her feet and 
made her trudging, defeated, heartbroken way through the teeming 
jungle, back to the hotel. 

She would break the news to the others. They would be 
horrified, and mourn. But they would summon their last scraps of 


will and continue the fight. There was nothing else to do. 





Sneak Peek 


Time is running out for Amy Cahill. If she doesn’t find the 


remaining ingredients, the serum will kill her. And if she doesn’t 
rescue Dan, the Pierces will kill him. Will the Cahills find a way to 
beat the impossible odds? 

Find out in the explosive conclusion to The 39 Clues: 
Unstoppable: Flashpoint by Gordon Korman. Turn the page for 
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AAT 


The Jeep hit an exposed root, jouncing eighteen inches straight up 
and nearly launching the four occupants into the jungle underbrush. 

Instead of slowing down, Amy Cahill stomped on the gas, 
coaxing even more speed out of the rickety four-wheeler. 

“Everybody okay?” called Jake Rosenbloom from the passenger 
seat, hanging on to the roll bar. 

“Barely,” groaned Ian Kabra. “I nearly lost my computer, not to 
mention my lunch.” 

“Ponyrific,” Jake replied soberly, using Pony’s nickname for his 
custom laptop. “It’s all we have left of — him.” 

The brilliant Pony had built the machine himself, using 
components from some of the best computers anywhere. It was a 
magnificent machine, but it could never replace the magnificent 
friend who’d been taken from them. 

Another bump sent passengers bouncing around the Jeep. 

“T thought the rental agent said this was a good road,” Ian 
complained in his clipped British accent. 

“In actuality,” put in Atticus Rosenbloom, Jake’s younger 
brother, “she never said it was good. She just said it was better than 


the roads in Honduras.” 


“You asked me to research the Tonle Sap water snake,” Ian 
persisted. “With all this tossing about, I can’t find the T key. Not 
even Pony could work under these conditions. Do slow down, 
Amy!” 

Amy let up a little on the accelerator. Thanks to her serum- 
boosted acuity of vision, she had actually watched Pony’s grip on 
the chopper’s skid fail, sending him plunging to his death. Loyal 
Pony — who wasn’t even a Cahill — had offered his digital cowboy 
skills to their quest. And the cost had been his life. 

Amy’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. That was the 
helicopter that had flown off with Dan. For all she knew, at this very 
moment, her younger brother was being tortured. 

For all she knew, he was as dead as Pony. 

To keep from screaming, she pressed harder on the accelerator, 
and the Jeep leaped forward, rattling and rocking along the dirt road. 
“As much as I hate to agree with Ian,” Jake ventured, “this is 
crazy driving. We’re not going to be able to help anybody if we hit a 

tree.” 

“We’re not going to hit a tree,” returned Amy through clenched 
teeth. “I’m in total control of this car.” 

“Good to know,” Ian said smoothly, “because I left my spleen 
about twelve kilometers back.” 

“But, Amy,” Jake persisted, “We need to talk about why you’re 
in total control of this car — why you can drive like a NASCAR 
champion on a road meant for ox carts.” 

“There’s nothing to talk about,” Amy snapped. “I took the 


1? 


serum. Stop worrying. I’m fine 


She was fine. Better than fine, and not just because the serum 
was making her faster and stronger with every passing hour. Her 
thinking was clear. She could plan strategic moves and 
countermoves almost to infinity. Her eyesight was amazing, her 
hearing acute, her reaction time virtually instantaneous. She had no 
superpowers — she couldn’t lift locomotives or fly through the air. 
Yet her natural capabilities were enhanced to the nth degree. 

No sooner had this thought crossed her soaring mind than the 
pinkie of her left hand began to twitch slightly against the wheel. 
Under normal circumstances, she would not even have noticed it. 
But in her heightened state of acuity, she understood that this tiny 
spasm represented the beginning of the end. It was Amy’s future — 
the loss of control; the organ failure; the terrible, painful conclusion. 
The serum was glorious — until it wasn’t. And that, apparently, 
happened very quickly. The stuff could burn out a human being 
inside of a week. Amy would suffer the same fate if they couldn’t 
come up with the antidote. 

How crazy was that? She’d never felt better in her life — and 
she was dying. 

Suddenly, an enormous logging truck roared out of the trees, 
looming above, almost upon them, its broad cab hogging most of 


|” 


the road. Before any of them could shout, “Amy, look out!” she was 
on it. Her reaction was lightning fast — the instant her eyes 
identified the danger, her hands were moving the steering wheel. 
She found the path that hadn’t been there milliseconds earlier, 
squeezing through an impossible gap with mere inches to spare. 
Then they were back on the road, full speed ahead, as if nothing had 


happened. 


For a few breathless seconds, no one spoke. Before, there hadn’t 
been enough time to scream; now it was no longer necessary. 

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Amy,” Ian managed at last. 
“But at the moment, I’m really glad you swallowed that serum.” 

No normal driver could have avoided that truck. Gideon’s 
formula may have been a death sentence, but it had just saved all 
their lives. 

At that moment, the Jeep suffered one tremendous jolt before 
the ride leveled off, becoming not only smoother but quieter as well. 
Jake was instantly alert. “What happened? What did we hit?” 

“Pavement,” supplied Atticus, daring to look over the side. “We 
must be getting close to Guatemala City.” 

With the better road conditions, Ian was able to return to his 
research on Pony’s laptop. “The Tonle Sap water snake,” he 
reported. “Scientific name: Enhydris longicauda. A slightly 
venomous colubrid snake native to the Tonle Sap, Cambodia’s Great 
Lake. It’s a close relative of the sea leopard snake, the rice paddy 
snake, and the Kapuas mud snake.” 

“Slightly venomous’?” Atticus repeated. “What does that 
mean — when it bites you, you only get a little bit dead?” 

“Tf you think about it,” mused Amy, “the venom can’t be deadly 
or it wouldn’t work as part of the antidote. It’s not much of a cure if 
it kills everybody who takes it.” 

“All the colubrid snakes are slightly venomous,” Ian continued 
his report. “There are nearly two thousand different species of them. 
And — uh-oh —” 

“What is it?” asked Jake. 


“The Red List of Threatened Species lists ours as vulnerable. 
That’s only one step better than endangered. Apparently, this part of 
Cambodia is big on crocodile farming, and the Tonle Sap water 
snake was a widely used crocodile food. The only problem is the 
crocs can eat them faster than the snakes can reproduce.” 

Amy frowned. “Five hundred years ago, when the antidote was 
created, they were probably all over the place.” 

“That won’t help us now,” Jake put in nervously. “We need that 
venom!” 

“Relax.” Amy’s reply sounded more like an order. “We got 
whiskers from an extinct leopard; we can find venom from a 
threatened snake.” She glanced in the rearview mirror to find a 
quizzical expression on Ian’s fine features. “What’s the problem?” 

“I think Pony’s computer is trying to tell me something,” Ian 
replied. He swiveled the screen toward Atticus. “You see that? 
‘Code A’? What do you think it means?” 

Atticus shrugged. He was an eleven-year-old genius, but his area 
of expertise was dead languages and ancient civilizations. Computer 
technology was several centuries too recent for him. 

All at once, Amy stomped on the brake with every ounce of 
power in her serum-enhanced muscles. The other three were nearly 
pitched out of the vehicle as the Jeep lurched to a halt behind a 
stopped bus. Amy stared in amazement. Less than an hour ago, they 
had been traveling through isolated rain forest terrain. Now the 
buildings of Guatemala City were clearly visible in the distance, and 
the Cahill team was stalled in the largest traffic jam any of them had 


ever seen. 


Thousands of screaming fans packed the broad Avenida Simon 
Bolivar. The mayor was in attendance, along with a gaggle of local 
VIPs, most of them with their young daughters in tow. Camera 
phones waved and flashed. So great was the demand to upload 
pictures that the Guatemalan servers for Facebook and Twitter 
crashed. The line for autographs measured in kilometers. The crowd 
noise was an uninterrupted roar, punctuated by applause. It was an 
absolute mob scene. 

Or, in the life of pop star Jonah Wizard, just another day. 
“Wassup, yo?” Jonah greeted the next girl in line, an adoring 
preteen who didn’t seem to speak a word of English. Wielding a fat 
Sharpie, he scribbled a quick signature on her CD, and another on 

her arm when she held it out to him. “Thanks for coming out. 
’Preciate the support!” 

Standing behind the autographing table, Broderick Wizard, 
Jonah’s father, wore a scowl as he texted on his BlackBerry. “I have 
to tell you, Jonah, I don’t get it. When you said you had to drop out 
of the public eye, I was okay with that. Then, six months in, when 
you told me to set up an appearance, I never asked why. I just made 
it happen. But I’m asking you now — why did it have be here?” 

Jonah motioned to the legions of fans, which only made them 
scream louder. “Look around, Pops. Can’t you feel the love?” 

His father was unconvinced. “You get love in New York. Also 
London, Paris, Tokyo, anywhere. But you said it had to be 
Guatemala and it had to be today. Why?” 


Jonah had an excellent answer to this question — although not 
one he could give to his father. The Cahill team had to get to Jonah’s 
private jet, but Pierce had substantial assets hunting for them. A 
group of kids could stay hidden, but not a Gulfstream G6 parked on 
a runway. The goons would stake out the airport and open fire on 
anybody who approached the plane. 

There was only one solution. Pierce didn’t dare attack when 
there were people around. And drawing a crowd happened to be 
Jonah’s specialty. 

He surveyed the street up and down, his famous eyes coming to 
focus on an open Jeep stalled in the traffic snarl. He might have 
failed to notice the three young passengers, but the driver was 
something else. She fairly glowed with strength and vitality. It was 
natural to pick her out of a crowd of thousands. He felt a stab of 
dread as he remembered what it was that made his cousin Amy 
stand out. 

He got up from his chair and took a flying leap off the stage. 

“Jonah!” his father howled in dismay. 

There was never any danger. Jonah knew that his sea of 
admirers would catch him before he hit the pavement. 

Broderick Wizard was at the edge of the platform, gawking at 
his son. “What are you doing?” 

“It’s all good, Pops!” Jonah called back at him. “But you’re 
going to have to fly home commercial! I need the jet!” 

By that time, the Guatemala City police had reached him and 
were Clearing a path through the throng. High-fiving and wassup- 


ing all the way, Jonah led them to the Jeep and swung himself 


aboard. “Good timing,” he approved. “The Wiz was getting writer’s 
cramp.” 

“Real smart, Jonah,” Jake scolded. “Who knows how long we’ll 
be stuck here. Pierce will have time to see us on TMZ and send half 
his army after us.” 

Jonah addressed his police escort. “Need you homeys to get us 
to the airport. You know, el runway-o —” 

“Aeropuerto,” supplied Atticus. 

Nodding their understanding, the police officers organized 
themselves into two lines, opening up a path for the Jeep. Just 
outside the throng, a cavalcade of motorcycle cops surrounded the 
Cahills for their ride. 

“Those goons are going to have a heart attack when we drive up 
to the plane with half the Guatemalan police force!” Atticus crowed. 

“That’s how I do,” Jonah acknowledged modestly. 

His fans cheered, waved, and threw flowers as he passed among 
them, perched on the tailgate. 

“Later, Guatemala City!” bellowed the famous voice. “Gotta 
hop! Adios, yo!” He grinned down at his cowed Jeep-mates. 
“Anybody need a lift to Cambodia?” 
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Chapter 1 


Dan Cahill awoke from a bad dream only to find himself in the midst of a 
worse one. 

Images of the past twelve hours flashed like a rapid-fire slide show of 
horror inside his brain: a madman with the power of the US presidency nearly 
within his grasp; Pony — ally and friend — killed, trying to rescue Dan... 

And Amy... 

Tears blurred his vision just as it returned to him. His sister was dying, a 
timer literally ticking her life away. 

He blinked the moisture from his eyes. He was tied to the armrests of a 
leather airline seat. Dan had spent enough time aboard Jonah Wizard’s 
Gulfstream to recognize the luxury interior of a private jet. Only this one 
didn’t belong to Dan’s celebrity cousin. .. . 

“He’s awake!” exclaimed a gruff, unpleasant voice. 

Galt Pierce was striding down the aisle. He was blond, brawny, and 
ripped — unnaturally ripped. His older sister, Cara, was right behind him, 
slimmer, feminine, but also muscular. Which meant this was the plane of 
J. Rutherford Pierce, head of Founders Media, billionaire, tycoon, 
megalomaniac, and the madman who wanted Dan dead. 

Cara untied Dan’s right arm and handed him a cup of water. Thirsty as he 
was, Dan couldn’t resist tossing it back in her face. It was a pointless thing to 
do — but also deeply satisfying. For Pony, he thought, hatred flooding his 
soul. And for Amy! If it hadn’t been for Cara’s father, Amy never would have 
taken the serum that had started her on a death clock. 

“You little —” Galt raised his hand, ready to bring it down hard across 
Dan’s cheek. 

Cara grabbed his wrist. “Don’t!” 

He stared at his sister. “You’re letting him get away with that?” 

“You think I want to?” Cara demanded, the water dripping down her 
cheeks and nose. “But if you break his jaw, how’s he going to tell us what we 


need to know?” 

“What you need to know?” Dan was instantly alert. Outside the window 
of the jet, the wings dipped, bringing a sliver of the Central American rain 
forest into view. Dan had felt it in the aircraft’s motion, but his brain had been 
unable to process the information until now. “We’re circling! We’re still over 
Guatemala!” 

“So?” Galt snapped. 

“So you were waiting for me to wake up! You need me!” 

“Don’t flatter yourself, Dan,” Cara said coolly. “We know exactly what 
you and your sister have been up to —” 

“Our dad decoded your ratty old book!” Galt interrupted. 

Dan gasped in mock horror. “You mean he figured out our secret recipe 
for potato salad?” 

Galt howled his outrage, but Cara put a hand on his arm. Something 
about the gesture reminded Dan of Amy. Normally, such acts of big- 
sisterliness annoyed him to no end. But right then, he ached to see Amy, to 
know she was okay. Only, that would have meant she’d been captured along 
with him. And besides, she wasn’t okay. She was the polar opposite of okay. 

“There’s an antidote to the serum,” Cara told Dan. “That’s what you and 
Amy have been working on. We want to know how much progress you’ve 
made.” 

“Yeah, Pd be wondering about it, too, if I were you.” Dan sat back with 
a smirk. “Good luck with that.” 

There was a rattling sound as a stainless steel rolling cart was pushed 
down the aisle by a Pierce employee. Goon might have been a better word. 

J. Rutherford Pierce’s henchmen looked like adult versions of Galt and Cara, 
and like Pierce himself. Big, muscular, enhanced — glowing, almost. It was 
all artificial. The key was the same secret that had made the Cahills the most 
influential, successful, and powerful family in history. The 39 Clues — a 
serum with thirty-nine ingredients that gave a person nearly superhuman 
strength, genius, creativity, and cunning. Pierce had gotten hold of a modified 
version of the stuff and was feeding it to his staff, his family, and even 
himself. It had rendered him — and everybody around him — virtually 
unstoppable. That was why Dan; his sister, Amy; and their companions were 
risking everything on this quest — to assemble the ingredients of an ancient 
antidote to Gideon Cahill’s formula. It was the only way to thwart Pierce’s 
dangerous ambitions. 

The attendant plucked a hypodermic syringe off the tray and held it up to 
the light. It was filled with clear liquid. Panicked, Dan tried to struggle, but 
Galt grabbed his free arm and pinned it to the seat. 


A mewl of desperation escaped Dan as the needle drew nearer. 

“Wimp.” Galt smirked. “If we wanted to kill you, you’d already be 
dead.” 

“Tt’s sodium pentothal,” his sister added. “Truth serum.” 

Dan knew the sting of the needle and braced himself for the onslaught to 
come. But instead of blinding pain or nausea, he experienced a flood of 
warmth and well-being. Warning bells went off somewhere inside his head. 

Stop feeling good, stupid! That’s how the truth drug works! You get too 
comfortable and spill your guts! 

To counteract the effect — fight it, fight it! — he forced his mind onto 
unpleasant thoughts. For a Cahill, there were always a lot of options. The 
death of his parents in a fire when he was only four; the sight of poor Pony, 
his eyes wide with terror, dropping from a helicopter to a violent end on the 
rain forest floor. And most painful of all, the last days he’d spent with Amy. 

Amy had saved his life, but in order to do it, she’d had to take the serum. 
Not the modified version that Pierce was using to dose his people, but the real 
thing — Gideon Cahill’s five-hundred-year-old recipe, pure and strong. The 
real serum produced extraordinary results almost instantly. But no one had 
ever survived longer than a week after taking it. Now it was doubly urgent to 
complete the antidote. Amy’s life depended on it. 

Dan pulled himself up short. Did I say that out loud or just think it? He 
realized uneasily that he couldn’t be sure. It was the injection working on his 
mind. 

“And how many ingredients have you collected so far?” Cara probed. 

“What?” The sodium pentothal was making it impossible to distinguish 
between thoughts and speech. “Did I say antidote? I meant anecdote — you 
know, like a funny story —” 

Galt muscled into his view. “The ingredients — do you have them all?” 

“T have no idea what you’re talking about,” Dan announced, pleased that 
his resistance seemed to be working now. Of the seven antidote components 
mentioned in the diary of his ancestor, Olivia Cahill, Amy and Dan had 
already acquired three. Other Cahill sources around the globe had come up 
with three more. That left just one remaining. 

In horror, Dan heard the sound of his own voice. He was talking, and 
Cara and Galt were nodding and listening! He tried to add, “Forget that! I’m 
lying!” but the words just wouldn’t come out. 

“Confirm the location of the final ingredient,” Galt persisted. 

The antidote had been assembled from the ancient wisdom of seven lost 
cities. The last of these — the one Dan must not reveal — was located in 
modern Cambodia, in the ancient Khmer civilization of Angkor. 


“Anger?” Galt was no scholar. “Dad said it was in Cambodia.” 

“Not Anger,” Cara corrected. “Angkor — and it is in Cambodia. Angkor 
was one of the most developed societies of the ancient world!” 

No! Dan was in agony. I spilled that, too, although the Pierces seemed to 
know it already. I’m a living, breathing Wikipedia! He had to stop himself 
before he gave up any more information. But how? The injection made it 
impossible to keep anything secret. 

Galt was like a bloodhound. “What’s the ingredient, and where do we 
find it in this Angkor place?” 

Dan bit down on his lip until he tasted blood. He had to get out of this, 
but the enemy was himself and the chemical inside him that was turning him 
into a blabbermouth. Then he spotted the bottle on the rolling tray. 
Chloroform, read the label. 

Knockout drops! 

He pulled his hand free of Galt’s grip and grabbed for the bottle. In the 
ensuing struggle, the contents spilled onto Dan’s shirt. Crowing in triumph, he 
buried his face in the wet fabric and breathed the strong solvent odor. With a 
great sense of accomplishment, he felt himself slipping away. 

You can‘ talk if you’re unconscious! 

He slumped in the seat, useless to them now. 


Galt slapped Dan’s face, but the prisoner did not stir. The sharp contact filled 
Galt with an exhilaration he wouldn’t have believed possible. Finally, he was 
a part of his father’s plans! Not just posing for father-and-son pictures, but 
taking action. He was a real Piercer now, a soldier for the cause! 

“Wake up!” Energized, he reared back to strike another blow, but his 
sister grabbed his wrist. 

“Tt’s no use,” she told him. “He’s out like a light.” 

Galt turned to the man with the syringe. “Toss him out the door.” 

“Are you crazy?” Cara exploded. “We’re at fifteen thousand feet!” 

Galt glared at his sister. Where did she get off contradicting him? “He’s 
already told us what we need to know.” 

“Think, Galt — this is huge! An antidote in Cahill hands — it’s the one 
thing that could wreck Dad’s plans.” 

“All the more reason for him to go skydiving without a parachute!” 
growled Galt, indicating the unmoving Dan. 


She shook her head. “I’ve heard he has a photographic memory — that 
means he can tell us everything the Cahills have seen and done. The kid has 
more uses than a Swiss Army knife. We’re not going to harm a single hair on 
his head.” 

Galt opened his mouth to overrule her, but bit back the angry words. He 
looked around the cabin at his father’s hired muscle. There was something in 
their expressions and body language that told him they were tuned in to his 
sister’s orders, not his own. 

When had that happened? He had always been Dad’s favorite, and he’d 
grown up believing he’d be Dad’s heir. Sure, Cara would be entitled to her 
share of the money. Yet the business, the power — J. Rutherford Pierce was 
going to be president of the United States soon. And even that was only the 
first step in Dad’s master plan... . 

“Tie the prisoner back in his seat,” Cara ordered the henchmen. “I’m 
going to talk to the pilot about a flight plan to Cambodia.” 

Galt burned with resentment. Those should have been his lines. 

The Pierce siblings worked for their father, but that didn’t necessarily 
mean they were on the same side. 


Chaper 2 


maden 


The Jeep hit an exposed root, jouncing eighteen inches straight up and nearly 
launching the four occupants into the jungle underbrush. 

Instead of slowing down, Amy Cahill stomped on the gas, coaxing even 
more speed out of the rickety four-wheeler. 

“Everybody okay?” called Jake Rosenbloom from the passenger seat, 
hanging on to the roll bar. 

“Barely,” groaned Ian Kabra. “I nearly lost my computer, not to mention 
my lunch.” 

“Ponyrific,” Jake replied soberly, using Pony’s nickname for his custom 
laptop. “It’s all we have left of — him.” 

The brilliant Pony had built the machine himself, using components from 
some of the best computers anywhere. It was a magnificent machine, but it 
could never replace the magnificent friend who’d been taken from them. 

Another bump sent passengers bouncing around the Jeep. 

“I thought the rental agent said this was a good road,” Ian complained in 
his clipped British accent. 

“In actuality,” put in Atticus Rosenbloom, Jake’s younger brother, “she 
never said it was good. She just said it was better than the roads in Honduras.” 
“You asked me to research the Tonle Sap water snake,” Ian persisted. 
“With all this tossing about, I can’t find the T key. Not even Pony could work 

under these conditions. Do slow down, Amy!” 

Amy let up a little on the accelerator. Thanks to her serum-boosted 
acuity of vision, she had actually watched Pony’s grip on the chopper’s skid 
fail, sending him plunging to his death. Loyal Pony — who wasn’t even a 
Cahill — had offered his digital cowboy skills to their quest. And the cost had 
been his life. 

Amy’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. That was the helicopter that 
had flown off with Dan. For all she knew, at this very moment, her younger 
brother was being tortured. 


For all she knew, he was as dead as Pony. 

To keep from screaming, she pressed harder on the accelerator, and the 
Jeep leaped forward, rattling and rocking along the dirt road. 

“As much as I hate to agree with Ian,” Jake ventured, “this is crazy 
driving. We’re not going to be able to help anybody if we hit a tree.” 

“We’re not going to hit a tree,” returned Amy through clenched teeth. 
“T’m in total control of this car.” 

“Good to know,” Ian said smoothly, “because I left my spleen about 
twelve kilometers back.” 

“But, Amy,” Jake persisted, “We need to talk about why you’re in total 
control of this car — why you can drive like a NASCAR champion on a road 
meant for ox carts.” 

“There’s nothing to talk about,” Amy snapped. “I took the serum. Stop 
worrying. I’m fine!” 

She was fine. Better than fine, and not just because the serum was 
making her faster and stronger with every passing hour. Her thinking was 
clear. She could plan strategic moves and countermoves almost to infinity. 
Her eyesight was amazing, her hearing acute, her reaction time virtually 
instantaneous. She had no superpowers — she couldn’t lift locomotives or fly 
through the air. Yet her natural capabilities were enhanced to the nth degree. 

No sooner had this thought crossed her soaring mind than the pinkie of 
her left hand began to twitch slightly against the wheel. Under normal 
circumstances, she would not even have noticed it. But in her heightened state 
of acuity, she understood that this tiny spasm represented the beginning of the 
end. It was Amy’s future — the loss of control; the organ failure; the terrible, 
painful conclusion. The serum was glorious — until it wasn’t. And that, 
apparently, happened very quickly. The stuff could burn out a human being 
inside of a week. Amy would suffer the same fate if they couldn’t come up 
with the antidote. 

How crazy was that? She’d never felt better in her life — and she was 
dying. 

Suddenly, an enormous logging truck roared out of the trees, looming 
above, almost upon them, its broad cab hogging most of the road. Before any 
of them could shout, “Amy, look out!” she was on it. Her reaction was 
lightning fast — the instant her eyes identified the danger, her hands were 
moving the steering wheel. She found the path that hadn’t been there 
milliseconds earlier, squeezing through an impossible gap with mere inches to 
spare. Then they were back on the road, full speed ahead, as if nothing had 
happened. 

For a few breathless seconds, no one spoke. Before, there hadn’t been 


enough time to scream; now it was no longer necessary. 

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Amy,” Ian managed at last. “But at the 
moment, I’m really glad you swallowed that serum.” 

No normal driver could have avoided that truck. Gideon’s formula may 
have been a death sentence, but it had just saved all their lives. 

At that moment, the Jeep suffered one tremendous jolt before the ride 
leveled off, becoming not only smoother but quieter as well. 

Jake was instantly alert. “What happened? What did we hit?” 

“Pavement,” supplied Atticus, daring to look over the side. “We must be 
getting close to Guatemala City.” 

With the better road conditions, Ian was able to return to his research on 
Pony’s laptop. “The Tonle Sap water snake,” he reported. “Scientific name: 
Enhydris longicauda. A slightly venomous colubrid snake native to the Tonle 
Sap, Cambodia’s Great Lake. It’s a close relative of the sea leopard snake, the 
rice paddy snake, and the Kapuas mud snake.” 

“*Slightly venomous’?” Atticus repeated. “What does that mean — when 
it bites you, you only get a little bit dead?” 

“Tf you think about it,” mused Amy, “the venom can’t be deadly or it 
wouldn’t work as part of the antidote. It’s not much of a cure if it kills 
everybody who takes it.” 

“All the colubrid snakes are slightly venomous,” Ian continued his 
report. “There are nearly two thousand different species of them. And — uh- 
oh —” 

“What is it?” asked Jake. 

“The Red List of Threatened Species lists ours as vulnerable. That’s only 
one step better than endangered. Apparently, this part of Cambodia is big on 
crocodile farming, and the Tonle Sap water snake was a widely used crocodile 
food. The only problem is the crocs can eat them faster than the snakes can 
reproduce.” 

Amy frowned. “Five hundred years ago, when the antidote was created, 
they were probably all over the place.” 

“That won’t help us now,” Jake put in nervously. “We need that venom!” 

“Relax.” Amy’s reply sounded more like an order. “We got whiskers 
from an extinct leopard; we can find venom from a threatened snake.” She 
glanced in the rearview mirror to find a quizzical expression on Ian’s fine 
features. “What’s the problem?” 

“T think Pony’s computer is trying to tell me something,” Ian replied. He 
swiveled the screen toward Atticus. “You see that? ‘Code A’? What do you 
think it means?” 

Atticus shrugged. He was an eleven-year-old genius, but his area of 


expertise was dead languages and ancient civilizations. Computer technology 
was several centuries too recent for him. 

All at once, Amy stomped on the brake with every ounce of power in her 
serum-enhanced muscles. The other three were nearly pitched out of the 
vehicle as the Jeep lurched to a halt behind a stopped bus. Amy stared in 
amazement. Less than an hour ago, they had been traveling through isolated 
rain forest terrain. Now the buildings of Guatemala City were clearly visible 
in the distance, and the Cahill team was stalled in the largest traffic jam any of 
them had ever seen. 


Thousands of screaming fans packed the broad Avenida Simon Bolivar. The 
mayor was in attendance, along with a gaggle of local VIPs, most of them 
with their young daughters in tow. Camera phones waved and flashed. So 
great was the demand to upload pictures that the Guatemalan servers for 
Facebook and Twitter crashed. The line for autographs measured in 
kilometers. The crowd noise was an uninterrupted roar, punctuated by 
applause. It was an absolute mob scene. 

Or, in the life of pop star Jonah Wizard, just another day. 

“Wassup, yo?” Jonah greeted the next girl in line, an adoring preteen 
who didn’t seem to speak a word of English. Wielding a fat Sharpie, he 
scribbled a quick signature on her CD, and another on her arm when she held 
it out to him. “Thanks for coming out. ’Preciate the support!” 

Standing behind the autographing table, Broderick Wizard, Jonah’s 
father, wore a scowl as he texted on his BlackBerry. “I have to tell you, Jonah, 
I don’t get it. When you said you had to drop out of the public eye, I was okay 
with that. Then, six months in, when you told me to set up an appearance, I 
never asked why. I just made it happen. But I’m asking you now — why did it 
have to be here?” 

Jonah motioned to the legions of fans, which only made them scream 
louder. “Look around, Pops. Can’t you feel the love?” 

His father was unconvinced. “You get love in New York. Also London, 
Paris, Tokyo, anywhere. But you said it had to be Guatemala and it had to be 
today. Why?” 

Jonah had an excellent answer to this question — although not one he 
could give to his father. The Cahill team had to get to Jonah’s private jet, but 
Pierce had substantial assets hunting for them. A group of kids could stay 


hidden, but not a Gulfstream G6 parked on a runway. The goons would stake 
out the airport and open fire on anybody who approached the plane. 

There was only one solution. Pierce didn’t dare attack when there were 
people around. And drawing a crowd happened to be Jonah’s specialty. 

He surveyed the street up and down, his famous eyes coming to focus on 
an open Jeep stalled in the traffic snarl. He might have failed to notice the 
three young passengers, but the driver was something else. She fairly glowed 
with strength and vitality. It was natural to pick her out of a crowd of 
thousands. He felt a stab of dread as he remembered what it was that made his 
cousin Amy stand out. 

He got up from his chair and took a flying leap off the stage. 

“Jonah!” his father howled in dismay. 

There was never any danger. Jonah knew that his sea of admirers would 
catch him before he hit the pavement. 

Broderick Wizard was at the edge of the platform, gawking at his son. 
“What are you doing?” 

“Tt’s all good, Pops!” Jonah called back at him. “But you’re going to 
have to fly home commercial! I need the jet!” 

By that time, the Guatemala City police had reached him and were 
clearing a path through the throng. High-fiving and wassup-ing all the way, 
Jonah led them to the Jeep and swung himself aboard. “Good timing,” he 
approved. “The Wiz was getting writer’s cramp.” 

“Real smart, Jonah,” Jake scolded. “Who knows how long we’ll be stuck 
here. Pierce will have time to see us on TMZ and send half his army after us.” 
Jonah addressed his police escort. “Need you homeys to get us to the 

airport. You know, el runway-o —” 

“Aeropuerto,” supplied Atticus. 

Nodding their understanding, the police officers organized themselves 
into two lines, opening up a path for the Jeep. Just outside the throng, a 
cavalcade of motorcycle cops surrounded the Cahills for their ride. 

“Those goons are going to have a heart attack when we drive up to the 
plane with half the Guatemalan police force!” Atticus crowed. 

“That’s how I do,” Jonah acknowledged modestly. 

His fans cheered, waved, and threw flowers as he passed among them, 
perched on the tailgate. 

“Later, Guatemala City!” bellowed the famous voice. “Gotta hop! Adiós, 
yo!” He grinned down at his cowed Jeep-mates. “Anybody need a lift to 
Cambodia?” 


Chapter 3 
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A battery of spotlights fixed on J. Rutherford Pierce. 

Technically, he had not yet declared that he was running for president. 
But it was the worst-kept secret on the planet. Everybody knew he was bound 
for the Oval Office. What was not general knowledge was that the White 
House was only a small part of his overall plan. 

But first things first — this rally in New York’s Central Park. CNN 
estimated the crowd at upward of half a million. That was a lot of eyes on 
Pierce as he strutted onstage before an enormous banner that read: 


za 





It was the slogan of the Patriotist Party — the organization that was 
poised to rocket Pierce to the highest office in the country. 
“T’ve got nothing against international cooperation — so long as 


America Calls all the shots!” he harangued the audience, who cheered even 
louder. “One nation, one vote may be fine at the UN, but I don’t like those 
odds. We worked hard to get where we are, and now we’re going broke 
buying things we invented from foreign countries! And our current president 
thinks that’s just fine. Well, I say this land is —” 

“Our land!” roared the crowd with a single voice that rose into the 
atmosphere. 

As he basked in their adoration, a tremor caused his right leg to spasm. 
Determined not to show any weakness, he converted the involuntary shudder 
into a karate kick. The audience ate it up. It was almost like he was striking a 
blow against America’s enemies. 

Once the election campaign started, all he had to do was let the current 
president talk about being global citizens, one country among many, a whole 
international community, blah, blah, blah. Then a series of small nuclear 
explosions would rock several far-flung cities on distant continents, and the 
voters would face a simple choice: bet America’s future on a crumbling world 
order of dangerous and unstable foreigners, or take control in a manner 
befitting the greatest nation that had ever been. 

No one would ever find out that the atomic blasts had been arranged by 
Pierce himself — at least, not before Election Day. By the time the truth came 
out — if it ever did — J. Rutherford Pierce would be established as more than 
just a president. He would be a dictator, commanding a United Planet Earth. 

But first things first. 

“My fellow Americans, I stand before you a humble man, grateful for 
your loyalty and support. And now I’d like to introduce you to the woman 
whose love and guidance keeps me humble — my beautiful wife, Debi Ann.” 

Debi Ann stepped out from the wings and took his arm. If the crowd of 
loyal Piercers noticed how bland, ordinary, and, well, old she looked, it did 
not come across in the tumultuous ovation. She was actually six years 
younger than her husband, but Debi Ann had not been receiving the “protein 
shakes” dosed with serum, like the rest of her family. 

Not her fault, Pierce reminded himself. It had been his decision to keep 
at least one Pierce non-fabulous for ordinary Americans to relate to. And 
anyway, no serum could do anything for Debi Ann’s colorless personality. 
She wouldn’t crackle if you put four thousand volts through her. Face it, 
marrying her had been one of his bad decisions — and he had an attic full of 
her homemade teddy bears to prove it. 

One day — after all his plans had come to fruition — he would have to 
find a painless way to put her out to pasture. But that was in the future. 
Presidential candidates had perfect marriages to perfect women. He embraced 


her fondly. The gesture concealed another tremor, this one in his right arm. 
The audience ate it up. 

He experienced an if-only moment as he remembered the girl he’d really 
wanted to marry, the exquisite Hope Cahill, the one true love of his life. Of 
course, Debi Ann Starling was a Cahill, too, but as different from Hope as 
marbles from diamonds. A lot of men would have pined away, but not Pierce. 
He had channeled his disappointment into a far more productive emotion: 
bitter hatred of the woman who had rejected him. Hope was gone now, dead 
in a tragic fire. So the target of all that ill will was her two children, Amy and 
Dan. He had already used his media empire to ruin their reputations. And he 
would not stop until they joined their parents in death. It was not the primary 
objective of Pierce’s grand plan, merely a pleasant fringe benefit. 

Those kids had no idea that their mother had spurned J. Rutherford 
Pierce. But they would pay the ultimate price for it anyway. 


Halfway to her lips, the crystal glass shattered in Amy’s hands. Cranberry 
juice ran in rivulets down her arm, followed by a darker red. Blood. 

“Chillax with the Waterford,” Jonah groaned. “My bank’s not what it 
used to be since I stopped touring.” 

Jake was already by Amy’s side with a first aid kit. “You’ve got to ease 
up, Amy,” he urged, dabbing at her palm with a gauze pad soaked in 
disinfectant. “You don’t know your own strength anymore.” 

“T’m fine,” Amy said irritably. “I think the serum boosts clotting factor, 
too. See? It’s already stopped bleeding.” 

The group was aboard Jonah’s jet, heading westward across the vast 
Pacific Ocean en route to Cambodia. 

“T’m not just talking to hear the sound of my own voice,” Jake persisted. 
“What do I have to do to make you appreciate the kind of danger you’re 
in — tie you to a chair?” 

“In actuality,” Atticus put in, “the whole group of us probably couldn’t 
tie her to a chair.” 

“Tt’s not just strength,” Amy tried to explain. “It’s everything. I can hear 
the pilot flicking switches in the cockpit, and see every tiny flaw in the fabric 
of Jonah’s shirt —” 

The star snorted indignantly. “Yo, cuz! I bought this on Rodeo Drive! 
Are you saying the Wiz got ripped off?” 


Amy went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “My reactions are instant. If you 
show me a chessboard, I can see thirty moves ahead.” 

“You might not have thirty moves,” Jake said bitterly. “You’ve got seven 
days, tops, and three of them are already gone!” 

An explosion of light and color went off in her head, the grand finale of 
a Fourth of July fireworks display. The hallucinations were the flip side of the 
tremors. Her brain was seizing up, not just her body. 

She sat down next to Ian, who was still hunched over Pony’s laptop. 

“T’m still getting the Code A signal,” he said, looking exhausted. “Do 
you think it’s some kind of error message?” 

Amy was doubtful. “There’s no error Pony wouldn’t have known how to 
fix. If there’s a Code A, it’s because he wanted it to be there.” Her fingers 
danced across the keyboard at light speed. The monitor flickered once and 
displayed a map of the world, with a pulsing red dot at the center of the 
screen. 

Ian sat forward, eyes wide. “A tracking beacon?” 

Amy pointed to the dot, which was over the Pacific Ocean just off the 
Central American coastline. “Whatever he’s tracking is headed for Asia.” 

Jake peered over her shoulder. “We’re headed for Asia. Could that be 
us?” 

“T see why his dizzying intellect appeals to you, Amy,” Ian sniffed. 
“Naturally, Pony would track one of his own allies. Why didn’t I think of it?” 

“Tan has a point,” said Amy. “The beacon must be on another plane, a 
couple of hundred miles ahead of us.” 

Jonah sat up. “You think it’s Pierce’s jet? How would that crew know 
where to go?” 

“Pierce has Olivia’s book,” Amy concluded, “and the enhanced 
reasoning to figure out what it means.” 

Jonah was on the intercom in a flash. “Speed up, yo,” he instructed. “I 
guess what I’m trying to say is: Follow that plane!” 


Chapter 4 


(Chueh 


When Dan next saw the light of day, he was still tied to the seat in Pierce’s jet. 
Something felt different, though... . 

There was no airplane movement. They were on the ground. 

He was still fuzzy from the chloroform. Could they be in Cambodia 
already? Surely he hadn’t been out for that long. 

Two figures gradually came into focus — Cara and Galt. 

“He’s awake,” noted Galt. “Let’s continue the interrogation.” He 
sounded eager. 

Cara stepped into the aisle in front of him. “Pll tighten his bonds so he 
can’t get away.” 

Her brother snorted. “That shrimp couldn’t bust out of a wet paper bag.” 

Dan swallowed a retort. The last thing he wanted to do was give Galt any 
additional motivation. The kid was already pounding his fist into his palm. 
His knuckles looked enormous. 

Cara began to work on the rope around Dan’s left wrist. “Do you want to 
have to tell Dad we lost him? We’re not in the air, Galt. If he gets loose, he 
could make a run for it...” 

Bewildered, Dan sat back and took in the situation. As Cara Pierce 
continued to lecture her brother on the importance of tightening the knots, she 
was actually loosening them! In fact, the ropes were now so slack, he was 
pretty sure he could slip out of them any time he wanted. 

“... all he’d have to do is pop the main door. And how hard is that? You 
remove the panel, pull down the lever. . .” 

Dan was stunned. Was he reading this correctly? Pierce’s own daughter 
was providing detailed instructions on how he could get away. She was either 
completely stupid or she wanted him to escape! 

He decided to take a chance. His lips formed the word: When? 

Her reply was barely a whisper: “You’!] know.” 

The copilot appeared in the cockpit hatchway. “We’re all refueled and 


ready for takeoff. I need everybody in their seats.” 

Galt scowled at Dan. “You’re off the hook, Cahill, but not for long. As 
soon as we’re airborne, I’m coming back to finish our conversation.” 

As the Pierce siblings strapped themselves into their private loungers in 
the front, Dan strained to see over his shoulder. The three goons sat around a 
small table in the aft part of the cabin, scarfing sandwiches and playing cards. 
If this wasn’t you’ll know, then you’ll know was never coming. 

The fuel truck backed away and the jet began to taxi toward the runway. 
Dan wriggled his arms free and plotted a mental course to the aircraft door. It 
was mid-cabin — not far from Galt, but behind him. And he and his sister 
were facing forward for departure. 

The jet executed a small turn and began to roll forward, picking up 
speed. It was now or never. 

Dan vaulted over a row of seats and reached the door in a single bound 
across the aisle. Cara’s “instructions” did not let him down — the cover, the 
lever... 

As the plastic panel hit the deck, a loud “Hey!” rang out behind him. 
Dan didn’t hang around to find out which of the three goons had noticed him. 
He pushed with all his might. An alarm bell sounded in the cabin. 

As the hatch came open, a blast of heavy tropical air nearly threw Dan 
back across the aisle. He bent his shoulder into the gale and fairly hurled 
himself outside. As his body toppled out of the moving jet, he bounced down 
the mini-stairway formed by the door. He hit the tarmac hard and went into a 
roll in an effort to get himself away from the aircraft. He leaped back up to his 
feet and broke into a limping run toward the large hangar complex about two 
hundred yards away. Surely there were people there — airport personnel and 
security guards, who wouldn’t let him be kidnapped or worse. 

That was when he saw the other plane. 

It was coming right at him, wheels down, about to land on the runway 
the Pierce jet had just crossed. Its nose was so close that he could see the 
horrified face of the pilot behind the cockpit glass. 

There was nothing Dan could do but drop flat, hug the blacktop, and 
pray. The Gulfstream roared in, its heavy tires passing just a few feet over his 
prone body. He felt the hot backwash of the engines, accompanied by an 
overwhelming suction. Then he was airborne, wrenched from his purchase on 
the pavement like a tiny bug pulled by the force of a vacuum cleaner. 

In horror, he watched the airstrip fall away as he was drawn higher and 
higher in a tug-of-war between jet power and gravity. 

Wham! He slammed down against the runway with such violence that 
everything went dark and he was certain he was dead. 


The skid of rubber on tarmac jarred him back to awareness, and his 
vision returned with the sight of the big landing gear touching down just 
beyond him. 

Mind and body numb, acting on instinct alone, he dragged himself to his 
feet and sprinted for the cover of the hangar. 


Far out at the edge of the runway, the Pierce plane aborted takeoff and lurched 
to a halt. 

The copilot burst into the cabin. “Who blew that hatch?” He pulled up on 
the stairs, and the hydraulic-assist system shut and resealed the door. 

“No!” roared Galt. “We have to pick up the Cahill kid!” 

“Forget it!” Cara exclaimed. “Too many people saw what just happened. 
The whole airport crew and whoever’s on that other plane.” 

“People can be kept quiet,” Galt spat. 

“You want to take that risk?” his sister challenged, deliberately stalling 
so Dan could make his escape. “Our father is less than a week away from 
announcing his bid for president. If we create a scandal here, that could ruin 
everything.” 

“That kid on the loose is a bigger risk!” Galt threw back in her face. 
“T’m the one who understands Dad’s plan! It’s me he trusts the most!” 

“You’re operating on old information, little brother.” Cara indicated the 
three goons. “Just ask them who they take their orders from.” 

The hired muscle looked from Pierce to Pierce, unsure of what their next 
move should be. 


Dan ran and did not look back, knowing that even a second’s hesitation could 
mean the difference between escape and recapture by the Pierces. 

He left the tarmac, struggling through thigh-high grass. His body 
ached — he was probably black and blue from his sudden departure from the 
moving aircraft. And his face throbbed from the jet wash. Not the agony of a 
burn, it just felt — hot. He’d been lucky — but only considering how close 
he’d come to being crushed like a bug by a landing plane. 


Knees pumping to maintain speed, he took in the vast hangar complex 
that loomed ahead. 
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Dan was enough of a World War II buff to recognize that name. Midway 
was a tiny atoll about halfway across the Pacific Ocean. It was the site of one 
of the most famous battles of the war. NAF was short for Naval Air Facility. 
That explained why such an enormous airport seemed so broken-down and 
empty. Once a location of great strategic importance, it was now a tiny 
refueling station most modern jets didn’t need. The two planes that had nearly 
done him in were probably the most traffic this place had seen in decades. 

Back on the pavement, Dan sprinted for the building, scouting for a way 
in. The hangar doors were shut, but enough glass was missing that he was 
able to squeeze through what had once been a low window. 

Inside was dark, dusty, and oppressively hot. The space was cavernous 
and empty, not exactly a formula for good hiding places. The only cover was 
a comer area of tables and shelving units that might have once been part of a 
machine shop. He made for it, snatching up a crowbar to use as a weapon if 
worse came to worst. Galt and the goons may have been pounding serum like 
Gatorade, but not even that could make a guy strong enough to withstand a 
crowbar sandwich. As for Cara — the thought of her gave Dan pause. She 


had clearly helped him get away, but no one could be certain what her real 
motive might be. Until Dan knew for sure, Cara was still the enemy. 

He ducked behind the tallest shelf, wielding the iron tool like a baseball 
bat. There he crouched, poised for action, listening for the footfalls of an 
approaching enemy. The only sound besides his own ragged breathing was 
the chirping and buzzing of the tropical insects. It was something he’d learned 
long ago during the search for the 39 Clues — no matter where you were, you 
were never far from something gross that wanted to bite you. 

Outside, he heard a plane take off, but only one. He had no way of 
knowing if it was the Pierce jet or the one that had almost run him over. 

Then he heard the footsteps. He tried to peek around the corner and 
accidentally knocked a few ball bearings off a shelf. The ringing of metal on 
concrete seemed unbelievably loud in the silence. 

The intruder shuffled closer, heading straight for his hiding place. Well, 
okay, if it had to be a fight, so be it. He hefted the crowbar and watched for 
the head to come into view. He could already make out a white shirt on the 
other side of the shelving unit. Just another few seconds... 

Betting on the element of surprise, he leaped out and, like any good Red 
Sox fan, swung for the Green Monster at Fenway Park. Too late to pull back, 
he recognized the target of his home-run swing. 

Amy! 

Her hand shot forward at lightning speed, grabbed the iron bar, and 
plucked it out of his grasp like it was a drinking straw. 

He threw his arms around her. “I didn’t mean to hit you! I mean — I 
meant to hit you, but I didn’t know it was you!” 

Amy tightened her embrace. “The important thing is we’ve got you 
back.” 

“My ribs!” he rasped, and she loosened her grip. “You’re getting crazy 
strong, Amy.” 

The euphoria of their reunion vanished as they both remembered the 
reason for her newfound might. These days, happiness could never be more 
than a fleeting impression before cold reality returned. 

Amy tried to put on a brave face. “The serum’s amazing — if it wasn’t 
for the part where you drop dead.” 

Conflicting emotions surged through him: fear for his sister’s life, 
chagrin at nearly braining her, relief at being rescued, joy at seeing Amy. Dan 
had resolved to walk away from this Cahill craziness as soon as the Pierce 
affair was over, but that calculation never quite worked where his sister was 
concerned. Ever since their parents’ death, the bond between the two orphans 
had been almost scary. Sometimes it seemed as if they could read each other’s 


minds. “How did you find me?” 

“We were following Pierce’s plane. So when our pilot said there was 
some idiot on the runway, I figured it was probably you.” She hugged him 
back, choking with emotion. “How did you get away?” 

“That’s the weird part. Cara Pierce saved me. At least, she sprang my 
arms and made it really obvious what I had to do to get out of the plane. You 
think she wants to change sides?” 

Amy stared at him. “Pierce’s daughter? She’d never change sides! She 
was born on the wrong side.” 

“T know all that, Amy,” Dan returned. “I also know what I saw.” 

“She’d have to turn against her family and everything she’s been taught 
to believe since the day she was born,” Amy insisted. “That’s not the Cara 
Pierce who’s been fighting us tooth and nail since all this began. What else 
happened on that plane?” 

Dan hung his head. “I messed up. Galt shot me full of truth juice and I 
sang like Lady Gaga. I let everybody down.” 

“You didn’t —” 

He could not meet her eyes. “Pony sacrificed his life for us, and I 
couldn’t even keep my big mouth shut.” 

“You were drugged,” Amy said sternly. “Besides, you didn’t tell them 
anything Pierce didn’t already know. He’s got Olivia’s book and more than 
enough brainpower to decode it. And if he can’t figure something out, he’s 
got the world’s greatest hacker on his payroll.” 

“April May. I almost forgot about her — or him.” The notorious 
computer genius represented herself as female, but online identities could be 
easily fabricated. “Amy, sometimes I think about what we’re up against, and 
it’s not fair! I mean, we might have been a match for April May when we still 
had Pony, but —” The words caught in his throat and he could say no more. 

“I miss him, too,” Amy whispered, squeezing his arm. “Now let’s get 
back on the plane. Atticus hasn’t stopped yammering since you got 
kidnapped. He’s really scared.” 

“We all are,” Dan told her meaningfully. “And with good reason.” 

“I’m not afraid anymore,” his sister said honestly. “Maybe that’s just the 
serum talking — the stuff’s awful, but it definitely clears your thinking. The 
two of us have been squabbling ever since this began, and here’s where it 
ends. Stopping Pierce is too important. When we fight, we weaken ourselves 
and strengthen the enemy.” She held out her hand. “Truce?” 

“Truce,” Dan agreed, and they shook. 

She nearly crushed every bone from the wrist down. 


Chapter 5 


maden 


A prison was still a prison, regardless of whether or not your jailers 
appreciated your baking. 

Nellie Gomez stood behind the counter of the commissary of Trilon 
Labs, Pierce’s secret facility in Delaware, her hair stuffed inside a tall chef’s 
hat and latex gloves on her hands. She placed a small dessert dish on the tray 
of the scientist in front of her. 

He regarded it with approval. “Nellie, I’d walk a mile barefoot on broken 
glass for your tiramisu.” 

“Bon appétit,” she replied brightly. Keep smiling, kiddo, she told herself. 
Never let them see that you’re plotting against them. 

Three days ago, she’d been posing as a researcher in this place to rescue 
Cahill scientist — and total hottie — Sammy Mourad. Now she was a 
prisoner here, exposed as an imposter and forced to serve as Sammy’s lab 
assistant, manufacturing serum for J. Rutherford Pierce. It had been sheer 
luck that the cook had gotten sick, and she had volunteered to take over the 
kitchen. Once the scientists realized they had a French-trained chef on the 
premises, the job was hers. She could already feel the letup in the security that 
had smothered her and Sammy. True, the guards were still there. But the guns 
were holstered instead of pointed at her temple from point-blank range. Now 
the weapons hung at the sides of men who were hunched over servings of 
chocolate soufflé. It was a key difference. 

A good soufflé can perform miracles. That was the motto of her cooking 
mentor in Paris. Nellie had never wanted to believe it more. If a soufflé or a 
pastry or even a twelve-course dinner could help Amy, Nellie would move 
heaven and earth to provide it. 

Poor Amy, with only a handful of days left to live. Only the antidote 
could save her, and the ingredients for that lay scattered to the four corners of 
the globe. Nellie was powerless to aid her kiddo, and the mere thought of that 
was soul-shattering. Yet it also strengthened her resolve. Maybe she couldn’t 


produce the antidote, but she would do her part in this fight against Pierce. 
And anyone who got in her way would be flattened. 

Another tray slid along the rails, but when Nellie offered a plate, it was 
rejected. She looked up into Sammy’s dark eyes. 

“What are you doing, Nellie?” he hissed. “They lock us up like rats, and 
now you’re cooking for them?” 

“Shhhh,” she warned. “The way to people’s hearts is through their 
stomachs.” 

“Who cares? The squints around here don’t call the shots, Pierce does. 
And he has no heart.” 

“The more they like my food, the more they’ II trust me. And it’ll be 
easier for us to — you know” — she scanned the room, noting the various 
scientists, their assistants, and the guard du jour, who, although focused on his 
dessert, never completely took his eyes off her — “sterilize the test tubes.” 

Sammy nodded. Sterilize the test tubes was their private code for their 
ultimate goal — to destroy the lab. It was bad enough that Pierce had been 
using the Cahill serum to enhance himself, his rotten kids, and his muscle- 
headed bodyguards. But as the lab accelerated production of the stuff, he’d 
soon be able to juice thousands of his goons instead of just dozens. That was 
the purpose of Trilon — the top secret installation in the basement, 
anyway — and the reason why Sammy had been kidnapped in the first place. 

Lately, though, the scientists had been experimenting with a new 
formula. The principle involved combining the serum with certain properties 
of the antidote to create a kind of super-serum. “Franken-serum,” Nellie 
called it. It would be one-dose, extra powerful, and would avoid all the usual 
side effects. If the Cahills were to have any chance of derailing the Pierce 
freight train, Nellie and Sammy had to knock out the lab before the Franken- 
serum became a reality. 

“We’ll talk later,” she hissed, forcing the plate on him. 

As Sammy headed for a table, she turned her attention to the next person 
coming along the line. His name was Dr. Jeffrey Callender, head of the 
Callender Institute in New York City, where Fiske Cahill was a patient. The 
elderly Fiske was not doing well, and Dr. Callender was the reason why. His 
institute was testing the serum on poor Fiske — exposing him to dangerously 
high doses and monitoring the side effects. Callender was in cahoots with 
Pierce all the way, and the two of them were using the old man as a lab rat. 

“Don’t skip dessert, Jeffrey,” Callender’s lunch partner advised. “Our 
Nellie is Paris trained.” 

Dr. Callender peered down his long nose at Nellie. “Miss Gomez and I 
are already acquainted.” 


“It’s a pleasure to see you again, Doctor,” Nellie said sweetly. It would 
be an even greater pleasure to take a baseball bat to your lousy head. 

Of course, she couldn’t say that aloud. So when no one was looking, 
Nellie discreetly spit in a dish of tiramisu before placing it on Callender’s 
tray. “Enjoy.” 

That was something else she’d learned in Paris. 


According to the tracking beacon on Pony’s computer, the Pierce jet was 
heading for Siem Reap in Cambodia, the closest airport to the ancient ruins of 
Angkor. 

“It’s too dangerous to follow them there,” Jake decided. “They’Il arrive 
with just enough time to set up an ambush.” 

“Let them try,” Amy said brashly. “We can take them.” 

Their eyes locked. Amy was known for keeping a cool head, but that had 
changed. Now that she felt she could beat the Pierce goons in a fair fight, she 
seemed to be spoiling for one. 

The two turned to Dan, who looked up in surprise. 

Like it or not, it was his job to make a call on their next move. “Let’s try 
to avoid a smackdown until we have the antidote. Maybe we can fly into a 
different airport and make it to Angkor without Pierce’s goons noticing.” 

“There’s something I don’t quite understand,” Ian ventured. “How was 
Pony tracking Pierce’s plane? He couldn’t have infiltrated the crew and 
planted a transmitter on board. He was a hacker, not a secret agent.” 

“Maybe he wasn’t tracking the plane at all,” Atticus suggested. “What if 
he was tracking somebody on it?” 

“However he did it,” Dan said mournfully, “it wasn’t worth the price he 
paid.” 

Amy was dabbing cream on Dan’s scorched cheek with her left hand, 
which was less susceptible to her tremors. She paused, and their unspoken 
grief and regret bubbled up to fill the silence. Pony had joined them willingly. 
But there was no denying that the gutsy digital cowboy would be alive today 
if he’d never crossed paths with Amy and Dan. 

“We should get some sleep,” she said quickly. “We’ve got four hours 
before we land, and I doubt it’s going to be very relaxing after that.” 


Phnom Penh was Cambodia’s capital, and home to the largest airport in the 
country. Jonah was held up in Passport Control because the customs agents all 
wanted autographs. But the star was eventually able to convince his fans that 
he wasn’t planning any Cambodian concert dates or public appearances. 

“T’m just a tourist, yo, checking out your country’s slamming sights,” he 
assured them. 

At last, with their famous cousin properly hidden behind sunglasses and 
a baseball cap, the Cahill party emerged from the baggage claim. 

“Guys!” came a familiar voice. “Over here!” It was muscle-bound 
Hamilton Holt, a head taller and at least sixty pounds heavier than everybody 
else at the airport. 

“My man!” Jonah reached his cousin first, and the two shared a vigorous 
embrace that looked more like a wrestling match. They were unlikely best 
friends — the brawny Tomas and the flashy, artsy Janus — but each would 
have walked through walls for the other. 

“We’ll need an SUV to fit all seven of us,” Amy decided. 

“Not necessary,” Hamilton informed her. “I got us a boat.” 

“Why?” Ian was flabbergasted. “We’re two hundred miles from 
Angkor!” 

“It’s just as fast,” Hamilton promised. “And it’ll be good to have it once 
we get there. We’re looking for the Tonle Sap water snake. Guess which river 
goes all the way from here to Angkor — the Tonle Sap! I picked up some 
fishing nets. Maybe we’ll get lucky and nab a snake on the trip.” 

“Except that they’re practically extinct!” Ian pointed out. 

“Really?” Hamilton was floored. “How are we supposed to catch one?” 

“Welcome to the world of the Cahills,” Dan sighed in an exhausted tone. 
“Tf it isn’t impossible, it isn’t worth doing.” 


Their boat was listed as a “luxury craft,” which meant it had a canvas sun 
shield nailed to a rotting frame. Its name was the Kaoh Kong, which Dan and 
Atticus immediately dubbed the King Kong. 


Phnom Penh was located at the intersection of the Tonle Sap and 
Mekong Rivers. “The boat rental guy drew me a map,” Hamilton explained as 
the motor roared to life in a cloud of blue oil smoke. “It’s a no-brainer. You 
head north and hang a left at the fork. After that, it’s a straight shot to Siem 
Reap and Angkor. What could go wrong?” 

What went wrong was something the “boat rental guy” hadn’t bothered 
to mention. The Tonle Sap River was a torrent during the monsoon rains. But 
this was dry season, when the mighty waterway shriveled to a muddy creek. 
Even at maximum speed, the trip would take at least eight grueling hours in 
breathless heat and humidity. 

In order to pass the time productively, they took turns casting two nets 
over the side in the hope that they might snare a water snake. All they caught, 
however, were a handful of catfish, and a few dead birds. 

Jonah lay beneath the canopy, his arms and legs spread in an attempt to 
attract what little breeze there was. “I’m not asking for the Queen Mary, but 
this is medieval.” 

“London never gets this hot,” moaned Ian. “At least, not since the great 
fire of 1666.” 

“Forget the heat.” Jake was beside himself. “We’re wasting eight hours 
of Amy’s life! Surely even the bus would be faster than this!” 

Amy cast a jaundiced eye in his direction. She understood his 
anguish — he was a powerless spectator as the effects of the serum ravaged 
her. Still, she needed him to stop trying to protect her. “It’s better this way,” 
she said stoutly. “Airports and bus stations can be watched, but no one will be 
expecting us to come crawling up out of the swamp.” 

From his place behind the wheel, Hamilton looked grateful for her 
support. He knew he was being blamed for the general discomfort. 

Amy was putting a brave face on it, but she was suffering more than 
anybody. The arm and leg tremors were becoming harder and harder to hide. 
Scarier still, the jungle heat seemed to accelerate her hallucinations. At one 
point, she flattened herself to the deck to avoid a diving tropical bird that 
wasn’t there. How could she explain that to Jake and Dan, who both rarely 
took their eyes off her? 

They were too hot to enjoy the sights — picturesque fishing villages of 
ingeniously devised bamboo dwellings along the river. Heavy sedimentation 
gave the water a texture that resembled woven fabric, stretched out for miles 
before their craft. Giant catfish broke the surface before disappearing again. 
Water buffalo watched them pass with calm interest, lowing among 
themselves as if discussing the strange newcomers. 

“No autographs, yo,” Jonah mumbled at them in a sleepy haze. 


Atticus, the linguistic genius, had a working knowledge of Khmer. But it 
turned out to be ancient Khmer, so all he got from the fishermen they 
encountered were blank stares. Jake tried calling out the word for snake and 
waving fistfuls of US dollars and Cambodian riels. The locals looked like 
they wanted to take the money, but they couldn’t supply the snakes. 

Beyond the village of Kampong Chhnang, the waterway became wider 
and deeper, and they were able to increase speed. After six hours of near-total 
sameness, the scenery began to change dramatically. The river widened into a 
vast lake, glassy calm, rimmed with fishing communities built out into the 
water on the narrowest of land spits. 

“This is the Tonle Sap,” Atticus explained. “It really is a Great Lake!” 

“Tt’s beautiful!” Amy exclaimed. They seemed to be sailing into a 
gigantic liquid mirror, with the clouds and sky perfectly replicated across the 
placid surface. “And to think that half the country depends on this fishing 
ground for most of its protein.” 

They made great time crossing the broad expanse of the lake before 
slowing down again to navigate the Siem Reap River, a narrow tributary that 
led to their destination. Once again, they were crawling along a narrow stream 
surrounded by jungle. 

They passed a few more ramshackle dwellings, and then Jonah pointed. 
“Check it out — the houses around here are all made of Popsicle sticks. So 
how come that one up ahead looks like Malibu?” 

They all craned their necks to stare. Around the bend was a California- 
esque luxury home. Beyond that was one built in the Mississippi River style. 
All variety of boats were tied up at docks along the waterfront — not just 
homemade fishing dugouts, but imported pleasure craft. 

“Suburbs,” Jake concluded. “That means we’re close to a city.” 

Soon the thick jungle growth gave way to landscaping, and the buildings 
of Siem Reap came into view. It was not a large metropolis with skyscrapers 
and the smokestacks of heavy industry. But compared with the primitive 
villages they had passed on the river, it was modern and inviting. 

There was no formal marina, so Hamilton skillfully moored the Kaoh 
Kong to a piling beside several other boats. 

“Solid ground,” Ian said worshipfully as he stepped off the dock onto the 
grassy riverbank. “I never thought I’d stand on it again.” 

Jonah was equally appreciative. “Air-conditioning! Showers! I’ve got 
monster stage sweat without the stage!” 

“If you don’t like my rent-a-boat, next time you can swim along beside 
it,” Hamilton commented, his beefy arms akimbo. “I’m sure the catfish will 
appreciate the company.” 


Dan took charge. “Siem Reap is the closest city to Angkor, so a lot of 
tourists come here. Let’s pick the best hotel in town and book a whole floor of 
suites!” 

“That’s not how you keep a low profile,” Amy lectured. “We want a 
place where Galt would never look for us.” 

“Understood,” Ian acknowledged. “In the interest of safety, we must 
accept four stars instead of five.” 

“How about no stars,” Amy suggested. “A guesthouse run by an old lady 
who doesn’t talk about her guests.” 

“Fine,” sighed Ian. “So long as it provides plush bathrobes and fuzzy 
slippers.” 

Jake laughed in his face. “Brace yourself, Kabra. Get ready to see how 
the other half lives.” 


Chapter 6 


(Cushy 


The hotel was called Jayavarman — Sleep Here, named for a famous line of 
ancient Khmer kings. There were no plush bathrobes and fuzzy slippers, and 
no need for them. There was also no pool and no air-conditioning, so it was 
far too hot for extra clothing. 

Atticus described it as “a bed and breakfast minus the breakfast and 
minus the beds.” They slept on rush mats on the bamboo floor. Every time 
somebody rolled over, the sound was like a vast army of ants marching in 
unison. There was little furniture and no TV. 

But it was clean, spacious, and relatively bug-free, thanks to the 
mosquito netting just about everywhere. Better still, the owner, Mrs. Bopha, 
spoke no language known to humankind or even to Atticus. She couldn’t 
betray the Cahills’ location even if Galt Pierce found her and interrogated her 
personally. 

“Tt’s perfect,” declared Amy. “The whole world thinks we’re spoiled rich 
kids. This is the last place anyone would look for us.” 

“Nobody would look for us in the sewer, either,” Dan pointed out sourly. 
“That doesn’t mean we should start hanging out there.” 

“Look at this.” Ian sat cross-legged on his sleeping mat, peering at the 
computer in perplexity. “Whatever Pony was tracking, it’s here in Siem 
Reap.” He turned the screen around so they could clearly see the pulsating 
beacon moving through the streets. 

“That’s not too far from here,” Dan observed. “Maybe we should check 
it out.” 

“Not so fast,” Jake jumped in. “What if it’s Galt and Cara?” 

The door burst open and in staggered Hamilton and Jonah, dripping wet 
in their bathing suits, snapping towels at each other, sending a spray all 
around the room. 

Ian slammed the laptop shut. “Savages! If we ruin this computer, then 
where will we be? Up the Tonle Sap without a paddle, that’s where!” 


“That shower is awesome, yo!” Jonah cackled. 

“It’s an outdoor stall with a bucket of water on a swivel,” Hamilton 
hiccupped. “When you pull the rope, it dumps all over you!” 

“T was thinking of putting in a wave pool at my crib in LA,” Jonah 
added. “But maybe Pll just get one of these. I’ll save a fortune! Remind me to 
text a picture to my architect.” 

Dan and Atticus exchanged a meaningful glance. Instantly, they were 
digging swimsuits out of their backpacks and sprinting for the door. 

“Should we stop them?” Jake asked Amy. “We really need to get to 
work.” 

“Let them have some fun,” Amy said with a sad smile. “The trouble with 
the whole Cahill thing is that it steals your childhood.” 

And some of us might not stay alive long enough to become adults. 


Twenty-seven miles east of the rockbound coast of Maine, a true jewel of 
New England rose from the waves. Originally known as Shattuck’s Folly, the 
island had been renamed Pierce Landing by the new owner, J. Rutherford 
Pierce. He’d wanted to call it Pierceland, but his political team had advised 
against it. It would appear un-American, they said, to set up what sounded 
like a private country right on the doorstep of the United States. 

Of course, if Rutherford has his way, the entire USA and the rest of the 
world, too, will be Pierceland soon enough, reflected Debi Ann Pierce as the 
cameras from 60 Minutes rolled. 

Rutherford revealed none of this to the reporter, of course. Technically, 
he wasn’t even a candidate for president yet. 

“Well, Steve,” he said smoothly, “I’m not ready to talk about my future 
at the moment. But the whole country is invited to Pierce Landing on May 
fifth for my All-American Clambake. That’s when I’ll be unveiling my 
plans.” He chuckled. “I wish I could host every single citizen right here on the 
island. But that would be a tight squeeze, even for this big old place. So I urge 
everybody to watch us on TV. We’re going to be doing great things together, 
America and I, because this land is our land... .” 

Well behind the cameras, in a small sitting area, Debi Ann sewed a 
button nose on one of her handcrafted teddy bears. Another interview, she 
thought with a sigh. It was up to three a day now. She could only imagine 
how many there would be after her husband’s big announcement. Once he 


was Officially the Patriotist candidate for president, his schedule would 
become even more frenetic, and he would have no time at all for her and the 
kids. She had to accept this as the fate of the wife of a great statesman. 

She snipped the last thread, stuck the needle in her pincushion, and sat 
back to admire her handiwork. There was a timeless quality to her teddy 
bears. They differed very little from the very first ones, created during the 
time of Teddy Roosevelt. It was thrilling to consider that she and her family 
might soon be living in the same White House once home to the great man 
himself. 

She got up to find a place for the new bear in her breakfront cabinet. She 
frowned. It was quite full already. Rutherford was so busy, and Galt and Cara 
had been traveling as well. That had left Debi Ann alone a lot — and her 
teddy bear production had increased. 

As she began to shift her creations to free up space, a leather-bound book 
slipped out from behind a black bear and fell to the floor at her feet. 

What was this? She picked it up, noting its yellowed pages and musty 
smell. The inside cover read: 


Olivia Behan Cahill 
Household Book 
Anno Domini 1499 


Olivia Cahill! Debi Ann experienced a shiver of excitement at the 
enormity of this discovery. Olivia was the matriarch of the entire Cahill 
family! Wife of Gideon! Mother of Luke, Katherine, Thomas, Jane, and 
Madeleine! 

Debi Ann’s family — the Starlings — were part of the brilliant Ekaterina 
branch, descended from Katherine. How had this treasure of Cahill history 
come to be in her cabinet, hidden among her bears? Only one person could 
have put it there — Rutherford. He wasn’t a Cahill. Why would he have such 
an item? 

She began to flip through the brittle pages, unable to make sense of more 
than a word or two. There were Post-it notes here and there, and those 
certainly hadn’t come from 1499. They were mostly questions, written in 
Rutherford’s unmistakable bold hand: Take to cryptographer . . . Meaning 


behind poem? ... Double-check locations . . . 

And the one that made her heart beat a little faster: Connection to Hope? 

Hope Cahill, daughter of the legendary Grace. The next thought made 
her flinch, even after all these years. Rutherford had been madly in love with 
Hope Cahill. He had pursued her with the same fanatical singleness of 
purpose with which he pursued everything else — including the presidency. 
Debi Ann knew she’d been second choice, and her husband had only turned 
to her after Hope had married Arthur Trent. If Rutherford couldn’t have the 
Cahill he wanted, then he’d take the Cahill who was available. 

Tears stung her eyes. After all these years and two beautiful 
children — and with Hope long gone — nothing had changed. When 
Rutherford had found this Cahill heirloom, his first thought had been not of 
his own wife, but of Hope. 

She was competing with a dead woman. And losing. 

Rutherford had always been ambitious, but ever since the presidency had 
appeared on his radar screen, his obsession with achieving his goals had 
swelled to the point where there was no room for anything else in his life. 

Debi Ann had once believed that his wife and children were immune to 
this, that they would always retain a special place in Rutherford’s heart. Now 
she suspected they were just three more pawns on the vast, complex 
chessboard of his Grand Plan. 

Pawns that could be sacrificed. 


Chapter 7 


The Kaoh Kong bobbed by the pylon in the Siem Reap River, exactly where 
they’d left it. 

Dan was amazed. “The King Kong is still here. I love this town! People 
are so trustworthy. Look, nobody even stole our fishing nets!” 

That day, the search began in earnest for the final antidote ingredient. 
Amy, Dan, Jake, and Atticus drew snake-fishing duty, while Hamilton and 
Jonah went off to investigate one of the local crocodile farms. The Tonle Sap 
water snake had once been the most popular crocodile food in Cambodia. 
Maybe their quarry was still being used as feed — at least unofficially. 

Only Ian was excused from the snake hunt. According to the beacon on 
the Ponyrific computer, whoever the digital cowboy had been tracking was 
somewhere in the Angkor region, possibly in pursuit of the very same 
antidote component. It was Ian’s job to identify exactly who this potential 
competitor might be. 

The winding Siem Reap River took the Kaoh Kong north and east 
toward the ruins of Angkor, just a few miles beyond the city. 

“In actuality,” Atticus lectured as Jake maneuvered the boat away from 
the shore, “Angkor was not a single city. Each Khmer king built his own 
capital somewhere in the area, so it’s all pretty spread out.” 

Amy was examining a tourist map. “It looks like all these sites are 
temples. Where did the people live?” 

When it came to lost civilizations, Atticus Rosenbloom was never 
stumped. “All homes, from the lowliest hut to the king’s palace, were built of 
wood. The only buildings considered important enough to be made out of 
stone were temples. So they’re the ones that survived.” 

“Like the Three Little Pigs,” Dan added wisely. “The straw house and 
the stick house blew away. But when the big bad wolf came to the brick 
house —” 

“Did the three little pigs ever build anything like that?” Jake interrupted, 


pointing upriver. 

They all turned to stare. Out of the jungle rose five stunning stone 
towers. 

“Angkor Wat,” Atticus breathed reverently. 

“Angkor what?” echoed Dan. 

Atticus giggled. For a genius who had finished high school in his “spare 
time” at age eleven, he had a kindergarten sense of humor. 

“Captain — weigh Angkor!” Dan added. 

Amy shot them an exasperated expression. “Cut it out, you guys.” 

“Don’t get mad,” her brother returned. “Where’s your Angkor 
management?” 

Amy’s eyes met Jake’s, and the older teenagers laughed in spite of their 
dire situation. Atticus was a bona fide genius, and Dan was the leader of the 
most powerful family in human history, but the two of them could be such a 
pair of knuckleheads sometimes. 

Amy had almost forgotten Jake’s infectious grin, which made his 
amazing eyes appear even greener. 

Atticus’s smiled turned to a look of wonder as he returned his attention 
to the famed, soaring silhouettes. “Angkor Wat is the largest religious 
monument in the world,” Atticus was explaining to Dan. 

Dan peered at the distant towers. “Which one is it?” 

“All of them,” Atticus supplied. 

And then Dan saw. What had appeared to be several separate structures 
turned out to be one enormous whole. The gray sandstone seemed to shimmer 
in the bright sunlight, giving the vast temple an otherworldly appearance. The 
word imposing didn’t even come close — especially when he realized that the 
tiny dots moving on the multitiered galleries were tourists. 

“We aren’t even close enough to appreciate how big it really is,” Amy 
announced in a hushed tone. 

“The towers are designed in the style of lotus blossoms,” Atticus 
continued. “It’s a major theme in Khmer architecture. Although most temples 
face east, Angkor Wat faces west. That could be because it’s also a funerary 
monument.” 

As the Kaoh Kong took them upriver, the lotus towers of Angkor Wat 
seemed to soar into the sky, the central spire reaching a height well over two 
hundred feet. At one point, through a clearing in the tree cover, they could see 
the outer wall and even catch a glimpse of sparkling water. 

Dan was confused. “Is it on an island?” 

“That’s the moat,” Atticus explained. “The ancient Angkorians were 
masters at dredging waterways. A lot of the major temples have them.” 


They had not fully passed Angkor Wat when other, smaller temples 
began to rise out of the jungle, providing a sense of the size and complexity of 
the great civilization that had once existed here. 

“Okay, I get it,” Dan said finally. “Anybody who could build all this 
would have been smart enough to have big-time knowledge to pass on. It 
makes sense that a key ingredient could come from here.” 

Amy pulled up the fishing nets and removed several twigs and a Coke 
can with the logo written in Khmer. “The ancient Angkorians had something 
we don’t — a whole river full of Tonle Sap water snakes.” 

As she spoke, the tallest tower of Angkor Wat morphed into a gigantic 
serpent and hissed at her, forked tongue waving. 

Part of her understood it was only a hallucination. 

But she ducked anyway. 


Chapter 8 


(uP Eh 


The Rith Map Crocodile Farm was located halfway between Siem Reap and 
Tonle Sap Lake. It was a ten-minute drive by tuk-tuk, the three-wheeled 
motorized rickshaw taxis popular in town. That included a short side trip to 
drop off a 106-year-old woman, whose live chicken kept pecking Hamilton’s 
muscular arm. 

At last they reached Rith Map, which translated to “strong and fat,” 
apparently desirable qualities in a crocodile. The tourists certainly seemed to 
think so — the place was packed, and Hamilton and Jonah had to stand in line 
for nearly an hour outside the ramshackle hut that served as Rith Map’s box 
office. 

“Keep a low profile,” Hamilton muttered to his cousin, who was hidden 
behind sunglasses beneath the brim of his Dodgers cap. “This place is full of 
Western tourists. If you get recognized, they’ll tear you to pieces faster than 
the crocodiles ever could.” 

“Word,” Jonah acknowledged, pulling the hat down lower over his 
famous features. 

Finally, they bought their tickets and made it onto the property. The 
“farm” was a series of muddy pits and swampy ponds, filled with crocodiles 
of all sizes, ranging from animals a few feet long to several monsters that 
might have measured almost twenty, including their massive muscular tails. 

“Hard to believe I sicced one of these monsters on Amy and Dan in 
Egypt,” Jonah commented, surveying the expanse of powerful jaws and sharp 
teeth. “You know, back when we were all at each other’s throats, looking for 
the clues. What a difference a couple of years makes.” 

“The Tomas used to offer alligator wrestling at summer camp,” Hamilton 
told him. “I never signed up, though. Dodgeball was my game. Three-time 
champion.” 

A crowded terrace overlooked the property, but the more intrepid visitors 
were able to go down a rickety staircase to a path that wound among the 


habitats via a series of footbridges. As Jonah and Hamilton started down, 
attendants in khakis appeared on the bridges. An announcement was made in 
Khmer, followed by the English translation: 

“Feeding time!” 

The attendants began to toss fish and raw meat into the pens. The 
response from the crocs was colossal. Normally slow and ponderous, they 
darted after the food, churning the water into a spray and fighting one another 
for every morsel. The cacophony of snapping jaws, colliding bodies, and 
splashing water was like a kindergarten rhythm band, blood-sport edition. 
Three feet in front of Hamilton and Jonah, a ham hock, bone in, disappeared 
down a massive gullet like it was a bonbon. 

It ended as suddenly as it had begun. With almost a single mind, the 
crocs seemed to decide that there was no more lunch coming, so why bother 
expending energy trying to kill each other to get to it? They settled back into 
their languid poses in and around the water, and it was as if the frenzy had 
never taken place. Of all the hundreds of pounds of food that had been thrown 
into the enclosures, not a scrap remained. 

With effort, Jonah tore his attention from the spectacle they had just 
witnessed to the purpose of their visit to Rith Map. “That was some tight 
smorgasbord,” he said with respect. “But I got to say I saw a lot of chow go 
down the hatch — fish, meat, small animals, and birds. The one thing I didn’t 
see —” 

“Snakes,” Hamilton finished in a somber tone. “And they’re supposed to 
be the number one croc food.” He approached the nearest attendant. “Nice 
show, buddy. Hamilton Holt from the United States. Do you speak English?” 

The man nodded. “Also French, German, Japanese, little Italian. People 
come to Angkor from everywhere.” 

“Word,” Jonah acknowledged. “Slamming snappers, yo.” 

The attendant looked blank. “That language I not know.” 

“T heard that the best food for these guys is the Tonle Sap water snake,” 
Hamilton went on. “How come you didn’t feed them any of that?” 

“Not enough snakes anymore,” the man replied seriously. “Crocs need 
much food. You see this.” 

“Come on, the snakes can’t be that rare,” Hamilton coaxed. “We’re 
ready to pay good money for one. US dollars. Name your price.” 

The man was outraged. “Not allowed. Snake protected by government!” 

Jonah’s sharp eyes had been watching the smaller satellite pond to their 
left. Something was swimming down there, its long, thin body moving in an 
undulating wave as it kept its distance from the crocodiles. “Yo, there’s a 
snake. Isn’t that the right kind?” 


“You may not touch! Threatened species!” 

“We’re not going to whack him,” Jonah wheedled. “We just need some 
venom! We’ ll let him go!” 

“You must ask permission!” insisted the attendant. 

“No time!” roared Hamilton. In an instant, he vaulted over the rail and 
landed with a titanic splash in the satellite pond. 

The sight of him in the aquatic habitat of carnivorous reptiles was 
enough to shatter even Jonah’s legendary cool. “Yo!” he shouted. “What’s up 
with you, man?” 

But Hamilton was already stroking across the muddy water in a textbook 
freestyle. Oblivious to his pursuit, the little snake continued to flutter around. 
There was only a handful of crocodiles in the satellite pond, and they barely 
reacted at all. They watched with lifeless, almost bored expressions, as if the 
presence of a big linebacker kicking up a spray like a cabin cruiser was an 
everyday occurrence. 

Hamilton’s arms worked like the blades of a windmill, drawing him ever 
closer to the source of the final ingredient. Then, with his reaching hand just a 
few inches shy of its quarry, a large mouth broke the surface, yawned open 
around the snake, and snapped shut. 

Fearless, Hamilton grasped the long, dangerous snout and tried to pry it 
open. “Don’t even think about swallowing, you walking suitcase!” 

The struggle was on. Hamilton pulled with all the strength of his 
ancestors, but he could not budge those massive jaws. “Come on, cough it 
up!” 

He paid no attention to the screams coming from the spectators, the 
loudest of these from his own cousin: “Get out of there, you dumb Tomas, 
before you get your buzz cut bitten off!” 

Hamilton did not see what Jonah and the other visitors did — that three 
more crocs were converging on the site of the disturbance, skimming silently 
across the water. 

Without another thought — because if he’d had a thought, he never 
would have done it — Jonah leaped over the side and into the habitat. As he 
broke the surface, his glasses fell off and his hat went sailing through the air, 
only to be snapped up by an enormous set of jaws. 

The shrieks grew even louder. 

“It’s Jonah Wizard!” 

“He’s trying to rescue that big guy!” 

“Save Jonah Wizard!” 

At that moment, the trained staff of the farm stampeded into the pond, 
wielding long wooden sticks to keep the crocodiles at bay. 


“Out of water!” commanded the English-speaking attendant. 

“Not without my snake!” Hamilton replied in a strained voice. 

“Tt’s not your snake!” Jonah indicated the struggling croc in Hamilton’s 
grip. “It’s his snake now! Give it up, and let’s bounce!” 

“Fine,” Hamilton agreed sulkily. “So how do you let go?” 

“How should I know?” Jonah was close to hysterical. “You’re the one 
who went to Tomas camp!” 

“T told you — I took dodgeball!” 

Another attendant came over and cinched a cord around the crocodile’s 
long snout. 

“Out of water,” repeated the English-speaking man. “Leave Rith Map. 
Never return.” 

Jonah was mobbed by fans as the two climbed onto the footbridge. 
Cameras and phones flashed. 

“Thanks,” Jonah greeted his public. “ ’Preciate the love.” He gave a 
slight wave, swayed once, and passed out cold into Hamilton’s arms. 


Chapter 9 


GRATE 


“The interior is decorated by more than one thousand, eight hundred 
apsaras — celestial nymphs,” announced the tour guide. “According to myth, 
they were born from the Churning of the Ocean of Milk.” 

Most Londoners believed their city was the greatest cultural capital of 
the world. But even Ian had to admit there was nothing in London the size 
and scale of Angkor Wat. Who built a room large enough for eighteen 
hundred bas-relief statues? True, the original works by Rodin in the sculpture 
garden of the Kabra mansion were nearly as fine — if not as numerous. That, 
of course, was Rodin’s failing, not Vikram Kabra’s. If Rodin had created 
eighteen hundred statues, Ian was sure his father would have spared no 
expense collecting them all. 

The thought of Vikram Kabra brought out a stab of longing. Father, 
living in estrangement somewhere in South America; Mother and Natalie 
gone. When Ian had first met Amy and Dan, he’d called them pathetic 
orphans. The memory of the cruel jab made his face hot with shame. 

He returned his attention to the magnificence around him. King 
Suryavarman II, who built this place in the early twelfth century, must have 
been a bigger-is-better kind of fellow. And if his goal had been to impress 
people, he’d succeeded beyond his wildest dreams. Too well, Ian thought in 
annoyance. It was almost impossible to get a steady Wi-Fi signal in this 
massive stone complex. Their guide already hated Ian for keeping one eye on 
Pony’s laptop. He had even said, “Your full attention, if you please!” a couple 
of times. 

Like I’m playing video games, not trying to save the world, Ian thought 
resentfully. 

And now that the Internet kept dropping out every few minutes, he had 
to devote even more of his concentration to the computer. The guide was 
forgetting his speech, and the other tourists were blaming Ian. 

An ugly scene in Angkor Wat certainly wouldn’t help the Cahills’ efforts 


to keep a low profile. 

But how could he ignore what he was seeing on the screen? According to 
Pony’s tracking program, the pulsing red dot was very close. On top of him, 
practically — inside Angkor Wat’s moat! 

I have to get higher up, he decided. And outside. 

To the guide’s immense relief, Ian slipped away from the group in search 
of a staircase. In ancient times, only the king and the high priest were allowed 
on the top level, but Wi-Fi hadn’t been a concern in those days. This was a 
necessity. 

The climb wasn’t easy — forty steps pitched at a steep angle. At the 
apex, he found himself breathless, and a little bit dizzy. The five immense 
lotus towers loomed over the entire structure from this level, blocking out the 
sun. But reception was perfect. The beacon pulsed clear and true, directly 
below him. 

He rushed to the outer gallery and peered over the side. The view was 
spectacular — the western causeway crossing the moat, the surrounding 
landscape, dotted with glistening reservoirs and smaller temples. Ian barely 
saw any of it. For at the base of the structure far below sat a blond girl, her 
fingers dancing on the keyboard of a laptop that sat on a stone parapet in front 
of her. She glanced up for a moment, and even at this distance, Ian was struck 
by the notion that he should recognize her. .. . 

In the airy tranquility of Angkor Wat’s highest level, the harsh beep from 
Pony’s computer might as well have been a bomb blast. Startled, Ian looked at 
the screen. An angry pop-up declared: OUTSIDE ACCESS DENIED. Another 
beep: OUTSIDE ACCESS DENIED. What was going on? Jan traced his finger 
on the track pad, but the computer had locked up, stuck in an endless loop of 
warning sounds and messages. This went on until the machine emitted a 
softer, more welcoming tone, and a new message appeared: ACCESS 
GRANTED. 

The frozen monitor came back to life. Ian watched in horror as columns 
of documents began to disappear. Someone was wiping Pony’s hard drive! 

The greatest hacker in the world had been hacked! 

The familiar blond girl pounding her keyboard. It couldn’t be a 
coincidence — she was doing this! 

According to Pony, there was only one person whose skills rivaled his 
own — Pierce’s hacker, April May. 

Ian peered down at her. Could this be the ruthless and mysterious April 
May? A teenage girl? A hacker could be anybody, anywhere — a ninety-year- 
old great-grandmother in Vladivostock, a disgruntled troublemaker on an oil 
rig in the North Sea, even an astronaut aboard the International Space Station. 


Yet the more Ian mulled it over, the more it made perfect sense for April 
May to be a kid. Pony himself hadn’t been much older than this girl. After all, 
hacking was a young person’s game. Most older adults had too much trouble 
with the technology. 

He recalled the computer’s initial alert that the tracking program had 
picked up a signal: Code A. It had to be! Pony had been tracking his greatest 
rival, who was working for Pierce! And it also explained why April May had 
abandoned her secure remote location to travel to Cambodia. She had 
discovered that her defenses had been penetrated and had gone off in search 
of the computer that had done the job. 

None of this helps save Pony’s computer, Ian thought in a panic, 
watching the precious files wink out of existence like glowing embers in the 
wind. 

He threw the laptop under his arm and ran for the stairs, sidestepping 
down the steep flight to avoid overbalancing himself and taking a swan dive 
into the stone floor below. At the second level, he became entangled in his 
former tour group, and had to shove his way through to the next set of steps. 

“You Americans and your electronic toys!” the guide muttered under his 
breath. 

Such was Ian’s haste to reach the ultimate hacker that he dared not take 
the few extra seconds required to point out that he was, in fact, British. He 
blasted down the longer staircase to ground level, fully expecting her to be 
gone. But there she was, still at her keyboard, looking relaxed and 
comfortable, as if she hadn t just made mincemeat of the only hacker who had 
ever been able to stand up to her. 

Ian stopped short, amazed. No wonder she had seemed familiar. He knew 
her. They had met just weeks ago in Ireland. She’d been a redhead then, but 
there was no mistaking her heart-shaped face and luminous eyes. She had 
tricked him that time — totally bamboozled would have been a better way to 
describe it. He set his jaw. It would not happen again. 

“April May!” he snapped accusingly. 

“Tan Kabra,” she acknowledged. There was no sign of her Irish brogue. 
The accent was American. “We meet again. You’re kind of cute when you’re 
mad.” 

“Then I must be one of those kittens on YouTube you Americans are so 
fond of turning into viral video stars! What are you doing to my computer? 
And why?” 

“T don’t like people tracking me.” 

“If you’re April May, you know perfectly well it wasn’t me. It was Pony. 
And he won’t track you anymore because he’s dead. Dropped out of a 


helicopter. By the people you work for. You must be proud.” 

Ian expected her to laugh in his face. Or at least roll her eyes. So he was 
surprised when she flinched and looked away. “I don’t work for them. I am 
them.” 

“Tf you think you can fool me again —” 

She looked genuinely incredulous. “You don’t recognize me?” 

His initial reaction — as any Lucian’s would be — was suspicion. But a 
closer inspection of the girl brought about an astonishing revelation. The 
blond hair, the fair features, the palpable vitality. She was a Pierce! 

How could he have missed it? J. Rutherford Pierce was more famous 
than Jonah Wizard these days. “Cara Pierce?” he blurted. 

She nodded. 

Ian’s head was spinning. “But why the secret identity? We all know 
April May works for Pierce. Why keep it a mystery that you’re his daughter?” 

“You don’t get it.” She shook her head. “I’m not hiding the truth from 
you; I’m hiding it from him. He has no idea that I’m April May!” 

Ian was flabbergasted. “Why would you keep that from your own 
father?” 

She stared at him for a long moment. When she spoke at last, there was 
an edge in her voice. “You have no idea what it’s like when you can’t trust 
your own parent.” 

He was so Startled that he retreated a half step. The truth was that Ian 
knew exactly what it was like. He almost told her so, but this wasn’t the time 
and place. Those were memories he’d forced into the deepest recesses of his 
mind but that still kept him awake at night. Ian’s father had literally dropped 
off the grid in an attempt to escape the disgrace of his wife’s legacy. Ian’s 
sister, Natalie, hadn’t been so lucky. She had died trying to stop their mother. 

“Still,” Ian said aloud, “there’s a big difference between not trusting your 
father and actively deceiving him.” Growing up as the first son of the Lucian 
leadership, Ian had been taught that deceit was pointless in the absence of an 
underlying strategy. “What’s your angle?” 

“Well, first off, the money’s good,” she replied. “A high-end cowboy 
doesn’t come cheap.” 

“Cowboy,” Ian echoed wanly. Pony used to refer to himself that way. 

“But to be totally honest” — she looked around furtively — “I’m afraid 
of him. He has plans — terrible plans —” 

“What plans?” 

She blinked, her eyes closing an instant longer than necessary. “All I can 
say is that the presidency is just the beginning. As his daughter, I’d never be 
able to stop him. As his hacker, on the other hand —” 


“That still wouldn’t give you the power to shut him down,” Ian insisted. 

“No,” she agreed sadly. “But at least now I can keep an eye on his 
activities.” 

Ian was skeptical. “And you expect me to believe all that.” 

“T can help you find the antidote,” she ventured suddenly. 

“Why would you want to help us?” 

“Because even though I hate what my father’s trying to do, I still love 
him. The serum is killing him. It’s probably killing me, too. My dad tries to 
hide his tremors, but we all know they’re getting worse.” 

Ian knew the debilitating effects of the serum as well as anybody. He had 
to look no farther than his own mother’s horrible death and Amy’s worsening 
condition to see Gideon’s creation in action. Still, he offered no reaction that 
might reveal to Cara that she was beginning to make sense to him. That 
wasn’t the Lucian way. 

Apparently, she interpreted his silence as skepticism. “You think it’s easy 
to reach out to people my father considers the enemy? I don’t mean to stab 
him in the back, but I’m desperate!” 

“You are stabbing him in the back,” Ian pointed out. “At least, he’ ll see 
it that way.” 

“I don’t care,” she returned stoutly. “Not if it’s the only way to save his 
life — and maybe a lot of other lives, too. I need you guys! We can stop this, 
but we have to work together.” 

Ian’s mind was awhirl, weighing the pros and cons. Attractive as she 
was, this girl was a Pierce, and therefore not to be believed. She was a 
notorious hacker who had already duped him in Ireland and — not five 
minutes ago — had attacked his computer. 

On the other hand, Dan was absolutely convinced that Cara had helped 
him escape from Pierce’s plane on Midway Atoll. That seemed to reinforce an 
observation Pony had made — that April May’s actions hadn’t always been 
100 percent in support of her boss’s goals. 

Then again, those things might have been a ruse to make us trust her. . . . 

It was a big risk. If they teamed up with Cara, they’d be revealing all the 
progress they’d made toward the antidote. Yet, now that the enemy had 
Olivia’s book, most of their head start was gone anyway. 

With Pierce’s advantage in manpower and resources, the Cahills didn’t 
stand a chance. Unless they had a secret weapon — like a double agent inside 
Pierce’s innermost circle. 

Now here was Cara, volunteering to be that secret weapon. 

As if sensing that he was coming around to her way of thinking, she 
sweetened the pot. “Here —” She began to work the keyboard of her own 


computer. “Pll restore Pony’s laptop. That was amazing the way he hacked 
past my defenses. He must have had A-list skills.” 

“Must have had,” Ian repeated numbly, noting the past tense. He opened 
the machine to see the vanished files reappearing at light speed, sorting 
themselves into long columns on the screen. Cara also had “A-list skills.” 
And she was offering them to the Cahill cause. .. . 

Maybe... 

Ian wanted so much to believe her. The look in her eyes was achingly 
familiar. 

She’s changing sides. Not next week or someday, but right now, standing 
in front of me. 

Ian well remembered the time he’d been forced to make the same 
agonizing choice — when he’d realized his mother was irredeemably evil, 
and he had no option but to throw his lot in with Amy and Dan. He could see 
that shattered loyalty in Cara, feel her guilt and pain. In that way, the daughter 
of J. Rutherford Pierce was practically his soul mate. 

Still, this call was not Ian’s to make. Lucians no longer had great 
influence in the Cahill family, and to his surprise, he wasn’t sure that was a 
bad thing. No, the decision had to come from Amy and Dan. They were in 
charge. 

He turned back to Cara. “We’ll let you know.” 

She nodded. “TIl text you my secure contact info. I have your number.” 

That was something Ian knew well. Back in Ireland, she’d put a tracker 
on his phone. It had almost gotten them all killed. 

He smiled. 

It took a special girl to make Ian Kabra fear for his life. 


Chapter 10 
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In the stern of the Kaoh Kong, Dan and Atticus had their shirts off and were 
splashing themselves with river water. It brought no relief from the searing 
Cambodian heat. 

“This is definitely worse than Guatemala,” Dan griped. “I mean, the 
humidity! It’s like you’re carrying a ton of wet laundry on your shoulders.” 

“In actuality —” Atticus began. 

Dan cut him off. “Yeah, I get it. It’s impossible to carry a ton of laundry.’ 

“T was just going to say that even my dreadlocks are sweating,” Atticus 
explained. “They’re great for Boston winters. Here — not so much.” 

“Stop complaining and check the nets again,” ordered Jake from behind 
the wheel. 

“We checked three minutes ago,” his brother whined. 

“In those three minutes, we might have caught a snake.” 

“Fat chance of that,” Dan mourned. “In the old days, you’d stick your 
foot in the river, and there’d be a Tonle Sap water snake hanging off of each 
toe. Now they’re all gone. Just our luck!” 

“Tt wasn’t very lucky for the snakes, either,” Atticus noted. 

Amy was stretched across a row of life preservers in the bow. She was 
having trouble distinguishing between the heat shimmer in the air and her 
personal hallucinatory light show. She saw monkeys in every tree, which was 
confusing, because she knew for a fact that there were some monkeys in some 
trees. But she also knew there was no monkey on Jake’s shoulder. Yet there it 
was, leering at her. 

There were voices, too — voices from the past that she understood could 
not possibly be real — her parents, Grace, Uncle Alistair. There was even an 
old man she somehow knew to be Gideon Cahill: “Why would you take that 
potion, child?” 

She looked astern, only to see Pony seated between Dan and Atticus, 
being drenched by their water fight. And beyond them, a shiny speedboat 
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coming up fast in the river traffic. 

Amy squinted in the relentless sun. Galt Pierce was standing in the bow. 
Why can't he be a hallucination? 

But Galt was all too real, and so were the five muscle-heads with him. 

She pointed. “Dan —” 

Dan saw them, too. “Goons!” he rasped. “And they’re gaining on us!” 

Jake pushed forward on the throttle. 

“We’re going to have to face them sooner or later!” Amy growled. 
“Now’s as good a time as any!” 

“That’s the serum talking,” Jake reasoned as the Kaoh Kong sped up and 
began to pass slower craft. 

“Maybe the serum’s right this time,” Amy argued. “Let me bust some 
heads with it before it kills me!” 

“Those guys may not be as juiced as you, but there are six of them!” Dan 
pointed out. “And the rest of us aren’t juiced at all!” 

Amy’s faith in her physical abilities trumped all logic. “Turn the boat 
around! We’ll ram them!” 

“Nobody’s ramming anybody!” Jake shouted. 

“In actuality,” Atticus said in a high-pitched tone, “I think we’re the ones 
about to get rammed!” 

The speedboat was fairly flying now, weaving around the slow-moving 
mail packets and tourist craft. 

“Not if I have anything to say about it!” Jake put his full weight into the 
throttle, and the Kaoh Kong surged ahead. 

The rental craft was moving faster than Amy could have imagined, but it 
was also shaking badly, its old timbers threatening to come apart. Jake steered 
around an ancient rowboat in an attempt to use the wallowing dory to block 
their enemies’ progress. To the Cahills’ shock, the speedboat plowed right 
through it, cutting it in half and sending two Khmer fishermen diving for their 
lives. 

That put the Pierce team directly behind them, closing fast. Galt stood on 
the bow like a hood ornament, brandishing a spear gun. 

“He’s going to shoot us!” Atticus wailed. 

Galt pulled the trigger, and the projectile was hurtling toward the Kaoh 
Kong. Everybody ducked, even Jake, who left the controls unmanned for a 
second. But instead of a spear ripping into their hull, a grappling hook sailed 
over the stern, bit into the wood of the gunwale, and stuck there. Galt’s driver 
cut power, and the line went taut. The two boats were tethered together. 

Dan dove for the hook and tried to dislodge it. It wouldn’t budge. 

“It’s no use!” exclaimed Jake, back on the wheel. “We’ll never lose them 


now!” 

When the plan occurred to Amy, she saw it perfectly, almost as if an 
engineer’s blueprint had appeared in her brain. She shoved Jake aside, took 
the wheel, and pushed the boat ahead, full throttle. 

“That’s what they want us to do!” Jake gasped. “Tow them around until 
we run out of gas, or fry our engine!” 

Her serum-enhanced brain processing data like a computer, Amy built up 
a head of steam, hauling the speedboat behind them. Then, with sudden 
violence, she wrenched the helm with all her strength. The wheel snapped 
from its column and came off in her powerful hands. The Kaoh Kong turned 
suddenly toward the riverbank. This sent the other craft whipping around at 
incredible velocity. It torqued past the Cahills, swung about, and slammed 
into a wooden dock. The impact shattered the dock and the boat, sending 
goons flying in all directions. 

The Kaoh Kong plowed into the shore, driving halfway up the muddy 
bank. Amy threw the engine into reverse, but the hull was mired in the wet 
ground. 

Galt’s head broke the surface of the water. He was dazed, but alert 
enough to begin rescuing his companions. 

Dan vaulted over the gunwale, sinking ankle-deep. “Let’s get out of 
here!” 

“What about the King Kong?” quavered Atticus. 

“That’s Hamilton’s problem! It’s on his credit card!” 

The four vaulted up the bank and into the cover of the jungle. Amy led 
the way, crushing a path through the underbrush with sheer brute strength. 
Her hallucinations were worse than ever — creatures, grotesque faces lunging 
out at her from the shadows. Yet the need for escape enabled her to push them 
aside like the vines she bulldozed through. 

Jake, Dan, and Atticus followed without question. It didn’t matter where 
they were going so long as it was away from their pursuers. Crashing sounds 
and curses behind them indicated that Galt and company were right on their 
tail. 

All at once, from the shaded greenery of the jungle rose a large stone 
temple. It was nowhere near the size of Angkor Wat. But it was so unexpected 
that it looked like it had rocketed up from the underworld during some 
catastrophic seismic event. The group pulled up short, taking in the seven- 
story spectacle. 

“What’s that?” panted Dan. 

As usual, Atticus was ready with the answer. “Ta Keo,” he breathed. 

“Tt looks like a mini Angkor Wat,” Dan observed. 


“Tt’s built in the same style,” Atticus confirmed. “But it’s two hundred 
years older. It doesn’t copy Angkor Wat; Angkor Wat copies Ta Keo.” 

Galt’s voice sounded, dangerously close. “Come on! Faster!” 

Dan grabbed his friend’s arm. “You know your way around this pile of 
rocks?” 

“Not specifically,” Atticus admitted. “But Ta Keo is a classic ‘temple 
mountain,’ surrounded by two outer walls —” 

“Not now, Att!” Jake insisted, pushing his brother from behind. “In case 
you haven’t noticed, you’re not lecturing Dad’s grad students here!” 

As they crashed through the jungle, they reached the west gate of the 
temple’s outer wall. 

The serum surged through Amy, heightening her senses. Now it was the 
Lucian talent for strategy that came to the fore. “If we enter here, we could be 
comering ourselves inside Ta Keo. We stand a better chance in the jungle.” 

“But we have an ace in the hole,” Dan countered. “Atticus knows these 
temples; Galt doesn’t.” 

“You don’t understand,” she insisted. “I’m the one with enhanced —” 
Before she could finish, a fresh barrage of hallucinations knocked the breath 
out of her, dropping her where she stood. Scores of angry monkeys came 
screaming toward her, some swinging on branches and vines, others flying 
directly through the air. 

When it was finally over, Dan was staring down at her in alarm. “All 
right,” she told him. “Let’s try it your way.” 

They rushed up the stairs and entered the grounds via the south portal, 
passing through the even larger gate there. The majestic temple mountain 
stood before them, neglected, overgrown, dark, and brooding. 

“Note the absence of any decorative carvings,” Atticus droned on. “Ta 
Keo is the only temple in Angkor that was never finished.” 

The staircase was so steep that it was more like climbing a sandstone 
ladder. 

“Look!” Dan rasped. Galt’s blond head and thundercloud brow appeared 
in the portal of the innermost wall. 

“This way! Quick!” Amy ordered. One by one, she pulled them off the 
steps and shoved them along the narrow terrace in Ta Keo’s lowest gallery. 

“Did he see us?” Atticus whispered, terrified. 

Amy could only shake her head. “Keep moving.” 

They made their way along the gallery, staying low to take advantage of 
the cover of the crumbling parapet. Amy risked a glance through an opening 
in the stone. Galt and his henchmen were crossing the courtyard to the central 
structure. They were good trackers. She had to give them that. Whatever edge 


the serum was providing Amy, it was also giving Galt and his goons, although 
not nearly to the same extent. 

Another key difference: I’m the one who’s dying. 

Pierce’s people had been beefing up on “protein shakes,” but only she 
had taken the real thing. 

Amy plodded along behind the others, listening to the squelching of their 
wet shoes on the rock floor and hoping it wasn’t as loud as she thought it 
probably was. Her own sneakers were coated with slimy mud from the 
riverbank. With each footfall, dark brown sludge was being deposited on the 
ancient floor, leaving a trail for their pursuers. 

She looked down, and watched as a wet blob of slime rolled off her tread 
and disappeared through a crack in the stone floor. 

She froze. A full two seconds later, she distinctly heard the tiny splash of 
a droplet falling on stone somewhere below her. 

Below her? 

She was on solid rock, an Angkorian temple mountain! When a drop of 
moisture oozed into a crack, it stayed there. But Amy knew she’d heard what 
she’d heard. Her perception had been crazy good since she’d taken the serum. 
And a two-second delay before the drip hits bottom means... . 

“There’s a room down there,” she said out loud. 

A room that just might be their salvation. 


Chapter 11 
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Atticus turned to stare at her. “Down where?” 

Amy pointed. “Right below us.” 

“Amy,” Jake said urgently, “our dad did his dissertation on Angkor. Att 
and I have seen fifty different layouts of these temple mountains, including Ta 
Keo. There’s nothing down there but rock.” 

“In actuality, most of it’s feldspathic wacke,” Atticus specified. “You 
know, that greenish sandstone.” 

Amy almost smiled. “I don’t care if it’s Grey Poupon. I know I’ve been 
having hallucinations. But this isn’t one of them. There’s open space down 
there. Now, who’s going to help me move these blocks?” 

It was a testament to all they’d been through that Dan didn’t hesitate. 
“You’d better be right,” he said, kneeling beside her, “because you are betting 
your life — and our lives, too.” 

The brothers joined them on the ground, and all four set diligently to 
work cleaning the cracks between the slabs that made up the gallery floor. 

Amy dug until her fingers bled. Atticus tapped at the blocks with a pen, 
searching for a hollow sound. All they heard were footsteps and gruff voices 
growing closer. Galt and the goons were already on the stairs. 

“Here!” Atticus whispered. “This one!” He jammed the pen into the gap 
and tried to use it as a lever. But the plastic snapped in two. Jake and Dan, 
working with their fingers, had more success, but they could not lift the heavy 
slab more than an inch or two. That much clearance was all Amy needed. She 
got her hands under the flat stone and heaved it out of the way. 

“What was that?” Galt’s voice, too close for comfort. 

The Cahills peered down into the dark hole they had opened. Steps, 
carved in the rock, disappeared into total darkness. It was not a very appealing 
option — just more appealing than waiting for Galt. Down they went, Amy 
bringing up the rear. 

It was narrow and claustrophobic, and they had to hunch their shoulders 


in order to fit through the shaft. As they descended, Amy reached up and did 
her best to pull the slab back over the hole. Once it was in place, the 
blackness was suffocating, and the temperature seemed to drop twenty 
degrees. When Atticus’s metal belt buckle scraped against the sandstone wall, 
the resulting sparks briefly illuminated their strained faces in the rough-hewn 
passage. It felt like being trapped in the belly of the earth. 

Jake used the flashlight app on his phone to light their way. There was 
not much to see. The stairs continued down through the rock. Temple 
mountain was an apt name for Ta Keo. They truly had the feeling that they 
were walking through the heart of a mountain. 

“Wait till we tell Dad about this!” Atticus whispered. “We’re probably 
the first people to walk these steps since Angkorian times!” 

The stairs ended in a subterranean chamber with a hard-packed dirt floor. 
The flashlight app played around the small room, casting its glow over stacks 
of thick-cut bamboo. 

Amy’s enhanced sense of smell quickly detected something new. 
“Gunpowder,” she said aloud. 

“What? Here?” asked Dan. “Why?” 

Atticus’s nimble mind made the connection. “Fireworks!” he exclaimed 
excitedly. “The ancient Khmer used them in rituals and celebrations. They 
learned the technique from Chinese travelers. Look!” 

He tipped over one of the bamboo stalks and examined it in cross- 
section. It had been hollowed out, and its center was packed with powder, 
now hardened. 

Dan was amazed. “You mean, those things are, like, ancient skyrockets?” 

Suddenly, flashlight beams crisscrossed the chamber. Before they could 
react, Galt Pierce stepped down onto the dirt floor. His five thugs halted on 
the stairs, cutting off any possibility of escape. 

With a sinking heart, Amy pictured their muddy sneaker prints on the 
floor of the gallery above them — leading straight to the passage here! 

Galt clucked in mock disappointment. “This is a job for the hired 
muscle, not the son of the next president. My father overestimated you.” 

“Your father is out of his mind!” Dan snapped. 

“My father is what America needs to get back on top, and you wimps 
have been sabotaging him since the beginning!” The red flush of rage faded 
from his fair features, to be replaced by a cruel smile. “Anyway, it all ends 
here. This is almost too easy.” 

Amy gathered the others behind her and stepped forward. “It’s not going 
to be as easy as you think.” Ever since she had taken the serum, her mind had 
been playing tricks on her, making it increasingly hard for her to tell the 


difference between what was real and what was imagined. But at this 
moment, her priorities were absolutely clear. She might very well die in the 
next few minutes. That would be fine so long as she got Dan, Jake, and 
Atticus past the goons and to safety. And that meant fighting all six enemies 
by herself. 

As his sister took an aggressive step toward the son of J. Rutherford 
Pierce, Dan yanked the belt out from Atticus’s jeans and raked the buckle 
along the sandstone wall, raining sparks all around the room. 

Galt was amused. “You’re kidding, right? What? Do you think you can 
set my clothes on fire?” 

Dan continued to scrape the buckle back and forth against the wall, 
sending a blizzard of embers airborne in the dark chamber. Some of these 
floated down to rest on the stack of ancient fireworks. There was a 
smoldering smell, followed by a pop and a sizzle. And then a jet of bright 
color shot from one of the bamboo tubes. 

It took Galt’s attention from Amy. “What’s that?” 

“Down!” shouted Dan, dropping to the ground and covering his head 
with his arms. 

Amy, Jake, and Atticus followed suit as an explosion of light and color 
filled the chamber. The fire from the initial rocket set off the others, at first 
one by one, and then in a subterranean supernova. 

The shaft acted as a chimney, drawing the blast up and away from the 
Cahills on the floor toward the fresh oxygen above. The concussion wave 
surged through the passage, pushing a wall of color that knocked Galt and his 
goons off their feet. 

It was so bright that Amy had to squeeze her eyes shut. She felt a 
whirlwind of heat buffet her, scorching her skin and hair. The sound was 
deafening — like a string of firecrackers going off inside her head. Her only 
thought was of Dan and the others. Were they all right? Had they managed to 
cover themselves in time? 

And then it was all over, and the silence was as loud as the conflagration 
had been. The acrid smell of gunpowder hung in the air, but after the 
onslaught of light and color, it was impossible to make out anything in the 
darkness. 

Jake’s flashlight app pierced through the gloom. Amy waved her arms to 
clear away the smoke that hadn’t already been drawn out via the stairs. Galt 
and the five goons lay draped across the stairs and one another, unmoving. 

“Man!” exclaimed Dan, producing his asthma inhaler for a quick puff. 
“Did anyone get the license plate of that nuke?” 

Atticus coughed once and got to his feet. “Those ancient Khmer 


fireworks were built to last!” His eyes fell on Galt and the goons lying on the 
stone steps, and his voice grew solemn. “Are they dead?” 

Amy leaned over the six victims, pinching out a glowing ember in Galt’s 
fair hair. Her sensitive hearing picked up six distinct pairs of lungs, all 
breathing. “They’re okay, just knocked out by the concussion wave. They 
may have a few minor burns, too.” 

“What should we do with them?” Jake mused. “They’re still a threat to 
come after us.” 

“I vote we hit them over the head with some of that Feldstein wacke,” 
put in Dan. 

“Feldspathic,” Atticus corrected him. 

“I think they’ll be unconscious for a while longer,” Amy decided. “Let’s 
get out of here.” 

They stepped around their fallen enemies and climbed the narrow stairs 
until all four were once again standing on the lower gallery, breathing in great 
gulps of fresh air. A tour group from Scandinavia watched them quizzically. 
Who were these young people covered in soot and ash? 

“Oh, hey,” Jake greeted them genially. “Great temple, huh?” 

They left Ta Keo and its grounds as quickly as humanly possible without 
breaking into a run. As they made their way back through the jungle, Amy 
struggled hard to conceal the tremors that had returned to her right leg. In 
fact, all three boys noticed the limp, although no one mentioned it. The 
triumph of defeating Galt and his thugs faded quickly as they recalled that 
they were no closer to finding a Tonle Sap water snake. 

“We need to push the King Kong back on the river,” Dan said firmly. 
“We’ve still got a couple of good snake-hunting hours before dark.” 

At that point, the waterway came into view, and the plans changed. 
Cambodian police swarmed all over the Kaoh Kong, and what was left of the 
wrecked speedboat and shattered dock. 

“All we have to do is explain —” Atticus began. 

“Don’t you open your mouth!” Jake warned. “We’d spend a week in jail 
before it all got straightened out.” 

Dan cupped his hands to his mouth. “Hey, officer, look! There’s smoke 
coming from the temple over there! You’d better go check it out.” 

They followed his pointing finger to the plume rising from the lower 
gallery. Two of them ran off, jabbering excitedly into walkie-talkies. 

Atticus couldn’t hold back a grin. “Galt’s going to have a lot of 
explaining to do.” 


Chapter 12 


(uP shit 


At Trilon Labs in Delaware, Sammy Mourad was working around the clock 
developing the Franken-serum. In reality, this was not a twenty-four-hour-a- 
day job. 

The guards were not ever to know that Sammy and Nellie had another 
project going — one that would not have been approved by lab management, 
and certainly not by J. Rutherford Pierce himself. 

Nellie’s elbow accidentally nudged the eyedropper, knocking it over the 
edge of the worktable. When it hit the floor, there was a sound like a 
miniature thunderclap, and a little flash of light. A wisp of smoke rose to the 
ceiling. When Nellie went to recover the dropper, there was nothing left of it 
but the rubber bulb, blackened and melted. 

Sammy was as pale as a ghost. “Do you think anybody heard that?” 

Nellie quickly scooped up the remains of the dropper and deposited them 
in the hazardous waste bin. “I don’t think so,” she said nervously. “Anyway, 
there’s no evidence.” 

Sammy was terrified. “You can smell the smoke!” 

“Lab explosions happen all the time.” 

“There’s nothing combustible in the serum! No one knows we’re 
really” — he dropped his voice to a whisper — “sterilizing the test tubes.” 

Their code again. Sammy and Nellie were spending every extra minute 
creating nitroglycerin — gallons, dozens of gallons, soon to be hundreds of 
gallons. When the time was right, this lab, with all its contents, all its research 
and blueprints and formulas, and, most important, all its serum, was going to 
the moon. 

If a few leftover drips could make that forceful an explosion, it stood to 
reason that the amount Sammy and Nellie intended to produce could take out 
the whole lab and the building around it. 

But it’ll never happen if we get caught before we’re ready to put the plan 
into action! Nellie thought. 


They waited breathlessly. No one came, not the guards who regularly 
looked in on them, nor any of the other scientists or assistants. They were 
safe. 

“We were lucky — this time,” Sammy told her, his voice quavering. 
“People have been laying off us because they like your cooking. But make no 
mistake about it — we’re not their friends; we’re their prisoners. One step out 
of line, and they’ II start looking around. And then they’ll notice that every 
spare tank, vat, and container in this lab is full of nitro. We’re basically 
turning the whole facility into one giant bomb! And if they catch us, all the 
pastries in Paris won’t buy us any mercy!” 

“Has anyone ever told you you’re a real buzzkill?” Nellie asked him. 

“T’m just being realistic,” he said stubbornly. “There are two of us and 
dozens of them. You’ve got to admit our chances of success aren’t great.” 

“We’re with Amy and Dan,” Nellie told him firmly. “My kiddos can 
have a zero percent chance of success, and they somehow come out on 
top — if they get the kind of support they need.” She frowned. She and 
Sammy had to hold up their end by eradicating not just the serum, but also 
their enemy’s ability to manufacture more. 

“You know, there’s another way this could go,” Sammy added in a 
hushed tone. “What if we sterilize the test tubes, but we can’t get ourselves 
out before the building goes up?” 

“T never said what we’re doing isn’t dangerous. But that doesn’t change 
the fact that it needs to be done.” She held out her hand in the manner of a 
police officer stopping traffic. In response, Sammy pressed his palm against 
hers. It had become a signal to the two of them, the silent restatement of a 
solemn vow. Their goal was to destroy the lab and rejoin Amy and Dan in the 
fight against Pierce. But if escape turned out to be impossible — if the only 
way to blow up the serum was to blow themselves up in the process — they 
had decided it was a sacrifice they were willing to make. 

“I know, I know,” breathed Sammy. “I’m just nervous, that’s all. You 
can’t fault me for that.” He checked his watch. “You’d better be getting to the 
kitchen. Your fans will be expecting their tiramisu for lunch.” 

She grinned. “Today it’s chocolate éclairs.” 

“Save me one,” he said, with a trace of a smile. 

Carefully, she and Sammy loaded two five-gallon jugs onto a rolling 
cart. “Be careful with that stuff,” he whispered urgently. “Remember the 
eyedropper? Think what this much would do.” 

Nellie made a face. “Let’s not, and say we did. How about I just walk 
slowly and don’t bump into anything.” 

She wheeled gingerly down the hall, pushing the lethal payload in front 


of her. An armed guard followed a few steps behind. 

If he only knew, she thought to herself, unsure if the idea made her want 
to laugh or cry. 

Her destination was storeroom 117A, which had two unique qualities: 
(1) it was seldom used, and (2) it was located on the building’s main gas line, 
which Nellie privately called Kablooey Avenue. 

“Well, now, what have we here?” 

Oh, no! It was Dr. Benoit, the senior ranking scientist at the lab. 

Nellie fought down the urge to break into a run. The only thing scarier 
than being busted was the thought of all that nitro, sloshing around inside two 
five-gallon containers. 

“Sorry, Dr. B. Can’t stop to chat. Wouldn’t want dessert to be late.” 

The scientist put his foot on one of the containers to stop the cart from 
moving. “And can the director of research get a little preview of what’s on the 
menu?” 

“Oh, this is just liquid sugar,” Nellie explained. “It’s more concentrated, 
you know.” 

He looked delighted. “I haven’t had that in years. Give us a taste.” He 
reached for the cap of the nearest container. 

If Benoit dipped his finger in the jug, Nellie knew, he was going to get a 
lot more than a taste of sweet. Without thinking, she lashed out and slapped 
his hand away. 

The guard’s eyes widened, his grip tightening on his sidearm. Yet he 
made no overt move. It was impossible to tell if what he’d witnessed was a 
playful exchange or something else. 

Dr. Benoit looked shocked at first. As the boss of the entire facility, he 
probably didn’t get slapped very often. Then he laughed. “Nellie, you’re one 
of a kind. From now on, Pll wait patiently for your desserts along with 
everyone else.” And he walked off, still chuckling. 

The guard’s hand retreated from his sidearm. 

Nellie wanted to slump over the cart, dry heaving in sheer relief. 

But she didn’t dare. 


Chapter 13 


GATE 


The Cahill party got an early start the next morning, grim in the knowledge 
that time was running out. 

Their plan today — as it had been yesterday — was fishing. There were 
definitely water snakes in the Angkor region, and logic dictated that some of 
them had to be Enhydris longicauda. But like any fishing trip, success would 
depend on pure random chance. It was a maddeningly flimsy 
strategy — especially with Pierce closing in on his goals. 

Amy had hardly slept at all, and when she had managed to drift off, 
hideous dreams had woken her quickly. Yet instead of becoming weaker as 
she got sicker, she was actually becoming stronger. Her slender body began to 
bulge with muscle tissue. Her face glowed with vitality and strength. She 
seemed the picture of health when, in reality, she was anything but. 

They purchased new fishing nets and hired a tuk-tuk to take them out of 
town. But rather than heading north toward the temples of Angkor, this time 
they decided to try their luck to the south and the waters of the Tonle Sap, 
Cambodia’s Great Lake. 

“Where else would you look for a Tonle Sap water snake?” Dan 
explained his reasoning. “Tonle Sap is its middle name. Well, Sap, anyway.” 
Everyone laughed except Hamilton, who had something else on his 
mind. “The cops left a message on my cell. After the crash, they traced the 

boat to my credit card. And now I’m a person of interest.” 

“You’re an interesting guy, cuz,” said Jonah bitterly. “The crocodile farm 
seemed pretty interested in banning you for life!” 

“There might be another avenue we could pursue,” Ian began carefully. 
“Yesterday, I made contact with April May.” 

This caused a stir in the tuk-tuk. The idea that the mythical April May 
was a real person required a major adjustment in their thinking. 

“How?” Dan exclaimed. “Did she e-mail you?” 

“No,” Ian replied, “she followed me to Angkor Wat and attacked Pony’s 


computer. Hold on to your hats, mates: April May is actually Cara Pierce.” 

His fellow passengers stared at him in shock. 

Hamilton found his voice first. “The Cara Pierce?” he asked in 
amazement. “Like, the daughter of the guy we’re doing all this to save the 
world from?” 

As the tuk-tuk jounced along the rough roads, Ian recounted the meeting 
on the grounds of mighty Angkor Wat. The others peppered him with 
questions, but Amy remained silent, her supercharged brain sifting through 
the new information at high speed: 

April May was the last person any of them expected: the daughter of 
their enemy. Her involvement meant yet another piece was in play in this vast 
chess match, a piece no one had anticipated. .. . 

Amy spoke up at last. “Why create a secret identity and hire herself out 
to her dad anonymously?” 

“She says she doesn’t trust her father anymore, and she wants to work 
with us to stop him.” 

“And you believe her!” Amy scoffed. “Do you also believe in the magic 
rabbit that hides colored eggs every Easter?” 

“T don’t know, Amy,” Dan said slowly. “I think Cara might be legit. I 
told you how she helped me escape from the Pierce plane.” 

“That’s your hunch,” Jake put in. “You can’t be totally certain.” 

“She undid my bonds, and explained exactly how to open the door,” Dan 
insisted. “That’s not what they teach you in hostage taking one-oh-one.” 

“I know she’s done a few things to make it seem like she’s moving away 
from her father’s side,” Amy argued, “but that could be part of a strategy to 
sucker us in. Does she honestly expect us to accept that she turned herself into 
the world’s greatest hacker and her dad had no idea?” 

“Tt’s not impossible,” Ian supplied. “Every day we hear dozens of stories 
of people with rich lives online, while their friends and family know nothing 
about it.” 

“She’s a Pierce,” Amy said stubbornly. 

“And technically a Cahill, too,” Ian pointed out. “Her mother’s a 
Starling. I’ve never been particularly fond of the Ekats. All that tinkering and 
inventing — so labor-intensive and messy. But she’s as closely related to 
Gideon as any of us. So technically, she wouldn’t even be changing sides.” 

“She’d be double-crossing her own father,” Jake argued. “That’s not 
something I would ever do.” 

“T have some experience with that,” said Ian stiffly. “It’s by no means 
easy, but you fight against a parent if that parent is evil. I’d say Pierce 
qualifies every bit as much as my mother.” 


The others regarded him in solemnity. They understood how painful it 
had been for Ian to turn against Isabel Kabra. Knowing he’d made the right 
choice gave him little comfort, even after all this time. 

“We can’t trust her,” Amy concluded. “And that’s just based on what she 
did as Cara Pierce. How about what she did as April May? She’s one of the 
most ruthless hackers and data thieves in history!” 

Dan dug in his heels. “You put me in charge because you didn’t trust 
your own judgment under the serum. Well, how do you know the serum isn’t 
clouding your judgment about Cara?” 

“I don’t,” Amy admitted. “I’m just saying it’s too risky.” 

“But that’s a judgment, too!” Dan argued, a little angrily. “If I’m the 
head of the family, doesn’t that mean I choose what risks are worth taking?” 

“We’re betting my life, so I make the call on the risks we take.” 

Dan set his jaw. “And if you’re wrong?” 

“Then nobody pays a higher price than I do.” 

There was total silence in the tuk-tuk except for the loud raspberry of the 
three-wheeled vehicle’s motor. 

Jake put an arm around Amy’s shoulder, and she didn’t shrug it off. 


In the opposite seat, Dan smoldered. Like Jake Rosenbloom had a monopoly 
on being worried about Amy! From the instant Amy had taken the serum, 
Dan had realized something that he’d always known, but never put into 
words: that his greatest fear was losing his sister. Dan had been only four 
when their parents had died. He had no memory of them, only vague 
impressions. Amy was everything, had always been everything. And that was 
even before they’d crisscrossed the globe together and saved each other’s 
lives dozens of times. The one thing in his crazy world that had been as 
constant as the sun rising in the morning and setting in the evening was that 
Amy was always there. If he lost her, he was dead certain he would lose 
himself. The cold fear that had clutched his heart the day she took the serum 
had been tightening its grip with every passing hour. Jake was a pretty good 
guy, and his feelings for Amy were genuine. But when it came to worrying 
about her, he was strictly minor league. 

Soon the glassy expanse of the Tonle Sap appeared to the west. As 
always, Atticus provided the details. 

“Tt’s a unique lake, because it swells to almost six times its usual size 


during the monsoon season. Right now, it’s dry season, so it’s not very 
deep — maybe three feet at the most. Another odd feature is that the flow 
changes direction —” 

“Can you tell us anything we actually need to know?” Dan interrupted. 
“Like, is there a Snakes ‘R’ Us anywhere around here?” 

Between Atticus’s Khmer and the driver’s English, they were able to 
agree on a drop-off point, a reedy, deserted beach area where the man swore 
he had seen “many snakes.” This was encouraging until Atticus admitted that 
he wasn’t sure of the difference between the words for “many snakes” and 
“many worms.” 

“Fine.” Amy heaved a sigh. “If we can’t complete the antidote, at least 
we can open a bait shop.” 

Leaving the tuk-tuk driver with instructions to wait for them, they carried 
their nets down the marshy path to the water’s edge. The closer they got, the 
more the mud sucked at their shoes. Finally, Amy stepped out of her sneakers 
and continued barefoot. 

“Really?” asked Ian as his Gucci loafers sank into the slime. He tried in 
vain to roll up the pressed cuffs of his designer slacks. “Oh, this is going to be 
unpleasant.” 

“Man up, cuz,” Jonah called. “If I’m doing it, you’re doing it.” 

They’d crossed the Tonle Sap on their initial journey to Siem Reap, but 
nothing could have prepared them for the experience of wading into 
Cambodia’s famous Great Lake. It was like a swamp set on simmer. The 
water was as warm as a Jacuzzi, and teeming with life — insects, and 
minnows, and algae. The reeds were thick, and as sharp as knives. Every time 
they dipped their nets into the soup, they came up with at least one catfish, 
hideous and fighting for its life. 

A little downstream, two water buffalo eyed them blandly. 

“Yo, bros,” Jonah intoned, “don’t you dare poop in my lake!” 

“How lovely.” Ian whimpered. 

“Come on, you guys.” Amy waded in until she was up to her waist. 

There was some resistance, but soon they all fanned out across the 
murky water, dragging their nets. 

“This reminds me of fishing with my family,” Hamilton said 
nostalgically. “It was a lot of fun until Dad punched that manatee and got 
banned from the national park system.” 

Atticus ducked himself completely under to avoid a swarm of 
mosquitoes. In the cloudy water, he saw minnows; floating weeds; several 
tadpoles; and a long, dark undulating body. He squinted for a better view, 
comparing the creature to the images of Enhydris longicauda they’d seen 


online. Dark eyes ringing eerily pale pupils. . . 

He broke the surface sputtering and gasping for breath. “Sna-a-a-ke!” 

The response was pandemonium. Everyone converged on Atticus, nets 
swooping like diving seagulls. 

“Where’d he go?” cried Dan. 

Ian pointed toward shore. “That way!” 

For several minutes, the lake boiled as they scooped, ran, dove, grabbed, 
and struggled, bumping into each other in an effort to get hold of the phantom 
snake. Ian butt-ended Hamilton with the net handle, and Jonah took an elbow 
from Jake. At one point, Dan ducked underwater for a better view and saw 
nothing but foam as the wild frenzy raged on. 

“All right, all right!” Dan shouted, and the activity slowly subsided. “We 
lost him.” 

“But it proves something,” Jake said excitedly. “That snake is still here 
somewhere. And if there’s one, there must be others.” He looked around, 
earning nods of soggy, panting agreement from his brother, Jonah, Ian, 
Hamilton, Dan, and — “Where’s Amy?” 

They did a head count and came up one short. The panic was total. They 
looked to shore, and then farther out in the lake. Nothing. 

Hamilton spied a hint of color breaking the monotonous browns and 
grays of the Tonle Sap. Orange, the same color as Amy’s T-shirt. . . 


Chapter 14 


(CuIPUEhs 


With a cry of dismay, Hamilton reached down and pulled Amy’s unmoving 
form out of the water. “Over here!” he bellowed, tossing her across his 
shoulder and making for shore. 

If there was a speed record for running through waist-deep water and 
muddy silt carrying a sixteen-year-old girl on your back, Hamilton Holt 
shattered it. 

“Does anybody know CPR?” Dan asked frantically. 

“Don’t need it!” Hamilton said briskly. In an instant, he had Amy’s limp 
body turned upside down, holding her by the ankles and shaking her. 

“Stop that!” Jake almost screamed. “She’s weak! You’! kill her!” He 
began pounding on Hamilton’s back. The big Tomas kept on shaking, and 
didn’t even flinch. 

All at once, Amy gurgled and coughed up what looked like a quart of 
Tonle Sap sludge. 

Hamilton flipped her over and stood her on her feet. Amy looked over to 
where her brother stood, frozen with dread, and flashed him a brave thumbs- 
up. 

Jake was nearly hysterical. “Amy, what happened?” 

She shrugged. “One minute we were going after the snake, and the next 
thing I knew, Hamilton had me by the ankles. No big deal.” 

“No big deal?!” Jake echoed. “The tremors and hallucinations were bad 
enough, but this time you blacked out completely! You almost drowned!” 

Even the tuk-tuk driver was out of his vehicle and looking on in concern. 
“T take to hospital?” he called. 

“Definitely!” Jake confirmed. 

“Oh, sure!” Amy retorted. “I’m going to go to a Cambodian doctor and 
try to explain about a five-hundred-year-old serum!” Her voice broke, and she 
struggled to regain her composure. She’d nearly died, but that didn’t change 
the fact that she’d die for real if this mission failed. They couldn’t let this 


incident distract them. They simply didn’t have the time. “And even if we 
make him understand, he can’t do anything about it because there’s no 
antidote — at least, not till we find that snake!” 

Jake was not convinced. “All the antidote in the world won’t help you if 
you’re already dead.” 

“That’s why we have to get back out there,” Dan said, battling to remain 
all business. “The snake solves everything — the antidote, Amy’s health, and 
J. Rutherford Pierce.” 

They waved the driver back to his tuk-tuk. 

This time there was no complaining as the group fanned out across the 
Tonle Sap and began to dip their nets. The only difference was that now there 
were three water buffalo wading and watching. The sun continued its climb in 
the sky, and the temperature rose to the usual afternoon high of “unbearable.” 

They’d been out there for hours when Dan was startled to hear the tuk- 
tuk’s sputtering engine cough to life. He looked over just in time to see 
someone handing a wad of US dollars to the driver. A second later, the vehicle 
made a tight U-turn on the dirt road, and was off and gone. 

That was when Dan recognized the burly blond newcomer. He called a 
warning to the others. “Galt!” 

Ian was horrified. “Our tuk-tuk! How are we going to get back to Siem 
Reap?” 

“That’s the least of our problems, yo!” Jonah chimed in. “Look!” 

They watched as Pierce’s son was joined by his five goons. 

“T’m really disappointed in the Cambodian justice system,” Hamilton 
observed with a shake of his crew cut. “How can you practically blow up Ta 
Keo and be back on the street the very next day?” 

“You talking about them or us?” quipped Jonah. The comment carried 
little of his famous hip-hop attitude. 

“What are they going to do to us?” Atticus asked fearfully. 

He soon had his answer, although he might have preferred to be kept in 
suspense. Their expressions menacing, Galt and his henchmen waded into the 
Tonle Sap after their prey. 

The Cahills had a seven to six advantage in numbers, but their enemies 
were all enhanced by the serum, five of them adults. Amy’s Lucian boost 
instantly took stock of their situation. “Pll fight three of them. The rest of you 
team up and protect each other.” 

“Amy, you’re in no condition for this,” Jake warned. 

“Are you kidding?” she snapped back. “This is the only thing I am in 
condition for!” 

The Rosenbloom brothers hunkered together, so Dan sidled over to 


Jonah and Ian for safety. His primary attention, though, was on Amy. She had 
been more aggressive since the serum, but never had she looked so 
dangerous. Her eyes, little more than slits, locked on Galt with the deadly 
concentration of a cheetah about to pounce. 


Galt didn’t notice any of this. He was harboring very hard feelings over 
yesterday’s events on the river, in Ta Keo, and later at the police station. 
There he had been grilled for eight hours before his father had wired over a 
sizable bribe to buy his freedom. He was beyond rage. 

“You must think you’re pretty hot stuff,” he sneered, staring straight at 
Amy. “Like, ‘No one can touch us. We’re the Cahills. We’re special.’ Well, let 
me tell you something —” 

That was as far as he got. Amy sprang at him with astonishing 
suddenness, flattening him with an elbow to the face. He went down with a 
splash, disappearing below the surface. She put a knee on the top of his head, 
holding him under. It took all his strength to fight his way back to the surface. 

At that point, the other five attacked, and the battle was on. Two of them 
rushed to Galt’s defense. Amy knocked one back with a kick to the ribs, and 
held the other at bay with a stiff-arm. 

Hamilton traded blows with his serum-enhanced opponent, giving as 
good as he got. But Ian was in trouble. He had learned boxing in his English 
boarding school, and his style was all about rules and fair play. The trained 
henchman landed a vicious kick in the center of Ian’s chest that knocked the 
air out of the teenager’s lungs and left him flat on the muddy lake bottom. 
Jonah threw himself around the man’s neck, and was shrugged off as easily as 
a grasshopper. Dan broke his fishing net over the goon’s head, which didn’t 
even slow him down. 

Ian rose from the water, determined to fight in a more Lucian style. In 
his hands, he grasped one of the large, slow-moving Mekong catfish. 
Clutching the fish like a cricket bat, he took a mighty swing and landed a low 
blow across the man’s kidneys. Their opponent did not go down, but as he 
lurched forward, all three Cahills jumped on his back and held on for dear 
life. 

Clamped on and hanging there, Dan caught a glimpse of his sister in a 
boxing match with Galt and two others. He allowed himself to consider the 
possibility, just for a fleeting second, that they might actually get through this. 


“Sto-o-op!” 

There was something in the desperation, the sheer panic in the voice that 
made everyone freeze, even in the midst of battle. 

There stood Jake, his face streaming with blood and mud. “Don’t fight! 
We can’t! He’ll kill Att!” 

Behind him, the last of the goons was holding something underwater. For 
the purpose of illustration, the man raised his arm so they could all see. The 
“object” in his fist was Atticus’s dreadlocks. The terrified boy choked and 
gasped for air. 

“TIl do it, you know!” the man roared. He forced Atticus under again in 
a brutal demand for their surrender. “You’ve got five seconds to give it up, or 
you’ll never see your freaky little friend alive again!” 

With one hand, Amy grabbed a fistful of Galt’s shirt, heaved him away 
from his defenders, and forced him under. “I don’t see any gills on Junior!” It 
was a spectacular feat of strength, one that could only have come from 
Gideon Cahill’s original creation. 

The goon holding Atticus didn’t flinch. Bubbles began to rise from the 
water in front of him. 

The cry from Jake was barely human. “Amy, please don’t do this!” 

It took Dan’s voice to penetrate the shell of cold purpose that had Amy 
in its grip. “Amy, stop it! I order you to give it up!” 

It was the first time Dan had ever used those exact words — I order you. 
It felt wrong, but there was an instant result. He was the head of the Cahill 
family, issuing a direct command. Amy pulled the sputtering Galt out of the 
water and released him. Hamilton stopped resisting, and held up his hands in 
surrender. One by one, Jonah, Ian, and Dan jumped off their goon. Then and 
only then did Atticus’s captor free the half-drowned boy. Sobbing and 
spitting, Atticus staggered forward, wheezing in gulps of air. His brown skin, 
smeared with mud, had turned an almost bluish color. It was obvious that he 
could not have held out much longer. 

The fight was over, the battle lost. 

As soon as Galt was back on his feet, he threw a punch at Amy, who 
took it square on the chin and didn’t even blink. 

“You’re going to pay for what you did to us!” he growled. To his 
henchmen, he called, “Let’s get out of this cesspool. But watch them. They’re 
tricky.” 

Galt and his men rounded up the Cahills in the waist-deep water and 
began to push them toward the shore. Jonah took a rough shove and 
swallowed an angry yo watch it! There was no point in resisting now. Their 
enemies had proved they had the weapon that was always supreme — not just 


the ability to kill, but also the willingness to do it. 

Then he saw the log floating in the reeds, and realized that he might have 
a weapon, too. He had seen many logs like that the previous day — and none 
of them had been logs. 

The international pop star probed the silty bottom with his foot until he 
found a stone slightly larger than a golf ball. Digging with his toes, he lifted it 
out of the water and transferred it to his right hand. Taking careful aim — he 
was an artist, not a baller — he reared back and let fly. The rock bounced off 
the log with a dull thud, and plopped into the lake. 

The goon shoved him again. “Whoa! What do you think you’re doing?” 

Jonah didn’t answer. With a mixture of satisfaction and dread, he noted 
that the “log” was no longer floating there. 

A shriek was torn from Galt’s throat as the twelve-foot crocodile rose in 
front of him in a violent shower. 

Instantly, they were transformed from captors and captives to thirteen 
people running for their lives. Amy took advantage of the chaos to smash Galt 
in the chin with the open heel of her hand. The blow sent him sprawling in the 
opposite direction of the shore. He went down in white water churned up by 
snapping jaws. As the Pierce henchmen scrambled to rescue him, the Cahills 
fled for the beach. The seven pounded onto dry land, scooped up their shoes, 
and sprinted for the road. 

“How are we going to get away from here?” Ian wailed. “Our tuk-tuk is 
gone!” 

At that very moment, a black Humvee roared up the road, its driver 
masked by a balaclava. A single motion invited them to jump in. 

“Who are you?” Amy challenged. 

The driver repeated the hand gesture, with increased urgency. This time, 
all seven began to clamber aboard, no questions asked. The Pierce team was 
very close now. Galt’s fist slammed down on the hood of the Humvee. One of 
the henchmen stepped around him and reached for Atticus. Hamilton got a 
hand under the eleven-year-old’s arm just as the driver stomped on the gas. 
The Humvee reversed up the dirt road, its spinning wheels spitting mud and 
stones in all directions. Hamilton dragged Atticus inside and dumped him into 
his brother’s lap. 

At top speed, the military jeep backed into a small clearing and spun 
around. As they roared down the road in the direction of Siem Reap, they 
passed a boxy van that must have been Galt’s transportation. It sat low on its 
axles. All four tires had been slashed. 

“You’re very thorough,” Amy commented, still suspicious. 

The driver pulled off the balaclava and tossed it out into the jungle. Long 


blond hair tumbled about her shoulders. 
“Now do you trust me?” asked Cara Pierce. 


Chapter 15 


GATE 


“Cara!” Ian exclaimed. 

The revelation was nearly as mind-boggling as the other events of the 
day. Amy blinked to assure herself this wasn’t another of her serum-induced 
hallucinations. 

“Whoa!” breathed Jonah. “This is messed up, yo!” 

“But thanks,” put in Jake. “You probably saved all our lives.” 

“Especially mine,” added Atticus in a small voice. “I think your 
brother’s figured out that I’m the weakest link.” 

Dan had been right, Amy reflected. Ian, too. At some point, all the others 
had been willing to entertain the idea that not all of Cara’s loyalties lay with 
her father and brother. Amy had been the lone holdout. 

And Ill hold out still, she raged inwardly. Just because Cara isn’t 100 
percent pro-Pierce doesnt put her on our side! 

“Galt’s not the real problem,” Cara informed them. 

“He was a pretty big problem five minutes ago,” said Amy coldly. 
“What I’m trying to say,” Cara persisted, “is that if we stop my dad, 
everything else will fall into place. Galt’s just an insecure kid trying to please 
a father who can’t be pleased. The others are hired muscle. They’ ll go away 
as soon as the paychecks stop coming. And when we complete that antidote, 

the serum won’t be an issue anymore.” 

Amy’s eyes narrowed. “Unless I miss my guess, you’re pretty juiced up 
yourself.” 

“Guilty,” Cara admitted. “But I quit. Pll never touch that stuff again.” 
She glanced sideways at Amy. “And I recommend you do the same. I doubt 
those muscles are from lifting weights.” 

“Funny that the Pierce family is suddenly so interested in my well- 
being,” said Amy bitingly. 

“Because I’ve been having some bad reactions,” Cara went on. “And I 
know my dad is hiding his own symptoms. The antidote will fix all that, 


right?” 

Amy cast a murderous look around the Humvee, commanding 
everyone’s silence. 

“Okay, I get it,” Cara sighed. “No more questions.” 

Dan spoke up. “I’ve got one for you. What does Pierce want the antidote 
for? He wouldn’t take it even if he had it. His whole plan is the 
opposite — using the serum to make him and his people unstoppable.” 

“He thinks he can use it to develop a kind of super-serum,” she 
explained, “with all the benefits, but none of the side effects. Also, he wants 
to keep the antidote away from you. You could use it to turn his supermen 
back into ordinary people, himself included. That’s why we need each other. 
You’ve got the antidote, and I’ve got the inside access. We can do this, but 
only together.” 

“There’s a problem,” Dan confessed. “Well, actually, there are about 
twenty problems, but the biggest is we don’t have the antidote. We’re still 
short one ingredient.” 

“The venom of the Tonle Sap water snake,” Cara concluded. 

The exhilaration of their incredible escape withered as the true result of 
the mission began to sink in. No snake. No antidote. 

For Amy, the failure was stingingly personal. Another precious day had 
been squandered out of the meager handful she had left. And they were no 
closer to either prolonging her life or thwarting Pierce. It was a total lose-lose. 

Tan held up a mud-encrusted Gucci loafer. “Ruined,” he said tragically. 
“The nubuck leather will never be the same again. Who knows what the local 
shops will offer as replacements. Flip-flops, no doubt.” 

He tried to jam a wet foot into one of the loafers, but withdrew it with a 
look of distaste. “There’s something slimy in there.” He held up the shoe and 
peered inside. A sleek dark head emerged, dark eyes encircling telltale pale 
pupils. A white mouth opened impossibly wide, revealing a forked tongue and 
tiny fangs. The head lunged at him suddenly; one of the fangs scratched his 
nose. 

“Ow!” He dropped the shoe, and the hitchhiker darted out. 

It was a small Tonle Sap water snake. 


With the final ingredient swimming circles in a water jug in the back of the 
Humvee, the next order of business was what to do about Cara Pierce. Dan 


and Ian trusted her, and the others were inclined to take their side. Amy was 
the lone holdout. And just as the serum had enhanced her physical 
performance, it had boosted her stubbornness as well. 

In the end, she agreed that Cara would come back to their guesthouse to 
discuss possible cooperation, but only if Amy’s conditions were met: (1) She 
would surrender her phone, and the GPS chip would be removed and 
destroyed. (2) She would be blindfolded until they were indoors so she could 
not betray their location. And (3) she would be handcuffed and restrained 
while she was with them. 

“Oh, come on, Amy!” Dan exploded. “No way she’s going to agree to 
that!” 

“I agree to all of it,’ Cara said readily. “Amy’s just being careful. I don’t 
blame her a bit. If I were in her shoes, I’d be the same way.” 

As it turned out, handcuffs were not readily available in the stores of 
Siem Reap. But Amy was able to improvise with a dog leash. She made a 
great show of cinching Cara’s hands behind her back and then fastening her to 
an iron pipe. 

“Come on, Amy, that’s too tight,” Ian complained. “She’s betraying her 
whole family to help us. I know better than anyone how hard that can be. And 
how do we repay her? With medieval torture.” 

“I’m fine,” Cara assured him. “But you might want to do something 
about your nose. It looks a little irritated where the snake got you.” 

Ian ran to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. It was true. The site of 
the scratch was an angry red. And was that swelling? “I’ve been bitten by a 
poisonous snake!” 

“You said it was only slightly poisonous,” Dan reminded him. 

“Oh, that’s a tremendous comfort!” Ian snapped back. “When the venom 
reaches my brain stem, you are slightly disinvited to my funeral.” 

“Tt only nicked you,” Hamilton added. 

“Good thing I’m surrounded by medical experts!” Ian spat sarcastically. 
He ran over to Pony’s laptop for snakebite research. 

Jake’s priorities were definitely elsewhere. “I know I’m not a Cahill, but 
this seems like a no-brainer to me. We have all the ingredients. We should 
make the antidote and give it to Amy before she gets any worse.” 

“Tt doesn’t work that way,” Amy told him, finally taking the time to kick 
off her muddy sneakers and collapse onto one of the rush mats. “We can’t just 
mix it up in a bucket and boil it over an open fire. It has to be done in a lab, 
with a real chemist.” 

“Sammy Mourad,” Cara put in. 

Amy all but pounced on her. “What do you know about Sammy?” 


“I know my father has him at his Delaware facility. I assume you’ve got 
Cahill assets already working on getting him out.” 

A fierce look. “Nice try.” No one had been able to reach Nellie for a few 
days. Amy was beginning to suspect something had gone wrong, but she 
certainly wasn’t going to express that to Cara. 

“Here it is!” Ian exclaimed from the depths of Pony’s laptop. “‘How to 
treat the bite of Enhydris longicauda, the Tonle Sap water snake.’” He read 
avidly. “Harmless? Easy for them to say! It’s not their nose!” 

The door burst open, and Dan and Atticus marched in. Atticus waved a 
glass jar in triumph. “We got bugs!” 

“What for?” Hamilton asked, mystified. 

“Snake food,” Dan explained enthusiastically. “You don’t want him to 
die before we can get his venom.” 

“We’ve got beetles, roaches, and ants,” Atticus added proudly. He 
frowned at the glass jar. “Uh-oh. I think the beetles and roaches ate some of 
the ants.” He and Dan rushed over to the jug that was serving as their snake 
habitat, and began dropping wriggling insects into the water. 

“Look!” breathed Atticus. “He’s hungry!” 

Jake shook his head, half-amused, half-disgusted. “He’s a college student 
at age eleven, his IQ is off the charts, and what makes him happy? Feeding 
cockroaches to a snake.” 

Next in the door was Jonah, his expression grim. “Bad news, yo. The jet 
can’t get here till tomorrow.” 

“Why not?” Amy demanded. “It’s only in Phnom Penh.” 

The pop star hung his head. “Uh-uh. Newfoundland.” 

“What’s it doing there?” Jake demanded. 

“Saving whales. Or seals. You know those Hollywood types. They love 
that Greenpeace stuff.” 

“Yeah, but why are they flying in your plane?” Dan asked, mystified. 

Jonah looked embarrassed. “Now that I’m not touring anymore, I figured 
I could make a few bucks by renting out the G6 when I don’t need it.” 

“But you do need it!” Jake almost wailed. “You’ve never needed it so 
badly in your life!” 

Jonah shrugged miserably. “Tomorrow. Best they can do. They’ |l be in 
Siem Reap by noon.” 

A babble of protest went up in the guesthouse. 

Amy put a stop to it. “We’re Cahills. If we can’t change it, we deal with 
it. It’s only another day.” 

Her red-rimmed eyes met Jake’s. The question hung unspoken in the air 
between them. 


How many days did Amy have left? 


Chapter 16 


CHIRP hy 


Cara Pierce wasn’t sleeping very well, which was not at all surprising. When 
your wrists were bound behind you, and your shoulders were coming out of 
their sockets, and an iron pipe was pressed against the center of your back, it 
made it pretty hard to relax. 

She wasn’t sure she deserved much better. Traitor. She’d turned her back 
on her own flesh and blood, and thrown her chips in with her father’s worst 
enemies. A dictionary definition of treason. 

But it’s the right thing to do, she reminded herself. 

She’d monitored her father’s activities, both as his daughter and as her 
cyber alter ego, April May. J. Rutherford Pierce had gone over to the dark 
side, to use Star Wars parlance. Somewhere along the line, construction had 
become destruction, and ambition had turned poisonous. 

One memory continued to haunt her. The palatial mansion on Pierce 
Landing had been brand-new, so Cara must have been eleven or twelve. Dad 
was at his desk, poring over schematic drawings, the paper crackling as he 
turned the large pages. Designs of new printing presses, he told her, for his 
many newspapers and magazines. 

There was something in his eyes when he said that — like he was lying, 
but it didn’t matter. It was all a big game, his game. 

She never questioned him, not because she had no questions, but because 
she didn’t dare. She saw the way other grown-ups treated her father — with 
respect. With fear. It wasn’t that J. Rutherford Pierce couldn’t lie; it was more 
like when he did it, it didn’t count as lying, because he owned the truth. 

Fast-forward to last year, when Cara saw those “printing presses” 
again — this time in her advanced-placement physics textbook. She was so 
brainwashed that she actually raised her hand and said the words aloud in the 
classroom: “Printing presses.” 

The chorus of laughter from her fellow students still resounded in her 
ears. 


The teacher frowned at her. “Read the caption, Miss Pierce.” 

Ears burning, Cara examined the page. 

Those drawings had never had anything to do with newspapers or 
printing. They were engineering diagrams for the trigger of a nuclear bomb. 

What’s the real treason? Turning your back on your father, or on the 
whole world? 

The others were sleeping, albeit fitfully. Small wonder after the day 
they’d put in. The rush mats kicked up a lot of noise as they tossed and 
turned. Ian was snoring, probably due to the swelling of his snake-bit nose. 
He was adorable with that schnoz. She hoped not too much of the snake’s 
venom had been wasted. There were plans for it. Big plans. 

The most restless of the sleepers was Amy. From the moment she’d 
closed her eyes, she had been tossing and whimpering through what must 
have been a series of hideous nightmares. Cara had a pretty good idea of what 
that was like. She’d been experiencing it, too, although not as intensely as 
what Amy appeared to be suffering. She was thrashing, hyperventilating, 
shivering. At one point, she sat bolt upright, bathed in sweat, and spoke words 
that made no sense. 

In spite of everything, Cara could not help but pity her. Clearly, her 
serum dose had been much more powerful than anything Cara had taken, even 
when she’d been swapping protein shakes with Galt. 

She leaned as close to Amy as she could, and tried to sound reassuring. 
“You’re okay. It’s only a dream.” 

Amy quieted down and went back to sleep. 

It was a little disconcerting, but Cara reassured herself that Amy had 
never actually awoken. With an ease that would have astonished the Cahills, 
she squeezed her wrists into an impossible shape and slipped out of the leash. 
She got to her feet, stretched once, and surveyed the sleepers. The coast was 
clear. 

She tiptoed through the mats and picked up the jug that held the Tonle 
Sap water snake. Like a phantom, she was out of the room and gone without a 
sound. 


Jake had always been an early riser. Growing up the son of a renowned 
archaeologist, he had spent much of his childhood up at first light to rush off 
with his father to some new discovery or dig. So it was not surprising that he 


was the first one awake the next day. 

Every morning was the same lately. Jake would enjoy three or four 
seconds of blissful ignorance, and then he would remember: Amy was dying. 
It was like getting the same devastating news again on a regular basis. Next 
came the calculation. How long since she’d taken the serum? How much time 
did she have left? It had been five days since she’d downed the contents of 
that fateful bottle. She might have as little as forty-eight hours left. 

But now there was a new wrinkle. They had the final ingredient. The 
antidote was no longer a matter of “if,” but “when.” It was a race against the 
clock, but she would make it. She had to. And then — maybe — they’d be 
able to pick up where they’d left off. 

With a yawn, he looked over in her direction. His heart very nearly 
jumped through his rib cage, clean out of his chest. The problem wasn’t Amy. 
She was still fast asleep on her mat. But beside her, the leash hung loose from 
the black iron pipe. 

Cara Pierce was gone. 

His neck snapped around, his eyes searching for the water-jug snake 
habitat. 

It wasn’t there. 

“Everybody up!” He tried to bellow, but it came out more like a gasp. 
“Wake up! Up!” 

In an instant, they were all up on their feet, bleary-eyed but alert. It was a 
testament to the knife-edge they’d been living on. 

“Cara escaped, and she stole the snake!” 

The effect was like yelling Fire! in a crowded room. There was a mad 
scramble and, in seconds, everyone was dressed and ready to go. But what the 
course of action should be was unclear. 

“We’ll find her!” Dan raged. “We’ll tear the town apart, plank by plank!” 

Ian’s features radiated an intense heat that had nothing to do with the 
Cambodian climate. “I vouched for her! I convinced you all to trust her! A 
Lucian should know better,” he said bitterly. 

“Tt’s my fault,” Amy lamented. “I should have stuck with my first 
instincts.” 

They went on in this way, beating themselves up, and issuing dark 
threats of revenge. They were so wrapped up in their distress that they barely 
noticed when the door opened and in walked Cara Pierce. 

“Morning, you guys. What’s all the excitement?” 

The group watched in mute amazement as she set down a rectangular 
glass aquarium with a carrying handle. Inside swam their Tonle Sap water 
snake, spry and healthy. Cara then returned to her spot, wriggled her hands 


deftly back into the leash, and sat down on the floor, leaning against the iron 
pipe. 

She looked up with an innocent smile. “You didn’t think you could keep 
me locked up, did you?” 

“Where were you?” Amy demanded. 

“At the pet store. We need a decent habitat for the snake if we intend to 
take it halfway around the world. Then I dropped in on my brother to make 
sure he doesn’t put out an all-points bulletin for me.” 

“Did you tell him where we are?” Dan probed. 

Cara showed a flash of exasperation. “Have you been listening to 
anything I’ve said? I don’t want my dad to win! I want you to win! I want us 
to win!” 

Jake was still shaken and angry. “And you think you’re going to earn our 
trust by sneaking out?” 

“No. By coming back.” 

Amy reached behind her and undid the leash. “You’ve made your point. 
So you say you can help us. How?” 

Cara gathered them close. “You’re in a position to start making the 
antidote. But the trick is going to be finding a way to deliver it to my dad and 
all his enhanced people at the same time.” 

Amy nodded. “Keep talking.” 

Cara smiled. “Let me tell you a story about a clambake. . . .” 


Chapter 17 


(Chis 


Sammy poked his head in through the swinging door and spied Nellie 
scrubbing the spotless kitchen. “What are you doing?” 

She didn’t even look up. “I like to leave my workspace in perfect 
condition.” 

Frowning, he tossed a glance over his shoulder at the guard who was 
waiting in the hallway. 

He approached her and whispered a single word in her ear: “Why?” 

“T take pride in my kitchen,” she said through clenched teeth. 

“No one’s going to see it,” he insisted in a low voice. “There’s enough 
nitro to blow up a medium-size aircraft carrier. No one will know how clean it 
was before it was vaporized.” 

“PI know,” she said, and kept on polishing. 

Sammy grew stern. “We need to get to the lab. This is the biggest night 
of our lives. And unless everything goes perfectly, it’ll be the last one, too.” 

She did not meet his eyes. “Don’t you see that, if I don’t keep myself 
occupied, PII wimp out before we can put the plan into action?” 

“You’re not going to wimp out,” Sammy said firmly. “You’re the 
strongest person I know. Now, let’s get to the lab. We have less than half an 
hour before lockdown.” 

It was their nightly routine, well known by their captors. Nellie would 
finish in the kitchen, and then go to help Sammy tidy up the lab at the end of 
the day. Shortly thereafter, guards would take them to their separate cells, 
several levels below, and lock them inside. 

Except that nothing would be routine about tonight. 

As they navigated the corridors, they received friendly greetings from 
several staff members. It was amazing how a few really awesome desserts 
could turn captors and captives into colleagues and companions. Even the 
guard trailed behind them at a respectful distance, his weapon holstered. And 
when they entered the lab, he hung back in the corridor. 


“T just hope everybody makes it out in time,” Nellie whispered to 
Sammy. “Just because they work for someone evil doesn’t make them evil, 
too.” 

“Forget them,” Sammy countered. “I hope we make it out. Because once 
we Start the chain reaction, this operation doesn’t have a pause button.” He 
peered into her eyes, and she remembered how hot she’d found him the first 
time they’d met — back when hot had another meaning besides a thousand 
pounds of nitro waiting to go off. “Nellie, I have to say this now, because I 
might not ever get another chance. It’s been horrible being a prisoner here. 
But I wouldn’t trade a minute of it, because it’s where I got to know you.” 

Nellie planted a tiny kiss on the end of his perfect nose. “To be 
continued,” she promised, wishing this could be more of a romantic moment. 
But there was too much ahead of them, too much that could go wrong. And 
no matter how she sliced and diced the possibilities in her mind, an 
alarmingly high proportion of them left Sammy and Nellie lying dead at the 
bottom of a pile of rubble. “Now, let’s do this.” 

A nitro bomb hidden in the fire extinguisher in the lab would serve as the 
trigger. Once it blew, the explosion would travel through the building via the 
gas lines, setting off the dozens of caches of nitro strategically placed where 
they would do the most damage. In a very short time, there would be no 
serum left, and no building, either. Most important, all notes, drawings, and 
formulas regarding Gideon Cahill’s creation would be incinerated. 

A small charge was attached magnetically to the extinguisher. Sammy set 
the delay for three minutes, and paused. “Together?” he asked Nellie. 

Their thumbs met on the button and they pressed. The readout jumped 
from 3:00 to 2:59 and began counting down. There was no turning back now. 

The two donned breathing masks. Sammy climbed up on an experiment 
table and held a small flask directly under the poison detector on the ceiling. 
He popped the stopper, and a wisp of sarin gas was drawn up into the unit. 
Instantly, alarms howled throughout the building. An automated voice 
boomed out of the PA system. 

“Contamination alert! Evacuate immediately!” 

Sammy jumped down and they burst into the corridor, which was already 
filled with agitated staff members. In a vast lab filled with chemicals, a 
contamination alert was nothing to be ignored. Where was the guard? Had he 
abandoned his post? 

Sammy pointed. There he was, searching the turbulent throng for a 
supervisor and instructions. He looked uncertain, but — bad sign — his gun 
was drawn. At last, he reversed course and came racing toward the lab. 

The prisoners ducked into the men’s room. 


“He has no breathing mask,” Nellie whispered in alarm. 

“The gas has dissipated by now,” Sammy assured her. 

They watched through a crack in the door as the man disappeared into 
the lab. Finding no one, he reemerged, and ran off in another direction. The 
two dropped their own masks and counted off another ten seconds as the 
sirens blared on. 

“Contamination alert! Evacuate immediately!” 

When they ventured into the hall, the crowd of staff members had 
thinned considerably as everyone made for the exits. Sammy and Nellie 
dashed off against the flow of evacuees, toward the complex’s main office 
suites. A few of the scientists tried to warn them they were headed the wrong 
way, but it was out of concern for their safety rather than an attempt to keep 
them prisoner. They were free — at least as free as they could be while 
trapped in the basement of a building that was about to blow sky high. 

The alarm resounded in the stairwell. 

“Contamination alert!” 

Sammy glanced at his watch for a time check. “Two minutes!” he called 
to Nellie. She nodded and kept on moving. They were right on schedule, but it 
was going to be tight. 

At the main basement level, the halls were deserted and the wail of the 
siren swirled around them, echoing off the walls. Nellie broke into a sprint, 
but slowed as Sammy began to fall behind. They had dreamed up this plan 
together, made it a reality together, and set it in motion together. And now 
they would be going out together — or not at all. 

“One minute!” Sammy panted behind her. 

Nellie wheeled around a corner, and their destination beckoned at the 
end of the long corridor — the luxurious suite of offices. She dashed for it, 
with Sammy perhaps ten yards behind. They were going to make it! 

A strong arm reached out and grabbed her around the neck, stopping her 
progress so suddenly that she almost strangled. “Going somewhere, missy?” 
came a smooth, oily voice over the din of the alarm. 

She recognized her attacker immediately. Dr. Jeffrey Callender, the lab’s 
physician and the founder of the Callender Institute, where Fiske Cahill was 
being “treated.” 

“Let her go!” boomed Sammy. 

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Callender replied in a falsely pleasant tone. “It 
wouldn’t take much for me to snap her lovely little neck. I’m a doctor, after 
all.” He looked down at Nellie. “Such a shame that would be. I’ve become 
rather fond of your pastries.” 

“We’ve all got to get out of here!” she shrilled. “Can’t you hear the 


alarm?” 

“Yes, but since you two are running in the opposite direction, I assume 
you know something nobody else does.” 

Sammy blanched. “As I suspected.” Callender was triumphant. “The 
alarm is cover for your pathetic little escape attempt. Or perhaps something 
else? There’s no exit here. .. .” 

“For God’s sake, let us go!” Sammy roared. “The whole building’s set to 
explode in thirty seconds!” 

“You must think I’m really stupid —” the doctor began. 

“You are really stupid!” Nellie howled. Channeling all her strength, she 
pulled her right hand free and sucker-punched him in the face. Enraged, 
Callender reached for her again, and Nellie understood that if she allowed him 
to recapture her, it would mean the end of her life. She might ultimately win 
the fight — but not before the entire complex went up in a fireball. 

With a grunt of anger and purpose, she rammed her shoulder into her 
opponent’s chest. As he staggered back, Nellie brought up her foot in a karate 
kick and landed a direct hit on the long nose. There was a sickening crunch of 
shattering cartilage, accompanied by Callender’s howl of agony. 

Sammy was upon him in an instant. Not trusting his boxing skills, the 
young scientist drove the top of his head into Callender’s chin. The doctor 
dropped where he stood, dazed. 

A little dazed himself, Sammy checked the time. “Ten seconds!” 

They raced down the hall and into Dr. Benoit’s office. As they burst 
through the door, Sammy pulled a small remote control from his pocket. It 
was programmed to set off another nitro bomb — the smallest they had 
created. The charge was hidden beneath the leaves of a potted plant sitting on 
a high shelf against the wall — a foundation wall. 

He pressed the button and they braced themselves for the blast that 
would breach the corner of the foundation, collapse the bricks above it, and 
open up an escape route from the complex. 

Nothing happened. 

Sammy pressed again and again with no result. The remote had failed, 
and there was no time left to tinker with it. The three minutes had ticked 
away. Brilliant as it was, their plan had been undone by its smallest 
component. 

We’re going to die. 

Strangely, facing the end, Nellie’s first thought wasn’t of Sammy or even 
herself. It was of her beloved kiddos, Amy and Dan, and the awful fact that 
she’d never bail them out of trouble again. .. . 

The first explosion rocked the building, followed by a roaring sound as 


the gas lines ignited and the planned disaster spread. They could feel the wall 
of heat building behind them and picture the column of flame that surged 
through the building, destroying everything in its path. 

In a last-ditch effort to save their lives, Nellie picked up the paperweight 
from Benoit’s desk and hurled it at the plant. The heavy glass struck the bottle 
of nitro, smashing it into a million pieces. The unstable chemical compound 
went off, blowing a hole in the wall the size of an SUV. An avalanche of 
rubble rained down — fragments of bricks and concrete, a blizzard of plaster 
dust, earth, and grass. 

Sammy and Nellie climbed the mound of earth and debris, eyes stinging 
from the smoke and soot. Through the dense fog twinkled a single star — 

The outside world! 

Legs pumping like pistons, Sammy and Nellie scrambled up from of the 
steaming office, hit level ground, and began to run. Direction was not 
important; only distance mattered. 

When the fire in the building reached the dozens of caches of nitro 
spread along Kablooey Avenue, a series of mammoth blasts assaulted their 
eardrums and lit up the night around them. It was like a string of firecrackers, 
only each individual bang was a spectacular detonation. A second or two later, 
the wreckage began to pelt down around them — bricks, wood, furniture, 
equipment, and a blizzard of burning embers. 

Still they ran, grateful to be alive, and hoping to stay that way. 

“Look out!” Sammy took hold of Nellie’s shoulders and jerked her 
violently to the left. A heavy centrifuge slammed into the space she’d 
occupied a split second before. 

A burning clamp struck Sammy in the back, nearly knocking him flat on 
his face. Without missing a step, Nellie beat out a small fire on his lab coat. 

When at last she risked a quick glance over her shoulder, an appalling 
sight met her eyes. The Trilon Laboratory complex had vanished as if it had 
never existed. In its place was a charred, slag-and-scrap-filled crater, still 
ablaze. If an asteroid had struck the Delaware countryside right here, it could 
not have done any more damage. 

“T guess those test tubes are” — her breath came in gasps — “pretty darn 
sterilized right about now!” 

“Do you think everybody made it out?” Sammy panted. 

“Everybody but Callender! Come on! When the cops get here, we need 
to be long gone!” 

As they sprinted for the cover of the trees, they passed a large piece of 
steel debris that had been thrown more than three hundred yards from the 
building. Nellie recognized it immediately. It was a piece of her kitchen 


counter — dented, singed, but spotlessly clean. 


Chapter 18 


(CuIPUEhs 


“This is Siem Reap center calling private aircraft P-JW en route from Gander, 
Newfoundland. ... You are not cleared for landing. Repeat: not cleared. 
Please acknowledge.” 

In the tower, the air traffic controller sat at his radar screen watching the 
flashing dot that was the approach of a Gulfstream G6 belonging to 
international superstar Jonah Wizard. The man’s attention was divided 
between the monitor in front of him and the teenager standing directly behind 
him — Galt Pierce. 

“Negative,” crackled the reply from Jonah’s pilot. “My approved flight 
plan is from Gander to Siem Reap.” 

“No!” Galt’s voice crackled with electricity. His father was counting on 
him to keep that plane from landing. This was Galt’s big chance to regain his 
rightful place as Dad’s favorite. “Tell him to go someplace else!” 

Obediently, the controller radioed, “Please divert to Phnom Penh or 
Bangkok. You are not cleared for approach.” 

“I’m nonstop from Newfoundland,” the pilot replied, “running low on 
fuel. Must land to gas up. Over.” 

In answer, Galt thrust his cell phone to the controller’s ear. 

“Listen, you steaming backwater traffic cop!” roared the angry voice on 
the other end of the line. “This is J. Rutherford Pierce speaking! Do you 
recognize that name, or do I have to tap it out in code with two coconuts?” 

“Sir!” the man exclaimed in a frightened whisper. “I cannot send away 
an aircraft that’s in need of fuel! It’s against every international agreement!” 

“The only nation you need to agree with is the good old US of A! You’ll 
understand that better when I’m president. Now send that plane away!” 

Trembling now, the controller spoke into his microphone. “You are not 
cleared, P-JW. Please divert as directed.” 

“No can do, Siem Reap Tower,” the pilot returned. “I’m coming in. 
Requesting runway assignment.” 


“No runway assignment!” bellowed Pierce over the phone. 

“Dad, I got this!” cried Galt, determined to make the most of this 
opportunity to step up in his father’s eyes. He turned to the controller. “No 
runway assignment!” 

“T am sorry, P-JW,” the man began, haunted. “I regret to inform you that 
the Siem Reap Airport will not accommodate you —” 

Then it happened. The lights went out in the control tower. All 
computers and radar screens went dark. The intercoms fell silent. 

“What’s going on?” Galt demanded. 

“We have lost power!” the controller exclaimed in alarm. “This has 
never happened before!” 

“Fix it!” shouted Pierce through the phone. 

The man ran to an electrical panel and began flipping switches, but to no 
avail. “I don’t understand. The runway lights are illuminated. The terminal is 
fine. Power is everywhere — except here in the tower!” 

“Well, I understand!” came a roar from the phone. “You’ve been hacked, 
you clown!” 

Galt felt cold panic. None of this was his fault, but if the mission failed, 
he’d get blamed anyway. “Call April May!” Galt sputtered. “She can undo 
this!” 

Outside, Jonah’s jet skimmed low over the horizon and set down on 
Runway Two. 

“The plane!” croaked Galt. “Do something! Impound it!” 

The controller shrugged helplessly. “I have no such authority.” 

“The Cahills!” Even through the handset, Pierce’s rage was palpable. 
“Get out there, Galt! Stop them — even if you have to tackle the pilot and sit 
on him!” 

“Got it, Dad!” Galt raced for the exit and nearly knocked himself 
unconscious. The swinging door would not budge. Dazed, he turned to the 
controller. “Why won’t it open?” 

“My access panel is not operating. We must be in lockdown mode.” 

“Why?” 

“T think perhaps your father is correct,” the man informed him solemnly. 
“We have been hacked.” 


Under cover of the jungle just beyond the runway, Cara leaned over her 


keyboard, her fingers flying. “You guys better move it,” she told the Cahills. 
“T can’t keep the tower dark forever.” 

They watched the jet taxi toward them and stop in close proximity, as if 
it had been summoned like a pet dog. The door opened and the copilot 
appeared. 

The Cahill group ventured out of the trees. 

“Is everybody okay, boss?” the man asked Jonah. 

“Tt’s all good,” Jonah replied, “so long as we bounce before the tower 
powers back on.” 

“We need to take on fuel if we’re going to make it all the way to the 
States,” the copilot informed him seriously. 

“No can do,” Jonah replied. “Siem Reap’s too hot, yo, and I’m not 
talking about the weather!” 

Cara looked up from pounding her laptop. “I’ve booked you a fuel stop 
in Bangkok, Thailand.” 

“Can we make it that far?” Dan asked anxiously, hanging on to the 
handle of the portable aquarium with its precious cargo. 

“On fumes,” the man acknowledged. 

“Hey, if it isn’t off the chain, the Wiz wants no part of it. Welcome 
aboard, homeys!” 

They filed up the small staircase — Amy, Dan, Jake, Atticus, Hamilton, 
Jonah, and Ian. Cara stayed behind. It was important for her to rejoin Galt and 
the family. Her new job would be to serve as the Cahills’ agent on Pierce 
Landing. 

Ian lingered on the bottom step, reluctant to part from her. “I’m sorry we 
doubted you. I of all people should have understood that having a bad parent 
doesn’t necessarily make you bad, too.” 

“I would have doubted me, too,” she said. “It’s not easy to get past last 
names like ours.” 

Ian marveled at the comment. Kabra and Pierce, two surnames as loaded 
as hand grenades. This Ekat girl was cleverer than the inventor of the polo- 
saddle iPhone dock. “You really came through for us, Cara. If I don’t see you 
again — that is, if I don’t survive whatever’s coming — I want you to know 
that —” His ordinarily nimble mind let him down, and he announced, 
“Should I ever be subjected to torture, it will be you I think of as I attempt to 
hold out.” 

“How romantic,” she told him with an odd grin. 

“My point, in actuality —” he blurted. Now he sounded like Atticus 
Rosenbloom. All he needed was the dreadlocks. This shouldn’t be so hard for 
a Lucian — “is, well — you’re the greatest.” 


“Second greatest,” she amended. “Pony was the greatest. I’m just a 
worthy adversary.” 

“Yes, but what I actually meant was —” 

Hamilton reached down from the plane, grabbed Ian by the collar, and 
hauled him bodily aboard. “Let’s go, lover boy. You’re holding up the works.” 

The door closed, and the plane turned around. Ian was at the window to 
catch a last glimpse of Cara as the jet started back to the runway. She was 
waving at all of them, but he was positive that her farewell was aimed 
especially at him. 

Jonah bounced his passport off the back of Ian’s head. “Seat belt, bro!” 

And by the time he could buckle up and look out again, Cara had 
retreated into the jungle. Right then, Ian knew with absolute certainty that he 
would never again meet anyone who understood him so completely — who 
grasped what it meant to be a Kabra or a Pierce. 

At that instant, the tower lit up like a Christmas tree, online once more. 

Three police SUVs drove over the countryside and bumped onto the 
tarmac of the landing strip. Sirens wailing, they accelerated fast, closing the 
gap with the Gulfstream. But they couldn’t outrun the power and thrust of jet 
engines. The G6 burst forward and lifted off into the sky, folding its landing 
gear beneath it. 

In the distance, the lotus spires of Angkor Wat silently watched them go. 


Chapter 19 


GATE 


PIERCE PROMISES “BIG NEWS” AT CLAMBAKE 


A spokesman for J. Rutherford Pierce has promised a key announcement 
at the media tycoon’s “All-American Clambake” this Sunday, in two 
days’ time. It is widely speculated that this “big news” will be the 
announcement that Pierce intends to run for president on the Patriotist 
ticket, a party created by the billionaire himself. 

Pierce, who emerged from obscurity to control the world’s largest 
media empire, has taken the political scene by storm. He will enter the 
presidential race as an instant heavyweight and odds-on favorite to win. 
The clambake will take place on Pierce Landing, the family’s private 
island off the coast of Maine. The guest list has not been published, but 
sources say it will include celebrities, former presidents, sports heroes, 
royalty, Nobel laureates, and at least half of Forbes’s list of the 
wealthiest individuals. Media outlets from thirty-seven different 
countries will be carrying the event live, and the TV audience is 
projected to dwarf even the Super Bowl’s. 

Whatever J. Rutherford Pierce wants to tell us on Sunday, he will 
have the collective ear of the entire world... . 


Nellie crumpled up the newspaper clipping and tossed it into the nearest 
wastebasket. “What an idiot. Who thinks the most all-American thing is 
clams? Ask the folks in Iowa how many clams they run into in the course of a 
day.” 

Sammy was nervous. “This is serious, Nellie. We just blew up this guy’s 
serum factory, and he knows exactly who we are. If he gets to be president, 
we’re going to have to form an expedition to colonize Mars.” 

The two had traded one lab for another. Now they were in an 


underground facility below the campus of Harvard University in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. It was the lab of Dr. Sylvia Seung, Sammy’s mentor and a 
cousin of the famous Oh family that had once dominated the Ekaterina 
branch. Although they were no longer prisoners, Sammy and Nellie rarely 
appeared aboveground in case Pierce’s forces were looking for them. 

Dr. Seung was surveying a vast mosaic of notes, diagrams, and chemical 
formulas that covered an entire wall of the lab. “Sammy, is this for real? Who 
on earth could imagine the chemical properties of the whiskers of an extinct 
leopard or a crystal formed by a prehistoric meteor strike?” 

“It’s a long story, Professor,” Sammy admitted. “A very old recipe from 
Olivia Cahill herself. She cobbled it together from the ancient wisdom of the 
greatest lost civilizations the world has ever known — from Tikal, to Troy, to 
Angkor. I don’t understand exactly how it’s going to work yet, but all the 
ingredients will be coming here. It’s up to me to put them together and 
synthesize more.” 

The sound of voices in the hall brought Nellie to her feet, quivering with 
excitement. “They’re here! My kiddos are here, safe and sound!” 

And then Dan burst in the door and threw himself at her. “Nellie!” 

She embraced him, then stepped back, surveying him from head to toe. 
“You’re a foot taller! It’s been less than a month. What are you eating, 
Miracle-Gro?” 

“Nothing compares with your cooking!” Dan replied, hugging her 
tightly. 

“You would have loved my last creation,” Nellie told him with 
satisfaction. “Nitroglycerin milk shake, extra, extra, extra large. Pierce’s lab is 
still raining down in fine dust.” 

Dan shook his head with admiration. “Nobody messes with you.” 

Nellie’s attention shifted to Jonah. “Last time I saw your famous mug, 
you were trending on YouTube for saving a lunkhead from crocodiles.” She 
turned to Hamilton, giving his massive biceps an affectionate squeeze. “The 
lunkhead, I presume.” 

Hamilton smiled sheepishly. “Good to see you, Nellie. Kabra says hi, 

“Tan? Where is he?” 

“He’s in quarantine at the airport,” Dan supplied, “surrounded by people 
in hazmat suits. They think he might have a tropical disease.” 

“Does he?” Nellie asked in concern. 

“Nah,” Dan explained. “Our snake bit him on the nose, but we couldn’t 
say that without admitting we were smuggling a protected animal out of 
Cambodia and into the United States. They’ll cut him loose when the swelling 


too. 


comes down and the rash goes away.” 

Nellie laughed. “It’s good for a Lucian to take one for the team.” Her 
gaze fell on the last to arrive, Atticus, Jake, and finally Amy. 

Nellie had been the Cahill kids’ au pair, their protector, and then their 
legal guardian. She was the closest thing to a parent they’d had since losing 
their mother and father. So it was with the eyes of love that she looked at 
Amy and saw the toll the serum had taken on her. 

On the surface, Amy was the picture of health — athletic and strong, 
brimming with energy and glowing with an inner light. But on closer 
inspection, her robust exterior seemed to hide many troubling details. She was 
more muscular, but thinner, with hollow cheeks and deep-set eyes. Her gait 
and posture were graceful and confident, like that of a star athlete. Yet her 
smaller movements were shaky, and her hand seemed to have the tremor of a 
ninety-year-old. 

Nellie Gomez was 100 percent tough and ready for anything. She had a 
tenacity that could be applied equally to perfecting a puff pastry or destroying 
a billion-dollar lab. But the sight of Amy made her break down and cry. 

“Tt’s all good,” Jonah soothed, placing a hand on Nellie’s shoulder. 
“We’ve got the ingredients for the antidote.” He nodded in Sammy’s 
direction. “What up, genius? Ready to do your thing?” 

“TIl try,” Sammy promised nervously. 

He sounded far less certain than they would have hoped for with Amy’s 
life — and the fate of the planet — hanging in the balance. 


Amy deftly applied pressure with her thumb to the head of the Tonle Sap 
water snake. The small fangs came down, piercing the thick latex that covered 
the beaker. The Cahills watched as clear droplets of venom pearled on the 
fangs and splashed into the container. 

Jonah was bug-eyed. “That’s it? The Wiz was almost croc chow for 
that?” 

Amy massaged the venom glands to make sure there was no more liquid 
to be had. “I hope it’s enough,” she said anxiously. 

Sammy measured carefully. “We only need a tiny batch. Then we can 
analyze the molecular composition and synthesize a large quantity.” 

Next the Anatolian leopard whiskers were ground to powder and 
suspended in solution. The riven crystal was melted to a liquid state. One by 


one, the ingredients were meticulously prepared and measured. 

While Sammy worked his magic in the lab, Dr. Seung, who was also an 
MD, gave Amy a thorough physical exam. The results were all over the place. 
She registered astounding strength and record-setting reflexes. However, 
Amy’s heart was racing to keep pace with a metabolic rate that medical 
science had never seen. She scored off the charts on vision and hearing tests, 
but her blood pressure was so high that the cuff blew right off her arm. An 
EEG revealed brainwaves on a par with the greatest minds in history, yet her 
tremors were consistent with a patient in the advanced stages of Parkinson’s 
disease. There was no speed on the treadmill that she could not maintain 
comfortably. Although she showed no symptoms of fever, her body 
temperature was approaching 105. 

Eventually, all the doctor-speak became too much for Dan. “Cut the 
mumbo-jumbo, doc. Give it to us straight. One minute she’s too sick; the next 
she’s too well.” 

“She’s both,” Dr. Seung explained. “In order to perform at this 
extraordinary level, her body is literally burning itself out.” 

Jake’s voice was barely a whisper. “How long?” 

“If I had to guess — and I do,” Dr. Seung replied, “I’d say two days, 
maybe less.” 

Now Dan’s own heart was pounding, no serum required. It’s happening! 
It’s really happening! Amy’s dying! 

Amy nodded stoically. “It adds up. The estimate was always about a 
week, and I took the serum five days ago.” 

“Adds up!” Jake’s stress bubbled over. “Amy, how can you talk so 
clinically about your life! If the snake hadn’t climbed into Ian’s shoe, we’d 
still be in Cambodia, looking! We could easily have missed our one chance to 
save you!” 

“But we didn,” Amy reminded him. 

“Yeah, by sheer random chance!” 

Amy and Dan shared a flash of the almost telepathic connection that had 
grown between them since the loss of their parents. Brilliant as he was, Jake 
was not a Cahill, and he couldn’t possibly understand the lesson they’d 
learned in the search for the 39 Clues. There was no point worrying about 
what might have happened. As long as you were still alive, still in the hunt, 
that was a good day. There was antidote to be made and a presidential 
wannabe to be foiled. That was all that mattered. 

Amy and Dan lived in the moment, because hard experience had taught 
them that there was no other time. 


Chapter 20 
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Ian was finally released by US immigration close to midnight. By the time he 
made it to the lab, the place was deserted. It took twenty minutes of pounding 
against a heavy steel door to wake an exhausted Sammy, who had fallen 
asleep at his worktable. 

“Where is everyone?” Ian asked in irritation. 

“Dr. Seung got them apartments in a residence for visiting professors,” 
Sammy replied. “It’s the middle of the night, Ian.” 

Tan nodded. “How lovely to know that they were comfortable while I 
was poked and prodded and drained of half my blood so the Center for 
Disease Control could test for the Ebola virus.” 

The big news was that the antidote had been created, analyzed, and 
synthesized. It was ready for testing. 

Ian forgot his grievances and sprinted out of the building to rally the 
Cahill troops. 

Soon the entire group was back in the lab, gathered around a single 
hypodermic syringe filled with an opaque milky liquid. They looked at it with 
reverence. 

Atticus was the first to put the emotion into words. “I know it’s just a 
dose of gray slime and all, but think where it comes from — and who! The 
wisdom of lost civilizations, collected by Leonardo da Vinci himself!” 

“And his lab assistant, Olivia Cahill,” put in Dan. “It was her notebook 
that made this even possible.” 

“This is like a life-saving gift handed down through the centuries from 
the mother of our family,” Amy added in a hushed tone. 

“Tt’s all that,” Jonah agreed. 

“T prepared it as a shot because that’s the fastest way to deliver it to the 
bloodstream,” Sammy explained. “But it could also be taken by mouth or 
even converted to an aerosol spray.” 

“Faster is definitely better,” Nellie decided. She turned to Amy. “Kiddo, 


roll up your sleeve.” 

Amy’s reply was a single word. “No.” 

Instantly, she had everyone’s attention. “Quit fooling around,” Dan 
growled at her. “You need the antidote.” 

“And PII take it,” she promised, “but not yet.” 

“When?” Jake blurted. “Tomorrow? The day after? You don’t know if 
you have that much time!” 

Amy squeezed her eyes shut to force away the pinwheels of color that 
were swirling all around her. Her hallucinations were becoming more frequent 
and intense, as were the tremors, but at least now there was light at the end of 
the tunnel. Their long, meandering journey through the capitals of antiquity 
had a scheduled ending — Sunday, at the All-American Clambake on Pierce 
Landing. The antidote would save her life, but it would also take away her 
biggest advantage going into that final battle. How could she place her own 
well-being above the future of the world? 

“Once Pierce announces he’s running for president,” Amy tried to 
explain, “he’ll have Secret Service protection and platoons of journalists 
following him everywhere he goes. We won’t be able to get near him. That 
makes the clambake our last chance to derail his freight train. To pull this off, 
I need to be the way I am now — stronger, faster, and smarter.” 

Nellie lifted several inches off the floor. “You might not be stronger, 
faster, and smarter then! You might not even be alive!” 

“Its a risk,” Amy admitted. “But the plain truth is there’s no other way. 
Pierce is enhanced; so are Galt and the family’s whole army of minions and 
goons. We need that boost on our side, too.” 

“Why?” Dan shot back in anguish. “We kept up with those idiots before 
you took the serum.” 

“Well, for starters, we need a way to get the antidote to Pierce Landing. 
Right now I can learn how to fly a plane in a matter of hours.” 

Nellie jumped in. “I’m a pilot. I can fly the plane!” 

“But on the serum, I’ll be more than a pilot,” Amy argued. “TIl be a one- 
person command center.” 

“Maybe you won’t need to,” Nellie argued bitterly. “Maybe the plan will 
go perfectly and you’ll end up tossing your life away for nothing!” 

“Maybe,” Amy conceded. “But that doesn’t change anything.” 

“Forget it.” Jake played his trump card. “You put Dan in charge, and 
there’s no way he’s going to go for it.” He looked to Dan for confirmation. 


The answer was a long time coming. Dan thought hard, his expression torn. 
“Tm with Amy,” he said finally. “This thing is too important. It’s like Luke 
Skywalker trying to destroy the Death Star. We’ve got one shot, and if we 
blow it, the whole galaxy pays the price.” 

The argument ceased. The group had learned through hard experience 
that some missions took absolutely priority. There were things that had to be 
gotten exactly right, or nothing else would matter. 

Dan swallowed hard. At least 40 percent of him had been cheering for 
the others to shout him down. He could not see the future, but one thing 
seemed absolutely crystal clear: If Amy died because of this decision, he 
would never be able to live with himself. 

The sheer weight of it threatened to crush him into the floor, almost as if 
the force of gravity had been tripled through some fiat of nature. All he 
wanted was to be free of the Cahills, yet here he was — not merely involved, 
but calling the shots, with nothing less than Amy’s life on the line. Decisions 
had to be made, and he was the one who had to make them. For that alone, he 
felt a blinding hatred toward J. Rutherford Pierce he’d never believed himself 
capable of. 

He realized that he would never get away from all this Cahill 
craziness — not alone anyway. The only way out would be with Amy at his 
side. If she survived the next twenty-four hours — if they both did — they 
would quit the family together. 

“Can I ask a practical question?” Sammy broke the solemn silence. “If 
Amy’s not going to test the antidote, who is? I mean, someone has to. All this 
is for nothing if the antidote doesn’t work.” 

Hamilton had a suggestion. “We could always test it out on one of 
Pierce’s souped-up goons.” 

Amy shook her head. “No good. Pierce’s people know us too well. The 
last thing we want is to tip them off that we’ve completed the antidote.” 

“What about Cara?” Jonah suggested. “Nobody would ever suspect her.” 

Tan shook his head. “She’s already on Pierce Landing. By the time we 
could get her some antidote to test, it would be too late to change our plans.” 

Atticus spoke up bravely. “I volunteer to take the serum. Then you could 
try the antidote on me.” 

“Don’t even think about it!” snapped Jake, drawing his little brother 


close. 

Dan regarded his best friend in genuine affection and respect. “You rock, 
buddy. But we’d never allow you to do something like that. And nobody else, 
either.” 

Nellie had an idea. “Well, there is one person. .. .” 


Chapter 21 
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As the taxi from LaGuardia Airport drove Nellie through the streets of New 
York, she passed her favorite French bakery and knew a moment of yearning 
and regret. It was still far from sunrise, and people were already queued up at 
Au Delice, home of the flakiest, most exquisite croissants outside of France. It 
took all her willpower to keep from jumping out of the cab and getting in line. 
Alas, this was the Cahill world. The delights of life were all around 
you — right under your nose sometimes. But no, you had to take care of 
business, because business was usually life and death. 

Her destination was not too far away, on Manhattan’s Upper East 
Side — the Callender Institute. She noted that the flag was at half mast, no 
doubt to mark the passing of their founder, Dr. Jeffrey Callender. Nellie was 
surprised at the wave of regret that came over her. If anybody deserved his 
fate, it was Callender — a staunch Pierce ally who was using Fiske Cahill as a 
human guinea pig. Yet as much as Nellie had wanted to destroy the Delaware 
lab and everything in it, she and Sammy had worked so hard to protect the 
people — to make sure that the staff got out before the nitroglycerin 
explosions began their march down Kablooey Avenue. They had succeeded in 
every case except one. She still found it in her heart to regret the death of 
Jeffrey Callender. 

On the other hand, it was just as well that the doctor wasn’t there to try 
to prevent her from seeing Fiske. 

The receptionist smiled at Nellie without suspicion. “Welcome back, but 
I’m afraid you’re a little early. Visiting hours don’t begin until noon.” 

Undaunted, Nellie delivered a long rambling speech about having just 
gotten off the plane from Europe, and, oh, how she longed to see her dear 
uncle. She was so emotional, so noisy, and so persistent that the young 
woman let her through “just this once.” 

Nellie took the elevator to Fiske’s floor and started down the corridor, 
steering clear of anyone in a lab coat. Most of the staff were regular medical 


personnel, but a few of the male “nurses” were unusually broad and muscular 
and bore a troubling resemblance to Pierce’s goons. She proceeded cautiously, 
marveling at the luxury of the plush carpet, oak paneling, and recessed 
halogen lighting. It was pretty posh for a medical facility — the institute was 
known to cater to the wealthy. She felt a stab of anger. Not only was poor 
Fiske being experimented on, but he was paying through the nose for the 
privilege. 

And then she was peering in the doorway at him. He was sitting up in 
bed, reading the paper — at least, that seemed to be his plan. In fact, he was 
staring listlessly at the wall while the New York Times drooped in his hands. 
He looked awful — much worse than the last time she’d seen him. True, he 
showed a few traces of the enhancement that could be found in Amy or 
J. Rutherford Pierce. His face had that healthy glow, but his eyes and cheeks 
were hollow. His flesh hung off his bones, as if he were a former star athlete 
who hadn’t exercised in decades. Horribly, he reminded Nellie of the skeleton 
figure on the tarot card Death. With a pang, she noted that the hands that held 
the newspaper were trembling. 

“It’s good to see you, Fiske.” It was half a lie. Yes, it was good to see 
him, but it was terrible to see him like this. 

“Nellie!” He was absurdly happy to welcome her, which showed how 
lonely and miserable he’d been. 

She hugged him, and couldn’t get over the feeling that she was 
embracing a burlap sack filled with Lincoln Logs. “I’m sorry no one’s been 
able to visit. We’ve all been — busy.” 

He gave her a warm smile. “I know what that’s about. Remember, my 
name is Cahill.” The smile wavered. “And yet, since you last came here, I 
seem to have become — old.” 

“No way,” she told him firmly. 

“Pm not a child, Nellie. Sooner or later, everybody comes to the end of 
the road.” His voice cracked a little. “I do confess, however, that my exit 
seems to have arrived rather — unexpectedly. And now, just when I need him 
most, my doctor has succumbed to a tragic accident.” 

Nellie leaned closer. “Listen to me, Fiske. You’re not dying.” 

“That’s very kind of you, dear, but —” 

“T’m not being kind,” she insisted, “I’m telling you the truth. There’s 
nothing wrong with you except that your sweet, sainted doctor was working 
for Pierce. He’s been experimenting on you with Gideon’s serum.” 

“Interesting,” the old man said, wide-eyed. “Is that why I feel like I can 
leap tall buildings, when in reality I can barely walk across this room?” 

She nodded. “We all know what that stuff does to people.” 


“Thank you, Nellie, for letting me know exactly what’s been happening 
to me. It puts my mind at rest, although it can do nothing to change the 
outcome of all this. For what Gideon created there is no cure. Hard cheese for 
me, unfortunately.” 

Nellie took a small case from her pocketbook and removed a carefully 
wrapped syringe. “This is the antidote. It’s untested, but it comes straight 
from Olivia Cahill’s notebook.” 

Fiske was amazed. “How did you get it?” 

“Tt was a family affair. Cahills collected the ingredients from all over the 
world — mostly Amy and Dan. They’re amazing. I’ll give you the whole 
story later. But right now I have to ask you to be a guinea pig again — fora 
good cause this time. Can we test the antidote on you?” 

The old man was already rolling up his sleeve. “Even if it’s deadly 
poison, I’d be no worse off than I already am. Let’s have it!” 

Nellie had to clench her teeth to keep them from chattering as she 
injected the opaque liquid. One person was already dead as a result of her 
actions. If it happened to Fiske... 

“How do you feel?” she asked anxiously. 

“I feel — I feel —” Suddenly, Fiske twisted in agony, a raspy rattle 
issuing from his throat. An instant later, his eyes rolled back in his head and 
he collapsed against his pillows. 

Panicked, Nellie took hold of his shoulders and shook him. 

“Fiske — wake up! Don’t do this to me!” She reached for the call button to 
the nursing station, wondering what on earth she could possibly tell 

them — that he was having an allergic reaction to Anatolian leopard whiskers 
and the slightly poisonous venom of the Tonle Sap water snake? 

A hand reached up and grabbed her arm — a surprisingly strong hand. 

“No need, my dear. I’m going to be just fine.” 


Chapter 22 


(Cushy 


Amy worked the controls with the confidence and ease of a seasoned pilot. 

In the monitoring booth, the supervisor watched her video feed. “No way 
that girl hasn’t flown before,” he said to Jake, who was fidgeting 
uncomfortably in the chair beside him. “She’s an ace!” 

The flight simulator was located on the campus of the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, and the instructor was a former Navy Top Gun. The 
man never would have bothered with a novice pilot, and a civilian at that. But 
Admiral McAllister owed Eisenhower Holt — Hamilton’s father — a favor. 
The Cahills, Jake reflected, seemed to be owed an endless amount of favors 
all around the world. 

Through the glass, the simulator tilted forward and righted itself as Amy 
put her “aircraft” into a dive and then leveled off. The Top Gun whistled with 
admiration. “Outstanding! I know test pilots who couldn’t match your 
girlfriend’s scores!” 

Jake winced. Every word of praise fell on him like a hammer blow. He’d 
been hoping that Amy would wash out at this, so she could take the antidote 
right away and let Nellie do the flying. 

“She’s not my girlfriend,” he mumbled aloud. 

“Yeah, right. I’ve seen the way you two look at each other.” The man 
spoke into the comm microphone. “Doing fine. Now bank to the left and take 
it to five thousand feet. Over.” 

“Roger that.” Amy performed the maneuver flawlessly. 

Jake looked on bleakly. She’d never agree to the shot now. The serum 
was making her too good. 

The instructor regarded him in amazement. “What’s your problem? She’s 
killing it, and you’ve got a face like your dog just died.” 

“T’ve got to get out of here,” Jake moaned. “Is there someplace I could 
get a cup of coffee?” 

“Cafeteria’s down the hall to your left. Pick me up an iced tea, will 


you?” 

Once in the corridor, Jake crumpled against the wall. He used to think 
that nothing could be worse than witnessing Amy’s deterioration with no 
antidote in sight. 

Now the antidote was more than in sight — it was in their hands! And 
still Amy refused it. 

He’d been wrong before. This was worse. 


The supervisor watched Jake out the door, then turned back to his monitor. 
The girl was so focused and in control that he was barely paying attention 
now. But what he saw next made him sit bolt upright. Amy’s eyes rolled back 
in her head. Her body stiffened, her hands still gripping the wheel, her arms 
shaking. 

The Top Gun was not a doctor and could not have explained what was 
happening to her. One thing, however, was obvious to him. If she’d been 
flying a real plane and not a simulator, the result would have been an engine 
stall, a steep nosedive, a fiery explosion, and a search for the black box flight 
recorder to figure out what had gone wrong. 

He hit the ABORT button and raced up the ramp to the simulator. The door 
had opened automatically, providing a view of Amy slumped over the 
controls. He eased her back in the seat and slapped gently at her pale cheeks. 

“Okay, kid. Come back. You’re all right.” 

Amy’s eyelids fluttered open. “What — ?” 

“You tell me. You passed out and then you crashed.” 

She frowned. “Jake — the guy I came with — did he see?” 

The man shook his head. “He went out for coffee.” 

She set her jaw. “He cannot find out. Not a word, okay?” 

“Not my business,” he agreed. “But you shouldn’t fly, or even take 
lessons. Not until a doctor clears you first. You can’t take the risk that what 
happened today will happen when you’re really up there. Understand?” 

She nodded, understanding perfectly. The Top Gun was not a Cahill. 
Which meant he didn’t even know the meaning of the word risk. 


Dan felt his ears pop as the high-speed elevator bore him up to the thirty- 
seventh floor, where Aunt Beatrice lived in a luxury penthouse. 

Figures, he thought in disgust. When she was our guardian, she kept us 
low-rent, dumped off on a series of au pairs. He smiled. He couldn’t regret 
that part, since it had brought Nellie into their lives. 

The marble décor of the hallway reminded Dan of Rome, only newer, 
and with fresh flowers everywhere. The Cahills had plenty of money to go 
around, but Dan found himself resenting that his great-aunt — who did jack 
squat for the family — was sharing so generously in it. 

Another resident gave him a dirty look as they passed in the corridor, the 
man’s nose twitching. Probably doesn t like kids, Dan reflected before 
remembering that the package he was carrying most likely didn’t smell so 
great. He was already half sorry he’d come here, and he hadn’t even knocked 
on the door yet. 

And then there she was, ancient Aunt Beatrice, in her mid-eighties now. 
She stepped back to allow him to enter, presenting her wrinkled, rouged cheek 
to be kissed. In some ways, she resembled her younger sister, Dan’s 
grandmother, Grace, but minus the lively intelligence and good humor. 
Grace’s eyes had been twin sparklers on the Fourth of July, her smile utterly 
captivating. Aunt Beatrice’s eyes looked like two stewed prunes, and she 
never smiled at all. 

“You haven’t grown much,” the old lady observed, as if he had stayed 
short on purpose. 

“Nice to see you, too,” Dan replied, peering around the palatial 
apartment in search of the one he had really come to visit. 

At last, he received the greeting he’d been waiting for. A silver Egyptian 
Mau wandered out of the kitchen, tail in the air. “Mrrrp.” 

“Saladin!” Dan was overjoyed to see Grace’s cat — technically, Amy 
and Dan’s cat by inheritance. Saladin trotted over and presented his noble 
head to be scratched. 

Dan began to unwrap his parcel. “I brought you some fresh snapper. 
Quincy Market — the good stuff.” 

At the smell of fish, Saladin rubbed up against Dan’s jeans, nudging him 
in the direction of the kitchen and his food bowl. 

“Your cat has been horrible, by the way,” Aunt Beatrice called from the 


living room. “His infernal purring keeps me up all night, and don’t get me 
started on that awful litter box.” 

“Do you change it every week?” Dan asked. 

“Of course not. That’s why I choose not to keep animals in the 
apartment — so I won’t have to deal with such malodorous things. I simply 
don’t understand why you and your sister can’t take him!” 

Dan had a vision of poor Saladin scrambling for his life with a 
Cambodian crocodile in pursuit. “Grace would have wanted it this way.” 

He was laying out the snapper when he heard another voice. This one 
belonged to the last person he expected to encounter in a Cahill home. 

“The whole trouble with the United Nations is there are too many 
foreigners!” 

Dan’s head snapped up. “Pierce?” he exclaimed in bewilderment. 

Through the kitchen doorway, he could see the TV tuned to 
CNN — Pierce, onstage, haranguing a worshipful crowd. 

“Tt’s his last big speech before the clambake,” Aunt Beatrice enthused. “I 
swear, if I were a younger woman, I’d go to Pierce Landing to show my 
support in person.” 

Didn’t it figure? She was a Piercer. 

“Look at dear Debi Ann,” the old lady went on, brimming with 
admiration. “Always by his side, so loyal. What a perfect first lady she’ ll 
make. She’s a cousin, you know.” 

“T’ve met her kids,” Dan commented. “Human-being-wise, she’s one for 
two.” 

Aunt Beatrice wasn’t even listening. “They have a perfect marriage. I’m 
so glad Rutherford found Debi Ann after that silly infatuation with Hope.” 

“Hope?” Dan choked. The mere mention of Mom’s name clutched right 
at his heart. “You mean Mom? She used to date Pierce?” He shuddered, 
unwilling to let his vision of Pierce tarnish the tiny shards of memory he 
carried of his mother. 

“He was in love with her, poor man. But she only had eyes for that awful 
Arthur Trent.” 

Dan glared at her. “That ‘awful Arthur Trent’ was my father.” 

“Hope was so headstrong — like her mother,” the old lady rambled on. 
“She was too flighty to appreciate a sterling character like Rutherford.” 

All at once, Dan decided he’d had all he could take of his great-aunt’s 
company. “I guess I’d better get going. Nice to see you, Aunt Beatrice. Peace 
out, Saladin.” 

“Tt was wonderful of you to come,” the old lady replied formally, as if 
speaking to a stranger. “You’ve always been a good boy deep down. Such a 


pity that your sister doesn’t share your sense of responsibility.” 

Dan saw red. “Don’t say that!” How dare this woman who had as much 
warmth and humanity as Saladin’s fresh fish dump all over Amy, who was 
taking the troubles of the entire world onto her shoulders? “Amy’s got more 
sense of responsibility than anybody I know! She’s devoted her whole life to 
this family, the same way Grace always did, maybe even more! She didn’t 
come with me because she couldn t! She’s sick —” His voice broke. “Really 
sick.” 

For the first time, his great-aunt seemed genuinely moved. “What’s 
wrong with her?” 

Dan was on the verge of tears. He was holding it together dealing with 
Amvy’s situation. But having to talk about it was almost more than he could 
handle. “It’s — a rare condition —” 

“Bring her to me,” the old woman insisted. “TIl take her to my personal 
physician.” 

“I — I gotta go!” He fled, taking the stairs for all thirty-six flights so his 
elderly aunt couldn’t follow him. 


From the mansion on Pierce Landing, the distant Maine coast was nothing but 
a thin strip of purple capping the endless Atlantic blue. 

Cara slipped out of her parents’ home and stood on the stone patio 
watching the glow of the sun just beneath the horizon. A lighthouse winked. 

“America,” came a voice behind her. “Starting tomorrow, it’s going to be 
ours.” 

Her father came out to join her, placing an arm around her shoulders. 

She laughed. “You’re not invading it; you’re running for president.” 

“Same difference,” he told her. “Everything you do in this life, every 
undertaking, every goal you set yourself is a kind of battle. And you can win 
or lose. Never forget that, Cara. No matter how great your position, losing is 
always a possibility.” 

“You never lose.” 

“Once,” he admitted, his eyes clouding at the memory of Hope Cahill. 
“But that was a long time ago. And I want you to know that the presidency is 
just the beginning. One day, we Pierces will take our place at the head of a 
family of nations never before seen on this planet. I’ve made it our destiny.” 

“One thing at a time. Right, Dad?” 


He beamed at her. “Forever practical. I need someone like 
you — someone who understands that every grand design must be 
implemented one step at a time. I’ve been watching you these past weeks.” 

She tensed for a moment. Watching her? What had he seen? What did he 
know? 

“It’s always been understood that your brother would succeed me, but 
lately I’ve been wondering if he has the stuff. There’s a lot of Mom in him. 
We don’t need more teddy bears; we need moxie! The way he gummed things 
up in Cambodia —” 

“Those Cahills are not to be underestimated,” she offered in defense of 
Galt. Cara knew her brother couldn’t stand her, and the feeling was pretty 
much mutual. But it was hard to grow up in the shadow of a bombastic 
dynamo — and harder still for Galt, who had once been Dad’s fair-haired boy, 
and now seemed to have lost that most-favored status. 

“I know,” Pierce sighed. “I remember their mother. But you — you’re a 
true Pierce. Don’t go waltzing off with some handsome young man, because 
I’ve got a big future in mind for you.” The sun slipped behind the strip of 
mainland, leaving them in dusk. “It may look peaceful now, but just wait till 
tomorrow. Boats, helicopters — the joint’s going to be jumping. Everybody 
who’s anybody will be coming right here. This little island will be the center 
of the universe.” 

She experienced a flicker of regret. He was still her father. And in his 
own way, he loved her. “You really think you can win? The presidency, I 
mean?” 

He flashed her an enigmatic grin. “Big things come in small packages.” 

Something about the way he said it worried her. It was mischievous, but 
also ominous — the tone of a prankster whose prank is something truly 
terrible. 

She tried to conceal her misgivings in order to draw him out. “Our next 
president talks in riddles, Dad?” she chided. 

“Big things come in small packages,” he repeated. “And I’ve got six, 
hidden all around the globe. Don’t worry, you’!l know soon enough. The 
whole world will know soon enough.” 

Her father would not reveal his twisted plan, whatever it was. 

Cara set her jaw. He was right about one thing, though. She was a true 
Pierce. And Pierces didn’t hesitate to do what needed to be done. 


Chapter 23 


(Chueh 


The Zodiac inflatable raft cut through the choppy waves at high speed, 
shaking the four occupants like rag dolls and drenching them with cold water. 

“I’m going to puke,” Dan threatened in the darkness. 

“Such a lovely word,” Ian commented miserably. “Have you considered 
something more civilized, like ‘throw up’ or perhaps ‘give back’?” 

“In my hood, they call it ‘tossing a sidewalk pizza,’” Jonah managed. 

“Your ‘hood’?” Hamilton echoed from his place at the wheel. “You live 
in a row of twenty-million-dollar palaces. Do you even have sidewalks?” 

They had left the coast of Maine just after midnight, navigating via GPS 
in near-total blackness. A wind had come up early on, and the ocean was 
rough and inhospitable. 

“You think we missed it, yo?” Jonah worried. “It’s mad small, right?” 

“According to the GPS, it’s dead ahead,” Hamilton insisted. 

Ian took out his phone, cupping his hands around it to protect it from the 
spray. “Cara, are you there? We can’t find the island.” 

“Tt’s right here where it always is,” her voice crackled in reply. “Oh, 
look, the swelling has gone down on your nose. You’re almost cute again.” 

“Cut it out,” Dan snapped. “This isn’t a pleasure cruise. We’re tossing 
pizzas here. Can’t you turn on a light or something?” 

“No can do,” came the reply. “This place is crawling with security. Give 
me a second to put on my night-vision goggles. . . . Wait, I see you. Make a 
twenty-degree correction to port.” 

It wasn’t easy to navigate blind, but with Cara’s detailed directions, 
Hamilton managed to pilot the small craft to the island’s craggy coast. The 
newcomers splashed ashore, grateful to be on dry land. 

“T’d kiss the ground, but I don’t think I’d have the strength to straighten 
up again,” groaned Dan. 

“Shhh,” Cara cautioned. “My dad brought in every serum-juiced piece of 
hired muscle on the payroll.” 


“Exactly how many goons are we talking about?” Ian asked. “We 
Lucians like to know exactly what we’re up against.” 

“There must be at least a hundred of them.” 

A hush fell as the Cahills absorbed these hideous odds. Not only were 
they behind enemy lines, but they were horribly outnumbered. 

“No way to beat them in a fair fight,” Hamilton observed. “Or even an 
unfair one.” 

“Your father made one strategic error, though,” Ian mused. “He put all 
his eggs in one basket. The sum total of his assets is on Pierce Landing. That 
makes him vulnerable.” 

“If Amy and Jake can deliver the payload, yo,” added Jonah nervously. 

“They’d better,” Dan breathed, “or we’re going to be left hanging like 
prime rib in a shark tank.” 

The five deflated the Zodiac and buried it completely under rocks and 
bushes. With the sun rising on clambake day, there must be no sign that Pierce 
Landing had any uninvited guests. Staying low, the group followed Cara over 
the dark terrain. Keeping them away from any patrols or security cameras, she 
brought them to a remote equipment shed well concealed by trees. In the 
moonlight, they could make out the hulking silhouette of the main house half 
a mile away. 

She produced a key and opened the hut door. “You should be safe here. 
There are four sets of coveralls — the same kind the maintenance staff wears. 
Also hats and sunglasses to hide your faces. Once the crowds start to arrive, 
Pll come back and sneak you into the stage area. That’s where the big 
announcement will be made.” 

They entered the small structure, which was piled high with gardening 
equipment. 

“Not a ton of space for a big guy,” Hamilton noted, settling his broad 
beam on a stack of fertilizer bags. He pulled a folded tarp off a wheelbarrow. 
“Jackpot!” 

A full picnic had been laid out on a clean cloth, complete with 
sandwiches, chips, energy bars, and drinks. 

“T figured you’d need to keep your strength up,” Cara supplied. 

“That’s very thoughtful, Cara,” Ian said wanly. “The only thing missing 
would be the perfect cup of tea to go with it.” 

She reached inside a watering can and pulled out a tall silver thermos. 
“Earl Grey, milk, two lumps.” 

Ian Kabra had found the girl of his dreams. He would not let her get 
away — if he survived the next twelve hours. 


Mr. and Mrs. Floyd Penobscot of Saco, Maine, had never before won 
anything in their lives. That was why they were amazed when the notification 
came from the Jelly of the Month Club that their names had been selected for 
the grand prize in the annual Jam-stakes — a week-long Caribbean cruise, all 
expenses paid. 

One puzzling note — neither husband nor wife could recall having 
entered the annual Jam-stakes. But the couple wasn’t going to argue with a 
free vacation, airfare included. Arm in arm, they boarded the plane, filled 
with anticipation of the adventure to come. 

As soon as Flight 5537 took off from Portland, a notification from the 
airline pinged on Atticus Rosenbloom’s cell phone. “The Penobscots are on 
their way,” he reported. “This is a real thing, right? I mean, we didn’t just 
send those poor people all the way to Florida only to find out there’s no 
cruise.” 

The comment drew a short chuckle from Amy, and that was really saying 
something. She could not have imagined herself capable of any kind of 
laughter in her current state — shivering one moment, sweating the next, 
seeing things that weren’t there, her field of vision a Technicolor lightning 
storm. And always those tremors. 

“Don’t worry,” she soothed Atticus, “the cruise is real even if the contest 
wasn’t. I booked them a first-class cabin, panoramic terrace, dinner at the 
captain’s table. The Penobscots are going in style.” 

Sammy turned the key in the ignition, and the big rented cube van 
coughed back to life. Sammy, Amy, and the Rosenblooms had spent the last 
two hours parked on the shoulder of County Road 5 waiting for word that the 
prizewinners were on their way. The truck crunched onto the pavement and 
drove the last few miles to the Penobscot property outside Saco. There was a 
neat wood-frame house set well back from the road, but the main feature was 
a small airstrip. The sign by the front mailbox read PENOBSCOT AGRICULTURAL 
AVIATION. Underneath that was a single word that explained it all: CROP 
DUSTING. 

Sammy guided the truck up the long drive, past the house, and out to the 
airstrip. A white-painted Quonset hut sat next to the tarmac, sheltering a faded 
single-engine biplane with a fat body and the name Roslyn painted on the 
side. 


“Whoa!” Atticus exclaimed. “Didn’t the Red Baron refuse to fly one of 
these because it was too old?” 

“All it has to do is get high enough off the ground to spray crops, Att,” 
Jake told his brother. “We don’t need a stealth bomber.” 

“Pierce Landing is less than thirty miles from the coast,” Amy added. “A 
crop-dusting business services customers who are farther away than that.” 

Amy kicked away the blocks, and the four of them were able to roll the 
Grumman aircraft out of the hangar. The crop duster itself was extremely 
light; most of its weight came from fuel and the contents of its huge spray 
tanks. These were normally filled with pesticides. For today’s mission, 
however, the Cahills had a different cargo in mind. 

Sammy raised the truck’s rear door to reveal an enormous stainless steel 
container. He unrolled the connected hose and inserted the nozzle into the 
plane’s payload tank. A switch on the container started the pumping action. A 
clattering noise and the sloshing of liquid had them shouting to be heard. 

“Did you know it was going to be this loud?” Jake complained. “I really 
don’t feel like explaining to some nosy neighbor why we’re pumping seven 
hundred gallons of antidote into a crop duster!” 

Amy shrugged. “You know the cover story. We’re helping Sammy, 
who’s flying the plane for the Penobscots while they’re away.” 

“This’Il take at least an hour,” Sammy informed them. “So we’d better 
get used to it.” 

Atticus was worried. “This antidote is different than the one Nellie gave 
Fiske, isn’t it?” 

Sammy shook his head. “The chemical composition is identical. The 
only difference is it'll be coming out as a spray instead of an injection. It has 
to blanket the entire island so that everybody there breathes in enough of the 
particles to get the full effect. It’s the only way we can dose Pierce and all his 
goons at the same time.” 

It sounded so reasonable when Sammy said it, but they understood that 
an awful lot of things would have to go right for this plan to have any chance 
of success: the aerosolized antidote had to work; the wind couldn’t be too 
strong; the inexperienced pilot had to bring the crop duster in low and at 
exactly the right moment; Pierce and his people had to be outdoors where the 
airborne particles would reach them; Dan, Ian, Hamilton, and Jonah had to 
avoid being detected; Cara could not change sides again and betray them to 
her father. And the whole operation depended on Amy, who had been on the 
serum for a week. 

Her life — and the success of the mission — were hanging by the same 
thread. 


Chapter 24 


GRATER 


In the hours that followed sunrise, the population of the tiny island doubled 
seven times over. 

Private jets and helicopters circled the airstrip, awaiting clearance to 
land. Floatplanes set down on the sparkling water all around Pierce Landing. 
Their pilots had to be careful, because the ocean teemed with boats ranging 
from tiny dories and sloops to the luxury yachts of the super-rich. A huge 
ferry rented from the state of Massachusetts carried more than fifteen hundred 
ardent Piercers determined to be there in person to see the first-ever Patriotist 
candidate make his big announcement. 

A village of satellite dishes sprouted like mushrooms on the rolling, 
manicured lawns. The jockeying for the best vantage point to film the day’s 
events was intense. Already, a major network anchor had to be led to the first- 
aid tent with a bloody nose. The BBC jostled with the Germans, and nobody 
wanted to be close to the bloggers, who were considered too opinionated. An 
orbiting communications satellite had been rented exclusively to carry video 
from Pierce Landing. 

Newspaper reporters and TV camerapeople swarmed around the VIP 
tent, where a Who’s Who of celebrities, politicians, business titans, royalty, 
elite athletes, and entertainers grew longer by the hour. 

For a reporter, it was more than just a chance to crown the next political 
superstar, who would almost certainly go on to become the leader of the free 
world. Never before had so many of the planet’s rich, powerful, and famous 
gathered in the same place at the same time. It was a once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity for interviews. 

One reporter’s day’s work had begun before all the others. His news 
outlet was small — an online magazine specializing in arts and crafts. But 
Debi Ann Pierce had been eager to grant him an audience to discuss her 
homemade teddy bears. 

“A teddy bear is so much more than a toy, an inanimate object.” The 


future first lady was in her glory, speaking about her very favorite subject. “It 
gives us companionship and affection. It gives us love.” 

The reporter was recording her on his cell phone when the device was 
ripped from his hand. He looked up to see one of the island’s burly security 
men glaring down at him. “Nobody’s supposed to be in the main house.” 

“T invited him,” Debi Ann spoke up. “It’s not a political interview; he’s 
interested in me and my work.” 

The suited man was polite but adamant. “You must have forgotten, 
ma’am. No reporters in the mansion. That comes from the top.” 

“I’m sure my husband didn’t mean me,” she insisted. 

But her protests fell on deaf ears. The online magazine would have to get 
by with half a teddy bear interview. As the man was escorted out of the house, 
Debi Ann went looking for her husband. 

She found him alone in the study, rehearsing his speech in front of a 
mirror. 

“Rutherford, why did you stop my interview?” 

Pierce’s eyes never left his own reflection. “Rules are rules, Debi Ann.” 

“T thought you said you’re the one who makes the rules. That interview 
made me feel good about myself and my teddy bears.” 

He turned to face her, suppressing a tremor in his arm. “Did it ever occur 
to you that I don’t want the American people to find out that their next first 
lady is a one-woman Build-A-Bear Workshop?” 

“All first ladies have their special projects,” she argued. 

“Sure,” he retorted sarcastically. “Nutrition. Literacy. Not sewing up a 
battalion of lopsided, cross-eyed fuzz balls. If Martha Washington had tried 
something like this, George would have bitten her with his wooden teeth! 
Why couldn’t I have a wife more like —” 

She stared at him. “Like Martha Washington?” The guilty look in his eye 
gave him away. “You’re still thinking about Hope Cahill!” 

He didn’t deny it. Lies came easily to J. Rutherford Pierce, but not today, 
the most important day of his life. 

“Maybe I was thinking,” he said stiffly, his jaw clenched, “of Letitia 
Tyler.” He brushed past her and disappeared down the hall. 

Debi Ann was bewildered. Why Letitia Tyler? 

All at once, she remembered her presidential history. Letitia Christian 
Tyler died in 1842, while her husband, John Tyler, was still in office. 

A frosty cold began in Debi Ann’s extremities and worked its way into 
her core. She might enter the White House on her triumphant husband’s arm, 
but she would leave in a funeral procession. 

Her husband was planning to kill her. 


The four boys could hear activity all around them — muffled conversation, 
motor noises, shouted instructions, distant boat horns, PA announcements. 

It was driving Dan insane. “I can’t handle this,” he murmured. “For all 
we know, Galt and half the goon army have surrounded the shed and are 
about to kick in the door and kill us. But we can’t even peek outside for fear 
of giving ourselves away.” 

The others shared his frustration. “Where’s your girlfriend, Kabra?” 
Hamilton demanded in an irritated whisper. “She said she was coming to get 
us.” 

“She said she was coming, but not when,” Ian defended Cara. “We have 
to assume she’s waiting for the right time to sneak us out of here.” 

“And what if Pierce bugs over a dandelion and sends someone for a 
weed-whacker?” Jonah challenged. 

Ian rolled his eyes. “We can’t see what’s going on out there. Cara can. 
She’s the one in a position to assess the situation. Honestly, discussing 
strategy with non-Lucians can be exhausting.” 

The four were dressed in the blue coveralls and work boots of the island 
maintenance staff. Jonah added a small false mustache to help conceal his 
famous features. All understood that the operation that lay ahead would be 
unthinkably delicate. Anything less than pinpoint timing and execution would 
result in failure. The danger was so intense that they could almost pull chunks 
of it out of the air and grasp it in their hands — danger not just for them but 
for the entire world. If they couldn’t stop Pierce here and now, they’d never 
get another chance. He’d be an official presidential candidate, with Secret 
Service protection and a media swarm that amounted to an electronic eye on 
everything that happened within fifty yards of him. Barring a miracle, he’d 
win the election in a landslide, and then he’d have the entire US military at 
his command. His dream of global domination would be within reach. 

The four exchanged nervous glances. They were Cahills — up to the 
challenge, willing to take the risks. But the sitting around was killing them. 

“T’ve got to start touring again, yo,” Jonah muttered. “Fans chew you up 
and spit you out, but this saving the world gig is brutal.” 

“Tt could be worse,” Dan reminded him in a harsh tone. “My sister is 
about to fly a plane using arms and legs that don’t always work and a brain 
that could check out at any minute.” 


The group was silent as his words sank in. 

There was a light knocking sound outside the shed. A shaft of brilliant 
sunlight assailed them as the door opened a crack. They heard Cara’s low 
voice: “It’s time.” 

The boys emerged to find themselves in a very different place than the 
peaceful island they’d landed on that morning. Crowds surged all around 
them. It was like a vast carnival, only instead of booths and games, there were 
mobile units from TV networks — hundreds of them — a jungle of cables, 
booms, satellite dishes, and cameras. Reporters spoke urgently into 
microphones. 

Cara had chosen the moment well. In all the comings and goings, no one 
paid any attention to the four newcomers. They disappeared immediately into 
a work force that blanketed Pierce Landing — hanging bunting, raising flags, 
and preparing for the balloon drop to follow the big announcement. 

People surged in every direction, but the general movement was toward 
the beach. In freshly dug pits in the sand, wood was stacked for the bonfires, 
and giant cooking vessels awaited the main course. In the kitchen of the 
mansion, more than one hundred thousand clams were being prepared for 
steaming — the largest number in history, according to the Guinness Book of 
World Records. 

The stage was a megalith of stars, stripes, and patriotic color. Hamilton 
nudged Jonah. “Think there’s enough red, white, and blue around here?” 

The speakers’ platform was framed by a magnificent lighting arc, draped 
with flowers, bunting, and the symbol of the Patriotist Party, a screaming 
eagle. 

“Faces down!” Cara hissed suddenly. 

They all studied their boots. Before Dan averted his eyes, he caught sight 
of Galt backslapping his way through a crowd of reporters. “Welcome to our 
island,” he told one. “Glad you could be here to help us make history,” he said 
to another. 

“Like he’s going to be copresident,” Dan muttered when the coast was 
clear. 

“He can’t help it,” Cara reluctantly defended her brother. “I know what 
it’s like to be Dad’s favorite, with the keys to the kingdom dangled in front of 
you. It’s hard to resist that kind of temptation.” 

“You resisted,” Ian noted admiringly. 

“T have a role model,” she told him. “This kid who stood up to his 
mother for the good of humanity. Impressive guy.” 

Ian flushed, a slight smile tugging at him. 

A plan was hatched. Jonah and Ian melted into the staff manning the tech 


center behind the stage. Dan and Hamilton climbed the framework of the 
massive lighting arc, joining a dozen other maintenance workers. 

Dan found a metal strut that he could tighten, and loosen, and tighten 
again, in order to look busy. He gazed out over the throng. There had to be a 
gazillion people here. The seating in front of the stage was strictly for VIPs. 
The rest would have to find spots on the beach or on the grass. No one would 
miss anything. Giant video screens and loudspeakers loomed all over the 
island. 

From his vantage point, he had no trouble locating Pierce’s many serum- 
enhanced goons. They were hard to miss, even in a huge crowd. Besides 
being big and ripped, they seemed to glow with an inner light — a kind of 
presence that could not be overlooked. And Cara was right — there were a lot 
of them. Easily a hundred, probably more. 

Dan’s face darkened as he thought of his sister. She had the glow — and 
also the tremors and blackouts that went with it. 

Amy had the means to save herself. Yet she refused to use it until she’d 
delivered the antidote to Pierce Landing. The question remained: Would she 
have the time to get it here before her looming fate caught up to her? 


Chapter 25 


(Cuil 


The posted start time of the All-American Clambake was three o’clock. 
According to the run-of-show sneaked to them by Cara, J. Rutherford Pierce 
would take center stage to make his candidacy official at three-thirty. The 
Cahills needed him and his goon army dosed with antidote before that could 
happen. 

“Three-fifteen is our zero hour,” Amy decided. “Everyone will be out 
where Jake and I can spray them before Pierce has a chance to open his big 
mouth.” 

“Hold on,” Atticus said, “there’s nothing in the antidote that can stop 
him from running for president. What if he makes the announcement 
anyway?” 

“Then his enhancement will be gone,” Amy replied readily, “and even 
his goons will be ordinary muscle-heads. He can run, but he won’t have any 
chance of winning. He’ll just be the candidate who said he was Superman, but 
turned out to be not even Clark Kent.” 

Working backward from that three-fifteen zero hour, estimating wind 
direction and the top speed of an old crop duster, Sammy and Amy calculated 
the biplane’s departure time from the Penobscot airstrip: two-fifty. 

Roslyn was fueled up and ready, the spray tanks full of aerosolized 
antidote. At two-forty-five, Sammy and Atticus hugged Amy and Jake — the 
mission team — and withdrew to watch the takeoff. 

“We’ll be right here, waiting for you,” Atticus called, his voice 
quavering just a little. 

Jake flashed him a thumbs-up filled with the confidence no one felt. 
Amy and Jake’s final walk to the cockpit was maybe fifty yards but 
seemed much farther. The tremors in Amy’s right leg gave her a pronounced 

limp, but her focus was absolute. 

There was only one remaining distraction, a single detail that needed to 
be taken care of before she could give herself over entirely to the operation. 


She gestured in the direction of the Penobscot home. “Jake — look!” 

And when he turned to see what had caught her attention, she clasped 
her hands together and brought them down hard on the back of his neck. He 
hit the tarmac and lay there, stunned. 

She allowed herself just an instant of regret. Nobody else saw her the 
way Jake did — not as a living, breathing command-and-control center, but as 
a sixteen-year-old girl. And how had she rewarded him? By knocking him 
unconscious. 

Still, it had been the right thing to do. Jake had his whole future ahead of 
him, and it was a brilliant one. He shouldn’t have to pay with his life for his 
devotion to her. 

She ran to the biplane, hopped up to the cockpit, and slammed the door. 
She started the engine, which drowned out the cries of protest coming from 
Sammy and Atticus. As the propeller picked up speed in front of her 
windscreen, she taxied out onto the strip and began to accelerate into her 
takeoff run. 

Suddenly, there was thud against the fuselage of the biplane. The 
passenger door was wrenched open, and there was Jake, scrambling along the 
runway, trying to haul himself into the seat. 

“Let go!” she shouted. Her voice enjoyed a serum boost, too. 

“No!” 

She never would have believed him capable of what he did next. As 
Roslyn’s front wheel left the tarmac, Jake hurled himself in through the hatch, 
landing upside-down in the seat. He righted himself, slamming the door 
behind him just as the crop duster took to the air. 

“What did you hit me for?” he demanded. 

“T was trying to save your stupid life!” she shot back. 

He was enraged. “You want to do this alone, and I’m the one who’s 
stupid?” 

“T have to go! It’s my family — my responsibility! Why would you put 
your life on the line for this?” 

Jake glared at her as they gained altitude. “If you have to ask me that, 
Amy, then you don’t know me very well!” 

She stared at him — this handsome teenager, who was not even officially 
her boyfriend, yet seemed determined to follow her to the ends of the earth. 

“Tf it didn’t say Rosenbloom on your passport,” she told him, “I’d swear 
you were a Cahill.” 

“Keep your eyes on the road,” he advised her. 

The biplane banked east, heading for the Atlantic. Amy blinked, trying 
to disperse the fireworks and sunbursts that filled her field of vision. This was 


no time for hallucinations! She gritted her teeth and concentrated on the 
landmarks she knew were really there — farms sectioned into geometric 
shapes, the curling ribbons of roads, the rocky coast giving way to sparkling 
water. 

The ride was hardly smooth. The engine’s cry filled their ears and the 
craft shook with a vibration Amy could feel deep inside in her vital organs. 
As they bore down on the shoreline, a relentless headwind kicked up, 
buffeting the crop duster’s nose this way and that. Weighed down by seven 
hundred gallons of liquid cargo, it was like flying through molasses, not air. 

Jake’s attention was on his watch. “Can’t this thing go any faster?” he 
complained, shouting to be heard over the motor. “We haven’t even passed 
over the beach yet.” 

“We didn’t allow enough time for wind resistance,” Amy called back 
anxiously. “I hope we’re not too late. If Pierce goes indoors after his speech, 
the antidote might not reach him!” 

Then something happened that made her forget her nervousness at the 
possibility of missing her shot at Pierce. The interior of the crop duster around 
her disappeared and she was completely surrounded by boiling walls of lava. 
There was no heat, but the magma prison was closing in on her... . 

“Amy!!” The voice seemed to be coming from a long way off. 

The next thing she knew, she was back in the cockpit. She was aware of 
the free-fall sensation in her stomach, that roller-coaster feeling. Jake was 
shaking her by the shoulders. “Wake up, Amy! Pull out of it!” 

“Pull out of what?” Her own voice sounded reedy in her ears. 

A glance through the windscreen answered her question. Instead of blue 
sky, the rock-bound coast of Maine was screaming up at her at dizzying 
speed. 

She heaved back on the yoke in a desperate bid to bring the craft out of 
its dive. The biplane resisted, shaking violently as it hurtled toward the 
ground. 

Hanging on to the controls for dear life, Amy reached down deep within 
herself — all the way back through the centuries to Gideon. The yoke began 
to move, slowly at first, and with much protesting and groaning. The shore 
swung away, to be replaced by the sea, and finally, the horizon. 

She heaved a sigh of relief, which ended in a sharp intake of breath when 
she glanced over at Jake. He was ashen. In his trembling hands he held a 
syringe of cloudy liquid. Antidote. 

“What do you think you’re doing with that?” she asked harshly. 

“I got Sammy to make an extra dose. You have to take it, Amy.” 

“And I will,” she promised. “When we’re done.” 


He would not back down. “How do you know that what just happened 
wasn’t your last warning, and the next time, you won’t wake up again?” 

He thrust the syringe at her arm. 

“No!” The serum made her so much stronger than him, and so much 
faster, that the hypodermic was bashed out of his hand even before he 
expected her resistance. It sailed over the seats and landed with a clink 
somewhere in the back of the plane. 

He was almost insane with rage and grief. “What did you do that for? 
You just killed yourself! And there’s no way I can save you!” 

“You think I want to die?” she cried. The truth was that the closer she 
got to the end, the more acutely she felt everything she’d be giving up. It 
wasn’t just a funeral; it was the prom she’d never attend, the brother she’d 
never watch grow up... . 

With resolute effort, she forced away those awful thoughts by 
concentrating on her flying. 

Poor Jake, she reflected. He had no idea that the stakes were now so 
high that the fate of one teenage girl didn’t amount to anything at all. 


Chapter 26 


GATE 


“Stay tuned for coverage of a CNN Live Event. We bring you to the private 
island of Pierce Landing, thirty miles off the coast of Maine, for an event 
billed as the All-American Clambake. . . .” 

Fiske Cahill sat up in an easy chair in his Manhattan apartment. “It’s 
begun, my dear,” he called, the nervous edge clear in his voice. 

Nellie joined him from the kitchen. She picked up the remote and began 
flipping channels. The clambake was on everything but Nickelodeon. 

“Pierce may be a demented megalomaniac,” Fiske commented, “but he 
certainly knows how to throw a party. There must be two thousand people 
there.” 

The island was a natural jewel clad in red, white, and blue in the 
sparkling expanse of the Atlantic. Yet even more striking than the beauty of 
the setting was the air of vitality and power. Something extremely important 
was about to happen on that stage. If Pierce’s aim had been to focus attention 
on his announcement, he had succeeded beyond his wildest expectations. 

Nellie moved closer to the screen, scanning the sky over this magical 
place. 

No sign of the plane. At least, not yet. 


Dan and Hamilton were at the top of the lighting arc, on a narrow access 
catwalk, when the ceremony began. It was more like the Academy Awards 
than a political rally. It would have been pretty cool to have this inside view 
of it, if Dan hadn’t been so nervous about what they were trying to pull off. 
The VIP seats were filled with celebrities. The Cahills had become used 
to Jonah and his red-carpet lifestyle, but never could Dan have imagined so 


many famous faces packed into one place. The singers who performed the 
national anthem had won fourteen Grammys between them. A four-star 
general served as emcee. They all took turns coming onto the stage to declare 
support for the Patriotist Party and J. Rutherford Pierce — war heroes, movie 
stars, dignitaries, athletes, Nobel laureates, and luminaries from every 
imaginable field of human endeavor. 

Hamilton leaned over. “Is that what this whole thing is going to be?” he 
whispered in amazement. “A bunch of big shots lining up to say nice things 
about that creep?” 

Dan nodded tensely. “Too bad we didn’t bring a lie detector.” 

“Wouldn’t help,” Hamilton decided. “They have no idea how evil he is. 
They honestly think he’s going to be the next face on Mount Rushmore.” 

A Medal of Honor winner claimed that only Pierce could restore 
America’s glory after the weak bumbling of the current president. A chess 
master with an IQ of 212 swore that Pierce once beat him in eleven moves. 
The CEO of a multinational corporation got so emotional that he actually 
burst into tears. The message was always the same: The country is in terrible 
shape; the world is falling apart. Only one man can save us: Pierce. Pierce! 
PIERCE!!! 

Dan caught the worried looks from Ian and Jonah at the tech station 
below. Ian was tapping his wrist where a watch would be. Dan shrugged 
helplessly. No sign of the plane. 

Dan spotted the source of Ian’s urgency. In the family box where the 
candidate himself sat with his wife, daughter, and son, bathing in torrents of 
praise, Cara was signaling Ian with three fingers. Could that mean three 
minutes before Pierce’s announcement? Once he completed the 
transformation from Citizen Pierce to Candidate Pierce, he’d be in a cocoon 
of media and Secret Service. They’d never reach him then! 

Come on, Amy! Where are you? 

Dan forced down his dread that something even worse had gone wrong, 
and concentrated on the race against time. Cara was down to two fingers. Two 
minutes to go. 

“What’s going on?” Hamilton hissed. “Are we running out of time?” 

Cara held up one finger. Sixty seconds! 

“... and that’s how J. Rutherford Pierce brought down a twelve-point 
buck with a homemade crossbow. In these days of paper shufflers and talk- 
show phonies, what we need in the Oval Office is a real man!” 

It got an enormous ovation. 

“Thank you, Senator,” the four-star emcee called jovially. “And now 
we’ve come to the highlight of our afternoon — besides a hundred thousand 


pieces of quality seafood, that is.” Waves of laughter. “It’s time to hear from 
the man himself —” 

Cara dropped her last finger. They were out of time. 

“The most successful businessman in the history of American media —” 

Frantic, Dan began to unscrew one of the heavy spotlights. If he dropped 
it on the dais, surely they would have to postpone the proceedings long 
enough to sweep up the broken glass. It wasn’t a great plan, but it was the 
only one that came to mind. 

“The next president of the United States —” 

A blue-coveralled figure vaulted up onto the stage from the rear. With a 
flourish, the newcomer shed his jumpsuit and ripped off his mustache to 
reveal hip-hop’s biggest star, the legendary Jonah Wizard. 

Jonah snatched the microphone from the emcee’s hand and bellowed, 
“Wassup, Pierce Landing? The Wiz is in the house!” 


Chapter 27 
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Fiske was on his feet in front of the TV. “What on earth is Jonah doing? This 
wasn’t part of the plan!” 

“He’s stalling for time!” Nellie shrilled. “Look — the Piercers don’t 
know what to make of him!” 

There was an element of confusion in the cheer that greeted the 
superstar’s arrival. This wasn’t exactly a hip-hop crowd, and Jonah Wizard 
was nowhere on the long list of celebrities who were to attend the clambake. 

The broadcast cut to a close-up of the Pierce family box. The candidate 
himself was under tight control, although his face seemed to be glowing a 
little more than usual, and there was a vein throbbing in his temple. He kept a 
fatherly arm on his son, Galt, who looked like he was about to rush the stage 
and commit murder. 

“Legit, I’ve got some things to tell you about my man, J-dog,” Jonah 
harangued the crowd. “Not too many people understand how respected he is 
in the hip-hop community. You know the expression ‘like a boss’? Well, that 
was invented just for him, yo. And wait till you hear about this —” 

“Uh-oh.” Nellie was worried. “He’s got absolutely nothing to say. He 
loves Pierce about as much of the rest of us.” 

“The Janus have the gift of gab,” Fiske reminded her. “He could go on 
forever — but I don’t think they’re going to let him. Look.” 

A wide shot showed Pierce’s serum-enhanced musclemen converging on 
the stage. 

“And even though my record label is owned by his biggest 
competitor” — Jonah was floundering now — “I still consider J-dog my 
mentor — because — because — Wow, don’t those clams smell great?” 

The first of the goons climbed up on the stage and made for Jonah. 

“This is bad,” moaned Fiske. 

Nellie’s eyes were fixed on a tiny dot that had appeared in the blue sky 
above Pierce Landing. “That better not be a bird,” she whispered. 


The island lay dead ahead, but Amy Cahill was coming apart at the seams. 

She clung to the yoke of the biplane like a drowning sailor hanging on to 
a life preserver, her arms quaking. At least her grip provided some stability. 
More than half of her body was completely beyond her control. 

The fireworks display that distorted her vision had only grown stronger. 
She squinted down at Pierce Landing through a haze of pyrotechnics, willing 
herself to see past the hallucinations. Big rockets roared by, missing her wings 
by inches, and warplanes filled the air, jockeying for position like race cars. 

No! The sky is clear! I’m alone with Jake in the cockpit! 

She looked over at Jake and instead found her grandmother in the other 
seat. 

“Of course you can do it,” Grace told her confidently. “You’re a Cahill. 
You can do anything.” But then, before Amy’s eyes, her grandmother’s serene 
smile twisted downward into a scowl, and she was not Grace any longer, but 
her older sister, Aunt Beatrice. “You’re really in it now, Amy Cahill, and with 
no one to blame but yourself! I told you you’d end up just like your mother!” 

“Amy — are you okay?” It was Jake again, no sign of Grace or Beatrice. 

Even though she knew he’d been there all along, she was bizarrely glad 
to see him, as if he’d just come back after a two-year absence. She had a 
flashback to the first time she’d laid eyes on him, standing with Atticus 
outside the Roman Colosseum. He was gorgeous then, and he was even more 
gorgeous now — dark-fringed brown eyes and perfect chiseled features. 

“I’m sorry about everything, Jake. You’ve been so great to me, and I’ve 
been so awful —” 

“The plane, Amy! Fly the plane!” Jake almost screamed. “The other stuff 
we can talk about later!” 

They approached Pierce Landing from the west. They could see the stage 
and the huge crowd around it. The moment had come to ease up on the 
throttle. That would decrease their altitude, enabling them to cruise low over 
the island and spray the antidote. Her hand was on the stick, ready to cut 
speed. 

“Amy — now!” shouted Jake. 

She could not move. Of all times, of all places, her body had shut down 
right here. She had an oddly detached thought: 

So this is what it feels like to die... . 


“Do it!” Jake urged. 

“T can’t,” she said, strangely calm. 

“Why not?” 

“My arms don’t work anymore. Yov’ll have to take over.” 

“What? Are you crazy?” 

“You helped fly that helicopter in Tikal,” she reminded him. “You can do 
it. I need you, Jake.” 

It might have been just her imagination, but she would have sworn he sat 
up a little straighter as he took the controls from her. 

Amy could feel five hundred years of Cahill history guiding her every 
thought. Death was staring her in the face, yet she was completely focused 
and clear in her instructions. “See that stick on the floor? Pull it toward 
you... that’s right.” 

Frantic with fear, Jake complied. 

The crop duster swooped low over the All-American Clambake. 


Chapter 28 
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The crowd had gone quiet as four of Pierce’s goons climbed onto the stage 
and began to advance menacingly on hip-hop’s biggest star. 

Jonah still had the microphone. “What’s the matter, fellas? Has the Wiz 
used up his ninety seconds?” He began to back away, but his shoe caught on 
an electrical cable, and he went down flat on his back. It was there, staring 
straight up, waiting for his field of vision to fill with enemies, that he spied 
the biplane. An instant later, he noticed it — a fine, cold mist descending in 
clouds on everything and everybody. Nothing had ever felt better. “Yo, 
people, is it just me or is it raining?” 

The effect on the goons was instantaneous. The four dropped to their 
knees, doubled over in pain. All throughout the crowd, members of the 
serum-enhanced Pierce team twisted in discomfort as they breathed in the 
aerosolized formula that was misting down on them. In the family box, Debi 
Ann was the only Pierce still upright. Cara, Galt, and their father were in the 
throes of agony as the antidote attacked the serum in their bodies. 

Throughout the crowd, a wave of confusion was cresting into hysteria. 
People could feel the atomized liquid coming down, could even see the clouds 
of vapor spewing from the wings of the plane. What was being dropped on 
them? Were they being poisoned? Chaos broke out across the lawns and 
beach as fearful spectators tried to run away, but were hemmed in by the 
dense crowd around them. Screams resounded. There was a stampede into the 
ocean as people tried to cleanse themselves of whatever it was that had rained 
down from the sky. And all of it was being televised and broadcast around the 
world by equally shocked and fearful TV reporters. 

In the family box, Pierce picked himself up and gazed out over his 
ruined clambake. The seizure was over, but he could feel the physical reaction 
still churning through his body. He knew with absolute certainty what it was. 
Loss. Weakness. Limitation. His serum-enhanced powers were deserting him. 

Those Cahill brats — Hope’s children — had done it. They had perfected 


the antidote and found a way to deliver it. His eyes turned skyward to the crop 
duster, which was making a second pass. Worse, they had accomplished this 
while the eyes of the entire planet were upon him. 

Well, it wouldn’t work. He still had a small stockpile. He’d find another 
lab and replicate it! This was nothing more than a temporary setback. He was 
J. Rutherford Pierce, media tycoon and front-runner for the presidency! 

He ran out onto the stage, somewhat disturbed that his stride wasn’t quite 
as masterful as it had been a few scant minutes before. Snatching up the 
microphone from where Jonah had dropped it, he called, “Calm down, 
everybody!” Even his voice wasn’t as commanding as before. “Nothing to 
worry about! That is just somebody’s idea of a bad joke! The clambake’s still 
on!” 

It did little to restore order. 

Pierce tried a different tack. “You came here to see our country take the 
first step on the road back to greatness. It all starts with an important 
announcement. Well, I’m ready to make that announcement right now!” 

He looked out over the turbulent crowd. Pandemonium reigned. People 
were running for cover, under trees, under tables and chairs. There were 
fistfights over tablecloths that could be used for protection. A huge migration 
was in progress toward the marina, where the waiting boats bobbed. Choosing 
the next president was no longer high on the list of priorities. 

And in the midst of this debacle, the last person he wanted to deal with 
came up to embrace him. 

“Rutherford — you poor dear!” Debi Ann blubbered to her husband. 
“Tt’s all ruined! What are we going to do with a hundred thousand clams?” 

He was instantly enraged. Even in the middle of a disaster of colossal 
proportions, leave it to his useless, dizzy wife to seize on the only part didn’t 
really matter. “The clams?” he roared. “Pll tell you what we can do with the 
clams! I’m going to shove them, one by one, up your nose into your empty 
head! Shells on!” He pushed her away with such force that she fell to the 
stage. 

Lying flat on her back, she grinned up at him with such diabolical glee 
that it left no doubt she’d provoked him on purpose. Heart sinking, he turned 
to face the news cameras. Every single one showed a red light. His bullying 
of his wife had been broadcast around the world. 

The American people tolerated a lot from their leaders, but never would 
they vote for a man who was low enough to mistreat his wife. Pierce would 
never be president. He’d be lucky to get elected dogcatcher. 

Debi Ann laughed a cruel laugh. “This is for Letitia Tyler!” 

Jonah Wizard reached down and helped her to her feet. 


She smiled at him. “Thank you, Jonah.” 

“No problem, yo.” 

The words had barely left Jonah’s lips when he spied a furious Galt 
bearing down on him like a charging rhino. 


The crop duster lurched as the last of the antidote misted down over Pierce 
Landing and the wind-driven spray mechanism shut itself off. 

In the cockpit, Amy was still slumped in the pilot’s seat, unable to move 
her arms or legs. Jake was crammed into the tiny space between the chairs, 
leaning half around and half over her to reach the controls. But nothing could 
spoil the sense of triumph in the biplane. They had dispersed their payload 
over the clambake. From the sky they had no way of knowing what effect the 
antidote was having. But the turmoil down there was evident, with waves of 
people running in all directions. 

“You did it, Amy!” Jake’s voice was husky with emotion. 

“You did it,” Amy amended. 

“All I did was exactly what you told me. Without you, it never could 
have happened. And I’m not just talking about today. All this impossible stuff 
lands in your lap, and somehow, you get it done. There’s no one like you, 
Amy Cahill... .” 

Suddenly, Jake was overwhelmed by a feeling that he was talking to 
himself. “Amy?” 

He leaned forward and twisted to get a look at her. Her eyes were closed; 
she was deeply unconscious. Faint breath was coming from her nostrils, but 
that was as much life as he could find. 

Oh, no! Amy — no! 

He’d known this moment would be coming, but nothing could have 
prepared Jake for the jolt of fear that tore through him. 

The drive to save her overcame every urgency, even the need to fly the 
plane. He propped Amy’s limp body against the yoke in an attempt to keep 
the crop duster’s altitude steady. Then he scrambled behind the seats in a 
frantic search for the syringe she had knocked out of his hand. 

For a shattering instant, it was nowhere. Then he spied it, wedged 
between the base of the pilot’s chair and a fire extinguisher. He snatched it up, 
jammed the needle into her upper arm, and pressed the plunger, draining the 
contents into the muscle tissue. 


“Wake up, Amy!” 

There was no response. 

“Come on! Stay with me!” He shook her, but she was dead weight. 

He was so wrapped up in the drama that it took a moment for him to 
notice that the cockpit had tilted forward. With strength he didn’t even know 
he had, he heaved Amy into the passenger seat and took her place at the 
controls. As he had seen her do, he pulled back on the yoke in a last-ditch 
attempt to stabilize the plane. 

“Up! Up!” he screamed at the whirling propeller in front of him. 

Icy fear clutched at his belly as he realized that the crop duster was going 
to crash. 
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All Jonah could do was cover his famous face and prepare for the onslaught 
of Galt’s rage. 

A large figure swung down from the catwalk above, riding on a bundle 
of electrical cables. Hamilton Holt took out Galt with a flying double-kick, 
knocking him across the platform and over the apron. Galt landed in the first 
row of seats, dazed. 

Jonah looked on in admiration. “Cuz — that was OG!” 

“Cara!” Ian made his way to the Pierce box, where Cara was holding on 
to the arms of her chair, trying hard not to slide off to the floor. “Are you all 
right?” 

She nodded bravely, but her expression was pained. “I didn’t think it was 
going to be so hard,” she said faintly. “I’ve been off the protein shakes for a 
week.” 

He helped her out of the box to where Dan had joined Hamilton and 
Jonah. 

Pierce took in the spectacle of his strong and brilliant daughter standing 
with the hated Cahills. His mind wasn’t as sharp as it had been before the 
antidote, but this wasn’t difficult to figure out. 

“Traitor!” he roared, and she flinched in spite of the fact that she knew 
she was safe. 

Dan rubbed his stomach, smiling sweetly. “Are those clams ready yet? 
I’m starved.” 

“Cahill punk!” Pierce spat. “You think you’ve won? All you’ve done is 
bust up a beach party!” 

“You can’t touch us now,” Dan retorted. “Not with the whole world 
watching!” 

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Pierce seethed. “You and your cousins are like 
ants — I can stomp you out at my leisure. The kind of mayhem I can unleash 
is beyond anything your puny mind can imagine. And then the American 


people will see how much they need J. Rutherford Pierce!” 

Cara understood even better than the others that her father did not bluff. 
“What does that mean?” 

The line of inquiry never got further than that. The goons who had 
rushed Jonah had recovered, and one of them had a headlock on Hamilton. 
But these were no longer the serum-enhanced henchmen who’d been training 
on “protein shakes.” They were ordinary bodyguards now, and not even that, 
as their systems were shocked and weakened by the antidote. Hamilton 
shrugged the first man away and flattened a second with an open hand to the 
chin. The third reached for Dan, who danced deftly out of range and then 
stomped so hard on the man’s foot that he doubled over in surprise and pain. 
The last made a run at Cara. Ian, who considered American football 
uncivilized, knocked the man’s legs out from under him with a tackle that 
could have starred in an NFL training film. 

“Where’s Pierce?” Dan called, scanning the riot that roiled all around 
them. 

“There!” Hamilton pointed. The would-be president was scurrying away 
from the ruins of the clambake in the direction of the mansion. 

“Follow him!” Cara exclaimed. “Last night he was talking about big 
things in small packages. I’ve got a really bad feeling about what that might 
mean.” 


Without Amy to instruct him, Jake’s pilot skills amounted to zero. The only 
thing he knew, by instinct alone, was to try to keep the biplane’s nose up. If 
they went into a straight dive, they would be killed on impact. But if they 
could come in flat — skim the waves and then belly flop — they might have a 
chance. 

His muscles screamed in pain from the effort of pulling back on the 
yoke. 

He gave the unconscious Amy a play-by-play. “We’re coming in hard, so 
if you’re considering waking up, now would be a great time!” 

Why hadn’t she responded to the antidote? The growing lump in his 
throat told him there was only one reasonable explanation — that he’d given 
her the injection too late, and he was talking to a dead girl. 

The water was no more than twenty feet below him. He had lost track of 
the island and couldn’t break his concentration by looking for it. He hoped the 


mission had been successful, but right now the only mission of any 
consequence was staying alive. 

A sudden downdraft brought them within ten feet. Or less! That 
sound — was it the landing gear splashing in the swells? 

The impact, when it came, was monumental. It felt more like bouncing 
off concrete than a soft landing on water. On the recoil, Jake’s head whacked 
against the instrument panel. His vision began to darken. 

No! he thought, and bit his tongue until it bled just to keep himself 
awake. If he allowed himself to black out, they would both surely drown. 

The biplane jounced across the water as if a giant had skipped it like a 
stone. The propeller stopped spinning and snapped. The wings sheared free of 
the fuselage, the pilot’s-side door tore away, and the ocean came pouring in 
on them. One moment they were hanging precariously still afloat; the next 
they were going down fast. 

The water was ice cold. Jake’s pulse raced, which made holding his 
breath nearly impossible. But he knew he had to get Amy out of the sinking 
crop duster. He grabbed her around the midsection and wrestled the two of 
them free of the cockpit. 

In horrified dismay, Jake felt her limp body slip from his grasp. He dove 
after her, reaching frantically. 

His fingers brushed against something solid. Driftwood? A fish? 

No — human skin! 

He clamped hold of Amy’s wrist and pulled for the surface, kicking with 
an effort that was nothing short of maniacal. They broke through into the 
sunshine, and he drew in great gulps of air. Amy gurgled and coughed up 
water, but did not regain consciousness. 

Turning amid the swells, he scanned the horizon. Hope drained from him 
when he located Pierce Landing. It had to be a mile away, probably more. He 
wasn’t sure he could swim that far himself, much less towing an unconscious 
girl. 

He was treading water, supporting Amy Red Cross-—style, when 
something big bumped him from behind. His mind reeled with images from 
Jaws — could a shark add anything to the disaster that had already befallen 
them? But when he confronted his attacker with nothing more than one fist to 
fight with, he found himself facing the crop duster’s large payload tank. 

It must have broken free when the fuselage came apart, Jake thought in 
wonder. The plane sank, but the empty tank floated to the surface! 

However it had happened, he was grateful. He draped Amy across the 
top of the dull metal. It bobbed a little and stabilized. 

He established a solid handhold, pried off his shoes, and began to kick 


for shore. 


Chapter 30 


uP 


Cara threw open the door of the residence, ushering Ian, Hamilton, Jonah, and 
Dan ahead of her. “Dad!” she exclaimed. “Where are you, Dad?” 

There was no reply. The mansion echoed like a barn. 

“He’s in here somewhere,” said Hamilton. “How hard can it be to find 
him?” 

Jonah looked around. “I knew a record producer with a crib this big. His 
kid’s pet rabbit got loose, and it took three months to track it down.” 

“Let’s split up and search the house,” said Ian. 

“But watch yourselves,” Cara added. “All his plans are coming apart, 
and we already know he’s not afraid to kill!” 

That was when Dan saw it — a strip of light beneath a closed door in the 
hallway that led out to the garden and the pool. “What’s in there?” he asked 
Cara in a low voice. 

“Sauna and Jacuzzi,” she replied. 

Dan marched up and tried the knob. It was locked. 

“Come on, Dad. Let us in,” Cara called. 

No answer. 

“T got this!” Hamilton took a running start and plowed shoulder-first into 
the door. He bounced away as if he’d hit solid rock. 

“Back off, everybody.” Cara pulled a bobby pin out of her long blond 
hair, twisted it straight, and inserted it into the lock. “Be careful. He could be 
armed.” After a few seconds of probing, there was a click and the door swung 
wide. 

Ian tried to move protectively in front of her, but she brushed him aside. 
“T’m going first. He’s my father.” 

Whatever defensive moves or counterattacks they feared, no one 
expected what they encountered inside the sauna room. J. Rutherford Pierce 
sat alone on the edge of the marble hot tub. He seemed not to notice them, so 
focused was he on the tablet computer resting on his knees. 


“What are you doing, Dad?” she asked in a voice that was not unkind 
and even betrayed some regret. 

“Don’t call me that. You’re not my daughter. You think you’ve stopped 
me? I’m already on my way back to what I used to be. I had the first shake a 
minute ago!” 

Cara shook her head almost apologetically. “Ovaltine. The serum’s gone, 
Dad. I spilled it into the Atlantic last night. Yours, the staff’s — every drop.” 

His eyes bulged. “You were going to live in the White House. You would 
have been my most trusted adviser. My heir.” 

Her face, fair like his, radiated sincerity. “I couldn’t let you do it. One 
day you’re going to look back and see what a crazy, twisted plot this 
was — with that awful serum at the heart of it.” 

Pierce’s face twisted into a cruel scowl. “My plan will still come to pass, 
I promise you that. Maybe I won’t win this election, thanks to your meddling. 
But there are other ways to show the American people that they need me!” 

“You’re bluffing!” Dan accused. 

“We’ll know in” — he consulted the tablet in his lap — “seven minutes.” 

A tense quiet descended. What was he talking about? 

Cara had gone ghostly white. “The ‘big things in small packages’?” she 
prompted in a small voice. 

Some of the glow returned to Pierce’s cheeks. “It was originally part of 
my campaign strategy, but it’s even more perfect now that the clambake has 
fallen apart. I’ve got six small nuclear devices hidden in suitcases planted in 
cities around the world. When they go off, half the planet will be at each 
other’s throats. Americans will forget about today and beg me to lead them 
through the perilous times ahead.” 

“Nuclear?” Dan was horrified. “You’re going to kill millions to help 
make you president?” 

“Just thousands,” Pierce amended. “The nukes are small. The body count 
isn’t what’s important; it’s the unrest that’s created when all these foreigners 
start blaming each other.” 

The Cahills exchanged agonized glances. The images whirling around 
their minds were ghastly and appalling. Flashes of detonation; walls of flame 
roaring down crowded streets, incinerating everything in their path. 

Not only was Pierce deranged enough to conceive of such an abominable 
plan, he was absolutely dead set on seeing it through. 

Hamilton snatched a towel from the bar and flung it at Pierce, wrapping 
it around his head. As Cara’s father struggled to free himself, Ian snatched the 
tablet from his hands. 

Pierce just laughed. “You think you can stop me with that? Once the 


detonation sequence begins, only the abort code can stop it. My software 
can’t be hacked. It was designed by April May herself!” 

“I’m April May, Dad!” Cara exploded. “When I wrote that software, I 
had no idea you were going to use it to —” She began to sob. 

He looked at his daughter, eyes widening in shock and disbelief. Then 
his features hardened into a mask of pure hatred. 

Ian held up the tablet for the others to see. The countdown timer read 
5:17. 


The intense cold was beyond anything Jake could have imagined — like 
thousands of bee stings applied simultaneously to the entire surface area of 
his body. It made his muscles cramp and his heart race, accelerating the 
crippling fatigue that took hold in his gut and radiated outward. 

He kicked through the waves, pushing the empty spray tank that carried 
Amy’s unconscious body. His chest was so contracted with tension and effort 
that it hurt to wheeze in the tiniest breath. His legs were on fire, but not the 
kind that offered any warmth. He could no longer feel his hands. 

“Hang in there, Amy,” he panted. “You’re going to make it.” 

She was still unconscious. The encouragement wasn’t for her. It was a 
reminder for himself — why he had to wrestle the sea and the agony of his 
own body. She stood no chance at all if he couldn’t get her to shore. 

Floundering, he tried to estimate his progress. Pierce Landing still 
seemed impossibly distant. He couldn’t tell how far he’d come, since his 
starting point had no marker. The wreckage of the crop duster had long since 
sunk out of sight. 

“T don’t think we’re getting anywhere,” he rasped aloud. 

Amy had no opinion. Waves licked at a dangling strand of her long hair. 

It took a moment for the importance of this to sink in. Her hair hadn’t 
reached the water before. 

The tank sat low in the swells. Tiny bubbles cascaded to the surface. 

It’s letting the ocean in. 

The thought that followed was even more alarming: It’s going to sink! 

He began to swim with renewed vigor, kicking through the pain. He was 
no longer just battling the sea and the distance. He was battling time as well. 
Pretty soon, the tank would lose buoyancy and head for the bottom. He had to 
get Amy to safety before that happened. 


The pain no longer mattered. He felt it, but it was irrelevant. He lost 
sight of the antidote, the clambake, Pierce, the Cahills, Atticus — even 
himself and Amy. The scope of his thinking narrowed to two words: Keep 
moving. 

He could see the hulking form of Pierce’s mansion and, beyond it, the 
lighting arc of the clambake stage. He seemed to be approaching the island’s 
opposite shore. It was closer now, but not close enough — not nearly. The 
seven-hundred-gallon container grew heavier as it filled, listing dangerously 
to one side. 

He watched in horror as the tank tipped over and sank out of sight with a 
gurgle and an eruption of bubbles. Amy bobbed in the ocean a moment and 
then disappeared beneath the surface. It was all Jake could do to gather her 
into his arms and pull her up again. 

There was no question of a Red Cross carry. He was completely out of 
gas. The choice before him was cruel and starkly simple: He might be able to 
make it. But not with Amy. 

It should have been an easy decision: Saving two lives was impossible; 
preserving one was preferable to none. Yet he could not bring himself to let 
go. 

The Rosenblooms were long on brains. Dad, a renowned scientist; 
Atticus, a straight-up genius; Jake, no slouch himself. So why was he unable 
to accept this basic math — that one was greater than zero? 

Maybe it was this: He would never be ready to give up on Amy. It was a 
stupid, pointless, self-destructive way to feel, but it was all he could offer her 
now. 

He floated there, exhausted, his mind losing focus, growing numb. And 
he was so cold. ... 

Blackness replaced what had once been vision. Frigid ocean closed over 
his head. He was sinking, but he was too tired to care. A distant cry reached 
him, but he paid no attention, certain that it was not real. 

Surely you hear things right before you die. .. . 

Suddenly, he was breaching the surface, genuinely shocked to taste 
another breath. How had it happened? Certainly not by his own power — 

Someone was beside him. It was Amy — kicking and paddling, dragging 
him up! And that meant... 

“You’re alive!” he blurted in amazement. 

Incapable of an answer, she lifted one arm out of the water and pointed 
toward Pierce Landing. 

Side by side, the two began to stroke for shore. 


Chapter 31 


GATE 


Cara’s nimble fingers danced over the tablet, her expression becoming 
increasingly tense. The countdown timer had passed four minutes. “It’s no 
use,” she breathed. “There’s no way in without the abort code. I created the 
security myself.” 

Pierce offered a bitter chuckle. “That’s my girl. You may be a filthy 
turncoat, but at least you do quality work.” 

“Come on, Dad,” Cara wheedled. “Give me the password. We’re talking 
about nukes here!” 

“Great leaders have to be willing to make great sacrifices,” her father 
said righteously. 

“Fine,” Dan snapped. “If he won’t tell us, we’ll have to guess it. If I was 
a bloodthirsty, stuck-up, pompous nut job, what would I choose for a 
password?” 

Pierce flamed red. “How dare you —” 

“His name!” Ian interrupted. “Try his name!” 

Cara was already typing: RUTHERFORD. 

Invalid Code. 

She tried other variations: JAMES ...PIERCE...JRPIERCE... 
PIERCEJR... 

Invalid Code. 

PATRIOTIST...PIERCER...PRESIDENT... 

Invalid Code. 

“Not even close.” Pierce seemed to find this highly amusing. “In fact, 
you’re getting colder.” 

“What about the serum?” Dan urged as the timer ticked below three 
minutes. “That’s what made his plan possible!” 

SERUM ...PROTEINSHAKE... 

Invalid Code. 

“Try his company!” Hamilton suggested. 


FOUNDERS ...TRILON... 

Invalid Code. 

There was the sound of running feet in the house, and a distant voice 
called, “Dan!” 

“Amy — in here! The sauna room in the back hall!” 

A moment later, Amy and Jake sloshed in through the door, sopping wet, 
bedraggled, and utterly spent. 

Dan gawked at his sister, alive and — a blaze of relief streaked through 
him — could it be that she wasn’t quite so juiced? “Are you — ?” 

“T took the antidote,” she explained briskly. “But we owe the Penobscots 
one crop duster. Roslyn didn’t make it.” Her eyes fell on Pierce, still perched 
on the edge of the Jacuzzi. “What’s going on here?” 

The group began babbling at the same instant. Amy tuned everyone out 
except her brother. The two were so much on the same wavelength that she 
understood him instantly, half by language and half by personal radar. “It’s 
serious, Amy!” he exclaimed. “Thousands of people are going to die!” 

“So glad you’ll be here to taste defeat alongside your Cahill relatives,” 
Pierce sneered. 

Cara was still typing possible passwords at light speed. 

“Relatives, yo!” Jonah croaked. “Try your family!” 

GAIT... CARA... 

Invalid Code. 

“Two minutes,” Ian quavered, eyes widening. 

DEBIANN... 

Invalid Code. 

Pierce laughed out loud. “As if I’d use your insipid mother for anything 
important. She was never my first choice.” 

Dan stiffened like a bloodhound picking up a scent. “Amy — he was in 
love with Mom!” 

For the first time, Pierce stopped smiling. 

Amy crouched beside Cara. “Try Hope.” 

Invalid Code. 

“Hope Cahill!” Amy urged as Cara pounded the touchscreen. “Or our 
father’s last name — Hope Trent!” 

Invalid Code. 

“One minute!” shrilled Ian. 

“We’re out of time!” Jonah almost wailed. “What else, yo? Think!” 

But Amy could tell from the stricken look on Pierce’s face that they were 
close. “Dan — what was Mom’s middle name?” 

He was practically hysterical. “I don’t remember! Maybe I never knew! 


Try Grace!” 

HOPEGRACE. 

Invalid Code. 

“Thirty seconds!” Ian squeaked. 

They tried family names: HOPEANNE... HOPEMARY ... 
HOPEELIZABETH... 

Invalid Code. 

Dan was losing it. “For God’s sake, Amy, we recovered a lost antidote 
from a five-hundred-year-old book, but we can’t come up with our own 
mother’s middle name?” 

“Ten seconds!” 

Light dawned on Amy. “The book!” She snatched the computer away 
from Cara and typed: HOPEOLIVIA. 

There was no response from the tablet, and for a horrible instant, Amy 
wondered if the screen might have frozen. Then a ping sounded and a 
message appeared: 


DETONATION ABORTED 
SYSTEM RESET 


The countdown clock was halted at 0:02. 
J. Rutherford Pierce, the man who had very nearly been president, laid 
his head in his hands and wept like a heartbroken child. 


Chapter 32 


(CunIPUehe 


In the attic of Bhaile Anois in the Irish village of Meenalappa, Amy and Dan 
stood beside their Great-uncle Fiske. Four months had passed since the 
clambake that had been designed to change the world and had actually 
changed nothing at all. Across the ocean, the United States was in the midst 
of a presidential campaign without J. Rutherford Pierce. The Patriotist Party 
had disbanded. Its one-time candidate had become a joke on late-night talk 
shows and a sandwich at a famous Boston deli. The Pierce: bologna and 
Limburger on a Kaiser roll, hold the mayo and your nose. 

It was amazing how quickly a global titan had morphed into a global 
laughingstock. But to Amy and Dan, there would never be anything funny 
about the media tycoon who had harnessed the power of the serum and had 
very nearly achieved world domination. Cahill sources inside the military had 
recovered the six “small” suitcase nukes from cities around the world. 
According to Sammy, who personally disarmed them, each bomb would have 
leveled a city block, contaminating a wide area with dangerous radiation. 
Every time Amy shut her eyes, she saw the countdown clock on Pierce’s 
tablet: 0:02. It had been that close. 

Amy was completely back to her old self. So was everybody the serum 
had touched. 

For her part, Amy was thrilled to be ordinary again. She did not miss her 
superstrength and acuity — and certainly not the tremors and hallucinations 
that had come with the package. Best of all, zero side effects had been 
exhibited by anybody, including the clambake attendees who had breathed in 
the aerosolized spray. The antidote had lived up to the promise hidden in the 
cryptic poem in Olivia’s book. It had taken Leonardo da Vinci and the 
collective knowledge of seven lost civilizations to invent it. But five centuries 
later, the stuff had come through with flying colors. 


There was no official ceremony for what the Cahills had journeyed to Ireland 
to do. But it felt right to return Olivia’s book to the family’s ancestral home. 

“Should we say something?” Dan asked in a hushed tone. “I mean, 
Olivia figured out a way to stop a madman who wasn’t even born until five 
hundred years after she was already gone. If that doesn’t count as clutch, I 
don’t know what does.” 

“We don’t have to,” Fiske assured him. “You’ve just said it all.” He 
wrapped the ancient book in its cloth and sealed it back in the metal box. 

Amy replaced it inside the false drawer in the wooden filing cabinet. She 
hesitated a moment before closing it. “What if someone needs it again?” 

“They won't,” said Fiske firmly. “There’s no more serum, and the recipe 
went up with the Delaware complex. Nellie and Sammy were remarkably 
thorough in that regard.” 

Dan was uneasy. Thanks to his photographic memory, he could never 
forget the formula for Gideon’s terrible creation. As long as Dan lived, so 
would the possibility that the serum might return. On the other hand, he 
would never forget the components of the antidote, either. That was some 
comfort. 

They left Bhaile Anois and stopped for lunch at a small teahouse in the 
village. Fiske took a delicate sip of his Darjeeling and sat back in his chair. 
“Tt’s a Shame Nellie was unable to accompany us to Ireland.” 

“Sammy is studying for a huge test, and she wants to be around to 
support him,” Amy supplied. “Their relationship is getting pretty serious.” 

Dan made a face. “Really barfalicious is what it’s getting.” 

“Be that as it may,” Fiske said, grinning, “try to act surprised when our 
Nellie turns up wearing an engagement ring one of these days. Still, itis a 
shame she couldn’t be here to share this wondrous place. It looks no different 
than it did in Olivia’s time — unspoiled by modernity and commercialism.” 

He frowned as two workmen unfurled a large, glitzy poster and began 
pasting it to the side of a stone building in Meenalappa’s central square. 

“Until today,” Dan put in with a grin. 

“And look what it’s for.” Amy stifled a giggle. 

The poster was a larger-than-life picture of Jonah Wizard, his 
microphone hand bearing the three huge, jeweled rings that had once knocked 
out a Pierce goon. 
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“Dear Lord,” murmured Fiske. 

Dan provided the explanation. “Yeah, Jonah was burning through his 
money too fast, so he decided to start touring again. Guess who his new 
manager is? Hamilton!” 

“Hamilton Holt?” Fiske asked in disbelief. 

“Don’t sell Hamilton short,” Amy advised. “He’s a pretty smart guy. He 


doubles as Jonah’s bodyguard and financial adviser. They’ve already bought 
into Debi Ann Pierce’s new toy company. Supposedly, those teddy bears she 
makes are flying off the shelves.” 

Fiske nodded. “I hear she donates her share of the profits to charity.” 

“Yeah, she doesn’t need the money,” Dan agreed. “She hired a Cahill 
lawyer for the divorce. The guy must have been a Lucian. He took Pierce to 
the cleaners.” 

Fiske enjoyed another sip of tea and shook his head. “This is why your 
generation is in charge of things now. I certainly can’t keep up with all that. 
Grace chose wisely when she chose you.” 

The sibling radar buzzed yet again, and Amy and Dan shared a speaking 
look. This was the subject they were reluctant to bring up with their great- 
uncle, but both realized that he deserved to know. 

Amy spoke for them. “Uncle Fiske, the truth is — we’re out.” 

The old man’s eyes widened. “Out?” 

“Tt was my idea at first,” Dan admitted. “I couldn’t stand what all the 
Cahill stuff was turning me into, and I decided that when the Pierce thing was 
over, I’d quit. But then Amy” — his voice caught in his throat — “I mean, 
we’ ve been in danger before, but this time it was bad. I really didn’t think 
she’d make it.” 

In that moment, he resembled the eleven-year-old kid he’d been when 
the Clue hunt had first swept them up. Amy took his arm. 

“Anyway,” Dan went on, a little more steadily, “nearly losing Amy 
taught me that I could never leave without her. We quit together or not at all.” 

“Three years ago, we didn’t even know what it meant to be a Cahill,” 
Amy added. “And ever since then, we’ve been on a crazy treadmill with the 
future of humanity resting on our shoulders. We need a break. We’ve earned a 
break.” 

“Understandable,” their great-uncle told them. “What will you do?” 

“We'd like to travel,” Amy replied evenly. 

Fiske was astounded. “Travel? You’ve already circled the globe a dozen 
times!” 

Dan shook his head. “This time we want to see the world without having 
to save it.” 

“Plus, we’re hiding out a little,” Amy admitted. “Pierce wrecked our 
reputation. Everybody thinks we’re jet-setting spoiled brats.” 

Fiske’s eyes twinkled. “And I suppose this has nothing to do with the 
fact that young Jake Rosenbloom has taken a year off his studies.” 

Amy blushed deep purple. “Well, we might try to — meet 
up — occasionally —” 


His smile faded. “Only one thing concerns me. What about the family? 
Who will look after Cahill affairs while you two are off on this ‘break’?” 

Amy and Dan exchanged a knowing glance. 

“We’ve already thought of that,” said Amy Cahill. “We’ve left the family 
in just the right hands.” 


A silver feline head peered off the back of an elegant Victorian chair in the 
old-fashioned parlor. The Cahill home in Attleboro, Massachusetts, was 
known as Grace’s house, but there was no question that the true master of this 
domain was Saladin, the Egyptian Mau. 

The long days spent in Aunt Beatrice’s condo were finally over, and he 
was home where he belonged. His claws gripping the plush fabric, he raised 
himself just a little and set his sights on the tall dark teenager in the center of 
the room. 

A second later, the cat was airborne, sailing past Ian Kabra’s head, 
leaving a scratch that stretched from ear to chin. 

“Ow! Saladin, you mangy refugee from a violin string factory —” 

The Egyptian Mau landed softly on the carpet and tossed a defiant 
“Mrrrp!” over his shoulder as he made his unhurried way across the parlor. 

Cara Pierce rushed in, bearing a cloth and antiseptic. A clash between 
Saladin and Ian was an everyday occurrence at Grace’s house. 

Saladin was never the one who needed first aid. 

“We should get rid of that cat,” Cara breathed, dabbing gently at Ian’s 
cheek. 

“We can’t,” said Ian, trying not to show how much he was enjoying her 
attention. “He comes with the house, and the house is Cahill Headquarters.” 

She sighed. “Then I guess he’s our responsibility — along with the rest 
of the most powerful family in human history.” 

Saladin looked on in smooth indifference. He had lived here with Grace, 
and later with Amy and Dan. He foresaw no problems with these two. 

As long as the fresh snapper kept coming. 


Never Turn Your Back on the Cahill Family 
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Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Revenge is sweet, but humiliation is sweeter. 

And world domination is a definite plus. 

He stood on the knoll overlooking the mansion. It had burned and it had 
been rebuilt — stronger, better. Just like him. 

The children were inside, the ones who thought they knew what they 
were doing. 

The undeserving. 

His plan was in place. He would defeat them, own them. What they’d 
done to the Cahill family was unforgivable. Made the Cahills soft and 
stupid, vulnerable, open, a loose confederation of “family” instead of the 
dense, glittering network of brilliance and strength it should be. Exchanging 
ideas about how to share rather than control and dominate. 

Grace, you would weep if you saw this. You were never soft. You had 
that ruthless streak. Until the end, when your fear overcame your reason. 

You gave it all away. 

It had taken years of planning, but it was together now. 

Rest easy, children. Your world is about to implode. 





First, there was Napoleon Bonaparte. 

He set out to conquer the world and succeeded. Became a general at 
twenty-four. Crowned himself Emperor of France about ten years later. He 
did spectacularly well until that disaster at Waterloo, when the Brits beat the 
pants off him. 

What happens when you surpass your role model? 

Ian Kabra smiled as he climbed onto a step stool and faced the mirror. 
So much handsome stared back. It was almost too much. He smoothed back 
the lock of dark hair that kept falling in his eyes. Imperfection was just 
annoying. 

At seventeen, he was head of the most powerful family in the world. 

Plus, he was taller. 

Take that, Cousin Napoleon! 

Tan didn’t think that genetics was destiny, but it was a definite plus 
having Napoleon in his family tree, as well as Catherine the Great, 
Benjamin Franklin, and Winston Churchill. The greatest strategic minds in 
the history of civilization were all related in the twisting branches and 
tendrils of the Cahill family line. Even today, the real titans — giants of 
industry, technology, finance, art, music, athletics, endurance — were all 
related to him, from Nobel Prize—winning scientists to Edith Laverne Oh- 
Flurrie of Norman, Oklahoma, who patented a new sewing machine bobbin 
at the age of ninety-two and treated herself to a new armchair recliner on 
the proceeds. Which were somewhere in the neighborhood of fifty million 
dollars. 


Edith was an Ekat, the branch of the Cahills that was studded with 
science and technology geniuses. The Tomas were exceptional physical 
specimens. The Janus, the creatives, were the artists and dreamers who set 
the world on fire. Ian’s own branch, the Lucians, were, like Cousin 
Napoleon, brilliant strategists and thinkers. And then there were the 
Madrigals, the under-the-radar branch that had come out of hiding only 
recently. Ian had been born a Lucian (thank goodness — Ian still felt a deep 
loyalty to them), but was a Madrigal as well. The Madrigals were now the 
leaders of the Cahills because they were the only branch the others agreed 
to trust. 

Yes, the Cahills were exceptional, but they needed someone to lead 
them. Enter Ian Kabra. 

From a control panel by his bed he could activate screens that would put 
him in touch with Cahill family leaders all over the world. He could put the 
entire mansion on lockdown, order people to do what he planned and 
strategized, and request his morning tea. 

“You sure you want another quarter inch, bud? Seems kinda short.” The 
tailor stood in the master closet, squinting at Ian’s trouser legs. 

From his position on the step stool, Ian frowned down at the tailor. “Mr. 
Funicello, I gave you precise measurements from my London tailor. And 
you delivered trousers that were an inch and one half too long. There is no 
mistake whatsoever.” He gestured at his suit. “This must be done right. I 
have an important meeting in a week.” 

“So you said already. Three times.” The tailor set out his box of 
materials and, sighing heavily, bent over to fold Ian’s trouser hem. 

What Americans didn’t know about tailoring! Trousers should be a 
precise length. What was hard about that? A graceful curve on the shoe, not 
cascading like a waterfall around your ankles. His cousin Jonah Wizard’s 
trousers? Painful to look upon. 

Living in the United States after London ... well, it had its challenges. 
You had to put up with the horrors of tea bags, for one thing. And he was 
constantly having to explain things. How when he told the driver to put his 


suitcase in the boot, the driver just stared at him. As if trunk made any more 
sense than boot? And when at the cinema (twenty films in one theater! Now 
there’s a concept!) he suggested to his cousin Hamilton Holt that they try 
the lift instead of the crowded escalator, Hamilton had lifted him in his arms 
and carried him up the stairs. Humiliating! As a Tomas, his cousin had an 
impressive physique, but surely even Hamilton’s brain could grasp the 
British term for “elevator.” 

He was homesick for London, for fog, real marmalade, and people who 
understood hand-tailoring and the class system. People who knew how 
important his family was, even though he had disowned them. Only his 
father was left, and Ian was perfectly happy never to see him again. 

Raised by vicious snobs, it was true. But snobs with money and style. 

Ian admired his suit, appreciating the mirrors that gave him a total view 
of his appearance. He’d had to install them when he’d moved into the 
master bedroom. He’d created a secret safe room and taken the opportunity 
to expand the closet. As the former head of the family, his cousin Amy 
Cahill had supervised the renovation of the half-destroyed mansion, but a 
girl who lived in gray T-shirts and blue jeans did not understand the 
importance of walk-in closets. 

A week from now, Ian would lead his first annual Cahill Family 
Summit meeting. Branch leaders from all over the world would attend on 
videoconference, and notable Cahills would stream into Grace Cahill’s 
mansion. Every detail had to be right, from the scones and clotted cream of 
the elaborate English tea to the technical challenges of screens and cables 
and the smooth operation of the Gideon, the Cahill family’s own satellite. 

Not just right, Ian amended, his gaze unfocused as the tailor measured 
his inseam. Lockstep perfect. 

Because lately, just in the past few weeks, things had seemed a bit ... 
wobbly. 

From the very beginning, the squabbling Cahills had been hard to 
manage. He hadn’t given Amy enough credit. She’d been a powerhouse in 
an ill-fitting T-shirt, and everyone had looked up to her. They’d known that 


she and her brother had defeated Cahill enemies and fashioned the family 
into an organized unit. It had been her vision that had rebuilt the mansion, 
had pushed the technology for the satellite, had brought everyone together 
for conferences and retreats, had tightened the digital network. How she’d 
gotten them to agree, and to agree to disagree, he still didn’t know. 

He thought it would be fun to give orders. He didn’t expect people to 
question his decisions! The truth was, he thought he’d be a far superior 
leader to Amy. And he was, in many ways, of course ... but why did the 
family seem to be slipping from his grasp? Branch leaders not checking in, 
prominent Cahills not taking his calls ... the egos he had to deal with ... 

The tailor had finished marking the hem. He laid out a row of pins. 

“Be sure it’s straight.” 

“Sure, bud.” 

“T am not your bud, Mr. Funicello. Are you aware of who pays your 
bill?” 

Cara Pierce burst into the room, breathless. “Tan!” 

Ian grabbed at his trousers. He wasn’t wearing a belt, and he wasn’t 
entirely sure all his seams were sewn. “Cara! Did you ever hear of a quaint 
custom called knocking?” 

“Oh, please, I knew your tailor was here.” 

“Precisely!” 

“Listen, Your Highfalutingness, we’ve got a problem.” 

Cara strode toward him, impossibly beautiful and incredibly annoying. 
As a matter of fact, impossible and incredible basically defined his second- 
in-command. Cara made fun of him constantly, wore a baseball cap in the 
house, ate potato chips from a can, and could probably beat him up. She 
was also most likely smarter than he was. She was definitely, absolutely, 
completely not his type. 

Except ... she was his soul mate. She was his one true pairing. She was 
the sugar in his cup of tea, the butter on his crumpets, the tinsel on his tree. 
His destiny. 

She just didn’t know it yet. 


She raked a hand through her chin-length blond hair and held up her 
smartphone. “I’m having problems logging in to Gideon.” 

“Atmospheric disturbance?” 

“Could be. But why is the Cahill Summit on my calendar for today?” 

He turned back to the mirror. “Don’t fret, it’s next week.” 

“Tf you can tear yourself away from yourself, take a look at your 
phone.” 

“Can’t you see I’m in the middle of something important? OW!” 

“Sorry, bud.” 

“You stuck me!” 

“Tan, look at your phone!” 

He gave in and fished his phone out of his jacket pocket. He frowned. 
“Tt does say today. Must be a software glitch. Isn’t that your area? You’re 
the master hacker.” 

“Tt’s not a glitch; it was moved,” Cara said. “Just a few minutes ago. 
The meeting is now scheduled to take place in five minutes!” 

“Well, maybe on our phones, but not in actuality.” 

“Well, in actuality, I can no longer log on to Gideon to check the 
network. This feels hinky.” 

“Hinky ? What sort of word is that? If you keep using slang, I’m going 
to have to start watching American television, and nobody wants that. I 
can’t make a decision based on emotion. Tell me an observable fact, and 
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Maybe he’d gone too far. Because suddenly Cara’s beautiful clear green 
eyes had turned icy and she was coming at him hard. Feet first. 





The kick missed him by a millimeter and connected with Mr. Funicello’s 
chin. The skinny tailor went flying. His head slammed back against the wall 
and he went limp. 

“Cara! I admit the fellow couldn’t sew a straight seam, but —” 

Cara bent down and picked up a vial that had rolled across the carpet. 
“The pins.” She gestured at the mirror. “I saw him dip them into this 
liquid.” 





“So he wasn’t just clumsy,” Ian said. He put out a hand to steady 
himself. 

“How many times did he stick you?” 

“Just once.” 

“How do you feel?” 

“Uh. Surprised? Irritated? Gobsmacked?” 

“Any numbness?” she asked urgently. “Pain?” 

“T feel absolutely topping, except for the part where you’re making me 
extremely nervous.” 

Cara squinted at the label and then typed it into her phone. “Okay,” she 
said after a few seconds that felt like hours. “It’s not poison.” 


“Excellent news.” Ian tried not to look relieved. It was important to 
keep his cool in front of Cara. He had a feeling she didn’t appreciate his 
manly qualities. 

“Tt’s a mild sedative. The cumulative effect wouldn’t even have 
knocked you out. Just slowed you down. He had a handful of pins, so he 
was planning to scratch you plenty of times.” Cara tossed the bottle into the 
bag and stood, her hands on her hips. “Do me a favor. The next time I tell 
you something’s wrong, try believing it.” 

“You hardly conveyed a sense of great urgency,” Ian said. 

“What do I have to do, kick you?” 

“You almost did!” 

“Sorry I missed,” Cara muttered. 

Ian bent down to rifle through the tailor’s pockets. “No ID. Just in case 
he got caught, he’d want to be untraceable. Mr. Berman did the background 
check. We can get information from him. But why would someone want to 
sedate me?” Ian’s mind clicked over possibilities. “A kidnapping? Not 
again!” 

“Well, that’s straight from the Cahill playbook, but I don’t think so. 
What was that?” 

The sound of tires on the brick-paved courtyard came to them. They 
heard the slam of a car door. Cara hurried to the double-height windows and 
peered outside into the gray winter morning. 

“There are fifteen limousines in our courtyard and a line of cars 
stretching back to the gate,” she said. “Is that enough actuality for you? 
This wasn’t a glitch in our calendars. Somebody rescheduled this meeting! 
They didn’t want to kidnap you —” 

“— they just wanted to slow me down,” Ian said. “The question is who. 
And why.” 

“You could cancel the meeting.” 

Ian shook his head. “Impossible. They’re here! They’d never stand for 
that.” 

“You could be walking into a trap.” 


“Tt’s not a trap if I see what’s coming.” 

They dragged Mr. Funicello — or whoever he really was — into the 
safe room and locked the door. As they hurried down the wide, carpeted 
stairs, Ian and Cara could hear the murmur of voices growing louder. At the 
landing overlooking the grand entrance hall, they bumped into a frazzled 
Mr. Berman running upstairs toward them. 

“Mr. Kabra, Ms. Pierce — why didn’t you tell me the meeting was 
today? There are cars arriving! The Cahill family leaders! Governors! 
Ambassadors! Astronauts! Nobel Prize winners! Olympic athletes! 
Somebody parachuted into the meadow! There’s a Buddhist monk down 
there! And they’ll all need coffee, and tea, and whatever the Russian 
ambassador drinks. I shall have to prepare a lunch! I can’t just make crab 
soufflé out of thin air, you know!” 

“Relax, Mr. Berman,” Cara said. “Just do the best you can.” 

Mr. Berman looked at Ian. “Are you all right, sir? You look ... pale.” 

“Pm fine. But Mr. Funicello is enjoying a short stay in our safe room,’ 
Ian said, trying to tuck his shirt more securely in his pants. 

“Should 1...” 

“He'll be all right. Let’s stay focused. We need to greet our guests.” 

Mr. Berman straightened. “Yes, sir. I won’t fail you.” He turned and 
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hurried down the stairs. 

Good old Berman. Ian surveyed the hall below. It was packed with his 
relatives, close and distant. 

And at least one enemy. 

Cahills could be ruthless when it came to personal agendas. Someone 
had a vested interest in Ian not being on top of his game. 

“Hamilton and Nellie aren’t here,” Cara said. “All our allies must still 
think the meeting is next week!” 

“Tt’s all right.” Ian focused on the faces in the crowd, planning his 
strategy. “Just make sure all the remote feeds are working.” 

“Tm not worried about the feeds. I’m worried about whoever targeted 
you being in the house right now. I’m hitting the emergency signal.” 


Tan shook his head. “Not necessary. I’ve got this.” If he couldn’t handle 
a little sabotage, what kind of a leader was he? 

“It was an attack on home ground. It’s protocol.” 

“Don’t alert anyone. That’s an order.” 

Something cool and distant arose in Cara’s gaze. Ian had seen it before. 
She didn’t like orders, and she didn’t like being reminded that technically, 
he was the boss. He’d put his foot in it again, had blundered when he’d 
meant to be strong. But there was no time to fix it. Ian continued down the 
stairs. 

He looked over the sea of heads and cleared his throat. Gradually, the 
buzz died down. 

“Welcome to the Cahill mansion,” he said. “I am delighted to see all of 
you.” 

A gray streak crashed into his vision. The cat leaped through the air and 
landed on Ian’s shoulder, a move the demented, evil creature enjoyed. Ian 
had always hated Saladin. He’d never imagined that with Amy and Dan’s 
departure he’d end up inheriting the catmonster. 

He swatted Saladin off just as Cara lunged to grab him. Saladin evaded 
Cara’s reaching hands and slid down Ian’s trouser leg, using his claws. 

Ian heard the sound of seams ripping. He grabbed for his waistband, but 
it was too late. 

He stood before the assembled mass of the most important Cahills in the 
world in his boxer shorts. 





Television studio, Glorious Kitchen cable network, New York City 


The smiling host faced the camera while the audience cheered. 

“Welcome back to the finals of the home cooking contest! The winner 
will receive a profile in Glorious Kitchen magazine, plus a chance to be the 
host of his or her own cooking show! The judges have tasted some 
phenomenal food. Now, let’s move on to our last finalist. Welcome, 
NELLIE GOMEZ!” 

Wild cheers erupted. Nellie Gomez felt the waves of love pulsating 
from the audience. These were her people. Food people. She had introduced 
herself a week ago by saying “I love to eat. I love to cook. I once ate a fried 
grasshopper. My parents are totally pissed off I’m not at college right now.” 
From that moment, she’d been their favorite. 

This was her big break. Her own cooking show! She knew she could do 
it. She had saved her best recipe for last: her spicy crab cake soft tacos with 
lime yogurt sauce and mango salsa. Nobody had ever put crab cakes in a 
taco before, and it was genius. Her boyfriend, Sammy Mourad, had flipped 
over them. Her secret ingredient? Toasted pumpkin seeds. 

And charm. Loads and loads of charm. 

Nellie set to work chopping and mixing, keeping up a steady chatter 
that had the audience laughing and clapping. She handed her plate of pure, 
fresh deliciousness to the judges. 

She could tell by their faces that the tacos were a hit. One judge’s eyes 
closed and he almost fell off his chair. 


The judges leaned over to confer. Nellie’s nerves were now at a 
screaming point. 

She felt her cell phone buzz in her apron pocket. Three quick bursts. 
The Cahill emergency alert. She drifted back behind the counter and gave it 
a quick look. Her face flushed. 

“And now for the winner of our Glorious Kitchen Home Cook 
Competition! The judges have reached a verdict!” 

The spotlight ranged over the hopeful faces of the contenders. 

“NELLIE GOMEZ!” 

Pandemonium reigned as the audience stamped and howled. 

The spotlight roamed, hitting the losing contenders, searching, wavering 


Nellie Gomez was gone. 





Paris, France 


The crowds had been gathering since daybreak. International movie star 
Jonah Wizard’s latest blockbuster film, Quick Exit, was having its European 
premiere. Fans crammed the bleachers. Signs waved: JONAH WIZARD EST 
FORMIDABLE! JE T’AIME JONAH! 

Photographers clicked and jockeyed for position as the costars arrived, 
one after the other. 

“T could use a burger,” Jonah said. He gazed out at the crowd from the 
backseat of an SUV parked across the street. 

“Get Mr. Wizard a burger,” a thin, tense woman said to a tall, muscular 
guy in jeans and an I BRAKE FOR STOP SIGNS T-shirt. 

“Dude, I’m his bodyguard, not his maid,” Hamilton Holt said in a genial 
tone. He had signed up for the tour to watch his best friend’s back, not wait 
on him. It was his first movie tour, and he was constantly floored by how 
Jonah’s every wish was granted. A glass of water, Mr. Wizard? Certainly. 
Still or sparkling? Ice or lukewarm? Lemon or lime? French or Italian? 
When Hamilton had added, Bathroom or kitchen? Jonah had cracked up. 
The publicist — what was her name? Mandy? Sandy? Andy? — had not. 

“T can wait,” Jonah added. “It’s just that I’ve been in interviews all day. 
I’m tired of cheese. They keep giving me cheese.” 

The publicist whipped out her phone and spoke into it in dire tones. “No 
more cheese for Mr. Wizard.” 


There was a knock at the window. It was time to go. The fans had been 
whipped up into the appropriate frenzy. The photographers were primed and 
waiting. Hamilton slipped into his leather jacket, the one that Jonah insisted 
he buy so he’d look like a kick-butt bodyguard. 

“Ready, dude?” Jonah asked Ham. 

“Ready, bro.” 

They exchanged a grin. Celebrities had a habit of complaining about 
premieres and adoring crowds, but nobody was having a better time than 
Jonah and Ham. Hotel suites, a private plane, free fruit! Awesome. 

No one had been more surprised than Ham when he’d become best 
friends with his famous distant Cahill cousin. Jonah was his polar opposite. 
He’d been a hip-hop star at thirteen, a legend at sixteen, and was now a 
movie star. He had enough electricity to power the City of Light. He was a 
Janus, the branch of the Cahills that was all about creativity and charisma. 
Ham was a Tomas — an athlete with a fondness for sweat and electrolytes. 

Ham exited first. He held the door for Jonah, who emerged with his 
publicist and started across the street. Ham followed, his eyes constantly 
moving behind his dark glasses, tracking every shift and turn, making sure 
nobody was breaking through the barriers and heading for them. Jonah and 
Ham had been through a lot together — almost died together on a mountain 
in the Bavarian Alps — so this was easy stuff. All he had to do was watch 
out for paparazzi. 

Jonah adopted the rolling, supercasual walk he favored when cameras 
were clicking. He waved at the crowd. Ham kept close but allowed a sight 
line for cameras. 

Jonah was stopped by a pretty journalist in a trim velvet coat. 

“Meester Weezhard, ’ow do you feel about premiering your film in 
Paris?” 

“T’m living the dream,” Jonah said. “My favorite city!” 

“And ’ow do you think French girls compare to Americans?” 

Hamilton felt his phone vibrate in his jacket pocket. Three short bursts. 

Emergency signal. 


He could tell by Jonah’s face that he’d felt it, too. 

“One speaks French, the other speaks English,” Jonah said. He ended 
this nonsensical sentence with a chuckle of such dazzling charm that the 
reporter laughed and the audience applauded. 

Ham followed Jonah as he brushed by the microphones and 
photographers and made a beeline for the theater. The publicist tripped after 
them on high heels, trying to catch up. 

“There’s an exit down the right-side aisle,” Ham said. He’d already 
checked out the theater. Part of the job. “Leads into an alley. Metro station 
two blocks away.” 

“Mr. Wizard! Mr. Wizard! Your seat is in the third row! On the left! Not 
that way! Hello? Bodyguard, whatever your name is? You’re supposed to 
hover, not talk to the talent!” She caught up to them and leaned into Jonah. 
“You have to take your seat! You’re sitting next to the ambassador!” she 
hissed. 

“Sorry, Sandy,” Jonah said. “Gotta breeze.” 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Ian felt perspiration slip down between his shoulder blades. He never 
perspired under pressure. 

It was hard to regain your authority once everyone had seen you in your 
underwear. 

He had changed at lightning speed and now moved through the room, 
speaking a few words here and there, trying to connect with as many 
notables as he could, trying to pick up clues as to who was out to sabotage 
him. An overly warm greeting could be just as telling as a brush-off. 

Ian had already spotted Magnus Hansen, the new head of the Tomas. 
Whenever Ian headed for him, it seemed as though Magnus was suddenly 
on the other side of the room. 

Back in the 1990s, Magnus had won four Olympic gold medals in 
downhill skiing and smashed all speed records, and he was still a 
formidable athlete and a commanding presence. Tall, blond, incredibly fit in 
a navy sweater and blazer, he moved through the room as though he were 
the host, shaking hands and clapping backs. Ian had been surprised when 
Magnus had taken over the leadership of the Tomas. He had dropped out of 
sight for years. There had been talk that he’d been asked to leave after some 
kind of financial trouble with the Tomas treasury. Things must have been 
cleared up. Ian made a mental note to discover the details. 

He watched as Magnus kissed Patricia Oh on both cheeks. She was the 
grandniece of Bae Oh, the former head of the Ekats, who was now in 


prison. She had never gotten involved with the Cahill family much. Her 
home was in Singapore, and she lived to shop and go out to lunch. Word 
was that Bae had given her a large allowance to stay out of his hair. 

Then suddenly, this year she had become the Ekat branch leader. 

He watched Patricia as she touched Magnus’s arm and said something 
in his ear. She seemed to sense Ian’s eyes on her and flicked a glance at 
him. He smiled and nodded. Her nod was cool as she moved away through 
the crowd. 

Were they avoiding him? 

Mr. Berman appeared at the staircase. He struck a small gong three 
times. “Ladies and gentlemen, please proceed to the library,” he intoned. 

Ian walked down the grand hallway, already rehearsing his first line. 
Welcome, fellow Cahills. The spirit of Grace Cahill guides us as we meet in 
her beloved library.... 

He had foiled an attack once today. He was prepared to hit back when 
challenged. His enemy would be expecting him to be slow. He or she would 
be thinking Ian would be at half power, and he’d be dialed up to ten. 

What was it that Hamilton always said? Bring it. 

He waited until silence fell, and pressed a button. The black screens that 
hung on every wall blazed to life. Cahill leaders from all over the world 
appeared: from India, Russia, Norway, Kenya, Morocco, New Zealand, 
Manila ... 

And Cumbria, England. Ian gave a start. What was his father, Vikram 
Kabra, doing on-screen? Sure, he was a major Lucian, but ever since Ian’s 
mother, Isabel, had been disgraced and died, Vikram had been in seclusion, 
unavailable to everyone, including his own son. Which didn’t make that 
much of a difference, Ian thought, the tang of bitterness twisting his mouth. 
He was surprised he’d noticed at all. His father had only existed in his life 
to criticize and blame. 

“Welcome, fellow Cahills,” he began. “The spirit of Grace —” 

Suddenly, it was like someone had thrown a blanket over his head. The 
lights went out. Everyone sat politely, thinking it was planned. 


It wasn’t. 

Ian stabbed at the panel. Nothing happened. His power had been cut! 
The only illumination in the room was the faint bluish light from the 
screens as the Cahill notables waited. 

Ian jumped as the screen blazed to life and a voice boomed out of the 
speakers. 

“Good morning!” 

On the screen directly behind him, an old man was smiling out at the 
audience. His face was smooth and tight, his teeth white and perfect, but Ian 
guessed he must have been in his eighties. He could pick out the telltale 
evidence of a good plastic surgeon better than anyone — his mother had 
been addicted to nips and tucks. 

“Welcome, fellow Cahills.” 

That’s my line! Ian twisted back, still stabbing at his panel. He searched 
the room for Cara. 

“The spirit of Grace Cahill guides us as we meet in her beloved library. 
I am the Outcast. Sit back. I have a few things to say.” 





The room was eerily quiet. Everyone was riveted to the man on the screen. 

“Who am I? One of you.” The Outcast leaned forward. His power didn’t 
come from his erect posture; his big, gnarled hands; or his intense stare. It 
was something else, and Ian recognized it because he’d grown up with it. It 
was the ease of a man who knows he’s the one with the ace in his pocket. 

“T left the Cahills for a spell.” He knitted his hands together. “I had to 
come back, just to ask one question.” 

“Excuse me!” Ian shouted, but he was drowned out by the thundering 
voice. 

“Why are you letting children lead you?” 

Ian spotted Cara at the back of the room. He whipped his finger across 
his throat, telling her to cut the power. She waved frantically as if to say, I 
tried! 

Now that his eyes had adjusted, Ian quickly scanned the room. A Lucian 
was trained to read power shifts like surfers could read waves. 

Read facial expressions and postures, notice glances.... Look for the 
people who are relaxed, not tense, because they knew this would happen.... 

Foreboding hit him like repeated blows from a hammer. 

The first two rows ... sitting straight, not looking at each other, not 
puzzled. Just waiting. 

Patricia Oh. Magnus Hansen. Someone he didn’t recognize, a dark- 
haired, handsome man in his forties. He was keeping his head turned away 
slightly, and he wore tinted glasses. And was that man in black-framed 


round glasses Toby Griffon, the renowned architect? Next to him sat 
Melinda Toth, the Lucian billionaire businesswoman. 

And sprinkled around the room ... others, too. They knew this guy. 

And his father. Still on screen. Vikram Kabra leaned back in his chair, 
as if he were lounging. Ian noted the sharp glint in his dark eyes. This was 
an ambush, and his father was part of it. 

Ian felt the surprise of hot tears behind his eyes. He was suddenly seven 
years old again. He thought of the times he’d run to his father for comfort. 
Before he’d learned not to. Young man, there is no need for sniffles. If you 
bleed, don’t look for sympathy. Get yourself a handkerchief and get on with 
it. 

“We have placed our destiny in the hands of amateurs!” the Outcast 
boomed. “Grace used to say, If your best instincts are your worst enemies, 
take your hands off the controls. Find someone else to fly the plane.” The 
Outcast clasped his hands together. “Grace believed in family, but she 
didn’t suffer fools. In this very room, Grace issued a challenge for a hunt 
for thirty-nine clues. The challenge was won by her own grandchildren.” 
He held up a hand. “I’m not here to suggest that there could have been 
double-dealing, even though it seems remarkable that children could win 
over the best minds, bodies, skills, and leadership of branch leaders.” 

A murmur ran through the room. Ian saw some heads nodding. 

“STOP!” Ian yelled. 

“Let him speak!” Patricia Oh called. “He is making a great deal of 
sense.” 

“The clue hunt was a sham! Because of it, we allowed the young, the 
untried to lead us! First Amy and Dan Cahill, until they got bored and 
walked away. And now their friend, a pampered boy!” 

The hairs stood up on Ian’s neck as he heard the sound of his father’s 
chuckle. That always meant a bit of cruelty was coming. 

“I hear our bold leader made great changes. He added mirrors to the 
master suite,” Vikram Kabra said. 

Ian heard laughter ripple through the room. His face burned. 


|” 


the Outcast cried. “We need to take our 
family back. It’s time for someone else to fly the plane.” 


“This is insanity, my friends 


“What are you suggesting, sir?” Ian shouted, trying to match the 
Outcast’s volume and strength. 

The Outcast smiled. It was a chilling smile, as though Ian had walked 
right into a trap. And he had. An amateur’s mistake. He had asked a 
question that he didn’t know the answer to. 

“T’m so very glad you asked. I propose a test for current leadership.” 

“Yes!” Toby Griffon agreed. “What do you have in mind?” 

Ian stared at him. You already know what he’s going to say. So does 
Magnus. And Patricia, and my father, and Melinda Toth. It’s written all over 
your faces. 

“We are behind many of history’s greatest triumphs,” the Outcast said. 
“But we are also behind some of the biggest disasters. I’ve chosen four of 
them to replicate.” 

The room was now completely still. Ian swallowed. His eyes raked the 
room, looking for allies. No one would meet his glance. They were all 
fascinated by the Outcast. Hanging on his every word. 

“And since children are so fond of riddles, we’ll start with one each 
time. Ready? 


“Your first disaster took place at sea 

It was sad — rich and poor died in agony 

Broke all records for calamity 

For those still clad in pajamity 

A collision caused the terrible losses 

In the Maritimes you’ll find the crosses 

On Mont Blanc rest the ones to blame 

Oh, to maim, blind, and kill, and have no shame! 
It will happen again if you can’t stop it 

At least the Cahill fam will profit!” 


His smile glittered with menace. “Cahill leadership has five days to 
guess the disaster and prevent it. No outsiders. If outsiders are brought in or 
consulted, the deal is off, the disasters take place, and the blood is on your 
hands.” 

“You’re crazy,” Ian said. No one heard him. “He’s crazy!” he shouted. 
Couldn’t they see the madness glittering in the man’s eyes? 

“Tm a fair man,” the Outcast continued, as if Ian hadn’t spoken. “So PI 
give you until sunrise tomorrow to start the clock. Ready, set, go!” 

The screen went black. 

The lights blazed on. 

“All right, everybody,” Ian said. “Let’s calm down. The first step is to 
discover the identity of that madman.” 

But no one was listening. They were talking anxiously, buzzing with 
concern and questions and statements. 

Nobody was talking to him. 

“Fellow Cahills!” 

“T think we’ve had enough of you,” Magnus said, standing. 

As if responding to a signal, the entire first row of Cahills stood. They 
moved forward. Before he quite knew what was happening, Ian realized 
that they were flanking him and Cara. On either side of them were athletes 
from the Tomas branch, all lean, coiled muscle. One woman was famous for 
swimming the Bering Sea, and there was at least one pro football player 
who blocked the rest of the Cahills from interfering. 

“Just a minute here —” Ian started, but they force-marched him out of 
the room. 

“Hands off!” Cara shrugged off one of the men who had taken her 
elbow. 

“This is a coup!” Ian shouted. He cast one desperate glance back, but 
the rest of the Cahills either seemed frozen ... or were part of the 
conspiracy. 

They marched Ian and Cara down the hallway to the front door. The 
cold February wind knifed through the doorway as Magnus flung it open. 


“Mr. Berman!” Ian shouted. “Help us!” 

He hung on to the doorframe, even though he knew it was undignified. 
“MR. BERMAN!” 

But Mr. Berman was probably frantically making tea and sandwiches. 
The pro football player picked him up like kindling wood. 

“You can either walk, or Pll throw you out,” he said. 

Cara’s face was pale, but she tossed her hair and strolled out the door. 
“Come on, Ian,” she said in a cool tone. “There are better ways to fight.” 

Ian gazed into the iceberg eyes of Magnus Hansen. 

“Throw him out anyway,” Hansen said. “He needs a lesson.” 

The next thing Ian knew, he was flying through the air. He landed hard 
on Grace’s slate walkway. The shock of the landing rattled his bones. Tears 
sprang to his eyes from the pain. 

“Anybody got a tissue?” Magnus laughed. “Wipe your nose, crybaby. 
Grace’s house belongs to the grown-ups now.” 





Chamonix, France 


Against the startlingly clear blue sky, the snowy peaks of the Alps were a 
jagged line of majesty. Thousands of feet below, farms seemed scattered 
like an impatient toddler’s toys. 

It could be her last sight on earth. 

Amy Cahill looked down at her feet, just an inch away from the edge. 
She felt the cold wind against her face, and she closed her eyes for just one 
second to gather her nerve. Then she dove off the side of the mountain. 

The roar of the wind filled her ears, and her stomach dropped. The 
breath seemed ripped from her body, but she found enough to scream. 

Every nerve in her body was alive and tingling. She hurtled through the 
air, conscious that any sudden move could endanger her flight and send her 
crashing into the face of the mountain. There was nothing to grab on to, 
nothing to break her fall. Just air. 

Just thin air, and she was diving through it in a bright orange wingsuit 
that made her look like a flying squirrel. 

Turning her head slightly, she caught sight of her brother. Behind the 
windscreen on his helmet, Dan was grinning. Her thirteen-year-old brother 
definitely enjoyed adrenaline. 

She angled her body to slow her descent. She was hurtling down at a 
velocity of about eighty miles an hour, arms bent, shoulders strong, legs 
straight out behind her. 


In less than a minute she had to curve around the mountain. This was 
the tricky part. Flying consisted of thousands of microadjustments. Birds 
made it look easy. 

She took a breath and let it out slowly, staying loose. She didn’t want to 
do what skydivers call “potato chipping” — keeping your muscles so tense 
that your body shudders its way through the descent. Any bit of instability 
could lead to an overcorrection. She was experienced at this sport by now, 
but if you weren’t aware at all times of the things that could go wrong, you 
were stupid. 

She remembered the words of her instructor. Keep your airflow clean. 
Get comfortable in that suit. Wear it like your pj’s. Don’t concentrate on the 
valley floor. Your speed can fool you into thinking you’re higher than you 
are. You don’t want to end up like jam on the mountainside. 

She curved around the cliff face. Her ears were filled with the rush and 
roar of wind and the flapping of the edges of her suit. The valley spread 
below her, snowy and still. She spotted the bright orange windsock that 
marked the meadow landing site. It had been cleared of snow. It felt 
amazing to know that she could hit that tiny mark and land. 

Gauging her speed and direction, she angled to the right. She hated for 
the ride to end. 

Something caught the sun over her right shoulder. A helicopter. Amy 
felt a jolt of alarm that she immediately tamped down. Probably some 
billionaire heading to his ski chalet. Nothing to worry about. 

The helicopter didn’t turn. 

It tilted, the sun glaring off the bubble of the windshield. Didn’t it see 
them? 

Amy angled away again. Dan was behind her. She wished she could see 
him, but turning that much would send her into a spin. 

She could feel the percussion of the whirling blades in her chest. The 
copter was awfully close. Too close! Still coming fast, angling above her 
now ... 


“DAN!” she screamed, but of course he couldn’t hear her over the wind 
in his ears. 

She had only seconds now before she had to pull her pilot chute. Then 
she would be a sitting duck, vulnerable, tethered to the canopy. 

She saw someone leap out of the open door of the copter. He was free 
falling just yards away. This wasn’t right! He was angling his body to come 
close to her. 

Panic burst through her. She had to engage the canopy. At least she 
could control her descent, aim away from the attacker. 

The chute deployed, and she felt the jerk and drag. The attacker was 
behind her now. He must have pulled his canopy, too. 

They would land in the same meadow. And by the looks of that black 
helicopter, it would, too. This didn’t make sense. It had to be an attack. 

She made a perfect landing, barely kissing the ground. She fumbled 
with her harness, making sure that Dan was safely down as she ripped it off 
and threw off her helmet. She raced toward the intruder, planning the attack 
as she ran. She knew from experience that thugs usually didn’t expect a 
sixteen-year-old girl to be a warrior. She needed to kick first, while he was 
still attached to his chute. Hampered by her wingsuit, Amy would never be 
able to get off a perfect blow to the windpipe. 

But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t try. 

She’d need to go airborne. She rotated, gathering speed, lifted off, her 
booted feet together and aiming for the only vulnerable space she could see 
— his neck — while he shouted and dodged. 

How weird. It sounded like he was yelling AMYYYYY. 

Amy clumsily connected with her attacker’s shoulder, and the impact 
spun her off balance. She fell on top of him and raised a fist. A strong hand 
gripped her wrist, blocking her. 

Amy stared into familiar friendly eyes. 

“Don’t kill me, dude,” her cousin Hamilton Holt said. “I come in 
peace.” 





Dan raced awkwardly toward his sister in his wingsuit, laughing and trying 
to scramble out of it as he ran. “That was awesome!” he shouted over the 
noise of the copter as it banked and circled. “I always wondered if you 
could bring Ham down!” 

Amy struggled to her feet. “Ham, are you crazy? I almost got killed! 
Who surprises someone when they’re BASE jumping?” 

“T thought you’d recognize me,” Ham said, still lying on the ground. 

“In midair? When you’re wearing goggles and a helmet? While I’m 
falling eighty miles an hour?” 

“T guess we didn’t think it through,” Ham said sheepishly. “We just 
wanted to be sure we could talk to you. You’re not that easy to track down, 
you know!” 

“We?” Dan felt a spurt of pleasure. He missed his friends. If Hamilton 
was here, Jonah couldn’t be far behind. His peeps were here! 

For the past six months, ever since they’d saved the world from World 
War III and walked away from the Cahill family, Dan and Amy had been in 
happy exile. They’d changed their last name to Swift — the birds that, 
according to legend, never land — and set their feet on a new, aimless path. 
With Grace’s house in Ireland as their base, they’d wandered from country 
to country, to beaches and gardens and parks and cities, absorbing and 
looking. It had been six months of extended chill time, and it had been fun. 
Dan had felt the buzz of anxiety in his head slowly drain like a battery. He 
was the only one in the world who knew the formula for the Cahill family 
serum — the source of the Cahills’ power. A substance that had the 


potential to make someone the most powerful person in the world, if it 
didn’t kill him or her first. That knowledge had haunted him once. Now he 
still carried it, but it didn’t weigh him down any longer. 

His hyperorganized sister had planned their wanderings. She hired 
tutors and guides so that they kept up with schoolwork. They didn’t want to 
be hermits — they checked in with their Uncle Fiske and their friends and 
family through video chats — but they didn’t want to get involved with 
Cahill family business. 

Amy frowned. “What’s wrong? Is everyone okay?” she asked. “Fiske 

“Everyone’s okay,” Hamilton said quickly. “But something happened.” 

The helicopter landed, its blades whirring. Ian scrambled out and 
hesitated, his hand on the door. 

Dan felt his heart sink. This wasn’t going to be pals hanging out. This 
was Official Cahill family business. He exchanged a glance with his sister. 
They’d always been able to say a lot without talking. He felt the same 
reluctance in her, the same dread. 

Whatever was aboard that copter, it was bad news. And they were both 
reluctant to greet it. They knew exactly how seriously bad Cahill news 
could get. 

“PI let Ian fill you in,” Hamilton said. “C’mon.” 

The copter’s blades were spinning to a stop as Cara exited and stood 
next to lan. They were exactly the same height and a study in contrasts. 
Ian’s dark skin and hair and elegant cashmere overcoat made him look like 
he stepped off a fashion runway. Cara was dressed in a jumpsuit, a fedora 
crammed on her head, and her hands in the pockets of a battered leather 
jacket. It was only recently that she’d been folded into the Cahill inner 
circle, and Dan thought that having one of the world’s best computer 
security experts in your corner was just about the coolest thing ever. 

Jonah jumped out of the copter, making it look like a dance move. He 
bumped fists with Dan. 

“Reunited and it feels so good,” he said. 


“Terribly sorry about the unconventional summons.” Ian scanned the 
mountains around them casually, as though he were a tourist admiring the 
view. “Natalie and I used to ski in Chamonix during school breaks. It was 
always a favorite spot of ours. A bit overrun with tourists, of course ...” 

Cara nudged Ian with her shoulder so hard she pushed him off balance. 
“We don’t need the travelogue. Go ahead, Ian, say it.” 

Ian flushed. “My second-in-command likes to take matters into her own 
hands. She countermanded my order and contacted Ham, Nellie, and Jonah 
on the emergency system. Nellie is standing by in New York.” 

“Good thing I sent the signal, too!” Cara exclaimed. “You were 
attacked, and then thrown out of the mansion!” 

“What?” Amy and Dan asked together. 

“Literally.” Ian winced at the memory. “Bruised my coccyx.” 

“Your what?” Dan asked. 

Hamilton pointed to Ian’s butt. 

“Ohhh, I get it,” Dan said. “They bruised your brain?” 

“Good one!” Hamilton guffawed, and gave Dan a high five. 

“Can we get back to the subject?” Amy asked. She gave Dan the look 
he called the “sister stink eye,” meaning be quiet or else. 

“Tan!” Cara said. “Say it.” 

“Ah.” A great struggle seemed to take place on Ian’s face. “I need your 
help,” he finally blurted. 

“Dude, we’re retired,” Dan said. “Didn’t anyone tell you?” 

“We know,” Hamilton said. “That’s why it’s a complete bummer that we 
had to come and find you.” 

“Don’t get me wrong,” Dan said. “You’re my posse. Happy to see you. 
Looking good. Et cetera. But you promised us no family business. We are 
officially Cahill-free. Remember? You took an oath.” 

“We didn’t take an oath,” Ian objected. 

“You took a silent oath,” Dan said. 

“That’s ridiculous,” Ian said. “There’s no such thing as a silent oath. 
We’re oath-less!” 


“Will you two knock it off?” Amy said impatiently. She stared Dan 
down once again. 

Sister stink eye to the max! 

Ian gestured to the helicopter. “We rented this to take us to Jonah’s 
plane at the Geneva airport. We’re just asking for ten minutes of your time. 
We’re on the clock, and we have to decide our next step.” 

Dan stifled another objection. Of course he had to listen. He got that. 
These were his best friends. His family. He wouldn’t turn his back on them. 

And they’d shown up in a very cool helicopter. That was a bonus. 

If only he didn’t have the feeling that if he climbed aboard, he’d be 
climbing into a big Cahill mess. 

“Where are you going?” Amy asked. 

“That’s the problem,” Cara said. “We don’t know yet.” 

“What about Jake and Atticus?” Amy asked, referring to her boyfriend 
and his brother. Atticus was Dan’s best friend, and the pair had fought hard 
alongside the Cahills. They’d kept up with them on video conference, and 
they were as close as ever. “Are you going to contact them, too?” 

“The Outcast said no outsiders,” Cara said. 

The Outcast? It’s never good when evil dudes have a nickname. 

Dan’s feet felt like lead as he climbed aboard the copter. He had to 
admit, though, that it was one sweet ride. Cream-colored cushy leather 
seats. A mini-fridge with snacks. A flat-screen TV. It was like a fancy hotel 
suite with rotors attached. 

Dan sat gingerly on the leather seat and listened as Ian filled them in. 
With a glance at his sister, he could feel Amy’s laser-brain honing in on the 
details, but he kept losing track. It was all so awful. What kind of a 
slimeball would restage major disasters? Hold lives in the balance? 

“Ts there any chance this guy is just faking all this?” Dan asked. 
“Because this just sounds like he’s trying to scare us so he can get control.” 

“He already has control,” Ian pointed out. “And he’s living in Grace’s 
mansion.” 

“Wait a second,” Dan said. “What about Saladin?” 


“Saladin, too,” Hamilton said. “I hope they feed him red snapper.” 

“He has my cat?” 

“So if we don’t prevent these disasters, innocent people will be killed,” 
Amy said. “Can we watch the video?” 

Dan shot a glance at his sister. Amy just used the word we. She’d 
already made up her mind. 

Cara handed over her tablet. Amy and Dan watched it play through. 
Dan felt a chill run through him from just the sight of the guy. 

“Recognize him?” Ian asked, pointing to the Outcast. 

Amy and Dan shook their heads. 

“How about this guy?” Ian pointed to the man they hadn’t been able to 
ID. “Notice how he’s keeping his face averted? He knew where the cameras 
are.” 

“I don’t recognize him,” Amy said. 

“The first step is to find out who the Outcast is. He knew Grace. That’s 
clear. Did you notice the way he talked about her? So he’s a figure from her 
past. Remember when he quoted her?” 

Dan recited the words. “‘If your best instincts are your worst enemies, 
take your hands off the controls. Find someone else to fly the plane.’” 

“T never heard her say that,” Amy said. “Maybe it’s in some Cahill 
archive. An official letter, or memo, or speech ... maybe we could track 
him that way.” 

“I can’t get into the archive,” Cara said. “I’ve managed to get our 
personal phones and tablets hooked up and secure, but we can’t tap into the 
Cahill network. It’s like flying blind.” 

“Keep trying,” Amy said. “If anyone can do it, you can. Considering the 
fact that people don’t seem to know him, but he knew Grace, it could be 
from pretty long ago. Has anyone talked to Uncle Fiske?” 

“He’s in Mexico for three months,” Ian said. “I didn’t want to disturb 
him.” 

“Nellie should go talk to him. In person.” 


Ian frowned, and Dan realized that Amy was already snapping orders, 
even though she wasn’t the head of the family anymore. Casually, he 
nudged her with his foot. 

“T mean, if you think that’s a good idea, Ian,” she added. 

“Certainly,” Ian said in a chilly tone. 

“Sorry, Ian,” Amy said. “It’s hard to get out of the habit of being the 
head of the family.” 

“Indubitably,” Ian said. 

Jonah held up a hand. “Don’t go all Brit-fuff-fuff on us, Kabra. You’re 
the family leader, no question, but we’re here looking for Amy’s expertise, 
am I right?” 

Ian drew himself up. “I have no idea what you mean. I’ve never been 
Brit-fuff-fuff in my life. Whatever that means.” 

“Tt means all superior and puffed up,” Ham explained. 

“Well, that’s certainly not me,” Ian said. He adjusted the cuffs of his 
blazer. 

Cara laughed. “Sometimes, you’re just adorable,” she said to Ian. “And 
sometimes you’re just insufferable. You’re going all Brit-fuff-fuff right 
now!” 

Silence greeted that remark. No one else had ever connected the word 
adorable with Ian. 

“Here’s the deal,” Jonah said. “We’ve got ourselves a huge problem. 
This guy is going to seriously hurt and kill people. Under the Cahill name, 
yo. And we’ ve got less than five days to solve the riddle and stop him. 
We’re already smack in the middle of day one.” 

“The riddle,” Amy said. “Let’s hear it again.” She cued it up and 
pressed PLAY. 


Your first disaster took place at sea 

It was sad — rich and poor died in agony 
Broke all records for calamity 

For those still clad in pajamity 


A collision caused the terrible losses 

In the Maritimes you’ll find the crosses 

On Mont Blanc rest the ones to blame 

Oh, to maim, blind, and kill, and have no shame! 
It will happen again if you can’t stop it 

At least the Cahill fam will profit! 


“At first we thought it was easy,” Ian said. 

Dan nodded. “Hello, iceberg, meet Titanic!” 

“Probably the most famous maritime disaster in history,” Amy agreed. 

“Loved that movie,” Ham said. “Cried like a two-year-old.” 

“But the Titanic didn’t blind anyone,” Ian said. “That’s the thing that 
stands out. Or maim them. People either drowned or were saved.” 

“The Maritimes are in Canada,” Amy said. “Maybe that’s what he’s 
referring to.” 

“And then there’s the Mont Blanc reference,” Ian said. “It didn’t make 
sense.” 

“That’s weird, because it’s in the Alps, not Canada,” Dan said. “As a 
matter of fact,” he added, pointing to the massive mountain framed in the 
copter window, “it’s right there.” 

Amy leaned forward. “Let’s plug all the elements that don’t make sense 
into a search engine chain. Canada, Mont Blanc, collision, blindness.” 

Cara’s fingers flew. She raised her head, a look of astonishment on her 
face. “Wow. This has got to be it. It happened in Halifax, Nova Scotia, in 
1917. One of the greatest disasters at sea ever. A French freighter, the Mont- 
Blanc, collided with another ship in the harbor. A fire detonated the cargo 
of the freighter, which was carrying hundreds of tons of TNT, plus other 
explosive materials.” 

“That was during World War I, right?” Amy asked. 

Cara nodded as she scrolled through the material. “The ship was 
heading to the front, so it was packed with explosives for weapons. It was 
massive. The largest man-made blast before the atomic bomb. It killed 


almost two thousand people, maiming and blinding thousands more, 
because it blew out almost every window and turned the glass into flying 
missiles. It happened at 8:45 in the morning.” 

“While people were having breakfast,” Amy said. “Some in their 
pajamas.” 

“So this nutcase is going to re-create that?” Ham asked. “Blow up a 
city?” 

They sat in silence for a moment. 

Jonah got up. “Pl tell my pilot to file a flight plan.” 

Ian looked at Amy and Dan. “So. Are you in?” 

Amy glanced at Dan. He knew she wouldn’t answer without checking 
in with him. 

He was the reason they’d gone on this long, aimless journey. What they 
hadn’t been able to admit to each other in the past few months was that 
maybe they’d grown just the tiniest bit bored. Maybe his life had changed 
so much that he couldn’t go back to being happy just hanging out. So he’d 
pushed them. From surfing to paragliding. From rock climbing to bungee 
jumping. From parachuting to wingsuit BASE jumping. 

Because after what they’d been through, just being normal wasn’t 
enough. 

That didn’t mean he wanted to jump right back into this. If he ever 
wrote a book about his family, the title would probably be Those Cahills!: 
Tales of Mayhem, Backstabbing, and Crazy People Who Think They 
Deserve to Rule the World. 

But no way would he walk away from friends in trouble. 

Simple as that. 

He didn’t have to say a word. Amy recognized his decision. She gave 
him the tiniest of nods. They were in. 

“This guy took over our family,” Amy said quietly. “We’re going to get 
it back.” 

“Plus, he stole my cat,” Dan said. “Try and stop me.” 

Amy stood up. “We’ll have to go get our bags,” she said. 


Ian smiled. “No need. We broke into your hotel room and packed your 
stuff.” 

Hamilton slung his muscled arms over Amy’s and Dan’s shoulders. 
“Welcome home.” 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Nature was cruel. No question about it. Earthquakes, floods, tsunamis ... 
natural disasters were all ruthlessly efficient when it came to population 
reduction. 

But when it came to devastation, the Outcast would bet on human 
stupidity, every time. 

He swiped through the images on his screen. He had one last disaster to 
pick, and it was important not only that the death toll be high, but that it 
would be symbolic of his eventual victory. Not that the children would 
necessarily understand this. It would be a small, private pleasure to be 
savored after he won. 

He was close to deciding. The disasters would escalate. Until the last 
great, impossible task. 

He would restore honor to the Cahill family. Glory to the Ekat branch. 
At last the Ekats would be where they belonged: in the very seat of power. 
He would use the Tomas, the Lucians, the Janus, but they would just be 
tools in his hands. Best of all, at the end of a long life, he would live out the 
rest of his days holding ultimate power. 

You used to tell me that I wasn’t ruthless enough, Grace. Remember? 

So I proved that I was. 

I had to wait until you were dead to prove it again. 

The Outcast turned off the screen. He sat and surveyed Grace’s library. 
It appeared that the grandchildren had restored it with a meticulous 


attention to what it had been. There were changes in the mansion of which 
he did not approve — he would rip out that climbing wall, for starters, and 
the zip line from the attic to the tree house was ridiculous — but the library 
was as he remembered it, the deep window seats, the wall-to-wall 
bookcases, the brass telescope, the rich emerald-colored tiles around the 
fireplace. 

All of it belonged to him now. 

The Outcast strolled to the telescope and trained it on the drive. His 
team was just climbing out of a black SUV. He studied them carefully. He 
had planned this coup for years, and chosen his five conspirators with great 
precision — grooming them, promising them, flattering them. And noting 
their weaknesses. 

They did not speak as they walked to the front steps. They each kept a 
few feet of distance between themselves and the rest. Magnus was first, of 
course, striding toward the front door, his long black coat flapping behind 
him. 

They were suspicious of each other. Most likely despised each other. 
What difference did it make? They probably despised him, too. 

He knew some of them were annoyed that they were not invited to stay 
at the mansion. Goodness knows it was big enough. 

But it was his at last. And he would not share it. 

He had rented several apartments for them in Boston instead. 
Anonymous places, luxurious corporate rentals. Patricia Oh, of course, had 
demanded a four-star hotel instead. 

She was a bore. But useful. 

He had known her as a young girl, beautiful and delicate and lethal. 
Now she was old and brittle. Her hair was unnaturally dark, and there were 
feathered lines around her thin mouth. Her trademark rubies flashed on her 
fingers in long columns that led to the knuckle. He knew from experience 
how those stones could tear your skin with one hard slap. 

She was here to avenge Alistair, her cousin. She believed that he’d been 
duped by Amy and Dan, had turned soft, had betrayed the Ekats. 


The Outcast’s mouth twisted. What did she know of betrayal? What did 
anyone know? 

The greatest betrayal demands the greatest revenge. 

He tilted the telescope back into place as he heard them enter the house. 
Their footsteps echoed as they traversed the great hall and headed for him. 

Patricia entered first, flinging her coat on the wing chair. He had never 
seen her in a good mood. “I need strong coffee.” 

“Good day to you, too,” the Outcast said. “Berman has set up coffee and 
tea on the side table. There’s cream and sugar as well.” 

“T don’t take cream. It confuses things.” Patricia reached up and patted 
her elaborate hairdo. Her black hair was piled on top of her head and was 
anchored there by a large wooden ornament that sat on her head like a 
crown. 

“T don’t see why we have to meet in person,” Toby Griffon said, 
adjusting his black-framed glasses. The only reason the Outcast had 
allowed him into the conspiracy was because he needed a powerful Janus. 
Toby was a world-famous architect known for exacting demands and 
tyrannical tirades. But as far as the Outcast was concerned, Janus were 
undependable. Creative geniuses, sure, but that same originality meant they 
walked their own path. It didn’t matter. Toby was here just to keep the Janus 
in line. 

Magnus remained standing. “I think I can deliver all the Tomas 
leaders,” he said. 

“The Ekats are in line,” Patricia said. “A few holdouts. The Mourads 
could turn into a problem.” 

“Nothing that can’t be fixed.” The Outcast waved his hand. 

“The Lucians are more difficult.” Melinda Toth took off her kid gloves, 
finger by finger. Like all Lucians, she had a sense of drama. She was 
painfully thin, with a large head that descended into a pointed chin. 
“Naturally. We are leaders, after all, and so we don’t like it when someone 
else is in charge.” She slapped her gloves down on the table. “I can’t 
guarantee I can deliver a unified branch.” 


“Just get enough support and don’t bore me with your difficulties,” the 
Outcast snapped. 

“There’s a lot of talk about you tossing out Ian Kabra,” Melinda said, 
narrowing her catlike eyes. “Some are saying it was too extreme.” 

“Mercy is a swift sword,” Alek Spasky said. He sat on the floor with his 
legs crossed in a yoga pose. He was dressed in a pair of loose pants and a 
tunic. He smiled at the group. 

Funny thing about that smile. His eyes never warmed. Those cold, dark 
eyes. The same chilling gaze his sister had. 

Who knew that Irina Spasky had a brother? 

The Outcast did. He’d scoured the world, and finally located him in a 
Zen retreat in California. 

Even the monks had looked relieved to see him go. 

“And this plan to re-create disasters? It seems extreme,” Toby said. 
“Excess pressure can bring down even the mightiest of structures.” 

“Did the Buddha say that?” Alek asked. 

“No, I did.” 

“Very deep,” Alek said, but his mouth twisted in another of those 
chilling smiles. Toby flushed as he felt the sting of the sarcasm. 

“Toby does have a point,” Patricia said. “I can’t control my branch if 
there is too much dissent. We’ve always operated by stealth. This could be 
too public.” 

It was a struggle to keep the smile on his face. Traitor! He wanted to 
scream at Patricia. He had recruited her, groomed her, helped her gain her 
power. Now she was challenging him? He was certainly rethinking helping 
make her branch leader. 

Alek stood and walked to the silver pots of coffee and hot water. He 
took a tea bag from his pocket and placed it in a cup, then poured steaming 
water over it. The Outcast noted the missing tip of his pinkie finger. He 
must have gotten a bit too close to a sharp blade. “If you two aren’t 
prepared to risk, what are you doing here?” Alek asked in a mild tone. “You 
approved the plan. If you can’t summon up the nerve to follow through ...” 


“Now, hold on a second,” Toby said. “I didn’t say —” 

Patricia’s voice was like a cracking whip. “Are you calling me a 
coward, you Russian airhead?” She turned to the Outcast. “I won’t be 
insulted! I told you not to bring him in! He’s unstable; everyone knows 
that!” 

The Outcast said nothing. It was better to let them fight it out. See who 
won. It would be instructive. 

“Go back to your mountaintop!” Patricia sneered at Alek. “We don’t 
need you!” 

Alek put down his teacup. His fingers moved faster than the Outcast 
could track. From within his bell-like sleeve he withdrew a steel rod. He 
twirled it on a finger, so fast it was a blur. The rod flew from his fingers 
and, spinning and glinting, sped across the room and speared Patricia’s hair 
ornament, lifting it off her head and then pinning it to the wall behind her. 

Patricia’s hair slipped to one side, and the Outcast realized it was a wig. 
Toby burst out laughing. 

Patricia reached up and readjusted the wig, never taking her eyes off 
Alek. “You are despicable,” she hissed. 

“I don’t like it when people insult me,” Alek said, turning and sipping 
his tea. “Don’t do it again.” 

The Outcast smiled. It had been worth it to track down Alek. 

He turned to the others. “The game has begun. The children will be 
looking into my background. That will be a bore, but it must be handled. 
There could be some remaining tracks to cover.” 

“T doubt that,” Patricia said huffily. “I was meticulous. Unlike others, I 
know what I’m doing.” She shot Alek Spasky a venomous look. 

The Outcast said nothing. He watched as Alek sipped his tea. Dear, 
ruthless Alek. He would come in handy very soon. 





Halifax, Nova Scotia 


The late winter wind sliced through Ian as they walked the streets of 
Halifax toward the harbor. It had snowed the night before, a dusting that 
still clung to the tree branches and rooftops of the stone and brick buildings 
of downtown Halifax. Sunlight sent sparkles into Ian’s vision. People 
strolled by wrapped in colorful scarves, smiling at the blue sky and 
twinkling snow. 

Canadians, Ian thought darkly. Why are they always so happy? 

Even though he was hunched against the chill, Ian’s brain was working 
feverishly. He’d caught up on sleep on the plane from Geneva, but he 
hadn’t had time to develop a plan. Just a direction. He had to come up with 
something before they hit the harbor. They were already in the morning of 
the second day, and he could feel the clock ticking. 

The ships coming into port were posted online, but the information was 
sparse. They needed detailed information about cargo, and the only place to 
get that would be the Port Authority office. 

He glanced over at Amy, who was chatting quietly with Hamilton. Had 
she thought of a plan, but just didn’t want to share it until he came up with 
something? He’d already asked for her help. He didn’t want to have to do it 
again. It would be nice if she would just volunteer something. 

Ian massaged his temples as if he could squeeze some ideas out of them. 
His strategic brilliance was his strength, his mojo, as Jonah would say. 
Somehow his brain didn’t seem to be functioning. Instead a movie was 


playing in his head, a constant loop of the same scenes: His pants falling 
down. The Outcast appearing on the screen. Being tossed out of the 
mansion like a bag of garbage. 

Cara drifted back toward him, matching her stride to his. “You’ve been 
quiet.” 

“Thinking about failure,” Ian said. “It’s a new sensation.” 

“Anyone who risks big, fails big.” 

“Did you get that from a fortune cookie?” Ian asked bitterly. 

“No, I got ‘Beware Brit-fuff-fuffs who enjoy feeling sorry for 
themselves.’” 

“Thanks a lot!” Ian said, stung. “The next time I need help, I know 
where not to go.” 

Cara sighed. “Why do you have to be such a jerk?” 

“T can’t help my upbringing,” he muttered. “Kabras were raised to be 
awful.” 

“So were Pierces. That’s why you and I understand each other. We have 
to fight our genes.” 

“This is supremely unhelpful.” 

“Look, I’m just saying, if you’re the leader of the Cahills, things are 
going to go wrong. Like, all the time.” 

“But did it have to happen while I was standing in my underwear?” 

“Okay, that was unfortunate, but —” 

“T was humiliated!” 

Cara flashed the one dimple that under normal circumstances could 
disarm him completely. “At least you have nice legs.” 

“They threw me out! Magnus called me a crybaby!” 

“He was trying to get to you! To get inside your head! And have you 
noticed? It worked!” 

Ian said nothing. Better to be silent when you’re cornered. 

“Do you want my advice?” Cara asked. 

“No.” Ian stomped on, thrusting his hands in his pockets. If he went to 
Cara for advice, she’d have the upper hand. Then she’d never think of him 


as boyfriend material. That’s what his father always said. When it comes to 
women, Ian, Pll give you this piece of advice: Maintain your superiority at 
all times. 

Ian paused. Was he really willing to take advice from his father? 

He cleared his throat. “Well. If you insist.” 

“Stop worrying about your stupid dignity and start worrying about the 
innocent people who just might die because some crazy old guy is making a 
power grab. You’re feeling sorry for yourself, and we don’t have time for 
that. So get over yourself, Kabra.” 

“Just when I thought I’d get some sympathy!” 

“If you want a pep talk, find a different girl. lan, you’ve got to stop 
focusing on yourself and focus on other people. You’d be a lot happier. And 
a better leader.” 

She yanked him to a stop. Ian almost slipped on the ice, but she caught 
him. 

“Must you always knock me about?” he complained. 

“Yes! Until you listen to me! Really listen!” 

Ian faced her. A sudden burst of wind sent the snow flying, a shower of 
diamonds that drifted into Cara’s hair. 

“You think I’m an egotistical fool, don’t you,” he said. 

“Well, sure. Everyone does. Because you are.” One side of her mouth 
quirked upward in the lopsided smile that always did something squishy to 
Ian’s knees. “But not all the time.” She nudged him again, but less fiercely. 
“There’s hope for you yet.” 

Ian felt his heart swell. His charm was working after all. He still had it. 
She was softening. He could see it. In the middle of all this trouble and 
darkness, this would be his light. Cara. 

“I don’t care what everybody thinks,” he said, and was about to add, I 
care what you think, very much, but Cara scowled. 

“You should care what they think,” she said, gesturing toward the 
group. “Because they’d go to the wall for you. Until you realize that, no 
matter how well you do, you’ ll still be a loser.” 


With that, Cara turned and marched down the street toward the group, 
not caring if he followed. 

Crikey. That didn’t go so well. 

She’Il come around. They always do. Because you’re a Kabra. 

Ian pressed his fist to his forehead. This time, he tried to pummel out 
the memory of Vikram Kabra. Get out of my head, Father! I don’t need 
your advice! 

He hurried to catch up without looking as though he was hurrying. 

“What’s our cover story?” Dan asked. “Why would a bunch of kids 
need shipping records?” 

“There isn’t a reason,” Ian said. This part he’d already figured out. “We 
have to get Cara into an interior office so she can invade their computer. Do 
you think you’Il be able to access the shipping details?” he asked her. 

“Child’s play,” she said. 

“What we need is a distraction,” Ian said. “Then add confusion.” 

Ian nearly collided with a little girl who darted out of a toy store. Her 
mother ran after her with an apologetic smile. Ian scowled. The little girl 
wore a blue wool hat pulled down to her eyebrows and carried a big yellow 
balloon. “Today’s my birthday!” she called to Ian. 

For a second he was merely irritated. Why did little kids assume that 
other people wanted to hear their boring trivialities? And no doubt that 
balloon would just get in the way of pedestrians. Right now it was bobbing 
in Cara’s face, and he couldn’t believe how cheerfully she batted it away. 

Then he had an idea. 

“Happy birthday!” he said to the little girl in his warmest tone. Cara 
smiled at him. Ian had forgotten how girls thought it was cute when guys 
were nice to kids. Something to remember for later. He’d rent a whole 
kindergarten class if it meant Cara would smile at him again. 

Maybe that was what he needed to do, plot the conquest of Cara’s heart 
like a Lucian. 

But first, it was time to unfurl his brilliant plan. 





San Miguel de Allende, Mexico 


Nellie and Sammy Mourad stood on the edge of the town square as a large 
mariachi band played a lively Mexican folk tune. The sound of guitars, 
violins, and trumpets soared through the mountain air. In the center of the 
square, dancers swirled in bright yellow skirts. Spectators swayed and sang, 
applauding the dancers in bursts of joy. 

Normally, Nellie would be all over this kind of festivity. She’d be 
searching out the perfect empanada, chatting with a local, buying an ice 
cream from a vendor, sipping a tamarind soda. Gazing into the soulful eyes 
of her gorgeous boyfriend. But now she just shifted impatiently as she 
searched the crowd. They had stopped at Fiske’s house, but the housekeeper 
had only told them that he was at the festival at the Jardin, which was what 
everyone called the central square of the town. It seemed impossible to 
locate him in this crush. 

“Let’s keep moving,” Nellie said to Sammy. When she turned, Sammy 
was putting away his phone, an anxious look on his face. “What’s wrong?” 
“I haven’t been able to reach my parents,” he said. “It’s weird that I 
haven’t heard from them. Especially since I told them I was flying to 

Mexico with you.” 

“Don’t they work all the time? Maybe they’re involved in some big 
experiment.” The Mourads were basically geniuses. Sammy’s mother was a 
physicist, and his father was some kind of biochemical trailblazer. Nellie 
wasn’t quite sure. One night in his lab, Sammy had described their studies, 


and Nellie had fallen asleep in his armchair. She had been too embarrassed 
to ask him to repeat it. 

“Yeah. But they usually check in. Like, right now they should be saying, 
‘Sammy, you need to study, not run off to Mexico with your girlfriend.’” He 
smiled, but the worried look didn’t leave his face. 

Sammy was a graduate student in biochemistry who, until he met her, 
stayed in his lab to work all hours of the night, studying through holidays 
and school breaks. Nellie was relieved that his parents seemed to like her, 
even though she was a Mexican-American part-time college student with 
platinum streaks in her dark hair, whose aspiration was to run her own pan- 
global tapas restaurant and who had pulled their son into Cahill family 
intrigue and, worst of all, was a Red Sox fan. 

Suddenly, the crowd began to chant. “El Coyote! El Coyote!” 

“Who is that?” Nellie wondered. 

The woman standing next to her overheard. “You haven’t heard of El 
Coyote, the great Mexican dancer?” 

Just then a blare of trumpets announced the new dancer. A slender 
figure appeared in the middle of the dancers, as though he’d materialized 
out of thin air. He was dressed in white pants and a flowing white shirt, and 
wore a beautifully carved coyote mask over his face. 

“El Coyote!” the crowd roared. 

Guitars hummed in a menacing tune as he stalked the women, dancing 
gracefully around them as they pretended to run, leaping and twirling. The 
trumpets burst forth as the dancer joined the women, pretending to flick his 
nonexistent skirts at them and copying their movements so expertly that the 
spectators gave hoots of laughter and applauded again. The dance became a 
blur of white and yellow as he twirled with the dancers, faster and faster, 
until they were like flowers in a whirlwind. The crowd around the Jardin 
roared their approval and more cries of El Coyote! thundered through the 
square. 

Nellie shook her head. “He’s amazing,” she murmured. 

“Un guerrero formidable,” the woman next to her agreed. 


The music ended. The dancers bowed. Laughing, Fiske Cahill removed 
his coyote mask. His gaze met Nellie’s across the square, and his grin 
slowly faded. 


Fiske’s rented house was up a twisting cobblestone street from the colonial 
town. Below them, they could glimpse the pink spire of the church. 
Sunlight splashed on the charming buildings painted in shades of mango, 
ocher, and avocado. They sought shelter from the afternoon sun in the 
courtyard, underneath a spreading laurel tree. Blasts of blooming purple 
bougainvillea tumbled down the walls of the hacienda. The air was sweet 
and scented with blossoms. 

Trouble seemed very far away. 

But trouble darkened Fiske’s expression as he watched the video on 
Nellie’s tablet. He tapped on his glass of limeade, his fingers beating a 
rhythm of anxiety. 

“T didn’t expect a power grab like this,” he said, his gaze far away as he 
looked over the town. “I thought we’d seen enough calamity for one 
lifetime. What do we know about this Outcast?” 

“We know he’s a Cahill, but we can’t find out any information on his 
background,” Nellie said. “He’s been recruiting for a while, we think.” 

“I know Magnus,” Fiske said. “He was always power hungry. And 
Patricia is just like her great-uncle.” 

“What about him?” Nellie asked, zooming in to the man they couldn’t 
identify. “We don’t have a clear shot of his face.” 

Fiske tilted the tablet toward himself. He zoomed in to the man’s hand. 
“Bad news. See that missing finger joint on his pinkie? That’s Irina 
Spasky’s brother, Aleksander. Irina was a cupcake compared to him.” 

“I didn’t know she even had a brother,” Nellie said. 

“He was never an active Lucian. All photos of him mysteriously 
vanished shortly after his disappearance.” Fiske clasped his hands together 


and bent forward, his face creased in anxiety. “He was an assassin for the 
KGB.” 

Nellie felt a chill move through her, despite the sun on her shoulders. 
“What about the Outcast? Amy thought that since we can’t access the 
digital archives, you might have some idea of who he could be. We know 
when you were younger, you left the operation of the family to Grace, but 
we figure this guy is in his eighties, and you might have met him long ago.” 

“He doesn’t look familiar,” Fiske said. “He looks as though he’s had 
surgery, though.” 

“Definitely,” Nellie agreed. “What about when he quotes Grace — If 
your best instincts are your worst enemies, take your hands off the controls. 
Find someone else to fly the plane. Amy thinks it might be significant. Does 
that sound familiar?” 

Fiske shook his head. “No.” 

Nellie knew Fiske well enough to know that something was troubling 
him, something more than receiving the news of the takeover. All she had to 
do was wait. 

“It’s the name,” Fiske said. “Outcast. The name ... It has a history.” 
Fiske hesitated. “Grace was my sister and I loved her, but she could be ... 
ruthless. If she felt someone was undermining the family or putting it at 
risk, she gave them that label. They were cast out from the family. No 
contact, no resources. Anyone caught helping them was punished.” Fiske 
hesitated, a pained expression suddenly constricting his features. “They had 
to leave their immediate family. A complete break with parents, husbands, 
wives ... even children. There weren’t many Outcasts, but for those it 
happened to, it was devastating.” 

Nellie felt as though the world had tilted. She shook her head, unwilling 
to believe the picture Fiske had just painted. “That doesn’t sound like the 
Grace Amy and Dan talk about,” she said. “She sounds ... cruel.” 

“There were many sides to Grace,” Fiske said. He stirred restlessly. “I 
always thought it was better not to ask too many questions.” 

“Do you know who the Outcasts were?” Sammy asked. 


“T only knew one.” 

Nellie leaned forward. “Great! Who?” 

Fiske poured himself more limeade. “Me.” 

“You? But ...” 

“Tt was my official designation. When I told Grace I wanted nothing to 
do with the family anymore — after we stayed up all night arguing — she 
finally conceded. But she wouldn’t just let me go. She had to protect me. So 
she suggested that she make me an Outcast, and I agreed.” 

“But other Cahills probably assumed that you’d done something 
terrible,” Nellie said. 

“That was the price I paid for freedom,” Fiske said. “I was glad to pay 
it. Others were not. If they fought her, they had to suffer retribution.” 

Slowly, Nellie sank back in her chair. This was a new portrait of Grace. 
She couldn’t reconcile it with the woman who gave so much love to Amy 
and Dan, who was still a source of guidance in their lives. 

“Grace was my sister and I loved her,” Fiske said. “But I refuse to 
idealize her. She felt she had the fate of the world on her shoulders. She 
knew the serum could be devastating if it got out. I am sure there are things 
she did that she regretted.” Fiske took a gulp of his drink. “She didn’t ask 
my advice. She didn’t ask anybody. And she didn’t let anyone or anything 
interfere with what she thought was right.” 

“What she thought was right,” Nellie said. 

Fiske gave a small, sad smile. “In those days, I didn’t approve of some 
of her methods. Today, when I see what’s happened to us since the thirty- 
nine clues were found ... today I have more understanding of what she 
feared.” 

“So in order to find the Outcast, we need deep background,” Sammy 
said. “Until Cara can hack back into the system, we have nowhere to go.” 

Fiske nodded. “What you need is someone who was around then, 
someone with a talent for ferreting out feuds and secrets and who is 
malicious enough to remember all the details. In other words, the worst 
person I know.” 


Nellie almost choked on her limeade. “No. Don’t tell me. I can’t.” 
Sammy stirred in alarm. “Who? Another assassin?” 
“Worse,” Nellie whispered. “Aunt Beatrice.” 





Halifax, Nova Scotia 


Dan held a huge bouquet of balloons. Amy had two enormous boxes of 
candy. They stood outside the door of the Port Authority. 

“Ready?” Ian asked. “Go.” 

They pushed through the door, crowding in with the balloons. A woman 
at a reception desk looked up, smiling but confused. 

Outside the picture window, ten stories down, massive freighters moved 
in and out of the harbor and docked at the piers. Tall orange cranes 
extended hundreds of feet in the air. In the distance, lacy curls of foam 
danced on the water as a blue-and-white ferry chugged across the harbor. 

“Can I help you?” 

“We came to see our parents off at the ship!” Amy said. “They’re 
sailing today, and we need to catch them. It’s a second honeymoon! We’re 
not too late, are we?” 

“The cruise ships are farther down the pier,” the woman said. “You’re in 
the harbormaster’s office.” 

“Told you!” Amy said to Dan. 

Dan spoke to the woman. “Can you hold my balloons while I check my 
phone? I just want to send a text.” 

“T hardly think —” 

The door opened and Cara hurried in. 

“We’re here to pick up some bulk cargo? My dad’s waiting in the truck 
outside,” Cara said breathlessly. “Can you help us?” 


“You’re in the wrong place ... if you’ll just wait a moment. We’re 
terribly busy today. Winter storm approaching, and we have to get the ships 
into port ...” 

Dan let the balloons go. They bounced and twirled, twining around each 
other, and one bopped the woman in the head. “Whoa, cowboy!” she called 
good-naturedly. “Can you corral those?” 

“Sure,” Dan said. He leaped up, trying to grab a fistful of strings. The 
balloons jiggled and jounced. Dan kept leaping. 

“This isn’t where you pick up bulk cargo,” the woman said to Cara. “It’s 
the next building over.” 

“Can you show me? I’m directionally challenged!” 

The door opened again and Jonah walked in. 

Everyone froze. 

Cara shrieked, “OMG! Jonah WIZARD!” 

Employees suddenly spilled out from inner offices. They crowded 
around Jonah, thrusting pads at him to autograph. Balloons popped. Amy 
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distributed candy. Someone called, “Hey, Mr. Hannigan, get in here!” anda 
man in a gray suit and a yellow tie hurried out with a great deal of authority. 

He stopped dead when he saw Jonah. “This — this is an honor. I’m your 
biggest fan. Can I take a selfie of us?” 

Cara slipped past the barrier and down the back corridor. Amy 
positioned herself as lookout. 

So far, Ian’s plan was working. 

“Let’s keep it quiet, homies,” Jonah said in that confiding tone that 
always melted resistance. “I’m in town because I just signed for a new 
movie called HARBORMASTER! That’s with an exclamation point, bro! It’s 
an action-adventure thriller, and I play a young harbormaster learning the 
tricks of the trade from the old guy who’s retiring. Plus, I have a little sister 
who needs an operation! Conflict, heartbreak, a terrorist plot to blow up the 
harbor ... it’s got it all.” 

“Thrilling!” the woman at the reception desk exclaimed. 


“Nobody appreciates how interesting it is at a harbor,” a man said. 
“Right, Mr. Hannigan?” 

“The tonnage we’ve got coming in and out every day, it’s a big 
responsibility,” Mr. Hannigan said. “It’s got to go like clockwork.” 

“That’s exactly why I’m doing this movie!” Jonah widened his eyes. 
“You guys are heroes, keeping track of all those boats.” 

“We call them ships,” Mr. Hannigan said. 

“You see? There’s so much I have to learn!” 

Soon everyone competed to fill Jonah in on the workings of the port. 
Out of the buzz of conversation, Amy only caught snatches. “Container 
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gantries,” “straddle carriers,” and “transtainers” met with respectful 
“whoas” from Jonah. Amy felt time ticking by as though it was a physical 
dance on her nerves. There were only two people left in line to take selfies 
with Jonah. Hurry up, Cara! 

She let out a breath of relief when Cara came up behind her. “Got it,” 
she whispered. Amy signaled Jonah. 

“This has been supremely enlightening and a huge mondo help,” Jonah 


said. “But I have an interview with Vanity Fair, and I’ve got to roll.” 





Ignoring the cold wind whipping in from the water, the gang climbed the 
fence marked NO ADMITTANCE and wove their way through the cranes and 
trucks and giant containers to the pier. Towering over them was a massive 
cargo container ship as big as a building. 

Amy shivered in the icy wind off the harbor. She had to crane her neck 
to see the top of the bow of the ship, maybe fifty feet up. The ship was as 
long as a football field, and she couldn’t imagine what incredible feat of 
engineering kept it upright in the water. If it tipped over, it seemed as 
though it would smash them into the center of the earth. 

They shrank against the tall metal container, keeping close. Around 
them, men strode by in hard hats, heading to cranes, talking on walkie- 
talkies, consulting clipboards and tablets. Tall orange cranes bristled in the 
sky like gigantic, clever insects with enormous claws. Various smaller 
cranes, forklifts, and cargo gear sat next to row upon row of metal 
containers as big as railroad cars. 

Rows and rows, stacks and stacks, hundreds of containers, stretching 
from one end of the yard to the other. 

“They’re filled with machine parts,” Cara said, reading from the list. 

“Nothing that would blow up,” Dan said. 

“My good man Hannigan said that the containers are sealed at the port 
of origin,” Jonah said. “They don’t get opened until the destination. It’s all 
coded and scanned. The crew usually doesn’t know what’s in those 
containers — they could be toys from China or sweaters from Thailand or 


faucets or pipes.... The goal is to unload the ship in twenty-four hours. Just 
load those babies onto trucks and railroad cars.” 

“So getting inside them would be a problem,” Ian said. 

“There’s nothing on this list that is potentially explosive,” Cara said, 
frowning at her tablet. “Just tractor parts and lumber and things like that. 
No fertilizer, even. There’s another pier that handles cars, and another with 
bulk cargo, like wheat and grains and soybeans. In other words, nothing on 
the list looks dangerous.” 

“Even if we could get into the containers, we’d never be able to open 
them all,” Hamilton said. 

“Plus, there’ll be inspectors and foremen all over the place when the 
joint really gets jumping,” Jonah said. 

“How do we know that the ship we’re looking for will even dock?” 
Amy asked. “What if it’s going to blow up out in the harbor like the one in 
1917?” 

The questions hung in the salty, cold air. The ship looming over their 
heads seemed to slam down on them, boxing them in. 

Amy glanced at Ian. He was staring at the pier, and she could tell he 
was shuffling through his options. She knew what her next move would be, 
and she itched to say something. 

“Four days left,” Cara said. “Well, three and a half, since it’s 
midafternoon.” 

“Wait a second,” Dan said. “Did you hear what the woman said in the 
harbormaster’s office? There’s a storm brewing, and they’re trying to get all 
the ships into port. That means that the timeline could speed up.” 

“Not good news, dude,” Hamilton said. 

“We need some reconnaissance work,” Ian said. “Talk to the 
dockworkers. Get a sense of the process of unloading, and how tight the 
security is and how it works. Let’s find out if the storm is changing the 
schedule. Look, there’s a bunch of them sitting over there having lunch.” 
He knotted his cashmere scarf more securely around his neck. “PI stroll 
over and see what I can find out.” 


The rest of them exchanged dubious glances. 

“Bro, if you think you can pass for a dockworker, you are insane,” 
Jonah said. “You’re wearing cashmere.” 

“TLucians have marvelous powers of deception,” Ian said. 

“I can hear you now,” Dan said. He mimicked Ian’s posh accent. 
“Good day, chaps, I merely strolled down here to have a spot of chat.’ 
They’ ll keelhaul you and feed you to the oysters.” 

Tan tried to look annoyed, but he shrugged. “I can’t help it if I have class 
and sophistication. What we really need is some brawny fellow who will fit 
in.” 

Everyone looked at Hamilton. 

“Hey!” Hamilton protested. “I have class, too!” 

“We should split up,” Ian said. “Hamilton, you pretend to be looking for 
work. Pll pretend to be a clueless guy looking for a way to ship something 
or other. Meanwhile, Jonah and Dan can try to get aboard a ship. Jonah, just 
keep talking about the movie you’re going to make. See how far you can 
get.” Ian glanced at Amy and Cara. “As for you two ...” 

“We’d be too conspicuous,” Amy said. “There doesn’t seem to be a 
female contingent on the piers. We can walk down to the cruise ship piers. 
Check them out.” 

“Exactly what I was thinking. Let’s meet back at the motel,” Ian said. 
He checked his watch. “In two hours.” 


After a half hour at the cruise ship pier, Amy and Cara had to give up. 
There was only one ship in port. The cruise season didn’t start until May. 
The chilly weather had driven most people indoors, and there was nobody 
to ask about the cruise ships. 

“T have a feeling we’re on the wrong track anyway,” Amy said. “Maybe 
the boys will have better luck.” 


Cara shivered against the cold wind. “What do you say we find some 
hot chocolate before we head to the pier?” 

Amy didn’t answer. She stared out at the wind-whipped harbor, thinking 
hard. “We’re making a mistake.” 

“Sending Ian to talk to dockworkers? Disaster.” 

“What is he after, anyway?” 

“Tan? Most likely a cup of Earl Grey tea about now.” 

“No,” Amy said. She stared out at the harbor as if her enemy would 
suddenly materialize. “The Outcast.” 

“What does any evil guy want? Power.” 

Amy frowned. “So why didn’t he just take over and edge us out? Why 
test us?” 

“T don’t know.” Cara cocked her head, looking at Amy. “Do you?” 

“He wants to humiliate us,” Amy declared. “He wants the entire Cahill 
network to judge us as incompetent children. The question is, then what? 
The guy has an endgame. I just wish I knew what it was. It would help us 
fight him. We have to get inside his head.” 

“The lives that might be lost aren’t real to him. People are pawns in a 
game.” 

Amy nodded. “Exactly. We saw today that it would be close to 
impossible to discover all the cargo that comes into this port. We could 
spend days, weeks trying to investigate. Is that what the Outcast wants?” 

“Well, yeah,” Cara said. “Isn’t that the whole point?” 

Amy shook her head. “No. If he makes it impossible, it’s not a contest. 
He has to impress the rest of the Cahills with his ingenuity. It’s got to beat 
ours. Can you think of any Cahill who would be impressed with someone 
who can plant a bomb on a ship? Or trigger some explosive cargo?” 

“T see your point,” Cara said, a surge of excitement in her voice as she 
realized where Amy was going. “Child’s play for a Cahill. So it would have 
to be something interesting, some leap of technology or inventiveness. 
Something to show the family that he’s smarter than we are. Right?” 


“Exactly. What if there wasn’t a bomb? What if the ship itself was a 
bomb, just like in 1917?” 

“But there are no ships carrying weapons coming into port. We already 
found that out.” 

“That we know of.” 

“Smugglers,” Cara said. “Weapons trafficking.” 

Amy nodded. “But that leaves us worse than nowhere. That means 
hidden cargo. Secret manifests. How could we possibly find it?” 

“Unless we happen to know a major arms trafficker.” 

“Right. But who would know someone like that?” 

Cara’s face flushed. “I do.” 





Sleet tapped against the steamy windows of the coffee shop. Outside looked 
blurry and unreal. Cara leaned in closer to Amy so that her voice wouldn’t 
carry. “When I was working for Pierce, he asked me to contact this guy 
Atlas,” she said. “I didn’t know why at first. I just had to find the guy. It 
wasn’t easy — he had an e-mail address that kept bouncing back. Fake IP 
addresses, servers ... I was tracing it all over the place, from China to India 
to Sri Lanka. Finally I tracked him down. That’s when I figured out that 
Pierce was going for nukes.” 

“Pretty twisted,” Amy said. 

“Story of my childhood,” Cara said crisply. “Not my point. If I’d known 
who he was, I never would have found him for Pierce. Do you see what I’m 
saying? He is anasty guy. The worst. He doesn’t live anywhere. Always on 
the move. He’s not one of those flashy types who has a legitimate business 
to hide behind. Just shell companies that don’t really exist.” 

“So this guy is really connected to the weapons trade.” 

“He basically is the global weapons trade. If there’s a big shipment, he’s 
probably involved. While you were getting the drinks, I put all the ship 
information through my search engine to see if it came up with a match of 
any of Atlas’s fake companies. No match, but ... I found out that the 
captain of a ship coming into port once worked for one of them. He’s the 
captain of the cargo ship Aurora.” 

“Do you think the ship might be smuggling weapons?” 

“Don’t you?” 

“If we can get aboard the Aurora ...” Amy said. 


“We might be able to find whatever it is that is going to trigger an 
explosion. But we need a solid intro to the captain. If we offer Atlas enough 
money, he might come and meet us. He always meets people face-to-face 
the first time.” 

“We’ll have to pose as customers to bait the trap,” Amy said. 

“This could be dangerous,” Cara said. “I’m not saying we shouldn’t do 
it. Pm just saying ... he’s a really, really bad guy.” 

“But we don’t have any time to waste,” Amy argued. “Why don’t you 
send out an e-mail right now? We can always change our minds.” 

Cara quickly tapped out a brief e-mail. “I hope we don’t have to do this. 
Maybe the guys will get lucky.” 


Ian, Ham, Jonah, and Dan walked into the motel looking wet and 
bedraggled. Ham gave the girls a thumbs-down. 

Ian grabbed a towel from the bathroom and wiped the rain off his face. 
“Dockworkers are an extremely uncooperative bunch,” he said. 

“I saw Jonah pull out every trick in his celebrity handbook,” Dan said. 
“We still couldn’t get aboard that ship.” 

“T found out from some guys that Dan was right,” Hamilton said. “The 
storm is driving the ships into port ahead of schedule. They’re going at top 
speed. So we might be dealing with one or two days until disaster, not 
three.” 

“Cara and I have been talking.” Amy quickly filled them in on 
contacting Atlas. 

“Thank you for informing me of this major decision,” Ian said ina 
chilly voice. He wadded up his towel and tossed it on the bed. Amy knew 
he must be really upset. Ian would never toss a wet towel on a bed. “Don’t 
you think we should have all had a vote in this?” 

“Tt’s not a decision,” Amy said quickly. “We haven’t set up the meeting. 
We just wanted options.” 


“Well, this is certainly a dangerous one,” Ian said. “Meeting with a 
weapons trafficker?” 

“Do we have a choice?” Dan asked. “Our guy is going to blow up a city. 
Whatever we’re dealing with here, it sure isn’t tractor parts.” 

Ian hesitated. “I realize that we don’t have a choice. I just don’t like 
this.” 

“Who knows if he’ll even contact us?” Cara pointed out. 

Just then her phone buzzed. 

She bit her lip. “He wants to meet,” she said. 





San Miguel de Allende, Mexico / Boston, Massachusetts 


Aunt Beatrice’s face loomed on the computer. “I don’t have time to talk to 
you now! I leave for Palm Beach tomorrow!” She walked across the room 
and disappeared. Her voice came to them faintly. “I have to pack! Now, 
where are my light cashmeres?” 

“You have to stay in front of the computer, Aunt Beatrice!” Nellie 
yelled. 

“How can I do that if I have to pack?” 

“We can’t hear you if you get out of range! WE JUST NEED A FEW 
MINUTES! DON’T GO IN THE ...” Nellie slumped back. “Bedroom,” she 
said in a despairing voice. 

“T try to videoconference with her,” Fiske said. “Part of my brotherly 
duties. She hasn’t quite gotten the hang of it. It’s like she expects me to 
follow her around. Reminds me of my childhood. In other words, 
depressing and annoying.” 

“So what do you do?” Sammy asked. 

Fiske shrugged. “Eventually, I just give up.” 

“We don’t have time to go to Boston and see her,” Nellie said. “This is 
impossible.” 

“Wait, she’s coming back!” Sammy exclaimed. 

Nellie shot forward. “AUNT BEATRICE! WE’RE STILL HERE!” 

“I know you are, Nellie,” Aunt Beatrice said. “No need to shout. And 
why do you call me ‘aunt’ when I’m not your aunt? You’re not even a 


Cahill, technically. I mean, not by birth.” Aunt Beatrice made a face. “I 
don’t approve of this Outcast person taking over the family — because, 
after all, who are his parents? — but he might have a point about the youth 
taking over. I admit you had some early successes, but where is the 
wisdom? My potential, for example, has been entirely untapped. It’s 
obvious that I’m temperamentally a Lucian, due to my leadership qualities. 
Though my first husband always said I must be a Janus because of my 
creativity. And a Tomas because I always beat him at tennis. Oh, he was a 
lovely man. Until he divorced me. Then he was evil.” 

“Aunt Beatrice, if we could just stay on the subject —” 

“But I am on the subject. My leadership qualities are why Patricia 
invited me to Singapore to meet the Outcast a few months ago.” 

“What?” Nellie exploded. 

“Well, she didn’t call him that. She just said there was a fascinating man 
I had to meet who had wonderful ideas on how to manage the family. 
Naturally I said no. I smelled something fishy, and even though there are 
some sublime Singapore fish dishes, I wasn’t about to go.” 

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Sammy whispered to Nellie. 

“Just roll with it,” she murmured, her eyes on the screen. 

“Besides, I detest those long flights. My ankles swell —” 

“Singapore?” Nellie asked. “What happened?” 

“T don’t know, do I, because I didn’t go,” Beatrice snapped. “Keep up, 
dear. Patricia was very put out. She said this person had big plans, and I’d 
be sorry. That he could ... What was the word? Professionalize us. Is that 
even a word?” 

“Wait a second,” Fiske said. “Are you saying you knew about the 
takeover?” 

“Of course not! Nobody said anything about a takeover, and they 
completely misjudged me if they thought I would approve. I may not agree 
with putting this young whippersnapper Kabra in charge, but he was chosen 
and then approved, and if we start overthrowing things, we’ll be no worse 


than that horrible Rasputin, who shouldn’t be a Cahill at all. Talk about 
outcasts!” 

Nellie pressed her fingers against her eyes. “Aunt Beatrice, please. Can 
we stick to the point? Was the Outcast in Singapore?” 

“Yes, I said it three times, didn’t I? When Patricia said he’d been an 
Outcast, I just assumed he was one of the Cahills who Grace had booted out 
of the family. Some of them were quite charming, you know. Despite their 
wrongdoings. Take Fiske here — when he isn’t glowering at me, he can be 
quite pleasant.” 

“T’ve told you,” Fiske said with an edge to his voice, “over and over, 
Grace made me an Outcast to protect me.” 

“So you say. I don’t ask questions, and I’m not a gossip.” 

Fiske snorted. 

“So you don’t know who the Outcast is?” Nellie asked. 

“T only know what I told you. I didn’t pursue it. To tell you the truth, I 
never liked Patricia all that much.” 

“Can we talk about Grace’s enemies?” 

“That Patricia — all she cares about is money, shopping, and her 
position. She was furious when her cousin Alistair — what is that 
expression, went rogue? — and helped Amy and Dan.” 

“Can we get back to my original question?” Nellie asked. 

“No, I haven’t found my light cashmeres,” Aunt Beatrice said. “And 
you know perfectly well I can’t go to Palm Beach without them.” 

“Not about sweaters! About Grace! Did she have any enemies?” 

Aunt Beatrice laughed. “Are you serious? Enemies? You might as well 
have asked if she owned shoes. Over the course of years, she managed to 
infuriate anybody who was anybody in the Cahill family. People would 
swear they’d never talk to her again! Me included. I could sit here and 
count them for you, but then I’d never catch my plane!” 

“Did you know any of the Outcasts?” Nellie asked. 

Aunt Beatrice waved a hand. “Of course. Cousin Delphine, John Beame 
Cahill, Trudy Macon-Fling, and poor Stephano, my second husband ... I 


realize he did embezzle from the Cahill treasury, but you’d think a little 
forgiveness for her own brother-in-law was in order. But Grace never 
forgave anybody. Her retribution list was endless.” Aunt Beatrice leaned 
closer. “Don’t you know that Grace wasn’t a nice person? She was mean 
and petty!” 

“Come on now, Bea,” Fiske said. “Grace had her issues, but —” 

“Don’t talk to me, baby brother,” Beatrice snapped. “You were always 
her favorite, and she could do no wrong in your eyes. And may I remind 
you that you were floating around the Riviera when Grace was head of the 
Cahills? How would you know what she did?” 

“I knew enough,” Fiske said. “She was tough, but honorable. She had 
high standards —” 

“She had ridiculous standards! Look what she did to her own husband! 
You are a fool, Fiske Cahill. You always were about Grace. You are still 
blind. You refuse to admit what she did.” Aunt Beatrice’s voice shook with 
bitterness. 

Nellie glanced at Sammy. Suddenly, the tension in the room was thick. 
Fiske gripped the arms of his chair as though he wanted to launch himself 
through the computer screen. 

“Tt’s time you face up to what she really was. What she was capable of,” 
Beatrice said. 

“Beatrice, don’t.” Fiske’s tone rang with steel. 

“You want information, don’t you? Try this.” Beatrice leaned closer to 
the screen. “Grace made her own husband, Nathaniel Hartford, an Outcast.” 

“What did he do?” Nellie asked. 

“He told her he wanted a divorce. That’s all.” 

“You don’t know that!” Fiske cried. “She would never make him an 
Outcast just because her marriage was over!” 

“I know about her pride,” Beatrice sneered. “And her inability to admit 
failure! So yes, she made him an Outcast because he rejected her. And not 
only that —” 

“Beatrice, I’m warning you —” 


“Warning me? Just like Grace? Your precious Grace? Well, I didn’t 
listen to her, and I’m not listening to you! Grace put out a kill order on her 
own husband!” Aunt Beatrice’s words came out in a rush, and she sat back, 
satisfied. 

“That was just a rumor!” Fiske thundered. 

“Fine. Believe what you want.” Aunt Beatrice glared at the screen. 
“He’s still dead. He was killed in Moscow. Poisoned!” 

“What?” Nellie blurted. “I never heard this! It can’t be true. Grace 
wouldn’t put out a kill order on anyone!” 

“Don’t be naive, child. Of course she would! And did! She was ruthless. 
She did it, and then she scrubbed the archives. But we all know the truth.” 
She shook her finger at the screen. “You are all so blind! Don’t you 
understand? Grace was evil!” 

“That’s enough, Bea,” Fiske said, unfolding from the chair and standing 
in front of the computer. He pointed his finger at the image of Beatrice on 
the screen. In his billowing white shirt he looked like an avenging angel. 
“Tt’s you who is full of malice!” 

“T do have a sense of loyalty left, no matter what you think, Fiske, and 
no matter what Grace was. I wouldn’t get mixed up with that Outcast. But 
I’m not going to pretend my sister was an angel. I’m not! And don’t point 
your finger at me!” 

Fiske turned away. He was shaking with anger. “This conversation is 
over.” 

“Tm sorry, Fiske,” Nellie said, glancing from Beatrice’s tight face to 
Fiske’s back. “But whatever Grace did or didn’t do, the fact remains that 
one of the Outcasts is out for revenge. There’s a pattern here. Ian said 
Magnus Hansen was involved in the conspiracy. Vikram Kabra. Patricia Oh. 
They are all people who have been disgraced for some reason or another. 
Who were forced out of leadership positions. It gives us something to go 
on.” 

“And Singapore,” Sammy said. “If the Outcast was recruiting from 
there, someone must know about it. And I know just who to ask. My 


godparents, the Chens, are prominent Ekats in Singapore. He went to 
Oxford with my dad.” 

“No time to waste,” Nellie said. 

“T’m still here, you know,” Aunt Beatrice said. “If you go to Singapore, 
bring me back some of that divine silk. Pink. Pll give you the address. I 
have the most talented dressmaker in Palm Beach....” 

Fiske strode across the room and switched off the video feed. He 
crossed to the window and stared out into the courtyard. Nellie studied the 
stern lines of his face. Anger had changed the set of his mouth. She found to 
her surprise that he looked much more like the pictures of Grace she’d seen. 
She’d never thought they looked alike before. 

Sammy called softly from across the room, where he was staring at his 
phone. “We can just catch a connecting flight to Singapore from Mexico 
City if we leave now.” 

Nellie nodded at Sammy, then turned back to Fiske. “You said that if 
any of the Outcasts crossed Grace, they would suffer retribution. You may 
not believe what Beatrice said, but how far do you think Grace would go? 
You have to tell me. It’s important.” 

“The past is the past,” Fiske said tightly. “Leave it.” 

“But it’s not the past!” Nellie argued. “It might be the key to identifying 
the Outcast!” She put a hand on his arm. “Fiske, tell me. How far would 
Grace go?” 

She saw him swallow. His eyes were haunted. 

“T don’t know,” he said. 





Halifax, Nova Scotia 


At noon, the gang gathered behind a tall stone monument in a square in 
downtown Halifax. They stared at a white shingled church with a green 
steeple at the south end of the square. 

“Tt’s beautiful,” Cara said. “St. Paul’s Church. The oldest building in 
Halifax, built in the seventeen hundreds. It survived the explosion in 1917.” 

“Tt even has a ghost,” Dan said. “Look at this window!” He held up his 
phone and showed them a picture of one of the stained glass windows. A 
profile was clearly shadowed in the pattern of the once-shattered glass. 

He read from his phone. “‘In the explosion, the window shattered in the 
form of the profile of the one-time assistant at the church. He is said to still 
haunt the aisles.’ Boo!” 

“We’ve got enough on our hands without a ghost,” Amy said. “We 
picked it because it’s on the tourist track, and we’ve got exits if we have to 
get out fast. Cara, if you hang out in City Hall, will you be close enough to 
hack into Atlas’s phone?” 

Cara nodded. “Already checked it out. The longer you keep him talking, 
the more chance I’ Il have. He’ll have firewall after firewall.” 

Amy walked a few steps closer. She had already studied the church 
online. It seemed like the perfect place for the meeting. Met all 
requirements. 

She was still nervous. 


Ian joined her. “I’ve gone over it and over it in my head,” he said. 
“We’ll be okay.” 

“Things could go wrong that you don’t expect,” Amy said. 

“T’ve planned for every eventuality,” Ian said. “This is a business 
meeting. He either agrees to help us or he doesn’t.” 

“True,” Amy said. “But this is a guy who’s dealt with the baddest 
people on the planet. He could be unpredictable.” 

Amy heard the chime of a text and glanced at her phone. A surge of 
happiness made her face burn. It was from Jake. 


Heading off to the farther dig for two weeks. 
Will be off the grid. Miss u. 


Me 2, Amy replied. 


Thinking about heading back to Harvard next 
year. Ready to come home. Atticus too. Cambridge 
is close to Attleboro. Will u be done with your 
Swift wanderings by then? Might be nice to live 
on the same continent as my girlfriend. 


Amy stared down at the text. The prospect of a normal life hummed in 
her hand. Possibility. Back to Massachusetts, back to Jake. Seeing him, 
being with him, continuing on this journey of getting to know each other. 
Was she ready? 

Was she ready? 

She felt giddy just thinking about it. 

Across the globe, Jake sat waiting for her answer. She couldn’t tell him 
that the house in Attleboro could be gone forever. She had to see that future, 
and trust that she could make it true. 


Sounds perfect. Yes. YES! 


The answer came back swiftly. 
I am smiling. 


Amy pressed xo and turned off the phone. She felt her heart lift on the 
breeze and skid over the rooftops. 

She caught Ian looking at her and tried to suppress her smile. “Sorry. It 
was Jake.” 

“How do you do that?” Ian asked. 

“What?” 

“Be happy with someone,” Ian blurted. 

Amy almost laughed, but she saw it was a serious question. “Well, I’m 
hardly an expert,” she said. “The first time I met Jake, I hit him. Hard. Then 
we didn’t want to admit we liked each other. Then we got together. Then we 
broke up. We got back together. There were whole months that it seemed 
like all we did was argue.” 

“That sounds familiar,” Ian said. 

“And then ...” 

“And then?” 

“We decided to trust each other.” 

Ian looked at her with such an expression of bewilderment on his face 
that she was tempted to laugh again, but bit her lip instead. 

“Lucians don’t trust people,” he said. 

There probably would have been a time when Amy would have nodded 
and accepted that. All those divisions that kept the Cahill branches apart. 
Lucians are sly; Ekats can fix anything; Janus are the life of the party; if 
you want to move a refrigerator, ask a Tomas! But Cahills weren’t just 
about different branches. They were people. Individual, quirky people with 
their own histories and likes and dislikes and their own secret sorrows and 
their own secret joys. 

“Oh, please,” Amy said. “That’s your father talking. Of course you trust 
people! You trusted your sister. You trust me, and Dan, and the rest of us. 


Now you just take one more step. You have to trust the person who can 
break your heart.” She nudged him with her shoulder. 

“Why do girls do that?” Ian said in exasperation. 

“Because boys don’t listen hard enough. C’mon, let’s get back to the 
others. We’ve only got another hour before Atlas shows up. Time to check 
the perimeter.” 

They rejoined the others. “So who goes to the meeting?” Dan asked. 

Everyone looked at Amy, but she looked at Ian. She felt the need to 
speak pressing against her throat, but she had to respect Ian’s leadership. 
Still, it was hard to have to constantly keep her mouth shut. 

“Jonah is too public,” Ian said. 

“This face is too pretty, yo,” Jonah said. “But I’m your backup if 
something goes south.” 

“You and Cara,” Ian said, nodding. “He answered the e-mail so quickly 
not because he needs the work. He knows about the Cahills.” 

“How can you be so sure?” Amy asked. 

“Because he’s an underground presence, just as we are,” Ian said. “He 
thinks we have unlimited resources and he knows we’re powerful. But 
clearly he does not know about the attempted takeover of the family and 
that we essentially would be without the cash to pay him his fee — if we 
didn’t have Jonah’s Hollywood bankroll.” 

“What’s mine is yours, cuz,” Jonah said. 

“So let’s stick to our story. No embellishments.” 

Amy was glad to see that Ian was back in his usual mode. Giving 
orders. It was a good sign. 

“When you’re trying to get something out of someone who is suspicious 
of you,” Ian said, “you have to use the KISS method.” 

“You have to kiss him?” Dan cried. “Gross!” 

“Keep It Simple, Stupid,” Ian explained. “K-I-S-S. The more details 
you give, the more holes in the story. We just have to pay him for 
information. It’s all about the money. We’ll tell him we have to get on that 
ship. He doesn’t have to know why. If he balks, we intimidate him.” 


Amy opened her mouth, then snapped it closed. She didn’t think 
intimidation would work with this guy. But she couldn’t undermine Ian in 
front of the others. Besides, he could be right. 

Behind her back, she crossed her fingers. 

Keep it simple. And hope for luck. 





St. Paul’s Church, Halifax, Nova Scotia 


The man in the black wool cap looked like a tourist. He sat in a back pew, a 
missal in his hands. He wore a down jacket and jeans. When Amy and Ian 
slipped in next to him, he didn’t turn. 

Amy could only see the side of his face. Thin mouth, red beard, thick 
hands. A gigantic steel watch strapped to one wrist. 

Just an ordinary-looking guy. 

Then he turned to scope them out, and she felt her stomach drop. In that 
brief instant of meeting his eyes, she knew she’d just looked into a person 
without a soul. 

A person who trafficked in nuclear weapons. Who tested and sold those 
weapons to rogue nations, dictators, terrorists. Just for money. 

Amy felt fear drop over her like a suffocating hood. She had to force 
herself to breathe, in and out, trying to get a sense of calm in a suddenly 
rocking world. She felt dizzy. She reminded herself that Hamilton and Dan 
were nearby, pretending to be tourists with brochures in their hands, 
checking out the stained glass windows. 

She regretted choosing this meeting place. They had been looking for a 
central location. Quiet but not too quiet. Maybe a few tourists for cover. 
More than one exit and streets to get lost in if things went wrong. It fit the 
bill. 

She didn’t realize how terrible this would feel. She’d brought evil into 
this beautiful, sacred space. 


Keep your head in the game, Amy. 

Ian showed no outward sign of nerves. He did the thing that Ian did 
when he was nervous. He lifted his chin and looked superior. 

“Did nursery school let out?” The man’s voice was low and flat. “I 
didn’t realize I was dealing with a couple of kids.” 

“Cahills,” Ian said. “And I’m the head of the Cahill family. I think 
you’re familiar with our resources.” 

Amy admired Ian’s cool. They were in over their heads. Surely he knew 
it, too. 

“T trust you checked out the account numbers we provided,” Ian said. 

“Wouldn’t be sitting here if I hadn’t. I only deal with legitimate clients. 
Sure, you have the resources, but I’m not in this game to play with 
children.” He made a restless move, as though he was about to rise. 

“We have plenty of information on your activities,” Ian said. “We know 
exactly what you do. We know that you run nukes all over the world.” 

No, Amy thought. No, Ian! Too soon! Under the cover of the pew, she 
pressed her foot against Ian’s. Telling him to stop. They wouldn’t get 
anywhere threatening Atlas. 

Ian pressed back, as if to tell her to chill. 

“We know that you’re the one to ask about trafficking and weapons,” 
Ian said. “We’ll pay you for information.” 

“You mean sell out my clients?” 

“Not necessarily,” Ian said. “We are interested in just one ship. The 
Aurora.” 

“T’ve got many ships around the world. Hard to remember each one.” 

“Try.” 

“T might be familiar with it.” 

“Tt’s registered as carrying refrigerators to Suriname. I’m sure the 
authorities here would be interested to know what’s actually in the cargo 
hold.” 

Don t threaten him, Ian! 

“However, we just want to get aboard.” 


“You want to get aboard?” Atlas raked Ian with a glance. 

Ian gave a shrug. “We’re not interfering with anyone’s profit. We just 
want to have a look at the ship.” 

“Why?” 

Keep it simple, Ian! 

“That’s not your concern. All we need is for you to smooth the way 
with your captain.” 

“You do know, don’t you, that crossing me is something you really 
don’t want to do?” 

The voice was low and even, almost lazy. But Amy didn’t have to work 
to hear the menace in it. 

“We have no intention of crossing you,” Ian said. 

Atlas held Ian’s gaze for so long that Amy almost screamed STOP! 

Then he smiled without humor. He slapped both hands on his thighs and 
stood up. “Then let’s go.” 

“Now?” 

“Now or never. Bad weather coming. The Aurora is at maximum speed, 
heading into port. She’s three days ahead of schedule. We can head out and 
meet her. I have a boat.” 

“You mean you’ |! pilot the two of us out there?” 

“The four of you.” Atlas pointed to Dan and Hamilton with his chin. 
“Tell your friends we’re leaving.” 





Halifax Harbor, Nova Scotia 


Dan zipped his jacket up to his neck. He was only wearing a hoodie 
underneath, and the wind off the water was like a knife. The temperature 
seemed to be dropping by the minute, and the sky was lowering. The harbor 
was flecked with white. Boats chugged in and out. A cool mist beaded up 
on his eyelashes. 

Dan could feel the presence of Jonah and Cara following them, but what 
could they do without a boat? In a silent exchange of looks, Amy, Ian, 
Hamilton, and Dan had agreed to go along with Atlas. They could be 
walking into danger, but they had to get on that ship. Dan couldn’t imagine 
another disaster leveling this beautiful city. The number of casualties could 
be greater even than the blast in 1917. He thought of that little girl with the 
balloon, skipping away down the street, holding her mother’s hand. 
Something tightened inside him. He wasn’t going to back down now. 

Atlas led them down a dock to a cabin cruiser. He jumped on board and 
crossed to the pilot’s chair. He started the engine without waiting to see if 
they followed. 

“T don’t like this,” Ian said softly. 

“Tt feels iffy,” Ham agreed. 

“You think?” Dan muttered. “We’re relying on a guy we can’t trust and 
searching a ship full of weapons to see how and when they’re going to blow 
up. What could possibly go wrong?” 


“We’ ve all got tracking devices on our phones,” Amy said. “The others 
will know where we are, at least. And we don’t have a better plan.” 

“Ready to cast off?” Atlas yelled over the sound of the engine. “Or have 
you changed your minds?” 

Dan hated the sneer on his face. He was the first one to leap onto the 
deck. Ian and Amy followed. 

Ham cast off and jumped aboard. 

Atlas held out a black cap. “Phones.” 

They looked at each other, then back at him, unwilling to hand them 
over. 

He shook the cap impatiently. “Phones or no deal. Just in case you’re 
not who you say you are. I don’t want police on my tail. You’ll get them 
back when we return.” 

Reluctantly, they tossed their phones in the cap. He reached in and 
switched them all off. “Okay. Anchors aweigh.” 

He tossed the cap on the pilot seat. Standing, he motored out through 
the moorings, handling the boat with ease. Dan watched the shoreline 
recede. He noticed that most of the boats, if not all, were heading into the 
harbor, not out. The sky was dark gray, and even darker clouds were rolling 
in. 

Out here, the mist felt more like rain. He pulled up the hood of his 
sweatshirt. 

They passed under a bridge and hit the breakwater. Atlas opened up the 
throttle. Dan felt his trepidation rise. The boat bumped on the choppy water. 
Spray mingled with rain, hitting his face like cold needles. He hunched his 
shoulders, turning away from the wind. 

“You okay?” Amy drifted closer. 

He nodded. He was cold and wet, and his skin crawled when he thought 
about what would happen next. But wherever “okay” was on the spectrum, 
he was there. Because they had to do this. 

“We’re going to have to cut across the shipping lanes,” Atlas shouted 
over the wind. 


Dan nodded, setting his teeth against their impulse to chatter. He saw an 
enormous tanker in the distance. Atlas seemed to be heading right for it. It 
grew larger and larger, a floating island, a hundred feet tall. The noise of the 
engines was louder than the wind. 

Was this guy crazy? The tanker was going to smash them into 
smithereens! 

Laughing, Atlas cut the wheel, and they turned sharply to starboard. The 
wake of the tanker made them roll crazily. Dan saw the sea rush up toward 
his face, and he had to grab the railing to keep his balance. 

“Just making sure you’re awake,” Atlas shouted. 

Ian’s face looked green. He hung on to the railing, staring back at the 
land. 

In the distance through wispy fog, another huge container ship was 
heading into the harbor. This one was even bigger than the tanker, as wide 
and twice as long as a football field. 

Ian pointed. 

“Is that it, Mr. Atlas?” 

“Looks like it. Let’s get a little closer!” 

“Great,” Dan muttered under his breath. 

It was getting darker. It wasn’t even five P.M., and dusk was settling in. 

“You’d better switch on the running lights!” Dan yelled. 

“Good idea!” 

But Atlas did nothing. Now they were just a dark speck, moving 
through gray. 

Dan peered ahead. They were at the mouth of the harbor now. The 
ocean seemed roiling and savage. The cabin cruiser felt impossibly small. It 
was being tossed on the waves like a toy rubber duck, and Atlas just kept 
pushing the speed. 

When they were out in the middle of the harbor, the thrum of the engine 
under Dan’s feet stopped. There was nothing but the sound of the wind and 
rain, and the waves slapping against the hull. 


Atlas had turned off the engine. 
Dan’s mouth went dry. He tried to swallow. 
When Atlas turned back toward them, he was holding a gun. 





Singapore 


The tropical heat of Singapore hit Nellie when they were still waiting in line 
at passport control. Once through the line and into the terminal, they moved 
through the crush at baggage claim. Sammy scanned the crowd. It had taken 
them a night and a day to reach Singapore, with stopovers in Los Angeles 
and Hong Kong, and Nellie felt sleep tugging at her eyelids. All she wanted 
was a cup of strong coffee. A donut wouldn’t hurt, either. 

“Shouldn’t we find a taxi?” Nellie asked. 

“Won’t need one.” 

Men in dark suits and caps stood on one side, holding signs. Sammy 
found the one that said MOURAD. 

“Have I mentioned that Uncle James is loaded?” 

“Never turn down a chauffeur holding a sign,” Nellie said. “One of my 
life rules.” 

The chauffeur drove through the city, past office buildings and down 
lovely boulevards. The roads had been washed by an early morning rain. 
Glittering tall buildings marched along wide streets. They passed through a 
business district, and suddenly they were in a quiet neighborhood of 
beautiful homes. 

The driver turned down a street lined with palm trees. Nellie glimpsed 
stately homes behind a screen of lush greenery and flowering trees. The 
driver pulled into a long drive massed with blooming pink and yellow 
bushes. 


A modern white house was at the end of the drive. A petite young 
woman stood in front, strikingly pretty in a yellow sleeveless dress, her 
black hair in a bun. As the car drew up, Nellie could see that woman was 
older than she appeared, middle-aged and gorgeous. 

As soon as the car stopped, Sammy bounded out and into a hug. 

Tiffany Chen held him at arm’s length. “You get taller every time I see 
you. How are Darsh and Maya?” 

“Fine, I guess. I haven’t heard from them in a few days. Have you?” 
Nellie noted the anxiety in Sammy’s voice. 

Tiffany Chen shook her head. “They’re probably spending all their time 
in the lab. Typical!” 

“Aunt Tiff, I want you to meet Nellie Gomez. Nellie, this is Tiffany 
Chen.” 

“How do you do, Mrs. Chen,” Nellie said, striving for her most formal 
manners in the midst of such elegance. 

“Oh, call me Tiff.” Tiff shook Nellie’s hand. “I’m sure we’ll be great 
friends. I’ve heard about you. You’re rather a legend among the Cahills.” 

“Me?” Nellie was taken aback. 

“The fearless Madrigal, Nellie Gomez,” Tiff said. “Feats of incredible 
bravery. Got shot in the shoulder and the bullet was dug out without 
anesthetic, basically saved the world with the help of this kid here ... Oh 
yes, Nellie, I’ve heard of you. Now come inside; James is in his office. I 
know he wants to talk to you two.” 

“As I told you on the phone, we think that the Outcast was operating in 
Singapore until recently,” Sammy said as they walked up the stairs to the 
front door. 

“At first I thought the Outcast takeover was just a joke,” Tiff said, her 
lips pressing together. “It all sounded so ridiculous. I thought it would last a 
few hours at most. The Cahills have always battled and sniped at each other. 
It’s why we got out. Tired of the infighting.” 

“T didn’t realize you were outside of the Cahill circle now,” Sammy 
said. “Uncle James set up the stronghold here.” 


“Yes, James was very involved for a time, but that was several years 
ago. Before the Clue hunt, really. We had quarrels with Bae Oh’s 
leadership, and we fell away.” 

Nellie nodded. She couldn’t blame them for having problems with Bae 
Oh. He was a ruthless despot, safely in prison now. 

The atrium was open and airy, with skylights for illumination. White 
sofas ran along one whole wall, and bright paintings were splashes of color 
on the walls. Fans revolved overhead. Exquisite orchids sat in blue-and- 
white pots. Floor-to-ceiling windows gave a view of green gardens, flowers, 
a tennis court, and a turquoise pool. 

“Sammy, you’re here!” A young girl raced toward them, her ponytail 
streaming out behind her. She looked like a miniature adult in a navy blazer 
and skirt and white shirt and tie. 

“Mabel!” Sammy bent down to give the girl a hug. 

“My daughter, Mabel Rose,” Tiff said with an indulgent smile. “Mabel, 
this is Nellie Gomez.” 

“How do you do,” Mabel said. Her tone was polite despite the fact that 
Sammy had her in a headlock and was giving her a noogie. 

“I used to babysit for this squirt,” Sammy said. “We used to catch 
lizards in the garden.” 

“Are you here to investigate what’s going on?” Mabel asked. “Is there 
going to be another Clue hunt? Because I’m old enough now to join in. I’m 
eleven.” 

Tiff frowned. “You know the rules, darling. You are not to be involved 
in Cahill affairs. James!” 

A handsome man in shirtsleeves hurried toward Sammy. James shook 
Sammy’s hand, then hugged him. “Sammy, I was so glad to hear you were 
coming. I have been monitoring Ekat chatter for the past twenty-four hours. 
I’m shocked at how many Ekats are listening to this madman.” 

“We heard the Outcast called a meeting in Singapore and some high- 
level Cahills were invited,” Sammy said. 

James nodded. “I heard this, too.” 


“We were not invited,” Tiff said. “They know how loyal we are to 
Grace’s memory.” 

“Did you know Grace well?” Nellie asked. 

“Not intimately. But she was a force.” Tiff smiled. “A role model for 
me. She was so strong. And how are Amy and Dan? I heard they left the 
family.” 

“They’re back,” Nellie said. “They’re helping to stop the Outcast. My 
kiddos would never let down the family.” 

“I had no idea they were back. That’s good to hear.” 

“T think there’s got to be someone who will talk about the Outcast,” 
Mabel said. “I have a suggestion!” 

Tiff turned, her displeasure evident. “Mabel, this is not for you to 
concern yourself with. You have your studies. Your Chinese tutor will be 
here in thirty minutes, and you must practice your violin first. You have a 
tennis lesson at four. You can catch up with Sammy at dinner.” 

“Yes, Mother,” Mabel said. She gave one last reluctant look at Sammy 
before heading out of the room. 

“T’ve used every contact in Southeast Asia,” James went on. “The next 
step is the other Ekat strongholds.” 

“Tf you could wrangle an invitation for me to visit, it would be terrific,” 
Sammy said. 

“Sammy, I’m overjoyed to see you, but I have to admit, I’m worried,” 
Tiff said. “Can’t you leave the investigating to James? I heard what the 
Outcast is planning. He sounds ruthless, maybe crazy. This could be 
dangerous. I ...” She shot a quick, nervous look at James. “Today, I thought 
I was being followed.” 

“What?” James exploded. “And you didn’t tell me?” 

She put a hand on her husband’s arm. “I think you’re confusing me with 
some kind of fragile flower. No one is going to get to me.” 

“Of course. You’re more than a match for anyone.” James softened as 
he put his hand over hers. “I would never underestimate you. But we all 
need to be on alert.” 


Tiff nodded. “That’s why I think Sammy and Nellie should relax and 
see what you can discover. But first, let’s give our guests a chance to rest. 
They’ve had a long flight. Sammy, Nellie, let me show you to your rooms.” 

They followed Tiff down quiet corridors to the back of the house, where 
they passed through a courtyard to a guest cottage. A suite of bedrooms led 
off a private sitting room. Tiff left them, suggesting they rest and join them 
for dinner at seven. 

Nellie couldn’t imagine resting. She dropped her pack in her room and 
wandered back to the sitting room. She poured a glass of iced tea from a 
frosty pitcher sitting in a bowl of ice. The tea tasted minty and cool. 

She opened the French doors to a small patio. The cool greens of the 
trees were brilliant against the blue sky. A colorful bird dipped and soared 
above, then came to rest on the branch of a tree. 

“Sammy!” Nellie called. “I think I see a parrot!” 

“Tt’s a kingfisher.” The voice came from behind a bush. 

Nellie peeked around the bush. Mabel sat on the grass barefoot, a violin 
tucked under her chin. She played a few notes. “There are three hundred 
and seventy-six bird species in Singapore,” she said. “Some studies say 
more.” She played another string of notes. One of them screeched. 

Nellie winced. 

Mabel smiled. “I know. Don’t quit my day job, right?” 

“Listen, kiddo, I’ve lived through Dan Cahill practicing the trombone. 
This is nothing.” 

“Music to your ears!” 

“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” Nellie teased. Mabel grinned, and just 
like that, they were friends. Nellie picked up a blossom that had fallen in 
the grass and twirled it in her fingers. “You were about to say something 
inside when your mom cut you off.” 

“T’m not allowed to get into anything Cahill related. Of course, they 
think I’m too young for everything. They’re so protective. In my business 
constantly. All these gigantic windows in the house? It’s so they always 
know what I’m up to.” 


“They just want to protect you.” 

“Dur. I’m eleven, but I’m not an idiot.” 

Nellie turned away to hide her smile. “Why don’t you tell me now what 
you wanted to say?” 

Mabel swung the violin off her shoulder and pointed the bow at Nellie. 
“If I was going to start a conspiracy, I’d start with the people who are 
already outsiders.” 

“That’s exactly right,” Nellie agreed. “It would be great if we knew 
someone here in Singapore that the Outcast tried to recruit....” 

“I might.” Mabel sawed away at the violin. 

Nellie wanted to grab the violin and get the answer, but she knew better. 
Mabel was tired of being treated like a kid. “I’d love to know what you 
think.” 

Mabel stopped playing. “Bee Arnold,” she said triumphantly. “She just 
moved here six months ago. Rumor is that she was a big Ekat. Mother gave 
her a welcome dinner, but I don’t think anyone liked her. Then she sort of 
became this hermit. I think everybody forgot about her.” 

“Except maybe the Outcast,” Nellie said. 

“Exactly!” Mabel dug in her pocket and handed her a piece of paper. 
“Here’s her address out in Punggol. Take the MRT, it’s the fastest way. Take 
the North East line all the way to the end. Now I have to do my 
homework.” She took off running. “And don’t tell my parents!” she tossed 
over her shoulder. 


In the Punggol district, restaurants with enticing smells called to Nellie. 
“Popiah,” Sammy told her. “Vegetarian spring rolls. Gado gado,” he 
said, pointing to someone eating in a sidewalk café. “One of my favorite 
salads. Vegetables, cucumber, steamed rice cakes in a spicy peanut sauce.” 
“Tt’s no fair being in Singapore and not able to eat. It’s like leading a 
horse to water and not letting him drink. It’s like holding a lollipop out of a 


kid’s reach. It’s like locking Amy out of a library. It’s like ...” Nellie 
realized she was talking to empty air. Sammy was behind her, speaking to a 
guy at a street cart. 

Sammy came back and handed her a bundle. “Here. Goreng pisang. 
Deep-fried banana fritters. This will hold you over. Plus I got directions.” 

“You are my superhero,” Nellie said through a mouthful of deep-fried 
deliciousness. 

Sammy turned down a causeway that ran along the bay. Nellie checked 
her GPS. “No wonder we’re lost,” she said. “The street isn’t on the map.” 

Bee Arnold’s street turned out to be a tiny, overgrown alley. The leafy 
branches of the trees met over their heads, creating a green tunnel they 
walked down. Nellie felt like she was underwater. They passed modest 
cottages painted in pretty pastels, tucked away behind little gardens. 

Bee Arnold’s house was blue with yellow shutters. Climbing vines 
covered the gate, and the door was painted a ravishing shade of pink. Nellie 
felt reassured by the pots of flowers on the porch. 

“Lovely,” Nellie whispered. “A double-crosser wouldn’t spend all this 
time gardening and planting flowers, would they?” 

They knocked on the front door. Nellie heard soft footsteps. 

Dressed in a faded sundress and sandals, her red hair in a long braid, 
Sinead Starling opened the door. 

“Ah,” Nellie said. “I guess I was wrong.” 





Sinead’s shock was visible on her face, but she recovered quickly. “Nellie. 
This is a surprise.” 

“Tm sure it is,” Nellie said. “Can we come in?” 

Sinead turned and led the way inside. The last time Nellie had seen her 
had been over a year ago, after they’d discovered that Sinead had been the 
mole who’d betrayed them. Even though Amy had forgiven her and even 
offered her a place to stay on Grace’s estate, Sinead had disappeared with 
her brothers, and nobody had particularly wanted to find her. 

Nellie didn’t particularly trust her now, either. 

Ted Starling walked into the room, smiling. “I know that voice! Nellie!” 

Nellie hurried over and hugged him. “It’s so good to see you! You look 
fantastic.” She was fond of Ted and was happy to see him looking so rested 
and healthy. 

“You mean, besides the blind thing?” Ted grinned. “I’m great. Starting 
to see shadows and colors again. The doctors say the trauma is healing 
slowly.” Ted had lost his sight in the original Clue hunt due to an explosion. 

“That is fantastic news.” Nellie introduced Sammy to the Starlings. 

“Ned is better, too,” Ted said. “He gets those terrible headaches less and 
less.” 

“We’re all better here,” Sinead said quietly. 

She led them through the bright living room and into a small sitting area 
off the kitchen. “We mostly hang out here,” she explained. 

“Tt’s pretty,” Nellie said. The lush garden bloomed with flowers, and she 
saw the blue glint of the sea. The house was decorated in shades of white 


and pale blue, except for a glass vase crowded with pink flowers. It was 
obvious that the Starlings had worked hard to create a peaceful home. 

“Tt’s remarkable, actually,” Sinead said. “We’re ... happy.” 

It was true that Sinead looked different. Gone were the buttoned-up 
polo shirts and pressed trousers. She was dressed in a loose linen dress, and 
Nellie noted how she kicked off her sandals as soon as she sat down. Yes, 
this Sinead was much more relaxed than she remembered. 

“Why are you calling yourself Bee Arnold?” Nellie asked. 

Sinead’s mouth twisted. “Isn’t it a good name for a traitor?” 

B. Arnold. Benedict Arnold. Nellie understood in a rush. 

“So you exiled yourself here,” she said. 

Sinead glanced at her brother. “Amy forgave the unforgivable. That 
shouldn’t make it harder, but it did. I just couldn’t face anyone anymore.” 

“Ned and I were worried about Sinead,” Ted explained. “She would 
hardly get out of bed. Ned and I were the ones to contact the Ekat network. 
We knew she needed to go far away. We all needed to start over. They 
arranged the false identities, the best doctors, even this house. They invited 
us to a fancy welcome dinner.” 

“Who is ‘they’?” Sammy asked. 

“Patricia Oh and a friend of hers,” Ted said. 

“A friend?” Nellie sat up. “Who?” 

“We never met him,” Ted said. “She called him Oh. We figured he was 
a relative. She’d say, ‘Don’t worry, Oh will take care of that!’” 

“Oh, like her last name? Or ‘O, like an initial?” Nellie asked. 

Ted frowned in a puzzled way. “I don’t know, actually. I just assumed it 
was a relative, come to think of it.” 

“This dinner,” Nellie said. “Where was it?” 

“At some fancy house. I think their name was Chen.” 

Nellie gave a start, which she tried to conceal by readjusting her 
position on the sofa. 

Sammy leaned forward. “Was ‘O’ at the dinner?” 


Sinead shook her head. “I don’t think he was invited. We’ve kept away 
from Patricia since then. Frankly, I never liked her. There’s something ... 
off about her niceness. And she gave me a big pitch on getting involved in 
the Asian branch of the Ekats. She said I deserved a leadership position 
again. That she was prepared to back me all the way. I told her I wasn’t 
interested, and she didn’t take no for an answer.” 

“What do you mean? What did she say?” 

“A lot of manipulative stuff,” Sinead said. “About how I was justified in 
what I did. About how she was going to be the new branch leader and she 
needed people she could trust.” She shook her head with a rueful smile. 
“And why would she think she could trust me? I betrayed my best friend.” 

“You did it to protect us,” Ted said softly, but Sinead just shook her 
head. 

“Have you heard about the Outcast?” Nellie asked. “Did Patricia ever 
mention him?” 

Sinead shook her head. “I’ve never heard that name.” She gave Nellie 
and Sammy a shrewd look. “Are you saying that it could be the ‘O’ Patricia 
was talking about?” 

“Possibly,” Nellie said. “Patricia has joined forces with someone called 
the Outcast and kicked Ian Kabra and Cara Pierce out of the mansion. The 
Outcast is in control, and he’s set up a contest to test Cahill leadership.” 

Sinead looked genuinely shocked and concerned. “What about Amy? Is 
she okay?” 

“She’s fine,” Nellie said shortly. She was a lioness when it came to her 
kiddos. Sinead may have seemed different, but she wasn’t about to trust her, 
either. 

“You said Patricia didn’t take no for an answer,” Sammy said. “Did she 
contact you again?” 

Sinead nodded. “Recently. Last month. She asked me to tea at the 
Raffles Hotel. I didn’t want to go, but she insisted. She said she had 
important news. But actually she just wanted to pressure me to attend a 
meeting. She said others who had been wronged by Grace’s grandchildren 


would be there. I told her I didn’t feel that way anymore. She said that 
change was going to happen whether I liked it or not. It would be better to 
be with them than against them. She frightened me. I told her not to contact 
me anymore. I said I wouldn’t do anything to betray Amy and Dan ever 
again. She was quite ... nasty about it. There was an implied threat.” 

“Did she say anything else? Did she give you any names of others?” 

Sinead shook her head. “I’m sorry.” 

“What about something that seemed small, or didn’t make sense?” 
Sammy asked. 

“Nothing.” A spark of memory lit Sinead’s face. “Just one thing. 
Probably nothing. I got there a bit late, and she was on the phone. I came up 
behind her and heard her say that the jet had taken off from Chicago with 
the package.” 

“Chicago,” Nellie repeated. Not much to go on. 

“It’s a big city,” Sammy said, echoing her thoughts. “Doesn’t exactly 
narrow it down.” 

“Tell her what you told me last night,” Ted said. 

Sinead hesitated. “Ever since I said no to Patricia, I have this creepy 
feeling. Like my e-mails and phone are monitored. I took Ned to the doctor 
a few days ago, and I was sure I was being followed.” 

Nellie exchanged a glance with Sammy. 

“Did anything else happen?” she asked Sinead. 

Sinead shook her head. “Patricia was so vindictive. She said the Cahill 
family was in deep trouble. That Amy and Dan and now Ian had made so 
many mistakes. Children had destroyed it, and adults would put it back 
together again.” She looked at Nellie directly. “I have to admit I’ve been 
worrying about it, thinking about maybe contacting Amy. I have no right to 
warn anybody, or to have anybody listen to me. But I’ve been there. I’ve 
felt resentment like that — so huge it takes over your life. I let it twist me 
into a creature who would stop at nothing to get revenge. I know what that’s 
like, and I saw it in her.” 

“We just want to live quietly,” Ted said. 


Sinead twisted her hands. “We can’t help you any more. Can you please 
go now?” 

Nellie stood. “Thanks for talking to us. It was good to see you, Ted.” 

Sinead walked them toward the door. “Do me a favor? Tell Amy I 
wasn’t part of this?” 

“PI tell her.” 

Sinead opened the door. “And tell her to be careful. Tell her ...” Sinead 
bit her lip. “Tell her I’m afraid.” 





Halifax Harbor, Nova Scotia 


Ian stepped in front of Amy. He didn’t look at the muzzle of the gun. He 
looked at Atlas’s face. His cold eyes. 

This wasn’t a threat. He wasn’t trying to scare them. This was real. 

“Just a moment,” Ian said. “We have a deal.” 

Atlas’s lip curled. “Do you think I’d allow a bunch of kids to threaten 
me? Know my business?” 

“We might know your business better than you do. We have reason to 
believe your ship is booby-trapped. When it gets into the harbor, it will 
explode.” 

“Right. And all the mermaids will drown, and the unicorns will save 
them. Kid, I don’t have time for this. I run a billion-dollar operation, do you 
understand? You’re in my way, and you know too much. All of you, kneel 
down. In a line, facing away from me. Hands on top of your heads.” 

He’s going to execute us, one by one. 

Ian could taste his own fear, acrid in his mouth. He felt suddenly light- 
headed. Yet at the same time everything was so clear. Possibilities whipped 
through his head at lightning speed. He saw pitfalls and dangers and 
outcomes. None of them were good. 

He could also feel his friends behind him, breathing, scared, ready. The 
unsteady pitch of the deck underneath his feet. The fog leaving droplets on 
his cheeks. Life was so big and so close, it seemed impossible that this 
could be happening. 


Amy stood slightly behind him, muscles coiled, waiting for an opening. 
He knew she was ready to strike. 

Ham was to his left. Dan’s eyes were darting from the gun to the 
distance between him and Atlas. They were each ready to rush the guy with 
the gun. 

Which was exactly what could get them all killed. 

Ian had never been so afraid in his life. But he had just gone through 
every possibility in this scenario and rejected them all. 

Except for one. 

Atlas didn’t know who he was dealing with. Not just kids, but trained, 
strong attackers. Amy was a black belt, and Hamilton could probably 
bench-press a car to protect his friends. Dan was fearless and quick. If Atlas 
killed Ian, that would give the others enough time to rush him, get the gun. 
They’d only have a second, maybe two, but that was all they needed, and 
Atlas would never expect kids to be that fast. 

“Pm not kneeling down,” he said. 

Amy drew in a sharp breath. 

“No, Ian,” she breathed behind him. She knew what he was thinking. 

He wasn’t the self-sacrificing sort, but Atlas had placed him in that 
position. 

Atlas swung the gun toward IJan’s temple. 

“Fine,” he said. “You first.” 

He stared into Atlas’s eyes. He saw no compassion, no mercy. Just a 
willingness to get the job done. 

Behind Atlas’s head, a freighter moved toward the harbor. Their boat 
was angled parallel. That meant the wake would hit them broadside. 

Which would give him one last chance. If he could stall. 

“Before you do, you should listen,” Ian said. “We have absolute 
evidence that the ship is rigged to explode. I have it right on my phone. Let 
me show you. If you don’t look, you’ ll regret it.” 

“T never regret anything,” Atlas said. “And if the ship blows, no one can 
connect me with it.” 


“We can,” Amy said. 

“But you’ ll be dead, kid,” Atlas said. He flourished the gun. “Didn’t 
you get the memo?” 

The wave hit. lan had watched it come over Atlas’s shoulder, rolling 
across the dark water. He was braced and ready. The boat lifted and pitched, 
and Atlas staggered. 

It was all they needed. 

Ian slammed into Atlas, aiming his hand in a lethal chop to the man’s 
throat. Meanwhile, Amy went in close with a roundhouse kick right at 
Atlas’s wrist. Ian could have sworn he heard the crack of bone, and Atlas 
howled. The gun went skittering on the deck and Dan dove for it. Hamilton 
crashed into a tottering Atlas with the full force of his body. 

Dan threw the gun overboard. Atlas struggled to get clear of Hamilton. 
He broke free and barreled down the steps into the cabin. Ian realized he 
must have another weapon down there. 

“Let’s go!” Ian shouted. He hit the winch that lowered the dinghy down 
and flipped the ladder over the side. “Move!” 

Amy climbed down the ladder and threw herself in. Dan followed. 
“Ham, come on!” Ian shouted. He wouldn’t leave this deck until Ham was 
safely in the dinghy. 

Ham had one foot over the railing as Atlas charged back up to the deck, 
holding a gun. 

The crack of the gun exploded over Ian’s head as Ham scooped up the 
anchor and threw it. It connected with Atlas’s head, and he collapsed onto 
the deck with a clunk. 

Ham vaulted off the railing and into the dinghy. Ian was right behind 
him. 

“NOW!” Tan shouted, and with a mighty heave, Hamilton pushed them 
off. 

The current drove them out, skimming over the chop. Amy shipped the 
oars and began to row as hard as she could. The fog wrapped around them. 

“We made it,” Ian said. 


The blast of a ship’s horn made them jump. 

“We’re in the middle of a shipping channel with fog rolling in anda 
storm coming,” Dan said through chattering teeth. “And the current is 
pulling us out into the North Atlantic. But you can’t have everything.” 

“We all did splendidly back there,” Ian said. “Now let’s get ourselves to 
shore. Amy, I have the greatest confidence in your muscles, but perhaps 
Hamilton should row.” 

“Which direction?” Hamilton asked. 

Ian looked around. He could see nothing. No lights, no buoys, no stars. 
The fog was so thick now it obscured every landmark. They could no 
longer distinguish the sea from the sky. It was all gray. Thick, impenetrable 
gray, with the cold black sea all around them and darkness falling. 

“That is indeed the question,” he said. 

Which was exactly when a loud blast from a ship’s horn reverberated 
across the water. Ian felt it as pressure in his ears and chest. Now they could 
feel the vibration of the great powerful engines. 

The massive gray ship emerged from the fog straight at them. 





“There it is!” Dan shouted as another earsplitting blast ripped through the 
air. “Ham! ROW!” 

“Hang on!” Ian shouted. 

The gray mass looked more like a building than a ship, or a gigantic 
tsunami made of metal. It bore straight at them. 

Terror blasted through Amy as the wall of the ship headed for them, 
tons of steel and mighty power. 

Hamilton’s arms moved like pistons, each stroke going deep in the 
water, pulling them away from the ship’s path. He kept them slicing through 
the water against incredible odds, just from the power of his arms and sheer 
will. The dinghy moved, incredibly slowly it seemed to Amy, but it moved, 
scudding across the water. They could be pulling out to sea instead of 
toward land but it didn’t matter, they had to get away from the massive 
ship, out of the shipping lanes, anywhere but where they were and with 
what could happen. She pictured the ship slicing into them, the boat 
splintering, their bodies tossed into the cold sea.... 

We’ve got to make it, we’ve got to... 

Horn blasting, fog swirling, Ham’s desperate panting, his lungs on fire 


They cleared it by only yards. 

Amy felt the immensity of the ship as the whole of it revealed itself as it 
slid past. 

“Get ready for the wake!” Ham cried. “It could swamp us! We’ve got to 
head into it!” 


A wall of water was coming at them. The boat heaved up, up, up, then 
slammed down. Water cascaded into the boat. They all screamed in terror as 
another wave hit. 

“Hang on!” Ham howled, wiping water out of his eyes. 

They hung on as the boat heaved and quivered and the water roiled 
around them. Amy was afraid the boat would break apart. 

Then there was nothing but gray water and fog, and the slippery edge of 
the boat against her fingers. They rocked on midsize waves. The cold water 
was up to their ankles. 

“Dan, Amy, start bailing,” Ian said in a clipped tone that rang with 
desperation. “Dan, use your hands. Amy, take this.” Ian took off his boot 
and handed it to her. 

“You'll freeze!” 

“Better than drowning.” Ian took off his other boot. 

Hamilton started to row again. “At least we know the ship is heading for 
the harbor.” 

“But we’re still in the shipping lane!” Amy said. “We have to go right 
or left.” 

“Wait, I have one piece of good news.” Dan’s voice sliced through the 
gloom. “I grabbed a phone on the way out.” He held up a phone. 

“Text Cara and see if she can get our position,” Ian said. 

“And is there a flashlight app on that?” Amy asked. “We can use the 
strobe.” 

Even though there was no longer a wake, the seas were choppy. The 
sleeting rain dripped down their necks, and soon they were all shaking with 
cold. Occasionally, a wave would splash over the edge of the dinghy. It was 
a small boat built for trips from the pier to a mooring. Not for this. Not for 
the choppy waters of an outer harbor. If they got swept out to sea ... 

Don’t think about it. Concentrate on bailing. On rowing. 

“Did Cara answer us?” Amy asked Dan. 

Dan paused in his bailing to check the phone. “She’s pinpointed our 
position!” He handed the phone to Ian. 


Amy rubbed her hands together. She felt frozen and scared. They were 
bailing as fast as they could, but it didn’t feel as though they were making a 
difference. 

“We’re not going to make it unless you BELIEVE it!” Ham roared as he 
rowed. “There is no such thing as ‘can’t’ in the Holt universe!” 

“Cara’s given me compass headings.” Ian accessed the app. “Ten 
degrees to the right, Ham. Steer us home!” 

With Ian directing and bailing, they made slow progress. Ian squinted 
off to his right. “I think I see a light!” he shouted. “Look!” 

Amy squinted. The fog was shredding into patchy areas. It lay more 
thickly on the water, but she was just beginning to see a shape. 

“It’s land!” she cried. “I see lights! I see them! That way!” 

From across the dark water a light blinked three times. 

“Look!” Dan shouted. He engaged the strobe on the phone and signaled 
back, holding the phone high. After a moment the lights blinked three times 
again. 

“Woo-hoo!” Ham screamed. “All right, you landlubbers, we’re going to 
BEACH THIS THING!” 


When they heard the dinghy scrape over the rocks, they crawled out. They 
collapsed on a rocky beach. 

“T thought we were done for,” Amy said, her mouth against a slimy 
rock. After a few seconds she raised her head. “I hear ... traffic. What a 
beautiful sound!” 

She turned and looked at Dan. He appeared pale, exhausted, his hands 
gripping the sand. 

“T’m sorry,” she said softly. “I got us back into this.” 

Dan struggled to sit up, his eyes on Ian and Hamilton as they stumbled 
up the beach toward a parking lot. 

“C’mon, guys!” Hamilton called. 


Lights flashed as a car door opened, and Cara and Jonah tumbled out. 
Cara hurtled herself at Ian and hugged him. Jonah clapped his arms around 
Hamilton. 

“Truth?” Dan asked. “We both know we couldn’t live with ourselves if 
we turned our backs on them.” 

He rose and put his hand out to help Amy. She put her icy hand in his, 
and he pulled her to her feet. She was startled at his power. When had her 
baby brother become as tall as she was? When had he developed this wiry 
strength? 

“After this —” she started, but he interrupted. 

“There is no after this,” he said. “There’s only now. There’s only 
stopping it.” 

Amy forgot, sometimes, that her jokey brother had a way of seeing the 
world in terms of what was essential. She had a tendency to overcomplicate 
things. She relied on him for how he could lay things out, sum it all up in a 
simple truth. 

There was only now. There was only stopping this. Yes. 

“We have to get it back,” she said. “All of it. Grace’s house, the family.” 

Dan’s face tightened. There had been times when Amy had been afraid 
of that look. Afraid that Dan was too young to look so hard. 

Now she had to admit how much she relied on his toughness. 

“Oh, we’ ll get it back,” Dan said, his eyes glittering. “That’s a 
promise.” 


Rain drummed against the windshield of the rental car. Cara kept the motor 
running. She’d been blasting the heat, so that the car was toasty warm. It 
calmed their shivering, but not their nerves. 

“The ship must be coming into port now,” Ian said. “Halifax could blow 
sky-high.” 

“So. Which way should I go?” Cara asked, her hands on the wheel. 


Nobody said what they all were surely thinking. If they were too late, 
shouldn’t they be leaving? Should she head to the airport? 

A sudden gust of wind shook the car. Amy glanced from one pale face 
to another. She knew that they all felt as she did. They couldn’t leave the 
city. Not even if there was just a minuscule chance to save it. 

“We need to go to the police,” Cara said. “Even if nobody believes us.” 

“Tt could be the only option left,” Amy agreed quietly. 

“But the Outcast said no outsiders,” Dan pointed out. 

Nobody said anything for a long minute. They were trapped. 

“As Dan would say, I blew it,” Ian said. “I overplayed my hand. I 
threatened Atlas, and we all came close to getting shot.” 

“Don’t beat yourself up about it, bro,” Jonah said. “Focus on the 
problem.” 

“You didn’t leave that boat until you knew we were all safe,” Amy said 
to Ian. “That’s leadership. You were willing to be killed to save us.” 

“What?” Cara asked. She whipped around to look at Ian in the backseat. 
“What did you do?” 

“He basically walked right up to a guy with a gun and said, ‘Shoot me 
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first,” Hamilton said. “Bravest thing I’d ever seen, dude.” 

“Or the stupidest!” Cara exclaimed. 

“T know I often fall into the ‘stupid’ category with you, Cara,” Ian said, 
his face flushing. “But in this case, it was necessary.” 

Amy almost groaned aloud. No, Ian! Cara was trying to let you know 
she cares about you! He could be so clueless when it came to human 
emotion! 

“Now,” Ian continued, “I agree that we need to bring in the authorities. I 
just don’t think we’re going to get far walking into a police station. They 
won’t believe us, and it will take more time than we’ve got to establish that 
we're not crazy pranksters. We’re not dealing with days anymore. We could 
be dealing with minutes. This storm has pushed up the timeline. The ship is 
in port. We have to do something. But who’s going to believe a bunch of 
kids?” 


“That question seems to come up a depressing amount when you’re a 
Cahill,” Dan agreed. 

Jonah suddenly started to wiggle in his seat, trying to get his fingers 
down into the front pocket of his jeans. He fished out a business card and 
held it up. “I have a way. Head for the pier.” 





It took all of Jonah’s persuasiveness and star power to get Bill Hannigan to 
agree to meet them. It was a busy night at the port, and Mr. Hannigan was 
in charge of making sure every ship met its berth safely. Dressed in a slicker 
and hard hat, he checked his watch impatiently as Jonah and the others 
arrived. 

They huddled against the rain as Mr. Hannigan listened to Jonah’s 
explanation of how he’d been researching at a pier and overheard the 
information about setting off an explosion on the Aurora. 

Hannigan checked the manifest. “It’s refrigerator parts from Suriname,” 
he said. “Pipes, liners, coils.” 

“But the ship’s captain was arrested three years ago for illegal weapons 
trafficking,” Amy said, showing him the article on her tablet. “He works for 
James Atlas.” 

“And I heard the guy mention his name,” Jonah said. 

“T know who Atlas is,” Mr. Hannigan said with a deep frown. He looked 
out at the pier, where the Aurora was docked. “Haven’t cleared the ship yet. 
The crew is still aboard.” 

“T guarantee you, Mr. Hannigan,” Jonah said. “Something funky and 
explosive is on that boat.” 

“Ship,” Mr. Hannigan corrected, but his gaze was hard as he stared at 
the Aurora. 

“What are you going to do, sir?” Ian asked. “There really isn’t any time 
to waste.” 


“The thing is,” Mr. Hannigan said, “doing my job is as much about 
instincts as your job is, Jonah.” He spoke into a walkie-talkie. “Security, I 
have a level five alert. Yes, you heard me correctly. Meet me on the deck of 
the Aurora. Now.” 


They found Atlas with the captain in the wheelhouse. Atlas wore a bloody 
bandage on his head and an expression of deadly rage when he saw Ian, 
Amy, Dan, and the others walk in with Mr. Hannigan. 

“Bump your head, Atlas?” Mr. Hannigan asked. 

“Do I know you?” Atlas said coolly. 

“You’re about to.” 

Atlas flicked his gaze to the group. “You’re listening to children’s 
stories?” 

“None of your business.” He turned to his two security officers. “Detain 
them,” he said curtly, and suddenly the executive in the gray suit they’d met 
the day before turned into an action hero. He began to snap orders, ignoring 
the captain’s bluster and Atlas’s threats. 

“This is legitimate cargo, and you are wasting everyone’s time,” Atlas 
said. “You’ll be sorry you did this.” He said the words lightly. He was a 
man who didn’t need to threaten. Just his presence there was enough. 

Atlas took a step toward Hannigan, just a half step. His voice was low. 
“Moving cargo is what I do. Delays cost me. And I’d pay a great deal to 
avoid it. That’s why I have friends in high places.” 

A bribe. A threat. 

Amy felt the charge between the two men. What sickened her was that 
of the two of them, Atlas was far more powerful. He had billions of dollars 
behind him. Hannigan was a good man in a tough job. 

She’d seen a whole lot of injustice in the world in the past few years. 
People who suffered, people who died. People who got power and didn’t 
deserve it. People who got pushed around. Life isn't fair, her math teacher 


Mr. Alessi used to say when they’d moaned about a surprise quiz. How 
could she, that twelve-year-old Amy sitting in class, worried about a quiz, 
have known how deeply true that was? 

“That sounded like you are bribing a port official,” Hannigan said. He 
spoke into the walkie-talkie. “Search every corner of this ship.” 

Atlas looked at Amy. “You’re dead, you know,” he told her. He said it 
as though they were having a conversation. “I don’t care if you’re a kid.” 

She gave him a cool glance. “I don’t care if you’re a criminal. Look me 
up when you get out of jail.” 


Much later, they stood on the pier as Atlas and the captain were loaded into 
a vehicle. Snow swirled in the lights. Atlas and the captain had been 
arrested on at least five charges having to do with bribery, violation of 
international law, arms trafficking ... As Hannigan said, “I threw the book 
at them. And it’s a very large book. 

“Here’s the thing,” Hannigan said, turning up his collar against the 
snow. “The ship wasn’t going to blow up. We know that for sure. You got 
that part wrong, but I’m grateful for what you got right. They were running 
mortars and automatic weapons to Suriname. It’s enough to put them both 
away for a while.” He cocked his head at Jonah. “See? We do get drama 
here occasionally.” 

“Word,” Jonah said. 

But Jonah looked as worried as the rest of them. They’d been wrong 
about the Aurora. But that didn’t mean the city was safe. It just meant that 
their best shot had fizzled. 

“Atlas made a lot of threats against you,” Amy said. 

“Part of the job,” Hannigan said. “And it’s in my blood. Both my father 
and grandfather worked on the piers. My great-grandfather was working the 
morning they got news that the Titanic went down. He was one of the men 


sent out from Halifax to search for passengers. Brought them back here to 
bury them.” 

Dan half turned to focus on Hannigan. “Titanic passengers? Buried 
here?” 

“Sure,” Hannigan said. “One hundred and fifty souls were brought here 
and buried. Most of them out in Fairview Cemetery. It’s worth a visit. It 
makes you really feel the tragedy of that disaster.” 

“Tn the Maritimes you’ll find the crosses,’” Dan said. 

“Exactly.” 

Dan looked thunderstruck. He stuck out his hand and shook Hannigan’s 
heartily. “Thank you for believing us tonight. Best of luck!” 

“Thanks,” Hannigan replied, smiling a little at Dan’s abruptness. “Pd 
better get back to my office. Make sure all the ships are safely berthed.” 

He said his good-byes and walked off. Immediately, Amy turned to 
Dan. 

“What did you just think of?” she demanded. 

“We got it all wrong!” Dan cried. “Totally!” He recited the poem. “‘A 
collision caused the terrible losses / In the Maritimes you’ ll find the 
crosses.’ He was talking about the Titanic! All of the rest of the poem fits, 
too. It happened in the middle of the night, so people were in their pajamas 

“Wait a second. What about maiming and blindness?” Amy asked. “‘On 
Mont Blanc rests the ones to blame / Oh, to maim, blind, and kill, and have 
no shame!’ Nobody was maimed or blinded in the Titanic disaster.” 

“That part isn’t about the Titanic,” Dan declared. “It’s about us, Amy! 
Where were we when the Outcast took over the mansion? On Mont Blanc 
— the real one, the mountain! He was letting us know that he knew exactly 
where we were and what we were doing.” 

“But you didn’t blind or kill anyone,” Cara said. 

“No.” Ian’s voice was quiet. “Amy and Dan didn’t. But Ted Starling 
was blinded in that explosion in Philadelphia. Ned Starling was maimed, in 
a way. He never really recovered. If you were a crazy lunatic, you could 


blame them ... blame all the Madrigals, I guess. Because of what the hunt 
did to Cahills.” 

Amy put a hand to her mouth. “He’s blaming us for everything. That’s 
why he took over.” 

“Do you see what this means? The city is safe!” Dan exclaimed. 

“But something else is going to happen,” Cara said. “And now we 
might be too late. We wasted so much time! Two and a half days! There’s 
less than three days left, and we haven’t figured out the target.” 

Jonah had been busy working his phone. He drew in a breath. “I’ve got 
the target,” he said. “Look.” 

He held out his phone. They all crowded in to scan the news report. 
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TITANIC II MAIDEN VOYAGE 
Defying icebergs, replica sails 
to Antarctica 

Notables on board include 





sponsor Peter Zimmer, richest 
aman in the world; Nobel Prize 


Beladon. Ship sails from Argentina on March 1. 


e Cahills at it again 





“That’s tomorrow,” Amy said. 





Singapore 


Mabel Rose Chen was a perfect daughter. She knew this because everybody 
Said it. 

Mabel is the perfect daughter. Her grades! Her music! Her sports! Her 
manners! Her hair! You must be so proud. 

She didn’t want to be perfect. She wanted to be necessary. 

Her parents had raised three sons ahead of Mabel. She was the surprise. 
Her brothers were all in college. She was the afterthought. For a while, her 
nickname had been “Tag” for “tagalong.” Until she asked them to stop. 

Her parents were probably tired of raising kids. Tired of overseeing and 
reminding and prodding. That must be why they were sending her away to 
boarding school in Switzerland for the summer. They said it was to perfect 
her French. Mabel knew they wanted to get rid of her. 

Something was wrong in the house. Mabel had always been the 
youngest one in the room, and that had taught her how to listen. How to 
become invisible in a room full of people talking. 

Her father had been up since four A.M. Her mother had taken three 
aspirins and snapped at Mabel when she asked what was for dinner. Now 
they were in the study with the door closed. 

One of the unbreakable rules of the household was this: The Chen 
children had to stay out of Cahill business until they were twenty-one. 

The thing about being a perfect daughter was that nobody suspected that 
you might not be so perfect. That maybe you were fascinated by the fact 


that you belonged to this powerful family, and maybe you weren’t so great 
at violin or tennis or French, but you were very, very good at spying. 

Mabel tiptoed to her mother’s office. She had guessed her password 
long ago. What would it hurt if she went back and looked at the Ekat chatter 
from the past few weeks? And had a peek at some e-mails? She’d already 
done her homework. 

She booted up and started to read. 

After a few minutes, her heart began to pound. 

She had to get up and walk around the room to get calm. 

Then she went back to reading. 


“I know what you’re thinking,” Sammy said as they left the alley and 
headed to the main road. “The Chens gave that dinner, and sure, it looks 
suspicious. But it was a welcome dinner for a fellow Ekat, so of course they 
invited Patricia. It doesn’t mean they know the Outcast.” 

“Pm not thinking anything,” Nellie answered. “We’re just gathering 
information.” But a tiny tendril of suspicion had taken root. 

“We have a more immediate problem,” Sammy said. “I think we’re 
being followed.” 

“Who?” 

“T don’t know. It’s a feeling on the back of my neck. I keep looking in 
shop windows and just missing something out of the corner of my eye. Just 
now I turned and someone quickly stepped into a food stall. Let’s keep 
moving.” 

Nellie knew better than to look back. It was now close to six in the 
evening, and the street was crowded. She’d been walking without noticing 
anything, her head still focused on the scant information Sinead had given 
them, trying to extract a lead from the tangle. Now her nerves jumped to 
high alert. 

Sammy picked up the pace. “You see that bus ahead? Let’s jump on.” 


“Let’s just get in line,” Nellie said. “I want to flush whoever it is out.” 

People pressed against them as they approached the bus stop. Nellie 
took her sunglasses off and pretended to polish them. She looked around 
her, keeping her face down. 

It was impossible to tell if someone was really on their trail. Food stalls 
had opened, and people were spilling out of buildings, heading to cafés 
before going home, or lining up for buses. It was a warm, lovely evening, 
and people were strolling, enjoying the air. 

The bus lumbered to a stop. People shuffled forward. The bus was 
completely jammed, and some tried to press themselves aboard. 

The doors slammed shut, the aisles full. The bus took off smoothly, 
leaving several people on the sidewalk. 

“Rush hour in Singapore,” a man said next to her. He shrugged. “What 
can you do? Now I’m going to miss meeting my friend.” He gave them an 
easygoing smile. “He’ll just have to start without me. Unless ... you know, 
taxis are expensive, but we could split the fare. Where are you going? I’m 
in the Colonial District.” 

There was no way Nellie was getting into a car with a random guy. He 
looked like any normal person, a little tired after a long day, dressed 
casually in shorts and sandals. But all her senses were on alert. She fanned 
herself with her hand, but all the while she studied him carefully. 

“Thanks, but we’re not too far. I think we’ll walk,” she said. “Such a 
beautiful day. Nice meeting you.” 

They started to walk off. “I don’t trust him,” Nellie murmured. “Let’s 
see if he follows us.” 

“Tsn’t the idea to get away from the guy?” Sammy asked. 

“T want to see if I can get a photo,” she said. “Cara can run it through 
her ID software.” 

As they turned at the next corner, she glanced in a shop window. Was he 
back there? She saw the flash of a white shirt, a tanned arm. 

They hurried down the road and crossed into a green park. Sammy 
checked his phone. “If we walk straight through here, we’ll come to an 


MRT station. We can catch a train back. I don’t know if we’re being 
followed, but I know how strict mealtimes are at the Chens’.” 

Nellie gave a quick look back, but she didn’t spot the man who had 
spoken to them at the bus stop. What if he’d just been a normal, friendly 
guy? 

Near a fountain with squealing children, she saw a different man enter 
the park. He looked like every other tourist, in a white shirt and a Panama 
hat that shadowed his features. Had she noticed him before on the street? 
Something in the way he moved made her take a second look. She flashed 
back to the busy street. He’d been the pedestrian munching on a sweet from 
the vendor. Now as he walked, she noted a coiled energy about him that he 
was trying to disguise with an ambling stride. 

Too far away to get a photo, and the hat shadowed his face. Nellie 
suddenly felt a prick of foreboding. She’d learned to trust her instincts. 

“Let’s go this way.” She pulled Sammy off the path. If they cut through 
this grove of trees, it should bring them closer to the train station. 

Within a few steps, it was as though they’d plunged into a deep tropical 
forest. The trees were planted thickly here, and the branches shut out the 
last of the light and cut off the sounds of the park. Nellie could hear some 
children playing a game, but the sound seemed far away. They were alone. 
It seemed as though nobody in Singapore ever strayed off the neat 
pathways. 

Except ... 

Nellie stopped. 

“Sammy, did you hear that? Footsteps?” 

“No.” Sammy cocked his head. “Nothing.” 

They walked again. This time, when she heard the rustle she stopped 
and whirled around. 

Nothing. 

She reached for Sammy’s hand. She suddenly regretted striking off the 
path. They continued to walk, faster this time. The rustling continued. 

“Hey there,” someone crooned. 


But there was no one there. 

Sammy squeezed her hand, pulling her along. 

“Nel-lie ...” The voice sent a chill of fear through her. Sammy gave her 
a startled glance. 

“Let’s get out of here,” he said in a low voice. 

They were walking fast now, almost running. Nellie could hear the 
footsteps, but she couldn’t tell where they were, or where the voice was 
coming from. The trees cast deep green shadows. Was that rustling a bird in 
the leaves, or their pursuer? 

She didn’t want to be scared. She’d been in tough situations before. 
This was just a voice. 

A voice that knew her. 

Then suddenly, the man in the hat was ahead of them, only yards away. 

“Nosy girls should be careful.” 

Nellie was about to fling out a reply when she was distracted by a flash 
of silver. The man was spinning a steel rod around and around in his hand, 
so fast she only saw a blur. The rod was attached to a thick metal ring on his 
third finger. His pinkie finger was missing a joint. 

She had time to notice those things, but no time to react before his hand 
flicked, and the rod turned out to be a foot-long spear hurtling cleanly 
through the air. It passed between her and Sammy and thwacked into a tree. 
It had been so close she’d felt it tickle the hair near her ear. If she had 
turned, had even flinched ... 

“Relax. If Pd wanted to hit you, I would have.” 

Sammy surged toward the man. 

“SAMMY, NO!” Nellie shouted. She leaped forward and grabbed him 
with both hands. “No,” she whispered. “No.” She saw the second weapon in 
the man’s hand, twirling. 

“Don’t even think of it, boyfriend. Next time I won’t miss.” 

Sammy went still, but she heard his harsh breathing. 

“Just a warning, this time,” he said softly. “Go home, kiddos. I mean, all 
the way home. Back to the States. Or next time, it will be in your back.” 





Ushuaia, Argentina 


“Ushuaia is the southernmost city on the globe,” Cara said. She’d done a 
ton of research on the plane. “It’s the main jumping-off point for Antarctica, 
even though that means you have to go through Drake Passage, the most 
treacherous water in the world. It’s this bottleneck at the tip of South 
America, around Cape Horn. Ships used to founder and sink there, and it’s 
still notoriously dangerous.” 

“Look at it this way — it can’t be worse than Halifax Harbor in a 
dinghy,” Dan said. 

Hamilton nudged Dan. “Good one.” 

Cara hadn’t known Hamilton Holt for as long as the others, but she was 
always grateful for his cheerfulness. They had flown to the bottom of the 
world, and they all felt like zombies with duffel bags. Their bags were 
stuffed with fleece, boots, and waterproof gear they’d purchased locally in 
hopes they’d be able to get aboard. 

They’d taken off from Halifax in a snowstorm and flown all night, with 
a blurred stopover in Chile. Hamilton had woken up momentarily, heard the 
word Chile, and mumbled, “I like mine with onions.” The gang hadn’t let 
him forget it. 

“Thanks, Onions,” Dan said. 

“We have two and a half days before disaster strikes,” Cara said. 

“Must you keep repeating the deadline?” Ian asked. 


“Yes,” Cara said. Ian had been cool and distant since last night. Cara 
had concluded that he was an idiot. Even though he’d been incredibly 
brave, he’d also brushed her off when she’d been concerned about him. Just 
when she tried to show him she cared, he got all stiff and Brit-fuff-fuff. 

So, she was going to play it cool with Ian Kabra, keep her head, and 
wait for her heart to catch up. 

“Well, we’re finally pointed in the right direction,” Amy said. “As far 
south as you can get.” 

“This wasn’t what I thought Argentina would look like,” Hamilton said. 
“I was hoping to see horses galloping across the pampas. Even though I’m 
not sure what pampas even are.” 

“Grasslands,” Cara said. “And they’re a bit farther north.” 

Cara liked this bustling small city that curled around a deep blue harbor. 
The city was cupped by snowy mountain peaks. It was chilly and sunny, 
with colorful flowers blooming in windowsills and planted in grassy 
squares. 

It was an upside-down world. It was March first, but that meant autumn 
in Antarctica. The summer research stations would be closing down, the 
scientists heading back to their home countries. The long Antarctic winter 
was around the comer. She’d learned that March was at the very tail end of 
Antarctic cruises — the season ran from November to March, with most 
cruises taking place during December and January, during the Antarctic 
summer. The Titanic II was an icebreaker, however, and was going to forge 
into the harbors of Antarctica and catch the very last of the good weather. 

At least that was the plan. 

They walked toward the harbor, crossing a plaza underneath a snapping 
light blue Argentine flag. The harbor was crowded with expedition ships 
alongside fishing boats and one gigantic cruise liner. 

They stood on the sidewalk, duffels in their hands, scanning the pier. It 
was Clear which boat was the Titanic I, even without reading the gilt letters 
on the stern. It was bright white and navy, with polished mahogany railings, 
and had attracted a crowd on the pier who stared up at its magnificence. 


People were pulling up in hired cars and SUVs, and crew members in 
snappy white uniforms were hurrying down to escort them and handle the 
luggage. 

Hamilton gave a low whistle. “She’s a beauty,” he said. 

“The ship has been booked solid for a year,” Amy said. “Peter Zimmer 
is a Titanic fanatic, but he also runs a nonprofit foundation, and so he 
merged his two interests into this one ship to raise awareness. There’s a mix 
of billionaires, scientists, a movie star who calls herself an 
environmentalist, and a very lucky group of seventeen high school science 
students from La Jolla, California, who Zimmer invited on the cruise.” 

“Zimmer says the ship combines the opulence of the first Titanic along 
with cutting-edge green technology,” Cara added. “It’s running on biofuels, 
and he’s aiming for zero impact on the environment. Plus, he’s replicating 
the meals of the first Titanic voyage and he’s copied all the silver and plates 
and tablecloths.” 

Ian glanced over at the photographers clustered at the foot of the 
gangway. “No journalists once they get under way,” he noted, “but they’re 
to be given a tour of the ship while in port. That might give us a chance to 
sneak aboard, but they’! most likely be checking credentials very closely.” 

“So we don’t have a plan,” Dan said. 

“Not until we scope it out,” Amy answered. “How many passengers?” 
she asked Cara. 

“About a hundred,” Cara said. “Plus crew. Considerably less than the 
Titanic. It was the largest ship in the world at the time. There were about 
two thousand passengers and crew, I think. Less than half survived.” 

“Seven hundred and thirteen survivors,” Dan said, because he was 
cursed with having random facts embedded in his brain forever. “That 
means about thirty percent survived. They had enough lifeboats for only 
half, and many of them didn’t make it on. Some lifeboats weren’t even full! 
At first they were afraid to lower them and thought they might split if they 
were at capacity. It was just stupid.” 


“The captain kept the ship at full power even though there were 
icebergs in the vicinity,” Amy said. “It was common practice; nobody 
thought an iceberg could sink a ship. The ship was the most expensive ever 
built and believed to be unsinkable.” 

“Tt had sixteen watertight compartments that could be sealed off,” Dan 
said. “It could survive four being disabled. The iceberg destroyed five.” 

“The unsinkable became sinkable,” Amy said. 

“The same reliance on technology that this Titanic has,” Ian said. “So, 
based on historical record, I’d say we’d be foolish to think this ship can’t 
blunder into disaster just as well.” 

Amy gazed out at the sea. “It was such an unbelievable tragedy at the 
time. The ship took almost three hours to sink. That’s a lot of time for 
people to know that they were facing death. The husbands had to say good- 
bye to their wives and children and send them into lifeboats ... and of 
course the first-class passengers got a crack at the lifeboats first. So all 
those third-class passengers and crew knew they were going to drown. 
There were a thousand people still aboard when the ship went down.” 

Cara shivered. “What kind of monster would wish that kind of disaster 
on the world again? And why? Just to prove a point? He’s crazy.” 

“He might be,” Amy said. “But he might be after something we haven’t 
even figured out yet.” 

“Like what?” Dan asked. 

“I don’t know,” Amy said. “But look at us. We’re busy trying to save 
people. What is the Outcast doing?” 

Ian nodded. “Exactly what I’ve been thinking. But he’s given us no 
choice. We have to keep going.” 

Cara nodded. “We can’t let it happen again. If the Titanic IT sinks, 
prominent scientists will go down with it. The science of climate change 
will be set back for decades. Plus the world’s foremost authorities on 
emperor penguins, volcanology, meteorites, and seals.” 

“Not to mention the president’s adviser on the environment and a 
winner of the Nobel Peace Prize,” Ian said. 


“And the star of Explosive Action: The Movie,” Jonah put in. “Hey, just 
saying. It’s the maiden voyage. BOB. Bigwigs on board.” 

“And seventeen science nerds,” Hamilton added as the high school 
students walked by, talking excitedly and pointing. 

They fell silent as they watched the students. Cara felt something 
happen in her chest, and then her throat, which meant she was about to 
humiliate herself by tearing up. She had been trained not to cry by her 
father, who used to make a clown face and say Look at the ’ittle crybaby 
while her brother Galt jeered at her. No. She didn’t cry. Not ever. 

It was just that they all looked so ... excited and happy. She couldn’t get 
the image of passengers on the original Titanic out of her head. Standing on 
a freezing deck while it slanted underneath their feet and the crowds 
frantically looked for places in lifeboats that weren’t there ... 

She looked around at the gang. She saw the same thoughts flickering on 
their faces. She trusted this group. She’d seen them in action. So, no way 
would this ship go down. 

Two young men with beards and backpacks passed them, dressed in 
bright yellow parkas. 

“Scientists,” Jonah guessed. 

“Rollo never showed up in the lobby,” one of them said as they passed. 
“Said he was waiting for a message and to go on ahead.” 

“He’s been looking forward to this for months,” the other guy said. “Ice 
algae blooms are so incredibly cool.” 

An SUV started honking as the driver inched forward. They moved 
aside as the car pulled over. The driver hopped out and began to unload 
leather duffels and suitcases. 

“Hermès and vintage Vuitton,” Jonah said. “That is definitely not the 
luggage of a scientist.” 

A man stepped out dressed in faded jeans and a parka. He wore 
sunglasses, a baseball cap, and sneakers. He was speaking into a phone. 
“Don’t forget my bottled water!” he barked at the driver. 

“Bingo,” Jonah said. “Hollywood. My people.” 


The man leaned down to help a woman out of the car. She was tiny and 
seemed to be fashioned out of sinew and air. She was dressed all in black, 
and large sunglasses concealed much of her face, giving her the look of a 
giant insect. 

“Janelle Beladon,” Jonah said. “The most elegant woman in the world.” 

“This jet lag is freakin’ killing me,” they heard her say. 

A shower of flashbulbs went off as the movie star headed toward the 
gangway. A tall, silver-haired man greeted her warmly. He was wearing a 
white captain’s hat with a gold anchor emblazoned on the front. 

“Peter Zimmer,” Jonah murmured. “Our host.” 

Crew members swarmed over the luggage, tagging and organizing it 
onto trolleys. 

The man who had been riding in the car with Janelle Beladon caught 
sight of Jonah. He waved his phone. “Jonah Wizard!” He strode toward 
him. “This is ultimate good karma, brother! Love it! I am your biggest fan 
of all time! I’ve been calling your agent for weeks!” He held out a hand. 
“Lloyd Trueman.” 

“How’s it shaking, bro?” Jonah asked, immediately switching into his 
fake overdone hip-hop drawl. He bumped Lloyd’s fist instead of shaking his 
hand. 

“Are you on the Titanic IT? Love it! I can pitch you on a film idea — 
Janelle’s next picture — and she needs a sidekick to bring in the teens. 
Action movie — a ship gets hijacked in Tierra del Fuego and then gets 
sucked into a vortex that’s a portal, get it? We open in another world, only 
it’s in two dimensions, and one is brain waves! It’s like Flat Stanley meets 
the X-Men. Genius, am I right?” 

“Sounds crazy, bro,” Jonah said. 

“Totes! In a good way. Plus it’s got a great message about humanity, 
you know? Janelle is very into that spiritual whole-earth thing. It’s a deep 
story, same guy that did Explosive Action. You’d be perfect for the sidekick. 
The kid with the troubled past.” 


“We’ve only got one problem,” Jonah said. “I’m not on the ship. It’s 
full. I just flew down to see if there were any cancellations.” 

“Let me work my connections. I’m buds with Pete. In the meantime, 
come and have a snack in my suite, meet Janelle. I’ve got kale chips!” 

“Can I bring my posse?” 

“Tt’s all good!” 

“Flat Stanley meets the X-Men?” Dan murmured. 

“You see what I have to deal with in order to live large like I do?” Jonah 
muttered through his smile. 

Lloyd greeted Peter Zimmer, who had just finished welcoming a couple 
with air kisses. 

“Pete, my man! Love the hat!” 

Peter Zimmer touched the brim of his captain’s hat. “Thanks. It would 
be corny, but I’m wearing it ironically.” It was clear that Lloyd’s “bud” 
Peter had no clue who Lloyd was. “Welcome aboard! The purser will want 
to see your tickets just ahead.” 

“No problem!” Lloyd said. “Looking forward to good times. Icebergs, 
gotta love it! Can you do me a favor and rustle up an extra cabin? This is 
my homey, Jonah Wizard. He and Janelle go way back.” 

It never failed to amaze Cara how rich and famous people were drawn 
to each other like moths on a lightbulb. Peter completely ignored the group 
and turned to Jonah. He bumped his fist in a casual way, as though they’d 
been friends forever. “So good to see you,” he said. “I’m a fan. You know 
I’d love to accommodate you, but we are fully booked. PII get in touch with 
my ticket agent and we’ll set you up in a suite for a cruise of your choosing 
next fall.” 

“Sounds good,” Jonah said. 

Well, that took care of that. No cabin for Jonah. It wasn’t going to be 
that easy. But Cara hadn’t expected it to be. 

“Got my friends here for a quick send-off in my suite,” Lloyd said. 
“That cool?” 


“That’s fine. Just check in with the purser; we’ll need their names. 
Doberman! These guests can come aboard with Mr. Wizard,” Zimmer said 
to a tall man in a navy suit. “You only have about fifteen minutes,” he 
warned Lloyd. 

Doberman stepped forward, a tall, trim officer who looked resplendent 
in his navy uniform and cap. “Name, young man?” 

“John Paul Jones,” Dan blurted. “These are my sisters, Martha and 
Abigail.” 

“Chadwick Templeton,” Ian said. 

“My posse from Hollywood,” Jonah said quickly. He put a hand on 
Hamilton. “And this is H — Sam Holter, my bodyguard.” 

Doberman entered their names. “Enjoy your visit. The all ashore 
announcement will be in exactly fourteen minutes.” 

Jonah engaged Lloyd in conversation about Explosive Action, and the 
rest of the gang slipped away. 

Mission accomplished. For now. 

“Chadwick Templeton?” Cara asked Ian. “That’s the fakest fake alias 
I’ve ever heard.” 

“I went to boarding school with Chadwick,” Ian said. “Nasty guy. 
Cheated at tennis.” 

They prowled the hallways, trying to look legitimate yet scope out a 
place to stow away. No more jokes, no more teasing. They moved fast and 
purposefully, their gazes noting every closet, every common room. There 
just didn’t seem to be anywhere to hide. They walked through lounges with 
picture windows and soft sofas and beautiful lamps, through a large, 
paneled dining room and a book-lined library, even a small theater. The 
staff was everywhere, briskly walking through the rooms, checking to make 
sure everything was perfect. 

“We can’t get belowdecks,” Hamilton said after they passed a door 
marked CREW ONLY. “It’s locked-card access.” 


The announcement “All ashore who’s going ashore” came over the PA 
system. 
Jonah texted Ian. Cara looked over Ian’s shoulder. 


GOTTA BREEZE BRO. FOUND A CRANNY YET? 


NOT YET, Ian replied. 


TOLD MY MAN LLOYD YOU ALL ALREADY LEFT. HE’LL 
CHECK YOU OUT WITH THE PURSER. SO BETTER FIND A 
PLACE TO STOW OR GO ASHORE. THEY’RE CHECKING 
TICKETS EVERYWHERE. SEE U. 


Cara nudged Ian. A ship’s officer headed down the hallway, checking 
tickets. They turned and went the opposite way. Ahead of them were the 
same two young scientists they’d seen on the pier. Cara slowed her steps so 
that they could eavesdrop. 

“Yeah, Hardcastle never showed up. Weird.” 

“Oh, man. Jumped ship, huh. Tagamayer’s going to bust a gut.” 

“Because Rollo handled the PowerPoint, am I right?” 

“Word. Didn’t he have the cabin right next to yours?” 

“Yeah. At least I won’t have to listen to Iron Maiden in the mornings.” 

“An empty cabin,” Amy whispered. 

Without having to confer, they all spread out, keeping the two young 
scientists in view. One opened one door, the other the door opposite, and 
they both walked in. The doors banged shut. 

Ian and Amy were slightly ahead. They hesitated outside the door to the 
empty cabin. 

A ship’s officer turned the comer. “Can’t master the key card?” He 
smiled. 

Tan held up a credit card, concealing most of it. “I keep trying, but ... 
These kind folks were trying to assist me.” 


“He thinks it needs a slot!” Amy said. “I tried to tell him it’s a sensor!” 
She reached out to grab the card, and Ian dropped it. Ham speeded up 
suddenly and walked by, kicking the card under the door as if by accident. 

“Oops,” he said. “Sorry, dude.” He walked off, whistling. 

The officer winced. “I wish he wouldn’t do that,” he said. “Crew 
members are a superstitious lot. We think that whistling calls up storms. 
Never whistle on a boat, young man. Bad enough that we’re on a ship 
named Titanic,” he muttered. 

“Wouldn’t dream of whistling, no sir,” Ian promised. “But now I’ve lost 
my key card!” 

“T can help you,” the officer said. “Your name, sir?” 

“Rollo Hardcastle.” 

The officer consulted his tablet. “Yes, Mr. Hardcastle. With the 
scientific group.” 

Ian ran a hand through his hair, mussing it. “Graduate student in 
geothermal energy. I know tons about volcanoes, but not much about key 
card sensors, I’m afraid.” 

Ian was perfect, Cara thought admiringly. He’d transformed himself 
from a privileged Brit into an addled egghead. 

“Yes. Well, this is a maiden voyage. Bound to be a few mishaps here 
and there.” 

The officer took his pass card and held it briefly against the sensor. The 
door swung open. 

“Keep your hands on that card, Mr. Hardcastle. Yov’ll need it to charge 
purchases and also to sign in and out when we go ashore in Antarctica.” 

“Absolutely,” Ian promised. 

As soon as he was out of sight, the others turned back and crowded into 
the tiny cabin. 

Ian turned to Cara. “You have to get off the ship,” he said. “You’ve got 
to stay in Ushuaia.” 

“Why me?” Cara felt her cheeks go red. 


“Tan is right,” Amy said. “The Internet connection is going to get spotty. 
We’ve got to have a digital coordinator, and that’s you. You must keep in 
contact with Nellie and Sammy and any Cahills who aren’t in the Outcast 
camp. And if anything happens ... if we fail ...” 

“Failure is not an option!” Ham reminded her. 

“... you’ve got to tell them what happened,” Amy finished. 

Cara felt stricken. Amy and Ian both looked so resolute. They were 
prepared for anything, she realized. Even not coming back. 

“But ...” she started. She tried to find an argument. She didn’t want to 
leave them. She wanted to say, You’re my family now. 

Aren t you? 

“It’s an order, Cara,” Ian said. 

“I don’t take orders,” she snapped. 

Amy shot Ian an exasperated glance. She touched Cara’s arm. “We need 
you to do this. We have to use your skills in the best way possible.” 

It did make sense. She saw that. But why did she feel ... abandoned? “I 
don’t want to!” 

Ian nodded. “I know. Jonah doesn’t, either. But he knows he’s too 
visible. Better to have two of you ashore. You can help us more there. Cara, 
you’re the one holding the network together.” His dark gaze was serious. 
“Each one of us has a job to do.” 

Cara’s anger drained away. She swallowed against the lump in her 
throat. “I won’t you let down.” 

“You never do,” Ian said. 





Singapore 


That evening at the Chens’, Nellie unwrapped the weapon from her scarf 
and studied it. It was a steel spear about a foot long, with a menacingly 
sharp blade on each end. In the center was a rotating ring. 


“T’ve never seen anything like this before,” she said. “What is it?” She 
held it up. 

“No idea,” Sammy said. “I just know it was almost in your head.” He 
put his arms around her. “Will you lose all respect for me when I tell you I 
was scared?” 

“T was scared, too. You almost got yourself killed trying to tackle him.” 

“T wanted to kill him.” 

Nellie rested her head against his shoulder. “He would have killed you.” 

“At that moment, I didn’t care.” 

Nellie drew back. “Sammy, he knew my name.” 

“I know. I don’t like this.” 

“Did you notice that he called us kiddos? That’s what I call Amy and 
Dan.” 

“Coincidence?” 

“No.” Nellie shook her head. “It was a threat, I’m sure of it. Remember 
how he emphasized it? He wanted me to know that the inner circle was 


invaded. There’re only a few people who know I call Amy and Dan kiddos. 
And I trust all of them.” 

She looked at him worriedly. “It was a threat just as much as the spear 
was.” She carefully wrapped her scarf around it. “The first thing we have to 
do is figure out what exactly this is.” 

Sammy suddenly crossed to the window. He motioned to Nellie to 
switch off the light. 

“What is it?” she whispered. 

“Somebody’s out there.” 

Nellie moved through the dusky room and peered out behind the 
curtain. The trees and shrubbery she’d admired now seemed treacherous, 
places for people to hide. 

A shadow moved out from the wall. Nellie tensed. 

But it was only Mabel, a blur of white shirt against dark green. 

Sammy let out a relieved breath and pushed open the French doors. 
They walked out onto the patio. 

“Mabel!” Nellie exclaimed. “You scared us. What are you doing out 
here?” 

“Shhh,” she said, drawing them farther into the shadows. “I have to talk 
to you! Before you go inside. I found something out while you were gone.” 
Mabel looked around. “I think ... I think my parents might be in league 
with the Outcast.” 

“What makes you say that?” Sammy shot an uneasy glance at Nellie. “I 
can’t believe it.” 

Mabel’s face grew stormy. “Right. I imagine things. I’m too sensitive. I 
read too much. I need to calm down and go to my room. I’ve heard it all, 
Sammy, but I didn’t expect to hear it from you!” 

Sammy took a breath. “Okay. I’m sorry. What did you find out?” 

“I did some investigating on the home computer,” Mabel said. “My 
mom’s password is so lame — the first two letters of all her kids’ names. I 
was just nosing around, and, Sammy, there was a file with your father’s 
name on it!” 


“That makes sense. Our fathers have been friends forever.” 

“No, it’s a work file! From his lab! My dad is in finance. He wouldn’t 
understand a bunch of science stuff.” 

“Okay. I know my father is looking for investors to seed his new 
company. He probably sent it to your dad.” 

“But I tracked back in the downloads. It wasn’t him who sent it! Patricia 
Oh forwarded it!” 

“Patricia Oh!” Nellie exchanged a glance with Sammy. 

“Pm guessing that she’s not friends with your dad,” Mabel said. “It was 
all these lab notes from some experiments he did on algae fermentation and 
combustion rates....” 

“For his biofuel research, yes,” Sammy said. “He’s been trying to 
perfect it for years. He’s written papers that have been published. It’s not a 
secret.” 

“But this seemed really secret!” 

“And why would Patricia Oh forward it to Mabel’s dad?” Nellie asked. 

“Tt doesn’t make sense,” Sammy admitted. 

“Tt makes sense if it was stolen,” Mabel said triumphantly. 

“There could be another explanation,” Nellie said. But she couldn’t 
think of one. These were Sammy’s godparents. Would James betray his best 
friend? 

Suddenly, she remembered meeting him this morning. She’d called 
Amy and Dan her kiddos. Suspicion sent a jolt through her. 

“Well, I’m going to find out,” Mabel declared. 

“You’d spy on your own parents?” Nellie asked. 

“Sure! I do it all the time!” Mabel said. “I mean, usually it’s about 
vacation plans or Christmas presents. It’s never anything huge like this. It’s 
just that ... I have to know things. I don’t like being kept in the dark.” 

“Mabel, I don’t want you to spy on your parents,” Sammy said. “That’s 
just wrong, no matter what. And anyway, there’s an easy way to solve this 
mystery. I’ll just ask my dad about it. He’ll clear it up.” 


But Sammy looked uneasy. Nellie knew he was worried because he 
hadn’t heard from his parents. 

“Okay, call him right now,” Mabel said. “It’s morning in San 
Francisco.” 

Reluctantly, Sammy dug for his phone. He punched out the number on 
speed dial. He pressed the phone to his ear. Nellie saw his face change. 

“The number’s been disconnected,” he said. 

“Something weird is going on,” Mabel said. “I told you!” 

“Mabel, this isn’t a game,” Sammy said. “This is serious. More serious 
than you know. I can’t let you —” 

Mabel’s voice rose in fury. “You can’t stop me!” 

“Stop you from what?” 

James Chen loomed out of the shadows. He put his hand on his 
daughter’s shoulder and gave her a tight smile. “What mischief are you 
planning?” 

Nellie stared at that hand on Mabel’s shoulder. It seemed heavy, 
threatening. And the smile was too wide. She felt suddenly afraid. 

“I’m going to destroy him in tennis tomorrow,” Mabel said. 

“We don’t use that tone with guests, though, do we, petal. And I don’t 
think Sammy is in the mood for tennis. Come inside, everyone. It’s time for 
dinner. Tiff has been worried. She didn’t know where you were,” he said to 
Nellie and Sammy. It sounded like an accusation. 

“Sightseeing,” Nellie said, keeping her voice light. “Sammy wanted to 
show me some of his old haunts.” 

“Ah. Good.” 

Tiff stood in the lighted doorway. Her anxious face broke into a smile. 
“I didn’t realize you’d returned. Thank goodness you’re back! Mabel, go 
wash your hands. No arguments, go!” 

With a despairing look at them, Mabel dashed back into the house. 

Nellie wondered what to do. The Chens looked so concerned. Even if 
Mabel was right — and she was hoping against hope that she wasn’t — it 


wouldn’t do any harm to tell the Chens what had happened to them in the 
park. She wanted to watch their faces. 

“We ran into some trouble,” Nellie admitted. Sammy gave her a quick, 
startled glance, and she gave him an imperceptible nod that meant Go with 
me on this. She fished in her bag and carefully withdrew the weapon. She 
held it up in the light. She knew they would be looking at the spear. She 
was looking at them. 

“Somebody threw this at us. It could have been a random mugging, but 
we don’t know. Do you know what it is?” 

Nellie caught a lightning-flash look from husband to wife. They know. 

“I have no idea,” James said. “But this is alarming.” 

“From now on, you must take our car and driver wherever you go,” Tiff 
said in a concerned tone. 

Yes, so you can keep tabs on us. 


“You are incredibly generous,” Nellie said. And she smiled at her lovely 
hosts. 





Cape Horn, Drake Passage 


“Dan?” Amy stared at the ceiling. “Am I still alive?” 

“Yes, Amy.” 

“Oh. Too bad.” 

Ham grunted. He was curled up on the floor on a mountain of pillows. 
Ian had commandeered the couch because it was closest to the bathroom. 

The ship rolled, hesitated, and plunged. 

“Its kind of fun,” Dan said. “Think of it as a rodeo.” 

“Stop,” Amy pleaded through gritted teeth. “Your words are hurting my 
face.” 

The sea had been calm as they’d motored out of Beagle Channel and 
into the ocean. Once they’d hit Drake Passage, the swells had increased to 
twenty, then thirty feet. They’d hit one of the sudden storms the passage 
was famous for. Steady, cold rain fell, mixed with peppering hail. The crew 
had put up rope handrails on the decks and tucked barf bags in the 
passageway railings, but nobody ventured out. Most people were staying in 
their cabins. 

Amy, Ham, and Ian had fallen so sick and dizzy that they were unable 
to move. They all wore wristbands for seasickness, but nothing could 
withstand the assault of the swells outside their window. 

Dan, however, felt close to normal. Hungry — but that was normal. 

“Okay, guys, I’m maxing out on the moaning,” Dan said. He switched 
on the closed-circuit TV, which ran a schedule of activities. “There’s a seal 


lecture up in the lounge and they’re serving cookies and hot chocolate.” 

Ian stood, lurched, and ran to the bathroom. 

“Don’t. Mention. Food.” Hamilton grunted each word. 

“My point is that most people will be in their cabins or at the lecture, so 
I can explore.” 

With her eyes closed, Amy said, “See if you can steal a pass key.” 

“Right. Anybody want cookies?” 

“Dude, leave immediately or I will kill you,” Ham said. 

Ian started out of the bathroom. 

“Okay, Onions,” Dan said, and Ian bolted back inside the bathroom 
again. 

Dan left, quietly shutting the door. Walking was easy if you just 
expected the floor to heave and you didn’t mind slamming into walls. Using 
handhold after handhold, he lurched down the passageway. 

They had only thirty-six hours before disaster struck. Dan figured that 
the first place he should nose around should be the places passengers 
weren't allowed. He hesitated by a door marked CREW ONLY, but he knew he 
couldn’t get in without a magnetic card. He’d have to steal one. The crew 
would be in the common spaces, so he headed through the interior passage, 
following the signs to DINING SALOON and LIBRARY and LOUNGE as well as a 
small restaurant called CAFE PARISIEN. It was modeled after the restaurant on 
the Titanic. Dan pressed his nose against the glass and tried to imagine 
women in gowns and men in white ties, drinking champagne. Not knowing 
that the iceberg was waiting out in the North Atlantic, thinking they were 
safe on an unsinkable ship. 

Just like all the people in their luxurious cabins on the Titanic II. 

Outside the portholes he could see nothing but endless, churning gray 
sea that met endless, opaque gray sky. Not an iceberg to be seen. 

“Are you looking for the lounge, young man?” A crew member 
materialized out of a side passage. “There’s an excellent lecture beginning 
in five minutes.” 


“Uh, yes,” Dan said. He studied the crewman. There was a cord around 
his neck, and the end disappeared into a pocket in his jacket. That’s where 
the card was. The ship suddenly rolled, and Dan was thrown up against the 
guy. He planted his hands on his chest and fumbled with an alligator clip. 
His fingers slid along the plastic ... 

“Oops, there you go.” The crew member pushed him carefully to his 
feet. “You’ll get the hang of it. This way, sir.” 

Dan had no choice but to follow. He had just missed lifting the card. 

The lounge was all mahogany and brass, with inviting deep seats, 
gleaming wood tables, and flat screens hanging from the ceiling so that 
there wasn’t a bad vantage point in the place. There was something that 
could be a Picasso hanging over the sofa. Maybe it was a Picasso. Basically, 
it all looked like a fancy hotel lobby, if you didn’t notice that everything 
was bolted down. 

Only two people sat in the lounge, one of them wearing a Cubs T-shirt 
and the other hanging on to a table with both hands. Outside the picture 
windows, waves towered as the ship plunged its way through them. 

A steward in a white jacket approached. “May I get you something from 
the buffet, sir?” 

The boat plunged into a wave that seemed to suck it down to the center 
of the earth. Dan felt his stomach rise into his throat. He sat down quickly. 
The boat shuddered, then climbed the wave, seeming to balance on top for 
long seconds before plunging down again. The passenger who had been 
holding the table suddenly bolted toward the bathroom. 

“Um, no thanks,” Dan said. “I think Pl just sit.” 

The man in the Cubs T-shirt spoke. He jerked his chin toward the door. 
“That was our lecturer, Dr. Gilman. Looks like it’s just you and me.” He 
looked like a genial guy in tortoiseshell glasses, his silver hair cut short. 
“The trick is to keep your eye on the horizon.” 

“Yeah,” Dan said. “If only it didn’t keep disappearing.” 

“Ha! Exactly! Well, too bad about Dr. Gilman. I was looking forward to 
the talk. Leopard seals are the most vicious predators in Antarctica. Can rip 


a penguin out of its bones. More fun than krill. That’s my specialty.” He 
stuck out his hand. “Dr. Jeff Tagamayer.” 

Dan shook his hand. “J. P. Jones here. What’s a krill?” 

The man’s face lit up. “Do you want to hear my lecture?” 


“Antarctica is the coldest, driest, windiest continent,” Dan told the others 
when he returned. “It’s the only continent without an indigenous human 
population. That means no humans ever lived there! Plus, all the countries 
got together in 1959 and made this treaty that there could be no military 
bases, only scientific ones. Dr. Jeff told me that scientists work on all kinds 
of cool stuff in Antarctica. Not just penguins and seals and whales, but 
global warming — did you know that the retreat of ice in western 
Antarctica means that the collapse of the entire ice sheet is unstoppable 
now? Icebergs are calving at an incredible rate — that means that major 
chunks are breaking off. They melt from below the sea and the cracks 
radiate up. Because of the massive melt of the ice, sea levels are going to 
rise by at least a meter all over the planet, maybe close to five meters, in 
only a couple of hundred years. Millions of people will be displaced! No 
more beachfront property! Miami will be underwater, people! Jeff says it’s 
a huge problem. His specialty is phytoplankton and krill, which are tiny but 
actually crustaceans. Euphausia superba! They feed on algae and plankton. 
Krill are teeny tiny, but are a main food source for a bunch of species, even 
blue whales if you can believe it, and the warmer water means the krill are 
migrating to different places, and that’s endangering seals and penguins. It’s 
already shrunk their habitats. They’re migrating, and soon they’ll run out of 
land. Did you know there are twenty-one species of penguins in Antarctica? 
Hey, speaking of penguins, did you know that fathers chew their food and 
then spit it into the baby penguins’ mouths?” 

Tan put a hand to his mouth and staggered for the bathroom yet again. 


“Not only that, but there are scientists who are drilling down for 
hundreds of feet and discovering things about climate from about eight 
hundred thousand years ago! It has so much to teach us.” 

“Can it teach us to stop the boat from moving?” Ham asked, his eyes 
closed. 

Amy rose on her elbows, one hand holding a damp washcloth to her 
forehead. “We’re not here as tourists, Dan. We have to find out more about 
the ship.” 

“T know! I’m doing that, too! Dr. Jeff told me all this stuff while we 
toured the ship. He knows a huge amount about it. The ship is way past 
State-of-the-art; it’s on to a whole new level of biotechnology.” 

“Dan.” Amy pressed her fingers against her eyes. “Have you located 
any suspects? Anything suspicious?” 

“Well, that’s sort of impossible, because everyone is seasick. And my 
attempt to steal a key card was a bust. We need more activity on the ship for 
cover. But here’s the good news — we’re through Drake Passage. Jeff said 
the sea will get way calmer once we cross this imaginary line and we’re in 
Antarctic waters. That means you can get up and get to work.” 

Ian staggered out of the bathroom. “Has anyone heard from Cara?” 

“Still no reception, but Dr. Jeff says —” 

Ian groaned from his position on the couch. “Can you go away now? Pd 
lift my head, but I think I would rather die.” 

“See you,” Dan said. 

Dan headed out the door and into the passageway. Maybe the ship was 
starting to stabilize already. He didn’t feel as though he was walking on a 
bouncy castle quite as much. 

Dan rounded the corner. Ahead was the ship’s officer who had checked 
them in on board. Doberman. If he recognized Dan, he’d remember that 
he’d only been cleared to visit Lloyd Trueman’s cabin. 

Dan immediately lurched to the side and turned his head, hoping 
Doberman would just pass by. 

No luck. “Can I help you, young man? Are you ill?” 


“Just a little bit,” Dan mumbled. “I’m okay.” 

“Let me help you to your cabin.” 

“No! I feel okay. Really.” 

Doberman looked at him closer. “Are you with the high school group? 
They’re all the way at the other end of the ship.” 

“Right. I guess I got lost.” 

Doberman continued to regard him. Dan could see the flare of suspicion 
in his eyes. He hadn’t placed him yet, but any moment he would. “May I 
see your key card, young man? I can direct you.” 

“Sure.” Dan patted his pockets. “Gosh, I thought I had it ...” 

“Passengers are requested to wear it, sir. It does come with a chain 
necklace.” 

“Yeah, but it didn’t match my outfit.” 

“Do you have your ID on you?” 

“Ah ... no. Must be with my key card!” 

Doberman whipped out his tablet. “Why don’t you tell me your name, 
and I can look you up on the manifest. Then we can issue you a new card.” 

“Pm sure it’s in my room ...” Desperately, Dan pretended to search his 
pants. 

Then, down the passageway, Dr. Jeff turned the corner and headed 
toward them. 

Dan froze. Dr. Jeff knew him as J. P. Jones, an imaginary person who 
was definitely not on the manifest. He was trapped. 

“Well, hello!” Dr. Jeff said cheerfully. 

“You know this young man, Dr. Tagamayer?” 

Dr. Jeff hesitated. Dan pleaded him with his eyes, but he didn’t know 
what he was asking for. 

Dr. Jeff put his hand on Dan’s shoulder. “Of course I do! This is my 
research assistant, Rollo Hardcastle. We were just heading to the lounge. 
He’s going to help me fix my PowerPoint for tonight. Speaking of which, 
we’d better hurry!” 

Surprise propelled Dan down the hall, out of earshot of Doberman. 


“Thanks for the save,” Dan said. “But why?” 
“Why not?” Jeff asked him, his eyes twinkling. “It isn’t every day I get 
to meet a legend. Dan Cahill, I presume?” 





Singapore 


Sammy lay awake at three a.m. The house had been quiet for hours. The 
Chens’ chef had prepared a sumptuous meal with many courses, but 
conversation had been strained. Portions of his favorite foods were heaped 
on his plate, but the food stuck in his throat. 

How could this warm, smiling couple, people he’d known his whole 
life, be bad? He couldn’t believe his godparents could betray the Cahills 
with that maniac Outcast. 

He kept checking his phone, but his parents didn’t respond to any 
messages he’d left on the home or office phones. That worry was a buzz at 
the back of his brain. They didn’t check in with him constantly, but they 
always told him when they went away. 

Over and over he tried to remember the past, tried to think of an 
indication that the Chens were power hungry. All he could remember were 
masses of flowers in Tiff’s arms as she filled vases, wonderful trips to 
gardens and museums, and the gift of cooking lessons on his sixteenth 
birthday. Thoughtful godparents, beautiful hosts. This house had been a 
dream of luxury and consideration. 

But had there been things he hadn’t seen? Strain on the corner of 
James’s mouth. Tiff’s need to control. He remembered going swimming 
once before breakfast, how she’d come out with a tight smile and a towel. 
We swim in the afternoons, Sammy. Breakfast is at seven. 


And hadn’t his father hinted that he and James had had a falling-out? 
Sammy had forgotten. He remembered his father turning away, a shrug, an 
evasive wave of his hand. We’re not as close as we used to be. People 
change. 

And what had always been missing in this house? Spontaneous laughter. 
Snacks in the kitchen. Staying up past bedtime. No, the house was run a 
certain way, and you got the hang of it fast. And it was all so pleasant, so 
luxurious, you didn’t mind. 

Was this house too perfect? Was the thing that was missing summed up 
in one word, like fun? Or love? 

He flipped over again. 

There was more to learn here. But how to find it? 

There could be reasons that his father sent his lab notes to James, 
couldn’t there? But James wasn’t a scientist. He wouldn’t be able to 
decipher those notes. Algae was surprisingly complicated. Sometimes he 
had had trouble following his father’s explanations about biofuels and 
hazards.... 

Sammy sat up. Wait a second. Had Mabel said combustion? 

Sammy threw back the light coverlet. He pulled on his jeans and tiptoed 
out into the common area. He opened Nellie’s door and crept inside. She 
was Sleeping deeply, one arm flung out into the path of moonlight that 
striped her bed. 

He leaned closer. “Nellie,” he whispered. 

The next thing he knew, a fist had rammed into his throat and he was on 
his back on the floor, seeing stars. 

“Haven’t we been here before?” he croaked. “I seem to remember you 
once hit me with a fire extinguisher.” 

“It was an accident!” Nellie hopped up, wringing her hands. “Sammy, 
you have to stop surprising me! Are you okay?” 

“I... think ... so,” he said. 

“Here, let me help you. Sit on the bed. Take a deep breath. It’s a good 
thing I was half-asleep or I really would have clocked you.” 


He looked at her, wide-eyed. “That one will do.” 

“What’s the matter? Why did you come in?” Nellie tucked her legs 
underneath her and leaned toward him. 

“Biofuels,” he said. 

“Oh, good. Because that’s exactly what I want to talk about at three 
AM.” 

“It was something Mabel said. Combustion.” 

“Right. Meaning something could blow up. Like algae can blow up? I 
didn’t get that.” 

“No. Not like algae. Like biofuel. That’s powering a ship. That’s my 
dad’s big secret project.” 

Nellie’s eyes went wide. She swallowed hard. “Talk.” 

Sammy sat cross-legged across from her. “This isn’t my field, but I’ve 
talked enough to my dad to get a lot of it. There are a number of practical 
problems deriving fuel from algae. If it could be perfected, it could be 
awesome, because the development could be carbon-neutral.” 

“Meaning it won’t take huge amounts of energy to make energy.” 

“Exactly. Lots of scientists and companies are working on this. It was 
my dad who found this new species of algae ... he called it Pediastrum 
mayanum after my mom.” 

“Aw. Sweet!” 

“Tt had all these properties that my dad saw could solve lots of problems 
that other kinds of algae had in terms of processing them into fuel. There 
was only one problem. It’s extremely unstable, with a high combustion 
rate.” 

“You mean algae can blow up?” 

“Well, not in its natural state, but when it’s being processed. Because 
you need massive amounts of it, right? It just needs a stabilizing agent — an 
X factor, if you will. Not as easy as it sounds. Then my dad reads this paper 
on ice algae, and boom, something clicked. Science is so amazing that way! 
You find stuff in other fields and all of a sudden, connections start firing! 


Then you’re off on a new direction, and solving way more problems than 
you thought —” 

“Sammy, you are the most adorable nerd, but can you stick to the 
point?” 

“Right. Something about ice algae was the key, some sort of stabilizing 
structure....”” Sammy clutched his hair, something he did when he couldn’t 
remember a detail. “I don’t remember! But my dad’s brain just starts going 
in anew direction. He goes to see the scientist and asks to study his 
research. It looks promising, so they do some experiments together in this 
guy’s lab.” 

“Did they discover the X factor?” 

“No, just other cool stuff.” 

Nellie slumped back, disappointed. “Oh.” 

“But here’s the thing. The last time we talked about it, he was super 
excited. He said he went back over the notes, and they’d missed something. 
He felt pretty close. He was going to go back to this guy, back to the lab.” 

“But when was that?” 

“Couple of months ago, maybe. It’s funny, he stopped talking about it 
and I forgot to follow up. I was busy with my graduate project.” 

“So maybe he did it! Maybe he found the X factor, or he thought he did, 
and he was waiting to tell you! Sammy, the Titanic IT is running on biofuel. 
Some sort of incredible new green technology! What if there’s a connection 
here?” 

“I know, that’s what I was thinking. But I can’t see how it could happen, 
really. My dad could have solved the X factor, but still, it would have been 
years away from being perfected.” 

“Don’t scientists ever have a sudden breakthrough that zooms them 
ahead? Isn’t that what you just said before?” 

“Sure, all the time, but in this case the fuel would have to be 
manufactured. There’d have to be a factory and everything....” 

“Oh, like you’ve never been in a secret factory.” 

Sammy sat up straighter. “Good point.” 


Nellie’s fingers drummed on the coverlet. “We have to get a look at that 
file. It’s on the Chens’ computer. Do you know all the names of the kids?” 

“David, Howard, William, and Mabel.” 

“DaHoWiMa.” Nellie swung her feet off the bed. “Come on. It’s time to 
do a little breaking and entering.” 





Titanic II, Antarctica 


“Wake up, Amy.” The voice invaded her dreams. 

“Go away. I’m sick.” 

“No. You’re not.” It was Ian. “We’re in Antarctic waters. The ship isn’t 
lurching about like Ham attempting to dance.” 

“Hey, dude. I heard that.” 

Amy opened her eyes. The curtains were open. An iceberg sailed by. Or 
was it a mirage? 

No, she corrected. They had sailed by an iceberg. 

Ian smiled. “Welcome to Antarctica.” 

Amy stumbled to the window. She could see the horizon instead of a 
wall of water. Outside, a silvery blue sky arced over a deep blue sea. 
Icebergs dotted the seascape, one as tall as a building, and others scored 
with undulations created by wind and waves. One was a shimmering portal, 
an arch through which Amy saw her first penguin as it slid across an icy 
floe and splashed into the sea. 

Inside the ice were hidden colors: shades of blue she hadn’t known 
existed, electric aquamarine, the palest powdery blue, the sheerest green. A 
huge bird flew by, its white wings beating rhythmically. Its wingspan must 
have been close to ten feet. 

“Albatross,” Ian said. 

“Magic,” she said. 


They were silent a moment, all of them lined up at the window. On the 
other side was a world of astonishing beauty, so strange and new that it 
seemed unreal. How lucky we are to see this, Amy thought, remembering 
all that Dan had said about how endangered the environment was. Hard on 
the heels of that was, We must save this ship. 

Ian rubbed his hands together. “Yes. Now that we’ve fully appreciated 
the beauties of this amazing continent, let’s get going.” 

He was interrupted by the chime of a text. Ian checked his phone. 

“Tt’s from the Outcast.” 


HAVING A BLAST? IT’S NOW DAY FIVE. LET’S SPEED 
UP THE TIMELINE. SET YOUR CLOCKS. FOR 6 PM 
EXACTLY! THAT’S WHEN THINGS GO BOOM! 


Ian put down his phone, his face grim. “It’s four o’clock now. That only 
gives us two hours!” 

Just then Dan barreled through the door followed by a shy-looking man 
with glasses. “Hey, everyone, meet Dr. Jeff. He’s going to solve all our 
problems!” 

“Well, I don’t know about that.” The man shrugged in a modest way. 
“But Pl do anything to help out Grace’s grandchildren.” 

“Way to stay undercover,” Ian said with an annoyed glance at Dan. 

“No worries. I’m an Ekat,” Dr. Tagamayer said cheerfully. “I wouldn’t 
have blown Dan’s cover, but he almost got caught by the purser. I’ve been 
in South Pole Station for a year. Totally out of the Cahill loop. So I don’t 
know what you’re doing here, but I want to help. My assistant got sick in 
Ushuaia, so one of you can be Rollo Hardcastle, and if anyone stops you, 
just tell them you’re working with me. Cahills have to stick together.” 

“That’s a concept that seems to have been mislaid lately,” Ian 
murmured. But he stood and shook Dr. Jeff’s hand. “Welcome to the 
family,” he said. “We can use the help.” 


The gang split up, the better to fully explore the ship. Dr. Jeff had gone off 
to ask Peter Zimmer for a tour of the engine room. Ian felt the ticking of the 
clock with every beat of his heart. What was that American expression that 
Hamilton always used? Crunch time. 

Now that he had a cover story, he felt a bit safer on the ship. He would 
blend in. He’d donned a hideous fleece garment in order to pass as a 
student. Once they prevented the disaster and got off this ship, he would 
contemplate the American love of fleece and toss this one in the garbage. 

Ian opened the door to the outside. A blast of wind almost knocked him 
down, and the cold hit him so hard his teeth hurt. Tears sprang to his eyes 
and ran down his face. Every exposed piece of skin was painful. Ian 
clapped his hands over his ears and bent over to protect himself from the 
agony. Suddenly, he loved fleece. 

The door slammed behind him. He took a breath and felt his lungs 
expand. It was the sharpest, cleanest air he’d ever breathed. Iceberg 
formations loomed on either side of the ship, incredibly beautiful ledges 
and towers, some hundreds of feet high. An island sat in the distance, with 
snowy cliffs and black sand beaches. People were lined up, hanging on to 
the railings in the middle of the gusts, with binoculars pointed at the 
moving black dots on the beach. Ian realized that they were penguins. He 
stood for a moment, trying to trace their comical movements. When he 
turned and looked out to sea, a whale casually breached, its tail a lazy 
flourish as it sank back into the sea. 

Tan wasn’t much for nature — he much preferred a busy London street 
— but this was beyond spectacular. Magic, Amy had said, and she was 
right. 

He hurried along the deck to the bridge. When he pushed open the door, 
he was glad to see a crowd of science nerd students crowded around the 
instruments. They’d help with camouflage. 


Passengers were welcome on the bridge, and Ian stopped for a moment, 
pretending to study the rows of electronic instruments. At the other end of 
the bridge he saw some officers conferring. They were frowning and 
speaking in low voices. Ian skirted the map table and, pretending to admire 
a breaching whale, edged closer to see if he could overhear. 

“Captain wants to keep on to Paradise Harbor,” one of the officers said. 
“Too windy for landings on Deception Island, and there’s snow coming. 
The passengers have had enough of rough seas. We can hit it on the way 
back if we have time.” 

“So we’ll just do the staff transfer then?” 

“Second Mate Anderson will ferry Dr. Tagamayer to the Deception 
Island station.” 

“Why’s he leaving early? Can’t wait to get back to civilization, huh?” 

“Well, he didn’t last very well on the winter expedition, did he? Heard 
they had to airlift him out last April.” 

“Sick?” 

“No, just spooked. Too much dark, too much ice.” 

“Man, is he in the wrong profession.” 

They chuckled, and Ian moved away, his ears buzzing with what he’d 
heard. 

Last April? That was almost a year ago. That meant Dr. Jeff had lied to 
them. He’d only lasted a month at the South Pole! 

Maybe Dr. Jeff had been embarrassed to admit he had to be airlifted out. 

But somehow Ian didn’t think so. 

It meant that he had been around for much of last year. Plenty of time to 
be recruited by the Outcast. 

And he was leaving the ship shortly before it was scheduled to explode. 

Ian texted the others. 


JEFF TAGAMAYER BEING ESCORTED OFF SHIP TO 
DECEPTION ISLAND. V SUSPICIOUS. LIED ABOUT 
SPENDING WINTER AT POLE. I’LL GET CARA TO 


INVESTIGATE. MEANWHILE LOCATE HIM! COULD BE IN 
ZIMMER’S CABIN. 


He slipped the phone back in his pocket and headed off the bridge. The 
blast of wind made him stagger. In front of him was a crew member, and 
Ian slowed his pace, not wanting to attract attention. He buried his chin in 
his fleece. 

It was too cold to walk slowly. Ian risked a quicker pace, coming up 
behind the crew member, who opened a door to the main passageway and 
passed through. Ian followed, glad to feel the warmth of the ship. 

The crew member headed for the stairway, whistling a tune. 

Whistling. 

Bad luck. 

No crew member would whistle aboard a ship. 

Ian studied the man’s stride, the way he moved, keeping his chin 
slightly angled and away from the passengers as they walked by. 

Something about him was familiar. Very familiar. 

Nellie had filled him in on Fiske’s identification of the mystery guy. 

It was Alek Spasky. 





Singapore 


Their bare feet made no sound on the polished floors. The air conditioning 
hummed as they tiptoed into Tiff’s office. 

Nellie used her phone to illuminate the dark room. She switched on the 
computer. 

Sammy pecked out the password. “DaHoWiMa. I’m in!” 

Nellie hung over his shoulder as he clicked on the search engine. 
“Remind me to wipe the search history after we’re done.” 

Sammy quickly searched through the computer and clicked on the file. 
He leaned forward, reading it quickly. 

“Mabel was right,” he groaned. “It’s not only the paper he wrote with 
the biologist — that’s been published. But it’s his private lab notes! And it 
was forwarded to Patricia Oh!” 

Nellie leaned over his shoulder. She tried to read the report, but all she 
Saw were equations. Her brain hurt. “Who’s Rollo?” she asked, pointing to 
the screen. 

“That must be the lab assistant. RH. See, down here? They sign off on 
each day’s notes with their initials.” Sammy scanned the notes. “It’s true. 
My father had a major breakthrough. He found the X factor! It’s an agent 
that neutralized the combustibility ratio of the algae. Together, they raised 
the oil pressure in the tank, but if he altered the molecular structure by the 
pH factor ... hmmm. Fascinating.” 


Nellie stared at the initials at the bottom of the report, DM. If only 
Darsh Mourad could speak to them! 

“There’s something else,” Sammy said. He glanced up at her. “It’s 
embedded in the notes. It’s a detailed what-if scenario if the stabilizing 
agent isn’t added. The effect of combusting fuel tanks aboard a moving 
vessel. It’s a question of probabilities — how to institute emergency 
procedures in the event of human error. My father is meticulous. If he felt 
the fuel was too dangerous, he would stop the research. What if ...” 

“.. someone wasn’t so meticulous,” Nellie said, “or was evil. And 
handed this scenario over to the Outcast.” 

“And why does James Chen have it?” Sammy shook his head. “I can’t 
believe my godfather could do this.” 

“Sammy, we need to investigate the other guy.” She pointed to the 
initials at the end of the lab report. “JET. Do you ...” 

Nellie stopped short. “Oh. Shut up.” 

“What? I didn’t say anything.” 

“No — JET. Do you know who this guy is?” 

“He’s a professor at the University of Chicago. He shouldn’t be too hard 
to find.” 

“Chicago! Wasn’t that what Sinead said?” Nellie leaned in closer so that 
they were practically nose to nose. “She overheard Patricia Oh say that the 
jet took off from Chicago with the package. It was him!” 

“What?” 

“Not a jet ... not a plane, a person. JET. That’s who stole the report! 
The other scientist! Maybe your dad mentioned to James what he was 
working on, and they got to the other guy. Bribed him or something. 
Sammy, how hard would it be to sabotage the ship?” 

“Not hard. But you’d have to know what you were doing. These are 
precise calibrations.” 

“But JET does know. And he could be aboard that ship!” 

Sammy looked pale. “You’re right.” 


“Can you figure out how to fix it? Is there something Amy and Dan and 
the others can do to reverse the combustion cycle? We have to figure this 
out fast. We have less than a day!” 

Sammy nodded, his face intent. “Let’s see, I’m guessing that saboteur 
must have recalibrated the stabilizer and cut the concentration —” 

Nellie held up a hand. “Shhh. I hear something.” 

Footsteps. Coming down the hall. 

Sammy shut down the computer. Nellie looked around frantically. She 
opened a door and peeked around it. It was a home gym. She and Sammy 
slipped inside and closed the door behind them. 

They saw a light stream from under the door. Footsteps going to the 
desk. The creak of a chair. 

Nellie’s heart thrashed. To have come so close! The answer was right 
there, in the computer. All she knew was that something in that biofuel was 
going to trigger a chemical reaction, and the ship was going to blow. 

And her kiddos were on it. Along with Ian and Hamilton, and at least a 
hundred others. 

She put her lips to Sammy’s ear. “We have to tell them,” she whispered. 

Sammy took out his phone. He started a text to Jonah. 


TRAPPED. 
CHENS COULD BE IN LEAGUE W/OUTCAST. 
BIOFUEL TO BLOW UP SHIP. 


THERE’S ONE CHANCE THAT COULD WORK. 


Nellie watched as Sammy closed his eyes in concentration. If anyone 
could do it, her science genius beautiful nerd could do it. 

Sammy’s thumbs went crazy, dancing on the screen. 

The chair creaked again. 

Nellie shrank back. She kept her eyes on the door. 


She knew she couldn’t rush genius. So she kept the words unspoken. 
Hurry, Sammy. Hurry! 





Ushuaia, Argentina 


Jonah checked his phone. Nothing. 

“That’s the third time in three minutes you’ve checked your phone,” 
Cara said. 

“Not a fan of downtime,” Jonah said. He stretched out his arms over the 
seat back of the couch. They’d been sitting there for most of the day, 
waiting for something to happen. 

He needed news or he’d go crazy. He’d heard that everyone was seasick 
except for Dan. He’d been filled in on Dan’s enthusiasm for leopard seals 
and iceberg calving and emperor penguins. But he hadn’t heard anything in 
over an hour. Internet connections could be wonky, he knew that, but his 
bro Ham was on that ship, and he felt like something was missing. Like his 
right arm. Cara was cool, but she couldn’t replace the lug who had his back. 

“Can’t believe you can keep working on that thing.” 

“The digital world is full of trails people don’t even know they’re 
making,” Cara said. “I might find something to help them. But there’s 
nothing. That’s the problem.” Cara looked up. “That tailor who tried to drug 
Ian? No record of him. Zip. Berman ran the house, and he checked all 
records. Then I checked his checks and ran some deep background. 
Funicello was clear. Now those trails have disappeared.” 

“So, the guy wasn’t who he said he was.” 

“Yeah. Figures. But what about Berman? All the records I checked 
before we hired him? Gone. He was an Ekat, worked in a resort in the 


Maldives. A concierge in Cannes, a butler in London. Impeccable 
references that I checked impeccably! And now? Gone. No digital trails. 
Benjamin Berman does not exist.” 

“Whoa.” 

“Yeah.” Cara tossed the tablet aside and leaned her head back on the 
armchair. “I don’t get fooled like this. It’s unacceptable. I’ve tried and tried, 
and I can’t figure it out.” 

“You okay?” Jonah asked. “ ’Cause you seem, well, clenched.” 

“Can’t help myself,” Cara said. “I’m worried that Ian will do something 
stupid. Like blow himself up.” 

“Tan’s too smart to be stupid,” Jonah said. 

“He’s an egomaniac. He takes too many chances. Thinks he’s smarter 
than everybody else.” 

“Word. But that doesn’t make him stupid,” Jonah said. He thought a 
minute. “Usually.” 

“He doesn’t know how to relate to ordinary people. He can be 
unbelievably dense. And condescending!” 

“He’s got some issues,” Jonah agreed. “Got some faults, no question. 
He’s a bro, though. Don’t tell him I said that.” 

“T wish he wasn’t such an idiot!” 

Jonah gave the deep chuckle that Film Today magazine referred to as 
“maple syrup for the ears.” “You and Ian have to work this out, because it’s 
painful watching the two of you. You need to get honest and get together, if 
you don’t mind my saying.” 

Cara lifted her chin. “I don’t know what you mean.” 

“Right.” 

His phone buzzed in his hand. 

“Anything?” Cara jumped up. 

“Sammy.” 

She hurried to read the texts over his shoulder. 


TRAPPED. 


Jonah hunched over the phone. Waiting. 


CHENS COULD BE IN LEAGUE W/OUTCAST. 
BIOFUEL TO BLOW UP SHIP. 

THERE’S ONE CHANCE THAT COULD WORK. 
GOT IT. Jonah hit the keys, his stomach clenching. 


SUSPECTS: ROLLO. ALSO A SCIENTIST J.E.T. 


“Rollo,” Jonah said to Cara. “That’s the guy next door with the Do Not 
Disturb sign, right? The one who missed the boat?” 


COMBUSTIBILITY BUILDUP AS OXYGEN ENTERS TANK. AS 
FUEL DECREASES 02 INCREASES. BUILDS UP PRESSURE. 
CHAIN REACTION POSSIBLE. 


“Ask him what they can do!” Cara sputtered, but Jonah’s fingers were 
already tapping out the same question. 


THINKING. 


“Think faster,” Jonah murmured. 


NOISES IN THE HOUSE 


OVER AND OUT FOR NOW 


They waited. 

And waited. 

Jonah exchanged a glance with Cara. Friends on a ship rigged to 
explode, friends trapped in an enemy’s house. And he was sitting here miles 


away, with no way to get to them. He had to do something! 

Cara’s fingers flew on her tablet. “I’m forwarding the texts to Ian.” 

She looked up, her face pale. “He says that the Outcast has given them a 
time limit. The ship is going to blow at six P.M.” 

Jonah slammed his hand down on the desk. “We’ve got to do 
something! Rollo!” Jonah suddenly bolted from the desk. “He’ll have some 
answers.” 

He’d heard the maid tapping at the guy’s door, asking if he wanted 
service. No answer for a day. Jonah knocked on the door, but there was no 
answer, not even a “Go away.” 

“Rollo, it’s Jonah Wizard, bro. Time to join the living! No more of this 
Do Not Disturb. I am disturbing you!” 

No answer. 

“Tm going in,” Jonah said. 

The doors used old-fashioned keys. Cara lifted a bobby pin from her 
ponytail. “Try this.” 

Jonah inserted the pin and wiggled it. No luck. “It always works in the 
movies. Back up.” 

“No, Jonah! Wait!” 

Too late. Jonah collided with the door shoulder-first, and bounced off. 

Cara leaned over him. “Life doesn’t come with stunt doubles, bro.” 

Jonah grabbed his shoulder. “Ow.” 

“What I was about to say was, our balconies are right next door to each 
other. We can climb over and see if the balcony door is open.” 

“Right. I knew that.” 

They hurried through their hotel room and onto the balcony. Jonah 
climbed over the railing and stepped across the distance onto the next 
balcony. He balanced, then pulled himself up and over. He tried the knob 
and it turned. He looked back at Cara. 

“Stay there. I'll be right back.” 


“Are you kidding me? I’m coming.” Cara executed the same maneuver 
and crowded in behind him. 

The room was dark and stuffy. Jonah blinked, trying to adjust after the 
bright sunlight outside. 

Then he saw a shape on the floor. 

“Cara, wait outside.” 

“Would you stop treating me like a girl? I —” Cara stopped. “Oh. Oh!” 
She clutched Jonah’s arm. 

Jonah crossed to the body on the floor. He lay faceup, and Jonah knew 
immediately that Rollo was dead. 

Death was so much different from the movies, Jonah thought. It hit you 
in a place that was deeper than you ever wanted to go. 

Jonah stared down at the young man, who still wore an expression of 
surprise. 

“We’ll catch the guy who did it, bro,” he said. 

As he turned to go, his foot hit something. Jonah crouched down to 
examine it. It was a metal spear, not long, but with an extremely sharp 
point. In the center of the spear was a small ring. As though someone could 
slip it over a finger to rotate it, fast, faster, until it was a blur of contained 
energy and velocity. And then they let it fly. 





Deception Island, Antarctica 


Amy crouched by the Zodiac inflatable boats that were used for shore 
excursions. What was Dr. Jeff doing? It looked like he was taking a Zodiac 
by himself. That didn’t make sense. Ian had said he was being escorted to 
the island. 

Amy pressed herself back against the ship as Dr. Jeff looked around 
carefully, then threw a duffel into the Zodiac. 

Dan and Ham emerged from the passageway, and she frantically 
signaled them to join her. 

“He’s taking off without an escort,” Amy murmured. 

“We went to Zimmer’s cabin looking for him, but he never showed up,” 
Dan said. 

Dr. Jeff attached a hook to a Zodiac and lowered it down into the water. 
Then he clambered over the side onto the ladder. Amy heard the motor start 
a moment later. 

She opened a nearby supply closet and slipped into a parka. 

“What are you doing?” Dan asked. 

She shoved her feet into boots. “Following him. He’s got to be up to 
something. Come on.” 

Dan and Hamilton quickly grabbed parkas and boots. Ham lowered the 
Zodiac into the gray water and they climbed in. Dr. Jeff was already a speck 
heading toward the island. Amy started up the motor. She kept the speed 
low, tracking Dr. Jeff, who didn’t look back. 


“This is fun. I think my eyeballs are freezing,” Hamilton remarked. 

They skimmed through the ice floes, drawing closer and closer to the 
island. Out on the water, the wind was stronger, sending icy particles 
against their skin. Now Amy could see the cheerful penguins waddling on 
the beach and clustered in groups on ice floes. They looked so awkward and 
funny on land, but as they belly flopped on the ice and slid into the water, 
they turned into torpedoes of power and speed. 

Amy wiped snow out of her eyes. She tried not to think of the ticking 
minutes, tried to focus on keeping Dr. Jeff’s boat in sight. She felt in the 
pocket of the parka and found a wool hat. She pulled it on, down to her 
eyebrows. The Zodiac bumped along the water, sending freezing spray back 
at them as she zigzagged, keeping the cliffs and bergs between them and Dr. 
Jeff’s boat. 

“Deception Island is an old whaling center,” Dan said over the noise of 
the engine. “The harbor is a caldera. You know, a collapsed volcano. Don’t 
worry, the volcano hasn’t erupted since the sixties. Destroyed the Chilean 
stations completely. And the British.” 

“That’s encouraging,” Ham said. 

“Once we get past that point, we’ll go through the narrows and be in a 
kind of horseshoe-shaped harbor.” 

The rocks loomed ahead in a palette of browns and blacks, now painted 
with the purest white snow. As the Zodiac rounded a rock formation the bay 
appeared, curled around the black volcanic sand. Amy slowed the engine 
and hugged the rocks as she turned into the narrows. Across the churning 
gray water, Dr. Jeff was beaching the boat. 

He shouldered his duffel and walked up the shore. In a few minutes, he 
had disappeared through the whirling snow. 

“He’s probably headed up the beach toward the station,” Dan guessed. 

“Let’s follow him.” Amy steered toward the beach, keeping well away 
from Dr. Jeff’s landing. They pulled the boat up on shore. The wind drove 
the wet snow against any exposed skin. It made it uncomfortable to walk, 
but at least the weather provided good cover. 


Inquisitive penguins waddled toward them, their wings outstretched for 
balance. 

“Chinstrap penguins,” Dan noted. “See the line on their necks? Dr. Jeff 
told me about them while we explored the ship. He was a nice guy. I hate it 
when a good guy turns into a bad guy.” 

They raced up the beach. They could see Dr. Jeff’s blue parka in the 
distance. There were no trees to hide behind, but ahead they saw abandoned 
buildings and old rusting tanks dotting the landscape, some six or seven 
stories tall. 

“Whaling station,” Dan said. “That’s where they boiled the carcasses for 
oil. Look, you can still see whale bones on the beach.” 

“Tt’s creepy,” Amy said, thinking of the magnificent creatures she’d 
seen breaching off the ship. “It’s like we’re on Death Beach.” 

“Let’s hope not,” Dan muttered. 

They moved from tank to tank, trying to keep Dr. Jeff in sight. It was 
soon clear that he was heading to the new structure, a bright blue station 
that was perched on metal stilts. 

They walked closer, skirting an abandoned wooden building, the 
timbers sunk in sand. The skeleton of a whaling boat lay splintered nearby. 

Amy stopped. There was just an expanse of sand between them and the 
station. 

“If we keep going, he’ll see us,” she said. “Do you think there are 
people in the station?” 

“There are only summer Stations on this island,” Dan said. “They could 
be gone. I heard the staff saying the scientists are starting to clear out for the 
winter.” 

“Doesn’t look like there’s any activity around,” Hamilton said. 

“Then what is he doing here?” Amy murmured. 

“Tf we make a run for it, we can get underneath the station while he’s 
opening that door,” Hamilton suggested. “Once he’s inside, he won’t be 
able to see us. He’s going up the stairs. We might make it.” 


As soon as he started up the stairs, they dashed toward the station. But 
when they were halfway across the snow, Jeff turned, as if he felt their 
presence. 

“Okay, we blew it,” Amy said, putting on a smile and waving. “Time to 
bluff our way out of this.” 

The three of them trudged toward the dwelling as Dr. Jeff headed down 
the stairs toward them. 

“What are you doing here?” he asked. His welcoming smile was tight 
and annoyed. 

“We didn’t want to miss out on anything!” Amy answered, injecting a 
cheerful note in her voice. She was well aware of their isolation, of the fact 
that no one on the ship knew where they were. Still, she had Dan and 
Hamilton, and she felt confident that they could overpower Dr. Jeff if they 
had to. “We took a Zodiac out, and we saw you on the beach.” 

“You took a Zodiac out alone?” he asked, frowning. “And you couldn’t 
have swiped out since you’re stowaways. That could be dangerous. The 
weather is worsening. You took a big risk. You should go back to the ship 
right now. I’m just here to collect krill data. The crew has already left for 
the winter.” 

“We’d rather hang with you,” Amy said. “Then we can go back 
together.” 

He looked displeased, but he hitched his bag higher on his shoulder and 
nodded. “I’m supposed to do the final close of the station. Come on.” 

He turned away, and Amy saw the stitched initials on his duffel. 

JET 

She remembered the text that Nellie had sent about Sinead. Not much to 
go on, Nellie had written. But this: 


Sinead heard P Oh say that the jet has taken off 
from Chicago with the package. 


Jeffrey E. Tagamayer. JET. 


Her legs kept moving, following him up the metal staircase. She slipped 
her phone out of her pocket and tugged off one glove with her teeth. No 
reception. 

Jeff opened the door and let them pass through. It slammed shut. The 
solid thud of the door sounded ominous. 

They were in an open space divided into living and dining areas. A long 
table was pushed against a wall, the chairs upended over the table. Desks 
were over by a rolled-up rug. Bookshelves crammed with books and DVDs 
lined a wall, but there were no electronics. One corner held a bright purple 
sofa with multicolored pillows. 

“T didn’t expect it to look so homey,” Dan said. He was looking around 
with what seemed to be genuine interest, but Amy knew he was just as 
spooked as she was. The thing about Antarctica was that you felt you had 
been flung off the earth into some strange galaxy. Help seemed a million 
miles away. She sneaked a glance at her phone. They’d already spent an 
hour searching the ship and motoring here. One hour to go. 

“Sure. The scientists are here from October to March. This is actually a 
new Station, a prototype that they’re leaving here for the winter. There are 
no winter stations on this island. The generator has been drained of fuel. 
Solar panels disconnected. Everything’s been shut down. Feel how cold it 
is?” 

Hamilton let out a breath of steam. “Icy.” 

“What do the stilts do?” Amy asked. She was stalling, looking around. 
Wondering why Dr. Jeff was here. She knew it wasn’t for krill. 

“The stilts are adjustable according to weather conditions, so they left it 
high for possible snowfall,” Dr. Jeff said. “Take a look at the bulletin board; 
it’s got some cool stuff on it. I just need to grab my research. They get up to 
some pretty fun stuff here ... horror movie nights, costume nights, Popsicle 
contests, you name it.” 

With wary eyes on Dr. Jeff, they went to the wall and scanned the 
photos. 


“Why Zimmer named that ship the Titanic, I don’t know. It’s cursed. 
Not that I want to stomp on his dreams. Everybody has crazy dreams, right? 
Mine is to get out of krill and into something that actually pays. You know 
what that is? Energy. You know who can help me do that?” 

He opened the door, and the icy wind and snow swept in. 

He grinned. “The Outcast. You should be able to see the boom from 
here.” 

They sprinted for the door, but it slammed shut in their faces. They 
heard the locks engage. 

Hamilton yanked, but it didn’t give. “That,” he said, “was a serious 
miscalculation on our part.” 

They ran to the window. Amy heard the noise of a propeller. High in the 
gray sky, a helicopter was banking. They kept their eyes on it as it circled, 
looking for a place to land. It finally settled onto some shale. The pilot 
stayed on board. 

It took a few minutes, but soon Dr. Jeff came from the direction of the 
beach, hurrying toward the copter. 

Amy beat on the windows, even though she knew it was useless. 

In just minutes, Dr. Jeff had climbed in the copter and flown away. 





The snow was now a whirling mass of white. It had taken no time at all for 
the three of them to feel extremely cold. Jumping jacks helped, but they 
couldn’t keep it up forever. Well, Dan thought, maybe Ham could. 

“Tan will know we came ashore,” Amy declared. “He’ll find us.” 
Nobody said what they were all thinking. The ship was scheduled to 
depart. Ian could assume they were still on board. He would be looking for 

them even as the ship sailed on. Even as the explosion happened. 

They searched the pod, but it was cleared out of anything they could use 
as a battering ram against the door. The windows were unbreakable. There 
were no blankets or survival gear. There was no food. Ham picked up a 
chair and smashed it against the door. The structure didn’t even shake. 

“This place is built to withstand high winds, blizzards, and snow 
accumulation,” Dan said. “I don’t think it will break, even for a Tomas.” 

They gathered couch cushions and piled them in a corner, huddling 
together for warmth. Dan tried to remember the symptoms of hypothermia. 

Shivering. Check. 

Clumsiness. I just dropped binoculars on my foot. 

Slurred speech. Not yet. But then again, I haven t said anything in five 
minutes. 

Ham stood and began to run in place. “We’re going to get out of here, 
okay? Let’s just keep our blood moving. There’s no such thing as ‘can’t’ in 
the Holt universe!” 

Amy began to jump up and down, beating her arms against her sides. 


“You two look like nerds,” Dan said. “Let me join you.” He jumped up 
and down, beating his hands against his legs. His fingers felt cold inside his 
gloves. “Too bad we can’t shake this place down to the ground.” 

“Wait a minute.” Amy stopped jumping. “Didn’t Jeff say that the stilts 
are adjustable?” 

“Yes, so that they can accommodate snow accumulation,” Dan said. 

Hamilton stopped running. “That means hydraulics, right?” 

“T guess. Why?” 

“Because there will be controls inside the pod, that’s why.” Hamilton 
started to roam around the space, searching frantically. “Here’s a control 
panel,” he called. “It’s got lift controls for the stilts. It will work without 
electricity! Gravity is on our side.” 

“But what good will that do?” Dan asked. “We’ll just be closer to the 
ground and still won’t be able to get out.” 

Ham glanced around the room. “Not if we torque it.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Tf we pile the cushions in a comer ... and barricade ourselves ... and 
do three legs at once....” 

“Exactly,” Amy said, totally in tune with Ham’s thinking. “We collapse 
three legs so the whole thing crashes down and torques at the same time. 
The stress on the corners ...” 

“Might snap it.” 

“But what about us?” Dan asked. “It would be like being in an elevator 
falling five stories. Not to mention when it cracks apart like an egg!” 

“Do you have a better idea?” Amy asked. “We’ve got to get back to that 
ship!” 


“Ready?” 
“Ready.” 
Amy and Dan braced themselves behind a wall of cushions. 


“One, two, THREE.” Hamilton pressed the switches on the hydraulic 
lifts for supports 1, 2, 3, and then dove into the cushion fortress as the 
modular structure began to tilt. 

“Here we go!” he yelled. 

Dan had only a moment to look at his sister’s terrified face, and they 
were falling, fast and hard, tilting and sliding. He bounced hard against 
something and shouted from the impact. The window was suddenly in front 
of him, and he saw sky and then rushing ground and snow. 

The crash sent him flying, hands over his head. He heard a horrible, 
wrenching crack. He tumbled again, flying through the air and landing 
hard, his face in snow. 

Snow! He was outside! 

He couldn’t breathe. Was he hurt? He didn’t know. Gingerly, he rolled 
onto his back. 

Pieces of blue wall lay splintered on the snow. The modular base had 
cracked open and spilled them out. Dan looked for Amy. He saw a spot of 
red on the snow. It looked like blood. 

“Amy!” He screamed the word, torn from his lungs. He fought his way 
through snow and debris toward her. 

It was the red parka. She was lying flat, face to the sky. 

“Amy?” He tripped and stumbled and landed on his knees. “Amy?” 

Her eyes opened. “Sky,” she said. “We made it.” 

“Are you okay?” 

“T’m okay.” She raised herself, wincing. “Hamilton?” 

“WOO-HOO! RIDE OF A LIFETIME!” Hamilton stood on a slight 
rise, the broken pieces of the station around him. 

“We’ve got to get” — Amy flipped over onto her hands and knees and 
struggled to her feet — “to the ship. We’re only a half hour away from the 
blast!” 

On shaky legs, they ran past the skeleton structures of the whaling 
station and the rusting tanks. The Zodiacs were still on the shore. They 
raced toward them. 


But they were deflated, the knife slashes still evident. 

Amy felt tears spring to her eyes. “Jeff disabled them. We’ll never get 
out of here in time.” 

“There’s no such thing as ‘CAN’ T’ or ‘NEVER’ in the HOLT 
UNIVERSE!” Ham shouted. 

“Oh, Ham, I know,” Amy said. “But we can’t cruise out of here on hope 
alone.” 

“No, dude.” Ham took her head gently and turned it. “We’re going to 


1? 


cruise on out of here on Ian’s ZODIAC 





Ian rammed the boat up on the beach and leaped off, his bright yellow parka 
billowing behind him. Relief was evident on his face, but he held his body 
stiffly, as though he was trying not to hug someone or whoop with joy. 

Instead he raised his chin and said, “Only for you would I ever put on 
this jacket.” 

“We’re just glad you’re here,” Dan said. “You and your jacket.” 

“Cara got a message through to me. The ship —” 

“Ts going to explode in less than thirty minutes,” Amy finished. “We 
know. Tagamayer rigged it. He just took off in a helicopter. We don’t know 
how he did it, or how to stop it.” 

“Sammy sent a text about how to stabilize the fuel. Something about 
phenolic compounds and methyl esters and the oxidation stability of UVO.” 

“What does all that mean?” 

“Tt means I broke into the ship’s kitchen and stole four gallons of used 
canola oil,” Ian said, gesturing to the Zodiac. “We’ve got to get it inside the 
fuel tank. It will gum up the valves, but the ship won’t blow.” He patted his 
pocket. “I managed to lift a key card from a crew member.” 

“So let’s go,” Amy said, starting toward the Zodiac. 

“One second,” Ian said. “I saw Alek Spasky aboard the ship.” 

“Are you sure?” Amy asked. “But why would he be there, too?” 

“Tf I were running this operation, I’d have a backup, wouldn’t you?” Ian 
said. “He’s probably got a plan to disembark, but considering we have no 
time and there’s a trained assassin running around, the odds are not in our 
favor. There’s a strong possibility we won’t make it. So ... there’s no reason 


for all of us to go. I just came here to make sure you were all right. I have 
emergency supplies in the Zodiac that I can leave with you. Cara knows 
where we are. Some of us can be rescued. All of us, in fact. Except for 
one.” 

Amy looked hard at Ian. She’d seen him step in front of a gun. He had 
the courage to face death. 

But he couldn’t sentence the rest of them along with him. 

He couldn’t order them. Couldn’t bear to. And the chances of him doing 
it alone were so, so slim. 

Dan shot a look at her. She understood him in an instant. They had to 
take the choice away from Ian. 

Dan pushed past Ian and got in the Zodiac. Amy followed. Hamilton 
clambered in. 

“Guys, I do think we should consider —” Ian started. 

“Just push us off and get in the boat,” Dan said. “It’s time to go save the 
Titanic.” 

Ian pushed them off the beach and climbed in. Amy steered through the 
ice floes back toward the ship. They motored fast through the narrows and 
hit the open sea. Snow pelted their faces. Amy barely felt it. Every nerve 
was screaming to get back aboard that ship. 

Hamilton looked like a bandit with a scarf pulled up to his eyes. Dan 
held on to the sides of the Zodiac, peering ahead, watching for the ship. She 
met Ian’s eyes briefly. She knew he was torn up inside. The responsibility 
was killing him. She could see it. 

Amy concentrated on weaving through the ice floes. A massive iceberg 
lay ahead and to their right. She saw the Titanic IT emerge from the mist and 
snow. 

And a metal spear whistled through the air and thudded into the side of 
the Zodiac. 





“Get DOWN!” Ian shouted, and they all ducked as another spear whistled 
past them and thudded into the opposite side of the boat. 

Ian yanked out the spear. It had a ring in the middle. Cara had sent him 
a photograph. It was the same weapon that had killed Rollo Hardcastle. 

Dan and Hamilton flattened themselves on the sides of the boat. Amy 
had slid down to the wood planks at the bottom, keeping her hand on the 
steering mechanism and her face forward. Her face was pale, her lips 
pressed together. 

“There are air compartments in the boat!” Hamilton shouted. “We won’t 
sink!” 

Unless he shoots out too many compartments and they fill with water, 
Ian thought. Too many to stay afloat. 

Just like the Titanic. 

The bow was deflating as the boat bumped over the sea. Ian lifted his 
head to peer behind them, through the pelting snow. 

Another Zodiac was chasing them down, its bow lifted with its speed. 
Ian could see Alek Spasky at the helm, steering with one hand. The other 
held something spinning.... 

“DOWN!” Tan shouted. 

Amy zigzagged to the left, and they jounced against the boat. 

This time the spear punctured the boat just inches from Ian’s head. He 
could hear the hiss of air as the cushion deflated. 

Seconds later, another spear punctured the stern. 

He was going to shoot out the compartments, one by one. 


Alek must have a plan. Maybe he was supposed to leave on the same 
helicopter as Tagamayer. He wouldn’t re-board the Titanic IT now. He 
wouldn’t want to blow up with the ship. He would sink them, and then 
watch the ship blow. 

Because the Zodiac was sinking. It was dotted with spears and was low 
in the water, flabby and losing air by the second. Dan’s face was grim, and 
Hamilton looked at the Titanic IT as though he could physically tug it closer 
to them with his gaze. 

Ian looked at the ice floes in the gray water. How long could one last in 
water this cold? Ian had read that experts estimated that some of the Titanic 
passengers had lasted twenty minutes in the ocean, but this water was even 
colder. And there were those predatory leopard seals that might make the 
experience even more unpleasant. 

He thought of the victims of the first Titanic disaster, the shock of 
hitting that freezing water, the temperatures that shut down their body 
systems as they desperately tried to stay afloat.... 

“We’re going to make it!” he cried. “Just keep going!” 

But they weren’t going to make it. The massive iceberg was to their 
right, preventing Amy from escaping that way. Alek’s boat was now to their 
left. Ian stared at the massive iceberg. Through a narrow tunnel in the ice he 
could see whirling snow on the other side. Up this close, he could see how 
the surface of the berg was fractured and uneven and contained shades of 
blue that were unearthly in their beauty. As he watched, a crack above 
widened and a chunk broke off to fall with a spectacular crash into the sea. 
He felt a jolt of fear. If they’d been closer, it would have sunk them. 

Another spear thudded into the right side of the boat. Only three 
compartments were still inflated. 

“DOWN!” Tan shouted, and another spear hit. 

Amy turned the boat to the right and Ian glanced nervously at the 
iceberg. He could see fissures widening into cracks, and cracks widening 
into fractures. If Amy got any closer, they’d be in danger. 

“Amy, I think the iceberg is calving!” he yelled. “Watch it!” 


Amy glanced over, her eyes roaming over the berg. “I’m going to try 
something!” she yelled. Ian could hear the terror and desperation in her 
voice. 

“Everybody ... just hang on tight! Ian, tell me when Spasky spins the 
spear!” 

Ian twisted, hanging on while keeping his gaze fixed on Alek. Alek 
dipped his hand down into the Zodiac, then Ian saw the glint of metal, 
spinning and gathering velocity.... 

“NOW!” he yelled. 

Amy yanked the steering at the last minute. The spear splashed into the 
gray water, and Hamilton cheered as the Zodiac surged to the right. 

Ian lost his breath. Amy was steering straight for the iceberg! 

The iceberg that was beginning to calve, the split now visible at the top 
as a chunk the size of a railroad car began to split off ... 

And tumble ... 

Chunks of ice rained down, and they covered their heads. The spray of 
snow blinded them, but Amy never let go of the tiller. Even over the engine 
they heard the massive cracking of the ice. The Zodiac zoomed into the ice 
cavern as the huge chunk of the berg crashed into the sea. Ice and snow 
splashed into the sea, and pieces as big as Ian’s fist landed in the Zodiac. 

“Hang on, we’re going to get backwash!” Amy yelled. 

The water moved as though a leviathan was beneath them, tossing them 
forward and bumping them against the craggy walls of the iceberg. They 
were well inside the iceberg now, and everything was gray and blue and 
showered with snow. More fissures appeared, cracks radiating down from 
the top. 

The roaring of the engine and the ice mingled as they shot out of the 
tunnel while another massive chunk calved off the berg and crashed behind 
them. 

They rode the rolling wave back to the Titanic II. 

Hanging on to the side, Ian wiped the snow out of his eyes and swept 
the bay behind them. Alek was having trouble keeping the Zodiac floating 


in the backwash of the water. He tried to navigate past the huge railroad- 
car-size berg, and gave up. He turned the boat around and headed back 
toward Deception Island. Heading for the helicopter, Ian thought. The one 
that wasn’t there. 

Amy rounded the stern of the Titanic IJ and bumped the boat up against 
the platform. 

“That was a little close,” Hamilton said. 

“It’s about to get closer,” Dan said. “Ten minutes until she blows. Run!” 





Titanic II, Antarctica 


They skidded to a stop in front of the door marked ENGINE ROOM CREW ONLY. 

Ian swiped the panel and pushed open the door. They found themselves 
in a small locker room. Hard hats were piled in a box, and orange coveralls 
hung on hooks. They each took a hard hat and put it on. 

A crew member walked through the door. “What are you kids doing 
down here?” 

“We’re meeting Mr. Zimmer for a tour,” Amy said. “He should be here 
any minute. We are super excited!” 

“Get a look at the guts of the ship, eh? Don’t forget your earplugs.” He 
pointed to a case. “And don’t go in there by yourselves!” 

“Of course not,” Amy promised, and waited obediently until he’d 
passed through the exit door before grabbing earplugs and leading the way 
into the engine room. 

Immediately, they were hit with heat and noise. They were in the 
bulkhead of the ship. They walked out onto a catwalk that ran above and 
through massive machinery painted bright green. Everywhere they looked 
they saw a confusion of machines, gauges, pumps, pipes, and controls. 
Three stories of catwalks and ladders crisscrossed the space. Below them, a 
thick yellow shaft ran the length of the space. 

“That looks like the prop shaft,” Ham said, leaning in so they could hear 
him. 


“Can you find the fuel tanks?” Amy asked, trying to keep the urgency in 
her voice tamped down. 

Hamilton anxiously peered down into the guts of the ship. “There. 
Come on.” 

“We’ve got four minutes,” Dan said. 

They scrambled down a ladder to the lowest level of the engine room. A 
mechanic with his back to them was walking toward a staircase. They 
waited until he climbed up, their nerves taut and straining. Luckily, it was 
so noisy that no one could hear them, so they just had to move quickly and 
hope they weren’t spotted. 

Even through the earplugs, the noise of the machinery thudded against 
Amy’s eardrums. She felt the engine power in her body, in her bones. Each 
heartbeat counted out the seconds. 

They ran behind Hamilton to a massive metal tank. Ham climbed a 
small ladder to the top and unscrewed the valve. 

He motioned, and Ian passed up the first gallon of oil. Ham poured it in, 
tossed the empty back down, and motioned for another. 

The oil seemed to pour impossibly slowly. 

Dan held up two fingers. Two minutes. 

Ian pointed to a touch screen with several monitors. “Keep your eye on 
the pressure gauge. It’s spiking, but it should go down once the oil mixes 
in.” 

The gauge was in the red. Amy watched as it edged farther into the 
DANGER zone. 

Hamilton kept pouring. 

The gauge stopped moving. The needle trembled. 

Dan held up one finger. 

Ham reached for the last gallon and poured in the oil in a steady stream. 

He closed the valve and stood still, waiting. 

The gauge began to sink back down into the green zone. Slowly. They 
watched it, their heartbeats hammering against their chests. 


“It’s at a normal level!” Ian cried. “HOORAY!” 

He straightened his cuffs. “I mean, good show. I knew we could do it. 
Though Sammy wasn’t one hundred percent sure it would work. Did I 
mention that?” 

“No,” Hamilton said. “Thanks for leaving that part out.” 

Amy smiled at Dan. Her legs felt weak. 

“We did it,” Dan said. “This Titanic won’t sink.” 





Ushuaia, Argentina 


Jonah let out a whoop as the text came through. 

“They made it. They saved the ship!” 

Cara jumped up and threw her arms around him. They bumped hips in a 
dance. 

They made it, they made it, they made it.... 

Jonah’s phone buzzed again and he ran for it. 

“Tt’s Nellie!” 


IF WE DISAPPEAR ASK MABEL 
WHO IS MABEL? Jonah tapped out. 
SAVE MY KIDDOS 


WHO IS MABEL, Jonah tapped again. 
There was no response. 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


The Outcast smiled. At last he had the place to himself. 

So little resistance from the rest of the Cahills, he mused. It was 
something of a surprise. He’d planned for it, of course, even looked forward 
to it, but no resistance came. That Kabra boy was weak. Pathetic. No 
wonder his father had disowned him. 

Now they were happy, thinking that they’d bested him. 

They would soon learn how wrong they were. 

Let them race all over the world, let them try to beat him, and he would 
be right here. Right where he wanted to be. 

It was lucky for him that the children had chosen to rebuild Grace’s 
mansion almost as a complete replica of what she had. Of course they had 
made changes — that extra floor with the digital suite and the apartments 
for visiting Cahills — it would all have to go. He didn’t want guests. He 
wanted solitude. And memories to fuel him. 

He climbed the stairs to Grace’s library. This room they had reproduced 
exactly, down to the molding and the windows and the fireplace surrounded 
by green tiles. He remembered it all well. The same window seats covered 
in deep green velvet, and it looked as though — yes, very nearly — they’d 
replaced almost every volume in the bookshelves. 

Even the entire set of Shakespeare. 

He ran his hand along the spine of Much Ado About Nothing. 


Very funny, Grace. But I would have thought you would choose 
Macbeth. Considering your penchant for blood. 

The hidden compartment slid out. So. The children replicated 
everything. 

The safe was inside. It was fireproof, so it had survived. 

And he still knew the combination. 

He spun the dial and heard the clicks. The door opened and he reached 
inside. 

He tossed aside the flat velvet box — priceless pearls didn’t interest 
him. He withdrew a folder. 

He took it over to the comfortable armchair by the window and began to 
leaf through the documents. 

Oh, yes. Very interesting. 

And just what he needed to destroy them. 
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Palm Beach, Florida 


The seasonal citizens of Palm Beach, Florida, shuffled beneath the neatly 
tended palm trees along the sidewalk, rushing to catch their dinner 
reservations. The Outcast checked his watch. 

4:45 PM. 

Oh, how he loathed the average member of his generation! For the 
wealthy retirees who wintered in Palm Beach there was little to do but shop 
at the luxury stores along Worth Avenue, lunch at the Beach Club, then dine 
out at five before settling into the evening’s police procedural shows on 
television. 

The Outcast locked his sleek gray Lexus and strolled beneath the 
Spanish-style colonnade that welcomed visitors to a — Cheesecake 
Factory? 

He grunted. Chain restaurants. To his right and to his left, nothing but 
chain restaurants. 

What an ignoble place, he thought, for a Cahill to die. 

When he reached the gate he was looking for, he straightened his tie and 
pressed the buzzer. 

A long time passed until finally a sharp voice blurted through the 
speaker, “Who is it? I’m just sitting down to dinner.” 

“Beatrice,” the Outcast said. “I’ve brought you a gift.” 

He reached into his pocket, pulled out the small porcelain figurine he’d 
purchased for just this occasion, and held it up to the security camera. The 


statue was about the size of his palm, a smiling red-cheeked cat wearing 
small white wings, its paws extended as if in flight. A ghastly piece of “art, 
but it was sure to do the job. Beatrice loved her porcelain cat figurine 
collection. 

A moment passed, and then the gate swung open. He strolled inside to a 
quiet courtyard where a sad cluster of potted plants had begun to wither. 
Beatrice had, no doubt, neglected to care for them herself and was too 
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cheap to hire a gardener. 

She opened the door at the rear of the courtyard and stood in front of 
him with her hands on her hips and her painted-on eyebrows raised in 
surprise. Her lips bore the ghastly shade of hot pink that she had been 
wearing for decades, smeared clownlike over her too-thin lips. 

“I don’t like unexpected guests,” Beatrice told him. 

The Outcast smiled. “You recognize me after all these years?” 

She nodded slowly without moving to invite him in. “I didn’t at first. 
But now that I see you in person, I know exactly who you are. A psychic 
once told me that I am an excellent judge of character. Always have been, 
ever since I was a little girl. Faces change but a man’s character never 
does.” 

“And are you glad to see me?” the Outcast asked her. 

“You shouldn’t be here,” Beatrice snapped. “Not after what you’ve 
done.” 

“Then you want me to go?” He raised an eyebrow. 

Beatrice acted as if she were studying her long false fingernails against 
the doorframe. Her voice rose to a mouselike pitch. “I didn’t say that. 
You’ve come all this way ... and you say you’ve brought a gift?” 

The Outcast couldn’t help but smile. No, character never changes. He 
held up the winged cat figurine. “Why don’t we have a cup of coffee and 
catch up? Pd love to hear all the juicy gossip since I’ve been away.” 

Beatrice pointed at herself. “Gossip? Me? I never gossip....” 

The Outcast waited. 


“But it has been an eventful time.” She whistled. “Oh, the stories I 
have, you wouldn’t believe. You know I raised Grace’s two grandchildren 
and you’re surely aware of what ungrateful teens they’ ve become. Oh, don’t 
just stand there, come in and PII tell you all about it.” 

The Outcast nodded. 

“But first, let’s have that Cupid cat,” Beatrice said, greed lighting her 
eyes. “It’ll go perfectly in my collection.” 

“Tt isn’t Cupid,” the Outcast told her as he crossed the threshold into her 
condominium. “It’s Icarus.” He cleared his throat, feeling ridiculous even 
saying it. “Cat Icarus.” 

“Icarus,” Beatrice repeated. She obviously had no idea what that meant. 

Beatrice had gone to the finest schools, but she had the intellectual 
curiosity of a three-toed sloth. 

He lifted the winged cat figure up. “From Greek mythology.” 

“Oh, of course,” Beatrice said. “Obviously.” The corner of her mouth 
twitched. 

“You know the story,” the Outcast said. “How Icarus and his inventor 
father, Daedalus, were imprisoned inside the Minotaur’s maze on the Greek 
island of Crete. To escape, Daedalus built two pairs of wings out of feathers 
and wax so he and his son could fly from the island together. He warned his 
prideful young son not to fly too high, for if he got too close to the sun, its 
heat would melt the wax that held the wings together. The boy, filled with 
the arrogance of youth, flew as high as he could on his borrowed wings. As 
he’d been warmed, the wax melted, and the boy plummeted to his death in 
the sea.” 

“Well,” Beatrice muttered with a shake of her head. “I prefer less 
gruesome stories, but of course it is a nice lesson for young people, I 
suppose, to respect their elders.” 

“Indeed,” the Outcast agreed. He handed her the figurine. “Careful not 
to drop the little fellow. He’d shatter into a million pieces.” 

“The little ones are so fragile, aren’t they?” Beatrice said as she placed 
the statue carefully into her winter collection of cat figurines. There were at 


least fifty of them staring down from the shelves, farmer cats and doctor 
cats and spy cats and even a custom-made Beatrice cat, complete with hot 
pink lipstick. “I’ll go get that coffee,” Beatrice said with her back to him as 
she studied her cat collection proudly. “I only have instant. I hope you don’t 
mind.” 

“Actually, Beatrice, I won’t be staying long enough for coffee,” the 
Outcast said. He pulled a syringe from his pocket as Beatrice turned to face 
him. Her jaw went slack, her eyes bulged. 

“Now, there’s no need for that ...” she croaked out. “And anyway ... PH 
— PII scream.” 

“No one will hear you,” he said calmly. “It’s dinner-time in Palm Beach 
and you can be certain all the televisions are cranked up very, very loud. 
You should have chosen somewhere else to winter.” 

He rushed for Beatrice, who swung to block him. Her long nails raked 
across his cheek, but he caught her wrist and spun her around with one 
hand, gripping her tightly against his body. She squirmed but could not 
break free. 

The Outcast pressed the syringe into her neck as he whispered in her 
ear, “You shouldn’t have recognized me, Beatrice. It would have been so 
much better for you if you hadn’t.” 





Beverly Hills, Los Angeles, California 


“Yo, I know that the first RoboGangsta movie broke a billion-dollar box 
office, which is why now’s the time to make my movie!” Jonah Wizard 
shouted over the phone. “I’ve told you a hundred times! It’s about a kid 
from the streets who just wants to be a mime!” 

He paced through his swank living room, gesturing wildly. Giant black- 
and-white photographs of Jonah gazed down from the walls of the room, 
and sunlight streamed in from the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked over 
his infinity pool. Beyond it, Los Angeles shimmered in the heat of midday. 

The sky over Los Angeles was turning gold and red with the sunset. The 
palm trees that ran along the city streets cast long shadows, and streaks of 
soft pink light painted the stark white walls of the Wizard crib with delicate 
stripes. 

As Jonah argued with his father/business manager, Amy, Dan, 
Hamilton, Ian, and Cara sat on the white leather sofa, staring at the deep- 
pile black rug on the floor. It seemed to change color the longer you stared 
at it, blue-black to black-blue to black-black to off-black. 

Amy hadn’t even known off-black was a color. 

“I do too know about the streets! Daaad!” Jonah’s voice grew shriller 
than Amy Cahill had ever heard it. The sound pierced through her 
exhaustion, through her worry, and made her want to toss her teenage 
superstar cousin’s phone out the window ... but she couldn’t interrupt him. 
The money he made off his Hollywood career was the only money they 


had, now that an old man calling himself the Outcast had staged a coup to 
take over the Cahill family and cut off all of their access to the Cahill bank 
accounts, even the secret ones. 

Amy had been all too happy to hand over the reins of the Cahill family 
to Ian Kabra, who had been all too happy to take over leadership of the 
most powerful family in the world. He’d said it was the role he was born to 
play. 

He didn’t get to play it for long. 

The Outcast had kicked Ian out of Cahill headquarters in Massachusetts, 
turned most of the branches of the family against Ian and his friends, and 
vowed to re-create four famous disasters from history that the kids would 
have to stop, if they could. They’d already foiled his attempt to sink a re- 
creation of the Titanic. One down, three to go. 

Now all they could do was wait. 

Waiting was not something Amy enjoyed. 

“Would you please get off that infernal phone call!” Ian Kabra finally 
blurted. Apparently, waiting around was not something he enjoyed, either. 

“No!” Jonah yelled. “No way!” 

Ian’s face flushed. Amy tensed. When Grace Cahill, Amy’s 
grandmother, had been in charge of the family, she would never have 
allowed her authority to be so openly defied. She’d cast people out for less, 
even her own husband. And Amy knew for certain that Ian’s parents had 
killed people for less. Amy wondered what Ian might do. 

But Jonah kept yelling. “I will not add a werewolf to the story, Dad, no 
matter how much the fandom wants to see it!” Jonah ended the call. He 
hadn’t been yelling at Ian at all—he’d been yelling at his father. 

Amy relaxed. 

“Sorry about that, Kabra.” Jonah shrugged. “Show business, you 
know?” 

“T most certainly do not know,” Ian replied. 

“Jonah, you sure you want to make a movie about a mime?” Hamilton 
Holt asked his cousin. He was Jonah’s best friend, cousin, and bodyguard, 


and right now he looked genuinely worried about Jonah’s career choices. 

Jonah shrugged. “It’s a drama about the silencing of the artist in the 
noise of contemporary pop culture.” 

“Uh ...” said Hamilton. 

“And RoboGangsta wasn’t my thing,” added Jonah. 

“But I like RoboGangsta,” Hamilton told him. “Stuff blows up.” 

“If you would both please!” Ian Kabra interrupted them. “Might we not 
discuss the relative merits of stuff blowing up? We have only just averted a 
disaster of ‘titanic’ proportions and we don’t yet know what the Outcast has 
in store next.” 

Just then Amy’s phone buzzed in her hands. She frowned down at it. 

“It’s Aunt Beatrice.” 

Aunt Beatrice was their grandmother Grace’s sister, but what Grace had 
had in charm, daring, and intelligence, Beatrice had in greed, gossip, and 
cheapness. She used her slice of the Cahill cash to spend half the year in 
Florida, as far from Amy and Dan as she could get without having to learn a 
foreign language. She spent the other half in Boston, disapproving of them. 

“What’s she want?” Dan asked. 

“She sent us a text,” Amy told him, more puzzled than ever. 

“That doesn’t sound like her,” said Dan. “She doesn’t even know how to 
text.” 

Amy held up the phone so Dan could see. 

The text contained only two words: 


Look up 


“T don’t think that is from your Aunt Beatrice,” Ian said as he looked up 
through the wall of glass, past Jonah’s infinity pool, to a blimp that had 
settled itself in the air over Los Angeles, framed perfectly in the center of 
Jonah’s windows, a public air show aimed at just the six of them. 





They rushed to the windows and looked at the blimp, which hovered in 
place, silhouetted against the darkening sky. The red glow around the edges 
of its black shadow looked like a bullet wound in the sky. 

“Maybe we should get away from the windows,” Hamilton suggested, 
thinking of bullet wounds and snipers. 

“T don’t believe our enemies would send a dirigible to neutralize us,” 
said Ian. 

“Neutralize,” Cara scoffed. “That’s a Brit-fuff-fuff way of saying you 
don’t think they’re trying to kill us. But you know, Kabra, they are.” 

Ian clenched his jaw. As leader, he needed to keep his emotions in 
check and not get riled up. However, no one could rile him up quite like 
Cara Pierce. She seemed to derive some kind of twisted pleasure from 
needling him at every turn. 

He smiled at her. 

Ian had once heard a $500-per-hour guru tell his father that the simple 
act of smiling, even a false smile, could alter one’s mood. By smiling, he 
hoped his mood would be altered from frustrated confusion to calm, cool, 
and collected confidence, as befitting a Lucian of his standing. 

Cara met his smile with one of her own. 

How she infuriated him! Her smile was so much better than his! 

“Amy.” Ian turned away from Cara, stiffening his back. Something was 
afoot, and it was his job as leader to do something about it, not to get 
distracted by Cara. “Does the text message say anything else? Anything 
about a dirigible?” 


“Stop saying dirigible,” Cara snapped at him. “Just call it a blimp like a 
normal person.” 

Ian frowned at her. He preferred the word dirigible, and it meant the 
same thing. 

“No, nothing about a blimp,” said Amy. “Just ‘Look up.’ ” 

“Well, perhaps you should call back, then,” Ian suggested. 

As Amy moved to press CALL, an LED panel below the blimp’s gondola 
lit up with bright red letters scrolling in a loop over and over again. Dan 
read the words aloud: 


“ “According to Brueghel 
when Icarus fell 
it was spring 


a farmer was ploughing 
his field 
the whole pageantry 


of the year was 
awake tingling 
near 


the edge of the sea 
concerned 
with itself 


sweating in the sun 
that melted 
the wings’ wax 


unsignificantly 
off the coast 
there was 


a splash quite unnoticed 
this was 
Icarus drowning’ 


“A message from the Outcast?” Dan wondered. 

“That’s a poem, bro,” Jonah told them all. “ ‘Landscape with the Fall of 
Icarus,’ by William Carlos Williams. He was a great twentieth-century 
American poet.” 

“You memorize poetry?” Dan wondered. 

“How do you think I became the best hip-hop lyricist of our time?” 
Jonah said. “Tupac read Shakespeare. He was a Janus. When I was starting 
out, I studied all the poetry I could. So I know my boy W. C. Williams 
wrote this poem.” 

“T never had much fondness for the American poets,” Ian replied, 
dismissing Jonah’s boast. “Does the poem tell us anything useful?” 

Jonah shrugged. “It’s a poem about a painting by the sixteenth-century 
Flemish artist Pieter Brueghel, Landscape with the Fall of Icarus. Well, it’s 
a copy of Brueghel’s painting style. No one knows who actually made it. 
There’s a lot of debate in art circles about the actual painter of this 
particular work of —” 

“Jonah!” Ian snapped. “We don’t need an art history lesson.” 

“Right,” said Jonah. “So, the painting in question shows a ship sailing 
out of a harbor and a farmer plowing in his fields. Everyone in the painting 
is looking in the wrong direction while Icarus drowns in the Aegean Sea. 
Only his tiny legs are painted in the corner, see?” 

He tapped a panel on the wall and one of his pictures turned into an 
image of Landscape with the Fall of Icarus. Every photo in the room was 
actually an LED screen. The high-resolution picture of the painting was so 
clear you could even see the brushstrokes on the canvas. Ian tapped the 
screen where Icarus’s legs kicked helplessly at the sky, ignored by the 
farmer who kept plowing his field. 


“So this is about looking in the wrong direction?” Ian suggested. “This 
message is a hint that we are looking in the wrong direction. Could your 
Aunt Beatrice be trying to warn us?” 

“Beatrice wouldn’t know that,” said Dan. “And probably wouldn’t warn 
us if she did. Anyway, where would she have gotten a blimp?” 

Ian pursed his lips. He would have preferred suggestions rather than just 
criticism of his idea. This had to be the start of the Outcast’s next threat. 
“What do you think, Amy?” he asked. 

She shook her head. “I guess I can call her back.” 

“Speakerphone,” Ian snapped a little too forcefully. If Ian was going to 
prove to the others that he was the right leader for the Cahills, he couldn’t 
always be letting Amy figure things out. He had to be the one managing this 
situation. 

Amy put the call on SPEAKER. 

The phone rang. 

And rang. 

And rang. 

And then a voice answered, a man’s voice, one Ian recognized from the 
day he was tossed from the mansion in Attleboro and lost control of the 
family. The Outcast. 

“Hello, children, good of you to call,” the Outcast said. “I trust you’ve 
read the poem.” 

“Where is Aunt Beatrice?” Amy snapped at him. 

He didn’t answer. 

Ian took over the conversation. “Why have you sent us this poem?” 

“Consider it your next clue,” the Outcast said, chuckling to himself. 
“The next disaster I have planned for you.” 

“We stopped you once, we shall do it again,” said Ian. “Perhaps you 
would stop wasting our time and tell us why you’re really doing this. If you 
wanted to undermine my leadership, there are simpler ways.” 


“Oh, Ian Kabra,” the Outcast said. “How like a Lucian you are, 
assuming it is your time to waste. It is my time. I decide how you spend it 
and how much of it you have. And if you want to prevent a terrible loss of 
humanity, I suggest you get busy before history repeats itself. He who flies 
closest to the sun will surely fall burning to the earth. Good-bye now, 
children —” 

“Wait!” Amy pleaded. “Please, where is Aunt Beatrice?” 

The Outcast laughed again. He seemed in a merry mood, which 
annoyed Ian even more. Amy’s hands shook. 

“You care so much about that old cow?” the Outcast asked. 

“She’s family,” Amy said. 

“Tf only everyone shared your sentimentality, Amy Cahill,” the Outcast 
told her. “Unfortunately, your Aunt Beatrice didn’t make it.” 

Amy swallowed hard and Ian saw her face tighten even as the rest of 
her body seemed to slump. “The coroner will call it natural causes,” the 
Outcast continued. “And I suppose he’s right. She was naturally a gossip 
and it caught up with her at last. Now, get to work, children. As they say, 
time flies. And so must you. The Karman Line will be crossed.” 

With that, the call went dead. Amy stood still as a statue as Los Angeles 
darkened in the window behind her. The streetlights and the lights of houses 
flickered on, like a carpet of stars, while the smog above made the sky 
smooth and blank. Behind Amy, the blimp still floated between the false 
stars on the ground and the blank sky above, scrolling its poem. Slowly, it 
turned and began to float away. 

“Yo, I don’t want to alarm anybody, but William Carlos Williams was 
from New Jersey,” said Jonah. 

The others looked at him blankly. 

“Why should we be alarmed about New Jersey?” Ian wondered, but 
Jonah didn’t answer him. Amy did. 

“The Hindenburg,” said Amy gravely. 

“The what?” Dan replied. 


Amy seemed to snap out of a trance as she spoke. “I thought there was 
something odd about what the Outcast said. He told us there would be ‘a 
terrible loss of humanity.’ Why say it that way? Why say humanity?” She 
tapped a search into her phone and then held it up so everyone else could 
see what she’d found. 

In black and white, they saw the frame of a giant zeppelin burning, 
people in a field, running away. The large balloon that held the passenger 
gondola below shimmered and flickered with flames, tilting to the ground at 
an impossible angle as it suddenly sank to the earth, smashing apart. The 
skin of the balloon melted away and the frame collapsed in a heap of 
burning fabric and scorched metal. 

Jonah hit another button and the black-and-white disaster footage 
replaced the Icarus painting on the large screen on his wall. 

Tiny figures in fancy clothes ran from the wreckage of the crashing 
zeppelin in panic and dismay. Rescuers rushed toward the flames in futile 
acts of heroism, and the crackly voice of an old-time radio reporter cried 
out, his voice choked with tears, “This is the worst disaster ... Oh ... oh, the 
humanity!” 

Amy turned her phone back to herself and read: “ ‘On May 6, 1937, the 
passenger zeppelin Hindenburg burst into flames while attempting to dock 
in Lakehurst, New Jersey. Thirty-six people were killed.’ ” 

“ ‘Time flies and so must you.’ ” Dan repeated the Outcast’s words as 
all eyes turned to the blimp floating away over downtown Los Angeles. 

“We have to follow that blimp!” said Ian. 





“T’m cracking the flight data,” said Cara, flipping open her laptop and 
typing at the speed of light. “If they’re floating over downtown LA, you can 
be sure they had to file a flight plan. We can see where they took off and 
where they’re supposed to land.” 

Ian stood over her shoulder, watching her type, while the others stared 
out the window at the blimp making its way across their view of the Los 
Angeles sky. 

“Shouldn’t we call someone?” Ham asked. “If the Outcast is going to 
re-create the crash of the Hindenburg and there’s a blimp floating over LA 
right now, couldn’t that be the one he’s going to blow up?” 

“We can’t simply call the authorities without proof,” Ian told him. “The 
police might think that we are the ones making bomb threats. And, if you’ll 
recall, I am not a United States citizen. Your Homeland Security agents are 
suspicious chaps.” 

No one could argue with that logic, so they let Cara continue to work 
with Ian breathing over her shoulder. 

Amy and Dan stood side by side at the window. 

After a long silence, punctuated only by the clicking of Cara’s keyboard 
and her occasional grunts and mutterings, Dan spoke. “The Outcast killed 
Aunt Beatrice.” 

Amy nodded. Beatrice hadn’t ever been kind to them, or generous or 
loving or any of the things one would want a guardian to be, but still, she’d 
always been around, and now she wasn’t. She was dead. Amy wasn’t 
actually sure how she felt about that. 


“Beatrice didn’t even want to be involved in the Cahill family,” Dan 
added. “It’s our fault she’s dead, isn’t it?” 

Amy turned to her little brother and saw the serious look etched across 
his face. However confused she felt about Beatrice, she didn’t feel at all 
confused about her brother. “It is not our fault,” she told him firmly. “We 
didn’t want to be involved, either, remember? It’s the Outcast. It’s his fault. 
Don’t forget that. Don’t forget that for a second.” 

Dan studied her. “You’re right. I won’t forget it again.” 

“You believe me, don’t you?” Amy looked him in the eye. He was still 
shorter than she was, but barely. He was growing, and fast. He was quickly 
becoming her not-so-little brother. 

“T believe you,” said Dan, setting his jaw. “We’ve got to stop him. He’s 
a murderer.” 

“We’re going to stop him,” said Amy. 

Dan glanced over his shoulder. “You think Ian’s up to it?” he whispered. 
“Leading this family like Grace did?” 

Amy shook her head. “No one could lead this family like Grace did. 
She was ... special. But I think Ian can do it, if we help him.” 

She hoped it sounded convincing. 

“T got it!” Cara cried out. “The blimp is owned by a company called 
Daedalus Entertainment — and before you ask, Jan, yes, it’s a shell 
company and no, I can’t find anything else out about it. The blimp took off 
from a private hangar only five miles away! And it’s scheduled to land there 
again in half an hour.” 

“We need to get there right away,” said Ian. “The Hindenburg exploded 
when it was docking after a flight. If that’s what he has planned, we don’t 
have much time. We’ll take two of Jonah’s vehicles.” 

Jonah had only gotten his driver’s license a year ago, but he’d already 
filled an eight-car garage with luxury vehicles. 

“Ham,” Ian instructed. “You will drive Dan, Amy, and Jonah in the 
armored BMW. Cara and I will take the Aston Martin Q series.” 

“Oh, we will?” Cara raised her eyebrows at him. 


Ian immediately blushed. “Well, I mean, I thought you could, perhaps, 

well, tell me more about this, you see, the ... eh ... shell company while we 
.. er... drove?” he stammered. 

Cara patted him on the back. “Don’t get all flustered, Kabra. Ill go with 
you in the Aston Martin. But I’m driving. No offense, but I don’t trust you 
to drive on the right side of the road.” 

“I know how to drive an automobile!” Ian said back to her, his blush 
turned to red anger. 

“Yo, Kabra, why do you get to take my Aston Martin Q?” Jonah asked 
him. “That’s the sweetest ride I own. There are only five of them in North 
America.” 

Ian narrowed his eyes. “Leadership is a grave responsibility,” he told 
Jonah. “Therefore it comes with commensurate privileges.” He looked at 
his watch and then at the group. “Now, let’s go stop a disaster!” 





The black BMW peeled out in front of them, and Cara jolted the sleek silver 
Aston Martin Q from the garage in its wake, careening around the marble 
fountain in front of Jonah’s mansion. She sped through the front gate, and 
the engine purred like a wildcat. 

“T texted you the GPS coordinates of the hangar,” Cara said over the 
speakerphone. 

“Take the shortest route,” Ian added from the passenger seat. Cara gave 
him a side-eye look, which he did not believe he deserved. He was simply 
being thorough. He’d found, when managing Hamilton Holt, it was best to 
be specific. 

“You know I trained in evasive driving when I became Jonah’s 
bodyguard, right?” Ham told them over the speakerphone from the car in 
front. 

“I am aware,” Ian replied. 

“So try to keep up,” Ham snapped back, and then the BMW took a 
sudden sharp left, and Cara had to slam the brakes and spin the wheel not to 
miss it. They broke the speed limit immediately, hitting 65 miles per hour 
on a quiet street through the hills. Hamilton wove into the opposite lane to 
pass slower-moving cars, and Cara followed. Ian tried not to clutch the 
armrest too tightly. He wanted to impress Cara with his calm in the face of 
danger and his faith in her driving, but in his chest his heart thumped so 
loud it was a wonder she couldn’t hear it. 

Hamilton turned left and then a quick right and another left, avoiding 
the rush hour traffic on Sunset Boulevard. 


“Don’t lose him,” Ian told Cara. 

“Roger that, Captain Obvious,” she replied. 

He decided to keep his mouth shut. In truth, he was relieved she’d 
insisted on taking the wheel. Ian always did forget which side of the road 
Americans drove on. 

At the next turn, Cara slammed on the brakes, barely stopping in time to 
avoid smashing into the back of Ham’s car. In front of them a wall of red 
brake lights blocked their path. 

“LA traffic,” Ham said over the speakerphone. 

Ian checked his watch again. He glanced up at the sky but couldn’t see 
the blimp overhead. “There is simply no way we can make it to that hangar 
in the next fifteen minutes,” he said. “It’s not possible.” 

“T got Jonah from the premier of RoboGangsta to an after-party in 
Pasadena in less than twenty,” Ham said. 

Ian had no idea if or why that was supposed to impress him, but it didn’t 
matter right now. All that mattered was getting to that hangar. 

“Cara, you ready to do some real driving?” Ham asked. 

Cara revved the engine in response. She ran her hands along the leather- 
covered steering wheel. 

“Yo, don’t break my ride,” Jonah piped in, and then the BMW took off, 
turning hard toward the parking lot of a large glass building. Cara followed 
him. They wove between parked cars, then stayed right behind Ham’s car, 
knifing down an alley and onto a sidewalk, and then took a hard left into 
oncoming traffic. 

Brakes squealed and cars honked, but Ham’s car accelerated. 

Cara pressed the gas. “No guts, no glory!” she said, speeding over the 
top of a hill and turning into a parking garage after Ham. They raced up one 
side of the parking garage, down another, and burst onto the neighboring 
street where she had to do a jackknife turn to spin the car 180 degrees in 
place, then shoot like a bullet down another hill, which took them under an 
overpass. Ham sliced his car from side to side, passing a bus by pulling 
halfway onto the sidewalk, then reversing when he hit traffic on a crossing 


avenue to take a different route the wrong way down a one-way street. He 
turned into a narrow alley, which threw sparks off the doors of Jonah’s car 
as it scraped through. 

Ian could hear Jonah groan over the speakerphone. 

Cara kept up, her hands gripping the wheel at ten and two o’clock. Her 
eyes scanned the traffic, the streets, the sidewalks, and kept Ham’s car in 
sight. What a remarkable person, Ian thought. She was mesmerizing and 
unbelievable, able to hack a government database and drive in a high-speed 
pursuit through Los Angeles. He felt fairly useless in the passenger seat, 
like he was cutting in on a dance between Cara and the car. He had to assert 
himself if she was to remember him at all. 

“Watch out for that rubbish bin,” he said, as she swerved around a trash 
can. 

Foolish! He had to offer her more than that! As he formulated 
something else of value to say to her, it took him by complete surprise when 
she hit the brakes. His body slammed against the seat belt and then jolted 
him back into his seat, whiplashing his neck in the process. 

“Why are you stopping?” he cried out, looking at his watch in a panic. 

“Because we’re here,” Cara pointed out. 

Ian looked up and saw they had stopped at the perimeter fence outside a 
large hangar with a parking lot and a concrete landing pad in front of it. The 
fence was topped with barbed wire and only had one gate all the way on the 
opposite side. 

The blimp itself hovered over the concrete, slowly lowering over the 
landing pad. Its giant silver balloon rippled in a light breeze, and dust 
kicked up from its landing rotors, which stabilized the descent. 

“Tt’s coming in now,” Ian gasped, popping out of the car. He turned 
back quickly to Cara. “Lovely driving, by the way.” 

She narrowed her eyes at him and he regretted immediately that he’d 
said anything. He meant it as a compliment, but it had, of course, come off 
as Sarcasm. 


No time to explain, though. It was time for action. He slammed the car 
door and turned to to Ham. “Can you get us through this fence?” 

Hamilton gave a quick nod, bent at the knees, and gripped the metal 
wire with his bare hands. He grunted and heaved, and the wire gave, 
bending just enough from the ground for them to slip underneath. 

The airship dropped six lines and a ground crew ran out to hold them, to 
help bring in the blimp. If it exploded now, they would surely all be killed. 
Ian knew he had to save them. It was up to him, lives in the balance, and he 
had no time to dillydally. 

“Jonah,” Ian barked. “You stay here with the cars. I don’t want anyone 
recognizing you. Everyone else, come with me.” 

Ian sprinted ahead toward the landing pad, hoping the others would 
follow. This, he felt, was leadership, running first into danger, come what 
may. Still, he glanced over his shoulder to double check that they were, 
indeed, behind him. 

The ground crew was so busy bringing in the flying machine that they 
didn’t notice Ian and the other kids running toward them until they were in 
shouting distance. 

“Back away!” Ian warned them. “She’s going to explode!” 

But by the time they heard him, the blimp had touched down, its 
engines whirring to a stop, and the crew stood face-to-face with Ian as he 
caught his breath. 

“How did you get in here?” one of the men demanded. 

“We have ... to get the pilot ... off the blimp ...” Ian panted. “It’s going 
to blow!” 

“There is no pilot,” the crewman told him. “It’s remote controlled. We 
were hired just to fly it around for an hour....” He pointed to the gondola on 
the ground beneath the rippling silver oval above. “Who are you kids?” 

Ian ignored him and rushed forward to look inside the cockpit. 

The crewman was right, there was no pilot. The cockpit was just a 
control board with gears and levers and transmitters linked to a computer 


terminal for the remote pilot on the ground to control the blimp. But Ian 
went pale when he saw what was attached to the control board. 

There was another bright LED screen with a picture of a bright blue sky 
and puffy white clouds rolling by. In front of the clouds, a clock counted 
down. Wires led from the clock to a row of neatly bundled bright white 
plastic explosives. 

“Bomb!” he shouted. 

Amy, Dan, and Ham turned to run, waving their arms for the crewmen 
to back off. “Bomb!” they repeated. “Bomb!” 

The crewmen ran. 

Cara, however, paused. She pulled out her phone and snapped a 
photograph, just as Ian dove at her, wrapping his arms around her waist and 
hauling her onto his shoulders. 

“What are you —?” she objected, but he ran with her as fast as he 
could, making it about twenty yards before there was a flash of light, 
followed by the roar of the blimp exploding behind him. 





Dan had tasted plenty of dirt in his life, from his elementary school days 
getting picked on by bigger kids to the countless falls, chases, and 
explosions he’d survived during the Clue hunt and its aftermath. If he had 
to pick, though, he’d say that the Los Angeles dirt was the worst tasting, 
and now he had a mouth full of it. He spat out the gravel and scraggly 
brown grass that he’d taken full in the face and sat up. 

Amy was beside him, rubbing her head. The others were spread around 
the parking lot, where they’d taken cover or been knocked down, slowly 
getting to their feet. Cara was tangled with Ian for some reason, and Ham 
had two crewmen pinned beneath his massive arms, where he’d probably 
thrown them for protection from the blast. He was like that, always putting 
himself between danger and other people. 

Right in front of Dan, the blimp burned on the landing pad. The 
explosion had ripped the gondola to shreds, and there were sizzling shards 
of metal scattered all the way to the hangar. Orange flames danced and 
crackled where the cockpit had once been. The gas had burned off fast and 
left a thick black cloud rising into the heavy Los Angeles sky. It probably 
wouldn’t make much difference with all the pollution already in the air, Dan 
figured, but still, the smell was pretty bad. 

“Are you okay?” Amy asked him. 

He nodded. He’d ducked and covered in time. The confused crewmen 
staggered to their feet. Cara untangled herself from Ian, and Ham helped 
them both up. Jonah ran from the cars to join them, waving his arms in the 


air. Dan noticed that Jonah was running away from a heap of burning 
wreckage behind him, on the other side of the fence. 

“Shrapnel!” the teenage superstar cried out. “Burning shrapnel crushed 
my Aston Martin.” 

Dan recognized now that that burning heap beside the fence was 
Jonah’s once luxurious limited edition silver Aston Martin Q. The $350,000 
sports car had been reduced to a smoking heap of scrap metal. 

Jonah shook his head sadly. “She was a beauty ... but yo, when that 
blimp blew, the sky lit up like day. I thought you guys were goners.” 

“Yet it seems no one was hurt,” Ian announced proudly. “Apparently, 
we have thwarted the Outcast’s intended disaster rather effectively. Some 
Hindenburg! That explosion had no more import than a minor crash at one 
of those air shows you Americans are so fond of.” 

Something nagged at Dan. It didn’t feel right. This was hardly a 
disaster. Even if the bomb had gone off without the kids’ warning, the six 
guys on the ground might not have been injured, and there was no one on 
board the blimp to get killed. And unlike when the Hindenburg crashed in 
1937, there were no cameras to film it so that kids a hundred years later 
could watch it on the Internet like they had back at Jonah’s. There had been 
worse airship disasters before the Hindenburg, disasters that had killed 
more people. What made the Hindenburg disaster unique was that it had 
been filmed. It only took thirty-two seconds to burn up, but the whole world 
could watch those thirty-two terrible seconds over and over again. 

This lonely little blimp explosion didn’t seem like the Hindenburg 
disaster at all. 

This seemed like a diversion. Like the painting of the fall of Icarus ... 
everyone looking the wrong way while the real disaster happened. 

“T don’t think this was the Outcast’s disaster,” Dan said. 

“Certainly it was,” said Ian. “He led us right here.” 

“But I don’t think he’s done yet.” Dan turned to his sister. “You said the 
Hindenburg was a zeppelin, right?” 

“I did,” said Amy. 


“Well” — Dan pointed at the burning mound of fabric and metal — 
“that was a blimp.” 

“What is your assertion, Dan?” Ian scoffed. He turned to the flaming 
blimp and opened his arms wide at its wreckage. “That was the blimp on 
which the Outcast detonated an incendiary device.” 

Dan wrinkled his forehead. 

“A bomb,” Cara clarified. “Kabra, speak English.” 

“I am!” Ian blurted in exasperation. “That blimp blew up because the 
Outcast put a bomb on it. It burned on the landing pad just like the 
Hindenburg.” 

“Except it didn’t,” Dan argued. “Because a blimp and a zeppelin aren’t 
the same thing.” 

“Of course they are,” said Ian. “It’s like how I say ‘take the lift when 
you say ‘take the elevator.’ The words are different, but the object they refer 
to is the same.” 

“No, they’re not,” said Dan. “They’re both airships, also called 
dirigibles — which is really just fun to say — but blimps keep their shape 
from the pressure inside their inflatable envelopes, kinda like giant helium 
balloons. They don’t have rigid hulls. Really, a blimp is just a big gasbag.” 
He paused and looked Ian up and down. “You know what that’s like, 
Kabra.” 

Amy elbowed him in the ribs. It was worth it, though, to see Ian’s 
nostrils flare. 

“Anyway, zeppelins have rigid hulls,” Dan continued. “Frames with 
flexible fabric stretched over them so they keep their shape whether they’re 
full of helium, hydrogen, or any other gas. No matter how much the 
pressure changes, a zeppelin looks like a zeppelin. That’s why the video we 
Saw online was so dramatic. The Hindenburg kept its shape when the 
hydrogen inside lit up, all the way until ...” He made an explosion noise. 

“How do you know so much about airships?” Ham wondered. 

Dan shrugged. Amy wasn’t the only one who was allowed to know 
stuff. 


“Thirty-six people died when the Hindenburg exploded,” Amy said, 
which made Dan feel bad about his sound effects. 

She had a way of reminding him that history wasn’t just crazy stories 
but was stuff that happened to real people, stuff that real people did or 
didn’t do. Usually, stuff that some old Cahill did or didn’t do. 

“The Hindenburg was one of the first disasters ever caught on film,” 
Amy said. “It was the first time people actually saw the moment of 
destruction and death for themselves, instead of just hearing it described. It 
also ended the era of airship travel. Everyone had thought zeppelins were 
the future. They were going to be the most luxurious and efficient way of 
getting around ever imagined. There were even plans to have airships dock 
on the needle at the top of the Empire State Building in New York City. 
When the Hindenburg burned, it ended an entire industry.” 

“See?” said Dan. “So this explosion was nothing like that one. There 
was nothing fancy about that blimp.” 

“T agree. Something about this isn’t right. The Outcast wouldn’t think so 
small,” Amy said. “If he was going to re-create the Hindenburg for real, 
he’d want something that people were watching. Something that could 
horrify the world and ruin a brand-new industry.” 

“Like space travel?” Hamilton Holt suggested. 

“Yes,” said Amy. “That would do it.” 

Ham pointed. 

A billboard had been posted along the entire side wall of the hangar. It 
showed an image of the sky with an airship drifting across it — a futuristic 
zeppelin rising into space. The text of the ad said: 


THE AIRSHIP X PRIZE 


ATHENS, GREECE 


AN AIRSHIP RACE 
FOR THE 


EDGE OF SPA 





“ “He who flies closest to the sun will surely fall burning to the earth,’ ” 
Dan said, repeating the Outcast’s words aloud. 

“The edge of space seems pretty close to the sun,” said Ham. 

“The Outcast did say the Karman Line would be crossed,” said Dan. 

“What on earth is the Karman Line?” Ian wondered. 

“The Karman Line’s not on Earth,” Dan told him. “The Karman Line is 
an imaginary line sixty-two miles above sea level that marks the edge of 
space. It was named after the Hungarian physicist Theodore von Karman.” 

Amy raised an eyebrow at him. 

“What?” he said. “Space is cool.” 

“I think it’s time we get out of here,” suggested Ian. “We’ll all have to 
squeeze into the BMW. Jonah, I highly recommend you report your Aston 


Martin stolen before the police show up at your so-called crib with 
inconvenient questions. And then we’ ll need to book your private plane.” 

No one questioned Ian’s leadership this time, and they all ran together 
for the car, the one that wasn’t a smoldering heap of burning junk in the 
parking lot. 

Jonah and Ham looked at the ruined roadster. 

“This is why we can’t have nice things.” Ham sighed. “Guess I can’t 
borrow it for my date next week, huh?” 

Jonah shook his head sadly. “I don’t think your boyfriend would be 
impressed by a heap of burnt metal.” 

Dan and the others all turned to look at Ham and Jonah in surprise. 

“His boyfriend?” Dan wondered. 

“Oh, right,” said Jonah. “I figured you all knew.” 

Ham stared at his feet, suddenly blushing. 

“I guess we do now,” Dan told him. “Cool.” 

Ham looked up again. Smiled. 

“When this is all over, maybe we’ll get to meet the lucky guy?” Amy 
suggested. 

Ham nodded, laughing. 

“T hate to interrupt this touching moment of acceptance and 
camaraderie,” Ian said. “But we are trying to prevent a killer from re- 
creating one of the most terrifying aerial disasters of the twentieth century. 
Hamilton’s dating life is hardly more pressing than that.” 

Ham nodded with a look of relief that the subject had been changed, and 
he opened the heavily armored BMW door for the others to get in. When he 
settled into the driver’s seat, Ian ordered him to “step on it.” 

They had to get to Athens, and fast. According to the billboard, the 
airship race to the edge of space was scheduled to start in Athens, Greece, 
the very next day. 

“You know,” Dan pointed out. “The fall of Icarus took place in Greece, 


33 


too. 





As they drove back to Jonah’s, Ian sat wedged between Amy and Cara. 
Jonah had insisted on taking the front passenger seat, or “shotgun” as the 
Americans called it, with as much dignity as could be expected from 
citizens of a country where one could order a breakfast called the Rooty 
Tooty Fresh and Fruity. Dan had his head resting against the window 
opposite, staring up at the sky, and Amy seemed content to watch her 
brother. 

Ian felt a pang as he thought of his own sister, how they could comfort 
each other in their own ways when they suffered a tragedy. It had usually 
involved shopping or mocking the incompetent help at middle-class hotels, 
but still, it was the special comfort of family that he missed. He was glad 
that Amy still had her brother. He felt sometimes like a brother to her as 
well, like an older brother, responsible and wiser. He wished she saw him 
that way, too. He did so want to prove himself a worthy leader to Amy 
Cahill. 

He shook the thought away. What should it matter what she thought? 
He was in charge, as he was meant to be, and that was all that mattered. 

He turned to Cara, who was staring down at her phone. He felt a pang 
when he looked at her, too. Was this the pain of leadership? He wanted so 
badly to keep everyone safe. Especially her. He’d never tell her that, 
though. She’d kick him in the shins before she’d let him think he could 
protect her. 

Still, he had to try. 


“Why didn’t you run when you saw the bomb?” he asked her quietly. 
The lights of Los Angeles flickered on her face as they drove. 

“Because I needed to get this picture,” she said. She held up her phone. 
It was a photo of the bomb, slightly blurry because Ian had been tackling 
her as she took it. “I’m running it through AnarchiNet, a dark image 
database online.” 

“Well, naturally,” Ian said, although he had no idea what that meant. 

“AnarchiNet is on the deep web. Not just anyone can access it or search 
it, but I know some people ...” She let the thought trail off. She had a dark 
side, Cara Pierce did, and oddly, Ian found that side of her compelling as 
well. 

“Tm confirming what I suspected,” she told him. “This bomb type is 
one favored by KGB agents decades ago. It’s been used in Russian mafia 
bombings as well.” 

“Alek Spasky, Irina’s brother, was a KGB assassin,” Ian said. “And we 
know he’s in league with the Outcast.” 

Ian looked over Cara’s shoulder out the rear window. The traffic on the 
side streets they were taking back to Jonah’s wasn’t so bad. A few cars 
changed lanes behind them. One turned on to the street, another turned off. 
Nothing suspicious. Ham was being very careful to obey the speed limit. 

Still, if Alek Spasky was following them, it would be hard to tell. The 
man was an expert at espionage and murder, and Hamilton Holt was a 
teenager who had taken a three-day defensive driving course. 

“Hamilton,” Ian called to the front seat. “Do you know how to lose a 
tail?” 

“Of course,” said Ham. “I have to ditch Jonah’s paparazzi all the time.” 

“Then I suggest you take precautions now,” Ian suggested. “To be on 
the safe side.” 

Without a moment’s hesitation, Hamilton jerked the wheel, slamming 
the brakes into a spin and accelerating out of the spin again so they were 
moving in the opposite direction in the opposite lane. Anyone who was 
following them would have to do the same in order not to lose them. 


No one followed and Ian let out a sigh of relief. He was not eager to 
come across Alek Spasky again. The last time, the assassin had nearly 
killed them all. 

As they pulled up to Jonah’s house, Amy turned to Ian. “Before we go 
to Athens, I want to know if anyone else thinks it’s strange that the Outcast 
did all that just to get us to look at a billboard.” 

Ian had thought the same thing. “He’s not just trying to re-create 
disasters,” he said. “He’s trying to keep us busy.” 

“Too busy to find out who he is, maybe?” Amy suggested. 

Ian was impressed. Amy was a quick thinker. He wondered how she 
felt, turning over the leadership role to him. He wondered if he could have 
done the same if he were in Amy’s shoes. 

Of course, he would never be caught dead in Amy’s cheap shoes. He 
wore handcrafted leather wingtips. 

“Tf the Outcast was someone Grace expelled from the family, someone 
who had knowledge of KGB sleeper agents like Alek Spasky, there’s 
probably a connection to Moscow,” Cara added. “And any Cahill-KGB 
connection would’ve had Lucian fingerprints all over it. If there are clues to 
who he really is, I bet they’re in the Lucian stronghold in Moscow.” 

Ian smiled. Leave it to Cara to consider the devious connections. She 
had the kind of calculating mind he’d need if he was ever to bring all the 
branches of the family back under his unified leadership again. 

“T’ll call Nellie,” Amy said, dialing already. 

“Hey, kiddo!” Nellie Gomez’s voice filled the back of the car. “We’re 
just through customs at LAX and we’re heading to Jonah’s place now.” 

“Sorry, Nellie,” Amy said. “I need you two to turn around. We’re off to 
Athens and you’ve got to get the next flight to Moscow. We think there will 
be files there that can lead us to the Outcast — a KGB connection to anyone 
Grace expelled from the family.” 

“Got it,” said Nellie without hesitation, solid as ever. 

Ian smirked to himself, admiring Nellie’s unquestioning obedience, but 
his smile froze when he looked back down at his phone. 


He had typed in a search for the Airship X Prize and he’d brought up a 
news article about the competition. He hadn’t read a word yet, but with one 
flick of his thumb scrolled down to a photo list of all the different corporate 
sponsors of the competing airships. The third one down sent a chill through 
him. There was a large silver airship shaped more like a submarine than a 
balloon. It was in some sort of high-tech hangar, and a group of executives 
and engineers posed proudly in front of it. And in that group, staring up at 
Ian, was a man who had pledged his loyalty to the Outcast and had laughed 
as Ian was tossed from the Cahill mansion. He wore a gray pinstriped suit 
that Ian would have recognized anywhere. It was custom-made for him 
from rare Italian silk and had been a gift to the man on his fortieth birthday 
from his children ... Ian and Natalie Kabra. 

Ian was looking at a photo of his father. 

If a murderous plan was underway, he could be sure Vikram Kabra was 
a part of it. 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Saladin, that nightmare of a cat, hissed from inside his crate. The Outcast 
noticed that he hadn’t touched the cans of cat food he’d had left out while 
he was in Florida. 

“Grace spoiled you,” the Outcast told the cat. “You will get no red 
snapper from me.” 

He smirked, then punched a button on his remote control. A portrait of a 
seventeenth-century duke over the fireplace slid to the side to reveal a 46- 
inch flat panel screen. The screens were one of the many technological 
advances the kids had installed when they had the estate rebuilt. He found 
himself rather glad to be inheriting the mansion after them. 

The pale face and steel blue eyes of Alek Spasky filled the screen. 

“So they followed the clues?” the Outcast asked him. 

“Exactly as you wanted them to,” he said. “I lost them, however, as they 
were leaving the airfield. Would you like me to reacquire them in Athens?” 
Spasky asked. 

“There is no need,” the Outcast said. “I have plenty of agents in place to 
keep them occupied. I need you to go to Moscow.” 

“Moscow?” Alek pursed his lips. “I haven’t been home in years.” 

“I think you’ ll enjoy this visit,” the Outcast told him. “You once told me 
you held Amy and Dan responsible for the death of your sister, Irina.” 

“I do,” Alek responded. 


“Well, you will get your chance to take from them someone they care 
for,” the Outcast told him. “Nellie Gomez and the Mourad boy are snooping 
into my business and I would like them stopped.” 

“Killing two birds with one stone,” Alek said with a joyless grin. 

“Three, actually,” the Outcast added. “It’s not enough merely to stop the 
two of them. I believe it’s time to take care of that entire viper’s nest lurking 
below the Kremlin.” 

The smile that broke across Alek’s face this time looked positively 
gleeful. 

The Outcast shut off the screen and let the portrait slide back over it. 
While Amy and Dan Cahill and their friends scurried around the world to 
prevent a great and tragic fall, they wouldn’t notice as he rose higher than 
they could ever have imagined. 





Somewhere over the Atlantic 


Jonah’s private jet ran into turbulence over the Atlantic. Ian muttered curses 
as he tried to get the spilled soda out of his pants, while Cara tried to stifle 
her laughter at his lunatic hopping around. 

Amy reviewed what they had uncovered about the Airship X Prize. It 
was a prize meant to stimulate the private spaceflight industry. Over the last 
decade there had been competitions for civilian teams to launch satellites, to 
invent new kinds of rockets and communication systems, and to create the 
possibility for colonization on Mars through high-speed engines and even 
recycling human waste into potable water. 

“Astronauts drink their own pee,” Dan observed. 

“Well, it’s filtered, distilled, and sterilized,” said Amy. “This prize has 
invented all kinds of technologies and encouraged billions in new aerospace 
spending.” 

“Billions at stake?” said Dan. “That sounds more like a Lucian plot.” 

Ian had showed them the picture of his father, and Cara’s quick 
searching online had turned up Omnia Industries, a Lucian-owned 
investment company, as one of the airship sponsors. They were pretty sure 
that if a Lucian airship was there, none of the other competitors were safe. 
Lucians weren’t known for their sense of fair play, and Ian’s father was one 
of the worst of the bunch. He was also openly loyal to the Outcast. Now 
they knew they were headed in the right direction. 


“So this competition is for the highest subspace orbit of a passenger 
airship,” Amy said, reading from one of the articles. “The teams are all 
trying to launch airships that can cross the Karman Line.” 

“T still don’t get why anyone would want to,” Ham said. 

“Tt’d be awesome if one of these airships could pull off getting there,” 
Dan told him, his face lighting up. “See, it’s easy to launch into subspace, 
but it’s not easy to go fast enough to stay there. It takes huge amounts of 
energy to reach the speed of eight kilometers per second that you need to 
orbit the earth. Gravity in subspace is almost as strong as gravity on the 
surface of the earth, so in order to orbit, you have to basically fall sideways 
around the curve of the world faster than it’s spinning. To get that kind of 
speed takes all kinds of fuels and booster engines and heat shields ... but an 
airship uses gas mixtures, right? So if someone could invent one that just 
kind of drifts into orbit from the ground, it would make spaceflight safer 
and cheaper than anyone ever imagined. You wouldn’t need such crazy 
speed to stay up, and by flying at the edge of space you could cover huge 
distances fast. In subspace orbit it only takes about an hour and a half to go 
around the world, so it would take just a few minutes to fly to Europe. You 
could go to China for lunch, Australia for a jog, and be back home for 
dinner.” 

Dan took a breath. The others stared open-mouthed at him. 

“T didn’t know you were into space travel,” Amy said. 

Dan shrugged like it was no big deal. 

Amy marveled at her brother. He wasn’t reading this from anywhere. 
She’d seen his photographic memory at work countless times but never 
seen him geek out on something like space before. Geeking out was usually 
her thing. 

“It is amazing,” Amy agreed. “Air travel causes huge carbon emissions, 
a major contributor to global warming. These airships could almost totally 
eliminate the carbon footprint of air travel. Just think about it. How much 
carbon do the Cahills alone pump into the atmosphere? We practically live 
on airplanes.” 


“Tf you don’t like it, you can get out and walk,” Jonah joked. A bump of 
turbulence wiped the grin off his face almost instantly. 

“There’d be almost no turbulence on an airship.” Cara grinned at Ian. 
“You’d never spill soda on your fancy pants again.” 


said Ian. “I wear sensible slacks that fit 
properly, and I will not apologize for taking pride in my appearance.” 


“T do not wear ‘fancy pants, 


“Wow, defensive,” Cara said. “I meant it as a compliment. I like your 
fancy pants.” 

“Oh, well ...” Ian blushed. “Then thank you.” 

“So, guys, not to interrupt this fascinating conversation about Ian’s 
pants,” Dan piped in, “but there are six airships in this competition and we 
don’t know which one is going to go all Hindenburg and explode.” 

“What’d the Outcast say?” Cara wondered. “ ‘He who flies closest to 
the sun will surely fall burning to the earth’?” 

Dan nodded. “And ‘the Karman Line will be crossed.’ ” 

“Has an airship ever risen that high before?” Amy asked. 

Dan shook his head no. 

“Then that must be it, right?” Cara asserted. “Whichever ship gets to 
that line sixty-two miles up is the one he’s going to target. The one that flies 
closest to the sun.” 

“But how would the Outcast know which ship that will be?” Amy 
wondered. 

Tan leaned forward and tapped the article on his phone screen. “With my 
father and the Lucian leadership involved, you can be sure it won’t be left 
to chance. They’ll have chosen the target and rigged the competition.” 

“So,” said Amy, who understood what Ian was suggesting about his 
father’s plan. “We’re not looking for the airship that’s been sabotaged.” 

Ian nodded. “We’re looking for the only one that hasn’t.” 





Athens, Greece 


Jonah’s plane taxied to a stop on a private airstrip in the early morning. Mist 
shrouded the hangar and cast the limo idling by the runway in a ghostly 
silhouette. The suited men standing around the limo gave Ian pause. 

“Relax, yo.” Jonah patted Ian on the shoulder. “Those are just the local 
security guys the studio hires to keep the paparazzi away.” 

“How would the paparazzi even know you were here?” Dan wondered. 
“We didn’t even know we’d be here ten hours ago.” 

“They always know where Jonah is,” said Hamilton. “They’re better 
than any spy agency in the world. That’s why I, as his bodyguard, have to 
be better than they are.” 

“Right on!” Jonah gave Ham a fist bump, and they both opened their 
hands and made explosion sounds. 

“Tt is perhaps in very bad taste for you two to ‘blow it up’ right now,” 
Tan said. 

“Tan’s right,” said Cara, which made Ian’s chest swell a bit. She had her 
laptop open and was looking at the Airship X Prize page. “We’ve got to 
stay focused on the problem here. Today all six airships are doing a 
demonstration flight. None of them will try for the Karman Line until 
tomorrow, so this is our chance to figure out which of the six ships he’s 
targeting.” 

“Five,” corrected Ian. “If Omnia Industries is behind one of them, then 
we know that one won’t be the target. My father made it very clear whose 


side he was on when he joined the Outcast. You can bet he’s running this 
plot from that ship, which leaves us twenty-four hours and five potential 
targets.” 

“You’re thinking we should split up?” Amy asked him. 

“Tt is the most efficient use of our time,” said Ian. “While you 
investigate each of the airships to determine which they will allow to go the 
highest, I will board the Lucian airship to see what I can find out from my 
father’s people.” 

“Pm not sure splitting up is the best idea,” Amy argued. “Someone is 
going to end up on board a flying bomb and you’ ll be going into enemy 
territory alone.” 

Ian bit the inside of his cheek. Why must Amy question him all the 
time? 

“T am in charge now!” he yelled. “It’s my turn! Why can’t you just 
follow orders? Why must you peck at me all the time? Peck, peck, peck!” 

“Kabra, chill.” Jonah tried to calm him. 

Cara just stared at him and Amy looked at the floor, obviously 
embarrassed, but not for herself. She had the nerve now to pity him for 
making a spectacle of himself. 

But he couldn’t stop. 

“I have made my decision!” He sat back down, crossing his arms. 
“Anyway, a Lucian airship is not ‘enemy territory.’ I am their rightful leader 
and they are my family. I know how to handle them better than anyone here 
ever could! Ever!” 

“My only question, sir,” Amy added in mock formality, “is how do we 
even get on these airships? There’s a huge prize at stake. They’re not going 
to just let some kids stroll on board. And, family or not, the Lucians will 
certainly know you’re not supposed to be there, Ian.” 

Ian clenched his jaw. Trying to give Amy Cahill an order was like trying 
to flap his arms and fly: exhausting and ineffective. 

She’d never blindly follow his leadership, and the others continued to 
look to her for guidance. Now he’d made it obvious he couldn’t control her. 


He would have to try a different strategy to get Amy to do as he wished, 
something he found rather loathsome: He’d have to explain himself. 

“One person is easier to hide than five or six,” Ian explained. “And we 
do not have time for all of us to inspect each ship together. There is less 
danger of being discovered. There is a chance our presence will force the 
Outcast to detonate his target early. If we split up and one of them does 
explode while we are still investigating —” 

“Not all of us will die,” Dan finished Ian’s thought. A grim silence fell 
over the cabin of the plane. Ian had to say something to break the mood of 
foreboding. 

“T believe every one of you is capable of inspecting an airship safely on 
your own. I have absolute confidence in you.” 

He stared at Amy and she stared back at him. Splitting up really was the 
only option he could think of. It wasn’t ideal, but she was not offering a 
better solution. 

All eyes looked from Ian to Amy. 

“That still doesn’t answer how we’ll actually board each of these ships,” 
Amy said. 

All eyes went back to Ian. 

“Well ...” Ian explained. “That is where we’ll need Jonah’s assistance.” 

“T can get myself on board the airship sponsored by Galactica Toys,” 
Jonah said. “They’re the European distributor for the RoboGangsta action 
figures and baby kitchen sets.” 

“Perfect,” said Ian. “So you’ ll board that ship and assess its chances of 
winning, but first we’ll need to use some of that Wizard magic to get the 
others on board their respective airships.” 

“You want me to cause a distraction?” Jonah asked. 

“As only a celebrity of your inexplicable renown can do,” said Ian. 

“You know, sometimes I feel like the only contribution you want from 
me is my fame,” Jonah said. “Like, I’ve got more to offer than just making 
my fans riot.” 


“Yes, yes, of course you do, Jonah,” Ian dismissed him. “Perhaps you 
can hold a press conference to tell everyone all about your new artistic 
endeavors in RoboGangsta 2.” 

“Yo, Kabra, I told you I’m making Silent Song next,” Jonah said. “The 
one about the mime.” 

“Wonderful. Your fans will be dying to hear about it,” said Ian. “And 
while they are enraptured by Jonah’s discussion of his place in the history 
of cinema and the under-appreciated art of mime, we will use the distraction 
to slip on board our respective airships. After the demonstration, we’ll 
coordinate our findings to establish which airship will be the Outcast’s most 
likely target at the Karman Line.” 

“And then what?” Amy asked. 

Ian clenched his jaw so tight a rigid line of muscle swelled along the 
side of his face. “And then we will figure out how to stop it from 
exploding!” he said. “This is my plan. I don’t hear another one, so if you 
don’t mind, we’ve got an aerial disaster of historic proportions to prevent.” 

Everyone waited for Amy to give a slight nod, as if her approval was 
needed, even Cara. It felt like an ice pick had stabbed Ian in the back, but he 
kept his face locked in what he hoped was a confident expression. 
Leadership was not nearly as pleasurable as he had imagined it would be. 
He had assumed that as leader, his commands would be followed without 
question or delay. He had never expected so much ... doubt. He wished the 
others would look to him the way they looked to Amy or even better, the 
way they had looked to Grace. She was someone who did not abide doubt. 

“Let’s get to it,” he snapped. 

Jonah made a phone call back to LA so that he could arrange his press 
conference, and Cara and Amy looked over the descriptions for each of the 
experimental airships, while Dan fidgeted and looked up at the sky. Ian 
could swear the boy had a smile forming on his lips. 

Ian felt far from smiling. As they stepped from the plane and piled into 
the limousine, he quietly feared he had just ordered at least one of them to 
step on board a flying bomb. If things went wrong, the death of one of his 


only friends would be on his hands. This is how a general must feel before a 
battle. 

Why, he wondered, would anyone want to be a general? 

The weight of his last name hung around his neck. 

Would he really be able to outfox his father, the criminal who had 
disowned him, disgraced him, and joined a coup against him, the man who 
had taught Ian everything he knew about ruthlessness? 

He also wondered: If it came down to it, would his father really let him 
fall from the edge of space, as Daedalus let his son, Icarus, fall into the sea? 





Moscow, Russia 


“Try to blend into the crowd,” Nellie Gomez suggested to Sammy Mourad 
as they strolled among the tourists outside the candy-colored spires of the 
Kremlin. Bright redbrick walls ringed the massive square, and the cool 
autumn sunshine glinted off the gold Byzantine domes that capped the roofs 
of the famous towers. Green-clad ceremonial guards marched in formation 
through the plaza as camera flashes clicked. 

“T don’t think I’m the one who needs to worry about blending in,” 
Sammy replied as he lifted Nellie’s hoodie up to cover the bright streaks in 
her hair. 

“Let me take a picture of you,” she told him. “It will make us look like 
we belong.” 

She lifted her phone up and Sammy struck a touristy pose, trying to 
smile. Nellie tapped the focus on her camera to the background. She wanted 
to assess the situation at the entrance to the Lucian stronghold beneath the 
Kremlin. The only way in was through the State Kremlin Palace, a 
monolithic theater of glass and white marble constructed during the Soviet 
era. While the grand and colorful towers of the Kremlin’s famous buildings 
were built by the tsars in order to showcase their wealth and taste, the State 
Kremlin Palace was erected by the Soviet Union, the empire that came after 
them, in order to showcase its power. 

People had lined up outside it for guided tours, and police stood by the 
main doors to keep anyone unauthorized outside. 


“You know how to get inside?” Sammy seemed doubtful of the whole 
course of their investigation. 

“Amy and Dan snuck into the Lucian base here during the Clue hunt,” 
she explained. “We’ll get in the same way they did.” 

“And what do we do then?” 

“We dig into the secret files to see what we can find out about an 
Outcast with KGB connections,” she told him. 

“Remember what Beatrice said to us before she went to Florida?” 
Sammy asked. “That Grace made a lot of her enemies into outcasts ... even 
her own husband. She said Grace had him assassinated, right here in 
Moscow.” 

“That was just a vicious rumor,” said Nellie. 

“But what if it is true?” said Sammy. 

“Look,” Nellie said at last. “We’re not here to investigate Grace Cahill’s 
past. We’re here to investigate the Outcast’s. What Grace did or didn’t do 
has nothing to do with it.” 

“T hope you’re right,” said Sammy. 

Nellie guided Sammy through the crowd, beneath the spires and domes 
of the Kremlin, and they joined a line of tourists waiting to enter the State 
Kremlin Palace. The building loomed over them, the glass catching the 
sunlight and glistening like ice. Tall as it was, most of the structure was 
actually underground. Inside there was a world-class theater where world- 
class acts performed. 

Tonight’s show was the Tohashi Hibachi Brothers, a trio of Japanese 
brothers who cooked elaborate meals on stage, juggling shrimp and sushi, 
tossing knives and spices, to the ooohs and aaahs of the crowd. Nellie had 
always wanted to see them, but she knew this would not be her chance. 
With any luck, she and Sammy would slip inside, find what they were after, 
and be on a plane to meet the kiddos in Athens by evening. 

She checked her watch. The tour wouldn’t take them in for another ten 
minutes. Once they were inside, they’d leave the group and sneak into the 


Lucian base through Balcony Box 4, Row 3. She’d typed the trick to open 
the door into her phone so she wouldn’t forget it. 

Suddenly, Sammy pulled her from the group. 

“We have to go,” he whispered as he tugged her away. 

“What? Why?” Nellie freed her arm. 

“Turn here.” Sammy pulled her to the left, away from the ticket booth. 
“We’re being watched.” 

Nellie glanced around her hoodie and the hair on her neck prickled at 
what she saw. There was a man trailing them through the crowd. He wore a 
loose-fitting wool overcoat and wool watch cap pulled over his head, but 
his face was clear. His cold blue eyes locked with hers. Then she saw a 
small steel rod drop from his sleeve and begin twirling around his finger, 
faster and faster, a blur of metal. 

Alek Spasky, ex-KGB assassin, Irina Spasky’s brother, and the 
Outcast’s merciless button man, had warned them that the next time he saw 
them, they’d get one of his steel rods in the back. 

When Nellie’s eyes met his again, he winked. 

And the steel rod flew from his fingertips. 

Nellie dove, knocking Sammy to the ground. The rod whizzed past 
them and sparked off a marble column, leaving a gash in the grand 
monument to Soviet architecture. Nellie popped up to her feet and pulled 
Sammy back up to his. 

“Vandal!” Nellie shouted, pointing at the damaged pillar and at the man 
with the steel rod, another of which was already twirling on his finger. She 
hoped the word vandal sounded enough like the Russian word for vandal to 
get the attention of the surrounding tourists. 

Almost immediately, people began to call out for the police. The crowd 
swarmed the mysterious man, shouting at him. He began to knock them off, 
weaving and chasing after Nellie and Sammy through the crowd, but he was 
overwhelmed by angry Muscovites grabbing at his sleeves. The police 
began to make their way over. 


“T guess he did us a favor,” said Nellie as Alek’s face disappeared into 
the swarming crowd. 

“Tf you call trying to kill us a favor,” Sammy replied. 

“No,” said Nellie. “But look.” 

She pointed to the door into the building. The guards were distracted by 
the commotion out front, and the police were busy trying to peel angry 
citizens off the vandal. Nellie and Sammy slipped inside the building that 
housed the Lucian stronghold without anyone noticing. 

They raced through the lobby and followed the signs for the balcony. As 
they ran, Nellie pulled out her phone and found the place she’d noted with 
the code. The theater walls were all blond wood, the seats a deep blue. It 
wasn’t like one of the grand theaters of Europe or even Broadway in New 
York City. It was huge and severe and unsettling, built to awe the audience 
as much as provide a venue for performances. 

“There’s an order we have to sit in these seats,” she told Sammy. 
“45231. Do it!” 

Sammy sat in seat 4, then seat 5, then 2, then 3, then 1. There was a 
small clicking sound behind the curtain at the far end of the box. Nellie 
rushed over and pushed open a secret panel door. They slipped through and 
pulled it shut behind them. 

They were inside the Lucian stronghold, one of the network of secret 
bases that the different branches of the family had built all over the world. 
From this base, the Lucian family had launched revolutions and 
counterrevolutions, run vast spy networks, controlled shadow industries, 
and laundered ill-gotten fortunes of immeasurable value. 

Nellie and Sammy were definitely not supposed to be here. 

They raced down a narrow corridor. Floor lights, like in the aisles of an 
airplane, guided them to a bank of elevators. Nellie had notes for the 
elevator code in her phone, too. She felt almost as if she were chasing Dan 
and Amy’s past as she entered in the proper numbers and the elevator door 
slid open. They whooshed down deeper into the Lucian stronghold. Sammy 


chewed his lip nervously as they descended. Nellie pointed at the elevator 
wall behind them. 

“The kiddos told me they saw a giant portrait of the Kabra family on 
that wall when they snuck in here,” she said. “I guess the Lucians took it 
down.” 

Sammy nodded. Nellie didn’t like how quiet he’d gotten. He must be 
terrified. She wasn’t exactly comfy herself, but she could’ve used some 
small talk to lighten the mood. Instead, she listened to the rumble of the 
descending elevator until they came to a stop and the doors opened onto 
another long hallway. 

They both froze as two Lucians in lab coats disappeared around a far 
corner, lost in their own conversation. 

When the coast was clear, Nellie checked her phone and led Sammy to 
another door, which opened into a large room covered with full-size 
portraits of famous Lucians from the past. Doors ringed the room, and she 
wasn’t sure which one to take. 

Amy and Dan had gone to an office when they were here, but she was 
after some sort of archive or file storage. She walked the perimeter of the 
room, looking at the portraits. The nearest portrait was of Napoleon. When 
Nellie pushed open the door beside his portrait, she saw a long corridor 
lined with gun safes and yet more steel doors locked with digital keypads. 
So the portrait of Napoleon led to the armory, she guessed. 

She moved to the door beside the portrait of Sir Isaac Newton, which 
seemed to lead to a network of laboratories. 

And then she saw Ben Franklin, a famous Lucian with a long list of 
important accomplishments in politics, diplomacy, and science. He was also 
the founder of the Library Company of Philadelphia, a subscription library 
where members had access to thousands of important books and documents 
for research. His portrait seemed as likely as any other in the room to lead 
to an archive. 

She pushed open the door. Motion-sensor-controlled lights clicked on as 
she stepped into a large room lined with rolling racks of files on floor-to- 


ceiling tracks. 

“Well, where do we start?” Nellie wondered. 

“T guess we look for O,” suggested Sammy. “For Outcast?” 

Nellie shut the door behind them with a soft click. They’d need their 
privacy. They’d just sneaked into the secret Lucian archives and they might 
be there a while. If they were found by Lucian security, she and Sammy 
might never be heard from again. 





There were so many files stored in the room that the shelves had to be 
pressed against each other on tracks. There was only room to access one 
row at a time. A computer terminal by the door controlled the rows to move 
them around as needed. 

Nellie tapped a few keys and the screen showed a prompt to select her 
language. She chose English, then typed in the letter O. 

There was a loud hydraulic hiss and the rows of shelves suddenly 
swung open like the pages of a book, each massive steel shelf slamming 
into the one in front of it with a bone-crunching thud as it flipped to the 
appropriate row. She could only imagine some unfortunate librarian 
accidentally crushed in between shelves. 

When the shelves stopped moving, the screen asked her to engage the 
safety lock. She clicked yes. A loud snap echoed as a bar dropped to hold 
the open shelves in place. 

She and Sammy stepped forward and began to look through the files. 
Even though they were in Moscow, the files were in English. The Lucians 
were an international organization and the Kabras had been their leaders for 
a long time. Nellie found herself actually grateful for Ian’s constant 
Britishisms, like lift for elevator and trousers for pants. The Kabras’ 
unapologetic Englishness was the only thing that made these archives 
readable for her. 

She found a file header that said Outcasts and then saw beneath that 
header three rows of thick folders. 

Sammy spoke aloud the thought that had seized Nellie’s mind. 


“How many people did Grace throw out of the family?” 

Nellie’s hand stopped moving midway through the files as she saw the 
letter H. She pulled back the end of a tab to read the full name on the 
bulging folder: Hartford, Nathaniel. 

Grace’s husband. The one she’d cast out. The one Beatrice said she’d 
put a kill order on. Nellie’s heartbeat thudded in her ears. This was her 
chance. She could sneak a peek in this file and know for sure whether or not 
the terrible rumors were true. 

Sammy had squatted down and was rifling through the rows of files at 
the bottom of the shelf. “I don’t even know what we’re looking for,” he 
said. “And why haven’t they digitized their files, anyway?” 

“The Lucians are paranoid,” Nellie said. “And you can’t hack a room 
like this remotely. In order to steal information from paper files, you’d have 
to actually be in here and risk getting caught by Lucian security.” 

“We know they torture prisoners,” Sammy said, swallowing. “So I’d 
like not to be in here any longer than necessary.” He looked up at her. 
“What do you have there?” 

Nellie hadn’t even noticed that she’d pulled the Nathaniel Hartford file 
from the shelf. It felt heavy in her hands. The cover had a big TOP SECRET 
stamp across it. She handed it to Sammy. 

“Oh,” he said, his face inscrutable. 

“T just ...” Nellie started. She didn’t know what she wanted with it. Did 
she want to know the truth about Grace Cahill? Could someone who had 
cast out so many people from the family have done even worse? 

“Well, open it,” said Sammy. “We’re here. You might as well put your 
doubts to rest. If Grace ordered her own husband killed, Amy and Dan 
deserve to know, right? He was their grandfather. And if she didn’t, then 
you can stop wondering. Open it.” 

Nellie nodded. She flipped open the first page of the file. There was a 
blurry black-and-white photo of a handsome man in a Burberry raincoat, his 
head down against a rainy day. The note identified him as Nathaniel 


Hartford, Ekat. Husband of Grace Cahill. Beside the photo a big red stamp 
read, simply: 





F 


Our CAS 


This was the man whom Aunt Beatrice said her sister had married, had 
quarreled with, and had cast out of the Cahill family against his will. Her 
own husband. Could Grace really have been so cruel? 

Nellie went to turn the page of the file when she heard something, a 
tapping, like typing on a keyboard. Sammy heard it, too. They froze. 

Another keystroke. 

Someone was in the room. Someone was typing. 

Nellie took a wary step forward toward the end of the row to see who 
had come in so quietly. Probably just a Lucian archivist. 

Another keystroke, and then a loud snap. The bar that locked the row of 
shelves in place had gone back into the floor. 

The safety was disengaged! 

Suddenly, the shelves moved, the far shelf crashing into the shelf beside 
it, and then the shelf beside that. 

And where they stood, the shelves began to move together. 

Sammy tackled Nellie from behind, knocking her forward from between 
the rows of files, just as the shelves they’d been between smashed together, 
sealing row O with a deadly thud. The Nathaniel Hartford file flew from 
Nellie’s hands and slid across the floor. 

Nellie whipped her head around and saw that she was safe, and Sammy, 
too. When she looked forward again, it was to see a shiny black shoe step 
on the bright red cover of the file. Nellie met the cold blue eyes of Alek 
Spasky, a steel spike twirling on the end of his fingers. 


“Hello again,” he said. “Doing some light reading?” 





Athens, Greece 


The paparazzi were the first to arrive in front of the small stage on the 
Acropolis in Athens, but they were quickly followed by the Greek news 
media, local entertainment bloggers, the international press, and a growing 
gaggle of Jonah Wizard fans. 

The Acropolis was a high hill in the center of Athens, one of the most 
important ancient ruins in the world, a complex filled with temples to 
ancient Greek gods and heroes. Above the narrow streets of a quiet 
neighborhood, the complex commanded glorious views of the city and had 
once been a place of pilgrimage for ancient Athenians. Its soaring columns 
and iconic monuments were visible from anywhere in Athens, and at its 
center stood the large square building of the temple to Athena herself, the 
Parthenon, with wide stone steps ringing a crumbling colonnade. 

In the cleared area in front of the Parthenon, Jonah Wizard stepped on 
stage to hold his press conference. 

“Yo, what’s up, Athens?” He did a RoboGangsta dance move, which set 
the crowd roaring. Immediately, the press started shouting questions. 

“Who are you wearing?” 

“Do you think you have fans in space?” 

“Will there be a RoboGangsta 2?” 

“Yo,” Jonah answered. “RoboGangsta’s a clutch movie and I’m, like, 
crazy stoked I got to be in it, but my next film is going to be one I’m 
producing myself.” 


The fans cheered, the press pressed. 

“Ts it an action movie like Quick Exit?” they wanted to know. “Or a hip- 
hop musical? Will there be a lycanthrope?” 

Jonah glanced around the rest of the Acropolis temple complex. Even in 
ruins, it took his breath away with its grandeur. As the morning sun rose, 
the scattered stones and broken columns that poked from the grass gave off 
a gentle pink hue, and the square temple behind him cast its first shadows 
on the hill. Every stone seemed to stretch and glow as the morning 
bloomed. 

It seemed insulting to the great artists who built this sacred place for 
him to be holding such an event in front of it. Oh, how Jonah would have 
loved to tell his fans about the art and poetry of ancient Athens, the cultural 
flourishing that created the very place where they now cheered for him! 

But no one wanted to hear that stuff from Jonah Wizard. 

They wanted to hear his catchphrase from RoboGangsta: “Looks like 
your face needs a remix, skin-bag!” 

Down the hill, only a corner of the Olympieion stood. It had once been 
a great temple to Zeus, but now a mere fifteen colossal columns were all 
that remained of the original hundred and four. The area around it was 
roped off, just as the area around the Parthenon where he stood had been 
roped off, and around four other of the most significant temple ruins in the 
citadel. 

Each roped-off area was the designated launch site for one of the six 
airships in the Airship X Prize. 

Not only would the Acropolis make for striking photographs as the 
zeppelins took off, it would highlight the lightness of these airships, how 
they could land anywhere, even among ancient ruins, without damaging a 
single historic stone. 

The silver ovals of the dirigibles floated over the ruins of the temples, 
held in place by tow lines and attached to metal stairs that led into their 
passenger gondolas beneath the sleek gas-filled hulls that kept them aloft. 


The throngs of visitors and spectators had made it easy for the rest of 
Jonah’s travel companions to slip out of his limo before he pulled up. 

“Tell us about your next movie, Jonah!” the press pleaded with him. 

“Right,” Jonah said. “Check it. It’s a story about a mime and the power 
of the performer to transcend the silence of the modern age.” He felt a swell 
of pride, about to discuss his true artistic spirit in the very spot where 
ancient Greeks had once worshipped the goddess of wisdom, inspiration, 
and the arts, Pallas Athena. 

Perhaps this moment was the reason he was meant to be caught up in all 
the Cahill drama, the moment he got to step out of the shadows of Jonah 
Wizard, Hip-Hop Star, and become Jonah Wizard, Artist. 

“So no werewolf?” a reporter asked. “Just mimes?” 

Jonah shook his head and the crowd seemed to sag with disappointment. 
The paparazzi still snapped pictures, but he saw fans glancing around, 
whispering to one another, and some of the reporters started to wander off. 
They didn’t care about some art film about a mime. They wanted news. And 
they were going to look for it around the other airships! 

Jonah felt his phone vibrate twice in his pocket. That was the signal 
from Ham. He’d gotten on board the Fold N Eat airship safely. Another 
vibration told him that Ian had boarded the Lucian airship. Two down, three 
to go. He needed to keep the crowd’s attention focused on him. 

“Mimes are dope, yo!” Jonah shouted. 

They crowd stared blankly at him. 

His pocket vibrated three more times. Cara was on board her airship, 
owned by an eccentric Mexican wrestling billionaire named Guapo 
Ramirez. A fourth vibration told him that Amy had made it onto her ship, a 
cooperative project of MIT graduate students, the most experimental of all 
the entries in the contest. 

The only Cahill who hadn’t signaled he was safely stowed away was 
Dan. 

Jonah glanced at the ruins of the Erechtheion, a smaller temple on the 
north side of the Acropolis. The temple itself had been dedicated to Athena 


and to Poseidon, the mighty sea god, also called the Earth Shaker. It seemed 
a gross insult to his grandeur that beside the ruins of one of his temples, 
Dan Cahill was trying to sneak onto an airship sponsored by the 
unfortunately named energy drink Gas Flight Xtreme. 

Jonah saw Dan crouched behind one of the six carved stone maidens 
that held up the porch of the temple. Two of the airship’s crew strolled 
around the perimeter, looking up at their ship. One of them held a clipboard 
and studied the hull, while the other looked around. His hands were empty, 
but on his belt, he had a Taser. 

Dan was going to get fried. 

Jonah had to win the crowd back, had to get their attention, and had to 
get the men inspecting Dan’s airship looking his way, too. But what could 
he do? 

“We love you, Jonah!” a group of Greek teenagers shouted up at him. 
He winked at them. That was it! The press might not care about his art, but 
his fans cared about him. 

“Yo, check it. I wanna get real with y’all,” Jonah said into the mic, 
lowering his voice like he was about to reveal a secret. Everyone leaned 
forward. Even the reporters who’d wandered off looked back. “So I’ve been 
working on my mime moves,” he told the crowd. “And I need your help ... 
to, like, get out of this box!” 

He started the cheesiest mime routine he could come up with, moving 
his hands like he was stuck in an invisible box. He pounded on the sides, 
squished himself down like the box was shrinking around him, turned 
himself into a squat mini-Jonah, then waddled around the stage on his 
knees. 

It was a performance worthy of a birthday clown, not the greatest hip- 
hop star and action hero on the planet. 

The crowd burst out laughing, cameras snapped. 

Jonah Wizard, superstar, was having some kind of mime meltdown. 

Jonah threw his arms in the air and broke the silence with, “Yo, why 
you laughing? I don’t want to be a hip-hop movie star anymore! I want to 


be a mime!” 

His fans wept. Some fainted. There were shrieks as their hero shred 
every last bit of cool he’d ever built. Security had to wade into the crowd to 
prevent a riot. 

That was when Dan bolted for the docking tower of the Gas Flight 
Xtreme, took the steps three at a time, and vanished into the great ship’s 
underbelly. Moments later, Jonah’s phone buzzed five times. He was in the 
middle of climbing on an invisible rope. 

Dan was secure and Jonah was humiliated. The paparazzi wanted to 
know when he’d start performing at birthday parties and bar mitzvahs. 

Jonah didn’t care. Sometimes saving lives was more important than hip- 
hop cred. 





1,000 feet over Athens (and climbing) 


Liftoff! 

A loud horn sounded, there was a hiss as the gas expanded in the 
inflated envelope above the gondola, tether lines released, and suddenly the 
Gas Flight Xtreme began its ascent into the clouds. 

Dan couldn’t believe his eyes as he crouched beside a storage locker, 
peering through the bottom of the airship’s passenger gondola. The torpedo- 
shaped tube was held together by metal bands attached to the metal frame 
of the oval hull up above, but other than those thick strips of what Dan 
guessed was ultra-lightweight titanium, the entire floor was made of 
reinforced glass. Anyone standing on the ground below as they took off 
would be looking up at the bottom of his shoes. He sure hoped the ground 
crew didn’t seem him. He was, after all, a stowaway. 

Dan looked down past his sneakers, and his stomach did a somersault as 
the hills of Athens dropped away, smaller and smaller, until the ancient 
ruins looked like models on a spectacular train set. Amazingly, he didn’t 
even feel the kind of acceleration that pushed astronauts in movies flat 
against their seats. He stood up straight, just to see if he could. 

This wasn’t flying, it was levitating. 

There were a few more loud hisses as the giant bladders inside the metal 
frame of the balloon filled with the gas mixture, causing the ship to become 
literally lighter than air and to stay that way as the density of the air 


changed the higher they got. In about ten minutes, they’d burst through the 
clouds. 

Dan bent down again, pressing his face against the floor so he could 
take it all in. As he watched, the big, round airship of the Fold N Eat 
corporation popped through the cloud cover below, and not far from it, the 
oval of the Galactica Toy Company drifted into the sky, followed by the 
wing-shaped MIT airship, which burst up though the clouds, shining silver 
in the sunlight, rising faster than the others. He knew Amy was on board 
that one and a lump caught in his throat. 

He wasn’t up here to admire the view. He was up here to find out if this 
ship was the Outcast’s target or not. If it was, he was ascending to the edge 
of space on a ticking time bomb. If it wasn’t, one of the others was riding a 
bomb into the sky. Like the Outcast said, “Time flies. And so must you.” 

But which one of them was due for a fall? 

The image from the Internet of the burning hull of the Hindenburg 
smashing into the ground flashed in his mind. 

That was the problem with having a brain that never let go of anything 
he saw. He couldn’t get rid of the horrible stuff. 

One of the many digital displays in the corridor showed their altitude: 
52,000 feet and climbing. They weren’t breaking any world records yet and 
they weren’t even technically at the edge of space, but they were higher 
than any airplane Dan had ever been on. 

Great puffs of white cloud rolled over the oceans and continents below 
him. As the minutes stretched out, Dan saw the dark blue of the horizon and 
the long curve of the earth itself. Looking sideways again, he saw the black 
of space beyond the horizon. He was much higher than the other airships 
now. 

He looked back at the display. 56,000 feet. They were climbing at about 
4,000 feet per minute. That seemed really fast to him ... winningly fast. 

Focus on the job at hand, Dan told himself. The Outcast is going to 
blow up the winning airship and kill everyone on board. It’s up to me to try 
to stop it. I gotta stop enjoying the view and investigate. 


But how the heck was he supposed to investigate when he knew so little 
about the actual workings of an airship? Space was cool, but it wasn’t like 
Dan was an engineer. 

“Tt’s a waste of brilliant technology,” someone said, strolling down the 
gangway. “All this just so some teenage stuntman can set a world record?” 
Dan ducked back behind the storage locker and hoped whoever was 

coming didn’t look down at him. There was nowhere else to hide. 

“That’s the nature of sponsorship,” a woman’s voice said. “Someone 
has to pay for all this technology, and energy drinks are the fastest-growing 
soft drink segment in the world market. They couldn’t resist the publicity.” 

“But the ship itself won’t be breaking any records,” the man 
complained. “Where’s the glory for us? All the other airships are actually in 
this thing to win it!” 

“Tf we hit twenty-five miles above sea level, it will be the highest-ever- 
recorded skydive and the first time a teenager has broken the speed of 
sound without the aid of an engine,” the woman said. “That will sell far 
more energy drinks than winning some aeronautics prize.” 

“T just can’t imagine actually jumping from that high up or falling that 
fast down,” the man said. “Who would be crazy enough?” 

“You haven’t met him?” the woman laughed. “The Flying Falconi! He’s 
a teenage circus performer. They made him a child-size space suit and 
everything. He got into skydiving to get off his mother’s alpaca farm in 
New Mexico.” 

“Alpaca?” the man asked. 

“Yes,” the woman said. “A well-bred alpaca can fetch its breeder over 
$10,000 at auction and ...” 

Her voice trailed off as the engineers rounded a comer. Dan let out a 
breath. 

So this airship wasn’t in the competition to win it. They were in it for a 
big stunt. 

He pulled out his phone to text the others that his ship probably wasn’t 
going to be the Outcast’s target, but of course there’d be no signal this high 


up. 

He hoped nothing went wrong on the other airships. The odds had just 
gone up that Amy’s ship would be the one to fall out of the sky, and if the 
Outcast decided to detonate early for some reason, Dan wouldn’t even 
know about it until it was too late. 

Dan made his way along the corridor, staring down at his feet to the 
earth below him. He tried jumping but was disappointed that it felt like it 
always did. Gravity at this height was still ninety percent of what it was on 
the surface. You didn’t get into zero gravity until you were actually in 
space, but still, he’d hoped this altitude would at least make dunking a 
basketball a possibility. 

Now, that’s a great idea for a new extreme sport, subspace basketball. 
He wondered if he could suggest it to the Gas Flight Xtreme people. 

When he reached the corner of the hall, Dan peeked around and saw the 
main passenger area. It was a round room with the ceiling painted to look 
like stars. The floor was transparent just like in the hallway, but this was not 
a space filled with equipment and storage lockers. This was a room for 
VIPs. There were comfy couches all around the edge of the room, facing 
out toward the sky so that people could sit and watch the earth below, and 
in the center of the room, looking like they were floating in open air, a rock 
band was setting up. 

If the Outcast blew up this airship, it wouldn’t cripple the spaceflight 
industry so much as the sugary drink industry. 

At the far end there was a door marked No ENTRY, which Dan figured 
led to the cockpit. It had a pretty serious-looking keypad lock and a small 
peephole for the pilots to peer out from. Dan had almost come up with a 
story he could use to talk his way in and have a look around when the door 
opened and a woman came out, locking the door behind her. 

She was a severe-looking older woman with dark hair pulled up into a 
bun, held in place by sharp metal pins. Dan recognized her immediately. 


Melinda Toth, ruthless Lucian millionaire and close ally of Vikram 
Kabra and the Outcast. 

His blood froze and he felt his chest tighten. 

Melinda Toth’s eyes scanned the room and Dan ducked back around the 
corner. Had she seen him? 

Dan peeked back around the comer carefully. Melinda Toth was looking 
right at him. She pulled one of the needle-sharp pins from her hair and held 
it concealed in her hand, smiling politely at the other guests as she made a 
beeline for Dan’s corner. 

Well, change of plans, he thought. This airship was safe, but Dan wasn’t 
safe on it. 





80,000 feet over Athens (and climbing) 


Dan ran. He raced back the way he’d come, his sneakers squeaking on the 
glass floor. The hallway curved, and he realized the entire thing was just a 
big ring that ran around the outside of the gondola, with the main room and 
the cockpit in the center. If he kept running straight, he’d end up right back 
where he started, right back with Melinda Toth. For all he knew, she’d 
turned the other way and was going to cut him off from the front and jab 
that needle of hers into his neck just for the fun of it. 

He needed to get out of this hallway. There were three doors coming up 
on his right and he grabbed the handle of the first one. Locked. The second 
one was locked, too. Just as he reached the third, it swung open and a boy 
just a little bit older than Dan rushed out, knocking him backward into the 
opposite wall. 

“Sorry, pal,” the guy said. His face looked pale, his eyes wide with 
terror, probably not too unlike Dan’s face at the moment. The boy had on a 
T-shirt with his name stitched across the chest. FALCONI. 

This was the kid who was about to jump from 135,000 feet up in the sky 
and break a whole bunch of world records. 

“You’re —” Dan wasn’t sure what to call him. Did he use “the Great” 
instead of a first name? 

He looked right down at Dan on the floor and shook his head. “I’m 
nobody. I gotta get out of here. This is crazy. 135,000 feet? I’m not doing it. 
No way. No no no no way. Tell them I quit, okay? Just ... I quit!” 


Without another word, the boy ran away in the opposite direction, his 
socks slipping on the floor as he disappeared around the bend in the hall. He 
didn’t even offer to help Dan up. 

But, Dan noticed, the door he’d come out of was still open. 

He heard the click, click of Melinda Toth’s heels on the floor coming his 
way and pushed himself up and dove through the door, slamming it shut 
behind him. He panted and forced himself to slow his breath, to stay calm. 

He found himself standing in a narrow locker room. There were three 
open lockers along one wall and two doors along the other. One door was 
labeled TOILET. The other said AIRLOCK. There was a folding chair in 
between them. 

The far wall was a window from floor to ceiling that showed the clouds 
over the curving earth and the void of space beyond. 

Dan turned to lock the door he’d come through, but it had no lock. What 
kind of locker room didn’t have a lock? It was right there in the name, 
LOCKer room. 

He considered climbing into one of the lockers to hide, but he’d have no 
way to escape if Toth found him. He’d be killed, stuffed inside a locker on 
board an energy drink airship. He had more dignity than that. 

Maybe he could hide in the toilet. 

Anger flared up in him. He had come too far, faced too many dangers, 
to hide in a toilet. 

He had the sudden urge to step back into that hallway, confront Melinda 
Toth, and fight. He could overpower her and force her to confess all of the 
Outcast’s plans. 

But he had to be practical. He wasn’t Hamilton Holt. Dan couldn’t 
knock anyone out with a single blow, and one jab with that needle of hers 
could kill him. Lucians were famed for their poisons, and you didn’t get to 
be as powerful as Melinda Toth without dropping a few bodies along the 
way. 


Dan grabbed the folding chair and used it to wedge the door closed. He 
listened carefully. 

Click, click. Click, click. She was getting closer. Click, click. She passed 
by the door. Click, click. 

Dan exhaled with relief, but then, the clicks stopped. Melinda Toth 
came back. The knob rattled. She pushed the door, but the wedged chair 
stopped it opening. 

“Dan Cahill?” she said. 

Dan leaned harder on the door. 

“I know you’re in there, Dan,” she said. “Open up. I promise, I won’t 
hurt you.” She paused. “Well, it won’t hurt for long.” 

She shoved again. The door shook, but the chair held. It wouldn’t hold 
forever though. 

He glanced back and saw a bright red jumpsuit hanging from a hook in 
the first locker, a helmet, and a high-tech parachute pack. He looked over at 
the sign across the room that said AIRLOCK. 

He knew what he had to do. 

The digital display above the lockers gave their altitude: 90,000 feet, 
which was about 17 miles above the surface of the earth. 

And climbing. 

Dan felt his stomach sink to his sneakers. There were only two ways out 
of this for Dan: in a body bag or in a parachute. 





55,000 feet over Athens (and climbing) 


On board the Fold N Eat airship, Hamilton Holt felt out of his element. He 
was dressed to blend into the background as Jonah’s bodyguard — dark 
slacks and a white shirt. He was used to blending into the background 
behind Jonah, only making himself noticeable when he saw a threat to his 
cousin, but Jonah was on a different airship and Ham was on his own, 
several miles above the Mediterranean Sea. 

Ham had slipped onto the ship easily enough, but before he knew where 
he was going, he’d been swept into a crowd of men in suits and women in 
dresses, and now he stood awkwardly in the center of a round lounge, trying 
to look like he belonged. The lounge floor was covered in dark blue 
carpeting but had clear discs of glass cut into it like the holes in Swiss 
cheese so partiers could glance down at the world below. 

One glance through the holes was enough for Hamilton Holt. The earth 
spinning; the clouds drifting; and the black-and-blue, deep-bruise color of 
space dizzied him to think about. He didn’t like dangers he couldn’t lift, 
run, or punch his way out of. Cold sweat trickled down his spine. His 
strength wouldn’t be much use if the Outcast blew this ship up with him on 
it. 

“Get it together, Holt,” he whispered to himself, and tried to ignore the 
feeling in his stomach like a thousand butterflies fighting a cage match to 
the death. 


A waiter in a tuxedo passed by, serving some kind of meat-stuffed 
pastry off one of the Fold N Eat trays. Ham didn’t want to stand out. He had 
to look like he was supposed to be at this fancy party, so he grabbed two of 
the pastries and shoved them into his mouth. 

Posters and ads all over the room screamed out the slogan of the 
corporate sponsor: Fold N Eat: The World’s Most Indestructible Airline 
Snack Tray™ #Unbreakable 

He grabbed one more meat pie before the waiter got away. The 
butterflies calmed down now that they’d been fed. 

As Ham chewed, he tried to figure out what he was supposed to do. He 
wished Ian’s instructions had been more specific. How was he supposed to 
decide if this airship was more likely to go higher than any other, thus 
making it the Outcast’s target? What if that wasn’t how the Outcast was 
choosing his target, or what if he’d targeted all of them? 

Ham had no way to know. But, after serving alongside Jonah in country 
after country, movie premiere after movie premiere, Ham knew how to 
watch a crowd to look for suspicious activity. He’d spotted the kindly 
looking grandmother in Paris who was actually trying to steal Jonah’s 
sunglasses to sell on the Internet, and he’d seen the danger in a group of 
nine-year-olds in Dubai who were being paid by the paparazzi to report 
every time Jonah went to the bathroom. 

So Ham wasn’t going to investigate the blimp — er, airship; he was 
going to investigate the people on board to see if any of them looked 
suspicious. 

But first, another one of those delicious pastries. 

He grabbed two more and stuffed them into his mouth as he started his 
security assessment of the passengers. Most of them looked like average 
business people, junior executives trying not to get caught picking their 
noses when they thought no one was looking, senior executives not caring if 
anyone caught them picking their noses, and waiters running to and fro with 
their indestructible trays serving champagne and appetizers and — what 
was that? Miniature lamb chops in garlic mint sauce? Yes, please! 


Ham grabbed one with each hand off the tray as the waiter sailed past. 

Just as he finished gnawing the meat off the second chop — and 
realizing he had no idea what to do with the bones — he caught something 
from the corner of his eye. 

There was a nervous man with a bushy mustache holding a briefcase so 
tightly it made his knuckles white. He was the only person in the room with 
a briefcase, and he was the only person not talking to anyone. Ham pivoted 
slightly toward him to get a better view. The man was skulking close to a 
locked door that read AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY in four different 
languages, and he kept checking his watch. Sweat beaded on the guy’s 
forehead. Ham noticed a slight twitch of the man’s eye toward a woman in a 
navy blue suit. 

Ham moved his gaze to the woman as she laughed at some joke a portly 
Fold N Eat salesman had just made. Without so much as a crack in her 
smile, she gave the nervous little man a nod across the room. The man 
made his move, sliding through the marked door and vanishing into the 
bowels of the ship. 

This was it! He must be the saboteur! 

The man looked so shaky Ham could probably take him out with both 
hands tied behind his back. Ham rushed forward, knocking elegantly 
dressed people from his path, crashing through the party like a battering 
ram, and burst through the door. 

The nervous man with the mustache glanced over his shoulder in 
surprise and Ham caught him in a few strides, tackling him beside a large 
catering rack of plastic trays loaded with stuffed mushroom caps ready to be 
served. 

“Oooof!” said the man. “What are you doing?” 

“Pm —” That’s when Ham realized he had no idea what he was doing. 
He was supposed to identify the saboteur, not tackle him. If this man was 
stopping the ship from reaching the Karman Line, they could scratch the 
ship off their list. 


But if he was planting a bomb to blow it up, then Hamilton Holt could 
end all this and save the day! For once. 

He snatched the man’s briefcase and held it up as he drove his knee into 
the man’s back. 

“What is this?” Ham demanded. “Who do you work for?” 

“Fold N Eat!” the man cried out. “I work for Fold N Eat!” 

“And what’s in this case? Is it a bomb?” 

“A bomb?” the man cried out. “Who would bring a bomb onto a ship 
like this? Are you crazy? I design snack trays!” 

“We’ll see about that,” said Ham. With all his strength, he pried the two 
sides of the case apart, snapping the lock and pulling the case open. 

Inside, he saw neat rows of white squares arranged in two rows, five per 
row. It reminded him of the bomb from the blimp in Los Angeles. 

Plastic explosives. 

His heart pounded, but he knew what he had to do. 

Ham snatched a Fold N Eat tray from the rack, dumping the mushroom 
caps on the floor. Then he raised the tray over his head. The man flinched 
like he was about to be struck, but Ham slammed it into the window beside 
them with all his might. 

A spiderweb of cracks formed. He hit it again and the web grew. The 
trays really were indestructible. The window not so much. 

“What are you doing?” the man shouted from the floor. 

“Saving your stupid life!” Ham yelled, and brought the indestructible 
tray down on the reinforced glass two more times until it shattered. 

There was a roar of air, an alarm sounded, and Hamilton Holt threw the 
briefcase out into the upper atmosphere. Ham felt the whole airship tilt. His 
ears burst with the pressure change, oxygen masks dropped from the ceiling 
all along the hallway, and he realized he hadn’t quite thought through the 
consequences of opening a window at 55,000 feet in the air. 

“My samples!” the nervous man yelled as the airship began making an 
emergency descent. 


A steel door slammed shut over the shattered viewing window, stopping 
the rush of air out of the ship, and it began to right itself, the pressure inside 
returning to normal. 

Ham, however, hit the floor headfirst. 

Five hulking security guards tackled him and held him pinned in place, 
just as he’d held the man with the mustache moments earlier. 

“Why did you throw my samples out the window?” the man demanded. 

“Your ... samples?” Ham choked out. 

“The new Fold N Eat plastic!” The man threw his arms into the air. “I 
was to unveil the samples at this party! Now they’re gone and our ship is 
damaged! Who are you, boy? Did Stow N Snack send you? Seat N Eat 
Industries? Tell me! Who sent you?” 

“Who sent me?” Ham was confused. 

“Yes! You! An industrial saboteur!” the man cried out. “Keep him in 
custody until we can turn him over to the authorities,” the man ordered the 
security guards. “We will find out who has taken us out of the competition, 
and we will make sure they pay through the nose! You do not cross the 
largest snack tray manufacturer in the world and get away with it!” 

“I...” Hamilton couldn’t speak with the boot on his throat, but as he 
looked up at the crowd gathering in the hallway to catch a glimpse of the 
intruder, he saw one familiar face. Toby Griffon — famous architect, Janus 
leader, and one of the Outcast’s allies — stood behind a junior executive 
from Fold N Eat. He made eye contact with Ham, then smiled. 

Thank you, Toby Griffon mouthed silently to Ham, who realized he’d 
just done the Outcast’s sabotage for him. Now he had a boot on his neck, he 
was under arrest, and his friends were still in danger. 

One of them was still on a flying bomb. 





70,000 feet over the Athens 


Amy was amazed by the students aboard MIT’s Subspace Cooperative 
Airship — which they called the SCA. The engineers and officers were 
graduate students, and the rest of the crew looked like undergrads, not much 
older than she was. From what Amy could tell, the oldest people on board 
— the professors — were only there as advisors. Even the captain was a 
PhD candidate who’d trained for her pilot’s license. If it weren’t for Cahill 
family intrigue, Amy could be one of these students in a few years. Her 
curiosity could be a tool for discovery and imagination rather than one for 
destruction or salvation. She could be ... normal. 

The thought didn’t thrill her like it used to. Her grandmother hadn’t 
wanted a normal life for herself or for her grandchildren. Grace had chosen 
to thrust Amy and Dan into the family’s secrets, and try as she might to be 
free of them, Amy had to admit there was a rush to it all. Who else her age 
had explored ancient ruins, dashed through the halls of power, foiled global 
plots, and now, charged toward the edge of space? Normal was not 
something Amy aspired to anymore. 

Not even a little. 

She hid behind a large water filter and watched the students bustle to 
and fro as the airship lifted off. They shouted numbers to one another, 
cheering when certain numbers were called out, laughing at obscure physics 
jokes, and celebrating their success when they hit 70,000 feet above sea 
level. 


“Hold something back until tomorrow, Cap’n,” one of the students 
called out. “We don’t want to set the record on the first day!” 

“Yeah, let the others underestimate us!” another student called. 

The captain seemed to answer with the hiss of the gas mixtures in the 
balloon above the cabin. Amy saw their altitude on a display screen stop 
rising. They settled back down to 68,000 feet above sea level. 

“All levels are holding,” an engineer shouted. 

“Roger that,” the captain said over a loudspeaker. “We’re looking good 
from up here.” 

A redhead in an MIT windbreaker and blue jeans stood in the center of 
the floor and spoke to the crew. “Seriously, guys, you’ve worked so hard, I 
think we should all be proud. If you do your jobs, by this time tomorrow, 
we’ ll have not only set a world record for subspace travel and won the 
Airship X Prize —” 

Everyone cheered. 

“— but we’ll have given birth to a new era of efficient, eco-friendly, 
safe, high-speed transit that could revolutionize the way humanity moves. 
In the tradition of da Vinci, the Wright Brothers, Einstein, Gates, and Jobs, 
we are all part of a team that is reimagining the future. All of us! Together!” 

The crowd cheered again. 

“Except for you!” the redhead said, and pointed straight at Amy’s 
hiding spot. “You can step out now. I’ve seen you.” 

Amy felt her blood run cold, but she stepped out sheepishly. 

“You don’t belong here,” the redheaded girl said. 

“Tm — I’m just an ob-ob-observer,” Amy said. 

“And I’m just the crew chief,” the redhead said. “I know you aren’t 
supposed to be on board. So why don’t you tell us who you are and what 
you’re doing here? We don’t appreciate stowaways.” 

Amy wondered what would happen if she told them the truth. She felt 
certain these students had a good chance of winning this competition, which 
would make them the Outcast’s likely target, even though they were 
nowhere near the Karman Line. That was at 327,360 feet above the earth’s 


surface. Blowing up this ship now wouldn’t really match the clues that the 
Outcast had given. 

But, Amy wondered, why was the Outcast giving them clues, anyway? 
If he really wanted disasters to happen, he could just tell them nothing. It 
seemed like he was trying to keep them busy chasing his trail ... but to what 
end? That Amy still didn’t know. 

And she wanted to. 

What she needed was more time, and she’d already stood in front of 
these students without saying anything for long enough. 

Sometimes the best way to buy time for a lie was with some piece of the 
truth. 

“T admit, I am a stowaway,” she told them. “My name is Amy Cahill 
and I’m here because ... well ... I love exploration, and this was the only 
chance I could imagine to see something most people my age have never 
seen before: history being made.” 

“You think we’re making history?” the redhead asked. 

Amy nodded. “I do.” 

“I know Amy,” a girl in a matching MIT windbreaker announced. 
“She’s an old family friend.” 

Amy looked at the girl in the windbreaker, who had the name Eriele 
Cienfuegos stitched onto her jacket. As far as Amy knew, she’d never seen 
this girl in her life. “My grandparents in Manila knew her grandmother,” 
Eriele said. She gave Amy a wink. “We can trust her.” 

“You vouch for her?” the redhead asked. 

“I do,” said Eriele. 

The redhead shrugged and ordered everyone back to their posts. “We’re 
going to test the rotational axis thrust,” she announced. She looked at Amy 
and Eriele. “Tell young Ms. Cahill that if she gets nauseated easily, she 
should probably go to the bathroom now. In about five minutes we’ Il be 
spinning at about five g’s. Even NASA astronauts puke at that speed.” 

“Thanks, Katlyn.” Eriele smiled sarcastically until the redhead named 
Katlyn left them alone, then she turned to Amy. “Don’t worry, we’ ll get you 


strapped in safely before the maneuver.” 

“Thanks for your help there,” Amy said. “But I don’t know you. Did 
your parents really know my grandmother?” 

Eriele nodded. “Grace Cahill was an amazing woman,” she said, then 
dropped her voice to a whisper. “Even we Lucians respected her 
leadership.” 

“You’re a —” 

“Yes,” Eriele told her. “Don’t be nervous. Not everyone is on the 
Outcast’s side.” 

“But what are you doing on this airship?” Amy wondered. 

“T could ask you the same question,” said Eriele. “In fact, I have to. 
Should I be worried?” 

Amy had to decide if she trusted this Lucian stranger. A Lucian on 
board a competing airship was not a good sign. Could Eriele be setting up 
the bomb at this very moment, keeping Amy at ease to prevent her from 
discovering it? Or was she making sure this ship did not reach the Karman 
Line ... which meant one of the other ships was the target? 

Either this ship was going to explode or it wasn’t. The only one who 
might be able to give her an idea was Eriele. She had to keep the girl 
talking. 

“T think ...” Amy began, but just then an alarm sounded. “Are we 
starting the spin?” she asked. 

“No,” Eriele said, worry etched across her forehead. “That’s the 
emergency landing siren!” 

Amy tensed. Was this it? Was this the disaster? 

The airship began to drop rapidly. Amy gripped the wall beside her to 
brace herself. 

“All right, team.” The captain’s voice came over the loudspeaker. 
“We’re making an emergency descent back to Athens. All flights are on 
lockdown. Apparently, there’s been an attack on board one of the ships.” 

Amy’s eyes snapped open. 

It wasn’t this ship. 


“Oh, no!” Amy’s heart raced at the thought of Cara and Ian and 
Hamilton and Jonah, and most horribly, Dan. “Oh no oh no oh no.” 

“Some joker threw a briefcase out the window of the Fold N Eat and 
we’re all grounded until further notice.” The captain laughed over the 
speaker. 

The crew groaned and Amy’s adrenaline settled. Her hands stopped 
shaking. It wasn’t the Outcast’s disaster underway, it was Hamilton Holt’s. 





Moscow, Russia 


Alek sat on the edge of a large steel desk opposite Nellie and Sammy, 
whom he’d handcuffed to the chairs he’d pushed them into. 

“Did you have a chance to peruse the file?” he asked, gently waving the 
Nathaniel Hartford in Nellie’s direction so the breeze of the file made her 
hair sway. He moved with the cool grace of a dancer, every gesture 
deliberate and controlled. “Shall I enlighten you?” 

He smiled and opened the pages. He held it up the way elementary 
school teachers hold up picture books during the read-aloud time. 

There were a few more photos of the handsome man shopping for 
flowers in a Cambodian market, driving a motorcycle through Beijing, and 
laughing with a younger Grace Cahill on a bench. The younger Grace 
Cahill looked so much like Amy that Nellie gasped. 

“These are surveillance photos,” Alek explained. “The KGB was 
pursuing Nathaniel Hartford as a possible double agent during the Cold 
War.” He turned the page. “Sadly, they determined he was incorruptible.” 

Nellie thought she detected a touch of admiration in Alek Spasky’s 
voice. 

“Ah, now to the good stuff,” Alek said as he turned to another page, 
read quietly to himself, then held up the file for them to see. Across the top 
of a memo, written in English, ran a big red stamp that said: 





TOP SE CRET 


aa 
a ee A 


ANY UNAUTHORIZED READING OR 
DISTRIBUTION OF THIS DOCUMENT 
BEYOND ITS INTENDED RECIPIENT Wiii ° 
BE CONSIDERE AN IRREVOCABLE 
BREACH OF TR.iST AND RESULT IN 
IMMEDIATE EXPULSION FROM 
THE CAHILL FAMILY. 


“Merely reading this memo could make a person an Outcast,” Alek 
observed. He raised his eyebrows at Nellie and smirked. “I am willing to 
risk it, I think. You?” 

“Why are you showing us this?” Nellie asked. “Is this one of those the- 
bad-guy-reveals-his-plans-before-he-kills-us moments? Because I should 
tell you, those sorts of things never end well for the bad guy.” 

Alek cracked his neck to the left and then the right. He rolled his 
shoulders back, then stood. The calm of his face had transformed to a red- 
hot rage. “I am not the bad guy here, Nellie Gomez. You are.” 

Nellie narrowed her eyes at him. 

“Tf not for the lot of you, my sister, Irina, would still be alive,” he told 
her. His hand shook with anger. 

“Trina died a hero!” Nellie told him. “She died saving Amy’s and Dan’s 
lives. She’d be disgusted to see what you’re doing now.” 

Alek raised a hand as if to slap her. Nellie braced herself, but he 
regained his calm and let his hand fall again to his side. He straightened his 
shirt. 

“And yet she is not here,” he said. “I had no desire to get involved with 
the Cahill family. That sort of intrigue never excited me like it did Irina. I 
worked for the KGB, of course, and did my duty to Mother Russia, but as 
for the Lucian branch? Pffft.” He waved his hand in the air like he was 


swatting flies. “I never had any interest ... until the Outcast came to me and 
offered me a chance to avenge Irina’s death.” 

“So you are going to kill us?” Nellie asked. She could feel Sammy shift 
in his chair beside her. But she had to focus on Alek. The more time he 
spent talking, the more chance there would be of escape. If he was talking, 
he wasn’t killing them, and the former was definitely preferable to the latter. 

Alek flashed her an insincere smile. “Now, if you’ ll please read this 
memo, I think all will become clear to you.” 

He held up the file, and Nellie and Sammy leaned forward in unison to 
read. As they read, Nellie felt a chill rising up her spine. The more she read, 
the colder she got. 


Vladimir - the time has come and no other option presents 
itself. N. H. has become a threat to more than just the 
tranquillity of my home. It cannot be avoided any longer. 
This is the hardest orderfI have ever given, but I hereby — ’ 
‘authorize and order you tè commence Operation Short Good-bye. 

















So there is no doubt my intentions, Vladimir, and so 
that you understand the responsibility is on me, not on you, 

and that I will not hold this against you or young Irina and 

Alek, I will write this plainly: I, Grace Cahill, being of 

sound mind, accepting full responsibility, and acting with 
on, order you to execute without 
prejudice, my husband Outcast named Nathaniel Hartford. 
I old friend, and we will put this 





Alek flipped the page silently. The next page of the file showed an 
article from a newspaper that described the accidental death of a Mr. 
Nathaniel Hartford, late husband of Grace Cahill of Attleboro, 
Massachusetts. 

“ “Mr. Hartford was said to have died while traveling on a cultural 
exchange mission in Moscow,’ ” Alek read. “ ‘Several witnesses reported 
seeing him slip or perhaps be shoved into the freezing Moscow River. He 
never surfaced, and though his body was never found, Russian authorities 
declared him dead, as no one could survive in the icy waters of the Moscow 
River in February.’ ” 

“Grace — she —” Nellie stammered, shocked. 

“She killed her own husband,” Alek finished the sentence. “Well, she 
ordered my father, Vladimir, to do it. And when it came time to help him 
out, was Grace to be found? Ha! She looked out for herself alone. When my 
father was sentenced to spend the rest of his life in Lefortovo Prison on 
charges that he was some kind of gangster hit man, no Cahill came to testify 
on his behalf. No Lucian strings were pulled. No action was taken at all, 
and now he rots in prison, while the real criminal died peacefully in her bed 
and her descendants run free causing mayhem in their wake.” 

“If Grace Cahill wanted Nathaniel Hartford dead, there had to be a good 
reason for it,” Nellie said. She felt tears welling in her own eyes. She 
couldn’t believe that the woman who had hired her and entrusted her to care 
for her kiddos had ordered her own husband — their grandfather — 
assassinated. How could she have been so cruel? 

“Tt is hard when our heroes fall, yes?” said Alek. 

He stood and set the file down on the desk. Then he pulled a large 
suitcase out from behind it and opened the case. Inside, there were two 
canisters of fluid connected by hoses to an empty third chamber that had a 
valve with a timer on it. 

“Tt’s time the Lucian branch end their foolish and undeserved position 
of power in my beloved country,” he said. “And while most of the 
leadership is off on Vikram Kabra’s ridiculous flight above the clouds, those 


who are left behind will find a taste of their own medicine most bitter to 
swallow. Poison always was their favorite.” He cleared his throat, pressed a 
button, and the timer started ticking down from ten minutes. The canisters 
bubbled as the fluid from each started to mix, hissing and turning to gas that 
filled the third chamber. 

“If you can wriggle free before liquidized acid dissolves this nest of 
Lucian vipers beneath the glorious State Kremlin Palace,” Alek said, “I do 
hope you’ ll tell Amy and Dan who their grandmother really was.” He 
moved for the door, then turned back. “Of course, if you don’t make it out, I 
guess Amy and Dan will know what it feels like to lose someone they care 
about. Either way, a win for the good guy. Me.” 

With that, he closed the door behind him, leaving Nellie and Sammy 
handcuffed in a dark office with the red glow of the countdown clock 
marking the final minutes they had until poison gas flooded the building. 
The file that condemned one of Nellie’s greatest heroes as a cold-blooded 
killer sat on the desk in front of them. 

All in all, this was not one of Nellie Gomez’s favorite days. 





Athens, Greece 


The airships settled at their docking stations around the Acropolis. Amy 
practically ran down the metal stairs when she saw, on the other side of the 
ruins, Hamilton being led from the Fold N Eat zeppelin in handcuffs, 
surrounded by a private security team. Greek police were waiting across the 
complex with a squad car, its lights flashing. Judging by the pace the men 
were moving, Amy had about three minutes to talk Ham out of trouble 
before he fell into state custody. 

Jonah, Cara, and Ian were already running toward Ham. Ian looked 
much the worse for wear, his suit jacket missing and his “fancy pants” torn. 
She’d have to ask him what happened on board the Lucian airship once they 
got Hamilton out of the trouble he was in. 

Dan’s airship wasn’t down yet, and Amy didn’t see it on her quick 
glance up at the sky. Right now, though, she had to focus on Ham. 

By the time she reached him, the security guards had hauled him 
halfway across the temple complex and Jonah stood directly in their path, 
stopping them in front of the great Ionic columns of the Parthenon. 

“Yo, that guy’s my bodyguard, you can’t arrest him!” Jonah objected. 

“Perhaps you should do a more thorough background check on your 
people, Jonah Wizard,” the leader of the security detail sneered. “This 
young man is suspected of industrial espionage and perhaps aerial 
terrorism.” 


“Terrorism!” Ham cried out. “No, it’s not like that ... I was trying to 
stop something terrible from happening!” 

“Gentlemen.” Ian smiled calmly. “Certainly, you can understand that 
my cousin here is not well. He is rather dim-witted. Large, yes, but totally 
harmless. I’m sure we can reach some sort of arrangement for his release.” 
Ian pulled out his wallet. 

“Oh, Ian, no,” Cara muttered, pinching his arm as hard as she could. 

“Ouch! Cara, would you please let me discuss this with the gentlemen?” 
Ian snapped at her. 

Cara rolled her eyes and pinched him harder. 

“Cara, please!” 

“Young man, are you attempting to bribe me?” The leader of the 
security detail scowled at Ian. 

“No, sir, he wasn’t,” Cara said eagerly. “He was just giving me his, uh, 
wallet to ... hold.” She snatched the wallet from Ian’s hand and put it in her 
own pocket. Ian’s eyes bulged at her as the security guards starting moving 
again, knocking them out of the way. 

“What?” Cara shrugged at Ian. “We couldn’t have you going to jail, too! 
You’re supposed to be our leader!” 

“I am your leader!” Ian snapped. 

“Sorry, guys!” Hamilton called back over his shoulder as he was hustled 
toward the waiting police car. “But you should know, the Fold N Eat checks 
out! All clear!” 

Amy smiled. Ham had done his job. They’d figure out how to get him 
out of jail once they’d saved the targeted zeppelin. Jonah would probably 
have to hire an expensive lawyer. 

“Hey, Wizard!” Ham shouted back. “If I’m not out of jail by next 
Friday, could you cancel my date for me? I don’t want him thinking I stood 
him up without a good reason!” 

Amy looked to Ian once more, hoping he’d come up with some other 
way to stop them from arresting Hamilton, who even thought of other 
people’s feelings as he was getting hauled off to jail. 


“So Ham rots in a Greek jail waiting for us?” Jonah confronted Ian. 

“Don’t be daft. He will not rot in jail,” Ian explained. “He might even 
enjoy his time there. Modern correctional institutions have wonderful 
exercise facilities. He can lift weights all day if he chooses.” 

“You’re one cold dude.” Jonah shook his head and started to walk 
toward the Greek police car where Hamilton was being stuffed inside. “I’m 
going to get Ham out.” 

Amy ran after Jonah. 

“This ain’t right,” he said as the two made their way back to the group. 
“Ham’s my bro. I can’t let him go to jail like that.” 

“Don’t worry,” said Amy. “We will get him out. But first, we have to 
save the lives of all these people. It’s what Ham would want us to do.” 

“Ham would want me to make RoboGangsta 2,” Jonah muttered. 

“So you’ve seen reason?” Jan said as they returned. Jonah nodded but 
didn’t say anything else, so Ian continued. “We have only so far eliminated 
one of the airships as a possible target, thanks to Hamilton’s rather 
unorthodox methods.” 

“It’s not mine, either,” said Cara. “Nothing on that wrestling 
billionaire’s blimp but oil paintings, supermodels, and uninspired 
engineering. They didn’t even make thirty thousand feet.” 

“Same with mine,” Jonah said. “They’re more interested in staying low 
to the ground where all of Athens can see their giant toy ad than they are in 
actually winning the prize.” 

“What about Dan’s?” Amy asked. “Dan?” 

She looked around, but her brother still wasn’t back. Just then her phone 
buzzed. It was a text message from Aunt Beatrice’s phone number again. 


. and the expensive delicate ship that must 
have seen 


Something amazing, a boy falling out of the 
sky, 


Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on. 


“Another poem,” said Ian. 
Below the text, there was an emoji of a clock ticking. 

“ “Musée des Beaux Arts,’ ” Jonah said. “A poem by W. H. Auden. And 
yeah, it’s about that same painting as the other poem, ‘The Fall of Icarus.’ ” 
“Where’s Dan?” asked Amy. The familiar taste of dread rose in her 

throat. 
They all swiveled their heads to the Gas Flight Xtreme’s landing dock 
by the stately crumbling pillar of the ruined temple of Erechtheion. The 


dock was still empty. Amy looked down at the text message again. 
a boy falling out of the sky, 


“Oh, no, Dan!” cried Amy. She squinted up at the sky, her heart 
pounding against her rib cage. 

The sun was shining over Greece, just at it had been on the day that 
Icarus fell. 





The Stratosphere (134,000 feet over Athens) 


Dan stepped back from the door as Melinda Toth began to kick it. He 
grabbed the red space suit, the helmet, and the pack from the locker and 
threw them through the door marked AIRLOCK. He stepped in after them and 
closed the door, turning the latch to lock it, just as Melinda Toth burst into 
the locker room. 

Suddenly, her face filled the tiny porthole window in the door, her 
breath steaming against it. She was shouting, but Dan couldn’t hear a word. 
He clutched the space suit in his hands. 

He couldn’t believe it was real. He’d spent hours on the Internet reading 
about this experimental suit. He’d secretly studied the website of its 
manufacturer, Orbital Outfitters, to see how they planned to make a space 
suit so thin and flexible. He’d always cleared his web history afterward. He 
didn’t want anyone knowing how very cool he thought the whole space 
industry was. Amy was the one who knew stuff. Dan liked being the 
impulsive one. If she’d known he actually enjoyed geeking out on stuff, she 
might’ve tried to learn about it, too. Amy sometimes liked bonding with 
him. Somehow, space was cooler when it was just his secret hobby. 

The secret was out now, though. And if he ever wanted to see Amy 
again, he had to hope the suit actually worked the way the website bragged 
it would. 

The material felt too thin to withstand the heat generated by a body in 
free fall. He knew that space shuttles had big heat shields on them, and 


meteors tended to burn up on entry to the atmosphere. He couldn’t imagine 
how a boy would survive wearing a flimsy red space suit. The logo on the 
arm of this suit called it the Secondskin, which was comforting and 
unsettling at the same time. 

It was made out of a high-tech material lined with tiny metal coils that 
connected to a battery pack. Dan slid it on, zipping it up to the high collar 
on his neck, then switched on the pack. As soon as he did, the coils 
tightened around Dan, fitting the suit against his skin with a feeling of even 
pressure from the tips of his toes all the way to his neck. He looked at Toth 
on the other side of the window. She gave him a stare that could’ve cut 
steel. 

Luckily, it couldn’t cut through the airlock door. 

He was feeling confident. He gave her a wink. 

Her face disappeared from the little window. Had she given up? Maybe 
he wouldn’t have to do this after all. Maybe he could just wait out the flight 
in this safe little room. 

Suddenly, a buzzer sounded and the light in the room turned red. A 
display lit up with their current altitude and below it a timer clock. 

The timer was counting down from five minutes. 

Five minutes until the airlock opened into space. 

Dan glanced at the window in the door. Melinda Toth was back. She 
grinned, pointed toward the window at the end of the room, the one on the 
door that opened into the atmosphere, then made a falling motion with her 
hand. 

Four minutes and forty seconds left. 

There was another, looser outer jumpsuit to wear. He picked it off the 
floor and stepped into it, pulling it up over the Secondskin. This one 
showed the logo of Gas Flight Xtreme on its sleeve and also of the suit’s 
manufacturer, Orbital Outfitters. On top of all this, he set the helmet on his 
head, which locked in place. Inside, there were digital displays showing 
altitude, speed, battery power, and direction. 


He hoisted the pack onto his back and began hooking the hoses from it 
up to the suit, strapping them into place exactly as the pictures on the 
website had shown. He had never been more happy about having a 
photographic memory. 

He caught his reflection in the window at the end of the locker room 
and he looked the part of an astronaut, at least. He felt, however, like a 
condemned criminal walking to the gallows. 

Melinda Toth stared at him through the window. She tapped the face of 
her watch with the glistening tip of her needle. 

Three minutes left. 

His breathing systems and digital displays inside the helmet were 
powered up and active. 

A quick check of the display on the wall showed the current altitude of 
the Gas Flight Xtreme: 

130,000 feet above sea level. 

The airship shuddered, nearly knocking him off his feet. The gas 
mixture was changing to adapt to the thinner air. Dan had to hold on to the 
wall to keep from falling over until the shuddering stopped and the smooth 
ride resumed. 

When they reached 134,000 feet, they stopped rising. 

One minute left. 

He pressed a button on his sleeve to activate the auto-deploy on his 
chute. 

He knew how to skydive and he’d read all about subspace skydiving, 
but reading and doing were very different things. No ever died from reading 
the wrong way. Jumping from space the wrong way, however, was 
definitely fatal. 

With a loud hissing sound, vents over the door at the far end of the room 
opened and the room depressurized. 

Melinda Toth waved at him through the window as the light on the wall 
turned from red to green and the outer door on the far wall of the room 
opened. 


Dan’s hand fell back to his side. His feet felt numb. The Great Falconi 
had had years of training and even he was too scared to do this jump. Dan 
had had a few extreme sports adventures in the Alps, just enough skydiving 
experience to know that this was a terrible idea. 

He doubted himself. He doubted that he could save the Cahill family 
when he hadn’t been able to save even harmless old Aunt Beatrice, and he 
doubted that he could stop more disasters, doubted that he could jump into 
the void to escape Melinda Toth. 

But his doubt vanished when he stepped to the edge of the airlock. 

The sight beyond took Dan’s breath away. 

There was nothing between him and the orb of the earth below. If he 
looked up and around he saw only the black of space, speckled with stars. If 
he looked down, he saw swirling clouds and a vast continent reduced to the 
size of model on a 3-D map. He could practically see the different layers of 
the atmosphere stacked on top of one another like layers on a sandwich. He 
felt tiny against the vastness of space and an almost cozy feeling looking at 
the earth. 

It would’ve been hard to explain, but taking it all in, his doubts 
vanished and he felt like he and every other resident of that tiny blue marble 
drifting below him were on the same team, united in their smallness, all of 
them neighbors when considered against the size of the universe. He’d 
never tell anyone, but he felt a surge of what he could only call love for all 
of humanity. The Outcast was not going to hurt anyone else ever again, not 
if Dan could help it. 

It took a trip to the edge of the world for Dan to realize it, but this was 
his duty as a Cahill. The Cahill family wasn’t just a brilliant collection of 
feuding clans forging history as it suited their whims. The Cahills were 
meant to be the guardians of civilization, caretakers of the world. 

And they’d still get to do cool stuff. 

He glanced back at Melinda Toth, whose eyes burned in her gaunt face. 
He returned her wave and gave her a look that he hoped showed a touch of 
devil-may-care confidence. 


It would’ve been a lot cooler if his legs weren’t shaking uncontrollably 
with fear. 

“Okay, world, get ready,” he said to himself. “I’m coming home.” 

Then he stepped from the airship door and fell into the stratosphere. 





The Stratosphere (134,000 feet over Europe and falling) 


The first seconds of free fall felt like swimming without water. There was 
no great rush, no sensation of falling. The air was too thin up at that 
altitude, and his pressurized Orbital Outfitters space suit protected him from 
the extreme temperatures. As he fell, he forgot all about Melinda Toth, the 
Outcast, and the threat of disaster. He forgot all about danger and fear. He 
forgot all about gravity itself. All he felt was calm. 

He moved his arms like he would in a normal sky dive to steer and level 
his body. 

Nothing happened, so he moved his arms again. 

After about three seconds, he began to turn, then to turn faster. He 
realized that steering himself in the thin air this high was like steering a big 
boat. There wouldn’t be an instant reaction to his movements. He’d move 
and then count to three and the movement’s effect would happen. The 
problem was, he’d already moved a lot to try to steer and now he was 
feeling the effect. 

Suddenly, he was no longer looking at the curve of the earth but at 
endless space, then the bright flash of the sun almost close enough to touch, 
then the bottom of the airship above him, then at the earth again, then space, 
then sun, then the ship, faster and faster. He couldn’t feel the movement of 
air around him, but the dizzying vision told him what he dreaded. 

He’d gone into a spin. 


He tried to move his body another way but couldn’t get any control of 
himself. There was no resistance in the thin atmosphere. The calm he’d felt 
moments ago turned to hot panic. 

The speed reading inside his helmet told him how fast he was falling. 
700 miles per hour, which was 1,026 feet per second, which was rapidly 
approaching the speed of sound. 

It would have been thrilling if he weren’t spinning out of control. 

He knew from what he’d read about NASA astronaut training that the g 
forces generated in a high-speed spin make the blood in a person’s body 
flow away from its center through centrifugal force. Unfortunately, that 
included making the blood flow away from the heart and brain, things Dan 
figured he kind of needed to stay alive. In a worst-case scenario, spinning 
out of control at this speed, the blood would get going so fast away from the 
center of his body that it would need to escape, and the only way out would 
be through his eyes. That’d certainly kill him, but he wouldn’t feel it 
because he’d probably black out before it happened. The same thing had 
nearly happened to the previous record holder for the highest free fall, and 
he’d had years of training before his subspace jump. 

Dan felt short of breath. He gasped for air, and even as he breathed, it 
felt like he couldn’t get enough. His chest felt tight, his heartbeat fluttery, 
and he had no idea which way was up or down anymore. 

As he spun and spun, his vision no longer filled with the earth then 
space then the earth then space. Instead, he was somewhere else entirely, in 
the living room of their old apartment in Boston, and he was on the Internet 
and he was watching videos, videos of someone else falling from the sky. 

He’d seen videos of the last subspace jumper and now, with every 
second of that jump clear as daylight in his mind, he mimicked what he 
remembered. 

He pulled his arms back toward his body to stabilize them, groaning 
with the effort of moving them just a few inches. He struggled to untangle 
his legs. Sweat erupted on his forehead and his helmet fogged. His vision 


narrowed to a pinpoint of blue light in the middle of a black circle. He 
clung to consciousness. 

If he passed out now, he was dead. He’d hit the earth as a bloody corpse 
in a parachute. He had to stay awake to stay alive. 

“Stay awake, stay alive, stay awake, stay alive!” he muttered to himself. 
He imagined Melinda Toth in the airship, smirking as gravity did her dirty 
work for her. 

Dan pulled his arms in, tucked his head, bent his back to shift his center 
of gravity, and tried to hold that position with all the strength he had left. He 
ignored his narrowing tunnel vision, ignored his fear of death, and spread 
his body wide against the air. The lower he fell, the thicker the air became. 
It was like falling into a pool of cotton. The air against his body slowed 
him. He regained control, leveled out, and began to fall flat, facedown, in 
proper skydiving form. The orb of the earth raced up at him. 

He felt a wave of hot relief wash over him. His breathing mellowed and 
his heartbeat slowed. Calm returned. To his surprise, only thirty seconds 
had passed. 

It didn’t feel like he was accelerating as he fell. It felt more like he was 
being held up in the gentle cup of an invisible palm. He pictured his 
parents, as much as he could remember them, and imagined their hands 
cupped together, lowering him carefully to the earth. 

A chime sounded in his helmet and he realized it wasn’t so gentle after 
all. He’d just hit a speed of 1,142 feet per second, 778 miles per hour, which 
meant he’d just become the fastest free-faller in history and the youngest 
person ever to break the speed of sound unaided by any form of engine. 

He couldn’t help letting out a whoop. 

Time seemed to speed up again as the earth grew larger and larger, 
filling his field of vision. He kept his focus forward, and soon he’d cleared 
the highest layer of cloud cover and he could make out the shape of the 
continents below. 

He was glad he’d spent so much time studying world maps and satellite 
images. He knew exactly where he was and exactly where he was going, 


without anyone having to tell him the plan. He was going to land right in 
the Parthenon, on top of the tallest hill in Athens. 

Once his parachute opened, that is. 

He checked his altitude. 

10,000 feet. A second later 9,000 feet. Then 8,000. 

“Any time now,” he said aloud. 

Suddenly, his visor display flashed red. AUTO DEPLOY FAIL. 

“Of course,” he muttered. The parachute’s auto deploy wasn’t working. 

He took a deep breath and squeezed the manual release in his right 
hand. 

Nothing happened. 

That’s when the thrill wore off and he remembered the Outcast again. 

“No!” he yelled. He was not going to be the Outcast’s disaster. He felt 
like throwing up inside his helmet. He suddenly noticed he had to go to the 
bathroom really badly. He also had a craving for cold pizza. Strange, the 
thoughts one had before dying. 

“No! No! No!” he yelled. 

An oddly polite computer voice crackled in his ear: “Please deploy 
manual emergency chute.” 

He was at 7,500 feet, then 7,000. Then 6,000. Time had slowed once 
more. 

The emergency chute? Where was that? 

“Deploy emergency chute immediately, please,” the voice repeated with 
computer-generated urgency. 

He turned his head as slowly as he could. Too fast a move would send 
him back into a spin. He saw the manual switch on his wrist. 

The earth filled his vision, closer and closer to impact. He wanted to jab 
his arm out and hit the chute, but any sudden moves and he’d spin out of 
control again. 

5,000 feet. 4,500 feet. 


He moved his hand slowly across his body, shifting his legs to counter 
the motion and keep himself level. 

4,000 feet. 3,500 feet. 

Past the point of no return. He had about two seconds before the chute 
wouldn’t be able to slow him down enough and he’d break every bone in 
his body on impact. 

“Deploy emergency chute now!” The computer voice wasn’t being 
polite anymore. 

3,000 feet. He hit the button, closed his eyes. 

Still nothing happened. Dan’s stomach sank. He thought of Amy, sad 
that he’d be leaving her all alone when his body was smashed to paste on 
the ruins of ancient Greece. Then, with a sickening lurch, his stomach rose 
into his face. For the first time, he felt the speed he was traveling as the 
chute deployed and he rapidly decelerated. 

The drag slowed him, the chute grew and filled, and before he knew it, 
he was no longer in free fall, he was parachuting over Greece. He was in 
control. He was flying! 

And he felt wonderful! 

For about four minutes, he guided his parachute, flying over the deep 
blue water of the Mediterranean, the white beaches of the Greek Isles, and 
then the bustling city of Athens below him. He saw the hill of the Parthenon 
rising to greet him, the cleared plaza where the Gas Flight Xtreme logo had 
been drawn in chalk on the ground and all the other airships were docked in 
a circle, creating a perfect landing zone. 

He also saw the hordes of photographers and spectators behind roped- 
off police lines. In just a few seconds, he’d be on the ground and everyone 
would figure out that he wasn’t the Great Falconi. 

So he did the only thing he could think to do. 

He turned. 

He leaned right and steered himself around the plaza, over the reporters, 
and found himself zooming over the streets and buildings and power lines 
of Athens. Traffic looked pretty bad down below. Just in front of him, 


however, he saw a long building with empty bleachers ringing an open 
track. 

It was the Panathenaic Stadium, built in 1896 to host the first modern 
Olympic Games. It seemed the perfect place to land. 

The moment Dan’s feet touched the ground and he ran to a stop, he hit 
the release on his parachute and waved at the shocked security guards and a 
group of Chinese tourists. 

Then he ran from the stadium and shed his space suit in a hallway. 

He couldn’t wait to get back to the others and find out what they’d 
learned. 

Maybe he’d brag to his sister a little bit, too. He’d just set a world 
record, after all, even if the Cahills would be the only ones he could tell 
about it. 

When he hit the street, he did the most natural thing he could think to do 
after skydiving twenty-five miles from the edge of space. 

He hailed a cab. 

“Take me to the Parthenon!” he told the driver. “I’ve got another flight 
to catch.” 





Moscow, Russia 


The clock ran down and Nellie watched the gas in the device’s third 
chamber expand, a swirling white cloud of death. Six minutes left. She 
struggled with her hands behind her back, trying to imagine the lock on the 
cuffs as clearly as possible. Sammy chatted nervously beside her. 

“The Outcast is really going to destroy the Lucian base?” Sammy asked. 
“He’ll start a war among the branches.” 

“The war’s been going on for centuries,” Nellie countered. “I think he 
means to finish it. And frankly, I don’t want to be caught up as an innocent 
bystander.” 

With that, Nellie finished picking the lock of her handcuffs with the 
small implement she always kept under her watch. Lock picking hadn’t 
been a skill she’d used much in culinary school, but it was mighty handy 
when looking after Amy and Dan. 

“Wow,” Sammy marveled at her. “You really are amazing.” 

“And my soufflés never collapse, either,” she said, kneeling down 
beside him to pick his lock, too. 

By the time she’d snapped him free, there were only four minutes left 
on the clock. 

“Can you disarm it?” 

Sammy shook his head. “Once that gas is mixed, there’s no going 
back.” 


“Then we need to get this place evacuated.” She looked up at the ceiling 
and saw a smoke alarm mounted above. She rushed to the desk and opened 
the top drawer to rummage past pens, pencils, a cell phone charger, and a 
magnifying glass. There was a stack of official-looking IDs from different 
governments inside: an inspector’s ID from the Russian Department of 
Fisheries, a parking pass for the Official Delegation of Maldives to the 
United Nations, and an analyst’s ID from Interpol, the international police 
agency. Lucians liked to go wherever they wanted and it seemed they kept 
stacks of forged IDs lying around. Nellie shoved the whole stack in her 
pocket, and below it found what she was actually looking for: a lighter. 

She grabbed the Nathaniel Hartford file from the desk and held it in the 
air. Then she took the lighter to it. 

“What are you doing?” Sammy cried. “That’s the only proof we have of 
Grace ordering the hit on her husband.” 

“And what good is it?” Nellie said as she watched the layers of paper 
burn to ash, black smoke rising from them. 

“Amy and Dan should know about it,” Sammy said. 

“Why?” Nellie snapped. “How does it help them to know that the 
grandmother they adored, the grandmother who gave them everything ... 
who gave me everything, was a ruthless killer? Ruining Grace’s reputation 
in her grandchildren’s eyes won’t bring us any closer to catching the 
Outcast, will it?” 

Sammy didn’t answer. She could see by his face how her anger 
frightened him. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just that ... this is all so ...” 

The smoke alarm sounded, a loud siren, and then a voice over the 
loudspeaker in Russian, Spanish, English, and Chinese ordered everyone to 
evacuate in an orderly fashion. 

“Come on!” Nellie said, dropping the burning file in the trash can. 
Nathaniel Hartford’s face seemed almost to wink up at her before it crisped 
and smoldered. “Three minutes!” 


They burst from the door and ran through the mural room right into two 
Lucian guards. 

“Hey! Who are you?” one of the guards demanded. The other reached 
for his stun gun, but just then they heard a shattering in the office they’d 
come from, a loud hiss. The second guard stepped past them to investigate. 
The air smelled suddenly of rotten eggs. 

“What the —” he began, but then began to cough, to choke, and a cloud 
of gas enveloped him. “AHHH!” he screamed, jumping backward. The 
sleeve of his shirt sizzled, the skin on his arm burst out in blisters. The other 
guard rushed forward to help him. “You two stay right there!” he ordered. 

“Not a chance!” Nellie shouted as the cloud of gas grew. 

The door to the office they’d run out of was bubbling and collapsing. 
The gas melted metal and plaster along with flesh and bone. The guards 
were on the other side of it. What kind of monster would set such a device? 

“Forget this!” one of the guards yelled. “They’re not worth it!” The two 
of them ran for the exit. 

As the cloud grew toward Sammy and Nellie, their eyes began to water. 
Nellie’s throat itched. 

The cloud of gaseous acid was coming their way, dissolving the floor as 
it went. 

“We need to go!” She pulled Sammy along down the hallway. A group 
of Lucians in white coats came running from a lab, heading for a set of 
emergency stairs. Nellie and Sammy followed. 

“Who are you two?” one of the lab technicians asked. 

“Just visiting,” said Nellie, and she and Sammy raced up the stairs. 

“Hey!” another uniformed Lucian guard shouted from behind. “Stop 
those two! Intruders!” 

One of the scientists pulled a syringe from his coat pocket, the skull and 
crossbones symbol screaming up from its label. “I’ve got them!” 

He lunged at Nellie, but Sammy blocked him, knocking the needle from 
the scientist’s hand and smashing it underfoot. Nellie delivered a swift 


uppercut to the man’s chin and shoved him backward down the stairs, just 
as the guard fired his stun gun up at them. 

It hit the scientist, who grunted and went limp, falling right into the 
guard and sending them both tumbling back down the stairs. It took all the 
guard’s strength to carry the unconscious scientist up the stairs. Nellie and 
Sammy took the stairs two at a time, escaping from both the guard and the 
deadly gas at the same time. 

Still, as she heard the sound of the ceiling collapsing behind them, she 
looked back to make sure they were okay. No one deserved to die like this. 

The guard and the scientist were still climbing the stairs, and the 
scientist was waking up. She was glad they were alive. That didn’t mean 
they’d return the favor if they caught her. 

“Run faster!” she urged Sammy. 

She and Sammy burst through to daylight outside the high redbrick 
walls of the Kremlin on a narrow path that ran alongside the Moscow River, 
from which the city took its name. 

Tourists’ day cruises and billionaires’ yachts motored along the river’s 
chilly surface, oblivious to the secret base turning to a poison death trap 
below. 

The fleeing Lucians were right behind Nellie and Sammy, so they didn’t 
have time to stop to catch their breath. They ran beside the river. Nellie 
looked back to see scientists in lab coats burst out from another exit barely 
in front of a white cloud, choking and rolling on the ground, peeling off 
their sizzling coats. Part of the historic Kremlin wall sagged, then collapsed 
as the structure beneath it was reduced to a sizzling puddle of melted metal 
and stone. 

Sirens wailed in the distance. 

Two Lucian guards stood from the grass, blistered and gasping for clean 
air. They pointed to Nellie and Sammy. 

“After them!” they yelled. “They did this!” 

Sammy grabbed Nellie’s hand and pulled her toward the water’s edge. 


“What are you doing?” she said. “We can’t swim it. That water’s too 
cold!” 

“I know!” said Sammy. “Jump!” 

Just as one of the Lucians drew his stun gun, Sammy and Nellie leaped 
from the riverbank and hit the deck of a passing tourist boat. Sammy and 
Nellie panted on their backs. Nellie’s heart was racing so fast she wasn’t 
sure how she was still alive. She coughed to clear the tickle in her throat. 

A surprised couple in matching neon green parkas stared down at them. 

“We didn’t want to miss the sights!” Nellie smiled, standing and helping 
Sammy up. “Ooh, look, honey,” she said to him, pointing. “Did we just pass 
the Kremlin?” 

The confused tourists shrugged and let them be. 

Sammy and Nellie leaned on the edge of the boat, staring idly at the city 
passing by. 

“T hope everyone else got out of there in time.” Sammy sighed. 

“Me too,” said Nellie. “Not every Lucian is a murderous goon.” 

“Just most of them?” 

Nellie didn’t respond. She was still thinking about the file, about Grace 
Cahill having her own husband killed. She and Amy and Dan had worked 
so hard to carry on Grace’s legacy and to protect her life’s work. Had they 
been unwitting accomplices to a murderer for all these years? 

The thought was dizzying. Nellie tried to focus on a clearer question, 
one that she might be able to actually answer: Why would the Outcast want 
to destroy this particular Lucian base, of all the bases in the world? 

Because it held the archives, she decided. Because they’d been on the 
right track. 

“T think we need to go see Vladimir Spasky,” she said. 

“In Lefortovo?” Sammy asked. “That’s a maximum-security prison. It 
used to be a KGB torture chamber!” 

“He knew Grace’s darkest secret. He might know even more,” Nellie 
said. “He might know which Outcast we’re looking for.” 


“Are you sure that’s why you want to see him?” Sammy put his hand on 
her shoulder. “Or do you want him to somehow ... I don’t know ... explain 
Grace’s order to kill her husband?” 

Nellie shrugged. 

She wondered what she would tell the kiddos. How could she explain 
that Grace had had their grandfather killed? How could she explain that 
Grace, the woman they all idolized, might not have been a good person 
after all? The worst thing a person could do was disappoint those who 
believed in her. 

As Nellie stared at the river flowing by in front of her, she wondered 
which was truly colder, the Moscow River or Grace Cahill’s heart. 





Athens, Greece 


Amy stood dumbfounded, staring at the crowd of press that had mobbed the 
Great Falconi the moment the Gas Flight Xtreme docked. Everyone was 
asking about the teenager who’d missed the landing zone and parachuted to 
the earth somewhere else in Athens, the teenager who wasn’t Falconi. 

“Who was this mysterious teen?” a reporter asked. 

“T don’t know,” said the Great Falconi. “But he’s got guts!” 

“But why didn’t you jump?” another reporter asked. 

“Me?” Falconi said. “I’m almost sixteen now. I’m too old to be 
reckless.” 

Reckless, thought Amy. That’s Dan, all right. Luckily, no one paid the 
group of teenagers behind the crowd any attention. They didn’t even notice 
Jonah now that they had a more exciting story. The teens were able to stand 
idly by the Acropolis Museum gift shop as the press went wild. 

“So this is what the paparazzi look like from the other side?” Jonah 
observed. “I could get used to being a nobody like you guys.” 

Amy rolled her eyes at him, then her face lit up. 

“What are you staring at?” Dan asked, strolling toward his sister. He 
had his hands in his pockets, and his hair was tousled, his cheeks red. He 
looked about as calm and confident as Amy had ever seen him. 

“How — how dare you risk your life like that!” she snapped at him. 

“Whoa!” Dan held his hands up in surrender. 


“Yo, that was sick, Dan!” Jonah gave him a high five. “They say you 
broke the speed of sound!” 

Amy threw her arms in the air. “When your chute didn’t open, my heart 
almost stopped! You’re the only brother I have, and as annoying as you are, 
Pd like not to see your guts splattered across Europe.” 

“Don’t be so melodramatic, Amy,” Dan told her. “There was a backup 
chute. Besides, you can’t yell at me. I just set, like, a hundred different 
world records.” 

“Three.” Amy held up three fingers. “Longest free fall, highest skydive, 
and youngest person to break the speed of sound. You only set three world 
records.” 

“More than you’ve set,” Dan muttered. “And I had to jump! Melinda 
Toth was up there, after me. I think she was up there to make sure that ship 
didn’t get close to the Karman Line.” 

“She saw you?” Amy asked. 

“She tried to kill me with some kind of deadly hair-needle thing,” said 
Dan. “But now at least we know that Gas Flight Xtreme isn’t trying to win 
this thing. They only wanted to do the space-diving stunt.” Dan caught sight 
of Ian’s torn-up clothes. Ian’s hair looked about as disheveled as Dan’s did. 
“Uh, Kabra ... did you jump from space, too?” 

“I had my own challenges on board a dirigible,” Ian said. 

“What happened?” Cara asked him. 

Ian took a deep breath, then clenched his jaw. “I had a brief and 
unpleasant encounter with my father,” he said. 

“Your father?” Cara gasped. Amy noticed her hand go to Ian’s and 
squeeze it. “Are you okay?” 

Ian looked down at her hand on his own and seemed to momentarily 
forget how to speak. He stared at the two hands touching for a second, then 
pulled his hand away and brushed imaginary dirt from his shoulder. “Of 
course. I am perfectly fine,” he said. 

“But, uh, Ian?” Amy gestured at his tattered clothes. “What happened to 
you?” 


“Simple,” said Ian. “I boarded the airship without incident and made a 
cursory inspection of the systems. The crew moved with ruthless efficiency, 
as would be expected, and I was able to avoid detection. I made it to the 
cockpit, where I listened to a group of senior officers discussing their flight 
plan and their intention to dominate the competition.” 

“So the Lucians really do want to win?’ Amy asked. “Could they be the 
target?” 

“They always want to win,” said Ian. “But my father is in league with 
the Outcast. So no, I do not believe they are the target. I overheard them 
talking about the student airship. Your airship, Amy. The captain called it 
their greatest threat. My father assured them that the SCA would not be a 
problem. He said he had plans in place to neutralize them.” 

“Neutralize always means kill in Lucian-speak,” said Dan. 

“So now we know,” said Amy. “We have to warn them.” 

“We can’t simply make an accusation like that,” said Ian. “We need 
proof.” 

“Did your father say what their plan was?” Cara asked. 

Ian shook his head. “Unfortunately, I was discovered at that precise 
moment by his bodyguards and ... well ...” 

Ian bit his lip. Cara touched his back, but he shrugged her away. “My 
father ordered me removed from the ship,” he said. “We were not quite yet 
on the ground when he had me removed. I fell into a hedge.” 

“A hedge?” Amy wondered. 

“Some kind of shrubbery.” Ian grunted. He looked away, and Amy 
could see tears glistening in his eyes. It wasn’t only his fancy pants that had 
been shredded. 

Amy realized that the Outcast’s poem hadn’t been about Dan. It was 
about Ian, tossed out of an airship by his own father. The Outcast was a step 
ahead of them the whole way. 

“Did your dad say anything else?” Amy wondered. “Anything about 
what was going on here?” 


Ian’s jaw clenched. “He called me a profound disappointment, but I 
don’t believe that’s relevant to our current predicament.” 

Amy fought the urge to comfort Ian. He wouldn’t want her sympathy 
and he’d probably say something offensive if she tried to offer it. Still, Ian 
was basically an orphan himself. 

“When I finally got myself untangled from the shrubbery,” Ian 
continued, “I made my way back here. I saw my father get into a town car 
and leave.” 

“So he’s not on board the Lucian airship anymore?” Amy asked. 

“No,” said Ian. “There were other Lucian leaders on there, some 
executives from the board of Omnia Industries, a warlord or two. Top 
people. I also recognized the captain and some of the crew. They’re all 
mercenaries. The paramilitary goons my father hires for the most 
unpleasant work, things like clearing villages near oil pipelines in Burma or 
escorting nuclear waste trains through civilian towns. They’re expensive 
killers and they follow his orders without fail.” 

“Orders like causing an aerial disaster over Greece?” Cara asked. 

Tan nodded. 

“He’ll probably be reporting back to the Outcast now,” said Amy. 
“Between Jonah’s press conference, Dan’s escape from Melinda Toth, and 
your father seeing you, we won’t have much time to stop the disaster. We 
have to get aboard the MIT airship and prevent them from taking off.” 

Tan agreed. “All of us won’t be able to sneak on without help.” 

“Yo, I don’t think I can pull off another press conference,” Jonah said. 
“The art of mime only goes so far.” 

“T can get you on board,” said Eriele Cienfuegos, stepping from behind 
a tourist information kiosk. 

“Who is this person?” Ian snapped. “Has she been eavesdropping?” 

“This is Eriele,” said Amy. “She’s ... well ...” 

“Your cousin,” Eriele said, sticking her hand out for Ian. “I, like you, 
am a descendant of Luke Cahill, a proud Lucian, and I am happy to be of 
service if I may.” 


Ian shook her hand but remained skeptical. 

“You are, after all, the rightful leader of the family, are you not?” Eriele 
added. 

Ian’s lips cracked into a smile. “Indeed I am,” he said. 

“Good.” Eriele locked eyes with Ian. “We finally have a leader I can 
look up to.” She seemed then to remember the others were standing there. 
She glanced at Amy and offered a quick “No offense.” 

“Oh, none taken,” Amy answered with some sarcasm. 

“The airships are planning to take off again right away,” said Eriele. 

“No they aren’t.” Cara stepped between Eriele and Ian. “The 
demonstrations don’t start again until tomorrow.” 

Eriele shook her head. “With all the security breaches, the Greek 
authorities have revoked the permits for the entire Airship Xtreme contest 
after today. So the organizers have decided to give competing ships one 
more chance to reach the Karman Line. First one there today wins the prize. 
And only two ships have decided to participate.” 

“Let me guess: yours and Omnia Industries?” said Dan. 

Eriele nodded. 

“We have to stop yours,” said Amy. “I’m so sorry.” 

“The crew won’t just stand down without evidence of a real plot,” said 
Eriele. “They’ll think any attempt to talk them out of going up was just a 
dirty trick to keep them from winning.” 

“Then we’ll go on board and stop them,” said Ian. “We’ll do whatever 
we have to do to save their lives, even if they don’t want us to.” He puffed 
out his chest. “No one else is getting hurt while I’m in charge.” 

Eriele exhaled dreamily, and everyone but Ian noticed Cara rolling her 
eyes. 





Eriele was able to get them all on board as her guests, except Jonah, who 
she thought should stay on the ground so as not to distract the students. 

“In case there are any Jonah Wizard fans on board,” she explained. 

“While you’re all up there, I’m gonna sic some of my lawyers on Ham’s 
case,” he said. “See if I can get him out of jail.” 

Tan didn’t object and Amy knew why. If something went wrong up 
above, there’d still be at least two loyal Cahills left alive to try to stop the 
Outcast from causing his next disaster. Amy thought about asking Dan to 
stay behind, too, but there was no way he’d let her go up without him. 

“He has proven himself oddly knowledgeable about subspace 
engineering,” Ian said. “We might have use of him.” 

“Oh, might you?” Dan sneered. Amy thought of Ian as a brother, but her 
actual brother didn’t seem to. 

When they climbed the steps to board, Katlyn, the redheaded crew 
chief, stood at the hatch and objected to the new guests in no uncertain 
terms. 

“We aren’t some pleasure cruise!” she said. “No guests.” 

“They’re just kids,” Eriele said. “I’ll make sure they’re gone before 
takeoff.” 

“Fine.” Katlyn seethed but turned away to take care of more pressing 
matters of preflight preparation. They were allowed to board. 

“I don’t like this Eriele girl,” Cara whispered to Amy. “She’s a Lucian. 
Why is she helping us?” 

“Tan’s a Lucian and he’s leading us,” said Amy. “You trust him.” 


“He’s different,” said Cara. “He’s not like the rest of them.” 

“Maybe you’re just a little —>?” 

“What?” Cara cut Amy off. “Jealous? Were you about to say I’m 
jealous? Me? Like Mr. Brit-fuff-fuff could make me jealous? Ha!” 

Amy let it go without comment. She knew from experience that Ian’s 
heart was as confused and impenetrable as the Minotaur’s maze. Ian and 
Cara could work out their relationship issues later, when they weren’t at risk 
of getting blown across the upper atmosphere in the worst aerial disaster of 
the century. 

“Eriele kept me from getting caught before,” Amy explained. “Tl trust 
her until she gives me a reason not to.” 

Cara cracked her knuckles. “The moment she gives me a reason, I’m 
ready.” 

Noted, thought Amy. Best never to cross Cara in matters of the heart, 
Tan’s heart, particularly. I hope she knows he and I are just friends. 

Once aboard the airship, Dan started to geek out again about the space 
stuff, pointing at the nest of pipes and conduits that ran along the ceiling, 
explaining to Amy what they all did. 

“So that must be the helium control tubing,” he said. “And that’s the 
hydrogen. You see, the rigid aluminum shell above has all these rubber 
bladders inside. The ship goes up and down based on how much of the 
different gasses fill each bladder. The engines provide the drive thrust, but 
it’s the gas that gives it the altitude. As the atmosphere gets thinner, the 
mixture has to change to compensate. It’s, like, serious science stuff.” 

“So where do we look first for a way they might blow this thing up?” 
Ian wondered. 

“The bladder control room,” Eriele suggested. “It’d be the most likely 
place.” 

Amy looked at Dan, but he didn’t make a joke about the “bladder 
control room.” That was perfect Dan Cahill snark material. He must be 
really into this stuff if he couldn’t even muster a bladder control joke. 

“Some of the gasses you use are combustible, right?” Dan asked. 


“Tt was hydrogen that caused the Hindenburg to explode,” Amy said. “If 
I were going to try to blow one of these things up, I’d aim for the explosive 
gas.” 

She looked at Dan again, but he didn’t crack so much as a smirk at 
“explosive gas.” He was really into the space stuff if the phrase “explosive 
gas” didn’t crack him up. 

“Explosive gas,” she repeated. 

He didn’t giggle at all. 

It seemed like everything had been turned on its head lately. 

Amy was used to being the one providing the information, while Dan 
rolled his eyes and got distracted. She almost wished there was some 
historical artifact around that she could expound upon. She felt a little out 
of her element, not in charge and not expert in anything relevant to their 
mission. She began to wonder if the Outcast was right ... had she really 
ever been fit to follow in Grace’s footsteps? Was she ever meant to be a 
leader in the first place? 

As they made their way toward the bladder control room, Eriele told Ian 
about all the possibilities the prize could open up. “Imagine having the sole 
government contract to put satellites into orbit cheaply and quickly, or to 
deliver cargo anywhere in the world in under ninety minutes. Or to drop 
bombs deep into enemy territory with the speed of a ballistic missile.” 

“Now you’re sounding like a Lucian,” Cara grumbled. 

“One would think an Ekat like yourself would enjoy the wonder of 
engineering that I’m allowing you to see,” Eriele replied. 

“Oh, thank you for allowing me to see it,” Cara said. 

“Cara, there’s no need to be rude,” Ian said. “Eriele is trying to be a 
good host.” 

“You’re on her side?” Cara scoffed. “Figures.” 

“I am not on her side,” Ian said. “I am trying to stop the Outcast. We are 
all on the same side. In fact, if anything, it is she who is on my side, as the 
leader of the family. In fact, I used to think you were on my side as well.” 

“So now it’s your side,” Cara said. “You just want my obedience, is it?” 


“Tt would be nice for a change.” 

“Guys, don’t fight,” Amy cut in. 

“T am not fighting,” said Ian. “I am merely trying to do the work I was 
born to do, while Cara is trying to undermine me by being ... difficult.” 

“You think I’m difficult?” Cara crossed her arms. “Fine, perhaps Pll go 
investigate the system network. Pll be out of your way then. You and your 
new friend can be alone together without my difficulty.” 

“Fine,” said Ian. 

“Fine!” said Cara. 

Cara reversed course down the corridor and disappeared around a 
corner. Ian stared after her. 

“Just so you know,” Dan interjected, “you guys are not alone together. 
Amy, Eriele, and I are, like, right here.” 

“Come on,” said Eriele. “This way.” 

Just then three tones sounded over the loudspeaker. 

“Three minutes to departure,” said Eriele. 

“But we haven’t found anything yet,” said Amy. “If we don’t find out 
what the Outcast’s plan is, we can’t let this ship take off. It’s too risky!” 

“Tt’s too late,” said Eriele. “There’s no way I can get them to cancel. 
There’s a fortune at stake. They won’t stop the liftoff without absolute 
proof.” 

She opened a door and ushered them inside a small, dark room that 
smelled powerfully of bleach. 

“This isn’t a bladder control room,” said Dan. 

Amy giggled and covered her mouth with her hands, mortified. She was 
not someone who giggled at things like bladders, especially not at times like 
this. 

Dan cocked his head at her. “Real mature,” he said. 

“This is our custodial supplies closet,” Eriele said. “Hide in here. I'll 
come back for you once we’re airborne.” 

“Airborne,” Dan repeated as the door closed and locked from the 
outside. 


Amy, Dan, and Ian stood side by side in the pitch-black closet as they 
felt the airship shudder and begin to rise. 

Amy pulled out her phone and typed a quick text message to Nellie to 
let her know they were going up. 

Her phone dinged almost immediately, but it wasn’t Nellie replying. It 
was Aunt Beatrice’s phone again, still being used by the Outcast. 

“What’s he say?” Dan asked. 

“ “What goes up, must come down, 
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she read. “ ‘See you at the 
Karman Line.’ ” 

They stood quietly for a long time. Amy heard the other two breathing 
in the dark. The ship was rising up into the atmosphere and she didn’t know 
how they were going to stop it. If they failed, she and her brother and Ian 
and Cara and all the students on board were going to be vaporized with the 
world watching on the news. The thought made her want to scream. The 
closet felt suddenly so small, the walls closing in. All of Amy’s old fears of 
tight space, of heights, of failure, came roaring back. If she opened her 
mouth, she knew she’d stammer like she used to. She gripped her hands 
together to keep them from shaking. 

Get it together, she told herself. Now is not the time to panic. She had to 
stay calm if she was going to think of a way out of this. She had to stay 
calm for her brother’s sake. 

“So now we’re locked in a closet on board a flying bomb,” Dan said, his 
voice more annoyed than fearful. “Great leadership, Kabra.” 

Dan’s snark brought Amy back to her senses. If Dan wasn’t freaking 
out, then neither would she. Her hands stopped shaking. 

“It’s not Ian’s fault,” she said. 

“Don’t worry,” Ian added. “Eriele will be back to let us out in a 
moment. She’s a Lucian, after all. We can trust her.” 

“Trust her because she’s a Lucian?” Dan responded. “I have literally 
never heard that one before.” 





The Troposphere 


Cara stormed off to find the server room, a room that every complex 
computer network had. She figured it would be in a secure place that would 
also stay relatively cool, so it would probably be near the outer edge of the 
gondola. She saw the redhead named Katlyn walk by, and she pressed 
herself into a corner. 

I’m not being fair to Ian, she thought. He never actually meant to be a 
jerk. He was just too oblivious to notice when he was being a jerk. Ian 
would happily give his life to save any of theirs. He’d almost gotten himself 
thrown into jail to keep Ham out, and he didn’t even seem to like Hamilton 
Holt all that much. 

In addition to making big, quick decisions with high stakes for the 
whole family, he’d had to face his father today. He was under a lot of strain 
and it probably felt good to meet another Lucian, someone who made him 
feel like he was a leader, not someone who called him a Brit-fuff-fuff all the 
time. She decided that she should apologize. Before he could apologize to 
her. It was a win-win. She’d be the bigger person. She’d show Ian just how 
stubborn he was by being the unstubborn one for a change. 

That’d teach him. She smiled. 

She was about to turn back when she noticed a door ominously marked 
LIFE SUPPORT SYSTEMS: AUTHORIZED CREW ONLY. 

If the Outcast was going to strike, this would be a good place to start. 
She reached for the door. It was, of course, locked. There was an electronic 


keypad beside it, so Cara pulled a small spray bottle off the key chain in her 
pocket and gave two quick spritzes. There were five digits that had more oil 
residue on them than any others, telltale marks left by people repeatedly 
hitting those numbers. The problem was that even knowing the five 
numbers of the access code, she couldn’t know the order in which they were 
pressed, and she didn’t have time to try all the combinations. Maybe Eriele 
knew the code. As much as she hated to, she’d have to go back and ask. 

As she made her way down the corridor, she heard the three-minute 
tone sound. She picked up her pace, trying to get back to the bladder control 
room. She had to get to the others before this flying death trap took off. If 
she knew anything about her friends, she knew they wouldn’t leave this 
airship before they’d made sure it was safe, and she wasn’t about to get off 
as long as they were still on board. 

When the airship lifted off, she was flat out sprinting through the 
hallway, not caring who saw her. 

“Tan!” she called out, fear setting in. Through a porthole, the ruins of 
Athens fell away as the airship lifted up into the sea of white clouds, then 
passed through them to the endless blue sky. “Ian?” she called again. 

A passing crewman looked at her like she was crazy but kept on his 
way. 

And still the airship rose. 

Had the others left the ship after all? Was Cara all alone up there? No! 
Ian wouldn’t abandon her like that, would he? He couldn’t. He knew she 
didn’t really mean it when she made fun of him ... right? 

She moved quickly down the hall the rest of the way. Dan had told them 
the Karman Line was sixty-two miles above sea level and that was this 
airship’s goal. 327,360 feet. They had to stop this airship before then, and if 
it was up to Cara to do it alone, then that’s what she would do. 

From everything they’d learned about the airship, she had about two 
hours until they’d reach they Karman Line. Cara wondered if she could 
sabotage the thing herself to force it to land safely. 


The altitude flashed by on a display: 34,000 feet. That was the height 
most commercial airlines flew. She watched as they rose above it. The sky 
outside the porthole was darkening. She was beginning to make out the 
earth’s curve, the light turning an inky purple, the sun glowing off the 
distant clouds. They were rising full speed toward the upper atmosphere. 

She recalculated in her head. 

Maybe they only had an hour. Maybe less. They were racing for victory 
... and their doom. She felt a lump in her throat. 

She found the bladder control room and tried the door. 

It was open, which was a relief. She exhaled slowly, hoping to find Ian 
and the others on the other side of the door, hoping she wasn’t all alone up 
there. She stepped inside. 

“Eriele,” she said, seeing the graduate student alone in the tight room, 
surrounded by levers and dials and keyboards. “I’m sorry I stormed off. It’s 
just that I’m so used to looking out for Ian that I can get a little possessive 
sometimes.” She tried to act casual, not to let the terror in her voice creep 
out. “By the way, where is he?” 

“He is stowed away with the others,” said Eriele, tapping at keys on one 
of the computers. Cara nodded, glad she wasn’t alone but also suddenly 
afraid not just for herself but for her friends. They were all on board now, 
and if they failed, they were all going to die. 

“T am glad you found me first,” Eriele said. “You are just the person I 
wanted to see.” 

“Great,” said Cara. “I think we should just ground this thing ourselves, 
force it to land before it can explode.” 

“Excellent idea,” said Eriele. “I’m sure that’s just what they’ ll think you 
did.” 

“What I did? What are you talking about?” Cara asked, but even as the 
words came out she saw the Taser in Eriele’s hand, and it was pointed 
straight at her. Fear had a bitter taste on the back of the tongue, but she 
didn’t taste it for long. 

Eriele fired. 


Cara jolted as she lost control of every part of her body. Electricity 
coursed through her, clamping her jaw shut, frying her nerves. She fell, 
shaking and shuddering, to the floor. It sizzled like a thousand fireworks 
going off behind her eyelids. She feared her hair had caught on fire but she 
couldn’t lift her arms to put it out. She could feel her vision blurring. 

By the time she could see clearly again, she was tied to a chair and the 
altimeter read 90,000 feet ... and climbing. 





Moscow, Russia 


The taxi took Nellie and Sammy only through the first gate of the imposing 
Lefortovo Prison. The high yellow walls and guard towers told of a place 
where dangerous criminals were held, not for rehabilitation but for 
containment. During the Soviet era, it had been a KGB prison where 
thousands of innocent people were held for days, weeks, or even years, 
tortured until they confessed to crimes they’d never even dreamed of 
committing. Many entered those dark gates under the cover of night and 
never stepped out into the sunshine again. 

The current leaders in Moscow now used it to hold their own enemies, 
mafia contract killers, dangerous dissidents, and cold-blooded criminals of 
the worst sort. The man Nellie and Sammy were there to see was all of 
those at once. 

After they had cleared the sniffer dogs and the cold stares of the guards, 
the taxi driver let them out to walk the rest of the way to the main gate. 
They explained they were there to visit a prisoner and were let in to the 
public waiting room, where the clock ticked loud enough to echo off the 
cold institutional tile, and time passed as slowly as the trickle of mysterious 
sludge dripping from a pipe on the ceiling. 

Her phone buzzed. 

“A text from Amy,” she told Sammy. “They’re going up in an airship. 
They’re going to try to stop history from repeating itself.” 


Sammy noticed her hand shaking and touched her gently. “If anyone 
can handle it, it’s those kids. They’ ll be okay.” 

Nellie nodded. She hoped so. 

A thick-necked guard stepped into the waiting room and beckoned them 
into a small office where a jailor in a cheap suit sat behind his desk, peering 
at Sammy and Nellie through gold-rimmed glasses. His stubby pink fingers 
tapped their passports. In the quiet of the office they could hear shouts and 
groans from the cells in the distant recesses of the prison. On the wall, the 
man had hung a picture of himself on a fishing boat giving a thumbs-up 
beside the hanging body of a hammerhead shark he’d caught, or was, at 
least, pretending to have caught. 

Nellie looked back at the man, who pursed his lips, clearly waiting to 
see if she was impressed. 

She shrugged. In the distance a prisoner screamed. Sammy flinched, but 
Nellie keep her gaze squarely fixed on the jailor. 

“You are to visit ...” The man pretended to consult the sign-in form, but 
Nellie could tell he wasn’t really reading. He knew. “Vladimir Antonovich 
Spasky?” 

“Da,” Nellie told him, meaning “yes.” It was one of the few Russian 
words she knew. The rest of the words she knew were different ways of 
saying caviar, words that she didn’t think would come in handy right now. 

“Please, do not butcher beautiful Russian language,” the man said. “We 
will speak English.” 

“Okay,” said Nellie, relieved. “We are here to see Mr. Spasky, yes. He’s 
a distant relative of ours.” 

“Two Americans, family to man like Vladimir Spasky>?” the bureaucrat 
asked. “He is mafia! You know what they call him? The ... how do you say 
in English? What surgeon uses for cutting?” 

“Scalpel?” suggested Sammy. 

“Da! Yes!” said the jailor. “The Scalpel! A contract killer for mafia, you 
understand? And before that, for KGB. In this very building, he tore 
fingernails from American spies and smiled for their screaming.” The man 


looked Nellie up and down. “He kill more Americans than you have dyed 
hairs on your head.” 

“Still,” said Nellie, holding her ground, holding his gaze. “We would 
like to speak to him.” 

“Impossible,” said the man. “He is in secure hospital. I cannot allow 
visitors.” 

“But we really must speak with him,” Nellie said. 

“You not speak with one of my prisoners without my permission, young 
lady 
relative, and I do not believe I have any reason to let you seeing!” 
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The man pounded his fist on his desk. “I do not believe you are 


“Perhaps this will convince you,” said Sammy, rolling up his sleeve. He 
showed the jailor a tattoo on his arm: a wheel with Fe2+ repeated over and 
over again all around the outside of it. Nellie wrinkled her eyebrows. Why 
would Sammy show this man his weird tattoo? Why did Sammy even have 
this weird tattoo? 

“What is that?” the jailor asked. 

“You know what it is,’ Sammy said ominously. 

The jailor lowered his voice. “Mafia tattoo?” 

Sammy didn’t say anything — just rolled his sleeve back down. 

The jailor breathed deeply. “You are relative then.” 

Sammy nodded. 

The jailor leaned forward eagerly and dropped his voice to a whisper. 
“Do you know something about his money? Where is hidden?” 

The old saying that in most prisons the guards are prisoners, too, struck 
Nellie. This one, though, wore a suit and controlled the keys, and was no 
more than a crook himself. But a crook with power had to be handled 
delicately, either flattered or frightened. 

Nellie didn’t feel like flattering, not after he’d insulted her hair, so she 
decided to put some fear into him. 

“Let us speak to Mr. Spasky before we take this matter to your 
superiors.” As she spoke, she reached into her pocket and pulled out one of 
the forged government ID cards from the stack she’d taken out of the 


Lucian base, glad that none of them had pictures on them. She slid it across 
the desk to the man, who scooped it up and glanced down. 

“You are from the Russian Department of Fisheries?” The man looked 
confused. 

Nellie tried not to curse. She’d meant to pull out the Interpol ID and 
pretend to be an international cop, but now it was too late. 

Go with it, Gomez, she told herself. Sometimes the only way out of 
trouble was deeper in. No turning back now. The bigger the lie, the harder it 
is to disprove. 

“Well,” she said. “My uncle is Russian ... and... he ...” She looked to 
the photo of the man with the shark on the wall. “I’m guessing you did not 
have a license to poach a hammerhead shark. Did you know that was 
illegal?” 

The man clenched his jaw. 

“Pd hate to tell my uncle about it,” Nellie continued, bluffing her best 
bluff. “Imagine if he had to send his investigators to your prison, what 
would he find other than a photo of illegal fishing?” 

The man stared over his shoulder at his shark photo, then turned back to 
Nellie, deflating like a helium balloon three days after a birthday party. 

Ten minutes later, Nellie and Sammy stood in the prison hospital by the 
bedside of Vladimir Spasky, Alek and Irina Spasky’s father. And the man 
Grace Cahill had ordered to kill her own husband. 





“T will give you privacy.” The jailor excused himself and cleared all the 
guards out of the room, closing the door behind them. He cleared the 
hallway outside the door, too. 

“So, uh, Sammy?” Nellie asked. “What’s with that tattoo? You were 
never in the Russian mafia. Unless there’s something you aren’t telling me 
about before we met?” 

Sammy laughed and rolled up his sleeve again to show her his tattoo. 
“See that symbol around the wheel? Fe2+? That’s the chemical symbol for 
ferrous iron compound. So my tattoo is a ferrous wheel! Get it? Ferrous 
wheel? Ferris wheel?” He grinned widely. 
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“That is the nerdiest chemistry-joke tattoo I have ever seen,” Nellie 
said. 

“You’ve seen other chemistry-joke tattoos?” 

Nellie shook her head. 

“Anyway, we’re lucky our jailor there didn’t have a PhD in chemistry,” 
said Sammy. “And lucky you have an uncle in the Department of 
Fisheries.” 

Nellie cleared her throat. “Hey, it worked, didn’t it?” 

Sammy nodded. “It worked. Here we are.” 

They stood quietly again, staring at the man in the bed. 

The old man lay perfectly still beneath crisp white sheets. He was 
attached to a heart rate monitor and there was a breathing tube in his nose. 
His eyes were closed and his skin was waxy. He looked frail and helpless, 
and she felt sad for him. It was hard to believe this was the man who had 
raised one of the most brutal killers Nellie ever had the misfortune to meet 
in her life. 

“Mr. Spasky.” Nellie spoke quietly to him. “Mr. Spasky, my name is 
Nellie Gomez. I knew your daughter ... in a way ... and admired her, at 
times ...” Irina had given her life saving Dan and Amy. It was the only time 
Nellie had admired her, but for her kiddos, Nellie would be forever grateful 
to Irina Spasky. “I need to ask you some questions.” 

“Do you think he can hear us?” asked Sammy. 

Nellie had no idea, but she had to try. She had to know. “I have some 
questions about Grace Cahill.” 

With that, Vladimir Spasky’s eyes shot open and he cried out in Russian 
“Ya izvinyayus, Grace! Ya popredaval tebya!” 

Sammy looked at Nellie questioningly. She shook her head. She’d no 
idea what Vladimir Spasky had just shouted. 

The old man tilted his head toward Nellie, reached out, and took her 
hand in his. His skin was dry and rustled like paper. “Grace ...” He sighed. 

“Do you remember Grace Cahill?” Nellie asked. 


The man nodded. “I always try to serve Grace Cahill,” he answered in 
English. He spoke quietly but clearly. His steel blue eyes held Nellie’s and 
filled with tears. He looked sad and she felt a swell of pity for him, until she 
reminded herself who he was, where he was, and why he was there. “I 
served Grace Cahill before KGB and after, when I serve the Brava. I still 
serve her.” He’d used the Russian word for brotherhood, which was what 
they called the mafia, which Nellie knew from movies. “I served her 
always. In this life, I have done terrible things. I lived by the code, the 
thieves’ code, and for my crimes, I will die here, alone in this prison. I 
know she has sent you to kill me.” 

Nellie dropped the old man’s hand in shock. “Kill you?” 

The man nodded. “I have failed her, and this is her way. I am ready. 
Please, do it quickly.” 

Nellie’s mouth hung open. How could this man think she, Nellie 
Gomez, was an assassin sent by Grace Cahill? That was not Grace’s way. 

“Pm not here to ...” She couldn’t even say the words. She’d never been 
feared before, and to be feared by an assassin just because she’d mentioned 
Grace Cahill.... It felt powerful, but not in a good way, like running down a 
steep hill and realizing too late you had no way to stop, going faster and 
faster. All she could think to say was, “Grace wouldn’t want to kill you. She 
wasn’t like that.” 

The man’s lips pulled back from his teeth in a gruesome laugh that 
turned to wheezing breaths. “You make me laugh,” he said. 

“No,” said Nellie. “Grace Cahill was not a murderer.” 

The old man’s eyes met Nellie’s again. His brow furrowed. “Grace 
Cahill lead my family ...” He paused, then seemed to realize something. 
“Our family, yes?” Nellie nodded. “For many years, Grace led. You do not 
lead the Cahill family without the stain of blood on your hands.” 

Nellie felt her own hands shaking. This man confirmed everything that 
was in that file, the terrible order Grace had given. How, Nellie wondered, 
would she break the news to Amy and Dan? 


“T remember now that Grace is gone.” The old man sighed. “I had 
forgotten. The dead are too many to count now, and I have so few others to 
speak of. Both my children are dead.” 

“Both your children are not dead,” Nellie told him. “Irina, yes, she 
passed away, but Alek, he is still alive.... We saw him just a few hours 
ago.” She decided to leave out the part where Alek wanted to murder them. 

“He is dead to me,” the old man said. “When Irina died, I told him my 
regrets. A life of regrets. And still, he chose to be a killer.” The old man 
reached out to find Nellie’s hand again. “I see now that you are no killer. 
But I have shocked you?” 

Nellie nodded. 

“Why would you think Grace wanted to kill you?” Sammy asked, for 
which Nellie was grateful. She wanted to know, too, but she couldn’t find 
the words to speak. All she could picture were Amy’s and Dan’s faces when 
she told them that their grandmother was capable of striking fear into an 
assassin’s heart. 

“T have killed many people,” Vladimir Spasky said. “Too many. And the 
only merciful thing I have ever done is perhaps the most terrible thing I 
have ever done. This is why you are here? This is why you have come at 
last, Nellie Gomez, guardian of Amy and Dan Cahill? Yes, I know who you 
are. You have come to me as punishment for my sins, which I must confess. 
I must tell the truth that I could not tell while Grace lived, my horrible 
crime against the Cahill family. For the one killing I was called to do and 
did not.” 

As Sammy and Nellie listened slack-jawed, the old assassin made his 
last confession. 





The Stratosphere 


“T think we’re airborne,” said Amy. “We’ve been in here for ages. Let’s get 
out of this closet.” 

“Didn’t Ham already do that?” Dan joked. 

“Oh, grow up,” muttered Amy. 

“Dan, open the door,” Ian told him. 

“Td love to,” said Dan. “But it’s locked.” 

He jiggled the handle. Nothing happened. 

He pushed on it with his shoulder. 

Still nothing. 

Amy heard Dan take a deep breath. He didn’t say anything else snarky, 
and that was a bad sign. Fear was setting in and she could feel her own 
rising once more. There was no way to know how high they’d gotten, how 
close they were to the edge of space. 

How long do we have? she wondered. How long before there was 
nothing left of them but vapors in the sky? 

Ian jostled his way to the door, squeezing between Amy and Dan. He 
tried the handle again, as if he had some kind of magic door-handle-turning 
powers that Dan didn’t. 

“She’ll be back shortly,” Ian said, his voice warbling with doubt. 

Amy could tell he was losing his confidence as a leader. She was 
tempted to comfort him, to tell him that it was okay; it was a hard job and 
he was doing fine, but he really wasn’t. They were stuck on an airship rising 


fast into the stratosphere, and if they didn’t figure out how to stop it, they 
were all going to die. 

They waited in silence, in the dark, feeling the shudder of the airship 
beneath their feet as it rose higher and higher. 

Time stretched on. 

“We can’t wait anymore,” said Amy at last. “We have to get out of 
here.” 

“I know that!” shouted Ian. “I am open to ideas.” 

Amy felt around for the doorknob. It was a high-tech latch without a 
keyhole on their side of the door. There wouldn’t be a way to pick the lock 
even if she had the tools or knew how to pick a lock to begin with. It was a 
steel door, so no amount of kicking, pushing, or hitting was going to open 
it. 

“We only have one option,” said Amy. 

“Do it,” Ian said. 

Amy pounded on the door. “Help!” she shouted. “Let us out! Help!” 

A minute passed. She pounded again. She imagined the explosion 
ripping through the airship and wondered if it would hurt when they all 
went up in flames. “Help! We’re stuck!” 

A streak of light filled the room as the door opened slowly. Katlyn, the 
crew chief, stood in front of Amy with an expression on her face like she 
had just sucked the juice out of a hundred lemons. 

“You,” Katlyn said. “Again.” 

“Sorry,” said Amy. “We had no choice. Listen, we’re in danger. All of 
us. Someone has sabotaged this ship and it’s going to explode if it reaches 
the Karman Line. We have to land. Now!” 

Katlyn glanced at the display screen in the hallway. Amy followed her 
gaze and saw their altitude: 115,000 feet above sea level. “We’re got less 
than an hour,” said Katlyn. “And I can assure you, there is no bomb on 
board. The Greek authorities and our own private security went over every 
inch of this ship with bomb-sniffing dogs before liftoff.” 


“Uh, hello?” said Dan. “We snuck on. Who’s to say someone else didn’t 
sneak on, too?” 

“Why would someone sneak on board this ship to try to blow it up?” 
Katlyn wondered. “That’s suicide.” 

“I don’t know,” said Amy. “But we can prevent it by landing. Right 
now.” 

“And give up our only shot at the prize?” Katlyn shook her head. “No. 
We have worked years for this moment. If we can prove that orbital altitude 
is possible with an airship, we’ll revolutionize energy-efficient travel. We’ ll 
change the world.” 

“Tf you explode at the edge of space, it won’t matter,” said Dan. “We’ll 
all be blown into stardust.” 

“When the Hindenburg exploded it ended the era of the zeppelin,” said 
Amy. “Do you want to be responsible for the same thing happening again?” 

Katlyn considered it. She tapped her finger on her lips. “You realize the 
only suspicious people on board my ship right now are you three. How do I 
know you aren’t trying to sabotage us on behalf of Omnia Industries?” 

“That’s preposterous!” said Ian. “Would three teenagers locked inside a 
broom closet really be the sorts of saboteurs my father would send?” 

Katlyn’s eyes widened at Ian. “Your father?” 

“He’s ... well ...” Ian stammered. He was not helping their case and he 
knew it. 

“Please,” said Amy, trying to change the subject back to their imminent 
fiery deaths at the edge of space. “Just check out the control room. That’s 
all we ask. You can arrest us afterward.” 

“I suppose I’ Il have to,” said Katlyn. “Come on.” 

She led them down the hallway toward the bladder control room. 

The display on the wall gave their altitude as 121,000 feet. 

It was amazing that you could barely feel the acceleration upward even 
though they were going so fast. Amy wondered if they’d feel it coming 
down much faster. 
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“Eriele,” Cara said. “Why did you tase me? Why am I tied up?” 

“Because I need to keep you from interfering,” said Eriele. 

“You’re the saboteur?” Cara shook her head. “I should’ve known.” 

Eriele nodded. “And I have to thank you for coming aboard. A bitter 
Ekat with plenty of technological know-how is the perfect scapegoat.” 

“You’re going to pin this on me?” Cara asked. “But why would I 
sabotage an airship that I’m on?” 

Eriele shrugged. “The press will come up with their own reasons.” 

121,000 feet. 

121,500 feet. 

122,000 feet. 

The higher they got, the faster they rose. The airship hissed constantly 
now, struggling to adjust the gas mixture as the atmosphere got thinner and 
thinner. Their speed would also be increasing to help with the lift. Cara 
squirmed, helpless on board a hurtling blimp of death. 

Dirigible, she heard Ian’s voice correcting in her head. She gritted her 
teeth. She had to warn him about this girl before she tased him, too. 

Her eyes darted around the room. She needed to stall. She needed to 
find a way to get that Taser gun away from Eriele. She pulled against the 
plastic ties on her wrists. They were loosening. As she struggled against her 
bonds, she also watched Eriele on the computers, trying to memorize 
everything the girl did so she could undo it the moment she got free. 


Eriele noticed Cara’s gaze. “Nice try,” she said, turning Cara around. 
“You think Pd let a hacker like you see what I’m doing?” 

She returned to the keyboard, but now Cara could only hear the click 
and clack of typing. 

“What have you done with Ian?” Cara demanded. 

“Why?” Eriele asked. The typing stopped. “Jealous?” 

“I’m not jealous,” said Cara. True or not, it didn’t matter. She just had to 
keep Eriele talking. “It’s just that I know he could do better than you.” 

“Oh, like you?” Eriele laughed. “Don’t worry. I have no romantic 
interest in Ian Kabra. He’s too much of a wuss for my taste.” 

“Tan is not a wuss!” Cara said. And she meant it. “He’s smart and he’s 
brave and he is kind in spite of himself.” 

“And that’s the problem,” said Eriele. “Joining up with the other 
branches has made him weak. He isn’t willing to perform the brutal work 
that needs to be done to secure the Lucian branch’s future. He’s no leader. 
Now, be quiet before I zap you with the Taser again.” She tapped a few 
more keys on a keypad. Cara ground her teeth together. 

124,000 feet. 

124,200 feet. 

The acceleration had slowed. 

“Tan Kabra is the best leader the Cahill family has ever had,” Cara said, 
risking Eriele’s anger. “He may be a conceited moron sometimes, but he is 
one of the finest people I know and I’d gladly lay down my life for him.” 

“You would?” said Ian, suddenly standing in the doorway to the bladder 
control room. 

Cara felt her cheeks blushing red. 

Katlyn rushed past Ian into the control room. She stopped short when 
she saw the Taser. “Eriele? What are you doing?” 

“Sorry, Katlyn,” Eriele said. “You won’t be winning any prizes today.” 

She hit one more key, and the images on the monitors flickered and 
turned into gibberish. 

Katlyn shook her head. “You can’t do this!” 


“T already have,” she said. Then she grabbed Cara’s chair from behind, 
wheeling her forward like a shield. She pressed the Taser to Cara’s neck. 
“Get out of my way or your girlfriend’s going to be in for quite a shock.” 

“She’s not my girlfriend,” Ian said automatically. 

Eriele scoffed. 

“Really,” said Ian. “All she does is insult me and undermine me. The 
only time she has a kind word about me is when I’m not around to hear it. 
What do I care if you shock her?” 

Cara’s nostrils flared at Ian, but she understood what he was doing. It 
was the only way to slow Eriele down. 

“She is a sketchy, shady, bullheaded Ekat with as much taste and 
refinement as a chimpanzee in the zoo, and to think that I would ever call 
such a girl my ‘girlfriend’ is quite preposterous.” 

“You’re lying,” said Eriele. 

“Shock her,” said Ian. “See if I care. But I will stop you from 
sabotaging this ship.” 

Cara saw Dan glance at the altimeter. 129,000 feet. “Hey, Eriele?” he 
said. “You know what’s funny?” 

“What?” Eriele asked. 

“You’re so busy yelling at Ian,” Dan said, “you didn’t notice our 
altitude. Time to change the gas mixture.” 

Eriele turned to look at the altimeter, but it was too late. There was a 
hissing in the pipes and the whole airship shuddered. Amy fell into Ian. 
Katlyn stumbled into the doorframe and Eriele, knocked against a wall, lost 
her grip on Cara. 

Cara head-butted the Taser from Eriele’s hand and Amy rushed forward 
to snatch it from the floor, but it bounced away as the shuddering 
intensified. 

Eriele kicked Amy, who caught her leg and tossed her with a jujitsu 
throw, but a sudden shudder made her lose balance, too, toppling over onto 
Cara, whose legs kicked up into Ian’s chin as he’d stepped forward to help. 


They were all on the floor, struggling to get to their feet, all but Dan, who 
held on tight to the doorframe. 

Eriele lunged at him, tackling him into the hallway and jumping back to 
her feet. She stumbled down the corridor away from them. 

“You'll pay for this!” Katlyn called out from the shaking floor. 

“Wrong!” Eriele yelled back. “Pll get paid for this, and handsomely!” 

She vanished around the bending hall, keeping herself upright by 
leaning on the walls as she ran. 

The shuddering stopped when they airship cleared 134,000 feet. 

Ian untied Cara from the chair. “Nice job distracting her before the 
turbulence,” she told him. “Pll work on fixing the controls here. You guys 
go get her. If I can’t break through her computer lockout, we’ ll need her 
help.” 

“How will we get her to assist us?” Ian wondered. 

“Tf she’s still on board a ship about to explode, she’ll help us,” Cara 
countered. 

“Right,” said Ian. 

Amy and Dan hopped up to chase after Eriele. Ian, too, turned but he 
stalled a moment. “Cara... I...” 

“Just go get her,” said Cara. She bent down and picked up the Taser, 
checked its charge, and then handed it to Ian. “No one calls you a hopeless 
dingbat but me.” 

Ian smiled at her. Cara squeezed his hand over the Taser’s plastic grip. 
Then he ran off after Amy and Dan. 

Cara turned back to the computers. 

Katlyn was already at work. “We’re completely locked out of the 
system,” she said. “I can’t do anything.” 

Cara tried. Her first attempt to get around the firewall Eriele had built 
didn’t work. She looked at the altimeter. 

135,000 feet. 135,5000 feet. 136,000 feet. 

They were still rising, closer and closer to the Karman Line. 


There was no way into the system without Eriele’s help. Hacking in the 
old-fashioned way would take hours, time they didn’t have. Making Eriele 
talk was their only hope. 

Through the tiny porthole in the hallway, the earth’s surface kept 
shrinking away from them. 

137,000 feet. 

138,000 feet. 
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They ran and ran, while Eriele ducked and wove ahead of them. Busy 
engineering students dove out of their way, staring in puzzlement at the 
strangers racing through their airship. 

The corridor forked. Amy and Dan had to decide which passage to take. 

“We could split up,” Dan suggested. 

“Last time we split up you skydived from twenty-five miles high,” said 
Amy. 

The display screen on the nearest wall read 200,000 feet. They were 37 
miles up now. He had no intention of jumping from that altitude. 

They still had 25 miles to go before they hit the Karman Line, though. 

Then, KABOOM. 

Maybe dying in free fall would have been better than exploding. 

Dan surprised himself with the thought. Had he really become so used 
to death he could think about his own so methodically? 

“We stick together,” said Ian, catching up to them. “We have to think 
like she would. Let’s say you just rigged an airship to explode, one that you 
were still on. What would you do?” 

“Try to get off it,” suggested Amy. 

“Right,” said Ian. “So, Dan, you’ve done this before. Where’s the exit?” 

“Tt’s suicide to jump from this altitude,” said Dan. “She wouldn’t.” 

“Tt’s suicide to stay on board now that she’s sabotaged the ship to blow,’ 
said Amy. “So where would she go to try to escape?” 
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“T don’t know,” Dan told her. “This is a totally different ship from the 
one I jumped out of.” 

“Physics is physics, Dan,” Amy told him. “There are only a few places 
an airlock could be in the design of any airship. I know you memorized the 
last one you were on.” 

“Right, fine,” said Dan. “I did.” 

“So use that ship as a blueprint for this,” said Amy. “Try to find features 
that match.” 

Dan thought. He looked around. The other airship had higher ceilings, 
wider corridors, and a ballroom. This ship was far more functional, 
designed for one thing only, to win. 

And winning meant they’d all die. Why’d these students have to be so 
good at designing dirigibles? 

Focus, Dan! he told himself. Focus! 

215,000 feet. 

He had to concentrate. Everyone was counting on him. 

The designers would want to minimize friction that could slow the 
airship down. The engineers would want any doors, hatches, or openings to 
be toward the back to minimize the drag from air resistance. 

He closed his eyes, imagined his way through the other airship like it 
was a blueprint. 

“Would you please hurry?” Ian interrupted his thinking. “We are 
running out of sky.” 

219,000 feet. 

“Pm thinking!” Dan snapped at him. He understood the ship’s design 
now, not just the way it looked but why it looked that way. The balloon was 
shaped like a wing so that it could generate the most lift from its forward 
motion as well as its upward thrust from the gas. The gondola was a disc so 
that air would flow smoothly around it. And the point where that air would 
Slide past it would be at the back. Anything jutting out, like a door, for 
example, would be tucked back there! 

His eyes snapped open. 


“I know where she’s going!” said Dan. “This way!’ 

He ran ahead and the other two followed. They reached the end of a 
corridor where a ladder rose into a service compartment above the 
passenger area, to the highest level of the airship’s gondola, just below the 
balloon’s hull. 

“T think the exit will be at the back of this compartment,” he said. 

“You think?” Ian asked. 

“Tm sure,” said Dan. 

Tan nodded. 

“Let me go first.” Ian held up the Taser. “I’m armed.” 

“Just” — Amy touched Ian’s shoulder — “be careful.” 

“And remember, Cara needs her alive!” Dan added. 

Ian nodded and climbed up the ladder. 

Amy grabbed the rungs and stopped before she climbed up. She looked 
back at her brother. “If this doesn’t work,” she said, “I want you to know 
you were the best brother I could have hoped for. Even if you were a pain.” 

Dan just smiled at her. “Amy,” he said, “this is going to work.” 

She climbed and Dan followed her. 

He really hoped he was right. He’d hate for his last words to his big 
sister to have been a lie. 





The compartment had a ceiling so low they all had to crouch, even Dan, 
Amy noticed. They crept past hoses and pipes and electrical conduits, 
junction boxes with blinking lights. The innards of the ship. 

If someone wanted to do some real damage, this was the place to do it. 

Why hadn’t Eriele just skipped the whole control room hack and done 
her damage up here? 

“Stupid thing, latch on!” Eriele muttered somewhere in the maze of 
pipes. Ian held his fingers to his lips, telling Amy and Dan to be quiet. They 
fanned out, creeping toward the sound of her voice in a wide arc so that if 
she tried to run, she’d run into one of them. 

Eriele was climbing into a jumpsuit just like the one Dan had worn for 
his dive. It was even branded with the Gas Flight Xtreme logo. She must 
have stolen it earlier and stashed it away on board this ship once she’d seen 
it work. The first jumpers had been her guinea pigs ... Dan had been her 
guinea pig. Amy felt like they’d been played for fools from the very 
beginning. 

Eriele was, however, having trouble getting one of the hoses from the 
air pack to connect to the controls on her glove. 

“Not easy to put on by yourself, is it?” asked Dan. “You learn on the 
Internet, too?” 

Eriele looked up. “Stay back,” she warned. Her eyes darted from Dan to 
Amy, then to Ian. “Let me go.” 

“Tell Cara how to undo the damage you caused to the computers and 
you can fly to the moon for all it concerns us,” said Ian. 


“You should be thanking me,” Eriele snarled at him. “I am doing what 
you’re too weak to do yourself.” 

“You keep saying that,” said Ian. “But I do not believe that my 
reluctance to murder innocent students while the world watches is 
weakness.” 

“Murder?” Eriele said as she finally snapped the hose into its socket 
with a hiss. She reached for her helmet. “What are you talking about?” 

“The Outcast’s planned disaster,” said Ian. 

“T don’t work for the Outcast,” said Eriele. “I work for your father.” 

“He works for the Outcast,” said Ian. “It’s all the same. You are in 
league with my father to blow up this airship. I will not let that happen.” He 
glanced at Amy and Dan. “We will not let that happen.” 

Eriele shook her head. “You idiot. Your father paid me to do what you 
wouldn’t do ... to sabotage this ship so it’d never reach 327,000 feet, so that 
it can’t win the competition.” 

“The competition?” Ian wrinkled his brow. “This is just about the 
competition?” 

“Of course!” said Eriele. “Where do you think Lucian wealth and power 
comes from? This technology here, the contracts that will come from 
winning this competition, they are going to be worth billions!” 

“My father was lying to you,” said Ian. “Whatever he had you do, it’s 
going to blow up this ship.” 

“You must really hate him to think that of your own father.” Eriele 
clutched the helmet beneath her arm and stepped to the airlock door behind 
her. “I told him how to sabotage this ship without hurting anyone and he 
told me to do it. He had top Lucians on all the other ships, but he trusted me 
with this one.” 

“He used you to lure us here,” said Ian. “Now, tell us how to undo what 
you’ve done.” 

“All I did was set the gas mixture to get heavier when we hit 326,000 
feet. We won’t explode. We just won’t ascend anymore. That’s it.” 

“Tf there’s no danger, then why are you jumping out?” asked Dan. 


“Because I don’t want to go to jail, kid!” Eriele said. “That’s what the 
rest of you are for.” She smirked at Dan. “Don’t worry, you and I will be the 
only ones to know that I beat your world record. I’m not about to call a 
press conference.” 

She opened the door into the airlock compartment. 

Ian drew his Taser and pointed it at her. 

She met his eyes. 

The altimeter read 250,000 feet. 

“Don’t do it,” Dan warned her. “At this height there’s not enough air 
resistance. Yov’ll go into an uncontrolled spin while you’re falling way too 
fast. You won’t be able to get out of it and, like, blood will pour out of your 
eyeballs. You won’t survive.” 

“Unlike you, Dan, I trained for this.” 

“Listen to my brother, Eriele,” said Amy. “He knows about this stuff. 
He’s trying to save you.” 

“Sorry, kids,” Eriele said. “This is where I leave you.” 

She began to close the airlock door when Ian’s hand rose up. A blue 
bolt shot from the end of the Taser and hit Eriele square in the chest. 

She fell back against the hull, hard, twitching and squirming. Her eyes 
rolled back in her head and the helmet fell from her grasp. Ian kicked it 
away from her. 

“She won’t be getting away now,” he said. 

“Yeah,” Amy added. “But she also won’t be conscious to help us. We 
need her.” 

“She’s alive,” Ian replied. 

“We need her awake.” 

“She said the ship wasn’t going to explode,” said Ian. 

“What if she was wrong?” said Amy. “The Outcast has manipulated 
everyone to be just where he wants them, moving us around like chess 
pieces. What if this is how he gets rid of us for good?” 

Silence fell. Ian clenched his jaw. 


“I made an executive decision,” said Ian. “Right or wrong, I’m the 
leader and I made the decision that she was telling the truth, that she didn’t 
want to kill anyone. She wanted to get rich.” 

“But how can you know that?” Dan wondered. “You’re gambling with 
our lives!” 

“That’s what leadership is!” Ian yelled back. “You of everyone should 
know that!” 

Ian had tears in his eyes. Amy saw the weight of responsibility crashing 
down on him. He was right. 

They all stared out of the small porthole at the other end of the airlock 
into the blackness of space. The lower atmosphere radiated blue below 
them, like an ocean above the earth. 

“Tf you’re wrong, Ian.” Amy shook her head, barely able to find the 
words. “If you’re wrong, this is it for us. We’re all going to die when we hit 
327,000 feet.” 

She glanced at the altimeter. 265,000 feet and climbing. 

“T made a decision,” Ian repeated, his jaw set but his face losing its 
color. Amy knew the feeling all too well. The doubt creeping in. The fear of 
failure. The fear of putting the people you love in danger. 

Leadership was taking its toll on Ian Kabra. 

All Amy could wonder was, what would Grace have done in this 
situation? 

“Let’s go back to the others,” she suggested. 

One thing Grace Cahill always counted on was family, even to the end. 

Especially at the end. 
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By the time they got back to the control room, the altimeter read 310,000 
feet. Katlyn was on a red phone talking frantically to the captain. 

“T can’t get back into the system to change the gas mixture!” Cara cried 
out when she saw them. “Make Eriele tell us how!” 

“We can’t,” said Ian. 

“Tan turned her off like a light,” Dan told them. 

Cara cocked her head at him. “That was not very smart.” 

“She was going to jump,” Dan said. “Forty-seven miles up.” He made a 
whistling sound to emphasize the very long fall she had in store. “It was the 
only way to stop her. No one deserves to be splattered into human gravity 
goo, not even a ruthless Lucian saboteur like her.” 

“She said we’re not going to explode,” Amy told Cara and Katlyn. “Just 
that we won’t reach the Karman Line. We won’t win.” 

“That’s it?” said Cara. “She tased me for that?” 

“Well, winning this contest is worth billions of dollars,” Ian said. 

“Don’t you dare defend her, Ian Kabra,” Cara told him. 

“I didn’t mean to — I —” Ian stammered. 

Amy shook her head. Those two really had to work out their romantic 
issues ASAP. If these were the last moments of her life, she didn’t want to 
spend them watching the two of them flirt-argue with each other. 

The altimeter read 315,000 feet. 

She grabbed her brother’s hand. 


They stood in silence as the airship rose. 

“320,000 feet,” Katlyn said. “I think we’re gonna make it!” 

Amy felt Dan squeeze her hand. Her own palms were clammy with 
sweat. What if Ian was wrong? What if they were about to explode? 

Cara bit her lip and Ian grabbed her hand. 

“Do you trust me?” he asked her. 

“T trust you,” Cara said. 

Amy looked at her brother. Dan gave her a smile. His cheeks were pale 
and his lip quivered but still, he smiled. “You know what, Kabra? Don’t ask 
me why, but I trust you, too.” 

Ian looked to Amy. His eyes were wide as saucers. His upper lip beaded 
with panicked sweat. She knew what he wanted to hear. Knew what he 
needed to hear. She wasn’t sure she believed it, but if these were the last 
words she ever spoke, she couldn’t imagine better ones. 

“T trust you,” she said. “I trust all of you.” 

Maybe she did believe them after all. 

Ian took a deep breath and closed his eyes, still holding Cara’s hand. 
Cara closed her eyes, too. So did Dan. 

Amy took a breath and let it out slowly. She braced herself. 

325,000 feet. 

The moment of truth. 

She didn’t close her eyes. 

326,000 feet. 

An alarm sounded. Amy grabbed Dan and hugged him against her. “I 
love you, Dan,” she said. 

The gas above them hissed. 

And then they started to descend. 

325,000 feet. 

323,000 feet. 

320,000 feet. 

319,000 feet and holding, 8,000 feet shy of the Karman Line. 


“What do you mean you can’t ascend?” Katlyn yelled into the phone. 
“The gas mixture’s too heavy? That’s all? FIX IT! FIX IT!” 

She listened a moment and then slammed down the phone. She waved 
her hand at the gibberish on the monitors. “Eriele, if that is even her real 
name, really messed us up. No way to win now.” 

“So that’s that?” Amy said. “Ian, you were right. We-we’re alive!” 
Relief flooded her as Dan pushed away from her hug, running a hand 
through his hair and pretending he didn’t have a tear in his eye. 

“T believe we beat the Outcast at his own crooked game for a second 
time,” Ian gloated. “Not too shabby. Of course, his so-called disaster was 
just misdirection to keep us distracted from the big cheat my father had 
planned.” 

“Misdirection,” Amy repeated. Then her blood turned to ice in her 
veins. “Eriele said your father wanted you on this ship, not the Lucian one.” 

“Yes, and?” Ian said. “My father never much wanted me around him for 
his victories. He didn’t believe I’d earned them.” 

“But you said your father wasn’t actually on board the Lucian airship, 
was he?” Amy continued. 

“That’s right,” said Ian. “He left his hired thugs on board with the older 
Lucian leaders.” 

“The same leaders who cut him off after your mother’s ...” She 
searched for the right word. “Downfall?” 

Ian nodded, realization dawning on him. 

“Oh, no,” he said. 

Together, they all rushed to the corridor and found the nearest windows 
to peer out into the void. 

Their altimeter now read 316,000 feet, but beside them, less than 500 
feet away, the Lucian airship rose. For a moment it seemed to hang, lit 
brightly by the sun against the blue marble of the earth. Clouds swirled 
below. Then its massive aluminum balloon rose and their airship fell into 
the Lucian airship’s shadow. It blocked the light from them for just a 


moment, looking almost like it was bigger than the sun itself, then it rose 
higher and higher still. They craned their necks to watch. 

It only took another minute before the Lucian ship had ascended far 
above them, miles above, certainly, they thought, right to the Karman Line, 
62 miles above the surface of the earth, the edge of space. 

The Lucian airship had won. 

Amy saw a blinking light pass far beyond them, a mere glowing speck. 

“The International Space Station,” Dan observed. “It orbits in space two 
hundred and five miles up.” 

For a fraction of a second, the three vehicles appeared in a perfect line 
and no doubt the astronauts aboard the ISS were looking down even as Dan, 
Amy, Cara, and Ian were looking up. 

And that was when the Lucian airship exploded. 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


The Outcast turned on the news as a fire crackled in the grand-library 
fireplace. 

Some overly coiffed foreign correspondent for one of the 24-hour so- 
called news networks was explaining about the airship competition, then the 
shot cut away and the camera zoomed up into the sky, where one airship 
descended to its docking station on the Acropolis. In the distant atmosphere, 
another burned bright like a brutal star. Bits of flaming shrapnel streaked 
down to earth at supersonic speeds. Sirens wailed all over Athens. The sky 
was literally falling on the one-time center of human civilization. 

“It’s terrible,” the news anchor narrated. “Greek citizens of this noble 
city are seeking shelter. No one knows where the jagged metal will fall. We 
don’t have an accurate count for how many casualties there are on the 
ground yet, but we are getting reports that there were thirty-six crew and 
passengers on board, many of them titans of industry and finance! There is 
no hope that any could survive. This brings to mind the last great airship 
tragedy, the Hindenburg, which, ironically, also resulted in the deaths of 
thirty-six people.” 

“Oh, the humanity,” the Outcast said to himself, his lips forming the 
edges of smirk. He shut off the television. 

A tone sounded and the painting over the mantel in the grand library 
slid aside to reveal Vikram Kabra’s grim face peering down. 

“You’ve seen the news, Vikram?” the Outcast asked. 


“I have,” said Vikram Kabra. 

“And Alek informs me that the Moscow base has been wiped out as 
well,” he said. “Fewer casualties than you would’ve liked, but they are 
sufficiently broken. As promised, you are the last of the Lucian leadership. 
Congratulations on your triumphant return to power.” 

“And my son is safe?” Vikram asked. 

“Also as promised,” said the Outcast. “They were all on the wrong 
airship. You did well throwing them off the scent, but I do wonder, Kabra, if 
you really have the stomach to see this plan through to the end. You’re far 
too sentimental.” 

“T want no harm to come to my only son,” Vikram Kabra told the 
Outcast. “I don’t care what happens to the others. I don’t think that is being 
overly sentimental.” 

“Tan is safe, for now,” the Outcast told him. “But know this: If he stands 
in the way of me getting what I want for the Ekat branch and for myself, I 
will not hesitate to kill him.” 

“If it comes down to it,” said Vikram. “I will decide what becomes of 
Ian, just as you will decide what becomes of your family.” 

“As I said” — the Outcast shrugged — “sentimental.” 

He shut off the screen without saying good-bye, and the painting slid 
back into place in front of it. 

Then he bent down and pulled a thick leather book from the shelf, 
opening it to reveal the keycard inside. 

He inserted the keycard into a safe he’d installed beneath the library 
floor and heard the soft click of the latch popping open. Inside, he pulled 
out a small envelope and removed a glass vial from within. He studied it in 
the firelight. 

He imagined the Cahill children running around frantic in the ruins of 
Athens. 

Foolish children. They think the sky has fallen. But it has not yet even 
begun to fall. 

Inside his crate, Saladin hissed. 


“That’s right, kitten,” the Outcast crooned, tilting the vial in his hand to 
bend the firelight through the brown liquid within. “One gram melted 
amber.” 





Athens, Greece 


By the time their airship touched down again at the loading dock on the 
Acropolis, the press was swarming, emergency sirens howled, and frantic 
preservationists were stringing wire mesh over the ruins to protect them 
from the burning shrapnel crashing to the earth. Amy was awed that there 
were people in the world who’d risk their own safety to save ancient ruins. 
She wondered if some of them were distant Cahill relatives. It seemed like 
the sort of job for a Cahill to do. They were the keepers of history. 

Except sometimes they failed. 

Like today. 

And thirty-six people were dead because of it. 

The thought hit Amy like a punch in the throat. 

“T think it best if we make ourselves scarce,” Ian suggested, tugging at 
her arm. She nodded, and the group slipped down from the docking tower. 
They ducked behind an ambulance to hide from the press. Katlyn was 
already speaking into the camera of one news organization. 

“We are horrified by the attack on our fellow competitors,” she said. 
“But we remain prepared to demonstrate the safety and efficiency of airship 
travel.” 

“She’s single-minded,” Cara noted. 

“T just can’t believe my father did this,” Ian said. 

“Killed all those people?” Dan asked. “Because that seems just like the 
Vikram Kabra I remember.” 


“No,” said Ian. “He threw me off the Lucian airship ... to save me.” 

Amy saw him struggling with the thought that he owed his life to the 
Same murderer who’d blown up the airship, the same murderer who’d 
plotted against him and disowned him, and betrayed him over and over 
again. 

Amy looked over at Cara, who had rested her hand on Jan’s back. There 
was a time Amy thought that Ian had a crush on her. He’d blown that in 
spectacular fashion, being about as conceited and duplicitous as any Kabra 
could be. She hoped Ian wouldn’t blow it the same way with Cara Pierce. 
Amy had really come to like that girl. She was glad Ian had a friend to help 
get through the grief that was sure to come. He was still the leader of the 
family and on his watch thirty-six people had just been killed. They were 
bloodthirsty Lucians, but their deaths were still a tragedy. 

“Yo, Kabra.” Jonah appeared around the back of the ambulance. “I got a 
car waiting, Ham’s driving, and we better jet before the Greek cops starts 
asking questions.” 

“Ham?” Amy asked. “He’s out?” 

“In more ways than one,” Dan said, but no one felt much like laughing 
at the moment. 

“My lawyers earn more than theirs do,” Jonah said. “Plus, I made a 
donation to the mayor’s reelection fund.” 

“A Janus thinking like a Lucian,” Ian marveled. “The world really has 
turned on its head.” 

“Guess so,” said Jonah. 

“Okay, everyone,” Ian commanded. “Let’s follow Jonah.” 

Amy and the others, of course, already had, and Ian had to jog to catch 
up. 

The moment they climbed into the big black sedan, Hamilton eased the 
car from the parking lot with an authoritative wave at the security guards, as 
if it was perfectly natural for a van of kids to be driving away in the middle 
of an aerial disaster. 

Amy stared out the window, lost in her own thoughts. 


Ian’s father and the Outcast had distracted them on purpose, put them 
on the wrong airship to keep them occupied while he worked his cruel plan 
elsewhere. They’d been running around trying to stop him, and it had all 
been pointless. 

She wondered what the Outcast’s endgame was. He’d taken out the 
Lucian leadership, who were already on his side, killed countless innocent 
people, and destroyed a potentially profitable industry ... and for what? 
What did he gain? 

So far, his only gain seemed to be keeping Amy, Dan, Ian, Cara, Jonah, 
and Ham busy trying to stop him. 

And now they’d failed. 

Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she pulled it out. There was a text 
from Aunt Beatrice’s number. 


Tie Game 


Amy’s face turned red. She pressed the call-back button. 

She braced herself as the phone rang. 

She was tired of feeling helpless. She was tired of chasing disasters. She 
wanted to chase the cause of the disasters. She wanted to bring the fight to 
him and bring him to justice for Aunt Beatrice and for all those people on 
the airship he’d destroyed. 

It wasn’t a pretty feeling, but Amy didn’t only want justice. She wanted 
revenge. 

Her call went to voice mail. 

“Listen to me, whoever you are,” Amy said coldly into the phone. “You 
are not fit to lead the Cahill family and I promise you this: We will find 
you, we will stop you, and we will win. You hear me?” She knew she was 
yelling now. She couldn’t help it. “You can’t treat us like pawns in your 
game anymore! We will end you, you monster! You hear me? We. Will. 
End. You!” 

She hung up the phone. 


The others were staring at her. 

“Sorry,” she said. “I just wanted him to know we weren’t backing 
down.” 

One look at Ian told Amy that they were on the same page. His face was 
filled with that cold Kabra fury she knew all too well. 

“Intense,” Dan said. “But you’re right.” He looked up at the sky through 
which he’d so recently flown. “We have to stop him. Whatever it takes.” 

“And we will,” said Ian. 

They were Cahills, one and all, and they did not do failure. They would 
not be victims. They would not let the Outcast defeat them. 

Amy’s phone buzzed in her hand once more. For a moment, she feared 
it was the Outcast calling back to gloat, but her heart lifted like an airship 
when she saw it was Nellie calling. 

“Oh, Nellie, did you see what happened?” Amy’s voice cracked. 

“T saw, kiddo,” Nellie said. “And I’m so sorry, but I’m glad to hear your 
voice. Are you guys all okay?” 

“We’re all safe,” said Amy. “But we’re pretty far from okay.” 

“Are you sitting down?” Nellie asked. 

“Yeah,” said Amy. “We’re in the car.” 

“Listen, I hate to make things worse for you right now,” said Nellie. 
“But I have some news.” 

“What is it?” Amy asked. She didn’t like the quaver in Nellie’s voice. 

“First off,” Nellie said, “the Outcast destroyed the Lucian base in 
Moscow. I don’t know how many people he killed, but — but it was brutal, 
Amy. Gruesome. He used an acid bomb.” 

Nellie was not someone easily rattled, but she sounded shaken up. 

“He’s wiping out the other branches,” Amy said, suddenly aware of a 
part of the Outcast’s plan that had been invisible before. This was the 
misdirection, perhaps. All this death and destruction just to keep them busy 
so he could attack the Lucian branch? 

“There’s more,” Nellie continue. “Brace yourself, kiddos. Grace wasn’t 
exactly the woman we thought she was.” 


“What do you mean?” Amy asked. She felt her chest tightening, a 
terrible sense of foreboding. 

“Just wait,” Nellie said. “Please remember, Amy, that you are your own 
person. You’re not your mother, or your father, and you’re not your 
grandmother Grace. You are Amy Cahill and you are one of the most 
amazing people I have ever known. I don’t want you to forget that.” 

“Okay ...” said Amy, biting her lip now. “Nellie, you’re worrying me.” 

“T think you need to be worried, kiddo,” Nellie said. “Because Grace’s 
husband ... your grandfather ... well ...” She heard Nellie swallow loudly, 
then take a deep breath. “Your grandfather is alive. And he’s got a very 
good reason to want revenge.” 
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Depths of the North Sea, Undisclosed Coordinates 


The dry suit, the neoprene, the diving helmet—none of it was enough to 
stave off the icy chill of the North Sea. Alek Spasky didn’t mind the 
frigid water, though. It reminded him of Mother Russia and of his own 
bitter-cold heart. 

On the other hand, the gaseous chemical elements and compounds 
regulated by the umbilical cable that connected his helmet to the salvage 
ship bobbing on the surface were really annoying. Let alone the buzz and 
whir in Alek’s ears as the helmet valves let the gases in and then expelled 
his breath. 

He reminded himself that the dive helmet wasn’t the real problem. 
The real problem was the missing nuclear sub. 

Cutting the darkness with his headlamp, Alek saw nothing but 
bubbles, sediment, and one lonely, pathetic-looking fish drifting in the 
shadowy water. Hundreds of feet below the surface, the sea was nearly 
devoid of life, and everything appeared drab and ashen in the shreds of 
sunlight struggling to reach the sea floor. 

His lamp landed on a cluster of mineral deposits rising like knobby 
fingers from the sandy bottom of the sea. But the rock formation seemed 
to be the only distinguishable form in the desolate void surrounding him. 
That is, if he wasn’t counting the other diver. 

Alek turned his gaze on the salvage crew captain and he caught the 


man’s attention. 


The captain was wiry and weather-worn. He had a hearty laugh and a 
genuine smile. Alek had disliked him from the very beginning. He liked 
the captain even less now that he seemed unfazed by the dark expanse of 
nothingness stretching out before them. 

They were not comrades. The captain and his crew of seamen who 
salvaged sunken vessels for a living, salvors for short, were hired hands. 
Nothing more. 

As they’d ridden together out to the open sea and waves had splashed 
over the sides of the salvage ship, the captain had begun to reminisce 
about his days working as an underwater welder on oil rigs off the coast 
of Texas. “Those currents could rip you right off—” 

“Get this straight,” Alek had interrupted. “You are not to make small 
talk. You are not to tell stories. Your job is to deliver me to the Kraken, 
no questions asked.” 

Alek narrowed his eyes at the captain as they stood side by side in the 
depths of the barren sea. “Where is it?” Alek asked with a knife-sharp 
edge to his voice. “Where is the wreckage?” 

After a slight pause the captain’s voice crackled inside Alek’s helmet. 
“Don’t you worry. I’m sure we’re just a hop, skip, and a jump away.” 
The feed broke and then started again with another crackle. “It appears 
we landed slightly off course. We might have some exploring to do, but I 
promise we’ll find your sunken vessel.” At this, the captain chortled 
softy. 

Alek detested people who had the tiresome habit of laughing when 
nothing was funny. 

Imbeciles, the entire crew—they couldnt salvage a sunken vessel if 
the fate of their country depended on it. Which, in a way, it does ... The 
thought made Alek’s lips curl slightly at the corners. 

The captain no doubt mistook Alek’s smirk as a sign of shared 
lightheartedness. He gave the hand signal that meant everything was 
okay before turning to trudge along the sandy sea bottom. 


Sure. Okay. Tread on like everything is fantastichesky, you careless 
excuse for a captain. I will take solace in knowing that your mixed-gas 
breaths are numbered. And there it finally was. With one single 
murderous thought, Alek at last felt calm wash over him. 

The gases hissed and droned inside his helmet as he regulated his 
breathing once again and picked up his heavily weighted boots to follow 
in the captain’s footsteps. 

Soon after passing the oddly shaped rock formation, a dark, jagged 
outline emerged in the murky water a short distance away. Alek’s pulse 
quickened. Was this it? Was this the Kraken? 

Dozens of nuclear bombs went missing during the Cold War, but most 
people live blissfully unaware of all the sunken subs and crashed 
airplanes that disappeared along with the bombs they carried. Known as 
broken arrows, the lost nukes were untapped opportunities for terror and 
catastrophe. If only they could be recovered. 

Alek’s neoprene-clad skin tingled with anticipation as he took another 
step toward the shadowy object. 

When a fire had broken out in the aft compartment of the Kraken 
decades before and it plunged to the bottom of the North Sea, Alek had 
been charged with covering up the calamity. As one of the Soviet 
Union’s top KGB operatives, he’d pored over the images and sonar 
readings and had fabricated stories in order to maintain foreign relations. 

Unable to share what he knew with anyone—Cold War secrets were 
well guarded—he had silently mourned the Kraken’s brokenness. What a 
waste that the sub had fallen. What a waste that the Kraken had never 
had the chance to demonstrate its awesome power. 

Everything in life deserves a second chance. I deserve a second 
chance. 

At long last Alek would emerge from the shadows. 

He quickened his slog through the sea. Yet as he drew closer to the 
looming form, it proved not to be the sub, but instead a towering deep- 


sea reef. When the captain merely glanced back and shrugged before 
turning the corner of the closest ridge, Alek’s anger flared. 

As Alek rounded the comer to follow the captain, the current pushed 
back. It unbalanced him. It teased beneath his arms, streamed between 
his legs, and tugged on his helmet and boots. Tucking his head slightly, 
he leaned into it. 

Like walking uphill in a windstorm. 

Slanting forward as he went, he maneuvered around the first rocky 
bend only to be swept off his feet and bashed back against the reef by the 
flow of the sea. 

The captain’s voice resounded inside his helmet. “Be careful back 
there.” Crackle. “The current really picks up alongside the reef. It might 
just pick you up and toss you around if you don’t plant your boots in the 
sand.” 

Even though Alek couldn’t see the captain’s face, he could hear the 
smile in his voice. Oh, how he hated that man. 

Leaning against the jagged reef for stability, Alek pulled a steel rod 
from a pouch on his dry suit. With the current, he couldn’t spin it across 
his fingers the way he so enjoyed. Yet just the weight of it in his gloved 
hand made him feel centered again. Deadly centered. 

When Alek finally worked his way around the last sharp bend, to a 
flat area where the current waned, the sea rewarded him by coughing up 
its long-forgotten treasure. Nestled behind the reef, the Kraken slept, 
covered by a blanket of barnacles and silt. 

The captain stood directly in front of Alek, staring up in awe at the 
giant arc of the Kraken’s rear propeller. Even half buried, the blades 
reached high above his head. 

Alek ran his headlamp down the bridge of the sub and across the 
blanket of sludge and sediment cloaking it. There was something eerie 
about the wreckage and the way the sea had claimed it—rusting the steel 
and draping the railings with red kelp. 


Over the whir and hiss of his own breathing, Alek could hear creaks 
and moans as the current whistled through the metal vessel. Or perhaps 
what he really heard were the groans and cries of a ghostly crew forever 
trapped inside. 

Beyond the captain, the enormous missile-shaped submarine faded in 
the darkness. It was impossible to see from one end of the sub to the 
other, but Alek could tell the hull was still intact. More importantly, the 
nukes inside were still intact. 

A broad smile cracked Alek’s face. 

He had everything he needed: the warheads, the cables, the equipment 
necessary to salvage the wreck. He also had one thing he didn’t need. 
While the captain stood with his back to Alek, still appraising the 
behemoth sub, Alek raised the steel rod. He used it to slice the captain’s 
umbilical. 





Lake Como, Italy 


Trust no one. Not even Grace? The thought caused Amy Cahill’s lungs 
to constrict. Heated pangs coursed through her body. Ever since she’d 
learned of her grandmother’s betrayal, Amy had alternated between 
anguish and fury. This new wave was laced with anger. 

How could she? 

Amy inhaled deeply and willed the boiling emotions to settle. As she 
stared out the window of Jonah Wizard’s European base of operations, 
her rage dulled. 

Perhaps if she never moved again—just let her muscles atrophy and 
her mind weaken—she could forget Grace’s dark secret. Amy focused 
her mind on the tranquil waters of Lake Como glistening in the 
moonlight. She took in the snow-capped Alps behind the smattering of 
Old World villas hugging the curve of the lake. 

Jonah’s villa stood out among the others. With its considerably large, 
angular frame, walls made of glass, and state-of-the-art infinity pool, it 
was uniquely modern. It was striking. 

Grace had been one-of-a-kind, too. Brave and just ... or so Amy had 
thought. Amy clenched her jaw. Apparently no view, no matter how 
spectacular, no amount of stillness or show of willpower could wipe 
away the stain that now tainted every memory Amy held of her 
grandmother. 

Grace had been everything to Amy. Everything Amy wanted to be. 
But Amy had learned that Grace had ordered the assassination of her 


own husband, Amy’s grandfather, Nathaniel Hartford. The burn started 
again in Amy’s stomach, slower this time. A deep, smoldering ache. Her 
childhood was a lie. 

Not only that, Amy now believed that Nathaniel was back, gunning 
for revenge. Grace had turned her husband into a monster, the Outcast, a 
man who had vowed to re-create some of history’s deadliest catastrophes 
if Amy and her friends couldn’t stop him. Grace had created a violent 
and vicious circle, a hurricane of evil. And Amy and her brother, Dan, 
were caught in the middle of it. 

The noise of someone stirring downstairs broke Amy’s concentration. 
Amy’s brother and cousins had crashed the moment they’d stepped 
through the door of Jonah’s villa. Maybe Ian was pacing again. He’d 
been devastated by their inability to stop the Outcast’s most recent 
disaster. Ian Kabra was now the head of the Cahill family, and the failure 
weighed heaviest on him. And the Outcast wasn’t through with Ian yet— 
wasn’t through with any of them. 

Amy winced. She and Dan never should’ve saddled Ian with the 
responsibility of leading the Cahills. Grace had been their grandmother, 
not his. She and Dan should’ve been the ones shouldering the fallout 
from her mistakes. 

Even if Nathaniel isn’t the Outcast, Ian isn’t up to the task of leading 
the family. The disloyalty of the thought made her want to choke. But the 
truth clawed at her. He’s starting to crack. 

Another noise echoed from the lower level of the villa, but it was too 
high-pitched to be a person pacing this time. It sounded like the squeak 
of the sliding glass door. 

Amy looked out the window again. Steam rose from the surface of the 
heated pool, creating a mist between the villa and the wishbone-shaped 
Lake Como. She expected to see Ian wandering outdoors, lost in his 
thoughts and the haze. Instead, a black-clad figure skirted through the 
manicured bushes hedging the pool. 


“Hey! Stop!” she shouted, and pounded the glass with the palm of her 
hand. The figure glanced back only long enough for Amy to discern that 
the intruder was a woman. 

The rush of adrenaline centered Amy’s thoughts and deadened the 
ache in her stomach. It wasn’t stillness that she required to distract 
herself from her worries. It was action. Amy spun on her heel, then 
barreled down the stairs. 

Hamilton Holt—asleep like a boulder in the armchair—was directly 
in line with her path out the door. The rest of the crew—Dan, Ian, Cara, 
and Jonah—were lumps in the dark, spread out on all the sofas. Amy 
smacked Hamilton on the shoulder as she blew past. “Come on!” 

“That you, Mom?” Hamilton grumbled. “Is there bacon for 
breakfast?” 

“T’ll fry enough bacon to feed a Tomas army if you catch me a 
burglar!” Amy yelled as she raced on, never once glancing back to see if 
he was moving. 

The woman had left the sliding door slightly ajar. Amy tore through it 
and felt the crisp night air like a slap in the face. 

By the time she reached the edge of the pool, Hamilton was on her 
heels. “Which way?” he asked without so much as a trace of grogginess 
left in his voice. 

Amy pointed to a gap in the towering hedges. Without another word, 
they sprinted straight for it. Pitch-blackness engulfed them as they 
moved beyond the glow of the lighted pool. Amy sucked the cool air into 
her burning lungs. Typically, Hamilton could outrun her. But not tonight. 
She charged through the thicket, steps ahead of him. 

When she heard the snap of a twig, Amy halted, darted to the left, and 
drove her arm through the brambles. Thorns clawed at the skin on her 
exposed wrist, but her fingers connected with something soft. She closed 
her fist and tugged, pulling the woman toward her by the hem of her 
black hooded sweatshirt. As the woman twisted and strained to pull free, 
the phone in Amy’s pocket vibrated. 


The noise and sensation divided Amy’s attention for a mere fraction 
of a second. But it was enough for the woman to clear the bushes, swing, 
and strike. The blow knocked Amy back and loosened her grip on the 
woman’s sweatshirt. 

Amy felt Hamilton’s arms swoop around her waist, catching her as 
she stumbled. Once she found her balance, she and Hamilton scanned the 
darkness. The woman was gone. 

Amy’s phone stopped ringing. Her collarbone throbbed. All she could 
hear was the sound of her own breathing. Then a sudden flash of light 
Sliced the darkness, the illumination breaking through another gap in the 
bushes. 

She and Hamilton made eye contact. “Let’s go!” Amy cried. Neck and 
neck this time, they wove through the trees and shrubbery, then vaulted 
over a thick, knee-high hedge. 

As soon as her feet connected with gravel, Amy picked them up 
again, racing for the end of the drive. When she and Hamilton reached it, 
a second light flashed. This time, the light went off directly in their eyes 
—striking them both blind. 





Mount Fuji, Japan 


Nellie Gomez, Amy and Dan’s legal guardian, angled the phone away 
from her chin. “Amy’s not picking up,” she told her boyfriend, Sammy 
Mourad. With her free hand, she slid a lock of hair away from her face, 
then tucked the shock of color behind her right ear. 

Outside the window of the little Japanese restaurant, Mount Fuji was 
a nearly perfect, snow-tipped cone. The smell of ika yakisoba, fried 
noodles with squid, made Nellie’s stomach growl. It sounded as delicious 
to her as it smelled, but they’d placed an order for grilled cheese 
sandwiches to go. 

And go we must. Nellie only hoped her gut instinct was right. 
Summiting Mount Fuji this time of year was beyond risky, but that was 
exactly what they aimed to do. 

The Cahill kids had stopped the Outcast’s first disaster, but they 
hadn’t been successful twice. The Outcast had crashed an airship, and 
thirty-six people had gone down with it. When images of the victims had 
flashed on every single media outlet, Nellie had recognized some of their 
faces. Many of those who’d perished had been influential leaders of the 
Lucian branch of the Cahill family. The first disaster had been an 
embarrassment for the Janus branch. It wasn’t hard to connect the dots. 
The Outcast was targeting the four Cahill family branches, and that 
meant the next attack would most likely be on the Tomas or the 
Ekaterinas. 


She needed to be at the place he didn’t want them looking. If Nellie 
was right, that place was deep inside the heart of Mount Fuji, at the 
Tomas branch stronghold. 

“Its about four and half degrees Celsius outside,” Sammy said, 
interrupting her thoughts. He was gazing out the window at a round, 
clock-shaped thermometer with a single black hand. “That’s forty 
degrees Fahrenheit for us—a near record high for Mount Fuji this time of 
year.” 

“Well, that at least is good news,” Nellie said, clicking off her phone 
and slipping it back into her pack. The warmer temps didn’t guarantee 
ideal conditions for their hike, but they did mean that she and Sammy 
would stand a better chance of not freezing to death. She hadn’t 
anticipated how much of the mountain and even the area around the base 
would be closed. 

Thankfully, this quaint café was open year-round. Now they just 
needed their sandwiches, so they could get on their way. As if on cue, the 
restaurant owner popped out of the kitchen. “Owner” might have been a 
little limiting in scope. The restaurateur seemed to be the owner, cook, 
and service staff all in one. Smiling broadly, he set down a greasy paper 
sack in the center of their table. 

“Should have come two weeks ago,” the man said. “See cherry 
blossoms.” 

Nellie returned his smile. “Thank you for the sandwiches.” Even to a 
picky palate such as hers, warm, melted cheddar cheese and toasted 
white bread always tasted good. Too bad the sandwiches would be cold 
by the time they ate them. 

“Now blossoms gone. Business slow. Won’t pick up till snow melts 
from peak. Then hikers come back.” 

“That’s what we’re doing,” Sammy said, “hiking to the summit.” 

Nellie kicked him beneath the table, but the damage was already 
done. 


As Sammy bent over to rub his shin, she searched the restaurant 
owner’s face. He didn’t have an Outcast-turncoat look about him. There 
were laugh lines around his mouth and kindness in the wrinkled folds 
encircling his dark eyes. There was also concern and what Nellie 
perceived as fear for her and Sammy’s well-being. 

Maybe Sammy’s slipup hadn’t done any harm after all. 

As the man gave a polite bow and backed away from the table, Nellie 
heard him whisper under his breath, “Avalanche season.” Then, even 
quieter, “Cho beriba.” 

“Avalanches? Cho beriba?” Sammy asked as soon as the old man was 
out of earshot. 

Nellie was well versed in several foreign languages, although her 
Japanese was rusty. “The avalanche risk is high right now ... and cho 
beriba is slang. It means ‘very bad,’ I think. No. Not ‘very bad’ ... 
‘extraordinarily bad.’ I’m pretty sure he thinks climbing Mount Fuji is a 
rotten idea. At least it is this time of year.” 

Sammy whipped out his own phone and began researching the 
treacherous trek ahead of them. “The resting huts and facilities on the 
way to the top are all still closed for the winter,” he reported gravely. 

“Uh-huh.” 

“You knew that already?” 

Nellie shrugged. “Maybe ... but you know as well as I do that we 
don’t have the luxury of waiting around until the snow melts and the 
resting huts open. We have to find out what the Outcast is up to. Today.” 

“How do the Tomas do it?” Sammy wondered aloud. 

“You forget that the Tomas are all adrenaline junkies,” Nellie said. 
“They live for testing their endurance.” 

When she noticed the anxiety rising on her boyfriend’s gorgeous face, 
she added, “Don’t worry. We’ve got the right gear. Plus, we’ll stop at 
Fujiyoshida Sengen Shrine to say a prayer before ascending.” 

“Yeah, that’ll keep us safe for sure.” Sammy cracked a lopsided smile. 


Nellie clutched his hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Can’t hurt, 
right?” 

They stood from the table and exited the restaurant with their fingers 
still woven together. But when they stepped outside, Nellie saw 
something that changed her mind about the shrine. A stop was definitely 
off the docket: The mercury in the thermometer hadn’t dropped the hand 
a single notch. The air was balmy and the sun was still shining, but the 
dark clouds on the horizon were more than a little unsettling. 

They’d need every last minute of fair weather to scale the mountain. 





Lake Como, Italy 


There was a reason her friend had been nicknamed the Hammer. Before 
Amy had a chance to let him know that the man holding the camera 
wasn’t the intruder, Hamilton wound his arm back and let it fly. 

The man doubled over in pain. 

“Wait, Ham!” Amy said, stopping her brawny friend from landing a 
second punch. “The intruder was a woman.” 

“Oh, dude. I’m sorry,” Ham said, reaching out to the man. “Can I hold 
your camera for you? While you, uh, recover?” Something about the grin 
on his face told Amy that Hamilton had known all along that the man 
wasn’t their burglar. 

The stranger recoiled, still bent over, and clutched the camera to his 
chest. “Get away from me!” he groaned. The man was obviously 
American—white T-shirt, Oakland Raiders hat worn backward, holey 
blue jeans. He stuck out in Lake Como even more than Jonah’s villa did. 

“Who are you?” Amy asked, narrowing her eyes at the stranger. Then 
the pieces clicked into place. Her cousin Jonah Wizard was a teenage 
superstar, and the man was here to take photos and sell them to the 
media. Hamilton was Jonah’s bodyguard. He’d dealt with paparazzi 
many times. No wonder he didn’t look remorseful for having knocked 
the wind out of this guy. 

The man didn’t answer Amy’s question. But he didn’t have to. The 
way he and Hamilton were staring each other down basically confirmed 
it. 


“There were two flashes. Did you take a photo of anyone else?” Amy 
asked. “There was a woman who came this way ... ” she added, trying to 
prod the man along. 

The man glared on. 

“Pll take that as a yes,” Ham said. 

The paparazzo straightened his back, then spit on the gravel near their 
feet. “Who are you two?” He glanced back and forth between Amy and 
Hamilton and the striking glass-walled villa at the end of the drive. A 
light seemed to reenter the man’s eyes and he set his jaw and jutted his 
chin. “Wait a minute. I know you.” He stared right at Amy. “You’re one 
of those rich Cahill kids, am I right?” 

No. Not a light. A money-hungry gleam. 

Amy fought the urge to wallop the man herself. Disgusted, she spun 
toward Ham. “Look. You get the camera. Pll go wake the others.” 

Hamilton nodded. He grinned menacingly at the paparazzo. 

The man whimpered and clutched his camera tighter. 

“Oh, and try not to hit him again,” Amy said. “Too hard.” 


* OK OK 


Dan Cahill stirred when Amy flicked on the lights. “Why aren’t you 
Sleeping?” he asked blearily. His sister was moving too quickly and 
talking too fast for him to keep up. 

Before he’d fizzled out, the shocking news about Grace had been 
Swimming around in his head like a barracuda doing laps in a swimming 
pool. A little sleep should’ve helped. But now that he was awake, he was 
more confused than ever. 

Amy was saying something about a burglar and a Popsicle, or maybe 
he’d been dreaming about a Popsicle, but Amy had definitely said 
something that started with a P. “Did you say a burglar stole a Popsicle?” 
Dan mumbled. That seemed ridiculous, even to his sluggish brain. 

Dan almost closed his eyes and went back to sleep, hoping things 
would seem less garbled in the morning. But the grave expression on 


Amy’s face told him that this was serious. Not just a cruel prank, waking 
him up after not nearly enough Zs. Besides, a cruel prank was something 
he would pull. Not Amy. 

His head hurt from lack of sleep, but Dan slowly drew himself to an 
upright position on the couch. The world had seemed a little upside 
down since he’d found out about Grace. Now it was virtually spinning. 
He blinked his eyes rapidly. As his surroundings finally came into focus, 
he noticed that someone was missing. “Where’s Ham?” he asked. 

“Outside. Dealing with our rodent problem,” Amy said. Then she 
gently shook Ian and Cara awake on opposite ends of the sofa. Too tired 
to get up, Dan tossed a pillow at Jonah where he lay drooling on the rug. 

“A burglar, a Popsicle, and a rodent problem?” Dan wondered aloud. 

“What?” Amy questioned. “I never said anything about a Popsicle. I 
said the paparazzo.” 

Amy repeated the entire story for everyone to hear. It made much 
more sense now that Dan was fully awake. “Let’s figure out what the 
woman took,” he said, glancing around. The room certainly didn’t 
appear to have been ransacked. 

Jonah’s decor took minimalism to an extreme, but there were still a 
few expensive vases and brightly colored art on the wall. There wasn’t 
much in the way of things to be looted. And, scarce as they were, all the 
pricey pieces appeared to have been untouched. 

“Check your personal belongings,” Amy directed the group. “The 
Outcast might be trying to lift information off one of us. He could’ve 
sent someone to steal our devices.” 

Ian scoffed at the idea. “He humiliated me in front of all the branch 
leaders. He had me forcefully escorted out of my own home. He’s taken 
my family and my pride. What more could he possibly want?” 

“This isn’t all about you, Ian. Remember?” said Dan. “Four disasters. 
There have only been two. Maybe this has something to do with the 
third.” 


“Or maybe the whole thing is entirely unrelated,” Cara Pierce offered. 
“T’ve checked my stuff. Laptop, cell phone, wallet—it’s all here. Maybe 
Jonah has a stalker.” She turned to face the teenage superstar. “Doesn’t 
that happen to you all the time? Maybe the intruder wanted a memento. 
Maybe she took something that you wouldn’t expect anyone to want. 
Maybe she took something creepy.” 

“Yeah, like your toothbrush,” Dan said, “or a lock of hair.” 

Jonah’s hand shot to his buzz cut and he fingered it for bald patches as 
Dan continued surveying the room. An unusual object sitting on the glass 
coffee table caught his eye. “Or maybe she didn’t take anything at all. 
Maybe the intruder left something. That’s not really your style, is it, 
Jonah?” 

Dan pointed and everyone’s eyes followed. Jonah seemed thankful for 
both the diversion and the fact that his hair was still intact. Jonah 
scooped the item up. It was a wooden shoe, and the clog was intricately 
painted. It showed a pretty scene with a windmill overlooking a canal. 
The canal was lined with colorful tulips that extended down and graced 
the rounded toe with a splash of red. 





From where Dan was seated, he could make out words painted on the 
bottom, but not what they said. “Flip it over, Wiz,” he muttered, his 
words heavy with foreboding. It would’ve been nice if things had calmed 
down for at least a few days. Instead, not only was the storm not letting 
up, it was picking up. A sense of dread pierced Dan’s gut as Jonah read 
aloud: 


“ ‘Disaster Three. Water marches on land. 
Inaction leads to more blood on your hands. 
Arrows are broken, lessons unlearned. 

Inert responses, power unearned. 

Katrina wreaked profound devastation, 

The same fate awaits a new coastal nation.... 
The Gateway floods when autonomy fails, 

The torrent erases the Dutch king’s trail. 

A violent surge, a breach in the wall, 

The House of Orange will crumble and fall.’ ” 


While everyone else sat there, stunned into silence, Dan moaned. 
“The Outcast is going to attack Holland.” He’d always been fast at 
piecing things together. The wooden shoe, the windmills, the Dutch king, 
the coastal nation—it was obvious where the next disaster was going to 
take place. And Katrina? The storm wasn’t just picking up. It was going 
to reach fever pitch. 

There definitely wouldn’t be any rest. They had to plan for the largest 
catastrophe yet—devastation to rival Hurricane Katrina. 





Lake Como, Italy 


Ian Kabra wanted blood. And what a Kabra wants, a Kabra gets, he 
thought. 

“Forget Holland,” he commanded. If there was anything a Lucian 
knew, anything a Kabra knew, it was how to cut to the chase. “We know 
where the Outcast is: at our home in Attleboro. We know the house 
better than anyone. We built the defenses. It’s time to go nuclear.” He 
paused, making sure all eyes were on him. “I say we orchestrate our own 
disaster and rain it down on the Outcast’s head. We’ll need poison, a 
team of assassins, and—” 

Amy and Cara exchanged a look. “What?” he snapped. 

Cara cleared her throat. She did that adorable thing where she rolled 
her lips inward and smiled while her face pinched with concern. “It’s just 
that you seem a little ... unhinged.” 

Ian’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t know what you’re saying. My 
response is entirely justifiable, and retaliation is clearly in order. Those 
were Lucian leaders who died when the airship exploded, may I remind 
you. Some of their children were friends of mine. Take Duncan 
Wittenberg, for example. He and I played cricket together in primary 
school. Now both of his parents are gone.” Ian threw out his arms. “I 
can’t just let that go.” 

“Nobody is denying that what happened is terrible, or saying that you 
shouldn’t be upset. We’re just worried about you,” Cara said. “We don’t 
want you to crack. The airship was a hard blow, but—” 


“We don’t kill people. We save people,” Amy jumped in. “That’s the 
difference between the good guys and the bad guys.” She paused like she 
was thinking of something or someone else, before adding, “We don’t 
want to sink to the Outcast’s level.” 

Heat burned Ian’s cheeks. It was bad enough to have Cara needling 
him, but to be double-teamed was utterly unacceptable. He needed a 
retort. It shouldn’t be hard, considering his outstanding intellectual 
acumen. But before he could find the proper words to put them both back 
in their places, Hamilton burst in through the sliding glass door. “What’d 
I miss?” he said. 

“Well done!” Amy said, then snatched an expensive-looking camera 
from his hands. “Now we can see who the Outcast sent to do his dirty 
work.” She whirled around and held the camera out to Cara. “Will you 
do us the honor?” 

Cara nodded. With the speed and fluidity of a natural born hacker, she 
whipped out her laptop, flipped it open, and reached for the camera. 

While she was busy clicking through a number of images on her 
screen, Hamilton sidled up next to Ian. “Everything okay? You seem a 
little ... unhinged,” Ham said. 

Ian turned his scowl on Ham, crossed his arms over his chest, and 
smoldered. Why does everyone have to keep saying that? 

“How’d you get the camera, Ham?” Amy asked. “You didn’t ... ” her 
voice trailed off. 

“He’s not on his way to the hospital or anything, if that’s what you 
mean,” Hamilton replied. “It just took a little bargaining, but we finally 
settled on a price.” 

“You paid that scumbag?” 

“Not with money.” Hamilton’s eyes shifted to where Jonah was sitting 
nearby on the leather couch. 

“Yo, why are you looking at me like that?” Jonah had been giving the 
wooden shoe a closer examination. He set it back down on the glass 
coffee table. 


“You remember a few weeks back when I caught you reciting 
Shakespeare?” Ham stifled a laugh. “And you were, like, practicing your 
duckface in the mirror between lines.” 

“Yes,” Jonah said through clenched teeth. 

“Remember how I caught some of it on video with my phone? Well, 
the paparazzo seemed really interested in the clip. I thought it was a 
decent trade.” Hamilton’s mouth stretched into a grin. 

Jonah picked up the wooden shoe again, gripped it like a weapon, and 
charged. 

“Guys, I hate to interrupt,” Cara said, “but I have something here.” 

Skidding to a halt, Jonah let the shoe fall to his side as everyone 
gathered around Cara’s laptop. They stared at the image on the screen of 
a stunning woman with dark skin and dreads peeking out from under her 
hood. Her deep brown eyes had been wide with surprise when the 
Paparazzo snapped the photo. Ian’s heart sank. Even with the hood, he 
recognized her immediately. 

So did Jonah. “Mom?” he croaked. Jonah’s face went carefully blank, 
as if he had retreated to someplace deep inside. Ian looked away. 
Contrary to what Cara and Amy thought, Ian was quite capable of 
empathy. He knew how it felt to have your own mother betray you. He 
knew how it felt to swallow so much hurt and humiliation that you 
thought you might drown. 

Tan sank a little in his expensive loafers and concentrated on all the 
fine qualities he possessed. He was talented, charming, intelligent, and 
strong-willed, along with the added bonus of being dashingly good 
looking. He was born and raised to lead. Obviously. 

So why am I starting to hate it? 

The answer was, in part, because of moments like this one. Ian wasn’t 
done ranting. There was nothing he wanted more than to continue his 
outburst. Even if a deadly assault wasn’t the proper play, he still had 
plenty of rage to purge. But his friend was hurting, and as leader, it fell 
on Jan to turn the tide. 


Ian walked over to Jonah and awkwardly placed a hand on his friend’s 
shoulder. “I know this is rather unsettling for you, Jonah. For all of us, 
really, but we need to focus. The Outcast has sent us a message. What do 
we know?” 

“Well,” Cara said, glancing up from her computer, “for one thing, this 
disaster has the potential to be even deadlier than the Hindenburg and 
Titanic reenactments combined. Hurricane Katrina caused more than 
1,800 deaths and was the most costly catastrophe in American history. 
When the levees failed following the storm, there were places in New 
Orleans submerged under as much as twenty feet of water. More than 
one hundred billion gallons flooded the streets, and hundreds of 
thousands of people were displaced from their homes. The scale of this 
disaster ... it’s massive. It’s something much larger than the Outcast’s 
first two reenactments.” Cara’s eyes were huge as she looked up at him. 
“I just don’t see how we’re going to be able to contain something like 
this.” 

Quiet overtook the room and all eyes fell on Ian. For a fleeting 
moment, he missed the old days, when expectations dropped like lead on 
Amy and Dan instead. He smoothed the wrinkles in his slacks, and for 
the first time, noticed that a shirttail was hanging out. He swiftly tucked 
it back in. “Okay. Then we need to track any storms brewing in the 
vicinity of Holland.” 

“Tm already a step ahead of you,” Cara said. In a gesture that was 
vexingly cute, she shot him a crooked smile before she continued. “It’s 
officially called the Netherlands, by the way, and the weather patterns 
look clear for the next ten days.” 

“Perhaps we have the location wrong, then. Perhaps it’s not the 
Netherlands that the Outcast is targeting,” Ian responded. “Have you 
looked for tropical storm warnings anywhere else in the world? Is there a 
typhoon headed for Japan, perhaps, or a hurricane in the Caribbean?” 

Cara shook her head. “I don’t think so. The Outcast has been overt 


this time. He mentioned the Dutch king and that ‘The House of Orange 


will crumble and fall.’ The House of Orange is another name for the 
royal family of the Netherlands. We should focus our attention there.” 

Hamilton let out a sigh of relief. “Then we can all just go back to 
sleep, right? No big storms for the next ten days. We have some time to 
recover. I, for one, am looking forward to swimming laps in Jonah’s pool 
tomorrow. A little stress relief, a little planning, and then we hit the 
Netherlands.” 

“T don’t think that’s such a hot idea either,” Cara said. “The rest of the 
riddle—inaction, arrows that are broken, inert responses, lessons 
unlearned—it’s seething with double meaning. Much of the devastation 
caused by Hurricane Katrina wasn’t blamed on the storm itself. Experts 
called it a systemic failure.” She caught Ian’s eye. “Those who were 
charged with preventing this type of catastrophe let down the people of 
New Orleans. And so did all the emergency responders after the levees 
failed.” 

Ian reddened. What was she implying? 

“ “Power unearned,’ ” Dan chimed in. “He’s saying we don’t deserve 
to lead the Cahills. And, arrows, those totally have a symbolic meaning 
of defense. The Outcast is saying that we’re broken. We failed to defend 
the airship, and if we don’t stay on our toes, this levee failure in the 
Netherlands—it’s going to be on our hands, too.” 

Ian couldn’t stop himself from glancing down at his own hands. He 
was in desperate need of a manicure, but worse, they felt ineffectual. 
After failing to stop the second disaster, he’d felt ineffectual. It wasn’t a 
sensation he was accustomed to. And he didn’t like it any more than he 
liked dealing with other people’s problems. 

Perhaps he’d been a little hasty in his long-held belief that he’d 
surpassed his role model, Napoleon Bonaparte—a fine Lucian strategist 
if ever there was one. Ian hated to admit it, but with the fresh taste of 
defeat in his mouth, he thought he might actually have sunk to 
Napoleon’s level. 


Even though Napoleon had succeeded in conquering the world, he’d 
ultimately suffered defeat at that distasteful affair, the Battle of Waterloo. 
Although that wasn’t the first time Napoleon had been forced to abdicate 
his throne and be sent into exile. The allies had invaded France in 1814 
and sent Napoleon to exile on the island of Elba. But he’d escaped and 
immediately reclaimed his empire. 

The cheerful thought struck Ian that the airship disaster was merely 
his island of Elba. It wasn’t too late to outshine Napoleon. When history 
books were written about Jan Kabra, there would be no Battle of 
Waterloo. 

Ian puffed out his chest, but no one around him seemed to notice. 
They were all gripped by whatever it was Dan had been saying. 

“Look, I know I was, like, just a little dweeb when Hurricane Katrina 
went down,” Dan continued, “but sometimes my memory is a colossal 
curse. 

“T can still see the images that ran on the news. Cars floating down 
the street and people stuck on rooftops. And rooftops were, like, the only 
thing you could see. Houses, buildings, gas stations—everything was 
completely submerged in water.” 

Hamilton groaned as he gazed out the window at the pool. “Maybe I 
don’t feel much like going for a swim after all.” 

“It’s settled, then,” Ian said in a voice as commanding as his war- 
hungry Lucian predecessor. “It is time to prepare for battle, chaps, and 
we will be victorious! There will be no Waterloo!” 

To that, Ian was met with nothing but blank stares. 

He cleared his throat and tried again. “Er, storm or no storm, we leave 
for the Netherlands first thing in the morning.” 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


The Outcast set up troops outside the village. He speculated that a team 
of archers, goblins, and barbarians would do the trick. The number was 
great enough to launch a strong attack but would leave him enough 
manpower for his true objective. 

The strategy video game on his tablet was mildly entertaining. He 
preferred a real-life chessboard and a living opponent sitting across from 
him. That was, as long as the opponent was worthy. His butler, Mr. 
Berman, was not. 

As the Outcast’s online adversaries reacted to the attack, he took note 
of the time. The children would’ve received his latest work of poetry by 
now. The wheels were in motion. Whether the children lived or died 
made no difference to him. That was what set him apart. That was why 
he won when others lost. 

Family was valuable only as long as it made you strong. If loyalty 
was blind or attachments ran too deep, family could be a great weakness. 
Family had been Grace’s undoing. 

There’d never been any doubt that Grace was ruthless. But she never 
seemed to understand that if you truly wanted to win, sacrifices had to be 
made—even painful sacrifices. 

While the online villagers were distracted by his troops, the Outcast 
would make his real move. He couldn’t care less about his dying archers, 
barbarians, and goblins. He’d make no rescue attempts. Hiding behind 


the chaos he’d created, he’d secretly search for the dark elixir—the elixir 
that would eradicate his enemies forever. 

Perhaps this game did possess some improvements over chess, after 
all. 

“Excuse me,” Mr. Berman interrupted. 

Mr. Berman had a biddable nature. He’d been an easy play when the 
Outcast needed to slide someone into position at Grace’s estate before 
the takeover. The Outcast’s only regret was that he hadn’t purchased the 
loyalty of someone with a quicker wit and a better poker face. The butler 
bored him. 

The Outcast set down his tablet. “What is it?” 

“I just thought you should be made aware that Nellie Gomez and 
Sammy Mourad were spotted departing a plane at Mount Fuji Shizuoka 
Airport. That’s the closest airport to the Tomas stronghold. Should we 
alert Magnus?” 

The Outcast pressed his fingertips together and breathed deeply. 
“No.” 

“No?” 

“Do you need me to repeat myself?” The Outcast sharpened his tone. 
If Magnus knew he was at risk of being detected, he might abort his 
assignment. The Tomas leader was but one cog in the wheel, and the 
Outcast needed him to keep turning in order for the project to reach 
completion. “If Nellie and Sammy somehow manage to make it inside 
the stronghold, I’m certain Magnus is more than capable of dealing with 
them.” 

“Very well, sir.” 

As Mr. Berman turned to leave the room, Amy and Dan’s Egyptian 
Mau sprang from out of nowhere and landed with all four paws on the 
Outcast’s tablet. Saladin arched his back and hissed in the Outcast’s face. 

The Outcast snatched Saladin up by the scruff of his neck, but the 
damage had already been done. One of Saladin’s paws had landed on a 


button, releasing healing potion to all the Outcast’s troops. He no longer 
had enough energy to go searching for the elixir. 

“Mr. Berman!” the Outcast yelled as Saladin hissed again and cleaved 
the air, trying to claw the Outcast’s unnaturally taut face. “Dispose of 
this cat!” 


Ruthlessness applied to family pets, as well. 
Mountain Fuji, Japan 


The conditions on Mount Fuji were far worse than they’d appeared from 
below. 

Teeth chattering as he spoke, Sammy said, “Maybe we sh-should’ve 
st-stopped by the Yosha ... Yoshi ... ” 

“The Fujiyoshida Sengen Shrine?” Nellie supplied. 

Sammy nodded. 

They hadn’t stopped to say a prayer to Princess Konohanasakuya, the 
Shinto deity associated with Mount Fuji, because of the clouds rolling in. 
Passing through the wooden torii gates of the traditional shrine on the 
north side of the mountain and starting the climb at the Yoshida trailhead 
would have added five hours to their trek. 

But if they had stopped at the shrine, perhaps Princess 
Konohanasakuya would’ve blown the clouds a different direction. 

Instead, they’d done what most climbers did these days, and started 
halfway up the Yoshida Trail. The Fuji Subaru Line, the windy road 
leading to the Fifth Station, had just opened up and they were able to 
bypass the beginning of the trail by hopping on a shuttle. 

Of course, when the majority of climbers chose the shorter route and 
skipped the shrine at the bottom of the mountain, it was late summer. 
The princess was probably in a better mood in the mild months of July 
and August than she was during the tumultuous month of April. 

Even with the balaclava that covered most of her face, Nellie had to 
tuck her head beneath her arm with each new violent gust of wind. And 


the record high temp that Sammy had noted—a balmy forty degrees— 
was only working against them. 

The snow was soft instead of icy. The spikes she and Sammy had 
strapped to their boots were sinking into the sludge instead of gaining 
traction. They’d been at it for nearly two hours when a long, dull rumble 
—as if the mountain were a sleeping giant, groaning and moaning awake 
—reached her ears. Nellie jolted and her gloved hands trembled. 

When the grumbling stopped, she swallowed her fear and lifted one 
spiked boot from the wet, heavy snow. It sank knee-deep again as she 
slowly inched forward. She glanced back to see how Sammy was faring. 
When she did, she found that he’d fallen behind as he, too, fought for 
every step. 

Sammy looked every bit as frightened and tired as she felt, but there 
wasn’t a good place to stop. There’d be no shelter from the elements 
until they reached the stronghold. Japan’s highest peak was swathed in 
snow but almost entirely barren of trees. The path stretching to the 
skyline was a solid blanket of white. 

Through the slits of his mask, Sammy petitioned with his eyes. He 
wanted to turn around, but there was no way Nellie was caving. The 
Outcast was up to something and she needed to know what. They had to 
reach the summit. 

“Come on!” she yelled. “Pick up those feet!” She didn’t want to be 
harsh with Sammy, but if she went easy on him, he’d never make it. 

Sammy gritted his teeth and glared back at her. 

That’s right, Nellie thought. Get angry. “Move it! Move it! Move it!” 
she chanted as he slogged forward. When Sammy finally caught up, 
Nellie’s face broke into a tentative smile. “I knew you could do it.” 

Nellie bit her lip, worried she’d pushed him too hard. 

But after Sammy stopped gasping and caught his breath, he laughed 
into his balaclava. “I didn’t realize the point of this exercise was to go all 
Hamilton Holt on me. What’s next on the agenda: circuit training or a 


toning class?” 


The vise around Nellie’s heart released. “Maybe Pll make you do 
both,” she countered. “You better watch out, science geek. When we 
reach the top, the Tomas will have plenty of equipment to whip you into 
shape. First things first, though. Let’s finish scaling this mountain. I can 
feel the temperature dropping as we speak.” 

“Speaking as a science geek, if the temps drop enough, the snow will 
harden and it’ll be easier to walk,” Sammy said. 

Just then, a blast of cold whisked up a small snow devil. It whirled 
around like a mini tornado between them. “Think what you want, geek 
boy,” Nellie said, “but I prefer this slush to whatever the gusts are 
blowing in.” 

Sammy cast a worried look at the darkening sky. “You might be 
right.” With that, he yanked his boot out of the snow and lurched 
forward. 

As Nellie started off after him, she saw something that froze her to the 
core. An invisible knife seemed to be carving a jagged line through the 
white canvas of snow thirty feet above them. An earsplitting crack rang 
through the air, and Nellie’s heart seized in her chest. What should’ve 
been a heartbeat later, the fissure opened wide and a slab of white 
separated from the mountainside. 

“Sammy!” she screamed as a swell of powder rippled and barreled 
toward her. His head swiveled on his shoulders. But if he answered her 
cry, she couldn’t hear him through the booming rumble that came along 
with the rapidly descending snow. 

Gaining speed and substance as it went, the avalanche kicked up a 
billowing white cloud. The cloud blotted the sky. The sliding snow 
moved like a crashing wave coming straight for her. It was erasing 
everything in its path. 

Nellie tried to launch herself up and to the side, aiming for the higher 
terrain where Sammy stood. The last clear vision she had before the 
ground rolled from beneath her was his outstretched hand and terror 
flooding his eyes. It matched the terror cleaving her chest. 


Picked up by the torrent and pitched like a rag doll down the slope, 
she lost all awareness of which way was up and which way down. She 
rolled. She tumbled. The endless white engulfed her. Nellie was only 
able to measure the world by each new blow it dealt her. 

She was lifted time and again, only to then be cast against the hard 
earth. Had she been carried ten feet? A hundred? She didn’t know. All 
the while, a barrage of rock—also snared by the cascading snow— 
battered her sides. Her face. Her legs. There wasn’t a square inch of her 
body left unbruised. 

Nellie searched for something to stop her fall. But with a nearly 
treeless slope, Mount Fuji offered nothing to anchor herself to as the tide 
surged. So instead, she thrashed her arms and kicked her legs. In a mock 
swim, she tried her best to stay afloat and not sink too deep beneath the 
layers. 

When it finally stopped, Nellie was lying on her back; at least she 
thought she was. She was buried and unable to tell for certain. The only 
thing truly discernible about her surroundings was that she was trapped 
in a tiny space with very little air. That’s when panic really set in. 

Her stomach muscles constricted. Her rib cage felt like prison bars 
around her thudding heart. Her lungs gulped air greedily. She was 
trapped, buried alive. 

Nellie knew she had to get her breathing under control. 
Hyperventilate, and she’d suffocate that much sooner. She forced her 
lungs to slow down, but she couldn’t stop the shivering. Icy trembles of 
fear coursed through her body. Enveloped by snow, the chances were 
slim that Sammy would find her before it was too late. 

A tear slipped from Nellie’s eye. It moistened her cheek. But instead 
of trickling down to her chin, the tear ran to her right ear. 

Gravity, Nellie thought. I’m not on my back. I’m on my side. 

She twisted and shoved her left hand through the snow, determinedly 
plowing a path opposite the direction the tear had fallen. When her fist 


met what felt like concrete, she didn’t stop. She punched through it, and 
just like that, her hand was free. 

Nellie wasn’t buried as deep as she’d originally thought. Her 
“swimming” had worked. Her heart thrummed with hope as her fingers 
wriggled in the open air. When someone grasped the hand that had 
broken through the snow a few minutes late, it nearly burst with relief. 

Sammy dug her out and clutched her to his chest. Nellie threw her 
arms around his neck and rested her chin on his left shoulder. She was 
sore but nothing was broken. She’d been battered, but she was still alive. 

By the way Sammy was trembling beneath her grasp she could tell 
that he’d been equally traumatized. She had to let him know that she was 
all right. That everything would be okay. 

Over the whipping winds, she spoke in as light a tone as she could 
muster. “Should we say that prayer to Princess Konohanasakuya now?” 





Lake Como, Italy 


“Are we making a mistake?” Dan whispered. 

“What do you mean?” Amy whispered back. Her eyes flicked toward 
the kitchen, where Ian sat, sipping English breakfast tea from a coffee 
mug that read The WIZ is king. 


—= = — 





“Do we need to try harder to find out who the Outcast really is?” Dan 
bunched his lips together, gathering his thoughts before he went on. 
“Listen. He got to Ian’s dad and Jonah’s mom, and he killed Aunt 
Beatrice. He’s obviously got some serious ties to the family. If we can 
figure out his true identity, it'll help us figure out his endgame. Then we 
can start being protractive instead of reactive.” 

“Proactive,” Amy amended. 


Dan looked for the twinkle he typically found gleaming in his sister’s 
eye when she corrected him. It wasn’t there, and that worried him. 
There’d been a tighter pinch to Amy’s face ever since they’d found out 
about Grace. 

When he’d learned the news, he’d felt like he’d been inside a snow 
globe that someone picked up and rattled around. But things were 
starting to settle. Amy and Grace had been much closer. He suspected 
Amy’s globe had been smashed and he didn’t know how to help her glue 
the pieces back together. 

Dan wanted to say something to comfort his sister, but he wasn’t good 
at that stuff. So instead he said, “Er, yeah, you know what I mean—we 
need to get a step ahead of him.” 

“Okay.” Amy nodded in agreement, still solemn. “Do you have any 
suggestions?” 

He’d been puzzling this over in his head all morning. “At first I 
thought Aunt Beatrice’s murder was a threat, but what if she was killed 
because she had to be silenced?” Dan dragged a forefinger across his 
throat to get a laugh. 

“Don’t be so macabre,” Amy said. She looked away and Dan wanted 
to kick himself. Bad joke, worse timing. 

“Sorry. My point is that our aunt knew more about Grace and 
Nathaniel than anyone. She would have known them when they first got 
married. So if Nathaniel is the Outcast ... Know what I’m sayin’ ?” 

That caught Amy’s attention. “You’re saying maybe Aunt Beatrice 
knew something the Outcast wants to keep hidden. Maybe the key to 
stopping the Outcast lies in the past.” 

“Exactly. Aunt Beatrice’s will is going to be read tomorrow at her 
house in Boston. Maybe there’s something we could learn. Aunt Beatrice 
always found a way to get in the last word. I don’t think she’d let a little 
thing like death stop her now.” 

That got a smile from Amy. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 


“That some of us need to go to the Netherlands and some of us have 
to be at that reading?” Dan replied. “Yeah.” 

“We’ll have two separate teams, then.” Ian broke in on their 
conversation. “A two-pronged attack.” His voice was steady today, if a 
bit cool, and Dan spun around to face him. Somehow Ian had found the 
time for a wardrobe change and was wearing freshly pressed slacks and 
an expensive yet sporty polo. Dan was wearing the wrinkled clothes he’d 
crashed in the night before. 

Dan hadn’t realized that Ian was listening in. And, strangely, Dan felt 
a wave of guilt, which made him angry. He and Amy had just been 
talking. It wasn’t like they were strategizing a takeover behind Ian’s 
back. 

“Cara, Dan, and I will book the next available flight to the 
Netherlands,” Ian continued. “Amy, you and Hamilton will go with 
Jonah and take his Gulfstream back to Boston.” 

Amy’s breath hitched and a splotch of red blossomed on her throat. 
Dan knew what she was thinking. 

The Outcast was raising the stakes. He was planning a disaster that 
could kill thousands. 

The thought of being separated from Amy at a time like this panicked 
Dan, too. The Cahill kids were cousins, and a team, but Amy and Dan 
were brother and sister. It was always the two of them and they always 
had each other’s backs, and yet ... Amy released the breath she’d been 
holding. Dan could see her eyes soften. “Okay by you, Dan?” She held 
his gaze. “You in the Netherlands, me in Boston?” 

A rush of pride filled Dan’s chest. “Yeah,” he said. “Neither of us are 
helpless kids anymore.” 

The smile Amy gave him was bittersweet. She held his gaze a while 
longer before turning to Ian. “Sounds like a plan,” she said. 

Just then, Cara entered from the next room. She laced her arm through 
Ian’s with her hand coming to rest upon his waist. “So, we’re off to 
Amsterdam?” 


Ian tensed, but didn’t move away from Cara’s embrace. He gave a 
curt nod. 

For his part, Dan couldn’t keep track of when the two were swooning 
over each other and when they hated each other’s guts. But the crack in 
Ian’s pretentious facade that they’d all seen after the airship went down 
seemed overall to have drawn Cara closer to him. Like his vulnerability 
was in some way appealing. 

The whole thing made Dan want to puke. 

“Great,” he whispered in his sister’s ear. “My team has a date with 
disaster and I’m the third wheel.” 





Mount Fuji, Japan 


Temperatures had dipped well below freezing, the peak was wrapped in 
heavy clouds, and the icy wind was unrelenting. But at least the path 
remained more or less solid for the rest of Nellie and Sammy’s trek to the 
summit. 

All Sammy wanted to do when he reached the top of Mount Fuji was 
stay collapsed in the snow forever. But Nellie had other plans. “Please,” 
she said. “I know you’re tired, but we can’t rest just yet. Help me move 
this boulder aside. I don’t like the look of those clouds, and we didn’t 
survive an avalanche just to get stuck in a blizzard.” 

Sammy widened his eyes at her. “I think you’re greatly 
overestimating my ability to heave aside heavy objects. I spent all my 
time at Columbia in the labs. I don’t even know if there was a gym on 
campus.” 

“More lifting, less talking.” 

He let her help him back to his feet. Then he sized up the boulder. 
“Are you sure this is the way in? This seems like an odd entrance for the 
stronghold of a wealthy and influential branch. I mean, what do the 
Tomas have against doors?” 

“Nothing,” Nellie said. “But we’re not going in through the front 
door. We’re sneaking in the back.” 

Sammy assessed the boulder once more. It was as tall as he was and 
twice as wide. He understood quantum physics. He could solve complex 
math calculations in his head. He could not roll aside a giant rock the 


way Hercules, or a Tomas, could. But he’d seen enough of the brawny 
branch members to know that showing up unannounced at their front 
door didn’t constitute a great idea, either. 

Squatting down, he got a decent grip on the rock and threw his back 
into it. At the same time, Nellie pushed from the side. 

He huffed and heaved for what seemed like forever, then collapsed to 
his knees. “It didn’t budge an inch,” he said, wheezing with exhaustion. 
It took all he had to shout over the winds whipping around them, “We’re 
never getting in this way!” 

“Uh-uh, I don’t like you just for that pretty face of yours,” Nellie 
yelled over the snow. The storm was really picking up. Flakes clumped 
together on her eyelashes as she spoke. “You can figure out a way to get 
past this boulder. Just put that brilliant mind of yours to good use.” 

Sammy grinned. “Show me what you brought, then, but I can’t make 
any promises.” 

Nellie slid a pack off her shoulders. She’d lugged all the “worst-case- 
scenario” stuff up the mountain. Sammy’s own pack was jammed full of 
electronic devices and a “secret weapon” to bypass the security measures 
once they were inside the stronghold. 

Digging through the pack Nellie handed him, he pulled out a handful 
of carabiners and a few ropes. He measured the weight of them in his 
hands. “These might just work,” he said. 

Nellie charged him with a hug, and Sammy’s face flushed behind his 
balaclava. “Might. I said might,” he reminded her as they pulled apart. 

Sammy was rapt with determination as he set about weaving the ropes 
through the carabiners and creating a complex system of pulleys. Fifteen 
minutes later, his fingers were frozen, but the boulder was all rigged up. 
“Ready?” he asked Nellie. 

She nodded and gripped a rope between her gloved hands. 

“Go!” Sammy tugged hard. Nellie tugged harder. 

The boulder jerked, then slowly rolled aside. Nellie whooped with joy 
as the tunnel to the Tomas stronghold opened up before them. 


* CK OK 


“For some reason I didn’t expect the Tomas to have portraits hanging in 
their hallways,” Sammy said. He listed the names of the famous people 
depicted in the paintings as he meandered forward. “Ulysses S. Grant. 
George Washington. Annie Oakley. Neil Armstrong. Seriously? Isn’t 
hanging art more of a Janus thing? Where are the skis, the surfboards, 
the trophies, the gold medals, the—” 

“Lower your voice,” Nellie whispered. “We may not know exactly 
what we’re looking for, but we don’t want anyone to know we’re here 
while we figure that out. Got it?” 

The passageway behind the boulder had been a narrow tunnel carved 
through rock. No one could’ve caught them in it unaware. Now that 
they’d passed through a vent and were walking down an open hallway, 
they were much more vulnerable to detection. Sammy nodded, 
embarrassed that he’d lost his head for a moment. He blamed it on the 
altitude. 

“Good. The scanner should be just up ahead,” Nellie said. 

Sammy reached over his left shoulder, grabbed hold of his pack, and 
then pulled it forward. The hallway was more or less a reception area. 
They’d sneaked in, but they weren’t truly inside the stronghold yet. 
Sammy wasn’t worried, though. Bypassing the fingerprint scanner would 
be a cinch. 

Earlier that morning, he’d hacked into the Tomas files and pulled 
fingerprints of a high-ranking leader. Then he’d whipped up a batch of 
ballistic gelatin. 

“This stuff is so cool,” he told Nellie. “It’s a little like Jell-O, and 
awesome for simulating human tissue. I just imprinted the fingerprint 
onto the gel and, voila—synthetic thumb!” Having gently tugged it from 
his pack while he’d been talking, he now proudly held it out for her to 
admire. 


“Best secret weapon ever,” Nellie said. 


He smiled and carried the thumb gingerly cupped in his hands. He 
was still admiring his handiwork as he approached the scanner. 

“Um, Sammy? You can put that away,” Nellie said. 

Sammy at last glanced up. “What? Nooo!” 

“Sorry.” Nellie shrugged. “Don’t you hear the sirens? Keep it out if 
you want, but the door is already open.” 

Sure enough, the bank vault-like hatch was swung all the way open 
on its hinge. Even weirder were the flashing lights and the humming 
sound of sirens coming from inside. He’d been too busy geeking out 
over his ballistic gel to notice. 

Nellie and Sammy shared a look, then stepped through the doorway 
together. The space around them opened up a hundredfold. Sammy had 
never seen anything like it. The magnitude of the inside arena was 
insane. Every type of court, field, and sports track imaginable spread out 
beneath them as they stood on a steel balcony overlooking the enormous 
space. 

Other than a row of plush box seats affixed at the same level as the 
steel balcony, the walls of the stronghold were bare natural rock. 
Everything else was super-high tech. The Tomas had made good use of 
the inside of their mountain, and had spared no expense when it came to 
outfitting their headquarters with all the latest and greatest sports 
equipment. 

A glass-domed roof provided natural lighting for the arena, and an 
indoor ski slope made up one entire side of the stronghold. On the 
opposite side, a giant LED screen was rolling footage of athletic 
challenges from around the globe. But there was no one, save Nellie and 
himself, around to watch it. 

A chill ran up Sammy’s spine. Here was this amazing space, but it 
was utterly vacant. 

A gondola was running up the indoor snow hill, but there weren’t any 
snowboarders or skiers getting off at the top today. Nor were there any 
skiers or snowboarders on the well-groomed slope, or basketball players 


on the painted concrete courts. There weren’t boxers in the ring, or 
soccer players on the artificial turf fields. There weren’t any gymnasts or 
go-kart racers, either. 

The emptiness was uncanny, and it made no sense. 

The entire Tomas stronghold was deserted. Other than the constant, 
eerie buzz of the sirens, it was as quiet as a ghost town. 





Amsterdam, Capital of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 


Any hotel that included hagelslag as part of its breakfast buffet was top 
notch in Dan’s book. The chocolate sprinkles were apparently a breakfast 
staple in the Netherlands. 

Dan scooped up a second helping and dumped the sprinkles on top of 
his buttered bread. “This totally needs to catch on, like, everywhere. I 
mean, who wouldn’t want to eat chocolate for breakfast?” 

Cara smiled, but Ian was brooding. “I specifically requested rooms 
with canal views. My window overlooks a building site. The bathrooms 
are tiny, the tea is weak, and don’t get me started on thread count.” 

Cara whipped her head around to face Ian. “Right. Because when the 
levees fail, and the entire hotel is submerged under water, the thread 
count on sopping wet sheets is really going to matter.” 

Suddenly, the table for three felt rather cramped. Dan stood up 
abruptly, taking his slice of bread with him. “I think me and my 
chocolate sprinkles will go for a walk, maybe check out the flood 
prevention systems on the canals. It couldn’t hurt to start scoping things 
out.” 

Team A, as Dan had decided to call Ian, Cara, and himself, was 
starting its hunt for the sabotaged levees in Amsterdam. Being the capital 
and the most populous city of the Netherlands, it seemed a likely choice 
for the Outcast to target. 

As Dan wandered the streets and polished off his hagelslag, he 
soaked in the sights and sounds of the capital. Amsterdam was absolutely 


brimming with life. Honking horns, the whir of bicycle pedals, the voices 
of flower vendors hawking buckets of brightly colored tulips, and boat 
engines puttering up the canals filled his ears. 

It was one of the most awesome cities he’d ever visited. In fact, with 
all its energy and salty, humid air, it reminded him of one of his other 
favorite cities by the sea—San Francisco. Like San Fran, the buildings 
here were slim and towering with colorful, eye-catching facades. The 
gables on the narrow houses were steep and pointed. Some were made of 
intricately carved stone, and others had scalloped cornices. 

As Dan immersed himself in the city, he noticed that the Dutch 
language wafting through the streets was husky and full, and that the 
Netherlanders seemed hardy, helpful, and courteous, as well as 
remarkably tall. Or maybe they just seemed staggering in height because 
they had so much to be proud of. A quarter of the country was actually 
below sea level. The Dutch had battled the sea for every inch of their 
land for centuries and, so far, they’d come out on top. 

A great sinking weight fell in the pit of Dan’s stomach. He couldn’t 
fathom the magnitude of devastation that water rolling through the city 
would cause. He pictured a violent surge crashing in, lapping at the 
gables of the soaring buildings and entangling bicycles, boats, vehicles, 
people—everything—in its foaming wrath. 

A short section of the Outcast’s poem came back to him. 


The Gateway floods when autonomy fails, 
The torrent erases the Dutch king’s trail. 


If the levees failed here in Amsterdam, the torrent would erase more 
than the king’s trail. It would erase history and culture, and so many lives 
—the way Katrina had in New Orleans. 

Dan thought the key to stopping the levee failure might be buried in 
this particular couplet. It was the most confusing, but perhaps the most 
laden with clues as well. “The Gateway floods,” for starters. There were 


a whole bunch of gateways in the Netherlands—places where the North 
Sea’s entrance was regulated—not just one specific channel or entry. So 
why had the Outcast capitalized the G in Gateway? 

And the word autonomy? Autonomy basically meant the same thing 
as independence. Even though the Netherlanders had a king—some dude 
named Willem-Alexander—he wasn’t a dictator or anything. His role 
was more symbolic than political. Dan couldn’t see how something like 
freedom could cause a flood in the first place. 

The “king’s trail” part wasn’t helping, either. From what Cara had 
gathered on the Internet, the king wasn’t some aloof monarch holed up in 
a castle somewhere. He traveled all over the country and didn’t have a 
set route when he did so. Had Willem-Alexander walked down this very 
sidewalk? 

Dan took in the busy streets again—the pedestrians, the cars, the 
bicyclists. He scanned all the boats on the canals, the people sitting 
inside cafés, and those heading in and out of museums. He wanted to 
scream out an evacuation order from the high gabled rooftops. But he 
still had no idea when and where exactly the attack would occur. Not to 
mention how. It was, as the weather forecasters had predicted, a bright 
and sunny, storm-free day. 

More than half of the country was at or below sea level. And the 
North Sea was hungry to reclaim its territory. One little breach, and ... 

Dan decided the best he could do for now was focus his attention on 
waterways leading into the area. But there were so many. One hundred 
and sixty-five grachten, which Dan learned was the Dutch word for 
canals, infiltrated Amsterdam in a complex, weblike system. Not that the 
city was short on defenses or anything. A ring of big earthen dikes 
circled the entire perimeter. Just one of the dams alone, the Afsluitdijk, 
was twenty miles long. 

Overwhelmed, Dan took a seat on a nearby bench. He had to think. 
What would Amy do if she were here? When they’d said their good-byes, 
she’d still been in a funk—all cut up about their grandmother. The whole 


business of Grace ordering the assassination of their grandfather had 
really gotten to her. 

It made him question his own feelings. Sure, he’d loved Grace. She’d 
taught them things, taken them to interesting places, bought them ice 
cream—but that didn’t mean she was beyond reproach. Amy’s memories 
of Grace were a lot to live up to, and Dan knew that the two of them 
always fell short in Amy’s eyes. She thought they’d never be as sharp 
and skillful as Grace when it came to leading the Cahill family. 

But with everything that had come to light, Dan thought he and Amy 
were actually doing a pretty decent job, especially compared to the 
previous generation of Cahills. Even if they weren’t as cunning as Grace, 
at least he and his sister tried to take a higher road. He and his sister were 
always trying to do the right thing. He wasn’t sure the same could be 
said for Grace. 

Dan’s gaze wandered to the museum just across the street. That’s what 
Amy would do if she were here, Dan thought. Amy would want more 
information, and what better place to find it than inside a museum? 

Dan paid the entrance fee and picked up an exhibit guide. 
Unfortunately, there wasn’t an exhibit titled “How to Prevent a Flood 
Disaster Sprung by an Angry Outcast from the Past,” but there was one 
on the history of the Netherlands that sounded promising. Dan headed to 
the second floor. 

He blew past most of the exhibit, but it was clear that floods were as 
intertwined with the history of the Netherlands as backstabbing was with 
the Cahill family. 

The country was built on a flat river delta, and all the windmills were 
originally used to pump water out and expand areas of land. Yet all the 
water they extracted was constantly threatening to come back in. 

Dan stopped at some old photographs with a sign above them that 
read: 
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They showed houses ravaged by a storm, a frightened horse belly- 


deep in water, and people rowing boats through flooded streets. The most 
haunting was of a child and his mother, tears in their eyes and faces 
sagging with misery, as they both stared at something not captured in the 
photo. 

From what he could gather, watersnoodramp literally meant “flood 
disaster.” More than half a century before Katrina, a similar storm tide 
had overwhelmed the Netherlands’ sea defenses. Homes and roads were 
destroyed and many people were caught unaware when the dikes were 
breached and the water came pouring in. Eerily, there had even been 
approximately the same number of fatalities—around 1,800—in both of 
the storm surges. 

Dan balled his fists. They had to stop the Outcast. They had to stop 
history from repeating itself yet again. 

A few feet down from the photographs of massive flooding were 
photos of the Delta Works—the Netherlands’ response to the 1953 
catastrophe. Dan tried to wrap his mouth around some of the names of 
the dams and barriers: Markiezaatskade, Veerse Gatdam, 
Grevelingendam, Maeslantkering. Even more impressive than the names 
was the amount of land the barriers protected. 

According to the sign, the Delta Works was one of the Seven Wonders 
of the Modern World. It was said to rival the Great Wall of China. 

Dan’s stomach turned over. Finding the sabotaged levee wasn’t going 
to be like finding a needle in a haystack. It was going to be like finding a 
needle somewhere on a forty-acre farm. 


He left the history exhibit feeling even more overwhelmed than 
before. In fact, when he saw a sign for a special exhibit on weapons of 
mass destruction, he took a detour. Maybe Ian had been right. Maybe 
their best bet was to go nuclear on the Outcast before he had a chance to 
strike again. 

Dan checked out photographs of mushroom clouds and nuclear 
submarines. He walked by a model of an aircraft called the B-52 
Stratofortress—a jet-powered, strategic heavy bomber. Now, that’s what 
we need. The heavy bomber could level the house in Attleboro and the 
Outcast with it, no problem. 

Then Dan came across a sign that read BROKEN ARROWS, and his blood 
stopped pumping in his veins. His throat went dry as he read the placard. 


A broken arrow is a military term used to describe an 
accident in which a nuclear weapon is detonated or 
lost. Up to fifty nuclear warheads went missing during 
the Cold War. Many of the warheads were lost at sea 
when submarines sank or airplanes collided. 





Dan’s blood started pulsing again—too quickly. He almost couldn’t 
think through the pounding in his head. 

What if the Outcast hadn’t been referring to the Cahill kids when he’d 
mentioned broken arrows in his riddle? Maybe he’d been talking about 
nuclear warheads that had gone missing. If the Outcast had recovered 
one, could he be planning to detonate it underwater? 

Dan tried to picture what a nuclear bomb exploding in the North Sea 
would look like, and the image hit him like a wall of water. It didn’t 
matter one iota that the weather patterns were clear. 

Who needs a hurricane if you have a do-it-yourself tsunami-bomb? 





Mount Fuji, Japan 


Running into a burning building. Hopping aboard a sinking ship. 
Entering a recently vacated Tomas stronghold while the sirens were still 
blaring. They all seemed on par with one another. 

Sammy bent down near the rail of the balcony and picked up a 
stainless-steel thermos. Tipped on its side, the thermos appeared to have 
been carelessly discarded as someone fled the stronghold. 

He unscrewed the lid and a puff of steam rose in the air. “This coffee 
is still warm,” he said. “They haven’t been gone for long.” 

Nellie beamed at him. “Nice deduction skills!” she said. “Let’s go see 
if we can figure out why they left.” 

Sammy screwed the cap back on and dropped the thermos. 

“Great,” Nellie said. “There’s nothing up here to shed any light on the 
mystery. If there is an explanation for this mass exodus, and for what the 
Outcast is after, we’ll find it on the lower levels. Ham said that’s where 
all the offices are located. Now, how are you at skiing?” 

Sammy’s face broke into a crooked smile. “Nah. I’m gonna shred it 
instead.” 

“Snowboarder, eh?” Nellie raised an eyebrow. “You surprise me.” 

While Nellie strapped on a pair of skis lying near the top of the 
chairlift, Sammy slipped on a pair of snowboarding boots and buckled 
into the bindings of a board. In one fluid movement he popped into the 
air and took off zigzagging down the slope. 


“No way are you beating me to the bottom,” Nellie whispered to his 
wind, and then shot into the air herself. 

Impressively, the Tomas seemed to have hollowed out nearly a third 
of Mount Fuji for their stronghold. And they certainly did ski slopes 
right. Half pipes, rails, moguls, and jumps littered the trail, and the snow 
machines kept the grounds covered with powder. While Sammy was 
carving up the white stuff, Nellie streaked past him in a straight line. She 
would’ve beaten him to the base anyway, but she couldn’t resist—the 
biggest jump was calling her name. 

Nellie flew over the lip of the jump with so much speed that she 
didn’t stop catching air until she landed on the artificial turf that butted 
up to the ski slopes. 

Sammy caught a frontside spin on a rail and then came to a quick 
backside stop just short of the turf, kicking up a spray of powder. 
“Crunchy landing! You got killer steez,” he called. 

“Skis?” Nellie asked. 

“No, steez. It’s a cross between style and ease.” Sammy did a rapid 
shuffling of his arms, then crossed them over his chest, and again said, 
“Steez!” 

Nellie chuckled. “I must remember to have you sweet-talk me with 
your snowboarding lingo later. Right now, we need to find some 
answers.” 

According to the map Ham had drawn for them, the meeting and 
surveillance rooms were one level down from the bottom of the ski 
slope. As they wandered room to room, they found long conference 
tables, buzzing fluorescent lights, half-eaten pastries, more lukewarm 
coffee, and computers with screen savers of Mount Everest, the North 
Pole, and Machu Picchu. 

They did not find a single Tomas. Nor was there a fire in the kitchen 
or anything else that would have constituted an emergency. 

“Did you ever sneak inside your elementary school on a weekend, 
you know, when no one was around?” Sammy asked. 


“Beyond creepy, right?” Nellie said. 

“Just like this.” 

“I still don’t get it. Why did they all leave?” Nellie asked. 

Sammy placed his hands against the far wall of the final room to be 
checked. He began walking, trailing his fingers along the bricks as he 
went. “Hold on. There has to be more to this level. The stronghold seems 
to expand along with the mountain as we get closer to the base. Yet this 
level—what we’ ve seen of it, anyway—is smaller than the one above.” 

“So what you’re saying is there’s a hidden room or something?” 
Nellie said excitedly. Perhaps Hamilton hadn’t divulged all the Tomas 
secrets. 

“Exactly. We just have to find the entrance, and I’m guessing it’s 
somewhere in this room. Notice anything different about this wall?” 
Sammy asked, still running his hands across it. 

“T don’t know. It seems more fortified, maybe. The bricks—there’s a 
line in them that shouldn’t be there.” 

Sammy’s face lit up as his thumb caught on a groove in the brick 
unlike the others. “Looks like my batch of ballistics gel wasn’t a waste 
after all—I just found another scanner.” 

Sammy pulled the synthetic thumbprint back out of his bag and 
placed it on the camouflaged pad. Immediately, the bricks separated at 
the line and a secret door swung open directly in front of them. 

Nellie grinned. “Sammy, you have steez.” 





Boston, Massachusetts 


Hamilton was in stitches—clutching his stomach and rolling around on 
the hotel room floor, laughing. “What were you doing making those 
ridiculous faces?” he asked. “Practicing for selfies?” 

Jonah turned beet red, but didn’t answer. 

Amy cleared her throat to hide her own laughter as the clip of a duck- 
lipped Jonah reciting Shakespeare to a mirror played on Hamilton’s 
computer screen. The soliloquy Hamilton had traded to the paparazzo for 
his camera had gone viral. It was popping up everywhere on the Internet 
—appearing in memes and being spoofed by other stars and wannabe 
stars alike. 





Hamilton hit the REPLAY button and the onscreen Jonah, with one hand 
over his heart and the other holding the mirror, recited: 


“ ‘The man that hath no music in himself, 

Nor is not mov’d with concord of sweet sounds, 
Is fit for treasons, stratagems, and spoils; 

The motions of his spirit are dull as night 

And his affections dark as Erebus: 

Let no such man be trusted. Mark the music.’ ” 


Ham clicked on the REPLAY button a second time. “It’s just too good. 
We gotta watch it again.” 

Jonah dropped his head in his hands and groaned. 

“You two go ahead. I have to get going,” Amy said. “The reading of 
Aunt Beatrice’s will is starting soon.” 

“You don’t, um, want us to come with you, do you?” Jonah offered, 
picking up his head long enough to look Amy in the eye. 

Amy considered. “No, Aunt Beatrice could be ... ” She trailed off, 
searching for the right word. She finally settled on, “cruel. This reading 
could be torture. No need for all of us to suffer.” 

“True that,” Jonah said, sitting up straighter and speaking over 
Hamilton’s laughter and his own voice playing in the background. “This 
is torture enough, yo.” He gestured at the image of himself projected on 
the screen. “If you really don’t mind, I think I’m just gonna lie low for a 
while. Wait until the world finds a new pincushion before I show my 
face in public again.” 

“No worries,” Amy said. 

“Text if you need us,” Ham replied, tearing his attention from the 
screen for just a second before turning back. “Bro, look! This new meme 
is a mashup of your mime moves in Greece and your mirror time. 
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They’re calling it ‘Jonah Wizard’s Massive Mime Mirror Meltdown. 
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Hamilton sobered up for just a second, almost looking remorseful. 


“Tm sorry, man.” But then he lost it again, breaking into another fit of 
laughter. “It’s going to be eons before the world forgets something this 
awesome.” 


* CK OK 


There wasn’t a screen set up in her great-aunt’s formal living room for 
the reading of her will. That didn’t surprise Amy. Aunt Beatrice always 
got in the last word, but it was also her way to operate underhandedly. 
She never would’ve masterminded a challenge, or recorded herself prior 
to death the way Amy’s grandmother had. 

Memories of the day Grace’s will was read came flooding back. Amy 
had been nothing more than a scared little girl when she’d seen the 
image of her grandmother flicker to life on screen, daring the group to 
risk everything in a race for power and treasure. The younger Amy never 
would’ve believed where the race would take her. That one day she 
would actually be the capable young woman that Grace had dared her to 
become. 

Amy’s anger had oscillated back to sorrow. Thinking about Grace was 
painful today, like gingerly poking her tongue against a sore tooth. 

She canvassed the crowded living room. Had any of the people 
greedily eyeing her aunt’s worldly possessions actually liked the old bat? 


It seemed more probable that they were clinging to some small hope that 
they’d been included in her will. Money had a way of attracting flies. So 
did power. Amy knew that now. 

Whoever all these people were, they didn’t appear to be family. Even 
Beatrice’s brother, Fiske, had been too ill to show up. I’m the only Cahill 
in the room, Amy thought. That would really irk Aunt Bea. 

The majority of the people present were strangers to Amy. But she did 
recognize Mr. Berman standing at the back of the room, wearing a dark 
suit and highly polished shoes. Amy’s face tightened in anger. What was 
he doing here? The butler was tall and big-boned, without any extra meat 
on him. He also seemed to have a bad case of the jitters. Amy stared him 
down until he turned to face her. 

He obviously recognized her, too. His Adam’s apple rippled down his 
throat as he swallowed hard, and beads of sweat materialized on his 
forehead. 

Amy narrowed her eyes threateningly and shook her head. He 
swallowed again, then loosened his tie. 

You think your tie’s too tight? Just wait until I get my hands around 
your neck. 

Amy took a step forward, then stopped herself. What was she doing? 
Here she was, thirsty for violence, when she’d found the same behavior 
so shocking in Grace. 

Fortunately, Mr. Smood started speaking then, keeping her from 
dwelling on the matter. “Please find a seat, everyone.” His velvety voice 
rang through the room. “We’ll get started in just a few minutes.” 

Mr. Smood had reserved a seat of honor for Amy at the front of the 
room. The last thing she wanted, however, was to sit with her back to the 
butler. Instead, she waited to see where Mr. Berman was going, then 
claimed a chair directly behind him. 

A woman wrapped in furs occupied the seat next to hers. When Amy 
sat down, the woman glanced over inquisitively, revealing a suspiciously 


smooth forehead and abnormally full lips. On the other side of the 
woman sat a man with a restless leg and bad hair plugs. 

Amy turned her attention to Aunt Beatrice’s collection of porcelain 
cats lining the shelves around the room. The cats’ painted-on eyes and 
unnatural smiles were undeniably creepy. But studying all their eerie 
faces was far better than staring at the butler’s greasy comb-over. 

“Aren’t they adorable?” the fur-wrapped woman seated next to her 
whispered. “How much do you think the collection is worth?” 

Amy shrugged. She knew for a fact that Aunt Beatrice wasn’t 
discriminating when it came to shopping for her feline knickknacks. She 
bought every single kitschy cat she could lay her hands on. Some of 
them had been picked up from the drugstore, and had come with bright 
discount stickers adhered to their sides. Yet the woman next to her was 
eyeing each and every one as though it might be a priceless artifact. 

“Pm not sure, but I know that Aunt Beatrice valued them over 
everything else she owned,” Amy answered honestly. 

The woman raised her penciled-in eyebrows and smiled a stark white 
and leering smile. “Bea was your aunt?” 

Amy nodded politely, then to discourage any further conversation, 
whipped out her phone. She flipped through apps aimlessly until the 
seats were filled, and Mr. Smood quieted the room by raising his hands 
and clearing his throat. “Thank you all for joining us today in honor of 
the late Beatrice Cahill,” he started. “I must say I am surprised to see so 
many of you here, as the number at the memorial service was not nearly 
so large.” 

“Not nearly so large” was probably being generous. Amy wondered if 
anyone other than Mr. Smood had made an appearance at her great- 
aunt’s funeral. 

Aunt Beatrice had been alone when she died, with only her ceramic 
cats to witness the murder. Now her family was neglecting her memory 
after death. 


Amy’s resentment softened. She felt a twinge of loss and a healthy 
serving of guilt. That was, until she heard her aunt’s last words. 





Amsterdam, Capital of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 


“Let me get this straight,” Ian said, pacing the carpeted floor in Cara’s 
hotel room. “You think the Outcast is going to explode a nuclear 
warhead in the North Sea so the surge will overcome the levees?” 

“Yeah, something like that,” Dan said. He’d made it back to the hotel 
in half the time it had taken him to get to the museum. “Topple, 
Overcome, overtop, breach—whatever. Hurricane or no hurricane, a giant 
surge of water is blasting through. The important part is: It could happen 
at any time. We can’t sit around, twiddling our thumbs, or fighting about 
thread count, while we wait for a storm to blow in.” 

Ian’s face reddened. He looked ready to blow a gasket, but he ignored 
Dan’s comment about bickering over sheets. “Is it possible, Cara?” he 
asked. “Can’t you search that up or something? Posthaste. We need to 
know if a nuclear explosion can cause such a devastating event.” 

“All nuclear explosions cause devastating events,” Dan grumbled 
under his breath. 

Cara turned to her computer and began hitting keys. “Here’s one!” she 
said, and Ian and Dan gathered around her. The footage was black-and- 
white and grainy. The first few seconds showed only a few ships bobbing 
on a peaceful ocean. Then a massive pillar erupted from the water, as if a 
sea god had shot a fist into the sky. Dan was dumbstruck as he a watched 
a clip of a four-hundred-and-forty-foot-long cargo ship, docked too close 
to the testing site, get totally engulfed by a wall of water. His body went 
rigid—half with fear, the rest with frustration. The video was giving 


them a clear, horrifying visual of what was coming. But they still had no 
idea how to stop it. 

“I’ve seen pictures of mushroom clouds over the desert, but I had no 
idea they tested bombs in the ocean, too,” Dan said solemnly. 

“Unfortunately,” Cara said, “during the nuclear arms race, over a 
thousand nuclear tests were performed by the United States alone. Most 
were exploded in secluded areas, like the deserts of Nevada or New 
Mexico, but about a fifth of them were tested in the atmosphere, 
underwater, or in space.” 

“So my question is,” Dan said, “should we try to find the bomb and 
somehow stop it before it goes off, or do we make sure the surge barriers 
are going to hold? I mean, what if there’s some sort of nuclear fallout? 
Even if we stop the breach, isn’t the radiation going to be just as bad? 
Maybe worse?” 

After a few more strokes to the keyboard, Cara said, “I don’t think so. 
There seems to have been terrible radioactive fallout from the tests 
conducted on land, but listen to this.... ” 

Cara paraphrased what she’d found for the rest of them. “A nuclear 
bomb was exploded in the Pacific Ocean five hundred miles southwest 
of San Diego, California. This test—Operation Wigwam—was 
conducted in 1955, and scientists found that the radiation effects were 
negligible. Apparently, water dilutes radiation.” 

“But take a look at that surface surge,” Dan said, staring with 
disbelief at the picture on the screen. “So, I think it’s safe to say that the 
biggest danger is the sea breaching the barriers after the blast, right? 
Because so much of the Netherlands is already below sea level, it’s going 
to be way more susceptible to flooding than San Diego.” 

“And the Outcast won’t take any chances,” Ian added. “He’ll explode 
the bomb somewhere closer than five hundred miles off the coast so as to 
maximize the effects of the surge, right?” 

Cara nodded her head. “Right. I say we still focus our attention on 
finding the targeted barrier and making sure it holds.” Her eyes flicked to 


Ian. “But it’s not my call,” she said quietly. 

Dan spun around to look at Ian, too. In that moment, he didn’t envy 
their current leader one bit. On one hand, they could try to nip the 
disaster in the bud and prevent the explosion that would cause the water 
to surge. On the other, they could focus on the barriers themselves— 
ensuring that the Netherlands was indeed fortified enough to withstand a 
raging and violent sea. 

Either was a terrifyingly daunting task. Dan gritted his teeth against 
his growing frustration. They still didn’t know which of the numerous 
barriers would be targeted. Nor did they know where along the 451 miles 
of coastline the bomb would explode. 

Ian ignored their stares and continued pacing the floor of the hotel 
room, looking as though he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. 
In a way, he did. 

“Maybe we could split up,” Dan offered. “You and Cara can rent a 
boat and some scuba gear, and try to locate the nuke. What sort of 
broken arrow do you think the Outcast found? A bomb that got lost when 
planes collided? A sunken nuclear sub? I guess that part doesn’t matter. 
... Pll start with the largest surge barriers and inspect them one by one. 
It’ll take a while, but maybe we’ll get lucky. Maybe we still have some 
time.” 

Dan could tell by the grimace on Ian’s face that he’d struck a nerve. 
Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who’d discovered new information to 
share. 

“What?” Dan said, feeling his skin prickle. “What haven’t you told 
me?” 

“While you were at the museum, I spoke with the concierge—” Ian 
said. 

“Harassed, is more like it,” Cara cut in. 

“T merely wanted to find accommodations more suitable to our needs, 
and it’s a good thing I did,” Ian said defensively. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t 
have found out that the entire city is booked for the King’s Day 


celebration. In fact, hotels all across the Netherlands are booked for 
King’s Day. It’s the biggest public festival of the year.” 

“And get this,” Cara said. “Everyone flocks to the streets, parks, and 
canals, wearing the color orange in honor of the Dutch royal family—the 
House of Orange. Sound familiar?” 

“As in, ‘The House of Orange will crumble and fall,’ ” Dan moaned. 
“The attack is going to happen on King’s Day. Please tell me that it’s at 
least a week away.” 

Cara and Ian shared a worried look before answering together. “It’s 
tomorrow.” 





Boston, Massachusetts 


Aunt Beatrice had lived her life spewing spite. What Amy didn’t know 
was how much venom the old woman had held back for distribution after 
she was gone. 

The family lawyer slipped a finger inside his collar and tugged, just as 
Mr. Berman had a few minutes before. “Beatrice Cahill left specific 
instructions for how we are to proceed,” he said, almost croaking out the 
words. “She requested that those present remain silent, and that no one 
be allowed to leave until the reading is over. So please, no matter how, 
er, ugly, this gets, do not vacate your seats.” 

Whatever Amy’s aunt had said in her will—it was bad. 

Murmurs of confusion rippled through the room, but curiosity won 
out. No one protested. When the room once again fell silent, Mr. Smood 
said, “Thank you. I will now begin. 

“ ‘I, Beatrice Cahill, a resident of the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts, being of sound mind and memory, do hereby declare this 
to be my Last Will and Testament. 

“ ‘Item One: I give and bequeath to my neighbor, Sophia Fairchild’ 
”—the fur-clad woman sitting next to Amy scooched forward in her seat, 
her full lips parting to once again reveal her bleached white smile—“ 
‘absolutely nothing. You weren’t expecting that, were you, my dear?’ ” 
Mr. Smood read. “ ‘Oh, how I wish I could be there myself to witness 
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that plastic smile of yours being wiped clean off your face. 


Amy cringed as the woman’s jaw indeed fell, gaping open. Mr. 
Smood’s eyes flicked to the woman, full of pity, but he continued reading 
nonetheless. “ ‘Don’t think I didn’t notice what you were hinting at every 
time you complimented me on my silk scarves or commented on my 
lovely china settings. 

“ ‘I am not vapid, you know, although, I cannot say the same for you. 
As for your husband, he could certainly use a new fedora or a good 
herringbone cap to cover up that monstrosity of a hair transplant, but I 
will not be the one paying for it, if that’s what you think.’ ” The man 
sitting next to Sophia Fairchild withered in his seat. 

“ ‘Item Two,’ ” Mr. Smood continued, and what followed was a 
slanderous attack directed at Beatrice’s hairdresser. 

“ ‘Beth Moorgate, you are a hopelessly unfashionable woman with no 
scissor skills whatsoever. Whatever possessed you to entertain the 
thought of beauty school in the first place, I cannot imagine.’ ” Sitting 
two rows ahead of Amy, a young woman wearing Crocs, a plaid skirt, 
striped knee-high socks, and gold hoop earrings covered her face with 
both hands. 

“ “Ms. Moorgate, to grant you any inheritance would be ludicrous. If 
anything, you should be paying back my estate the money I spent on that 
dreadful perm.’ ” 

The woman began to tremble behind her hands, and Amy was hit with 
a wave of compassion. 

Item Three was a general denouncement of anyone who continued to 
patronize the corner store on Washington and Third Street. Beatrice said 
the shopkeeper there had once treated her in an “undignified manner.” If 
Amy recalled correctly, the man had accused her aunt of shoplifting 
when she accidentally dropped her handbag and no less than a dozen 
ceramic cats came spilling out. 

The barrage persisted, with Aunt Beatrice slamming everyone in the 
room with varying degrees of insults without bestowing anything of any 


value to anyone. It appeared her aunt had asked Mr. Smood to gather 
them all here merely to dish out one last verbal lashing. 

“ ‘Item Twenty-Three: As for my great-niece and -nephew, Amy and 
Dan Cahill ...? ” Mr. Smood paused, pinning Amy with a sympathetic 
look, and she braced herself for the onslaught she knew was coming. 

“ “Being charged with your care and upbringing was by far the worst 
thing that ever happened to me. Dan, you were such an uncouth child, 
and ever unapologetic for your ill-mannered ways. Sadly, you were 
beyond reform by the time you were placed in my custody.’ ” 

Amy burned with anger. Thank goodness you couldn’t get your claws 
in him! she thought. 

“ “Amy, I had hoped that one day I might tum you into a highly 
regarded member of café society. Wouldn’t that have been marvelous?’ ” 

Um, no. Amy had zero interest in living the life of a socialite. She’d 
always been far more interested in history and the world than being seen 
at the trendiest clubs. I hate the spotlight. 

“ ‘But you hated the spotlight,’ ” Mr. Smood read. “ ‘In fact, all this 
attention is probably making you uncomfortable right now. I can just see 
your face turning that unattractive red.’ ” 

Aside from the crack about Dan, Amy had been doing just fine up 
until that point. But when the audience turned to look, blood did in fact 
rush to fill Amy’s cheeks. It made her so angry she could feel hot tears 
gathering behind her eyes. 

“ “Even worse than being shy, you proved to be as ruthless and cruel 
as your grandmother before you.’ ” 

The scorch of embarrassment transformed into something more. 
Shame. Maybe, deep down, Amy feared she was on course to becoming 
every bit as ruthless as Grace. Perhaps she already was. 

“ “Now, I have heard the whispers that I am nothing more than a bitter 
and disagreeable old woman. To that I say, hogwash.’ ” The crowd 
tittered and even Mr. Smood looked as though he was restraining a 
chortle. 


The absurdity of Bea’s words reeled Amy back in. It reminded her 
just how batty and self-absorbed her aunt had been to the very end. The 
heat drained from Amy’s cheeks. Nothing that woman says is going to 
touch me again. 

“ <I want everyone to know that if there is an ounce of truth to these 
accusations it is only because my heart was shattered by these insolent 
children. I have never fully recovered from being tasked with their 
guardianship. Amy and Dan, neither of you will receive a single dime of 
inheritance money.’ ” 

Mr. Smood finished reading and glanced in her direction. He was 
clearly measuring her reaction with his gaze. Amy rolled her eyes to let 
him know that she was fine. Aunt Beatrice had been bitter long before 
they ever came into the picture. And they certainly didn’t want any of 
her money. 

The lawyer let out a tiny puff of air and smiled warmly at her before 
moving on to the next item. 

“ ‘Item Twenty-Four: Not a one of you knows how difficult it has 
been to hold my tongue all these years.’ ” 

At this, Amy slapped a hand to her mouth to keep a laugh from 
escaping. When had Beatrice Cahill ever held her tongue? But the 
laughter died in her throat as Mr. Smood went on. “ ‘I have been forced 
to stand by while the idiocy of family and friends (primarily family) has 
caused me great strife. However, I did find small comfort in recording 
the wrongdoings in my extensive diary collection.’ ” 

Aunt Beatrice kept diaries? 

“ “My diaries provide important documentation of the Cahill family 
history and should be treated in a manner worthy of their value. 
Therefore, it is my last request that they be added to the Cahill Library at 
Attleboro.’ ” 

Mr. Berman shot up from his chair. Amy glowered at the back of his 
head. It was now blatantly obvious why he was here. Whatever the 


Outcast was trying to hide by killing Aunt Beatrice might have been 
recorded in her diaries. 

“Please take a seat, Mr. Berman. I’m not finished,” Mr. Smood said 
curtly. 

“Tm sorry. I’m... Pm ... not feeling well.” The butler clutched his 
stomach and moaned unconvincingly. Then he pushed his way down the 
row of people, tripping over legs and purses as he went. 

Amy whipped her head around. Snake! He’s going to look for the 
diaries! 

Amy considered following as he broke free from the room and 
disappeared up the staircase. But the man was an idiot. Even if he did 
manage to locate Beatrice’s diaries, there was no way Amy was letting 
him leave with them. It was kind of nice to let someone else do the 
legwork for once. 

While the lawyer moved on to the next item, Amy discreetly pulled 
out her phone once more. She punched in three lines of text for Hamilton 
and Jonah: 


MEET ME AT AUNT B’S STAT 
LOOK FOR GRACE’S GHOST 
DON’T LET THE BUTLER LEAVE 


Mr. Smood droned on for another fifteen minutes, reading Aunt 
Beatrice’s sometimes trivial, sometimes bizarre requests. Occasionally, 
Amy would hear a rustling noise upstairs. Either Bea had done a halfway 
decent job of hiding the diaries, or else Mr. Berman was even more inept 
than he looked. 

At last, Mr. Smood came to the final item. “ ‘Item Thirty-Seven: Let 
there be no further speculation. I am leaving the entirety of my estate, all 
liquid assets as well as those that can be auctioned off, to be used as 
funding for the Porcelain Cats Are People Too Foundation, and for a 
museum which will be erected in my honor and which will house my 
beloved and enviable collection of ceramic felines.’ ” 


The room gasped, but Amy couldn’t help grinning. You had to hand it 
to Aunt Beatrice—her parting shot was a good one. Amy leaned over to 
the woman sitting next to her. “You know she had more than twenty 
million dollars, right?” 

The woman broke into tears. “Come on, Harold,” she sniffled, 
smearing mascara across her face as she dabbed her eyes with the sleeve 
of her shirt. “We wasted ten years buttering up that dreadful old woman; 
we’re not going to waste a minute more of our time on her!” With that, 
the couple stood and marched out, giving Amy a free path. 

The grumbles of a disappointed crowd muffled the noise from the 
upper level, but Amy had kept one eye on the staircase throughout the 
will reading. Mr. Berman was still upstairs. While everyone else filed out 
of the house, Amy went to find him. 

The second floor had been ransacked. Books littered the hallway and 
the furniture had been upended. Aunt Beatrice would’ve left explicit 
instructions for where to find the diaries with Mr. Smood. Amy knew she 
could probably just ask him where the diaries were. But her Great-Aunt 
Beatrice was dead, killed in cold blood by Mr. Berman’s employer. And 
even as nasty as Beatrice was, Amy wasn’t about to let the butler go 
without a little bit of payback. 

She bypassed her great-aunt’s bedroom—where the mattress was 
askew and the closet had been raked—and followed the trail of disarray 
to Bea’s study. Mr. Berman glanced up, sneered at her, then went back to 
rifling through a file box. 

“Too obvious,” Amy said, and walked out. 

The only upstairs room not disheveled was the bathroom. And in it 
was one detail jarringly out of place. Mr. Berman came up behind Amy, 
standing so close she felt his hot breath on the back of her neck. 

“The bathroom? You’ve got to be kidding me,” Mr. Berman said. 

“It’s been a long time since Bea had a living cat in her house,” Amy 
said. She reached down for the kitty litter box positioned next to the 
toilet. The butler threw himself over her back. They collided in the space 


between the bathtub and the porcelain bowl, and Amy gave a last-minute 
jab of her shoulders that sent Mr. Berman flying. She pushed aside the 
litter box and pulled up the trapdoor hidden beneath it. Amy yanked out 
a surprisingly large and surprisingly heavy wooden box. She could see 
stacks of leather-bound journals between the box slats. Mr. Berman 
scrambled back. He snatched a glass perfume bottle from the vanity and 
squirted it in Amy’s face. The overwhelming artificial scent of roses 
flooded the room, as if the ghost of Beatrice had returned with stinky 
vengeance for both of them. 

Amy dropped the box to grab a towel. By the time she’d wiped her 
eyes, the butler and the heavy box of diaries had escaped down the 
staircase. Amy rushed after him, taking the stairs two at a time. She 
made it outside just in time to catch a glimpse of the butler skidding to a 
halt on the curb in front of Grace’s shiny Rolls-Royce Ghost. 

Jonah was leaning against the luxury sedan. A hideous fake mustache 
and dark glasses obscured most of his face. Next to him Hamilton, in his 
usual athletic garb, waved jovially at Mr. Berman. 

The butler spun around just as Amy caught up. She flashed him a 
prickly smile. 

“Oh, forgive me for being so rude. Amy Cahill, isn’t it?” he said, now 
trapped between the three of them. He glanced from one Cahill to the 
next, pausing slightly longer on Jonah’s mustachioed face. Then he broke 
into a soft chuckle. “Jonah Wizard. I suppose you think that I am ‘the 
man that hath no music in himself, let no such man be trusted’ and all 
that.” 

“Yeah, and I’m the man that hath no patience,” Hamilton deadpanned. 

Mr. Berman’s face fell. “Well, to be honest, the diaries aren’t really 
my thing. I far prefer green paper to parchment. If you catch my drift?” 

“What? You want money in exchange for the diaries?” Ham turned to 
Amy. “First the paparazzo and now this scumbag? I don’t know about 
you, but I’m fresh out of Franklins and embarrassing Jonah clips.” 


Encroaching on Mr. Berman’s personal space, Ham cracked his 
knuckles loudly. But he backed off when an elderly woman leaving Aunt 
Bea’s shouted, “Is everything all right, young man?” She shook her cane 
at them. “Is that teenager getting all up in your grill?” 

Hamilton looked back and forth between Mr. Berman, who wasn’t 
anywhere close to being a “young” man, and the old lady who’d 
obviously wasted too much time on YouTube. His eyes finally came to a 
rest on Jonah. “What do you say, Wizard? You’re the one with deep 
pockets.” 

“No way,” Amy said as Jonah reached for his wallet. “I’ve had 
enough of money-hungry people for one week. I can handle the butler.” 

Whipping her leg up and around in one smooth circular motion, her 
kick stopped just shy of Mr. Berman’s windpipe. “Hand over the diaries, 
or next time I won’t hold back.” 

The butler swallowed hard and carefully set down the box of diaries. 
Jonah scooped it up. “Easy-peasy, yo. Like candy from a baby,” he said. 

“Tm calling the police!” the old woman screeched. 

Amy dropped her leg, and Mr. Berman immediately raised a hand to 
his throat. As he massaged his bulging Adam’s apple, he snickered. 

“What’s so funny?” Amy asked. 

“You may have the diaries,” the butler scoffed, “but you’ll never see 
your cat again.” 

Amy’s heart sank like a stone and she gasped. 

Mr. Berman smiled maliciously at her response. “I dumped Saladin at 
a shelter on the way here and asked them to dispose of him as soon as 
possible. He’s most likely receiving a lethal injection as we speak.” 

Two things happened at once. Amy didn’t hold back as she whirled 
her leg through the air a second time, and the old lady jabbed Mr. 
Berman squarely in the gut with her cane. The end result was the butler 
lying flat on his back, wheezing and clutching his stomach. 

“Never mind,” the old lady clucked in her phone. “My eyesight is 
going. I must have dialed the wrong number.” After she hung up on the 


police, the woman gave Mr. Berman another jab with her cane before 
climbing into a car with a CRAZY CAT LADY bumper sticker and driving 
away. 
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“We’ve got to find Saladin!” Amy yelled as she lifted the keys from 
Mr. Berman’s suit pocket. As she slid into the passenger seat of Grace’s 
luxury sedan, Amy was already searching shelters on her phone. Ham 
took the wheel and Jonah jumped into the backseat, and they sped off. 

There were a total of three shelters between Grace’s house in 
Attleboro and Aunt Bea’s house in Boston. Amy furiously dialed the 
number for the first. “Did anyone turn in an Egyptian Mau today? Black 
spots, frisky attitude?” Amy asked as soon as her call was picked up. 
“No? Okay.” Click. 

Bile was rising in her throat, and her heart pounded in her ears as she 
dialed the next number. 

“Where am I going, Amy?” Ham asked as he swerved around a 
slower moving vehicle. 

“Head west,” she answered, but changed her mind after striking out 
with the second shelter as well. “Make that south. Sorry.” 

“One shelter left,” Hamilton said, and Amy nodded gravely. “Enter 
the GPS coordinates before you make the call.” Ham cranked hard on the 
wheel and the Ghost went up on two tires as he took the next corner 
without touching the brakes. 

Come on! Come on! Come on! Amy fought panic as she waited for 
someone to pick up on the other end of the phone. Instead, the call went 
to a messaging service. 


“Our normal business hours are nine A.M. to five P.M.,” the recorded 
voice said. Amy glanced at the clock on the dash. It read 5:01. Her phone 
hand dropped limply to her lap. 

“Tt’s closed for the night,” she said, her voice hollow and disbelieving. 

Tightening his jaw, Ham cast a sidelong glance at her as he took the 
next turn. He looked back at the road just in time to slam on the brakes. 
Traffic was at a standstill and flashing lights indicated an accident. 

“Hold on,” he said, throwing the sleek sedan into reverse. Amy knew 
he’d aced a course in defensive driving, but her heart still hit her throat 
when he kicked the car back into drive, then veered around the brake 
lights and onto the shoulder. 

Amy gripped her armrest, scanning for medical personnel or 
onlookers. She didn’t see any people in their way, but what she did find 
was even more alarming. Her heart skipped a beat as Hamilton stomped 
on the accelerator and the car careened toward a tow truck pulled to one 
side of the road. 

The truck’s flatbed was lowered and they sped like a bullet straight 
for it. Ham didn’t let up on the pedal as they raced up the steel ramp, 
blasted over the tire blocks, and went airborne. 

The surreal trip over the cab of the tow truck stole Amy’s breath 
away. The next instant, her teeth were rattling and her bones jarred as the 
Ghost landed, then shuddered back to life on the pavement. 

“What are you doing, Hamilton!?!” screamed Amy. 

“I always wanted to try that,” Hamilton said. He was grinning like a 
maniac as he cut in front of the wreck and peeled back into the driving 
lane. 

When the Ghost at last screeched to a stop in front of the shelter, Amy 
flung open the door and bolted for the small brick building. 

She pounded the windows with her fists. 

When her friends caught up with her, she was almost in tears. “What 
if he’s already ... ” Amy couldn’t bear to finish that sentence, so she 


started a new one, her voice cracking as she said, “How am I ever going 
to break the news to Dan?” 

“Yo, we’re not giving up that easily, are we?” Jonah said, then 
plastered his face to one of the windows. “Dude, there’s a light on in 
back. Help me make some noise.” 

Hamilton nodded. “Oh, yeah, it’s Hammer time.” 

They beat the glass so hard, Amy feared it would break. “Let us in!” 
the three kids screamed in unison. 

To Amy’s surprise and relief, an employee entered the dimly lit 
corridor. Amy wasn’t as happy about the peeved expression on the 
woman’s face. She glared at them through the glass, lifted a solitary 
finger, and pointed it at the CLOSED sign. 

“Hey, bro,” Hamilton whispered to Jonah, “you’re up.” 

“Nooo,” Jonah groaned. “Not again.” 

“Totally. You gotta play the celebrity card. If not for us, do it for 
Saladin.” 

Jonah reached up with both hands. With one, he ripped the ridiculous 
handlebar mustache from his face. With the other, he tore the tinted 
glasses from his eyes. 

Recognition hit the shelter employee like a Mack truck. She staggered 
backward a few steps, her eyes wide with excitement, before nearly 
tripping over herself as she rushed to unlock the door. 

“Jonah Wizard!” she said breathlessly. “I had no idea it was you.” 

Up close, Amy could see that the woman was barely older than the 
three of them—fortunately, an age well within Jonah’s fan demographic. 

As the young woman self-consciously fidgeted with her uniform and 
dealt with a wayward strand of hair, Amy pushed her way past. 

“Wait, you can’t go back there!” the woman yelled, but Amy was 
already halfway down the hall. Trying not to notice how cramped the 
cages were or how the animals cowered in the corners, she charged from 
room to room, searching for Saladin. Her panic flared each time she 
came to a cage and her cat wasn’t in it. 


She checked four rooms before coming to one with a sign that read 
EMPLOYEES ONLY. Without hesitation, Amy burst through the door. 

A scowling employee stood in one corner, holding a pointy syringe. 
His face was marred by a puffy red scratch. Blood trickled down his 
cheek, and one entire sleeve of the man’s uniform was shredded. “Help!” 
the man whimpered. 

There was a loud hiss and then a silver ball of spotted fur soared 
through the air and clamped onto the man’s pant leg. The man yelped. 
He shook his leg, but Saladin’s teeth and claws were sunk deep and 
guttural rumbles were rolling out of the cat’s mouth. 

“Saladin?” said Amy. 

The cat abruptly changed his tune. He delicately detached four legs 
from the man’s pants, sauntered over to Amy, and with a graceful leap, 
was in her arms. 

Amy stroked Saladin’s gleaming fur and nuzzled her face against his 
back. Throat closing and knees nearly buckling, Amy gave one giant 
sigh of relief. “Oh, Saladin, you poor thing!” 

“What?” the man shrilled. “Are you serious? I’m the poor thing!” 

Hamilton and Jonah burst in, eye-daggers trained on the man with the 
pointy syringe whimpering in the corner. “That cat is pure evil!” the man 
shouted. 

“Let’s get out of here,” Amy said, still snuggling Saladin. “If we 
hurry, we can probably make it to the fish market before it closes. Red 


snapper, here we come.” 
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Once Saladin had devoured a healthy helping of red snapper and was 
curled up cozily beside her on the hotel bed, Amy cracked open 
Beatrice’s diaries. 

Jonah, reading over her shoulder, groaned in disgust. “Ugh. Listen to 
this part: ‘My daily beauty routine appears to be paying off. Everyone 
says I’m as stunning as any Hollywood bombshell. I cannot argue, as 


I’ve been blessed with a complexion to rival Bette Davis’s and shapely 
lips that even Joan Crawford would envy.’ ” 

“Sounds like important Cahill documentation to me,” Hamilton said, 
unable to keep a straight face. 

Amy smirked—she couldn’t argue with his sarcasm—and kept 
flipping through the journals. The first diary contained entries ranging in 
date from when Beatrice had been in her late teens to her early twenties. 
Most of the accounts were viciously told. Beatrice’s resentment of her 
younger siblings, Grace and Fiske, was painfully clear. 

Amy read an entry dated shortly after Fiske was born: 

I am still in a state of shock and utter disbelief. How is it possible that 
my dear mother could have traded her life to bring such a vile creature 
into this world? The infant does nothing but wail all hours of the day. It 
is his own fault that no one but Grace comes to soothe him—he, who has 
ended all brightness for the rest of us. 

Father has left. It has fallen on me as the oldest to name the unwanted 
child, and I have decided upon the name Fiske—an Old Norse word for 
fish. I will not lie; it is with sweet vengeance that I have settled upon this 
name, as fish are something that I thoroughly detest. 

Amy resisted the urge to pitch the journal across the room. She had 
left Dan in serious danger for this? To do nothing more than read her 
aunt’s worthless vitriol? 

Her frustration mounted as she scanned several more entries in which 
Beatrice lamented life with a newborn brother. Then she found one about 
Grace that gave her pause. Granted, the diary only contained Beatrice’s 
side of the story, but it did make Grace sound rather vindictive. 

Fiske remains quite irritating, but recently Grace has proved to be the 
very bane of my existence. Everyone else seems to find her spirited 
temperament quite charming, but they havent seen the calculating, 
vengeful side of her willfulness, the way I have. 

For weeks now, I have noticed an odor when applying my facial 
cream at night. I am quite diligent about skincare, but I will not digress 


... The pungency of the cream became quite unbearable, at times even 
interfering with my sleep. However, I was reticent to dispose of the cream 
as the bottle was nearly full and very expensive. 

It was only late last evening that I discovered the source of the stench. 
When I returned to the powder room to fetch a bobby pin, I discovered 
Grace adding several drops of fish oil to my night cream. I can only 
presume that she is still cross with me for picking such a name for our 
brother, and I suspect that she has secretly read the reason I chose it for 
him. Needless to say, I will need to find a better place to conceal my 
diary.... 

Amy’s stomach churned with worry. Once, she would have thought 
Grace’s prank was funny. But was this an early glimpse at a darker, more 
menacing side of Grace? It was one thing to pour fish oil in your sister’s 
facial cream, but something else entirely to put a hit on your estranged 
husband. Wasn’t it? What if Grace hadn’t known where to draw the line? 

It wasn’t until Amy had browsed through two more journals that she 
found what she was really looking for—Beatrice’s account of Grace’s 
marriage to Nathaniel Hartford. 

“Okay, I think this is it,” she said. 

Saladin mewed, but no one else responded. By then, Hamilton and 
Jonah had already faded. Amy had no idea at what point they’d fallen 
asleep. 

She kept reading. It was difficult to weed through Beatrice’s 
ramblings and retellings, but it was clear that Beatrice had been jealous 
of how young and in love Grace and Nathaniel were when they wed, 
poised to lead the Cahill family. Where things went sour wasn’t quite as 
clear, especially when every passage was tainted by Beatrice’s spiteful 
viewpoint. 

However, one entry stood out: 

PIl admit, my relationship with Grace has been strained, to say the 
least, but it’s certainly not for lack of trying on my part! Why, just this 
evening I invited my sister and her husband to dine at my home. Was 


Grace even appreciative of all the trouble I went to in contacting the 
caterer and making certain the maid thoroughly cleaned the house before 
they arrived? I should say not! 

She squabbled with her husband the entire time. From the moment she 
stepped through the door, she was irate. Nathaniel stormed in after her. 
“It’s not like the Ekats aren't already using the latest technology to keep 
tabs on all the other branches,” he said. 

I politely offered to take their jackets, but Grace ignored me. She spun 
around and fired back, “I know where you’re heading with this. I know 
you, Nathaniel! This is just the first step for you in establishing total 
control.” 

Personally, I like the idea of being able to snoop on family members 
without their knowing. Just think of all the juicy gossip I could capture! 

While the kitchen staff passed out hors d’oeuvres, I voiced this 
opinion and, oh, how Nathaniel grinned at me. That man has charisma 
in spades. 

The look on his face was not nearly as charming, however, when he 
turned back to Grace and said, “Just because you don’t agree with my 
tactics, don’t fool yourself into thinking that we’re not after the exact 
same thing.” 

Pd like to point out that this is the very reason I never get involved in 
Clues matters. In my opinion it’s all too bothersome. 

Grace glared at her husband and had the audacity to say, “I may 
want the same thing as you, Nathaniel, but I will never sink to your level 
to get it.” 

Ah, the drama. I certainly do not condone their behavior, but what a 
thrill to witness such an ugly quarrel! 

For a second something very dark crossed Nathaniel’s face. If I didnt 
know better, I’d almost have thought Grace looked afraid. “You’ve sunk 
to my level and beyond it,” Nathaniel replied. “What about your black 
files, Grace? Did you think I don’t know about those?” 


After that, Grace clammed up and the night was ruined! We spent the 
rest of the evening eating beef Wellington and my favorite carrot-and- 
lime gelatin mold in silence. 

That was it. Bea’s account of the evening cut off there. That her 
grandparents had been hunting for the 39 Clues was old news to Amy, 
but the black files certainly piqued her interest. They sounded important. 
It sounded like, with them, Grace was compiling information on all the 
Cahills. Did that mean she’d kept one on Nathaniel, too? Did she spy on 
her own husband? Amy swallowed. 

Amy quickly scanned through the diaries a second time. She skimmed 
for any hints as to where Grace may have hidden the files but came up 
empty-handed. Asking her aunt was obviously out of the question, and 
there was only one other person she could think of who might be able to 
tell her: her Great-Uncle Fiske. 

Amy flipped open her laptop. Saladin saw the action as an invitation 
to prance across her keyboard. He purred as she nudged him aside and 
then dialed Fiske’s number for a video chat. 

When her uncle answered the Skype call, two things became 
immediately clear. One: Her call had awoken him. Two: He’d relapsed 
since she’d last seen him. 

Instead of the healthy glow he’d sported after his first few months in 
Mexico, his skin was pallid. And his cheek and collarbones protruded as 
though he’d lost a significant amount of weight. 

“Sorry to bother you, Uncle Fiske,” Amy said, forcing her lips into a 
smile. She didn’t want her face to betray how much his deteriorating 
state upset her. 

“No, my dear! Don’t be silly. It’s never a bother to chat with you. I’m 
afraid I nodded off in my hammock, but I’m fully awake now.” Amy had 
never known Fiske to be unfriendly. Sometimes it was hard to believe 
that he and Beatrice were even related—or that he and Grace were 
siblings, too. 


“Tell me, how did the reading of the will go?” Fiske asked. “It’s a pity 
I wasn’t up to being there. Although, I must admit, Beatrice never had a 
kind word for me. I can’t imagine anything—not even death—could’ve 
changed that.” An expression of deep sadness flit across her uncle’s face. 
“What a terrible end to an unhappy life.” 

Beatrice had included some words in her will regarding Fiske, but not 
a single one of them was worth repeating. “Oh, she really didn’t have 
much to say ... ” Amy hedged. “But I did manage to get ahold of her 
diaries today, and I found something in them that I’m hoping you can 
assist me with—something that might help us to identify the Outcast.” 

“Of course, Pll help in any way I can,” Fiske said. Then he 
succumbed to a fit of coughing. 

She wasn’t sure how much she should tell her uncle. He didn’t know 
about Grace’s kill order. Part of Amy wanted to share the secret just 
because she knew he’d make an attempt to set her mind at ease. 

Fiske had idolized Grace. Maybe he could reassure her that his sister 
had been the wonderful person Amy always thought she was. But no 
matter what kind of front Fiske put on, the news would rattle him. His 
health couldn’t take that. She could protect him from the knowledge of 
Grace’s murderous intentions, but she couldn’t protect him from 
everything if she was going to find the files. 

“Aunt Beatrice wrote about Grace keeping black files on all the 
people in her life,” Amy said, watching for her uncle’s reaction. 

Fiske hesitated, then nodded his head. 

“You knew about them?” Amy asked incredulously. 

He averted his gaze. “It wasn’t something Grace was proud of. But, 
yes, she confided in me about the files. She was recording all the feuds 
and any secrets she thought might be useful somewhere down the road. It 
was how she determined who was fit for high-ranking positions and who 
wasn’t, how she kept some people in line, and how she justified casting 
out certain members of the family. It’s likely that she kept one on the 
Outcast—whoever he is.” 


Amy thought she knew. But for that huge of an accusation, she 
needed confirmation. “Do you have any idea where to look for the files, 
if they still even exist?” 

Fiske rubbed a hand across his sallow face. He seemed to be 
considering a long list of possibilities. At last, his eyes darted back to 
Amy’s. A smile lit up his pale face and he said, “Whenever Grace was 
stuck on a problem, or on how to settle a family dispute, she always went 
flying. She always came back with her most daring and devious 
solutions.” 

“You think the black files might be at her private airplane hangar?” 

“Yes, I do.” Fiske nodded. 

Amy felt her face stretch into a smile, too, only to have it fall a second 
later. Grace’s hangar was in Attleboro—deep within Outcast territory. 





Boston and Attleboro, Massachusetts 


After hanging up with Fiske, Amy checked in with Dan. 

“So we think the Outcast has a broken arrow that he found and fixed 
somehow,” her brother said. To anyone else, the wobble in his voice 
would have passed unnoticed. “And he’s going to detonate the nuke 
tomorrow during this huge national outdoor party. When the spray hits 
land, he’s literally going to rain on the Netherlanders’ parade. Can you 
believe it? That Outcast is one demented old dude.” 

Amy’s breath caught in her throat. She felt a throbbing knock against 
her rib cage. “Dan.” She whispered his name like a lifeline tossed across 
the ocean that divided them. “You can’t stay there. You have to go.” 

The smile on Dan’s face dissolved, allowing her to catch a glimpse of 
the fear he’d been trying to mask. “I can’t leave,” he said. “All these 
people, this beautiful city.” 

Saladin must’ve recognized Dan’s voice. He meowed plaintively in 
the background. 

“Whoa! Please tell me that was who I think it was.” Dan bounced 
back to life on screen. 

Amy pulled herself together for Dan’s sake. She caught him up to 
speed on what was happening on her end and stopped asking him to 
vacate the Netherlands. As much as she wanted him to be far away from 
the danger, she knew her brother. He would never walk away. 

A bolt of shame speared her. Was she just going to accept the risk to 
her brother’s life? Perhaps she was as ruthless as Grace. But what other 


options were there? Ian was smart, capable, and strategic, but the 
pressure of leadership was getting to him, causing him to make mistakes. 
The Netherlanders needed someone who also possessed tried-and-true 
instincts. 

They needed Dan. 


* CK OK 


“I can’t believe we’re this close to Grace’s house—make that your 
house, Amy—and we can’t even stop in for a snack or to use the toilet,” 
Ham said as he slid back in behind the wheel of the Ghost. 

“I know, right? Gas station bathrooms stink. Literally,” Jonah said. 
“Why do you think I’m holding it until we reach the hangar?” 

“Whatever, man, it was worth it. Now I can sit in comfort while I eat 
my Funyuns.” Hamilton cracked open the bag of onion-flavored rings 
that he’d picked up inside the convenience store. 

“Not while you’re driving, you can’t,” Amy said, snatching the bag 
from his hands and tossing it into the backseat with Jonah. 

Jonah scooped it up and started munching on the rings. 

Glancing back at him in the rearview mirror as he pulled out of the 
gas station parking lot, Hamilton cried, “Hey! Leave some for me.” 

Jonah took another ring out of the bag and popped it in his mouth. 
“Consider this payback for the Shakespeare clip.” His eyes narrowed. 
“Payback number one, that is. You’re not getting off that easy.” 

Within minutes, they were pulling up to a large grassy field 
surrounded by a high-security fence. Amy held her breath as she 
punched in the code to open the gate securing access to Grace’s private 
hangar and airstrip. She half expected the numbers to set off an alarm 
and for Grace’s luxury sedan to be swarmed by a fleet of armed guards. 
When the light turned green on the keypad and the Ghost rolled through 
the gates, she let her breath out. 

The padlock on the hangar door was a different story, however. It took 
every trick Amy had learned from her lessons with an old cat burglar, but 


a good fifteen minutes later they were in. Amy’s breath caught in her 
throat again. 

The hangar reflected more of her grandmother’s personal tastes than 
any room back at the estate. Grace had once told Amy that flying was the 
one thing that made her feel most alive. The goggles Amelia Earhart had 
worn when she became the first woman to fly solo across the Atlantic 
were stored in a glass cabinet atop a marble stand. A model of the Wright 
brothers’ Flyer I hung from the ceiling. Tacked to the wall beneath the 
Flyer was a black-and-white photograph of the first flight. It was even 
autographed by Wilbur and Orville Wright. 

The hangar felt like a museum honoring Grace and her deepest 
passion. When Grace was alive, she’d kept the place spotless. Seeing the 
layer of dust coating everything now affected Amy more than it should 
have. Grace had been gone so long now. Those happy afternoons Amy 
had spent here with her grandmother felt so achingly distant. But the 
layer of grime over everything felt almost deserved after how tarnished 
Grace’s memory had become. 

Back when she and Dan had been hunting for the Clues, all Amy’d 
had to do was think like her grandmother, and most often, the solution 
would present itself. Locked box? Ancient riddle? No problem. Amy 
would draw inspiration and courage by imagining Grace’s presence 
beside her, helping her along. 

Now when she listened for Grace’s voice, all she heard was silence. 
And she wasn’t sure she wanted to keep her grandmother’s memory so 
vividly alive after all that she’d learned. But Amy did want to find the 
black files, even if she was afraid of what they might contain. 

“Where did you hide them, Grace?” Amy whispered as she peered 
around the hangar, trying to see past her memories. 

Her eyes swept across the concrete floor and landed on her 
grandmother’s plane. It had been draped with a tarp. “Help me uncover 
the Flying Lemur IT?” Amy asked the boys. They stopped looking around 
and sprang into action, tugging the drab gray sheet off Grace’s plane. 


The Flying Lemur II was painted a cheery yellow color. Grace had 
commissioned someone to custom-build an exact replica of the old- 
fashioned original. Fancy oriental rugs that Grace had collected from her 
travels were spread beneath the propeller plane’s wings, and an aircraft 
tug was parked just in front of it. The airplane may have looked antique, 
but the tug—the tractorlike vehicle used to guide the plane to the runway 
—was cutting edge. 

While her friends ran upstairs to the loft, Amy walked the perimeter 
of the plane. There wasn’t much in the way of things to be rifled through. 
The hangar was spacious and uncluttered, with mostly plush creature 
comforts upstairs—a padded sofa and a kitchenette—and aviation 
memorabilia downstairs and hanging from the rafters. When she heard 
the refrigerator door creak open in the loft, Amy called out, “I’m pretty 
sure Grace didn’t keep the files in her freezer.” 

“What?” Hamilton answered. “Jonah ate all my Funyuns and I’m still 
hungry.” 

Amy was revolted. “Don’t forget to read expiration dates!” she called 
back. 

The files weren’t in the fridge, and Grace hadn’t kept a single filing 
cabinet on the premises. Amy was starting to fear that Fiske had been 
wrong. 

Perhaps Grace had hidden the black files back at the estate, or even 
somewhere else. She had houses and hiding spots tucked away around 
the world. Maybe Cara could find a way to hack into Grace’s bank 
records and see if they’d missed a safety deposit box in her name. Amy 
clenched her teeth in frustration. Dan was on the other side of the world 
staring down a tsunami, and she was on a cold trail. Still, she couldn’t 
resist climbing into the cockpit of the Flying Lemur IT. She wasn’t sure 
she’d ever get another chance. 

She gripped Grace’s control wheel and placed her other hand on the 
throttle lever. For a minute, she let good memories wash over her— 
flying over rolling green fields and gazing out at endless blue skies. Amy 


had thought her grandmother to be the best and bravest woman in the 
world. She wished she still felt that way. Tears prickled against the back 
of her eyes. It’s like she died again, Amy thought. 

As Amy was about to hop out of the plane, something the Outcast had 
said came back to her. He’d been quoting Grace at the time, his image 
projected on the screen in Grace’s own house as he vied for control of 
the family. If your best instincts are your worst enemies, take your hands 
off the controls. Find someone else to fly the plane. 

The Outcast had twisted the meaning of Grace’s words in order to use 
them against the younger generation of Cahills. He’d claimed that the 
Cahill kids were amateurs, untried and unfit to lead. That the family 
should find someone else, meaning the Outcast, “to fly the plane.” 

Grace may not have been the person Amy thought she was, but she 
couldn’t imagine her grandmother ever thinking like that. She was 
always the first one to take charge of a situation, and she’d encouraged 
Amy and Dan to do the same—to assess their surroundings and do what 
needed to be done. Take your hands off the controls. Grace, what are you 
really saying? 

Then it hit her. She was sitting in the wrong place. Amy bolted out of 
the pilot’s seat and over into the copilot’s position. She felt under the 
seat. She looked for anything on the dashboard that didn’t fit and ran her 
fingers along the underside of the control panel. Sure enough, her racing 
fingers found their mark—a small button hidden from view. 

Amy pressed it, her expectations high. But nothing happened. She 
pressed it again. Still nothing. Disappointed, she shook her head and 
climbed out of the cockpit. 

What a waste of time. 

“Let’s leave before the Outcast realizes we’re here,” Amy called up to 
her friends. They started down the stairs as Amy moved toward the front 
of the plane. When she reached the end of the rug, it buckled beneath 
her. 

“Amy!” Jonah cried in surprise. “Are you okay?” 


Amy had fallen to her knees on the unstable ground. She quickly 
rolled to one side, then pulled back the Persian rug. Pressing the button 
had worked after all. It had activated a hidden door. Amy gaped through 
the open hole at a staircase plunging into darkness. 


* CK 


Alek Spasky stewed while he sat hidden by a thicket in the woods just 
beyond Grace Cahill’s hangar. He regretted not hitting at least one of the 
children with his emei piercer when he’d had the chance. 

If Alek had maimed just one of them before they’d entered the 
hangar, it would’ve made the wait far more bearable. Granted, the 
Outcast had ordered him to hold off until the children led him to the 
files. But the Outcast wouldn’t begrudge Alek a little fun in the 
meantime, would he? 

As it was, he was nothing more than an overpaid babysitter. The 
thought galled him. He was tired of lurking in the shadows, when today 
was supposed to be his day to rise. Alek’s right hand, his spear-hurling 
hand, twitched. 

Watching a video feed from inside the hangar, he noticed that Amy 
had climbed into the cockpit of the plane. Hate and loathing ate at Alek 
like acid. He longed to make her suffer. 

The Cahill girl took bold steps with all the self-assurance of an older 
sister. Alek’s own sister, Irina, had operated the same way. He’d spent 
most of his life trying to impress her. Trying to prove himself worthy of 
her love and attention. 

Alek had been following in Irina’s footsteps when he joined the 
Komitet Gosudarstvennoi Bezopanosti—the machine that was the KGB. 
But Irina had treated him with disinterest as she outshone him in every 
manner and rose to the top of the secret spy agency. She’d been cool and 
aloof, bestowing him with nothing more than an indifferent smile when 
he finally attained the highest rank alongside her. 

Irina had been ice. 


She’d never cared for him, never shown him any softness. And any 
hint of feeling in her had died with her son. But perhaps her coolness 
was a blessing in disguise. Her rejection finally caused Alek, too, to turn 
away from his family. And when he did, he found something 
extraordinary. Until the hubris of the Cahill family took it away from 
him. 

And for what? 

Then Irina went and threw her life away, too. One moment of 
tenderness, and it was wasted on the Cahill children. 

They had cost him too much. 

Today Amy and Dan would atone for two lives cut short, for acts of 
kindness imparted on the undeserving. They would pay him back with 
blood. 

The media would speculate on the origin of the nuke in the 
Netherlands and which terrorist group was responsible for its detonation. 
True, it had been the most brilliant, tinkering Ekaterina minds that had 
made the bomb operational once again, but without Alek none of it 
would have been possible. 

Alek would make sure the entire world knew that he was responsible. 
He would contact the media himself. He’d need his own alias, of course. 
How about “the Steel Rod Assassin”? No, that was ridiculous. It was far 
too long and comic-book-sounding. Unlike “the Outcast,” which was all 
at once threatening and concise. Alek’s own father had been called “the 
Scalpel.” Could his alias be “Son of the Scalpel”? No, that also was 
horrendously long. 

Alek would have to give it more thought. He’d meditate on it after he 
dealt with the children. Glancing again at the video surveillance, he 
noticed Amy clambering back out of the cockpit. Boring, Alek thought. 
Then she stumbled and pulled back the rug. When he saw the hole that 
had opened up in the floor, he smiled. 

And so it begins. 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


The worst traps in life are set by the ones we love. 

Amy and her friends cautiously descended the steps leading into 
Grace’s underground bunker. The stairwell was narrow and the darkness 
enveloping as they dropped deeper into the earth. “Be careful,” she 
warned Hamilton and Jonah. “I don’t think this clue is one Grace ever 
intended us to find.” 

“Would now be an okay time to mention that your grandmother 
always freaked me out?” Hamilton said. 

“Me too,” Jonah confessed. “Grace was wicked smart, but you never 
knew where you stood with her. One day she could be lavishing you with 
compliments, and the next she’d be serving your head on a platter to the 
rest of the Cahills.” 

Amy bristled and goose bumps rose on her skin. She sucked in cool 
air only to find that it was stale and musky, like that of an ancient tomb. 
How had her perception of Grace been so far off the mark? Had 
everyone been able to see what she’d apparently missed? 

Once her foot connected with the bottom step, Amy heard a loud click 
and the door above them quickly glided shut. Completely blinded by the 
darkness, Amy swallowed the urge to scream. 

Instead, she charged back up the steps and frantically felt for a button 
or a release lever for the door. There wasn’t one—much like the outside 
had been, the inside of the door was entirely smooth—a solid, sliding 
panel. 


They were trapped. 

A wave of claustrophobia washed over Amy, but she heard a buzz and 
a light flickered on. 

“Found a switch,” Ham reported as Amy made her way back to the 
bottom landing. She blinked her eyes, adjusting to the fluorescent 
overhead lights. 

“Thanks, Ham.” Now that the corridor was illuminated, Amy once 
again took the lead. 

A series of framed photographs hung on the thick concrete walls. 
Starting with the Wright brothers’ first flight, it seemed to be a time line 
of aviation. Each photograph was hung in precise alignment except for a 
black-and-white photo of a jet fighter. The jet fighter was hanging 
slightly askew. 

Jonah reached out to straighten it, and Amy’s arm instinctively shot 
up. She caught Jonah’s hand a millisecond before it landed on the frame. 
“Don’t touch it,” she said. Her voice sounded cutting even to her own 
ears. 

“Why not?” Jonah asked. 

“Something doesn’t feel right. Give me a minute to think.” 

“A lot doesn’t feel right to me,” Hamilton muttered. 

Jonah dropped his hand to his side and Hamilton meandered farther 
down the corridor. The hallway ended in a sharp turn. Not one of them 
could see what was beyond the corner. 

Amy stared at the photo. A faded memory was being pieced together. 
Grace had swatted her arm away from a crooked frame once. “Don’t ever 
do that,” Grace had warned. Then she’d taken Amy to an air museum 
and shown her a plane just like the one in the photo. It was a 
Messerschmitt—Me 262—the most common fighter jet used by the 
Germans in World War II. 

“It’s a trap,” she told Jonah. She repeated the story her grandmother 
had told her. “During World War II, German engineers rigged crooked 
picture bombs to target high-ranking officials. They hollowed out walls 


and set explosives behind pictures in abandoned buildings. The pictures 
were left crooked, and then when Allied forces set up shop in the 
buildings and someone straightened the frames, it tripped the bomb and 
everyone nearby was killed.” 

“Whoa. So you’re saying that Grace’s bunker is, like, booby-trapped 
—that we need to watch out for trip wires and stuff like that?” Jonah 
shook his head. “That’s trippin’, yo, in more ways than one.” 

“Maybe not trip wires exactly, but motion—” 

Just then, an alarm sounded and a faint, sweet odor filled the air. 

Hamilton came barreling back around the corner. “Oh man, I 
activated some—” His head slumped forward and his body followed. He 
hit the floor. Hard. 

“Ham!” Jonah sprang ahead, but Amy yanked him back, her arm 
nearly wrenched out of its socket. 

“We can’t!” Holding her breath, she pulled her shirt collar over her 
mouth and nose and indicated for Jonah to do the same. They ducked 
close to the ground, watching Ham/’s limp body for signs of life. He 
never so much as twitched. 

Be okay. Be okay. He has to be okay. 

The wait was agonizing, but the saccharine scent eventually left the 
air. They rushed to check on him. 

“Do you think he’s all right?” Jonah asked worriedly. 

Amy lifted Ham’s head and pressed her fingers to the carotid artery 
just left of his windpipe. “I don’t know,” she said, but she picked up a 
slow beat and some of the tension left her shoulders. “But at least he still 
has a pulse.” Perhaps Grace wanted to merely incapacitate intruders— 
not kill them. The realization might have been reassuring if it wasn’t 
overshadowed by one clear fact: Hamilton was hurt because he’d been 
caught in one of Grace’s snares. 

Jonah breathed a heavy sigh of relief. “What are we going to do with 
him?” 


Amy glanced around. “I think we have to leave him here. He’s too 
heavy to take with us.” After gently laying her friend’s head back on the 
cement, she stood up. Every nerve ending in her body was on high alert 
as she and Jonah inched around the corner Hamilton had cleared. 

The hallway opened up into a larger room entirely crisscrossed with 
laser beams. At the back of the room, a sizeable black safe was 
embedded in the concrete wall. 

Jonah turned his head to look at Amy, his eyes bulging. “Are you 
kidding me?” he said. “There’s gotta be some serious dirt in those files.” 

“There must be a way to shut the lasers off,” Amy said. “Look for a 
panel.” 

“Yeah, let’s just not bump any picture frames while we’re at it,” Jonah 
mumbled. Amy could barely hear him over the sounding alarms. 

It didn’t take long for Amy to locate a keypad on the wall. It consisted 
of both numbers and letters. But what if it was another trap? If she 
entered the wrong passcode, she and Jonah could end up in the same boat 
as Hamilton. Or worse. 

Full of dread, her fingers shook as she punched in the address for her 
grandmother’s estate. They weren’t the right keys, but at least a 
pendulum blade didn’t swing out from the wall. She tried the address for 
the hangar next, followed by Saladin’s name and his birthday. Then she 
did the same for herself, for Grace, and for Dan. She tried her parents’ 
names and their wedding anniversary. 

With the alarms pounding in her ears, it was extremely difficult to 
concentrate. What else could she try? 

Then she knew. 

She hit N376S, the tail number she’d just seen printed on the Flying 
Lemur II. 

Nothing. 

Amy shook her head, ashamed of her own stupidity. Whenever Grace 
retold the story of how the original Flying Lemur had crashed, she’d 
grumbled about the one thing that couldn’t be replicated exactly. The 


Flying Lemur IT had to be given a unique tail number; it couldn’t legally 
be registered under the same one that had been painted on its 
predecessor. 

Amy had never personally laid eyes on Grace’s first plane, but she 
had noticed a photo of a bright yellow propeller plane hanging with the 
other framed pictures in the corridor. She blew past a bewildered Jonah, 
back around the corner, past Hamilton—still collapsed on the floor— 
then found what she was looking for near the end of the hall. 

When she returned to the keypad and punched in N237W, the ringing 
stopped. The laser beams shut down. The door to the safe swung wide 
open. 





Mount Fuji, Japan 


The vault door was ajar. The hulking form of Magnus Hansen stood 
hunched in front of it with his back turned to Nellie and Sammy. He was 
blocking their view of what lay inside. 

Before Nellie could think to question why the Tomas leader would be 
breaking in to his own branch’s vault, he rose to his full, formidable 
height and swung around. He turned his ice ax on Nellie and the 
expression on his face was emotionless—as stone-cold as his gray-blue 
eyes. 

Nellie gasped, grabbed Sammy protectively, and looked frantically 
around for a tactical position, for a way to defend themselves from the 
machinelike man towering before them. Her eyes caught on the bag at 
Magnus’s feet. They’d interrupted him as he was pilfering items from the 
vault. Interestingly, the rugged tunnel carved into the side of the 
mountain was littered with Super Bowl rings, expensive medallions, and 
gold trophies. But the items poking out of Magnus’s gym bag—a fresh, 
fleshy leaf from an aloe plant, a human femur, a quartz crystal the size of 
a baseball—were not ones that your average person would expect to be 
secured deep inside the heart of a stronghold. 

A tingle ran up Nellie’s spine and the hairs on the back of her neck 
stood on end. She wasn’t your average person. 

Nellie took a step backward, nudging Sammy along with her. “The 
clues,” she said, her voice ringing with accusation. “You’re stealing 


Tomas clues for the Outcast, aren’t you, Magnus? It’s never been about 
the disasters. The disasters are just a distraction!” 

Magnus continued to stare at her blankly. Nellie knew that in his eyes, 
she wasn’t a threat—just a pesky fly to be dealt with when she swarmed 
too close. Good. She could use that to her advantage. She took another 
step back and kept talking. 

“The Outcast made you leader of the Tomas for this very purpose, 
didn’t he? So you could force an evacuation of the stronghold. The 
‘punishing’ of the Cahill kids—it’s all a cover. The Outcast just wants to 
keep them out of the way while he steals the thirty-nine clues.” Nellie’s 
face grew hot. “Don’t tell me he actually plans on using the serum.” 

Still no reaction from Magnus, even though Nellie knew she’d hit on 
the truth. One thing didn’t fit, though, and Nellie found herself 
wondering out loud. “But why didn’t you have the combination to the 
lock on the vault? Why the ice ax?” 

Magnus’s iceberg eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly. 

Then Nellie remembered something else she’d heard about Magnus. 
He’d had some financial trouble with the Tomas treasury. He’d been 
kicked out of the family for some conspiracy that Grace had uncovered 
years ago. It wasn’t until the Outcast reinstated him that Magnus had 
once again become active in the Tomas network. 

“They didn’t trust you, did they? The rest of the Tomas—they didn’t 
trust you with the combination, even though you’re their leader.” 

Without warning, Magnus charged like an angry bull. An angry bull 
with an ax. But that’s what Nellie had been counting on. She reached 
back, snagged a heavy marble trophy, and hurled it straight at Magnus’s 
head. A sharp corner of the base caught Magnus between the eyes. He let 
out a groan and crumbled to his knees. 

Nellie screamed, “Go!” and she and Sammy hightailed back the way 
they’d come. As she went, Nellie threw everything she could in 
Magnus’s path—medals, trophies, plaques—anything to slow him down. 


A few steps ahead, Sammy was fiddling with something by the secret 
entrance. “Come on. We don’t have time!” she said. 

“Just another second!” 

Nellie didn’t have another second. Magnus was up and his ax was 
swinging. 

Nellie ducked, narrowly avoiding decapitation. She felt the hairs on 
the top of her head lift as the ax whistled past and the serrated blade dug 
into the wall. 

The Tomas leader grunted and heaved to dislodge it. The ax came 
loose. At the same time, Sammy grabbed Nellie by the arm and pulled. 
She was almost out the door when Magnus lunged after her, clamping his 
free hand around her boot. Stuck in a tug-of-war between her scientist 
boyfriend and a former Olympic athlete, her bets were on the athlete. 

But she could even the odds. 

Nellie twisted, leaned back into Sammy, and raised her other boot. 
She landed a kick that sent Magnus’s head cracking back on his beefy 
neck. He let go and Nellie went rocketing all the way through the 
doorway, landing in a pile with Sammy on the floor. Nellie slammed the 
door shut with her foot. She sprang to a vertical position, ready to bolt, 
but Sammy didn’t get up. He didn’t move. He just grinned at her, as if all 
of a sudden, he wasn’t in such a terrible hurry. 

“What did you do?” Nellie asked, frozen in midflight. 

Sammy’s grin stretched wider. “Oh, I just disabled the fingerprint 
scanner. The one that opens the door from the inside.” 

“So he’s stuck in there?” 

A loud thwack reached their ears from the opposite side of the door 
and Sammy’s grin faltered. “For now. But he does have an ice ax, the 
stamina of a horse, and the strength of a polar bear.” 

Thwack! 

“I don’t think we want to be around when he eventually chops his 
way out,” Sammy added, hopping to his feet. 

Thwack! 


“And we need to break the news to my kiddos,” Nellie said. “They 
have to know what the Outcast is really after.” 

Thwack! 

A brick on the false wall rattled, kicking a tiny cloud of dust into the 
air. 

“Yeah. But we can’t tell them if Magnus brings this whole place 
down. Let’s go!” 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Hamilton opened his eyes. Amy was sitting cross-legged beside him, the 
black files scattered everywhere on the corridor floor in front of her. 

“Where’s Jonah?” he asked groggily. 

“You’re awake!” Amy said, throwing her arms around him and 
helping him to an upright position. Her lips curled into a smile, but Ham 
could see her eyes were haunted and scared. 

“He’s searching for a way out,” Amy continued. “The concrete walls 
block reception on our cell phones, and no one even knows we’re here. 
Not even Dan.” 

“I knew you’d find those,” Hamilton said, gesturing at the files. His 
head felt heavy and it was throbbing. When he explored his forehead 
with his fingers, he found a large, tender bump. He massaged it gently. 

“Did I hear Ham’s voice?” Jonah said, popping out of the bottom of 
the stairwell. His face went supernova bright when he saw that Hamilton 
really was awake. “Dude, you’re up!” 

“Any luck finding a way out?” Amy asked. 

Jonah’s face fell. “Nah. Get cozy, homeys. We’re stuck here for a 
while.” 

Hamilton cast a thin smile to Jonah, then turned back to Amy. “So 
what did you find out? Anything good?” 

“T wouldn’t say ‘good,’ ” she replied carefully. She couldn’t quite 
meet his eyes. “Apparently, Grace called them ‘black files’ because 
they’re full of blackmail material. There’s a file here on almost everyone 


we know. I just ... I just can’t believe Grace did all this. If she didn’t 
have dirt on someone, it seems like she was perfectly okay with 
inventing it. It’s awful.” 

Amy looked down at her hands, and her voice broke awkwardly. 
“There’s even a file on your father.” 

“My dad?” Hamilton asked. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. 

Amy met his eyes again. “Grace is the real reason he was kicked out 
of West Point. After Eisenhower forgot the rule about taking guns off 
campus—” 

Hamilton had heard the story before. “Dad was just so excited to 
show his rifle to my grandfather. He totally spaced out that he wasn’t 
supposed to take it with him when he left West Point to visit his family,” 
he said, his voice rising as he spoke. 

Amy nodded slightly. “I don’t doubt that,” she said. “But maybe you 
shouldn’t look in the file. You might not like what you find.” 

Hamilton ignored her warning. He had to know. The dark gray folder 
had the name Eisenhower Holt printed in gold on the cover. He took it 
from Amy, flipped it open, and found a photograph of his dad, dressed in 
a crisp military uniform, paper-clipped to one side. Below the photo was 
a student number followed by a grades report from West Point. Someone 
had stamped EXPELLED across his father’s face in bright red letters. 
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Grace had included a handwritten note: 

Despite his temper, Eisenhower is friendly and charismatic. People 
are naturally drawn to him. If he succeeds in graduating from West 
Point, I fear he might gain too much favor among the Tomas. Mr. Holt 
clearly does not possess the intellectual capacity for the important 
decision-making that may be required of him should he take on a 
prominent role within the family. 

Hamilton set his jaw. He resisted the urge to hit something. His dad 
wasn’t a rocket scientist, but he wasn’t a dummy, either. Just because the 
Tomas were athletically gifted didn’t mean they were all a bunch of 
blockheads. 

“T know. I’m sorry,” Amy said as though she’d been reading his mind. 
He could feel her hand hovering above his shoulder, as if she wanted to 
offer comfort but didn’t know where to start. 


Hamilton exhaled through his nose as he turned the page. 

The Honor Board at West Point has decided to let Eisenhower off with 
a warning for taking his gun off campus, as it was his first transgression. 
Therefore I have decided to take matters into my own hands. A fake ID, 
cheat sheets, and proof of plagiarism have all been planted among 
Eisenhower’s possessions. Conveniently, Arthur Trent is his current 
roommate at West Point. Thanks to his affinity for my daughter, he was 
easily persuaded. I have given Arthur clear instructions where to look 
for the fabricated evidence of honor code misconduct. I have no doubts 
that once Arthur hands over the items I planted, the Honor Committee 
will in turn rule in favor of expulsion. 

By the time he finished reading, Hamilton’s body was rigid with 
anger. “How dare she?” he said, his voice quavering with emotion. “My 
grandfather was framed, too, for allegedly leaking secrets to the Ekats. 
More than anything, my dad wanted to redeem the Holt family name. He 
thought graduating from West Point would be the first step.” 

A hot tear pooled in the corner of his eye and rage boiled in his chest. 
“Grace stole the opportunity right out from under Dad’s feet.” His voice 
broke. “You know, I’ve always wondered why my dad is so bitter. It’s no 
secret that we aren’t really that close. Things might’ve been different if 
Dad had graduated, if the other Cahills showed him more respect. 
Honestly, he has a great sense of humor, but he always uses it to cut me 
down. Like I’m a huge disappointment.” 

“Tm so sorry,” Amy said. Hamilton watched as blotches of red 
blossomed on the skin of her neck and cheeks. She was really upset— 
maybe even as upset as he was. 

“That’s messed up, for sure,” Jonah chimed in. He crossed the room 
and sat down with them. Ham could see that Jonah was clenching and 
unclenching his jaw, and something inside him lifted just a bit to see his 
friends so upset for him. 

“Like, what happened to our parents and grandparents?” Jonah 
continued. “How’d they all turn into such a bunch of backstabbers?” 


“Hypocrites,” Amy said. “Imposters.” 

“Slanderers,” Ham added, with a dark look at the file. 

“I thought growing up was supposed to make you smarter. It, like, has 
the opposite effect on our family,” Jonah said. 

Amy nodded her head in agreement. “I wanted to be just like Grace. I 
wanted to live up to her. And now ... I just can’t believe this. Is this what 
being the leader of the Cahill family turns you into?” 

Hamilton sniffled, then reached out for her hand. “No. Not you, Amy. 
You’re better than that.” 

Amy took his hand and wrapped it in her own. She gave him a 
wavering smile and squeezed. “I hope you’re right,” she said. “But I 
haven’t shown you everything that I found.” 

Hamilton retracted his grasp as Amy picked up another file. She 
gripped it so tightly that the skin around her knuckles turned white and 
her hands began to tremble. “The one on Nathaniel Hartford is the most 
terrifying, and I’m afraid that Grace didn’t fabricate everything that’s 
written about him.” 

The tremble from her fingers overtook the rest of Amy’s body, and 
she gave a sob and buried her face in her hands. 

Hamilton and Jonah exchanged a glance. “Amy?” Ham asked. 

She lifted her head. Her face was ghost white, and her eyes were 
clouded with fear. “PI be all right,” she said uncertainly, and cleared her 
throat. “It seems like Grace and Nathaniel were both obsessed with 
finding the clues, but Nathaniel’s obsession ... how far he was willing to 
go to get his hands on the serum. He ... ” She clutched the file to her 
chest. “My mother. His own daughter. He threatened to—” Amy said 
choppily, unable to complete a single sentence. She buried her head 
again. “It’s too awful. I can’t.” 

Hamilton gingerly placed a hand on her back. “It’s okay. You don’t 
have to tell us now.” He felt her back heave beneath his fingers as she 
gulped in air and let it out again. 


“Thanks. There is one helpful item, though,” she said. She sat up 
straight, wiped her cheeks, and pushed back the hair that had fallen in 
her face. Hamilton could see the effort it took to force herself to get it 
together. “The file contains a photo of my grandfather. It’s from forty 
years ago. But if we ever manage to get out of here, we’ll run an age 
progression on it so we’ll know what Nathaniel Hartford looks like 
today.” 

“And if he’s the Outcast, right?” Jonah asked. 

“Right. And maybe—” Amy stopped abruptly and they all listened. 

A grinding sound echoed from the stairwell. The secret panel was 
sliding open. 

Ham’s skin prickled. His tongue felt like a stone in his mouth and his 
gut tightened. They hadn’t done anything to open the door. So who had? 

Amy shoved the file into her pack, and she and Hamilton sprang to 
their feet a second after Jonah. 

“What’s the plan?” Hamilton whispered. “Whoever opened that door 
has us backed into a corner. If we stay down here, there’s no hope for 
escape.” 

A look of understanding passed between the three of them. 

“Okay, then.” He felt his anger solidify into resolve. No matter how 
hard the world tried, he wouldn’t become the victim his father was. “We 
dive for cover as soon as we reach the top. Agreed?” 

Amy and Jonah nodded their heads. Then the three of them bolted up 
the stairs together and launched themselves through the opening in the 
floor. 

As Ham ducked and rolled, a small silver missile flew through the air 
and Jonah let out an agonized shriek. An iron fist clenched around Ham’s 
heart. 

“Jonah!” he screamed. 

For an excruciating moment, Ham could only see the horrendous way 
Jonah’s face was contorting with pain. He couldn’t see where the emei 
piercer had nailed him. He couldn’t tell if the injury was life-threatening. 


Reaching back, he encircled an arm around his friend’s waist and 
hauled Jonah along, then dove for cover. They slid to a stop behind the 
aircraft tug a second later, just as another silver object whizzed by Ham’s 
ear. 

As Ham dropped his cousin, Jonah clutched his leg and writhed in 
pain. Hamilton glanced down at the steel rod impaled in Jonah’s thigh 
and breathed a sigh of relief. Better there than in his chest. 

“Spasky>?” Ham asked as Amy slid safely behind the cover of the tug. 

“I didn’t get a good look, but it’s got to be,” she said. “How bad is it, 
Jonah?” 

“Takes a lot more than one spear to do in the Wiz,” Jonah joked. But 
it was obvious by the way his face crumpled and his body folded in on 
itself that he was suffering. 

“If we don’t act fast,” Amy said, “it might come to a lot more—for all 
of us.” 

A great white wave of anger hit Hamilton. Why were some people so 
bent on making others miserable? He peered over the tug, then whipped 
back as Alek let another steel rod fly. Ham felt the whoosh of air 
splitting around him as the rod sliced straight through the spot where his 
head had just been. The emei piercer ignited sparks as it hit the wall 
behind them and clattered to the floor. 

Fire boiled in Hamilton’s veins. His words were knife sharp as he 
reported back to the others. “Spasky is standing near the hull of Grace’s 
plane. He has enough spears in his pack to turn us all into Swiss cheese.” 

“Yo, but we have him outnumbered,” Jonah said. 

Hamilton inhaled, then shot Amy a grim look. “Have any ideas?” 

“T do!” Jonah said. “When we were searching for Grace’s files, I saw 
a switch for the fire suppression system on the wall. It’s right by the 
door.” He winced again as he pulled himself upright and pointed at a 
button inside a glass box on the opposite side of the hangar. “If we can 
activate the switch, the foam might disorient Spasky long enough for us 
to jet. I went to this foam party once and—” 


“Got it. Try not to talk too much, bro. Can you snag that cone behind 
you?” Ham said. “I wouldn’t ask—you know, ’cause you have that, um, 
spear sticking out of your leg ... ” Just looking at the wound made 
Hamilton feel light-headed. “But you’re the one closest to it.” 

Jonah grimaced as he reached for the orange traffic cone sitting by 
one of the tug’s rear tires. Hamilton whispered in Amy’s ear. She nodded 
and then took the cone from Jonah’s hands. 

“On the count of three. One. Two. Three!” 

Amy popped out. The sound of another flying rod hissed in the air. 
Using the cone as a shield, she dropped into the seat of the small tractor, 
started the ignition, and wedged the gas pedal down with the cone. As 
the tug lurched forward, Amy threw herself from the vehicle. 

The tug caught Alek by surprise. It pinned him to the side of the plane 
just as Hamilton made a break for the switch. 

He opened the glass, hit the button, and instantly the hangar began to 
fill with thick clouds of fire-suppressing suds. 

Alek roared and Hamilton glanced in his direction, then grinned. One 
of the sprinklers was spraying right in Spasky’s face. Beneath the white 
lather the assassin’s skin was beet red. Then the anger in Alek’s eyes 
turned to panic as he was swallowed up entirely by the foam. 

The three kids slogged around the spray. Then Ham and Amy helped 
Jonah hobble out the nearby door. Submerged beneath ten feet of foam, 
and immobilized between the tug and Grace’s plane, Alek Spasky was no 
longer a threat. 

“Huh,” Hamilton said, feeling slightly vindicated. “Do you realize we 
just took down an ex-KGB spy with bubbles?” 





Amsterdam, Capital of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 


On King’s Day, or Koningsdag as the Dutch call it, everyone in the 
Netherlands seemed in a topping mood—everyone except Ian, Cara, and 
Dan. 

Ian’s stomach was tied in knots. The view outside the hotel window 
showed a city awakening and loads of jolly people streaming into the 
capital. Beyond the glass pane the streets and canals were streaked with 
orange. People in orange shirts. People in puffy orange wigs. People in 
orange Morphsuits? Well, horses for courses, he supposed. 

He, Cara, and Dan had stayed up late into the night researching 
everything there was to know about the extensive system of storm 
barriers and dikes in the Netherlands. By all accounts, the technology 
was first class, and the country was the model for flood prevention. Yet, 
in Ian’s experience, anything powerful had an Achilles heel, a weak spot 
in an otherwise impenetrable armor. Ian just had to place his finger on 
the weakness before the Outcast exploited it. 

Every smiling face plastered on each passerby only added to the 
crushing pressure. A smartly dressed, precocious child who reminded Ian 
a bit of himself was refusing to hold his mother’s hand as he toddled 
down the sidewalk. The child obviously wanted to lead the way. 

Being out in front isn’t what you imagine, chap. You think it’s all 
about freedom and telling everyone else to step in line. Come to find out, 
you’re the one in shackles. 


The concierge had said that close to a million visitors would flock to 
the already populous city of Amsterdam for the day, and Ian still had no 
idea which levee the Outcast would target. A small, shameful part of him 
called out to run before the wave hit. That’s the way he’d been raised— 
to look out for himself above all others. But there was the lovely Cara, 
and Dan, and all these cheerful Netherlanders to consider. 

I’m no longer my own agent, Ian thought with sickening clarity. 

“There you are,” said Cara. The hand she placed on his arm turned his 
insides to mush. Perhaps being alone wasn’t all it was cracked up to be, 
either. It hit lan that every second mattered right now. He might not get 
another opportunity to tell Cara how he truly felt about her. 

“Cara, I have feelings—” He wanted to say “for you,” but she cut him 
off before he could. 

“Oh, I know that, Ian,” she said quickly. “I apologize for treating you 
like you don’t. It’s just that, sometimes, you act so aloof. I feel like I 
have to go overboard to get through to you. If I hurt your feelings about 
the thread count and harassing the concierge, I’m really sorry.” 

“I wouldn’t say aloof!” Ian objected. “Sophisticated, perhaps? But 
that’s not what I’m trying to say. I want you to know—” 

“Know what?” Dan asked as he joined them. “What did I miss?” He 
must have hit the breakfast buffet, he was carrying a piece of buttered 
bread with hagelslag. 

Ian watched with a disapproving eye as Dan took a bite. He couldn’t 
very well declare himself to Cara with Dan around. 

“What?” Dan said through a mouthful of food. “Can’t save the world 
on an empty stomach.” 

“I have something to tell you both,” Ian said, changing the subject. 
While they were still sleeping, he’d been channeling his inner Kabra. He 
may have repressed most of his upbringing, but it had still left its stamp 
on him. And Kabras specialized in one thing: influence. Whether it was 
through wealth or a show of strength, or even by blackmail or terror, they 
bent others to their will. Which was exactly what was needed here. 


“T’ve demanded a meeting with top government officials.” Ian turned 
to Dan. “There are important Cahills all over the world, and I never 
understood why you and Amy never threw your power around before. 
But that’s beside the point. The meeting is scheduled for nine-thirty A.M. 
Thirty minutes from now. And it wasn’t easy to get. It is, after all, a 
national holiday.” Ian puffed up. “Fortunately for us, nobody says no to a 
Kabra.” 

Ian expected at least a small commendation for his efforts. Perhaps 
even a little affection mixed with wonder from Cara. He had imagined 
her squeezing his hand, gazing adoringly into his eyes. 

But the looks on his friends’ faces were questioning at best. 

“Do you really think a meeting is a good use of our time?” Cara said, 
and if Ian wasn’t mistaken, there was a hint of accusation in her voice. 

“Why do you keep asking me that? You said yourself that we’re 
shorthanded,” Ian shot back defensively. “How can the three of us 
possibly expect to stop a flood of this magnitude? We need resources.” 
He warmed to his theme. “We need military personnel at our disposal. 
We need a team of experts and emergency response units. We need 
people doing exactly what we tell them to, and we need them now.” 

Cara and Dan shared a look that only served to fuel Ian’s indignation. 
They were undermining his authority. He could privately doubt his role 
as their leader, but they could not. They had to follow his orders without 
question, or everything would fall apart. How could he ever be the 
effective leader they needed him to be if they didn’t place their trust in 
his decisions? 

“T just don’t know if these ‘top government officials’ are going to 
respond the way you want them to,” Cara said. “They may have agreed 
to meet with us out of some sort of obligation to the Cahill name, but 
most adults don’t appreciate being ordered around by a group of 
teenagers.” 

“When Napoleon Bonaparte set up the Kingdom of Holland to extend 
French reign over the Netherlands, the Dutch certainly listened to what 


he had to say,” Ian shot back. 

“Okay,” Cara said. “Random much? And I’m pretty sure Napoleon 
wasn’t a teenager at the time.” 

Wounded by her sarcasm, Ian couldn’t help but wince. 

Cara noticed and reached for his arm. “I’m doing it again, aren’t I? 
I’m sorry,” she said, but Ian brushed her away. “Look. I don’t want to 
hurt your feelings, and I’m not saying we won’t try it your way.” Cara 
sighed. “We just need to be prepared for handling the situation on our 
own if they won’t step in. That’s all.” 

Ian turned his attention out the window to a new group of pedestrians, 
each wearing a bright orange hat and furry orange boots. “The meeting is 
in one half hour at the Café de Jaren. You are both free to join in, if 
you’d like. Otherwise, good luck finding the targeted barrier.” He 
gestured at the masses of people outside the window and added, “In that 
crowd.” 


Inside the Café de Jaren, the atmosphere was every bit as bustling as it 
was outside on the streets of Amsterdam. But Ian, Cara, and Dan were 
led right to a table for six on a lovely terrace overlooking a canal. 
Umbrellas provided shade for all the tables. Overhead, the rising sun was 
bright, and the sky, clear—not a single storm cloud in sight. 

Two men in ill-fitting suits with orange ties and a woman in a carrot- 
colored silk scarf and a bulky navy-blue blazer rose to their feet to greet 
them. Their fashion sense left something to be desired in Ian’s opinion, 
but he had to give them bonus points for their patriotism. 

He shook each of their hands and the woman began speaking with a 
heavy Dutch accent. Her words sounded full and throaty as she said, 
“My name is Anki. I am the chairwoman for the city council. Our 
apologies that the mayor couldn’t join us—Burgemeester Aldert De 
Bardelben has other pressing matters to attend to. But we are happy to 
hear your grievances, granted that it won’t take more than ten minutes. 


As you can imagine, with today’s festivities, our council members are 
already spread quite thin.” 

“I’m sorry, did you say ‘grievances’? We don’t have grievances,” Ian 
spat out. “This is a matter of national security!” 

“Please, take a seat, Mr. Kabra, and help yourself to some tea,” the 
woman said soothingly. “May I recommend the apple tarts? I daresay 
you won’t find better in all the world.” 

Ian glanced around the terrace. Other diners had dropped their spoons 
and put down their teacups. 

People were staring. Had his outburst truly been that loud? 

The only sounds now came from the buzzing traffic and the high- 
spirited crowds below. He sat down in a huff. When everyone else at 
their table joined him, the lively chatter and the clanking of silverware 
again picked up and wafted through the air. 

Ian lowered his voice to a whisper and leaned forward to address the 
government officials. What he had to say would knock the smug looks 
off their faces. “We have reason to believe that a bomb will explode 
somewhere in the North Sea. Today. We also have reason to believe that 
the shock waves from the explosion will breach your surge barriers, 
causing widespread flooding. With this information, we expect you to do 
whatever is within your power to prevent such an occurrence.” 

Take that for “grievances”! Ian thought. He’d practiced this speech 
on the way over and, by his own assessment, had given it with quite 
impactful delivery. 

“Now,” he continued, “you must call in the Royal Netherlands Navy. 
The air force can give us an aerial view of all the dams and levees, and 
certainly the larger cities need to be evacuated immediately. We can wait 
if you’d like to start making phone calls.” 

“T see,” said the woman calmly. She frowned and then turned to the 
man sitting beside her. “Thjis, what is the daily count for bomb threats in 
the Netherlands up to?” 


The man she’d called Thjis glanced at something on his tablet. “This 
is only the fourth, but it’s still early, Anki.” 

“Ah, yes, but I’d wager that this is the only threat currently placed 
against the sea ... Well, I think we can all rest assured that our flood 
prevention system is the finest in the world—we Dutch learned our 
lesson when the 1953 flood broke through the dikes. If that is all, it was 
very nice meeting you, Ian. You are a credit to the Lucian branch.” 

“You can’t be serious!” Ian balked, once again raising his voice. “I 
don’t care how great you think your system is. It’s going to fail.” 

Anki rose to her feet. “I don’t ‘think’ it’s great. I know that it was 
designed to withstand a ten-thousand-year storm. I know that our 
technology is more advanced than what is found with any other flood 
prevention system in the world. The Oosterscheldekering is nine 
kilometers long. It has sixty-five concrete pillars and sixty steel doors. 
The Maeslantkering, between Rotterdam and the North Sea, is one of the 
largest moving structures on the planet. It has two gigantic mobile gates 
that swing into place when a surge is likely. The Netherlands is nothing 
if not prepared. Now, if you’ll excuse us ... ” 

The two men rose. They flanked Anki as she started to walk briskly 
away from the table. “Wait!” Dan called after her. “Please! Do you have 
any kids, Anki?” 

The woman paused a few feet from the table. “A boy and a girl,” she 
answered, turning to face Dan. 

“I have a sister,” Dan said. “She’s not here today, because I have a job 
to do and so does she. But we’d do anything to keep each other safe. I 
bet you feel the same about your kids.” 

Anki bristled. “Of course I do!” 

“Right. Look, I know you have a lot to do and you don’t think this 
threat is legit. But we do. And we’re going to do everything we can to 
keep your boy and girl, and everyone else in the Netherlands, safe. 
Maybe you can’t call in the navy or the air force, but if you give us a few 


more minutes of your time, it could make all the difference. Please,” Dan 
pleaded again. 

Anki glanced at her watch. “I’ve just enough time for one more 
question.” 

“Thank you,” Dan said, sounding sincere. “Now, those two barriers 
you mentioned—the Oyster King and the Meister King—” 

“The Oosterscheldekering and the Maeslantkering,” Anki corrected. 

“Uh, what you said,” Dan replied, and Ian rolled his eyes. 

What is Dan doing? Granted, that bit about “Do you have any kids?” 
had regained the idiot woman’s attention, but now Dan needed to be 
swift and exacting instead of making them all seem like fools. 

“Yeah,” Dan continued. “The steel doors and the giant gates, you said 
they close when ‘a surge is likely.’ But how does that happen, exactly? I 
mean, who makes that call? Is it put to a vote, or is it a single person who 
does all the deciding—like he or she is operating independently or 
something?” 

Ian flinched. Autonomy fails. Perhaps Dan knew what he was doing 
after all. 

“By my count, that was three questions wrapped into one,” Anki said, 
her lips twitching, but she answered him anyway. “People more qualified 
than I decide when the steel gates of the Oosterscheldekering close. As 
for the Maeslantkering, the decision is made by a computer. Perhaps you 
can request a meeting with it. A computer is likely to have far more time 
available than we do on an important national holiday.” 

“This computer, it acts independently, then?” Ian blurted. 

“You children don’t give up, do you?” Anki said, obviously 
exasperated. 

Taking a cue from Dan, Ian forced himself to swallow his pride. 
“Please. I know I was brash before. Pm ... Pm ... sorry.” The apology 
nearly choked him. “But this is important. We need to know if the word 
autonomy can be applied to any other dike, dam, or barrier within the 


Netherlands’ flood prevention system. Or if it’s only the Maeslantkering 
that, with its computer, is self-governing, so to speak.” 

Anki searched his face as she considered, and Ian kept it straight, 
successfully resisting the urge to shout, “Think, woman! We haven’t got 
all day!” 

“It’s a strange question.” Anki’s answer came slowly pouring out. 
“But, yes, I would say that the Maeslantkering is the only barrier that 
operates that way—without any human interference. I suppose you might 
describe that as autonomy. Now, we really must go. Good day.” 

With that, Anki spun on her heel and she and the other council 
members were gone, disappearing through the double doors that led back 
inside the café. 

Cara quickly drew out her phone and began scanning something on 
the screen. Her face paled. “I don’t know how we missed this before. 
The Maeslantkering’s computer monitors the weather and sea data. Then, 
based on an algorithm that predicts how much the sea level is going to 
rise, the computer triggers the closer. The massive steel arms swing shut 
whenever the algorithm says a storm surge is likely.” 

“The Gateway floods when autonomy fails—a computer won’t be 
able to anticipate a surge caused by a nuclear explosion,” Ian said. “The 
Maeslantkering will fail! Without storm data, the computer won’t know 
that a surge is coming, and the gates will be left wide open. The shock 
waves caused by the explosion will pummel through.” 

Ian was in such agony, he almost couldn’t bear to ask the next 
question. “Where exactly is this computer-operated barrier?” 

Cara frowned into her phone. “The Maeslantkering protects 
Rotterdam—which is about an hour’s drive from here. Over half a 
million lives will be at risk—probably more, considering the holiday. 
With Rotterdam being the second-largest city in the Netherlands, people 
are most likely swarming there as well. Oh, and get this, Rotterdam’s 
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nickname is ‘Gateway to Europe. 


“I knew that capital G was important,” Dan said, smacking his fist on 
the table, rattling all the china. 

But Ian barely heard him. His head was pounding. His heart was 
racing. Over half a million lives at risk, and it fell on him to save them. 


* xk 


Dan couldn’t move without slamming into another body. Horns blew in 
his ear and streamers flew overhead as Team A scrambled to find a taxi. 
But the streets were totally gridlocked. Even if they found an open cab, it 
would take forever to get out of Amsterdam. And it would take nearly as 
long to make it to a bus station or train depot with all the traffic. 

“There has to be another way,” Dan said, eyeing the only slightly less 
crowded canal flowing beneath a nearby bridge. “If we could, er, 
commandeer a boat ... These canals, they lead out to the open ocean, 
don’t they?” He pushed forward, blazing a trail between the throngs of 
people. Ian and Cara followed in his wake. 

“That one?” Cara asked, pointing to a small aluminum boat moored 
against the side of the canal. 

“Don’t think that one’s gonna cut it,” Dan replied. “That one, on the 
other hand ... ” He cut close to the waterfront, pointing to a powerboat 
cruising downstream, not far from where they were walking. The 
powerboat had a narrow beam and a large outboard motor. “That one 
was built for speed.” 

The only problem was the driver. He was steering the high- 
performance vessel along at tortoise pace as he took in the sights and 
sounds of the celebration. “For the good of all,” Dan said, “I just hope he 
can swim.” 

Catching an opening in the crowd, he sprinted forward, narrowing the 
distance between himself and the boat. Once he was right alongside it, he 
catapulted off the lip of the canal, over open water, and landed in the 
stern. Startled, the driver turned to face Dan as he charged the helm. 


“Hey! This is a hijack. My friends and I need your boat!” Dan yelled 
over the cacophony of their surroundings. 

The driver pushed back the sun flap on his hat and raised his fists, 
welcoming a fight. 

“Dang,” Dan said. “And I was hoping to do this the easy way.” He 
wasn’t far outsized—just a few inches shorter—but he was slightly out- 
footed by the driver. When the driver took a swing at Dan, his stance 
remained solid. When Dan ducked, he wobbled to the side and nearly fell 
overboard before regaining his balance. 

I’ve got to go for the feet, he thought, realizing he knew how to fight. 

Launching himself forward like a missile, he dove for the man’s 
canvas loafers. The driver jumped to avoid the projectile headed straight 
for him, and when he did, Dan reached out and gave the man a little 
shove. That was all it took. 

Dan watched over the side and was rewarded with a large splash. 
“Huh, that was easy. Thanks!” he called when the man’s head popped 
back above the surface. 

Then he whipped the boat around next to the wooden dock where Ian 
and Cara stood, wide-eyed and waiting. 

“Jump!” Dan screamed. His friends took the plunge together. Dan hit 
the throttle as soon as their feet connected with the stern. The boat 
careened down the canal as Dan swerved to avoid the water taxis and 
catamarans trickling into the city through the webs of channels. 

The last few years had trained Dan to be aware of his surroundings at 
all times—to always expect an ambush. So even though he was occupied 
with navigating the speeding boat, he didn’t miss the lone figure standing 
on the bridge before them, drawing a small, shiny object from the pocket 
of his Windbreaker. 

That the object was a weapon immediately registered in Dan’s mind. 

“Gunman!” Dan yelled to warn the others. “Dead ahead. We’re going 
to pass right under him.” There wasn’t much cover to be found inside the 
boat, but Ian and Cara hit the deck and Dan practically hugged the dash 


panel as he ducked low and kept one hand on the wheel. His heart 
drummed in his chest as he steered the boat erratically. 

A moving target is always harder to hit. 

The boat veered left, then right, then left again as they approached the 
underpass. 

As the boat neared the bridge, Dan couldn’t stop himself from gazing 
up. He found himself staring down the barrel of a gun. He heard a pop 
and instantly his vision clouded with rainbow-colored particles. This is it, 
he thought. I’m really dead this time. There’s a tunnel with a light at the 
end and... 

Glitter? 

The rainbow-colored particles shifting through the air were merely 
tiny pieces of shiny glitter. The gun had been a gag item, a not-so-funny 
joke, in Dan’s opinion. The man who had shot at them wasn’t some 
henchman sent by the Outcast. He was just some wise guy celebrating 
King’s Day with a rainbow glitter gun. 

As they exited the tunnel beneath the bridge and light assaulted his 
eyes, Dan glanced back at Cara and Ian sprawled across the bottom of 
the boat. Ian was shielding Cara with his body, and his back was 
blanketed by a thin film of glitter that glistened like minuscule gems in 
the sunlight. 

“Um, guys?” Dan said. 

Their eyes blinked open. Ian took one look at all the glitter and 
quickly clambered to his feet, allowing Cara to rise as well. 

“Sorry. False alarm,” Dan said. 

“Clearly.” Ian shook himself and brushed off the glitter. But when it 
was all gone, his shaking continued. The trembles seemed to embarrass 
Ian, and Dan looked away. 

Throwing yourself between your friends and gunfire took remarkable 
bravery. Dan had no doubt that Ian was brave. But as Dan sped down the 
canal on the way toward violent, open seas and the threat of horrendous 
calamity, he worried that their leader was cracking under all the pressure. 





Mount Fuji, Japan 


Nellie had never been so cold in all her life, and navigating in the 
whiteout was like walking around with a bucket on her head. She 
couldn’t tell up from down, left from right. Even with the balaclava snug 
around her face, the wind buffeted her ears. Layers of clothing couldn’t 
stop the icy chill from leaching all warmth from her body. Magnus was a 
pussycat compared to this storm. 

Nellie had known they were in trouble the moment she and Sammy 
reemerged from the secret tunnel. One step into the blizzard—just one— 
and the world had slipped away, obscure and imperceptible through the 
raging swaths of wind and ice. 

A second step and she’d realized that the situation could be fatal. And 
there was nothing more daunting than knowing they were up against a 
force as big and insidious as the cold. 

She tugged on Sammy’s coat sleeve to make him stop walking. If she 
lost connection, she’d never be able to find him in the whiteout. Sammy 
huddled close to her and his body gave off some heat, but not enough. A 
new plan was in order, but the cold was numbing her brain right along 
with all her senses. 

Think, Gomez, she told herself, and focused her mind. Shelter was 
their number one priority. They’d never find their way down Mount Fuji 
through the blowing snow. The huts were all closed, and they’d die of 
hypothermia if they didn’t find shelter from the elements soon. 


No one, save Magnus and perhaps the restaurant owner, knew they 
were here, so a snowcat rescue was out of the question. And if no one 
was coming, and there wasn’t shelter to be found, they’d just have to 
make their own. 

She’d heard that snow is an excellent insulator. 

“We need to dig a cave,” Nellie said, leaning close to Sammy’s ear so 
as to be heard over the blaring winds. Already, her lips felt numb and 
raw. Her muscles protested when she willed them to move, and her bones 
ached from the cold as she removed a lightweight avalanche shovel from 
her pack. 

Sammy’s eyes took longer than usual to register his understanding. 
Nellie worried that he was feeling the numbing effects of the cold, too. 

But he followed her lead as she dropped to her hands and knees in a 
place where the snow had naturally drifted into a pile. Her head swam as 
she scooped and pushed the snow with her hands, mounding the drift 
higher. Disorientation was one of the first symptoms of hypothermia. 

She was close to knife’s edge herself, and she needed to know if 
Sammy was all right. “Did you bring a corncob pipe, and a button nose, 
and two eyes made out of coal?” Nellie yelled, her tongue feeling heavy 
and sluggish as she spoke. It wasn’t a particularly clever joke, but 
Sammy’s answer would be telling. Confusion was another symptom of 
hypothermia. 

“Don’t worry. I haven’t lost all my senses yet,” Sammy said, equally 
slowly. “And no, I don’t have coal or a corncob pipe. But I have a 
synthetic thumb. It might work just as well as a button for the snowman’s 
nose.” 

Nellie’s face was too frozen to smile, but relief swept over her. If only 
we were merely playing in the snow. 

The wind howled and blasted them with a fresh spray of ice. Nellie’s 
eyelids and the tiny circle of exposed skin around her mouth stung in the 
frigid air. Their mound diminished in the wind. 


Nellie waited until the gusts waned, then shouted, “Help me pack it 


1? 


down!” Sammy nodded and patted a clump of snow on top to hold the 
drift in place. 

When they had a large, packed pile, Nellie used the shovel to carve 
into the side of it. Sammy labored to remove everything she dug out 
away from the opening. Together they hollowed a dome, and then Nellie 
cut a ventilation hole to the surface and they crawled inside. 

Digging into her pack, Nellie pulled out extra gear to sit on, a tin 
survival candle, two canteens, and the greasy sack with the grilled cheese 
sandwiches they’d ordered from the restaurant. Then she used the pack 
to block the entrance. 

“People pay decent money to stay in hotels made entirely of ice, you 
know,” Nellie said. Her fingers were clumsy as she lit the candle and 
handed Sammy his sandwich. “Don’t think I’m going to go to this 
extreme for all our dates,” she teased. 

Sammy smiled as he scooched closer to her and warmed both his 
hands and the sandwich over the flame. “It is rather romantic, other than 
the whole we-might-not-make-it-out-of-here-alive part.” 

“Yeah, that does put a damper on things, doesn’t it?” Nellie said. 
“That and knowing that Magnus has probably broken out of the vault by 
now. I bet he’s getting ready to hand over all the Tomas clues to the 
Outcast, and we can’t do anything to stop him.” 

Nellie didn’t know if it was heat from the candle or from her anger, 
but her face suddenly felt warmer. “Who knows how many of the clues 
the Outcast has already? I’ve got to warn my kiddos.” 

“Most blizzards last somewhere between four and ten hours,” Sammy 
said. “Even if the storm does end soon, it’s probably not safe to hike 
down at night. It’s going to get even colder once the sun goes down.” 

“Colder” was unimaginable to Nellie at the moment. Even inside the 
relative warmth of the snow cave, her mind still felt dull and her 


extremities were numb. 


“One way or the other, we should probably stay put until morning,” 
Sammy continued. 

Nellie didn’t like it, but she conceded. “Okay, we’ ll wait until sunrise, 
assuming the sun breaks through the clouds. You said most last four to 
ten hours. How long could this blizzard last?” 

Sammy dropped his gaze to the tiny flicker of the candle’s flame. 
“Some blizzards last for days, sometimes even weeks,” he said bleakly. 

Nellie glanced at the candle, too. The tin said it had a six-hour burn 
time. Other than the warmth their bodies gave off, it was their only 
source of heat. “Let’s just hope that this blizzard is short-lived, and that 
by some miracle we outlast the storm.” 





Hook of Holland, the Netherlands 


Dan wasn’t prone to seasickness. Unfortunately, he couldn’t say the 
same for his friends. Cara’s face had a yellow-green tint to it, and Ian had 
lurched over the side of the speedboat and vomited three times in the 
distance between Amsterdam and the mouth of the Schenr River. 

If there’d been time, Dan would’ve pulled the boat ashore to give 
them a break from the vigorous bouncing from one wave to the next. 
There wasn’t time. 

Dan swiveled his head to check on his passengers just as Ian wiped 
the corners of his mouth with a silk pocket square. 

While Dan’s attention was focused on the backseat, Ian’s hand 
abruptly dropped to his lap and his jaw fell open. Dan’s eyes shifted to 
Cara, who seemed every bit as awestruck. 

When he turned his gaze back over the bow of the boat he saw what 
they were gaping at. Before them, the Maeslantkering was just coming 
into view. More than seven stories tall, the curved steel gates sat like a 
pair of slightly cockeyed parentheses on either side of the river. Behind 
the gates, triangular steel trusses expanded along the edge of the water 
for nearly seven hundred feet. 

“We’re supposed to move those things?” Dan croaked. The task that 
could save their lives and all of Rotterdam seemed utterly impossible 
now that he’d seen the barrier. 

“No wonder Anki was so confident,” Cara piped in. “Each arm of the 
Maeslantkering is as big as a real-life Eiffel Tower.” 


Ian moaned as the boat jerked against the top of a wave. “They’re 
open, of course, and would you look at how many boats are on this side 
of the arms—the wrong side.” 

Dan reined in his feelings of hopelessness. Nothing was ever 
accomplished by giving up. “We’ll just have to find a way to warn the 
boats—get them all to move into port before we shut the gates,” Dan 
replied, though he had no idea how. Finding a place to dock their boat 
would probably be a good start. He cut back on the throttle and trawled 
the boat slowly into the Nieuwe Waterweg, the primary ship canal 
between Rotterdam and the sea. 

As they passed through the open barrier, his eyes were naturally 
drawn to the Maeslantkering looming above them. From what he could 
tell, the doors of the surge barrier were essentially gigantic platforms 
floating in man-made inlets next to the canal. 

“The computer tells the doors to swing out into the river, and a 
hydraulic system fills them with water. The weight of the water sinks the 
floating arms and then locks them into place,” Cara said. 

The water inside the channel was calmer, and Dan was pleased to see 
that Cara’s skin was returning to a more natural hue. He nodded his head. 
Then he searched the banks for an open slot, swerving the boat into the 
first one he found. 

Once he’d glided the boat into the slot, he hopped out and hitched it 
to a post. He gave Ian and Cara both a hand as they scrambled out after 
him and onto shore. 

Tan listed back and forth on the dock, having not yet found his land 
legs. “We’ve got to find someone to help us shut the gates,” he sputtered. 
Then he planted his feet and stabilized his legs with a hand on each knee. 

Dan’s eyes darted from person to person, combing the area for anyone 
with authority. What he saw chilled him. It was nothing but moms and 
dads pushing strollers down the sidewalk, cyclists, and tourists taking 
photos with their cameras. 


His eyes finally rested on a small building with aluminum siding just 
a short distance away. “There,” he said, and read the words off the side 
of the building: 








“Publiekscentrum. Public Center. It has to be some sort of visitor 
center. Perhaps we can find someone to help us there.” 

Ian rose to his full height and, having regained his balance, charged 
forward. The three of them raced down the sidewalk, past several 
flagpoles, and through the sliding glass doors of the visitor center. 

A man with a ruddy beard and chin-length ginger hair was giving a 
guided tour to a group of ten just inside the door. “One of the busiest 
seaports in the world, Rotterdam is a vibrant, international city on the 
water with an impressively modern skyline,” the tour guide said. “The 
Maeslantkering has allowed commerce to thrive in Rotterdam and at the 
same time offers a world-renowned level of flood protection.” 

Dan browsed the entryway and noticed two stacks of fliers beside the 
door. He passed over the stack with fireworks clip art at the top of each 
page and picked up a piece of paper displaying the artwork of two lions 
holding a shield beneath a golden crown. 

Ian and Cara continued to move forward, but Dan froze in his tracks. 
The artwork on the flier he’d picked up represented the royal coat of 
arms of the Netherlands. And what he read sent a shiver down his spine. 

“Hold up.” He whispered so as not to disturb the guided tour. He 
glanced at a digital clock sitting on top of a reception desk near the front 


of the room and then back down at the flier. 

“Well?” Tan said impatiently. 

Dan felt his face grow hot, his nerves tingling. He turned a wide-eyed 
gaze back on his friends. “We only have forty-one minutes until the nuke 
goes off.” 

Cara blanched. “What makes you say that?” she asked. 

He pushed the flier beneath their noses. “This says King Willem- 
Alexander is touring cities across the Netherlands for King’s Day. He’s 
expected to make an appearance at Oude Haven, Rotterdam’s historic old 
harbor, at noon today. It’s 11:19 now.” Dan gestured toward the clock. 

“ “The Gateway floods when autonomy fails. The torrent erases the 
Dutch king’s trail,’ ” Cara recited. She shook her head. “Oh, no!” 

Dan’s stomach revolted. The boat ride may not have made him sick, 
but the thought of the surge coming, and what little time they had left to 
stop it, did him in. 

A storm seemed to be brewing inside Ian as well. He clenched his jaw 
and made a beeline for the tour guide, the only employee in sight. 

“The tour is over,” Ian announced to the sightseers. “Your lives are in 
danger. I suggest you find higher ground!” When the tour group just 
stood there, stunned, Ian added, “What is wrong with you people? 
Posthaste! You’re all going to die if you don’t listen to me.” He clapped 
his hands at them. “Get out of here at once, I say!” 

There were a few murmurs of surprise, followed by an older 
gentleman calling out, “Eh, what was that?” 

“He said we’re going to die if we don’t leave,” a younger man 
standing next to him answered in a decidedly skeptical tone. 

“We’re going to have pie when we leave?” 

“No, die.” 

When the elderly man cupped his ear, the younger one rolled his eyes 
and shouted, “HE SAID WE’RE GOING TO DIE!” 

“Humph. Well, I’d rather have cake,” the old man grumbled. 


“Let’s just go, Dad,” the younger man said. “We’ll come back for a 
tour later—after we’ve replaced the battery in your hearing aid.” 

“Who said anything about lemonade? I said I want cake!” 

Ian scuttled after the tour group, herding them like a little Welsh corgi 
snapping at the heels of livestock. Then, momentarily looking quite 
pleased with himself, Ian tapped the bearded tour guide on the shoulder. 
“Not you. You are going to close the gates for me.” 

“I’m going to do what?” 

“Are you deaf? I demand you shut the arms immediately! Close the 
Maeslantkering. I shouldn’t have to chivy you along, too. Just do as I 
say!” 

“I can’t. What is going on here? Is this a practical joke?” The tour 
guide brightened and looked around. “Is someone filming me?” 

“No, it’s not a joke! I’m dead serious.” Dan and Cara watched 
helplessly as Ian grew more flustered by the second. “We don’t have 
time for incredulity, you twit. If you don’t know how to shut the gates, 
find someone for me who does.” 

An unidentifiable expression flitted across the man’s face and he 
began speaking in a low, pacifying voice. “You must understand, we only 
close the gates for testing once a year. You can come back at the end of 
September if you care to view the event. It really is quite impressive.” 

“I’m not a tourist!” Ian staggered on his feet. “Listen to me. In forty 
minutes, a powerful surge will breach the Maeslantkering unless you 
shut the gates.” Ian took the man by the shoulders and began to shake a 
little too forcefully. “You. You can save Rotterdam.” 

The tour guide gave Ian a long, measuring glance, and then nodded 
his head. “You’re right,” he said slowly. “I probably should make a 
phone call. If you’ll just excuse me for a moment ... ” He cautiously 
took one step back, then another, and then he turned and bolted. 

“What did I say?” A pained and utterly flummoxed look crossed Ian’s 
face. “This is impossible,” he lamented before chasing after the man. 


“Wait a minute. Exactly whom are you calling?” he shouted. “I demand 
you tell me at once!” 

Cara began to follow, but Dan grabbed her by the arm. “There has to 
be another way.” He scanned the visitor center, taking in the sight of a 
tiny replica of the Delta Works, which included a scale model of the 
Maeslantkering, and then all the black-and-white photos hanging on the 
walls, cataloging the North Sea flood of 1953. 

He wished like mad that his sister were there. Amy would have a 
solution to this mess, or at least be able to talk Ian into getting his head 
back in the game. Dan could hear him pounding on a door. The tour 
guide must have locked himself in a room at the back of the center. 

With both Ian and Amy out of the picture, Dan knew it fell on him to 
make the hard decisions. And that was like being handed a giant lead ball 
and being told not to drop it. He inhaled deeply and continued to canvass 
the room. His gaze flicked from the clock, as another minute ticked 
away, to the desktop computer situated next to it on the reception desk. 

“That’s it!” Dan cried. Ian’s flip-out had created the perfect diversion. 
“Cara, there’s a computer and no one to stop you. It might be tied to the 
same network as the computer that controls the surge barrier. Do you 
think you can crack it?” 

Cara perked up. “What do you have in mind?” 

“You tell me. There must be a way to trick the computer into 
triggering a closure. You said it ran on algebra or something.” 

“On an algorithm.” 

“Right! Can’t you feed it false data or something? Make it think 
there’s a storm raging outside even though it’s bright and sunny?” 

“Maybe. Or I might be able to change the parameters altogether. I’ ll 
figure out something,” Cara said, a confident smile blooming on her 
face. “As long as Ian keeps the guide occupied.” 

Just then, Ian’s voice came screeching from the back of the visitor 
center. “By security, I do hope you mean the naval forces!” 


“No worries there,” Dan said, and they both sprang into action. As 
Cara slid into place behind the keyboard, Dan made a mad dash for the 
sliding doors. Beyond the glass, he caught a glimpse of a pontoon boat 
lingering outside the gates of the barrier. A family was laughing and 
barbecuing onboard, out for a leisurely day on the water. 

“Where are you going?” Cara called. 

“T have to find a way to warn the ships.” 





Nieuwe Waterweg, the Netherlands 


If Dan was going to die today, at least he’d go out with a bang. 
He snagged a flier from the other stack as he fled the visitor center. 


Join us for a tive band rendition of “Het Wilhelmus” in honour of 
William of Orange and his fight for the Dutch people. 


A synchronised fireworks display will begin at dusk. 


PLEASE TAKE NOTE THAT DURING THE EVENT, ALL SHIPPING TRAFFIC PASSING THROUGH 
NIEUWE WATERWEG WILL BE RESTRICTED. 








The fireworks on it had caught his attention before, but, as with any 
disaster, things had to be taken one step at a time. Now that Cara, he 
hoped, was on her way to activating the gates, Dan could focus on 
clearing the busy waterway. 

The text beneath the image of fireworks exploding in the sky was 
written entirely in Dutch. Dan flipped the flier over. 

Dan liked fireworks every bit as well as the next thirteen-year-old, but 
it was the last line that got him really excited. 

If there were plans to restrict shipping traffic, then he was betting that 
at least some of the larger, slower-moving ships had been given prior 


notification. If he could somehow set off the fireworks early, perhaps it 
would alert the cargo-ship captains, and they’d start bringing their boats 
into port. And if the big guys were moving in, Dan imagined that all the 
little tugs, fishing boats, and pontoons would follow. 

Nervously grinding his teeth, he searched the waterway. The 
barbecuing family was puttering farther out to sea. He inhaled sharply. 
Admittedly, his fireworks plan was a long shot, but he had to try 
something. 

Pulling out his cell phone, Dan noticed that five more minutes had 
vaporized. He set an alarm for noon and the countdown began. 

35 minutes. 

Dan’s chest tightened. If I were a fireworks shell, where would I be? 
he asked himself as he surveyed the grounds outside the visitor center. 

It was hard not to notice all the people still streaming down the 
sidewalk. And who could blame them? It was a bright, sunny day and a 
national holiday, after all. If Dan wasn’t a Cahill, he’d be doing the same 
exact thing. 

The old adage that “ignorance is bliss” popped into his brain. But he 
couldn’t entirely swallow the thought. If a fight for his life was coming 
down the pipeline, he’d want to know. He’d want to be able to do 
something. 

A woman wearing a vibrant orange dress and carrying a saxophone 
case beneath her arm caught his eye. 

“ “Live band,’ ” Dan said musingly. Perhaps this woman was one of 
the musicians playing “Het Wilhelmus” during the fireworks display. He 
did his best to dissolve into the background. Then, merging with the 
pedestrian traffic, he silently followed the saxophone player down the 
sidewalk. 

Find the band, find the fireworks. 

He trailed the musician for a block and a half before the woman 
stopped at a shady spot alongside the canal. Then she flipped open her 
case on the ground and pulled out a shiny brass instrument. After placing 


a cardboard sign that read TIPS on the concrete in front of her, she began 
playing. 

Dan silently cursed himself for wasting time. 

30 minutes. 

Time was ticking away and he was no closer to finding the shells. 
Despairingly, he spun on his heel, looking for any sign of where the 
fireworks might be. It was then that he noticed a small hill just beyond 
the visitor center. 

Considering that so much of the land was well below sea level, high 
points were pretty scarce. The hill might just be the perfect place to set 
up the display. Dan squinted. Through the people and trees, Dan could 
almost make out a row of rudimentary plywood frames, plastic tubes, 
and jumbles of wire. They looked like the type of makeshift materials 
that shells could be launched from. His feet pounded the pavement again, 
this time at full speed. 

A chain-link fence encircled the hillside. As Dan drew near he took a 
running leap. Lodging his sneakers between the links, he scrambled the 
remaining distance to the top, then hurled his body over the side. 

25 minutes. 

He sprinted for the apex. 

At the highest point he found endless rows of steel tubes, supported 
by sand and wooden racks spread out before him. The tubes were locked 
in firing position. Wires ran like blood-filled veins from each tube to 
separate circuit boards attached to each rack. 

When Dan dashed to the first circuit board, he found a cable running 
from it to a tangle of other cables leading away from their corresponding 
boards. 

It reminded him of the webs of canals in Amsterdam: branching out 
and flowing in a multitude of directions, but all originating at a single 
source. The canals all led back to the sea. Dan was guessing that the 
cables led to some sort of firing mechanism. All he had to do was follow 
the line of cables. 


He tracked the twist of cables to a steel blast shield. Behind it sat the 
main firing control panel. Hope tugged at him as he tried to make heads 
or tails of all the buttons. He just had to figure out how to turn the panel 
on, and then he’d let the shells rip. 

“Wie bent U? Stoppen!” someone yelled. 

Dan glanced up to see an irate man in a hard hat running toward him 
from a panel truck parked just over the ridge of the hill. “Whoa, take it 
easy,” Dan said, raising his hands and acting like he wasn’t just about to 
press every button on the panel. 

“Get away from there!” the man said, switching from Dutch to 
English. He was only about ten feet from the fireworks pods and closing 
the gap between them quickly. 

Dan’s eyes darted to the man’s hard hat and then back to the firing 
panel. “Sorry I have to do this to you, dude.” He dove behind the blast 
wall. As fast as his fingers could operate, he threw the switches. 

“DUCK!” Dan screamed right before the first shell erupted from its 
steel tube. It made a hollow phruump sound as it left the cannon, a 
swishhhh as it rocketed into the sky, followed by sizzles and crackles, 
then BANG! as it discharged directly overhead. 

Then it happened over and over again in rapid succession—grand 
finale times ten. 

The sound was deafening, painful almost, as it rattled inside him. The 
air popped. Smoke and sparks engulfed the hillside. Dan’s eyes burned 
and he choked on the thick gray clouds. Being this close was like being 
stuck in a war zone with explosives detonating all around him. It was 
electrifying and scary. And he hoped it worked. 

At some point he’d switched from pressing buttons to using his hands 
as earmuffs. With his ears still covered, and with gunpowder and 
sparkles still bursting in the sky, he peeked out from behind the blast 
wall. 

The man was flat on the ground, using his arms for added protection 
over the hard hat. But he was slowly inching forward, army crawling his 


way toward Dan. 

20 minutes. 

Dan dropped his hands from his ears and slid the panel off his lap. 
He’d just deployed twenty minutes’ worth of fireworks in less than a 
minute. If that hadn’t been enough to draw the ships into the harbor, he 
wasn’t sure what would. 

Before the man could grab hold of him, Dan jumped to his feet and 
tore down the hillside. As he raced back toward the fence, he could see a 
cargo ship moving through the gates, and the family’s pontoon boat 
behind it. 

“Yes!” he screamed, and fist-pumped at the sky. 

He could also see that the crescent-shaped buoyant arms of the 
Maeslantkering were entering the waterway. He fist-pumped the sky a 
second time. Cara had hacked the computer and the gates were closing. 
Still, as they inched toward each other, he was aware of the tick of the 
clock. The gates were moving so slowly. What if they didn’t shut in 
time? Then he caught sight of something that caused his stomach to leap 
into his throat. Just beyond the arms of the barrier, in the mouth of the 
Schenr River, a small fishing boat was having engine trouble. 

The boat was dead in the water. 





Nieuwe Waterweg, the Netherlands 


15 minutes to detonation. 

Don’t think, just act, Dan told himself. If he let what could happen 
sink in—that heading out on the waterway meant he might not come 
back—he’d never do what needed to be done. So he gave in to instinct. 

He charged for the stolen speedboat left docked along the riverside. 
His motions were deft and sure as he untied the boat and jumped aboard. 

12 minutes. 

The engine hummed to life when Dan started the ignition and roared 
when he hit the throttle. Once again, he raced against traffic as he wound 
his way out to the sea. 

10 minutes. 

As he neared the shutting arms, an oil tanker blocked his way. Dan 
veered around it, cutting dangerously close to the ship’s stern as he 
slipped the speedboat between the tanker and the gates. 

The captain of the boat laid on the horn. 

8 minutes. 

Dan ignored the blare ringing in his ears. He ignored the ocean spray 
wetting his cheeks and the jarring bounce of the boat on the waves as he 
sped into open water. He only cared about one thing: getting to the 
fishing boat before the surge came. 

6 minutes. 

When he closed in on the small vessel, Dan saw a fisherman leaning 
over the back of the boat, messing with the outboard motor. The motor 


was smoking and sputtering in the water but refused to turn over. A 
second fisherman stood at the helm, barking orders to the man tinkering 
with the engine. 

4 minutes. 

Cutting the ignition, Dan drifted up beside them. However, he 
couldn’t halt the wake, and the fishermen’s boat jostled in the water. 
They quickly flashed him angry glares, then ignored him entirely. 

Dan forced his face muscles into a smile. Panic caused people to 
behave in unpredictable ways. No need to further upset the fishermen if 
he didn’t have to. 

3 minutes. 

“Hi there!” Dan said, keeping his tone cheerful even though fear was 
running his insides through a meat grinder. The two kept their attention 
focused on the malfunctioning motor. “Looks like you’re having some 
trouble. Can I give you a lift?” Dan offered. 

“Nee!” the man behind the wheel shouted back at him. Without so 
much as another glance in Dan’s direction, the fisherman waved him off. 

2 minutes. 

“Look. You’ve got to come with me now,” Dan said, still trying to 
play it cool. Then he added under his breath, “The sea is about to get 
super turbulent.” A few waves, small in comparison to the ones he knew 
were coming, rocked the boat. The fishermen didn’t move. 

They had just precious seconds left. Dan didn’t want to waste the last 
moments of his life bickering with strangers. And his panic was making 
it difficult to concentrate on the task at hand. His knees felt weak as he 
contemplated his next move. 

1 minute. 

“Seriously, dudes, I don’t want to leave without you. If you’re 
coming, we need to get out of here, like, pronto,” Dan said a bit more 
forcefully. “The gates are almost closed, and trust me, we don’t want to 
be on this side when they lock into place.” 


Something about the quaver in Dan’s voice must have finally piqued 
the fishermen’s interest. They both stopped what they were doing and 
glanced up. The younger of the two looked past Dan. Eyes widening, and 
mouth flopping open, he pointed at the moving gates of the surge barrier. 

Noon. 

The North Sea erupted. 

The air cracked and tingled before the boom reached Dan’s ears. 
Absolutely everything shuddered as an enormous fist of water thrust its 
way forth from the sea. Although it was hundreds of feet away, Dan 
could feel the underwater explosion inside his chest. He tasted salt and 
smelled the dank, moist air as the line between water and sky blurred. 

The fishermen’s heads swiveled on their necks. Their faces registered 
every bit of shock Dan was feeling. Behind a ring of dark water, a plume 
rose higher and higher in the heavens, building up and out, until it hung 
like an ominous cauliflower-shaped cloud thousands of feet in the air. 

It was just like the videos he’d watched, and Dan knew that no force 
was strong enough to fight gravity forever. The base surge of water 
droplets would reach them first. But then a hollow column of water 
rising within the plume would fall, crashing and tangling as it again met 
the sea. All the compression and expansion would cause a rising swell. A 
series of powerful and destructive waves would follow. Dan’s gut was 
ice. “GO!” he shrieked. 

The men launched themselves from one vessel to the next just as a 
small wave rocked Dan’s boat and pushed it a slight distance. 

The first man caught one hand on the gunwale cleat and heaved 
himself up out of the water and into the boat. The second lost his grip 
and was dunked under by the starboard side. Dan plunged both hands 
deep into the chilly water, locking them around the flailing man’s wrists, 
as a spray of water blasted him in the face. 

On the horizon the enormous column began its descent. As it fell, the 
column displaced the water beneath it. The result was a circular, ring- 
shaped wall, dispelled in all directions. It would overcome them in a 


matter of seconds, taking the powerboat into its fold and sweeping it to 
the bottom of the sea. 

As soon as he’d yanked the second man into the boat, Dan flipped the 
key over in the ignition. The boat revved to life and Dan spun the bow 
around so that it pointed directly at the narrowing gap between the 
closing gates. 

The mist created by the surge caught up to them. Rain pelted Dan’s 
skin and blurred his vision. He didn’t dare turn to look, but he sensed the 
wall of water bearing down on the motor. A giant wave was on their tail. 
The stern of the boat pitched upward in the water just as Dan bore down 
on the throttle. There was a moment of weightlessness. Then, instead of 
being pulled to the depths, the motor propelled them upward until they 
were riding just beneath the swell of the immense wave. 

Dan felt like a fly on the back of a storming beast. He felt tiny and 
powerless. They were hurtling toward the closing gates, unable to stop 
now even if they wanted to. A new fear rose inside him. They were 
going to be crushed against the enormous, clamping arms. 

The fishermen hollered at him in Dutch. Roaring waves, thundering 
rain, and the sound of his thumping heart muted their words. But despite 
the background noise and the language barrier, he could tell by the lilt in 
their voices that they were hysterical. The unshaven fisherman moved 
forward in the jouncing boat. He grabbed Dan by the shoulder, then 
gestured wildly at the Maeslantkering. “Nee! Nee! De Poorten!” 

“Its okay, we’re going to make it,” Dan said, knowing full well that, 
more than anything, he was trying to convince himself. The gap between 
the curved steel walls already looked way too small, and they were still 
thirty ... twenty ... a mere ten feet away. “Hold on!” he shouted. 

Dan shut his eyes and cranked a hard left on the steering wheel. The 
speedboat tipped sharply in the direction he’d turned, skimming the 
water on the port side only. 

The belly of the boat scraped against the steel arm with a terrible 
screeeeeeeech! 


Dan could hear the windshield shatter, and he ducked down and 
braced himself as shards of glass flew overhead. The earsplitting gnash 
and grate of metal on metal was nearly unbearable as the gates clipped 
the motor and it died. 

A loud BANG resounded in the air and the boat plummeted as it rolled 
off the crest of the wave and fell into the canal. Dan’s eyes whipped open 
as he and the two men were thrown from the boat and plunged toward 
the water. They splashed down hard, and for a second Dan’s world was 
nothing but a cold rush of dark and white water. He kicked and struggled 
against the river, his lungs constricting, until his head broke the surface. 
One fisherman popped up next to him, and then an agonizing few 
seconds later, the other one did, too. 

They were both sheet white—like two wet ghosts—as the current 
pushed the three of them and the boat downstream. 

Behind them, the arms of the Maeslantkering were rapidly filling with 
water and sinking into place. The bang they’d heard was the sound of the 
gates locking shut. 

Dan braced himself for the onslaught of waves. When nothing more 
than a harmless spray sloshed over the top of the barrier, he nearly 
choked with relief. The tsunami had been held at bay, and Team A was to 
thank. 





Airspace above Nieuwe Waterweg, the Netherlands 


“Did it ever occur to you to shower before picking me up?” the Outcast 
sneered. He wasn’t fond of spending time in close quarters with Magnus 
Hansen—even when personal hygiene wasn’t in question. However, he 
was fond of killing two birds with one stone. 

Magnus was piloting the Outcast’s helicopter, and the bag containing 
the Clues that Magnus had stolen rested at the Outcast’s feet. And, 
thanks to the helicopter’s domed windows, the Outcast had just been 
treated to a glorious front-row viewing of all the excitement in the 
Nieuwe Waterweg. 

The column that had risen from the sea had been tremendous. The 
wall of water it had driven toward the canal was horrifyingly grand. And 
Dan’s gallant race to bring the fishermen safely into harbor before the 
gates closed had been a real nail-biter. 

Grace would have been proud of her grandson. But not of me, the 
Outcast thought. Resentment churned in his stomach. Long after her 
death, Grace’s opinion of him still mattered. Her judgment ate at him like 
acid. 

He’d always been able to charm his way into people’s hearts. He’d 
identified their weaknesses, silently prodded their brittlest places until 
they snapped. That’s how you gain control. 

It was simple enough. People needed direction. Whether they knew it 
or not, they yearned to be dominated. But when he’d pulled back the 


veneer and revealed his tactics to the one person whose love actually 
counted, he’d been rejected. It haunted him still. 

In their early years, there’d been a synchrony to his and Grace’s 
actions that everyone envied. Their hopes and ideals had been the same. 
It was merely their differing styles of execution that got in the way. 

The Outcast felt a twang of longing for what could have been. Grace 
here beside him, watching their grandson’s valiant efforts. Discussing 
how best to mold the boy. Courage and tenacity were in Dan’s DNA. So 
was a penchant for corruptibility. 

If Grace had only understood the bigger picture, they could have built 
a legacy together. But she’d never been able to get past the destruction, 
the tearing down of ideas and people, the tactical deceit necessary to 
diminish, and then the final caress that reshaped minds and futures. The 
Outcast was erecting something better, something stronger than any 
Cahill had ever known. But first he had to break the Cahill family, and 
then the world. 

As for whether or not the Netherlands ever met devastation to rival 
that of Hurricane Katrina’s, the Outcast had never truly cared. What he 
wanted was chaos, and that’s what he got. While others succumbed to the 
fear he caused and the disorder around them, he would gain control. 

As Magnus flew the chopper away from the waterway they met a 
search and rescue helicopter headed the opposite direction. The Outcast 
waved. 

The pilot did not wave back. He was terror-stricken—just one more 
person looking for a way to find meaning in senseless tragedy. It was 
beautiful. 

The Outcast would show them the way. 

Magnus flipped on the helicopter’s radio and the Outcast listened 
attentively as news reports began to trickle in. The unsuspecting people 
of the Netherlands were reeling. They didn’t know what had hit them 
and could only speculate how much worse it would’ve been if the 


Maeslantkering hadn’t closed. Little did they know, they were merely 
disposable chess pieces in the greatest game ever played. 

And despite the fact that his third disaster had been stopped, the 
Outcast was one step closer to checkmate. 





Video Conference, Various Locations 


As Dan gave the blow-by-blow on how he’d escaped the surge just as the 
gates clamped shut, Amy’s heart cramped in her chest. Her breath 
hitched in her throat, and she touched the computer screen his face 
appeared on. It was agonizing to know how close he’d come to death, 
but knowing how well he’d handled it made her ache with pride. 

“Yo, tell them about me!” Jonah chimed in from where he was 
propped up on the hotel bed. 

Amy recounted their run-in with Alek Spasky. “Forty stiches,” she 
said. Then a wry smile played on her lips. “Someone at the hospital 
leaked the story. Now there’s all this speculation in the media that he was 
attacked by some wacked-out fan with a twisted obsession.” 

“Yeah. Completely took the heat off me for the Shakespeare madness. 


1? 


Earned me a bunch of sympathy instead!” Jonah’s voice was gleeful. 
“Oh, and show them what you found.” 

Amy rifled through a folder and then held up a photo of a handsome 
young man wearing a dark suit with a skinny black tie and horn-rimmed 
glasses. There was an unsettling shrewdness in his eye. He had Amy’s 
round cheeks and light brown hair. She found the resemblance 
distressing. “It’s a photograph of Nathaniel Hartford—from about fifty 
years ago, I think,” she said. “I found it in Grace’s black files, along with 
some ... other stuff.” 

Amy glanced down and to the right when she said “stuff.” She’d wait 
until they had privacy to tell Dan the rest. “Ham’s going to run an age 


progression on the photo for us now,” she said. Ham sat down at the 
laptop. 

Part of Amy wanted confirmation that Nathaniel was the Outcast, so 
they could move ahead. But a larger part of her hoped it wasn’t him. 

A few minutes later, Hamilton projected an image on both of their 
screens of an elderly man with modern-day glasses. Amy studied it and 
then shook her head. “I can’t tell. The Outcast has had some work done. 
Can you take off the glasses? And give him a face lift or something?” 

Ian piped up from the background. “Also, teeth whitening, Botox, 
laser resurfacing, collagen treatments ... oh, and eyelid surgery to correct 
the sagging, I believe.” After a moment of awkward silence, Ian added, 
“What? So I know a thing or two about plastic surgery. My mother went 
under the knife at each and every opportunity.” 

“Right,” Ham said, and went back to work. The image he projected 
next resembled the first, but with night-and-day differences. 

“Tt’s like looking at ‘before’ and ‘after’ photos of models who’ve 
been Photoshopped,” Dan said. “Not that I’ve been looking at pictures of 
models or anything,” he added quickly, face reddening. 

“That’s our man,” Amy said solemnly as Ham stood up, and she 
dropped back into the seat behind the computer. “The Outcast is 
Nathaniel Hartford—our grandfather.” Quiet again fell over the bunch. 

Amy was about to wrap things up and give them all time to let the 
revelation sink in, when a call popped up on the screen. “Nellie!” 

Amy hit the green button, then the screen split in half and Nellie’s 
face appeared next to Dan’s. Saladin hopped on the desk, purring and 
rubbing against the screen until Amy gently nudged him aside. 

“Kiddos!” Nellie squealed. Her eyes were alight and her smile was 
warm, but the bruises on her forehead, the blisters on her lips, and the 
chapped skin on her cheeks were more than a little alarming. 

She was in some sort of café, Sammy beside her, and there were 
Japanese characters on the wall. A balaclava was pushed back on her 
head, and they appeared to be wearing layers of outerwear. 


“Nellie?” Amy wondered. “Where were you?” 

“Trapped in an ice cave for two days, but never mind,” Nellie replied. 
“What matters is that you know what the Outcast is really after. These 
disasters are all just a diversion. His endgame is the clues,” she said 
gravely. “And I know for a fact he has all the Tomas clues already.” 

Amy clenched her fists, digging her nails into her palms. It was as bad 
as she’d suspected. People were dying and places were being destroyed 
all so her grandfather could get his hands on the serum. It was messed 
up. It was sickening. And she’d had enough. 

Amy scrutinized Dan’s face on the computer screen, looking for any 
signs that he was ready to call it quits again. Ever since Grace had passed 
away, it seemed as though the world had done its best to break them 
both. 

Knowing what they knew now—that the Outcast was their very own 
grandfather and that he’d stop at nothing to get the Clues—meant that 
things were only going to get worse. The decisions were going to be 
harder. Their actions would have even greater consequences as they grew 
older. Grace’s files, heavy as a concrete block where they sat on her lap, 
were a heartbreaking reminder of that. 

But Dan’s face gazing back at her was unflinching. His jaw was hard 
set and determined. The look in his eyes reminded her how strong they 
both were. They were ready to take on whatever the Outcast threw at 
them next. 

Amy felt confidence ballooning inside her. “Put Ian on,” she said. 

Dan stood up and moved out of view, and Ian’s face appeared before 
her. Ian was a wilted version of his former self. His hair was unbrushed, 
his shirt had a tear in it, and his shoulders were slumped. There was 
barely an ounce of the Kabra arrogance left in him. Amy felt a twinge of 
guilt for ever having asked him to step into her role. It would surely be a 
knock-out blow if she asked him to step down. 

“How are you holding up?” Amy asked gently. 

“T feel like a perfect fool, if you really want to know.” 


Amy held her tongue. Anything she could say would only make 
things worse. 

“That plonker at the visitor center refused to listen to reason. I don’t 
know,” Ian said. Amy detected a quaver in his voice. He tried to clear it 
before going on. “I thought being head of the Cahill family was going to 
be different, somehow. I thought people would recognize my authority 
and heed my demands. Instead, I have to take responsibility for every 
last thing that goes wrong, and let me tell you, loads of things go wrong 
in this family. You have no idea how many complaints I’ve had to listen 
to these past few months.” 

The expression on Ian’s face changed. He spoke in a falsetto voice, “ 
‘Ian, why did you spend so much on tailoring your clothes this month? 
That money would’ve been better spent on a remodel of the Paris 
headquarters.’ Or, this one was rich,” he continued. “ ‘Ian, the plumbing 
inside the Venice stronghold is on the fritz again.’ ” Ian shook his head 
disdainfully. “Why do they think they can come to me with every little 
loo problem? I tell you, I’d much rather be the one complaining than the 
one listening to all the complaints.” 

“Okay,” Amy said in a precise and even tone. 

“Okay?” 

“Yes, it’s okay.” Amy held Ian’s gaze. “If you don’t want to listen to 
any more complaints, then you don’t have to.” 

“I-I don’t?” Ian stammered. “You mean I can just shut them up 
somehow? How does one go about shutting up dissenters?” His eyes 
widened with hope. “Are you suggesting that I use threats, poison— 
blackmail, perhaps!—to keep the peace?” 

Amy scrunched her face in consternation. Getting through to Ian was 
even more difficult than she’d thought it would be. “No, Ian, I’m not. 
I’m saying that if you don’t want to be the one with the responsibility 
anymore, if you don’t want to be the person the Cahills turn to when they 
register their complaints, then you don’t have to be. That’s okay with 


Dan and me.” 


“Oh,” Ian said quietly. “Oh, I see.” 

“You’ve done a terrific job, but if you want—” 

“No, no, I understand. I understand perfectly now.” Ian’s shoulders 
began to quake and short puffs of air escaped through his nose. 

“Ian, Pm so sorry. Don’t cry. Dan and I ... we just—” A great 
honking noise interrupted her. “Wait? Are you laughing?” 

Ian threw back his head and did a very un-Ian-like thing. He whooped 
with joy. “Cry? Are you serious?” He whooped again. “It’s yours! All of 
it. Every last problem, every complaint and disaster—they’re all yours, 
and Dan’s, of course. Brilliant! Dan, get back in here! Your sister has 
something to tell you!” 

Ian sprang from his seat, giving Amy a clearer view of the hotel 
room. Cara was standing by a window. When Ian ran to her, arms open, 
she beamed with delight, grabbed his cheeks, and planted a kiss firmly 
on his lips. He dipped her low and kissed her deeper. 

“Gross! Cut that out!” Dan yelled. 

He gagged loud enough for Amy to hear as he slid back in front of the 
screen. “Ian took that well, didn’t he?” he asked his sister. 

“Remarkably.” 

“So I guess this means it’s up to us to stop the Outcast,” Dan said. “I 
mean, I know we’ll have help—our friends aren’t going to ditch us. But 
it’s you and me. We’re the leaders again, right?” 

“Right.” Ian’s outburst had offered a short reprieve from the 
seriousness of their predicament, but Amy felt the enormity of it come 
rushing back. Ian was right. Being in charge wasn’t all it was cracked up 
to be. Being a leader meant being stuck with the hard choices and 
difficulties. It also meant being constantly tempted by all that power, the 
way Grace had been. 

Per usual, Dan seemed to be reading her thoughts. “You know, I think 
we've actually done a pretty good job. Grace and Nathaniel”—her 
brother shook his head—“we’re light-years ahead of our grandparents. 


And don’t even get me started on the previous generation of Kabras. 
Compared to the Cahill leaders that came before us, we’re killing it!” 

“Killing it?” 

“You know what I mean. Our family may be the most powerful one in 
history, but we’re a real mess. Seriously, we put the Mafia to shame.” 

Amy cracked a smile. “Some of our ancestors were in the Mafia.” 

“But not you and me. Through all our ups and downs, we’ve stayed 
solid. Sure, we’ve both thrown in the towel a time or two, but we always 
came back. This is what we were born to do.” 

Amy agreed. “I know. It feels natural now.” 

“And we have something that the leaders before us didn’t have.” 

“What’s that?” 

“We have each other.” 

Amy’s heart swelled. “Definitely. You didn’t do so shabby on your 
own in the Netherlands, did you, dweeb? Sounds like you basically 
saved the day in Rotterdam.” 

Dan sat up a hair straighter in his chair. “Then that settles it. We’re 
officially back in the saddle.” 

“For sure. But one thing has to change,” Amy said. She leaned 
forward. “We’ve always played catch-up. We’ve always chased after the 
bad guys and followed a path that bad guys created. That has to stop. We 
can’t sit around just waiting for the Outcast to spring the fourth disaster.” 

“So what do we do?” Dan asked. “Are we going to attack him, like 
Tan said?” 

“No. We know who he is. We know what he wants. We have what he 
wants. We’re going to set a trap.” 

As a grin spread across her brother’s face, Amy inhaled sharply. 
She’d only just realized what setting a trap would mean. They had what 
the Outcast wanted, because all 39 Clues were stuck inside Dan’s fortress 
of a head. To set a trap they would need bait. 

And that bait would have to be Dan. 
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Sneak Peek 


If you think you know the Outcast’s plan, you’re in for a serious shock. 
Dan and Amy have never seen danger like this. Brace yourself for the 
ride of your life in the thrilling conclusion to the DOUBLECROSS series 
in Book 4: Mission Atomic. 
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boy to stop them... before the Afterlife claims us all. 
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“Dan! Dan! Can you hear me?” 

Dan gripped the cell phone, squeezing it so hard that the plastic creaked. 
“Amy! I’m here!” 

He shook it. He could hardly see her: the screen was a blizzard of static, 
his sister’s face a frightened mask. 

Her voice crackled through the speakers. “I—I don’t have much time, 
Dan. You have to listen.... ” 

“Where are you? Tell me!” 

Amy sighed. Her shoulders slumped and she seemed to crumble from 
inside. He’d never seen her so small, so beaten. 

How could she be? She was his sister. They’d been through everything 
together and had always come out on top. 

Always. 

“Amy, tell me.” 

Her face was stained with bruises. 

Dan gritted his teeth. Whoever had done this to Amy would pay a 
thousand times over. 

She put her fingertips against the camera of her own phone, as if she was 
trying to reach through the screen to touch him. A weary, weary smile 
spread over her lips. “I can see you, Dan.” 

“Where are you? I’m coming to get you. Just wait. It’ll be okay. I 
promise.” 


“Dan ... ” Amy shook her head. 

“T promise!” Dan yelled. 

The image disappeared into a cloud of static and the speakers rose to a 
deafening, mind-tearing buzz, as if a million hornets had been freed. 

“Amy!” 

She was shouting; he caught the edges of her words, but she sounded so 
far away, as if her cries were coming out from some fathomless depth. The 
screen jolted back into focus. 

“Dan? Are you there?” 

“T’m here! Right here!” 





Amy bit her lip, like he’d seen her do a million times before and hadn’t 
thought anything of it; but it was such an Amy thing that now, at this very 
moment, he realized he was crying. 


Her gaze hardened. “I know why Nathaniel wants the clues. I know what 
he’s planning.” 

“T don’t care about the clues, Amy. Just get somewhere safe!” 

“They’re all that matter.” She smiled. “Only you can stop him. It was 
always down to you.” 

“No, that’s not true. It’s both of us, Amy. I can’t do it without you.” 

The image shook. Amy glanced to the side, off screen, and gasped. “He’s 
coming.” 

“Run, Amy! Run and hide! I’m coming!” 

She stopped, her lips not quite forming her words. Amy’s gaze lifted. 
There was a flicker of fear in the way her eyes widened and the small gasp 
that caught in her throat. “No ... ” 

A crack like a gunshot burst through the speakers. 

Dan froze. “Amy?” he whispered. 

The cell, fallen from Amy’s hands, faced up at a ceiling. 

Someone lifted it. As it moved, Dan caught a half-second glimpse of 
Amy lying on the floor. 

Alek Spasky appeared. His eyes narrowed with curiosity as he peered 
into the phone’s camera. “Nathaniel? Are you there?” 

“What have you done to my sister?” Dan could barely form the words. 

“Nathaniel?” 

“What have you done to Amy?” Dan yelled. 

It cant be. She cant be... 

He couldn’t finish the thought. He couldn’t allow it. 

“I’m here, Alek,” said Nathaniel, taking the phone from Dan’s numb 
fingers. 

“Tt’s done,” replied Alek, quite casually. “The Cahill girl is dead.” 





Ian Kabra’s private apartment, London 
Three days earlier ... 


Ian closed his eyes and allowed the scent of the tea to rise up gently, 
temptingly, through his nostrils. He sighed happily. 

Now this is how tea should be brewed. 

Ian leaned back into his chair, enclosing the cup with both hands, letting 
the tea’s aroma envelop him. 

The tea tasted so much better now. Why? 

Because he was no longer leader of the Cahills. He’d unburdened 
himself of all the dreary responsibilities of the family, and he felt ... reborn. 

He’d been up early, before the others, and strolled, breathing in deep the 
London air. It was sharp and heavy and delicious. He’d watched the trees in 
Hyde Park, full of early-summer blooms, and been dazzled by the vast 
palette of colors. 

Now, breakfast. Not the hurried toast snatched and bitter coffee gulped 
down as mere fuel for the body, but freshly made croissants and this ... 
divine cup of tea, all to be savored, enjoyed. 

He was glad he’d been leader, despite the disasters. Glad because it 
made him appreciate all the little things. Appreciate them properly. 

He opened his eyes slowly and met Cara’s amused gaze. 

“Honestly, Kabra, it’s just boiled water and some leaves.” She poured 
half a jug of milk into hers and added a heaped spoonful of sugar. 


The absolute best thing about surrendering leadership? 

That kiss she’d given him right after. He hoped there’d be another soon. 

And the worst thing? 

Dan and Amy being in charge. Again. 

And arguing. Again. 

Maybe that was why Nellie and Sammy were taking so long getting the 
croissants. They’d left ages ago. 

Dan was sitting at the kitchen table, fists clenched and glaring at his 
sister on the opposite side. “We should go after Nathaniel. No more messing 
around.” 

Amy groaned. Ian could see her exasperation. He knew that look all too 
well. He’d seen it in every mirror every day he’d lived at the Cahill 
mansion. “Let me explain once more for the hard of thinking,” started Amy. 
“We have to assume Nathaniel has found the ingredients for the serum. All 
he needs is the formula. Which is in that thick head of yours, Dan! So you 
sit this one out!” 

Dan rose from his chair and leaned halfway across the table. “I am a part 
of this team and I want to help take down the Outcast!” 

Amy sprang up. “Over my dead body!” 

Ian looked around as the others gathered. They were all together again, 
at his apartment just off Hatton Garden. All of them safe, for now. 

Rain splashed against the window, the drops sparkling on the glass, as if 
the sky were crying diamonds. Despite the gloomy grayness of the skies, 
London still looked beautiful. The streets were shiny with puddles, and the 
leaves on the trees that lined the streets were as glossy as emeralds. 

Diamonds and emeralds were what Hatton Garden was famous for. It 
was a Street of jewelers, hidden behind the old lawyer domain of the 
Temple. He’d passed a couple this morning, huddled under an umbrella, 
admiring the rings in the window. He saw how they had their arms wrapped 


around each other under the protection of the umbrella, keeping the outside 
world at bay with their own closeness. The idea of being that close to 
someone, trusting them so much, was new to him. New, and a little bit 
frightening. 

He looked over to the opposite sofa. 

Cara sat with one leg tucked under the other, chin resting on her knee. 
She leaned her head slightly, as if she could listen better, see the world 
better, at an angle. 

She looked at him, and there was a clever, maybe too clever, smile on 
her lips, as if she was on the verge of laughing. 

Ian stiffened. Laughing at me, as usual. 

Was he that comical? 

His tie wasn’t straight. That would not do. 

Ham was on to his third (or was it his fourth?) burger. Jonah’s fingers 
twitched nervously on the remote and his eyes kept switching to the blank 
screen up on the wall. That was the world he lived in, and he couldn’t keep 
away from it forever. Being out of the media spotlight for a week was like 
being away from your job for a decade in real years. Ian met Jonah’s eyes; 
Jonah shrugged and put the remote back on the table. 

There was a loud, window-shaking burp from the sofa. 

Ham blushed, then grinned. “Better out than in, right?” 

“Wrong,” muttered Ian. He lowered his teacup. The joy had gone. He 
glanced over at Ham’s own breakfast. 

Who but Ham would start the day with burgers? 

“What I don’t get is why he wants the clues at all,” said Ham. He rolled 
up the rest of his burger and pushed it into his ever-so-wide jaw. “Muumph 
mumm ummph.” 

Ian watched the bits of bun and diced onions tumble down Ham’s T-shirt 
and onto his Turkmenian carpet. Early nineteenth century. If he 


remembered correctly, this one had come out of a little dacha near Kiev, 
right after the collapse of the Soviet Union. He sighed a little, he died a 
little. It wasn’t just a carpet, it was history. He glared at Ham. “Do you 
mind?” 

Ham pointed at his mouth. “Whhump uhmm?” 

“No, I don’t want some. You do know that’s processed meat? Forty-three 
percent of it is actually—oh, never mind.” Ian whipped out his 
handkerchief, marched over, and tucked it into Ham’s collar, just in time to 
catch a drip of ketchup. 

Ham reached for another burger. 

Ian grabbed the tray. “First explain what you meant.” 

Ham/’s gaze fell longingly at the pile of juicy food. “Nathaniel’s, like, 
really old. Wrinkly-crinkly old. How long has he got? Five years? Ten with 
a healthy diet and exercise? The serum makes you crazy-smart and strong 
but doesn’t extend your lifespan.” 

“No, it doesn’t, it actually makes it shorter,” said Amy. “Maybe he wants 
to give it to someone else? Someone younger who’ |! continue his legacy?” 

Dan shook his head. “He doesn’t come across as the kind of guy who 
shares his toys.” 

“Whatever he wants it for, we know it’s not for anything good,” said Ian. 
“Which brings us neatly around to the problem at hand.” He looked across 
at the younger Cahill. “And that is, what to do with you, Dan?” 

“Forget it,” said Dan, looking over at his sister. “The plan stinks and I’m 
not going along with it.” 

“Dan, be reasonable.... ” said Amy. 

“No,” snapped Dan. 

“If Nathaniel gets his hands on you, Dan, then he has all the clues. He’s 
won,” continued Jan. “Have I lost anyone yet, or are we all clear?” 

Double thumbs-up from Ham. 


“Amvy’s plan is simple,” said Ian. “Keep you safe, and force Nathaniel to 
waste time and resources looking for you. You’re bait, but you’re safe. And 
while he’s busy doing that, we can be working to stop him, once and for 
all.” 

Cara nodded. “And the system’s up and ready. We know Nathaniel’s 
using the Cahill satellite and facial recognition software. What we need to 
do is have it working for us. A hack would be noticed, so we need to be 
subtle.” 

Cara walked up to Dan and put her arms around him. “We need to have 
Dan’s pretty face showing up throughout the world.” She ruffled his hair. 

Dan frowned but didn’t stop her. “How?” 

Cara pinched his cheek. “I’ve downgraded the facial recognition 
software’s accuracy. Not too much because that would be obvious—just to 
eighty-five percent.” 

“Huh?” said Ham. 

Ian took over. “Face recognition is all about finding unique facial 
features of the target. Bone structure, eye color, skin pigmentation. The 
shape of his or her ears. Nathaniel is looking for Dan, but there must be 
thousands of young men who sort of look like him. Cara’s reset the 
accuracy, so, on a typical day, there’ll be a dozen or so triggers. The 
software will fit young men in Paris. In Moscow. In Nicaragua and Ulan 
Bator. Nathaniel will have to spread his forces out to try to verify which, if 
any, is the real Dan.” 

Dan scowled at his sister. “So that’s what you meant about using me as 
bait?” 

Amy drew out a folder and put it gently on the dining room table. “We 
can’t let Nathaniel get his hands on you, Dan. You have no idea what he’s 
capable of.” 

Ian looked at the folder, its cover wrinkled with age. 


They’d found Grace’s secret blackmail files. The dirt she’d collected on 
her own family, all so she could maintain control of the Cahill organization. 
What was worse was that if she couldn’t find any dirt, she’d invent it. But 
some of it was all too true. 

“T think it’s about time we realized what sort of monster our grandfather 
is,” said Amy, pushing the file toward Dan. “And why Grace ordered his 
death.” 





Amy saw the blood drain from Dan’s face as he looked through the folder. 

It was time he knew. 

That they all knew. 

An awful silence dominated the room. Eventually, Dan looked up. “Tell 
them, Amy.” 

Amy nodded. “Nathaniel worked for US military research, not surprising 
for an Ekat. He helped on the Manhattan Project, then became head of 
research in West Germany. Mom would spend a few weeks a year in West 
Berlin, visiting him. Grace was too busy to accompany her, of course.” 

Ian gazed warily at the folder, as if what was in there might poison him. 
In a way, he was right. “And?” 

“Mom would be sent off with her nanny to go see the sights. Have ice 
cream. Visit the zoo. She was little, only six. But this diary in here ... ” 
Amy drew out a sheet of paper. 

“Your mom’s?” asked Ian. 

“Yes. It’s dated February 12, 1967.” The handwriting was neat, and 
heavy. There were cross-outs, and the stiff letters appeared as separate little 
soldiers on the page. 

“What’s it say?” asked Ham. “Read it out loud, Amy.” 

Amy took a deep breath and started. 

“ ‘I am so bored! Daddy never takes me anywhere! He goes off in a big 
black car, and the driver is a soldier. He does lots of salutes and stuff to 


Daddy. Daddy is very, very important. I think Mom runs America and 
Daddy is in charge of Europe. Which is nice, I suppose. If I had to be in 
charge I think I would want to run Disneyland.’ ” 

Jonah laughed. “Me too. I wanted to run Disneyland when I was six.” 

Amy continued. “ ‘I am going to go to work with Daddy. I want to see 
how he runs the country. I’ve asked before and he got angry and said it 
wasn’t a place for little children, but I will sneak in the trunk when no one 
is looking. I must make sandwiches.’ ” 

Ian scowled. “That’s it?” 

Amy pointed to a typed page. “There’s a psychiatrist’s report, dated a 
month after, when Mom was back in Attleboro. Weight loss. Bad dreams. 
Anxiety attacks. Periods of mutism. The conclusion is she’d suffered some 
deep psychological trauma.” 

Dan joined her and looked through the next collection. “This is all in 
Grace’s handwriting.” 

“Read on, Dan,” said Amy. 

Dan did. “ ‘Hope’s turned from a happy-go-lucky child who wants for 
nothing into a little mouse who screams at night and is terrified that 
someone might hurt her pets! I’ve spoken to Nathaniel again about it, and 
he says he doesn’t know what the problem is. I’ve decided to take Hope 
away for a few days. A change of scene may make her open up.’ ” 

Dan looked through the next few pages. “This next entry is some weeks 
later.” He cleared his throat. Amy spotted it, even if the others hadn’t—the 
slight tremble of Dan’s hand as he held up this last, fateful sheet. 

The words on the paper were few but explained Nathaniel’s hatred 
toward them, and his deadly plan for revenge. 

If only Grace had found another way ... 

She saw Dan and the others watching her, waiting for her. Amy smiled. 
“Go on, Dan.” 


Dan cleared his throat. “ ‘I thought I knew Nathaniel. My God, the 
things he’s done. The driver explained it all, once I’d threatened him. Hope 
smuggled herself into the car. They went off to Nathaniel’s laboratory in the 
Black Forest. I’d known about it, of course, but thought it was low-grade 
research and development. Building a better bullet, as it were. 

“ ‘I had no idea how far he’d take things in his attempt to re-create his 
own version of the serum. The methods he’d use. They are monstrous.’ ” 

“That’s it?” said Jonah. “All he’s been after is the serum? He couldn’t 
get it off Grace so he decided to try to make his own version. We should 
have known.” 

Dan waved his sheet. “Can I continue?” 

“Stage is all yours, bro.” 

“Thanks,” said Dan. “ ‘I cannot bear to imagine what she saw in 
Nathaniel’s laboratories. Nathaniel threatened her, telling her awful things 
would happen if she told anyone about his work. That I would not 
understand. 

“ “How wrong he is. I understand perfectly. No wonder Nathaniel was so 
desperate. The truth of what he’s doing in that research facility will destroy 
him. 

“ “And no one hurts my child.’ ” 

Amy opened up the folder and spread out the other documents. “It’s not 
just letters and reports in there. There’s an old military map, with an area 
circled in red. It’s all in German, but it looks like it’s in the Black Forest. 
There was a report, too.” Amy picked that up. 

“ ‘The facility has been destroyed, but Nathaniel has fled. The secrets 
will now lie buried in that awful place forever. Secrets that could destroy us 
all and terrorize the world if anyone attempted to replicate them.’ ” 
Ham grunted. “Now, that doesn’t sound good.” 


Amy read on. “ ‘I cannot let my personal feelings get in the way of what 
must be done to protect my family. Nathaniel must have known it would 
come to this. He must be removed, permanently, lest he rebuild his research 
facility again, and farther away from innocent eyes. 

“ ‘I shall find a way to explain it to Hope. That her father is gone.’ ” 

Amy held up a short telegram, dated November 5, 1967. “This is from 
Vladimir Spasky to Grace.” 

“What’s it say?” asked Jonah. 

“ ‘Nathaniel Hartford is dead.’ ” 





Argument over. 

But they still didn’t have a plan, exactly. 

Ian needed some fresh air and time alone to think. But three steps out of 
the apartment and he walked into a puddle. It was deeper than he’d 
expected. 

Drat. Those were cashmere socks. 

“Tan! Wait!” Cara flipped up the collar of her raincoat and cast a wary 
eye at the clouds overhead. 

Ian glanced at his soaked-through shoes. Why is it, when I do something 
stupid, Cara is always around? 

“Yes?” he replied, more testily than he wanted to. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Never mind.” 

Cara scowled. “Fine. If you want to go rushing off by yourself, then go 
right ahead. What is it? Tea with the Queen?” 

“Don’t be ridiculous—it’s only ten.” Ian tapped his watch. “Tea’s at 
four.” 

“Was that ... a joke?” She shook her head. “Ian Kabra made a joke.” 

“I think that’s classed as a witticism. A joke has more the traditional ‘a 
horse walks into a bar’ type of structure,” Ian replied. 

Cara laughed. She threw her head back and her hair shook. It was good 
watching her. Ian smiled as she covered her mouth, embarrassed at how 


loud she was being. 
Ian didn’t care. 
Life couldn’t be so bad if he could make Cara laugh like that. 


* KOK 


“This is Lunt’s,” said Ian, opening the narrow black door. “They’ve been 
serving coffee here since the seventeenth century, and it’s the only place in 
London you can get a decent cappuccino.” He nodded to the waitress and 
led Cara to a table. 

“How did you find this place?” Cara asked. 

“Father used to bring me here, back in ... better days.” Ian inspected the 
furnishings. Patchy armchairs, plain wooden stools, bare floorboards. Yet it 
was warm, and the smell of the different beans took him back to a happy 
memory. “He brought me here for my birthday once. Said he’d got 
something special for me. I was so excited. I’d been on and on at him for a 
first-edition copy of The Hobbit.” 

Cara’s eyebrow arched. “And?” 

“It was a book, at least it was that.” Ian could still remember the feel of 
the wrapping paper, the way his heart raced as he tore it. Then the dismal 
plummeting as he saw the cover. “It was Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. In the 
original Chinese.” 

“Poor, poor Ian.” 

Cara then sat by the café window, resting her chin on her fist, watching 
the world hurry by in the rain. 

Ian put himself down opposite and followed her gaze. 

Typical London. People hidden under their umbrellas, plenty scurrying 
with newspapers over their heads to protect them from the heavy raindrops. 
It amazed Ian that still happened. This was England. How could you step 
out the door without an umbrella? 


Across the road was a covered bus stop. A lone middle-aged 
businessman waited, chin sunk deep into his raised collar, hands stuffed into 
his pockets. He looked over at the café. 

Warm and dry in here, chum. 

Ian sipped his cappuccino. Everything about the café invited them to 
linger. But they weren’t in London for the diamonds of Hatton Garden. 

“Well, Ian?” 

“Well what?” 

“I can see you thinking. What’s your plan?” 

Ian straightened his cuffs. Was that chocolate on the edge? He’d told the 
waitress to be careful. “Ah, yes. The plan. Nathaniel’s given us very few 
options, and that’s good. This time.” 

“How is having fewer options good?” 

“He’s attacked the Janus branch. He’s all but wiped out mine, the 
Lucians. And from Nellie and Sammy’s visit to Mount Fuji we know the 
Tomas have been ... neutralized. That leaves ... >?” 

“The Ekat branch.” Cara nodded. 

“Exactly. The Ekats. Our very own band of boffins.” Ian had spent the 
whole trip from Rotterdam looking at the angles. The more he thought 
about it, the more a pattern emerged. “His next disaster will be to eliminate 
that branch.” 

Cara frowned. “But Nathaniel’s an Ekat. Why would he wipe out his 
own branch?” 

“He is the Outcast, Cara. Think what that means. He has no loyalty to 
any part of the Cahill organization and, as Dan put it, he’s not the sort of 
fellow who shares his toys. No, this next disaster will be the biggest, and it 
will be aimed at the Ekats, I’m certain.” 

“What’s his strategy, then?” 


“To get the Ekats together. With all that’s been happening they’ll be 
wary, so it'll be something they can’t resist, and given how long Nathaniel’s 
been planning this, Pll bet it’s been on the calendar for quite a while.” 

“Do you know what it is?” 

“No, but I know a man who might. Professor Peerless, a lecturer at 
Imperial College London.” 

Cara smiled. “I get it. There, or MIT, right?” 

“Right. Imperial is one of the most prestigious science colleges in the 
world and has an above-average presence of Ekats on its faculty, the 
professor being one of them.” Ian glanced at his watch. “And he’s expecting 
us for brunch.” 

Cara’s smile widened. There were creases at the edge of her eyes. 

Ian blushed. “What are you staring at?” He put his hand to his mouth. 
“T’ve froth on my lip, haven’t I? All this time we’ve been talking and I’ve 
been wearing a foam mustache.” 

Cara took his hand and lowered it. She put it down on the table and 
tucked her fingers around his. 

Why was she looking at him like that? 

That laugh of hers tinkled in the back of her throat. “Ian Kabra, what am 
I going to do with you?” 


x KOK 


“Ian Kabra, what am I going to do with you?” 

Alek Spasky switched off the sound recorder. He had all he needed. 

Love makes you blind. 

Tan had looked right at him. If the boy hadn’t been so distracted by the 
young woman opposite, he would have realized something was off. 

Perhaps Vikram Kabra was right, the boy was too soft to be a true 
Lucian. He’d also been right about the coffeehouse—sooner or later Ian 


would go there. Alek found it interesting how willing Vikram was to betray 
his own son. To Alek, family was all. 

The Cahills were responsible for his sister’s death, so they, too, must die. 
It was simple family loyalty. 

Alek gripped the Makarov semiautomatic pistol in his pocket, his thumb 
idly resting on the safety. 

He could cross the road and finish them both now. They were so deep in 
each other’s eyes they hadn’t seen him at all. Perhaps that would be a 
kindness. Their last moments of life would be happy ones. 

No, that would put the rest of them on alert and he’d lose the other boy, 
Dan Cahill. 

The bus slowed down and Alek reluctantly released his hold on his 
weapon. He missed his ring darts but, as his old KGB instructor once 
warned him, over-reliance on a single weapon was a sign of weakness, and 
vanity. 

He drew out his wallet and smiled at the bus driver. “Excuse me, but 
does this go to Imperial College?” 





Imperial College London 


Dr. Peerless looked disappointedly at his doughnut. 

They’re definitely getting smaller every year. 

He sighed, took a bite, and admired the view from the top of Queen’s 
Tower. 

This was all that remained of the original college. A neat, brick tower on 
a lawn surrounded by cutting-edge laboratories, massive lecture theaters, 
and modern dormitories. 

He’d been coming here since his first days as an undergraduate, oh, a 
long time ago now. He and his mates would sneak to the top of the tower 
for a break, looking out over the college and South Kensington itself, 
boasting of the things they’d accomplish. 

Dr. Peerless looked at his wrinkled hands. How could that bright, 
hopeful boy have turned into this decrepit old man? 

Still, from those days on, every day up he’d marched, taking all the steps 
even when they’d installed the elevator, to look over his kingdom. And 
have a doughnut. 

True, the steps wearied him more than ever and he now had to stop three 
times before he reached the top, but the view was always worth it. 

It made him young again, just for a while. 

He took a second bite, savoring the strawberry jam that seeped out of the 
heart of the doughnut. He tried to lick it off before it dripped, but was too 


late. A splotch fell onto his white shirt. 

“Blast.” He searched his pocket for a napkin. 

“Use this.” 

The voice emerged out of the shadowy doorway. Peerless turned to see a 
man, his raincoat shiny with raindrops. He held out a handkerchief. 

Dr. Peerless squinted. He’d left his glasses in the laboratory, too. Getting 
old and forgetful. “The tower is closed to students.” 

“Pm not a student.” 

Dr. Peerless took the handkerchief. “It’s not open to the public, either.” 

The man leaned his elbows on the edge of the arched opening. “That’s a 
shame. The view is splendid.” 

Dr. Peerless nodded as he joined him. The first rush of sugar had put him 
in a good mood. Let his handkerchief-carrying savior stay. “That it is.” He 
glanced over. “Russian?” 

The man smiled. “I thought I’d lost my accent a long time ago.” 

“I spent quite a while in Russia and Ukraine, or the Soviet Union as it 
was then, after the Chernobyl disaster.” 

“A bad time,” the man said. 

Peerless nodded. “The worst. Terrifying.” 

He still dreamed about it, even after all these years. Back in 1986 he’d 
just been promoted to head of nuclear technology and his first job was to 
help at what was the world’s worst nuclear disaster. The reactor at 
Chernobyl had overheated and exploded, hurling a radioactive cloud over 
much of Europe. 

“Nuclear meltdowns are your field of work?” 

Dr. Peerless shook his head. “Contamination. It was my job to map out 
dispersion patterns, radiation levels in the soil. Track levels of radiation 
poisoning and mutation.” He shook his head, remembering some of the 
awful things he’d seen. “That was then. Now I specialize in green 


technology. To try to free us from our’—he glanced at his doughnut—“bad 
habits.” 

The man laughed. “You seek to save the world?” 

Dr. Peerless grinned. The young man he’d once been had promised 
himself he’d do exactly that. “That’s one way of looking at it. Why else 
become a scientist if not to make the world a better place?” 

“A sentiment worthy of an Ekat.” 

Dr. Peerless tensed. “A what?” 

The man shook his head. “You are not a fool, Dr. Peerless, please do not 
assume I am one.” 

Dr. Peerless only now noticed the man was wearing tight black gloves. It 
made him afraid in a way he hadn’t been in years. When he’d first arrived at 
Chernobyl, they’d often been “chaperoned” by men in raincoats with tight 
black gloves. The power station had been built in Ukraine, one of the 
republics that made up the old Soviet Union. Then, one night at the end, 
over a bottle of vodka, he’d been told who they were.... 

“KGB,” whispered Dr. Peerless. The doughnut fell from his hands. 

“Tt was a tradition to give the condemned man one last meal,” said the 
man as he approached Peerless. 





“The traffic’s a nightmare, mate,” said the taxi driver. “You’re better off 
walking. Imperial’s just five minutes up the road.” 

“What’s holding us up? Can you tell?” asked Ian, irritated. They’d been 
stuck at the traffic light for five minutes now, unable to move because of the 
gridlock. 

The taxi driver shrugged. 

Ian flicked out a twenty-pound note. “Keep the change.” 

He and Cara hit Exhibition Road. Monolithic marble-clad buildings lined 
either side and were guarded by statues of mythic heroes and preeminent 
Britons. 

Cara gazed around. “Wow. I feel like I’m in a Sherlock Holmes movie.” 

Ian didn’t understand. “It’s just Exhibition Road.” He must have walked 
it a thousand times when going from the shops on Kensington High Street 
down to Harrods for more shopping. Really, it was the only place worth 
shopping. Its food hall was world famous and the only place west of St. 
Petersburg that sold decent caviar. 

“What’s that?” asked Cara. 

“The Natural History Museum.” 

“That?” 

“The Science Museum.” 

“And that?” 

“The Victoria and Albert Museum.” 


“And that?” 

“Kensington Gardens and yes, that’s Kensington Palace and the big 
dome is the Albert Hall.” He started off. “But we’re in a hurry.” 

They passed the Royal Geographical Society and the solemn statues of 
great explorers. As they turned the corner into Imperial, Ian saw the 
ambulances. 

And the police cars. 

“Quickly,” he ordered. 

Cara nodded and they both ran toward the flashing lights and the 
gathering crowd. 

“What’s going on?” Cara asked. 

A student turned around. “There’s been an accident. They say someone’s 
fallen from Queen’s Tower.” 

“Do you know who?” asked Ian, though his sinking gut warned him he 
already knew. 

Another student piped up. “One of the professors. The tower’s been shut 
for ages, loose masonry. Old fool must have lost his footing.” 

Ian gazed up at the tower. “You don’t think ... ?” 

“Yes, I do. Dr. Peerless isn’t going to make his appointment.” 

“Oh. Now what? He was my only lead.” 

Cara grabbed Ian’s arm. “Come on.” 

“Where?” 

“Dr. Peerless’s office.” Cara dragged him through the crowd toward the 
department building. “And we need to be quick.” 


* KOK 


They entered the Mechanical Engineering building, straight past security 
guards who were too busy peering out the windows at the scene on the 
lawn. The police had moved the crowd back and there were medics at the 


base of the tower. People pointed at the viewing platform of the tower. It 
had been a long way down. 

They got in the elevator and Cara jammed a button. “We need his 
appointment schedule.” 

“A man like Peerless will have hundreds of appointments. What are we 
looking for?” asked Ian. Things were going too quickly and he needed a 
moment to plan, think things through. 

But Cara was in a hurry. She tapped her foot impatiently as she watched 
the floor indicator lights slowly ascend. “It’ll be an invitation that seems too 
good to be true. And it may have been cc’d to a lot of other people, the 
majority being Ekats.” 

Ian frowned. “The police will be up here in minutes. We can’t be caught 
hacking a murdered man’s e-mails.” 

Cara smiled as the doors opened. “Leave that to me.” 

The corridor was lined with anonymous office doors. There was no 
natural lighting and the walls were mere plasterboard, but someone had put 
in the effort to add a few potted plants and colorful landscape photographs. 
Cara could hear ... sobbing? 

“Someone’s inside,” she said. 

“Let me deal with this.” Ian knocked on the door marked DR. PEERLESS. 

A secretary sat, sniffing into a tissue, phone cradled on her shoulder. She 
blinked through tear-smeared glasses. “I’m—I’m sorry, but the office is 
closed today. There’s been an accident.” 

“Not an accident,” said Ian, “but a tragedy.” He handed over his silk 
handkerchief. The secretary took it and blew long and hard into it. Ian 
stared at the soaking cloth, his face wrinkled in disgust. “A terrible 
tragedy.” He took her hand and looked softly into the secretary’s eyes. “I’ve 
been sent by the dean. It’s unfair for you to stay here, given what’s 
happened. Take the rest of the day off.” 


“What?” asked the secretary. 

“If it helps, Harrods is having a sale. End of season on”—he glanced at 
her—“Dior and Hermès.” Ian helped her smoothly from her chair and 
handed the secretary her handbag. “I wouldn’t rush in tomorrow, either.” 

“Are you sure the dean—” 

“Its at least fifty percent off on scarves. But Pd hurry.” Ian helped her 
put on her coat. “Don’t worry, P1 lock up.” 

He led her out the door and waved her off until she was in the elevator. 
Then Ian closed the door and locked it. 

“What. Was. That?” said Cara. 

“That was pure charm,” said Ian. “Do you have a data stick?” 

“I always have a data stick. And I don’t believe it,” said Cara, inserting 
the data stick. “The woman’s boss has just died and you send her 
shopping?” 

“T sent her to Harrods, there’s a difference,” Ian replied. 

“All done.” The data stick went into Cara’s pocket. “Let’s go.” 

Heels clacked on the corridor floor. 

Ian jolted to a stop by the door. “Hold on. Someone’s coming.” 

They didn’t have the almost telepathic empathy of Dan and Amy, but 
they knew danger when it was about to knock on the door. 

Cara pointed to the window. It was half open. 

Ian shook his head and mouthed, Are you insane? We’re five stories up. 

Cara stabbed her finger at the window again. 

Then they heard a slow slide and click. 

Ian paled. 

He didn’t have a huge amount of experience with firearms, but it 
sounded a lot like a bullet being chambered. 

Cara slid out and grabbed the upper ledge. Chest against the wall, she 
shuffled along to make way for him. “Come on!” 


The good thing about these grand Victorian buildings were the window 
ledges. The wide window ledges. And the buttresses. And the statues. So 
many handholds and places to hide. It was almost impossible to fall off. 
Except when it had been raining. The marble was as slippery as oil on ice. 

Ian stared down and went a mix of pale and sickly. Each floor was about 
fifteen feet high and there were five of them between him and some very 
hard-looking paving slabs. He did a quick calculation. Seventy-five feet. 

He stepped out with one trembling leg. 

The doorknob turned. 

Ian thrust his other leg onto the ledge. He closed his eyes and whispered 
a little prayer. Ian’s shoes were Church’s, with handmade leather soles 
designed so they wouldn’t leave prints on expensive carpets. They were not 
designed for scrambling around on ledges. He swallowed and shuffled out 
very carefully. 

The office door opened. 

Papers rustled, and they could both hear drawers being opened and 
closed. The searcher was taking his, or her, time. 

Ian heard the clicking of keys and the soft hum of a hard drive. 

A cell phone rang, and for an awful moment Ian thought it was his. 
Then, with great relief, he realized it was coming from within the office. 

“Da?” 

Cara flashed Ian a panicked look. It was Alek Spasky. He was the man in 
the office. 

Ian leaned in to hear more and his foot slipped away. He scrabbled with 
his right hand and caught nothing but air. 

But Cara grabbed him. 

Ian swung off the ledge, clasping her fingers. He dangled there, seventy- 
five feet up with only Cara’s slim fingers between him and a splattery 


death. His heart thumped high in his throat while his stomach dropped 
down to his toes. 

Cara had managed to hook her other arm around the neck of a statue. But 
Ian could see her grip failing. 

What would give first? His hold on Cara, or her hold on the statue? 

She needs to let me go, thought Ian. But she won *t. 

Ian met her gaze and opened his hand. 

“Don’t. You. Dare,” Cara hissed, locking her grip even tighter. 

“Of course the bomb is in place, Nathaniel,” continued Alek. “Now I 
must go to Kiev. To Natalia.” 

Kiev? What business did Alek have in Kiev? 

“Do not presume to order me, Nathaniel. I assist you, but I do not serve 
you.” There was no mistaking the anger in Alek’s voice. The phone clicked 
off. 

Ian gritted his teeth. The ground loomed beneath him. 

One look at Cara warned Ian she was hurting badly. Her face was sweaty 
and red with effort, and her arms were shaking. 

Hinges. A lock clicking. “He’s gone,” Cara hissed. “Climb up.” 

With a pained gasp, Cara swung him to the ledge, and Ian clambered 
onto her legs, then her waist, and up around her chest. 

“Watch it!” Cara yelped. 

“What?” Ian blushed as he realized. “Oh, I’m—” 

“The window, Ian. Just get in through the window.” 

Finally, the two of them reentered the office. The computer screen had 
been swept off the desk and lay cracked on the floor. Cara picked it up and 
plugged it back in. 

“I don’t admit to knowing Alek Spasky well,” she said as she rebooted. 
“But he seemed very angry with Nathaniel, don’t you think?” 


“Very.” Now, that was something. “Any discord between allies has to be 
exploited. I read that in Sun Tzu.” 

The screen, cracked as it was, flickered to life. 

“What was he looking for?” asked Ian. 

Cara inspected the computer. A few quick taps on the keyboard and her 
suspicions were confirmed. “He deleted some e-mails. Neat. If he’d wiped 
the whole disk it would have been suspicious. So he just picked the ones he 
needed and got rid of them.” 

“But you’ve got them, right?” 

She tapped her hip pocket. “Oh, yes. I’ve got them.” 





Dan shoved his jeans into his backpack, punching them down to the very 
bottom. 

Jonah raised an eyebrow. “What’s that pair of Levi’s ever done to you?” 

Dan glowered at him. He was too angry to speak so he grabbed his 
hoodie, rolled it up, and rammed that in, too. 

Jonah returned to scanning his tablet. 

“This sucks,” Dan declared. 

“Yup,” said Jonah, his gaze still locked on the screen. 

“You’re not helping.” Dan threw a shoe at Jonah. Anything to stop him 
from looking at the tablet. 

Ham snatched it out of the air inches from Jonah’s head. 

Jonah fist-bumped Ham. “You’re the man.” 

Ham tossed the shoe seamlessly into Dan’s open backpack. “You know 
it.” 

Dan scowled. “How would you two like it? Being pushed off the team?” 

Jonah put the tablet down and swung his feet off the chair. He leaned 
forward, elbows on his knees, to get a good, hard look at Dan. “Amy and 
our boy in pink cashmere are right. Nathaniel wants you, Dan. Or at least 
what’s locked in your head.” 

The formula for the serum. 

Dan’s photographic memory trapped in his brain the process of 
combining the thirty-nine ingredients to create the serum. He couldn’t get 


rid of it if he tried. And he had. 

Amy stood at the door with her arms crossed in her “big sister” mode. 
“Hey, Dan.” She’d probably send him to live in a monastery in Tibet if it 
kept him safe. 

Jonah nudged Ham. “Oh, yeah, I suddenly remembered. We’ve got to do 
that ... thing.” 

Ham blinked. “What thing?” 

Jonah grabbed Ham’s arm “That thing, Ham.” 

Amy closed the door behind them. “Could they be any more obvious?” 
She looked around at the scattered clothes. “You okay?” 

“I’m about a million miles from okay.” 

“Nellie and Sammy are back. They’ve agreed to the plan. The three of 
you are going to Madrid. Nellie has family there; it’ll be safe.” 

“What about you? And the rest of the guys?” Deep down, he knew his 
sister was right. He was a liability to the entire team. They couldn’t work if 
they were constantly looking over their shoulders, worrying about him. But 
all he’d do was spend his days worrying about them. 

“One team will deal with the threat to the Ekats, once we figure out what 
it is. The other will head off to the Black Forest. Grace was terrified about 
what had happened there. We have to find out if Nathaniel’s picked up from 
where he left off.” 

“You think he’d still be using this research facility?” 

Amy shook her head. “No, not after all this time. But whatever his plan 
is, it’s connected with what he was doing there back in the nineteen sixties. 
There’s a big piece of the puzzle missing, Dan. A secret Grace herself said 
would destroy Nathaniel. And we’ll find it in the Black Forest.” 





Ian stopped at the door to Cara’s room. “This is the door to your room.” 

Cara replied, “Yes ... ?” 

“Why don’t we work downstairs? The dining table’s large enough for 
your laptop.” 

Cara frowned. She did that a lot with him. “But my laptop’s in here and 
it’s plugged in and has a hard drive and booster and it’s next to the cookie 
jar? The one with the lilies painted on it?” 

“That’s not a cookie jar. That’s a seventeenth-century Ming dynasty—” 

“Whatever, Kabra. Just get in here.” Cara huffed and pushed him in. 
“Find yourself a chair. And grab yourself a cookie.” 

Cara had settled in, that was for sure. Clothes lay in messy piles on the 
carpet and various backs of chairs. Laundry hung off clothes hangers from 
doorways, and there, screen glowing and right next to the antique porcelain 
Ming dynasty cookie jar, was her laptop. 

Ian stopped as he saw the bed. “And what are those?” 

“My ... er, trolls.” 

He stared at the neon-haired plastic monstrosities. “What are these 
abominations doing in my apartment?” 

“I like them. I take them everywhere. It makes anyplace a home. Even a 
place like this.” 

Ian almost choked until he saw her smirk. She tossed the data stick from 
one hand to another. “Enough about decorating, Ian. Let’s get to work.” 


The data stick went in, and a few seconds later the e-mail box was up 
and open. “Tsk. Hardly any security at all. What’s the fun in that?” Cara 
clicked, clicked, and clicked away. “Nope. Nope. Nope. Definitely not.” 
The screen cast its glow over her sculpted features, added deeper shadows 
under her cheeks and an electric shine to her eyes. “It’s mostly just 
assignments from students. Schedules. Lab results. Oh, and an invitation to 
the dean’s summer party.” 

“Maybe that’s it! Alek mentioned a bomb. Perhaps he’s planning to do it 
then? Kill the faculty staff?” 

“Hardly the Outcast’s style. He’d want something bigger, don’t you 
think?” 

“Yes. Nathaniel does seem to have a taste for the dramatic.” 

Cara froze. “How about a trip to China?” 

“Well, perhaps when this is all over a week or two—” 

“No! Peerless was invited to China. Shanghai, to be specific. A 
symposium on future technology. It’s called Saving the World through 
Science.” Cara clicked open the attachment. “Whoa. First-class flight. Five- 
star hotel. Talks on ... pretty much everything. It’s Ekat bait. Solar power. 
Biofuels. Wind technology and ... animal conservation. Monitoring the 
tiger population in Siberia. Dolphin communication and ... ha! Saving the 
bee! Bet someone thought long and hard about that one!” 

“Which hotel?” asked Ian. 

“The Hilton Shanghai.” 

Ian checked his cell phone. “Shanghai it is. When does the symposium 
Start?” 

“Three days’ time.” 

“T’ll go tell the others. You start packing your bags. And trolls.” Ian 
faltered. “Though ... only if you want to come. I’m not saying you have 
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to 


Cara looked at him as if trying to read his mind. “Only if you want me to 
come. You could take ... you know, one of the others.... ” 

“You want me to go with someone else?” Ian asked, frowning. “I 
suppose Amy would be interested. Keep her distracted from missing Dan.” 

Cara set her lips in a thin line. “Yes. That’s a great idea. Take Amy.” 

Somehow the conversation had taken an unexpected detour and Ian 
couldn’t quite figure out where. “You don’t want to go?” 

“You’re taking Amy. You just said so.” Cara hit the mouse hard to close 
the screen. “I don’t care.” 

“Fine,” said Ian. “I will.” 

“Fine,” replied Cara, slamming the laptop shut. “Go ahead.” 

Ian stood up. “And by the way, that’s a chamber pot, not a cookie jar.” 





“You think Nathaniel is planning to bomb the symposium?” asked Amy. 
“Something that simple?” 

They were all back in the living room. Nellie and Sammy on the sofa 
together; Ham by the fridge, hoovering up whatever was left of breakfast, 
Dan helping him; and Jonah glued to the television. Cara and Ian were at 
totally opposite sides of the room. Ian shifted uncomfortably, and Cara was 
staring daggers at him. 

Whatever it is, Amy thought, I don’t want to know. 

“I doubt it will be simple,” said Ian. “But Alek went to an extraordinary 
amount of trouble to hide all the Shanghai details from us, and that included 
tossing a Nobel Prize-winning scientist off a tall tower, so I’m certain 
Shanghai is the target.” 

“T’ve looked through the list of invitees,” Cara added. “Three-quarters of 
them are Ekats.” 

Amy agreed. “Shanghai it is. But a bomb? It doesn’t match Nathaniel’s 
theme. If he plans to take out the Ekats he’d want to re-create some 
historical disaster, like he did with the three others.” 

Ham held up three fingers. “Titanic. Hindenburg. Katrina. Check.” 

“So what’ ll be the fourth?” asked Dan. 

Jonah raised the remote. “Maybe he’ll tell us. Alek Spasky is on the 
news.” 

“What?” exclaimed Amy. 


Jonah raised the volume on the news report on Dr. Peerless’s death. 

The TV crew was interviewing some students while an ambulance and 
police worked in the background. A picture of the Queen’s Tower was 
inserted in the top left of the screen with the banner TRAGIC ACCIDENT ROBS 
BRITAIN OF NOBEL PRIZE-WINNING SCIENTIST. There was a crowd watching the 
action on the lawn at the foot of the tower. 

Jonah leaned forward. “Don’t you see him? At the back?” He paused the 
clip. “Look.” 

Everyone was looking toward the lawn, except one man. He was looking 
at the screen, at the viewer. 

At us. 

Alek Spasky. 

“For a spy he’s not trying very hard to stay hidden,” suggested Ham. 
“Don’t they teach that at spy school?” 

Amy shook her head. “No, he wanted us to see him. But why?” 

Jonah furrowed his brow. “Behind him ... ” 

“A wall?” said Ham. 

“What’s on the wall?” 

Amy stared at Ham, who looked back equally confused. 

Jonah walked up to the screen. “See that poster? What’s it say?” 

Amy leaned forward. Alek was leaning up against the wall, right next to 
the poster, smiling. 

“Its a concert. Scheduled for three days from now. The Cities in Dust 
tour.” She looked at Jonah. “So?” 

Jonah sighed. “ ‘Cities in Dust’ is a song by Siouxsie and the Banshees.” 
Jonah drew a circle around the image of a dark-haired woman. “The poster 
is a fake. Siouxsie retired years ago.” 

Cara peered at the glowing picture. “It’s another challenge from the 
Outcast.” 


Amy bit her lip. Of course it was. Alek was standing there for a reason. 
He’d wanted the camera to catch him. “ ‘Cities in Dust’ doesn’t sound very 
good,” she said. 

Jonah spoke. “It’s about Pompeii, the Roman city destroyed by a 
volcanic eruption two thousand years ago.” 

Cara nodded. “Mount Vesuvius. Still active, in case you were 
wondering.” 

Amy was afraid. “You think the Outcast is planning a volcanic eruption? 
How?” 

Cara shrugged. “Maybe you could throw a nuke down the crater?” 

“The chap’s from the Cold War era,” suggested Ian. “That sort of thing is 
his MO.” 

Amy wasn’t convinced. “Jonah, when did the song get released?” 

“April 1986. It was from their Tinderbox album. I have a first pressing 
back home.” 

“Jonah, dig up events during April 1986.” 

Jonah’s thumb danced over his cell. “What am I looking for?” 

“ “Cities in Dust.’ The Outcast had picked that song for a very good 
reason.... ” 

Jonah stopped. “Uh-oh.” 

“What?” 

He looked up at them, pale. “If this is what he’s planning ... ” 

“Tell us, Jonah.” 

“I’m sending it to the TV.” Jonah pointed at the big flat-screen. “You’d 
better see for yourselves.” 

The image was of a blown-up building. Flames and smoke consumed the 
sky and the fire trucks and ambulances surrounding it looked small and 
pathetic compared to the explosion. 


“ “April 26, 1986,’ ” said Jonah, reading off the screen. “ ‘Chernobyl, 
Ukraine. The world’s biggest nuclear disaster.’ ” 

They sat silently, staring at the wreckage. 

The Outcast had saved the worst for last. 





Amy couldn’t take her eyes off the screen. The implications of Nathaniel’s 
plan were horrifying. 

How could Nathaniel be so consumed with revenge? She saw the looks 
of horror frozen on the others, all hypnotized by the scale of the disaster. 

“He’s going to re-create a nuclear meltdown?” asked Ham, eyes huge 
and fixed on the TV screen. “Can he do that?” 

Amy sank back into the sofa. “Of course he can.” 

Jan looked at Cara. “Find us the nuclear power station nearest to 
Shanghai.” 

“On it.” Cara flipped open her laptop. 

Amy scanned through the report on the screen. She knew about 
Chernobyl, but it felt like ancient history to her. “One of the reactors 
overheated and exploded. Covered much of Europe with radioactive dust. 
Not a major death toll to begin with—staff from the initial explosion and 
the engineers who sacrificed themselves to shut it down—but the 
repercussions are with us today. High cancer rates among locals. Mutations 
in the wildlife. A whole city abandoned.” 

“What are the chances that Nathaniel will be aiming at something 
bigger?” Jonah shook his head. 

Ian sat down on the coffee table, elbows resting on his knees. “We’ve got 
one advantage. Nathaniel expected us to pick up on the Chernobyl hint. He 
wants us to panic, and nothing generates bigger panic than a nuclear 


meltdown. He expected us to waste days running around wildly, looking for 
his target. He doesn’t know we know it’s Shanghai.” 

Amy agreed. “So what do we do? Tell everyone? Get the symposium 
canceled?” 

“Tt would stop Nathaniel’s plans for now, but he’d only set it up again 
and next time we may not be warned.” 

“We’re risking millions of lives,” said Amy. “Letting the whole city of 
Shanghai sit on a nuclear time bomb.” 

Ian’s brown eyes hardened. “Your call, Amy.” 

She wanted to take out a full-page ad in every newspaper, warning the 
world of Nathaniel’s plan. She wanted to have it on every news channel in 
every language. She looked over at her superstar cousin. All it would take 
was a Single press announcement from Jonah and the world would know of 
the Outcast. 

But they’d tried that in the Netherlands, and no one had believed them. 

“I’m going to Shanghai,” said Amy. 

Ian nodded. “Pll start packing.” 

“No,” said Amy. “I can’t risk you guys. If it goes wrong, Pll need you to 
be around to stop Nathaniel without me.” 

Ian frowned. “You know what you’re asking?” 

Ham stood up. “Seems to me we should decide for ourselves if we’re 
going or not.” 

Jonah slung his arm over the big guy’s shoulder. “Seems to me Ham’s 
right.” He looked around the room. “Who’s for Shanghai?” He and Ham put 
their hands up. 

So did Ian. 

But not Cara. She was frowning at her screen. “A small glitch, guys.” 

“What is it?” asked Ian, looking over her shoulder. 


“There are no nuclear power stations near Shanghai. Certainly not near 
enough to do the sort of damage we’re expecting.” 

Amy joined Ian. “Are you sure?” 

“Yup. Look for yourselves.” Cara magnified the map of Shanghai and 
the area around it. “I’ve highlighted the stations in red.” 

The nearest nuclear power station, Qinshan, was hundreds of miles 
away. 

Cara clicked her mouse and a circle grew up around the stations. “Even 
with a total meltdown, the range of the explosion would be a dozen miles at 
best. There could be plenty of radioactive material ejected into the 
atmosphere, but there’s no guarantee it would blow in the direction of 
Shanghai.” 

Amy looked at Ian. “Is this some sort of double-bluff? Have us looking 
one way and the danger’s somewhere else?” 

Cara scowled. “One man knows for certain,” she said. “That’s Alek 
Spasky. And he’s headed to Ukraine, where Chernobyl is.” 

Amy rubbed her forehead. “That cannot be a coincidence. But what does 
it matter? He won’t tell us anything.” 

Ian shook his head. “I’m not so sure. He was going to see someone in 
Kiev, and it sounded like she means a lot to him. If there’s a chance to get 
him to tell us what the plan is, even a small chance—” 

“Small?” interrupted Dan. “You mean microscopic. The guy wants us 
dead, Ian.” 

Ian met his gaze. “If Nathaniel is planning a nuclear disaster, we’ve got 
to follow every lead we’ve got. And our best lead is Alek and this mystery 
woman he’s going to see.” 

“Seems to me,” said Ham, “we have three missions. The Black Forest, 
Shanghai, and now Chernobyl.” 

Amy agreed. “What do you think we should do, Ham?” 


Ham started. “You’re asking me?” He looked to her, then Dan, then Ian. 
“Don’t we have enough bosses?” 

She nodded. “Tell us.” 

Ham looked around for help. Amy could see the pleading in his eyes as 
they fell on Jonah, but the superstar just kicked back on the sofa, leaving 
the stage for the big Tomas. 

Ham held up three fingers. “So we need this many teams. One to find out 
whatever dark secret lies in the Black Forest, the second to go to Chernobyl 
and question Alek Spasky, and the third to go to Shanghai and try and save 
the Ekats. Okay?” 

Amy smiled. Why had a Tomas never been head of the Cahills? Ham 
was doing a great job. 

Jonah chimed in. “I already volunteered for Shanghai.” 

Ham grinned as if he’d just won Olympic gold. “Me too.” 

Sammy sat up. “Nellie and I will head off to Germany and look into this 
research facility of Nathaniel’s.” 

Amy frowned. “What about Dan? You’re supposed to take him to 
Madrid.” 

Dan looked at her. She could see the pleading in his eyes. He shrugged, 
trying to act supercasual. “Sure, Madrid would be great, I’d love to spend 
the day eating Nellie’s paella, but you need three teams.... ” 

Amy didn’t like it, but he was right. “Dan goes with Nellie and Sammy,” 
she said. 

“YES!” yelled Dan, punching the air. He stopped, embarrassed. “I mean, 
only if you say so.” 

Amy grinned. How did she ever think she’d be able to stop him? “Pll go 
with Jonah and Ham to Shanghai.” She looked over at Ian and Cara. “You 
two are heading for Chernobyl.” 


Ian looked at Cara. Cara looked at Ian. Then both, with perfect 
synchronicity, answered. 


“Fine.” 
* Ok Ok 


Dan zipped up his backpack and looked around his bedroom one last time. 

Did he have everything? 

He couldn’t believe it, he was on a mission! All that time they’d argued 
about him going into hiding didn’t matter now. He checked his watch. The 
taxi would be on its way to take him, Nellie, and Sammy to the airport. 

He paused by the window. Ian and Cara were outside, loading their 
luggage into the trunk of their own taxi. Or, more precisely, loading Ian’s 
luggage; Cara seemed to have all of her gear in a single canvas backpack. 
Ian had three large suitcases and a trunk. 

“Dan? You ready?” 

Amy stood at the door. 

“Yeah.” Dan brushed his hair from his face. “You?” 

Amy nodded. “Suitcase is in the hall.” 

They stood facing each other, the gap filling with an awkward silence. 

“You’ll be careful, right?” said Amy. “I mean, no stupid heroics.” 

“And the same goes for you. Leave the charming to Jonah and the heavy 
lifting to Ham.” 

“What does that leave me?” 

“Be the brains of the outfit. Beat Nathaniel.” 

Amy smiled. “Got it.” She stepped back and ruffled his hair. 

“Hey!” Dan swatted her away. 

“What! You’re taller than me now—soon I won’t be able to reach!” 

They stood side by side. Not so different, as siblings could be. And yes, 
he was taller now. Dan grinned. “I’m not your little brother anymore.” 


Amy laughed. “Yes, you are. And you always will be.” 

He wanted to tell her he loved her and that she needed to take care. That 
she was more important than all the Cahills past and present put together 
and multiplied by a hundred. That she’d never be like Grace, that she’d be 
better. 

But another taxi rolled up and honked its horn. Dan picked up his 
backpack and, with one last look at his sister, walked out the door. 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Nathaniel Hartford gazed admiringly at the model of the Wright Flyer. It 
was perfect in every detail, replicating the first-ever truly modern airplane 
in precious metals. The struts were platinum wire, the frame gold, and the 
wings beaten silver. The model stood upon a pedestal carved from an 
unearthly piece of rock. 

He turned it around, letting the moming sun that slipped through the 
windows of the Cahill study strike and warm every surface. 

He loved technology and was grateful to have been born into the most 
technologically advanced age of mankind. How many thousands of years 
had people struggled with stone? Then metal and animal power? Now look 
at us. 

To think they’d come from the Wright Flyer to space travel within a 
single lifetime. Hence the pedestal, a rock from the moon itself. 

He looked about the study with satisfaction. All traces of the Cahill 
children and that Kabra boy had been removed and it was now entirely his. 

Yet Grace still lingered. He could not remove her from the mansion 
without dismantling every brick. Her ghost seemed to haunt each room, 
each corridor. Wherever Nathaniel turned, there she was. At the desk. By 
the window. Reading in the library. 

“Tsn’t this how it should have been, Grace?” Nathaniel asked the silence. 
“Haven’t I proven I was worthy to lead the family?” 


There was no answer, but Nathaniel could feel her scorn. 

“The Cahill legacy,” Nathaniel sneered. “That’s all that mattered to you, 
wasn’t it? That the family would go on. And on. And on. Pulling the strings, 
guiding the fate of the world. And the world turned out so well, didn’t it?” 

Nathaniel rested his fists on the desk. Was this the very desk Grace had 
sat at when she’d signed the order for his death? He was sure it was. “You 
know what they say about absolute power? That it corrupts absolutely. You 
were the finest example of that. A vindictive, bitter tyrant, quite willing to 
destroy the lives of anyone who crossed her. Never considering others 
might be better suited. Or that the Cahills have had their day.” 

He smiled to himself. “It’s time to deal with your legacy once and for 
all.” 

Nathaniel paused at a piece of fused glass. He’d collected it from what 
had been the city of Hiroshima. It was fascinating how many technological 
leaps were made during periods of conflict. What was it that tied creativity 
to the urge to destroy? 

If only I had ten years more. Even just another five. What things I might 
see. 

He returned to the table, his table. 

Things were proceeding almost perfectly. Almost. 

Alek Spasky was becoming a problem. No matter, once this business 
was over, Alek would have no need of him, and Nathaniel would have no 
need of Alek. 

Never trust a traitor, Alek. A spy should know that. 

The phone rang. 

Nathaniel hit the speaker button. “Yes?” 

“We have another sighting of Dan Cahill, sir.” 

It was one of the surveillance teams he’d recruited. “Put it up on the 
screen.” 





Dan Cahill stood, poised at the immigration desk at the French-German 
border. He was smiling awkwardly at the immigration officer, who was 
reaching to inspect his passport. 

Facial recognition technology was getting better and better. Accuracy 
was over 99.9% with the software one of his companies had developed. But 
the last two days had registered false alarms all over the world. That could 
only mean one thing. Someone had sabotaged his system. He had software 
engineers trying to fix it, but whoever had done it was good, better than his 
own people. 

So he’d seen Dan in Warsaw, in Delhi, in Mexico City. He needed the 
Cahill boy, so men had been sent to each location. 

And now this. 

What was he doing in Germany? Nathaniel hadn’t been there in decades. 

He paused. Could it be ... ? He shivered, then a dark anger pulsed at the 
back of his head. 


The Cahill children were not to be underestimated. If Dan was in 
Germany, he was there because something had brought him there. 

The Black Forest facility. 

Not this time, Grace. 

He reached for his phone. There were three numbers on his speed dial. 
He pressed the top one. 

“Melinda? It’s Nathaniel. Are you still in Paris? Good. I need you on the 
first plane to Germany.” Nathaniel smiled. “I have a little job for you.... ” 





Kiev, Ukraine 


“I still can’t believe we’re doing this,” said Cara as she watched Ian gather 
his luggage off the carousel. “You really think we can persuade Alek 
Spasky to just spill the beans?” 

Ian dropped the third suitcase onto the luggage cart. “If not him, then the 
woman he’s going to see. You heard him. This ‘Natalia’ means a lot to him, 
and something’s changed between him and Nathaniel. Something we can 
use to our advantage.” 

They’d reached Ukraine’s largest international airport, Boryspil, a day 
behind Alek Spasky. There were three suitcases on the cart already and Ian 
was struggling with the fourth, a grand trunk that could be turned into a 
rowboat if necessary. 

He did not believe in traveling light. 

“Need a hand?” Cara asked. Her entire gear had folded up into her 
backpack. That included her laptop, spare coat, and a solar-powered 
recharger. 

“Do you mind? Just grab the other end and lift on the count of three.” 

On the count of three they got the trunk onto the luggage cart. Cara 
didn’t like the way the wheels buckled. “What have you got in there?” 

“A few essential toiletries. This is Ukraine, you know. Apart from a 
rather wonderful supply of caviar, they do lack a few of the ... luxuries one 
is accustomed to. And man cannot live off caviar alone.” 


“Though you’ ve tried, right?” 

“Second year of boarding school. Honestly, the food they served us 
would have made a polar bear sick. Fortunately, I had a distant aunt who 
knew a man in the Ukrainian navy who—” 

“Enough, Ian.” Cara helped steer the cart through customs. “So where do 
we go from here?” 

“I’ve contacted an old family friend of ours, Uncle Dmitry,” said Ian. 
“I’ve asked him to help us out.” 

“You’ve an uncle out here?” 

“Not a blood relative, but during the collapse of the Soviet Union, my 
father realized there were quite a few business opportunities to be had. How 
do you think we bought our Caribbean island? He needed a local willing to, 
well, go off-piste when necessary. Dmitry Melnikov was a private 
investigator who helped smooth out some business transactions. I called 
him to keep an eye out for our Mr. Spasky.” 

They steered the cart out into the main hall. 

“Tan!” A big man barged through the crowd and lifted Ian off his feet in 
a bear hug. He kissed Ian, now blushing, once on each cheek. “My little 
prince! Ah, not so little anymore, eh?” 

Ian wiped his cheeks. “Hello, Uncle Dmitry. It has been a long time. 
This is my ... friend Cara.” 

Dmitry waggled his bushy eyebrows. “So the little prince has a little 
princess now?” 

Cara held out her hand. “Hello, Mr. Melnikov.” 

Dmitry brushed it aside and embraced her, too. “Who is this Mr. 
Melnikov? I am your Uncle Dmitry!” 

He led them to a car outside. A small car. A really small car. 

It was an East German Trabant. One window was cracked, another 
taped, and the doors were lined with orange rust. It couldn’t be more than 


four feet high, and not much longer. Cara walked around it. How were three 
adults expected to fit in? “Who’s this for? Munchkins?” 

“What happened to the Mercedes?” asked Ian. 

Dmitry took a screwdriver to the trunk to open it. “First wife took 
beautiful car.” The trunk creaked open. “Second wife took house. Third 
took dacha. And fourth took Lenin.” 

“Lenin?” 

Dmitry sighed. “My dog. I miss Lenin.” 

“Maybe we should take a taxi.... ” Ian waved at a metered SUV on the 
comer. 

Dmitry grabbed his arm and forced it down. “Taxi? Taxi drivers are 
nothing but thieves! There is plenty of room! We will put your box on the 
roof!” 

“Uncle Dmitry,” started Ian. “That ‘box’ as you call it is a limited edition 
Louis Vuitton Excelsior cruising trunk. It does not go on the roof.” 

Ian might as well have been talking to the wind. Dmitry hauled it up to 
the top of his Trabant. It was bound tightly with blue nylon rope and the 
ends threaded through the open windows. Dmitry squeezed in, lit a cigar, 
and turned the ignition. 

The engine coughed to life. 

Dmitry grinned as he patted the dashboard. “Not failed yet!” 


* KOK 


Dmitry took them to a dull, gray apartment tower on the outskirts of Kiev, 
one among a long avenue of identical drab towers. The elevator didn’t work 
and, judging by the rust, hadn’t since the fall of the Berlin Wall. Dmitry 
balanced Ian’s trunk on his shoulders. “Only ten floors!” 

The corridor lights flickered irregularly and the walls were decorated 
with graffiti. A stray cat picked at an old box of rice forgotten on the 


landing. 

Ian put his handkerchief to his face. “Charming.” 

The cat hissed as they passed by. 

The apartment walls were bare concrete slabs that had been pasted over 
with thin wallpaper; the floors were covered with even thinner carpet. Great 
patches had worn through, revealing the slab underneath. An armchair 
faced an old cathode-ray television set, and there were loose cables strung 
from the hi-fi to a clutter of speakers balanced on shelves in the corners. A 
faded red curtain separated the main living room from the small kitchenette. 

“Welcome, welcome!” Dmitry declared, dropping the trunk with a 
frame-cracking thud. He walked up to a small cage by the window. Two 
mice appeared from the piles of paper and sniffed the bars as he dropped in 
some cheese. “Zdravstvuitye, Mickey! Privyet, Jerry!” 

“What’s this?” Ian stopped by the dining table. 

Notes, photographs, maps, and documents covered the warped wooden 
top. Cara joined him and picked up the nearest photograph. 

And looked into the cold gaze of Alek Spasky. 

“When was this taken?” she asked, unable to control a shiver. 

Dmitry filled up a kettle and set it on the electric cooktop. “Last night. 
Your friend is here in Kiev.” 

Cara met Ian’s frowning gaze. Yes, she knew exactly what he was 
feeling. Worried to the extreme. 

“We need to know what Alek is up to. Give us a lead?” Ian said. 

Dmitry slapped his back. “The little prince is a warrior—now, that I like! 
I have something that may help. No prince goes into battle without a sword, 
eh?” 

While Dmitry started rummaging under the sofa, the two of them looked 
through the pile of information the private eye had gathered for them. 


Dmitry might have lived in chaos, but his skills at information gathering 
were as focused as a laser beam. 

Ian picked up a list of old flights. “That’s strange. Alek comes here every 
year. Has done ... for a long time.” 

Cara checked. The dates went back decades. “You think this is 
something to do with Nathaniel?” 

“No. Alek had nothing to do with the Cahills until recently. So this is 
either KGB work, or it’s personal.” 

“Alek Spasky was top man with KGB. You need to be very careful.” 
Dmitry dragged out a suitcase from under the sofa. It was covered in 
painted flowers. Dmitry smiled shyly. “My mother’s.” 

Inside were guns. Lots of guns. 

Ian’s eyebrows rose. “Your mother lives in a tough neighborhood? Like 
downtown Baghdad?” 

Dmitry drew one out of its wrapping. “German made. The best. Heckler 
and Koch P30, 9mm. Only 740 grams. Here, you try.” He slid over a box of 
bullets. “Just shoot out the window. Neighbor is deaf.” 

“Er ... no, thanks.” 

“What you want? I have Beretta. Or a nice Walther PPK, same as your 
James Bond! No crease in jacket.” 

Cara noticed Ian’s gaze pause on the small pistol. No doubt the creasing 
of his jacket was a major concern for Ian. But he shook his head and handed 
the pistol back. “I’m British, Dmitry. We try not to use guns.” 

“Then what you use?” 

“Usually a stern word or disapproving look does the job.” 

Dmitry’s cell phone buzzed, and he left Cara and Ian to inspect the 
suitcase of guns. 

“If we come face-to-face with Alek, a gun will make no difference,” said 


Tan. 


“Why not?” 

“Because we will lose, Cara.” Ian put the pistol back and closed the lid. 
“How much experience do you have shooting people?” 

“None. Thank goodness.” 

Dmitry finished his conversation and joined them. “We must go. My 
brother has been keeping a watch on Alek. He has left his hotel and taken a 
car north on the P02 road. We must follow.” 

“The P02?” asked Ian. “Where does it go?” 

“To Pripyat,” said Dmitry, grimly. “The city of ghosts.” 





Dmitry drove. He brought a pistol for himself and a Geiger counter. “Just to 
be sure,” he said. “With Chernobyl, you can never be too careful.” 

Cara knew Dmitry had every reason to be cautious. She’d read up on the 
1986 nuclear disaster on the flight over. Faulty design had led to one of the 
reactors overheating. Normally, the heat was absorbed by cooling water 
flowing through the system, but the water had turned to steam and caused a 
pressure buildup within the reactor. Then, like a balloon, it had exploded, 
hurling radioactive material into the atmosphere. A few seconds later a 
second explosion threw more radioactive material out. 

The immediate death toll hadn’t been high. Two people were killed in 
the initial explosion, then more than thirty rescue workers and other staff 
died of radiation poisoning over the next few months. There had almost 
been a much bigger explosion, but three engineers had volunteered to wade 
into the radioactive cooling water and drain it to prevent another steam 
explosion when waste began burning through the reactor floor, down into 
the pools below. 

Cara wondered what they must have felt, knowing they were going to 
their deaths. 

But the effects of the explosion were still being felt today. Estimates 
varied, but the radiation had left a trail of cancer around the globe. 

“Pripyat a bad place,” Dmitry said as they joined the P02 north. “City 
built next to Chernobyl for housing the workers. When reactor explode, 


entire city becomes contaminated. They evacuate all people. Now no one 
live there. We go, but can only stay a few hours before risk of 
contamination, da?” 

Cara knew the story, too, but there was nothing like actually approaching 
the infamous city. “The radioactive material has a half-life of hundreds of 
thousands of years. Pripyat will remain empty for another twenty thousand 
at least before it’s safe to be inhabited again,” she told Ian. “It’s safe-ish for 
a day, but not much longer.” 

“How far is it?” asked Ian, sitting next to her in the back. 

“Two hours,” said Dmitry. 

“And why does Alek go there?” 

Dmitry shrugged. “Every year he make same trip. There and back in one 
day. He not stay long.” 

The Trabant fought over the humps and potholes on the road. They 
stopped for a refill halfway, and for a simple packet of sandwiches. 

“You have money, little prince?” asked Dmitry. 

Ian opened up his wallet and handed over the Ukrainian hryvnia. 

Cara saw the way Dmitry stared at the cash. He was hungry, and those 
sandwiches weren’t going to fill him up. While Dmitry went off to pay for 
the gasoline, Cara nudged Ian. “Dmitry’s not doing this for free, you know.” 

“I realize that,” said Ian. “But he knows he’ll be well paid once 
Nathaniel is defeated and I can access the family funds.” 

“So you’re counting on his goodwill until then?” 

Ian grinned, and that flash of teeth and look in his eyes made Cara ... 
well, feel something about him. “Don’t worry, this is Uncle Dmitry we’re 
talking about. He’s family!” 

Dmitry waved a paper bag. “Who want pickled cabbage sandwich?” 

Cara smiled and took hers. She watched Ian and Dmitry laugh about past 
adventures. Maybe Ian was right about Dmitry. But she wasn’t so sure. 


Maybe he was family, but with Ian, that wasn’t saying much. 
* KOK 


The city came into view sooner than Cara would have liked. 

Eerie, that was the word that sprang to Cara’s mind. 

The buildings were all in the ugly Soviet Bloc style: drab, monolithic, 
identical. They had fallen into disrepair. Windows were opaque with dust. 
Piles of leaves and trash gathered in the doorways and narrow alleyways. 
The foliage ran rampant; roots broke up the paving and the roads. Bushes 
had consumed some of the abandoned cars. Everything was the color of 
rust. The vehicles, the lampposts, the railings, the gates and bus shelters. 
The parks were a wilderness now, the grass six feet high and thick with 
weeds. Ivy wrapped around the climbing frames and the swings. The 
children’s animal rockers were weathered, the paint patchy, making them 
look as if they had a skin disease. They passed a square with a once-proud 
statue of a heroic worker. Now the man’s face was pitted, cracked, and 
stained. Moss covered his lower body, transforming him into a strange 
mutant, half man and half vegetation. 

A bus drove by, slowly, filled with tourists taking photos. 

Dmitry parked and dialed his cell. The conversation was quick. He 
scowled. “Alek has stopped. My brother will not follow any farther.” 

Ian held on to the Geiger counter. “Where is he?” 

“Another kilometer and a half along this road. At the city graveyard.” 
Dmitry held out his weapon. “Are you sure you don’t want?” 


* KOK 


“Not the sort of place Pd take a woman on a date,” said Ian. “A graveyard 
in an abandoned city.” 


Cara nodded. “At least you know you’ll be alone.” 


Ian paused. “I’m having second thoughts about this. Trailing Alek 
Spasky through a graveyard just seems ... highly ominous?” 

Cara took his hand. “Come on, Ian.” 

They crept along, keeping Alek just in sight. The graveyard was huge 
and rambling, with bushes and trees. The gravestones were large, the statues 
old and vine-woven. 

“Where do you think he’s going?” Cara asked. 

“Somewhere isolated, with two freshly dug graves,” said Ian. 

“If he was planning to kill us why does he have flowers?” 

“Russian sense of humor?” 

“Wait. He stopped.” Cara pulled Ian down behind a gravestone. 

Ian peered around the side. “I don’t see anyone else.” 

Where was Natalia? The flowers must be for her, yet there was no one in 
sight. 

It was hard to imagine a lonelier place. Not even the wind disturbed the 
somber silence, and if there were any birds, they were minding their own 
business. 

Ian hated graveyards. Especially ones with KGB assassins in them. 

He must be insane, being this close to Alek Spasky. They should have 
stayed farther back. Way farther back. Like, back in London. 

Ian had never really taken a good look at Alek. Now he could, and saw a 
middle-aged man, hair short-cropped with plenty of gray in it. The face was 
hard, bare of any fat or softness, a classic Russian face made up of high 
cheekbones and brooding brow. His mouth was wide, but his lips thin. It 
was tough to imagine a mouth like that smiling, or laughing. 

Alek paused and looked around. 

Ian held his breath, daring not to move. Cara squeezed his hand. 


Alek’s eyes narrowed. 


Ian felt his heart hammering against his ribs. He was sweating—a bead 
of moisture dribbled down his temple, but he didn’t dare move to brush it 
away. The slightest action might catch Alek’s attention. 

Alek reached into his coat ... 

How far would they get if they ran now? 

Not far enough. 

... and drew out a handkerchief. 

“Phew,” whispered Cara. 

Pollen tickled Ian’s nostrils. It was late spring and everything was 
blooming. He held his handkerchief to his nose. Oh, no—he really needed 
to sneeze.... 

Cara pinched his nostrils together. “One sniff out of you and we’ ll have 
Alek skewering us with one of his darts.” 

“Eep” was as much as Ian could manage. 

They watched Alek clear weeds and dead leaves off a grave. He was 
kneeling and, from here, it looked as if he was talking. Then he brushed his 
hands and arranged the fresh flowers on top of the grave. 

Who was buried there? 

It couldn’t be his sister; Irina was buried in Moscow. 

Ian frowned. As far as he knew there were no Spasky connections in 
Ukraine. 

“He’s leaving,” whispered Cara. 

Ian glanced over the stone slab. “And he’s left the flowers.” 

Alek was back on the path. He looked back at the grave once, and 
briefly. As if saying good-bye. Then he straightened himself and left. 

“Should we follow him?” Cara was already on her feet. 

“No.” Ian peered over to the grave and the flowers. “I want to see who’s 
buried there.” 

“But we’ll lose Alek.” 


“And somehow I feel his and our paths will cross again, whether we like 
it or not.” Ian began walking. “We need to check this out, Cara.” 

The roses were deep red and bound with a black ribbon. Green moss 
clung to the granite gravestone, and it was weathered and patchy with 
stains. 

Ian froze as he read the name. “Of course.” 

“ ‘Doctor Natalia Ivanova Spasky. Beloved wife.’ ” Cara rubbed the 
moss off the dates. “ ‘Born 1st July 1961. Died 12th July 1986. Age 25.’ 
His wife?” 

“Yes, she must be,” said Ian. “She died a few months after the Chernobyl 
incident. That seems too much of a coincidence. She was very young to 
have a doctorate. She must have been bright.” He knew plenty of Ekats who 
were professors in their early and midtwenties, straight As all the way since 
kindergarten. “I wonder ... ” 

“He must have loved her so much.” Cara stared at the grave. “Still 
giving her flowers, thirty years later.” 

Ian faced the worn gravestone. “We need to find out about Natalia 
Spasky.” 





Stuttgart, Germany 


“Hi, Stuttgart. Bye, Stuttgart,” said Dan, shifting in his seat, trying to find 
some position that worked. His backside was numb and his legs were 
cramping. He bunched up his jacket as a pillow and wedged it under his 
neck and against the side of the seat. 

And sat, eyes open, sleep a long, long way away. 

Nellie and Sammy snored. Sammy was slumped over the armrest and 
Nellie was using his shoulder for her pillow. They were even holding hands. 

Dan sighed. He stared out the train window. 

Trees lined the railway, allowing only fleeting glimpses of town or 
village lights as the train sped by. He’d heard it stop, somewhere, and 
there’d been voices and movement on the platform as_half-awake 
passengers climbed off. 

By now, the train was partially empty. Sammy snorted and swapped 
sides. He fell against Dan, forcing him harder against the wall. 

“That’s it.” Dan pushed Sammy off. “I’ve had it.” 

He grabbed Nellie’s map and guidebook. The dining car was open, and 
lit. He’d pick up a snack and a drink and read in there. With any luck he’d 
get really tired, then try to put his head down for the few hours remaining 
before they reached their destination. 

He didn’t bother with his new hiking boots—they chafed and he already 
had a blister on each heel. The thick socks would work fine as slippers. 


There was something about trains. The pace. Trains didn’t feel like 
rushing. 

Maybe that’s why Amy sent me on this trip. 

A man edged along the narrow passageway, yawning. He smiled at Dan 
as he went past. Another insomniac traveler. 

Dan entered the dining car. The clock said 4 A.M., and the counter was 
closed. He had his choice of a trio of vending machines humming along the 
wall. Dan chucked in a handful of euros and got himself an orange juice and 
a doughnut. 

There was just one other guy here. A businessman, deep in a big novel, 
with a cup of tea steaming on the table next to him. He glanced up as Dan 
came in, then went back to his book. 

Dan chewed on his doughnut and spread out the map carefully. Nellie 
would have some choice words if he ended up getting sugar all over it. 

Now, where was the Black Forest? Way down there. He traced the train 
track down from Stuttgart, checking the names of the towns and other 
locations. They were just coming up to another crossing over the Rhine 
River soon; the train track had run alongside it for most of the journey. 

“Wo gehst du hin?” 

Dan looked up and met the gaze of the businessman. He had his reading 
glasses perched on the tip of his nose as he looked down at Dan’s map. 

“I’m sorry, er, I... ich verstehe Sie nicht?” 

“Ah! You are English?” 

“American.” 

“American! Gut!” He smiled and tucked away his novel. “You go to 
Stuttgart?” 

Dan shook his head. “We’re just stopping there, then going on.” 

The businessman looked him up and down. “Ah! Backpacking, ja? 
Many students in Germany. Beautiful country. Many Jugendherbergen in 


Germany! How you say ... young hostels?” 

“Youth hostels?” 

“Ja!” He licked his lips, then tried out the words. “Youth hostels.” 

The guy seemed to want to test out his English, and Dan wasn’t going to 
sleep anytime soon. He offered him a seat and looked over the map. “We’re 
going camping here.” 

“Schwarzwald? How you say ... Black Forest? Very beautiful!” 

The last thing Dan wanted was to get trapped with a fellow passenger. 
He smiled and stood. “I’m going to try to get some sleep.” 

The businessman grabbed his wrist. “Please stay, I insist.” 

The German accent was gone. Instead, the guy spoke in clear, cold 
English. 

The far door opened. 

And Melinda Toth entered. 





Melinda smiled at him. Beside her was a second henchman, the guy Dan 
had passed in the corridor earlier. He gently closed the door behind him. 

“Your grandfather’s been looking for you, Dan,” said Melinda. “He’s got 
something rather special planned.” 

That sounded all sorts of bad. 

Dan’s blood chilled. He wrestled with the fear that was building up in his 
chest, threatening to rob him of his wits, threatening to freeze his mind and 
body. 

The fake German businessman twisted Dan’s wrists sharply and shoved 
him to the floor in front of Melinda. 

She glanced over her shoulder to the second man. “Find Dan’s 
compartment. Make sure the other two are locked in.” She smiled at Dan. 
“We don’t want any interruptions, do we?” 

Dan’s mind raced. He had two options: fight or flight. He was 
outnumbered and outgunned. Melinda was bad enough, and her two goons 
looked like they knew what they were doing. Given Nathaniel’s resources 
and Melinda’s contacts, he’d guess they were ex-Special Forces, a cut 
above mere muscle. No way was he going to win a straight fight and no 
way was he going to talk his way out of it. So that left only one option. 

Surprise. 

He drooped. He sank his head down, let his shoulders fall. He needed 
them to believe he was beaten; it might make them less wary. It wasn’t 


much of a chance, but it was all he had. Dan rubbed his wrist. “How did 
you find me?” 

“You can’t hide from technology, Dan.” Melinda motioned with her 
finger. “Get up, boy.” 

Dan did. Fast. 

He bowled into her, using her as a mat as he rolled over her and onto his 
feet. The fake German launched himself at Dan. 

Dan went for the door, then swung it open, hard. 

Straight into the guy’s face. 

Dan hopped over the stunned man and ran. 

She’d sent her other henchman back down the train, so the only way was 
forward. He needed to find a way to double back and get to Nellie and 
Sammy, but that meant— 

The lightbulb exploded as a bullet hit it. Glass sprinkled down on Dan as 
he dove for the other door. 

“No!” yelled Melinda. “We need him alive!” 

That’s good to know. 

Dan ran through the next car. He tested the door handles into their 
compartment, but they were locked. He could beat on them for help, but he 
knew the type of men Melinda had brought with her. He wasn’t going to 
risk innocent lives like that. There had to be another way. 

He pushed on into the next car, the luggage part of the train. Twenty or 
so bikes were neatly slotted into their stands, and there were backpacks 
labeled and shoved onto shelves. 

Dan pulled an aluminum pump off a bike and wedged it into the door. 
That will buy me another thirty seconds. 

He tested the side door, but no luck. Locked. 

He had to get back to the others. But there was only one way to do that. 
He’d have to get back to his car by walking along the roof. 


Of a high-speed train. In the middle of the night. 

Dan grimaced. Why does it always happen to me? 

He braced himself against the rack and slammed his socked feet into the 
center of the window. The pane reverberated but held. 

Teeth gritted, he repeated it again and again, beating his heels into the 
glass. 

“Come on... ” 

Over the din of the rattling wheels he heard a noise at the car door. 

A crack blossomed in the glass under his feet. Air hummed through it, 
sending the curtains flapping wildly. 

The door handle turned and shook as someone outside slammed against 
it. 

“Don’t make it hard on yourself, Dan!” shouted Melinda. “Open up!” 

Dan looped both hands on the rack and raised his feet. Where was Ham 
when you needed him? He’d have broken the glass just by staring at it. 

“Open up, Dan!” 

Dan roared as he slammed both feet into the window. 

It exploded and the car instantly filled with screaming air. 

“Don’t be stupid!” Melinda must have guessed what he was planning. 

To get out the only way he could. 

The trees whipped by, long twigs laden with leaves lashed at the train, 
and the wind’s howl joined the noise of engine and steel wheels to create a 
deafening roar. 

Yeah, this is stupid to the extreme. 

Dan grinned—he couldn’t help himself. Stupid in a long line of stupid. 

He kicked out the bigger shard still stuck in the frame and then, hooking 
his fingers along the upper edge, hopped up onto the frame. 

The wind stung his eyes, making it impossible to see what was up ahead. 
All he needed was a big branch to smash him off. 


He slid one hand up the smooth, sooty outer surface of the car. His 
fingers searched for something to latch on to. 

The car tilted as it jerked around a comer and Dan winced, legs shaking 
to keep balance on the thin frame. There. He felt along a slot. A vent? He 
squeezed his fingers into the gap and curled them around a narrow, sharp 
opening. 

The doorframe cracked as Melinda, or more likely one of her henchmen, 
crashed against the car door. One more hit and it would be nothing but 
splinters. 

It was now or never. 

Dan jammed his other hand into the vent and hauled himself up, 
springing halfway out the window. 

The door crashed open. 

“Quick! Grab him!” yelled Melinda. 

A chunky hand grabbed Dan’s left foot, but he lashed out with his right 
and there was a satisfying, fleshy thump, the kind you might get when a 
foot meets a face. The man’s grip slipped and Dan hauled himself fully out 
the window. 

This wasn’t just stupid. This was crazy stupid. 

The wind pulled and pushed him as if trying to rip him off the train. Dan 
had to slide himself upward, pressed flat against the metal surface of the car 
until it leveled out at the top. He slowly got to his feet, poised in a crouch to 
cut down the wind resistance. Even then he could barely stop from toppling 
over. 

The forest was a blur and the moon shone on the train, lighting a shiny 
silver path on the roof. The engine ahead roared like an angry dragon. 

Now what? Forward or back? 

The choice was made for him as Melinda rose up onto the roof behind 
him. She’d gone out between the cars and climbed up. 


Dan knew what was going to happen. If she was behind him, then she’d 
have sent one of her minions to do the same ... from the front. 

Dan ran. A head appeared in the gap ahead, and he picked up the pace, 
ignoring the horrific way the train juddered on the tracks, and leaped across 
to the next car. 

“Dan!” shouted Melinda. “There’s no way off this train!” 

There was real fear in her voice, and she was shuffling along, arms 
outstretched like a tightrope walker. 

She was right. If he got into any car, they’d get him. All he was doing 
was dragging it out. But Dan wasn’t going to just raise his hands and give 
up. 

“Got you!” 

A hand clamped down on Dan’s shoulder and he kicked out instinctively. 

His heel rammed into the man’s shin and the man buckled. Dan twisted 
sharply, slamming both fists down on the man’s forearm to break the grip. 

The train jerked sideways as it swapped tracks. Dan fought to stay 
upright, managing to keep on his feet and on the train roof, barely. 

The minion wasn’t so lucky. Big, meaty, and not at all quick or nimble, 
he yelled as he toppled backward and disappeared into a thicket of trees. 

Melinda cursed and was edging closer. She drew something out of her 
jacket pocket—a short metal stub that, with a flick, sprang into a foot-long 
steel baton. 

“Nathaniel wants you alive,” she snarled. “But that doesn’t stop me from 
breaking a few bones.” 

Dan tugged off his jacket and wrapped it around his left arm. 

Melinda smirked. “Where’d you learn that? From YouTube?” 

Dan blushed. How did she know? 

Melinda moved more confidently now, sliding one foot ahead and 
keeping her eyes on Dan. He had to shuffle backward, not daring to look 


where he was going in case she attacked. 

And then she did. 

Dan raised his arm to ward off the hit, but it was a feint; Melinda flipped 
the weapon and brought it slamming into the side of Dan’s knee. He yelled, 
but didn’t fall. The next blow was a sharp jab in the gut before a flick into 
his jaw. 

It had only been seconds and Dan was reeling. He punched out, but all 
that got him was a bruised wrist as Melinda snapped the baton across it. 

“Had enough?” she taunted. 

There was no overconfidence, just an assurance she was in charge, and 
Dan knew it. 

He needed to get past that stick of hers. 

So Dan charged. 

Melinda brought both elbows into the back of his neck as Dan rammed 
her off her feet. They slammed into the hard steel and Melinda gasped. 
They slid across the roof, gravity pulling them down the curved slope 
toward the edge. Melinda cried out, then caught her foot on the ridge, 
holding them both on the top of the speeding train, but only just. 

Dan rammed his fist into her, but Melinda hooked a leg around his neck 
and trapped his arm between hers. She twisted, and it felt as if Dan’s arm 
was about to be ripped out of his shoulder socket. 

Dan sank his teeth into one of her calves and Melinda snarled. He tugged 
himself free and stumbled back to his feet. 

“Biting? Seriously?” Melinda limped to her feet. “What’s next? Hair 
pulling?” 

Dan spat out a few threads of nylon. He had to get away. 

A black winding line bisected the track ahead of them. Dan’s 
photographic memory flashed up an image he’d glimpsed at the train 


station. 


The train dipped as the front cars ran onto a bridge. 

We’re crossing the Rhine River. 

“Don’t be stupid!” yelled Melinda. 

Dan ran forward. The iron bridge was a single span, fifty or so feet over 
the river itself. The fall might kill him, but it seemed better than being 
handed over to the Outcast. 

The timing had to be perfect. Too soon, and he’d break himself against 
the steel girders of the bridge arch and too slow, he’d miss the river entirely. 
So it had to be... 

Now! 

“Dan!” Melinda screamed as he launched himself off the train. 

Dan spun through the air. It was like falling forever. Time slowed, and he 
was Staring at trees and stars and train and rushing water, all tumbling 
around and around. He gasped for air, pushing against the panic that seized 
his lungs. How far? How far? There were rocks and girders and the black 
roaring river and its white rapids rushing up fast to hit him and— 

He crashed helter-skelter into the water. Hard. 

Down and down he sank, dragged by the tumultuous rapids. He was 
battered and shoved. It felt as if he was being grabbed, held under, despite 
how hard he beat his arms and legs. The river had him and didn’t want to let 
go. He crashed into and bounced off a submerged rock, hitting it with his 
shoulder. 

Dan tumbled into the swirl; he was dragged and shoved, pummeled by 
the hard, chaotic current. He flailed and kicked, trying to get right-side up. 
He broke the surface and gasped. 

He glimpsed a second figure—a slash of red in the air—then a splash as 
Melinda hit the water. 

He shivered but struck out toward the bank. It was tantalizingly close, 
but the river still wanted him. 


Drooping fronds brushed the water’s surface and Dan stretched up to 
grab them. They bent, arcing low to the river, but held. 

“Help me!” Melinda screamed. 

Dan spun to see Melinda sweep by. Their eyes met; he would never 
forget the look of fear, lit by the heartless moonlight, before Melinda was 
carried away. She rolled in the rapids and disappeared under. 

Dan ached as he hung on to the fronds. He shivered but forced himself to 
crawl along until his feet touched the pebbly river bottom. Then he 
stumbled up the riverbank and collapsed. 

He felt as if he’d gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson. Every part of him 
had been pummeled until he was one huge world of pain. 

The sound of a car engine made him raise his head. Headlights slipped 
out across the river’s surface as a hulking SUV pushed itself out through the 
wall of trees along the river’s edge. 

“Help ... ” Dan muttered, his lungs too tired to raise his voice beyond a 
whisper. 

The car stopped, its engine rumbled idly. The passenger door opened and 
Dan, face still in the dirt, glimpsed a pair of well-polished shoes step out. 

“He’s alive, sir.” 

“Get him up.” 

Hands roughly hoisted Dan to his feet. He peered into the blinding 
headlights. It hurt to look, but then everything hurt right now. 

There were two big men who couldn’t have been more “bodyguard” if 
they’d worn red T-shirts that said, CALL ME MR. BODYGUARD. They stood on 
either side of a much frailer figure, hand on a walking stick. 

Nathaniel Hartford paused to look up at the bridge so very high above 
them. “I am most impressed. The fall itself would kill the average man.” 

Dan tugged, but he was held firm. He glared at Nathaniel. “Out for some 
late-night fishing?” 


Nathaniel nodded to the man holding him. “Please, make him shut up.” 
Dan winced as the needle jabbed his neck. Then a weight, piles of wet 
sand, pressed down over him and he sank and sank.... 





Kiev, Ukraine 


Ian sat up front in the Trabant, his knees somewhere up by his chin. Cara 
was squashed in the back, peering out the window. 

They were back in Kiev. Dmitry’s car had decided to have a rest for no 
mechanical reason at all, so the drive had taken twice as long as expected. 
Tan had watched Dmitry hit the engine with a wrench, a hammer, and finally 
his boot, and he’d also learned a few new Russian curses. 

Now they were watching Dmitry and a security guard, both men 
standing outside a grim-looking squat government building, having a 
friendly chat. 

Eventually, Dmitry shook hands and handed over a small paper bag. The 
man checked its contents, nodded, and wandered off. Dmitry scurried back 
to the car, grinning. “All good. You have one hour.” 

Ian frowned. “For five hundred euros? I thought we agreed a whole 
afternoon.” 

Dmitry tapped the side of his nose. “One hour to see KGB files, best I 
could do, little prince. All very secret.” 

Secret? Ian almost laughed. The security was ridiculous. The cameras 
weren’t even connected to power. Only the first-floor windows had any bars 
on them, and the guard at the front looked like Santa’s bigger, older, more- 
bearded brother. 


* KOK 


“Now, this is old school,” said Ian as he slid the microfiche into the reader. 
“Keep an eye on the door.” 

Tan had a pile of the transparent sheets of film, all in date order and 
covering a month before the nuclear disaster and five months after. 

The sheets contained pages reduced to a fraction of their original size, so 
a single sheet could hold hundreds of pages of information. Back before the 
days of computing, this had been the best way to store data. 

The reader was really just a backlit magnifying glass, the size of an old- 
style cathode-ray TV, and Ian had to turn the focus to sharpen the image. 

He wasn’t sure what he was looking for as he scanned through the pages. 
Soviet-era news wasn’t exactly reliable, so governmental files were their 
best bet, but Ian guessed there were plenty of people in power who’d not be 
pleased with him and Cara digging through the Chernobyl disaster. Some of 
them might even call it “spying,” and there were severe penalties for that. 

“Do they still have gulags here?” Ian asked. He didn’t fancy a few 
decades in a Ukrainian prison. 

“What?” 

“Sorry. Just thinking out loud.” Then he stopped. “Here we go. The 
death certificates following the Chernobyl disaster.” 

“Well?” 

“One of them’s for Natalia.” 

“What’s it say?” 

“ “Acute radiation poisoning.’ ” Ian spotted a note tagged on the corner 
referring to another file. He flipped the reader open and searched the pile 
until he found it. “There’s more about Natalia on this.” 

Ian read the document, testing his fluency reading Russian Cyrillic. “Star 
of Moscow University’s physics department. Top honors throughout. Then 


a stint at MIT through a private, unknown sponsor. MIT? Now, that was just 
up the road from—” 

“Grace’s mansion,” said Cara. 

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” 

“Natalia was an Ekat? Yes, I am,” said Cara. “This looks like exactly the 
sort of thing Grace would have pulled. She spots a talent within the family 
and nurtures it. Geopolitics be damned.” She leaned over to have a better 
look at the file. “Then what?” 

“Natalia returns to the USSR but lands herself a lowly teaching assistant 
job. The government at the time would have seen her as spoiled goods, 
someone tainted by Western ideology. She was probably lucky to be 
teaching at all. Then, a day after the Chernobyl meltdown, she ferries 
herself off to Ukraine and offers her services directly to the team. 
Whoever’s in charge recognizes her value, and in she goes. She was part of 
the team of engineers who sacrificed themselves to open up the cooling 
water drains that prevented a second series of explosions. They knew they 
were going to their deaths, but that didn’t stop them.” 

Cara looked thoughtful. “Not many people on the planet would have the 
courage to do that.” 

Ian had to agree. He’d faced gunmen and killers, but that was courage of 
the moment, a rush of adrenaline and the urge to protect his friends from 
danger. Allowing yourself to die by radiation poisoning was a whole 
different level of bravery. 

“Natalia Spasky must have been a very special woman,” said Cara. “Any 
mention of Alek?” 

“No,” replied Ian. “But I’m not surprised. He was well in with the KGB 
by that point. Her relationship with him would have broken all sorts of 
security rules.” He paused and increased the magnification. “Wait a minute. 


There’s a handwritten note. It’s referring to another report. Is there a report 
twenty-seven in the drawer?” 

Cara searched and a moment later handed him a folder. “Twenty-seven.” 

The papers had yellowed with age and there were plenty of them, a 
bundle over an inch thick. Ian scanned the first few pages, the report 
summary. “It’s an investigation into the theft of nuclear materials from the 
reactor. It seems they were being sold on the black market.” 

“Wow. That’s really very bad news.” 

“Yes. The USSR was on its last legs and my father said it was a boom 
time for arms smugglers. As the Soviet Union collapsed, there were 
generals selling off tanks, ships were disappearing from docks, and even the 
odd submarine was on the market. Quality-grade plutonium would have 
fetched millions on the black market from any rogue state wanting to build 
its own bomb.” He gasped. “It can’t be ... ” 

“Tan?” 

Ian rubbed his eyes and reread the document, not trusting his translation. 
He had to be wrong.... 

But the words were the same. And horrifying in their magnitude. 

“This report ... ” He hesitated, guts tightening with the implications of 
the document. “It says the disaster was no accident. It was sabotage!” 

Cara stared. “Sabotage? That’s insane!” 

Ian forced himself to continue. “Done to cover up the missing 
plutonium. It talks about an arms smuggler, an American with extensive 
Russian contacts.” Ian flicked through the folder. “The KGB managed to 
get a photograph of him while he was here in Ukraine, days after the 
disaster. Then he vanished.” Ian inspected a sheaf of photographs—and 
froze. “No.” 

It was blurry, a picture snatched in secret of a man getting into a car. He 
had glasses on and the collar to his jacket turned up. “This is bad, Cara.” 


Cara peered over his shoulder at the enlarged image. She gasped as she 
recognized him. 
It was Nathaniel Hartford. 





“Time’s ticking, Ian. I think we’ve got enough,” said Cara as she gazed over 
Dmitry’s apartment. 

Every patch of floor was covered with reports and sheets of microfiche 
they’d taken from the KGB office. 

They’d been working all evening, searching through the papers and 
scanning the microfiches with magnifying glasses. 

But the information was gold dust, relating to Nathaniel’s career after his 
“death” in 1967. It looked like the Russians had gotten closest to catching 
him, but he’d used the Chernobyl disaster to cover his tracks. Then the 
USSR had collapsed and they’d forgotten him. But one thing was for sure: 
Nathaniel was responsible for one nuclear disaster and now he was planning 
another. 

She was still reeling from that knowledge. How could anyone be so 
ruthless? And how could anyone be so evil to do it again? She poured out 
another mug of bitter black coffee. It was cold now, but she hardly noticed. 
“Tan?” 

Ian collected the key documents. “Amy will want to have a look at this.” 

Dmitry shook his head. “No flights now. Wait till morning.” 

Tan already had his cell out. “We can get a red-eye to Beijing if we hurry. 
Then we can swap on to a domestic flight that’ll take us to Shanghai.” 

“No, little prince,” said Dmitry. “You stay one more day. Much business 
to discuss.” 


“Dmitry, lll pay you when I’m back in charge. I promise.” 

“Er ... Ian,” Cara went still as Dmitry turned to face them. “I think your 
last check must have bounced.” 

“What are you talking about?” Then Ian understood. Dmitry was 
pointing a gun at them. 

Cara raised her hands and sat down. 

Ian shook his head. “I’m disappointed, Dmitry. A double cross? I 
thought we were family.” 

How could Ian be so cool? 

“Sit down, little prince. We wait.” Dmitry craned his head to look past 
them, out of the window. 

Tan glanced over his shoulder. “Reinforcements?” 

Dmitry shrugged. “Not personal, little prince. Mice need cheeses.” 

“How much is Nathaniel paying you?” Ian asked. “Pll double it. I 
promise.” 

Dmitry smiled. It was warm and the sort of smile an uncle might give a 
favorite nephew. “Ah, little prince. But I need money now. Not promises.” 

Cara heard cars pulling up outside. “Ian ... ” 

Ian collected his briefcase. “We’re leaving, Dmitry. You’ll need to shoot 
us to stop us.” 

“No joking. You sit.” 

“No joke.” Ian turned his steely gaze at Dmitry. “I don’t find men 
pointing guns at me remotely funny. Out of my way, Dmitry.” 

Cara glared at Ian. “Sit down, Ian. Do as he says.” 

But Ian didn’t listen. He was walking calmly forward, in the direction of 
Dmitry. He stepped right up to him, pressing his chest against the barrel of 
the pistol. “Out of my way or shoot.” 

That’s it. He’s finally gone insane. 


Ian gazed up at Dmitry. “Pll count to three. Then I am going to hit you 
very hard.” 

“Tan!” Cara yelled. 

“One ... ” counted Jan. He raised his briefcase. “Two ... ” 

“Foolish little prince.” Dmitry smiled, sadly. 

And pulled the trigger. 





Nothing happened. 

And Cara’s heart started beating again. 

Ian looked down at the pistol. “Disappointed, Dmitry. You are officially 
off my Christmas card list.” 

He swung the briefcase hard. It slammed into Dmitry’s head with a sharp 
thud. Dmitry groaned but stayed upright. Ian hit him again. “Don’t just 
stand there,” he yelled at Cara. “Help me!” 

Cara delivered a roundhouse kick and Dmitry was out. 

Then she hugged Ian. “You stupid, stupid boy!” She drew apart and met 
his gaze. “You knew it was empty?” 

Ian pulled a fistful of bullets from his pocket and tossed them away. 
“You know I don’t like guns. Time to leave.” 

“Wait a minute.” Cara grabbed the car keys. “Let’s go.” 

They rushed along the corridor into the staircase. She heard footsteps 
down below, Dmitry’s backup. The elevator was still broken and this was 
the lone staircase. “The only way is up,” she yelled. 

Ian grabbed her hand and together they ran. They were panting by the 
time they reached the top floor and Cara kicked the roof door open. 

“Nice view,” said Ian. They were up high and Kiev at night sparkled 
brightly with lights. 

Doors slammed open and men shouted from a few floors below. They 
were searching the apartment. He heard Dmitry yelling, then a heavy thump 


and Dmitry went silent. 

“They don’t sound happy,” warned Ian. 

Cara walked to the edge. “We need to get off this roof.” She met Ian’s 
eyes. “We have to jump. It’s less than ten feet. Anyone could do it.” 

“I am not jumping! That’s suicide.” 

“Says the boy who just marched up to a man with a pistol pointed at his 
heart.” 

“Pd taken out the bullets.” 

“And it never occurred to you he might reload?” 

Ian gulped. He took a few steps back. “We jump?” 

“On the count of three?” 

Ian ran. He launched himself off the roof with a high-pitched scream, 
briefcase still in his hands. He galloped in midair, trying to gain more 
momentum, then down he came, crashing onto the opposite roof. Cara 
winced as he skidded in the gravel. 

“That boy ... ” 

And she jumped after him. 





Shanghai, China 


“Jonah Wizard does not do incognito,” said Jonah. “The world rocks to my 
beat; I am what I am!” 

“And right now you’re Phil Smith, research student at MIT,” said Amy. 
She held up the bottle. “And this is going to happen.” 

Jonah stared at the bottle as if it were full of toxic waste, which it was, 
sort of. 

Toxic waste for superstars. 

Amy grinned. This wasn’t meant to be fun, but she was having a great 
time. 

Jonah backed away farther into the bathroom. “You’re not qualified to do 
hair. Let me call my man in Beverly Hills. Pl fly him out here. He’s the 
only one I trust to come near the Wizard scalp with a pair of clippers. I can’t 
risk another repeat of ... Sassoon-gate.” He shuddered. “I thought I’d died.” 

“Sassoon-gate?” Amy asked. “Is that a thing?” 

Jonah blanched. “It was the premiere of Electro-Judge, my homage to 
the classic disco era. My hairdresser had come down with some tropical 
disease while on-set at Angelina’s latest, and they just let this total stranger 
cut my hair. An hour before I was to cruise the red carpet.” 

Ham shuddered. “You should have seen the tweets, Amy.” 

Jonah raised his hands to his head protectively. “It took me a month at 
my pad in the Seychelles to get over it.” 


Amy sighed. Famous people just didn’t have the same problems as 
everyone else. “Jonah, we can’t have Jonah Wizard parading around 
Shanghai. We’ve got the drop on Nathaniel, so this has to be done. I need to 
give you ... a makeover.” 

“Just not my hair!” Jonah complained. “My image consultant took six 
months to design it!” 

Amy pointed at the suit on the hotel bed. “And that is Phil Smith’s look.” 

Jonah slumped over the sink. “Okay. Fine. I can do Method. So, where’s 
the suit from? Dior? PII settle for Tom Ford if it’s silk.” 

Ham inspected the label. “Polyester and Lycra, bro.” 

Jonah gave a pitiful wail. 

“Man up,” said Amy. She flipped the bottle cap open. 


* KOK 


Jonah stared at his reflection. “It’s ... horrible.” 

Amy nodded. “Sorry, it’s the best I could do.” 

“No one would believe it’s me.” 

“Which is kind of the point, isn’t it?” She held out the glasses. “Now 
these.” 

“Do I have to?” 

They were the cheapest, ugliest plastic frames she could find at the street 
market in downtown Shanghai. It hadn’t been easy. Shanghai was top 
dollar, filled with designer shops and chic restaurants all along the Bund, its 
famous main street. Jonah’s latest album was high on the Shanghai charts; 
his face seemed to be plastered on every wall and their entire plan would 
crumble to nothing if Nathaniel discovered he was out here. 

Now bleached blond (badly) and wearing a suit that was too short in the 
arms and too long in the legs and way too wide around the waist, not even 
Jonah’s most fanatical fan would recognize him. 


Jonah put the glasses on. 

Ham burst into laughter. And promptly fell off the bed. The room shook 
with his laughing. He slowly got it under control, saw Jonah again, then 
collapsed into a second round of hysterics. 

“You look like a dork. Not a geek, which is sort of cool, but a total 
dork.” 

Amy handed out the invitations. “Here you go, Phil Smith. And here’s 
one for you, Tod Jones,” as she handed Ham his own specially forged 
invitation to the symposium. She checked hers. “And my name’s Alice 
Munroe.” 

Jonah scowled. “You think these will work?” 

“Cara based them on Dr. Peerless’s own invitation. And she replaced his 
details with ours on the check-in system so, yes, these will work.” 

Ham grinned. “Hey, mine says I’ve got a PhD in sports mechanics! 
Cool!” 

“Your mom would be so proud,” Jonah replied sarcastically. 

Amy reviewed the schedule. “The symposium lasts three days with a 
gala dinner at the end. There’ll be lectures every day, starting with a meet- 
and-greet reception in an hour. Then straight into the first series of 
presentations. We need to keep an eye out for anything that may hint at 
nuclear power. If Nathaniel is planning something, it'll be connected with 
that.” 

Ham pointed at the list of events. “I want to go to the talk on bees. 
Maybe there’ll be a free honey tasting?” 

“Eyes on the prize,” said Jonah. “We’re here to stop a nuclear 
apocalypse, got it?” 

Ham gave a mock salute. “Got it, Phil.” 


x KOK 


Shanghai gleamed. Amy sat by the window as the taxi took them through 
the new city. Gigantic towers of glass, chrome, and neon surrounded her 
from all sides, each launching light into the night sky so that it seemed 
carved with color. 

Cranes scored the horizon like titanic herons. New towers were going 
up, and each higher than the last. Shanghai was in a hurry to catch up, and 
overtake, the other cities of the world. This was what the megacities of the 
future would look like. 

And Nathaniel wanted to destroy it all. 

Why? As an Ekat, doesn’t he applaud all this? 

Walls shimmered with paneling, huge devices that converted the sun’s 
rays into electricity. Amy and the boys had even traveled from Pudong 
International Airport to central Shanghai on a magnetic levitation train, the 
only commercial one of its kind. 

Amy had gotten word from Ian and Cara. The files they’d sent were grim 
reading and filled Amy with dread. Nathaniel had caused the Chernobyl 
disaster. If he’d done it once, she was convinced he’d be more than willing 
to do it again. But was it here, in Shanghai? 

Tianlong Center unfurled before them. The entrance was guarded by two 
dragon carvings of green marble and the drive itself was a sinewy path 
through bamboo gardens and pools. 

“Now, this is more like it,” said Jonah. “The five-star treatment.” 

A marquee stood in the arrival courtyard, with lines of visitors awaiting 
registration before entering. How many could the center hold? Thousands, 
for sure. 

Five minutes later they were tagged and through into the main building. 
A vast atrium rose ten floors toward a starry sky. One wall of glass faced 
the river, and Amy watched ferries, their lights aglow, drift silently along 
the oil-black water. 


“Are you here for the science symposium?” 

Amy turned to face a young Chinese woman. She smiled and offered her 
hand. “I’m Dr. Lin. Welcome to the Tianlong Center.” She pointed toward 
the main corridor. “There are three talks about to begin. The first is on 
climate change and will be held in the Silver conference hall. Then we have 
the future of bees being presented in the Bronze hall—” 

Amy ignored the wistful moan from Ham. “And the third?” 

“T will be giving a presentation on the future of energy supply,” said Dr. 
Lin. “That’s in the Jade conference room, down three floors.” 

Amy nodded. “That’s what we’re here for.” 





Amy and the guys put themselves near the back of the lecture hall, letting 
the real scientists and engineers crowd in the front row seats like boys at the 
Super Bowl. 

Amy recognized a few from the files they had back at Cahill HQ. There 
were about fifty or so people in the Jade conference room, over half of them 
Ekats. A few looked over toward her, as if she rang some sort of bell, but 
with the big red-frame glasses and her hair covered with a baseball cap, 
Amy succeeded in staying anonymous. 

Though not Ham. Dr. Lin had stood next to him in the elevator and then 
personally taken him to his seat and was, even while preparing the audio- 
visual equipment, glancing over at him, smiling. 

Amy nudged him. “Hey, have you seen how—” 

Ham chuckled. “Is she fluttering her eyelashes?” 

Amy peered. “Yes. And flicking her hair. Want me to let her down 
gently?” 

“No, let her dream.” He sighed. “Sometimes being this handsome and 
ripped is a burden, y’ know?” 

“You’re blushing!” said Amy. “Why are you staring at her?” 

“Not her. Check out the guy on her left.” 

The lights dimmed. 

“Looks like we’re starting,” said Amy. 


Dr. Lin brushed her hand over the patch of wall and instantly a 3-D 
projection appeared, floating over the audience. 

“Whoa,” exclaimed Ham. 

There was a smattering of applause. 

Dr. Lin waved at the projection. The network grew, a vast web stretching 
out under a holographic Shanghai. The web grew wider, taking in the 
surrounding area, passing over hills and across valleys, linking town after 
town. 

“The Chinese government is keenly aware of the problems of energy 
supply, for the world’s energy problems are our problems also. Which 
brings us to the most fundamental problem we all face. Where will this 
future energy come from?” 

The scientists sat up. 

Amy leaned forward as the holograms transformed into a range of 
modern systems. First up were rows of oil fields, spewing black smoke into 
the sky. Then big coal stations and finally nuclear reactors. “Even the 
youngest child realizes the danger of reliance on fossil-fuel technologies. 
But we are not yet in that utopia of reliable, global green technology.” She 
snapped her fingers. “And does the answer truly lie here?” 

Wind farms drifted overhead, their massive propellers rotating lazily. 
Buildings covered with solar panels rose around the audience, then floating 
tidal generators. A scientist laughed as a school of holographic fish swam 
past, and through, him. 

Dr. Lin walked among the images. “These systems are inefficient. A 
wind farm in Alaska will do Texas no good at all. Covering the Sahara with 
solar panels will not make a lightbulb in Sweden glow. Transmission loss 
through cabling is a physical fact. What is needed is clean, local power on a 
global basis. We are taking the first steps toward that goal by melding the 
potential of future technology with the best of current science.” 


Amy looked around the audience. There were murmurs among some of 
the scientists. 

Dr. Lin smiled. “What I mean is hybrids. Building a better future from 
the foundations of the present.” 

“Come on, then, tell us!” shouted a woman from the back. 

People laughed, and Dr. Lin bestowed a generous smile on the group. 
She shook her head. “Alas, I can tell you nothing.... ” 

The audience groaned. A few muttered “fraud” and “gimmickry.” 

Dr. Lin’s smile broadened. “But I can certainly show you something.” 

The lights dimmed. The far wall began to open. It split in the middle and 
drew away. A warm breeze blew across the room and lights shone from the 
other side of the wall. Bright, industrial-scale lights. 

“Stay close,” Amy suggested. 

Ham nodded. He kept casual, but Amy picked up the subtle signs that 
he’d switched into “body-guard” mode: his eyes scanning for threats, limbs 
loose and ready to react to any hint of trouble. Ham was different. When 
everyone else got tense at the hint of danger, he grew more relaxed. As if 
this was his natural state of being. His muscles were honed for a reason. To 
respond to and deal with danger, whatever its form. Ham had the ability of 
knowing trouble was here before it had even pressed the doorbell. 

The wall opened up to reveal a large, busy control room. There was a 
glowing digital map on one wall; the others were lined with banks of 
control panels and screens. One wall was made up of glass, and beyond that 
was a vast underground chamber. A hundred yards below them was a series 
of huge semicircular enclosures. 

“Steam turbines,” muttered one of the engineers in the audience. He 
stood up to have a better look. “We’re in some power station.” 

Dr. Lin summoned them forward. “Not any power station, but one 
unique to China, to the world. The world’s first hybrid fission-fusion 


nuclear reactor.” 
“Uh-oh,” said Jonah. 





The Black Forest, Germany 


“Dan’s gone? How?” Nellie stared at Sammy. “Did you check 
everywhere?” 

“Everywhere,” Sammy insisted. “He’s not on the train.” 

They’d known something was wrong when they’d discovered they’d 
been locked into their compartment. It had taken some banging on the door 
and the conductor with the emergency key to get them out. Then the saga of 
the dining car. One of the passengers had heard gunshots, and a bullet hole 
was discovered in the wall. Nellie had managed to slip in and found, 
alongside the bullet hole, their map and guidebook. 

“He was in the dining car when it all kicked off,” she said, trying to 
piece the clues together. “And the passenger said she heard the shot around 
four A.M.” 

Sammy checked his watch. “Three hours ago.” 

“The conductor wants us all to stay aboard for the police in Stuttgart.” 

Sammy shook his head. “That’ll slow us down, and what can we tell 
them? We need to find Dan.” 

“How? Assuming he got off at four in the morning, he’s had three hours 
to move, or be moved.” 

Sammy glanced out the window. “Stuttgart’s dead ahead. If we’re going 
to do something, we need to do it now.” 


Had Dan gone off on his own? Nellie dismissed that immediately. He’d 
never leave without telling them. And someone had put a bullet in that wall. 

No, he’d been taken, or someone had tried to take him. Nellie racked her 
brain. Where could Dan be? If he’d run, where would he run to? If he’d 
been taken, where would they take him? 

They had to find him. Every atom of her body hummed to that purpose, 
that desire. Dan was alone, he needed them. 

But how? She looked down each path and each one was a dead end. 
Nellie’s heart was being torn in two. 

The train was slowing down. The platform ahead was empty but for a 
handful of policemen. She had to decide what to do before they reached the 
Station. 

“Pack up. Fast,” ordered Nellie. 

“You’ve got a plan?” 

“Yeah. The same as before. We find out what’s at this location in Grace’s 
blackmail file.” 

“We’re not going after Dan?” Sammy sounded stunned. 

“Believe me, I don’t want to do this.” Nellie folded up the map and 
tucked it into her combat pants. She felt sick; it was as if she was betraying 
Dan. “If I had a clue, a single clue, to which way Dan had gone, then Pd 
follow it.” Her guidebook went into the top of her backpack. “But I don’t. 
So we do what we were sent here to do. Dan will have to find us.” 

“How?” 

“He was looking at the map, Sammy. The boy’s got a photographic 
memory. We don’t know where he is, but he knows where we’ |! be.” 


* KOK 


The train stopped. As the police boarded from the left, Nellie activated the 
emergency door release on the right and disembarked onto the opposite 


platform. With their backpacks and trekking gear they looked like any of 
the hundred or so students and hikers already milling around in the station. 

They found the car rental just outside, and twenty minutes later they 
loaded their backpacks into the trunk and were heading south on the A81, 
Nellie at the wheel, Sammy riding shotgun. 

Nellie peered into the rearview mirror. “You see that gunmetal gray 
BMW? Two cars back?” 

“Yeah.” 

“T think it’s been following us since the train station.” 

“You sure?” 

“No,” she replied. “Just a thin line between being paranoid and—” 

“Getting kidnapped off a moving train in the middle of the night?” 

Nellie glanced over. “Something like that.” 

Sammy pointed at a sign. “Pull into that gas station.” He looked back as 
they slowed down. “Definitely following.” 

He was right. The BMW was signaling to pull in, too. 

“Park by the shop,” said Sammy. “I’m going to grab some snacks. Want 
anything?” 

“Are you serious?” But Nellie did what Sammy said. 

She watched the BMW from the mirror. It was waiting at the other end 
of the parking area. 

Sammy was taking his time. 

There were two guys in the car. Neither looked interested in getting out. 

Nellie jumped as the door burst open. Sammy slid in and handed over a 
half-empty bag of marshmallows. “Want one?” 

“What is going on?” 

“Just drive.” He had a grin on his face that meant trouble for someone. 

Nellie twisted the keys and began to reverse out. “You ate those real 
quick.” 


Sammy held up the bag. “No. I’ve had two. Most of them are shoved up 
the exhaust pipe of that beautiful car.” 

“What?” 

“Oh, and an orange, too. Just to be sure.” 

Nellie laughed as they rejoined the autobahn. She could just glimpse the 
BMW, still stationary in the parking area. “Why the marshmallows?” 

“To stop the orange from rolling out. The exhaust was hot, the 
marshmallows would melt in seconds, and you know how sticky a molten 
marshmallow is. You don’t need to be a genius to think it through.” 

Nellie glanced over to him. “But it helps, right?” 

Sammy grinned. “It does indeed.” 





Sammy hoisted his backpack out of the trunk of their rental car. “Looks like 
we’re walking from here.” 

Nellie looked into the forest and decided she was totally a city girl. It 
looked grim and foreboding. Her red hoodie seemed like an omen. “But 
Granny told me to never, ever stray off the path.” 

Sammy grinned. “What does your granny know about forests? She grew 
up in Brooklyn.” 

Nellie buckled on her own pack and joined Sammy at the edge of the 
road. “How far is it?” 

Sammy inspected the map, then pointed. “Eleven miles, northwest. We’ll 
be camping out tonight.” 

“Then we’d better get a move on,” she said. 

The canopy blocked out the sun but trapped in the heat. The breeze 
didn’t make it down to ground level, making the air thick and heavy. Insects 
busied themselves, and the forest was filled with their monotonous droning. 

Nellie’s new boots chafed and she felt the sweat trickle down her back. 
She reached for her water bottle and found it already half empty. How far 
had they gone? Not even a mile. 

It felt old, this place. Old and full of memories. The trees crowded 
around them, their branches creaking in the breeze, as if they were old men 
whispering among themselves. The boughs loomed low, with spindly, long 
fingers, dark and twisted. The moss-covered rocks had sunk in deep—they 


had settled there since the last ice age and weren’t in the mood to go 
anywhere soon. The trees that had died left their rotten trunks and were a 
breeding ground for yellow and green toadstools. The musky smell made 
Nellie think of predators. 

She chattered at first, keeping them both distracted from the hard slog. 
And hard it was. The earth was soft and each step needed to be dragged out. 
There were fallen trunks to be clambered over and streams to be jumped. 
The ground rolled up and down, forcing them to scurry up slopes on their 
hands and knees and creep down slopes, watching for roots and holes that 
could easily snap an ankle if they weren’t careful. 

After a couple of hours her talk ceased. Nellie walked, head down, 
breathing heavily as they plowed on. The pair stopped every few minutes to 
check their GPS and the map, try to smile at each other, then march on. 

Nellie’s clothes were drenched. She wanted a cool dip in some lovely, 
fairy-tale pool. But the only water they found was brown and algae-covered 
and stinking. 

Sammy stopped by a mound of ivy covering what appeared to be a 
boulder. “Look at what I’ve found.” 

“Let me guess. A gingerbread house?” 

He pulled at a handful of vine. “It’s a Jeep.” 

Nellie helped drag off the upper layer of foliage. After a few minutes 
they’d revealed the hood and a twisted, broken windshield. 

The rust had eaten away much of the metal but what was left remained 
an army green. Sammy got out a utility knife and scraped away at the 
license plate. “Registration’s from 1965. Military.” 

“Think it’s got something to do with the research facility?” Nellie asked. 
But there was nothing else around here except for trees and more trees. 
Certainly no buildings or any signs of an encampment or base. She sighed. 
Maybe there was nothing left here to find; it had been over fifty years. 


Sammy tapped his map. “Grace kept these coordinates for something.” 
He stood up. “Come on. Let’s get as far as we can before nightfall.” 

They managed to cover another five miles before the shadows took 
control of the forest. The lack of light turned the uneven ground into an 
obstacle course. They stumbled over hidden roots every dozen yards, and 
tripped over a buried rock every twenty. 

Sammy took off his backpack. “That’s it, Nellie, we’re not going any 
farther.” 

“But we’ve only got another four miles left.” 

He stretched. “And we’re averaging two miles an hour. We stop here and 
hit our goal tomorrow morning. I’ve read too many fairy tales to go 
wandering around forests at night. This place gives me the creeps.” 

Nellie took off her own backpack and flipped open the top. “There’s only 
one way of dealing with the creeps.” She dug deep into her pack and found 
her stash. She pulled it out and handed it over. “Here we go.” 

“Candy?” said Sammy. “I was expecting something with a trigger.” 

“Not mere candy, Belgian chocolate. Made in Bruges.” 

Sammy snapped the bar and peeled off the wrapper. “I don’t see—” 

“Wait a minute. You do not just stuff handmade chocolate with eighty- 
five-percent cocoa content in your mouth like that.” She shook a packet of 
ground coffee. “Get a fire started.” 


* KOK 


“This. Is. Amazing,” said Sammy. 

The sun was long gone. The tent was up, a green camo number that 
they’d grabbed on the way up here. The fire was bright and warm and 
working on getting their dinner ready. 

“For a science geek, you’re pretty outdoorsy,” said Nellie. 


“Plenty of trips out into the desert to view the stars,” Sammy replied. 
“You bring the chocolate, Pl bring the telescope.” 

Nellie watched the dancing flames. Her head dipped. A yawn stretched 
out of her mouth. She knew she should move to the tent but her limbs were 
just too heavy to be bothered to carry her the three yards to where her 
sleeping bag lay. She let the flames warm her toes, wiggling free after a day 
packed in her hiking boots. 

Sammy sat up. “Hear that?” 

Blinking, Nellie shook the sleep fuzz out. “What?” 

Sammy didn’t speak. He stood up slowly, quietly, back to the flames so 
he could search the darkness. 

A crack of a twig. The groan of a branch bending and leaves shaking as 
something brushed past. 

Nellie gripped a frying pan. 

The air quivered with a soft, predatory growl. 

A wolf? 

Nellie swallowed. Meeting a wolf in the woods was not on her bucket 
list. 

The line of trees broke up the cast of the firelight. The unsteady flames 
made the ground seem to move, the shadows jump. 

But there was definitely something out there.... 

And it was big. Really big. 

A bear? 

Pale yellow eyes stared out from under a shadowy brow and Nellie 
shivered as the creature snarled, its cracked lips parting to reveal crooked, 
ivory fangs. 

“I wish you’d packed a bazooka,” whispered Sammy, trying to hide his 
fear in a bad joke. 


It prowled at the edge of their campfire; Nellie dared not move. The best 
she could do was slant sideways and see the sweat trickle down Sammy’s 
forehead. 

The creature snorted, and then the twigs crunched and trees shook as it 
lumbered away. 

And Nellie breathed again. “What was it?” 

Sammy stared at his shaking hands and turned them into fists to try to 
still them. He met her gaze. “Nothing good.” 





Somehow Nellie slept. She woke with the birds, and the glow of morning 
sunlight filled the tent. 

Sammy’s sleeping bag was empty. 

She jerked up and ran out. “Sammy? Sammy?” 

“Here.” 

Nellie went to where he was crouched and slapped his head. “Do not go 
off like that. I thought—” 

“Look at this.” He pointed to a mark on the ground. 

The leaves had been pushed into the mossy earth. The shape had sprung 
back an inch or two, but it was some sort of paw print. Sammy spread his 
hand over it. “Not even close. The thing was huge. A monster.” 





“They have bears in this part of the world.” 

“Have a look.” 

Sammy was right; they were big paw prints, and the beast had claws 
longer than her finger. But there was something odd about them.... 

She frowned. There had to be an explanation. “Maybe it doubled back a 
few paces.” 

Sammy shook his head. “No. See how the front paws are sunk deeper in? 
That’s because it was moving forward. So that raises an important question, 
doesn’t it?” 

Nellie recounted the prints in the mud. “What sort of animal has six 
legs?” 


Despite the creeping heat, Nellie shivered. “I don’t want to hang around 
here any longer. Let’s get this over and done with.” 

Sammy stood up. He didn’t look well rested. “Whatever’s out here better 
be worth it.” 

It didn’t take long to pack and be on their way. Their gear was lighter; 
there was less food and water, and Nellie hoped that they’d make it back 
before things got desperate. But if she’d hoped they’d make quicker time, 
she was sadly mistaken. The ground became rougher and denser as they 
ventured deeper into the heart of the forest. 

It was midafternoon when they came across it. 

The fence. 

Vines had crawled over the links and the bare metal was rusted through 
and through. The upper section had been wound with barbed wire, but that 
was now just covered in windblown moss, great clumps hanging down from 
the spikes like some green headdress. 

A rusty sign dangled from its one remaining nail. 

“ ‘Verboten,’ ” read Nellie. “Forbidden.” 

“Yeah, kinda guessed that.” Sammy pointed up high. “Check out the 
watchtowers.” 

They slipped through one of the tears in the perimeter fence and came 
across what had first appeared as small hillocks but were actually 
outbuildings, now covered in foliage. They had rotted through, their roofs 
collapsed and broken up by the relentless mark of time and tree roots. The 
whole site had a damp, forgotten odor. Nellie spotted another abandoned 
Jeep and, hidden within the trees, a few more outbuildings. The forest had 
claimed this place back, and it hadn’t taken long. 

Sammy spotted a rusty tank. He hammered it, listening to the dull echo, 
then pointed up to a vine-covered flue. “Generator. Still has some fuel.” 


Twenty or so yards beyond was a hillside with a steel door set into it. 
The wind had blown decades’ worth of leaves and other detritus up against 
it, and it was pitted with age and corrosion. 

And it was open. 

“Tm not sure that’s good or bad,” said Sammy. 

“The pneumatics look like they corroded,” he said, inspecting the doors. 
“No pressure to keep them shut so they just rolled open.” 

They approached the main building. It was windowless, built of solid 
concrete, and seemed to extend into the side of a low hill. 

Nellie kicked the wall. “Looks like a bomb shelter.” She wrinkled her 
nose as she peered into the darkness beyond. “You smell that?” It was more 
than just stale air. It was foul, like a chemistry experiment gone wrong. 

“Tt would be hard not to.” He unclipped his flashlight from his belt. 
“Well, this is the address. Let’s go check it out.” 

Cobwebs surrounded the lighting fixtures. The walls and floor were bare 
concrete, painted a faded khaki. Long tin ducts ran along the ceiling and 
there was a vast web of wiring, crisscrossing above them, strung out from 
old trunking down corridors that branched off from this central spine. 
Alongside the ducts were lines of pipes, big, small, color-coded. Doors, 
steel-plated, ran along both sides, neatly and identically spaced with 
regimental precision. 

Sammy gazed around in awe. “Wow. A bona fide Cold War secret base. 
I’ve read about them but never thought I’d ever get a chance to explore 
one.” He clicked with his cell. “Now, this is going on my Facebook page.” 

“Be serious, Sammy.” 

“Hey, if it isn’t on Facebook it never happened.” 

Nellie brushed aside a cobweb from a signboard. “It’s in German and 
English.” 


“We’re on the side that would have been West Germany, so that’s not 
odd. If we’d been across the border, the signs would have been in German 
and Russian,” Sammy noted. 

“But why is it here? And what was Nathaniel up to?” 

“See these pipes?” Sammy stuck his thumb up. 

“Yes. What about them?” 

He reached up and tapped one. “This is nitrogen oxide. This is oxygen. 
Then we’ve got carbon dioxide in here and methane in this one. All empty 
by now, but this is identical to what we’ve got running along the corridors 
in our university science department.” 

“You’re saying we’re in some laboratory?” 

Sammy nodded. “And this is where I tell you I’ve got a bad feeling 
about this. Look.” He shone his flashlight along the wall. “A place like this 
would have emergency backup.” 

The light swept onto a large steel control panel. Sammy wiped off the 
dust and cobwebs and inspected the buttons. “And let there be light.” He 
flipped a row of switches. 

The wiring over their heads crackled, and sparks jumped from the 
sockets. From outside Nellie heard the old generator splutter to life, its 
pistons pushing against decades’ worth of grime. But fitfully some of the 
lights came on. 

There was still plenty of darkness, like in the corridor to their left. 
Sammy checked it with his flashlight. 

The corridor ended with a steel doorway. Beside it was a row of moth- 
eaten hazmat suits and a shower, used in case of contamination. Beneath the 
suits were rubber boots, all rotted through and home for mice. 

“Uh-oh,” muttered Sammy, staring at the sign on the steel door facing 
them. 


The door was marked with the yellow-and-black trefoil, the international 
symbol for radiation. 





“You think we should go in?” said Nellie. 

“Td rather not.” 

Nellie picked one of the suits off its hook. There was a name tag sewn 
onto its breast. “I really think we should.” 

She showed Sammy the tag. 

It read MAJOR NATHANIEL HARTFORD. 





Shanghai, China 


The audience made their way into the control room. They were stunned into 
silence. 

“Please, no photos,” said Dr. Lin. “The owners would like to keep their 
technology a secret for now.” 

“Owners?” asked Amy. 

“A partnership between the Chinese government and private 
industrialists.” 

Amy gazed up. “And this reactor is right under Shanghai?” 

“One hundred and four meters,” answered Dr. Lin. “As I previously said, 
transmission losses through cabling can reduce supply by around thirty 
percent on average. So by building stations closer to point of use, we save 
considerable energy, allowing us to build smaller, more cost-effective 
stations. What you see here is as much a research facility as it is a power 
Station. We intend to solve the riddle of fusion once and for all.” 

“Nuclear fusion?” asked Ham. 

Dr. Lin smiled at him. “All nuclear power stations at present operate on 
the principle of energy released through fission, splitting atoms. But fusion, 
the reaction that powers the sun itself, releases energy by joining atoms. 
And the energy produced by fusion is three times greater than by fission.” 

“And it’s clean,” added one of the other scientists as he inspected the 
control panels. “You’ve managed to do that?” 


Dr. Lin frowned. “The system is in place, and we have had moderate 
success. It provides a small percentage of the city’s energy, almost five 
percent.” 

“And the rest of the time you run on good old fission?” said Jonah. 

Dr. Lin met his gaze. “By the end of the year we are on target to double 
the fusion output.” She clapped her hands. “Now for the tour. Would you 
follow the guides to the elevators outside? I have the head of engineering 
waiting below to show you the turbines.” 

There were only three elevators and everyone was trying to be first. Dr. 
Lin smiled apologetically at Amy. “They are like schoolboys, yes?” 

Amy grinned. If Sammy was here he’d have been deep in the scrum, too. 

Dr. Lin shrugged and pointed to an elevator off to the side of the 
corridor. “Let’s take the freight elevator. It’s just as quick, and a short walk 
will have us in the engineering department ahead of the rest.” 

She took her ID tag and swiped the keypad. The doors opened and they 
stepped into a plain box lined with dented sheet steel. 

The door closed. 

Dr. Lin pressed the lowest level. Amy noticed her hand tremble. “We’re 
going farther down?” asked Amy. 

Dr. Lin smiled stiffly. “Yes.” 

She’s sweating. Something ’s wrong. 

Dr. Lin backed into a corner. 

“Ham ... ” Amy warned. 

“On it.” Ham pushed her and Jonah behind him. 

The elevator stopped. 

The door opened. 

It happened so suddenly, so quickly, Amy didn’t even have time to 


scream. 


Alek Spasky was waiting. He held his pistol close to his body but 
pointed at them. 

Ham charged. 

The muzzle flashed and the explosion of gunpowder was deafening 
within the small steel confines of the elevator. Blood spurted from Ham’s 
left shoulder, but that didn’t stop him. 

Ham grabbed Alek and there was a second shot, muffled compared to the 
first. Ham grunted as the bullet tore into his thigh. 

Dr. Lin screamed. 

The air was filled with the stink of burned gunpowder. 

Ham punched Alek so hard it took him off his feet. His gun clattered 
along the bare concrete floor of the corridor. 

But Ham had two bullets in him. His next blow was wild, and Alek 
reacted with a double chop into Ham’s throat. Ham gasped and hit the floor. 

Jonah and Amy lunged at Alek. Jonah ran, head down, smacking Alek in 
the gut. Amy swung her leg into the back of Alek’s knee, hoping to bring 
him down. 

Alek pushed Jonah into the way of her attack and all she ended up doing 
was kicking him in the head. Jonah spun on the spot, unconscious. 

Two down in as many seconds. 

But there was no time to pause. 

A backhand blow caught Amy on the forehead and she was knocked 
against the steel wall of the elevator. She clawed at it, trying to stay 
standing. Her head pulsed with pain. 

Through blurry eyes she watched Alek pick up his pistol. 

Do something, Cahill. 

She took a wobbly step toward Alek, desperate to wrestle the pistol 
away. He merely glanced over his shoulder and kicked her legs out from 
under her. 


She tried to get up but Alek pointed the pistol at her and shook his head. 
“On your knees.” 

Slowly, with her hands raised, Amy did as she was told. She glanced at 
the others. Ham was bleeding badly, Jonah was unconscious. “My friends, 
they need help.” 

“Hardly my concern. Time to die, Ms. Cahill.” 





The hard muzzle of the pistol pressed against Amy’s head. 

Her breath came in panicked half gasps—she struggled as though she’d 
forgotten how to breathe. 

“Don’t move, Ms. Cahill,” said Alek Spasky. 

Move? She could barely think. She didn’t trust her body to do anything. 

“T’ve done this before,” continued Alek. “A few times, actually. You are 
afraid, delirious with terror. That is normal. Calm yourself. Accept your 
fate. Make your last seconds ... sublime.” 

“S-sublime?” He was talking nonsense. 

“I have traveled the world, investigated every religion, every philosophy. 
They all teach the same thing. How to embrace this moment of your life. 
The last. Savor it, Ms. Cahill, the exquisiteness of life. The air tastes 
different, yes?” 

Now that he said it, Amy realized he was right. Air had a taste. She’d 
never noticed it before. “How?” 

“That’s because now you take nothing for granted.” 

Amy forced her body under control. She had to do something. She 
tensed her arm. If she could spin around ... 

Alek huffed. “No. The trigger is very sensitive. It requires little 
pressure.” 

Amy had one last shot. She slowly shifted her head. Alek responded by 
pushing the muzzle deeper. Amy tried not to sob. She needed every ounce 


of self-control. “Is this what Natalia would have wanted?” 

Was that a sudden intake of breath? Or was she so desperate she’d 
imagined it? 

Ever so slowly, she tried to turn her head. To see the others. 

Jonah was unconscious, but she could hear a soft groan as he struggled 
to wake. Dr. Lin was curled up, terrified, but had wrapped her scarf around 
Ham’s leg wound and had her hands pressed on the bullet hole in his 
shoulder. Ham himself looked pale and barely conscious. He needed a 
hospital. 

“How do you know about Natalia?” 

“That you had a wife? Does it matter?” 

“No, I suppose not. Now that she is dead.” 

“Dead but not forgotten. And still loved. Why else the roses?” said Amy. 
“She’s been dead thirty years.” 

“You know nothing about Natalia, nor me.” 

“I know she was a hero. And that you loved her very much and maybe, 
just maybe, your life would have been very different if she’d not gone to 
Chernobyl.” 

“I warned her not to go. She didn’t listen.” 

“She saved thousands and thousands of lives, Alek.” 

“And how did they reward her sacrifice?” She’d never heard Alek angry, 
but now that she had, Amy knew she had to tread very carefully. “A lead- 
lined coffin.” 

“She was what all Ekats strive to be, Alek. Willing to do anything to 
make the world a better place. Is there a better legacy than that? Any truer 
member of the Cahill family?” 

“Tt’s the Cahill legacy that destroyed her. That filled her mind with 


ridiculous ambitions.” 


“No. It’s the Cahill legacy that made her the woman you loved,” said 
Amy. “The ambition to do good is never ridiculous.” 

Alek didn’t respond. Had she pushed him too far? Amy tensed. Would 
she feel it? 

This wasn’t sublime—kneeling, waiting for death. It was sad, pathetic, 
and humiliating. 

“Is this how you honor her?” said Amy. “Planning a second meltdown?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The bomb. You intend to blow up this power station.” 

The pistol barrel pushed farther against her head. “Is that what you 
believe? That I would go along with such ... an atrocity?” 

“But we know you’re planning a bombing.” 

Alek laughed. “Oh, a small explosive device, yes. That will remove the 
top floor of the Hilton at the gala dinner. Just enough to wipe out the guests 
at the symposium.” 

“The Ekat branch.” 

“Yes. The Ekat branch.” 

Amy didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. 

They weren’t planning to cause a second meltdown. This entire ruse was 
to get the Ekats in one place and kill them with a simple bomb. She should 
feel relieved, the city was safe. But still, hundreds would die. She would 
die. 

And yet, why here? Why hold a symposium here, in Shanghai, with an 
actual nuclear reactor right under everyone’s feet? “Nathaniel asked you to 
do this?” 

“Of course.” 

Why? Why bring everyone here? Why get Alek to plant a bomb, a mere 
bomb? 


Unless ... 


“Its a double cross, Alek,” said Amy. “He’s going to sabotage the 
reactor. That was always his plan. And he’ll use it to get rid of you.” 

There was a pause. “Even Nathaniel wouldn’t do something so 
monstrous.” But Amy could hear the doubt in his voice. “Get up.” 

Amy blinked. What had he just said? 

“Get up, Amy Cahill,” said Alek. “Get up and turn around.” 

She did, slowly and with her hands still raised. 

He’d stepped back, just out of arm’s reach, and the pistol was still aimed 
squarely at her. Alek’s eyes were narrowed with suspicion, as if he was 
wondering if this was some ploy of Amy’s to extend her life by a brief 
minute or two. 

“You should be proud of her, Alek. What she did in her short life is 
greater than what most will do if they lived to be a hundred. She’s achieved 
more than you, that’s for certain.” 

Alek’s eyes hardened. “It’s foolish to taunt a man aiming a gun at your 
heart.” 

“If you’re going to kill me, then I’d rather it was because I told you the 
truth.” 

“And what truth is that?” 

“That Chernobyl was no accident. It was sabotage.” Amy raised her head 
and lowered her arms. Whatever happened next, she wasn’t going to face it 
cowering. “And carried out on the orders of Nathaniel Hartford.” 

Alek’s eyes widened it shock. He stared, stunned all the way through, 
but then shook his head, shaking off the weakness Amy had just glimpsed. 
“A lie. A desperate and feeble lie. I expected better.” 

“What do you think Nathaniel’s been doing all these years? Do you 
honestly think he was just waiting for Grace to die? Of course not! He’s 
been prodding her defenses! You look back, unblinkered, and you’ll see all 
the trial runs, all the disasters and mishaps he threw at her, just to see if he 


could break her. But he couldn’t, not Grace. That doesn’t change the fact 
that he arranged Chernobyl.” 

Amy wasn’t sure if she’d convinced Alek. He would guess she’d try 
anything to live, and maybe even use his wife’s memory against him. She 
pointed at her pocket. “It’s all on my cell. Ian sent me the old KGB 
documents regarding the ‘accident.’ Nathaniel’s fingerprints are all over it.” 

“Take out your cell. Slowly.” 

She did. Alek snatched it from her. He took a step back, out of range in 
case she tried to lunge for him. He scanned the documents, his eyes 
narrowing with cold rage as he read about the stolen radioactive materials, 
the hunt for the arms smugglers. Amy saw his jaw tighten. 

“The photo is of Nathaniel. There is no mistake.” His shoulders sank. 
“What a fool I’ve been.” 

Amy shifted her gaze to the pistol still pointed at her. What would Alek 
do now? She was afraid, now that he knew the truth. He’d take it out on her. 
This was the chance, the one small chance, to make Alek see what had been 
going on. To make him change his mind about what he planned to do. Amy 
needed to say something, something clever and powerful that would make 
the difference at this very moment. But then she realized this was no time to 
be clever. This was the time to be honest. 

“Help me, Alek.” 

He lowered his pistol. He looked weary. “Go, little Cahill. Go and die 
another day.” 

Amy’s mind was racing almost as fast as her heartbeat. “But he’ll only 
send others, once he knows you’ve failed. And he won’t trust you, either, 
will he?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“We need to make him stop chasing me,” said Amy, a plan coming 
together. An awful one. 


“Can you contact Nathaniel?” 

“He was expecting me to call him when this business was completed.” 
Alek drew out his own cell. “You want to speak to him?” 

Amy met Alek’s gaze. “I want him to see me die.” 

Alek didn’t reply, not immediately. He observed her, and Amy guessed 
he was calculating the likelihood of her scheme actually working. 

Then he smiled, his blue eyes cold as ice. “This had better work, for your 
sake.” 

Amy ruffled up her hair. She had to make this look good. She switched 
off a few of the lights; the gloom would help disguise any ... theatrical 
failings. It’s not like she faked her death regularly. 

Alek looked at her. “Good. But you’re missing something.” 

“What?” 

His backhand blow swept her off her feet. Amy lay there, head ringing 
with pain, her body trembling with shock. 

“A sense of fear,” said Alek. “You are now pumping adrenaline, your 
eyes are dilated with the primal survival urge, fight or flight.” He turned to 
the screen as it flickered to life. “Nathaniel? I have someone for you. I’ve 
captured Amy Cahill.” 

Amy got to her feet but the ground seemed to bend. She blinked, trying 
to clear the tears. Her cheekbone burned and she felt the birth of a bruise 
just under her eye. Alek didn’t fool around. 

“Yes, she’s right here.” Alek shoved the cell at her. “There is someone 
wanting to speak with you.” 

Amy took the cell. 

The screen flickered and buzzed. She wiped the tears from her eyes. The 
image came into view. She gasped. 

“Dan?” 





This wasn’t the plan! He looked unharmed, and Amy almost cheered. He 
stared, confused, into the screen. The reception down here was breaking up 
the image. “Dan!” 

He frowned, struggling with the sound. Then his eyes widened. A look 
of pure horror spread across his face. Amy wanted to tell him everything 
was fine, that this was just a trick, that she was on her way, but she couldn’t 
breathe a word, not with Nathaniel mere feet away from Dan. 

She glanced up at Alek. He put his hand over the screen. 

“If you make him believe, then Nathaniel will believe.” 

“But he’s my brother. I can’t have him think I’m dead! It will destroy 
him!” She could hear him shouting her name. He sounded so afraid. 

“You have so little faith in Dan? You must go through with it. If 
Nathaniel suspects, even for a moment, that this is some ruse, then he will 
lock himself up so tightly, rearrange his plans, and we’ll never stop him. 


This is our only chance to finish Nathaniel Hartford once and for all. It will 
give us the chance we need to reach Nathaniel with his defenses down.” 

“But I can’t lie to Dan—” 

“You have to.” He slowly lifted his hand away. 

He was right. It was tearing her heart in two to see the pain and 
hopelessness on Dan’s face, but she didn’t have any choice. She had to 
convince him she was about to die. She shook the cell. “Dan! Dan! Can you 
hear me?” 

He stared back at her, ashen-faced. “Amy! I’m here!” 

“I—II don’t have much time, Dan. You have to listen ... ” 


* KOK 


Alek switched off the cell and helped Amy off the floor. “He was 
convinced. Well done.” 

Amy’s veins pulsed with horror. “My brother thinks I’m dead.” 

“Yes, he does. I hope that does not make him do anything foolish.” 

She hadn’t thought of that. What would she do if she’d just seen Dan, 
apparently, die? Amy bit her lip. “Do you know where he is?” 

The lights faltered. For a second they went out, plunging the corridor 
into utter darkness. Then the emergency lights flickered, spilling their red, 
hellish glow over the five of them. 

Then the alarms sounded. 

Dr. Lin stared at the lights, her face pale. “No, no, no!” 

Alek gripped the doctor’s arm. “What’s going on?” 

“Tt’s a level-four alarm!” she screamed. “We need to run!” 

Jonah blinked into consciousness. He gazed about him, then saw Ham. 
“Bro!” He knelt beside him. “He’s bleeding! We’ve got to do something!” 

Ham smiled weakly. “I’m all right. Just need to get up. Get moving.” He 
glanced at his bloody leg. “It’s only a little hole.” 


Dr. Lin was struggling in Alek’s grasp, trying to flee. 

“How far could you run?” said Amy. “A mile? Two? Not far enough to 
escape.” 

Alek looked at her coldly. “I underestimated you, Amy Cahill. And I 
trusted Nathaniel. Two mistakes I won’t make again. Though I fear we are 
too late.” 

Amy was up on her feet. “There has to be a chance.” 

Dr. Lin shook her head. “We need to run!” 

“We need to stop this!” Amy shouted. “You have to help us!” 

Dr. Lin blinked. “How?” 

Alek Spasky gestured at the elevator. “The control room. Take us there. 
Once we know what the problem is, perhaps we can fix it.” He waved his 
pistol at the elevator door. “Quickly, Dr. Lin.” 

Jonah looked up. “What about Ham?” 

Dr. Lin pointed at an elevator along the corridor. “There is a medical 
facility on the top floor. If they’ve gone already, you’ ll find bandages.” 

Jonah nodded and, together with Amy, lifted the big Tomas to his feet. 

Thousands of thoughts rushed through her mind, and thousands of 
emotions—raw, overwhelming, and terrifying—flooded her heart. There 
was so much she wanted to say. “Jonah, I don’t know how this is going to 
turn out ... ” she started, trying not to choke on what the words meant. “I 
don’t know how to say good-bye.... ” 

Jonah gripped her hand. He squeezed it so tightly she thought she felt her 
bones crack. “So don’t.” 

Amy stepped into the service elevator, joining Alek and Dr. Lin. 

To try to stop a nuclear meltdown. 





The Black Forest, Germany 


Nathaniel’s secret was here, Nellie knew it. The secret Grace had 
discovered that forced her to order his death. 

Through the steel door the first things they found were the cages. They 
ranged from boxes about a foot cubed, to containers large enough for 
something the size of a bull. Each one had a clipboard hanging from it: 
some bare, others with yellowed paper and circled-up black-and-white 
photographs. 

Nellie picked one up. It was a laboratory report on a beagle. Stamped 
across each page in red was a single word. 





The next was a report on a three-year-old chimpanzee. 





Some of the cages were large, human-size. Nellie approached one of 
them and saw the report was on a family of bears. Of the three, two had 
“failed.” Nellie couldn’t stand to look anymore. “Animal testing. But what 
was being tested?” 

Sammy had one of the clipboards and was giving it a critical analysis. 
“We’re looking at a dark time in warfare, Nellie. The arms race was on in a 
big way. Remember, this is the era of the Cuban missile crisis and nukes 
lining up along the border between East and West; we’re right at the 
battlefront. It wasn’t just nukes they were worried about, but chemical and 


biological warfare. This looks like a test laboratory for ... all sorts of 
unpleasant stuff.” 

“Nathaniel’s doing?” 

Sammy waved the clipboard. “His signature’s on every one of these. 
Looks like he was boss.” 

“Boss of what?” 

Sammy looked around. “We forget, but back in the day, people thought 
nuclear energy was the answer to everything. Cheap electricity, threatening 
your enemies, ending wars. And medicine. Radiation’s used to treat a 
number of diseases. All that knowledge came out of this era. Maybe 
Nathaniel went ... further.” 

“How?” 

“Radiation treatment can cure, it can kill. It alters the DNA of the 
subject. It causes—” 

“Mutations,” said Nellie. She’d read enough comics to know the basics. 
“You think that was what Nathaniel was trying to do here? Create 
mutants?” 

Sammy’s eyes widened. “Give me that report again. The one on the 
chimp.” Sammy searched through the pages. “Listen to this. ‘The subject 
began to display signs of enhanced mental aptitude, completing the puzzles 
thirty-five percent more quickly than prior to the treatment. Its physical 
strength had risen by thirty-seven percent, and its agility and hand-eye 
coordination improved by twenty-nine percent. Tomorrow we shall increase 
the period in the radiation dose by another forty percent to see if these 
attributes can be further enhanced.’ ” He flipped over the page. “Ah. They 
increased the dose, but the animal couldn’t take it. The experiment ‘failed.’ 

Nellie gazed at the empty cages. “Brain power. Strength. Agility. You 
know what that reminds me of?” 


“Tt’s like the thirty-nine clues serum! It does exactly the same thing— 
enhances a person’s abilities to superhuman.” Sammy folded the sheets 
away in his pocket. “So that was Nathaniel’s plan all along. He couldn’t 
access the original formula, so he thought he could replicate the results with 
radiation technology.” 

“A modern-day Victor Frankenstein.” 

“That’s what Grace meant,” concluded Sammy. “Who would have 
supported Nathaniel, knowing this was what he was up to? Who would 
want to go through this just to have the abilities the serum would give 
you?” 

“And this was what Hope stumbled onto. Poor girl.” Nellie could only 
imagine the nightmares such a place would give a six-year-old. Wandering 
around here, the sick animals in their cages. “Come on, we’ve got the proof 
we need. This place gives me the creeps.” 

“There might be more.” Sammy was looking down the darkened corridor 
beyond. 

“Don’t you think we’ve seen enough?” 

Sammy set his lips in a grim line. “We can’t risk missing anything, 
Nellie.” 

Nellie swallowed, and on they went. 

The next room was protected by an air lock, useless now, but once it 
would have been up and running to make sure whatever was inside didn’t 
get out. Nellie slid the plate-glass door aside and shone the flashlight in. 

Surgical tools had been left in their trays. There was a huge operating 
light overhead; its ten lenses made Nellie think of a giant insect peering 
down at them. It hung over an operating table. 

The floor was tiled, for ease of cleaning, yet Nellie felt her stomach 
churn at the dark brown patches and the clogged floor drain. 


There were bones in the corners, and bedding. Mattresses and sheets had 
been dragged into a pile. Sammy inspected one of the larger bones. “This is 
deer. It’s been gnawed at.” 

Nellie sniffed the air, smelling something on top of the stale dust. A 
moist, animal musk. “This is a den.” 

“T’ve got a bad feeling about this.... ” He locked his hand into hers. 
“Let’s go.” 

Sammy was right. They knew what they needed to know. 

They got moving fast, back into the corridor and toward the exit. Nellie 
needed to be out of this place. Now where was the door? She turned and— 

Nellie saw it, just a blur as her flashlight caught a sudden motion, the 
shining ivory color of claws and fangs. She screamed as it ripped into 
Sammy. 





Sammy lay motionless, blood seeping through the clothing on his back. 

Nellie stepped back, her gaze trapped by the creature’s. 

It was the thing that prowled the camp last night. 

It moved on all six limbs. The two pairs of arms were long but spindly, 
but its legs were thick—muscle-bound and coiled for leaping. The skin was 
raw, red, and covered with lumps. 

What was it? It was like nothing she’d ever seen. 

It growled and edged forward; its small yellow eyes blazed with 
bloodlust. 

Was Sammy alive? The creature’s claws were five inches long and sharp 
as scalpels. 

It rose up onto its rear legs and Nellie stifled a scream. 

It was a bear, but not one found in nature. As well as its normal set of 
limbs, there was a second pair of arms jutting awkwardly from under and 
behind the first pair. The fur was patchy and the skin underneath was 
covered in pustules. 

She thought of the cage she’d seen. Three bears, but only two were 
accounted for. Had it escaped, mutated by Nathaniel’s experiments? Was 
this one of its deformed offspring? 

Nellie edged back into the operating room. The creature stalked in, 
sniffing the air, snarling angrily. 


The tray of surgical gear was just a few feet away. There were knives 
and saws. They looked puny when compared to the creature’s wicked claws 
and fangs, but they were all she had. Nellie grabbed the nearest knife. She 
tried not to think about what it had been used for last. She just hoped it was 
still sharp. 

She couldn’t leave Sammy, but how could she get to him? The monster 
seemed to fill the whole room. Even without the claws it looked strong 
enough to rip her limb from limb. 

It leaped and Nellie dove. It flew over her, smashing against the far wall 
as she rolled under the operating table. She banged her head on the steel 
edge as she scrabbled up and yelled as a claw cut the back of her calf. She 
swung the knife behind her and the creature roared as the blade sliced 
across its paw. 

It tore the table out of the floor, ripping it loose from its bolts. 

Nellie clutched the knife with both hands and stabbed into the bear’s 
hind legs. Blood spouted from the wound and then the thing swatted her, 
hurling her off her feet, the knife still stuck in its leg. 

Now weaponless, stunned, and head spinning, Nellie crouched as the 
table smashed against the wall, just inches above her head. All it needed 
was to hit her once and she was gone. 

She needed to get out. 

Having ducked the creature twice, she was back in the corridor and 
beside Sammy. She choked down the fright at the long tears across his back. 
“Sammy?” 

He groaned. Thank God he was still alive. 

But for how long? 

The monster howled. 

“The door ... ” muttered Sammy. “Trap it ... ” 


It was their only way out, but right now that didn’t matter. Nellie 
lowered Sammy up against the wall and ran over to the door. There was a 
control panel, a big rusty box with buttons and dull, unlit bulbs. Cables 
hung loose from the dented cover and there was an abandoned mouse nest 
in among the wiring. 

“Red to red,” said Sammy, his eyes struggling to stay focused. He was 
losing consciousness by the second. “Blue to blue.” 

“Red to red. Blue to blue. Got it.” 

But it was dark. Was that red, or was that brown? And in the dim light 
the green and blue looked the same. 

The creature was smashing up the operating room. Perhaps it thought she 
was hiding in there, or maybe it was just filled with so much hate it just 
wanted to destroy everything. 

Sparks jumped as she wound together what she guessed were the red 
wires. Somewhere within the door, mechanisms and cogs came to life. 
Rusty pistons began to slide, awakened after almost fifty years. 

The monster heard. There was a loud crash as it smashed one last thing. 
Then it sprang toward the source of the noise. 

“Blue to blue, blue to blue, blue to blue ... ” Nellie repeated it like a 
prayer. Her fingers were slippery with sweat, and she wasn’t sure it was 
blue to blue but she began knotting the copper wiring together. 

The monster raced toward her, howling with madness. It stretched out its 
arms ... 

The control panel burst into flame as Nellie dove away. 

The pistons screamed as the emergency door slammed down. 

Nellie hugged Sammy, eyes squeezed shut, expecting a sudden blow 
from the deadly claws. The creature roared and screamed, and she heard the 
claws tear against metal. 

Why wasn’t she dead? 


The thing was right next to her. 

She opened her eyes. 

The door had come down, but not quickly enough. It had caught the 
monster halfway, trapping it so it had its forelegs and shoulders on one side, 
the hindquarters on the other. It flailed wildly, less than a foot from them. 

And yet the door continued to grind, trying to close. 

The creature was being steadily crushed. 

It hissed. Each breath became a more desperate gasp than the last. The 
door was squeezing its lungs, slowly suffocating it. It beat its paws feebly 
against the door. 

It stared at Nellie; it was a look she’d never forget. The fury gave way to 
fear. Then its eyes closed and the monster’s body slumped and it let out a 
soft sigh. 

“It’s dead,” Nellie said. She came over to Sammy and peeled back his 
torn jacket. She bit her lip. There were three deep tears, each about six 
inches long. “I need to get you to a hospital, right now.” She emptied out 
her backpack and opened up the first-aid kit. “Pll patch you up. The 
moment we get a signal, we’ Il call for help. You have insurance?” 

“Don’t make jokes. Laughing hurts.” Sammy wiped the sweat from his 
face and grinned, though it was bordering on a grimace. “Now, if you don’t 
mind, I think I’m going to faint.” 





Location Unknown 


Dan had woken up a few hours ago in a room that was just this side of a 
cell. No windows, air coming in through ducts, the strange smell of a place 
newly built, all drying paint and dust. The meal had been basic, but enough 
to get some strength back into his groggy body. 

Then, he had no idea how much later, guards came in and pushed him 
out. 

“The boss wants a word,” one of them declared. 

The construction was steel, glass, and concrete—and massive. Pipes ran 
along the ceiling, huge with warning symbols and chemical codes. The 
inhabitants ranged from guards to laboratory technicians to more guards. 
They came loaded with pistols and submachine guns and an attitude of 
“shoot a lot first, then ask questions much, much later.” 

“Wow,” Dan said. “Early Bond villain architecture. I bet you’ve got a 
giant laser beam here, don’t you?” 

They didn’t lead Dan to a laser beam, but instead, to an arboretum. 

Outside the gigantic glass dome lay snow and mountains and endless 
storm clouds. Within were towering palm trees, wide oaks, tropical fruit 
trees, and a sea of flowers, all growing randomly among the trunks and 
drooping branches. 

Nathaniel Hartford was pruning the rosebushes. His bright shears had 
already left a pile of dead flower heads on the floor. 


The guards kept a discreet distance, but matched his and the Outcast’s 
progress footstep by footstep. One snap of Nathaniel’s fingers and Dan 
would have five burly armed men sitting on top of him. 

Nathaniel paused as Dan approached. His eyes were a watery blue, but 
Dan was fixed by his gaze. 

“Let’s have a good look at you,” ordered the Outcast. 

Grandfather and grandson faced each other. 

“Ah, there is more Hope in you than there is in your sister,” said 
Nathaniel. “Amy is much more like her grandmother. Strange, don’t you 
think?” 

“No, not really.” 

He’s just an old man. 

Liver spots decorated the backs of his wrinkled hands. He stooped 
slightly, and the firmness had long gone from his face, leaving sagging skin 
and sharp cheekbones. 

Dan stared at him, trying to see how much of his grandfather he might 
recognize, not just in himself and Amy, but in the old photographs of his 
mother. 

What had father and daughter shared? He caught glimpses of her in the 
old man’s face, brief and slight, yet there she was in his gaze, in the way he 
held his hands, in the still poise. 

A hard, bitter emotion caught in his throat. Two opposite urges tugged 
within his chest. This was his grandfather. Apart from Amy, this man was 
the closest living relative Dan had. Yet this was his enemy, who was 
dedicated to destroying the Cahills. 

Dan forced his gaze away from the Outcast. He didn’t trust himself. 
“Where am I?” 


“T call it the Hive, Dan,” said Nathaniel. 


The name fit. The panels looked like sections of honeycomb, and bees 
drifted through the sweaty air, searching the flowers. 

“Pve always been an engineer at heart. I love building things. And 
tinkering. I always needed to know how things worked.” Nathaniel looked 
around his construction. “Do you know my first job was on the Manhattan 
Project?” 

Dan stopped dead. “You helped build the atomic bomb?” 

Nathaniel waved his hand dismissively. “Oh, I was a mere number 
cruncher. But it was I who sized the detonators within Little Boy, the 
nuclear bomb dropped on Hiroshima on August 6, 1945. You know how an 
atomic bomb works, I presume? Or is your knowledge of science and 
history as backward as I fear?” 

Dan scowled. “The bomb had two sections of uranium. Separate, they 
were safe, but together, they reached a critical mass and caused an atomic 
explosion.” 

“Exactly.” Nathaniel smiled at Dan like a benevolent grandfather. “A 
projectile, fired into a target. I sized the bags of cordite that shot one into 
the other. Isn’t it curious how such a simple ingredient can change the 
world?” He looked sideways at Dan. “Sound familiar?” 

“The Cahill serum,” said Dan. “Is this a test, Nat? Or can we just get to 
the point? You want to re-create the serum, we know that.” 

“Hardly,” said the Outcast. “I want to destroy it. Once and for all.” 

“Tm the only one who knows the formula. Why didn’t you just have 
Melinda shoot me? Problem solved. Why show me all this?” 

“Killing you would only be a temporary measure. What would prevent 
some clever chap, or girl, in the future, from uncovering the formula for 
themselves? The genie is out of the bottle. Once you know it’s possible, 
others will try and achieve the same thing. Look at how many countries 


developed atomic and nuclear technology after we did. No, I want a more 
permanent, everlasting solution.” 

“How?” 

“By taking that formula out of your head.” 

“To do what with it? Use it on yourself?” 

Nathaniel shook his head. “No. I will corrupt it. Turn it into the very 
opposite of what it is. Into the most perfect poison. But one with a single 
purpose.” He turned slowly and pointed the blades of his shears at Dan’s 
neck. 

Dan shifted a pace back. “Which is what?” 

Nathaniel gazed at him coldly. “To wipe out the Cahill bloodline 
forever.” 





Dan spoke. “That’s impossible. There must be thousands of us; descendants 
of Gideon and Olivia Cahill must be spread all over the world by now. 
You’d need an army, thousands of people, and even then, it would take 
decades to find everyone.” 

Nathaniel scoffed. “People? Who said anything about people? And I 
have not thousands, but hundreds of thousands. And my army will have all 
the time in the world. They’ll carry on their duty, generation after 
generation. No matter how long it takes, the Cahills will be removed from 
this world.” 

He had to be lying. Nothing he was saying made any sense. Dan 
continued. “Even if you did make this supertoxin of yours, how would you 
get it to target the right people?” 

“By creating a toxin that affects only those with a specific DNA makeup. 
In this case, the Cahill gene. It’s taken many years and countless millions of 
dollars to decode the unique DNA of Gideon and Olivia, the gene that all 
the branches have in common. Fortunately, I’ve had the time and the 
fortune to do it. And I am that close to making it happen.” He tapped Dan’s 
forehead. “I just need the formula.” 

“You really think I’m going to tell you?” 

“Oh, yes.” Nathaniel smiled coldly. “One way or another.” 

Dan said nothing. He needed to stall, maybe a day, maybe two. Sooner 
or later— 


Nathaniel laughed. “Ah, I see. You want to play for time in the hope of 
escape, or rescue?” 

Nathaniel took the shears to a fresh bush. “I’ve studied your escapades, 
as any proud grandfather would do. I’ve seen how perfectly you and Amy 
work together. Wherever there’s one, the other won’t be far behind. So you 
believe, quite naturally, your older sister will arrive soon and save you.” 

Snip, snip. Two heads tumbled. 

“Not this time, Dan.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“T mean I know she’s in China, with two of your friends.” 

Dan’s blood ran cold. 

“T thought it would take longer to find her, but today seems to be my 
lucky day. Alek Spasky reported to me a few hours ago that your sister had 
arrived at the symposium. He’s waiting for her and I’m expecting his call 
any minute now.” Nathaniel gestured to one of the guards. 

The guard nodded and handed over a cell phone. 

Nathaniel flicked the screen on. “The wonders of modern technology.” 
He handed it over to Dan. 

Dan took it and stared at the screen. The image was blurred and the 
sound crackled. 

Nathaniel stood at his shoulder. “I need you to understand one thing very 
clearly. There is no hope.” 

The image began to clear, and a face, a familiar face, came into focus. 

“Amy?” Dan’s blood ran cold. 

“Dan! Dan! Can you hear me?” 

Dan gripped the cell phone, squeezing it so hard that the plastic creaked. 
“Amy! I’m here!” 

He shook it. He could hardly see her: the screen was a blizzard of static, 
his sister’s face a frightened mask. 


Her voice crackled through the speakers. “I—I don’t have much time, 
Dan. You have to listen.... ” 

“Where are you? Tell me!” 

Amy sighed. Her shoulders slumped and she seemed to crumble from 
inside. He’d never seen her so small, so beaten. 

How could she be? She was his sister. They’d been through everything 
together and had always come out on top. 

Always. 





Nathaniel stood over Dan, wondering what turmoil of emotions the boy 
must be feeling right now. It had been so easy to break him. 

Family could be both a weakness and a strength. Grace had taught him 
that. 

Now a little more of a push and Dan would crumble entirely. 

A deep animal growl rose from Dan’s throat. Nathaniel stepped back and 
gave his men the nod. Dan had just seen his sister killed; he was about to— 

Dan exploded. The guards—the best money could buy—were taken by 
surprise. Dan rammed his knee deep into the gut of the guy in front and his 
elbow into the face behind him. A third tried to grab him but had his fingers 
bitten to the bone. 

He’s gone wild! 

Nathaniel pushed a guard ahead of him as Dan swung around, his eyes 
blazing. 

The guard raised his machine gun. 

“No!” Nathaniel yelled. “I need him alive!” 

The guard hesitated; Dan leaped at him and both tumbled into the thick 
foliage. There was a thud—the sound a head makes when hit by wood— 
then the leaves of the bushes shook. 

“Go grab him!” 

The guards gathered themselves quickly. One saw Dan dart from behind 
a tree trunk. 


They fanned out to catch him. 

Nathaniel gazed at the blank screen of the cell phone. The bombs he’d 
had planted within the Shanghai reactor would have gone off by now. In ten 
minutes or so the coolant waters would reach a critical pressure and cause 
the reactor to explode. It wouldn’t be on a nuclear scale, but he estimated 
several city blocks would blow with the initial blast. 

And he’d be rid of Alek Spasky. The Russian had become a liability. 
Nathaniel had never been able to control him, not like the others, and such a 
man had to be handled very carefully, and removed once his usefulness was 
at an end. 

The rest of his allies he’d deal with at Attleboro. 

Nathaniel heard Dan shout, and there were sounds of a struggle, then a 
crash, and after, just weary huffing. Moments later, two guards emerged 
from the trees, dragging a semiconscious Dan between them. One of the 
guards had a black eye and another was missing a tooth. 

Nathaniel admired that. Was that inherited from Grace’s stubbornness or 
Nathaniel’s own determination? The boy would defy him to the very end, 
that much was obvious. 

Nathaniel took hold of Dan’s hair and raised his head. “I have wasted 
enough time with you. I need the thirty-ninth clue. I need the formula.” 

Dan spat at him. 

Nathaniel struggled to hold on to his temper. Why did he hate the boy 
and girl so much? They were his grandchildren. 

No, they are Grace’s. 

They both embodied so much of her and so little of him. Their parents 
had died when they were young, so the only true parent had been Grace. 
What had it been like, in her shadow? For Nathaniel it had meant being 
permanently left in the dark. Grace had ruled and ruled alone. 


He often wondered how she’d ordered his death, back in 1967. Had she 
lain awake at night, conflicted? Or had it merely been an entry on her daily 
agenda? 

Item 13. Pick up laundry. 

Item 14. Kill my husband. 

Item 15. Attend opera. 

He’d loved her, hated her, but always admired her. 

There was a strong family resemblance, so strong that, it seemed to 
Nathaniel, it had wiped out all traces of him. Grace had left her mark deeper 
than their skins—she’d marked their souls. 

Nathaniel pulled harder, enough to make Dan wince. He smiled. Old, 
fond memories flooded back. Perhaps this was the best way.... 

“I was in Germany during the Cold War. That was a war of spies and 
nowhere was it fought harder than in Berlin. It was a golden age of 
espionage and there was a great demand for reliable truth serums.” He 
glanced at a pair of steel doors just a few yards away. “No matter how 
strong you think you are, you will break and tell me everything. Everyone 
does in the end.” 





Shanghai, China 


Whatever the evacuation plan had been, it had fallen apart with the first 
siren. No one seemed to know which way to run. Amy helped one man 
back to his feet after he’d been hurled over by a screaming security guard. 

“What’s happening?” she asked him. 

The man tried to pull away, but she wasn’t letting go until she had 
answers. “The reactor’s overheating! The chamber’s starting to rupture! We 
have got to get out of here!” 

“Overheating? How?” 

The man squirmed. “Please, let me go!” 

“Tell me!” 

He looked around for help, but it was every man for himself. “Excessive 
heat buildup. That’s usually absorbed by running water as a coolant through 
the system. But somehow the pumps have failed, so there’s no water flow 
and no way of getting rid of the heat!” 

“Failed? How have they failed? What about backups?” 

“Please! I don’t know! All I know is the reactor temperatures are off the 
scale!” 

Amy released him and the man fled. 

This is Nathaniel’s disaster replay. What had happened at Chernobyl? 
The same thing. There had been a spike in energy generated in one of the 


reactors, but the coolant flow had been too little and too slow to get rid of it. 
The buildup had caused the explosion. 

She needed to get to the control room. 

There was a map on the wall and Alek ripped it off. The security doors 
had all opened, so there was no stopping her from accessing wherever she 
wanted. 

Amy and Alek, dragging Dr. Lin, ran up a Steel staircase into a corridor 
with a large internal window panel. On the other side were control decks 
and a large electronic schematic of the power station, lit up like a Christmas 
tree. Bulbs flashed red on all points. 

The room was empty. Chairs had been tipped over and there were a few 
tablets and other electronic devices abandoned on the floor. When the alarm 
had sounded, they’d left without grabbing anything. 

Amy ran up to the deck. The screens pulsed. 

All the dials and controls were in Chinese. 

She couldn’t hear herself think! The alarms were deafening! 

This is hopeless. It’s going to blow! 

Dr. Lin scanned the display board. Alarms dazzled and flashed—the 
whole system was in catastrophe mode. None of it made any sense to Amy; 
she felt useless. 

The panic swelled in her. She fought down the urge, the almost 
overwhelming urge, to flee. To run and run and not look back. 

A tremor shook the complex. Amy gulped, fearing this was the moment 
the reactor would explode. The steel beams ground against the concrete as 
the power station shifted. 

Amy turned to Dr. Lin. “What’s happening? What went wrong?” 

Tears were streaming down Dr. Lin’s face. “I—I can’t tell. It’s all ... ” 

“There has to be something!” Amy snapped. “Nathaniel couldn’t have 


1? 


sabotaged the entire system! Someone would have noticed 


Alek approached the wall. “She’s right. It would be something relatively 
small, easily missed.” 

The wall itself was over twenty feet wide and a dozen high. One huge 
digital screen filled with the schematic of the fusion reactor. On top of that 
was a 3-D holographic display, projecting sensor readings. She could 
decipher some. Temperatures. Flow rates. Pressures. All tripping into the 
red zone. 

The room shook with a second explosion. The floor cracked, and Amy 
heard a threatening roar from deep within the bowels of the power station. 

The display crackled and a panel went blank. 

Dr. Lin couldn’t stop shaking. “It’s too late ... it’s too late.” 

Amy dragged the doctor to the wall. “You have to tell me what’s 
wrong!” 

They faced each other. Amy took a deep breath. Attacking Dr. Lin would 
do no good. She needed her. “How does the reactor work? Just explain it to 
me. Simply.” 

Dr. Lin straightened. She was going into lecture mode. “The reactor is 
basically a heat generator. In its simplest form it’s nothing more than a 
steam engine. The heat from the reactor heats the water that turns the 
turbine, which generates the electricity that is then transmitted throughout 
the city.” She pointed to a complex series of lines weaving in and across the 
schematic. “Here is the generator. There are the flow pipes. Water going in, 
and water going out, heated to extreme temperatures. It expands to steam, it 
drives the turbines.” 

The station rumbled and the display flickered. They didn’t have long. 

Dr. Lin raised her head and listened. “The pressure is building 
somewhere. There must be a blockage.” She adjusted her glasses and busied 
herself over the console. “We’ve got a heat buildup reaching catastrophic 
levels. That’s the problem.” She gasped and stabbed her finger at a gate 


symbol. “One of the coolant valves is jammed shut. That’s what’s going 
wrong. And the backup’s been taken off line. Who would do that?” 

Alek joined them. “Can you switch it on?” 

Dr. Lin grimaced. “With the temperature buildup we need both valves 
open. I can open the backup from here but it won’t bleed off the heat 
quickly enough.” She darted to the control desk. “The valve needs to be 
opened.” She clicked on the keyboard. “There are microcameras within the 
pipes, all used as part of the maintenance program.” 

One of the panels transformed into a screen, viewing the inside of a pipe. 
Bubbles distorted the image and the camera had been twisted out of 
position, but there was a circular steel gate, mostly closed. The coolant 
frothed and whirled as it tried to get through the small gap between gate 
edge and the valve frame. 

“How do we open it?” Alek asked. 

“Tt has to be done by hand.” Dr. Lin shook her head. “It’s suicide. You’d 
have to enter the flow pipes themselves. The pipes pass through the reactor, 
so the coolant itself is radioactive.” 

Alek looked from her to the display. “How long would you have before 
getting a lethal dose?” 

Dr. Lin stared. “You cannot be serious.” 

“How long?” 

Dr. Lin brushed her hair from her face. Her lips moved silently as she 
scanned the readings. “The coolant is absorbing radiation, so you’I!l need to 
move fast before they build to fatal levels. The suits have radiation counters 
on them. Get out before they light all the way through red.” Dr. Lin glanced 
at the display. “Which gives you about ten minutes, given the rate of 
contamination.” 

Ten minutes to do such a simple thing. All she had to do was turn a bit of 
steel, push it open, and they’d save a city. Amy stared at the screen, trying 


to guess how heavy it might be. 

Just put your feet against one side and push. The water pressure will do 
the rest. 

Don’t think about the radiation seeping into your bones. 

“T’ve got to get into the flow pipe,” Amy said. 

“You’re insane.” Dr. Lin sank into the chair, a look of disbelief still 
covering her face. “And you can’t do it alone. The gate needs to be locked 
into position, otherwise it’ll just slam shut again.” 

Alek met Amy’s gaze. 

His wife had died in a reactor. Amy wondered if Natalia thought she’d 
been a hero, or a fool. She’d saved thousands of lives, but had her death 
changed Alek? What sort of man would he have been if she’d lived? 

Alek smiled. “I am an assassin, not a mass murderer. III help.” 

Dr. Lin donned an abandoned headset. “Take the elevator to level minus 
six. That’s the maintenance level. Go to access hatch sixty-three. There 
should be a set of full breathing gear, comms, and sealed suits that will offer 
some protection. The maintenance men use them, but they’re prototypes. 
No one’s tested them against anything above five hundred. Make sure you 
seal them properly. Any gap will mean contamination. Got it?” 

Amy cupped her hand around the hologram of the gate. “And when I get 
to the gate?” 

“Get it open as fully as you can. Then get out.” 





They rushed down to the maintenance room. The whole complex was 
shaking now, and the walls bent and cracked under the strain. Amy’s heart 
raced like it had never done before. The whole reactor could blow any 
second. 

Alek pushed open the steel door and in they went. The emergency lights 
filled the room with an eerie red glow, and goose bumps crept along Amy’s 
flesh, despite the stagnant heat that was building. 

The sealed suits were folded up neatly within transparent plastic 
containers. Amy knocked the lid open. 

Alongside the suits were small air tanks, breathing apparatus, and a 
chunky wristband with a digital reader. Nice and simple, with a row of 
twelve bars, green to orange to red. 

“Radiation counters?” Amy guessed. 

Alek handed her a headset. He hooked his around his ear and wrapped 
the throat mic around his neck. “Dr. Lin? Do you hear me?” 

“Yes. Are you ready?” 

Amy put on her headset and spoke to the waiting scientist as she suited 
up. “Where do we go now?” 

“Through the maintenance door. You’ll come up to a pressure hatch. 
Once you’re in that, hit the flood button. That will equalize the pressure on 
both sides, the side you’re in and the pipe. Open up the second hatch at your 


feet and swim twenty meters to your left. You’ll see the jammed valve 
gate.” 

“Got it,” replied Amy. 

Alek and Amy checked each other to make sure their suits were fully 
sealed. The mask covered the entire face and included a headlight, allowing 
them to see each other clearly and talk through their comm sets. Amy just 
hoped she didn’t look as terrified as she felt. 

Alek tested his mic. “Can you hear me?” 

“Loud and clear.” 

They walked to the hatch and together wound it open. Below was a steel 
tube, about five feet wide. A short ladder led them down four meters to a 
second hatch in the floor and a big red toadstool-shaped button on the wall. 

Amy waited there while Alek reclosed the hatch above them. It was dark 
except for the light coming from their headlights. 

Alek joined her. He tapped the radiation counter on his forearm. “We 
won’t have long.” 

Three green bars glowed out of the twelve. A quarter of their time was 
already gone. 

We can do this. In and out. 

Amy punched the FLOOD button. Jets of water shot in at their ankles, 
rising to their knees in a couple of seconds, to their waist in a few seconds 
more. 

Amy slowed down her breathing. She’d done enough scuba diving to 
know that slow, deep breaths were the best way to conserve oxygen and 
prevent carbon dioxide from getting trapped in her lungs. Bubbles swirled 
around her and the water roared, deep and thunderous. 

The pipe filled and they both worked at turning the wheel lock on the 
hatch below them. The steel groaned as it opened, and Alek dropped down 
first. 


Amy checked her reader. The fifth bar was flashing. It was all happening 
faster than she’d expected. 

Could they fix the valve and be back up in time? 

She didn’t know. 

Amy gritted her teeth and descended. 

The water surge almost knocked her off her feet, but Alek grabbed her 
wrist and they both hung on to the lip of the connection and scanned ahead. 

“Twenty yards to the left,” said Amy. “See anything?” 

Alek shook his head. “Too murky.” His voice crackled in Amy’s 
earpiece. 

The coolant water had a sickly greenish tinge and was filled with 
bubbles, reducing visibility down to only five or six yards. 

The water was dragging them toward the blockage valve, so they used 
the flow to their advantage. But as Amy glided along the five-foot-wide 
pipe, the whole thing shook, and the metal groaned and buckled. Kinks 
appeared in the steel surface, and the weak spots, the joints between pipe 
sections, were giving way. 

“Watch out,” Amy wamed. She braced herself against the wall. “Look 
ahead.” 

They had reached the broken valve. 

The gate valve was simply a circular steel plate, damaged by the 
sabotage, that was hinged along its center. The plate controlled flow, 
opening and shutting depending on the needs of the system. But the system 
needed it open right now, to help reduce the temperature buildup in the 
core. Now only a sliver of the edge had turned, forcing the water to tear 
through that gap at high velocity. 

Three feet in front of the plate, fixed to a control mechanism in the side 
of the pipe, was a steel rod. It had been bent out of shape and needed to be 
eased back into position if the plate was to be opened, and kept open. 


“PII push the plate, you move the rod,” said Alek. He tapped his reader. 
“And we need to be quick.” 

Half the bars were glowing. They were heading into the red zone. 

Amy’s headset crackled and Dr. Lin came on. “The pressure in the 
reactor core has hit a hundred and fifty percent. The shielding’s going to 
rupture if you don’t get that flow going right now.” 

Amy gripped the rod. “Ready!” 

Alek pushed the side of the plate, forcing it to turn on its axis. The steel 
didn’t want to move—the explosion had shifted it out of position and its 
edge was twisted, jagged metal. 

The first red bar started flashing. They were into the last two minutes. 

Amy pulled, feeling the rod shift ever so slightly. 

But if it was going to move a little, she could make it move the whole 
way. 

“On the count of three, Alek!” she shouted. She braced herself against 
the side of the pipe wall, spreading her feet out to avoid being swept away. 
“One! Two!” She flexed her fingers and got the best grip she could. 
“Three!” 

Alek roared as he pushed and Amy heaved at the rod, pulling until her 
arms trembled with pain. “Come... on... ” 

The water flow increased as the gate began to open. It pushed Amy, 
trying to drag her down the pipe. The rod was sliding back into the locking 
mechanism. Only another few inches ... 

Amy fell forward as the rod slipped back into place. The water gushed 
over her but she held on even as her feet were lifted up from under her so 
she dangled like a fish on a line. 

“You’ve done it!” yelled Dr. Lin. “Now hurry back and get out!” 

“Come on, Alek!” shouted Amy, more relieved than she’d ever been. 

“Cahill ... ” 


Amy turned. 

Alek was hanging on to the edge of the plate, now fully open. He was 
slipping in the high flow. Amy’s headlight caught the hard grimace on his 
face as he clung on. 

Amy reached out, one hand hanging on to the rod, the other stretched out 
toward Alek. “Grab it!” 

She saw the bars on his arm. Nine flashed. 

“Just get out!” he yelled. 

“Give me your hand!” 

He snarled, and Amy saw his arms quiver with the strain. Then his palm 
slapped into hers and they locked fingers. 

Together, weights combined, they crawled against the flow, heads bowed 
as the water beat upon them. 

Dr. Lin’s voice broke through on Amy’s headset. “There’s an emergency 
hatch another six feet ahead.” 

Amy peered forward and saw the circular panel. Too tired to speak, she 
dragged herself to it and twisted the steel plate open. 





The maintenance hatch fell open and the water rushed out of this fresh hole. 
The pair of them tumbled out, and Amy crashed onto bare concrete, gasping 
with total exhaustion. 

They were in a second maintenance room, smaller, with a watertight 
door ahead. With body-shaking relief, Amy closed the door behind them. 

She sank down, resting her head on her knees, and began trembling. 
Uncontrollably. 

The alarm on her reader continued beeping, but it sounded far away; all 
she heard was her blood pounding in her ears, her heart throbbing within 
her wall of ribs. 

The fear consumed her; the terror she’d been fighting now rose up and 
swamped her, body and soul. 

How could anyone have planned something so evil? 

Alek groaned and blinked. He pulled off his mask and looked around, 
dazed. He frowned. “You saved me? Why?” 

Amy laughed weakly. “I must have had a reason, but I can’t think of it 
right now.” 

Alek stood up, but Amy spotted the twist of agony. He peeled off his 
sealed suit. 

Amy stopped him. “What’s that?” 

The sleeve was torn and blood dripped from a tear along Alek’s arm. He 
looked at it and dismissed it. “I must have caught it on the edge of the plate. 


It’s nothing.” 

“That’s not nothing. Dr. Lin warned us about the suits. They were the 
only things protecting—” 

“Tt’s nothing,” Alek insisted. “You have my thanks, and for that I give 
you a parting gift. I know what Nathaniel is planning next.” 

Amy’s eyes widened. “It’s not over?” 

“Go to Attleboro. He has invited all his allies there to celebrate his 
victory, to reestablish the Cahill organization, to decide its future. I was 
asked to attend. He said he had a reward for us.” 

Amy’s mind raced. “I’m guessing it’s not flowers and candy.” 

Alek smiled. “No. Now I suspect he intends to kill us all.” 

“A final double cross.” 

So Nathaniel didn’t just want to destroy his rivals—he intended to 
destroy his allies, too. She thought about Vikram, Magnus, Melinda, and the 
others who’d all thrown their lot in with the Outcast, hoping for a piece of 
his empire, never realizing he wanted to rule alone. 

“When’s this gathering?” she asked, her thumb on her cell keyboard. 

“Two days from now.” 

Ian and Cara. They were the closest. If they were in Kiev today, a 
twelve-hour flight and some traveling would get them to Attleboro the day 
of the assassination. It would be close, but she wasn’t going to let Nathaniel 
commit mass murder, even on her enemies. 

Amy didn’t move. “What are you going to do?” 

Alek gazed at his hands. He balled them into fists. “Go visit Nathaniel 
Hartford.” 

That sounded as if it was going to end violently, for him or Nathaniel. 

“Take me with you. He has Dan.” 

Alek scowled. “I do not chaperone children. And my business with 
Nathaniel promises to be bloody. Now go before I change my mind.” 


Amy stubbornly stayed exactly where she was. “Take me with you. You 
need me.” 

Alek arched an eyebrow. “Oh, and how do you imagine you might be of 
any help to me?” 

“You needed me in that pipe.” 

Alek looked at her as if he was measuring her will to do what was 
necessary. “Very well. We need to move quickly, and we have a long way to 
go. I have some old friends within the Chinese government. They can 
arrange transportation for us.” 

“But what about my friends? Jonah and Ham?” 

“The Tomas I shot?” 

Amy froze. 

Alek Spasky was a cold-blooded killer. He showed no remorse at having 
almost killed Ham. No embarrassment. 

Then again, Grace had done similar things, hadn’t she? She’d ordered 
deaths, then still had time for tea afterward. Amy thought back to birthday 
parties her grandmother had thrown for her and her brother. Then the long 
silent times when she’d be in her study, door closed and talking in whispers. 
Ruling the Cahills and being their silver-haired grandmother. 

Was Alek really any different? 

Was he just another creation of the Cahills? An unpleasant necessity? 

He wants revenge on Nathaniel. And I’m just playing along. 

“Where are we going?” Amy asked. 

“Alaska. Nathaniel has built a new research facility there.” 

Amy’s heart skipped a beat. “What sort of facility?” 

“You are afraid for your brother?” 

Amy could only nod. Fear had taken her voice. 

Alek’s face was grim. “You should be.” 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 
Two days later 


“I cannot believe we’re doing this,” said Cara. “Tell me again, why are we 
doing this?” 

Ian shrugged. “Because we’re the good guys?” 

“Good guys saving bad guys?” 

“And through our actions these bad guys may see the error of their ways, 
give up their lives of villainy, and return to the side of the angels.” 

“You really believe that?” asked Cara. 

“No, not in the slightest. I personally hope my father ends up in a very 
deep, dark dungeon for the rest of his life.” 

Ian rocked back on his heels. From their hiding place in the orchard they 
had a good view of the front of the Cahill mansion. 

He ached from too much traveling and not enough resting. That flight 
out of Kiev in the cargo plane was not something he ever wanted to repeat, 
and the only bonus was having proper alone-time with Cara. But she’d been 
all business, wanting to review the information gathered from Amy in 
Shanghai, and Sammy and Nellie from the Black Forest. 

It had been overwhelming, and they’d needed the whole flight to make 
sense of it and plan their next step. Which was to follow the lead given to 
them by Alek Spasky, who’d warned them that Nathaniel was planning to 
kill off all his allies tonight, at the celebratory party in Attleboro. 


Ian raised the binoculars and searched the grounds. 

It had changed. Nathaniel had removed the topiary along the drive, 
changed the two nymphs on the fountain to sea snakes, and put up a 
greenhouse. Of the changes, the greenhouse was the only one Ian approved 
of. The design reminded him of Kew Gardens. “Those beehives are new,” 
he said, pointing at six domes on the edge of the lawn. “Nathaniel must love 
fresh honey.” 

“Looks like the Outcast is throwing a party,” said Cara. “Check out the 
size of that tent.” 

“Nathaniel has reasons to be happy.” Ian scanned the three catering vans. 
Waiters were transferring silver dishes back and forth to the tent and 
trolleys of champagne and dessert into the greenhouse. “Unless I’m 
mistaken, he’s even imported truffles from Salzburg.” He sniffed the air 
again. “No, I’m wrong.... ” 

“No one can smell truffles from here.” 

“Not Salzburg. Alpbach,” Ian concluded. He’d learned to ski there. Back 
in better days. He pointed at the rearmost van, the one with the snowflake 
logo. “And that lorry has come all the way from Alaska. Look at the license 
plate.” 

“Livia’s Sorbet Company? Nathaniel’s spent a lot of money on just a few 
tubs of ice cream.” 

“Tt rings a vague bell,” said Ian, frowning. “It must be very special. I 
remember once having tea with the Duke of Brixtonshire and tasting the 
most delightful jam. I asked him—” 

She was giving him the look, so Ian decided to hold off explaining the 
paradise that was to be found in a spoon of that particular jam. It was, 
incidentally, his father’s favorite, too. Nathaniel had a sly sense of humor, 
giving the condemned man his favorite meal before his execution. 


Tires on the gravel behind forced them to crouch lower. A limousine 
rolled past, its windows tinted and the license plate English. 

Ian’s blood ran cold. 

The limo parked by the entrance to what had been, until very recently, 
Ian’s home. 

Vikram Kabra opened his own door and emerged. He paused to gaze 
about him, as though a lord inspecting his new domain. 

“Greedy as ever,” muttered Ian. “How many homes do you have 
already?” 

Cara held Ian’s hand, and the hot rage that had been rising, almost 
unnoticed, began to cool. 

Vikram adjusted his bow tie and buttoned his dinner jacket. Still, he 
lingered. 

“He’s measuring the windows for new curtains,” said Ian. “He’s thinking 
the same thing as all the others.” 

“That once Nathaniel’s gone, they’ || take command of the Cahills.” 

“Exactly.” Ian shook his head. “They don’t understand Nathaniel at all.” 

But the clues had been there all along. One after the other, Nathaniel had 
worked toward destroying each of the branches of the Cahills. It was only 
logical, in a twisted kind of way, that he’d want to destroy his allies, too. 

“We can’t just march in there and tell everyone that Nathaniel plans to 
kill them,” said Cara. 

“No. We need to find out what the Outcast’s move will be. Neutralize it 
and use it as proof. That’ll get them ... on our side.” He took off his jacket 
and folded it neatly. “Come on. We need to get inside.” Ian stood up and 
held out his hand. “Follow me.” 


Cara stood up beside him. She took his hand. “Don’t you know it.” 





They waited for the waiter to leave the catering van before they dashed the 
ten yards from the edge of the trees to the back of the van. A quick jump 
and they were in. They rummaged around until Cara held up a white 
waiter’s jacket. “This should fit you.” She tossed it over and found one for 
herself. 

She put it on. Ian smiled approvingly. Cara looked pretty great in 
anything. 

“What’s to stop them from noticing us?” she said as she tucked her hair 
into a cap. 

“We’re not going to serve at the table, and given what snobs my father 
and the rest of them are, it’s beneath them to notice the hired help.” 

They jumped out of the van. Ian checked his watch. “They’ll be serving 
in about fifteen minutes. They’ll be having predinner cocktails right now, 
probably on the southern terrace. That’!l give us time to check the front half 
of the mansion.” 

Cara grabbed a spare tray and handed Jan an empty crystal jug. “We 
need to look like we’re busy doing something,” she said. They walked to 
the front entrance. Cara paused to take a deep breath. “Better put your game 
face on.” 

“The trouble is my game is test cricket,” said Ian. “That’s usually played 
over five days with breaks for tea.” 

Cara shook her head. “Then I’d better go first.” 


The two guards at the door nodded them in. They’d watched waiters go 
in and out all evening; these two barely registered. It was all going 
according to plan. 

They were in the hallway. Ian pointed up the sweeping staircase. “We’ll 
start up top and work our way down. Pll take the west—” 

“You there!” A man emerged from the side door, the one that led into the 
kitchens. “I asked for four crates of Bollinger and there are only three! Go 
speak—” 

Ian blinked at the man. It was Mr. Berman, his ex-butler. The trouble 
was that while snobs might not notice the servants, the servants themselves 
noticed the servants. 

Mr. Berman blinked, his jaw working up and down. Then his voice 
returned. “Ian ... Kabra... ?” 

“Uh-oh,” said Cara. 

Berman stumbled away, took a deep breath, and shouted. “Ian Kabra!” 





Cara slammed her tray into Berman’s face with a deafening clang. Ian 
caught him as he collapsed. 

The two guards burst in, pistols out. “Don’t move!” 

Ian whimpered. “The poor man fainted!” 

The guard kept his weapon steady and aimed at Ian’s forehead. “We 
heard something. A bang. What was that?” 

“Er...” Ian glanced about. He wasn’t good at this bluffing thing. “Er ... 


“Tt was the dinner gong,” said Cara. She held up the padded club next to 
the copper gong standing beside the staircase. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.” 

“Yes ... I think the shock of someone other than him hitting it was too 
much,” said Ian. “Mr. Berman takes that sort of thing very seriously. You 
know what butlers are like.” 

They didn’t, so they were willing to believe. The guard scanned the 
hallway once more, couldn’t see any obvious threats, and reholstered his 
firearm. “What are you going to do with him?” 

Ian nodded to a side door. “There’s a couch in the library.” 

Cara grabbed the butler’s legs as the guards returned to their posts. 

“Come on,” said Ian, holding Berman from under his shoulders. “We 
want the door on the right.” 

“That’s not the library, Ian.” 

“No, it’s the broom cupboard.” 


They shoved him in with the mops and buckets, having to bend him 
double so he’d fit. Ian locked the door. “Now, where were we?” 

“Trying to stop Nathaniel from killing everyone. How do you think he’ Il 
do it? Use the guards?” 

“Not enough of them. Too great a chance someone will escape. I’d 
suggest a bomb, but Nathaniel won’t want the mansion damaged, not right 
after having spent all this time refurbishing it.” Ian tapped a bronze bust 
that stood beside him in a neat alcove in the hall. “He’s even had old 
Octavian polished.” 

“Octavian? A family member?” 

Ian smiled. Really, sometimes he wondered what exactly kids learned in 
the American education system. “Hardly. Octavian was the birth name of 
Augustus Caesar, the first Roman emperor. He was the adopted son—” 

“Whatever,” snapped Cara. She gazed out the window toward the lawn. 
“Snipers? There’s plenty of places you could hide them. There could be a 
dozen in that tree right now.” 

“The glass in the greenhouse is bulletproof. It could take a direct hit 
from a fifty caliber and still not break.” 

“How do you know that?” 

Ian winced. “I... er ... had it installed. They were doing a discount.” 

“You’re not like other boys, are you?” She snapped her fingers. “The 
catering! What if he’s poisoned one of the dishes? Amy said Alek had 
warned her that Nathaniel was studying toxins.” 

Ian paled. “Only the most base, uncouth philistine would even consider 
spoiling such a dinner.” Then he returned his attention to the Roman 
emperor. “What was that sorbet company called?” 

“Livia, I think.” 

“Livia was the name of Augustus’s wife. It’s said that he wanted to pass 
the reins of power to one of his generals, not Livia’s son by another 


marriage, Tiberius.” 

“So?” 

“So she wanted to make sure Tiberius became emperor. She knew 
Augustus had a fondness for figs.... ” 

Cara winced. “Let me guess, she poisoned the figs?” 

“Every single one on his favorite fig tree. Took all night, they say.” 

Cara smiled. “You thinking what I’m thinking?” 


Ian’s smile mirrored hers. “The sorbet.” 





Alaska 


Amy gazed down at the vast field of trees. The Alaskan wilderness spread 
out in all directions. It was as if she’d gone to the edge of the world and left 
humanity behind. 

The thought seized her. To wander into the trees and disappear. She 
could imagine it—the silence, the peace. 

The steady, constant drone of the helicopter made her drowsy. That, and 
the fact she’d not slept since ... when? Ages ago. 

Getting out had been harder than expected. After the near disaster with 
the Shanghai reactor, the whole place had been on lockdown. Word must 
have gotten out it was an act of sabotage, so the government had come 
down hard, suspecting terrorism. 

They’d not been able to risk flying out of Shanghai, so they had paid off 
a truck driver to smuggle them out of the city, and that had cost them time. 

They’d found a small regional airport, then swapped flights in Hong 
Kong, another frustrating day not knowing what was happening to Dan. 

Now Amy was close, but dreaded the lost time, time Dan had been left at 
the mercy of a man willing to blow up a city. 

Please dont let me be too late. 

Alek pointed to a ridge ahead. “There’s the valley. We’ll have to land on 
this side and cross over on foot if we’re to avoid being spotted.” 

“Just as long as we get Dan.” 


The helicopter banked to the left and descended, so within a minute they 
were skimming over the treetops. Alek kept the course pond-smooth, riding 
the air as lightly as a feather. “There.” 

It was a clearing, actually a patch of snowy ground beside a frozen river. 
Amy spotted a couple of outbuildings and a narrow dirt track disappearing 
into the forest. 

“Tt’s an old hunting lodge,” said Alek. “No one uses it anymore.” 

The engine whined as he shifted up a gear and hovered over the center of 
the clearing. Clouds of snow swirled in the vortex of the rotor blades, but 
Amy could see Alek was an expert at this. The helicopter touched down 
with perfect precision. 

Amy jumped out the moment the propellers stopped turning, her 
backpack on one shoulder. She wanted to get a move on. 

Alek hopped out. He tossed his own pack into the patchy snow then, 
with much more care, then removed a second, longer bag. 

“What’s in here?” Somehow Amy didn’t think it was a fishing rod. 

Alek unzipped a few inches, revealing the dark steel of a barrel. “It’s my 
sniper rifle. A Mauser SR-93, but I had a gunsmith in Vienna make a few 
modifications. It’s good at—” 

“We’re not taking it,” Amy declared. 

“We’re here to stop Nathaniel. And a bullet does that very effectively.” 

Yes, Alek was right. Stopping Nathaniel Hartford had to be their priority, 
even before saving Dan. But it was hard to think like that. How could she 
separate the needs of the mission, ending the Outcast’s madness, with her 
personal desire to save her brother? 

And as bad as Shanghai could have been, she knew that it was not 
Nathaniel’s endgame. There was more to come, worse to come. 

“T don’t like guns. It makes killing the first option when it should be the 
last.” She waved at his jacket. “And that Walther PPK you have tucked 


under your armpit can stay here, too.” 

He glowered, but relented. The pistol came out and he slammed it down 
on the pilot seat. “Satisfied? Perhaps you should tie both my hands behind 
my back also?” 

How did I end up here? Working with a KGB assassin? 

Amy was going to have to review her decision-making process when this 
was all over. “Let’s just get a move on,” she said. 

Alek frowned as he gazed down the path. “Keep an eye on these trees. 
Nathaniel may have a patrol out.” 

Amy turned to search. She couldn’t see anything. 

Alek picked up his pack, and the pair headed down the path. 


* kxk OK 


The hike was upward. The trees thinned as the route turned into ice and 
rock. Amy’s legs burned as they marched up the steep slope. Despite the 
cold, she was sweating heavily, and her pack felt twice as heavy as it had at 
the beginning. 

Alek picked the route and Amy slogged behind. There was no talking— 
what did they have to say to each other? This was a partnership of necessity, 
not choice. Amy wasn’t interested in knowing anything more about him. 

Still, she couldn’t help but wonder. 

This man had loved, once. He’d had a wife and she’d filled his heart. 

The Spaskys were a strange family. Cold-hearted killers, yet with a seed 
of self-sacrifice, even heroism, buried deep down. Alek’s sister had died 
saving Amy, and even now Amy didn’t understand why. 

Alek was carved of hard edges and brutal will. There was no softness in 
the clifflike angles of his cheeks or joy in the flinty hardness of his gray 
eyes. 


But something was wrong. He was more gaunt that before. The few days 
they’d traveled together he’d lost weight and his skin, pale anyway, was a 
jaundiced yellow. And this hike had him wheezing. 

“Let me carry that,” said Amy, pointing at his backpack. “Just for a 
while.” 

Alek glared at her. “I’m fine.” 

He was anything but fine. 

The suit had torn, and he’d been cut while in the radioactive waters. That 
radiation was now in his blood, killing him from the inside. 

How long did he have? 

It was dusk and the sky bled red and purple when Alek paused at the top 
of the ridge. “There.” 

Amy forced herself up the last few yards. 

The ridge now dropped down into a valley. The conifers were as dense 
as ever, but the bottom of the valley was dominated by a vast geo-dome of 
shimmering pearl. 

“Its called the Hive,” said Alek. “That’s where we’ll find Nathaniel and 
your brother.” 

It had to be half a mile in diameter, and there were smaller domes nestled 
around it. The surface was made of huge hexagonal panels; Amy could see 
why it had been named the Hive. 

There were more basic concrete outbuildings as well as rows of 
greenhouses. 

Alek shoved Amy off her feet. 

“Hey!” 

He ducked down beside her and put his finger to his lips. 

There was nothing, then she saw a figure emerge from the trees, some 
fifty yards down. 


The man wore a heavy parka and winter camo, and carried an assault 
rifle. There was a pair of binoculars dangling from his neck and in his 
webbing he carried spare magazines and a walkie-talkie. 

He began moving toward them, eyes searching the path ahead. 

He’s going to see our footprints. 

It was dark, but was it dark enough? 

The guy looked serious, not some rent-a-goon, but a real professional. 
The man lowered his rifle and thumbed off the safety. 

He pointed it at the bush where Amy was crouching. 





“Come out, and hands where I can see them,” the man demanded. 

Where was Alek? He’d been right next to her. 

Amy didn’t move. 

A three-round burst into the tree beside her jolted her into action. Amy 
stood, hands raised. “Don’t shoot.” 

“Closer.” 

“I was out hiking. I got lost. I didn’t know this was private property. 
Look, Pll just turn around and head back.” 

“Stay exactly where you are.” Rifle held with one hand, he reached for 
his walkie-talkie. 

That’s when Amy saw Alek. He emerged a yard or two from behind the 
man and raised a pistol, silencer fixed, to the back of the man’s bare head. 

“No!” Amy screamed. 

The soldier spun, knocking the aim wide. It blew off a piece of bark, 
inches from Amy’s face. 

Amy had trained in martial arts, and trained hard. 

But she’d never seen anything like this. 

Alek dropped his pistol and swept his hand across the man’s windpipe, 
and would have crushed it but for the soldier blocking it with the rifle. He 
reacted by slamming the butt into Alek’s gut. 

Alek dropped with a grunt but dragged the man down with him. 


Even rolling in the snow, their assault on each other was unrelenting. 
Knee strikes, elbow slams, even a head butt. The soldier went for a dagger 
strapped to his thigh, but Alek knotted the rifle strap around his neck. 

The man’s face reddened. He clawed behind him, trying to tear at Alek’s 
eyes, but Alek steadily tightened the strap. 

The struggle stopped and the man went limp. 

Alek collapsed into the snow, exhausted. 

How long had that taken? Seconds? 

Seconds of action, after a lifetime of training. 

Alek rolled onto his back, gasping. The fight had exhausted him. 

Amy reached out to help him up but he brushed her hand away. “I can 
get up myself.” 

“Is he dead?” asked Amy. 

“No. Unconscious for a few hours.” Alek collected his pistol and the 
man’s submachine gun. Amy saw his hand tremble as he brushed the snow 
off and inspected it for damage. “Heckler and Koch MP5. That’ll do very 
nicely.” 

“I said no guns.” Alek must have grabbed his pistol when he’d told her 
to check the trees. The oldest trick in the book and she’d fallen for it. 

“You’re welcome to try to take it off me.” 

That sounded like a really bad idea. Amy checked the man in the snow 
and picked up a pulse. “We’ll gag him and tie him up.” She took his radio 
and his security pass. 

Alek frisked the man thoroughly, taking his knife and a set of car keys, 
anything he might use to cut himself free. He swapped his jacket for the 
man’s parka and then tied him up with the shoulder strap of the SMG and 
gagged him with his own woolen hat. 

They walked on and reached the perimeter fence an hour after dark. 
Floodlights covered the ten yards or so of clear ground from the edge of the 


trees to the fence itself, some twenty feet high and topped with razor wire. 
“We could dig under it,” Amy suggested. 
“The fence will be buried a meter into the earth to prevent exactly that.” 
“Then how do we get in?” 
Alek smiled. “That all depends on how much you trust me.” He lifted the 
parka hood so it covered his face and pointed the H&K at her. 





Alek shoved Amy before him, and she stumbled into the patch of floodlit 
ground in front of the gate. 

There was a small control room on the inside of the gate. A soldier, 
wearing the same style parka as Alek, walked out with a coffee mug and a 
flashlight, which he shone at Amy. “What have you got?” 

“A stray hiker,” said Alek, doing a remarkably good American accent. 
“Says she got lost looking for the campsite.” 

“This time of year?” said the soldier, shaking his head. “Stupid kid. Just 
slot her and dump her in the woods. The wolves will take care of the rest.” 

Amy gulped. Suddenly, the fear was real. Now would be a perfect time 
for Alek to betray her. 

“She wouldn’t have come out here alone,” Alek replied. “Let’s bring her 
in and find out where her friends might be.” 

The soldier hesitated, then nodded to his companion in the control room. 

The gates rolled open. 

Alek rubbed his hands. “That coffee fresh?” 

“Pot’s just boiled. Help yourself.” 

The control room was steam-room hot compared to the outside. Alek 
poured himself a coffee while Amy stood in the comer, pretending to be too 
terrified to speak, which wasn’t far from the truth. 

The room was lit by the glow of six surveillance screens constantly 
flicking from one camera to another, watching all points along the 


perimeter. They’d have been spotted the moment they’d tried to get over the 
fence. Alek’s bluff seemed to be working. 

“No one else reported finding hikers, have they?” asked Alek. “They 
might be in lockup already.” 

The soldier at the screen shook his head. “The only person in lockup is 
that kid the boss brought in.” 

Amy’s heart jumped. Dan! 

The soldier laughed. “But he won’t be bothering nobody. Not after 
what’s been done to him.” 

“What have you done?” Amy grabbed the man and hauled him out of his 
chair. “What have you done to Dan?” 

Alek cursed and smashed his mug into the second man’s head. He went 
down without a fuss. 

The man Amy held fumbled for his holster but Amy, rage fueling her, 
slammed him against the wall, hard enough to rattle his brain. “Tell me!” 

Alek held his pistol against the man’s temple. “I would. And Pd hurry.” 

The soldier looked from one to the other, not sure who was the most 
frightening, the girl with the blazing eyes or the man with the cold ones. 

“I’m going to ask you one last time,” snarled Amy, her fists quivering 
with barely suppressed rage. “What have you done with my brother?” 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Tall orchids drooped over the winding path, and there was a bounty of lilies, 
walls of roses, tulips, and many more exotic flowers. A thick perfume hung 
over the whole space. Bees worked from one stem to another, weaving 
through the dense foliage. 

There was the chime of glass up ahead, and a few moments later they 
were in the central courtyard, the only space bare of plants. Wrought-iron 
tables circled the perimeter and two waiters worked at setting up 
champagne flutes in preparation for a toast. 

Cara nudged him. “Over there. The sorbet.” 

It was humid, so the sorbets were still in two refrigerated displays. Ian 
peered through the glass lid. “My word. They’ve even got a fig-flavored 
one.” 

Cara followed the power cable from the cabinet to a socket in the wall. 
She pulled it out. The sorbets would be sticky puddles within ten minutes. 
No one would be eating them. “Job done.” 

“And lives saved. This was certainly easier than trying to stop a nuclear 
meltdown.” 

Cara nodded. “Just one thing left to do.” She took off the waiter’s jacket 
and threw it into the bushes. “Leave.” 

“Why the rush? You’ve just arrived.” A voice rose out of the mist ahead 
of them. 


Figures emerged from all around. 

Vikram folded his arms as he faced his son. “Gate-crashing parties, Ian? 
Whatever happened to the good manners I taught you?” 

Ian glowered at him. “You taught me nothing ‘good,’ Father.” 

Magnus was there, so was Patricia Oh. Behind them, other traitors were 
lined up, all in their finest evening wear. Their smiles were sinister, ruthless. 
Pearls glistened, diamonds sparkled, gold shimmered. The women wore 
Chanel, Dior, Versace. The men’s tuxedos came directly from the finest 
tailors on London’s Savile Row. 

They were dressed to kill. 

“You have to listen to us,” said Cara, stepping between Ian and his 
father. “Nathaniel wants you all dead. That’s why he’s invited you here.” 

“Ridiculous,” said Magnus. “And desperate. Nathaniel has given us 
everything we asked for.” 

“And he’s about to take it all away,” continued Cara. She gestured to the 
sorbet. “He was planning to poison you all.” 

Vikram raised an eyebrow. “The Livia sorbet? Don’t be idiotic.” 

“Tt’s the truth,” said Ian. “He wants you all dead. Only then will his 
vengeance against the Cahills be complete.” 

Magnus paused. “There’s a simple way to know.” He nodded to two 
men. “Grab the girl.” 

Ian leaped forward, but Magnus swatted him clean off his feet and he 
flew across the courtyard. 

Cara kicked out, but the two men, both Tomases, were impervious to her 
attacks. One grabbed her arm and wrenched it behind her, the other 
clenched her jaw and forced it open. 

Ian tried to get to his feet but Cara saw the blood dripping from his head. 
He stumbled a few feet before collapsing. 


Vikram took a bowl. “Fig or lemon?” He smiled, and scooped out some 
of the lemon. “I do hope it’s not too bitter.” 

Cara struggled. She tried to twist her head away but she was trapped. 
The man’s fingers were as hard as steel clamps. 

Vikram stood before her. “So, you are the girl Ian loves? I had no idea he 
had such poor taste.” He pinched her nose. “It would never have worked.” 

He shoved the sorbet down her throat. 





Cara swallowed the sorbet. 

It stung, but that’s what sorbets did. It tasted ... delicious. 

Vikram sneered. “I have raised a fool.” He snapped his fingers. “Lock 
them up somewhere.” 

Cara spat out the rest of the sorbet as she was shoved up next to Ian and 
marched back to the building. “We got it wrong. Maybe Nathaniel wants 
these guys around after all.” 

Ian glanced back at the party. “No. He’s going to double-cross them, one 
way or the other, and it’s going to be today, when he has them all here.” 

“Then how?” Cara asked. 

Ian shrugged. 

The guards led them along the lawn. Cara could still taste the icy lemon 
sorbet in the back of her throat. 

The flower beds on either side were in full bloom. Lilies grew in 
semiwild patches, there were drooping bluebells, and a rambling rosebush. 
Butterflies fluttered through the forest of flowers and bees swooped, 
collecting rich pollen from the treasure trove all about them. 

Cara backed away as one buzzed a few inches from her. She hated bees. 
Wasps. Hornets. She’d been stung once when she was a small kid and had 
reacted badly. Two days in the hospital badly. 

“Bees ... ” she muttered. 

“What?” asked Ian. 


The guard shoved him forward. “No talking.” 

Cara gazed around. There were a lot of bees out. She didn’t usually see 
them until next month, when the air warmed and summer truly arrived. 

The guards took them into the mansion and up into the attic. Both were 
pushed through the small hatch and then the door was bolted. 

“Lovely,” said Ian. “Here with the spiders and dust.” 

They couldn’t stand up straight; the roof pitched sharply and even the 
apex was just five feet from the floor. Dust motes floated among the old, 
moldy furniture, but at least there was light coming from a row of small 
barred windows that looked down onto the driveway on one side and back 
onto the lawn and the greenhouse on the other. 

Tan hunched himself by the window. “Looks like they’re starting on the 
sorbet.” 

Cara sat down beside him. “You did what you thought was right.” 

Ian didn’t seem in the mood for chat, just for feeling sorry for himself. 

Cara peered past him. She trusted Ian, and his judgment. He was a 
Lucian, but he cared. Maybe that was why it never quite worked out. There 
were two parts of his soul, always conflicted. The Lucian part was out for 
himself, but his heart was thinking what was best for the whole. 

“I can barely see anything,” she complained. “Move over.” 

“But there are cobwebs.” 

He caught her look. Ian sighed and drew out his handkerchief, then 
cleared the cobwebs away from the window frame. 

Cara stopped him. “What’s that?” She took his hand and opened up the 
silken cloth. 

“A cobweb? With a dead insect?” 

A bee. A bee trapped in the web. Dead, for sure, but still very whole. She 
looked more closely. 





“You ever seen markings like this?” she asked. 

Tan made a face. “Yuck.” 

“Look, Ian. Tell me what you see.” 

The bee’s fur was golden, but instead of stripes there was a single patch 
of black. The patch had a shape. Ian narrowed his eyes. “It looks like ... ” 

“A skull,” said Cara. “The bee’s marked with death.” 





The Hive, Alaska 


Dan lay on the hard tiles. They smelled of sharp, acidic antiseptic. They 
were cold. Through them he felt the almost subsonic drum of ... what? 
Machinery? Engines turning, transformers humming. 

He curled up on the floor. He felt detached from his senses, as if his 
brain and body were working in separate time zones. His head was fuzzy 
with whatever drug they’d given him. 

But one thought turned over and over in his mind. 

Amy’s dead. 

His chest felt hollow, as if his heart were gone. 

They had him, as trapped as trapped can be. In a cell. In a hidden valley 
in a thousand miles of wilderness. 

Footsteps beat the corridor outside and Dan grimaced; were they coming 
for him again? But then the steps moved past the door and away. 

They didn’t want him now. But they’d come ... how many times? Three? 
Four? He’d been taken to a room with bright lights and a chair and men in 
white clothes. He tried to work out how much time had passed. A few days, 
that was for sure, but how many? He couldn’t see the sun. 

They wanted the formula for the 39 Clues serum. Had he told them? 

He couldn’t remember. 

If he hadn’t, then they’d come again, to try to get the secret out of him. 


He had to find a way. There might be no escape, but how would he know 
if he didn’t try? 

He forced his eyes open. At first he could only see a blur, but then his 
gaze came back into focus. 

He lay in a white cube, maybe seven feet in each direction. There was a 
door. 

A door. And through that door he would find a way out. But he needed 
to get through that door. 

The door. 


Dan jerked awake. He’d drifted off. He rubbed his face. 

Get up. Do something. Don't just lie there. 

Okay, I’m getting up. 

“And having a conversation with myself. Yep, nice one, Dan.” His voice 
sounded strange, but it was good to hear something. It was a start. 

Dan got to his feet. And stumbled. 

Whoa. Why is the ground tilting like that? 

Dan leaned against the wall and gave himself a minute to find his 
balance. 

Now where am I? 

The soft drone of air came from a grille in the ceiling, only four or five 
inches square. Beside it was a short halogen tube, providing the cold, clear 
white light. They’d put him in a pair of white pants and a tunic tied at the 
back. He was barefoot and bare-armed. The arms bore a row of Band-Aids, 
three on each forearm. That’s where the truth serum had gone in. 

Escape. Escape. Escape. 

What else was in this room? 

A pile of bedding. A thin mattress and an even thinner blanket. 


He turned the handle; it was locked. But locked how? Bolt or key? 

Worse. An electromagnetic lock. There would be a keypad on the other 
side of the door. Dan rested his ear against it. So that was where the strange 
humming was coming from. 

The deadbolt was tempered steel and set into a steel frame; he’d need a 
Tomas or two to break it down. He tapped the walls. Concrete. That would 
be a couple of hours’ work with a sledgehammer even if he had full 
strength. 

He spotted an air gap between the bottom of the door and the floor. Dan 
dropped to his knees and peered through. It was only an inch high but gave 
him a glimpse of the corridor. 

Nothing special. This was just a service corridor lined with storerooms 
and minor offices. Bare concrete walls given a quick lick of paint. A rush 
job and unfinished. 

Escape. Escape. Escape. 

Dan put a foot on the door handle, and fingertips hooked on the 
doorframe, lifted himself up toward the air grille. It was plastic and easy to 
knock out. He searched the space above. There was a void of five or six 
inches, so even if he’d been able to get up there, it was too narrow to crawl 
along. Fixed to the underside were cable trays, and tied to the trays were 
bundles of power cables, communications wiring, and the red-cased alarm 
cables. 

Escape. Escape. Escape. 

He dropped to the floor before his arms gave out. 

That humming was getting on his nerves. He’d played around with 
enough kits to know there was a power current running through the lock, 
holding the bolt in place. 

Wait a minute ... 


The current had to be on to make the lock work. If the current was 
disrupted or went off ... 

It would open. 

He looked up through the ventilation hole. Three cables spiraled off the 
tray that served this room. One was lighting, the second was the alarm, and 
the third had to be security. 

Break the security cable and the door lock would fail. 

Heart pumping now and all pain forgotten, Dan hopped back up onto the 
door handle and hooked his fingers around the edge of the hole above him. 
He swung off and hung there, looking for the cable. His arms and shoulders 
ached already, and the rough edge cut into his fingers. He snatched the 
cable, the blue one, and pulled. It held. 

He tightened his grip and let go of the ceiling. 

His whole body weight behind him, the cable ripped free and he landed 
clumsily. 

The humming died, and the door bolt clicked. 

Dan got up, approached the door, and took hold of the handle. 

Escape. Escape. Escape. 

He turned it and swung the door open. 

The corridor smelled of fresh paint and wasn’t quite finished. There were 
spools of cables and pipes neatly piled along the wall for when the 
workmen returned to finish. Dan grabbed a length of pipe, a foot long and 
made of steel. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but he felt better holding it. 

Dan raced along the corridor, all senses alert. Barefoot, he made no noise 
at all. 

He needed supplies. Clothing. Food. Boots. 

He came up to a changing room. He listened before entering. 

Steam filled the room from the running showers. He could hear the 
voices of a couple of guys chatting over the rush of the water. Lockers lined 


one side of the wall and there was a bench with clothes lying on it. Dan 
threw on a pair of jeans, measured his feet against a pair of sneakers, and 
found them a close enough fit. Then he threw a hoodie on, pulling the hood 
over his head. He was about to leave when he spotted a security tag hanging 
from the clothes hook. He grabbed it and strung it around his neck. Never 
mind that he looked nothing like Dr. Justin Klingerhoff. 

Escape. Escape. Escape. 

Which way next? He needed to find food, even if it was only a packet of 
breakfast cereal. His belly rumbled, reminding him it had been a long time 
since it had been filled. 

Dan reached a door marked RESTRICTED ACCESS and tried his security tag. 
The door lock clicked and he went through. He was in business. 

Dan stopped dead in his tracks. He gazed up and up and up. 

Now he knew why it was called the Hive. 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Vikram Kabra downed his fourth (or was it fifth?) glass of champagne. It 
tasted ... bitter. 

That’s the flavor of your life, Kabra. 

All around him was the mewling of cats. That’s what the other guests 
sounded like. All fake joviality and pasted-on charm. 

They were celebrating a bitter harvest. 

What had any of them done? What had he done? 

Joined forces with a traitor to claim what they thought they deserved. 

He looked sourly at the gathered survivors of Nathaniel’s purge of the 
Cahill family. Were they the beginnings of a new, golden era, or were they 
the few refugees, bobbing in a leaky life raft, watching their world 
disappear below the waves forever? 

He could see the tension, the stiffness, and the wariness. They might be 
mewling like cats, but that didn’t fool him. They were wolves. 

He felt nothing but disgust, at them, at himself. For he knew he was no 
better. Just like them, he was waiting. 

Nathaniel’s done us a favor. Destroyed our rivals for us. All we need to 
do is wait him out. He’s an old, old man, after all. Then, which of us will 
rule? 

Vikram liked his chances. Plans were already in place. Gifts (okay, 
bribes) had been handed out to a few here, to guarantee support when the 


time came, though in a company led by a traitor he expected a few would 
double-cross him at some point. Which is where the blackmail came in. 
Everyone had dirty secrets and Vikram, using his Lucian cunning, had 
worked hard to uncover those secrets. He had interesting files on most in 
this greenhouse. A call to Interpol would remove three, and an e-mail 
would have the FBI paying an unexpected visit to two others. 

All in good time, Kabra. 

He glanced up at the mansion, where his son was now imprisoned. 

His son—what a joke! 

Vikram had tried. He’d been hard and pointed out where Ian had failed, 
all to make him better. Compassion, fairness, and loyalty were tools—no, 
were crutches—for the weak, and no Kabra should have such ... failings. 
The ability to inspire fear, the hunger for power, and a taste for ruthlessness 
—these were the qualities a true leader should have, and Ian lacked each 
and every one of them. 

Vikram laughed as he remembered the look his son had given that girl 
Cara. He loved her! How pathetic! 

I love no one. That’s what makes me strong. That’s what makes me better. 

But Vikram caught himself, bleary-eyed, reflected in the greenhouse 
glass. Even in this crowd, he felt alone. Totally alone. 

Look at yourself. Look how pitiful you really are. You haven’ built a 
single thing, only destroyed. What is your legacy, Kabra? 

“No!” Vikram hurled his champagne flute at the reflection. The glass 
shattered. 

“Are you all right, Kabra?” Magnus looked down at him, with just a hint 
of a sneer. “The celebration getting the better of you?” 

“Its too hot in here.” Vikram pressed the button controlling the 
ventilation panels. “Why won’t they open?” He punched them. Nothing. 


Magnus raised his hand as he looked around. “Shh. Something’s 
happening.” 

The doors to the greenhouse closed. Their locks hummed shut. The 
laughter and the mewling stopped. 

One entire wall of the greenhouse buzzed. It turned opaque and then 
began to glow. 

“Tt’s a video screen. Very neat,” said one of the Ekats. He wiped his 
glasses for a better view. 

It was hot in here. Hot and sticky. Bees buzzed through the air. 

The wall screen brightened and Nathaniel came into view. He looked 
down at the gathering like some Olympian god. “Ah, my friends, all 
gathered together. Perfect. I am sorry I cannot be here personally to greet 
you.” The smile widened. “And to say good-bye ... ” 





The Hive, Alaska 


Great towering columns of amber rose in elegant, regimented rows, 
spreading in all directions. Bees drowsily drifted from large ceramic ponds, 
all precision-made with exact dimensions and being steadily pumped with 
syrupy fluid. It was cold in here, making the few still-active bees slow and 
drowsy. 

And what bees. Nothing like Dan had ever seen. 

Some were the size of his fist, with wings shimmering with radiant color. 

It was truly a vast hive. The columns were artificial homes and the ponds 
filled with some sort of nectar substitute, keeping the bees fat and healthy. 

Dan walked slowly between the columns, peering in. Each was packed 
with slumbering bees. Most lay asleep; a few clambered over the stacks, 
making their way into hexagonal apartments of Plexiglas and honeycomb. 

The columns had to be thirty feet high at least, and this was just on the 
ground level. The Hive itself was over a hundred feet tall, and there were 
additional platforms, likewise crowded with more artificial hives, some tall 
and narrow, others cuboids or suspended and polyhedral with twenty faces 
or more, allowing bees access from all directions. 

How many bees were in here? A billion? More? And this was just one of 
the three geo-domes. 

A bee settled down on the edge of a feeding platform. Dan leaned closer 
to look. 


It wasn’t the traditional yellow-and-black. Instead, the colors were more 
vividly golden, and the black the mark of a ... skull. The wings settled, and 
they too were unlike any Dan had ever seen. The stinger would have 
terrified a scorpion. 

These insects were lab-made. Genetically modified. 

Of all the things he’d expected of the Outcast, beekeeper was way, way 
down on the list. 

But was there a way out of here? Freedom was just on the other side of 
the Hive’s glass wall. Snow was piled up against it a foot or two high. The 
trees beyond swayed and there were mountains. A million places to hide. 

There were large vents at the top of the wall. With manual controls to 
open them. If he could climb up, then he could crawl through the vents and 
be out. 

No good. The walls are too smooth. I need to find another way— 

Dan heard voices. He hid. 

Two scientists were adjusting the flow to one of the feeding platforms, 
and a small pond filled with a viscous amber fluid. One carried a Plexiglas 
box with more sleeping bees. 

“T felt sorry for the kid,” said scientist number one, a guy with a bright 
ginger beard. “Hartford pushed too hard. I’m surprised the kid made it.” 

“Those Cahills have a reputation,” said the second, the one with the 
bees. “You won’t believe some of the stories I’ve heard. Dan Cahill jumped 
from the edge of space. He’s a tough one. Anyway, we got what we wanted, 
didn’t we?” 

Ginger nodded. “Still, I don’t like it. Don’t tell me you don’t feel it, too. 
What are we doing?” 

“Following Hartford’s orders, that’s what.” 

Ginger scowled and looked uneasily at the box. “You think you should 
let them out now? What if one of them stings me?” 


“You related to any Cahills?” 

Ginger shook his head. 

“Then you’ve got nothing to worry about, do you?” He reached for the 
box and slid the side panel open. “Wake up, you beauties.” 

The bees stirred as the man shook the box. They rose into the air and 
settled onto the pond to feed. 

The two scientists gazed at the bees. Ginger shook his head. “Say what 
you like, but Nathaniel Hartford is a genius. Give it a few years and these 
bees will be all over the world.” 

“Building a better bee.” The second man watched a bee buzzing around 
him. “And a perfect army.” 

The pair turned and left. 

Dan stared at the bees. 

A chill dread fell over him as one buzzed near him. 

You related to any Cahills? 

Dan backed away from the hovering insect. 

Bees pollinated the vast majority of the world’s crops. He’d read that 
many were dying out, thanks to pesticides and chemical treatments in the 
foliage. 

That had to be what the scientist had meant. These bees were resistant to 
the contaminants. 

So they would survive when the other bees couldn’t, and they would 
spread. 

He searched his memory, forcing it to replay that last meeting with 
Nathaniel. 

What had the Outcast told him? 

That he wanted the formula from Dan, not to make his own but to ... 

Corrupt it. To turn it into a poison. 

One that would wipe out the Cahills forever. 


Dan gazed about him, appalled at the scale of the plan, of the Outcast’s 
obsession. So that was what Nathaniel meant by his army. He’d bred the 
biggest army in the world. It wasn’t made up of hundreds of thousands, but 
millions. 

The bee settled on a flower and began probing for nectar. 

Nathaniel had created his poison and he’d somehow bound it to the bees. 

Bees whose sting would kill Cahills. 





Doors at one end of the chamber hissed open. 

Whoever it was moved cautiously. Guards? Maybe they’d seen his cell 
was empty and were searching for him. 

He shouldn’t hang around. Let this guy go past and sneak out. 

Just sit quietly and do nothing. He won't see me here. 

Then Dan saw who it was. 

Alek Spasky. 

He carried a submachine gun and was scanning left and right. 

Dan trembled. The rage beat hard in his chest. This guy had murdered 
Amy. 

All that he’d been through, he’d never felt such pure, consuming hate. 
He wanted to roar, scream out the anger seething through him. 

But that would give Alek the shot. 

Dan tightened his grip on the length of pipe. 

There was someone else exploring, just as quietly and just as cautiously, 
but Dan didn’t see or care. 

He slid a few inches forward. The bush rustled, but the Russian didn’t 
notice. 

They were level, Dan hidden, Alek’s grip firmly on his weapon. 

PIl have one chance. One chance to take him out. 

Wait. Wait. 


His hands sweated badly, and he was gripping the steel pipe so hard his 
fingers ached. 

Alek took a step past him and Dan moved. He moved slowly, one step 
carefully down before the next. 

Tears threatened to blind him. He couldn’t help thinking about Amy. 
She’d died at the hands of this psychopath, alone and without her brother. 
After all the dangers they’d faced together, it had ended like this. 

Dan gritted his teeth. 

Nothing would bring her back, but Alek would never hurt anyone ever 
again. 

He raised his pipe. 

It must have been his breath, or the rustle of his clothing, but Alek 
stiffened. He turned. 

Their eyes met and Dan swung. 

Alek tried to block the attack, but Dan’s blow was filled with fury and 
caught Alek across the jaw. He fell and Dan hit him again, just to be sure. 

The ex-assassin lay stunned, bleeding, on the floor. 

Dan picked up Alek’s submachine gun. 

Alek groaned, his eyelids fluttering as he fought off unconsciousness. 
“Boy, you don’t understand—” 

Dan pushed the barrel into Alek’s forehead. “Shut your mouth.” 

Dan rested his finger against the trigger. All it needed was a gentle 
squeeze. 

Amy had been so scared, staring at him. She’d wanted to tell him 
something, he’d sensed it, but he had no time, no choice. She was gone 
now, and there’d been so much to say. He’d thought he’d have a lifetime to 
tell her. 

Just a squeeze. 


But his finger wouldn’t move that fateful distance. Enough to activate 
the hammer that would strike the cartridge that would spark an explosion 
that would generate a sudden expansion of gas that, constrained within the 
narrow steel barrel, would force a projectile at high velocity the foot and a 
half through and end a person’s life, extinguishing all he was, and would be. 

All that, from just a mere squeeze. 

What sort of man would he become if he pulled this trigger? 

Would it be one Amy would have wanted him to be? 

“Dan!” 

He shook his head. He could hear her. It was as if she were right beside 
him. 

“Dan!” 

Dan bit his lip. She sounded so real.... 

It was as if she was trying to tell him something. 

“Please don’t kill Alek. We need him.” 

Dan turned around, sure he was going insane. 

Amy stood behind him, smiling. “Missed you, dweeb.” 

Dan dropped the gun and rushed into his sister’s arms. 





The alarm went off before Amy could explain anything to Dan. That would 
have to wait. “Time to move,” she said, taking her brother’s hand. 

They went to the door and hit the OPEN button. 

Nothing happened. 

She hit it again. 

Nothing. 

“Tm getting a really bad feeling about this.” Dan peered around. “The 
bees are out.” 

“The bees?” asked Amy. “What about them?” 

Dan tore off a large leaf frond and handed it to her to wave the bees 
away. “Nathaniel’s dosed them with a poison. Their sting will kill us. 
Anyone with Cahill DNA.” 

“But there are millions in here.... ” 

The temperature within the Hive was going up. The bees were waking. 

Clouds swarmed over the nectar pools. More and more buzzed around 
the artificial hives. 

“You sure about this?” asked Amy. 

“No one’s that fond of honey,” said Dan. “Their sting is fatal to anyone 
with Cahill DNA. That was his plan all along.” 

Amy flicked out her cell. She had the whole team on group text. She 
knocked out a warning. 

Nat’s plan is killer bees. Stay away! They’re deadly to Cahills! 


Alek pushed forward and struck the door with the gun. The reinforced 
glass shook but didn’t break—there wasn’t even a scratch. “Stand back, I’m 
going to shoot.” 

A bee settled on Amy’s arm. She screamed and shook it off. But as she 
stared behind her, she saw they were covering the flowers and other plants. 
The air buzzed, thick with the insects. 

The lights in the observation balcony flickered, then brightened. 

It wasn’t empty anymore. 

Nathaniel stood right up against the glass, smiling broadly. Three of his 
guards stood respectfully behind him. 

Nathaniel tapped a microphone pinned to his collar. 

Hidden speakers within the Hive crackled. 

“I wouldn’t waste your bullets,” said Nathaniel. “The glass is quite 
invulnerable to mere gunfire.” 

Alek snarled and raised his submachine gun. 

Bullets burst across the glass window of the observation deck. The sound 
was deafening as he fired a few bursts into it. Bullets ricocheted off, 
splintering a tree and splashing into the feeding ponds. 

Nathaniel stood there, unmoved and safe. “Told you.” 

Alek tossed the gun away. “No harm in trying.” 

Sweat ran from Amy’s brow and down her back. It had to be hitting a 
hundred. 

Another bee landed on her, this time on her neck. She felt its legs creep 
across her bare skin. “Dan ... ” 

“Don’t move, sis.” Dan carefully flicked it off. 

Nathaniel leaned onto the glass, watching eagerly. “All it takes is a 
single sting.” 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


“Stand back,” said Cara. She lay down and bunched her knees up to her 
chin. 

Then she snapped straight, putting both feet through the window. 

Ian helped her up, and they leaned out for a better look. 

“Something’s going on in the greenhouse,” he said. “Nathaniel’s making 
his move.” 

“With the killer bees,” said Cara. She’d just read Amy’s text. 

Cara tested the iron gutter running along this part of the roof. It creaked 
and she felt a few brackets give a little. “Whoa.” 

“What are you trying to do?” 

Cara scanned the roof. “To get to that drainpipe and shinny down. Get 
them out of the greenhouse.” 

“Two things. First, that greenhouse is unbreakable. You’d need to drop a 
couple of tons on it to smash it. Two, the roof needs some maintenance. 
That drainpipe will come straight out of the wall if you put any weight on 
it.” 

“Maintenance?” Cara asked. “Like what?” 

Ian got defensive. “The last inhabitants, namely Amy and Dan Cahill, 
blew the maintenance budget on upgrading the computer system and on a 
satellite. I was planning to get the roof redone, but the contractor I wanted 
was still finishing an earlier job.” 


“I can’t believe you couldn’t pull some strings to jump the line on that.” 

“Tt was Buckingham Palace, Cara,” said Ian. 

“So what you’re saying is, the roof’s ready to collapse?” 

“No, of course not. Just bits of it are ... somewhat loose.” 

Cara’s gaze fell on the chimney about twenty-five feet away. She had an 
idea. “What about that one?” 

“As wobbly as jelly.” 

They were fifty feet up. The chimney itself was maybe ten feet high. The 
greenhouse was long, the front faced the pond, but the nearest side of it 
wasn’t more than, say ... fifteen feet from the mansion? 

Cara stepped onto the gutter. “Please hold... ” 

Ian stretched out to grab her but she was just beyond his reach. “Cara! 
Come back here!” 

She shuffled along, fingers hooked on the roof tiles. “You want me, 
you’d better come out and get me.” 

“This is not some game, Cara!” 

Her hands were sweating, and Cara fought to stop herself from 
trembling, from thinking about what would happen if the gutter gave way. 
A couple of pigeons watched, perched safely on top of the chimney pots. 

She heard screams from within the greenhouse. 

Don’t get distracted. Keep your mind on the job. 

Foot by foot she shuffled along the roof. The chimney had seemed so 
much closer when she’d viewed it from the window. That, and the roof had 
seemed less steep and the distance to the ground much shorter. There were a 
few decorative shrubs lined up below, but they wouldn’t do much to 
cushion her fall. 

Then, far longer than she wanted, she reached the chimney. She 
scrabbled up and lay down on the sloping roof, eyes closed, trying to gather 
her breath. Now, that was something she never wanted to do again. 


“Make room for me,” said Ian. 

Cara opened her eyes. 

Ian was fumbling his way behind her. 

“What are you doing?” she cried. 

“You said—” 

Cara reached out and grabbed Ian by the collar and hauled him up beside 
her. He collapsed down next to her. 

“This is cozy,” he said. “In fact, I just might stay here until it’s all over 
and someone calls for a helicopter to collect me because I am not going 
back the way I came.” 

“You are an idiot, Ian Kabra.” 

Tan laughed, and tears ran down his face. He wiped them eventually. 
“Sorry about that. Upper lip is now stiff.” 

Cara gripped his hand. “We’ll do this together.” 

“Don’t we always?” Ian flushed red. “Sorry, that slipped out. What about 
the bees? If we break the greenhouse, we’ll save the people but free the 
bees, too.” 

“And where are they going to go? To those six beehives at the edge of 
the lawn. Let them. One gallon of bug spray and they’ll be history.” 

Ian smiled. “You really are always one step ahead, aren’t you?” 

Cara grinned as she lay next to him. “Feet against the chimney. We need 
to get rocking, so push, then release. Then again, but harder each time. On 
three?” 

He tightened his hold. “On three.” 





“What have you done to deserve all this?” continued Nathaniel’s projection. 
“Nothing. You’ve relied on the success of your betters and yes, I mean 
those children you so despise, and think you deserve what they earned 
through nothing more than your names.” 

Vikram stared at the image, appalled. People were running for the doors, 
fighting and trampling one another to get out, but the doors wouldn’t open. 
Someone tried to smash a pane with a table but only ended up with splinters 
in his hands. 

Vikram picked up a fallen chair and sat down. He collected an 
abandoned sorbet and watched Nathaniel. 

Nathaniel’s face had to be fifteen feet high, and his voice boomed from 
speakers in all corners of the greenhouse. There was no escaping him. 
Which was what he must have planned all along, thought Vikram. 

And what was it with all these bees? He swatted one away. 

“We’ve used one another,” said the projection. “To destroy the Cahills. 
To break each component part so it crumbled under its own weight, and 
your treachery. Oh, a traitor recognizes his own. What surprises me is that 
Grace didn’t have you eliminated, but then, perhaps, she was not as ruthless 
as we all thought. In the end, she was a sentimental old woman, wanting to 
hold her family together, not realizing what a nest of vipers had grown up 
around her heart.” 

He’s talking about me. 


Vikram sat, mesmerized. Could he deny any of this? Ian had become 
head of the Cahills and that had enraged him more than any of the boy’s 
failures. 

“Ow!” A woman stumbled back into a flower bed. “A bee stung me!” 
She stared at her arm, at the red swelling. “It really hurts ... ” Then, like a 
puppet whose strings have been snipped, she collapsed into the geraniums. 
Yellow bile bubbled from her mouth as she jerked. 

Nathaniel clapped. He was watching this through cameras. “Ah, so very 
good! Her fate is yours.” 

People screamed. They clawed at the door and beat their fists, frantically, 
helplessly, at the unbreakable glass. 

Vikram collected a champagne bottle. It was a sin to leave a bottle half 
finished. “Tell me more, Nathaniel.” 

“T did not put in all this effort, these last years of my life, merely to hand 
the Cahill organization to one of you. I’m sure you were all counting the 
days till death claimed me. I can imagine how you’d cry at the funeral, then 
devour one another like wolves, all in the hope to become the next leader. 
None of you deserve it. As I have destroyed the rest of the Cahills, I now 
destroy you. The last, corrupt branch of a withered, decaying old tree.” 

Vikram raised the bottle. “Couldn’t have said it better myself.” A bee 
settled on his hand. He stared at it. “Hello, Mr. Bumblebee. Have you come 
to kill me?” 

He wondered what the honey would taste like, made from the dead. 

Vikram gazed up at Nathaniel’s image. “I suggest a toast ... ” 

Hmm. What was that noise? It sounded like hailstones on the roof. 

Nathaniel’s smile became a gruesome, skull-like grin. “My work here is 
done. As a wise man once said, you can never trust a trait—” 


Then the world around them shattered into glass, stone, and flowers. 





The Hive, Alaska 


“Don’t move,” Alek warned, as more of the bees settled onto Amy, Dan, 
and the Russian, too. “If you don’t agitate them, they won’t sting you.” 

Amy fought the panic rising in her chest. Her breath was coming in 
rapid, panicky gasps. 

Bees crawled over her. They crept over her arms, along her neck, her 
head; one even searched along the edge of her ear. There was another, 
prodding her lips. 

Dan stood there, body stiff, as the bees covered him like a coat. He had 
his eyes closed and there was one on his eyelid. His hands were clenched 
into tense fists and he couldn’t believe how controlled he was. 

Amy itched everywhere; it was agony not to move. 

With one eye, she peered at the deck above her. 

Perfectly sealed from the Hive, Nathaniel stood there, watching, waiting 
for the moment they’d move, twitch, give in, and then be stung. 

A bee found a gap in her collar and was trying to creep down her back. 

Alek was as covered as they were. 

It was getting hard to breathe; the heat was rising and rising. Amy was 
suffocating. 

Heat. That was it. The heat was waking the bees up. “Wait. There is a 
way to kill the bees. Or force them back to sleep. We need to drop the 
temperature.” 


“We could let the snow in.” Dan gestured, slowly, with his thumb. 
“There’s a control to the windows. Can you see the outer wall?” 

“Yes.” She could see it and the snowy, wind-driven landscape beyond. 
There was a snowstorm blowing, not that she could feel it, trapped in this 
buzzing sauna. Amy turned her head ever so slowly. “There’s a winch.” 

“The manual override,” confirmed Alek. “It'll open up the windows and 
let the snow in. The bees will fall asleep and die.” 

“It’s no good. You move and you’ll get stung. You’ll be dead in a 
minute.” 

“A minute you’d better use wisely.” He smiled at her. “Good-bye, young 
Cahill.” 

“No!” 

Alek swept the bees off his face and ran. The swarm around him reacted 
angrily. He slapped his bare hand but Amy saw the bright scarlet stings. 

“Stop him!” roared Nathaniel. 

The guards hesitated. No one wanted to enter the death trap. 

Nathaniel glared at them. “I gave you an order!” He hit a control button 
and the door to the observation deck slid open. He thrust his cane at it. “Go 
and stop him!” 

The window vents cracked open and icy wind blew in. Bees crowded 
above them, circling in a panic at the sudden cold. 

“STOP HIM!” yelled Nathaniel, his voice booming through the speakers 
around them. 

Alek cried out. Bee stings covered his bare face and hands, creating 
hideous swelling. He sank to the floor as the bees fled from the cold. 

But the guards had other ideas. They dropped their weapons and fled. 

Dan shook himself as the bees flew off him. Snow was drifting in as the 
windows widened. He brushed insects off Amy. “You clear?” 

“There’s one down the back of my shirt!” 


“Where?” He turned her around. “Wait! I see something moving!” 

“Then squash it!” 

“What if it stings you?” 

“Squash it, Dan!” 

Dan slammed his palm against the middle of her back. 

Amy stood, too terrified to move. Too terrified to breathe. Then she did. 
There was a yucky, sticky patch on her back, but no sting. 

She ran to Alek. 

He was still alive, but his breath pumped raggedly. His face was swollen, 
and yellow bile dripped from his mouth. His eyelids had puffed up so he 
was Staring just through the slits. He was speaking, but she could barely 
hear him. 

Alek took her hand. His grasp was weak and the skin feverishly hot. 

“Alek ... ” 

There was nothing she could do but listen to his last words. Amy leaned 
closer. 

Alek licked his lips. “Natalia ... ” 

It was his last word, spoken with his last breath. 

The bees fled from the cold. The temperature in the Hive had plummeted 
within seconds and they sought warmth. They swarmed, searching to 
escape the chill. Already whole sections of the floor were covered in bees, 
either asleep or dead. 

But there was one place here that remained protected against the chill. 

The observation deck. 

They crawled through the vents and small openings. The steel grilles 
were thick with bees as they gathered in dense crowds, seeking warmth. 

Dan beat his fists against the door. “It’s locked from the inside! Open the 
door, Nathaniel! Open the door!” 


Amy stared. Bees covered everything. They were on the walls, the 
consoles, over the furniture and Nathaniel. 

The deck was soundproof, and Amy was thankful. She could see him 
screaming, flailing wildly at the bees, trying to beat them off with his 
walking stick. It was hopeless. 

“Open up!” Dan yelled. 

Nathaniel’s face was hideously transformed with furious red swellings. 
His hands had doubled in size and his eyes were thick with yellowish 
poison. Bile frothed at his mouth as he stumbled blindly, tripping over a 
chair. He fell, and the bees covered him. Amy stared as he tried to get up, 
but then he sank slowly, and moved no more. 

Her grandfather and her enemy, Nathaniel Hartford, was dead. 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 
A week later 


What were you thinking, Grace? 

Amy gazed up at the portrait of Grace Cahill. 

Oil paint lay thick upon the canvas, less of a painting, more like a 
carving. 

Grace’s mouth was a firm, straight line and her eyes had been piled with 
blue and flicked with icy white. She was gazing somewhere. The sunlight 
caught half her face, the rest was hidden in the shadows. 

The artist had known this was a woman with many secrets. 

Amy adjusted it on the wall. The new frame was dark mahogany, and 
had been the only reason the portrait had survived the fire that had 
destroyed the Cahill mansion a few years back. It had been sent off to be 
fitted with a new frame. It must have been one of the last things Grace had 
done before her death. In the chaos that had followed, it had simply been 
forgotten. 

Now it was back. 

Amy felt as if she were meeting Grace all over again. 

What had she been thinking during those long, still hours in her study? 
Amy could make a guess. The Cahills. Always the Cahills. This branch or 
that. Who would take over for her, how long she could last at the helm. 
Who her friends were, and which of her enemies she needed to destroy. 


Once, Amy had wanted to grow up to be just like her grandmother. 

Now, not so much. 

She’d admired her fierce love, her determination and pride in what she 
was, and what she’d achieved. 

But it had all come at a cost. The loss of those she loved, of cutting off 
from those who loved her, of being so terribly alone. 

The artist had known that too when he’d painted those eyes. They were 
not eyes that wept. 

What would you do now? 

Dan entered the study. He stood there, a doughnut in his hand. “They’re 
waiting.” 

“I know. I’m almost ready.” 

“You don’t look it.” 

Amy winced. There was no hiding anything from him. “Is it that 
obvious?” 

Dan walked over to look at the portrait. “The bad guys are beaten, our 
friends are here, and we’re home. So what’s wrong?” 

“So much has changed, so much has happened, but I can’t help feeling 
we’re back where we started.” 

“Like Grace planned it this way?” 

Dan was right. That’s what was bugging Amy so much. 

Grace had been such a big presence in their lives, one they’d needed, and 
yet— 

“She can’t let go, can she?” Amy said. “It’s like she’s still sitting at that 
desk, ordering everything around us.” 

“You need to take that painting down, then, and put it up in the attic. 
Better yet, give it to Ian.” 

Amy wasn’t too sure she’d wish a watchful Grace on anyone. “I don’t 
know what’s wrong with me. I’ve been head of the family before.” Amy 


stood at the window and gazed down at the lawn and the party that had 
spilled out from the library, where the meeting was meant to be held in, oh, 
exactly three minutes. “This should be easy.” 

“Except you know it isn’t, right? That even after everything, running the 
Cahills may”—Dan hadn’t moved from the portrait—“turn you into her.” 

“It cost her everything, didn’t it?” said Amy. “Was that what she was 
thinking, in that portrait? Is it worth all this?” 

“You can only answer for yourself, Amy.” Dan waved his arm, the one 
with the watch on it. “Time’s up, big sis.” 


* KOK 


There’d never been a Cahill gathering like it. Then again, the Cahills had 
never been so diminished. 

There were a lot of people missing, a lot of important people. 

Vikram—no surprise there. Amy reckoned they wouldn’t see or hear 
much out of him for maybe the rest of their lives. If one thing had spoiled 
Ian’s utter, ridiculous happiness, it was the lack of response from his father. 
The man was never going to change, but Ian was. He was looking forward, 
not back. He didn’t need his family’s approval anymore to be happy. He had 
Cara. 

All those who’d sided with Nathaniel had abandoned the Cahills. Maybe 
they were worried about reprisals, that those they’d betrayed would come 
looking for revenge. Nathaniel had done his work well. He’d recruited the 
jealous, the envious, the bitter. Those who had grudges, big and small, 
against the Cahills. Those who couldn’t accept that the young had a place at 
the table. 

None of them were here. 

Amy knew there were plenty here who would love nothing better than to 
smash down a few doors of the once high and mighty and, if she’d been 


more like Grace, she may have joined in. 

But Grace’s way was not hers, so she’d told the revenge-seekers there 
would be no retaliations. The right side had won, and that was better than 
any revenge. 

Then there were the dead. There was a hollow ache, not just in her, but 
in others, for those the Outcast had killed. The Lucians had lost more than 
the other branches, and Amy just needed a glance at the faces on the lawn 
to see how few Lucians there were. 

She thought about Alek Spasky, now buried beside his beloved wife. 
He’d hunted them, put a gun to her head, and saved them. 

Amy gazed out over the lawn. At her vast, weird, and magnificent 
family. 

She had no idea who’d rented the bouncy castle but, somehow, it seemed 
right. What didn’t seem right was Ham jumping around on it like a 
deranged kangaroo, despite the bandages. No amount of bullets could take 
the bounce out of a Tomas, it seemed. 

Some Brit DJ, a close personal friend of Jonah’s, was working the decks 
beside the pool, and it looked like this was going to be the first Cahill 
meeting where the dress code included bathing suits. 

But the Cahills hadn’t been completely handed over to the under- 
eighteens. 

Fiske Cahill dominated the dance floor. It didn’t matter what the DJ was 
playing, El Coyote had the moves for them all. He spun and kicked and 
clapped and wove dancers in and out, twirling Cara one minute, then 
whipping Nellie off her feet the next to spin her straight into the arms of the 
laughing Sammy. 

“Ouch,” said Dan as he saw Sammy stumble to the edge of the pool. 
“The boy’s hurting.” 

“Mauled by a mutant bear and yet he still dances better than Ian.” 


The pair of them looked over at Ian doing ... something. Stomping on 
imaginary ants? 

“Yup” was all Dan could manage. He looked over at her. “Just relax.” 

“Thanks. Really helpful.” Amy raised her hand. “If I could just say 
something—” 

The DJ cranked up the volume. Ham double-flipped off the bouncy 
castle to roars from the crowd. Three Tomas chucked a pinstriped Lucian 
into the pool. 

“Please, I just need to say—” 

“EVERYONE SHUT UP!” yelled Dan. “BIG SIS WANTS A WORD!” 

A wave of silence rolled out, starting with them and swiftly covering 
those who now were the Cahill family. 

Ekats adjusted their glasses. The Lucians straightened their ties. The 
Tomas put down whatever heavy objects they were bench-pressing, and the 
Janus raised their cell phones to take shots, mainly selfies, but a few 
snapped Amy up on the patio, overlooking the lawn. 

Amy flexed her fingers. This was it. 

It wasn’t what Grace would have wanted, she knew that, but it was what 
she wanted. 

And it was what the Cahills needed. 

She cleared her throat and smiled at Dan, beside her as always. Then she 
looked out at her family. “I know this has been a hard time, for all of us ... 
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The party ended, like so many do, in the kitchen at some very late hour of 
the night. Or early hour of the morning. 

Dan searched the chip bowl, licking his finger so he could collect the 
few broken crumbs settled on the bottom. “They still fishing people out of 
the pool?” 

Ham joined him and took the bowl. “Pll show you how you do it.” He 
tipped the bowl into his mouth. He handed it back. “There.” 

“Gee, thanks.” 

Tan and Cara loitered by the table. Dan could tell they were holding 
hands under it. Ian had loosened his tie and undone his top button. He 
hardly seemed the same person. 

Nellie fussed over Sammy, who guarded his own chip bowl with the 
look of a pit bull whenever Ham strolled by. 

Jonah waved his cell. “You have no idea how many times that clip of Ian 
dancing has been retweeted. I think you broke the Internet, bro.” 

Ian gave his wince-smile, that frozen look between injured pride and 
happiness. “I’m sorry? Did you say something?” 

Amy came in. “That’s the last of them. If the gardener finds any more in 
the morning, they’ll need to make their own way home.” She stopped and 
looked around. “Thanks for staying behind, guys. There’s one thing left to 
discuss.” 


Ham groaned. Dan wasn’t sure if it was because he didn’t want to talk 
more business or he’d eaten too much and now his stomach had died. 

Jonah put his cell away. 

Amy perched herself on the side of the table. She’d kicked off, or lost, 
her shoes at one point and now swung her bare feet. “We agreed I should 
run the Cahills, didn’t we?” 

Murmurs of agreement. Why were they discussing this old news? 

“And what happens when I turn into Grace?” she said. “And start 
building my own list of Outcasts? And what will we do when some of your 
names are on it?” 

Dan stared at her. “That’s never going to happen.” 

“Bro’s right,” said Jonah. “We’re as tight a crew as ever.” Ham gave him 
a fist bump. 

“I bet that’s exactly what Grace thought when she married Nathaniel. 
That nothing would get in the way of their love. Well, we know how wrong 
she was about that. One ruler of the Cahills is a recipe for disaster.” Amy 
glanced at Dan. “The Romans had that problem, didn’t they? What was the 
name they used?” 

“Dictator,” answered Dan. He might not have been an Ekat but he knew 
something about history. “Then, when the Republic collapsed, they called 
him ‘emperor.’ ” 

Cara frowned. It had to be serious, because she wasn’t holding hands 
with Ian anymore. “So you’re quitting again? Why didn’t you say earlier?” 

Amy smiled. “No, not quitting. Pll run the Cahills for a while. But only 
for a while.” 

“How long?” asked Ian. 

Amy shrugged. “How does four years sound? Then Pll hand it over to 
one of you guys. After four years you hand it over to the next. Each branch 
gets its turn before it comes back to ... someone new.” 


“Why?” Dan shifted forward. She hadn’t said anything to him! 

“Running the Cahills destroyed Grace, Dan. It’s obvious. She stayed in it 
too long. In charge and all alone. You would think we’d be smarter than that 
but maybe that’s the problem with smart people: They think they should 
stay in charge.” 

For some reason everyone looked at Ham. He put down his triple jelly- 
and-cucumber-and-mackerel sandwich. “What?” 

Ian smiled and nodded slowly. “I like it. What shall we call it?” 

Dan looked over at his big sis. He’d never been prouder of her, and of 
being a Cahill. “Democracy?” 
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Boston, MA 


Dan Cahill knew a thing or two about collectors. 

When he was younger, he had collected baseball cards, autographs of 
famous outlaws, Civil War weapons, rare coins, and charcoal rubbings of 
tombstones. For a while, he had even collected his casts, but he he’d broken 
so many bones that the size and smell of that particular collection had 
become, to quote his big sister, Amy, “disturbing.” 

However, the collector he was tracking through the streets of Boston was 
a different sort of collector entirely. Dan collected stuff he could geek out 
on—meteor fragments, memorabilia from obscure sports, creepy photos he 
found at flea markets. 

The guy he had his eye on collected stuff he could sell for millions of 
dollars, stuff that was stolen from archaeology sites around the world and 
smuggled away from the countries to which they belonged: Buddhist relics 
from Cambodia, Zoroastrian statues from Iran, religious carvings from 
Egypt. The artifacts were priceless, sacred, and irreplaceable. They 
should’ve been in museums or left in the temples or tombs where they’d 
been found. They were the sort of things that someone might kill for. 

In fact, in this case, someone had. Hundreds of thousands had died 
because of the artifact this man was carrying in the rolling suitcase 
currently handcuffed to his wrist, and more might die if he figured out that 
he was being followed. 


But Dan’s team was good. The collector didn’t have a clue. Dan smiled 
the smile of a mastermind and wondered if his cousin Jonah Wizard, 
international pop star, might write him a secret-agent theme song. Dan 
totally needed a theme song. 

“The target went right at Quincy Market,” Cara Pierce’s voice whispered 
through Dan’s earpiece. 

Dan stopped writing lyrics in his imagination and whispered his next 
orders into the microphone on the cord of his earbuds. “Ham, when he hits 
Congress Street, execute Operation Bouncing Hammer.” 

“Gladly,” Hamilton Holt replied. 

Ham wasn’t the most nuanced secret operative in the world, but when 
something—or someone—needed to get knocked down, he was just the guy 
to do it. 

Dan Cahill still looked like your average American teenager. His hair 
was messy and in need of a cut, his wrinkled T-shirt was an ironic nod to a 
long-forgotten boy band, but the pen he had tucked behind his ear was 
actually a CO,-powered injection syringe loaded with a nauseating toxin 
perfectly calibrated to the body mass of the smuggler. 

Your average American teenager didn’t usually have one of those. 
Although he was just fourteen years old, Dan was the leader of the most 
powerful family in the world and regularly did things that would make 
Special Forces soldiers gasp. 

Dan glanced up from his phone just as his target appeared at the 
intersection across from his bench. At the same moment, burly, blond 
Hamilton Holt, wearing a New England Patriots football jersey and bright 
blue plastic sunglasses, came barreling out of a gift shop, his fist pumping 
the air. 

“Yeah! Go Pats! Woo!” he yelled, a genuinely enthusiastic cheer for his 
football team. Never mind that their season hadn’t actually started yet. In 


Boston, no one needed a reason to be loud about their team at any time of 
year. “We’re gonna slay! YE-AHH!” 

Ham turned his back to the smuggler to give a double fist pump to the 
street, and slammed his shoulders into the man as hard as he could. 

The smuggler’s feet left the ground as he tumbled backward. A smirk 
flitted across Hamilton’s face as the man crashed onto the sidewalk with a 
sickening thump. The rolling suitcase bounced and wrenched the man’s arm 
but stayed attached. 

“I really hope that case is padded on the inside,” Amy whispered over 
the radio. 

Dan was already on his feet, rushing to help the guy up. 

“Sorry, little man,” Ham said to the smuggler on the ground, bending 
down and yanking the guy to his feet, jostling him as much as possible in 
the process. “Ya hit tha pahvement wicked hahrd.” 

“Don’t try to do an accent,” Dan whispered to Ham over the 
microphone, then spoke to the smuggler on the ground. “I know first aid!” 
he said cheerily. He grabbed the smuggler by his other arm. He and Ham 
pulled him in opposite directions. “Careful! He might have a concussion!” 

“!’m—I’m fine—!” The man tried to shake himself out of Ham’s grip, 
but Ham gripped him tighter. It would leave a bruise. “You are breaking my 
wrist, you brute!” 

“Hey! Aye apahlahgized!” Ham yelled into the smuggler’s face. “Why 
don’t ya watch where yah’er goin’, ya lubber!” 

Ham’s Boston accent had turned into a pirate accent, and Dan frowned at 
him. Ham closed his mouth and squeezed the guy’s arm harder. He was a 
better bruiser than he was an actor. 

While the man was focused on freeing himself from Hamilton’s vise grip 
and getting his face away from the large and obviously disturbed teen, Dan 
pressed the injection pen against the smuggler’s backside and fired the 


needle. At the same instant, Hamilton squeezed the metal of the handcuffs 
into the smuggler’s wrist so hard it made him yelp. “OW!” 

The human body can only pay attention to so many sensations at a time, 
and the pain in his wrist combined with Ham’s shouting distracted him 
completely from the fact he’d just been injected with something. Any 
soreness he felt, he’d blame on his fall. 

Dan stepped back and Ham let the guy go. 

The collector turned and nearly knocked Dan over as he rushed past on 
his way to the door of the restaurant down the street, dragging the suitcase 
loudly behind him. 

Once he’d gone inside, Dan looked over at Hamilton. 

“Well done,” he said. “You really sold the whole loudmouth fan thing. 
Except for the pirate bit.” 

“I never tried an accent before.” Ham shrugged. “Thought it’d be fun. 
But the Pats really are gonna slay this year. No one’s better than Tom 
Brady.” 

Dan agreed, but had more pressing concerns than the coming football 
season. “Phase one complete. Red Team is clear,” he said into his 
microphone. “Puce Team is a go.” 

“Affirmative,” his sister replied. “But I still don’t forgive you for calling 
us the Puce Team.” 

“My operation, my team names,” Dan said. “Anyway, puce is cool. It’s 
the color of a bruise.” 

“Puce isn’t just a color.” Jonah Wizard’s voice came over the earpiece. If 
he was in the right place, he’d be sitting at the best table in the restaurant, 
his eyes behind dark sunglasses, with a baseball hat pulled low over his 
face, looking like a celebrity trying to get noticed while trying not to get 
noticed. 

Which was, in fact, exactly what he was. 


“Puce is the French word for ‘flea.’ And if the paparazzi find out I was 
on Team Flea, Imma have Ham give you, Dan, a few puce bruises of your 
own.” 

Dan laughed. His cousin Jonah was an international superstar, but no 
matter how many albums he sold or movie franchises he launched, he 
couldn’t stop worrying about his image. Of course, his image had helped 
the Cahills out on more missions than they could count, and this one would 
be no exception. In spite of the potential for embarrassment and/or 
gruesome death, Jonah never hesitated to do his part for the family. 

“Puce Team is a go,” Dan repeated into the microphone. He loved saying 
something was “a go.” It was one of his favorite parts of leading a mission. 
He might start to use it in his everyday life, too. Breakfast cereal is a go. 
Sleeping late is a go. Playing six hours of video games is definitely a go. 

“We’ve got the target inside,” Amy said. “Jonah’s got a clear view. They 
put him at a table as far from the bathroom as possible.” 

“Thank Nellie for that one,” said Dan. 

“She’s not gonna like the next part,” Amy replied. 

“I think our smuggler will like it even less,” Dan answered her. His plan 
was working perfectly. He never felt more relaxed than when all the pieces 
came together and everyone did what they were supposed to do. It was like 
playing chess. And now that the guy was inside the restaurant, it was 
checkmate time. 

Over the earpiece, Amy gasped. 

“Oh, come on,” said Dan. “Don’t be so dramatic. He’ll be fine. The 
poison’s just gonna make him puke. I mean ... a lot. Like, build-an-ark 
levels of puke ... but still, it’s totally safe.” 

Amy didn’t respond. Not even to call him gross. 

Something was wrong. Dan felt the first bead of sweat form at the small 
of his back. 


“All teams check in,” he snapped. 

“Clear,” said Cara. 

“Clear,” said Ham. 

“Clear,” said Jonah. 

Amy didn’t respond. 

“Amy?” Dan repeated. 

“She’s a little busy right now.” A man’s voice came over the earpiece. 
“And if any of you do anything to get in my way, I will pull the trigger of 
the pistol I have pressed to her spine.” 
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Boston, Massachusetts 


Dan Cahill knew a thing or two about collectors. 

When he was younger, he had collected baseball cards, autographs of 
famous outlaws, Civil War weapons, rare coins, and charcoal rubbings of 
tombstones. For a while, he had even collected his casts, but he’d broken so 
many bones that the size and smell of that particular collection had become, 
to quote his big sister, Amy, “disturbing.” 

However, the collector he was tracking through the streets of Boston was 
a different sort of collector entirely. Dan collected stuff he could geek out 
on—meteor fragments, memorabilia from obscure sports, creepy photos he 
found at flea markets. 

The guy he had his eye on collected stuff he could sell for millions of 
dollars, stuff that was stolen from archaeology sites around the world and 
smuggled away from the countries to which it belonged: Buddhist relics 
from Cambodia, Zoroastrian statues from Iran, religious carvings from 
Egypt. The artifacts were priceless, sacred, and irreplaceable. They 
should’ve been in museums or left in the temples or tombs where they’d 
been found. They were the sort of things that someone might kill for. 

In fact, in this case, someone had. Hundreds of thousands had died 
because of the artifact this man was carrying in the rolling suitcase 
currently handcuffed to his wrist, and more might die if he figured out that 
he was being followed. 


But Dan’s team was good. The collector didn’t have a clue. Dan smiled 
the smile of a mastermind and wondered if his cousin Jonah Wizard, 
international pop star, might write him a secret-agent theme song. Dan 
totally needed a theme song. 

“The target went right at Quincy Market,” Cara Pierce’s voice whispered 
through Dan’s earpiece. 

Dan stopped writing lyrics in his imagination and whispered his next 
orders into the microphone on the cord of his earbuds. “Ham, when he hits 
Congress Street, execute Operation Bouncing Hammer.” 

“Gladly,” Hamilton Holt replied. 

Ham wasn’t the most nuanced secret operative in the world, but when 
something—or someone—needed to get knocked down, he was just the guy 
to do it. 

Dan Cahill still looked like your average American teenager. His hair 
was messy and in need of a cut, his wrinkled T-shirt was an ironic nod to a 
long-forgotten boy band, but the pen he had tucked behind his ear was 
actually a CO2-powered injection syringe loaded with a nauseating toxin 
perfectly calibrated to the body mass of the smuggler. 

Your average American teenager didn’t usually have one of those. 
Although he was just fourteen years old, Dan was the leader of the most 
powerful family in the world and regularly did things that would make 
Special Forces soldiers gasp. 

Dan glanced up from his phone just as his target appeared at the 
intersection across from his bench. At the same moment, burly, blond 
Hamilton Holt, wearing a New England Patriots football jersey and bright 
blue plastic sunglasses, came barreling out of a gift shop, his fist pumping 
the air. 

“Yeah! Go Pats! Woo!” he yelled, a genuinely enthusiastic cheer for his 
football team. Never mind that their season hadn’t actually started yet. In 


Boston, no one needed a reason to be loud about their team at any time of 
year. “We’re gonna slay! YE-AHH!” 

Ham turned his back to the smuggler to give a double fist pump to the 
street, and slammed his shoulders into the man as hard as he could. 

The smuggler’s feet left the ground as he tumbled backward. A smirk 
flitted across Hamilton’s face as the man crashed onto the sidewalk with a 
sickening thump. The rolling suitcase bounced and wrenched the man’s arm 
but stayed attached. 

“I really hope that case is padded on the inside,” Amy whispered over 
the radio. 

Dan was already on his feet, rushing to help the guy up. 

“Sorry, little man,’ Ham said to the smuggler on the ground, bending 
down and yanking the guy to his feet, jostling him as much as possible in 
the process. “Ya hit tha pahvement wicked hahrd.” 

“Don’t try to do an accent,” Dan whispered to Ham over the 
microphone, then spoke to the smuggler on the ground. “I know first aid!” 
he said cheerily. He grabbed the smuggler by his other arm. He and Ham 
pulled him in opposite directions. “Careful! He might have a concussion!” 

“!’m—I’m fine—” The man tried to shake himself out of Ham’s grip, 
but Ham gripped him tighter. It would leave a bruise. “You are breaking my 
wrist, you brute!” 

“Hey! Aye apahlahgized!” Ham yelled into the smuggler’s face. “Why 
don’t ya watch where yah’er goin’, ya lubber!” 

Ham’s Boston accent had turned into a pirate accent, and Dan frowned at 
him. Ham closed his mouth and squeezed the guy’s arm harder. He was a 
better bruiser than he was an actor. 

While the man was focused on freeing himself from Hamilton’s vise grip 
and getting his face away from the large and obviously disturbed teen, Dan 
pressed the injection pen against the smuggler’s backside and fired the 


needle. At the same instant, Hamilton squeezed the metal of the handcuffs 
into the smuggler’s wrist so hard it made him yelp. “OW!” 

The human body can only pay attention to so many sensations at a time, 
and the pain in his wrist combined with Ham’s shouting distracted him 
completely from the fact he’d just been injected with something. Any 
soreness he felt, he’d blame on his fall. 

Dan stepped back and Ham let the guy go. 

The collector turned and nearly knocked Dan over as he rushed past on 
his way to the door of the restaurant down the street, dragging the suitcase 
loudly behind him. 

Once he’d gone inside, Dan looked over at Hamilton. 

“Well done,” he said. “You really sold the whole loudmouth fan thing. 
Except for the pirate bit.” 

“T never tried an accent before.” Ham shrugged. “Thought it’d be fun. 
But the Pats really are gonna slay this year. No one’s better than Tom 
Brady.” 

Dan agreed, but had more pressing concerns than the coming football 
season. “Phase one complete. Red Team is clear,” he said into his 
microphone. “Puce Team is a go.” 

“Affirmative,” his sister replied. “But I still don’t forgive you for calling 
us the Puce Team.” 

“My operation, my team names,” Dan said. “Anyway, puce is cool. It’s 
the color of a bruise.” 

“Puce isn’t just a color.” Jonah Wizard’s voice came over the earpiece. If 
he was in the right place, he’d be sitting at the best table in the restaurant, 
his eyes behind dark sunglasses, with a baseball cap pulled low over his 
face, looking like a celebrity trying to get noticed while trying not to get 
noticed. 

Which was, in fact, exactly what he was. 


“Puce is the French word for ‘flea.’ And if the paparazzi find out I was 
on Team Flea, Imma have Ham give you, Dan, a few puce bruises of your 
own.” 

Dan laughed. His cousin Jonah was an international superstar, but no 
matter how many albums he sold or movie franchises he launched, he 
couldn’t stop worrying about his image. Of course, his image had helped 
the Cahills out on more missions than they could count, and this one would 
be no exception. In spite of the potential for embarrassment and/or 
gruesome death, Jonah never hesitated to do his part for the family. 

“Puce Team is a go,” Dan repeated into the microphone. He loved saying 
something was “a go.” It was one of his favorite parts of leading a mission. 
He might start to use it in his everyday life, too. Breakfast cereal is a go. 
Sleeping late is a go. Playing six hours of video games is definitely a go. 

“We’ve got the target inside,” Amy said. “Jonah’s got a clear view. They 
put him at a table as far from the bathroom as possible.” 

“Thank Nellie for that one,” said Dan. 

“She’s not gonna like the next part,” Amy replied. 

“I think our smuggler will like it even less,” Dan answered her. His plan 
was working perfectly. He never felt more relaxed than when all the pieces 
came together and everyone did what they were supposed to do. It was like 
playing chess. And now that the guy was inside the restaurant, it was 
checkmate time. 

Over the earpiece, Amy gasped. 

“Oh, come on,” said Dan. “Don’t be so dramatic. He’ll be fine. The 
poison’s just gonna make him puke. I mean ... a lot. Like, build-an-ark 
levels of puke ... but still, it’s totally safe.” 

Amy didn’t respond. Not even to call him gross. 

Something was wrong. Dan felt the first bead of sweat form at the small 
of his back. 

“All teams check in,” he snapped. 


“Clear,” said Cara. 

“Clear,” said Ham. 

“Clear,” said Jonah. 

Amy didn’t respond. 

“Amy?” Dan repeated. 

“She’s a little busy right now.” A man’s voice came over the earpiece. 
“And if any of you do anything to get in my way, I will pull the trigger of 
the pistol I have pressed to her spine.” 


CHARTER: 


Amy felt the barrel of the gun digging into her back and smelled the hot- 
wing-sauce breath of the man who held it. He spoke over her shoulder so 
that the microphone on her earpiece could pick up what he was saying, too. 

“You will call off your team and leave the target to me,” the man said. 
“No one has to get hurt today. But that case is mine now.” 

Amy rolled her eyes. 

She couldn’t believe she had let this hot-sauce-breathed goon sneak up 
on her. She had insisted on being inside the restaurant to oversee the heist 
because she figured she had the best chance of being undetected. She knew 
how to blend in at a fancy restaurant much better than a gawky fourteen- 
year-old like Dan did. She had argued that she could pass for a college 
student, and Boston was lousy with college students. It just made more 
sense. 

The real reason she had wanted to be on the inside for this heist was that 
she knew more about the history of the object in the smuggler’s case than 
any of her cousins and definitely more than her brother. Dan liked making 
the plan to steal it back from the smuggler, but he didn’t care so much about 
the artifact itself. 

Amy had wanted to see it, to hold it, however briefly, before turning it 
over to the priest who had begged for their help in recovering it. 

The suitcase contained a large silver star that had vanished from the 
Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem in 1847. It had marked the spot where 
Jesus was said to have been born. At the time, the Church of the Nativity 
was shared by three different religious communities—Greek Orthodox, 


Roman Catholic, and Armenian Christians—and when the star was stolen, 
the priests who shared the church all blamed one another. They fought 
bitterly, turning the peaceful sanctuary into the site of rowdy brawls. The 
monks attacked one another with candlesticks and crucifixes, and soldiers 
were dispatched to back up the different factions. 

Then war erupted. 

The disappearance of that silver star was one of the sparks that ignited 
the flame of the Crimean War, a war between the Russian Empire, the 
Ottoman Empire, Britain, France, and Sardinia that caused over five 
hundred thousand casualties. It was also the war that made Florence 
Nightingale, a distant relative of Amy’s, famous. She was the founder of 
modern nursing. Not a bad legacy. 

The original silver star that started all the fuss was never recovered. 
Most thought it gone for good ... until a distraught priest showed up at the 
Cahill mansion outside of Boston. 

The star had not been lost, it turned out, but hidden for 170 years by an 
order of monks who feared that revealing it would only cause more 
arguments. There was enough tension in Bethlehem already, and they didn’t 
want to start another war, this time between nuclear powers. 

The star they’d been hiding for all those years had, however, been stolen 
from them. They couldn’t go to the police or Interpol or even the United 
Nations because they would have to admit that they’d had the star for all 
that time, and then the arguments over who owned it would begin again. 
The silver star in the Church of the Nativity had long ago been replaced by 
a copy, so no one really missed the original. It’d be better if it stayed 
missing. 

The monks came to the Cahills, and they pleaded for help tracking down 
the thief and stealing the star back before he could sell it on the black 
market. 

Amy had wanted to take the job because of its historical significance. 


Dan had wanted to take the job because it sounded like fun. 

The rest of the family went along because it was Dan’s turn to be in 
charge. The Cahill family’s new system of rotating leadership was working 
just as it was supposed to, and they’d even found a purpose in solving 
complex problems for people who had nowhere else to turn. Nellie Gomez, 
Amy and Dan’s legal guardian and now celebrated Boston restaurateur, said 
they were like the A-Team. 

Ham and Jonah argued over which one of them got to be Mr. T, but Dan 
hadn’t gotten the reference to the ’80s TV show. Nellie’d told him to 
Google it sometime. 

“Amy, are you okay?” Dan asked over the earpiece. 

“Yeah,” she said. “The gun barrel’s not the most comfortable back 
massage I’ve ever felt, and this man’s breath is terrible, but he hasn’t hurt 
me.” 

“I will,” the man said. “I know who you are. I know how dangerous you 
can be, and I won’t hesitate to shoot you dead. I want that silver star.” 

Amy took a deep breath. What a tiresome goon. 

There might have been a time, long ago, when a man with a gun against 
her back was a terrifying threat, but that time was long past. Amy had 
trained and practiced and endured just about every hostage scenario 
imaginable, and a few that were hardly imaginable at all but had happened 
to her nonetheless. 

She thought through her OODA loop, a fighter-pilot training technique 
useful in martial arts. It stands for Observe, Orient, Decide, Act. Those 
simple steps could break down even the fastest, most high-pressure 
situation into manageable pieces. 

So first, she had to observe. 

The man was slightly taller than she was and standing with his chest 
pressed against her back and the gun squeezed in between them. His breath 


was bad but his hands were steady. He’d used the words “me” and “I,” 
which made Amy think this man was alone. 

Big mistake, going up against the Cahills alone. 

Next: orient. Where was she exactly? 

She and her attacker were in the shadow between two hanging light 
fixtures in the hallway that led to the restaurant bathrooms. Jonah Wizard 
couldn’t see Amy from where he was sitting, but he had a clear line of sight 
to the smuggler with the briefcase. Amy could see the smuggler, too. He’d 
taken a seat at his cramped table farthest from the bathroom. He seemed to 
be arguing with the host about a better table, but the host, as instructed by 
owner and head chef Nellie Gomez, was refusing to move him. He still had 
the suitcase handcuffed to his wrist, standing at the table beside him. His 
skin was looking greener by the second. 

At any moment, he was going to bolt for the bathroom. Dan’s plan was 
gross, but it was working. 

Decide: Amy knew what to do. She was going to bring this mission to a 
close, and quickly. 

All she had left to do was act. 

The smuggler gagged, raised his hand to his mouth, and stood. He 
shoved the host out of the way and rushed for the bathroom, dragging his 
case behind him. 

“Puce! Go!” Amy blurted into the microphone. 

“Did you say ‘puke go’ or ‘puce go’?” Jonah replied. 

“What?” the man with the gun snapped at her. 

“Jonah Wizard, now!” Amy yelled, so the whole restaurant turned to 
look at her. 

“Yo! Can I get some peace and quiet up in here?” Jonah shouted, 
standing and opening his arms in a dramatic pose. The lunchtime crowd in 
the dim restaurant immediately pulled out their phones and started snapping 


pictures of the world-famous teen, whose personal net worth was currently 
estimated somewhere around fifty million dollars. 

The flashes were momentarily distracting, and Amy turned sideways, 
slipping the gun barrel from her back. 

The attacker fired a silenced shot into the wall, but Amy had already 
spun a full one-eighty to face the man. She considered a judo throat chop or 
a Krav Maga leg sweep, but went with a simpler move instead: a swift knee 
to his groin. 

As the man doubled over in pain, she used her free hand to twist his 
wrist and force him to drop the pistol. 

At that moment, the smuggler rushed into the corridor leading to the 
bathroom. Amy shoved her attacker into the stumbling smuggler, dropped 
to one knee, and grabbed the pistol from the carpet. 

Her attacker slammed into the smuggler’s chest. The smuggler gave him 
one quick horrified look, and before her attacker could say or do anything, 
the smuggler hurled all over him. 

“Ack!” the man screamed. 

“BARF!” The smuggler barfed again, now doubled over and letting 
loose all over the attacker’s shoes. 

Gross, but effective. While he was bent over, Amy pressed the barrel of 
the gun against the chain connecting his suitcase to his wrist. 

She fired and with a spark and a snap, the case came free. 

She dropped the clip out of the gun, tossed it to the far end of the hall, 
and bolted for the exit. The smuggler lurched around to grab her, but 
another heave stopped him short and he fell to the polished concrete floor, 
face-first in his own sick. 

The attacker didn’t bother recovering his silenced pistol. He pulled 
another from an ankle holster and took aim at Amy straight across the 
restaurant. 


Everyone inside screamed and ducked. Only the attacker, Amy, and 
Jonah Wizard were still standing. 

“Freeze and drop the case!” he yelled at Amy. 

Amy froze, but she did not drop the case. She turned to face her attacker. 

“Who sent you?” she demanded. 

“Blahhhhhbhrf,” the smuggler on the floor groaned. He tried to stand as 
he pulled his own gun out of a holster, but he immediately fell again, 
heaving out something the color of nuclear waste but less appetizing. 
“Uggggggh.” 

“Nobody sent me,” the man said. “I work for myself. And I am going to 
make a fortune off that silver star.” 

“How?” Amy asked. “Everyone thinks it’s gone. You won’t find anyone 
to sell it to.” 

“You can find anything on the Internet,” the man said. 

“That’s your plan?” Amy shook her head. “You’re stealing a priceless 
historical artifact at gunpoint just to try to sell it on the Internet?” 

The man shrugged and gestured with the barrel of his gun. “Put the case 
down now and back away.” 

“You have more guns than brains,” said Amy, standing the case up 
beside her and letting go of the handle. 

“But I have more of both than you do,” the man said. “Now back away 
from the case and lie down on the floor.” 

“BLLLAAAAHFRF,” said the smuggler from the floor, tossing his 
cookies again. The poison Dan had given him really was disgusting. The 
fact that Ian Kabra had had the recipe memorized was disturbing, too. 

“How did you know about our mission?” Amy demanded of the man 
with the gun. She didn’t back away from the case. 

The guy didn’t seem like a professional thief or a secret agent, so she 
figured he’d be one of those morons who spills his guts freely when all he 


really had to do was pull the trigger and walk away. Bad guys, in Amy’s 
experience, all loved to talk. 

“I’m a private detective,” he told her. “And the priest who hired you, 
hired me to find you in the first place. How else would some random monk 
find the most powerful family in the world? Well, once I’d found you and 
saw all the high-tech stuff you had, I figured there was a big score for me in 
this. All I had to do was rip off a bunch of teenagers. I bugged the priest’s 
phone and I waited for you all to make your move.” 

“Pretty clever,” said Amy. “So this is all about making money? You 
don’t care if this thing starts a war?” 

The man shrugged again. He had a limited number of gestures, 
apparently. He was, like most criminals, quite boring. In the end, people 
driven by greed, anger, or fear were all roughly the same. Amy had found 
that it was only love, loyalty, and heroism that came in infinite varieties. 

And at that moment, one of the most loving, loyal, and heroic people 
Amy knew was making her move. 

Nellie Gomez, Dan and Amy’s former nanny, guardian, and protector, 
stepped from the kitchen. Amy felt bad that Nellie’s brand-new restaurant 
would need to hire professional cleaners to mop up all the smuggler’s puke. 

Nellie raised her gleaming Yoshihiro Mizu Yaki Honyaki chef’s knife in 
the air. It was a custom-made, five-thousand-dollar precision blade 
imported from Japan. Amy and Dan had given it to her to celebrate her 
restaurant’s grand opening earlier that summer. Now she hurled the knife 
through the air. It sliced straight into the gun barrel with such force that it 
snagged the weapon right out of the man’s hand and pinned it to the far wall 
just beside a tasteful modern painting Jonah had donated. 

“Wow.” Nellie marveled at her own throw. “You weren’t lying, kiddo! 
That thing can cut steel!” 

“Ah!” the man screamed and charged for the gun. Unfortunately for him, 
he slipped and fell in the smuggler’s puke and smacked his teeth on the 


floor, grunting in pain just as the sirens wailed on the street outside. 

“So, uh, Amy? Boston PD is here,” Dan told her over the earpiece. “You 
might want to grab the case and go. Jonah? Can you handle things at the 
restaurant?” 

“I got you covered, cuz,” said Jonah. “Boston PD loves me ever since I 
did that ‘stay in school’ TV spot for them. Team Puce needs no excuse, we 
fresh like juice and on the loose!” 

“Seriously?” Ham/’s voice groaned in all their earpieces. “Were you 
thinking of that this whole time?” 

“T had to do something while I waited for Amy and Nellie to take care of 
that loser,” Jonah said. “Figured I’d lay down some rhymes.” 

“All right,” Dan said. “We’ll let the cops mop those two up and Jonah 
will cover our tracks. Everybody else, fall out.” 

As Amy left the restaurant with the case, she mouthed a thank-you to 
Nellie, who bowed gracefully and crossed the restaurant to remove her 
knife from the gun and the wall. Amy trusted her to handle all the 
witnesses, too. She’d be giving out free dinners for months, but no one 
would say anything to the cops or the press that Nellie didn’t want said. Her 
food was that good. 

Itd been a messy mission, but a successful one. 

The only downside would be her little brother’s gloating. 

Dan would, of course, take full credit for the mission, as if his puke plot, 
and not Amy’s quick martial arts or Nellie’s blade skills, was the real reason 
they’d pulled it off. 

Either way, the silver star of Bethlehem would safely disappear once 
again, and Amy was feeling pretty good about it. 

Priceless artifact saved, bad guys arrested, and World War III prevented. 

All in a day’s work for the Cahill kids. 


CHARTERS 


Agent Gimler and Agent Pratt—it didn’t matter which was which—sat side 
by side in their dark sedan and watched the Cahill siblings stroll past the 
arriving police cars. The kids walked calmly, like they didn’t have a care in 
the world or any idea that the massive SWAT team surging toward the 
swanky restaurant, Grace’s Table, had anything to do with them. 

The boy, Dan Cahill, age fourteen, put a finger to his ear, listening. 

“Turn up the volume,” said Agent Gimler. 

“It’s as loud as it will go,” said Agent Pratt. 

All they heard were two static clicks. They’d been monitoring the 
frequency all day, and they’d heard every part of the plan unfold. They’d 
been tempted to swoop in, guns drawn, when the rogue private detective 
started shooting, but they’d restrained themselves. It was hard to sit back 
and watch a bunch of teenagers in mortal danger without helping, but they 
had to see how these kids would react when their plans fell apart. 

Agent Gimler and Agent Pratt were impressed. 

“Two clicks,” said Agent Pratt. 

“A signal, I’m sure,” said Agent Gimler. 

Agent Pratt whistled, impressed again. “They know the police will be on 
every frequency in the area in case this restaurant incident is part of a 
terrorist attack.” 

“So they’ve gone quiet,” said Agent Gimler, nodding. “I’m convinced. 
They’re our team.” 

“Agreed,” said Agent Pratt. 


They pulled the car from its spot and followed the kids from a distance, 
driving past and circling back. They didn’t need to stay too close. They had 
a tracking device on the Cahill vehicle, an inconspicuous minivan. No one 
would bat an eye when a bunch of kids got into the back of a minivan in 
historic Boston. School trips, church groups, summer camp outings—kids 
in vans were the norm. The Cahills had considered every detail. 

The driver was the big blond one, Hamilton Holt, eighteen years old. 
He’d changed out of his Patriots jersey and was dressed like an 
Abercrombie & Fitch model, which blended in perfectly with all the college 
kids in the area. In the front passenger seat sat Cara Pierce, her hair dyed 
black. She was the estranged daughter of J. Rutherford Pierce, former 
presidential candidate. An expert computer hacker. Agents Gimler and Pratt 
had a thick file on her. 

They followed the van as it wove its way through the labyrinth of 
Boston’s streets. At one point they lost it, due to Hamilton’s habitual 
evasive maneuvers, and had to find it again on their route back to the Cahill 
mansion in Attleboro. 

Eighteen-year-old Ian Kabra, British national and former leader of the 
family, had been waiting at the home with the old priest from Bethlehem. 
When they arrived, the fellow took the suitcase from them, kissed them 
each on each cheek, which made Kabra roll his eyes and Dan wince, and 
then went on his way. 

“He didn’t pay them,” said Agent Gimler. 

“They did the job for free?” said Agent Pratt. 

“Maybe this will be easier than we thought,” replied Agent Gimler. 

Once Jonah Wizard arrived, having sorted out the mess in Nellie 
Gomez’s restaurant, the agents eased the car forward and approached the 
front gates of the house. The mansion was an impressive reconstruction of a 
historic nineteenth-century home. The high-tech security was, however, 
very twenty-first century. 


“Who is it?” Cara Pierce’s voice came over the intercom that was hidden 
inside a thicket of thorny roses growing around the gate. The agents knew 
they were being watched, probably from multiple cameras. 

“Agent Gimler,” said Agent Gimler. 

“And Agent Pratt,” said Agent Pratt. “We’re with the government.” 

“You’ll have to be more specific,” she replied. 

“The US government,” Agent Gimler said. 

Without bothering to take her finger off the intercom, Cara Pierce called 
to the others. “Hey, guys, it’s those spies who’ve been following us for 
weeks. Should I let them in?” 

Agent Gimler raised an eyebrow at Agent Pratt. “This is definitely the 
team we need.” 

The gate swung open and they eased their car up the driveway toward 
the grand mansion inhabited by a motley crew of the world’s most powerful 
teenagers. 

They were, at this moment, also the world’s best hope for survival. 





Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Saladin the cat, a pampered Egyptian Mau, perched on a reproduction 
seventeenth-century end table that he apparently believed was his personal 
cat condo. 

This particular piece had delicate tulipwood scrollwork and intricate 
satinwood inlays, and Saladin groomed himself upon it with great disdain. 
The cat would never have treated a real antique this way, but he was a feline 
with exceptional taste, and a reproduction seventeenth-century end table, no 
matter how finely crafted, did not earn the respect he had given to the 
original, which had been lost in a fire. 

Ian respected the cat’s contempt and did not bother to move him as the 
agents sat down on the reproduction Louis XIV sofa opposite him. 

“My cousins will be along shortly,” Ian said to them, passing his eyes 
over their dark suits, noting the bulge in the shoulders where their 
concealed firearms caused their jackets to bunch. The suits were not well 
tailored and reeked, to Ian’s mind, of government salaries. “Might I ask 
with which government agency you gentlemen are affiliated?” 

The agents looked at each other, then back at Ian, and spoke at the same 
time. 

“The Department of Agriculture,” said one. 

“Fish and Wildlife Service,” said the other. 

Agent Gimler glared at Agent Pratt and frowned. 

So they are CIA. 


That explained the cheap suits. Ian much preferred the fashion sense of 
the British secret service, MI6, who had the good taste to model their own 
fashion choices off their most famous fictional counterpart, James Bond. An 
MI6 man got his suits custom-tailored on Savile Row, just as Ian himself 
did. These American operatives probably got theirs from a place called 
Bubba’s Suit Barn. 

Ian sighed loudly, demonstrating to them his utter contempt. He wanted 
them unsure of themselves, slightly nervous. He’d found people were more 
honest when they were not completely confident. Now that Ian wasn’t in 
charge of the Cahill family’s vast global network of business leaders, 
inventors, artists, spies, and accountants (the underappreciated magicians of 
modern finance), he had regained his customary confidence. He could focus 
on the things that interested him, rather than what interested every other 
Cahill. Leave those worries to Dan and Amy. 

Right now, he was interested in getting a new suit, something with 
burgundy accents for autumn. He’d book a ticket to London this afternoon, 
as soon as they dispensed with these Central Intelligence Agency buffoons. 

He watched them in silence, letting Saladin’s loud grooming fill the 
space between them. The agents shifted uncomfortably until the grand 
wooden doors to the library swept open and the rest of the family thundered 
in. 

When they were all together, Ian couldn’t help but think of them like a 
crash of rhinoceroses. Lovable rhinoceroses, to be sure, but still, loud and 
boorish and utterly American. 

Dan took the chair closest to the two agents and folded one leg up under 
himself, looking every bit the boy that he was. Ian straightened his back to 
project a slightly more authoritative posture, even though, at present, Dan 
was the leader of the Cahill family. Amy sat on the couch beside Ian, 
resting her hands sensibly in her lap, and Cara perched on the armrest at his 


other side, her hand resting on his back. This caused him to sit up even 
straighter. 

Jonah strutted around behind the couch and struck a pose against the 
mantel of the fireplace. 

Hamilton was the last to enter, and he shut the door behind him. He 
stayed standing, using his considerable size to loom behind the two agents, 
arms crossed in front of him and a scowl impressively etched across his 
face. This was his bodyguard face, which he used to great effect as Jonah’s 
personal security detail. The rainbow bracelet he’d taken to wearing 
undercut his authority somewhat, but Ham appeared to enjoy flattening 
anyone who made a less than supportive comment about it. 

Everyone was in position, like a family portrait, posed and poised, which 
had the further effect of confusing the CIA agents. 

This was not accidental. 

Best to keep these guys on edge. Dan had learned the strategy from Ian 
himself. 

“So, farm boys,” Dan addressed them, using some kind of American 
slang for CIA agents that Ian was certain Dan had picked up from watching 
Hollywood action movies. Dan modeled so much of his leadership style on 
Hollywood action movies, Ian marveled that he hadn’t accidentally caused 
Armageddon. “What do you want?” Dan asked. With all the grace and 
aplomb of a wild boar. 

“We won’t waste your time,” said Agent Pratt. “We know you’ve had a 
long day.” 

“You know that, huh?” Dan drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. 
He had an insouciant and carefree manner that Ian usually found most 
disagreeable, but he did enjoy how confused it was making these CIA 
agents. They were very unsure how they should talk to a fourteen-year-old 
with as much power as Dan wielded. 

“They’ve been following us for two weeks,” Cara reminded him. 


“Oh right,” said Dan. “So you know we just, like, prevented World War 
Three over a silver star, right? You’re welcome.” 

Agent Gimler cleared his throat. “Yes, it was a very impressive 
operation, but the job we have for you will demand a great deal more ... ” 
The agent glanced around the room, searching for a word. 

“Finesse?” Tan suggested. 

“Yes,” Agent Gimler replied, with a respectful nod. “Finesse.” 

“So no puking?” Dan added. “What’s the point of beating the bad guys 
of the world if you can’t make them toss their cookies while you’re at it?” 

“T’m sorry to say,” Amy cut in, “we don’t work for the government. Any 
government. Even our own.” 

“Yeah,” said Dan. “We take the jobs we decide are worthy. If you have a 
problem, if no one else can help, and if you can find us, then maybe you can 
hire the Cahills.” 

“We have money to pay you—” Agent Pratt began, then cocked his head 
at Dan. “Wait. Was that the A-Team motto?” 

Dan grinned. “Yeah,” he said. “I Googled it. Anyway, you can’t actually 
hire us. Check out the room you’re in. We don’t need your money. That cat 
—” He pointed at Saladin, who stopped grooming himself when all eyes 
turned to him. 

“Mrrrp,” said the cat. 

“That cat’s lunch costs more than most government salaries,” Dan said. 
“We can’t even spend all the money we already have. In fact, it should be us 
offering you money, just to get rid of some of it. Want some money?” 

“Dan!” Amy interrupted her brother. “You made your point. Also, you 
just offered to bribe two government officials.” 

“Oh, right. Sorry.” Dan pulled his leg out from under him and leaned 
forward to talk quietly to the agents. “The point is, our services are not for 
sale, and if they were, the US government couldn’t afford them.” 


Ian cleared his throat loudly. It was terribly uncouth to boast about one’s 
wealth, even if Dan was technically correct. As the leaders of the Cahill 
family, they had access to a network of bank accounts and investments 
worth billions. 

Agent Gimler looked at Agent Pratt, then nodded. Agent Pratt reached 
into his briefcase and pulled out a folder, which he opened and studied for a 
moment. “Perhaps this will change your mind,” he said. “One of your 
cousins is in serious trouble.” 

Hamilton was the only one at an angle to see the contents of the folder at 
first, and his eyebrows snapped up in surprise. When the agent turned it 
around for everyone else to see, Ian felt his heart turn to a hot coal of rage 
in his chest. Amy took in a quick breath, and, Ian noticed, Dan dug his 
fingers into the armrest of his chair deep enough to mar the upholstery. 

The picture was of a traitor. 

In a surveillance photo sat Sinead Starling, their estranged cousin, her 
red hair falling over her shoulders and her usual polo shirt as crisp and tidy 
as ever. She was at an outdoor café, somewhere tropical. 





“The man she is talking to across the table is a retired military virologist 
named Dr. Donald Miller,” said Agent Pratt. “Dr. Miller was renowned for 
his work on biological weapons, before he defected to Cuba.” 

“Sinead is her own person,” said Amy, forcing a casualness into her 
voice Ian knew she didn’t feel. “She can talk to whomever she likes.” 

“Be that as it may,” said Agent Gimler, “shortly after this meeting, we 
lost track of her. And shortly after that, we lost a very large supply of 
genetically modified goat pox virus.” 

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” said Amy. “Goat pox only infects goats. 
It’s not zoonotic.” 

Dan gave Amy one of his puzzled looks, showing a lack of knowledge 
that Ian would never dream of revealing to someone else. When he didn’t 
know something, Ian just smiled and nodded and then looked it up later. For 
example, he also had no idea what zoonotic meant, but he wasn’t about to 
admit that in front of anyone. 


“Zoonosis,” Amy said with an exasperated look at Dan, “is the 
transmission of diseases between species. It’s how most new diseases 
appear. They’re carried by animal hosts, sometimes harmlessly, but they can 
mutate to infect humans or the other way around. So, like, Saladin here can 
snuggle with you when you get the flu, because human influenza virus 
doesn’t affect cats, and you can snuggle with him when he gets the flu, 
because cat flu is not zoonotic. It doesn’t affect humans. But if you had a 
bird with the bird flu, that one is zoonotic and could infect you.” 

“But goat pox can’t?” Hamilton asked. 

“Correct,” Amy confirmed. 

“Why do you know so much about goat diseases?” Dan asked his sister, 
the very question that Ian himself had been wondering. 

“Remember when I wanted to be a veterinarian?” she replied. 

Dan nodded. 

Ian could imagine Amy being a wonderful veterinarian, except she was 
also a wonderful covert operative. She could nurse a wounded squirrel back 
to health or deliver a brutal roundhouse kick. He was glad about the path 
she had chosen. He liked her much more as a soldier of fortune. 

“That’s correct. Goat pox doesn’t pose a threat to humans. Until you 
change its genetic structure,” Agent Pratt corrected her. 

“Pox viruses have killed hundreds of millions of people in history. Who 
on earth would be daft enough to mess with the genetic structure of a 
disease like that?” Ian asked, as the pale faces of the agents in front of him 
went very still. “Oh.” He slapped his own knees. “You Americans would. I 
should have guessed.” 

“What did you do?” Amy demanded. 

“That information is classified,” said Agent Gimler. 

“We need you to locate your cousin, Sinead Starling,” said Agent Pratt, 
“and recover these virus samples before they unleash a health crisis of 
unimaginable devastation.” 


“And you’d like to avoid having the US government’s secret goat pox 
experiments in the headlines, too, I presume?” Ian suggested. 

The agents nodded. 

“Typical,” he grunted. 

“Why do you think Sinead is the one who took your virus samples?” 
Hamilton leaned over the two men on the couch, causing them to tense. 
“She might have nothing to do with it.” 

Hamilton had always had a soft spot for Sinead, even after she became a 
traitor to the family. But Ian’s sister might still be alive if it weren’t for 
Sinead, so he wasn’t quite as ready to forgive. 

“We don’t think Sinead’s involved in our missing goat pox,” said Agent 
Pratt. “We know it.” 

He pulled another picture from his file. It was Sinead again, this time on 
a security camera, all in black. Ian’s jaw clenched. He wanted to snatch the 
picture from them and shout at it, but that would have been rather 
undignified. 

“She broke into the containment storage freezers at USAMRIID,” Agent 
Gimler said. 

“USAMRIID stands for United States Army Medical Research Institute 
of Infectious Diseases,” Cara explained before anyone asked. Again, Ian 
was grateful. He’d had no idea. “It’s the US Army’s center for research into 
the defense against biological warfare.” 

How does she know this off the top of her head? 

Cara met his eyes and shrugged. “I run threat assessment models on my 
computer in my spare time,” she told him. “USAMRIID is a prime national 
security target.” 

“You’re a remarkable person,” Ian told her, and took her hand in his. 

He ignored Dan’s groan from the other side of the coffee table. 

“We have Sinead on camera stealing the virus samples from the 
Biosafety Level Four containment lab,” Agent Gimler continued. 


“That’s the most secure level,” Jonah cut in. “Scientists wear pressurized 
suits with breathing hoses and have to take decontamination showers to 
avoid even a molecule of the stuff in there escaping.” 

This time, Ian and Cara looked at Jonah with surprise. 

“What?” He shrugged. “You don’t remember my single ‘Contagious 
Love’? I played a love doctor in the video, but a tear in my suit got me 
infected with romance and rhythm.” 

“I saw that video!” Agent Pratt cracked a smile for the first time since 
he’d arrived. 

“Everyone saw that video,” Jonah told him. “It got nine hundred eighty- 
seven million views.” 

“We can assume the consequences of a release of Dr. Miller’s modified 
goat pox would not be as much fun,” Agent Gimler cut in. 

Agent Pratt leaned forward. “I assure you, you want us to find Sinead 
Starling before this virus gets out.” 

“No,” said Dan, standing to signal that their meeting was over. “You 
want us to find her before this virus gets out.” 

Ian didn’t like to express differences of opinion in front of outsiders. He 
tried to give Dan a warning, but Dan had that I’m about to make an 
impulsive Dan Cahill decision look on his face, and there was little chance 
of stopping him. This was the problem with rotating the leadership of the 
Cahill family among them. They were currently being led by a fourteen- 
year-old with a superhero complex. 

“We’ll take the job,” said Dan, sticking his hand out for a shake. 

“But when we find Sinead, we decide what happens to her. She’s one of 
ours, after all,” Amy added. 

“Was!” corrected Dan and Ian at the exact same time. 

Dan turned back to the CIA agents. “She was one of ours. She’s not 
anymore.” 

On that, Ian and Dan were in full agreement. 


“I’m sure there is a fascinating story of friendship and betrayal there,” 
said Agent Pratt. “But it’s none of our concern. Take it up with her when 
you find her. Preferably before she unleashes the virus on the world.” 

“Sinead wouldn’t do that,” Hamilton said. “I’m sure she stole the virus 
for a good reason.” 

The two CIA agents stood and stepped up to him in front of the door. For 
a moment, it looked like Ham was about to hit them, which Ian would have 
enjoyed seeing, but which would not have been very useful to their current 
situation. 

“We really don’t care about her reasons,” Agent Gimler said. “We care 
about getting the virus back under lock and key. If it is released into the 
world ... well ... maybe you should ask Dr. Miller what horror might 
unfold. If you can find him, that is. He hasn’t been seen since that fateful 
meeting with your dear Sinead Starling.” 


=CHARTER Sm 


The CIA agents showed themselves out. Amy looked at the stunned faces of 
everyone left in the library. The silence sat heavily on the room. 

The only sounds came from Saladin, purring because he had found the 
perfect patch of sunlight. That patch of sunlight happened to be on Ian’s lap, 
and his sour-lemon expression told everyone just how he felt about the cat 
sunbathing across his pants. 

“We should put him in his crate when company is present,” Ian said. 
“Outsiders will think we’re soft if the cat is seen to have free rein over our 
headquarters.” 

“Saladin does have free rein, though,” said Dan. “And he escapes 
whenever we put him in his crate anyway. It wouldn’t do any good.” 

Amy stood up to leave Ian and Saladin on the couch. She wanted another 
look at the photos the CIA agents had left behind. 

“Sinead Starling,” she said aloud. She hadn’t spoken Sinead’s name in a 
long time. The girl had been her best friend. They had trusted her; Amy had 
trusted her the most. And then she had betrayed them all and nearly killed 
Amy in the process. 

Amy had forgiven her, but it was easy to forgive someone when you 
never had to think about them. What Sinead had done those years ago, she 
had done to save her brothers, Ted and Ned, who’d been seriously injured in 
the Clue hunt, and Amy could understand that. She had wondered at the 
time how far she herself would go to help Dan. 

“This might be a new low, even for her,” Ian said. 


“Come on, we don’t know that Sinead’s guilty of anything here,” said 
Ham. His family had been the ones that injured Sinead’s brothers. Forgiving 
her was his way of making himself forgivable. 

Poor Ham. Guilt wasn’t a pain you could power through like wind 
sprints. 

“She strangled Amy and tried to shoot her,” Dan reminded Ham, shaking 
his head. “She’s a cold-blooded, redheaded reptile.” Dan’s tone of voice 
could have curdled milk. Even Saladin looked up from his grooming in 
alarm. 

“But she saved Amy’s life later,” said Ham. “She’s not all bad.” 

“Be real,” Jonah addressed his best friend. “Sinead stole an experimental 
disease from a government lab. That’s not exactly good.” 

“Sure, okay,” said Ham. “But what was the government doing with that 
experimental disease? I mean, that’s not exactly good, either. Maybe she 
was Stealing it to keep it safe? Maybe she was stealing it to hide it from the 
very people those CIA guys think she’s stealing it for?” 

“That is very imaginative,” Ian scoffed. “And also complete fairy-tale 
nonsense.” 

“Who are you calling a fairy, Brit-fuff-fuff?” Ham rounded the couch, 
fists balled to knock Ian out. 

“Hey!” Amy put herself between Hamilton and Ian. Sinead Starling 
wasn’t even in the room and she was tearing them all apart. 

“It’s great you’re such an optimist, Ham,” she told him. “And I honestly 
don’t know what Sinead is up to,” she told Ian. “We won’t know until we 
find her, so that is what we should focus on. She can tell her side of the 
story herself. The important thing now is locating Sinead and securing that 
virus.” She looked at her brother. Appealing to Dan’s mastermind side 
might keep his wrathful side in check. “We took the job, so let’s do the job 
right.” 

Dan agreed. 


“You guys think Sinead Starling’s devious, right?” Cara asked. She was 
the only one who hadn’t known Sinead. 

“Yes,” said Amy. “She infiltrated our family, pretended to be on our side, 
but was really spying the whole time. She tried to frame Ian and, well ... ” 

“She nearly killed Amy,” Dan added again. “So yeah, you could say 
she’s devious.” 

“She tricked all of you?” Cara asked. “Even Ian, who is not easily fooled 
—” Amy noticed Ian puff up his chest a little at this, until Saladin hissed 
and made him go back to the position he’d been in before. “She did all of 
this, but here, robbing a top-secret government lab, she doesn’t wear a 
mask? Did she not think there would be cameras?” 

“She wanted us to see her,” Amy said. 

Cara nodded. 

It was an interesting theory. It meant she wanted the rest of the Cahills to 
know what she was up to. 

But why? 

What was she up to? 

“I think we need to know more about this pox virus,” said Amy. “And 
about why Sinead would want it.” 

“Tm on it,” said Cara, pulling up information from the Centers for 
Disease Control on her phone. “ ‘Smallpox is a serious and often fatal 
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airborne infectious disease,’ ” she read. 

She spun the phone around to show a picture of a human victim of 
smallpox, their skin waxy and tight with angry raised bumps all over it. 

“That’s gross,” said Dan. 

“Says the Vomit Mastermind,” Amy scoffed, but took the phone from 
Cara to research more. “In history, smallpox is believed to have killed over 
three hundred million people, including Ramses the Fifth in ancient Egypt, 


Louis the Fifteenth in eighteenth-century France, and even one of Benjamin 


Franklin’s son’s. Abraham Lincoln had smallpox but survived. So did 
Queen Elizabeth the First.” 

“There is no cure for smallpox, but a massive vaccination campaign in 
the twentieth century eradicated the disease,” Cara went on. “The last 
naturally occurring case of smallpox appeared in 1977 in Somalia, although 
samples of the disease exist in laboratories around the world, including 
samples suspected to be held by rogue nations.” 

“I can confirm this is the case,” said Ian. 

Amy raised an eyebrow at him. 

“The Lucian branch of the family had extensive contacts in what you 
might call rogue nations,” he said. “But I assure you, the stockpiles are 
secure.” 

Dan also raised an eyebrow at him. 

“Don’t give me that look!” Ian objected. “Lucians have kept the world in 
balance for a long time. The fact that some of the madmen who run these 
countries haven’t blown us all to bits is thanks, in part, to the Lucian branch 
of the family. You’re welcome, by the way.” 

“My thank-you note must have gotten lost in the mail,” Dan replied 
sarcastically. 

“Okay, so that’s smallpox,” said Jonah, changing the subject. “But 
Sinead didn’t steal smallpox. She stole some kind of genetically modified 
goat pox!” 

“Just about every species on earth has its own pox viruses, and they 
mostly only affect that species,” Amy explained, much more comfortable 
providing the facts than managing everyone’s feelings. “There is camel pox 
and caterpillar pox. Cat pox’—for a moment it looked like Saladin 
understood and was alarmed, but he merely had a hairball, which he 
delicately spat onto Ian’s pants—“monkey pox, chicken pox—” 

“Humans get that one,” Dan said. “I had it when I was little. It itched 
like crazy. I had to take a bath in oatmeal.” 


“But afterward you were immune to it, right?” Amy said. “You couldn’t 
get it again. That’s how vaccines work. Exposure to a form of the disease 
produces antibodies in the blood that make a person immune. The smallpox 
vaccine was developed hundreds of years ago from cow pox, by a man 
named Edward Jenner.” 

“By a British man named Edward Jenner,” Ian interjected. “If we are 
going to discuss contributions to science, I would like it to be remembered 
that this pox vaccine was discovered by my people, while yours are the ones 
building secret virus laboratories.” 

“Yeah, God save the Queen.” Dan rolled his eyes. “So he developed a 
smallpox vaccine. But, if every species has its own pox, then that vaccine 
wouldn’t work on, say, goat pox?” 

“Right,” said Cara. She brought up another photo.It was a picture of a 
field covered in fur. For a moment Amy didn’t know what she was looking 
at, and then it made sense. Dead goats. Thousands and thousands of dead 
goats. 

“Oh man.” Dan sat back into his chair. 

Amy understood all too well what had made her brother slump. “If that 
lab was doing experiments to alter the genes of goat pox so that it could 
infect humans—?” 

“We’d be defenseless against it,” said Ian. “No immunity. No known 
vaccine would work. No known cure.” 

“And any contact with the infected spreads the infections,” Cara said. 
“Poxes are some of the most contagious diseases on Earth. Breathing in 
even the tiniest particle can be enough to spread the virus.” She flipped to 
another picture. Another herd of dead goats. And another. And another. 

Amy’s stomach felt woozy. “When smallpox killed three hundred 
million people, it was before the age of easy air travel and high population 
megacities. A disease like that now could spread like a wildfire. One sneeze 
in an airport, and billions of people—” 


“Dead as goats,” said Dan. 

“Why on earth would Sinead want samples of a disease like that?” Ham 
gripped the back of the sofa so hard, he cracked the wood. 

“She’s not looking so innocent now, is she?” Dan asked Ham. 

Ham shook his head. The back of the couch tore off. “Oops.” 

“We can’t let ourselves get distracted by questions of Sinead’s guilt or 
her innocence,” Amy said. “Making assumptions will cloud our judgment. 
All we know for a fact is that she met with this Dr. Miller and then she stole 
this modified goat pox virus from a government lab. We don’t know what 
the modifications to it actually are, but we think she wanted us to know she 
stole it.” 

“But we don’t know why,” said Jonah. 

“She could be luring us into a trap,” suggested Ian. 

“Like Amy said,” Dan cut in. “We can’t assume anything. All we can do 
is find her before something terrible happens.” 

“So, mastermind, do you have a plan?” Ian asked. 

Amy looked to Dan, too. He had the natural cunning of a Cahill leader, 
more than she did, and his plans—though often involving gross bodily 
functions—were usually ingenious. 

His tongue poked from the corner of his mouth as he thought, then he 
cracked a wide smile. “Of course I have a plan,” he said at last. “We’re 
gonna clip this Starling’s wings.” 

“Uh, Dan.” Amy put her hand on her brother’s shoulder. “That’s not 
really a plan. That’s more like a catchphrase.” 

“Whatever.” Dan shrugged. “It sounded cool, didn’t it?” 

Amy sighed. Whenever Dan started coming up with catchphrases, 
something very dangerous was about to happen. 


CHARTERIS 


Havana, Cuba 


She was being followed. These days, she was always being followed. 

There was never a moment when the guards weren’t watching her. Even 
when she broke into the containment lab at USAMRIID, they were 
watching her, making sure she did as ordered. 

Sinead Starling always did as ordered. 

She wanted this part of the mission to succeed, but not for the reasons 
that they thought. If there was one thing Sinead knew how to do, it was to 
keep her reasons to herself. 

She had taken the virus samples and smuggled them out of the country, 
just like they had wanted her to do. She’d brought the samples to Havana, 
hidden inside her makeup case. 

And then she’d had second thoughts. She began to doubt. 

But her employers didn’t care about her doubts. They’d put her in 
motion and they told her it was too late to back out. They attached 
bodyguards to her with clear instructions: If Sinead Starling tries to change 
the plan, they were to kill her on the spot. 

If they killed her, their plan would still proceed. That’s why I have to 
keep going, she told herself. If I don’t do this, someone else will. Someone 
even more dangerous than me. I started all this, so I have to be the one to 
see it through. 

She knew she was lying to herself, though. 


The real reason she kept going was simple: She was afraid. Sinead 
Starling did not want to die. 

So she strolled along the wide seaside promenade in Havana called the 
Malecón, and she took in the beautiful sights. To her left, decaying 
buildings lined the road, their lights twinkling on and off as power came 
and went. The windows glowed yellow against the pink and blue stucco 
facades. She walked the wide sidewalk opposite the buildings along the 
waist-high wall that held back the ocean. The Caribbean lapped midnight 
blue against its edge, and the stars burned above. 

The saltwater air tickled her nose and she looked from the promenade 
across the sea ninety miles to Florida. She imagined she could see cars 
zipping up Route 1, which began in Key West at the lowest point of the 
continental United States and ran straight up the East Coast all the way to 
Maine. On its way, it passed right through Attleboro, Massachusetts. 

She missed her one-time home. She missed having friends. 

Her brothers, Ted and Ned, were her life, but every time she looked at 
them, she was reminded of the horrible things she’d done on their behalf. 
How she had betrayed everyone she cared about, and how all she’d done 
was cause disaster. Ted was still blind and Ned still suffered debilitating 
headaches. She hadn’t helped them at all. But she had tried to murder Amy. 
She had tried to frame Ian. She had done horrible things; she knew that. She 
wanted, more than anything, to be forgiven. 

Her brothers both said, so sweetly, that they didn’t blame her for what 
she had done. But she could tell they were a little afraid of her. Now that 
they knew what she was capable of, they could never fully trust her again. 

But this plan—her plan—this would be her redemption. 

She wondered what Amy and Dan were up to at this very moment in 
Attleboro. Had they heard what she had done yet? Had they seen her face in 
the surveillance photos? Were they starting to work up that old Cahill 
heroism to come after her? 


She hoped so. 

She needed them. She needed them to see what she could do. Sinead was 
going to save the world. 

But first she had to risk destroying it. 

Sinead took a deep breath and walked to the edge of the seawall, resting 
her palms on the warm concrete. The Malecón was known as Havana’s 
front porch. Not a lot of people had air-conditioning in their homes, and 
Havana was a hot Caribbean city, so all the young people left their 
sweltering apartments and came to the promenade to breathe the fresh air 
off the ocean. All around her, young people laughed and joked and danced 
and kissed. 

Sinead, being young herself, blended in perfectly, except for her bright 
red hair. She’d put on a light flowing sundress and wrapped a light silk 
shawl around her shoulders to cover her pale freckled skin. No one paid her 
any attention at all as she turned her back to the ocean. No one looked 
askance as she stretched her limbs and smiled at a group of teenagers who’d 
formed a drum circle beside her. 

She decided to dance, grooving and swaying to the rhythm. By dancing, 
she disappeared, even to the operatives who were following her. She looked 
like just another teenager out for a night of fun. 

Except one of her hands crept into her shoulder bag and slipped out a 
small glass vial. 





As she danced she let the vial slide down her leg, hitting the ground with 
the tiniest of clanks. Then she raised her foot, just another dance move, 
following the rhythm of the drums. 

She covered her nose and mouth with the silk shawl, held her breath, and 
stomped down. 

The glass vial shattered, and she quickly danced away from it, grooving 
and moving like a girl caught up in the music. 

It wasn’t until she was three blocks away that she breathed again. 

Her heart still beat like the drums she could no longer hear. 

She’d done it. 

There was no turning back now. 

The operatives sidled up to her, matching her pace and escorting her into 
the dark side streets of the Vedado neighborhood. No one was out and the 
streetlights weren’t working. Old pastel mansions with high colonnades 
looked abandoned all around, except she could hear the crying of children 
inside, the sound of radios and televisions, laughter and music. There was 
life in all the darkness. 

No one had any idea that at that very moment, with every breath, the 
dancers on the Malecón sucked in tiny particles of a brand-new virus. 
Microscopic cells were attaching to the insides of their lungs, sliding into 


their bloodstreams, multiplying, growing. With every breath, with every 
heartbeat, the little particles spread. 

When they’d spread enough, the symptoms would start. And the panic, 
the terror. 

The city would be paralyzed. It would need a savior. 

And Sinead would save it. 

A vintage black-and-white 1957 Oldsmobile cruised toward them. She 
climbed in before her bodyguards, and once they started rolling, she spoke 
to the man in front. 

“Tt’s done,” she said. 

“Good,” said the man, clearing his throat. The throat clearing was a habit 
of his, and the sound of it had started to drive Sinead crazy. After months 
working at his side, she felt like she would scream if she had to hear him 
clear his throat one more time. 

He cleared his throat one more time. 

She didn’t scream. She had to control herself. She couldn’t risk being cut 
out of the plan. She couldn’t raise his suspicions. “Mr. West, when do you 
think they will begin to show symptoms?” she asked instead. She made sure 
to call him mister, not doctor. She liked to remind him that he wasn’t a 
doctor. 

“By tomorrow evening,” he told her. “It takes at least a day to grow to 
effective levels.” 

“And how will we know?” 

“We’ll have agents watching every hospital,” Mr. West said. “The 
symptoms are unique. We’ll know very quickly if the infection worked.” 

“And then we’ ll give them the cure?” 

He nodded, but she knew he wasn’t telling the truth. Jonathan West did 
not get to be the Director of Special Products for ShkrellX Pharmaceuticals 
by giving away medicine for free. He wasn’t a doctor or a scientist, but he 
knew how to make money. 


“What do we do if the cure doesn’t work?” Sinead asked. 

“Its too late to call off the plan,’ Mr. West told her. “The clock is 
already ticking and billions could be lost.” 

Sinead’s mouth went dry. She found herself clearing her own throat, just 
to get the next question out. “Do you really think billions of people will 
die?” 

“Who knows?” He shrugged and cleared his throat again. “But I was 
talking about dollars.” 


=CHARTE Rea 


Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Thinking about Sinead made Dan’s head get hot and his teeth grind against 
each other. This was the curse of having a perfect memory. Yeah, he could 
count cards in blackjack, recite the starting batting order for every baseball 
World Series since 1947, and fill in the street names on a blank map of any 
major city in the world, but he could also never forget a betrayal. 

He still remembered exactly what Sinead had looked like when she tried 
to shoot Amy. 

Memory wasn’t good for forgiveness. 


1? 


“I knew Berkeley, England, sounded familiar!” Amy declared, reading, 
like she always did, from one the mansion’s thick leather-bound books. 
Why she always turned to books instead of the Internet was a mystery to 
Dan, but he’d learned to respect his sister’s methods over the years, 
however boring they were. This book was a big medical encyclopedia with 
onion-skin-thin pages and tiny type. There were black-and-white line 
drawings of diseases and wounds scattered throughout, like a picture book 
designed to give small children nightmares. “Berkeley was the home of 
Edward Jenner, the man who discovered the smallpox vaccine!” 

“And that’s where the Starlings moved after Singapore? Coincidence, 
perhaps?” Ian suggested. “You understand that, unlike America, England is 
very old. There isn’t a little town anywhere in the British Isles that doesn’t 
have some historical significance. There is literally no town Sinead could 
have moved to where something momentous did not occur.” 


“Calm down there, Prime Minister,” Dan ribbed. He loved making the 
Brit-fuff-fuff’s blood pressure rise. “You and Ham and Jonah will just pop 
in and make sure it’s a coincidence.” 

“I should go, too,” said Cara, with a glance at Ian. 

“Ew! I am not sending you on a romantic getaway!” Dan declared. “If I 
send you with Ian, then Ham will want to bring his boyfriend and Jonah 
will want to bring one of his little groupies, and pretty soon the whole 
mission will be forgotten while you guys canoodle with your crushes in the 
English countryside!” 

“I do not canoodle!” Ian objected. 

“I’m not dating anybody right now,” Ham complained. 

“And I don’t hang out with groupies. I hang out with models. Read the 
papers.” 

“We know you do,” said Dan, and everyone in the room snickered. 

Jonah wasn’t lying, but what the tabloids didn’t know was that the 
models he hung out with were model trains. In the last few months, Jonah 
Wizard had become an amateur model train enthusiast and turned an entire 
floor of his eight-thousand-square-foot Los Angeles mansion into a 
miniature hand-painted train garden. He’d even built a perfectly accurate 
model of the Attleboro mansion, with a tiny little Saladin cat figure in the 
window that purred every time the train passed. He’d named the train the 
Wizard Express. 

“I don’t want to go on this mission because of Ian,” Cara said. “I want to 
go because Edward Jenner was an Ekat and you might want an Ekat along.” 

“Oh, right,” Dan said. He had an amazing memory for stuff he cared 
about, but he rarely paid attention to where everyone fit into the Cahill 
structure. Hamilton was a Tomas, which explained his brute strength, 
loyalty, and love of breaking things. Jonah, the multitalented artist, was a 
Janus, while Ian, a Lucian, excelled at anything having to do with 
manipulating people or money or both. But the Ekats were inventors and 


scientists. Sinead Starling was one and so was Cara. It made sense to send 
her. 

“Okay, the four of you go,” Dan told them. “But no canoodling. Take the 
private plane and see what Ted and Ned know about Sinead. Maybe she’ll 
even be there and this’ Il be over fast?” 

“T think the CIA would have found her if she was still at her house with 
her brothers,” Cara suggested. “They’re not terrible at their jobs.” 

“They let a teenager steal samples of an experimental pox virus,” said 
Dan. “And asked other teenagers to get it back.” 

“Okay,” Cara conceded. “But they’re not that terrible at their jobs. 
They’re probably watching the house already.” 

“Good,” said Dan. “Then they’ ll see how the real secret agents work. As 
for us’—he turned to his sister—“we can get Nellie to watch the house and 
feed Saladin.” 

The cat purred at the sound of his own name, then went back to napping 
in the sunbeam on Ian’s pants. 

“What are we going to do?” Amy asked Dan. She rested a finger on her 
place on the page. 

“We’re going to Havana,” said Dan. “We’re going to find this Dr. Don 
Miller and learn what this virus he designed is meant to do and why Sinead 
would want to steal it.” 

“T’ve always wanted to go to Cuba,” Amy said. “It has a fascinating 
history.” 

“History,” Dan groaned. He was far more interested in baseball, for 
which the island of Cuba was famous. He hoped there’d be time to catch a 
game, or at least pick up some Cuban baseball cards. Saving the world was 
their job, but Dan wasn’t about to give up on his hobbies. 


CHARTERS 


Somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean 


Amy had always dreamed of traveling to Cuba, but it had been illegal for 
most of her life. It was only in the last few years that the United States 
reopened an embassy there. For a long time, the two nations, which sit just 
ninety miles from each other, remained in a state of perpetual cold war. 

Cuba had been a close ally of the United States, but the former dictator, 
Fulgencio Batista, abused his power and the people rose up against him. In 
1959, a young revolutionary named Fidel Castro led a violent uprising that 
overthrew the government, seized private property, and transformed Cuba 
into a Communist country, where the state owned and controlled 
everything, from homes and businesses to farms and factories. Even the 
newspapers, radio, and television stations were controlled by the Castro 
government. They became allies of the Soviet Union and sworn enemies of 
the United States. The CIA tried to poison one of Fidel Castro’s cigars to 
get rid of him, but the plot failed. Amy suspected the Lucians had been 
involved in that twisted idea. 

The two countries may have been only ninety miles apart, but they were 
worlds away. As the United States prospered in the twentieth and twenty- 
first centuries, Cuba struggled in isolation. 

Amy was surprised to find a forty-five-minute flight from sunny Miami 
to sunny Havana, Cuba’s capital, and she’d booked two seats. Relations 
between the US and Cuba were improving. Was it a coincidence that the 


plots and coups and assassination attempts had stopped when Amy and Dan 
had taken over the Cahill leadership? 

“Its not a free country, though,” she explained to Dan. “They like 
tourists, but still, it’s a Communist dictatorship. The president is Fidel 
Castro’s brother, Raúl, and he hasn’t forgotten how the US tried to 
assassinate Fidel. Our countries don’t exactly trust each other.” 

“Seems fitting, then,” said Dan. Amy wasn’t sure what he meant. “That 
we’re on Sinead’s trail to a place like that, where people don’t trust each 
other.” 

Amy frowned. Dan had already decided Sinead was guilty of something 
terrible. Amy was the one who Sinead had attacked, but Dan was the one 
who couldn’t forgive. Her brother could be so stubborn sometimes. It was 
endearing when he stubbornly refused to clean his room. It was scary when 
he stubbornly held on to a grudge. 

As Amy tried to tell him more about Cuban history for the rest of their 
flight, Dan was more interested in the history of Cuban baseball: how 
retired Cuban dictator Fidel Castro was scouted by a major league baseball 
team in the 50s and might never have led the Cuban revolution if he’d just 
been a better pitcher. 

“That turned out not to be true,” Amy told him. “It was just a myth.” 

“But baseball is popular in Cuba just like in America,” Dan pointed out. 
“Baseball came to Cuba in 1864 when a college student named Nemesio 
Guillot brought it to the island from Alabama. Nemesio was one of us. 
From the Tomas branch of the family.” 

“That’s great, Dan,” Amy said. “But it’s not so important right now. 
What is important is finding Dr. Miller. If he defected from the US, they’d 
probably want to keep him under guard, so he’s somewhere in the capital, 
close to the center of power. If he’s still practicing medicine, other doctors 
probably know him. We should start asking around at the hospitals.” 


“You’re missing my point,” Dan said. “There have been Cahills in Cuba 
since at least 1864. There are definitely some there now. We don’t need to 
go hanging around hospitals asking questions. We run the family. We can 
just find our contacts and get them to tell us what they know.” 

Dan pulled out his phone. Cara had uploaded the Cahill family directory 
into his contacts. He put his thumb to the screen, which would only unlock 
with his thumbprint. Then the camera scanned his eye for a double match, 
and only then could he access the data. He had to do the same thing if he 
wanted to play CandySmash, which was kind of a pain, but at least it meant 
no one could hack his contact list when he left the phone lying around, 
which Amy knew he would. Her brother would misplace his own face if it 
wasn’t stuck to the front of his head. 

This job wasn’t like their others, though. This job was personal, and it 
was Starting to feel a bit like their old adventures: someone in the Cahill 
network doing something devious for unknown reasons, and Amy and her 
brother having to get to the bottom of it before disaster struck. She didn’t 
like the sense that they’d been through this before. She didn’t like the idea 
that their moves might be predictable, that they might be falling right into a 
trap. They needed to gain the element of surprise. 

“Great!” Dan smiled down at his phone. “Looks like there’s a doctor 
named Jorge Neuman, who is the head of the department of infectious 
diseases at the medical school in Havana and the director of the Cuban 
Ministry of Health. And he just happens to be a ... ” Dan wrinkled his 
brow. Snorted. “A Lucian.” 

Amy cocked her head. “Not an Ekat?” 

“Tt says right here. ‘Dr. Jorge Neuman, Lucian.’ ” Dan tapped the screen. 
“T mean, he must be political, to be in charge of the health ministry. He has 
a lot of power in Cuba. But he hasn’t been active in the family since .. 
wow, October 1962.” 


“The Cuban Missile Crisis,” Amy replied. “The Soviet Union put 
nuclear missiles in Cuba so they could strike the US if we ever tried to 
invade.” 

“Wait? There were nuclear missiles aimed at us ninety miles from 
Florida?” Dan asked. 

“Yep,” said Amy. “They were armed and ready to fire, and the US Air 
Force was prepared to return fire. It was almost full thermonuclear war. 
Kids as far away as Boston were being taught to hide under the desks when 
the nuclear blast came.” 

“That’s nuts,” said Dan. “A school desk can’t protect you from a nuclear 
explosion.” 

“No one knew what to do,” said Amy. “Secret conversations were 
happening to try to stop the tension, but some generals in the US and in 
Cuba actually wanted the war. Luckily, both sides backed down and the 
missiles were removed, but the US and Cuba cut off all relations from then 
on. They never trusted each other again. It was the closest humanity came 
to wiping itself out.” 

“I guess Dr. Neuman chose to be on the Cuban side,” Dan said. “I’m 
sure Grace was thrilled about that.” 

Grace Cahill, Dan and Amy’s grandmother, had been in charge of the 
family until she passed away a few years ago, and she had strict 
expectations for all the important members of the vast family network. 
Choosing sides against her was a very dangerous thing to do. 

Then again, choosing sides against Amy and Dan had proven to be just 
as dangerous. 

“I bet Dr. Neuman still knows what’s going on,” said Dan. “I bet he can 
tell us exactly where this Dr. Miller is hiding. He’s probably running the 
whole dirty business from retirement. Once a Lucian, always a Lucian.” 

“You really have a hard time trusting people,” said Amy. 


“Well, yeah,” said Dan. “Doesn’t it seem like every time we meet 
someone new, they end up being the very people who are trying to destroy 
us?” 

“Yeah,” Amy agreed. “But maybe this time will be different.” 

“Why’s that?” Dan wondered. 

Amy thought about it for a moment. “Because this time, we’re not the 
ones being hunted,” she said. “This time, we’re the hunters.” 


CHARTERS 


Berkeley, England 


Berkeley, England, was indeed as quaint as Ian had told Ham it would be. 
There were squat little brick houses with sloped tile roofs on neat narrow 
streets with little hedgerows beside them. The church tower of St. Mary’s 
poked above the rooftops, and the nine-hundred-year-old Berkeley Castle 
looked over the town in serene silence. Birds chirped in the trees and a man 
in a tweed jacket wobbled past them on an old bicycle. Everything was neat 
and everything was tidy and everything was boring. 

It made Ham want to put his fist through something. “This place is trying 
too hard to be British,” he said. 

“I assure you,” Ian replied, “it is not trying to be anything at all. It 
probably looks now just like it did a hundred years ago.” 

As they strolled along the lane out of town that led to the Starlings’ last- 
known address, Ham spotted a neatly tended field where the local rugby 
club was practicing. The bright green grass gleamed with moming dew. 

At the sound of a whistle, the rugby players pulled and tore at one 
another in the scrum, grunting and shouting. Unlike in American football, 
rugby was played without pads, and the sounds one heard were not the 
plastic-on-plastic impact of helmets but the slap of flesh and the crunch of 
bone. 

“Maybe this place isn’t so bad after all,” Ham mused. He wondered 
about joining a rugby league back home, maybe playing in college. He 


hadn’t broken a bone—his own or anyone else’s—in months, and he was 
getting antsy. 

“Come along.” Ian nudged him past the field. “You can stare at the rugby 
team on your own time.” 

Even when he wasn’t in charge, Ian had a way of bossing Ham around 
that he did not appreciate. Brit-fuff-fuff could really get on his nerves. 

They arrived at the house, which was a small stone cottage with a tiled 
roof, like all the others in town. It sat on its own, set back from the road 
along a wide path with high hedges around for privacy. Ham was trying to 
figure out what bothered him about the path, when Ian shook his head. 

“This is not right,” said Ian. “This path is wide enough for a lorry, but 
these little cottages don’t have driveways. Or they don’t usually. Someone 
cleared this recently so that large vehicles could drive up to the door 
directly.” 

“You live in America,” Ham told him. “We call them trucks, not lorries.” 

“We are presently in England, Hamilton,” Ian said back to him. “And I 
will call them by their proper name. We invented the English language after 
all.” 

“Yeah, but we made it better,” Ham told him. 

“You brutalized it, you mean.” 

Ham narrowed his eyes at Ian. “Hey, some things from England need to 
get brutalized every now and then.” 

“Of course your only answer to a superior intellect is to hit something,” 
Ian scoffed. 

Cara stepped between them. 

“You both speak English just fine,” she said. “Ham, it’s fine you like to 
hit things. Ian, we’re all very impressed by the size of your intellect, but 
since we’re all on the same side, why don’t we calm down a bit?” 

“I’m calm,” said Ham, staring at Ian. 


“I am a Sea of serenity,” Ian replied with a grin that made Ham want to 
knock his teeth in. 

“No one’s home,” Jonah told them. He’d knocked on the door and 
peered inside the windows while they’d been arguing. “Door’s locked.” 

“I can pick the lock,” Cara volunteered, removing a small lock-picking 
set from her canvas backpack. 

“I got this,’ Ham told her, stepping to the door before she reached it. He 
looked at the door frame for a second, wound up, and delivered a satisfying 
kick right next to the doorknob. 

The door burst open with a crack and splinter of wood. 

“Why ... why would you do that?!” Ian exclaimed. 

Ham shrugged. “Sometimes you just gotta hit something, you know?” 

He stepped inside first to make sure the place was clear. Standard 
security procedure. Motion sensors activated the lights, and somewhere, a 
generator switched on. The place wasn’t connected to the local power grid. 
It made its own power. 

When he was satisfied the cottage was empty, he called out, “Clear!” and 
the others came in. 

“Sick pad,” Jonah said, speaking loudly over the hum of the generator. 

“This is unexpected,” Ian said. 

“What the—” Cara said. 

Ham hadn’t really been looking at the strangeness of the cottage’s 
insides when he was scanning the room. Now, seeing it through the others’ 
eyes, he took in what was so odd about it. 

From the outside it was a nineteenth-century workman’s cottage. From 
the inside, it looked like a state-of-the-art Biosafety Level Four containment 
laboratory. Two-thirds of the cottage was on the other side of a wall of thick 
glass. There were lab tables and microscopes, pipettes and centrifuges, 
freezers and ovens, large tanks of various gases, and racks of vials and 
beakers. There were also sealed glass containers that held what looked like 


caterpillars, hundreds of them, all crawling and climbing the sides of their 
tanks, hanging upside down from the lids and struggling over one another 
as if they were competing to see which one could occupy the highest point 
in their caterpillar prison. 

On the kids’ side of the glass, there was a row of lockers directly in front 
of them, with a sealed door that led to a decontamination shower. On the 
other side of the shower was the entry door into the laboratory. You couldn’t 
get in or out without first being sprayed with chemicals. 

“What’s missing?” Jonah asked. 

Ham looked around again. It seemed like a pretty thorough setup for an 
experimental lab. 

“A bed,” said Ian. “A kitchen. Chairs. The Starlings do not live here.” 

“No one lives here,” Cara agreed. 

“Stay on your guard,” Ian warned. 

Ham didn’t need to be told. He always stayed on his guard. 

Ian was right that the finer points of the intellect didn’t concern Ham so 
much. He wasn’t dumb, he just didn’t care about talking. He cared about 
doing whatever he needed to do to keep his people safe, even Ian. Ian might 
be an arrogant self-centered fop, but he was a Cahill arrogant self-centered 
fop, and Ham was nothing if not loyal. 

They moved farther inside, looking for any hints as to what kind of work 
was being done in this lab. There was a computer and he booted it up. 

“Encrypted,” he said, and got to work trying to access it. There were 
three things he was good at in this world—sports, computer hacking, and 
knitting. He wasn’t on a team right now and he’d been kicked out of the 
high school knitting club years ago. He was relieved he got to do at least 
one thing he enjoyed today. 


NO-ONE SNEAKS PAST 
OUR DEFENSES 





“Give me a shot.” Cara nudged him out of the way. She was a better 
hacker than he was. He relented and stepped aside, cracking his knuckles. 

Ham poked around the room, keeping his distance from the door to the 
lab itself. There was a reason that Biosafety Level Four labs had 
decontamination showers and sealed double doors. There was a reason 
people wore pressurized protective suits when they worked inside these 
labs. Some of the diseases that got handled in labs like this—things like 
anthrax, Ebola, and smallpox—could infect you with just a few tiny 
molecules. If you touched a doorknob with even a tiny bit of Ebola virus on 
it, it could get into your skin, infect your blood, and kill you in three days. 
One breath of an anthrax particle, and you’d start to feel a little sick by 
bedtime. You might never wake up. 

Ham hated the idea of invisible killers like that. You couldn’t beat up a 
virus molecule. You couldn’t just fight your way through a smallpox 
infection with hard work and grit. If one of these diseases got you, you were 
at the mercy of medicine and luck. 

You’d have to be crazy to set foot in a Biosafety Level Four lab. 


“Should we enter the laboratory?” Ian wondered. “It seems the answers 
we're after will be found in there.” 

Brit-fuff-fuff didn’t lack bravery, that was clear. 

There were pictures on the walls on the other side of the glass, images of 
virus particles and close-ups of blood cells. Someone had been working on 
something in there. Cara was having no luck with the computer, but none of 
them made a move toward the lab. 

There was a whiteboard on the other side of the glass, and it had 
handwriting on it that Ham recognized. Sinead’s. 

25.0000° N, 71.0000° W, it read. 

“What is that?” he asked. 

“Geographic coordinates,” said Ian. 

“For the Bermuda Triangle,” said Cara. “A patch of ocean in the Atlantic 
rumored to be where ships and airplanes mysteriously disappear.” She 
shook her head. “But it’s just a myth. In truth, ships and planes cross it all 
the time without problems. It’s four hundred miles from the coast of Cuba 
in one of the busiest shipping lanes in the world.” 

“Then why would Sinead have written down those coordinates?” Ham 
asked. 

“Its where the most secure Ekat stronghold was,” Cara said. “No 
outsider has ever infiltrated it. Heck, I’ve never even been.” 

“Sinead, like you, is an Ekat,” said Ian. 

“The Ekat base is abandoned,” Cara said. “It was built by Marie Curie to 
house her secret lab, but after the clue hunt and the destruction of the 
former Cahill leadership, the Ekats left it behind.” 

“Itd be a perfect place to hide,” Jonah said. “With all those automatic 
defenses and secret labs, you could launch a virus as a weapon and hide out 
there for as long as you needed.” 

“We don’t know Sinead is making a weapon,” said Ham. 


“We will know once I get this computer cracked,” said Cara. “I just need 
to—” 

She was cut off by the slam of car doors. They hadn’t heard a vehicle 
approach because of the sound of the house’s generator, and they had no 
time to hide themselves as four figures stepped inside, all of them wearing 
blue biohazard suits with breathing tanks attached. 

The light reflecting off the masks hid their faces. For a moment, Ham 
thought this might be Sinead and the Starling brothers, but they were the 
wrong size and there were four of them. 

“Hey, guys, ’sup?” Jonah asked, faking casualness in that way he had of 
never showing surprise. Ham stepped toward them, putting his body in front 
of everyone else’s. “What’s with the space suits?” 

Tan and Cara had frozen in place. They’d seen what Jonah hadn’t yet, but 
what Ham saw instantly. 

All four of the figures in the biohazard suits were armed. 


=CHOARTERE Ome 


Jonah’s eyes scanned the four figures. The one in front held a black pistol in 
his right hand, while the two behind him had blowtorches and the fourth 
held a sledgehammer. Their suits were blue and hissed as they breathed. 
They looked like space explorers arriving on Mars. 

Which made Jonah, Ian, Cara, and Ham the Martians. In sci-fi movies, 
things never went well for the Martians. At least they hadn’t in the sci-fi 
movie he’d just finished filming, RoboGangsta: Martian Mayhem. 

Jonah was still thinking about his brilliant sci-fi movie when Ham 
sprang into action. 

His friend crossed the distance to the front door in three large strides, 
and on the fourth, brought a crushing two-handed hammer blow down on 
the first astronaut-looking goon. 

“Ahh!” the man screamed, doubling over and dropping the gun, which 
went off as he released it. 

Jonah dove to knock Ian and Cara out of the way. The single stray bullet 
shot into the glass wall behind them, exactly where Ian’s head had been. 

Jonah held his breath, but the glass hadn’t broken. The lab was still 
sealed, whatever virus inside still contained. 

He let the breath out. 

Ham, meanwhile, had slammed an elbow down into the back of the 
gunman’s head, knocking him out, while the two with the blowtorches 
rushed for him. 

He ducked below a stream of flame and delivered a high kick into one 
guy’s chest, knocking him backward into the man with the sledgehammer, 


then he head-butted the other, cracking the face plate of his suit. 

“Ahhh!” the man screamed, and gripped his face as a whoosh of air left 
his suit, deflating it. 

The gunman on the floor stirred and began to stand, reaching for his 
weapon. Cara dove for it, knocking it from the man’s grasp, then delivered 
a scissors kick to his already battered head. The suit tore at the seam of the 
neck and there was a loud whoosh of escaping air. 

Sledgehammer guy had recovered and was coming straight for Jonah. 
“Yo, not in the face,” Jonah said, raising his arms to protect his head, which 
had the effect he’d wanted. The guy raised the hammer to swing straight at 
Jonah’s face, which exposed the man’s stomach and chest. Jonah delivered 
a quick one-two punch, then grabbed the battery pack on the side of the suit 
and yanked it hard, tearing open the fabric. 

Whoosh. 

The hammer flew from the man’s grip. 

“Ha!” Jonah shouted, but time felt like it slowed down as he watched the 
sledgehammer fly past him and connect with the spiderweb of cracking 
glass where the bullet had embedded itself. 

When the hammer hit, the window rippled, the cracks bent and spread, 
and then, with a crash, the window into the lab smashed open in a rain of 
glass. 

“Get out of here!” one of the blowtorch astronauts yelled. “The lab is 
breached. Our suits are compromised!” 

Ian dove onto the gunman and held him down on the floor. “Who are 
you?” he demanded. “Where’s Sinead?” 

The gunman reached around and released his air hose, which sprayed 
high-pressure air right into Ian’s face, knocking him onto his back. The man 
was on his feet in a flash and all four astronaut-soldiers ran for the front 
door. 


One of the blowtorch guys let loose another spout of flame, forcing 
Jonah, Ian, Ham, and Cara to dive for cover on the other side of the 
smashed window, inside the containment lab. 

The stream of fire shot across the room and the guy aimed first at the 
computer, torching it beyond use before he turned and fired over their 
heads, burning up the whiteboard. The men backed out the doorway. 

As soon as they had stepped outside, Ham was on his feet again, leaping 
over the fires burning throughout the room. He’d never catch them. Their 
car was peeling out before Ham even got to the threshold. He came back 
panting from the sudden sprint. 

“They got away,” he said sadly. “A black Mercedes van, no license 
plate.” 

Ian had found a heavy-duty fire extinguisher and put out the flames. 

“Did you see how quickly they ran out of here when the glass broke?” 
Jonah asked, his heart still pounding. “They were not messing around.” 

At that very instant, all four of them came to the same terrible 
realization. They looked up. They were standing on the wrong side of the 
shattered glass. They were standing in the wide-open laboratory. 

Jonah had been resting his hand on the countertop. He pulled it away like 
it was burning hot. Ian dropped the fire extinguisher. Ham stopped panting. 

“None of us are wearing suits,” Ian said. 

They all ran outside, but Jonah feared none of them could run fast 
enough. They’d knelt on the floor; they’d touched the counters, breathed the 
air, cut their fingers on the broken glass. 

“Yo, we need to find out what this virus does,” Jonah said. “And fast.” 

Ham looked at him, pale as a sheet. “I have a bad feeling we’re going to 
find out the hard way.” 

Whatever that lab contained, every one of them had been exposed. 


=COARTERE slam 


Havana, Cuba 


Dr. Neuman lived on the sixth story of a six-story building without an 
elevator. It was sweltering in the stairwell, and both Dan and Amy were 
sweating when they finally reached his apartment, which made it more 
annoying to find out that he wasn’t home. 

“No está aqui,” the woman who answered the door told them, then with 
one glance sized them up as Americans. “My father is not home,” she said 
in perfect English. 

She didn’t let them in, but they could see over her shoulder that the 
living room was lined with bookshelves. Instead of a couch, there was a bed 
and a baby’s crib. Amy had said that Cubans couldn’t own property—it all 
belonged to the government—so if someone had a big apartment, their 
whole extended family might end up living in it. It looked like Dr. Neuman 
had a full house. 

“Oh, well, do you know where he is?” Dan asked. 

“My father knows you?” his daughter wondered, suspicious. 

Dan glanced at his sister. He decided to take a gamble. “Yeah,” he said. 
“We’re family friends. I’m Dan Cahill and this is my sister, Amy.” 

The woman’s eyes widened. “Cahill?” she said. 

“Cahill,” Dan repeated. 

Oh, how he liked using that name to people who’d heard of them! The 
Cahill name meant nothing to most people, but to some, it was better than a 
picklock or a battering ram. It opened doors. After all the years he and his 


sister had spent running from people, it felt good to put a little terror into 
someone else’s heart. He really liked feeling as if he was, for once, in 
control. 

Does that make me evil? he wondered. 

No, he told himself. Just confident. I?m Dan Cahill and I do what needs 
to be done. 

The woman wrinkled her forehead, frowned, then took a deep breath. 
“He said you would come one day,” she told them. “He used to tell me 
stories about the power of the Cahill family. When we were starving in the 
nineties after the Soviet Union collapsed, he would describe the feasts at the 
family mansion so that we could imagine the food on our table was so 
delicious, rather than boiled grapefruit peels. My mother scolded him for 
his nostalgia. He had chosen the revolution, after all, and cut ties with the 
Cahills. Why should he look backward? But still, I knew he always did.” 

“We really need to talk to him,” Dan said. “Urgent family business.” 

“Urgent?” she said. “How urgent could it be if they have sent children?” 

“Tm Dan Cahill,” Dan repeated. “This is Amy?” Their first names meant 
nothing to this woman. So much for feeling powerful. “We’re, like, in 
charge of the whole family!” 

“You two?” The woman’s eyebrows shot up. “Teenagers? In charge? Of 
the most powerful family in history?” 

Dan nodded. 

“What happened to the adults?” 

“We’ve proven ourselves incorruptible,” Amy said, joining the 
conversation. Dan had been beginning to worry she’d gone mute. “Unlike 
the adults.” 

The woman nodded. This seemed convincing enough to her. Even 
though everyone in Cuba was supposed to be equal because of 
Communism, some government ministers lived in big homes all to 


themselves, while other ministers—maybe ones who didn’t take bribes— 
lived in sixth-floor apartments with their children and grandchildren. 

“So you are here because of the outbreak?” Dr. Neuman’s daughter 
asked. 

Amy took a quick breath in and Dan’s pulse jumped. The outbreak? 
Here? His heart raced. He’d planned to track down the scientist who’d 
manipulated the goat pox virus and use him to find Sinead. He hadn’t 
planned on stepping into the middle of some actual outbreak of a disease. 
The whole point of this job was to stop an outbreak from happening. 

“They called my father into the hospital,” the woman said. “Hundreds of 
young people with strange symptoms. None of the staff doctors knew what 
to do.” She disappeared from the doorway for a moment and came back 
with a bag of bright red pills. 

“Please bring this to him,” she said. “He will make time for you if you 
have these.” 

“Are they medicine?” Dan asked, and the woman cracked a smile for the 
first time. 

“No, of course not! They are Red Hots! Cinnamon candies. My father 
has a sweet tooth, especially when he is working.” 


The Hermanos Ameijeiras Hospital was a massive building in the Centro 
neighborhood of Havana, just a short walk from the doctor’s apartment. It 
was a tall square building of old pink concrete with straight rows of dirty 
glass windows. They could see it from the street when they stepped outside, 
as it towered over the rest of the neighborhood. It wasn’t pretty, but it was 
huge. 

They rushed through the business district, past classic cars from the 
1950s and 1960s that were used as taxis, past pastel-colored buildings from 
the same era. It was as if the city of Havana had been stuck in time from the 


decade after the revolution that put Fidel Castro in power and caused the 
United States to cut off all relations with the island. Life had gone on for all 
those years, of course, but it seemed as if new building had stopped. 

Palm trees swayed in the evening breeze and music blared from boom 
boxes. Old men sat playing dominoes at card tables on the sidewalk. Kids 
played baseball in the middle of the street. Dan noticed one strange thing, 
though: Over some doorways, there was a stenciled image of a figure with 
an eyeball for a head, wielding a large sword. The letters CDR were 
stenciled next to it. 


f conta guardia ep alto 





“Thats the Committee for the Defense of the Revolution,’ Amy 
explained as they went past. “Every block in Havana has one, and they 
maintain a file on every resident of their block. They report anything 
suspicious, any activity that might be counterrevolutionary, or anything that 
might make someone they don’t like look bad.” 

“So every block has government spies on it?” Dan wondered. 

Amy nodded, while simultaneously shushing him. “This isn’t a free 
country,” she whispered. “Talking too much can get you thrown in jail.” 


“Oh,” said Dan, smirking. “So this is the perfect country for you. 
Everybody keeps to themselves.” 

Amy grunted a response, which was enough for Dan. She’d long ago 
overcome her stutter and her shyness, but he joked to break the tension, and 
with sword-wielding eyeball graffiti watching from every darkened 
doorway and a mysterious disease breaking out, he was pretty tense. Not 
giving-a-book-report-on-a-book-he-hadn’t-read-in-front-of-the-whole-class 
tense, but still ... pretty tense. 

They were two blocks away from the hospital when they reached the 
first police blockade. 

An officer said something to him and waved them away. 

“No hablo espanol,” Dan told him, which was how you said you didn’t 
speak Spanish in Spanish. He always thought it was weird to tell someone 
you didn’t speak their language in their own language, because you were 
speaking it as you told them you couldn’t. It was a logic problem that would 
have to bother him another time, though. “We need to see Dr. Neuman,” he 
said in English. “Dr. Jorge Neuman?” 

The police officer looked Dan and Amy over, his brow furrowed deeply. 

Then Dan held up the bag of Red Hots. “Dr. Jorge Neuman needs these 
right away!” 

“Eh!” one of the other police officers shouted when he saw the Red 
Hots. “Dr. Neuman! ;Si! jSi!’ He waved them through the blockade 
quickly. “;Apurate! į Vamos!” 

Dan and Amy ran past him and sprinted all the way to the hospital 
entrance, with police radioing ahead to clear their path. When they reached 
the big entrance doors labeled Emergencia, a nurse wearing a surgical mask 
was waiting for them. 

“You have Dr. Neuman’s candies?” she demanded curtly, her hand 
already extended to take them. 


Dan pulled them back from her. “We need to see him,” he told the 
woman. 

“No,” she said through her mask. “No admittance.” 

“Sorry,” Dan said. “We have to talk to him. If he wants his candies, he 
has to at least come get them himself. Tell him Dan and Amy Cahill are 
here. Got that? Cahill.” 

Dan crossed his arms, protecting the bag of candies against his chest. He 
waited. 

The nurse’s mask billowed out and then sucked in with her angry 
breathing. Finally, she rolled her eyes and held up a finger, telling them to 
stay put. She rushed inside the hospital again. 

“T’ve never held cinnamon candy hostage before,” Dan said. 

“Dr. Neuman must really like Red Hots,” Amy noted. 

“Like Saladin and his red snapper,” Dan added. 

“Maybe don’t compare a renowned doctor to a pet cat,” Amy suggested. 

Dan shrugged. “I don’t think Saladin thinks he’s a pet.” 

Just then, the nurse came out and handed them each blue surgical 
coveralls, complete with hoods; surgical masks; two pairs of rubber gloves 
apiece; rubber overshoes; and plastic goggles. 

“Put on,” she said. 

Amy gave Dan a nervous look, which Dan returned. They were 
supposed to go into the hospital? They didn’t have training. They weren’t 
doctors or nurses. If there was an outbreak going on, wouldn’t it have been 
better for the doctor to come out and meet them? 

“Put on,” the nurse repeated. “He is waiting.” 

They began covering themselves in the sterile protective clothing. The 
nurse checked them over, taping their sleeves around their gloves and their 
pant legs around their rubber overshoes. She made sure they had no skin 
exposed anywhere on their bodies. 

“Is it really that contagious?” Dan asked. The nurse just nodded. 


He double-checked the seals at his cuffs and ankles, and made sure his 
gloves weren’t ripped. 

Once the nurse was satisfied, she told them to follow her. “You come 
inside,” she said. “And don’t touch anything. Everything inside is 
contaminated. A ... you call it ... a hot zone.” 

Dan felt suddenly cold. 

A hot zone. Infection. Why had he volunteered them for this job? Sinead 
was never good news. He should’ve known better. 

He pictured the horrors that waited for them on the other side of the 
hospital doors. He imagined zombie outbreaks and running for their lives 
from invisible virus particles. He imagined a stench of sickness so powerful 
it would never wash off. 

What he did not expect to see as they stepped through the doors into the 
brightly lit halls of the emergency room was a dance party. 


= CHARTERS Om 


There was no music, but everywhere Amy looked, there were young people 
dancing. 

The lobby was a grand space of marble and tile, and potted plants 
formed borders around waiting areas holding red modernist furniture. It was 
far nicer than she had imagined a Cuban hospital would be, and she 
remembered that the Hermanos Ameijeiras Hospital was the premier 
hospital for the entire country. 

Except it looked more like a bizzaro night club. Teenagers danced on the 
potted plants and bopped on top of the furniture. Their bodies bounced, 
their legs did the twist, and their feet stomped, while their hips and 
shoulders shimmied. 

Nurses and doctors covered head to toe in protective suits tried to make 
the teenagers sit down, but every time they drew close the teenagers flailed 
wildly, tearing at the medical staff as if they were being attacked. 

“Okay,” said Dan, his voice muffled through the surgical mask. “This is 
weird.” 

Amy agreed. 

“Come quickly,” the nurse urged them, and they moved through the 
lobby to the elevators. When they reached the fluorescent-lit halls of the 
infectious disease ward, there were still more dancers. 

Amy peered behind curtains and saw kids in hospital gowns standing on 
their beds pumping their fists in the air and jumping up and down like they 
were at one of Jonah’s concerts. Frantic adults pleaded with them to come 
down, but the waving arms and kicking legs pushed them back. The adults 


were being careful not to tear their sterile outfits. They were trying not to 
touch the dancers. 

At the end of the hall sat a group of teens in a drum circle, except they 
had no drums. They swatted the air in front of them, jumping and swaying 
to their own beat, and as they drummed, their heads jerked this way and 
that, sweat flying off them in great salty arcs. 

“Look at their faces,” Dan said, and Amy saw that every single dancer, 
dripping with sweat and moving to imaginary music, had the same 
expression on his or her face. Their jaws were wide open, their eyebrows 
raised, and their eyes wide. It looked like each of them was screaming 
without making any sound. They all looked terrified. 

Dan and Amy stopped outside one room, where two orderlies had 
strapped down a teenager to stop her from dancing. She was thrashing 
wildly, and the heart monitor they’d attached sounded an alarm. They tried 
to inject her with something, but they couldn’t get her still enough for the 
needle. 

And then the girl’s heart stopped. 

The nurses shouted, and a doctor came running. There was a frantic 
conversation and the orderlies undid the straps. 

Almost instantly, the girl’s arms and legs twitched free and her heart 
started again. She began to dance on the bed, then popped up to her knees, 
and then stood, doing a samba. 

“If they stop dancing, they die,” Dan observed. 

Amy looked back down the hall at the silent drum circle, at the boys and 
girls all around grooving to their own beat. She shuddered. 

In the room, the girl on the bed whipped her hair back and forth and 
streams of sweat splashed across the goggles and surgical mask of one of 
the orderlies. He jumped back as if he’d been shot. The doctor and the other 
orderly stepped away from him. 


“That is how it spreads,” a man behind Amy said. “Through the sweat. 
The sweat is loaded with virus particles. As they dance, they sweat, and the 
sweat flies off them and the virus becomes airborne.” 

Amy turned to see a small figure, covered, like she was, from head to toe 
in a blue protective suit. Beneath his goggles, however, she could see his 
bright white eyebrows, so bushy that the hairs were smashed against the 
plastic, and it gave the impression of two caterpillars trying to escape a 
classroom terrarium. 

“Dr. Neuman?” Dan asked. 

“Do you have my Red Hots?” he replied. 

Dan handed the man the plastic bag, which the old doctor looked at with 
a smile in his eyes. Amy assumed it was a smile. Not being able to see 
anything but his eyes, she actually couldn’t tell. 

“Come to my office,” he said. “We can have a snack while you tell me 
what brought you to our island in the midst of a most unusual crisis.” 

“Pm not very hungry,” Amy told the doctor, her appetite having 
vanished the moment she stepped into the hospital. 

“I could eat,” Dan said, which was about as true a statement as she’d 
ever heard. Nothing could stop her little brother from snacking. 


They passed through a decontamination shower and what the doctor called 
a “gray room,” which was a room between the clean zones where every 
possible particle of virus had been killed before entering, and the “hot 
zones,” like the emergency area, where the virus was everywhere and the 
possibility of infection was high. 

Cuba had some of the best medical care in Latin America, in spite of 
being an isolated island, and Dr. Neuman was very proud of the 
decontamination system he had built. 


“We meet all the Biosafety Level Four protocols,” he explained as one of 
his aides tossed their jumpsuits directly into an incinerator chute. 

Once more in their civilian clothes, they sat in the doctor’s office, staring 
across his wide steel desk and out the window behind him, which 
overlooked Havana all the way to the seaside promenade and across the 
Gulf of Mexico toward Florida. 

“So you are Grace Cahill’s grandchildren,” Dr. Neuman said. “I had 
heard that teenagers were now leading the family, but to see it with my own 
eyes ... ” He laughed and slapped his palms on his desk. “Let me guess ... 
the adults let ambition and greed so consume them that only through 
children could the family remain united?” 

Amy and Dan looked at each other, surprised by how well this old doctor 
understood what had happened. Amy felt a little proud of having united the 
family in such a way that even this doctor had heard of them. She sat a little 
straighter in her chair. 

“Long ago, I chose my country over my loyalty to your grandmother and 
her vision of greatness,” Dr. Neuman said. “I saw the injustice my people 
faced in Cuba and I joined the revolution.” 

He nodded toward a framed photo of Fidel Castro, the dictator who had 
taken over Cuba in 1959 and had ruled it with a fist for the last sixty years, 
lately through his younger brother Raúl. 

“Unlike you decadent capitalists, our country takes care of its own,” the 
doctor said, and all kindness left his eyes. He was obviously committed to 
the idea that the United States was an enemy nation, and Amy knew she 
would have to tread carefully if they wanted his help finding Dr. Miller. 

“We are a nation of ideals.” Dr. Neuman pounded his desk. “We are 
willing to suffer for the greater good, while you Americans”—he said the 
word Americans as if it were an insult—“want only the next video game or 
fancy car. Materialistic! Selfish! I have dedicated my life to serving the 
people of Cuba and the global Communist movement ... and yet now ... 


you come to me just as this strange new disease emerges in my country. I 
cannot help but think you have brought this here. I cannot help but think 
this is an attack on my country.” 

“We’re here to stop this disease,” Dan objected. “We don’t care about 
your politics or your revolution. We just want to prevent an outbreak of ... 
whatever this is.” 

“You don’t even know what this disease is, do you?” Dr. Neuman asked. 

“Not really,” said Amy, before Dan could answer. 

She didn’t want her brother to say anything about the US government 
sending them. The doctor might not help them if he thought they worked 
for the CIA. She’d also found that a certain kind of man liked to think he 
was smarter than everyone else, and couldn’t resist explaining things to a 
teenage girl like Amy. All she had to do was give him an excuse to show his 
expertise. “Could you explain this to us? We don’t understand what we’re 
seeing.” 

The doctor nodded sadly. “In southern Italy during the seventeenth 
century, there was an outbreak of something called tarantism,” he told 
them. “Villagers, usually peasants, would erupt in uncontrollable fits of 
dancing, for hours, sometimes for days, wearing themselves out. The 
dancing fits spread throughout the region and their cause was never quite 
identified. The phenomenon gave rise to a dance called the tarantella, but 
otherwise, this odd outbreak was forgotten by history.” 

“So you think this is a return of a seventeenth-century Italian disease?” 
Amy asked. 

The doctor shook his head. “No, I think this is an entirely new virus 
pretending to be something much older. It is quite ingenious.” He pulled out 
a large plastic model of a molecule. “This is a model of a virus particle 
called virion,” he explained. “A smallpox virion, in fact.” 





Amy sat up straighter, studying the large model. 

“The outer layer is the protein coat, which protects the genetic material 
of the virus inside the nucleic acid at its core. When a particle attaches to a 
host cell, the protein coat dissolves and the genetic material inside infects 
the host cell, reproducing itself, until that cell is either killed or 
transformed. It repeats this process over and over and over again. Like all 
forms of life, it wants itself to thrive. It spreads and reproduces. The more 
successful viruses find ingenious ways of spreading from host to host, 
whether through the air by being inhaled or settling on the skin or being 
contained in bodily fluids.” 

“Like sweat,” said Amy. 

“Like sweat,” the doctor agreed. “This outbreak in my emergency room 
downstairs is like nothing I have ever seen before,” he told them. He pulled 
out a photo taken from a microscope. “This is from one of the patients 
downstairs. This is the virus they are all infected with.” 

Amy looked but couldn’t make much sense of it. There were virus 
particles shaped like little bricks attached to flat, disclike particles she 
recognized from biology class as blood cells. 

“The shape of the virus is identical to goat pox,” he said. “A pox virus 
that is harmless to humans.” Amy shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She 
could tell this version of it wasn’t harmless at all. In her mind, she still 


heard the loud beep of the poor girl’s stopped heart until she was allowed to 
dance again. “As far as my early examinations show,” the doctor continued, 
“the genetic material inside is a type of baculovirus.” 

“A back-u-what virus?” Dan asked. “You’re losing me.” 

“A baculovirus is a type of virus that only infects invertebrates—moths 
and caterpillars and beetles,” the doctor explained. “There is a specific 
baculovirus in Brazil called the climbing virus. When active in a caterpillar, 
it changes the creature’s behavior, turning it into a kind of zombie with only 
one thought: to climb.” 

“Zombies?” Dan gasped. Amy’s brother loved video games and TV 
shows about zombies, but she could see his confidence waver at the thought 
of facing real-life zombies. 

“Not like imaginary brain-eating zombies,” Dr. Neuman said. “Infected 
caterpillars climb up into the treetops and wait there until they die, at which 
point they melt into liquid, which drips down from the treetops. The liquid 
is loaded with the virus and the caterpillars on the forest floor below are 
infected, thus continuing the cycle.” 

Amy felt sick to her stomach, picturing infected caterpillar goo raining 
from the treetops, but Dan happily munched away at the cinnamon candies. 
His momentary fear of zombies had vanished when he’d heard his brains 
were safe. Amy’s fear amped up. She knew that nature could conjure more 
horrors than anything a Hollywood studio could dream up. 

“My best guess right now,” Dr. Neuman said, “is that the virus we see in 
these dancers is a baculovirus modified to infect humans and, rather than 
causing climbing behavior as it does in the caterpillars, it causes its victims 
to dance. By dancing, they spread the disease.” 

“Dancing doesn’t seem so bad,” Dan said. “I mean, like, I wouldn’t want 
to be stuck dancing, but it’s not the end of the world to have a bunch of 
sweaty teenagers dancing. Unless you’re a middle-school principal.” 


The doctor rubbed his eyes. “Unfortunately, since they began arriving a 
few hours ago, none of our patients have stopped dancing. Not to rest, not 
to drink water, not to eat.” 

“Oh ... ” said Amy, realizing what he meant. 

“They are going to become dehydrated and exhausted,” the doctor said. 
“I am not certain how long a person can dance, but our best guess is it will 
be only another day or two, depending on their fitness before they became 
infected. When their bodies can no longer keep dancing, they will collapse. 
And then ... ” 

“Their hearts will stop,” said Amy. 

“And if we force them to stop dancing ... ” the doctor said. 

“Their hearts stop sooner,” Amy finished his sentence. 

“Whoa,” said Dan. “You mean they’re going to dance themselves to 
death?” 

The doctor held his palms up in the air. “The virus is like nothing I’ve 
seen before. The protein shell from the pox virus protects it from any 
inoculation we have, and the genetic structures in the nucleic acid are 
completely unfamiliar to us. It will take months of research simply to 
understand it, let alone to develop a cure. I fear the fatality rate will be 
catastrophic long before then. Already, three of my staff have become 
infected. One of them is quite an admirable salsa dancer, and it would be a 
pleasure to watch her, if I was not afraid she was going to die of it.” 

“Sick,” Dan muttered. 

Amy pictured Sinead, her bright red hair, her preppy outfits, and she 
wondered how such a girl could be involved with something so terrible. 
Why had she stolen this virus from its lab? And who had unleashed it on the 
unfortunate youth of Havana? 

Her anger bubbled up inside her. If it was Sinead, then perhaps Dan was 
right. She was unforgivable. 


“Now I have told you what I know,” said Dr. Neuman. “Why don’t you 
explain to me, at last, how it is you are involved and how you two intend to 
help?” 

“We’re looking for another doctor,’ Amy said, showing him the picture 
of Dr. Miller she had on her phone. “We believe he ... well ... we think he 
might have created this virus.” 

“Dr. Miller,” Dr. Neuman said, nodding. “Yes, I know him, but he is 
forbidden from practicing medicine in Cuba. I made that a condition for 
him to be allowed into the country.” 

“You know what he used to do?” Dan asked. 

The doctor nodded. “I know he did research for your government on 
biological weapons.” 

“And you didn’t think he could be involved in this?” Dan was getting 
angry and impatient, and Amy had to put her hand on his knee to calm him 
down. 

“This,” the doctor replied sternly, “has only been happening for a few 
hours. I have not had time to think of anything but how to save my 
patients.” 

“We understand,” said Amy. “Please, let us go to Dr. Miller and find out 
what he knows. If he created this disease, maybe he knows how to cure it.” 

Dr. Neuman scribbled an address on the back of his business card and 
handed it to Amy. 

“That’s in Old Havana,” the doctor explained. “You will find him there. 
Bring him to me.” 

“Is this his house?” Amy asked. 

Dr. Neuman shook his head. “No, it’s not.... But if you like jazz, you 
should feel right at home.” 


= CHARTERS Sam 


Attleboro, Massachusetts 


Nellie Gomez was excited to have the night off. Her restaurant was closed 
for cleaning—thanks to Dan’s plan—and she had her first evening free in 
ages. Her boyfriend, Sammy, was away at a conference, the kiddos were 
down in Havana, and she had the house to herself. She decided to blast 
some celebratory metal. She never really got to rock out when the house 
was full. 

Things were going pretty well for her. A very important food blogger 
had called her cooking “the most exciting new cuisine on the restaurant 
scene in years,” and the Boston Globe had just that morning declared her 
desserts “worth braving gunfire for.” 

In spite of the danger and drama in her dining room, the restaurant was 
fully booked for reservations for the next six months with customers itching 
to try her experimental dishes. She’d stuffed a duck breast with Pop Rocks 
and slow roasted it overnight. She’d designed a dessert tower with a molten 
chili-chocolate orb balanced on top. One ate it by piercing the orb and 
letting the chocolate flow down over the raspberry-stuffed choux pastry 
below. She even got Sammy to use his chemistry expertise to help her 
design whole new ways of serving food. 

There had been a few setbacks. 

Sushi foam wasn’t as popular as she’d hoped, and she’d nearly burned 
off all her brightly colored hair when she’d tried to turn a beef Wellington 
into jelly form. 


But even as the excitement over her restaurant delighted her, once she 
was alone with Saladin in the Attleboro mansion, her thoughts turned to 
worry for her kiddos down in Havana. She knew they could take care of 
themselves, but she wished they had brought her along. Neither Dan nor 
Amy even spoke Spanish. 

“What do you think, Saladin?” she asked the cat, who allowed himself to 
be stroked by Nellie and purred contently on her lap. “You think they’ll be 
okay?” 

The cat stopped purring, then looked up at her. He cocked his head and 
then charged from her lap, racing down the hall. 

Nellie knew the cat had a strong sense of danger, so she got up to follow 
him. Just as she did, the house’s perimeter alarm sounded. 

Someone was trying to break in. 

Nellie slid open the secret door behind the bookcase and entered the 
high-tech control room, where she could access not only the mansion’s vast 
security network but the entire global Cahill network—strongholds around 
the world, satellite feeds and weather stations, databases from intelligence 
agencies and law enforcement in two dozen countries. They had built quite 
a system after they’d rebuilt the mansion from burned cinders. 

“The A-Team never had a room like this,” Dan liked to joke, except 
Nellie knew he had never actually seen The A-Team. 

She switched on the monitors and checked the front drive. The gate was 
wide open. 

Whoever had come in knew the code. 

But she wondered how, then, they had tripped the house alarm. 

She scanned through the camera feeds, looking for the intruder. At her 
feet, Saladin meowed and paced below the console. 

Panning a camera around the garage, she saw a car that hadn’t been there 
before: Ian’s black Tesla, its doors wide open. 

Something was wrong. 


Nellie spotted movement on the corner of the screen and moved the 
camera around the large garage to focus on it. Her hand froze over the 
controls, not certain what it was she was looking at. 

Ham, Jonah, Ian, and Cara were all there in the garage. 

Nellie hit the intercom button. “Hey, guys, it’s Nellie,” she said. “What 
are you doing in there? When did you get back?” 

“Don’t come down here!” Cara shouted up toward the camera. 
“Something happened in England! We were exposed to some sort of virus. 
We took Jonah’s private jet back and I drove us here as fast as I could. I 
didn’t know where else to go.” 

“Okay,” Nellie said, worried by the alarm in Cara’s voice but also quite 
confused. “Tell me what happened and I’ll do whatever I can to help. But I 
have one question.” She paused and tried to think of a way to ask what 
she’d been wondering since she’d turned the camera toward them. “Why 
are Ham, Jonah, and Ian dancing?” 


= CHARTERS Gas 


Havana, Cuba 


The streets of Old Havana were narrow and winding, and the sunset bathed 
everything in pink light and purple shadow. Colorful washing hung on lines 
between colonial-era buildings, and tourists from China and Russia and 
Venezuela and Spain wandered this way and that, taking pictures of the 
classic cars, candy-colored shutters, and men playing dominoes. 

And yet on every block, there was the image of the eye wielding a 
sword, the Committee for the Defense of the Revolution. Amy couldn’t 
shake the feeling that she and her brother were being watched. If Dr. Miller 
didn’t come with them, would Dr. Neuman collect him in some other way? 
If he fell into the hands of the police, they’d never get to talk to him. 

Did it matter when so many lives were at stake? If he could cure the 
disease, wasn’t that the most important thing? 

Still, Sinead’s involvement nagged at Amy like an itch she couldn’t 
scratch. She needed to know: Was Sinead innocent or guilty, a good guy or 
a bad guy? She hated the uncertainty. At least Dan knew what he thought of 
Sinead. She was still a mystery to Amy, and Amy hated leaving mysteries 
unsolved. 

They arrived at the jazz club where they were supposed to find Dr. 
Miller. Even though they were young, no one looked askance at them as 
they stepped inside. The club was a small indoor area with a bar along one 
wall and a row of tables along the other, and the entire rear wall opened up 
to the courtyard. The courtyard had a stage and dance floor and more tables. 


The tables were full and the dance floor was packed, and the band on 
stage was playing a wild jazz number. Three old men played saxophones 
and two more played trumpets. There were two guitarists and a drummer 
and a woman in a red dress dancing in front of the microphone, holding it 
like she was about to sing but had instead been carried away by the music. 

It was hard to stand still listening to it. The melodies rose and fell, notes 
dissolving into each other and instruments passing around the rhythm as if 
they were playing a game of catch. Amy noticed Dan shifting his weight 
from foot to foot, bopping his head a little bit with the beat. It amazed Amy 
how much music could behave like a virus, spreading from person to 
person, ear to ear, and making their bodies do things that their minds didn’t 
decide to do. She also marveled how devious it was that this strange virus 
they’d seen could act like music, forcing people to dance to a tune only they 
could hear. 

The woman began to sing, a song that sounded sad and happy at the 
same time. 


Dos gardenias para ti, 
Con ellas quiero decir, 
Te quiero, te adoro, mi vida. 


Just as the heartache of the song swelled, a trumpet solo cut in, turning 
the sadness into something glorious. 

“That’s Dr. Miller,” Dan pointed out, and Amy realized her eyes had 
been closed, so transported had she been by the music. She opened them to 
see that the trumpet player was the very man from the pictures the CIA had 
shown them. 

“He’s good,” Dan added, but the thought made Amy shudder. This was a 
man who knew how to make people dance with music, who clearly loved it, 
and yet he might have created the very virus that was killing people with 
dancing. 


At the end of the song, the crowd applauded and the musicians stopped 
to take a break. Dan and Amy wove their way through the crowd to the 
stage, where Dr. Miller had opened a soda and perched on a stool to drink 
it. 

“Let me do the talking,” Dan told Amy. 

“I was always going to let you do the talking,” Amy replied. 

“Excuse me, sir?” Dan said, suddenly sounding a lot younger. “You play 
really well.” 

“Why, thank you,” Dr. Miller answered, then cocked his head in surprise. 
“You’re American? Here?” 

Dan nodded. “We just love your music.” 

The doctor looked slightly puzzled. Amy worried Dan was overacting. 

“Tt’s really hard not to dance to your playing,” Dan said. “Do you like to 
make people dance?” 

The doctor frowned, then glanced around the room. He took a long drink 
of his soda and stood to set the soda bottle on the floor. He squatted down 
so he could talk directly to Dan and Amy in a whisper. “Who are you kids?” 

He’d gotten suspicious. He was looking around the room now, scanning 
all the faces. He knew he was probably being watched. Amy didn’t want to 
play games with him. They didn’t have time. With every passing second, 
the dancers in the hospital were closer to death. 

“We’re looking for our friend,” Amy said. “Sinead Starling. We know 
you met with her, Dr. Miller. We need to know why.” 

“And we need to know how to cure your disease,” Dan added, giving 
Amy a very puzzled look. 

“Right,” she added. Of course, she should’ve asked about that first. Her 
need to know about Sinead had clouded her judgment. 

“My disease?” The doctor stroked his short black beard, like he was 
considering which disease they could possibly mean. Finally, he took a deep 
breath and dropped the puzzled act. “I thought this day would come,” he 


told them. “I knew the CIA wouldn’t let me get away so easily. I just didn’t 
expect ... ” He looked Amy and Dan up and down. “Well, I didn’t except 
kids.” 

“You shouldn’t judge us by our age,” said Dan. “We need to know about 
Sinead and we need to know about the virus she stole and we need to know 
if you can cure it. We don’t have any time to lose.” 

“I understand,” said Dr. Miller. He bent down and picked up his trumpet. 
He smiled at it sadly, his affection obvious. “I much prefer music to 
medicine,” he said. Then he extended the instrument to Amy. “Would you 
hold this for me, please, while I get my things?” 

As Amy reached out to take the trumpet, the doctor shoved it forward, 
knocking her into Dan and sending them both stumbling back onto the 
dance floor, at which point the doctor bolted in the other direction, leaping 
from the stage and running out the back of the club. 

“Hey!” Dan yelled. 

Amy untangled herself from her brother and ran after him, the trumpet 
still in her hands. 

“Leave it!” Dan yelled. 

She stopped, looked around, and then shoved the trumpet at the woman 
in the red dress. 

“You’re a beautiful singer,’ Dan told her. “Sorry about your trumpet 
player.” 

Then he grabbed Amy’s shoulder and pulled her away. They ran together 
into the Havana night, pumping their legs as fast as they could. 

Amy was not going to let this man escape, not without telling them what 
they needed to know. She hoped he was the sort of bad guy who spilled his 
guts freely, or she’d have to resort to tougher methods of persuasion. One 
way or another, though, he’d talk, of that Amy was certain. 

First, they had to catch him. 
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The doctor wasn’t as fast as Dan, but he knew the streets of Old Havana, 
and that was an advantage. 

But Dan had his own advantage. He’d studied city maps of Havana and 
he had a bird’s-eye view of the entire neighborhood in his head. 

The doctor took a hard right turn and they nearly lost him down an alley, 
but Dan knew if they ran to the next intersection, the doctor would emerge 
right in front of them. 

And he did, tripping when he saw Dan and Amy round the corner. 

“It’s creepy how you do that,” Amy panted. 

“Compliment accepted,” Dan replied. 

The doctor veered left across a busy intersection, running scared, and 
Dan had to dive and roll across the wide hood of a cherry-red 1957 Corvette 
with bright white tires and a shining chrome grille. 

The car honked and people shouted at him in Spanish words he didn’t 
know but whose meaning was universal. 

“Dan!” his sister shouted from behind him. “Watch out!” 

“Little late,” he said as his feet hit the pavement again. 

He ran along the sidewalk, and Amy caught up with him. The doctor 
turned into a courtyard and Dan slowed. 

“It’s a dead end,” he said. “Be careful.” 

They crept forward into the courtyard, but the doctor was gone. 

Had Dan messed up? Was there some way out of this dead end he didn’t 
know about, something that wasn’t on the maps? The world did have a 


frustrating way of not being exactly like Dan thought it should be in his 
head. 

They stood face-to-face with a concrete wall. 

“Impossible!” Dan shouted. “How could he just vanish?” 

Suddenly, a flock of pigeons burst into flight, and Dan’s eyes shot to the 
roof. The doctor had taken the chase to the sky. 

Amy was already moving for the rickety stairs at the back of the 
courtyard that wound their way up. Dan thought they’d take too long and 
that by the time they reached the roof, the doctor would’ ve escaped. 

He ran away from Amy, toward a rainspout along the side of the 
courtyard. 

“What are you doing?” Amy called to him as she took the stairs two at a 
time. 

“Catching up!” Dan answered, as if that explained anything. 

But he knew if he told her what he was actually about to do, she would 
run down to stop him. 

It’s just parkour, he thought. The French came up with it. How hard 
could it be? 

Parkour was a way of moving over complicated terrain in the fastest way 
possible. It meant going over, under, and through things that other people 
would normally go around. The only tools it required were your body and 
your mind, seeing paths that might be invisible to others. 

It also meant a lot of jumping. 

Dan ran straight for the wall of the building and jumped, pushing out his 
right foot to kick up the wall just as he hit it, so that he was almost running 
at a vertical angle. The kick gave him a few extra feet of height, which he 
used to grab on to the rainspout. It was slick under his fingertips and he slid 
down with a squeak. 

His hands were too damp. He rubbed them on the dusty ground, then 
tried again, catching the spout and clinging to it for dear life. He gripped it 


on either side with the soles of his shoes, basically hugging it, except he 
kept the rest of his body back as a counterweight, like he was hugging 
someone he’d rather not get too close to. He took a deep breath and scurried 
up the spout hand over hand and foot over foot like a monkey climbing a 
coconut tree. 

It looked a lot easier when he’d watched parkour videos on the Internet. 

His feet tingled in his shoes, like they were reaching out with all their 
nerve endings to grip the slippery rainspout through his sneakers. His 
shoulder and leg muscles burned and he wanted to rest, but his sweaty 
palms slipped down the spout if they stayed in one place too long. He had 
to keep going. Up up up. 

He was on the roof before Amy had even circled to the third story. 

Dr. Miller sprang from one rooftop to the next and Dan followed him, 
not looking down as he jumped. He tucked his legs and rolled as he landed 
so that he didn’t hurt himself but also didn’t have to slow down, popping 
from the roll back into a run. He’d cut the distance to Dr. Miller in half. 

“You can run, but you can’t hide!” he yelled, which was a cheesy line, 
but he was out of breath and couldn’t think of anything cooler to shout. It 
didn’t matter. What mattered was that he caught this treacherous medical 
miscreant. 

Dr. Miller glanced over his shoulder, saw Dan, and swerved to the right, 
crossing a wooden plank that some workmen had placed as a bridge over 
the large gap between two buildings. On the other side, he kicked the plank 
away. 

Dan ran to the edge, prepared to jump it, but Amy shouted from behind 
him. “Stop!” 

He stopped short, his sneakers skidding right to the edge. He wobbled 
and waved his arms for balance, nearly tipping over to the wide street five 
stories down. He stepped back and put his head between his legs to keep 
from passing out. 


If he’d tried to jump that gap, he’d have definitely come up short and 
ended up with his guts scrambled on the boulevard below. 

The doctor disappeared over the sloped edge of a bright-pink-tiled roof 
on the other side. 

“No, no, no, no, no,’ Dan muttered to himself. He couldn’t let this 
doctor get away. 

The gap between the building Dan was on and the building the doctor 
had run across was way too wide to jump, and without the long plank as a 
bridge, the sensible thing to do would be turn around, go down to the street, 
and run around to the other side. 

But that’s not what a parkour artist would do, and that’s not what Dan 
was going to do, either. 

He peered over the edge. Open shutters below him stuck out from the 
building at ninety degrees. On the opposite side of the street, diagonally 
across from where he was, someone had left their shutters half open, too. 
The shutters were about a foot and a half wide, which meant the gap 
between them over the street was three feet shorter than the distance 
between the buildings. 

Three feet that might make all the difference in a jump. 

The building across the way had a cornice just above the shutters that 
Dan could easily use to climb up, if he could just get to it. 

He took a deep breath and turned around with his back to the street. 

“Dan!” Amy shouted. “Don’t do it! It’s crazy. You’ ll fall!” 

“Don’t worry, sis,” he told her, and then tried to think of a cool line. 
“Gravity’s an old friend of mine.” 

He wasn’t sure if that was cool or not, but he dropped himself from the 
edge of the roof and landed with his toes on top of the shutters below, his 
belly, his face, his palms all pressed flat against the building. 

What the heck was he thinking? The shutter was only wide enough for 
the tips of his toes to perch on, and it swayed with his weight. 


He let out three quick breaths and spun himself around, pressing his back 
against the wall of the building for stability and trying to stop the shutter 
from moving. 

On the street below, Habaneros, as the citizens of Havana called 
themselves—like the hot pepper—went about their business. No one looked 
up at the boy balanced on the top of a swinging window shutter, for which 
Dan was glad. He didn’t need the distraction of people shouting at him. 

He steadied himself, held his arms out to his sides, and walked like a 
tightrope walker to the edge. His knees wobbled. 

He tried to stop himself from breathing, tried to stop his heart from 
beating, tried to stop anything that would throw off his balance. He pictured 
acrobats and ninjas and parkour masters, and imagined himself as one of 
them. 

He was a master of gravity, a prince of reflexes, nimble as a cat and 
twice as clever. 

Yeah, right, the nagging voice of doubt in his head told him. But it’s too 
late to go back now, so jump already. 

He leaped from the shutter he was on to the next one. As he landed, the 
momentum made it swing and he had to windmill his arms to regain his 
balance. 

“Whoa!” he yelled. 

“Dan!” his sister yelled. 

Amy had leaned over the edge of the building and was stretching her 
arms down to catch him, but he was too far below. 

“T got this,” he reassured her—and himself. The crack in his voice was a 
little less convincing than the words he said. 

He leaped from that shutter to the next and one more without falling. He 
was standing directly across from the half-open shutter on the other side of 
the street. 


This was the big jump, the no-going-back jump, the you’re-going-to- 
break-every-bone-in-your-body-and-die-in-front-of-your-sister jump. 

But every one of those kids in the hospital would die if he didn’t jump. 

It wasn’t a hard choice. He bent his knees and leaped, throwing himself 
forward, stretching out his arms and catching the bright blue shutter across 
the way with his raw red hands. It stung his fingers when he caught it, and it 
swiveled open with the force of his jump, slamming into the wall and 
smashing his fingertips purple, nearly knocking him off. 

He’d never be a professional piano player or a hand model, but he held 
on, in spite of the tears that filled his eyes. 

After the pain subsided, he hoisted himself up and sprang to the cornice. 
His arms felt like jelly. I’m not going to make it. He hung there for how 
long he didn’t know, until he heard his cousin Ham’s voice in his head. 

Muscle is in the mind. If you can think it, you can bring it. 

Come on, Dan! he told himself. Think it! Bring it! 

With a groan of fiery agony, he did a full body pull-up and rolled himself 
onto the roof. Lying on his back, he wiped the sweat from his forehead and 
tried to control his breathing, tried to keep from throwing up. 

He told himself never to live by one of Ham’s mantras again. 

When he finally stood up, Amy was beside him. 

“Uh? What? How did you—” He looked around for the stairs, glanced 
over the edge for a ladder, and then looked back up at Amy. 

“Gymnastics,” Amy said. “Figured if you could do it, so could I. Let’s 
go get this guy!” 

Amy was off after Dr. Miller once more, disappearing over the slope of 
the tiled roof, while Dan still stood there with his mouth agape. 

No matter how much they’d been through together, his sister always had 
a way of surprising him. Sometimes, it annoyed him to have a big sister 
who was always on his tail, one-upping him with feats of daring and 


bravery, but he had to admit he was pretty relieved she’d followed him over 
the street. 

He had no idea what he would have done if he’d caught up to the doctor 
alone. 

He didn’t need to worry about it, because they weren’t going to catch up 
with Dr. Miller. Dr. Miller had decided to wait for them. 

As soon as Dan came down the other side of the sloping roof, he saw the 
doctor on the rooftop’s edge, where he had Amy in a choke hold. 

“Stay back, kid!” the doctor shouted at Dan. “I don’t want to hurt 
anyone, but stay back or PII toss her right off this roof.” 

“Oh man,” Dan sighed, but held his hands up to show he wasn’t armed 
and wasn’t moving. Why did people think Amy could be taken hostage so 
easily? 

“You really shouldn’t threaten my sister,” he said. “It won’t end well ... 
for you.” 


=COARTERE Ome 


“Who are you kids?” Dr. Miller demanded. 

His arm dug into Amy’s neck and he pushed her closer to the edge of the 
building, but he sounded afraid. His stance was shifting, his body open. He 
had no idea how to hold someone hostage. Amy began to think she should 
write hostage-taker reviews the way newspapers wrote restaurant reviews. 
She was becoming an expert. 

“Pm Amy Cahill and that’s my brother, Dan,” Amy told him, mustering 
as much gravitas into her voice as she could. Maybe he knew who they 
were, and at the mere sound of their names he’d let her go with an apology. 

“Is that supposed to mean something to me?” the doctor asked. 

No luck there. 

“No.” Amy sighed. “I suppose it’s not. Not to you. But if you let me go, 
I can explain why we need to talk to you and what we’re doing here. You’re 
a doctor. I know you don’t want to hurt anyone.” 

She didn’t actually know that, but he kept adjusting his grip on her neck, 
loosening it, then getting worried and tightening it again. A real bad guy 
wouldn’t have cared how hard he was squeezing her neck. 

This was a guy who’d fled to an enemy country rather than work on a 
killer disease, so maybe he had a conscience. Maybe he was just afraid. 
History was full of people doing crazy things because they were afraid. She 
wondered how much violence could have been stopped by people learning 
to calm down and take a deep breath. 

Dr. Miller played such beautiful music that she didn’t want to break his 
hands. 


But she would if she had to. 

“I think we can talk just like this,” the doctor said, pulling her closer to 
the edge. 

“Okay,” Amy told him, “but stop moving me.” 

He did as she asked. It was an odd thing to be in a headlock, giving 
orders to the one keeping you there, but it was turning into an odd evening. 
The sun had set, and music rose like smoke from the city streets below, 
drums and guitars and singing. Havana was a city of sounds. It would have 
been nice to enjoy some of it. 

Instead, she had to deal with this rogue doctor. “We know you were 
involved in experiments with goat pox,” she told him. 

“T left that life,” said the doctor. “I’m a jazz musician now.” 

“That’s kind of a big change,” said Dan. “Experimental diseases to 
experimental music.” 

“I couldn’t live with what I was doing,” Dr. Miller said. “We had no 
business altering the pox samples the way we did. It was madness.” 

“What did you do?” 

“The army was worried about biological weapons,” Dr. Miller explained. 
“We knew our enemies had secret pox programs, and intelligence was 
worried about a pox virus being used against us as a weapon. So they 
wanted me and my team to see what was possible, to see what we might 
have to defend ourselves against.” 

“Wait,” said Dan. “They were afraid of someone making a virus into a 
weapon so they asked you to make a virus into a weapon?” 

“That’s how the government works,” the doctor said. “I did as I was told. 
I took the goat pox virus—for which there was no vaccine and no cure— 
and I transformed it. I used the protein coat and basic genetic structure of 
goat pox, but then I modified its nucleic acid. I made it a non-zoonotic 
disease. The only animals it would affect were humans. I made it more 
contagious to humans than the common cold.” 


“That’s evil,” said Dan, which was precisely what Amy was thinking. 

“Not if you’re a goat,” the doctor said. “I made the disease harmless to 
goats. Goats, cats, dogs ... they can carry the disease around and never have 
a single symptom. Once infected, they produce natural antibodies to it. In a 
sense, I did a great service to the animal kingdom.” He let out a bitter laugh. 

“Listen, kids,” he continued. “I hated myself for what I’d created. I told 
my superiors it was wrong to work on something so dangerous. Even the 
smallest amount escaping from our lab would threaten the entire world! I 
wanted to tell the press what we were working on, but the program was top 
secret. I’d go to jail for revealing it. I was angry, so I decided to play a joke 
on them. They told me they wanted a disease that would bring a population 
‘to its knees.’ I gave them a disease that would bring one to its feet.” 

“You created the dancing virus,” Amy confirmed. 

“I always called it the beat pox,” the doctor said. “Like beatbox? Get it?” 

“We get it,” said Dan. “You’re a real comedian.” 

“But yes, I created it. I used a seventeenth-century outbreak of dancing 
as my model.” 

“Tarantism,” Amy said. 

“That’s right.” The doctor nodded. “Tarantism was never explained. I 
thought I’d make a new virus that would explain an old event. That way, if 
it was ever discovered, investigators wouldn’t necessarily think it was made 
in a government lab. They might think it was an old disease from Europe 
that hadn’t been seen in a while.” 

“That’s devious,” said Dan. 

“Tm not proud of it,” Dr. Miller replied. “But how do you two know 
about beat pox—I mean, the dancing virus?” 

“Because we’ ve seen it,” said Amy. 

“You’ve seen it?” The doctor’s grip on Amy loosened. “Where?” 

“Here,” she said. “In the hospital.” 


“In the public?” The doctor turned a color Amy could only think of as 
vomit green. “But that’s impossible. All the samples are still at the military 
lab at USAMRIID. It can’t be happening here.” 

“We both saw it,” said Dan. “It’s happening. And if we don’t get a cure, 
a lot of people are going to dance themselves to death.” 

“But ... no,” the doctor spluttered. It was like being on an airplane in a 
storm and seeing the flight attendants getting nervous. All of Amy’s calm 
evaporated when the doctor who’d made the disease showed how afraid of 
it he was. 

“Okay,” she said. “Now this is happening.” She stomped her foot down 
on the doctor’s, taking him by surprise. 

“Ow!” he howled, and Amy swung her arms out, breaking his grip on 
her, then, pivoting around his body, she kicked him in the back of his knee. 
As he bent with the blow, she grabbed him in a headlock. 

“This doesn’t feel great, does it?” she asked, catching her breath. 

“I warned you not to threaten my sister,” Dan said casually. 

“When did you decide to betray your country?” Amy demanded. “When 
did you decide to steal the virus?” 

“What?” Dr. Miller sounded genuinely confused and also genuinely 
gasping for air. Amy loosened her grip a little. “I never stole the dancing 
virus.” He coughed. “I quit the project and left the country, gave up 
medicine! I’m not a monster!” 

“But you helped a girl name Sinead Starling steal it! Why?” Amy 
demanded. 

“Steal it? Her?” Dr. Miller sounded shocked. “I don’t believe that. She 
came to see me because she wanted to know about my cure for it. She 
wanted to—AHH!” 

Suddenly, the doctor’s hand shot to his backside, where a dart had 
embedded itself in the seat of his pants. Amy looked across the rooftop and 


saw the woman in the red dress from the jazz club holding a blowgun to her 
lips. 

With another puff of air, a dart shot from the blowgun and Amy was 
forced to let go of Dr. Miller as she dove out of the way. The dart hit the 
doctor in the behind again. 

“Argh!” he yelled. 

“Dan!” Amy yelled. “Take cover!” 

Dan and Amy scrambled across the roof, trying to find somewhere to 
hide. 

A man in atropical shirt, capri pants, and a pastel-pink fedora stepped up 
beside the woman. He looked like a Caribbean vacationer, except that he 
had a silenced Uzi submachine gun aimed in their direction. “Oh, just shoot 
them already,” he told the woman in the red dress. 

“No,” she said. “Mr. West said the doctor should be taken alive.” 

“T don’t feel so good,” Dr. Miller groaned, lying flat on his stomach on 
the roof. Amy noticed his face had gone from vomit green to ice white. The 
darts were tipped with some kind of fast-acting poison. 

“Well, can I shoot the other two?” the man in the fedora asked. 

“They’re just kids,” the woman told him. 

“So PIl have to aim a little better.” He raised the submachine gun and 
pointed it at Amy and Dan. They had no cover. Nowhere to run. 

Amy was about fifteen feet from her brother. She wondered if she could 
make the distance in time, dive on top of him, shield him with her own 
body. She looked up at him desperately, wishing there was another way, any 
way for them to get out of this. 

Dan, who wasn’t much good at offering comfort, seemed to see the 
intention on her face. He shook his head no. “An Uzi submachine gun is a 
compact automatic weapon designed for urban warfare,” he said. He recited 
facts at the most ridiculous times. 

“Why are you telling me this?” Amy asked. 


“Tt has a rate of fire of six hundred rounds per minute,” he said. “It’ll cut 
through you like a hot knife through butter.” 

“I don’t know what to do,” she said, and tears welled in her eyes. What a 
stupid thing to happen, after all she and Dan had been through, to be 
gunned down by a man in a ridiculous hat. She hated herself for letting this 
happen. She hated those CIA guys for coming to them with the job, and 
Sinead for being mixed up in it, and even the rest of her own family for not 
being there to help. 

She exhaled slowly, letting the anger go. She knew it wasn’t anyone’s 
fault but the gunman’s, and the man they mentioned, Mr. West. If Amy was 
going to be murdered, she didn’t want to die consumed by anger. Anger 
wouldn’t save her. She focused, instead, on love. 

She thought about all the things she loved in this world, the thrill of 
discovery, the joy of her friends and family. Her little brother. 

She looked back at Dan, whose eyes were darting from side to side, 
looking for some way out. He’d never make it to the edge of the roof in 
time, and there was no other cover. 

But she could give him cover! She could charge at these goons, and 
while they fired at her, Dan could get away. It was a long shot, but it was 
hope. It was one final act of love, and she had no doubt or fear in her mind. 
She could do this. She could save Dan. 

She pressed her palms into the rooftop, readying herself to spring up. 
“On my mark, run to the edge,” she told Dan. 

“What?” 

“Just get ready,” she said. “And remember: You don’t always have to be 
right to be a leader. Just don’t forget who you are.” 

“Amy, why are you talking like a fortune cookie?” he asked, but his eyes 
went wide when he saw the determination on her face. “Amy, no. Whatever 
you think you’re doing, just don’t do it. You can’t ... ” 


The man in the fedora leveled his weapon and squinted to aim. Amy bent 
her knees, ready to charge. 

But just then, a large dog let out three quick barks. 

Amy wasn’t quite sure what she was seeing or why there should be a 
large brown German shepherd on the roof of a building in Havana, or why 
that German shepherd attacked the man in the fedora. 

The dog jumped and clamped its teeth around the man’s wrist, forcing 
him to drop the weapon, which fired a few stray shots across the roof as it 
fell. 

“People really have to stop dropping guns around us,” Dan muttered, 
crouching. 

Then the dog shook the man so ferociously that he fell over. The woman 
raised her blowgun to fire a dart at the dog, but a voice from a neighboring 
rooftop shouted a command. 

“Flamsteed! Go!” 

The dog let go of the man, then leaped for the woman, who waved the 
blowgun to try to block the dog’s attack. It caught her red dress in its teeth 
and pulled as she backed away. The fabric tore and she shimmied out of 
range, suddenly wearing a red miniskirt. She ran for the edge of the 
building, and the man in the fedora jumped to his feet, approaching the dog 
from behind. 

“Flamsteed! Guard!” Across the rooftops, Amy saw Ned Starling, 
Sinead’s brother, with hair blazing red in the hot Havana sun, shouting the 
commands, while his triplet, Ted, stood at his side, his blind eyes shielded 
behind dark glasses. Flamsteed was Ted’s Seeing Eye dog, and it had 
apparently learned to do a few other things, too. 

The dog snarled at the man in the fedora, stalking toward him. The man 
backed away slowly, until he and the woman were pressed at the edge of the 
roof. 

“Who are you?” Amy yelled at him. “Who do you work for?” 


The man looked at her, then looked over his shoulder. He took the hand 
of the woman in the red skirt. 

“Oh no,” the woman said. 

“Oh yes,” the man said, and just as Flamsteed charged, the two of them 
jumped off the roof. 

Flamsteed stood on the roof edge and barked after them, while Amy and 
Dan rushed over and looked down. The goons had leaped down into the big 
padded backseat of an old Ford convertible, which sped off. 


“T think I need to go to the hospital,” Dr. Miller groaned from the ground. 

Amy and Dan turned to him. 

“I think you do, too,” Amy told him. “You’ve got a lot more questions to 
answer, and somebody doesn’t want you answering them.” 

“What about those two?” Dan nodded in Ted and Ned’s direction as the 
brothers made their slow way across the rooftops. Ned helped his blind 
brother navigate, while Ted, it seemed, was whispering comforting words to 
a grimacing Ned. Ned suffered from debilitating headaches, and Amy could 
only imagine what havoc the stray gunfire had wreaked on his delicate 
senses. 

“Tf the two of them are here,” Dan said, “you know Sinead can’t be far. I 
bet they know where she is.” 

“They just saved our lives,” Amy told her brother. “Maybe we can hold 
off interrogating them and just say thank you.” 

“All those people in the hospital are going to die,” Dan said, his face 
stern. “I don’t have time for thank-yous.” 

“We,” said Amy. “You meant we don’t have time.” 

“Right.” Dan shrugged. “That’s what I meant.” 

It pained Amy to see it, but Dan had taken the weight of the world on his 
narrow shoulders. She knew he’d never have forgiven her for saving him 


instead of herself, and he’d never forgive Sinead for putting them both in 
the path of danger. The anger in Dan’s eyes told her that he was willing to 
tear the world apart in order to stop this sickness from spreading, and she 
wondered how far he’d go. Would he save the world but lose himself in the 
process? 


There were police blockades completely surrounding the hospital, and they 
couldn’t get anywhere near the emergency room in the car Ned and Ted 
Starling had borrowed, not with Dr. Miller splayed out in the backseat, 
groaning. 

Much to Dan’s relief, Amy drove. Ted was blind and Ned’s headache 
had him lying down next to Dr. Miller in the back, covering his eyes with 
the crook of his arm. The old mint-green Packard was huge and there was 
still room for Dan, Ted, and Flamsteed in the front seat next to Amy. 

Amy. 

Dan looked at his sister as she drove slowly through the boulevards of 
Havana’s Centro neighborhood. He’d seen the look on her face on the 
rooftop. He knew she’d been about to sacrifice herself for him. 

It wasn’t fair. She shouldn’t have to do that. People around Dan always 
got hurt. He couldn’t bear it if he lost Amy, too. What would be the point of 
saving the world if his sister wasn’t in it anymore? 

“You okay, Dan?” she asked him, looking away from the road for a 
second. 

“T’m fine,” said Dan. “Take a left up here. We’ll park nearby.” 

She nodded, but she obviously knew something was wrong. He’d never 
been great at hiding his feelings, at least, not his angry ones. 

It’s not Amy’s fault, he told himself. You’d have done the same for her. 
You can’t be angry at her for something you’d have done, too. The only one 
you should be angry at is Sinead. She’s the reason we’re here. She’s the 
reason all this is happening. She’s the one who has to answer for it. 


“So,” Amy asked. “How do we get back to Dr. Neuman?” 

“Remember what the doctor said about making this disease non- 
zoonotic?” Dan asked. “That it doesn’t travel between species anymore. 
That it only affects humans.” 

“I remember,” said Amy. 

“Well,” Dan continued, feeling pretty proud of himself for what he 
thought was another genius Dan Cahill plan. “Flamsteed seems like a pretty 
well-trained dog.” 

The dog panted happily in the front seat. 

“I trained him to announce the dinner menu in my college dorm,” Ted 
said. “One bark for pizza, two barks for hamburgers, three barks for 
mystery meat.” 

“He barked three times when he attacked that guy with the gun,” Dan 
noted. “I’m not sure I like what that says about his view of humans ... but 
we can send him into the hospital with a message for Dr. Neuman. We can 
use his card.” 

Dan pulled out the card Dr. Neuman had given them and held it up to 
Flamsteed’s nose. The dog sniffed it eagerly. The doctor’s scent was all 
over the card. Flamsteed could sniff his way right to Dr. Neuman. Amy 
scrawled a note for the doctor on the back of it and tucked the card into the 
dog’s collar. 

“I’m telling him where we are, that we have Dr. Miller, that he’s been 
poisoned, and to come quickly,” she said. 

The doctor groaned again in the backseat. 

“Whatever they poisoned him with does not look pleasant,” Dan noted. 

“If we can’t revive him, he won’t be able to explain the cure for this 
virus,” Amy said. 

Dan looked back at the doctor on the floor of the backseat. His eyes 
twitched behind his eyelids. He was mumbling something, but they couldn’t 
make out the words. 


“We’ve got no time to waste,” Dan said. He made sure his sister heard 
him say we. 

Dan opened the car door and pointed toward the hospital. 

“Flamsteed! Seek!” Ted commanded, and the dog took off toward the 
emergency room entrance, dodging past the police blockade and the crowd 
of worried relatives who’d gathered at the checkpoints looking for their 
children. 

“I sure hope Dr. Miller knows how to cure this thing,” Dan said aloud. 

“T never got that far,” the doctor’s voice creaked from the backseat, 
hardly louder than a whisper. “I quit ... before ... ” 

“You’d made the virus, but you quit before making a cure?” Dan 
clarified. “Real nice. You’re like a little kid who makes a mess of his room 
and then expects someone else to clean it up.” 

“You make a mess of your room and expect someone else to clean it up,” 
Amy reminded him. 

“They had no interest in a cure,” the doctor said. “That is why I quit the 
program. They only wanted the disease, as a weapon. I could not, in good 
conscience, continue my work. They would not allow me to resign, either. 
So I fled to Cuba.” 

“And then gave your research to terrorists,” Dan added. 

“I told you I did not!” the doctor groaned. He began to cough and was 
forced to close his eyes again. He’d broken out in a sweat. Staying awake 
was costing him great effort. Still, Dan didn’t care how tired this scientist 
was. He needed answers. 

“We know you met with Sinead,” Dan said. 

“Our sister is not a terrorist!” Ted objected. “She’s in trouble. That’s why 
we came here. To help her!” 

“She is ... your sister?” the doctor asked. 

“Yes,” said Ned, sitting up slowly and rubbing the side of his head. “She 
was working in a laboratory in England, cutting-edge medical research that 


she refused to talk about. Then she disappeared. A few weeks ago, she sent 
us a message.” 

“What message?” Amy wondered. 

“She told us to follow you,” said Ted. 

“She wanted you to stop us?” Dan demanded. Of course that snake 
Sinead would lure them to Cuba just to sabotage them. He wasn’t surprised. 
He was only surprised that Ted and Ned went along with it. He’d always 
believed they were decent guys. 

Ned shook his head. “She just said to follow you. That was all. She 
didn’t say why.” 

“So what’s she doing, Doctor?” Dan whirled back to the doctor. “What 
did she talk to you about?” 

“She had a lot of questions about epidemics,” he said. “How an outbreak 
might occur. She wanted to know about Cuba’s health system. How they 
might respond to an outbreak of my virus.” 

“And you told her?” 

The doctor groaned again. “It seemed harmless. My virus was secure at 
USAMRIID. So I explained to her why Cuba was an unlikely place for a 
major outbreak. They have a very effective quarantine system. Such a 
controlled society, with a strong dictator ... they can close off entire 
neighborhoods and imprison people at will. They have stopped the spread 
of freedom for over sixty years; they could certainly stop the spread of a 
virus. And because of their isolation, it would be difficult for a virus to 
spread off the island.” 

“So a terrorist attack with a virus wouldn’t be effective here?” Dan 
asked. 

“Our sister is not a terrorist,” Ned objected again. 

“Tt would not be effective,” the doctor agreed. “And I must agree with 
your friends. Sinead Starling is not a terrorist. When I met with her, she 


worked for a drug company. ShkrellX Pharmaceuticals. She claimed they 
were developing a cure for my disease.” 

“Why would a company develop a cure for a disease that only existed in 
a lab?” Dan wondered, and then it dawned him: The outbreak of the disease 
in Havana wasn’t an attack at all. 

It was an experiment. 

“They want to know if their cure works or not,” Amy said, reaching the 
same conclusion as Dan. 

“So they release a deadly disease just so they can cure it?” Dan shook his 
head. “That’s crazy.” 

“If your sister was sick with it and there was only one cure, what would 
you pay to get it to her?” the doctor asked. 

“Anything,” Dan said without hesitation, remembering her face on the 
roof when she thought she could save him. 

“You see?” said the doctor. “Do you see?” 

“They could make a fortune,” Dan said. 

The doctor passed out from the effort of speaking, small spit bubbles 
forming on his lips with every strained breath he took. At least he was still 
breathing. 

“Greed,” said Dan. “This is all about greed.” No matter how complicated 
the plot, the motivations of evildoers were always so simple: Ambition. 
Revenge. And the oldest motive of all, greed. 

Ted and Ned had gone silent, thinking about what their sister could be 
doing down here. Dan had seen how sneaky Sinead could be. He could 
believe she’d be involved with a terrible plot, but not for something as 
simple as money. It didn’t explain why she had lured him and his sister to 
Havana, or lured her own brothers there, too. There were no good feelings 
between Dan and Sinead, but she wouldn’t haphazardly put Ted and Ned in 
the path of a deadly virus. She had to have a plan. She was, in a way, just 
like Dan. She was unrelenting in the pursuit of her goals. 


But what could her goal be this time? And how could Dan stop her? 

Just then, they heard Flamsteed’s bark as he came trotting toward their 
car, leading a bemused Dr. Neuman behind him. 

“Good boy!” Ted praised his dog as he leaped back into the car to nuzzle 
against his master. 

“This is very unconventional,” Dr. Neuman said, then noticed Dr. Miller 
in the backseat. “Don!” 

He bent down and checked the doctor’s pulse, then looked at his pupils 
with a flashlight. “I will have to take him back to my home,” he said. “I can 
treat him there.” 

“Not the hospital?” Amy asked. 

“We are overrun.” Dr. Neuman sighed. “There has been an outbreak of 
this virus among my staff. I have a third of the nurses I need.” 

“How are the earlier patients doing?” Amy asked. 

The doctor rubbed his eyes. “We have found a way to hydrate them with 
Squirt guns ... but their bodies are wearing out. One day, two at the most, 
until they begin to succumb. And I have worse news ... ” 

“Worse?” Dan threw his arms in the air. “How could there be worse 
news than that?” 

“One of my nurses went home before she got ill,” he said. “Her family 
called. She’s dancing. And now, three other people in her building are 
dancing, too.” 

“So it’s spreading,” said Amy. 

The doctor nodded. “I’m afraid by week’s end, nowhere will be safe.” 

“There’s a cure, though!” Ted announced happily. “The doctor told us. 
My sister and ShkrellX Pharmaceuticals have developed a cure.” 

Dr. Neuman looked at Ted, eyes narrowed. “How do you know this?” 

“Their sister works for ShkrellX,” Dan explained. 

Dr. Neuman looked over at Ted and Ned. “I see the resemblance,” he 
said. “A girl who looks like them came to see me shortly after you left this 


evening.” 

“You saw our sister?” Ted asked. “How is she?” 

“Where is she?” Dan asked. 

“She gave me a suite number at the Hotel Nacional where I could reach 
her,” said Dr. Neuman. “She told me her company was at work developing 
a cure to help the Cuban people in our time of need. She said it would be 
ready shortly and she would be happy to provide it, if I would allow them 
full access to my patients.” The doctor laughed bitterly. 

“Why is that funny?” Amy wondered. “This could be the solution.” 

“There were two people with her,” the doctor said. “Watching her 
closely. They claimed to be her ‘sales associates,’ but it was clear they were 
guarding her. She could not speak freely in front of them. But she tapped on 
my desk as she spoke. Morse code, which, of course, I know.” 

“What’d she say?” Ned asked. 

“She tapped on my desk as she spoke about ShkrellX Pharmaceuticals 
coming to our aid,” Dr. Neuman said. “She tapped the same message as she 
said they would be happy to assist my patients for free and when she said 
they had a cure. She tapped this.” 

The doctor tapped on the hood of the car, a pattern of short and long 
taps. 


“She tapped it much harder when she said, we have a cure,” Dr. Neuman 
said. He repeated the Morse code message. 


“Do you understand?” the doctor asked. 

“Yeah,” said Dan. He knew Morse code. He loved codes. Morse was 
such a simple one it was almost boring, just a series of short and long 
signals that stood in for letters and numbers. 


But there was nothing boring about Sinead’s message. He could barely 
keep from shouting as he translated it for the others. “Sinead said, No cure. 
Lying.” 

“No cure,” Dr. Miller mumbled in his fevered half-sleep. “There is no 
cure....” 


=CHARTERE Sms 


It was a beautiful hotel suite in the finest hotel in Havana, but all the room 
service croissants in the world couldn’t hide the fact that Sinead was a 
prisoner. 

Every time she moved, the goons moved with her; every time she spoke 
to anyone, the goons watched and listened. They doubted her loyalty; they 
suspected her of treachery. 

They were not wrong. 

She was betraying them. It was what she did best. 

Sinead Starling had applied to work for ShkrellX over a year ago, in a 
fever of idealism and inspiration. It was an important job, and she’d gotten 
so bored sitting around taking Internet classes. ShkrellX was a cutting-edge 
biomedical company. They designed life-saving drugs for all sorts of rare 
illnesses, from dengue fever to Ebola. They even made a specialized 
migraine medicine that eased her brother Ned’s pain, although for that one, 
they charged $850 for a single pill. 

As a company employee, she would get them for free. It was one of the 
many perks. 

She’d also earn an amazing salary, ridiculously large for a girl of her age 
without a college degree, and she would get to do amazing work. She’d be a 
part of the team fighting some of the most insidious diseases on the face of 
the Earth. Her job would be saving humanity from destruction every single 
day. 

That was what Mr. West told her when he’d offered her the job. She’d 
accepted on the spot, sealed the agreement with a handshake. She saw her 


work for ShkrellX Pharmaceuticals as the surest path to redemption. She’d 
made mistakes and hurt her friends, but she knew if she could help total 
strangers around the world, then maybe she could be forgiven. Maybe the 
Cahills would forgive her. 

If she had a time machine, she’d go back and smack herself across the 
face for being such a fool. If she had a time machine, she’d go back and 
change a lot of things. 

She’d been there nine months before she realized that ShkrellX wasn’t 
interested in curing diseases or helping people. They only wanted to make 
money. 

“Don’t worry,” Mr. West had reassured her. “You can do good while 
doing well. Just imagine what all your old friends will think of you when a 
terrible disease breaks out and you are on the front lines of curing it! Won’t 
that be something to celebrate?” 

Of course it would, she’d thought. Dan and Amy saved the world all the 
time, but what had Sinead ever done? She would forever be a traitor in their 
eyes, unless she did something amazing. Then Amy and Dan and the others 
would respect her again. 

But ShkrellX had other plans. Curing diseases was time consuming and 
expensive. But if a disease broke out for which they already had a cure, 
then they could simply make a huge profit. 

So they wanted Sinead to steal a certain disease from the military. No 
one had ever seen this disease in the world, so no one else would have a 
cure. Once it was unleashed, ShkrellX would cure it and the company 
would get rich. 

At first, Sinead had refused. She said they couldn’t do it. She said she 
wouldn’t. 

Mr. West didn’t care. He told her he’d find someone else to release the 
virus. When she threatened to tell the press, Mr. West said she would never 
get the chance. 


He would have her killed. Her brothers, too. 

Sinead faltered. 

She wasn’t brave. She wasn’t heroic. She wanted to live. She wanted to 
live long enough to stop them. If she refused, it wouldn’t change the 
company’s plan, but it would get her killed. 

She decided to go along. 

The plan was to start as an isolated outbreak in Havana. Then they’d 
cure it to demonstrate that they could cure it. The Cuban outbreak would 
scare the rest of the world so badly that they’d pay anything to prevent 
another one, and Cuba’s isolation would make the spread of the disease 
easy to stop. The company would make billions of dollars. 

They had no idea that Sinead had tipped off the Cahills just by taking off 
her mask. 

She’d had no idea at the time that there was no cure yet. When Mr. West 
made Sinead unleash the virus, ShkrellX scientists were working around the 
clock to develop a cure, but they hadn’t succeeded. 

Sinead had lured her cousins into an outbreak. She’d made a terrible 
mistake, trusted the wrong people, and put everyone’s lives in danger. She 
was a fool, but Amy and Dan would save her. They’d save everyone. They 
had no other choice. 

While she sat in her luxury hotel room overlooking the ocean off the 
coast of Cuba, waiting for the world to end in an outbreak of fatal dance 
moves, Amy and Dan were free to move about at will. They would find her 
lab in England; they would see the research she’d done; they would get it to 
the Ekat lab in the Bermuda Triangle and make their own cure; they would 

Knock-knock. 

Someone was at the hotel room door. 

Knock-knock. 

The woman in the torn red dress got up to open it. 


“You again!” she shouted at the teenage boy standing in front of her, 
moving to slam the door in his face. 

He stuck his foot out and stopped it. 

“T need to talk to a friend of mine,” said Dan Cahill, holding up a glass 
vial of clear liquid and stepping into the hotel suite alone. “And you’re 
going to let me.” 





Dan Cahill sure was brave, but as he waved a vial of deadly virus around 
in front him, Sinead realized there was a very thin line between brave and 
reckless. One slip with that vial, and none of them would live out the week. 


= CHARTERS Gum 


“What is that?” the woman in front of Dan snarled. Her angry voice was far 
less pleasant than her singing voice. 

Dan twirled the liquid in the vial around in front of her face as he took a 
bold step forward into the hotel suite. She took a step backward. He let the 
vial slip a little bit, which made the woman gasp. 

“You know exactly what this is,” said Dan, sounding as menacing as he 
could. “Sweat from one of the infected teens in the hospital, and unless you 
want me to smash this open, you’ll back away and let me talk to my old 
friend Sinead.” 

The woman looked from Dan’s face to the vial, and back to Dan again. 

He made his best don’t mess with me I’m not bluffing face, which he 
worried might look a lot like a get out of the way I have to go to the 
bathroom face. Either way, it worked and she let him pass. The man in the 
fedora was no longer wearing his fedora. He had his arm in a sling now. He 
stood rigid, but his fingers drifted toward the Uzi sitting on a side table. 

“Don’t even think about it,” Dan warned, then ordered the woman to 
shut the door to the suite. He finally looked at Sinead Starling, perched on 
the couch in her usual preppy attire. He wanted to charge across the room 
and shake her, make her apologize for all she’d put them through. He felt a 
scream in his brain, but he left it there. He had to play it cool. 

“Nice place,” he said at last. 

The Hotel Nacional really was nice. It opened in 1930 and had hosted 
guests like baseball player Mickey Mantle, boxer Rocky Marciano, and 
movie stars like Buster Keaton, John Wayne, and Marlon Brando. Winston 


Churchill had stayed there and so had Ernest Hemingway. During the 1962 
Cuban Missile Crisis that Amy had told him about, Fidel Castro set up his 
command post at the hotel to organize the defense of the island from a US 
invasion. 

It had a rich and storied past, which meant that the Cahills had detailed 
maps of it in their database. Dan had studied them on his phone during the 
drive from Dr. Neuman’s apartment, where’d they’d left Dr. Miller. Dan had 
another brilliant plan lined up, but looking Sinead in the face was making 
him rethink it all. His hands were shaking with what he knew must look to 
them like fear, but was actually blinding, white-hot rage. 

Why shouldn’t he just toss this vial at Sinead’s feet and curse her to a 
dancing death just like she’d done to so many others? 

Because the liquid in the vial was a fake, for starters. It wasn’t full of the 
dancing virus, but rather, a whole lot of Flamsteed’s drool. 

“Dan,” Sinead said to him, her voice thick with worry. Good. Let her 
worry. “You shouldn’t have taken that vial out in public. The virus is highly 
contagious.” 

“You would know,” Dan sneered at her. “You unleashed it, didn’t you?” 

Sinead’s mouth tightened. Her eyes darted over his shoulder and he spun 
just as the two bodyguards took a step toward him. “Don’t move!” he 
yelled, and held up the vial. They froze in place again, and Dan turned back 
to Sinead. “Did you unleash it?” 

Sinead hesitated. Is she afraid of me or afraid of her bodyguards? he 
wondered. 

“Yes,” she finally said. “I did.” 

“You lousy snake,” Dan growled at her. She was a cold-blooded killer, a 
ruthless, self-serving monster, and she stood there in front of Dan looking 
just like the girl he’d always known. It was too bad the lies one told didn’t 
leave permanent marks for all to see. Maybe, he hoped, his words could 
wound her. “You betrayed our family, you hurt innocent people, and now, 


you’ve put the whole world in danger. And for what? Why? Do you have 
any good reason or are you just plain evil?” 

It looked like Sinead was about to cry, which gave Dan some 
satisfaction. There was a thrill to unleashing all his anger at someone who 
rightly deserved it. This was what made revenge so tempting, this feeling of 
righteous power. 

He suddenly knew how his grandmother had felt when she ran the 
family. He suddenly understood the ruthlessness it took, the coldness that 
leadership demanded. You had to believe yourself better than the ones who 
you fought against, or else you could never do the things you had to do to 
defeat them. You had to be the judge and the jury and the executioner. 

But then Dan pictured Amy’s face just before she meant to run into 
gunfire for him. You don’t always have to be right to be a leader. Just be 
yourself, she’d said. 

Dan shook his head. He had to move Sinead into position. 

He stepped in her direction as threateningly as he could, holding the vial 
toward her face. 

She backed away, toward the window. A tropical evening breeze blew 
across the room, and far below, palm trees swayed, making the shadows of 
the lights around the hotel courtyard bend and dance. The ocean sparkled 
with starlight. 

“I swear, Dan,” Sinead pleaded. “I thought we’d have a cure by the time 
it was unleashed. I didn’t want anyone to get hurt. They lied to me. They 
threatened me. They forced me to do it.” 

“So you let out a deadly disease with no cure?” 

Sinead nodded. 

“I know this is ironic to say,” Dan told her. “But you make me sick.” 

A tear trickled down Sinead’s cheek. Dan wanted her to cry, but not right 
now. For the plan to work, he needed her angry. And he had a new idea how 
to do it. “You know Ted and Ned are in Havana looking for you?” he asked. 


She frowned. 

“Yeah,” said Dan. “You know because you brought them here. It’s really 
too bad, though. I guess they got infected. They won’t stop dancing. I’m not 
sure how long they have left.” 

“What?” Sinead cried out. 

Dan shrugged. “It’s your own fault.” 

“No!” Sinead yelled. Her face had turned nearly as red as her hair. 

“Yep,” said Dan, and with that, Dan threw the vial at the man in the 
doorway, where it smashed on the wall by his head. 

“Ah!” He ducked and covered his nose and mouth, then dove back into 
the bedroom. The goons scrambled for the door into the hall to escape, and 
Dan, at the same time, rushed forward, tackling Sinead around the waist, 
just like Ham had taught him a proper tackle should go, and he dragged her 
out the window into the clear night sky. 

As they went over the balcony and began to fall toward the hotel 
courtyard, Dan’s watch beeped. 


They were out the window right on time, as planned; the only problem was 
that Amy, who was supposed to catch them, was running late. 


= CHARTER Ons 


Amy peered over the edge of the Hotel Nacional roof and looked straight 
down to the courtyard. A well-manicured lawn stretched out from the end 
of the lounge area to the fence that blocked the hotel from the road. Beyond 
the road was the Malecón promenade at the edge of Havana, and beyond 
that, the dark ocean. 

She breathed the sea-salt air in deep and let the breeze run its fingers 
through her hair. She could see all of Havana from this height. Flickering 
lights in the windows of the pastel apartment blocks, palm trees swaying in 
time to the guitar-playing musicians on folding chairs out front. The 1950s- 
style bungalows in one direction and the 1750s-style villas in the other. 
Downtown sat El Capitolio, the former capitol building of Cuba that now 
housed the Academy of Sciences. It was dramatically lit for evening and 
looked just like the US Capitol building, with rows of neoclassical columns 
and grand statuary. Nearby, a military tank sat on a pedestal, celebrating the 
1959 revolution. 

A glance toward Florida showed her how close the two countries were. 
She thought she could actually see the glow of Key West against the 
nighttime clouds, but that had to be a trick of the eyes. She couldn’t see 
ninety miles away, could she? 

One infected person on the Florida coast would turn to one hundred in a 
few hours, and then, when they boarded planes and went back to their 
homes in Tulsa and Detroit and Dallas and Boston ... in a few days the 
disease could spread across the country as fast as a dancing cat video on the 
Internet. 


And from one international airport it could reach all the others. She 
shuddered, seeing how easily a pandemic could erupt. One sick person, one 
cough, one unwashed hand ... the apocalypse wouldn’t come with some 
doomsday device or secret serum. The apocalypse would come silently 
riding in the DNA of one invisible germ. 

A light blinked on the roof of the hospital, a signal to helicopters not to 
land there, that it was quarantined. A grim reminder of the mission at hand. 
Amy had work to do; she couldn’t let fear paralyze her. She might not be 
able to save everyone on the planet, but right now she didn’t have to. She 
just had to save her brother. 

She checked her watch. Four minutes until Dan would be diving out that 
window with Sinead, and Amy would have to be on her way down on the 
rappel line to catch them. She’d done a lot of mountain climbing to conquer 
her fear of heights. She knew her way around ropes, knots, belay lines, and 
harnesses. She had the skills she needed for success here, she just had to 
steel her nerves. What was heroism anyway but the right combination of 
nerve and skill? 

Morality, she thought. That last part of heroism is doing the right thing, 
even when it’s hard. Sometimes, though, it was hard to know what the right 
thing was. 

Amy hooked the line up to one of the concrete posts that poked from the 
roof and looped it through her climbing harness. She checked the extra 
loops of rope and carabiners to make sure they were attached and secure. 
She’d only have one chance to get this right, or Sinead and her little brother 
would be splattered into bits below. 

Her phone vibrated in her pocket, and a glance at her watch told her it 
was Nellie calling from Massachusetts. 

“Nellie,” she answered. “Sorry I didn’t call you earlier. We’re doing 
okay, but we’ve got a problem down here. We’ve found Sinead, but there’s 


been an outbreak of the disease. Hundreds infected, more every hour. It’s ... 
it’s bad.... ” 

“Glad you’re safe, kiddo,” said Nellie. “And I wish I could be down 
there with you. I’ve always wanted to see Havana. You know the famous 
daiquiri was invented there? Ernest Hemingway himself invented it at an 
Old Havana watering hole called El Floridita.” 

Amy smiled. She loved hearing the excitement in Nellie’s voice when 
she talked about travel and about the history of food and drink. It’s great, 
Amy thought, to have so many people in my life with such interesting 
passions. She was about to say so when Nellie cut her off. 

“Sorry, Ames, I’d love to tell you more about the cuisine of Cuba,” she 
said. “But there’s no time. I’ve got a problem up here. Ham, Ian, Cara, and 
Jonah came back from England early and ... something strange is 
happening. They found a secret lab, but someone showed up to destroy it. 
They got in a fight and ... well, since they got back, they’ve been sealed in 
the secondary garage. They’ve been—I’m not sure how to describe it ... ” 

“Dancing?” Amy asked, and her feet wobbled underneath her. She felt 
faint, sick to her stomach, her own host of symptoms that were not caused 
by any germ. This wasn’t an abstract disaster happening to strangers 
anymore. Her friends were infected. 

“How long?” she asked urgently. “How long have they been going?” 

“Cara said it started on the flight and that they won’t stop. Not to eat, not 
to drink. They’re sweating like crazy.” 

“But Cara’s not sick?” Amy felt a glimmer of hope. 

“She wasn’t a few hours ago,” said Nellie. “I sent Saladin in with some 
water because I figured—” 

“Zoonosis,” Amy said, with some relief that she and Nellie were on the 
same page. “You knew that cats probably couldn’t catch a human disease.” 

“That’s right,” said Nellie. “Cara squirted some of the water into their 
mouths, but when she gets close, they do this headbanging thing that 


splashes their sweat everywhere. Jonah and Ham make it look all right, but 
you have no idea how strange it is to see Ian Kabra headbang. I’d laugh if it 
weren’t so unsettling.” 

“The sweat is contagious,” Amy said. “That’s how the virus spreads 
itself. The virus is in the sweat, and when it flies around as they dance, it 
gets airborne. If Cara isn’t sick yet, she will be soon. I’m sorry, Nellie, but 
you can’t get near any of them.” 

“I’m looking on the monitors now,” said Nellie. “Cara’s started to ... oh 
no... ” Nellie’s voice caught. Amy heard her swallow hard. “She’s doing 
the macarena ... that hasn’t been in since the nineties ... ” 

Amy’s heart sank. Four friends exposed; four friends infected. 

She pictured Ian, Cara, Ham, and Jonah trapped in the garage, jumping 
and twirling and headbanging until they dropped. Poor Ian, who treasured 
nothing more than his dignity, soaked in sweat and spasming all over the 
place like a toddler in a mosh pit, and it was all Amy’s fault. Her and Dan’s 
fault for sending them to England in the first place. 

It was up to her and Dan to save them now. 

“Nellie,” she said. “We will find a cure. I promise you, but we haven’t 
yet. We’ve found Sinead, though, and we’ ll—” 

Her watch beeped. It was time! She’d been on the phone too long! 

At that very moment, she heard Sinead scream as Dan tackled her out the 
window and they began to hurtle eight stories down. 

“I gotta go!” Amy shouted, hanging up with Nellie as she ran back to the 
edge of the roof. 

On the ground, all the tourists sitting in high-backed wicker chairs in the 
courtyard looked up from their frozen daiquiris and the jazz ensemble that 
was playing, and they saw Dan and Sinead falling from an eighth-floor 
balcony. 

Amy grabbed her extra rope, exhaled one big breath—letting her fear of 
heights go with it—and she dove. 


The line raced through her loose grip. The pulley wheel on her belt 
rattled as it bolted through, unspooling from above. She didn’t slow herself 
at all and the air blew her ponytail around her head like a pinwheel. 

“Ayi!” someone shouted from their window as she zipped past. 

Dan and Sinead were falling faster than she was, and she had to twist 
around in a dive to gain speed, pointing her head straight down at the 
concrete. Dan had spread their bodies out wide, trying to slow their rate of 
fall. 

Amy hit Dan’s back with a thud and embraced him and Sinead in a wide 
hug. She clipped one carabiner to the harness hidden under Dan’s jeans and 
wrapped the other nylon harness around Sinead, locking them all together. 

The ground raced up at them. Five stories left to fall, then four, then 
three. 

“Any time now, sis,” Dan said. He twisted around to grab the rope, and 
Amy used the titanium brake on the belay device to slow their fall. They 
swung wildly as they fell, and Amy had to kick off the wall every few feet 
to keep them from smashing into it. Sinead, finally catching on, grabbed the 
line and helped steady it. 

“Ahh!” someone in the courtyard screamed. In the dark, they couldn’t 
see the black ropes. It must have looked like teenagers plummeting from the 
roof in a bear hug. 

Sinead looked at Amy. Their eyes met. They hadn’t seen each other in 
person since Sinead’s betrayal. 

I’m sorry, Sinead mouthed at Amy. 

Amy pursed her lips. She wasn’t ready to accept an apology yet, not 
until they had some answers. Not until they all survived. 

Two stories, one story, slower and slower they fell, until they reached the 
ground gently, landing on their feet and unhooking from the rope. 

Dan spread his arms wide and gave a flourishing bow to the shocked 
hotel guests. 


“Thank you! Thank you!” he declared, like a circus performer after a 
death-defying stunt. A few of the guests calmed down, whispered to each 
other, and then applauded, figuring the show was just part of the hotel’s 
charm. 

“I can’t ... I can’t believe you ... you threw me out a window.... ” 
Sinead gasped at Dan. 

“Really?” Dan said. “You can’t believe that? Of all the things that have 
happened, that’s the one you can’t believe?” 

Sinead’s mouth hung open. “Dan ... Amy ... I’m sorry ... about all of 
this. But I’m really glad you came. You’re the only ones who can help. 
That’s why I brought you here.” 

“You brought us?” Dan scoffed. “If you run an instant replay, I think 
you’ll notice I just tackled you out a window and abducted you from your 
bodyguards.” 

“I needed you to do that,” said Sinead. “You’re the only ones who can 
stop this virus.” 

“We’ll get to all that, but first, we have to get out of here.” Amy noticed 
two burly men with earpieces coiling into their linen guayaberas rising from 
a small table and coming toward them. “Let’s go. Calmly but quickly. Ted 
and Ned are waiting in the car out front.” 

“My brothers are here?” Sinead asked. She gave Dan a puzzled look. 
“But aren’t they sick?” 

“Sorry.” Dan shrugged but obviously didn’t mean it. “I lied. But Ted 
might be a better driver than Ned, and he’s blind, so it’s best if we get back 
to the car fast.” 

They strolled through the grand archway that led into the vast lobby of 
the hotel, trying to look casual. Long corridors stretched in either direction, 
dark wood with black-and-white photos from the storied history of the hotel 
and of the Cuban Revolution hanging on the walls. There was a museum- 
like hush inside, the kind of quiet that suggested informants lurking in high- 


backed chairs, spies watching from the reception desk, and microphones 
hidden in every potted plant. Amy was reminded of the sword-wielding eye, 
the police state in which they were operating. The fancy hotel was surely 
monitored by the Cuban government, which meant it was also monitored by 
the CIA, and who knew how many other intelligence agencies from around 
the world? 

She spoke in a whisper as they walked. 

“There’s something else you need to know,” Amy told Dan. “Nellie 
called. The team we sent over to England is back.” 

She was careful to say we. She knew Dan had a way of blaming himself 
when things went wrong. She wanted him to know he wasn’t alone in his 
responsibility. She was his big sister; she’d led the family before; and she 
would never let her little brother down. They were a team. They were, and 
would always be, a we. 

“What'd they find?” he asked her. 

“They found your lab,” Amy said to Sinead, her voice as hard as steel. 
“Clever to build it in the same town where the smallpox vaccine was 
discovered.” 

“I was working on a cure,” Sinead explained. “Not a weapon.” 

“Save it,” Amy snapped at her. “While they were there, someone else 
showed up to destroy it. In the process, Ian, Jonah, Ham, and Cara were 
infected. They’re all back in Attleboro, quarantined in the garage, and the 
boys have been dancing for almost half a day without food or very much 
water.” 

“Oh no.” Sinead covered her mouth with her hands. Her eyes were damp 
again. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think ShkrellX agents would be there so fast. I 
didn’t think anyone would be exposed.” She looked at the floor, contrite. 
“Not any of you, anyway ... ” 

“I’m sure that’s a comfort to all the parents of those kids at the hospital 
here,” Amy told her. “You thought they were expendable, just not us or 


your brothers.” 

“No!” Sinead objected, her voice rising and echoing off the vaulted 
ceilings. “I knew if you came, we’d be able to find the cure. I had to get you 
involved, do you understand? I needed the Cahills to help me.” 

“To clean up your mess,” Dan said. 

“They were going to kill me, Amy,” Sinead pleaded. “I needed you to get 
me out. I’m not like you guys. I’m not brave. I’m not heroic, okay? I admit 
it! I didn’t know what to do, so I brought you into this to save me.” 

Sinead was crying now. Her cheeks were flushed and damp. 

“To save you,” Dan grumbled. “Of course it was always about you.” 

“I knew if you came after me,” she said, “we could cure this disease 
together.” 

“How?” Amy stopped. “How can we do what your little multibillion- 
dollar drug company couldn’t?” 

“Because we’ll take Dr. Miller to the Ekat lab in the Bermuda Triangle,” 
said Sinead. “And we’ll make a cure for the disease there ourselves. It’s 
more high-tech than anything in Cuba or the United States. Dr. Miller will 
know how to do it; we just have to get him there.” 

Amy hesitated. She stopped walking. Could it be another trap that 
Sinead was leading them into, or was this real? Was she really trying to 
save people or just trying to get away herself? 

Dan’s fists were balled. He had obviously made up his mind. He didn’t 
trust Sinead and he didn’t forgive her. Amy looked at a photo on the wall 
near the door of the hotel, a picture of Fidel Castro and his commanders 
during the Cuban Missile Crisis, plotting strategy in this very lobby. This 
was the spot where these men nearly brought the world to annihilation, all 
because they didn’t trust each other. 

Amy made a decision right then. 

She didn’t know if it was right or wrong, but she was going to choose 
trust. She would trust Sinead to do the right thing. 


“We’ll do it,” she said. 

“But—” Dan began, although Amy stopped him. 

“Dan, this is our only way to help the others. This is our only chance.” 

Dan took a deep breath in and let it out. He didn’t trust Sinead, but Amy 
hoped her word could still sway him. 

“Fine,” Dan said at last. “But the Ekat base in the Bermuda Triangle is 
closed up. Abandoned.” 

“It has its own geothermal generators,” said Sinead. “It should still be 
operational, just waiting for some Cahills to come back and get it running 
again.” 

They stepped outside and the mint-green Packard pulled up, lurching to a 
stop in front of the hotel. 

Ted, blind Ted, was in the driver’s seat, while Ned, head in hands, told 
him what to do. Ned appeared to be having one of his migraines. It was not 
ideal timing, because just then, the two goons came barreling through the 
lobby with a Cuban policeman in tow, gun drawn. 

“Go!” Amy shouted, shoving Dan and Sinead into the backseat. “Drive 
straight!” 

Ted peeled out of the driveway of the hotel as Amy screamed directions 
at him. 

The ShkrellX goons jumped into a modern sedan behind them, and the 
police screeched off in their own car, sirens blaring. 

“Left!” Amy shouted. “Now, hard right!” 

Ted obeyed, Flamsteed panted, and Ned groaned in the passenger seat. 

“This is a first,” Dan said. “A car chase with a blind driver.” 


= CHARTER iz 


“Weave, thirty degrees left!” Amy yelled. 

“Watch out! Motorcycle at two o’clock!” Dan shouted. 

“Go faster, they’re gaining on us!” Sinead added. 

“Ahh!” Ned cried, gripping his head with every shout. 

“One person at a time, please!” Ted pleaded, sweat glistening on his 
forehead. “I’m blind and I don’t need to go deaf, too.” 

Dan clamped his mouth shut. He was the only one in the car who was 
too young to drive, so his advice probably wasn’t wanted. At the same time, 
he really didn’t want to die in a fiery car wreck. 

“Amy, can you climb over and take the wheel?” he asked his sister. 

“Yeah—I—TURN RIGHT?!” she yelled as they nearly slammed into the 
back of a delivery van. The swerve knocked Amy onto the floor of the 
passenger seat. Sinead tried to move up to take the wheel from her brother, 
but the sedan behind them rammed their bumper, forcing them to fishtail 
and knocking her down as well. 

Dan was the only one still looking at the road. He’d played enough 
racing video games to know what needed to happen now. And he was the 
only one in the car with a street map of Havana memorized. 

It wasn’t really underage driving if you were just shouting directions, 
was it? 

“Make a U-turn on my mark,” he told Ted. “In three, two, one—mark!” 

Ted spun the wheel and the car turned hard, hitting the curb, bouncing 
over it, and finding the road again, then speeding past the police car and the 
sedan headed in the other direction down the wide boulevard. Dan’s 


stomach leaped up into his throat. He’d left his heart somewhere on the 
road behind them, but they’d survived. He shimmied forward so he could 
speak directly to Ted and not have to shout over the tangle of his sister’s 
limbs. The street they were on led right into the fast-moving seaside 
highway along the Malecón. 

“Right!” Dan called when they reached it, and Ted turned them right. 
They joined three lanes of traffic and zoomed along the coast toward the 
downtown Old Havana district, streetlights slashing past the windshield. 
Ned groaned in agony. 

Traffic was light and Dan allowed himself to breathe again. “Just keep 
the wheel steady for a minute,” he said. 

The road was smooth and straight enough that Amy finally managed to 
climb over the front seat and take the wheel. Ted collapsed in relief onto his 
brother beside him. Sinead leaned forward and hugged them both. Dan 
watched the reunion with a frown. It didn’t seem right that Sinead could be 
so careless with other people’s lives but still love her brothers so much. Did 
loving them make her less of a villain, or did loving them and still being a 
traitor make her more of one? Dan couldn’t decide. 

“T’m so happy to see you two,” she cried. “I’m so glad you’re safe.” 

“We’re far from safe,” Dan corrected Sinead. “We’re still being chased.” 

Amy accelerated and wove through the light traffic. Two police cars 
were back on their tail, and the sedan with the ShkrellX enforcers had 
caught up to them, too. They zoomed past the decayed colonnades of the 
seaside buildings eaten away by decades of salt water and ocean winds in a 
country that had no money to restore them. There was an empty lot where a 
building had collapsed, and then a tall blue apartment building where the 
road turned. 

Just after the turn, there was a smaller street. “Pull in!” Dan yelled. 

The car swerved. 


“Easier to lose them in the narrow streets,” Dan said with what he hoped 
was enough confidence so that no one would notice he was winging it. He’d 
never been the backseat driver in a car chase before. Crumbled houses and 
graffiti-covered walls lined either side of them, and just past that, there were 
more apartment buildings, freshly painted in vibrant pinks and blues. 
Families sat in folding chairs while their kids played baseball in the street. 

Amy honked frantically and the kids dove out of the way. 

Amy turned again, knocking Dan into the car door with a hard thud, and 
knocking Flamsteed onto him. 

They whipped around the comers, turned and doubled back, and soon 
the sound of sirens faded away. Amy idled the car. 

“T think we lost them,” she said. 

The engine rumbled while they waited. 

“We can’t stay here,” Dan told her, noticing three shirtless old men 
playing dominoes down the block behind them. They were looking at the 
car, and one of the men stood to go inside the building. Over the door was 
the stenciled symbol of the eye waving its sword with the letters CDR 
beside it. 

“Informants,” Sinead said. “Every CDR block captain has a radio to 
report suspicious activity, and you can be sure they’re sending a message 
about us.” 

One of the great things about being such a young leader, Dan had found, 
was that no one in most of the world paid any attention to teenagers. They 
could run massive art heists or sting operations and then blend easily into a 
crowd, but here, there was no blending in, no going unnoticed. Everyone 
was watching one another all the time. It made his skin prickle. It was like 
the whole city was one giant eyeball, judging, waiting for you to get in 
trouble. 

“We have to ditch this car somewhere,” Dan said. “If there’s a CDR post 
on every block, they’re bound to catch up to us eventually. Those guys 


probably shared the make and model of this one over their radio.” 

Amy pulled back onto the streets, weaving around cars, taking turn after 
turn after turn. Dan started to feel carsick. It would not be a good image for 
their leader to puke his guts out. He stuck his face out the window to 
breathe the cool night air of the ocean. Flamsteed stuck his dog face out 
next to Dan’s and panted gleefully. 

“Where can we go?” Ned asked. “It’s not like five American teenagers 
and a service dog can just wander the streets of Havana without being 
noticed.” 

“We head back to Dr. Neuman’s apartment,” Amy explained. “He’s a 
powerful man and he’s still a Cahill. It’s time he served the family and 
helped us get off this island.” 

“We have to take Dr. Miller with us to the Ekat base,” said Sinead. “He’s 
the only one who can find a cure for this dancing virus.” 

“Who says you’re going with us to the Ekat base?” Dan said. “Maybe 
you should stay here and face what you’ve done?” 

They passed a corner where three people were dancing and a police 
officer was trying to steer them into an ambulance. Their dancing was 
frantic and there was no music. One of the dancers splashed the police 
officer with her sweat as she did a dab, which looked a lot like she was 
sneezing into the crook of her elbow. 

The police officer stumbled back and wiped his face with his bare hand. 
That was all it took. He’d surely be infected now. 

“Don’t stop until we get to Dr. Neuman’s,” Dan said. “It’s spreading and 
nowhere else is safe.” He then glared at Sinead. “We should turn you in to 
the CIA,” he said. “Or the Cuban secret police. I wonder how they’d treat 
the girl responsible for unleashing this virus?” 

“You wouldn’t do that,” Sinead said, but the panic on her face suggested 
she wasn’t so sure. “I made mistakes. I’m not a bad person,” she pleaded. 
“You’re the good guys.... That’s why I needed you here. If someone has a 


problem, if no one else can help, and if they can find you, maybe they can 
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“Don’t quote the A-Team motto at me!” Dan snapped at her. “I’m the 
only one who gets to quote the A-Team motto here! I’m the good guy!” 

The blood had rushed to Dan’s head, and he could feel himself shaking 
with anger. He had his fists clenched again. Amy had taken her eyes off the 
road to stare at him. He imagined himself through her eyes and it didn’t 
look good, shouting about being the good guy while threatening a crying 
person. Sinead was making him forget himself. 

He took a breath and counted to three. “You’ve just got this whole thing 
thought through, don’t you?” Dan said. “You’re the puppet master and 
we’re supposed to be your little puppets, doing whatever it is you want us to 
do.” 

“You’re not my puppets,” Sinead sniffled. “You’re Dan and Amy Cahill 
... and the world is counting on you.” 

Dan narrowed his eyes at her. She was right, of course, but he wasn’t 
going to admit it. He wasn’t sure if her tears were real or just to manipulate 
him. He wasn’t sure if they were still being used in some plan of hers he 
couldn’t yet see, but the fact was, the outbreak was spreading, and getting 
Dr. Miller to the lab on the Ekat base was their best hope of curing the 
disease before it wiped out most of the world. 

“You’ll come with us to the base,” he said at last, and Sinead nodded. 

“I’m going to call Nellie,” Amy told them. “She’s got her pilot’s license, 
and I’m going to see if she can safely get Cara, Ian, Ham, and Jonah on the 
private plane to meet us.” 

“Even if you can get them onto a sealed and sterile part of the plane, 
they’re carrying a contagious virus,” Ned said. “No country in the world is 
going to let them in.” 

“Well, it’s a good thing we’re not going to any country in the world,” 
Dan said. “We’re going to the Bermuda Triangle.” 


= CHARTER O Cm 


“They escaped?” Mr. West asked, clearing his throat. 

“Yes,” said the woman who used to be in a red dress but had changed 
into a black tracksuit. It was far more comfortable assassin-wear. She had 
her blowgun and poison darts in a clarinet case at her feet. “I don’t 
understand why you called us off. We had bribed the police. We were 
minutes away from bringing those brats in.” 

Her partner sat beside her on the sofa, rubbing his arm where the dog 
had bitten him. “Dead or alive,” he added. 

“Ahem.” Mr. West cleaned his glasses. “It doesn’t matter. I didn’t want 
you to bring them in.” 

“What?” the woman said. “But you sent us after them!” 

He did not like her tone. He paid her to do a job, not to question his 
plans, and it annoyed him that he was expected to explain himself. 

“Sinead Starling is still trying to develop her own cure to our disease, 
which would cut us out of this deal. She is suffering pangs of conscience,” 
he explained. “We destroyed her lab in England and nearly neutralized Dr. 
Miller, whose help she hoped to enlist. Thanks to your bumbling on the 
rooftops, we failed.” He glared at the man. Really, how hard could it have 
been to shoot a bunch of children with an Uzi? Mr. West knew he should 
have hired better henchpeople. But he’d wanted to save money, and these 
two were ruthless and inexpensive. Still, he regretted the choice. Discount 
assassins were no bargain after all. 

“We’ve invested millions of dollars in curing this virus, and we are no 
closer now than we were three months ago. The virus is spreading, making 


the Cubans more desperate with every hour.” 

The woman glanced nervously at her husband. 

“Relax,” Mr. West told both of them. “We’re safe here. The Cuban 
government has contained the virus for now. We have some time.” He 
checked his watch. “It’s nearing midnight. I imagine the earliest patients 
will begin to collapse soon. Once the deaths begin, the World Health 
Organization will panic and offer us whatever we need to finish making our 
cure. Money will pour in. Then, when we do have the cure, we’ll unleash 
the disease somewhere more populated ... Boston, perhaps? Manila? 
Dubai? Maybe all three. They’ll come back to us and pay whatever we ask. 
While the victims dance to our disease, their governments will dance to our 
bank accounts.” 

“But we don’t actually have a cure!” the woman said. 

“That might have been true before Sinead reached out to her old friends, 
Amy and Dan Cahill.” 

“Are those names supposed to mean something to us?” 

“They didn’t to me, not at first,” Mr. West said. “But I looked into it. 
They are a very wealthy family, with branches that dominate the fields of 
arts and industry, technology, politics, and science, including medical 
science. Our Sinead Starling, it turns out, is a distant relative of Edward 
Jenner, inventor of vaccines.” 

“Good for her,” the man in the fedora grunted. He didn’t have an 
appreciation for the history of science. 

“Good for us,” Mr. West replied, then cleared his throat, which tickled 
him constantly because of his allergies. He didn’t bother with allergy 
medicine. He refused to pay the ridiculous prices the drug companies 
charged. “We’ll let them develop the cure, and then, we’ll simply steal it.” 

Mr. West cleared his throat once more and leaned back in his chair. He 
turned on his computer monitor and watched the little dot that was the 
tracker he’d placed on Sinead Starling. “They’re on the move.” He raised 


an ice-cold daiquiri to his two henchpeople. “To our success,” he toasted 
them. “And to our health.” 


=CHARTERC Sam 


Dr. Neuman arranged for the Cahill kids to escape by boat in the middle of 
the night. 

“T’m sorry I could not provide more comfortable transportation,” he told 
Amy. “But the government has issued an order to seal the island. They 
suspect this dancing virus is a biological attack by our enemies, which in a 
way, it is.” 

“We appreciate your help,” said Amy. 

“Long ago, I chose my service to Cuba over my service to the Cahills,” 
he said. “But now it seems I need the Cahills to help Cuba.” 

“How are the patients?” Sinead asked, looking at the ground. 

The doctor took a deep breath. “Their bodies are wearing out. Four of 
them have collapsed and are on life-support machines now. Four hundred 
more are in danger within hours and thousands more after that. We do not 
have enough machines to keep all their hearts beating. When the dying 
begins, we will not be able to stop it.” 

“I promise you,” Sinead said, “with Dr. Miller’s help, we will.” 

Dr. Neuman ignored her. Dr. Miller had recovered from his poisoning, 
but he was still quite pale and looked rather seasick, even though they had 
yet to board the boat. 

“Please, take care of my brothers,” Sinead said. Ted and Ned, with 
Flamsteed, were staying behind in Dr. Neuman’s apartment. Sinead had 
wanted to bring them along to get them out of the infected city, but Ned was 
in no state to travel. Ted insisted on staying by his brother’s side. 


“We’ve got nothing to worry about,” Ted had told them. “You’re going 
to find a cure.” 

“T will take care of them,” Dr. Neuman told her, finally facing Sinead. 
“They are my insurance that you return.” 

As they climbed aboard their small black speedboat along the rocky 
shore below the seawall, Amy looked back at the island. Up above, 
spotlights scanned the sky for incoming aircraft. She heard the engines of 
Cuban military patrols along the coast, but Dr. Neuman assured her he’d 
made arrangements to keep patrols out of the area for a while. 

“I am leading the medical response to this outbreak,” he’d explained. “I 
told the military that this part of the coast was contaminated and they must 
stay away until I gave the all-clear. It makes no sense of course, but these 
coast guard types do not really understand how to battle an infectious 
disease. They do, however, understand orders, and they will follow mine.” 

Amy didn’t ask him why so many Cubans fled the island. She knew that 
not everyone was as committed to the Communist revolution as this doctor 
and that thousands of people sought freedom and opportunity in America. 
She kept her mouth shut about it. She didn’t want to offend their ally by 
suggesting his island paradise might be a dictatorship. Instead, she simply 
thanked him, promised they’d return with a cure, and helped Dr. Miller and 
Sinead on board. 

“Watch out for Sinead,” Dan whispered to Amy as they untied the ropes 
and shoved off. “I don’t know what she’s up to, but she’s like old sushi. 
Even when she seems fine, one way or another, she’s gonna come out 
wrong.” 

Amy was tempted to laugh at her brother’s loyalty to vomit metaphors, 
but there was nothing funny about his mistrust. 

Then again, Amy thought, why am I so eager to trust her? 

She watched Sinead and Dr. Miller secure the samples of the virus 
they’d collected from the victims at the hospital, while Dan started the 


boat’s engines. Amy glanced at the storage cooler and felt her heartbeat 
quicken. She was about to head out into the open ocean on a small 
speedboat with a disgraced virologist, a girl no one trusted, and enough 
deadly virus on board to wipe out half the population of the world. 

And she was letting her little brother drive. 

There were four powerful Honda outboard engines mounted on the back, 
and they had been modified to run quietly. Dan waited until they had moved 
about a hundred yards offshore before he looked back over his shoulder and 
told them all to sit down and hold on tight. 

Then he gunned the engines and nearly sent Amy flying off the stern. 

She grabbed on to the metal cleats along the edge of the boat and worked 
her way up to the wheel, where Dan was standing, driving them straight 
into the oncoming waves and cutting through the rolling swells. The boat 
rose sickeningly high off the crest of a wave, the engines screeching in the 
open air, before they slammed back into the water and burst forward in a 
rush of salt spray and fumes. 

Dan grinned from ear to ear. 

He hit the next wave just as hard, smacking Amy’s chin into her chest. 
The cooler full of virus rattled in its nylon straps. 

“Be careful!” Amy shouted at Dan over the engine noise. “If any of 
those vials breaks open, we’ll be the first kids ever to drown while 
dancing.” 

Dan slowed the engines. 

Amy turned to look back at the coast of Cuba. Cars zoomed along the 
coast road, and the red warning light blinked on the top of the hospital. 
Patrol boats zigzagged over the water with their running lights glowing. 
The speedboat was black and had no running lights, so she was fairly sure 
they were invisible on the water. Clouds covered the moon, which certainly 
helped, and Amy breathed a little easier with every minute they put between 


themselves and the Cuban coast. Once they were a few miles out, they’d be 
safe in international waters. 

She even started to relax a little and enjoy the high-speed boat ride over 
the warm Caribbean water. 

Her relaxation ended when a spotlight shot from the sky and bathed their 
boat in bright white light. They hadn’t heard the helicopter closing in. It, 
too, had been running quiet and dark. 

“Halt. You are in violation of quarantine. Turn the boat around and 
surrender to the Marina de Guerra Revolucionaria immediately.” 

The message was in English, so the helicopter crew obviously knew who 
they were after. 

“Dan!” Amy shouted. “Maybe it’s okay to speed up again for a bit!” 

“On it!” Dan replied, gunning the engines and turning the boat hard. 

Amy lost her footing and fell into the gunwale, bumping her knee 
painfully. The helicopter turned with them and closed in. 

“Halt. You are in violation of quarantine. Turn the boat around and 
surrender to the Marina de Guerra Revolucionaria immediately,” they 
repeated. 

Then the helicopter fired a string of warning shots from the side- 
mounted machine gun. The tracer fire streaked orange over their heads, and 
even though the shots were at least ten feet high, Amy ducked. A line of 
bullet impacts kicked up the water to their left. 

“Go right!” Amy yelled. 

“On a boat, right is called starboard,” Dan yelled back, turning right all 
the same. “Left is called port.” 

“We don’t need a lesson in nautical terms right now!” Amy yelled back. 
“We need to lose this chopper!” 

The machine gun unloaded another string of warning shots, this time 
cutting right across the front—or bow in nautical terms—of the boat. 


Dan was forced to turn and slow at the same time. Sinead hugged the 
cooler to keep it in place and to shield it from gunfire with her body. Dan 
noticed but turned quickly back to steering, and Amy couldn’t tell if he was 
impressed by her selflessness or worried by her closeness to all those vials. 

The boat rolled with a wave and they lost momentum, slowing to nearly 
a full stop. The helicopter flew over them, then spun around and found them 
in its spotlight once more. Sinead stood and lifted up her seat, pulling out 
the emergency kit. She took out the flare gun. 

“Sinead,” Amy warned. “Don’t do it! We can’t fire on the Cuban Navy!” 

But Sinead raised the flare gun and fired anyway. The bright green light 
streaked across the distance, arcing straight up to the helicopter and straight 
into its open side door. The flare burst in an explosion of green sparks and 
the shouts of the gunner and the spotlight operator roared over the sound of 
its spinning blades. 

The helicopter tilted perilously sideways and began to plummet. Amy’s 
heart jumped into her throat. Had Sinead just murdered the Cuban crew, 
whose only crime was doing their jobs? Maybe Dan is right. Maybe Sinead 
is a monster. 

The chopper righted itself and spun around, turning rapidly toward 
shore. Amy exhaled with relief for the lives of the Cubans onboard, and 
then she whirled on Sinead. 

“How dare you shoot when I told you not to!” she yelled. 

“T was keeping us from getting killed!” Sinead yelled back. 

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t send you a thank-you note!” Amy grunted. 

“Hey!” Dan interrupted their argument. “There’ll be plenty of time to 
yell at Sinead later,” he said. “Right now, hold on tight, because we have to 
motor!” 

Three boats from the Cuban Navy were racing toward them across the 
water, sirens twirling and spotlights shining. They were still out of range, 


and Amy grabbed on to a seat as Dan spun the wheel and opened the 
throttle. 

Amy checked the chart that Dr. Neuman had drawn up for them, and 
Dan set a heading straight along the latitude line called the Tropic of 
Cancer. 

The boat the doctor had provided was designed to be fast and efficient. 

“Tt’ll take us about twenty hours to reach the coordinates for the Ekat 
base,” Dan said. 

Amy checked to make sure that Dr. Neuman had supplied enough fuel 
and water for the long journey. She hoped Dr. Neuman could keep his 
patients alive that long. 

“No bathroom on board,” Dan noted as he took a gulp from one of the 
water bottles. 

“We’ll hold it,” Amy replied, and gave Dan a withering stare. “All of 
us.” 

She knew her brother well enough to know that peeing off the side of a 
speedboat was just the sort of thing he’d be delighted to try. 

Not on her watch, though. 

Dan shook his head at Amy. “Killjoy,” he grumbled, and adjusted the 
throttle to gain a little more speed. 

Dr. Miller had gone to lie down below in the cabin. He was still weak 
from the poison, and they’d need him rested when they got to the Ekat base. 
It wasn’t a comforting thought that a disgraced military doctor turned jazz 
musician in need of a nap held the fate of the world in his hands. 

“Only seven hundred ninety-seven miles to go!” Dan announced. 

They bounced and splashed through the dark water of the Atlantic Ocean 
toward the unknown of the Bermuda Triangle. Amy hoped they’d find the 
salvation they needed when they got there, but she couldn’t help but think 
of the ships and planes that had been lost on this very route before. 


The Cyclops, lost in 1918 with 306 crew who were never found. The SS 
Cotopaxi lost in 1925, the Proteus and Nereus in 1941, the Marine Sulphur 
Queen in 1963, El Faro in 2015. 

And those were just some of the ships. There were airplanes, too, dozens 
of them ... crashed, vanished, and never recovered. 

Amy knew what had become of most of them. The Ekat base had a large 
arsenal of ship-killer torpedoes, undersea mines, and—family rumor had it 
—a pod of trained attack dolphins. No outsider had ever infiltrated the base 
and returned to tell the tale. 

Would a group of teenagers led by a fourteen-year-old who was still 
pouting because he couldn’t pee off a speedboat really be the first? 


"CHARRIER 2 dam 


Somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean 


They took turns captaining all night and into the next day, and the next 
night again. Dan slept when Amy drove, but when Sinead was at the wheel, 
he did his best to stay awake and watch. He even used the compass app on 
his phone to make sure she stayed on course. He trusted Sinead about as 
much as he liked Sinead, and to be clear, he didn’t like her at all. 

She was lucky he didn’t tie her up in the boat’s cargo hold. 

Not that he could. He was pretty sure Sinead would beat him up if he 
tried. 

He could tell she was torturing herself about everything, but her guilty 
conscience didn’t make Dan want to forgive her. She should feel guilty. She 
was guilty. 

He couldn’t wait until it was his turn at the wheel again. He didn’t have 
to think about all this stuff when he was pushing the boat across the ocean. 
He liked to see how fast he could get it to go, skipping over the troughs 
between sea swells like a stone over calm lake water. He made it up to fifty 
knots at one point but had to slow down and shut off the engine so they 
could refuel. Going faster used more gas, but the moment they finished 
topping off the tank, he opened the throttle and gunned it again. He figured 
he could shave at least an hour off their travel time, maybe two. 

It wasn’t just for fun, either. Every hour they saved might save another 
life. The clock wasn’t marking the passage of time. It was a countdown to 
when the people in Cuba started dying. 


And maybe, to when Ham, Jonah, Ian, and Cara started dying, too. 

He accelerated again. 

He looked up at the stars and took out his phone, pointing it to the 
constellations. He had an app that told him where every constellation was 
and overlaid the lines so you could really see what they looked like, an 
interstellar connect-the-dots. 

He found the Big Dipper and Ursa Major, then he turned the overlay 
feature off. He liked to memorize the lines and then imagine them for 
himself. He didn’t want some app doing the work his brain was perfectly 
capable of doing. Because he loved space so much, he always memorized 
the constellations that would be visible at any given time wherever he was 
traveling, so he’d know just where to look. It wasn’t so hard. Just a cross- 
referenced table of longitudes, latitudes, and times that he checked against 
his book of star charts. 

He kind of wished he’d brought his star chart book with him, though, 
because something didn’t look right. Orion’s Belt wasn’t where it was 
supposed to be. Neither was the Little Dipper or even the constellation he’d 
invented for himself, the Beatrice, a collection of beautiful bright stars, bent 
into a sour frown, like his stingy great-aunt was judging them from beyond 
the grave. 

But all the constellations were wrong. 

He checked the compass on the boat. Their heading was right. He 
checked his phone compass. It showed a different heading, and when he 
looked back at the boat compass, it had changed, even though he hadn’t 
moved the wheel at all. The app on his phone started to go crazy, showing 
them going the opposite direction from the boat’s compass, then showing 
them spinning in circles, then turning a hard ninety degrees to the starboard 
side. 

Then it just started to play a track from Jonah Wizard’s forthcoming 
R&B album, Hot Sauce Love Boss, which Jonah had insisted Dan listen to 


before it was released. 

“Because you’re the boss,” Jonah had said. “You’re welcome.” 

Dan shut it off and checked the printed charts. Ink and paper couldn’t 
malfunction and couldn’t be hacked. When he’d confirmed they’d drifted 
from the heading they had been on all night and all day, he woke up Amy. 

He checked the star positions, compared them to his charts again, and 
brought them back to the correct heading, but he had no way to know how 
long they’d been off course, or where exactly they were at the current 
moment. Had he been the one to lead them astray? Or was it Sinead? She’d 
been asleep, but still, maybe she’d manipulated his app or something. 

“I think we’re in the Bermuda Triangle,” he whispered to Amy when she 
stepped, bleary-eyed, to his side. 

“Why are you whispering?” she asked. 

“Because I don’t want to wake Sinead in case she—oh—” Sinead had 
woken up, too. She stood behind Amy, looking at the console, and saw the 
electronic equipment malfunctioning. 

“Electrical interference,” she said, completely unhelpfully. 

“Duh,” Dan replied. Amy pinched him on the back. 

He never should have trusted the computers and apps to guide them. The 
Bermuda Triangle was famous for messing with technology. Neither the 
navy nor any reputable scientist acknowledged that the Bermuda Triangle 
was real, and the area was only loosely defined by legend, rumor, and 
crackpot conspiracy theorists. 

All of that was, of course, on purpose. 

The Ekats had used all their best tricks to keep outsiders from 
discovering their base. There were devices to jam radar and confuse 
navigational equipment, scrambling radio signals and blocking satellites. 
There were automated torpedo bays and sea-to-air missile systems. There 
was even rumored to be the world’s largest fog machine, just to creep out 
ships that passed too close and to block aerial photography. 


The best part of their defense, however, was the raft of misinformation 
they’d spread over the years. They’d planted false stories in newspapers and 
books, crazy conspiracy theories on websites and TV shows. By hiding the 
actual truth in the open, surrounded by all kinds of crazy stories about 
ghosts, aliens, and time-traveling Nazi experiments, they made sure that no 
one would take the claims of a secret laboratory run by a branch of the most 
powerful family in history too seriously. Information could create a fog just 
as well as vaporized water, mineral oil, and glycerin (which were the basic 
ingredients in a theatrical fog machine). 

The defenses protecting the Ekat base, however, were very real. The base 
must have been close to be messing with their boat’s systems so much. 
Actual fog started to roll in over the water, a wall of it approaching them 
fast. In seconds, they went from a beautiful early evening on the Atlantic to 
a pea-soup sky. The seas grew rougher, and their little boat rocked this way 
and that. 

Dan had the exact coordinates for the base on his phone ... which he 
suddenly couldn’t access. It just played the opening bars of Jonah’s next hit 
single over and over. 

“Baby, I got spice, but Pll treat you nice, I’m whatever you want, just 
name your price ... 00O ... 000... 000... ” 

Salt water splashed over the sides of their boat, drenching their feet. 
They rocked nearly vertical and all had to grab on to something to keep 
from being tossed overboard into the frothing Atlantic. The fog was thick 
and the seas so choppy that to be tossed overboard was surely a death 
sentence, even in the life jackets Dan suddenly realized none of them were 
wearing. 

Oops. 

“Get your life jackets on,” he ordered, and nobody argued with him. 
Amy got his for him and even put it around his shoulders herself, while he 
continued to struggle with his phone. 


A massive wave splashed over the windshield and soaked them all, 
knocking them back. Sinead was the first on her feet, and she got to the 
controls. 

“What are you doing?” Dan demanded. “There’s no one there! The base 
was abandoned after the clue hunt. This is the automated defense system.” 

“I know how to get through!” she said. “I can get us there! You have to 
trust me!” 

“But I don t trust you!” Dan yelled back over the roaring ocean. 

The boat rocked to the side, nearly tossing Dan into the sea. Amy fell 
onto the cooler that held the virus samples, and for a moment, they all froze. 

“Its okay!” Amy said. “Still secure!” 

“Dan, let me do this!” Sinead pleaded. 

Dan looked at Amy, who stared back at him and nodded. How could she 
trust Sinead so easily? How could she put their lives in the hands of this 
manipulative, lying Starling? How could Amy be so ... good? 

He turned back to Sinead. He still didn’t trust her, but he trusted his 
sister. If she was willing to let Sinead help, then he’d be willing, too. 

For now. 

“Do it,” he said. “Get us there safely.” 

Sinead nodded her thanks to Amy—not, Dan noticed, to him—then 
whipped the boat around, picking up the radio at the same time and sending 
a message, a series of clicks. Morse code. She was sending a message, a 
series of letters, but they didn’t add up to words. 

“What are you saying?” he demanded, fighting his way to her side 
against the rocking of the boat. “What message are you sending?” 

“Pm shutting off the system!” Sinead told him. “It works on an old 
Morse radio code.” 

Dan was about to snatch the radio out of her hand. He didn’t trust her 
signals, but he hesitated. Deciding to trust someone was a lot harder than it 
looked. He kept his hands to himself. He forced himself to wait. 


They all waited. 

A wave rose beside them, rolling through the fog three times as high as 
their speedboat. It came fast. It was going to capsize them. 

“Any time,” Dan said. 

The wave charged straight at them, fast as a train, its whitecap curling at 
the crest. He felt their stern pulling down into the wave’s trough, and then, 
just before it swamped them, the wave sank and rocked them gently as it 
passed underneath, no stronger than a ripple from a pebble dropped into a 
pond. 

The waters calmed and the fog cleared. Their boat’s engine started again, 
and Sinead turned to resume course to the base. 

Overhead, they heard the high engine whine of a small aircraft. Dan 
looked to the horizon in front of them and saw a little plane moving fast in 
their direction, dropping even faster. 

“That’s Jonah’s plane,” Amy noted. 

“They’re in trouble,” Sinead added. “It’s the defense system! They’re 
caught in it, too!” 

The plane’s left wing had dipped and they were flying at a strange angle, 
losing altitude. 

“Help them!” Dan shouted, and Sinead scrambled to pick up the radio 
handset again, frantically entering her Morse code signal. 

She paused. 

The plane kept dropping. 

“Do it again!” Dan yelled and Sinead did it again, sending her signal 
over the handset. 

As Dan watched helplessly, Jonah’s plane made a sudden drop and, with 
a great splash and an explosion of water that reached into the sky, the plane 
crashed into the sea. 


= CHARTER O Sam 


Somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean 


The flight had been difficult before it had even started. Nellie had long had 
her pilot’s license and it had come in handy before, but she’d never had to 
create a sterile containment environment on board a plane. 

She sealed off the cockpit from the cabin with plastic sheets and duct 
tape, marveling at the fact that duct tape might have been the most useful 
invention in human history, at least since the invention of fire and the 
wheel. She marveled that it hadn’t, sadly, been invented by a Cahill—one of 
the few great inventions in history not to have been. 

Duct tape was thought of by a factory worker and mother of two boys in 
the navy named Vesta Stoudt during World War II. She thought that cloth- 
backed tape would be easier for sailors and soldiers to use in the heat of 
battle, saving time and saving lives. So she wrote a letter explaining her 
idea to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who was a Cahill, in the 
Lucian branch of the family. He had the good sense to pursue the idea, and 
duct tape was born. 

Nellie thought this type of history was just the sort of thing that Amy 
would enjoy, and she wished her kiddos were there to tell it to. She could 
use the company. It was lonely having only Saladin to talk to. The cat was 
not a great conversationalist. It was also creepy watching Ham, Ian, Cara, 
and Jonah dance uncontrollably on the security monitors. 

Studying her handiwork, Nellie quickly realized she’d sealed the cockpit 
off so well, she had no way to get in, so she lost precious time dismantling 


her setup and reassembling it with a complicated opening in the plastic 
through which she could get in and then reseal it from the other side. 

Once that was accomplished, she backed the plane up to the garage, 
covered herself in surgical gear, duct tape, food safety gloves underneath 
dish gloves, and cling wrap, then used a lacrosse stick of Ham’s to herd the 
others onto the plane. 

They resisted, kicking and writhing, dancing the whole way. Their 
pleading eyes watched her as she shoved them forward, then jumped back. 
Shoved and jumped, shoved and jumped. Their sweat splattered across her 
suit, and she hoped she had enough layers on. She’d never had to improvise 
a biohazard suit before. 

She got them on the plane, sealed their area, then removed her layers 
carefully, showered, dressed in clean clothes, and boarded the plane herself 
through her plastic corridor. 

The whole process took hours, and when she used the onboard camera to 
look back into the cabin, the ragged dancers stood in the aisles, arms and 
legs flailing. Ham was pumping his fist in the air, like the music only he 
could hear had reached some kind of crescendo. A moment later, his 
dancing slowed, but didn’t stop. 

How long could they have left? 

Jonah seemed the most natural dancing to his own music, but Ian looked 
completely out of sorts. His tailored shirt was soaked through and torn open 
to his belly button. His usually tidy hair was matted down in three different 
directions, and there was an embarrassing split in the seat of his pants that 
revealed silk boxer shorts covered in bright yellow cartoon ducks. He was 
doing an aggressive version of the nae nae, just behind Cara, who’d only 
recently broken a sweat. She had the longest left of all of them, but if they 
didn’t find a cure at the Ekat base, a few hours wouldn’t make a difference. 
Nellie would be forced to watch her die, too. 


Ian did an electric slide down the aisle. There’d be no seat belts on this 
flight, Nellie figured. 

“Don’t worry, guys,” she said out loud before she ran through her 
preflight checklist. “We’ll get you help. If anyone can stop this, it’s Amy 
and Dan.” 

“Prrrrrrr,” Saladin purred beside her. She’d secured him in his cat 
carrier, from which he’d immediately escaped to curl up in the copilot’s 
seat. He had a cooler of red snapper on the floor in front of him, personal 
provisions for the journey to the Bermuda Triangle. Even in crisis, Saladin 
traveled in style. 

Nellie had filed a flight plan for the Turks and Caicos Islands, cruising 
along the coast, then going wide over the Atlantic to approach the island 
chain from the east. The flight path took her straight over the coordinates 
Dan and Amy had sent her for the Ekat base, where she’d planned to drop 
off the radar and land. When the plane didn’t arrive at the destination she’d 
filed, it would be reported lost at sea, another victim of the Bermuda 
Triangle, and the location of the Ekat base would remain secure. 

She hoped that would only be the official story. She hoped that they 
wouldn’t actually be lost at sea, but things were suddenly not looking good. 

The plane hit turbulence over two hundred miles out and lost radio 
contact with land at the same time. Her instruments went crazy, compass 
spinning and altimeter flying wildly up and down without any relationship 
to her actual altitude. She tried to keep the plane level and on the same 
heading she’d been on, but every rough jostle and bone-shaking lurch 
threatened to push her farther and farther off course with no hope of making 
landfall. 

A thick fog rolled in, shrouding the plane, and Nellie’s palms grew 
sweaty on the controls. With malfunctioning instruments and no visibility to 
guide her, she could be flying upside down straight into the ocean and 
wouldn’t know until it was too late. 


She glanced to the cabin monitor and saw that, at least, she wasn’t flying 
upside down. Ham and Jonah were still dancing in the aisles, while Ian had 
gotten wedged between two seats. 

He was flailing to free himself and his feet were dancing in place so fast 
that they didn’t even touch the floor, but he was safe stuck where he was. 
Another bump of turbulence hit, which sent Ham and Jonah slamming into 
each other and then into the ceiling of the cabin. Ham’s head took most of 
the impact, which was probably lucky. His skull was the toughest part of 
him. He could take a hit or two without it causing serious damage. 

An alarm suddenly sounded and she saw the proximity detector flashing. 
Jonah had outfitted his jet with all kinds of security, and this one told her 
there was an incoming missile. 

Someone had fired on the plane! 

Nellie hit the “launch countermeasures” switch, which released a packet 
of explosive shrapnel for the missile to hit instead of the plane, and at the 
same time, she banked hard left. 

Jonah and Ham crashed into the side of the plane; Cara landed on top of 
them, while Ian stayed wedged right where he was. 

The missile detonated off the right side, filling the windows with bright 
orange light. One of the jet’s two engines burst into flames. The flames died 
quickly in a cloud of black smoke and the engine died with them. 

Nellie fought to level the plane, alarms blaring around her. 

“Mrrrp?” Saladin said, which Nellie took to mean, Hey, why don’t you 
keep us from crashing, please? I am a cat of a certain age and I would 
prefer not to take a swim in the cold waters of the Atlantic Ocean. 

Or it could have just been gas. Hard to say with Saladin. 

If the automated defenses were still active, that meant that Dan and Amy 
hadn’t disabled them. What if they’d been sunk? What if Nellie had lost her 
kiddos and flown everyone else into certain death? 


She fought with her stick to keep the plane aloft, but she was losing 
altitude. The fog began to clear and she saw the water much closer than she 
would have preferred. It was getting even closer by the second. 

She had to slow for a water landing. 

At their current speed, their plane hitting the water would be like doing a 
belly flop onto a basketball court from the high dive. The small aircraft 
would break apart on impact, and they’d all be fish food. Another plane lost 
in the Bermuda Triangle. 

One thousand feet and dropping. 

She pulled back on the stick, trying to raise the nose cone. The whole 
craft shuddered. 

She raised the flaps, dropping speed, but was still going too fast. 

Eight hundred feet. Four thousand feet. Two feet. 

What is happening? She was way more than two feet up. The altimeter 
was malfunctioning. She had no idea how high she was or how fast she was 
going. She could see small whitecaps on the water, her only reference point. 

They were getting larger every second. 

Her arms strained. She pulled back as hard as she could. Her one good 
engine was making a grinding sound, squealing. Saladin’s fur stood on end, 
bristling with terror. 

She wished she’d been able to get the kids in the back buckled in. When 
she crashed, they might not survive the impact even if the plane held 
together. 

“Come on, Nellie!” she yelled at herself. “It’s on you now! Do it! 
Nobody dies today!” 

She yelled a barbaric yawp of power and pulled back on the stick with 
every bit of strength she had.... She felt the nose rise.... She might do this! 
They might survive! 

The whitecaps of the rough water loomed in front of her. 

That was when she lost control. 


The alarms stopped blaring, the instruments stopped twirling, and the 
turbulence stopped altogether. 

The wingtips leveled, the nose pulled back, and the sea before her 
calmed. 

Just below the surface, yellow lights of a runway rose from the ocean. 

As the runway broke the surface, a wall of water shot up around them, 
but the plane landed itself as smoothly as if they’d hit perfect pavement. As 
they landed, the runway dropped below the waves, sealing itself off 
overhead above her. 

The engines died as they glided to a stop on an undersea runway in an 
undersea hangar in the middle of the Bermuda Triangle. 

The large bay doors sealed over them and the water inside drained away. 

“I don’t know what just happened,” Nellie said to her feline copilot, “but 
keep your wits about you.” 

“Mrrrp mrrrp.” Saladin sighed and stretched out on the seat, which 
Nellie took to mean Through thick and thin, though hardships are legion, I 
shall always remain vigilant in the protection of my family. 

Or he was asking for lunch. 

Nellie opened the cooler and gave Saladin a nice thick chunk of red 
snapper. In the cabin, Hamilton Holt was bruised and a little bloodied but 
still bopping. Jonah’s dancing had slowed, Cara was on the ground doing 
the worm, and Ian’s dance had been reduced to sweaty twitches, wedged as 
he still was between the seats. 

Outside the cockpit, the hangar was dark. Nellie had no idea what would 
happen next, but whatever it was, it had to happen quickly, because their 
time was running out. 

And that’s when she noticed her own left foot tapping to a beat she 
couldn’t hear. 


= CHARTER Gms 


Bermuda Triangle, Coordinates Classified 


“You could’ve told us they didn’t crash,” Amy said, staring at the plane, 
which sat, dripping, on the runway. 

“I wasn’t sure the automatic landing sequence worked,” Sinead told her. 
“I didn’t want to get your hopes up in case—” 

“In case you killed them all,” Dan cut her off. 

“Hey!” Sinead replied. “It wouldn’t have been me! The base’s defenses 
were on autopilot!” 

“But they wouldn’t have been coming here if it weren’t for you!” Dan 
yelled back. 

“Enough!” Amy cut them both off. Dan could hold a grudge for a long 
time, which worried Amy. Those sorts of grudges were just the thing that 
had led to centuries of conflict between the branches of the Cahill family. 
He was the leader for the year, and he could easily lead the family back into 
chaos if he didn’t control his temper. 

“There’s no point arguing over this,” she told him. “They landed safely. 
Everyone’s fine.” 

“No, we’re not,” Nellie’s voice carried across the hangar to them. She’d 
opened the small window of the cockpit. “I’m so sorry, kiddos,” she called 
over. “You need to stay back. Don’t come any closer.” 

“What?” Amy asked. “Why?” 

In the silence that followed Amy got her answer. 

“You’re infected?” she asked. 


“Afraid so,” Nellie said. “I’m not sure how long I’ve got, but I can feel it 
starting already. My feet won’t stop tapping. Every time I try, it feels like 
my skin is on fire.” 

“Don’t try to stop!” Amy warned her. “If you do, you could have a heart 
attack.” 

“Well, that’s not great,’ Nellie said, and Amy’s heart broke. Nellie 
smiled without showing her teeth and her smile looked a little like a wince. 
Their guardian was doing her best to put on a brave face, but Amy had 
known her long enough to see that she was scared. 

“Look, Nellie,” Amy called out. “We’re going to help you. You just have 
to hang on.” 

“Pll be okay,” Nellie said. “But I don’t know how long the others have. 
They don’t look good.” 

Amy could feel Dan tense beside her. 

Portholes high in the hangar walls let dim blue light filter through, 
although the light faded as Amy watched. Pumps hissed and the whole base 
shuddered slightly. Amy’s ears popped. She knew they were descending, 
but how deep she couldn’t be sure. Saladin’s head suddenly popped up in 
the cockpit window and Amy smiled. 

“She brought a cat?” Dr. Miller asked, puzzled. 

“That’s Saladin,” Amy explained. “He’s family.” 

“She brought a cat ... ” Dr. Miller repeated, and then smiled. 

“Uh ... I didn’t take you for a cat lover,” Dan said. 

“Send the cat out to us!” Dr. Miller called. 

“Of course!” Sinead clapped beside him. “I get it! The cat’s antibodies!” 

“Care to enlighten the rest of us?” Dan asked. 

“Dr. Miller took a virus that didn’t infect humans and altered it to infect 
only humans,” Sinead explained. “So if a nonhuman—like a cat—was 
exposed to it, he could be a host without getting infected. Saladin’s body 


would naturally resist the disease. He’d produce antibodies that would fight 
it off. If we can adapt his own resistance to work on humans ... ” 

“Then we can create a cure!” Amy said. 

Dr. Miller nodded. “That’s the basic idea, although it’s far more 
complicated. PII need some assistance.” 

“Let’s go find the lab and get started!” Sinead said, practically giddy. 
“Send Saladin out!” she shouted. 

“Hey, watch it!” Dan told her. “You don’t give orders here. I still haven’t 
decided what to do with you.” 

“I saved your lives and the lives of everyone on that plane, and you still 
don’t trust me?” Sinead asked Dan. 

“When everyone’s actually safe, then we’ll see if I trust you,” he 
answered her. 

Sinead looked to Amy, seeking an ally. Amy tried to show no emotion. 
She wanted to trust Sinead, but that didn’t mean it was easy, and that didn’t 
mean her brother was wrong. 

If any one of them died because of Sinead, Dan’s grudge against her 
would look like kindness beside the rage Amy knew she would unleash. 

“Let’s get to the lab,” she said. “We don’t have any more time to waste 
arguing.” 


= CHARTER Osean 


Dan hadn’t wanted to take a nap, but found himself waking up from one 
nonetheless. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep, and there was no 
way to tell from the artificial light in the hallway or the pitch-black ocean 
outside the porthole windows. His digital watch wasn’t working, nor was 
the phone in his pocket. There were no clocks. 

Or shoes, for that matter. Someone had taken Dan’s off while he was 
asleep and covered him with a blanket. 

Amy. Had to be. It was just like her to tuck him in when he was trying to 
save the world. 

He padded along the hallway, not bothering to put his shoes back on, and 
he walked in on his sister talking to the cat. 

“So the centrifuge separates out the healthy blood cells from the virus 
particles?” she asked. 

She had her back to the door and stood next to Saladin in a dark room in 
front of a large window that looked into the containment laboratory. 

Saladin looked up at Amy, and Dan held his breath for a fraction of a 
second as he thought the cat was about to answer. He had a little white 
bandage wrapped around his back leg, where blood had been drawn. 

When Dr. Miller answered over the intercom from the other side of the 
glass, Dan realized he’d still been half asleep. Saladin was an amazing cat, 
but not a talking one. 

“We have isolated the virus particles from the infected sweat,” Dr. Miller 
explained. His voice was slightly muffled by the hiss of the air in his 
biohazard suit. Sinead worked alongside him, also in a biohazard suit. 


“We are now attempting to isolate the antibodies from Saladin’s blood,” 
Sinead said. “We gave him a shot of the virus, which caused him to produce 
more of his natural antibodies.” 

“Wait,” said Dan. “You gave Saladin the disease?” 

“They had to make sure he was infected,” Amy explained. “It’s harmless 
to him.” 

“The protein shell from the goat pox is strong and keeps killing off his 
antibodies,” Sinead added. “Trying to break through the shell with cat 
antibodies is like trying to chop wood with an ax made out of Jell-O.” 

“What a weird example,” Dan muttered to Amy. “Sinead’s never 
chopped wood in her life.” 

“Neither have you,” Amy replied, which Dan supposed was a valid 
point. He wasn’t the wood-chopping type. Although he did have, 
somewhere in his collection, an ax head that might’ve belonged to a 
member of the lost colony at Roanoke. 

“We’ll have to bolster the natural defenses Saladin produced with some 
creative DNA modification,” Dr. Miller said. “Luckily, this laboratory has a 
next-generation phosphorimager and gel scanner that the doctors in Havana 
and the researchers at USAMRITD—or at ShkrellX—could only dream of.” 

Dan had no idea what a next-generation phosphorimager was, but he 
liked the sound of it and he liked watching Dr. Miller breeze past Sinead, 
leaving her to scurry after him in awe. He couldn’t help but notice how 
eager she was to help, and how she was, so obviously, in over her head. 

Maybe she really had been just a pawn. Could he hate her just for being 
wrong? People made mistakes. You couldn’t judge someone only by their 
mistakes. You had to consider what they did after they made a mistake. 
Sinead had tried to do something to redeem herself with the family, and 
she’d put the world in grave danger, but now she was trying to fix it. Dan 
wasn’t sure which way the scales should balance. 


Why do I have to balance them? he asked himself. Maybe judging 
Sinead wasn’t up to him. 

Dr. Miller moved through the lab with speed and efficiency. He looked 
almost the same as he had on the stage in the jazz club in Havana. His 
fingers worked the pipettes and syringes the way they had worked the keys 
on his trumpet. There was no tune this time, and the music he was 
composing would hopefully bring all the dancing to a stop. Dan didn’t 
know what they were doing in that lab, but he watched it for ages, until 
finally, the doctor took a syringe and passed it to Sinead. 

“Would you please place some of this on one of the infected samples,” 
he said. 

Sinead took the syringe and a small glass slide on which she had 
smeared some of the virus particles they’d separated from the infected 
sweat back in Havana. She squirted the new concoction onto the slide and 
set it underneath a microscope. 

“Could we see please?” Amy asked over the intercom, and Sinead hit a 
button. A screen lit up in the observation room, and they could see what 
was happening on a microscopic level. 

“Those are the virus particles there,” Dr. Miller said, and Dan recognized 
the bricklike shape of the goat pox virus. “And these are Saladin’s modified 
antibodies.” 

It was like watching a slow-motion battle as the new, soccer-ball-shaped 
particles attached themselves to the oblong brick-shaped particles of the 
dancing virus. For a while, it wasn’t clear that anything was happening. 
Little specs wiggled around, balls and bricks attached to each other and sort 
of merged. Dan felt his eyes glazing over with boredom. He’d been 
mindlessly petting Saladin, who was purring and resting happily on the 
padded stool. 

All of a sudden, Sinead and Dr. Miller cheered. Even Amy was clapping. 
Dan realized he’d completely spaced out for a long time. 


“What?” he asked. “What happened?” 

“Look!” his sister said. “Look!” 

On the screen, the soccer-ball-shaped particles had devoured all the 
brick-shaped particles with the thoroughness of Saladin eating a plate of red 
snapper. There were none left. 

“So ... it’s cured?” Dan asked, hopeful. 

“We can’t say for certain.” Dr. Miller dashed his hopes. “We need to test 
this on a living subject to make sure it works. 

“Like a lab rat?” Dan asked, looking around for cages. 

“Not a lab rat,” Dr. Miller said. “We need to test it on a human subject.” 

“Fine,” said Sinead, without a moment’s hesitation. “Test it on me.” 

“What?” said Amy. 

“What?” said Dan. 

“T got us all into this mess,” Sinead told them. “So test it on me. Infect 
me with the virus, and then, use this cure on me.” 

“You would volunteer to be infected?” Dan couldn’t believe it. 

“Unfortunately,” Dr. Miller told her, “the virus takes too long to mature 
in a host for us to test it on you. We only have a few hours ... if that. We 
need a subject currently suffering from the full effects of the disease.” 

“Someone on the plane,” Sinead said sadly. 

“Hey, no!” Amy shouted over the intercom. “We’re not testing some 
experimental cure on them! Our friends are not lab rats! What if the cure is 
worse than the disease?” 

“Amy.” Dan reached out and took her hand off the intercom button. “It’s 
the only way to save them. If the cure doesn’t work, they’re doomed 
anyway. All of us are.” 

Amy’s lip quivered, but she didn’t disagree. For a moment, Dan wished 
he hadn’t gotten up from his nap, wished he’d just stayed under the blanket, 
cozy and safe. But he had a job to do. He pressed the intercom button. 
“Connect our intercom to the plane’s radio,” he said. 


Sinead typed a few keys on her keyboard, slowly because she had to type 
with giant biohazard suit fingers, but eventually, she looked up to the 
window and gave Dan the thumbs-up. 

“Nellie,” Dan said. 

“I’m here, kiddo,” Nellie said. “I’m ... Pm ... ” She was having trouble 
talking. “I can’t sit still. ’m so sorry ... ” 

“Tt’s okay,” said Dan. “We might have found a cure. We’re going to help 
all of you.” 

“Oh, that’s good n ... n ... news,” said Nellie. “Ham and Jonah have 
slowed down. They’re just kind of standing and twitching. I gave them all 
some water, but now ... well ... I couldn’t aim anymore.” 

Dan let go of the intercom button. He didn’t want Nellie to hear him 
gasp. 

Amy got on the radio. “What about Ian?” she asked. 

“Oh, Ames,” Nellie said. “He fell. I thought he’d passed out, but it was 
like the virus wouldn’t let him stay down. He hauled himself to his feet and 
kept dancing. He keeps falling and twitching and getting up again. He can 
barely move when he’s standing. I don’t know ... I don’t know how much 
longer he can go on. I don’t know how much longer I—” 

The radio went dead. 

“Nellie!” Dan shouted. “Nellie, do you copy?” 

His hands shook. He looked up at Amy, her own face a mirror image of 
how he felt. Heartbroken. Terrified. 

“We need to test this cure,” said Dan. He spoke back to Dr. Miller in the 
lab. “Can we just send Saladin into the plane with it? If they all breathe it 
in, will that work?” 

“No,” said Dr. Miller. “Someone will need to inject it into them.” The 
doctor took a syringe filled with a sample of the cure and inserted it into a 
gas-powered injection needle, just like the one Dan had used on the 
smuggler back in Boston. “Someone will need to enter the plane in a 


protective suit and fire this needle into one of your infected friends. It is not 
without risk.” 

“PII do it!” Amy, Dan, and Sinead said at the exact same time. 

“They will resist,” Dr. Miller told them. “You may have noticed that the 
symptoms grow more severe when anyone tries to calm them down. You 
might be attacked and exposed to the virus yourself as you are trying to 
provide the cure.” 

“T’m doing it,” Amy said firmly. “I want to do it.” 

“Amy—” Dan started, but his sister had the look on her face that she 
always got when her mind was made up. Dan nodded but couldn’t find his 
voice to agree. It was so much harder to let someone you cared about risk 
their life than it was to risk your own. 

But there would be no talking Amy out of it. 

“I think I can get Ian to cooperate,” she said. “Just get me into a suit and 
get me on that plane.” 


=CHARTER Sam 


The hiss of air in her biohazard suit was louder than she’d thought it would 
be, drowning out the thump thump thump of her heartbeat. Her steps across 
the hangar slowed as she approached the plane. 

Outside, she was safe. Inside, a microscopic killer waited for her. 

She paused for a moment by the stairs and looked up toward the cockpit, 
where Nellie was peering down at her, worry lines carved into her face, her 
head nodding to a tune only she could hear. Amy gave her a thumbs-up, 
which Nellie could not return. 

“Don’t worry,” she said inside her suit. “I’m coming for you.” 

She took the stairs one laborious step at a time toward the cabin door and 
pushed her way into the dim light of the private jet. She was immediately 
glad for the air hose and breathing mask she wore. Not only was it keeping 
her from getting infected, it was keeping her from smelling the inside of the 
cabin. She’d never imagined a smell could be visible before, but Jonah 
Wizard’s private jet looked like it stank. 

The fine leather seats were damp from where Nellie had been spraying 
water to get the others hydrated; the walls were moist with condensation 
from nearly two days of frantic dancing; and the carpeting squished 
underfoot, soaked through with sweat. Amy didn’t dare think about the 
lavatory at the back of the plane, although she didn’t need to. The infected 
hadn’t been using it anyway. 

It took her eyes another moment to fully adjust before she took in the 
sorry sight of her sick friends. Cara was the nearest to her. She bopped and 
hopped and shuffled her feet along by the cockpit door, misting the plastic 


with her breath. Her eyes were wide and her mouth hung open. Her clothes 
were wrinkled but not yet ruined. 

The same could not be said for Jonah, Ham, or Ian. 

Jonah looked like he was slow dancing with himself, rocking from side 
to side with hardly any strength left, but unable to stop. His skin had gone 
gray, his lips were practically white, and there was no shine in his eyes. 
When Amy clicked on the flashlight attached to her sleeve, Jonah didn’t 
react. He just swayed, like a zombie, raising and lowering his arms. 

He fell and Amy gasped, but he caught himself and kept moving. 

Thump thump thump, her heart beat in her chest. Every beat was like a 
clock counting down. 

Beside Jonah, Ham was headbanging. His feet stomped the floor, 
splashing with every impact, and his head whipped up and down. His sweat 
had all dried, so his pale skin and blond hair were crusted with salt, and he 
too had lifeless eyes, their normal ice blue faded to the color of Boston 
gutter slush. His shirt and his track pants were plastered against him, like 
he’d been swimming, and the fabric looked as heavy as steel. 

But it was Ian who made Amy whimper. 

His eyes had sunk into black pits, while his cheeks had drawn inward on 
his already thin face. His mouth hung open and his gums had turned white. 
He looked more skeleton than human. His clothes were torn and tattered, 
soaked, and stained in a way that would have shocked and shamed him if he 
were at all capable of shock or shame anymore. He’d worn through the 
soles of his leather shoes and kicked his toes raw trying to escape from 
behind the seat where the flight had wedged him. 

He lurched heavily toward Amy, his arms open, and he spun in a circle. 
His head hung down and rose up again, as if his neck couldn’t hold its 
weight but was trying to. 

He fell. 


Instinct thrust her forward to grab him by the elbow and help him up just 
as his knees hit the floor with a thud that shook the plane. He didn’t cry out 
or even wince, although he’d bloodied himself in the fall. As she tried to 
help him up, he looked at her, eyebrows furrowed at her face plate and one 
of his shaking hands resting its sweaty palm across the mask she wore. 

Then, as if shocked, he snapped his hand away and threw himself 
backward, limbs shuddering and resuming his impossible dance. Amy 
stepped toward him again, then she felt herself pulled back. She whirled 
and came face-to-face with Hamilton Holt, mad-eyed and grasping. He 
wasn’t his usual self, but he still had some strength in him, enough to keep 
her from breaking his grip. 

“Ham!” she shouted. “I’m here to help! Let go!” 

He still held her, swaying back and forth. 

He was dancing with her, forcing her to dance. He leaned in, using her to 
hold himself up. His eyes had a panicked look, and his mouth, opening and 
shutting soundlessly, seemed to mouth the word help over and over again. 

Amy tried to break away but she couldn’t. He started to headbang again, 
hitting her face plate hard with his forehead. It twisted but stayed sealed. 
Another blow came and then another. Her head jostled inside, the plastic 
bent. 

He was going to rupture her suit. 

“Ham! Stop it!” she shouted, although she knew he wasn’t doing it on 
purpose. He couldn‘ stop it. The virus was driving him mad. The virus was 
trying to spread itself, and Amy would be the next infected. 

Her arms were pinned to her sides, and she couldn’t raise the syringe. 
She had to get the cure into one of them. She tried to lift it, but it fell from 
her gloved hands. Ham’s dancing feet kicked it away, and it rolled behind 
her. 

“No!” she yelled. 


Another blow from his head rattled her vision. The air hissed inside her 
suit. 

“Amy!” Dan’s voice came over the radio in her ear. “Amy, you have to 
get away from him. You’re going to be exposed.” 
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“Pm trying, Dan!” she replied. “Ham’s not exactly a lightweight, even 
sick.” 

Another brain-rattling blow. She feared Hamilton might knock her out 
before her suit broke. She’d be no good to anyone unconscious. 

“I’m coming in to help you,” Dan said. 

“No!” Amy replied. “I’ve got this.” 

“You don’t!” Dan said. 

“T’ll be okay!” Amy yelled, struggling. “Just give me a minute. I don’t 
want you coming in here, Dan.” 

“Behind you!” Dan yelled so loud it made Amy’s ears ring. 

She craned her neck around in time to see Ian coming toward her. He 
walked like a zombie, throwing one leg forward from the hip, then the 
other. His arms waved like he was at a techno rave, and he reached out to 
her, grabbing her arm just above where Ham held her. He pulled once, then 
again. He’s going to tear the suit, she thought, when suddenly, she broke 
free of Ham’s grip and tumbled away, falling on top of Ian. 

Their eyes met through the fog of her face plate. 

“Tan,” she said. “You’re still in there.” 

He opened his mouth, then closed it again. He let out a long, wheezing 
breath, loud enough for her to hear over the roar of the air flow in her suit. 
His eyes began to shut. His twitching slowed. She put a gloved hand against 
his neck, tried to feel a pulse. It was faint and getting fainter. 

“No, no, no, no, no ... ” she said. “I am not losing you!” she yelled, and 
grabbed for the syringe on the floor under the seat beside her. She pressed it 
directly against his neck, hit the firing button, and unleashed the cure into 


him with a loud hiss. His eyes burst open at the shock of the needle, then 
began to close again. She rolled off him and stood. 

Ham was still headbanging, Jonah was still fist pumping, and Cara had 
begun to twirl faster and faster. 

But Ian lay still. 

“Is he—” Dan’s voice was in her ear again, almost whispering. “Did he 
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Amy bent down to check his pulse again. 

“He’s alive,” she told Dan. She pulled out her canteen and put it directly 
against his mouth, pouring water in. She had to rub his throat to make him 
swallow, but he kept it down. She gave him more water. “I’m staying in 
here to keep him that way.” 

She expected her brother to argue with her, but he didn’t say anything. 
Perhaps he understood that there would be no talking her out of staying, or 
perhaps he agreed with her. 

She didn’t consider the third option, until the new voice spoke in her ear, 
the voice of a man who began every sentence by clearing his throat. 

“Good,” said Mr. West. “We’d like to see that the cure works before we 
take it from you. And if you try anything, we will simply inject your brother 
with the virus, which is currently in a needle pressed to his neck.” 

“Oh, Dan.” Amy sighed. Being held hostage was quickly becoming a 
family tradition. She wondered how the ShkrellX people had found them, 
and then she remembered another unwelcome family tradition: being 
betrayed. 


= CHAPTER 2 Sas 


Thump ba da thump ba da thump ba da thump. 

Follow the beat. The beat is your life. 

Move to the beat. 

Keep moving. 

Don’t stop moving. 

Thump ba da thump ba da thump ba da thump. 

But he was so tired. He tried to stop, but stopping was agony. 

Ian’s muscles burned and his stomach felt like a block of dry ice, 
somehow burning and frozen at the same time. His mouth felt full of wasps 
or cotton or taffy, and when he tried to scream, his throat seized. His skin 
tingled, and every lock of hair on his head was a razor blade in his skull. 

But if he danced, the pain quieted. 

At first, it had been puzzling, an odd tingling of the limbs, a jitteriness he 
thought was mere nerves. It had begun on the flight back from England, and 
he hadn’t thought much of it. He was restless, but he figured it was due to 
his new role as errand boy for Dan Cahill, a minion rather than a leader. It 
was not a role he relished, and it made him antsy. If the others were antsy 
themselves, as he had noticed they were, then they had their own reasons. 

Jonah began to annoy him. He was the first to start dancing, and Cara 
was forced to take over flying the plane so that Jonah could do the robot. 

Ian had ordered him to stop, but Ham joined in. It was unlike Hamilton 
Holt to dance in public and certainly unlike him to dance to no music. Their 
movement was making Ian’s stomach ache. His head began to throb. 


After an hour of watching them dance like fools over the Atlantic, he’d 
found himself tapping his own foot along to a beat in his head. His 
heartbeat had a rhythm to it, too, he’d noticed. It was a kind of song. He’d 
never considered that before—that one’s blood made music as it coursed 
through one’s veins. 

The thought made him smile, made him bop his head. And as he moved, 
his stomach calmed, his headache vanished. He wanted to move. He needed 
to move. He stood and began to dance, and it felt wonderful. 

Thump ba da thump ba da thump ba da thump. 

That was the last wonderful feeling he had. Once he’d started, he 
couldn’t stop. Time lost all meaning and his thoughts blurred. He was aware 
of himself dancing, of course, but the memories were disjointed. He felt 
himself being ushered from the plane into a car, where he squirmed and 
writhed to keep moving. His vision had narrowed to a thin point of light, 
but he didn’t mind. He didn’t need to see, only to move. 

He remembered being in the garage, remembered being thirsty. 

The cat was there. Saladin. He remembered picking the cat up, dancing 
with it until it scratched him and he let go. 

He’d kept dancing, but it had started to hurt. He was thirsty and tried to 
stop to drink the water Cara offered. 

Thump ba da thump ba da thump ba da thump. 

When he stopped dancing, it felt like his body burst into flames. 

He started dancing again. He knew he was sweaty. He knew he was 
undignified. He knew he was thirsty and tired and wanted only to stop 
dancing, but could not stop dancing. 

The next thing he knew, he saw Amy. 

She was in some kind of space suit. It made no sense. 

They were on a plane and she was in a space suit and Ham was dancing 
with her. 


What a good idea, Ian had thought. To dance with someone. To share the 
beat. 

Thump ba da thump ba da thump ba da thump. 

“Amy,” he tried to say. “Amy, do you hear? Dance with me!” 

But no sound came out. When he tried to shout for her, it was like 
swallowing glass. 

Ham was headbutting her. That stupid heavy-metal dance of his wasn’t 
right. The beat was all wrong. Amy could never dance with him to that. She 
needed to dance with Ian, to hear Ian’s music. 

Amy, dance with me! He thought it so loudly that maybe she could hear 
it, and as he looked at her in her space suit, he saw her face through the 
mask. It wasn’t Amy’s face, though. It was his sister, Natalie’s. She was 
here, in the suit. She had come to dance with Ian. She had come back. She 
wasn’t dead. She was here! 

Thump ba da thump ba da thump ba da thump. 

Ian grabbed her, grabbed at his sister. If he could just dance with her, the 
pain would stop. If he could just dance with his sister one time, then 
everything would be okay. He would dance with her now and they would 
dance forever together. 

He pulled at her and felt himself falling. Above him, his sister’s face 
behind the mask smiled at him. He could join her. He could see her again. 
All he had to do was let go. 

“Not yet,” she said, which was strange because he heard her so clearly, 
more clearly than he had ever heard anything in his life. “Not yet,” she said 
again. “No. No, no, no, no, no.” 

But it wasn’t Natalie’s voice anymore. It was Amy’s. And it was Amy’s 
face above him now, staring through the mask. 

And it was Amy pressing something against his neck; Amy jolting him 
with a thousand bolts of lightning in his veins; and it was Amy’s face he 
saw when he stopped moving. 


It was Amy’s face above him telling him that he was still alive. 


=CHARTER 3 Ome 


“How did you get in here?” Dan demanded, although his question didn’t 
sound quite as confident as he’d meant it to, because a jazz singer in a black 
tracksuit had a syringe pressed against his throat. 

“Our friend Sinead cleared the path for us,” Mr. West told him. “It was 
very nice of her to shut off the defenses and lead us.” 

Dan looked around, and Sinead was nowhere to be seen. That 
treacherous redheaded Starling! She’d slipped away while he was focused 
on Amy in the plane. Of course it had been a mistake to trust her. Dan 
should never have let her come! He should have trusted his instincts. He 
should have trusted his memories. He should have trusted anyone but her. 
“Lousy, lying ... ” he grumbled, which made Mr. West laugh. 

“Don’t be too hard on her, kid,” he said. “She didn’t have much of a 
choice.” 

“There’s always a choice,” said Dan. “Nobody’s born a hero or a villain. 
The things we choose to do make us one or the other. And Sinead always 
chooses the other.” 

“Such a—ahem—powerful sermon from someone so young,” the man 
said. “Yet you fail to see that not everything is black and white. There are 
gray areas of morality, and your friend Sinead, like all of us, resides in 
them. She didn’t know we had put a tracking device on her, and she didn’t 
know that when she shut off the defenses to guide you in, she was allowing 
us to follow behind.” 

“So ... you tricked her?” Dan asked. 


Mr. West nodded. “She is only guilty of being naive,” he said. “As are 
you, for thinking you could stop us. We have invested far too much in this 
outbreak to let you give away the cure for free.” 

“But there are thousands of infected in Havana!” Dan protested. “You’d 
let them die if they can’t pay?” 

Mr. West shrugged. 

“You’re insane,” Dan told him. 

“Now, Dan—ahem.” The man cleared his throat. “There is no need to 
bring mental illness into this. I am not insane. I want to share this cure with 
the world. I want to prevent a catastrophe. That I intend to profit by it is 
beside the point. My company and I serve civilization in our own way, and 
the money we make will be invested in more research into cures for other 
diseases.” 

“Other diseases you manipulate!” Dan hurled the accusation at him. He 
wished he had something heavier than accusations to hurl. The needle 
against his neck was pretty sharp, and he’d really have liked to get it off 
him. He never liked shots. 

“You should be grateful,” Mr. West said. “If this cure works, we will 
allow you to distribute it to all your friends ... for a price. Of course, you’ ll 
be wasting your money, as we have set explosives to detonate this entire 
base with you in it. We can’t have witnesses, you understand?” 

“What if your cure doesn’t work?” Dan asked. “What’ll you do then?” 

“Let’s just hope it works,” Mr. West said. Hope was not the answer Dan 
was hoping for. 

Minutes went by, but they felt like hours. No one spoke. They simply 
waited. 

Dan hated waiting. 

He was tired of standing there with a needle against his neck. He was 
tired of everyone he ever met turning out to be a traitor. He was tired of 


greed and lunacy and violence, and most of all, he was tired of being a 
hostage. 

It was time to end this. 

Time for action. 

“Can I talk to my sister?” he asked. “To check in?” 

Mr. West pressed the radio button. “Don’t try ... ahem ... anything.” 

“What could I possibly try?” Dan answered him meekly, and he felt the 
jazz singer tighten her grip on his arm. She didn’t appreciate his sarcasm. 
They all knew there was not a lot he could try. The sharp needle point 
pushed against the soft skin of his throat and limited his options severely. If 
the woman so much as sneezed, he’d find himself dosed with the dancing 
virus. 

“Hey, Ames,” Dan said, looking at the screen that showed the interior of 
the plane. His sister looked up toward the camera. She was still leaning over 
Ian, watching the other three to make sure they didn’t attack her again or 
collapse. They were still dancing, but barely, like old windup toys winding 
down. He wondered what was happening back in Havana, how much worse 
things had gotten in the time they’d been gone. “So ... uh ... does it look 
like the cure is working?” 

“Hard to say,” said Amy. “But Ian’s pulse is stronger, and he’s not 
twitching anymore.” 

“We kind of need a yes or a no up here,” Dan said. “It’s important.” 

“I think ... ” Amy checked Ian’s pulse again, leaned over, and listened to 
his breathing. He whispered something in her ear, to which she nodded and 
squeezed his hand. “Yes!” she declared. “Yes, it’s working! It’s working! 
We have to get more of it made right away!” 

Mr. West grinned a Cheshire grin. “Wonderful news!” he declared. 

“Tt really is,” said Dan. “Because now I feel a lot better about doing 
this!” 


He closed his eyes against the sharp pinprick as he deliberately shoved 
himself sideways, sticking himself with the needle right in the neck. 

“OW!” he yelled, but the shock of the movement knocked the woman 
away. 

She’d never expected him to infect himself on purpose. 

He swept her legs out from under her with a low kick as he yanked the 
syringe out of his neck. “Ow! Ow! Ow!” he shouted, although it hurt less 
than a tetanus shot did, but he wanted the others to be afraid of that needle. 
It was his only weapon. 

He lunged for the man with the machine gun, who dodged but tripped 
over Mr. West, who was also diving out of the way. 

“Amy, try to start the plane’s engine!” Dan yelled before bolting for the 
hallway into the corridor. 

“After him!” Mr. West yelled. “He’ll be headed to the lab!” 

Dan didn’t look back, but he heard the repeated crack crack crack of 
machine-gun fire and sparks ignited off the metal walls around him. Gunfire 
in a pressurized undersea fortress? 

Brilliant. 

He ran around the corner and raced for the lab. He hoped they’d be 
growing more samples of the cure in those petri dishes, because whatever 
they had by the time he got there was all they were going to have to work 
with. 

Mr. West had set the whole base to explode, and Dan didn’t intend to be 
on it when it did. 

Even if he didn’t blow up, how long, he wondered, did he have before he 
started dancing? 


= CHARTER Siam 


Sinead Starling had always done the right thing, until she had started to do 
the wrong things. And once she’d turned down that path, it seemed like she 
could never go back. 

She’d been a fool to trust ShkrellX and then a fool to lead them straight 
to the Ekat base. It was all her fault. 

But she could make it right. 

So yes, she’d taken Dr. Miller hostage in the lab at the point of an air 
rifle, ordering him to load syringes with as much of the cure to the dancing 
virus as he had. 

“You don’t need to point that thing at me,” Dr. Miller told her over the 
radio in his biohazard suit. “I want to get this cure to as many people as we 
can. I’m on your side.” 

“Pve learned not to trust anyone,” said Sinead. “So Pll keep pointing it 
at you all the same.” 

“You teach people how to treat you, you know?” Dr. Miller said. “If you 
can’t trust anyone, maybe it’s because you don’t make it easy to trust you?” 

“Spare me the talk-show self-help,” Sinead answered him, perhaps more 
venomously than she needed to. He’d struck a nerve. She wanted to be 
trustworthy, and she wanted to trust people. But trust took time to build, and 
she didn’t have time. 

“Just keep loading those vials,” Sinead ordered him. “We’re getting out 
of here with the cure for this virus, whatever it takes.” 

“Tt’s funny you say we,” a voice cut into her ear over the radio. It wasn’t 
Dr. Miller’s. It was Dan’s. “You think you’re one of us again?” 


She whirled around and saw him standing in front of her, holding a radio 
handset. He was in the lab but without a protective suit. What was he 
thinking? 

“Dan?” she gasped. “What are you doing in here without a suit on? Are 
you crazy?” 

“Don’t worry about me,” he replied. “You never have before.” 

“I didn’t betray you this time, I swear,” she pleaded with him. “But you 
need to put a suit on.” 

“T don’t,” he told her. “I’m already infected.” 

Her heart sank. She’d only gotten Dan and Amy involved because 
ShkrellX wouldn’t let her out of their sight. She’d never thought Amy and 
Dan would end up infected themselves. I never meant to hurt anyone. 

But what she meant to happen and what actually happened always had a 
way of being different. 

“I never wanted it to happen this way,” Sinead told him. “Believe me.” 

“I know,” said Dan. “You got in over your head. But you should have 
called us when you got in trouble, not lured us with lies and trickery. We 
would’ve helped you if you’d asked. That’s what we do, as a family. We 
help people who have nowhere else to turn for help ... if they know how to 
find us.” 

“Oh,” Dr. Miller interrupted. “Like the A-Team.” 

Dan looked like he was about to fire back one of his very Danlike 
replies, but he was cut short by the loud hiss of the laboratory door and the 
steel shutters slamming shut over the window into the observation room. 

“Containment Procedure Omega initiated,” a robotic and slightly British 
voice announced over the loudspeaker. Why were ominous computer voices 
always British? “One minute to complete sterilization.” 

“Oh, man,” Dan groaned. “What is complete sterilization?” 

Dr. Miller’s face drained of color. “It means the lab is going to be 
superheated to six hundred fifty degrees Fahrenheit to destroy any living 


cells inside it.” He dropped one more syringe into the cooler. “Including 
us.” 

They had enough of the cure for two dozen people, and from that, they 
could grow more once they got to the surface. The cells reproduced quickly. 
They might have enough to save everyone. 

Unless everything got burned to a crisp. 

Dr. Miller snapped the case shut and hoisted it onto his shoulder. “We 
need to get out of here in the next minute,” he said. 

“Fifty-six seconds, actually,” Sinead replied, already moving around the 
lab. 

Dr. Miller was a biologist and Dan was a sarcastic fourteen-year-old 
daredevil with a merciless memory, but she knew chemistry. She’d finished 
all of high school chemistry when she was still in middle school and already 
had enough credits for a master’s degree, if she had actually gone to college 
instead of going into hiding. It was amazing, the classes you could take on 
the Internet. 

She rummaged through cabinets, looking for useful chemicals, and 
began mixing them at a furious pace. The countdown clock on the wall 
monitor showed her that thirty seconds had passed. 

Thirty more to go. 

Her hands shook as she pulled out the little liquid hydrogen container. 
She breathed to steady them. If she dropped her chemicals too soon, they 
wouldn’t need the thirty seconds they had left. They’d be blown up before 
the lab incinerated itself. 

She mixed a few more dribs and drabs of things no one in their right 
mind would ever want mixed, and then she had two sealed beakers ready to 
go. 

She set them up against the steel shutter that blocked the observation 
room window. 


“Step back,” she warned, and they all pressed themselves against the 
opposite wall, ducking behind a heavy refrigerator unit. “Keep the vials 
safe.” 

Dr. Miller hugged them close. 

Sinead aimed the air rifle at the window and fired. The shot hit the glass 
beakers, shattering one into the other, and the moment their contents mixed 
there was a puff of smoke, then a bubbling sound as they reacted to the air 
around them. 

Dan wrinkled his brow. “What’s supposed to happ—” 

His question was cut short by the BOOM! 

The explosion tore a hole in the steel shutter and shattered the thick glass 
behind it. 

“Go!” Sinead yelled, shoving Dan toward the opening. He climbed 
through and then Dr. Miller passed him the cooler filled with the cure. He 
turned to Sinead and grabbed her by her suit, pushing her toward the hole. 

“Go first!” he yelled. 

“What are you doing?” she replied. 

“No time!” the doctor yelled back. “I made this virus. You need to 
unmake it for me.” 

The clock on the wall showed three seconds as Dr. Miller shoved her 
through the opening. She stumbled and fell, rolling into the observation 
room just in time to see him press his back to the hole, blocking it off. 

The monitors in the observation room displayed the countdown. 

One second. Zero. 

The back of Dr. Miller’s suit sizzled and burst into blue flames, but his 
body had blocked the hole and saved them. The last words they heard him 
say over the radio in his headset as the heat burned him away were “I hear 
such beautiful music.” 

“No!” Sinead yelled. That should have been her in there. She was 
responsible. He’d invented the disease, but she’d unleashed it. How many 


lives had her choices cost? How many more would die because of her? 

None, she decided. Whatever she had to do, she would get this cure to 
the surface. 

“Come on!” Dan yelled, though his voice was hoarse with tears. 

As they raced into the hall, the man with the Uzi opened fire, and Sinead 
shoved Dan to the floor. 

The shots dented the wall behind them, but Sinead had her air rifle up to 
return fire. 

Although fire was a strange word for it. 

The gun made a hissing sound when it shot, and the blast was invisible. 
The only way she knew she’d hit her target was that the man went flying 
backward ten feet through the air, losing his weapon in the process. 

Dan and Sinead popped to their feet and ran, side by side, for the hangar. 

“We need to get the others and get out of here,” Dan said. 

“There’s a submarine bay nearby,” Sinead told him. “But Ian’s weak and 
the others are still dancing ... how will we move them?” 

“Easy,” Dan told her with that casual grin of his that she had to admit 
could be charming, when he wasn’t using it to shred her pride. “We’re 
going to fly there,” he said. 


= CHARTER 3mm 


“This is crazy!” Nellie objected as Dan settled into the pilot’s seat. 

She rubbed her arm where Sinead had injected her with the cure. 

“You think flying a private jet through the corridors of an undersea base 
below the Bermuda Triangle is crazy?” Dan asked. “Because I think it’s 
totally awesome!” 

That was Dan for as long as she’d known him, always aiming for the 
totally awesome, when unreasonably dangerous was the phrase Nellie 
would have chosen. 

Nellie stood behind him, doing the shimmy as the cure worked its way 
into her system. She wasn’t quite ready to sit down yet. Every time she 
made herself stop moving, she felt like her heart was trying to race out of 
her chest. 

“Just be sure you can talk me through it, okay?” Dan said over his 
shoulder. 

“I can,” she assured him. She even patted him on the back, which he 
took as a gesture of comfort, but which she was really doing to drum the 
rhythm out of her arms. She had to keep drumming. 

“Okay,” she told him. “First, let’s get that engine started up.” 

She guided Dan through the preflight sequence as best she could, and as 
the engine whined, then roared to life, he released the air brake and began 
to turn the plane toward the wide corridor out of the hangar. 

Sinead had gone to the back with Amy, helping to inject the others with 
the cure and then get them secured. Dan had a red welt on his own neck and 
Nellie wanted to ask him what had happened, but she was also pretty sure 


she didn’t want to know. Dan was okay right now, and that was all that 
mattered. 

“If the hallways between here and the submarine docking bay narrow, 
we'll lose our wings,” she told him. 

“Good thing we won’t have to fly for long, then, huh?” Dan put on the 
pilot’s headset and spoke to the back of the plane. “Welcome to Dan 
Airlines. This is your captain speaking. Just wanted to let you fine folks 
know that it’s going to be a bumpy ride.” 

“Maybe now’s not the time for humor?” Nellie suggested. 

“Tf not now,” Dan replied, “when?” 

He pointed the nose of the plane for the hangar opening just as the 
woman in the tracksuit came running in, armed. The man hobbled in after 
her, cradling his Uzi. They took aim and opened fire. Bullets tore into the 
windshield, making Dan and Nellie duck. Bullets sparked off the wings. 

Dan pulled back the throttle, accelerating straight for their attackers. 
They kept firing and the bullets streaked past the plane and ricocheted off 
the side walls of the hangar. 

A jet of water erupted from one little bullet hole in the base’s hull. 

Another bullet hit the wall. 

Another jet of water sprayed out. 

“Those lunatics are going to flood this base!” Nellie shouted. 

“Well, let’s make sure they’re the only ones here when it happens!” Dan 
replied. 

As he drove the plane straight at the shooters, forcing them to dive out of 
the way, she saw a slight grin flicker across his face. It made Nellie wince. 

Dan was enjoying this. 

She was doing the best she could to raise these kiddos, and after all 
they’d lost and all they’d suffered, it was a wonder they weren’t both total 
psychopaths ... but still ... she wanted to preserve Dan’s tenderness, not see 
it destroyed in a hail of gunfire or a ferocious flood. 


All that, however, was a problem for later. The immediate problem 
occurred when there was a terrible jolt and a ferocious screech of metal 
tearing from metal. The plane veered hard to the right and the nose fell 
forward. 

“They shot out one of our landing gear struts!” Amy yelled from the 
cabin. 

Dan had to accelerate on one wheel and Nellie helped him pull back and 
aim straight through the wide hangar bay doors. Their wingtips sparked off 
the side with a sickening scrape. 

“You need more speed!” she told him. He increased the throttle and she 
adjusted the flaps for him. As he pulled back, they had liftoff. It was only 
about an inch off the floor, but it worked. 

“Looks like we’re flying,” Dan said. His knees bounced with adrenaline. 

Dan had to keep the plane centered in the hallway, because they only had 
about a finger’s length from each wingtip to the wall on either side, and not 
a long finger at that. 

“You’re doing great,” Nellie gave him some encouragement. His hours 
of video-game playing were paying off. “Just, uh, watch out for the turn up 
ahead.” 

They were fast approaching a hard right turn, and there was no way the 
hall was wide enough for them to make it. They heard the rapid rat tat tat of 
gunfire on their tail. The ShkrellX goons were in pursuit, and they were all 
out of flying room. 

They couldn’t carry the sick fast enough to escape on foot. They’d be 
gunned down and left for dead at the bottom of the sea below the Bermuda 
Triangle, while above, the virus spread and ShkrellX charged billions of 
dollars for the cure. 

“We’re out of space!” Nellie yelled. 

“Hang on,” Dan told her. “It’s going to be rough.” 


He sped up and lifted the nose of the plane. A trail of sparks rained down 
behind them as the tail scraped against the floor. Then Dan tilted, pitching 
the plane to the side, so the right wing dipped while the left wing thrust up 
to the ceiling. 

Nellie almost fell, but she hung on to the back of the pilot’s seat. 

The right wing hit the floor and burst into bright orange flames, but it 
acted like the down-thrust arm of a runner pivoting around a tight turn. It 
spun them around the corner. 

Of course, at the same time, the left wing tore a massive gash in the 
ceiling, through which water began to pour, and as they spun, both wings 
sheared off the sides of Jonah’s once-luxurious jet. 

The tube of the passenger cabin flew forward. 

Severed from its wings, engines, and tail, and having no ability to fly, it 
hurtled down the corridor like a spear launched in battle. Then it hit the 
deck, rattling them all roughly, bounced, hit again, and slid—a steel and 
fiberglass stone skipped across a titanium lake. 

Dan still held the controls, although there was nothing left for them to 
control. The back of the plane had torn off, and a wall of flaming wreckage 
blocked off the corridor behind them, with water flooding in to douse the 
flames. 

Dan had bought them some time. 

“That was terrible flying,” Nellie told him. “But quick thinking.” 

He smiled. It was amazing that after all he’d been through, he still 
wanted to make Nellie proud. He had no idea, of course, how proud she 
was. She was in awe of him. 

As soon as they slid to a stop, Dan was on his feet, rushing back into the 
cabin to make sure everyone was okay. Nellie followed. 

Amy looked a bit worse for wear, but she was on her feet, checking on 
the sick passengers. None of them were squirming anymore. Nellie noticed 


that she, too, had stopped dancing, and it didn’t hurt. She felt weird and 
tingly and tired, but ... she was still. She was calm. 

The relief that washed over her was profound. She grabbed Dan and 
hugged him. 

“Hey!” Dan objected, as she knew he would, but didn’t push her away. 

The cabin was a mess of open bins, dropped oxygen masks, and torn 
wiring. At least with the tail ripped off, the stench wasn’t so overpowering. 

Saladin had discovered the busted-open cooler of snapper and was 
gleefully munching away. Nellie felt like her stomach was in her throat and, 
for the first time in her life, the look of a delicate pile of high-quality fish 
made her queasy. 

She turned away. 

“Can anybody walk?” she asked. 

Ham began to unstrap himself from his seat, but as soon as he did, he 
slumped forward, too weak to stand. Jonah couldn’t even get his seat belt 
off. Cara, however, stood on shaking legs and helped Jonah unbuckle. 
Sinead did her best to help Ham up. He looked to have lost a lot of weight, 
but he was still a big guy, and it could not have been easy for her to wrap 
his arm around her shoulder and hoist him. 

“Good to see you again, Starling.” He smiled at her. “Lift with your 
knees.” 

Ian stood up without help. His lips were profoundly chapped and his 
eyes were sunk deep in his head, but he opened his mouth and his voice 
creaked out, “Let’s get off this wretched plane.” 

Amy helped him down, Sinead and Ham following, with Dan helping 
Jonah, Cara on her own, and Nellie and Saladin bringing up the rear. Nellie 
had the cooler with the last vials of the dancing virus cure over her 
shoulder. It was eerie holding the fate of all Havana and maybe all human 
civilization on her shoulder. 


In a shuffling single file, they left the wreckage behind and made their 
way to the submarine bay door. 

When they arrived, there was a man standing guard, one of the ShkrellX 
thugs, but he didn’t even see them, although they walked right up to him. 

He was dancing wildly. 

Nellie reached for a syringe of the cure to give him, but Dan stopped her. 

“We have to save it,” he said. “For the innocents in Cuba. We don’t have 
a lot left, and this guy chose his fate. He’s with them.” 

“But, Dan—” Nellie objected, although Dan had already gone to help the 
others onto the submarine. 

Nellie’s heart sank. Was this the same Dan Cahill who used to collect 
baseball cards and tombstone rubbings? Was that boy lost forever to the 
man he was becoming far too young? 

Once Dan was on board the sub, she injected the dancing guard with a 
syringe of the cure anyway. Nellie wouldn’t let the brutality of the Cahills’ 
enemies turn them brutal, too. Let Dan and Amy save the world. It was still 
Nellie’s job to save them, even from themselves. 


=CHARTER 3 Gam 


Driving a submarine, it turned out, was just like riding a bike: They were 
both things that Amy had no idea how to do. 

She was expert in a lot of things, things most seventeen-year-olds 
couldn’t dream of, but neither riding a bike nor steering a small escape 
submarine was in her skill set. Of course, when riding a bike, if you fell off 
you probably just skinned your knee. You weren’t several hundred feet 
below the surface of the ocean. 

“Aim up,” Dan advised her, and it was as good advice as any. She 
figured out that the thrusters guided her, while the angle of the sub’s nose 
and flaps aimed her up or down. She aimed up and they rose away from the 
Ekat base as quickly as they could go. 

“Do you think the ShkrellX people will make it out?” Nellie asked. Amy 
hadn’t considered that. They’d not only intended to kill her and her brother, 
but also planned to murder millions of people in their profit-making 
scheme. Why should she care if they lived or died? 

But of course, she did. She couldn’t help it. She wanted them to face 
justice, not explode at the bottom of the sea. 

“Oh, they made it,” Dan said. “Unfortunately.” 

He tapped the sonar screen, and sure enough, there was another blip 
pulling away from the Ekat base. 
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“They’re coming after us,” he added. 

Dan was right. The other sub was closing in on them, and whoever was 
driving actually knew what they were doing. 

Amy turned hard to port, then starboard again, zigzagging to lose the 
other sub. But it was a faster machine, and every zig she zigged or zag she 
zagged slowed them down more, while their pursuer sped up. 

Amy couldn’t lose them heading for the surface. They knew that was 
where she was going and they were on a course to cut her off. 

So she aimed somewhere else. 

She dove again, turning hard back toward the flooding Ekat base. 

“Uh, Amy,” Dan said. “I don’t mean to backseat drive, but you are kinda 
headed the wrong way.” 

“But so are they,” she said. 

An alarm blared and a red light on the computer console popped up. 

“Projectile alert,” the polite and, as usual, slightly British computer voice 
said. 


“Pretty sure that’s a torpedo,” Dan said. 

On the sonar screen, the small object launched from the other sub was 
cutting the distance toward them fast. 

Beep. Beep. Beep, the sonar pinged, such an annoying sound to signal 
such a deadly turn of events. 

Amy had no idea what to do. 

“Launch countermeasures!” Dan shouted. 

“What?” Amy didn’t know what Dan was talking about. 

“That’s what they say in movies,” Dan explained. “Just hit some 
buttons!” 

Dan started hitting buttons on the console at random. Lights in the 
cockpit went on and off; the dash cam took a photo of an alarmed 
deepwater fish swimming below them, a big silver one with jagged teeth. 
They rolled side to side wildly in the water. 

Whatever countermeasures were, Dan hadn’t launched them. 

“Stop it!” Amy yelled, swatting her little brother away and steadying the 
submarine. 

Beep beep beep. 

The missile closed in. 

The fish below them was now alongside them. 

“Any other great ideas?” Amy asked. 

Dan’s finger shot out and hit one more button, but all it did was unleash 
a prod from the side of the sub that sent a shock through the fish. 

“Really helpful,” Amy said. 

“Impact in five seconds,” the computer said. “Four. Three. Two—” 

The fish bolted off, swimming away as fast as it could. 

The torpedo was almost on them. 

Beepbeepbeep. Beepbeepbeep. Beepbeepbeep. 

“One,” said the computer. 

A BOOM shook the sub and sent them rolling forward, tail over head. 


When they settled again, the torpedo was gone. No beeps. 

“What just happened?” Nellie wondered. 

Amy studied the sonar screen, brow furrowed. She looked at Dan. They 
both had the same realization, but Dan spoke it aloud first. 

“They torpedoed the fish.” 

Nellie looked horrified, but Amy and Dan burst out laughing. 

A smile still on her face, Amy reset her course back down toward the 
base. 

As the large undersea structure loomed into view, she saw how a few 
sectors of it had already lost power, their lights shut off as it flooded section 
by section. 

The other submarine hailed them on the radio. They were closing in fast. 

“Cahills, this is Jonathan West,” he said. “You have stolen my property. 
Surrender now, let me board, and I will allow you to live.” 

“No thanks,” Amy replied. 

“Then I will blow you out of the water!” he answered. 

“You blow us up,” Amy said, “and you destroy the cure, too. Dr. Miller 
died. There’s no one left to rediscover it.” 

Mr. West didn’t answer. Or rather, his answer came in the form of 
another blip on the sonar. 

“Projectile alert,” the annoying British computer voice warned again. 

“Incoming!” Mr. West cackled over the radio. 

“He’s gone nuts,” Dan said. 

This time Amy had a plan. “Everyone else strapped in?” she asked. 

“Affirmative,” Sinead said. 

“This is not a way to travel in style,” Ian said. “But we are secure.” 

“Uggh, my head,” Hamilton groaned, finally regaining the power of 
speech and, with it, the rest of his senses. He had a giant bump where he’d 
been bashing Amy’s biohazard suit. She felt bad for the guy. If he felt half 
as bad as he looked, he was in for a rough recovery. 


But he had to be alive to recover, and that was up to Amy. 

She aimed the sub at one of the big air-scrubbing tanks on the perimeter 
of the base and slowed down. 

“Impact in five seconds,” the computer said. “Four. Three. Two—” 

Beepbeepbeep. Beepbeepbeep. Beepbeepbeep. 

“Amy,” Ian’s voice called from the rear of the sub. “I don’t mean to be a 
bother, but ... ” 

“Hang on!” Amy revved the throttle and pulled up just before they hit 
the air tank. The bottom of their sub scraped against it, letting out a thin 
stream of bubbles from the narrow gash they made. 

The torpedo on their tail couldn’t bend up in time. It smashed into the air 
tank, punching a hole straight into it. 

“One,” said the computer voice. 

There was a boom; their submarine shuddered again as they were 
consumed by the roar of escaping air from the exploding tank. 

But the air provided a cushion against the blast. The rush of rising 
bubbles hid their sub like a smoke screen, and the debris from the broken 
tank rose alongside them as Amy aimed up and tried to hold their rise 
steady. There was no way for Mr. West’s sonar to tell that they were in 
there. 

As far as he knew, he’d blown them up. 

“Not bad for your first submarine chase,” Nellie told Amy, and she 
smiled. An exploded fish, a destroyed air tank on a flooded base, a fake sub 
explosion ... maybe it wasn’t bad for her first time, but it wasn’t so good, 
either. 

She decided she’d finally learn to ride a bike when they got back to 
Attleboro. She had no desire to drive a submarine again. 

But first, they had to get the cure to Dr. Neuman in Havana. They had to 
begin growing more of it in his lab right away. There were a lot of doomed 


dancers counting on it. The sub made amazing speed for Cuba, and Amy 
prayed there would still be anyone left to save when they got there. 


= CHARTER 3 dam 


Havana, Cuba 


One by one, the dancers stopped dancing. 

They gave the cure they had to the most serious cases first. A girl on life 
support. A boy who looked more like a skeleton than a human being. All 
the drummers Sinead had infected. 

Then they were forced to wait. As the dancers healed, nurses drew their 
blood and used it to create more of the cure for the dancing virus, and gave 
it to more of the victims. The more people they cured, the more people they 
could cure. 

In a few hours, they were well on their way to curing everyone. By the 
next afternoon, the infected were all getting rehydrated and resting. 

“I am proud to say,” Dr. Neuman boasted, “we have zero fatalities on the 
island. Thanks to Dr. Miller’s sacrifice, what could have killed millions, 
killed no one.” 

“Oh, thank you!” Sinead burst into tears and hugged the doctor. Dan 
wondered what she was so relieved about. Sure, her attempt to cure an 
outbreak she’d caused succeeded, but that didn’t mean she was innocent. 
He still hadn’t quite decided what to do about her. 

Outside of the hospital, they all gathered to pile into the giant Packard 
that Ned was driving. 

“Headache free,” Ned said. “Turns out a little Caribbean vacation was 
just what I needed.” 


Beside him, Ted and Flamsteed sat in the front seat. The service dog was 
wearing his own guayabera shirt to match his master’s. 

“They found a pet store,’ Ned explained. “Turns out the people of 
Havana pamper their dogs as much as the people of Boston do.” 

“Looks like you guys had a good time without us,” Dan said. Ted and 
Ned weren’t the type to let a dangerous disease dampen their spirits. 

“I might have liked to enjoy some of the famous music while I was 
here,” Ted told him. “But because of the outbreak, they shut down all the 
nightclubs.” 

“We actually have to send police out tonight,” Dr. Neuman said. “To tell 
people it’s safe to dance again. I bet the music will begin before even the 
first officer arrives. Word travels fast in Havana. Nothing stays secret for 
long.” 

“I think that’s why we better get going,” Amy suggested. “We did sneak 
back in on a submarine.” 

Dr. Neuman laughed. “I have spoken to our Presidente Castro. The 
Cahills are welcome to come and go from Cuba any time.” 

“Even though we’re loyal to your enemy nation?” Dan asked, eyebrows 
raised. 

“The United States is not our enemy,” Dr. Neuman said, grinning. 
“Besides, the Cahills are citizens of the world. You belong to no nation.” 

“Like the A-Team!” Nellie clapped. 

Dan frowned. 

“There is one favor our leader asked of you before he can allow you to 
leave.” Dr. Neuman took a deep breath. His face looked pained as he 
prepared to ask his question. He turned away from Dan and looked at 
Jonah. “The Castro brothers are big fans of your work, Jonah Wizard. They 
would like an autograph.” 

He thrust an old press photo of Jonah into the teen pop star’s face, and 
Ham had to react quickly to intercept it. 


“No autographs,” he grumbled in his best bodyguard voice. He still 
looked sickly and pale, so the effect was not nearly as intimidating as Ham 
was trying to make it. 

“Its cool,” Jonah said, taking the photo and a pen and inscribing the 
picture To Raul and Fidel: Keep it Real, Bros. Peace. 

“You know they’re vicious dictators?” Amy whispered to Jonah. 

He just shrugged. “That’s why I wrote peace. Pop culture diplomacy. 
Like when David Bowie played at the Berlin Wall in 1987.” 

“You are not David Bowie,” Ham told him firmly, and the two began to 
argue about musical legacies and performance art. 

Dan, who could not have been less interested, went to pet Saladin in his 
cat carrier on the backseat. As he bent down, two shadows fell across his 
face. He looked up through the window opposite and saw two dark ties 
against white dress shirts in dark suits. He stood up to peer over the roof of 
the car on his tiptoes and saw two faces wearing dark sunglasses. 

“Agent Gimler, Agent Pratt,” he said. “Nice to see you.” 

They frowned in unison. “Who?” 

“Pm just a traveling saxophonist. Named Gimler,” said Agent Gimler. 

“And I’m a guitar player. Named Pratt,” said Agent Pratt. 

Both agents cast obviously fake smiles at Dr. Neuman. 

“Our band is called The Agents,” said Agent Pratt. “That’s what Dan 
meant.” 

Dr. Neuman rolled his eyes and returned to the hospital with his signed 
Jonah Wizard photo, muttering about the foolishness of the CIA. 

Dan stood up straight as the poorly disguised CIA agents stepped around 
the car on either side of him. 

“You did well, Dan Cahill,” Agent Gimler said. 

“A great service to your country,” Agent Pratt added. “We even arrested 
a Mr. Jonathan West, whose submarine surfaced a few miles off of 
Bermuda. Turns out, his own company wanted him arrested for diverting 


millions of dollars to a research project they now deny all knowledge of. 
Looks like he’ll be going to jail.” 

“But your work is not yet done,” Agent Gimler said, then he turned to 
Sinead. “Sinead Starling, you need to come with us.” 

“Where are you taking her?” Amy asked. 

“That is not of your concern, Amy,” said Agent Pratt. “You did your job, 
finding her and isolating this outbreak. We’ll need to collect samples of this 
disease to secure at USAMRIID, and Ms. Starling needs to be debriefed.” 

“Debriefed,” Ian scoffed. “I believe that is one of your quaint American 
spy ways of describing torture.” He gave Sinead a look that could have 
sliced concrete. “Not that I mind, of course.” 

Sinead stiffened. Her eyes darted left and right, and Dan knew she was 
thinking of running. He also knew she wouldn’t get far on her own. She’d 
committed serious crimes and put the entire world in danger. 

Dan looked over at Amy, who was looking at Nellie. Nellie was looking 
at Dan, looking at him like she was afraid of him, afraid of what he might 
do. 

But Sinead deserved what she had coming, didn’t she? 

Ham and Jonah had barely survived the disease they’d caught in her lab. 
Ian had been practically dead already when Amy got to him, and Cara 
wouldn’t have been far behind. Dan was next if he hadn’t gotten the cure, 
and so was Nellie. How did they expect him to forgive Sinead for all that? 
She admitted that she’d stolen the disease and unleashed it to save her own 
skin. She was guilty. She’d even admitted she was guilty. 

Then again, none of them were exactly innocent. Ham had set the bomb 
that injured Sinead’s brothers. Jonah had actually killed someone. Ian had 
been merciless with his own enemies—including at one time Amy and Dan 
—and Cara had helped her father nearly take over the world. If everyone 
got what they deserved, what hope was there for any of them? 


Everyone made mistakes. Everyone acted selfishly sometimes and made 
bad choices, and everybody hurt someone else at some point, whether they 
meant to or not. Everyone had regrets. 

Leadership wasn’t about having a perfect memory for every right and 
wrong; it was learning when to forget and when to forgive. There was an 
old saying, that holding a grudge was like drinking poison and waiting for 
your enemy to die from it. 

Dan had held enough grudges. He looked at Sinead and then back to the 
agents. 

“We’ve got a problem,” he told them. “The virus has been eliminated. 
Whatever was in that hospital, Dr. Neuman has already incinerated down to 
the last molecule, and whatever was in the Bermuda Triangle—well, it’s as 
gone as anything that ever went down there. I don’t think anybody, even the 
US government, should have samples of this virus in their lab. There’s no 
reason. Its only use is as a weapon. So it’s gone. Let it go. And as for 
Sinead Starling ... well ... ” He looked at her again. He made his choice. 
No more poison. It was time to forgive her. “She’s one of us, and she stays 
with us.” 

Out of the corner of Dan’s eye, he saw Nellie smile. Amy, too. 

They didn’t stay smiling for long, though. Nellie’s face bent into a 
frown, and Amy’s eyes widened. 

He followed his sister’s gaze down to Agent Gimler’s hand, where he’d 
drawn a gun and pointed it at Dan. 

“Oh man!” Dan groaned. “Again with this?” 


=CHARTER 3 Sam 


“If you want Sinead Starling, the traitor, that badly,” said Agent Gimler, 
“then you can have her. But there are samples of the virus for us to take, 
and we are taking them.” 

“T told you,” Dan replied. “There aren’t. We destroyed all of it.” 

“And Dr. Miller died,” Sinead added. “There’s no way for anybody to 
make more. Only he knew how. I think that’s why he sacrificed himself, so 
that no one could ever learn his deadly recipe.” 

“See?” said Amy. “All gone.” 

“No,” said Agent Pratt, as he and Agent Gimler moved closer to the 
open car door where Dan was standing. “There is still one living sample of 
the virus.” 

The agent’s eyes went to the cat carrier on the backseat. 

Of course, Amy thought. Saladin had been given the virus. It couldn’t 
hurt him, but he carried it inside him, along with the basic ingredients of the 
cure. He was like a walking, napping, purring biological weapon. 

There was no way Amy was going to let these agents take him. 

Saladin meowed when all eyes went to him, no doubt thinking he was 
about to be let out of the very undignified crate and served a late lunch. He 
coughed an impatient hairball. 

“You can’t take our cat,” Dan said, moving to block the open car door 
with his body, just as Agent Gimler moved to grab the cat carrier. Agent 
Pratt rushed Dan from behind. 

“Get your hands off my brother!” Amy yelled, channeling all her rage 
and exhaustion into a hard kick at the back of Agent Pratt’s knee. 


“Ahh!” His leg buckled and he fell. 

Amy spun, delivering a solid uppercut to the other agent’s solar plexus, 
which doubled him over. She wrapped her fingers around his gun hand, 
trying to pry the pistol loose, as she shouted at Dan: “Run!” 

Her brother grabbed the cat carrier and bolted. Agent Pratt stood up to 
chase him, but Hamilton and Sinead rushed him, tackling him backward 
through the passenger’s side window of the Packard. He fell right onto 
Ted’s lap, which prompted three quick barks from Flamsteed. 

“T wouldn’t move if I were you,” warned Ted, and Agent Pratt lay there 
in his lap, his legs sticking out the window and dog drool sliding down his 
face. 

Agent Gimler, however, wriggled free of Amy and ran after Dan. 

She realized she had just attacked two US government agents while on 
the soil of another country. Did that make her a traitor? Or were they 
breaking the law by operating in Cuba at all? She couldn’t imagine she was 
in the right, but she couldn’t imagine they were, either, trying to steal some 
children’s cat to run medical experiments on. 

Maybe nobody was right and nobody was wrong, everybody just did 
their best in the space between, and if, at the end of the day, everybody got 
home safely, it was a win. 

She just had to make sure they all did get home safely. She didn’t want 
Dan to do anything crazy. 

Amy sprinted after Agent Gimler, hoping to catch up before her brother 
committed treason against the US government. She noticed, with a glance 
to a nearby rooftop, that there were other agents pursuing Dan, too. Rooftop 
snipers. Agent Pratt and Agent Gimler were not alone. 

She ran faster. 

Agent Pratt had gotten away from Flamsteed out the opposite window 
and was running after her. The dog was barking at the backseat of the car 
instead of chasing Agent Pratt. Amy didn’t have time to wonder why. 


Dan whipped around the corner of a wide block and did an overly showy 
Slide across the hood of a car. The driver honked and screamed at him in 
Spanish, blocking Agent Gimler’s path for a moment, long enough that 
Amy could catch up. 

“Just let my brother go!” she yelled. “You don’t need this disease in your 
lab!” 

The agent ignored her and kept going, so she sprinted after him. Just as 
she was about to trip him from behind, a piece of the wall beside her burst 
apart. She looked up and saw one of the snipers wag a finger of warning at 
her. He could have blown her head off from this distance, but he hadn’t 
wanted to. He just wanted to back her off. 

It worked. 

She backed off. 

But only until the sniper had moved on to continue chasing Dan. Once 
she saw he was gone, she kept pursuing Agent Gimler. They ran from the 
neighborhood of tall buildings and grand boulevards built in the 1960s, 
back into the Old Havana neighborhood built during the eighteenth-century 
Spanish settlement. The streets here were narrow, winding, and filled with 
tourists. Which way would Dan have gone? If she lost him, would he try to 
fight off the CIA agents? Would they put a bullet in him to get their cat? 

Amy picked a random direction. The streets wound and twisted. 
Booksellers lined the sidewalks, and crowded outdoor cafés bustled. 
Buskers with guitars entertained the tourists. As she ran past, every café had 
a different musician out front playing for tips, so that her chase sounded a 
bit like flipping stations on the radio. She heard countless snippets of the 
famous tune “Guantanamera.” 

She crossed through a great square ringed by iron balconies on pink 
stone buildings. An old baroque cathedral stood sentinel and Amy would 
have loved to take some time to explore it, to learn about its history, but 


instead, she ran past it, down a side street, past the stenciled logo of the 
CDR, the ominous eye and sword, and then ran out into a narrow park. 

On the other side of the park, there was a wide, fast-moving road, and 
her brother was moving across it, one lane at a time, waiting and bolting as 
cars and trunks honked and shouted. 

Beyond the road, her brother ran for the seawall that dropped into the 
water of Havana Bay. Agent Gimler followed, and a glance at the rooftop 
showed Amy not one, but two snipers taking positions across the park. 
They had pretty clear views of her brother as he held Saladin’s cat carrier 
over the fence and threatened to drop it if Agent Gimler took another step 
closer. 

Amy took a deep breath and braved the road crossing herself, coming up 
behind Agent Gimler just as the CIA operative raised his empty hands and 
told Dan to stay calm. Agent Pratt kept his distance on the other side of the 
road. He was catching his breath with his head between his knees. 

“Tell your snipers to stand down!” Dan yelled, still threatening to toss 
Saladin’s crate over the edge. 

“Okay, okay ... ” Agent Gimler said, then whispered an order into the 
microphone on his collar. “They’re standing down. Just don’t do anything 
crazy.” 

“Crazy?” Dan roared. “You manufacture a deadly disease, let a teenager 
steal it, leave other teenagers to stop it from destroying the world, and then, 
when the only remaining sample of the virus is in their pet cat, you threaten 
to catnap him to make more of the virus?! That’s crazy. What I’m doing 
now, it’s the only sane thing left!” 

“Dan?” Amy asked calmly. “What are you doing now?” 

“Saladin’s the only way they can make more of this disease,” Dan said. 
“We can’t let them. It nearly killed Ian, and Ham, and Jonah, and Cara. 
Even Nellie. It could’ve killed me, too. All of us. It can’t be allowed to 
exist. I won’t let it! I won’t!” 


Dan’s cheeks flushed red, and his lip quivered. He was fighting back 
tears. 

He hefted the crate farther over the edge. 

“I’m sorry,” Dan said to her, and then turned to the cat carrier. “I’m so 
sorry.” His voice cracked. He couldn’t fight back the tears any longer, and 
he wept, hot tears pouring down his cheeks, snot bursting from his nose 
with heaving, anguished gasping breaths and then, with a cry of rage and 
pain that could have made the statues on the great cathedral of Havana 
weep, he hurled Saladin’s crate into the crashing waves below. 

“No!” Agent Gimler yelled. 

The agent and Amy rushed to the edge in unison, looking down as the 
crate bobbed once, twice, then smashed against the rocks and sank below 
the waves. 

Dan whimpered, and Amy put her arm around him. His whole body was 
shaking. She’d never seen him show this much emotion. It was like every 
sob he’d never allowed himself to sob before had burst from him at once. 

Agent Gimler looked at him with a mix of horror, rage, and a small 
amount of regret. 

“We did the job you hired us to do,” said Amy. “Our business is done. If 
we have any more trouble, the Boston Globe, the New York Times, the 
Washington Post, and Buzzfeed will all hear about the government’s illegal 
virus experiments and how the CIA made two orphaned children murder 
their own cat.” 

“But—you—I can’t believe he just—” Agent Gimler stammered. 

“I did what needed to be done,” said Dan, straightening his back and 
wiping his nose on his sleeve. “That’s what Cahills do.” 

A group of men under one of the CDR logos had taken an interest in the 
scene, and one of them was walking toward a police car to report the 
Suspicious activity. Agent Gimler muttered under his breath, then ordered 
his team to pull out. It wouldn’t do to have US government agents caught 


operating in Havana. The Cubans had their own way of “debriefing” 
prisoners. 

Agent Gimler sighed. “Thanks for saving the world, anyway,” he 
grumbled. “Sorry about your cat.” He shook his head and left them by the 
water’s edge. 

Amy could feel Dan still shuddering beneath his T-shirt, and she held 
him tighter as they walked away in the other direction, back into the 
winding streets of Old Havana, to collect their friends and make their way, 
at last, for home. 


CHARTER OEE 


Attleboro, Massachusetts 


They lay in streaks of sunlight, moving their chairs to track the luminescent 
paths across the room as the day went by. They took all the good spots. 

None of them spoke much, tired as they were, their bodies healing. He 
could smell the sickness leaving them, health and vigor returning to each 
one as the days passed. 

The big blond boy, Hamilton, watched rugby matches on television and 
talked endlessly about some sort of sports league he planned to join so he 
could “crack skulls and find a date,” while the one who was always singing, 
Jonah, watched videos of himself on the Internet, shuddering with every 
dance move he made. He swore he would never dance again, but none of 
the others believed him. Ian, as always clad in his finely tailored fabrics, 
read financial news all day, and Saladin did his best to scratch his pant legs 
to tatters. The fancier the fabric, the deeper the scratches. 

It drove the boy mad, because he couldn’t see the lesson that Saladin was 
trying to teach him, a lesson cats knew well: Everything can be damaged, 
but damage is not destruction. It is change. Though the process can be 
painful, everything changes. 

Saladin had changed. 

One moment, he was sitting in his cat carrier in the infernal heat of 
whatever city Dan and Amy’s adventures had taken them to. He was well 
traveled, that he knew, more so than other cats. He was, however, quite tired 


of travel. At his age, travel was not a luxury so much as a burden. They’d 
hauled him all over the world for some time now. 

He would bear his burden with as much good cheer as he could, which 
was to say, with no good cheer at all. Cats of his age did not do “good 
cheer.” 

They also did not do cat carriers. It was an insult to his dignity and also 
tended to make him airsick. 

So, while Dan and Amy had discussed some business or other with those 
two agitated gentlemen in the dark suits, Saladin had slipped his claw 
through the back of the carrier and made his way out of the flap he used to 
escape, the flap that none of his humans seemed aware of. 

Except, as he slid from the carrier to hide in the shade beneath the seat, 
he caught the eye of young Dan. 

Dan, most puzzlingly, winked at him. 

Saladin did not do winks, either. 

He vanished underneath the seat, wondering what on earth Dan’s wink 
could have meant, and also wondering how long he would have to wait for 
his next meal to be served. He did not intend to wait all day, and if they did 
not present him with his preferred fish soon, he would have to take his 
claws to one of their legs to teach them a lesson about patience and service. 

His lack of patience, and their required service. 

It struck him as odd, however, when Dan grabbed the now-empty cat 
carrier and ran away with it, the other humans—including Amy—giving 
chase. Why did Dan care so much for an empty cat carrier? He knew it was 
empty. Did he just enjoy a jog? 

Humans were terribly odd creatures. 

Odder still, some time later when they returned and those odd men in 
suits had all gone, Amy was weeping. She wept and wept, until finally, Dan 
reached under the seat and hauled Saladin into the bright and merciless 
sunlight. 


Amy hugged Saladin so hard that he felt he might need to remind her he 
was not a dog, like that slobbering goon in the front seat, but he sighed and 
allowed her to stroke his fur. It felt nice, after all. He gave her a purr, to 
show he was not entirely unappreciative. 

“You ... you faked it?” Amy asked, a tone of almost feline incredulity in 
her voice. 

Dan shrugged. “What? You thought I was a monster? I’d never kill our 
cat.” 

Give me lunch, then, Saladin thought at them, but his thoughts were not 
loud enough for humans to hear. 

“I knew they’d never leave us alone as long as they thought Saladin was 
alive,” Dan continued. “And all it cost us was a cat carrier.” 

“You nearly broke my heart,” Amy said, and slugged Dan on the arm. 
“Next time give me a wink or something.” 

“T figured you knew,” Dan said. “I thought I was overacting. You really 
thought I’d blow snot bubbles in public?” 

After that odd experience and more conversation that did not end in 
Saladin getting his lunch, they flew home. They napped. They ate. The one 
in the fancy pants performed something called a “hostile takeover” of some 
company called ShkrellX Pharmaceuticals, announcing to the others that 
they now owned the company that had been the cause of all this trouble, 
and that shares were trading at above-average volume, whatever that meant. 
The one called Sinead would be allowed to work in research and 
development at the new company. 

Business never interested Saladin much. Meals did. 

They finally fed him until he had no desire to eat anymore. 

Now, here he was, wandering the halls of the mansion, looking for a 
good patch of sun to lie in and finding all his favorite ones taken by these 
humans in their recovery. 


Saladin had to find new patches to lie in for himself, if he didn’t want to 
be petted whenever he lay down, but every time he came near one of the 
windows, Dan grabbed him and pulled him away, setting him back on the 
floor. 

“Sorry, Saladin,” he said. “You can’t be seen. You’re in hiding now. The 
authorities need to believe you died in Cuba.” 

Saladin coughed up a particularly nasty hairball, just to tell Dan how he 
felt about this new situation. No windows for Saladin? Did they not know 
this was his house long before it was theirs? 

He knew himself to be carrying this strange disease they’d all been so 
worried about. He could feel it in his body, the way he could feel the 
weather changing or sense impending danger. Cat instincts. He couldn’t 
understand how humans survived without them. 

The disease didn’t bother him the way it seemed to bother the rest of 
them when they were dancing around like maniacs for two days. 

Now that they were better, he understood he was the only being alive 
who carried this virus inside him. Dan had explained that to the others, and 
Saladin had heard. He understood the humans far better than they knew. He 
always had. Humans were quite fascinating to watch when you paid 
attention. 

Of course, he knew that this sickness was dangerous to them, fragile and 
furless as they were. He knew that he must be careful not to let it out. 

He felt a little swell of feline pride at the idea. In him, flowing through 
his veins, was the power to save humanity or to destroy it. Just like it was 
with the rest of the Cahill family. 

His family. 
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Eight Months Before the Clue Hunt 


On Christmas morning, Grace Cahill learned she was dying of cancer. 

She watched as Dr. Zimmerman set a thin folder down on the desk. They were ina wide study in 
Grace’s house. She was the kind of person people made house calls for, even on Christmas. All that 
bad news from such a small file. It struck Grace as strange, though she wasn’t sure why. She was an 
accomplished chemist and knew that the most terrible things often came in small doses. 

“How long?” Grace asked, as though the question were an involuntary reaction. “Isn’t that what 
people ask in this situation?” 

Dr. Zimmerman sighed, removing her glasses and pinching the bridge of her nose. “Patients at 
this stage usually have a time frame of around six months. That’s about where I’d put you, Grace.” 

“Six...” It wasn’t enough time. There was still too much to prepare, too much that the children 
didn’t know. And if they weren’t ready, the whole world could suffer. “Ill take eight,” Grace said. 

“Grace,” said Dr. Zimmerman. “You’re a strong and ambitious woman. I know you’re going to 
fight this, which is why I’m telling you six months instead of three. But you need to accept that you are 
dying. Soon.” 

Grace found her eyes were locked on her hands, which were knotted firmly in her lap. They 
were the only things she could focus on right then. She didn’t dare meet the oncologist’s eyes, in case 
she betray not sadness or fear, but anger. Grace was furious with herself. She’d spent her whole life 
searching for the 39 Clues, but it still wasn’t enough time. She’d failed. 

Dr. Zimmerman reached for Grace’s hands. “You need to be thinking about your loved ones right 
now. Your family. Are they taken care of? Have you spent the time with them that you need to? It’s 
Christmas morning, and where are they? Now is the moment to make sure they understand how much 
they mean to you, and ensure that they are provided for.” 

Provided for. Grace’s thoughts snapped back to the legal documents locked in a hidden 
compartment in that very desk, right below her test results. They would change not only the lives of 
her family, but perhaps the very course of human history. Grace slowly withdrew her hands, patting 
out invisible wrinkles in her blouse. 

“Thank you, Barbara. I think you’re right. There are affairs that still must be set in order.” 

“Tm sorry, Grace. P1 still do everything I can —” 

“No, thank you. You said exactly what I needed to hear, I think. P11 come to your office next 
week to talk treatments.” 


Grace led Dr. Zimmerman to the door and said good-bye, then moved silently to the window. 
She was nearly eighty years old. Death was no stranger to her. She’d seen it take many others, 
including her beloved daughter and son-in-law. Staring death in the face now was nothing compared 
to finding it had sneaked by to claim her only child first. 

Grace watched the snow begin to fall over the front lawn of her estate like a blanket, or a 
powder, or any of those soft and comforting things snow was supposed to be in moments like this. But 
she didn’t need comfort right now. She needed to make a decision. 

A coughing fit brought her cat, Saladin, into the room. Saladin was a large, gray Egyptian Mau 
and had been Grace’s travel companion on many adventures. When she first started getting sick, it had 
been Saladin who seemed to sense it. In the week preceding her recent prognosis, he had barely left 
her side at all. 

Grace’s cough subsided. Reaching down to pet Saladin, she noticed his fur was wet with melted 
snow. 

“You’ve been prowling the neighborhood, haven’t you?” she said. “Quite a trek through the 
snow, just to fertilize the neighbors’ yards.” 

Saladin mewled, as if feigning surprise at the accusation. 

“Well, it'll be spring by the time they find your little gifts, and by then. . .” Grace paused. “By 
then, they'll have much bigger things to worry about. The whole world might.” 

Grace was the matriarch of the Cahills, the most influential family the world had ever known. 
George Washington, Napoleon, Amelia Earhart — nearly every important figure in the last five 
hundred years had belonged to one of its five branches. Most of the family members themselves didn’t 
know the true extent of the Cahill legacy — or the terrible responsibility that came with it. Only 
Grace had figured out the truth of the 39 Clues that concealed the source of the Cahills’ great power. It 
had been the defining goal of her life to find each of the Clues, and protect them from her ruthless 
family. 

And only Grace knew that the Cahills weren’t alone in the search for the Clues. A shadowy 
organization, the Vespers, lurked somewhere in the dark places of the world, and crept into her 
thoughts now. 

Grace produced a small key seemingly from nowhere, and moved quickly from the window to 
the large, carved cherrywood desk at the center of the room. She opened a drawer in the desk, then 
felt around within it. There was a soft clicking noise as a smaller, hidden compartment descended into 
place. She unlocked the secret drawer and pulled it open. Splayed within, like an open deck of cards, 
were the legal documents that would set into motion a deadly serious scavenger hunt for the very 
Clues she’d worked her whole life to protect. But she was dying, and someone must come forward 
who was strong enough to stand against the Vespers. 

Now that the moment had finally arrived, however, she found that she was hesitating. 

She picked up the small pen that lay beside the documents. Just a bit of ink to paper, and she 
would drop her only grandchildren into the fray. Such terrible things from such small doses. 

Grace set the pen down. 

All her life, Grace had been tormented by the worry that someone with selfish or evil aims 
would find the 39 Clues. But for five hundred years, the Clues had remained safely hidden. 

Saladin approached cautiously, watching Grace tuck the documents back into the secret desk 
drawer. 

No one had ever been able to locate all the Clues. Soon Grace would be dead, and here she was 
on Christmas morning, laying plans to protect them from her grave. She wouldn’t place such a heavy 


burden on the two people she loved most — Amy and Dan Cahill, her grandchildren. 

Grace locked the drawer once more, and moved hurriedly to the phone on the other side of the 
room. Saladin scampered out of her path as she crossed, now completely oblivious to him. 

The world was safe enough without eccentric old Grace Cahill shaking things up one last time. 
The Vespers hadn’t been heard from in over a decade, and Grace pushed them firmly out of her mind. 
It was decided. 

The secrets of the Clues would die with her. 


It was Christmas, and Dan Cahill was not ina good mood. 

“Sit down, dweeb,” Amy said. “You’re making me nervous.” 

“What’s taking her so long?” Dan said, pacing back into the cramped living room from the 
bathroom. “Grace was supposed to call two hours ago!” Dan was dressed in his usual Christmas 
outfit: a black ninja costume, complete with plastic throwing stars stuffed into his pockets. 

“I can’t imagine why she’d be trying to delay the inevitable,” said Amy, looking back down at 
the Tchaikovsky biography she had open on her lap. “Maybe it has something to do with the neighbors 
seeing an eleven-year-old ninja being driven up to her house.” 

“Grace has way weirder people than me coming in and out all the time,” Dan said. “You, on the 
other hand, are about as boring as it gets. If Grace is worried about anyone cramping her style, Pd 
point to the gloomy nerd reading about Chucklesky.” 

“Tchaikovsky. He composed the score for the ballet The Nutcracker.” 

Dan threw his hands up. “How am I supposed to get any better at making you sound like a loser 
if you just do all the work for me?” 

Amy cocked her arm back to throw her book at her brother. Dan yelped and bolted into his room, 
slamming the door. A handwritten sign on the front read FORT NO-NERDS. 

Amy sighed and lowered the book back onto her lap. At this point she was just pretending to 
read — she couldn’t actually concentrate on the sentences in front of her while she waited for Grace’s 
call. In her pocket, her cell phone felt like it weighed a thousand pounds, and she kept imagining she 
felt it ringing. But it never did. 

Dan was always a little exasperating this time of year — even more than his usual day-to-day 
annoying — but this holiday had been especially trying for the two Cahill siblings. 

Amy looked around, taking in the tiny apartment. Paper Christmas decorations and streamers 
were strewn along half the room. They cut off abruptly, though, the streamers falling limply to the 
carpet. Frida, their most recent au pair, had been hanging them when Amy and Dan’s guardian called 
to lay her off. 

Amy and Dan were orphans. Their parents had died in a fire years ago. Though they were legally 
in the care of their great-aunt Beatrice, she opted to have the siblings housed apart from her, hiring a 
constant and varied stream of live-in au pairs to watch over them. They never lasted very long. 
Beatrice had a habit of quickly firing them, often for no reason at all. 

Dan emerged from his room after a few minutes. He’d switched out the ninja getup for a sweater, 
jeans, and his backpack, but he still had the mask hanging around his neck. He held a plastic throwing 


star up in a defensive position. 

“Try anything with the book, and you’ re getting this right between the eyes,” he said. 

“If you throw that anywhere near my face, dweeb, they’ ll be burying you in that goofy costume.” 

Dan narrowed his eyes. “You are a worthy rival, nerd-san.” 

Amy smirked and shook her head. “Listen, I wouldn’t worry,” she said, as a sort of peace 
offering. “I’m sure Grace is busy with something important. Maybe she’s getting us a really incredible 
present... a little bit late.” 

She wished there was more she could do for Dan. Her little brother would never admit how sad 
he was, but she knew. Earlier in the day she’d presented him with his Christmas present to try to 
cheer him up, a huge pack full of bottle rockets. It had taken her months to save up for the gift and 
convince Frida to do the actual purchasing for her. Still, it was worth it to see Dan get excited about 
something, even if just for a little while. She knew that presents weren’t everything. Every holiday 
story since holiday stories began had drilled that point home. But they didn’t hurt, either. 

Dan shrugged and lowered the throwing star. He shook his backpack off and dug through it, 
pulling out the pack of bottle rockets. 

“Can we shoot some of these off while we wait?” 

Amy thought about it for a moment. “You wouldn’t rather do it at Grace’s house, with all that 
space in the yard?” 

“I have some ideas I want to try out,” Dan said witha grin. “Like, what happens if you tie two, 
or even three rockets together, end to end, so they’re all pulling in opposite directions?” 

“Someone gets hurt, probably,” Amy said doubtfully. 

“Or something even cooler than that.” 

“We should probably just wait for Grace,” Amy said, looking back down at her biography. 

Dan crossed his arms. “You know what? I’m tired of waiting. If we aren’t important enough for 
her to pick us up on time on Christmas, I don’t see why she should keep me from having fun. ’'m 
going out.” He replaced the rockets in his backpack and slipped it over his shoulders, then stalked 
over to the apartment door and opened it. 

“Wait, what?” Amy said, looking up from the book. “No! What should I say to Grace?” 

“Tell her I’m busy with something important.” 

Slam. 

Suddenly, Amy was alone in the apartment. Alone with Tchaikovsky. 

Fine. If Dan wanted to act like a brat, that wasn’t her problem. She lifted the book to her face 
and stared at it intently. 

All of ten seconds passed before she hauled herself up with a sigh of resignation, grabbed her 
coat from the hanger by the door, and followed her brother out. 

“Dan, wait!” 


Amy huffed as she ran carefully along the slick Boston sidewalks. 
“Stupid ...dweeb...,” she said to no one in particular. 
Dan had broken into a run as soon as he noticed his sister was following him, and the twerp was 


smaller and way faster than her. What did he think he was accomplishing by shooting off like this, 
anyway? 

He 5 going to give himself an asthma attack, Amy thought. 

It was especially embarrassing when they passed the odd jogger or dog walker who was out that 
day. Dan had pulled the ninja mask back up over his face, and Amy wasn’t so far behind that she 
couldn’t see the looks of confusion — and then amusement — that came over strangers’ faces as they 
watched a pint-sized ninja run by. Or the looks of pity that followed as she came panting after. 

“Everything okay?” one woman asked as she passed. 

Amy was sure her face was Christmas-ornament red from the exertion already, but if it wasn’t, 
she would have blushed furiously. 

“Mm... hm!” she wheezed, lowering her head and sprinting forward. 

Eventually, Dan curved left, hitting Hyde Park Avenue. 

Oh, dweeb, where are you going? Amy pleaded internally. 

He surprised her when he curved again, this time onto a road Amy didn’t recognize. The scenery 
changed drastically as she followed. The apartment-filled street gave way to large, decrepit 
warehouses. The area was a gray and white mix of cement, stone, and the occasional bare, skeleton- 
thin tree. 

Between the holiday and the weather, Amy expected that such a sparse industrial street would be 
completely empty, but was surprised to see three figures in dark motorcycle outfits standing near the 
entrance of a warehouse. All three wore jet-black helmets with the visors down. One of the three, the 
tallest and broadest by far, had a bright red stripe that cut across his jacket like a bloody wound. Amy 
tried not to look, but could see from the corner of her eye three helmets turning as she passed. She 
found herself holding her breath. Something about their faceless visors creeped her out. 

She picked up her speed. 

About a block down, she spotted Dan. He’d pulled the ninja mask up from his mouth and was 
leaning against the side of a brick building. Amy could tell that his breathing was a little ragged. 

Not that she was in great shape herself, but Dan had asthma, and almost never remembered to 
bring his inhaler anywhere with him. 

Amy came to a stop a few feet from Dan, and nearly doubled over. 

“You... are such...achild,” she panted. 

Dan didn’t respond. He just leaned against the wall, trying to suck in air. 

Amy fumbled through her coat pocket. She’d taken to keeping a spare inhaler on her whenever 
she went anywhere with her brother. She pulled it out now and handed it to him. 

Dan pressed it to his lips and pushed down on the canister, breathing in the aerosol. His gasping 
breaths evened out. Then, slowly, they returned to normal. 

“Thanks,” he said meekly. 

Amy sighed. “It’s okay, dweeb.” 

“Tm sorry.” Dan’s voice cracked a bit, and it wasn’t from being out of breath. Underneath the 
ninja mask, Amy could see that his eyes were red and moist. She realized now why he’d kept it on. 

“I know,” she said more softly. “It’s okay.” 

Dan looked away, embarrassed. 

Amy decided to give hima bit of room and turned around to survey the area. It was snowing 
heavily now. She and Dan had never been to this part of Hyde Park before, and the neighborhood 
looked especially unfamiliar covered in white. It was also eerily quiet. 

“Let’s get out of here, okay? I don’t like this place.” 


“Its not so bad,” Dan said, sniffing and standing up straight. “I don’t see a single library.” 

“T’m serious, Dan,” Amy said. 

Amy heard the sound of snow crunching underfoot behind her. Turning around, she could just 
make out three figures approaching through the snowfall. She realized they were the same three men 
from before. 

Amy took a step back. “I think we should go.” 

The biggest of the figures, the one with the bright red stripe on his jacket, reached into his pocket 
and pulled out a brown glass bottle. He uncapped it and held a white cloth to the lip. 

It took a moment before Amy recognized what she was seeing. The action was familiar, but she 
couldn’t place from where. 

“Whats he doing?” Dan said, his voice now serious. 

Then it hit her. She’d read a spy novel earlier in the year, where some terrorists tried to bring 
down an agent by kidnapping his family. So they’d followed his daughter from school one day and... 

“That’s chloroform!” Amy gasped. 

“Why would —” 

Suddenly, the men sprinted forward, heading straight for Amy and Dan. 

“Run!” Amy screamed, grabbing Dan’s arm and turning in the other direction. She scrambled 
forward with her brother in tow. The snow was making visibility difficult, not to mention running. 

Dan pulled on his sister’s arm, slowing her pace. “In there!” he said, pointing to a fenced-in side 
lot. The fence enclosing the lot was locked with a thick chain and padlock, but there was a gap 
between the chain and the gate that might just be wide enough for the two of them to squeeze through. 

Amy curved toward the fence and moved to the side, pushing Dan in through the gap first. He 
was smaller, and slid through easily. 

Dan turned once he was on the other side and grabbed Amy’s arm. Amy glanced over her 
shoulder. Though obscured by snow, the three men couldn’t have been more then twenty feet away. 
Amy tried slipping in through the bars while Dan pulled. 

But she didn’t fit. She was trapped outside with the kidnappers. 

“Oh, no,” she rasped. “Oh, no, no, no.” 

She wiggled around, trying desperately to squeeze through the gap. Dan groaned as he pulled. 

“Come on, Amy!” he said. “Come on!” 

“I cant!’ Amy said in a panic. 

Then, as if just to contradict her, Amy felt her body moving. Before she had a chance to feel 
relieved, she was suddenly through the fence, crashing onto Dan and sending them both spilling into 
the snow. 

Amy was up ina flash and searching around the lot while Dan scrambled to his feet. 

“Oh, no,” she said. The lot was surprisingly large, but it had no outlet besides the gate. All the 
doors to the warehouse were closed and bolted shut. 

“Amy,” Dan said, “look.” He nodded in the direction of one of the doors. Positioned right next to 
the doorway was a series of five large metal dumpsters. 

“No,” Amy said, shaking her head. “No way.” 

“How long do you think it'll take those guys to climb a fence?” Dan said. “We have to hide!” 

Dan raced to the farthest dumpster, lifted the lid, and shimmied inside. “Get in!” he hissed, 
peeking his head out. “It doesn’t smell that bad.” 

Amy whimpered slightly as she put her hands on the metal lip of the dumpster, then scrambled 
ungracefully in beside her brother, lowering the lid behind her. She had to crouch into an awkward 


perching position once inside. It smelled exactly that bad. 

“Ugh,” Amy gagged. “This smells worse than the fort in your room.” 

“Shh!” 

They could just make out the sounds of three gravelly voices coming from outside. 

“<... they go?” 

“Prob... to... out.” 

“No...saw... here.” 

There was a loud, metallic noise, followed by the sound of a chain falling away. They heard the 
gate swing open. 

“Whats going on?” Dan whispered. His voice was shaking, and Amy could feel him shivering 
beside her. “Why would anyone be after us, of all people?” Amy wanted to take his hand, but was 
terrified she might lose her balance and make a noise. 

The voices were getting louder. 

“. |. Sure these are Grace Cahill’s grandkids?” one of the voices said. “. . . would they be out 
alone?” 

Amy and Dan stopped breathing. Something was very wrong. 

“Who knows . . . saved us the trouble. . .” 

““”.. Vesper, and get some more people out here. Search the area until you find them... . 
whatever force is necessary.” 

The voices and sound of crunching snow began moving farther away. Soon the lot was quiet. 

“He said Grace’s name,” Dan whispered. 

“They must be trying to get a ransom out of her,” said Amy. A deep, terrible panic was setting in. 
It seemed to pulse through her like a heartbeat, so intense it made her light-headed. 

“What was that other thing he said?” Dan said. “About a Vespa?” 

“They w-were wearing helmets,” Amy said. Her vision was slowly adjusting to the darkness. 
She couldn’t see much, but she could see that Dan’s eyes were wide with fear. She had to keep it 
together for her brother. Amy pulled her cell phone out of her pocket. The light from the screen 
illuminated the contents of the dumpster around them. It was blessedly un-full, but Amy couldn’t help 
imagining the vermin that probably made the place their home at night. Under the blue light of the 
phone, Dan’s face was pale and serious. Huddled up in the corner of the dumpster, he looked as 
terrified as she felt. 

“Tm calling the police,” Amy said. “Make sure they aren’t right outside.” 

“Espionage is what ninjas do best,” Dan said, with a weak grin. He tried to sound tough, but his 
voice was thin and shaky. Dan rose up to risk a slow, careful look out from a small hole chewed out 
of the top corner by rust. 

Two dark-clad figures stood near the entrance to the lot. The gate was wide open now, and Dan 
could just see that one of the figures had the handles of what he assumed were bolt cutters hanging out 
of his jacket pocket. 

“Two of them are watching the exit,” he whispered. “It looks like the third one left, the big one 
with the red stripe on his jacket. These guys really came prepared. They cut open the chain on the 
fence.” 

“Cut the chain?” Amy whispered. She swallowed, attempting desperately to shove the fear 
down into some manageable compartment of her brain. She needed to think. She needed to get help. 

“T'm calling the p-police now,” Amy said. 

Oh, no, she thought. Her stammer was starting, as it always did when she was nervous and had 


to talk to people. And she was more than just nervous now. She was delirious with fear. 

Amy looked down and took a deep breath. Somehow she managed to dial 911 into the phone 
with her shaking fingers. She placed it to her ear, and was startled when an operator answered after 
only a single ring. 

““Nine-one-one,” the woman said coolly. “What’s your emergency?” 

“H-hi,” Amy said, trying to remain calm. 

Don't stammer, don t stammer, don t stammer. 

“He-hello, y-yes. My b-brother and I are near H-Hyde Park and these m-men are t-t-trying to hurt 


“Can you tell me where you are exactly?” the operator said, her voice becoming serious. 

“T'm n-not sure,” Amy said. “We got a little l-l-lost.” 

Dan peeked out of the dumpster again, then immediately shot back down. “Hang up, quick!” 

In a panic, Amy ended the call. Seconds later she heard the snow crunch as feet passed in front 
of the dumpster, then stopped. 

Then the whistling began. 

Amy and Dan sat in silence, not daring to breathe, barely daring to think. Just above them, one of 
the kidnappers casually and deliberately whistled a creepy old children’s song called “Alouette” that 
Amy recognized from school. The song was about plucking the feathers froma small bird. 

This was it, Amy realized. They were caught. Dead, maybe. The guy was toying with them. 

They waited for what seemed like an eternity. The whistling sounded like it was right in Amy’s 
ear. Her lungs burned with the effort of holding her breath. 

Then the song suddenly finished. Amy expected the dumpster lid to go shooting up, to see that 
terrible black visor staring down at them. Instead, the crunching footsteps slowly moved off. 

Amy breathed in the rank air of the dumpster, and it felt like a miracle. It was all she could do 
not to break into tears. 

“They’re going to check the dumpsters eventually,” Dan whispered, after a few moments. “And 
they said more guys were on the way.” His voice was shakier than Amy had ever heard it. 

“What do we do?” Amy said. “I can’t keep calling the police and hanging up. I don’t even know 
where we are.” 

Amy jumped when she heard a loud metallic bang coming from the far end of the lot. 

“What’s that?” she whispered. 

Dan looked at her with round eyes. “They’ve started,” he said. It was the sound of a dumpster lid 
being thrown open. 

In the darkness, Amy heard Dan unzipping his backpack. “I have an idea,” he said. “But we have 
to be prepared to run.” 

Bang! 

“What’s your idea?” 

Suddenly, a light flared in the dumpster. In one hand Dan held a sterling Zippo lighter. In the 
other was the pack of bottle rockets Amy had gotten him for Christmas. 

“Where’d you get that lighter?” she demanded. 

“Frida,” Dan said, closing it. “She left it behind. Remember how she was always talking about 
camping and outdoorsy stuff? She said she kept a water-resistant lighter on her at all times, in case 
she needed emergency fire.” 

There was a short beat of silence in the dumpster. 

“Huh,” said Dan. “Except probably now.” 


“Are you s-sure about th-this?” said Amy. “Bottle rockets?” 

Bang! They were getting closer. 

“No,” said Dan. “But we’re out of time. Just get ready to run, okay?” 

Amy swallowed, and nodded at her brother. 

Dan pulled two rockets from the pack. He stood up and peeked out from under the lid. The 
kidnappers were near the fence, checking a dumpster two down from them. So far so good. He aimed 
one of the rockets for the other end of the lot, away from both the entrance and the dumpster. 

“Here goes,” he said. Dan opened the Zippo and lit the fuse. 

It hissed for half a second, then the rocket shot screaming away. 

Crack! 

“Over there!” one of the kidnappers shouted. 

Amy started to rise. “Let’s go!” 

“Wait,” Dan said, aiming the second rocket. “It’s a two-part plan.” He lit the fuse and the rocket 
shot off in the direction of the would-be kidnappers. 

“Auuuurrrrgghh!” 

“Run now!” Dan said. 

Amy and Dan burst from the dumpster and scrambled for the entrance of the lot. Looking behind 
him, Dan saw that one of the kidnappers was frantically fanning his butt, which was smoking slightly. 

“Part two was completely unnecessary, wasn’t it?” Amy yelled as they ran. 

“Yup!” shouted Dan. 

“There they go!” The kidnappers had spotted them. 

Amy grabbed Dan’s arm and surged forward. They made it out of the lot and turned left, heading 
back in the direction they’d come from. They ran as fast as they could back toward home, but the 
snow continued to fall heavily and the pair kept stumbling. Amy looked behind her and gasped. The 
men were just a few yards away, and gaining. 

“Follow me,” she said, still tightly gripping Dan’s arm. She shot to the right, turning down a 
small side road. About halfway down, she turned right again. 

“Wait, what?” Dan said. “We’re going back the other way!” 

“Exactly,” said Amy. “It’s unpredictable. Hopefully the kidnappers won’t think we’d double 
back, either.” 

The street they’d backtracked onto was just as deserted, but Amy spotted a battered plywood 
fence farther down in front of them. She ducked behind it, pulling Dan with her. After a few seconds, 
she could hear the slap of the kidnappers’ feet as they ran past. 

It worked, Amy thought. 7 can t believe it worked! She pulled Dan in closer to her. 

Suddenly, Amy’s phone started vibrating. She reached into her jacket pocket, fumbling to pull it 
out. On the screen was the name Grace Cahill. 

Amy hit answer and placed the phone to her ear. “Grace, we’re in t-trouble,” Amy stammered. 

“Whats happened?” her grandmother’s voice answered from the other end, wasting no time. 

“We’re in Hyde Park. These m-men are following us,” Amy whispered as loudly as she dared. 
“They said your n-n-name and they’re bringing more guys to try and f-find us.” 

“Tell her about the Vespas,” Dan said. 

“Shush!” Amy hissed. 

“What did Dan just say?” Grace said, her voice rising. Amy’s heart almost stopped. She’d never 
heard her grandmother sound afraid before. 

A voice from their left, getting louder. The kidnappers were returning. There was no time. She 


looked around her. The place was littered with garbage, including glass bottles, a large piece of tarp, 
and... twine. 

She made a decision. If Dan could be brave in this awful situation, so could she. She didn’t have 
any other choice. 

“Dan,” she whispered. “Get the bottle rockets out.” 

“Amy, do not engage these men,” Grace said from the phone. “Do you understand me? I’m 
calling the police.” 

“Grace...” Amy sobbed. 

“Amy?” said Grace. 

“We love you.” 

“Amy, no! Do no —” 

Amy hung up the phone. She looked over to Dan, who was holding a fistful of bottle rockets, his 
eyes wide. 

“T’m going to get us out of this,” Amy said. “Don’t worry, d-dweeb.” It wasn’t exactly 
comforting. 

Dan was shaking like the last leaf of winter, his face completely serious. “If only you’d brought 
that book about Chucklesky. That huge thing would scare these guys away for sure.” 

“Tchaikovsky,” Amy said with a small smile. She grabbed one of the bigger glass bottles nearby. 
“How many rockets can we fit into this?” 

“Five safely,” Dan said. “Let’s try fifteen.” 

“Do it,” Amy said, handing the bottle to him. She picked up a bit of twine from the ground. 
“Okay, Dan, ready to see what happens when you tie three bottle rocket ends together so they all pull 
in different directions?” 

Dan looked up at his sister. A huge grin spread across his face. 


Two faceless, black-clad figures stalked back along the side street, methodically searching the area. 
They kicked over every trash can, crumpled every box, checked every doorway, and smashed in 
every window. They moved with ruthless precision. The chase had gone on long enough. 

Halfway down the street, one of the figures stopped in place, and motioned for the other to be 
quiet. His partner slowly lowered the recycling bin he’d been looking under. 

There. Yes. Definitely the sound of whispering. He moved, slowly and silently, to the corner of a 
side street. Peering around, he spotted a shadow hidden behind a bit of dilapidated wooden fencing. 
A long section of tarp hung out from behind the fence. The Cahill brats were clearly trying to hide 
under the tarp. 

The man and his partner sneaked up very slowly to the fence, treading carefully once they were 
on the tarp. Turning, the man nodded to his partner, who nodded back. They lunged around the fence. 

There stood Dan alone, with a ninja mask pulled over his face. Fifteen hissing bottle rockets 
were pointed right at them. 

“Screaming bottle of death-jutsu!”’ Dan yelled. 

The rockets exploded into the air just as the men turned to run. Behind them, Amy burst out from 


under a section of tarp. She made a noise that was part battle cry and part scream of terror, and pulled 
hard on it. 

Amy was no Wonder Woman, but the men’s panic and the slick, snow-covered surface of the tarp 
were enough. The two kidnappers fell on top of each other, under a shower of fireworks. Amy threw 
the tarp over the kidnappers. Dan lit the bottle rocket daisy chain and tossed it in after them, then tied 
the ends of the tarp in a quick, messy knot. Inside, there was a series of screeches and cracks, and the 
kidnappers started shrieking. 

Amy grabbed Dan’s hand and ran. 

“That whole thing would have been much cooler in my ninja costume,” Dan puffed. 

“No, it wouldn’t,” said Amy. She rounded the corner that led back the way they came, in toward 
town. 

And slammed right into the third kidnapper. 

Things seemed to happen in slow motion. Both Amy and the kidnapper were knocked back. Dan 
let go of Amy’s hand, and before he even realized what he was doing he charged forward, pushing the 
off-balance figure with all his strength. 

Somehow the shove worked, and the man fell over into the snow. Dan grabbed Amy, pulling her 
back into a run. 

But the kidnapper was up fast, and chasing them down. Looking back, Amy realized that he was 
gaining on them with incredible speed, even in the snow. His shining, blank visor gave no clue as to 
the person inside, but he was close enough that Amy could see herself reflected in the helmet, running, 
her face a contorted mask of fear. In the quiet of the snowy street, Amy could hear the man’s heavy, 
growling breaths under his helmet as he ran. 

Then he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a gleaming steel knife. 

For a brief second, the blade caught the reflection of the red stripe in the kidnapper’s jacket, and 
Amy imagined it covered in blood. 

“No, no, no, no,” she pleaded, straining forward. Though she ran desperately, it was difficult to 
get any traction in the snow. Her legs were burning, but she willed them to keep going. Snow whipped 
past her face, but Amy couldn’t feel it anymore. All she could think about was the gleam of the knife 
and the blank visor of the kidnapper behind her. 

“He’s gaining!” Dan screamed. “He's got a knife!” 

“I know!” 

Amy didn’t dare look behind her again — he sounded too close. Any second now she’d be 
wrenched back and feel the edge of that knife pushed against her neck. 

Then she saw it. 

The route she’d taken from the populated street was right in front of them. It glowed witha 
shifting white and blue light, like some magical pathway home in a fairy tale. And below the noise of 
her ragged breathing, of the slap of the man’s feet just behind them, she heard a sound more wonderful 
than all the Tchaikovsky scores combined — a car engine. 

Amy made a hard left turn, practically dragging Dan with her. There, idling on the side of the 
road, was a police car flashing its lights. Amy had never seen anything more beautiful. 

“Tt’s them!” said a nearby voice. “The kids who made the call!” 

Two police officers rushed over to Amy and Dan. Huffing and wheezing, Dan turned around to 
point to their pursuer, but the street was empty of anything except soft, white snow. 


“This can’t possibly all be for us,” Dan said, his mouth hanging open long after he’d finished 
speaking. The parlor of Grace’s mansion was filled wall to wall with Christmas decorations. 
Enormous, ornate wreaths hung on the walls, dressed in shimmering white ribbons, and almost every 
surface in the room was covered in flickering red and gold candles. A warm fire crackled 
conversationally from the fireplace in the back of the room, where two beautiful stockings were 
hanging, full to bursting. 

At the center of the parlor, a giant tree towered over piles and piles of gifts in shining red and 
green wrapping paper, all of which was encircled by what looked like a functioning toy train set. It 
was as if a city of presents had been built into the side of a jolly green mountain. 

Mugs of steaming chocolate, eggnog, and cider were laid out on a table, as well as a feast of 
meats, cheeses, and candy. Dan noted with approval that there were plenty of red gummies. 

“Well, it isn’t for Beatrice,” said Grace, crossing her arms and smiling. Christmases at her 
mansion had always been elaborate. After everything Amy and Dan had been through, all the loss, she 
felt they deserved it. But this year Grace had gone all out. 

“This is incredible,” Amy said, shaking her head. “It must have taken weeks to put all this 
together.” 

Grace gave her an odd smile. “I had a feeling we’d want a big Christmas this year. A day to 
remember.” 

When Amy and Dan had arrived at her house in a police car, Grace had ushered them inside 
quickly. The police said they wanted statements from the two, but Grace insisted they leave her 
grandchildren to enjoy what was left of their Christmas. In the end, the officers relented, so long as 
Grace promised to bring them to the station the next day. No one could stand up to Grace when she’d 
made up her mind. 

Dan rushed over to the tree and lifted a box with his name on it, tearing into the wrapping paper. 

Amy grabbed a cup of cider and sat down in one of the parlor’s plush leather chairs witha sigh 
of pleasure. 

“My legs are killing me,” she said. “I’m never exercising again.” 

“Baseball cards!” Dan shouted. His eyes widened as he pulled one out. “Do you know how 
much this one is worth?!” 

Amy plugged her ears. “If you don’t be quiet, I’m going to tell Grace to take it back.” 

Dan answered by turning the train set on. It rattled to life and chugged forward with a pleasant 
whistle. 

“I have my own questions for the two of you about what happened,” said Grace. “You must be 
exhausted and half-starved, though. Get to work on the chocolate and cider. I have a few calls to 
make, but when I get back you can unwrap the rest of your presents and tell me everything.” 

“Okay,” said Dan, not even looking up from the cards fanned out in his hand. 

“Thanks, Grace,” said Amy, sinking even deeper into the chair. “But can I take a shower first? 
We kind of had to spend a little time in a dumpster today.” 

Grace smiled. “I’ve hidden in my fair share of trash cans before. Nothing to be embarrassed 
about. I'll bring back some towels.” 


Grace stepped from the parlor into a long, dark hallway and closed the door. The warm light of 
the fire and candles cut off abruptly, leaving only the light of the darkening twilight to guide her. Still, 
she moved surely down the hallway, stopping in front of a door and turning on a light in the room 
inside, where a phone was set out on a small side table. 

Grace picked it up, and dialed a number from memory. 

“Good afternoon. Yes, I know what day it is, so spare me the dramatics. I need you to begin 
preparations to hire Nellie Gomez right away. Beatrice won’t be a problem. I will insist. Thank you.” 

Grace hung up, staring out at nothing for a moment. When she broke into a small coughing fit, 
Saladin entered the room, watching her from afar. 

“So,” Grace said softly, after the coughs subsided. “The Vespers are back.” 

Her fingers clenched into tight fists. The pain of her regret was almost physical. Though it 
agonized her more than they would ever know, there was no choice. The Clue hunt would go on, and 
Dan and Amy would be right in the middle of it. If they only understood what they’d actually 
accomplished today, escaping the clutches of perhaps the most terrifying organization the world had 
ever seen. If they only... 

They’re only children! Grace lifted her fists and pounded them into the side table. Saladin ran 
from the room in terror. 

She exhaled softly. This was their last Christmas together. The last simple, uncomplicated one 
the two might ever have. She wouldn’t spoil it. 

“Just one more call to make,” Grace said. She picked up the receiver, and her hand lingered over 
the buttons. 

Then, slowly and deliberately, she dialed a number she thought she would never have to call. 
After three rings, a voice answered. 

“Hello, Professor Astrid Rosenbloom? My name is Grace Cahill. Professor, it’s imperative that 
you listen to me with an open mind. The fate of the world may well be at stake.” 
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The Start of the Clue Hunt 


Ian Kabra had charm, wealth, and stunning good looks. But he couldn’t move one stubborn cow out of 
the middle of the road. He didn’t understand it. The beast just stood there blocking the way with a 
dumb expression on its face, chewing its disgusting green cud. Ian grew more furious with each 
chomp mash chomp the cow made. He had places to be and people to judge. There was no room in 
his schedule for staring down dirty quadrupeds. 

“Livestock isn’t nearly as stubborn in England. It must be the American blood,” his little sister, 
Natalie, scoffed from the seat beside him. Her black silk funeral dress gave her an air of confidence 
beyond her eleven years. The dress seemed perfectly designed for her. In fact, it had been designed 
for her — in Paris. 

“All right, Giles,” Ian called out to the chauffeur as he glanced down at his Rolex watch. “It’s time 
for drastic measures. Get out, and push the beast over to the side of the road.” The black BMW sedan 
that the Kabras reserved for their visits to the States sat purring in the narrow road, surrounded by 
cattle. The midday heat billowed like a mirage off the hood of the car. 

“Me, Master Ian? Push the cow?” Giles groaned and opened the driver’s side door. 

As Ian watched the chauffeur trudge over to the animal, Natalie turned the knob up on her personal 


A/C vent with a vengeance. 


“Ugh! This humidity is simply horrid,” she whined. After a moment of dramatic fanning, she 
looked over at Ian and asked, “Do you think Grace left the estate to Amy and Dan? Those sad little 
orphans were her favorites, after all.” 

“The estate is beside the point. I’m not entirely sure there will even be a will reading. All I know 
is Mum said we need to keep an eye on Amy and Dan,” Jan replied. 

“What could those two really do with such a large house, anyway?” Natalie wondered. “Not that I 
care. We already have a mansion. But it seems so odd to just give one away to poor people.” Natalie 
shrugged, then pushed the DOWN button on the power windows and stuck her head out. “Giles, tell that 
blasted cow that if it doesn’t get out of the way soon, I‘m going to have it tanned by our man in 
Tuscany — and I’m not talking about suntanned!” Natalie yelled. 

It wasn’t long before the Kabras were back on the road, and what looked like endless farmland to 


Ian rushed by in a dizzying blur of sun-soaked blues and greens. 


J 





AX... D 
— 


The car glided to a smooth stop along the gravel drive in front of Grace’s mansion. Ian heard the 
crunch of the small stones beneath his feet as he stepped out of the car. Catching the low rumble of 
distant thunder, he looked up to the vast stone gables of Cahill Manor. Rows of enormous windows 
along the face of the mansion reflected the overcast sky spreading out over the rolling hills and forests 
of the estate. Weathered spires and gargoyles lining the roof glared down over the drive. The mansion 
loomed in all its glory from the top of a hill at the center of the grounds. It was an impressive sight, 
and for a moment, Ian almost forgot he was in a country where it was acceptable to wear blue jeans to 
the opera and people ate pizza with their hands. 

The heat of the day settled quickly onto Ian’s shoulders, though summer storm clouds were building 


in the east. A low hum sounded from the manor as a light breeze moved around its vast stone walls. 


Ian buttoned his double-breasted silk suit and walked over to Natalie. 

The two Kabras strode down to the family graveyard, which was ringed by a small forest. The 
grounds were covered with guests. At least four hundred people stood in and around the graveyard, 
waiting for the funeral to begin. Grace had a very large and international family. They were all 
Cahills, in one way or another, though they didn’t always carry the surname. There were Brazilian, 
French, and Australian Cahills. There were high-ranking diplomats, Nobel prize—winning scientists, 
and famous artists in every branch of the family. But Ian never understood how they didn’t all dress in 
a manner befitting their status. His eyes traveled over to the Starling triplets who, despite being 
genius inventors, couldn’t seem to think beyond khakis and argyle. 

Sinead, Ned, and Ted Starling were all sixteen, and from what Ian’s mother had told him, 
formidable opponents. 

“Hello, Natalie. Ian,” Sinead said, grinning as she walked up to them. “I see your jet didn’t crash 
while crossing the Atlantic.” 

“Was it supposed to?” Ian asked. 

“Not this time,” Sinead responded sweetly. “Though I hope you have your designer life vest ready 
for the return trip.” The triplets shared an oddly diabolical laugh between themselves, and strode off 
in their matching khakis and loafers. 

Turning back to the grave site, Ian noticed Alistair Oh, a distant Korean uncle of theirs. Some 
might call his diamond-tipped walking stick bling. Ian called it tacky. 

Natalie was looking around for someone to talk to. She had already eliminated their immediate 
choices: an old woman wearing a tiara who was standing near them with a monkey on one shoulder 
and an iguana on the other, and a toddler sitting on the ground attempting to eat handfuls of grass. 

“Let’s go chat with the minister,” Natalie suggested. “He might actually know something useful.” 
As Ian and Natalie trudged off, the hearse carrying Grace’s casket made its way down all one hundred 
yards from the house to the cemetery. Ian watched it glide along the gravel drive, the reflection of the 


trees skimming over its glossy rooftop. 


Ian felt a sense of finality rise within him, but it was joined with something else. Sadness? 
Excitement? Could it even be .. . fear? lan wasn’t sure, which was a new feeling to him, too. With 
his handsomeness, wealth, and social dominance, Ian had never felt unsure about anything. Ever. His 
mother had guaranteed that. Over the years, he’d felt the pressure of his duty, his parents’ strong- 
handed guidance, the weight of his family legacy, but never insecurity. 

“Hey!” Ian suddenly heard someone yell from the procession line. He looked over just in time to 
see Dan Cahill get flipped upside down by the Holt sisters, Madison and Reagan. The child 
bodybuilders had grabbed hold of one leg each, and Dan was swinging like a blond-haired bat in 
store-bought funeral clothes. 

“Look, guys,” eleven-year-old Madison said. “We caught a rat!” Dan was wriggling and throwing 
punches into the air, trying to get free, but his tie kept flapping in his face. And this is my 
competition? Ian laughed. 

The rest of the Holt family — Hamilton and their parents, Eisenhower and Mary-Todd — jogged 
up in formation, wearing matching purple tracksuits. Ian wondered how they could possibly manage 
to don uniforms every day, looking like the waitstaff of that horrid excuse for a restaurant, 
McDonald’s. More important, he wondered where Amy was. That mangy bookworm was always 
with her little brother. It was rather sweet, like the runt of the litter protecting the deranged one. 

Then he saw her. Amy’s face had gone pale, and she appeared to be stammering, as usual. The 
Holts were laughing at her. Ian’s mum, Isabel Kabra, said weakness should a/ways be laughed at. 
Well, the Holt family was doing a fine job. 

The girls finally dropped Dan, and Ian turned his attention back to the minister. Natalie must have 
been employing her interrogation training, since he looked a little frightened of her. Indeed, he looked 
scared of everyone. He kept wiping his sweaty forehead with a handkerchief and looking anxiously 
back and forth. Ian knew he should probably call her off. It was unlikely the poor fellow knew 
anything useful. 


Ian looked back to Amy and Dan. Ian’s mother said they posed the greatest threat, though Ian still 
couldn’t believe it. The two siblings could barely dress themselves. How could they ever become the 
most influential people in the world? 

The funeral procession ended, and Reverend Niblocke, probably in an attempt to get away from 
Natalie, asked everyone to be seated. Ian dragged his sister over to the row behind Amy and Dan, 
trying to remain close to them. 

“Well, any success?” Ian asked his sister. 

“No,” Natalie replied in a huff. “He has a border collie named Moses, but that’s all I got.” 

Ian snickered. 

“Shut up!” Natalie said. “Loads of help you were. All you could do was stare at that fashion 
tragedy show, Amy and Dan. Now we have to sit behind them.” She shuddered. “I hope we don’t 
catch something.” 

As they took their seats, Ian noticed an African American woman in the row behind them, dressed 
in a black sweaterdress, which was pilly and bookish looking. A floral silk scarf around her neck 
added some color, but her glasses didn’t even have designer frames. /ts frightening, the kind of 
riffraff that sneak into these things, lan thought. But then Amy flicked her reddish-brown hair over 
her shoulder from the seat in front of him as she blew her nose, and Ian snapped back to reality. It was 
time to focus. Everything he’d been training for — all the plans the Lucians had spent centuries 
scheming — it all led up to this. 

He took a deep breath, inhaling the surprisingly fragrant colonial air. It was a beautiful day for 
world domination. 


Mummy will be so proud! 





Jonah Wizard sat down in the front row and waved to his fans across the grave plot. A group of girls 
over there was going gaga for him. They all had on Wizard tees from his last concert in Toronto (the 
bedazzled special-edition ones) and had drawn his tag sign on their cheeks in black eyeliner — 
funeral appropriate. Jonah smiled his best gangsta smile at the girls. J have the most dedicated fan 
base ever. 

“Dad.” Jonah turned to his father in the seat beside him. “Make sure those girls get third- 
anniversary Jonah Wizard mugs, okay?” 

“Mugs.” Broderick Wizard tapped into his BlackBerry. “Got it!” 

Jonah looked back to the crowd, searching for Amy and Dan Cahill. Everyone knew they were 
Grace’s favorites. She had probably given them inside information. Jonah had to find a way to take 
care of those little nobodies before they could take advantage of their head start. But where were 
they? 

“Son,” Jonah’s dad interrupted his thoughts, “did you call the producer of The Really Late Show 
back? They want to have you on for Gangsta Life.” 

“Book it for me,” Jonah answered distractedly, scanning the crowd. 

There must have been over four hundred people at the funeral. Jonah knew crowds. He was the 
world’s biggest pop/hip-hop star under age seventeen. He’d been filling sports stadiums, 
amphitheaters, and mega music halls since he was twelve years old. This many people in one place 
invigorated him. But why more people at the funeral weren’t noticing him confused Jonah a bit. 
Didn’t they know his new album, Gangsta Life, had just premiered at number three on the French 
music charts? 

Then he spotted Amy and Dan. Amy was in a black dress with a little collar that kept flapping up 
against her cheek in the breeze. But she didn’t seem to care. She just kept staring ahead with a blank 
look on her face. And Dan was slumped over in his chair, kind of leaning against Amy. Even though 
they needed a major upgrade in the swagger department, Jonah knew he had to keep an eye on them. 


He might be the most talented performer of his age, but if his mom was right, he was about to get the 


chance to become something much bigger. He wasn’t gonna risk it over a couple of kids who couldn’t 


even rhyme a couplet if the beat hit ’em on the head! 





During the service, Rev. Niblocke kept glancing over at the Kabras, then back down at his watch. 
Sweat dripped from his forehead. Man, someone should teach him about stage presence. Jonah 
thought. Grace would have been asleep by now, if she weren t already dead! 

Jonah had to admit that he didn’t know Grace that well, but he remembered her as a pretty nice 
lady. She once showed him her vast music archive, full of first-pressing records and ancient sheet 
music. Original manuscripts from Bach to 2Pac lined the shelves of her music library. Grace had 
taste. There was no arguing with that. 

Soon after the reverend finished, a five-star general got up to read a speech about Grace’s life. 
Then a president from some foreign country that Jonah had never heard of began gesturing wildly and 
speaking in a language Jonah didn’t recognize. With the clouds looming overhead and the light breeze 
rippling through the trees ringing the graveyard, the funeral was turning into a real showstopper. Jonah 
had to hand it to Grace. She really knew how to go out with a bang. 

When the speakers had finished, six Nobel Peace Prize winners got out of their seats and walked 
toward Grace’s casket in tight formation to lower it into the ground. Then men in matching black suits 
invited the guests to stand by row and toss a shovelful of dirt on the coffin. 

Jonah was called first. He rose, strutted over to the grave, picked up the shovel, and tossed a 
clump of dirt onto her casket. Before he finished, he made sure to wave heartily to the funeral crowd. 
Seconds later, he was tackled by girls wearing WE ¥ THE WIZ-IZA-IZA-IZARD! commemorative free- 


trade T-shirts. 
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Professor Astrid Rosenbloom watched in shock as Jonah Wizard, the famed hip-hop star, almost 
drowned in a sea of teenage-girl admiration. Nothing seemed to be making any sense today. Not the 
weather, not the funeral service, and certainly not the guests. 

Astrid had been invited to Grace Cahill’s funeral just yesterday by a man claiming to be Grace’s 
lawyer, William McIntyre. Of course she had agreed to come. Grace Cahill’s death had left Astrid 
with too many questions. 

Though William’s last-minute phone call was strange enough, Astrid was certainly not prepared 
for what she found at Grace’s funeral. It wasn’t just the number of people claiming to be relatives — 
hundreds, if Astrid had to guess — but the great diversity among them startled her. As a Harvard 
professor, Astrid had come to learn a great deal about differences of opinion and background. She 
was an expert at handling eccentric scholars, overbearing parents, and high-maintenance benefactors. 
You name it, she’d dealt with it masterfully. But this. This was a circus. 

The wealth and self-assurance that permeated the crowd was astonishing. Earlier, an elderly 
Korean gentleman had strode past her carrying a diamond walking stick — that he wasn’t even using! 
Astrid adjusted her glasses for a better look around. At the end of her row, a blond woman with a 
twitching eye appeared to be arguing with a squirrel. Jn Russian. But before Astrid had a moment to 
take it in, the woman flicked her wrist at the animal, which stopped it dead in its tracks. Did she just 
poison a squirrel with her fingernails? Astrid shook her head in confusion. 

The only people besides herself who didn’t seem to fit in were the two children sitting a few rows 
in front of her. Even the woman with a monkey on her shoulder seemed more at home in this crowd. 


Based on Grace’s description of her beloved grandchildren, Astrid guessed that these two were Amy 


and Dan Cahill. The boy had dark blond hair and kept swinging his legs back and forth under his 
chair. Just like Atticus, Astrid thought, thinking of her son, who had turned nine a few weeks ago. 

Amy sat primly in her seat, but looked shattered by Grace’s passing. While everyone around them 
gossiped and chattered, Amy and Dan just sat quietly, gazing at the earth where Grace now lay. It was 
as if those two children were the only people who knew what a funeral was for — who knew what it 
meant to miss someone. 

After the services finished, the mourners had lined up, row by row, to toss a shovelful of dirt onto 
Grace’s grave. Astrid sat this part out. She hadn’t known Grace for too long and it seemed 
inappropriate to help bury her. 

It took nearly an hour for each guest to throw in their shovelful of earth. The sky was almost 
completely overcast now, and the wind had picked up. But no one had left yet. All the relatives were 
sticking around for something. There was a feeling of nervousness, of anxiety in the air. Groups of 
families gathered together and almost sneered at others. For all the knowing looks that were being 
exchanged, Astrid thought she might as well have been in a Roman court during a plot to overthrow 
the Caesar. She felt her own body tense with anxiety. William McIntyre walked up to the podium next. 

“Thank you all for coming,” he said gravely. “I am William McIntyre, Madame Cahill’s lawyer 
and executor.” 

A light murmur began to spread across the crowded graveyard. 

“If you will look inside your programs,” McIntyre continued, “some of you will find a gold 
invitation card.” The murmuring deepened as hundreds of people shuffled through their programs. 

Some ripped theirs open, and Astrid could see plumes of paper rising above the crowd. 

“Sacré bleu! This is impossible!” a man with a curly mustache exclaimed. 

“There must be some mistake!” another woman whined from the back of the crowd. Curses were 
yelled all over the graveyard as guests discovered they had not received an invitation. The woman 


sitting next to Astrid tried to steal a card froma child when her parents weren’t looking. 


“Thief!” the little girl yelled, and a fight broke out. Even those who did receive invitations were 
greedily lording them over less fortunate relatives. 


Astrid didn’t look inside her program. But someone jostled her from behind and a gold card fell 


from Astrid’s program down to the grass beneath her chair. She picked it up and turned it over. 
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Astrid’s mouth dropped open. It was impossible. There must have been some mistake. She checked 


her name at the top of the card twice more. The invitation was clearly addressed to her. But why? 


The crowd had now fully fallen into a roar of complaints and angry shouting. Apparently, a great 
majority of the guests had not received a golden invitation card, and the painful truth of being left out 


was hitting them hard. Amidst the hubbub, Astrid stole a glance at Amy and Dan in front of her. For 
the first time all afternoon, they were smiling. 


“I assure you,” William raised his voice above the yelling, “the invitations were not done 
randomly. I apologize to those of you who were excluded. Grace Cahill meant you no disrespect. Of 
all the members of the Cahill clan, only a few were chosen as the most likely.” 

“Most likely to what?” Dan piped up. 

“To be the beneficiaries of Grace Cahill’s will. Now, if you please, those with invitations will 
gather in the Great Hall.” 

Beneficiaries? 


McIntyre had said nothing about a will reading. This was not part of the plan. 





The Great Hall was exactly that: great. The room was extremely large and echoed like a Roman 
amphitheater. Which was appropriate, because rows of armor, swords, and other weapons lined the 
walls. Some were so large, like the jousting spears, that they reached almost to the ceiling. The 
colored panes in the tall stained-glass windows, at once vibrant, would shift quickly to darker 
shades, then back again. Astrid supposed it was an effect of the darkening clouds passing by 
overhead. 

The chosen family members began filing into the room. Some looked surprised to be there and 
eagerly took a seat. Others, like a group of triplets, walked around haughtily, as if this sort of thing 
happened to them every day. 

“I’m so very pleased you could make it, Astrid,” William said, startling her. “And I know Grace 
would be very happy to see you here.” 

“Thank you, William,” Astrid answered. “But I don’t understand why I’ve been included in all 


this. Are you sure there hasn’t been some mistake?” 


William smiled. “After this meeting, you and I can talk in private. The legacy Grace gave you is 
special, and so requires special attention. The following presentation is not for you, but Grace wanted 
you to see it anyway. Please wait here for me until after everyone has left.” 

“But —” Astrid started to protest before William cut her off. 

“All will be explained,” he said, then turned and walked resolutely up the aisle to the front of the 
room. 

William seated himself behind a desk to face his audience. Behind him hung what looked like a 
projection screen, similar to the kind Astrid used in her classes. There were about forty people in the 
room, and most had taken their seats, eager to learn of their inheritance. Astrid stepped farther back 
into the corner, not wishing to be seen by any of the family members. William McIntyre swiftly pulled 
a piece of paper out of a brown leather folder and began to read: 

“ ‘IJ, Grace Cahill, being of sound mind and body, do hereby divide my entire estate among those 


999 


who accept the challenge and those who do not.’” A call rang out from a man in a purple tracksuit, 
asking for clarification, but William quieted him. He cleared his throat and continued reading: 

“ <You have been chosen as the most likely to succeed in the greatest, most perilous undertaking of 
all time — a quest of vital importance to the Cahill family and the world at large.’ ” The room 
erupted into questions, all of them directed at William. 

Yet a few people didn’t seem startled. The Russian-speaking woman was whispering something 
into the Korean man’s ear. And a well-dressed boy and girl, presumably siblings, exchanged a 
knowing look. A woman in a black pantsuit stood up and yelled over the crowd. 

“ ‘Perilous undertaking?” She wore an enormous gold medallion around her neck, and it swung 
vigorously as she threw her hands up in the air. “What is she talking about, McIntyre?” 

“Cousin Ingrid —” He began to calm her down. Murmurs spread through the crowd in response to 
the woman’s questions. 


“Ladies and gentlemen, please,” William called out. “If you will direct your attention to the screen, 


perhaps Madame Cahill can explain things better than I.” The room settled into a hush and, as if on 


cue, the light outside darkened through the stained glass. Grace appeared on the illuminated screen. 

Her beauty was the first thing Astrid saw. Even at nearly eighty, Grace’s mirth and spirit shone 
through. She was dressed in a black gown and was sitting up in bed with a cat in her lap. Her illness 
must have kept her bedridden toward the end, but her cheeks were pink and her hair was styled into 
voluminous white curls. 

“Fellow Cahills,” Grace said. “If you are watching this, it means I am dead, and I have decided to 
use my alternate will. No doubt you are arguing amongst yourselves and giving poor Mr. McIntyre a 
hard time about this contest I have instituted.” She smiled into the camera. “You always were a 
stubborn bunch. For once, close your mouths and listen.” 

The same man in the purple tracksuit protested again, but his wife shushed him before he had time 
to get a full sentence out. Astrid looked for Amy and Dan. But then Grace continued: 

“I assure you, this contest is no trick. It is deadly serious business. Most of you know you belong to 
the Cahill family, but many of you may not realize just how important our family is. I tell you the 
Cahills have had a greater impact on human civilization than any other family in history.” 

Oh, God! This is what Grace was trying to explain to me. Five hundred years of Cahills and... 

“My relatives,” Grace continued, “you stand on the brink of our greatest challenge. Each of you has 
the potential to succeed. Some of you may decide to form a team with other people in this room to 
pursue the challenge. Some of you may prefer to take up the challenge alone. Most of you, I’m afraid, 
will decline the challenge and run away with your tails between your legs. Only one team will 
succeed, and each of you must sacrifice your share of the inheritance to participate.” Astrid watched 
Grace hold up a manila envelope sealed with a wax stamp. Grace’s eyes were brilliant and hard as 
she stared again into the camera. 

“If you accept, you shall be given the first of thirty-nine clues. These clues will lead you to a 
secret, which, should you find it, will make you the most powerful, influential human beings on the 


planet. You will realize the destiny of the Cahill family. I now beg you all to listen to Mr. McIntyre. 


Allow him to explain the rules. Think long and hard before you make your choice.” Grace paused and 
gave the camera one last long look before she concluded. 

“T’m counting on you all. Good luck, and good-bye.” 

Then the screen went dark. 

Grace’s image stayed in Astrid’s mind for several seconds. Grace was really gone. The storm 
clouds outside had finally broken, and heavy raindrops pounded against the stained-glass windows of 
the Great Hall. Astrid tried not to feel alone, but she couldn’t help thinking that this was not how it 
was supposed to be. Grace promised to help. 

Astrid looked for Amy and Dan first as her eyes adjusted to the light. She found them sitting 
toward the front of the room on the far side. Amy’s face was wet with tears, and her cheeks glistened 
in the shifting light of the room. Her brow was furrowed, and Dan put his arm around her slumped 
shoulders. She kept staring at the screen where Grace’s image had been just moments ago, blinking 
back tears. 

The Great Hall had once more erupted into shouts, jeers, and angry questions. One after the other, 
the squabbling group of relatives asked William what it all meant. 

“Now, if I might be able to finish —” he began again. 

“But what’s this about sacrificing our inheritance?” an older woman who bore a slight 
resemblance to Grace complained. “Where’s the money? It’s just like my sister to come up with some 
foolishness!” 

“Madam,” William said, “you may certainly decline the challenge. If you do, you will receive 
what is under your chair.” In a hurried rush, forty people reached beneath their seats. Astrid gasped as 
the gentleman in the tracksuit picked up one daughter’s chair and turned it over — with her still 
clinging to it. 

“What you now hold,” William explained, “is a bank voucher. It shall only be activated if and 
when you renounce your claim to the challenge. If you so choose, each of you may walk out of this 


room with one million dollars and never have to think of Grace Cahill or her last wishes again. Or . . 


. you may choose a clue — a single clue that will be your only inheritance. No money. No property. 
Just a clue that might lead you to the most important treasure in the world and make you powerful 
beyond belief —” William paused, and seemed to look directly at Dan Cahill with his cool gray eyes 
“— or it might kill you. One million dollars or the clue. 


“You have five minutes to decide.” 
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Amy Cahill hadn’t looked at her bank voucher since Mr. McIntyre explained the challenge, not even 
once. The weight of the day, the finality of Grace’s passing, seemed to have fastened her to the seat. 

The momentary joy of being handed a million dollars startled Dan out of his grief. And Amy’s little 
brother bounced up and down beside her like a kangaroo in a jumping contest. Astrid could only 
imagine that the siblings would have different ideas about which choice to make. One minute your life 
is normal — tough, but normal — and the next minute someone comes along offering you a million 
dollars! 

No doubt, Dan was thinking of all the things he could get with all that money. Atticus, if Astrid had 
to guess, would invest it so he could buy an ancient sarcophagus. He was an extremely bright child 
and had been fascinated by mummies since he could walk. 

Across the Great Hall, most people she could see were taking the money and leaving. Some had 
fainted in their seats, and family members were doing their best to revive them. More still were in 
complete shock — and barely able to smile — even after they’d counted all the zeros on their checks. 
Cousin Ingrid took the money early and rushed out, the stomping sound of her heavy black boots 
echoing across the hall. Eventually, almost everyone left clutching their million-dollar vouchers with 


both hands. 


Except for a small few. The purple tracksuit family, the preppy triplets, the Russian woman, the 
man with the diamond cane, Jonah Wizard, and the glamorous brother and sister had stayed to take the 
challenge. Only Amy and Dan remained undecided. But Dan wasn’t bouncing anymore. He sat closely 
with Amy, and they were talking. 

The other six teams seemed ready for the challenge — almost as if they had expected it. And each 
of them looked better suited to take it on. If they weren’t wealthy, they seemed self-assured, or at the 
very least had a large enough family to make up a team. But Amy and Dan were by themselves, and 
looked so small in such a grand room as they huddled together to make their decision. Astrid felt 
pangs of anger rising inside her as she thought of Grace knowingly and willingly putting them through 
this mission. Dan couldn’t have been much older than Atticus, and Astrid would never think to 
involve him in something so big and perilous. What was Grace thinking, exposing them to so much 
danger? 

But just then, Amy and Dan stood up and walked over to the table. Amy said something to William, 
then picked up his lighter and set the two vouchers on fire. 


They were in. 
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After William distributed the first Clue, each team ran off in a different direction. The Russian woman 
was the first to leave. She folded the Clue into her purse and slinked out the door. Then the preppy 
triplets hastily agreed on a plan and almost tripped over their chairs on their way out. Jonah Wizard’s 
father finished typing on his BlackBerry before he followed his son in a hurry. After the rich-looking 
children strode confidently to the door, the tracksuit family double-timed it out of the Great Hall with 


their pit bull trailing behind them. 


Once the Great Hall was clear, William McIntyre and Astrid headed for Grace’s office. They 
could hear footsteps pounding frantically in the floors above them. Somewhere a dog was barking and 
a man’s voice yelled, “Troops! Fall in line! One, two, three, four. And one, two...” 

Astrid and William crossed through the dark, musty-smelling billiards room, and turned into a 
narrow hall. A round of crashing sounds rang out above them. 

“My God, they’re ransacking the place!” Astrid exclaimed. 

William stopped and looked up, then back at Astrid. “Of course,” he answered, shaking his head. It 
was strange to hear his voice sound so tired when just a few moments ago Astrid had watched him 
command a room full of some of the most powerful people in the world. “The clue hunt has begun, 
and no amount of fine china will stand in its way.” 

Finally, they made their way into Grace’s office. Everything except the green carpet and leather- 
topped desk was made out of intricately carved wood. Rain slid gently down the panes of a small 
window. The room smelled sweet and heavy, and Astrid couldn’t help but feel comforted. 

William offered Astrid the seat in front of the desk, and took Grace’s chair for himself. No sooner 
had she sat down than William was ready to begin. 

He leaned forward intently. “Astrid, what do you know about the Vespers?” 

To hear the name Vesper from someone besides Grace sent a chill down Astrid’s spine. It made 
them all too real. She took a deep breath and began: 

“When I was a little girl, my grandmother used to tell me stories about a clan of very bad people. 
An insidious group, almost like ghosts, who moved silently through history wreaking havoc. But there 
was also a group called the Guardians, who fought the Vespers whenever they could.” 

“Yes, go on,” William encouraged, tilting his head in closer. 

“I forgot most of my grandmother’s stories. And those that I did remember, I took for old war tales. 
She was a spy in World War II, you see. But then Grace called. She explained to me that she believed 
the Vespers were still active — in fact, stronger than ever — and that I might be the last living 


Guardian.” 


William sat back. “That was indeed a difficult day for Grace. She wanted so much for it not to be 
true,” he said. Astrid shifted uncomfortably in her chair. 

“J, too, was skeptical at first, but the more Grace described the Guardians and their five-hundred- 
year struggle against the Vespers, the more my grandmother’s legends felt like truth. After our first 
conversation, I did some research on the Vespers. My findings confirmed their existence — or at least 
traces of them throughout history.” She swallowed and took a deep breath. “I called Grace 
immediately. I had no idea . . . I mean, I never thought. . .” 

Astrid paused to collect herself. William reached across the desk to comfort her. 

“She was getting sicker every day then, but she calmed me down. ‘You're not alone, Astrid,’ Grace 
had said. ‘I will help you for as long as I can. And then there will be my family...’ 

“So I proceeded with my research,” Astrid continued resolutely. “But the more I uncovered, the 
more I was appalled. I didn’t want to believe it. And after Grace’s death, I even tried to bury the truth 
inside myself. I didn’t think I could handle it.” 

“But you agreed to come to the funeral when I called,” William said. “Why?” 

“Well —” Astrid hesitated. “Toward the end of Grace’s sickness, I began to feel that I was being 
followed. And it seemed to get worse after her death. I would be shopping at the grocery store and 
look over to see a woman staring at me. Or a man sitting on a bench looking at me funny while I 
walked my dog in the park. And once I. . .” She trailed off, embarrassed at how paranoid she 
sounded. 

“Its happening sooner than I expected,” McIntyre murmured. 

“What is?” Astrid’s eyes grew wide as she leaned over the desk. 

William met Astrid’s gaze, concern — or was it fear — written on every feature of his face. 
“They’re coming for you, Astrid. You’re the only Guardian left. We haven’t seen the kind of activity 
you're describing in decades. No. This is a full-out offensive, and they won’t stop at you.” 

Astrid felt like she was going to faint, no, vomit. She was going to throw up. Right there in Grace’s 


office, on the day of her funeral. This couldn’t be happening. 


“So what am I supposed to do?” Astrid snapped. “I didn’t sign up for this. I don’t know the first 
thing about fighting this, this” — Astrid searched for the words — “this evil.” 

There was a long pause as she caught her breath. “I’m sorry,” Astrid apologized. “This is a lot to 
take in.” 

“I know, Professor Rosenbloom. /’m sorry to have been so abrupt,” William responded. Astrid 
began rubbing her temples. She took another deep breath. 

“Please tell me,” she asked in a measured voice, “that the people I saw today are not the other 
‘family’ members Grace thought would help me after she was gone.” 

William was silent. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” she exclaimed. “All I see is a family consumed by greed and 
jealousy. Why on earth would Grace institute a competition, of all things, at a time like this?” Astrid 
was out of breath and feeling more hopeless with every passing moment. 

“We must trust Madame Cahill,” William began carefully, “to have made the best decision for all 
of us. I know it’s hard to believe in her choices, but Madame Cahill was one of the cleverest people I 
have ever known. She had strong faith in her family. Though splintered, I think she hoped the clue hunt 
would produce a new leader of the Cahills. One to unite them all against the Vespers.” 

“That’s an extraordinary risk!” Astrid interrupted. 

“Yes, it’s true. There is no way of knowing if her plan will succeed, but I learned over the many 
years I spent working with that great woman, that if she had a plan, then I should follow it.” 

A spark of hope instantly entered Astrid’s thoughts. “William, you said you had a ’legacy’ for me, 
right? What was it? I always assumed Grace would leave me all her files on the Vespers. That will at 
least give me something to start with!” 

“Yes. Yes, she did,” William confirmed, then reached down to unlock a desk drawer. He brought 
out a thin, unmarked file and handed it to Astrid. “This,” he explained, “is all the information 


Madame Cahill and I compiled on the Vespers before her death.” 


Astrid leafed through it. There wasn’t much: a list of names, a few photographs. No step-by-step 
instructions on how to fight a band of ancient evil adversaries. No “How to Save the World Guide.” 
Astrid’s shoulders felt very, very heavy all of a sudden. 

“It is grossly incomplete,” William continued, “and I apologize. But hopefully it is enough for you 
to start with.” 

Astrid looked up at him and almost laughed. There was no place to start. She felt like someone had 
just pushed her off a very high and rocky ledge. Astrid gripped her chair as she searched for thoughts 
to piece together — something, anything that might help this all make sense. 

Just then, a moan sounded from within the wall opposite Grace’s desk. 

They hurried over and put their ears against the wood. A voice on the other side whispered a 
muffled, “Help!” William stood up and rushed out of the room into the hallway. Astrid followed close 
behind. 

“There’s a broom closet next to the office,” William explained as he wrenched open a door in the 
hallway. Inside, a woman lay bound and gagged, shoved up against a mop and a pile of rags. 

“Ingrid!” William exclaimed. The lawyer untied the handkerchief that was used to gag her and 
began working on the bindings at her hands and ankles. When Ingrid’s face was bare, Astrid 
recognized her at once. But her medallion was missing. 

“You were at the will reading, weren’t you? What happened?” Astrid questioned. The woman 
coughed as she tried to speak. Her first few words were muffled. 

“Never made it,” Ingrid said. “. . . was trying to use the bathroom. . . cough . . . before the 
presentation, but couldn’t find it. I was searching . . . ack cough! . . . this hallway when I ran into 
myself. I mean — a version of myself. She was . . . cough . . . waiting for me.” 

“Do you mean someone was disguised as you, Ingrid?” William asked. Ingrid nodded, then fell 
into another fit of coughing. 


“She ripped off my necklace and said, ‘Tell them the Vespers are watching.’ ” 


“My God!” Astrid gasped. She turned to William. “It can’t be!” They stared at each other with 
wide eyes, knowing instantly how devastating the breach was. An enemy agent had infiltrated not only 
Grace’s funeral, but the will reading and launch of the Clue hunt. The Vespers knew everything. 

They each grabbed an arm to lift Ingrid out of the closet when a pungent smell wafted down the 
hallway. 


Was that... smoke? 
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Hamilton Holt watched in horror as the flames crept up Grace’s dining room drapes and thought, 
What have I done? 


Just an hour ago, the Holts had received their Clue: 


RESOLUTION: 


The fine print to guess, 


Seek out Richard $ 








After leaving the Great Hall, the Holt family had regrouped in the atrium garden, a greenhouse-like 
room at the center of the mansion. The roof was one big skylight, and the room was three stories high, 
with balconies from the other floors looking out over the garden below. The Holts were debriefing 
near a small reflecting pool as a stone statue of a nymph looked on. 

“Sir, I suggest we start in Grace’s library,” said Hamilton. “Grace had a lot of old books, and I 


don’t think we’II find a better set of resources!” 


Eisenhower, who was not a great reader, gave his son a blank stare. Hamilton tried again. “Er, 
‘Richard S.’ could be the author of something with ‘fine print,’ sir. You know, like, a book? The old 
ones —” 

Reagan cut in. “Dad, permission to report!” 

“Permission granted,” Eisenhower responded, turning to his daughter. 

“Well, during our visit last winter, Grace gave me a tour of the portrait hall, to show me our 
ancestors. There were definitely lots of plaques with tiny writing on them underneath the pictures. 
Maybe one of them was this Richard S. guy — one of our relatives! I think we should check there 
first.” 

“Excellent reconnaissance, Reagan,” Eisenhower approved. “Hamilton, try to be more inventive 
next time. Okay, troops, FALL IN!” 

Reagan shot a smirk at Hamilton. The Holts jumped quickly into formation. “Arrf?’ Arnold barked 
and scrambled over behind Mary-Todd. Together they jogged up to the portrait hall in the west wing. 

The room was long, connecting the north and south corners of the western-facing side of the house. 
The hallway was flooded with the dark, shifting light of the storm. A long row of tall windows faced 
out onto the lake. Opposite the windows was a wall stretching the length of the hall, and it was 
covered with family portraits. 

As the Holts read over each and every plaque, Arnold barked at the family dogs that had been 
painted alongside their famous owners. Cahills from over five centuries stared out at the Holts from 
their gold-framed portraits. There was Luke Cahill, Gustave Eiffel, Thomas Edison, Marie Curie, 
Neil Armstrong, Sacagawea, even LeBron James. But no Richard S. And just when Hamilton was 
going to suggest looking in the library again, Madison piped up. 

“Dad! I mean, sir! We should try the china room. There are all those fancy dishes with the fine 
print on them! That’s definitely where we’ll find Richard S., I just know it!” Madison exclaimed. 

Eisenhower nodded. “Fall in line, troops!” he called again, and set their marching beat. “One, two, 


three, four...” 


In Grace’s china room, every wall was covered in porcelain. Some were commemorative pieces, 
while others seemed to have been handed down through the generations. There were curio cabinets 
made of glass filled with ancient porcelain teacups and silver spoons. The Holts read almost every 
line of fine print on every piece of china, and found nothing. 

Hamilton shook his head in frustration. “Dad, I feel very strongly that we should —” But Hamilton 
was interrupted by the tinny ring of a plate bouncing along the carpet. The Holts spun around just in 
time to see the plate crash into the wall. 

“Arnold!” Mary-Todd yelled. “Bad dog. Very bad dog!” 

The pit bull whimpered a little and wrapped his tail between his legs. As Hamilton’s mother 
continued to yell at him, Arnold backed into a curio case, sending it toppling over. All the china came 
crashing out, splintering into a thousand little pieces. The noise was earth-shattering. And it spurred 
Arnold into a frenzy, barking like mad and racing around the room, knocking over case after case. 

Madison and Reagan screamed at every new broken plate. Then Mary-Todd started screaming at 
the girls to quiet down. A wave of thunder cracked outside. 

“Stop screaming!” Eisenhower belted out. “Fall in, troops! Show some composure!” But it was 
several minutes before the noisy waterfall of barks, screams, and splintering china ceased. 

“This is ridiculous!” Eisenhower said to his family of troops, almost breathless now. “There are 
no clues here, and I'll be spittooned if I waste my time in this house for much longer. Move ’em out!” 

Hamilton jogged along behind his father as they entered the formal dining hall on their way out of 
the manor. Halfway across the room, Eisenhower stopped and everyone behind him screeched to a 
halt. Even Arnold ran into the back of Reagan’s leg, and let out a surprised yelp. 

“Ham!” Eisenhower called behind him. “Step forward!” 

“Yessir,” Hamilton answered, and walked up beside his father. 

“Hamilton, I don’t want to leave any traces behind, nothing our competition can use. Take this 
lighter and set those drapes on fire. We’ll flush our enemies out empty-handed,” Eisenhower 


commanded. 


“But, Dad —” Hamilton protested. 

“No buts!” Eisenhower cut him off. “This is a direct order, son. Now, take the lighter... .” 

“But, Dad, you just said yourself that there weren’t any clues left in this house! Why do we have to 
burn it down? It doesn’t —” 

“A direct order! Just do it,” Eisenhower yelled. Hamilton took one last look into his father’s eyes, 
which were cold and resolute. Hamilton turned away, knelt down to the floor, and picked up the foot 
of the drape. Then he flicked the lighter open, applied pressure to the flint, and touched the small 
flame to the soft, velvet drapery. 

As little flames grew into larger ones, Hamilton noticed the drapes were the exact same purple as 
their tracksuits. He would have laughed at the coincidence, if remorse hadn’t already filled him with 
fear. He shouldn’t have done it. The flames were very large now, creeping up the curtains to the 
ceiling, then billowing out like liquid fireworks. The whole room was quickly engulfed in fire, and an 
almost deafening roar rose as the flames sucked in the remaining oxygen. 

“Okay, children, I believe we’ve overstayed our welcome,” Mary-Todd said in the calmest 
motherly voice she could muster. But Hamilton couldn’t take his place in line. His eyes were glued to 
the snarling fire as it raged through one of the grandest rooms in Grace’s entire mansion. A scream 
rang out behind him. 

“Reagan!” Hamilton yelled. The drapery had almost fallen on top of her in a fiery cloak. As he 
helped his sister up to her feet, the full weight of his actions fell upon him. And then a horrifying 
realization: There were still people in the house! “Fire!” He screamed the alarm at the top of his 
lungs. “FIRE!” 

Eisenhower stopped as soon as he heard Hamilton’s warning cries. 

“Ham! What are you doing?!” Eisenhower demanded. “Stop this insubordination!” 

“No,” Hamilton panted. Smoke was billowing down the hallway and quickly obscuring the image 


99 


of his father, but Hamilton didn’t remove his gaze. “I’m not letting anyone die on my watch . . . sir. 


Eisenhower’s jaw clenched. “P11 deal with you later, solider!” Eisenhower yelled, then turned and 
set a wall hanging on fire. “GIRLS!” he bellowed, tossing his daughters another lighter. “Keep 
spreading that fire. I want to be sure it catches. Do you hear me?” A chorus of “Yessirs!” followed 
Eisenhower as he marched his family out. 

The mansion was becoming a smoky, fiery blur, but Hamilton kept an eye out as best he could for 
anyone still within the house. As they moved through the billiards room, Madison stopped quickly to 
light the pool tables and cues on fire. The green felt from the tabletops started popping with little 
sparks. Pool sticks, once neatly mounted in their cases, were splintering like matchsticks from the 
flames. 

In the music room, Mary-Todd reluctantly set row after row of bound sheet music alight. Black 
smoke began billowing from the bookcases, clogging Hamilton’s nose and mouth. Soon, his body was 
riddled with choking coughs. He struggled to call out his warnings as he dodged pianos and music 
stands, hoping to catch anyone left in the building. As Hamilton looked around, he could barely even 
see Reagan bringing up the rear. But he could hear “Troops!” being yelled in front of him. That must 
be Dad. 

With the help of his family, the fire was getting really bad, really quickly. The roar of it almost 
deafened him as they ran past the ballroom, which his father had already set alight. Behind him, 
Hamilton heard the tuneless clang of something falling onto the grand piano. It sent a chill down 
Hamilton’s spine. That couldn’t have been the ceiling. Could it? 

The Holts were running toward the exit now, Hamilton shouting alarms as they raced through the 
Great Hall, where the projector screen was already engulfed in flames. Taking a left out of the Great 
Hall, Hamilton stopped before the grand staircase to be sure that Reagan had made it through the 
house safely. As soon as she turned the corner, Hamilton fell in behind her, and they raced over to the 
staircase. 

But just as they finished descending the stairs, a section of the roof caved in, sending the upstairs 


dining room crashing right through the middle of the grand staircase. Hamilton turned around to watch 


the last of it fall through. He heard a shrill scream, and through the smoke he saw Cousin Ingrid stuck 
in one of the fractured floorboards above the fiery hole left in the stairway. 

Hamilton didn’t have to think twice. He spun around and headed straight for the fiery pit. 

“Hamilton! Ham! COME BACK!” his parents yelled. His sisters screamed behind him, but their 
shouts were drowned by the roar of the fire. There was no way he could get to her through those 
flames. He’d have to find a way to douse them if he was going to cross over the gaping hole in the 
staircase. He looked around for a source of water. The flowers! Grace always kept a magnificent 
flower arrangement in the foyer to greet guests. 

Hamilton ran over to the table, grabbed the arrangement, and ripped the flowers free. He carried 
the vase full of water as far up the stairs as he could possibly go. The flames were as high as his 
waist now and obscuring his view of Cousin Ingrid. He could hear her calling to him through the fire. 
And her signature medallion necklace was gleaming through the smoke like a beacon, refracting the 
light of the flames. 

Hamilton knew he didn’t have much time left. He held up the vase, feeling the cool china beneath 
his hands. It was strange to feel something besides heat when you were inside a burning mansion. 
Hamilton took aim and tossed the water at the base of the worst flames. 

Success! The fire sizzled out, leaving a broken path of smoking, charred wood between him and 
Cousin Ingrid. There was just enough room for Hamilton to get across the gap. He took a few steps 
down the stairs to get a running start, then leaped across the fiery hole to the stairway above. He 
landed safely, but teetered a little bit on the weakened beams. 

After catching his balance, he quickly grabbed hold of Ingrid’s ankle and began pulling it from the 
floorboards. But it wouldn’t budge. Hamilton glanced down to get a closer look. No wonder she’s 
stuck! Hamilton realized. Why is Cousin Ingrid wearing combat boots to a funeral? But before he 
could ask the question out loud, her foot popped free. The hole it left behind instantly started spewing 
smoke. Hamilton picked her up, just like he did his barbells while bench-pressing at the gym, leaped 


over the hole, and carried her to safety below the burning stairs. Together, the Holt family and Cousin 


Ingrid ran outside to the front lawn. Covered in soot and coughing incessantly, everyone collapsed to 
the ground beside the main drive, gasping for air. 

When Hamilton finally caught his breath, he realized the rain had stopped. He looked up to the 
burning mansion. A window burst open from the heat of the flames. Smoke spewed from every 
possible crack and opening, forming a deep black cloud above the manor. He could hear eaves 
bursting inside and the horrible yawn of collapsing beams. A sense of relief washed over him as he 
counted his family members. Everyone had made it out alive — he’d even saved Cousin Ingrid. He 
looked around. Where is she? 

Before Hamilton had a chance to find her, a giant crash rang out from the mansion. He turned and 
caught a glimpse of the massive chandelier in the foyer falling through the air. A split second later, a 
giant ball of fire flamed out through the front door, like a dragon exhaling its last breath. The mansion 
was dying. 

Daylight was fading over the Attleboro hills, and the burning glow of the house bled into the 
sunset. Staring into the fiery ruins of Grace’s sprawling manor, Hamilton had an overwhelming sense 
that something had just been set in motion — bigger than anything he’d ever known in his entire life. 
And he, Hamilton Holt, was already a part of it. It felt grand and old and absolutely unstoppable. 

The hunt for the 39 Clues had begun. 
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The Clue Hunt 


The walls of the watcher’s office were painted a stark, blinding white. Others found the endless lack 
of color unsettling, even frightening, but the watcher enjoyed her sterile environment. She didn’t need 
windows or paintings or trophies from past missions. She just needed one thing, the only thing in her 
office that broke the uniformity of the room — the panel of viewscreens opposite her desk. When they 
weren’t in use, they blended perfectly with the surgically clean walls, but the viewscreens were 
rarely turned off. She was the watcher. And there was always someone to watch. 

The watcher saw everything. She saw into the offices of politicians from every country. She 
observed five-star generals discussing strategy during top secret meetings. She heard the words and 
monitored the faces of thousands of unsuspecting people around the world. No one could escape the 
watcher’s eyes. 

Not even the Cahill family. 

The watcher had followed them throughout her entire career. All of her colleagues had. No one 
was a greater threat to her organization than the Cahills. And now they were on the move again. 

Not that they’d ever really stopped. The four branches of the largest, most powerful family in the 
world had been hunting for the 39 Clues for five hundred years. None of them — not the Ekaterinas, 


the Janus, the Tomas, or even the powerful Lucians — had managed to find all of the Clues. 


But that was about to change. Grace Cahill, the matriarch of the Cahill family, was dead. And her 
death had kicked off a new Clue hunt, with teams from all branches of the Cahill family competing. 
Whoever was the first to find the Clues would become the most powerful person in human history. Or 
so they thought. 

The watcher was sitting inside her office, looking through the latest reports on Cahill activity, a 
small smile playing across her face. Grace Cahill had been gone less than a week, and the Clue- 
hunting teams were already creating mayhem that rivaled anything their ancestors had caused. Which, 
of course, was why they so intrigued the watcher. The Cahills were the best inventors, athletes, 
artists, and leaders in the world, and they had spent centuries using their formidable talents to search 
for Clues. They were very good at what they did. And the watcher needed good people. 

It would be tricky, convincing one of them to abandon the Clue hunt in favor of other pursuits. But 
she knew that, to the right Cahill, the watcher’s offer would have considerable appeal. 

The trick was to identify the most promising candidate. Her employers needed someone malleable, 
someone who could be convinced to make the Clues a second priority. 

One of the Cahill children. 

They were more open-minded than their parents, and more talented, too. In spite of their young 
ages, many of them had already achieved far more than their adult counterparts. They were intelligent, 
strong, wealthy, and even powerful. Each one had the potential to make the watcher’s employers very 
happy. But more important, their youth made them vulnerable. They would be drawn in by the 
tantalizing promise of something greater than the Clues. The watcher would make the right candidate 
an offer that couldn’t be refused. 

First, though, she had to eliminate any candidate who might jeopardize her employers’ mission. 
She had to find someone with the right mix of talent and morals that were a bit . . . flexible. Someone 
her employers could count on to get a job done — no matter what that job might be. 


After all, the Vespers only accepted the best. 


Ted Starling felt a surge of victory as he pulled the car to a stop in front of the Franklin Institute in 
downtown Philadelphia. 

“There,” he said, pointing. “A Toyota hybrid.” 

“Lucky guess,” his brother, Ned, said from the backseat, but he was grinning. 

“The Cahill kids aren’t in it,” Ted observed. “Just their babysitter. Looks like they’ ve been inside 
for a while.” 

“Couldn’t have been that long,” Ned replied. “We only lost them half an hour ago.” 

In the passenger seat next to Ted, his sister, Sinead, was already pulling on the door handle. “What 
are you waiting for? Let’s go!” she said. 

Sinead and Ned were Ted’s fellow triplets, each with matching auburn hair and freckles. They 
were sixteen years old, but Sinead was technically the oldest. Only by a few minutes, but that didn’t 
stop her from acting like she was in charge. 

Amy and Dan Cahill had managed to lose them on the highway en route to the Franklin Institute in 
Philadelphia, looking for a Clue believed to be hidden by Benjamin Franklin himself. They’d had a 
stroke of luck — there was no other explanation as to how they’d gotten here first. The Starlings were 
all geniuses, and Ted knew more about Benjamin Franklin than most Franklin historians, while Amy 
and Dan were younger, less informed, and not half as smart. 

The triplets piled out of the car and made for the Franklin Institute. Ted’s stride quickened as they 
approached the sprawling building he’d once spent so much time in. When he was a kid, Franklin had 
been his favorite inventor — the guy had discovered electricity and designed the first bifocals, after 


all. He was almost as talented as Ted himself. 


Inside, Sinead went straight to a map of the museum and planted her finger on it. “There,” she said. 
“Franklin Gallery. That’s where the little orphans are.” 

Ted and his brother followed her without comment, but something was niggling at the back of Ted’s 
super-powered brain as they passed through the halls. 

“Ned,” he said, “remember that time our parents took us to Philly for the weekend? And we spent a 
whole day in this museum?” 

“Yeah, you spent half the day in the Franklin Gallery, quizzing the curator about Franklin trivia.” 
Ned laughed. “He tried to have you kicked out for causing a disturbance.” 

“Yeah, but he was really just mad that I knew more about Franklin then he did,” Ted said. “And 
then I got bored and sneaked off to try to get into the storage room. They kept more stuff back there, 
like the really old documents that weren’t on display.” 

Ned’s eyebrows shot up. “Documents written by Franklin?” 

Ted didn’t answer. “Sinead,” he hissed, so that his sister slowed down to look at him. “I have an 


idea.” 


The entrance to the storage room was just as Ted remembered. Locked. 

It was also right off a busy hallway, and on top of plenty of other visitors and a school group, the 
hall was patrolled by several museum personnel. 

“I don’t like this,” Sinead said. “Amy and Dan are probably busy gathering all the information in 
the gallery right now!” 

“You can go to the gallery if you want,” Ted said, knowing that there was no way she would 


actually take him up on it. The Starling triplets always worked together. When the three of them 


combined their genius IQs, they were unstoppable. 


“Just hurry up,” Sinead grumbled. 

Ted had his cell phone out, a special one he’d modified himself, and was aiming it at the lock on 
the storage room door. The lock was a typical model, nothing very sophisticated. Just a keypad 
requiring a five-digit code. The decoder on Ted’s phone would have it unlocked in less than a minute. 
The problem was getting them inside without anyone seeing. 

“Ned,” Ted said, “I’m going to need you to make a distraction.” 

Ned rolled his eyes. “You get to have all the fun,” he said, but he was already sauntering off, 
getting as far away from Ted and Sinead as possible. Ted aimed his phone at the door and heard a 
satisfying snick as the lock released. A moment later, his brother’s voice suddenly rang out through 
the wide hall, drawing the eyes of every person in the vicinity. 

Ted and Sinead pulled the door open and slipped inside. 

“Too easy,” Ted said. 

“Whatever. Just start looking for Franklin documents. Anything that looks like it might relate to a 
clue. If we haven’t found anything in the next five minutes, we’re going to the gallery,” Sinead said. 

The storage room was pretty dark, but it did have some low lighting that cast a dim illumination 
through the space. Ted saw rows of shelves full of plastic bins labeled with numbers. He pulled one 
out, rifling through the papers inside. 

“Looks like shipping records,” he muttered. 

On the other side of the room, Sinead was examining a large stack of gray plastic tubs. 

“Christmas decorations,” she announced, rolling her eyes. “Great, Ted. I’m sure we’re going to 
find exactly what we’re looking for in here.” 

Ted clenched his teeth but didn’t reply. He checked a few more storage bins, all filled with useless 
information. A few times, his heart leaped when he saw the word Franklin, but it was only the name 
of the building scribbled across old invoices and memos to museum employees. 

“Two minutes left,” Sinead called from across the room. Frustrated, Ted became less careful as he 


looked through the contents of every file. How was he supposed to find anything in five minutes? He 


started dumping papers onto the floor, snatching them up at random to see what they were, and 
throwing them to the ground when they proved to be unhelpful. Empty storage bins and their lids lay 
scattered among the papers that carpeted the floor. Sinead was probably right. Anything useful would 
be found by following the Cahill kids, not by looking through the junk in storage. 

And then light spilled into the room. 

“Hey!” a museum guard yelled from the doorway. “What are you — ” 

He never finished his sentence because Ted and Sinead were already in motion, charging at the 
man before he could take a step backward. Sinead pulled the guard into the storage room and shoved 
him back into a wall, planting a hand over the man’s mouth to keep him from making any noise. 

“Go, Ted!” she snapped. “Get to the Cahills. P1 keep this guy busy.” 

For a moment, Ted froze as he watched his sister struggle with the guard. He couldn’t leave her. 
She’d almost certainly be caught and arrested, and their Clue-hunting team would be cut down to two. 
They needed each other if they were going to win this contest. But then Ted reached into his pocket 
and pulled out his cell phone. 

“Hang on!” he called to his sister. The security guard was grabbing at Sinead’s long auburn hair 
with his free arm and trying to use his weight to push her off. The man was bigger than Sinead, and 
she was wearing out fast. 

Ted began entering commands into his cell phone so fast his fingers were a blur. If he could just 
rewrite this program quickly enough — 

“Ted!” snarled Sinead. She was losing her grip on the security guard, who had slipped to the side 
and was flailing one leg at her, muffled yells emitting from behind Sinead’s hand. 

“It’s okay, ve got it! Come on!” Ted gestured wildly at her and then fled for the door. For a 
moment, he was afraid Sinead would insist on sacrificing herself to save her brother, but then he 
heard a thud and her footsteps behind him. A quick glance back told Ted that Sinead had shoved the 


security guard to the floor. The man pushed himself up surprisingly fast and barreled after them. Ted 


skidded on some loose papers, nearly crashing into one of the shelves. He threw his weight forward, 
steadying himself, but a large hand grabbed the hem of his polo shirt. 

Ted’s instincts kicked in. He whirled around and brought the side of his hand slicing down through 
the air onto the security guard’s wrist. A loud yell of pain followed, and the man released Ted’s shirt. 
Sinead was already in the hall, and Ted threw himself after her, slamming the storage room door shut 
behind him. He pressed a key on the keypad to lock it, and then he and Sinead were running away 
down the hall. 

“What good is that going to do?” Sinead snapped as they went, slowing to a quick walk so that the 
people in the hall didn’t stare. “He’ll be out as soon as he punches in the code.” 

Ted held up his cell phone and smiled. “He’s not getting out anytime soon. I wrote a quick program 
that allowed my phone to change the code on that door. They’re going to have to break it down before 
the guard can get out of there.” 

A grin split Sinead’s face in half. “You wrote an entire program in ten seconds? You really are a 
genius, little brother.” 

Ted smirked back at her, and they headed down the hall to rejoin Ned. It was still early in the Clue 


hunt, but Ted was feeling pretty good about their chances. 
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A short distance behind Ted and Sinead Starling, a silent figure kept pace with them, listening 
carefully. The watcher was pleased with the Starlings’ performance so far. This was the first real test 
they’d faced in the Clue hunt, and Ted had done especially well. Of the three Starlings, he was 
definitely the most promising. The watcher had read about his many accomplishments and was 
especially interested in Ted’s latest project — a satellite scrambling device that could disrupt 


communications across the entire planet. The Vespers could use someone with skills like that. 


The watcher was less sure about the other two Starlings. Unfortunately, she could see now that she 
couldn’t have just one triplet. They were too close to one another. If she wanted one, she’d have to 
attempt to recruit them all, and that could be risky. Unless, of course, there was a way to eliminate the 
other two Starlings from the picture. 


Either way, Ted Starling had too much potential to ignore. 


Jonah Wizard wasn’t enjoying the city of Caracas, Venezuela, even though the fifteen-year-old hip- 
hop megastar had been excited to visit South America. His TV show, Who Wants to Be a Gangsta?, 
had aired on eight different channels in the last year, and there were more sales of Jonah Wizard 
bobbleheads in Venezuela than in any other country. It was nothing like Egypt, where he’d spent days 
trying to track down Amy and Dan. Nobody there even seemed to recognize him, let alone listen to his 
music or watch his show. It was shocking how backward some places could be. 

But worse than the lack of fans was the fact that Amy and Dan had managed to escape Egypt with 
another Clue. The hunt had only started a few weeks ago, and already it wasn’t going as well for 
Jonah as he’d thought it would. He might be a worldwide hip-hop sensation with fans on almost every 
continent, but none of that was going to help him win the Clue hunt. It was time to prove himself, no 
matter what the cost. And proving himself meant that no one could know he was in Venezuela. He 
couldn’t hold a surprise concert in Caracas. He couldn’t sign autographs for the fans. He couldn’t 
even let himself be seen, or he’d never be able to get close to the next Clue. 

Jonah’s mother, head of the Janus branch of the Cahill family, had recently received information 
that pointed to a Clue hidden somewhere in Caracas. It was believed that the Venezuelan hero Simon 
Bolivar had been buried with it. A famous military leader, Bolivar led the country to independence 


from Spain in 1821 and his remains were now entombed in one of the country’s most famous 


landmarks, the National Pantheon. Jonah had managed to get this information from his mother, though 
she’d had no idea he’d actually been planning to use it. But with no new leads on where Amy and Dan 
or any of the other Clue-hunting teams were headed, Jonah had taken matters into his own hands. 

Crouching low behind a bush, Jonah watched the entrance to the National Pantheon while listening 
hard for the sound of movement nearby. His contact still had five minutes to arrive, but Jonah was 
getting antsy. He wasn’t used to being alone. Usually he was surrounded by fans, or backup dancers, 
or at the very least, his father was nearby. And the tight black shirt and pants he wore were necessary 
for sneaking around unseen in the middle of the night, but they clung to his skin, completely unlike the 
baggy T-shirts and jeans he usually wore. J hope none of my fans ever sees me like this, Jonah 
thought. It would ruin my street cred. 

A rustling from a few feet away snapped him back to attention. Someone was coming. Jonah tensed 
but the newcomer said, rather stiffly, “I want to be a gangsta.” It was the correct code phrase, but 
Jonah didn’t like the man’s lack of enthusiasm. Most Janus agents would have been thrilled to work 
with the most famous Cahill on the planet. 

“Sup?” Jonah said. “You got the equipment?” 

The man dropped a large black duffel at Jonah’s feet in response. Jonah unzipped it and peered 
inside, inspecting the contents. He nodded. “Looks good.” 

The man gave a curt nod and slunk back into the darkness. Once he was alone again, Jonah listened 
a moment, but the only sounds were a slight breeze and the rush of nearby traffic. Time to make his 
move. 

From the duffel, Jonah pulled out the first piece of equipment — a grappling hook with a long line 
of cable attached to it. The hook’s launcher had a very sophisticated sight, allowing Jonah to aim the 
grappling hook precisely where he needed it to go. He lifted it carefully into the air, peering into the 
viewer. The sight was also equipped with an anemometer, a device used to measure the wind’s speed 
and direction. Jonah frowned. He was a pretty good shot, but the wind was unpredictable tonight. 


Even with this launcher, he could easily miss the target if his aim wasn’t dead-on. 


Before Bolivar was buried there, the Pantheon had been a church. It was a pale structure, covered 
with intricate blue-gray ornamentation around the windows. The Pantheon had three towers — two 
shorter ones on either side and one in the center that stretched high above the the rest of the building. 
Jonah’s target was a small window on the tallest tower. As the final resting place of some of the most 
important figures in Venezuela’s history, the Pantheon was full of guards patrolling the grounds at 
night — he couldn’t exactly walk through the front door. But he only had one shot at getting the 
grappling hook secured to the window. If he missed, it would fall to the ground and be seen by the 
nearest patrol. His cover would be blown and he’d have to flee before Venezuela’s favorite hip-hop 
star was caught trying to break into a national monument. 

Jonah removed a rock-climbing harness from his bag and put it on, placing the straps around his 
body and checking to be sure that all the buckles were secure. Then he moved around to the side of 
the bush, holding a pair of night-vision binoculars to his eyes and surveying the grounds of the 
Pantheon. 

Two guards were disappearing around the side of the former church. Jonah stood, planted his feet 
firmly in the ground, and aimed. The wind was gusting strongly now; the moment Jonah locked on to 
his target, the wind changed and he had to adjust to compensate. He couldn’t seem to get a good fix on 
the window. But the guards would be reappearing soon. It was now or never. 

Jonah adjusted his aim once more, then fired the grappling hook into the night air. Just then, the two 
guards reappeared on the far side of the Pantheon. The grappling hook made a slight whistling as it 
arced toward the Pantheon’s window, and Jonah held his breath. 

The hook went straight through the window and caught snugly inside with a soft thunk. Jonah 
clenched his teeth, waiting to see if either guard had noticed the sound. But they continued on their 
patrol without looking up. Jonah let the air out of his lungs. 

He waited until they were out of sight again before pulling the grappling hook’s cable taut and 
securing it to a nearby tree. Jonah clipped the carabiner on his harness to the cable and slung the 


duffel bag across his body. He was ready. 


He reached up and began pulling himself hand over hand up the cable. Soon, his feet left the 
ground and his body hung suspended in the air from the harness. He wore thick protective gloves with 
a grippy coating that allowed him to hold on to the cable without slipping, but even so, Jonah was 
having a hard time pulling himself backward. He hung upside down from the line like a sloth, and he 
moved about as fast. 

His biceps and back muscles started to burn and he wished he’d spent more time in the gym. His 
climbing harness would keep him from dropping straight to the ground, but it wouldn’t stop him from 
sliding back down the length of cable. And the noise of the carabiner screeching against the metal 
cable would be enough to wake Bolivar from the dead. 

Minutes passed. Below him, Jonah heard the sound of the guards making another pass in front of 
the Pantheon. He worried they’d see him, but he didn’t dare stop. Better to get inside as quickly as 
possible, rather than be discovered hanging in midair, completely helpless. 

And then a voice rang out through the air, shattering the quiet of the night. 

“iHay un hombre en el cielo! ¡Mira! jSube en el Panteón!” 

“Oh, no,” Jonah muttered. His Spanish wasn’t quite as good as his French, but he knew enough to 
understand that he’d been seen. 

Adrenaline charged through Jonah’s veins as he yanked himself toward the window, higher and 
higher. The guards had guns, and he didn’t want to find out if they were willing to use them. 

He was almost there. Almost inside. Just a few more feet left... 

And then he heard the unmistakable crack of a gun going off, and then another, and another. Jonah 
winced, expecting to feel the bullets plunge into his skin at any moment, but he didn’t stop moving. 
His hand brushed the side of the Pantheon, and he grasped the window ledge, rolling himself over so 
that he was balanced on top of the cable. It dug painfully into his body, but more shots rang out, and a 
bullet buried itself in the side of the Pantheon, half an inch from Jonah’s face. He let go of the cable, 
making a wild grab for the window with his other hand, and tried to haul himself inside. He barely fit 


and the duffel bag slung across his back slowed him down, keeping Jonah stuck in the frame. But with 


the last of his strength, Jonah managed to shove himself through the window, and he landed with a 
hard thump on the floor of the tower. 

He tried to get up, but found himself unable to move more than an inch forward. A surge of panic 
washed through him like ice water before he realized that he was still clipped to the grappling hook’s 
cable. He reached to unclip himself, but the cable jumped to the side, away from his grip. And then it 
jerked upward, causing the grappling hook to come loose. Still attached to the cable, Jonah was 
pulled inexorably toward the window. 

Someone on the ground must have grabbed the cable and was trying to drag Jonah back outside. 
Without the grappling hook in place, he’d fall straight to the ground, fifteen stories below. 

Jonah struggled to grab the carabiner, planting his heels against the wall of the Pantheon to keep 
himself steady. The thick gloves on his hands made it impossible to unfasten the clip, and another jerk 
on the cable nearly pulled him straight through the window. But the duffel bag on his back kept Jonah 
from being pulled outside and bought him the time he needed to detach himself from the cable. 

The guards on the ground gave one final yank, but Jonah was free. He launched himself forward, 
away from the window, and turned around just in time to see the grappling hook disappear over the 
sill. 

Shouts could be heard from downstairs, and Jonah dropped his duffel bag onto the floor. He had 
only a few seconds before they found him. 

Reaching into the bag, Jonah pulled out a pair of white slacks, a red jacket, and a black hat with a 
fluffy red feather sticking out of the top — the uniform of the Pantheon guards. Jonah pulled it on as 
fast as he could, not even stopping to remove the harness. Then he pulled the hat low over his face 
and descended from the tower at a run. He hoped the odd creases and bumps in his uniform wouldn’t 
be obvious. 

He nearly barreled into a guard on the stairs. Jonah yelled in Spanish, “The man went downstairs! 


Come on!” 


The guard didn’t even hesitate. He wheeled around, following Jonah’s instructions. Relieved, 
Jonah pelted after him. But as they went down, his thudding heart slowed, worry turning into dread as 
they entered the ground floor of the Pantheon and Jonah looked toward the old altar. 

The side aisles of the Pantheon held the tombs of many famous Venezuelans, and great columns 
stretched overhead into arches. Several guards and at least twenty people in Venezuelan police 
uniforms stood throughout the vast space, and about half of those were crowded onto what used to be 
the altar, guarding Bolivar’s tomb. The vast marble floor stretched out before Jonah, leading up to the 
front of the Pantheon, where the bronze coffin of Simon Bolivar, the Liberator of Venezuela, was 
displayed on a white marble plinth, elevated several feet off the floor. Behind the sarcophagus, rising 
high above the floor, was a great white statue of Bolivar himself. 

The lid of that tomb must weigh a ton, Jonah thought desperately. PUH never be able to lift it by 
myself! 

The idea came to him so fast that Jonah didn’t even think — he just yelled. 

“jBomba, bomba! ¡Hay una bomba en el sarcófago del Libertador!” Jonah cried. He hoped his 
Spanish was correct. He’d attempted to tell the guards and police that there was a bomb in Bolivar’s 
tomb. 

Chaos erupted in the Pantheon. The police spit out rapid-fire instructions so fast that Jonah 
couldn’t understand them. But he saw them forming up, preparing to lift the top of the heavy stone 
sarcophagus off. 

Jonah pushed himself into a gap on the other side of the sarcophagus, jockeying for position as 
Pantheon guards and police continued removing the shroud over Bolivar’s remains. 

And then, there he was. Jonah gasped involuntarily, staring down at the skeleton of the most 
important man in Venezuela’s history. It was mostly brittle, rotting bones, but some hair still clung to 
the famous leader’s head. As Jonah stared at the skull, he felt as though the empty black sockets of 
Bolivar’s eyes were staring right back at him. 


Jonah Wizard wouldn’t let himself be scared off by a dead man. 


“¿Dónde esta?” he cried out, hoping to keep the police ina frenzy. “¿Dónde esta la bomba? ” 

Flashlights were shone into the tomb, and Jonah stared into it, looking for anything that might be a 
Clue. He had to find it. He had to, or all this would be for nothing. 

His eyes flashed over the remains. There were scraps of old leather that must have been boots, the 
remnants of red and blue fabrics, faded and dusty. But then his eyes landed on Bolivar’s hand — or 
rather, a carving on the coffin, just beneath the hand. Jonah couldn’t see exactly what the symbol was. 
He would have to move the bones to get to it. 

Jonah reached into the coffin and grasped Bolivar’s skeletal wrist. A tingle shot up Jonah’s arm 
and straight down his spine as his fingers touched the bones. He tried to move the arm out of the way, 
but the stiff old bones wouldn’t budge. Gritting his teeth, Jonah grabbed one of the fingers and pulled. 
The bones were dry, almost like dusty, brittle paper against Jonah’s skin, and he shuddered in horror. 
Then, with a loud CRACK, one of the fingers snapped offin Jonah’s hand. 

An uproar of shouts echoed through the Pantheon. Jonah flung Bolivar’s finger bone away. Several 
police reached for him, but he pointed straight into the coffin and bellowed, “;Esta aqui! iLa bomba, 
la bomba!” The officers hesitated, and that was all Jonah needed. For a split second, he had a perfect 
view of the symbol on the coffin — the symbol for lead. He’d found the next Clue! He could already 
imagine the excitement in his mother’s voice when he told her. 

He leaped backward and vaulted over the altar’s railing, landing hard on the marble floor and 
crashing through the velvet ropes around it. Then he was running down the aisle, dodging the guards 
who tried to grab him and slamming through the doors into the night. His feet pounded against the 
pavement, legs burning, lungs gasping for air, until he reached a motorcycle parked just down the 
street, waiting for him. He jumped on, turned the key, and roared off into the night, the shouts of the 
Pantheon guards fading into the distance. 


Even when he was undercover on a Cahill mission, Jonah Wizard traveled with style. 


oao o 
Jonah Wizard’s escape from the National Pantheon was most impressive. The watcher had to admit 
that her expectations had been far exceeded. Especially since she was the one who’d alerted the 
guards that an intruder was attempting to break into the Pantheon. 
The young Wizard had surprised her by passing the test. This Janus had far more than money and an 
appreciation for the arts to offer the Vespers. He had outsmarted armed guards and officers of the 


Venezuelan police force, performing well under intense pressure. 


Perhaps he would make an excellent Vesper after all. 


Everywhere Hamilton Holt looked, there was nothing but white. The snow stretched across King 
William’s Island in every direction, endless. And he’d thought Beechey Island looked barren. That 
place was a paradise compared to where they were now — the middle of nowhere. 

Ahead of him, his mother and father were making their way through the deep snow, their 
snowshoes scraping across the icy surface with every step. Ham’s own snowshoes were old, with 
several broken strings. Even though he was fifteen, several years older than his sisters, he was having 
a hard time keeping up with them. Every so often, one of them, he wasn’t sure if it was Madison or 
Reagan, yelled back that he was a slug, but their teasing had slowed as the day went on. Even suited 
up in their thick purple parkas, all of the Holts were freezing. 

The cold didn’t bother Hamilton. What made the Arctic difficult to bear was how there was 


nothing to distract him from his thoughts. He kept seeing things flash across his mind — kids tied up 


in the back of a van, the blackened husk of a burned building, the murderous looks on the faces of 
fellow Cahills as they tried to steal Clues from one another. 

The Clue hunt had changed everything. At least it had for Ham. His sisters still seemed content to 
follow their father, Eisenhower, around the globe, sabotaging the other Cahill teams and doing 
whatever was necessary to get the Clues. But Ham wasn’t so sure anymore. 

“Team! Halt!” The command from his father took Hamilton by surprise. The Holts weren’t big on 
rest stops. 

“What is it, sugar muffin?” Ham’s mother, Mary-Todd Holt, asked. 

“Binoculars!” Eisenhower barked, extending his thick, gloved hand. His wife dutifully reached 
into her pack and produced a pair, which Eisenhower rammed against his eyes. But he’d forgotten to 
remove his ski glasses first, and there was a yelp of pain and a muffled curse from beneath his 
balaclava. 

The family waited in silence as Eisenhower adjusted the binoculars and peered into the distance. 

“There!” he yelled suddenly. “We’re not alone out here.” 

“Who is it?” Madison demanded. 

“They’ ve got a tent,” said Eisenhower, “and a fire. We’ve been followed!” 

Hamilton stomped forward on his snowshoes and took the binoculars from his father. Through 
them, he had a good view of three people, all sitting on tiny camp chairs around some sort of glowing 
orange device. 

“Its a heater,” he said, “not a fire.” 

“They’re obviously after the Tomas clue!” Eisenhower yelled. “They followed us here so they 
could steal it from us.” He took the binoculars back from Ham, stared through them one more time, 
and then passed them back to Mary-Todd. “All right, team! Battle formation! We’re going in.” 

“Going in, dear?” Mary-Todd asked. 


“We must stop the enemy.” Eisenhower pulled his ski glasses back over his face. 


“Dad, wait.” Hamilton was surprised that the words were coming out of his own mouth. 
Eisenhower was, too. 

“Wait?” Eisenhower said. He leaned forward, glowering at his son. “You’re not afraid of these 
Cahills, are you?” 

Hamilton rolled his eyes, knowing his father couldn’t see his face through the ski glasses. “They 
probably aren’t even Cahills, Dad. We should just keep going.” 

Eisenhower drew himself up to his full height. Hamilton could see him flexing meaty fingers 
through his winter gloves. “No son of mine is going to act like a cowardly shrimp! Holts! Move out!” 

Madison, Reagan, and Mary-Todd all fell into formation, but Hamilton’s legs refused to move. He 
stood there, staring down his father. 

“They could be innocent backpackers,” he said. “Or scientists. Or — or explorers. You don’t 
know they’re Cahills.” 

Eisenhower leaned forward and put his face very close to his son’s. “Of course they’re Cahills,” 
he snarled. “No one else would be out here! Now get moving!” 

Something hot was boiling inside Hamilton, something that wouldn’t let him back down. He had 
done a lot of things he wasn’t proud of during the Clue hunt, most of them on his father’s orders. 
Grace Cahill’s mansion was burned to the ground because of him. One of the funeral attendees had 
been taken away in an ambulance. And that hadn’t been the last time one of Eisenhower’s strategies 
had landed people in the hospital. 

“You want to attack those people, fine,” Hamilton snapped. “But I won’t help you.” He turned his 
back on his father and started to walk away. 

Hamilton expected to hear his father’s enraged shouts as he left, but instead, the air was silent for 
several seconds. And then, so quietly he almost missed it, Hamilton heard Eisenhower say one word. 

“Traitor.” 

He almost stopped. His footsteps slowed, but something pushed him on. The word echoed in 


Hamilton’s ears for a long time as he trudged away through the snow. He forced himself to focus on 


getting as far away as he could. 

It wasn’t until he started shivering, even underneath his huge parka, that Hamilton realized it was 
getting dark. He looked up at the sky and then scanned the horizon in all directions. Nothing but the 
bleak snowscape, a few icy-looking mountains rising in the far distance. Leaving his family had been 
stupid. If he’d stayed with them, he could have controlled the situation, maybe scared the backpackers 
off before Eisenhower could do them any real damage. And then a worse thought occurred to 
Hamilton. What if those backpackers really are Cahill agents? They could be dangerous. His family 
might have needed him, and instead, here he was, stomping around the Arctic by himself. 

Hamilton immediately turned around. He started following his footprints back, but it was dark and 
the snowshoes didn’t leave very deep tracks. Wind was blowing the top layer of snow around in all 
directions, and soon Hamilton had lost his path entirely. All he could do was keep walking and hope 
that he’d pick up the trail again. Hamilton’s stomach clenched. If he couldn’t find his way back to his 
family, he’d be in trouble. His mother had been the one navigating the snowy terrain. He had no 
compass or GPS of his own. The skin on the back of his neck prickled as he thought of all those past 
explorers who had come to the Arctic like him searching for a Clue, only to freeze to death before 
they could return. 

Walking back through the snow at night seemed to take ten times as long as it had on the way out. 
The sky was almost pitch-black now, except for the stars clearly visible overhead. The temperature 
was dropping steadily, and the chill of the Arctic cut through Hamilton’s parka like icy knives. If only 
he knew more about navigating by the stars, he’d have a better chance of making it out of here alive. 
But astronavigation hadn’t exactly been a high priority on Eisenhower Holt’s training regimen. 
Hamilton could have been walking in circles for hours and he wouldn’t have even noticed. 

He looked back down and was startled to see a light not too far ahead of him, bobbing up and 
down. A flashlight! Hamilton started for it, picking up speed as he went. Maybe his family was 
looking for him. But as he drew closer, he slowed down. The man in front of him wasn’t wearing a 


purple parka. Whoever it was, it wasn’t another Holt. 


“Hello?” Hamilton called. 

The flashlight beam swept over and landed directly on him. Hamilton shielded his eyes and 
squinted, trying to see the man’s face, but it was hidden behind a black ski mask. He couldn’t even be 
sure the person was male. 

For a moment, the two stared at each other, standing motionless in the night. Then the man turned 
and started running away. 

“Hey!” Hamilton called. “Hey, wait!” He started after the figure, though the wind was blowing 
harder now, and Hamilton had to struggle against it to keep going. This person had to be one of the 
backpackers Eisenhower saw earlier. 

Of course, the guy didn’t seem too interested in helping Hamilton. It pained Hamilton to admit it, 
but maybe his father was right. Maybe that group had been other Cahill agents, trying to beat the Holts 
to the Clue. 

As he ran through the Arctic night, Hamilton fought an intense battle with the wind and the snow 
just to keep going. The man was several paces ahead, just out of reach, and the way he moved through 
the snow told Hamilton he had a lot of practice with navigating frozen climates. 

“Wait!” Hamilton yelled again. “I just — want to talk!” He was starting to gasp for every breath. 
Slogging through the snow on beat-up snowshoes was wearing him out, in spite of his Holt training. 
Hamilton could sprint for miles in the sun without slowing down, but the cold seemed to draw the 
strength right out of him. His sides were splitting, a feeling Hamilton hadn’t experienced since he ran 
his first marathon at the age of eight. Whoever this person was, his training rivaled even 
Eisenhower’s. 

But Hamilton would not give up. He couldn’t. This man was his only chance of escaping the 
Arctic. 

He wasn’t sure how long they ran. Hamilton’s vision was a little blurry. Sweat was starting to drip 


from his brow, and the longer he ran, the less chilly he felt. In fact, his body was getting unpleasantly 


warm inside the parka now. But Hamilton didn’t dare take it off. He’d have to discard it to keep up 
the pace, and if he left his parka behind, he’d die in the cold as soon as he stopped running. 

And then, without any warning, the man in front of Hamilton disappeared. 

Ham ran a few more steps, then slowed to a stop, squinting into the darkness. The man he was 
chasing had been holding a flashlight, which made it easy for Hamilton to stay with him, but now the 
light was gone. Ham’s eyes readjusted to the dark, trying to see into the inky blackness of the 
snowscape around him. 

No. He couldn’t be gone. He couldn't be. Another unfamiliar sensation gripped Hamilton’s heart, 
as if an invisible hand had reached through his chest and started squeezing. It was panic. He was 
alone in the Arctic, and he’d completely lost any sense of where he was going. Hamilton was utterly 
lost. 

He sank to his knees in the soft snow beneath him. Sweat began to freeze into icy droplets on his 
face, and already, he felt the chill returning to his body, creeping along his skin, settling deep into his 
bones. For a moment, Hamilton Holt did not move. 

He wasn’t sure exactly what made him look up. There was no sound, exactly. It was more like a 
feeling that he wasn’t alone. But when Hamilton dragged his eyes up from the snowy ground, it took a 
moment to register what he was seeing. Because standing directly in front of him was an enormous 
polar bear. 

Hamilton’s mind seemed to have frozen along with his body. By the size of it, the bear was a male. 
They weighed on average 1,500 pounds, and this one was nearly as tall as Hamilton while still on all 
fours. But the most noticeable thing about the bear was how skinny it was. It may have been big, but it 
was clearly hungry. 

As Ham watched, the bear lifted its front paws out of the snow and raised itself up on its back 
legs. It loomed above Hamilton, a towering white giant stretching toward the Arctic sky. The bear 
opened its mouth and roared. The sound echoed for miles in all directions. 


Hamilton’s heart froze in his chest. 


And then the bear lunged. 

Ham didn’t have any time to think. He threw himself backward with all the force he could muster. 
His heart started working again, his survival instincts kicking in with renewed energy. Hamilton 
landed in the snow a few feet away, and the polar bear crashed into the ground, just missing Ham’s 
leg. 

Hamilton rolled backward onto his feet and started running as fast as he could, back the way he’d 
come. He wasn’t sure how fast polar bears could go, but he knew they couldn’t keep moving for very 
long. Their fur retained heat easily, allowing them to survive in such a cold climate, but if a polar 
bear ran too much, it would overheat, just like Hamilton in his parka. 

Hamilton only hoped he could keep out of its reach long enough. 

Behind him, the bear was galloping along, and another bone-shaking roar issued from its mouth as 
it gained on him. Ham couldn’t move fast enough in his snowshoes. Pretty soon, he was going to be 
polar-bear breakfast. 

Think, Hamilton, think. The bear was hungry. It wanted food. Right now, it thought Hamilton 
would make a tasty meal, but maybe there was something else, something in his pack that would 
interest the bear, or at least distract it long enough for Ham to get away. 

Up ahead, Hamilton could see a small outcropping of snow-covered rocks. There. Thats the best 
place to get the pack off. He could take cover behind the rocks, slow the bear down. All he had was 
a few dehydrated meals and some beef jerky, but Hamilton still thought there was a chance this could 
work. Polar bears were naturally curious, and tended to try to eat anything unfamiliar, which was why 
human trash was so dangerous to them. Maybe the jerky and some dehydrated chicken casserole 
would be enough to make it forget Hamilton, at least for a moment. 

Hamilton reached the rocks and dove behind them without hesitation. The bear kept coming at him, 
straight at the rocks, and Ham knew he had only seconds. He wrenched the pack off and took hold of 
the zipper with his teeth — his gloved hands were too thick and clumsy to use — and then turned the 


pack upside down. His entire food supply came tumbling out. One glance up at the bear and Ham 


didn’t have any more time to think. He dropped the pack and dove to the side, fighting against the 
snow, which seemed to want to hold him back, slowing him down as his knees scraped against the 
frozen ice and rocks beneath it. At any moment, the polar bear would reach out and swipe at him with 
those huge black claws... . 

But nothing hit him. Hamilton only dared to glance back once as he got to his feet. A short distance 
away, the polar bear was nosing around by the rocks, examining the dehydrated meals and nudging 
Ham/’s pack. Then, quite suddenly, the bear ripped right into the pack itself, sinking those sharp teeth 
into the material and shaking it back and forth. The fabric of the pack ripped apart like tissue paper. 

Hamilton didn’t bother to watch more. He raced away as quickly as his trembling legs would let 
him, and as he went, his mind began trying to make sense of what had just happened. 

There was only one explanation. He’d been set up. That man, whoever he was, had tried to get him 


mauled by a polar bear. 


Hamilton Holt had performed admirably. He’d demonstrated great athletic prowess, running almost 
superhumanly fast while wearing snowshoes, and he’d figured out how to distract the bear in time to 
avoid being mauled. 

Even better, Hamilton Holt was obviously on the outs with his immediate family. Though the boy 
eventually rejoined them, the watcher knew it was only a matter of time before Hamilton got fed up 
with his boneheaded father again. The boy was smart, unlike the rest of his family, and he needed to 
be around people who were a bit more . . . stimulating. 

Perhaps the next time Hamilton Holt stormed off on his own, the watcher would be waiting. Ready 


to welcome the young Cahill into a very different kind of family. 


Even from his cold and dark hiding place, Ian Kabra could tell that night was falling. Soon it would 
be time to move, which was good, because he wasn’t sure how much longer he could take this 
waiting. The water surrounding Angkor Wat was grimy and cold. Ian could almost feel pond scum 
creeping into every pore on his skin, and it took all of his willpower not to leap out of his hiding 
place and run screaming for the nearest five-star hotel. From the moment he’d accepted Grace 
Cahill’s challenge, he’d known the Clue hunt would be demanding, both mentally and physically, but 
somehow, Ian never imagined it would be quite so filthy. 

Getting onto the grounds of Angkor Wat without being seen had been difficult. As the largest 
religious building in the world, it was visited by tens of thousands of tourists each day. But Ian had 
managed to slip inside, pretending to be part of a tour group. He had, of course, come prepared, 
wearing a state-of-the-art wet suit underneath his clothes, which would keep him dry while he waited. 
He carefully surveyed the area, walking casually around the grounds near the temple’s moat, even 
though the equipment in his backpack weighed so much that it made his whole body ache to carry it. 
When the moment came, Ian simply stepped off the side and let himself sink silently underwater, 
fitting goggles and a snorkel over his head as he did so. His heavy pack, full of five-pound weights, 
pulled him down, just beneath the surface. The snorkel stayed slightly above water, allowing Ian to 
breathe. 

Waiting was a big part of the Clue hunt, but Ian could never get used to it. He tried to clear his 
mind and use the time to relax, imagining that he was back home in London, perhaps spending a 
lovely afternoon in his personal Jacuzzi while the servants brought him fresh delicacies from the 
kitchen. But his brain kept taking him back to the day before, to the reason he was here in Cambodia, 


visiting this temple. 


His mother’s shouts still rang in Ian’s ears. Worthless. Pathetic. Useless. No good. The day 
before, his mother, Isabel Kabra, had spent nearly an hour berating Ian and his sister, Natalie, for their 
performance during the Clue hunt. It had been over a month since Grace Cahill’s death had set the hunt 
in motion, and from the way Mum talked, Ian and Natalie were the worst Clue hunters in Cahill 
history. It had been bad enough to bear in the daytime, but after Ian went to bed that night, all he heard 
were those words echoing through his mind. And that was when Ian had sneaked out of his room and 
hopped on a plane to Cambodia. It was a true sign of his desperation that he’d accepted a business- 
class seat, the only one left, for the long flight across Asia. 

No good, am I? he thought, as he stared up at the surface of the murky water. PU show her just 
how good I can be. He was a Kabra, whether Mum liked it or not. And the Kabras were the best of 
the best, even among the Cahills. 

The sky overhead was finally dark enough for Ian to risk looking around. He pushed himself up 
toward the surface, taking care that his face broke through the water gently. A quick glance told him 
that the temple had been emptied of tourists for the day. The night was quiet. 

Once he was certain that the coast was clear, Ian dipped back underwater and opened his pack. He 
removed a smaller, waterproof bag from among the weights and pushed off, leaving the heavy 
backpack at the bottom of the moat. Then he climbed out onto the bank. 

In just a few seconds, Ian had stripped out of his wet suit, tossed it back into the moat, and pulled 
on dry clothes. He was ready. With his smaller pack on, he made his way toward the temple. 

The sandstone structure was magnificent. The Clue hunt had taken Ian to a number of the world’s 
wonders, but each new discovery still filled him with awe. Ian had known the temple was gigantic, 
but that didn’t stop him from being impressed by its size. The five towers at the center of Angkor Wat, 
each shaped like the bud of a lotus flower, stretched high into the sky, as if reaching for the gods 
themselves. It reminded him of the pyramids of Cairo but also of a huge, intricately designed castle, 


protected as it was by the walls and the moat. 


And like the temples in Egypt, something about Angkor Wat made him feel like he wasn’t quite 
alone. It was silly, but he could swear there was something in the temple’s walls, in its floors, even in 
the air surrounding it, keeping watch over the grounds in case of intruders. 

Ian suppressed a shudder. He could hardly believe what he was about to do. 

For decades, the Cahill branches had been whispering about a Clue hidden in Angkor Wat. But no 
one had yet dared to look for it. 

Ian knew why the normally fearless Cahills were so scared. The Lucian surveillance team had 
collected several images that sent shivers down his spine. Sometimes Ian tried to laugh at the idea of 
something so small keeping the most powerful family in history at bay. But there was nothing funny 
about that little carving, scratched into a door at Angkor Wat. 

It was the letter M. 

To outsiders, it was just vandalism. It had been slashed into one of the doors in the inner courtyard 
of Angkor Wat with a ferocity that could be seen in the jagged strokes of the letter. 

But Cahills knew that it was the symbol of the Madrigals, the only group that had the power to 
stand against them. The mysterious Madrigals had terrified the Cahills for centuries. No one knew 
who they were or even exactly what they wanted. All the Cahills knew was that the Madrigals were 
not to be trifled with. Disturbing their territory to get to a Clue meant death. 

And now Ian was going in alone. No backup. No way to call for assistance. Not even his little 
sister to help him. 

That was how he wanted it. He was going to get that Clue. A little voice in the back of his head 
begged him to see how reckless this plan was, but Ian refused to listen. This was the only way to 
show Mum. 

He could already imagine the look on her face when he showed up at the next Lucian council 
meeting and presented them with the Clue that had been guarded by Madrigals for decades. Ian would 
prove that he wasn’t useless. That he was worthy of the Kabra name. He’d reclaim his status as the 


future branch leader. 


His thoughts had brought him all the way to the exterior wall of the temple. Ian dared the use of his 
flashlight for just a few seconds, looking around for any hints. As the flashlight beam landed on the 
walls, he gasped. 

He’d researched Angkor Wat on the flight to Cambodia, but nothing could have prepared him for 
seeing the temple walls with his own eyes. They were covered, from the ground to the very top of the 
temple, with intricate carvings depicting great battles and victories of Vishnu and other Hindu gods 
and goddesses. Ian could have stared at them for hours. 

But he didn’t even have minutes. 

He kept moving, heading for the temple towers, toward the door with the Madrigal symbol carved 
into it. His heart thudded too loudly in his chest, yet he kept moving. He had no time for fear, either. 

And then a shadowy movement caught his eye. 

They were on him before Ian had any more time to react. Only instincts born of the years of 
training his parents had subjected him to kept Ian from being hit head-on by his shadowy attacker. His 
assailant was fast, deadly fast, and Ian felt the hard sting of a hand graze his shoulder. He dropped to 
the ground, rolling out of the way of another attack, plunging his hand into his pocket as he went, 
reaching for the tiny silver object he kept there. A dart gun. 

The poison darts in the gun wouldn’t be fatal, but they were fast acting. One dart would put a 
grown man out of commission in seconds. Ian was back on his feet, about to fire, when he heard a 
slight whisper of a sound behind him and dodged to the side just in time to avoid a second attacker. 
And a third. 

Madrigals! Ians terrified brain screamed the word, begging him to run away, escape while he still 
could. But instead, he ran deeper into the temple grounds, firing the dart gun as he went. He heard a 
muffled sound and then a thump. 

Good. That might get them off his back for a few precious seconds, if he was lucky. 

Ian threaded his way through the courtyard. He was having a little trouble navigating in the dark, 


but he didn’t exactly have the luxury to stop and consult a map. He was about to make a run for it, 


directly across the courtyard. Ahead of him were the towers, looming vast and tall only a short 
distance away, but then he thought better of it. They’d expect him to head to the door with the M. The 
only way to outwit the Madrigals was to take them by surprise. 

Slipping inside a passageway, Ian stuck close to the walls as he made his way inside the temple. 
He needed to get up higher, find a different way to access the tower while keeping the Madrigals 
guessing about his location. 

He entered a small chamber, thinking it might be a stairway, only to find shadows all around him. 
Somewhere not too far away, someone flicked on a flashlight, and Jan felt his body go rigid with fear. 

At least ten figures, dressed entirely in black, surrounded him. 

He would have to give up. Beg for mercy. 

But the thought of returning home empty-handed filled Ian with a sudden fury that burned so hot 
inside of him there was no room for common sense, no room for rational thinking. With a yell, he 
leaped right at the nearest black-clad figure. 

Ian was tall, and Clue-hunting had made him strong. Though the Madrigal he struggled with was 
even bigger and stronger, he hadn’t been expecting Ian to attack. The tiny silver dart gun was still in 
Ian’s hand, and within seconds he was pressing it to the man’s neck. 

“Don’t move!” Ian bellowed. 

The other Madrigals froze. Most of them were halfway across the room, ready to pull Ian off their 
fellow agent, but now they were motionless, like an action movie where someone had pressed the 
pause button. 

“Give me the clue,” growled Ian. “Or you'll be losing your friend. If he gets hit with more than one 
of these darts, he’ll be dead in seconds.” 

For a moment, no one moved. Ian was sure they weren’t going to give in. 

But he was desperate. If he left here alive, it would be with the Clue. 

The trigger of the dart gun felt cold underneath Ian’s finger. He started to squeeze. . . . 


And then, one person took a step forward. 


“The clue is not here.” A man’s voice. “It was taken some time ago. We are only guardians, and we 
do not know what the clue itself is.” 

Ian stared hard at the man, trying to see his face through the darkness, but it was no use. There was 
no way to know if he was telling the truth. And Ian could see the other Madrigals shifting, just 
slightly, a twitch here, a flick of a finger there. They weren’t going to stand still much longer. 

It didn’t matter if the Clue was really here or not. The crushing weight of disappointment — of 
failure — came down hard on Ian’s shoulders as he realized just how bad his situation was. 

“Stand back,” Ian demanded. “All of you. Do it, now!” 

The black-clad figures began to move as one, taking slow, cautious steps backward. Ian caught 
glimpses of some of their expressions as they moved, and what he saw chilled him to the core. The 
looks on their faces were not of fear or concern or even anger. They were almost... eager. As if they 
were enjoying this. 

“Walk.” Ian forced his voice to remain steady as he gave his hostage the command. To the others, 
he said, “You're all to stay in this room for one hour. If I see even a shadow, I'll pull the trigger 
twice. Is that clear?” 

“Perfectly,” said the same man who’d spoken before. 

Ian had to move slowly, his movements painstaking as he backed out of the room and down the 
hall. He couldn’t risk losing his footing or letting the dart gun slip. His life depended on it. 

They made it out to the courtyard, Ian straining his eyes to be sure he didn’t see any new attackers. 
There was nothing. He made it to the outer wall of the temple, then out, beyond the grounds, over the 
wide, concrete bridge tourists used to get to Angkor Wat. 

Ian squeezed the trigger of his dart gun once. His Madrigal hostage seemed to spring to life, but 
then he faltered and crumpled to the ground, unconscious. 


Ian didn’t wait to see what happened next. He turned his back on Angkor Wat and fled into the 


night. 


ee | 
The test was a success. The watcher had been instructed by Vesper One himself to create a 
particularly difficult trial for Ian Kabra, and when she learned that the boy was headed for Cambodia, 
she devised the perfect way to test Ian’s skills. He had arrived expecting to encounter Madrigals, and 
as far as he knew, that’s exactly what had happened. But in truth, the Madrigals had abandoned 
Angkor Wat some time ago. 

The older Kabra child did not disappoint. He was by far the best candidate the watcher had seen. 
He had the cunning and skill to sneak into a well-protected stronghold on his own. He knew how to 
handle himself in a fight. And most promising of all, Ian was willing to do what it took to ensure that 
he prevailed — even if that meant threatening a hostage. The watcher liked his style. And she knew 
her superiors would be even more pleased with Ian’s performance at Angkor Wat. 

Back in her office, the watcher allowed herself a smile as she finished her report on Ian Kabra. As 
soon as she submitted it to Vesper One, she was certain the boy would meet with approval. Ian was 
far better suited to join the Vespers than any of the other candidates. 

She had done well. Once the Vespers had a mole in the Cahill family, they would be able to set 
their final plan in motion. And everything was already falling into place, just as it should. While the 
Cahills were still busy running around the world, squabbling over Clues, the Vespers were silently 
preparing for action. Soon, they would come out of the shadows and demonstrate their true power. 


The Cahills would never know what hit them. 
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Seven Months After the Clue Hunt 


Ian Kabra looked in the mirror, cleared his throat, and bared his soul. 

“Amy,” he began. And paused. “Amy. Amy, I have to — I have to tell you that . . .” He stopped, 
rubbed his face, and pushed his shoulders back. “Amy Cahill, I find you interesting.” 

No, it wasn’t that she was just interesting. She was . . . something. 

There were so many things wrong with her — so many things that he shouldn’t like about her. She 
was richer than he was these days, and yet she still acted so poor. And far too many of her clothes 
were made of cotton, rather than silk. 

But he found that he almost didn’t care. He looked back at the mirror. “I know it’s completely 
ridiculous, but I can’t keep quiet about it any longer. Your closet looks like it was put together by a 
blind nun, and your brother acts like a cross between a monkey and a go-kart, and you have the social 
skills of a rock. But I like you, Amy. Quite — quite a bit.” He paused. “So, congratulations.” 

His bedroom door swung open, and Natalie stood in the door frame. Ian jumped back from the 
mirror, but he couldn’t meet his sister’s eye. 

“Really?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips. “Really, Ian?” 

“What?” he asked, lifting his shoulders as if there were nothing in the world strange about giving a 


speech to one’s mirror before traveling internationally to declare one’s affection to a former nemesis. 


He scratched the back of his head. All right, it was strange. And made worse by being caught by his 
little sister. But he was sixteen years old, and a Kabra — shouldn’t he be better at this? Shouldn’t he 
know the exact words to say that would make Amy Cahill realize what he meant? That he liked her, 
regardless of certain extraneous factors. 

“You really think she’s going to fall for that?” asked Natalie. “You might as well not go.” 

Ian sighed. There was nothing normal about being a Kabra — from the mansion to the private jets 
to the private dinners with the Queen — but there seemed to be something universal about the way 
little sisters could be such pests. 

“Tm going, Natalie,” said Ian. “We’ve talked about this before.” 

“Fine. Go and make a fool of yourself,” Natalie said, shrugging. 

“Why don’t you go shop for a private island or something?” he snapped. 

Natalie’s eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open. “You know I can’t. Why would you say 
something so mean?” she gasped. She turned and fled down the hall, leaving Ian to look between the 
hall and the mirror. 

He was going to America. He was going to tell Amy Cahill how he felt. He hadn’t before because 
he thought there was no way those feelings would last. But they had. It was pathetic, he knew that. 
And it was entirely un-Kabra-like. Natalie’s reaction was proof enough of that. Still, there was no 
point in keeping the news from Amy. She’d be thrilled, and she needed some good news in her life. 

Ian left his room and wandered down the Kabra mansion’s lofty and well-decorated halls. Brilliant 
chandeliers hung from the ceiling, the light reflecting off of the highly polished wood floors. 
Masterpieces by famous relatives — Van Gogh, Picasso, Degas, and Rembrandt to name only a few 
— hung on the walls. Ian and Natalie had practically grown up in a museum, but rather than being 
intimidated by their home, they reveled in it. There was no tiptoeing around these works of art. They 
not only owned these things; they deserved them. 


Or at least, they had. Ian wasn’t so sure how things worked anymore. 


He found Natalie watching television in the theater. Ian joined her, sinking down into one of the 
plush velvet chairs. The butler was in his usual tailcoat, making popcorn in the corner. 

“Bickerduff,” said Ian, “we’ll be packing later tonight. I’m going to America in a few days.” 

“Very good, sir,” said Bickerduff, bringing the popcorn to the two Kabras. 

Natalie threw a look at her brother that would have withered a lesser man. “Like I said, you’d 
better get a better speech, or I wouldn’t even bother.” 

Ian ignored her. Just because she had her opinions didn’t mean that they were correct. 

Natalie didn’t like being ignored. She snatched up the remote and jabbed at the buttons. The 
channels on the wall-sized screen flashed from station to station. 

“More Weetabix —” 

“Doctor!” 

“Isabel Kabra —” 

“Downton —”’ 

“Wait, go back,” Ian cried. Natalie flipped back to BBC1, where their mother’s face was spread 
across the massive screen. The Kabras leaned forward; Ian’s heart rate ticked upward, as if he were 
being chased. 

“Known to many as a fashionable fixture in the philanthropic and art scenes, Isabel Kabra shocked 
the world when she was arrested last year for the murder of Americans Hope Cahill and Arthur Trent. 
Now we’ve received reports that Mrs. Kabra has been released from the custody of her American 
prison and will be serving out her parole by heading AidWorks Wonders, a charitable organization. 
The conditions of Mrs. Kabra’s parole will limit her movements to Boston, the same region where 
she committed murder eight years ago.” 

Natalie turned the television off, and the Kabras sat quietly for a moment, letting the realization 
sink in: Their mother was out of jail. Ian went cold, and goose bumps popped up on his arms and 


neck. 


Just six months ago, there was little Ian Kabra wouldn’t do to gain an edge in the hunt for the 39 
Clues: the quest for the secret that would make the finder the most powerful person in the world. The 
contest had taken the participants, which included Ian and Natalie and Amy and Dan Cahill, to the 
farthest corners of the globe and had nearly killed them all on multiple occasions. 

Isabel had wanted that ultimate power, and she’d done despicable things in her effort to find the 
Clues and to win. She’d murdered Amy and Dan’s parents; she’d shot Natalie, her own daughter, in 
the foot. She’d shot her. Ian knew his mother better than almost anyone else could, and even he had 
trouble believing it had actually happened. But the scar on Natalie’s foot, and the way she curled it 
under herself as if to protect it, didn’t lie. 

Isabel had expected the Kabras to be the first to find the Clues. She had trained Ian and Natalie 
since birth to be the ruthless stars of the Cahill family. And at first, Ian had enjoyed it. The Clue hunt 
was the ultimate test of wits and daring, and there was little Kabras liked better than proving their 
superiority. 

But the quest had been more heartless than even Ian had expected. With so much at stake, the 
competitors had started to see each other merely as obstacles, rather than real human beings. Ian and 
Natalie had been expected to do the same, and they’d seen a side of their mother that no one else in 
the world should ever have to. She’d almost turned them into killers. And while Ian wasn’t 
necessarily a do-gooder or a saint, he knew that he wasn’t a murderer. 

It had taken them time — growing a conscience from scratch is hard going — but even Ian and 
Natalie could see that no prize was worth killing for. So they had, together with their other cousins, 
given their Clues to Amy and Dan Cahill. Amy and Dan were just kids themselves, but they were the 
only ones who could be trusted with such power. Those two Cahills didn’t have ulterior motives; they 
didn’t want to rule the world. Ian suspected they had only kept with the hunt to stop anyone else from 
winning and then using their power for evil. And to make their late grandmother proud, which was so 


Cahillish that Ian almost couldn’t stand it. 


Isabel had been furious with her children. She and their father had disowned them at the end of the 
hunt. It was a nasty business, all of it, and Ian found himself shivering at the memory. It wasn’t normal 
to feel this way about one’s mother. But he very much doubted that there were other mothers in the 
world like Isabel Kabra. 

“Sir,” said Bickerduff, interrupting Ian’s panicked thoughts. “Your luggage has been sent to your 
room.” 

“Why?” asked Ian. 

“For your trip to America, sir.” 

Of course. He would be going to America — to the same place where his mother would be, to the 
same place where Amy and Dan would be. Two Cahills and two Kabras in Boston. If Amy knew that 
Isabel was free, she might not want to see him. But why would it matter if Isabel were free or not? Ian 
was still the son of the woman who murdered Amy’s parents. His stomach sank deep down inside of 
him. The Kabra charm was an impressive thing, but even Ian wasn’t sure it could overcome a murder 
conviction. 

“Bickerduff, I don’t think I’m going to go.” 

“Of course, sir,” said the butler. 

Natalie stood up from her seat and folded her arms across her chest, almost as if she were hugging 
herself. “You don’t suppose we’ ll get our allowance back?” she asked. 

“Is that really what you’re thinking?” he asked. Though, now that she mentioned it, he really 
wouldn’t mind being put back into the Kabra good graces. Before the Clue hunt, Ian and Natalie had 
never wanted for anything, but now that they had proven to be such disappointments, they were quite 
impoverished. As co-winners of the Clue hunt, they'd been given a measly two million each, but he 
had a feeling that Natalie had been dipping into his share. Ian hadn’t been raised as a Kabra for 
nothing, though. He’d had the family stockbroker’s phone number memorized since childhood and he 
was parlaying two million into something far more respectable. Not that he was going to tell that to 


Natalie any time soon. 


“And what are you thinking of? How sad Amy Cahill is going to be?” asked Natalie. 

Ian paused. She would be sad to see Isabel out of jail. And she’d need someone to help her — 
someone more mature than her brother or that babysitter, Nellie. She’d need him to help her. If Ian 
found himself in trouble, he’d certainly appreciate having someone as suave and confident as himself 
to be there in support. 

Bickerduff appeared in the door again. “Sir, your luggage has been returned to the box room.” 

“Why?” asked Ian. “I need to pack. I’m going to America soon! Fetch it, Bickerduff; we'll pack 
this evening.” 

“Very good, sir,” said Bickerduff, turning and walking out again. 

“You know she’s not going to want to see you,” said Natalie. “Our mother is the one...” 

“Don’t say it,” he said. But Natalie was right. His mother’s release put a kink into his plans. 
Maybe Amy would think he was spying for his mother or in league with her — but it wouldn’t be like 
that at all. Amy would know that, right? She knew what he had done — what he had given up — at the 
end of the Clue hunt. 

“Someone should say it,” said Natalie. She shifted in her chair. “It’s what I’m really thinking of. 
Sometimes, I wonder what it would be like if she hadn’t gone to jail. If she hadn’t — hadn’t set that 
fire.” 

“Natalie, stop. Stop that.” They shouldn’t talk about it. Talking about it made it real, highlighted the 
horridness of the whole thing. If they kept on as things were, they could just pretend that their parents 
were off chasing down some piece of art, or sailing along some string of tropical islands. 

“No, I’m just saying that sometimes I wonder. Sometimes I wonder what it would be like if she’d 
been the kind of mother who had taken me to ballet and who had cheered at polo matches and hadn’t, 
maybe, been the kind that expected . . . so much. From people.” 

The Kabras fell quiet. Ian wouldn’t admit that he felt the same, sometimes. Only sometimes. A lot 
of the time. 


“Just sometimes I miss her. Sometimes, I wish she had been different.” 


“Then... ,” said Jan. “But then you wouldn’t be you.” 

“T don’t like me all the time,” said Natalie. 

“I don’t like me all the time, either,” he said. A quietness settled over the Kabras. A Kabra not 
liking him or herself, not thinking that all the stars had aligned to bring them to the brink of greatness, 
was unheard of. But, Ian thought, it was true. 

“Bickerduff!” Ian called again. 

“Yes, sir,” said the butler. 

“Tm not going,” said Ian. “Cancel my flight.” 

“Very good, sir,” said Bickerduff. The butler almost made it out of the room that time. 

“No, wait,” said Ian. He didn’t know what to think, about his mother or Natalie or himself half the 
time, but he knew a few things, at least. Firstly, he wanted to go to Boston. And secondly, he was a 
Kabra, and Kabras got what they wanted. “Bickerduff, fetch my dinner jacket.” If he was going to do 


this, he was going to do this right. 


Amy Cahill was living in a madhouse. 

Why had she never realized this before? The signs had been there — the running in the halls, the 
abundance of junk food, the crazy brother. But it was only at that moment, armed with a trash bag, that 
she realized just how far they had fallen. Anthropologists could come study her living room to learn 
about what the world would look like after the demise of modern civilization. 

“Dan!” she yelled. “Why are your dirty socks in a bag of chips?!” 

“They aren’t!” Dan hollered back, running into the room. He had a plastic lightsaber in one hand 


and a dustpan in the other. 


“Dan, I’m holding the proof in my hands right now,” Amy said. She pulled the crumpled socks out 
of the chip bag, holding them between her forefinger and thumb. Boys were so gross. 

“That’s not a bag of chips,” Dan said, poking at the bag of Doritos with his lightsaber. “That’s an 
empty bag of chips.” 

“Tt’s still gross,” she said. 

Just then, Atticus came running into the room. He held a mop and had a bath towel knotted around 
his neck. Amy was glad to have Atticus visiting — he was Dan’s friend, and Dan needed all the 
friends he could get. He’d been so changed after the Clue hunt, like he didn’t know what to do with 
himself anymore. Having Atticus around gave him someone to entertain, someone to be himself 
around. Plus, Atticus was a genius, which made him incredibly interesting to talk to. 

Still, there was a line. She could be pleased that Dan had a friend. She could be equally 
displeased at dirty socks in bags of chips. 

“Calceum amissum dabo ultionem meam!” Atticus roared, coming at Dan with the mop. 

“No way, dude!” yelled Dan, leaping backward and lifting his dustpan like a shield. 

“Dan,” said Amy, shaking her trash bag at him. “Are you going to help at all?” 

“Why are you cleaning in the first place?” Dan asked. 

“Because we have company coming,” she said. “I’m throwing out this bottle rocket.” 

“No, wait!” Dan said, reaching for it. “It hasn’t been set off yet. Don’t waste it, Amy. And we 
don’t have company coming — we have Ian Kabra coming. And I know you want to totally impress 
him and take him to the movies and stare dreamily into his eyes —” 

“I do not,” Amy said, too quickly. 

“Oh, Ian,” Dan said, pressing his lightsaber to his chest and batting his eyes. “Tell me again about 
your shiny, shiny shoes.” 

“You're such a dweeb,” said Amy, pitching the empty bag of chips into the trash bag. 

Something about the scene in her living room struck her as strange — and then she realized why: It 


felt normal. Entirely normal. Right then, she was just a big sister, yelling at her little brother because 


he was a mess. Was this how the rest of the girls at school spent their time? When Amy had signed 
herself and Dan up for the Clue hunt, she hadn’t known how much her life would change. Before, she 
had just been a normal eighth grader with an annoying kid brother. But since the Clue hunt began, her 
life had been full of foreign countries and near-death experiences — being lost in the catacombs in 
Paris, flying to the top of Mount Everest, surviving that final gauntlet. 

And now, at sixteen, she found herself wealthier than she knew any person in the world could be, 
and in possession of the key to the Cahill family’s ultimate power. Her life was, to be blunt about it, 
insane. 

Ian’s visit was just another example of that insanity. He was rich and cultured and . . . ridiculous in 
a charming, interesting way. He wasn’t like any of the other boys at Amy’s school. 

Like a magnet, the thought of school zapped Amy’s thoughts toward one boy in particular. On the 
list of boys that Amy wanted to clean her living room for, Evan Tolliver was right at the top. The 
thought of him made her ears go hot, which probably meant they were bright pink, too. It was a 
strange thing, to be excited about one boy coming to visit while blushing over another. 

“Ego regis spatium exterum cedo!” 

“Not if I have anything to say about it, dastardly fiend!” 

“Don’t jump onto the ceiling fan!” Amy yelled. 

Honestly, what was the point of being the leader of the most powerful family in the world if you 


couldn’t even get your little brother to behave like a human being? 


Dinnertime at the Kabra mansion had never been a particularly cozy affair. It was hard to have a 
family dinner when the table was as long as a swimming pool and the water glasses were made of 


real crystal. 


Still, the night before Ian flew to visit the Cahills was the stoniest he could remember. Natalie sat 
silent and icy. Every clink of her fork against the china reverberated through the room like a gong. 

Ian couldn’t take it anymore. Natalie had been fuming ever since Ian had told her he would be 
going to see Amy. “Natalie,” he began, but she cut him off before he could get any further. 

“I can’t believe you’re going,” she snapped. “I honestly can’t believe that you are going to Boston 
to see the Cahills and that you are leaving me here alone. What am I supposed to do if she ...ifshe.. 
.” Natalie’s face screwed up like she was trying to shove an awful thought into the back of her brain. 
“What if she comes here and it’s just me? Didn’t you think of that? Didn’t you think of me at all?” 

Ian paused, and when he opened his mouth, he spoke slowly. “She can’t . . . she can’t leave 
America, Natalie. That would go against her parole. ve made sure. I checked.” 

“Oh, right, because she’s clearly so good at obeying the law,” said Natalie. She pushed her plate 
away. “If you go, and if she comes here, P11 never forgive you.” She stood up and stomped out of the 
dining room, slamming the door hard enough to make the Waterford chandelier rattle on its chain. 

Ian looked down at his plate. The filet with béarnaise sauce and fingerling potatoes had been 
prepared by a classically trained chef, and yet it tasted like sawdust to him. He felt a creeping, 
distasteful thing sneak up on him — sympathy. Those wretched Cahills. They’d changed him over the 
course of the Clue hunt, and now their unwanted effect lingered. Having a conscience was such a 
nuisance. 

He’d have to make up with Natalie before he left. He didn’t blame her at all for being nervous 
about Isabel leaving prison. He was nervous, too, and he wasn’t even the one their mother had shot. 

Ian picked his napkin out of his lap and followed Natalie out of the dining room. 

“Natalie?” he called down the hall. But she wasn’t there. And she wasn’t in the gallery or in the 
theater or in the kitchen or the library. She wasn’t in the conservatory or the study or her bedroom. 

He was on his way to the parlor, passing the door to the secret wing of the mansion — the Lucian 
wing — when he heard the sound of shattering glass. “Natalie?” he said, putting a hand on the door. 


The knob was cool, and it twisted easily when he turned it. He stood there for a moment, looking at 


the knob. He couldn’t imagine that Natalie would go in there. They’d had an unspoken agreement to 
avoid it since the Clue hunt ended — avoid looking at it, talking about it. 

But someone was in there. So Ian opened the door. 

As soon as the door opened, a flood of lights streamed on one by one down the short hall as the 
chandeliers lit up. The floor was paneled in ebony wood, and the walls were lined with paintings of 
Lucians doing amazing things — being crowned, winning battles, ruling the world. It smelled of close 
air and dust; not even the servants had been inside. Ian felt as if he were trespassing, breaking the 
rules, even though that was ridiculous. This was his house, and with his father hiding in South 
America and his mother trapped in North America, there was no one present to scold or forbid him. 

Slowly, he made his way down the hall. “Natalie?” he called again. But there was no answer. 

At the end of the short hall was another door. He opened that one, to another hall. It had never 
occurred to him before how strange a setup this was. It was as if the wing were designed to be 
difficult to transverse — a series of rooms to be passed through, one by one, to reach an end 
destination, rather than one long corridor with doors along either side. Down at the end of the second 
hall, someone turned to look at him. 

Someone tall, and someone who was not Natalie. The figure was all in black, from boots to mask. 
He couldn’t tell for sure, but he was certain that the intruder smiled at him. 

“Oi! Stop!” he yelled, taking off down the hall. The lights began to flicker, and the chandelier 
closest to his end of the hallway gave a shudder and then crashed to the ground, landing a few feet 
from Ian. Glass and metal shattered over the wood floors, spraying Ian with shards and splinters. If he 
had been any slower, he’d be buried under that mess, tangled in it like a grotesque knot in a skein of 
thread. 

He half jumped, half skidded over the shattered chandelier and picked his way down the rest of the 
hall. But with a great groan, the second chandelier fell. Ian jumped out of the way, and continued his 
run down the hall, dodging the third and fourth chandeliers as their chains gave way and they slammed 


down to the floor. 


Ian looked up at the last broken chain. A cable ran from the chain, along the ceiling, to the previous 
chandelier, and so on, until the cable reached the door. Something had triggered it; something had 
caused it to crash — the door opening. Someone had rigged the chandeliers to fall. 

His spirit sagged down to his knees, dragging what felt like his lungs and all of his digestive 
organs with it. One of his parents had done that. Mother or Father, one of them — both of them — 
would rather have Natalie or himself be crushed by half a ton of glass and metal than have them make 
it through the wing and into the Lucian stronghold. 

But there wasn’t time to dwell on it. There was someone in the house, in this wing, and they 
needed to be caught. 

Ian shook glass from his hair. The intruder had disappeared by the time he made it past the 
chandeliers. He barged through the next door. 

It was the room made entirely of mirrors. Ian thought that Isabel had had it built because she liked 
to look at herself. Now he knew better. 

A single lamp hung from the center of the mirrored room. And then, there was movement. The 
figure in black was there, though he couldn’t tell where. He jumped at the reflection to his left, spun 
around to the one on his right. It was dark and the shadows tricked him; Ian could feel his heart 
pounding in his chest and his breath coming in quick bursts. 

The intruder’s image was cast all around him, but Ian couldn’t tell which was the real person and 
which ones were reflections. The intruder was scrambling at one of the mirrors, clawing at the side of 
it as 1f trying to find a latch. 

“Who are you?” he demanded. The figure in black spun around to look at Ian, and Ian finally 
thought he knew which way to go. He saw something that sparkled dangling from the intruder’s hand 
— a piece of jewelry? Glass? But then the intruder grabbed a thick bar from his trouser leg — a pipe 
or a crowbar, Ian couldn’t tell. He hesitated and stepped back, thinking he was about to be clubbed. 
But the intruder raised the bar and smashed the mirror. On the other side was a window that faced the 


garden. That was quickly smashed as well, and the intruder clambered outside. 


Ian ran over, reaching out to try and grab a leg, an arm, something. They were on the top floor, and 
the intruder had already scampered up onto the roof. 

There was no time to consider the three-story fall from the roof, or the fact that the intruder was 
apparently armed with at least a crowbar, or that Ian was supposed to be on a plane to America in a 
few hours. Ian grasped the window frame, put a foot on the ledge, and hoisted himself outside. 

The night was cold for April, and it was much windier high up than it would have been on the 
ground. Ian’s heart climbed rapidly to his throat when he realized what he was doing, but there wasn’t 
any other way. By the time he found Bickerduff and had the police summoned, the intruder would be 
gone. 

And if there was anything more important than catching them, it was knowing who they were. 
Anyone who was brave or foolish or desperate enough to break into the Lucian stronghold needed to 
be stopped. 

Shifting his weight, Ian swung around and grabbed the gutter above him. It was slimy with rain, 
leaves, and grime, and the first realization that he could slip and fall hit him. But he bent his knees 
anyway, firmed up his grip, and jumped. 

With a grunt, he swung one leg up above the gutter. He forced his weight into his stomach, pressing 
hard against the slick tiles. The figure in black was still trying to climb up the steeply pitched roof, 
and now that he heard Jan heaving himself upward, he scrambled all the harder. 

He dug his fingers into the tiles, pulling his other leg up, and then he let himself have a moment to 
remember that he was still alive. But there was only time for a moment, and he was digging the toes 
of his Prada shoes into the roof to brace himself, to push higher and harder. 

The wind whipped his hair into his eyes as he flung an arm out as far as he could to try and grab 
the intruder’s trouser leg. He brushed the fabric with his fingers, but the person in black kicked at 
him. Ian took it in the shoulder, and he lost his grip. The movement caused the intruder to lose balance 


as well, and they both began to slide. 


The tiles were too slippery to stop him; his sweater caught but it just tore beneath him. He tried to 
grab at something, but his hands couldn’t grasp anything at all. His toes hit the gutter, which jolted 
under the impact. The intruder landed beside him. Ian tried to grab a black-garbed arm, but the gutter 
groaned again, and snapped. 

They continued to fall. Ian grasped the gutter like a climbing rope, his clothes scraping down the 
side of the stone façade. He would have kept swinging — likely until the gutter broke completely free 
of the roof — but there was a tree growing close to the house and he got tangled up in the branches. 
The intruder skidded across the wall in the same way, but ended up near a downspout. He jumped 
over to it like a squirrel and began to skitter down to the gardens. 

Ian kicked at the tree, trying to find a branch thick enough to stand on. He’d chased him that far — 
he’d not let him just get away now. He let go of the gutter with one hand and grabbed at a mess of 
sticks and leaves, hoping they would hold him as he pulled himself as quickly as possible into the 
tree. 

Branches whipped at him as he scrambled down — he was going to look an awful mess whenever 
he caught up to this intruder. 

There was movement beneath him, and Jan jumped, rolling into the person in black. They both 
toppled over, but both were soon back up on hands and knees. Ian lunged, grabbed a foot, and pulled. 
The person in black went down flat on his stomach. Ian snatched at the mask and ripped it off. And 
then he flung himself backward. 

Isabel smiled at him and pushed her hair back from her face. 

Ian felt as if he had been doused in ice water. His mother was there. There, in front of him. Isabel 
picked herself up from the ground and smoothed her black clothes with her hands. He shivered; his 
skin prickled up and down his back, and the first twinges of a headache crept over his brain. 

Both sets of amber eyes flickered to the garden gate. It was old, made of damp, weathered wood 


and great iron bolts. The wall around the garden was a good ten feet high. There would be one way 


out. One little door stood between Isabel and freedom. He shot to his feet, and he and his mother 
raced to the gate. 

Ian beat her there, barely. He pressed his back against the wood and covered the latch with a hand. 

“Step away from the door, Ian,” said Isabel. She leveled her gaze at him, and Ian thought he might 
drop dead on the spot. It pierced him like a poisoned dart, like he would never stop bleeding. 

“What are you doing here?” he asked. ““You’re supposed to be in America.” 

“Don’t ask questions you don’t want to know the answer to, darling. Though I’m sure we’ll be 
seeing each other soon,” said Isabel. “Now, stand away from the door, Ian. I won’t ask again.” 

He knew that he shouldn’t. He knew that he should find some way to restrain her; he should get the 
police; he should send her back to jail. He should do that much for Amy and Dan, for himself and 
Natalie. 

She looked at him in a way that made his throat close and his eyes water. Ian Kabra did not cry, 
but he thought in that minute he might. She was steel and he was paper and she tore right through him. 

But if he stopped her, she’d go back to prison. There would be no more parole, no more Isabel 
loose in Boston. 

Amy would be so happy. She’d be so proud. 

He’d never have to worry that Isabel would show up again. 

She’d never show up again. For a birthday, a polo match. . . anything. 

Perhaps his conscience was too new; he hadn’t used it enough yet to know how to use it properly. 
Perhaps he just wasn’t good at doing the right thing. 

Ian stepped away from the door. 

Isabel smiled again, and swept past him. “Thank you, darling.” 


She opened the door, stepped through, and shut it behind her. 


Shame swept over Ian like a tidal wave. He stared at the garden door, and it was hard to breathe. The 
realization of what he had done smacked him in the face and it was cold, like a block of ice. He 
jerked the door open and stumbled out into the street. 

But there was no one there. Isabel had gotten away. 

No. He’d let her go. 

Ian looked back at the house. For the first time in his life, he didn’t feel worthy of living there. He 
didn’t deserve it. 

Ian Kabra would never cry. But he did sit down on the ground, something else he thought he would 
never do, and put his face in his hands for just a moment. Somehow, he remembered to breathe. It was 
funny, how you could keep breathing when you just made the biggest mistake of your life. 

In the mansion, he found Natalie in the library. 

“What on earth happened to you?” she gasped. “Your trousers!” 

“I went into the . . . the Lucian wing.” 

Natalie’s head jerked backward like he’d just told her he’d be wearing flannel and denim from 
now on. “Why?” she asked. 

“I thought I heard someone in there.” 

“Did you?” she asked, gripping the arm of the chair she sat in. Natalie could be a nuisance; she 
could be tiresome and petulant. But she looked so small and scared, like an actual little sister, that he 
couldn’t bring himself to let her know that her nightmares were coming true. 

“No,” he said. “It was nothing.” 


“Then why do you look like that?” Natalie asked. 


Ian looked down at his clothes. He was covered with tiny bits of glass dust. The toes of his 
polished leather shoes had been reduced to unintentional suede. His sweater was gashed through 
across his stomach, and his polo shirt was stained an ugly greenish brown. 

“I took a walk in the gardens,” he said. 

“All of that happened from a walk in the gardens?” 

“You know I’m not the outdoorsy type. Good night.” 

He left the library and wandered to his room. 

He could never tell Amy, and he couldn’t go to America. It would be too much to bear, a secret too 
heavy for the airplane to lift across the ocean. 

And the more he thought about it, the angrier he grew with himself. Making the right choice — the 
good choice — should have been so easy. He could see that now. All it would have meant was saying 
no to Isabel. 

Stand aside, she would have said. And Ian would have said no. 

I’m not asking again, she would have said. And Ian would have said no. 

But he hadn’t said anything at all. And, worst of all, his mother hadn’t even expected him to. Isabel 
had known how weak he would be. 

How could feelings be this complicated? He liked Amy; she was so simply good. So smart, and so 
sweet, and so pretty, for someone with such a limited wardrobe. But, strangely enough, he loved his 
mother. 

Amy wouldn’t like him anymore after this. What would she think if she knew? That he was a Kabra 
through and through, just like they’d all always thought. That no good could come of him. But what 
right did she have to think ill of him? She didn’t know how hard it was to have a mother like Isabel. 
She didn’t know the pressure, the pain, the constant expectations. 

She didn’t have any idea of what it was like to be a Kabra. She and that brother of hers just 
stumbled in and out of life’s biggest challenges, making it out alive because of a bit of luck and the 


kindness of others — like himself. 


He doubted that she could so much as say her own name without stuttering, or tie her shoes without 
being racked with uncertainty. It was pathetic, and just another example of how far removed from his 
world she was, monetary wealth or no. 

And he knew that none of that was true, at all. 


He grabbed for the phone. It was a miserable thing, to be responsible for breaking your own heart. 


Amy was having a great afternoon. She’d made up the bed in the guest room and painted her nails, and 
now that all of her tasks for the day were done, she found that she couldn’t sit still. She perched on the 
couch, but then wandered to the kitchen, and then outside, and then back to the living room. It was as 
if a tiny motor had kicked on behind her stomach and it was powering little wheels that ran all over 
her arms and legs, gears turning and turning and making energy that needed to be used. 

She wondered if this was what it felt like to be Dan. 

Back in the kitchen, Nellie was whipping up a batch of macaroons while jamming out to her iPod. 
Sometimes, Amy thought Nellie forgot that there were other people around. Every now and then she’d 
stop in her stirring to use the spoon as a guitar, and she’d wail out a few licks. 

Dan wandered in and took a good look at Nellie. The buzz from her music could be heard across 
the kitchen. “Nellie,” he said, “Atticus and I are going to eat Doritos and Pixy Stix for dinner. Cool 
with you?” He shot her a thumbs-up. 

“And you used my heart as a Kleenex, ” Nellie sang. “But you’re the one full of snot!” 

“Awesome,” Dan said, pulling out a bag of chips — only for Nellie to smack him in the chest with 
a carrot. 

Amy’s cell phone buzzed in her back pocket and she answered it quickly. 


“Hello,” she said. 


“Amy.” It was Ian. Amy grinned, biting her lip when her stomach flopped over. He really did have 
a great accent. 

It’s Ian, Amy mouthed to Nellie. Nellie, still dancing, gave her an enthusiastic thumbs-up. 

“OooOOoooh,” said Dan, squeezing his carrot tight. 

Nellie grabbed for Amy’s hand and tried to dance with her while she was on the phone. It was so 
silly, but Amy couldn’t help but to give in. She held the phone with one hand, letting Nellie spin her 
around with the other. “All — all set to come over and visit? P ve Dan-proofed the whole place.” 

“Dan-proofed. Is that supposed to be clever?” 

Amy stopped dancing, and she let go of Nellie’s hand. Nellie took her earbuds out and gave her a 
funny look, but Amy blushed and looked away. 

“Tan, is everything, uh, okay?” she asked. 

“Of course,” he said quickly. “I’ve decided to stay in London. Everything is perfect.” 

Amy’s stomach dropped. “You’re staying — you’re .. . you’re not coming anymore?” Dread crept 
over her like a swarm of beetles. She was acutely aware of Nellie and Dan watching her from the 
other side of the kitchen. 

“Is that disappointment I hear, Amy Cahill? How very quaint. Pd no idea you were so attached to 
the idea of playing house.” 

“Wh-why are you saying —” 

“What is that? I can’t understand you.” 

“Tan, I — c-can you come some other time? Maybe?” 

As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she hated herself for it. Ian was being a jerk, and she 
still wanted him to come? How pathetic could she get? 

Ian paused, and Amy bit her lip. Why would he change his mind the day before he left? 

“No,” he said, finally. Amy’s face fell. Her shoulders slumped in and she turned away from Dan 
and Nellie. 


“Oh,” said Amy. She didn’t want to sound disappointed. She didn’t want him to know how sad she 
was. But Amy really wasn’t a very good liar. “Well, okay. But, Ian, if something is wrong —” 

“Why would I tell you if something were wrong?” he snapped. She felt the sting from an ocean 
away. “What makes you think that you know anything about me at all, Amy? What makes you think I 
would tell you anything?” 

This was not what she had been practicing since she found out he was coming. She’d even learned 
to make tea the real way, not by heating up some water in the microwave and dropping in a tea bag 
and then forgetting about it. 

“T’m going to hang up now,” she said quietly. 

“Fine.” 

“Good-bye, Ian,” she said. 

He paused again. She thought she heard something like a sniff or a choke, but it was probably the 
sound of him tearing up his plane ticket. “Good-bye, Amy.” 

She hung up the phone. Dan and Nellie were quiet. 

“Well, think about it,” said Dan. “Did you really want Natalie Kabra as a sister-in-law?” 

“Okay, take the Doritos and go,” said Nellie, taking her carrot back and throwing the bag of chips 
at him. Dan caught the bag, looked between Nellie and his sister, and decided that any other place in 
the world was better than that kitchen. “What did he say?” Nellie asked. 

“He can’t come,” said Amy. “He didn’t say why. He wouldn’t say why.” She shouldn’t have been 
so upset. She shouldn’t have felt like someone had jabbed a pin into her feelings and deflated them all 
over the kitchen floor. 

Nellie plopped into a kitchen chair and shook her head. “That stinks,” she said. Amy shrugged. “I 
mean, it stinks whenever someone cancels on you, but it’s even worse when you like the guy.” 

“I don’t like him,” Amy said immediately, folding her arms across her chest. “I just did so much 
work to get ready for him to come over from London and now I’m just upset that, you know, the house 


is clean for no good reason.” 


“Oh, Amy,” said Nellie. “You don’t like him. And my favorite band isn t Single Cell Paramecium. 
You can trust me, kiddo. That’s what I’m here for.” 

“I just don’t get it,” said Amy, sitting down beside Nellie. She put her phone on the table and 
stared at it. “I mean, did I do something? Am I. . . unvisitable?” Something prickled at her eyes. “He 
just turned so mean on the phone. It’s like between a few days ago and today he just decided that I’m 
something worthless. Like he can’t even stand to talk to me.” She wiped the back of her palm across 
her cheek. “It’s stupid. I feel stupid. I feel stupid for wanting him to come, and for being so... 
excited, and I feel stupid for crying.” 

“Its not stupid,” said Nellie, handing Amy a napkin. “Your feelings are never stupid.” 

Amy pushed the napkin against her eyes. “What did I do wrong?” 

“Oh, Amy, nothing. Look, there’s a lot of truth to the statement ‘It’s his loss.’ I mean, Amy Cahill, 
you are awesome. After all that you’ve been through, after how smart and capable and utterly 
exceptional you have proven yourself to be, anyone should feel privileged to know you. I know that I 
do.” 

Amy shrugged. She didn’t feel exceptional or capable. She felt gullible, as if this whole thing had 
just been a joke to him — as if she were a joke. Amy reached for a new napkin and wiped at a fresh 
round of tears. “I just don’t know what happened.” 

“Amy, if he can’t see how awesome you are, then — I don’t care how rich he is — he can’t even 
buy a clue. And I’m not just saying that. As someone who is, like, alive because of your 
awesomeness, I mean, I speak with authority here. I am the law.” 

Nellie may have been right — but it still felt awful. 

Amy hiccupped and scratched her nail along the top of the kitchen table. “The Kabras are poor 
now, Nellie,” she said, adding a small smile. 

Nellie threw back her head and laughed. “Poor. Gosh, those kids are going to have such a rude 
awakening one of these days. Look, Amy, would you ever let someone treat me that way? Or treat Dan 


that way?” 


“No.” 

“Then don’t let anyone treat you that way, either. No more tears now? Good — you kill me when 
you do that. Amy, let me be old and wise for a minute. There are boys who will make you cry, and 
then there are boys who are worth spending your fabulous energy on. What about that boy from class? 
Ethan or something?” 

“Evan,” Amy said automatically. 

“Ah,” said Nellie, grinning. “I knew you’d know who I meant. Forget Ian Kabra and his shiny hair 
and polo shirts. Think of you, Amy. Do you want to give someone like Evan a call?” 

“Call?” said Amy, her mouth dropping open a little bit. Call a boy? And say what? Calling boys 
was something that only superheroes could do, or something. 

“Yes, call. Ring. Telephone. Buzz.” Nellie stood up and slid the cell phone over toward Amy. 
“Think about it.” And then she left. 

Amy watched her go. It was a thought. But could she, Amy Cahill, really call a boy? 

Could Amy Cahill brave an underground catacomb full of bones? Could Amy Cahill survive a 
cave-in? Could Amy Cahill fly to the top of Mount Everest in a helicopter so light that a sneeze could 
knock it over? 

Actually, Amy thought, yes, she could. So, obviously, she could call a boy. 

Amy went to her room for some privacy and scrolled through her phone. Evan had given his 
number to her when they had worked on a science project together. She sat on the edge of her bed, her 
stomach flipping back and forth like an antsy pancake as she pushed the numbers. 

And then it was ringing. 

“Hello?” 

“Hi,” she said. “Evan? Hi, it’s Amy Cahill.” She paused, and smiled. “You’re glad I called? So am 
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Eleven Months After the Clue Hunt 


Fifteen-year-old Amy Cahill had seen a lot of angry faces on the hunt for the 39 Clues. The museum 
guards who’d screamed at her in countless languages. The backstabbing family members she’d 
outwitted. Those furious Benedictine monks. But none of those expressions quite matched the look of 
pure loathing on Saladin’s face as the silver cat glared at Amy, his whiskers twitching with rage. 

“T'm sorry, Saladin,” she said, trying to suppress a smile. “I don’t know where the contractor put 
the laundry room key. [Il have to find it later, okay?” She glanced down at her watch. The other 
Cahills would be here any minute, and she still hadn’t figured out where the movers had stashed the 
extra bedding. 

The cat flattened his ears. Amy reached out to scratch his fluffy head, but he pulled back and 
hissed. Ever since they’d moved into their grandmother Grace’s partially rebuilt mansion, Saladin 
had taken possession of the small laundry room next to the kitchen. Normally, the regal cat would’ve 
turned up his damp nose at such undignified accommodations, but it was the only spot in the new 
house where he would sleep. After four months of crisscrossing the globe with his Clue-hunting 
owners, the cat had made it clear that his traveling days were over. Amy wasn’t an expert in feline 
psychology, but she was pretty sure the cat figured if he slept under the dryer, there was less ofa 
chance that he’d be kidnapped in the middle of the night and whisked off to Tibet. 

It had been almost a year since they’d returned to Massachusetts, but Saladin wasn’t the only 
member of the Cahill family who was having trouble adjusting. Amy had known it was going to be 
difficult — how did you go from a global hunt for the most valuable secret on Earth to biology class 
with Mrs. Schneider, who always smelled like onion soup? But she hadn’t expected the nightmares. 
Or the strange flutter in her chest that never went away, no matter how many deep breaths she took. 

A thunderous crash shook the kitchen, causing Saladin to leap off the counter and Amy to duck 
for cover. 

She certainly hadn’t expected a little brother with a death wish. 

“Dan!” Amy screamed, turning toward the ceiling, which was, miraculously, still intact. “Dan!” 
She groaned as she rose slowly to her feet. The kickboxing class she’d been taking left her muscles 
feeling like they’d been run over by a steamroller. She stepped forward and winced. Maybe it wasn’t 
too late to reschedule this afternoon’s rock-climbing lesson. 

She limped toward the stairs but forced herself to walk up properly. This is how you get 
stronger, she told herself. Amy glanced down at her gold watch and tried to ignore the image that 
flashed through her head. The silver knife glittering in the cold sunlight. The smile on the Vesper 
agent’s face as he fingered the blade. She’d thought they’d be safe after the Clue hunt ended, but it 


turned out she and Dan were in more danger than ever. Their family’s historic enemy, the Vespers, had 
chosen this moment to emerge from the shadows. Amy and Dan had barely survived the first attack. 
Next time, they might not be so lucky. 

She pushed herself up another step and grimaced. Next time, I won't have to count on luck. She 
paused as the burning in her calves crept up the backs of her legs, but the pain was nothing compared 
to the fear that had been growing in her stomach. Next time, we'll be ready. 

When she reached the top of the stairs, she saw her younger brother, Dan, sitting amid a mound 
of broken wood and shattered glass. 

Or, at least, Pll be ready. 

Dan’s new snowboard was strapped to his feet and his hair was matted with white flakes. 
Except it wasn’t snow — it was plaster from the ceiling. Three construction workers were standing 
nearby, laughing. One was taking a photo of Dan with his cell phone. The grin on her brother’s face 
was so wide Amy didn’t bother asking if he was okay and went straight into phase two of big-sister 
interrogation. “What are you doing?” she hissed, trying to keep her voice low. 

“Practicing my ollies.” 

“It’s August.” 

“I know. That’s why I installed a snow machine in the backyard.” 

“You what?” 

“It’s awesome. You gotta try it. You get really wicked air coming off the roof.” He glanced at the 
mess around him and cocked his head to the side. “Though I might have miscalculated.” He popped 
up without undoing the straps and took a hop toward the stairs. “I think P11 land it this time.” He 
looked over at the man with the phone. “Ready, Joe?” 

Amy turned sharply, ignoring the twinge of pain in her stiff lower back as she forced a smile. 
“Sorry, Joe, but, um, instead of filming Dan, do you think you guys could try to finish the gymnastics 
room in the basement?” Joe lowered his phone and raised his eyebrows. The burning sensation in 
Amy’s cheeks grew worse than the pain in her legs as she saw the other two men try to contain their 
chuckles. She knew they weren’t used to getting orders from a fifteen-year-old, but their guardian, 
Nellie, was at school and Uncle Fiske had disappeared once he heard that six Cahill kids were 
coming for the weekend. “I mean, um, if you have t-t-time,” she said, stumbling over the words like 
she'd stumbled over the tires she’d installed in the new obstacle course out back. 

Joe shot a look over his shoulder, then turned to Amy. “Sure thing, Miss Cahill,” he said, 
smirking. 

Amy stared at her toes until the men trudged past her, and then looked up at Dan. “Are you crazy? 
Even if you manage to go the afternoon without breaking your neck, yow re supposed to be helping 
me get the house ready. We’re seriously behind schedule.” Not counting the damage caused by 
Hurricane Dweeb, the place was still a mess. Although the construction workers had finished the 
bedrooms and the library and had moved on to the upstairs command center, the floors were still 
covered with plastic tarps and scattered tools. “Ian and Natalie’s flight landed an hour ago, and the 
Holts are going to be here any minute. I can’t believe you haven’t been getting ready.” 

Amy had invited the Kabras, the Holts, and Jonah Wizard to Attleboro for a reunion — the first 
time the kids would be together since the Clue hunt ended. Amy had told them that she had some 
activities planned, but no one except Dan knew why she was so keen to host a training weekend. 
Apart from their guardians and their lawyer, Mr. McIntyre, none of the other Cahills knew that the 
Vespers had tried to attack Amy and Dan in order to steal a family heirloom — an ancient gold ring. 
Although the ring was now safely concealed in her custom-designed watch, Amy still shivered 


thinking about that day. Since the attack, Casper Wyoming, a Vesper assassin, had become such a 
regular fixture in Amy’s nightmares he should have been paying rent for the privilege of haunting the 
darkest caverns of her mind. She generally woke up from these dreams with her heart beating so 
loudly she couldn’t hear the faint ticking of the watch. Sometimes, as her pulse slowed and her 
breathing returned to normal, the sound comforted her with its steady, familiar beat. Other times, the 
ticking sent chills down her spine, as if it were counting down the minutes until the next Vesper strike. 

That’s why it was so important to make sure she and Dan were prepared. That a// the Cahills 
were prepared. Amy knew it was only a matter of time before the Vespers attacked, and there was no 
knowing which of them was going to be caught in the cross fire. She thought about the schedule she 
had spent hours preparing for this weekend. Tonight they’d have their first cryptography lesson, in 
case they needed to send coded messages in the future. She’d even arranged for an MIT professor to 
come to the house to lead the session. In the morning, they’d have tumbling and jujitsu practice in the 
gymnastics room... if Joe and his crew finished up in time. And then skydiving lessons that 
afternoon. Amy had tried to include Dan in her planning, but despite the fact that he’d almost died in 
the first Vesper attack, he generally acted like Amy was crazy. And today was no different. 

“I am getting stuff ready,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I ordered fifteen cases of Red Bull and 
twenty jumbo tubs of Sour Patch Kids with the purple ones already picked out. It’s amazing what you 
can do when you're rich.” A manic smile spread across his face, as if just thinking about the snacks 
had given him a sugar high. “I can’t wait to show Hamilton the wave machine I got for the pool. He’s 
going to teach me to surf before our trip to Fiji!” His expression darkened slightly. “It’s a crazy-long 
flight. They have Wii in first class, right? Maybe I should look into booking a private jet.” 

He unbuckled the straps on his snowboard and had begun walking toward his new bedroom 
when Amy grabbed his shoulder. She might not be able to stand up to smirking construction workers, 
or even a sullen Egyptian Mau, but she could certainly handle her little brother. But just as she was 
about to explain where she’d like to send him on a private jet, the doorbell rang. Amy looked up at 
the security monitor on the wall; she’d had one installed on every floor of the house. Despite her 
frustration with Dan, she couldn’t help but smile at the sight of the three Holt kids standing on the 
front steps. There was sixteen-year-old Hamilton gaping at the enormous house, ignoring his twelve- 
year-old twin sisters, Madison and Reagan, as they elbowed each other out of the way, each trying to 
be the one to stick her tongue out at the security camera. 

“They’re heeeere!” Dan hollered as he shook off Amy’s hand and bounded down the stairs. 

By the time Amy reached the front door, Dan had already disabled the high-tech air lock and was 
letting the Holts inside. He fist-pumped Hamilton and waved at Madison and Reagan, who had 
stopped fighting and were looking wide-eyed around the foyer. 

“Whoa,” Madison whistled, craning her neck to examine the chandelier. 

“This is even fancier than Red Lobster,” Reagan said with awe. 

“Look at this rich people’s hockey-stick holder,” Madison said as she ran a slightly grubby 
finger along the edge of the antique umbrella stand. “I want one!” 

“Ames!” Hamilton shouted and scooped her into a bear hug that lifted her off the ground. 

“Ouch!” Amy yelped, causing Hamilton to release her. “Sorry,” she said, smiling as she rubbed 
her shoulder. “I’m just a little sore.” 

Madison nodded gravely. “Smart people books are pretty heavy.” 

“No, I’m sore from all the training l ve been — ” 

“Don’t talk to me about sore,” a voice called from the door. Amy looked up to see Natalie Kabra 
lugging an enormous monogrammed suitcase into the foyer. “Mum canceled our frequent flyer miles, 


so we had to go business class.” She shuddered, causing her pink, ruffled dress to sway dramatically. 
“The seats were horribly uncomfortable, and there wasn’t even a masseuse!” 

The word mum made Amy flinch slightly. Natalie’s breezy tone made her sound like a normal 
teenager complaining about her mother, but Amy knew that Isabel Kabra wasn’t punishing her 
children for missing curfew or not cleaning their rooms. She’d disowned them for betraying her 
during the Clue hunt, for choosing to work with the other teams instead of murdering them. As she 
stared at the perfectly groomed twelve-year-old, Amy had trouble believing that she'd ever seen 
Natalie covered in dirt and blood. But Amy knew there was a reason the fashionista was wearing 
tights in August, and it wasn’t because she’d seen it in British Vogue. Natalie was covering a scar on 
her foot — a bullet wound from her own mother. 

The Clue hunt had brought the siblings face-to-face with the gruesome realities of their family’s 
centuries-old feud, but Amy couldn’t think about the final confrontation with Isabel without feeling 
like she was going to throw up. She shivered as she recalled the image of Natalie crumpled on the 
ground. 

“Well, that’s quite a greeting.” The clipped cadences of Ian Kabra’s voice brought Amy back to 
reality. “Is it customary in your country to take ill when guests arrive? It doesn’t say much for 
American hospitality.” 

Amy pushed her hair behind her ears and stealthily tried to whisk away the beads of sweat that 
had gathered on her forehead. She took a deep breath and smiled. “Hi!” she said, a bit louder than she 
meant to. Ian raised one eyebrow and Amy felt the beginnings of a blush. She started to give Ian a hug, 
but he had already bent forward to kiss her on the cheek. Her sudden movement threw him off, and 
they ended up bumping foreheads. 

“Sorry,” Amy said, turning away so Ian wouldn’t see that her face had turned bright red. 

“Quite all right. I had forgotten you do things differently across the pond.” He took a step back to 
look at Amy. “I take it jeans are the latest in evening wear here in the wild west?” He made an 
exaggerated show of narrowing his eyes. “Is that a juice stain on your blouse? How fetching.” 

Amy tried to ignore the prickle on her skin caused by Ian’s gaze. As usual, he was dressed like a 
model from a country club brochure. But even though the expensive shirt and perfectly pressed khakis 
looked the same as always, there was something different about him. The old Ian had mastered the art 
of always looking like he was waiting for his private jet, maintaining a confident, slightly bored 
demeanor at all times. This Ian stood with his shoulders a little hunched and his arms folded across 
his chest, as if he were trying to protect something deep inside of him — or trying to keep something 
from spilling out. 

“Juice stains will be the least of your worries when I’m done with you,” Amy said, avoiding 
Ian’s eyes. “I have a big weekend planned for all of us. Come on, l’ 11 show you guys to the dorms.” 
She turned around and motioned for Ian to follow her up the stairs. 

“Dorms?” Amy heard Natalie call from behind her. “You’re joking, right?” 

“Don’t worry,” Hamilton said as he raced ahead, carrying both his and Natalie’s suitcases. 
“Madison doesn’t sleepwalk anymore.” 

“Bring that back!” Natalie shouted as she ran up after him. “I’m going to stay at the Ritz- 
Carlton.” 

“Is that where they make the crackers?” Madison asked. “I’m coming, too!” 

Amy tilted her head down to check her watch. “Hey, Dan,” she called without looking up. “Make 
sure everyone meets in the library in a hour, okay?” 

There was no answer, only a loud thud from upstairs, followed by a muffled “whoo-hoo.” Amy 


winced as the chandelier began to sway. “Dan?” She raised her head and glanced around the foyer. 
She was all alone. 
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Two hours later, Amy was forced to accept that her weekend schedule might have been a tad 
ambitious. She gave a weak smile to Professor Morris, the MIT instructor whom she’d paid to lead 
their cryptography workshop. They were sitting across from each other in the otherwise empty 
library, a perfect replica of Amy’s favorite room in Grace’s old house. The sun was setting, and 
amber light spilled through the openings in the maroon curtains that grazed the floor like elegant ball 
gowns. Amy had spent months tracking down the same oak bookshelves that had lined the walls, and 
was still in the process of filling them. It broke her heart to think of the thousands of books that had 
been lost in the fire that destroyed the original mansion — almost as painful as losing a friend. After 
Amy’s parents died, Grace’s library had become the only place she felt truly safe. She used to spend 
hours curled up in the window seat, poring through her favorite books, grateful for the opportunity to 
spend time with people she knew would never leave her. 

Amy wished she could pull out a book right now. Anything to avoid making small talk with the 
stern man scowling at her from across the room. With each passing moment, the silence grew heavier, 
until Amy could almost feel it pressing against her skin. The door pushed open and Amy sighed — 
finally, someone else had arrived. But it was just Saladin. The Mau strode across the room, his tail 
held high, and promptly began to rub against Professor Morris’s leg, leaving a layer of long silver 
hairs clinging to the professor’s wool trousers. 

“Saladin,” Amy chided, grateful for an excuse to break the silence. “Stop it.” 

Professor Morris grimaced slightly, then stood up. “I’m sorry, Miss Cahill, but I don’t have all 
evening. It appears that the other students have more pressing obligations, so if yow’ ll excuse me.” 

Amy jumped up from her chair. “No! I mean, just five more minutes. They’re all in the house .. . 
somewhere. P11 go look again.” She dashed toward the door, leaving Professor Morris and Saladin 
staring at each other. 

I’m going to kill them, Amy thought as she ran up the stairs, ignoring the pain in her protesting 
muscles. But then a grim truth surfaced through her rage. Or the Vespers will do it for me. 

She slowed down when she reached the top of the stairs, taking care not to slip on the plastic 
tarp that covered the floor. The top level of the house — the site of their new command center — was 
still under construction. The lights were off, but there were sounds coming from the end of the 
hallway. Amy stepped carefully over a clump of wires and turned sideways to avoid bumping into a 
tower of cardboard boxes. A thin sliver of light shone from under the door to the screening room Amy 
had built in order to analyze surveillance footage and host video chats with Cahills around the world. 
She opened the door and gasped. Dan, Hamilton, and Madison were hurtling across the room, 
vaulting over the rows of leather armchairs as they swatted one another with plastic lightsabers. Amy 
didn’t even have to look at the screen to know that Star Wars was playing. The volume was up so 
loud that the room shook every time Darth Vader exhaled. She marched up to the control panel and 
shut the system off. 

“Noooo!” Dan yelled, rushing toward her with his lightsaber waving in the air. 

Amy grabbed the weapon and held it above her head. “What are you guys doing?” she 
demanded. “I told you we were meeting in the library. There’s a guest speaker.” She took a breath and 


forced herself to smile. “We’re going to practice code-breaking. It'll be fun!” 

Dan rolled his eyes at Hamilton. “I told you she’s lost it.” 

“Cuckoo,” Madison said, making a she s so crazy gesture. 

Amy felt her chest tighten as she dropped the lightsaber. She was used to people laughing at her. 
But Grace’s house had always been the one place where no one made fun of her. Where she had felt 
safe. The Clue hunt had stolen that from her as well. 

Dan’s mocking smile faded as he stared at Amy. For a moment, he looked like a little boy again. 
But then his expression hardened. “Come on, guys. I think Reagan and Natalie are in the pool. Let’s 
use the scuba gear to sneak up on them.” Hamilton and Madison dropped their lightsabers and 
bounded out of the room. Amy could hear their shouts echoing down the hall. Dan stayed where he 
was, facing Amy but not quite meeting her eyes. “We’re allowed to have fun, you know.” He stared at 
the wall over Amy’s shoulder. “After all we’ve been through, we deserve it.” 

Amy was tempted to stretch her hand out and ruffle his hair, but something kept her still. “We 
need to be ready. They’re coming for us, Dan.” 

He turned his head and looked at her with an expression she’d never seen before. The room was 
dark, and the weak light shining through the window cast a strange shadow on his face. He walked 
over to the discarded lightsaber and picked it up, holding it out in front of him like an archaeologist 
examining a relic from another era. “I know they are,” he said, without facing her. “But there’s nothing 
we can do.” He turned around and walked slowly out of the room. 
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The vast backyard was dark and still. He knew from hacking into her bank account that the girl had 
spent almost half a million dollars on security. Between the electric fence, motion sensors, and body- 
heat detectors, there hadn’t been so much as a squirrel on the grass in six months. 

But he was no squirrel. 

The searchlight beam passed over the yard like a great white shark gliding lazily over the ocean 
floor. 

He smiled as he stepped under the shadow ofa large oak tree, and looked up at the light shining 
faintly from the third-floor window. According to the surveillance footage, Amy often spent the night 
in her command center trying to gain information about her new enemy. And yet she had found nothing. 

Vesper One turned around and began walking through the darkness, guided by the low drone of 
the electric fence. When he reached the edge of the lawn, he removed a small device from his pocket, 
held it against the barrier, and pushed the button. There was a loud buzz, then silence. 

Vesper One scaled the fence with ease, landing noiselessly on the other side. He’d already 
arranged for Vesper Six to take care of the children. 

In the distance, he heard a crash, followed by a chorus of laughter and angry shouts. 

Or perhaps they’d save Six the trouble and remove themselves from the equation. 

Either way, he had other business to attend to. 

As he stepped forward, a black car pulled up to the curb as if he’d conjured it from the shadows. 
Vesper One slid into the backseat and closed the door. “Boston.” There was one final item to attend to 
before he could put his plan in motion. It was time to eliminate the last Guardian. 
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The next morning Jonah Wizard arrived fresh off his concert tour via helicopter at six a.m. and landed 
on the front lawn, triggering the alarm system. By the time Amy had convinced the Attleboro police 
department that everything was under control, the other Cahills had gone back to bed and slept 
through the tumbling lessons. Most of them came down in time for jujitsu training, but once it became 
clear that Madison’s idea of a “light tap” could knock out a linebacker, the crowd began to dwindle. 

The worst part of it was that every time Amy tried to get their attention, they ignored her. It 
didn’t matter that she’d spent months arranging for expert linguists and champion martial artists to 
come to the house. Every time she raised her voice loud enough to make them look at her, she blushed 
and began to stutter. Yet it wasn’t the wasted time or money that bothered Amy. It was the fact that 
these people weren’t strangers. They were her family. She’d thought that, after everything they’d gone 
through, they’d be excited to work together. But it was as if the events of last year had never 
happened. 

At least the skydiving trip seemed to be working out. The Holts were excited to go, and 
everyone else had been too tired to argue. The bus Amy had chartered was silent as they drove 
through the Bristol County countryside toward the private airstrip. Everyone was asleep except for 
Amy and Jonah, who had been oddly quiet since his arrival that morning. 

Amy was sitting in the row behind Jonah and watched as he pulled out his iPhone and turned to 
face the window. He fiddled with it for a moment, and the glow from the screen illuminated his 
famous face. The phone remained lit just long enough for Amy to see the corner of Jonah’s mouth 
droop before the phone went dark. He sighed softly and put the phone away. 

Amy reached forward and tapped him on the shoulder. “Are you okay?” 

He turned toward her. ““A-Dawg. I didn’t know you were awake.” 

“Of course you didn’t,” she said, a little more bitterly than she’d intended. “I could’ve died and 
no one would’ ve noticed.” 

“You shouldn’t talk like that. Not after what we survived.” He must have seen the distress in her 
face, because he flashed his superstar smile. “Besides, sometimes it’s nice to stay under the radar.” 

“Easy for you to say. Was that your publicist you were texting? Or the president of your 
Facebook fan club?” She meant it as a joke and was surprised when Jonah’s face fell. “I’m sorry,” 
Amy said. “It’s none of my business.” 

“No, it’s fine.” He bit his lip, something Amy had never seen him do before, either in person, 
onstage, or during his countless television appearances. “I just thought that maybe my mom would try 
to get in touch or something.” He turned his head back to the window. “It’s my birthday,” he said 
quietly. 

“Your birthday?” Amy repeated. “Why didn’t you tell us? I would’ ve baked you a cake.” She 
smiled. “Though I’m sure your fans will be sending you stuff all week.” 

He didn’t smile back. “Only my mom and dad know my real birthday. It’s something we tried to 
keep private, just for us, you know?” He glanced down at his sweatshirt, as if he expected to see the 
glow of his phone through his pocket. “But I guess she forgot.” 

“You still haven’t spoken to her?” Amy asked softly. 

Jonah shook his head. “I waited for a few months after the end of the Clue hunt. You know, to 
give her time to calm down. But she won’t return my calls, my texts, my e-mails, nothing.” 

Amy wasn’t sure what to say. She knew far too well what it was like to be separated from your 


parents, but at least she had the comfort of knowing that her mother would’ ve given anything for one 
more moment with Dan and Amy. She reached over the top of Jonah’s seat and squeezed his hand. 
“You did the right thing back there. No matter what she thinks.” 

“I know.” The smile returned to his face. “Yo, are we almost there? The wiz is ready to show 
y all what it really means to be fly.” 
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Amy shivered as the wind rushed over her jumpsuit. Even though it was more than eighty degrees on 
the tarmac, her skin felt clammy. She’d spent the past three hours watching skydiving instructional 
videos and listening to the head instructor, Duncan, explain all the safety procedures. At least, she’d 
tried to pay attention. It had been difficult to hear over the sounds of Dan and Jonah laughing, 
Madison and Reagan wrestling, and Ian shouting on the phone at his stockbroker. Amy kept waiting 
for Duncan to tell everyone to quiet down, but he just kept droning on in a flat voice that made her 
think he was used to being ignored. And when Amy asked him to repeat something he’d said about 
proper landing technique, even Hamilton had told her to relax. They were all doing tandem jumps 
with experienced instructors and wouldn’t even have to open their own parachutes. But although the 
rational part of Amy’s brain knew that her instructor, Teodora, would take care of everything, she 
didn’t like the idea of jumping out of a plane without knowing exactly what to do. 

As the Cahills lined up to board the tiny aircraft, Amy began to question her decision to learn 
how to skydive. What were the chances of it coming in handy? After all, she and Dan had won the 
Clue hunt without having to use a parachute, and they’d been at the top of Mount Everest. 

She watched as the other Cahills took turns climbing up the metal steps and ducking through the 
door. Madison was so excited she grabbed on to the railing and vaulted inside without even touching 
the stairs. Natalie took more demure steps but looked equally confident as she entered the plane. Once 
she learned their trip was being filmed, she had refused to don a jumpsuit and insisted on remaining in 
her designer jeans, then complained that her gear didn’t match her stylish outfit. All the Cahill kids 
were wearing brightly colored harnesses and special packs that contained their backup parachutes. 

When it was Amy’s turn to climb the stairs, she paused. There was no way she was jumping out 
of a plane. “I can’t do this,” she whispered. She took a step backward. 

“Making a quick getaway?” 

Amy turned around and saw Teodora smiling at her. Petite with long blond hair, she looked like 
a porcelain doll in skydiving gear. “Don’t worry,” she said, putting her hand on Amy’s shoulder. “It’s 
going to be fine. Pll take care of everything.” 

It made Amy feel slightly better to know her harness would be attached to Teodora’s, but not 
much. “Have you ever lost anyone?” Amy asked. 

“Amy!” She turned her head and saw Dan pounding on the window from inside the plane. He 
mouthed something she couldn’t understand, and when she shrugged her shoulders to show that she 
couldn’t hear him, he started flapping his arms like a chicken. 

“Oh, one or two,” Teodora answered breezily. “I specialize in taking care of little brothers.” She 
laughed and Amy felt herself relax. She liked Teodora, something about her reminded Amy of Nellie. 
It might have been her smile, or all her energy, but either way Teodora struck her as someone who 
liked to have fun. 

Amy grabbed on to the railing and walked up the stairs. Right before she stepped inside, she 


reached back to check, for the hundredth time, that her pack was still in place. 

The noise inside the small plane was almost deafening, from the roar of the engines to the shouts 
of the Cahills yelling at one another from their seats. Amy and Teodora sat down in the back row and 
fastened their seat belts. A few minutes later, they were airborne. 

Amy pressed her nose to the window to watch the ground fall away as they quickly gained 
altitude. It was a clear day, so it was possible to make out small details in the scene below. Tiny cars 
wound their way along twisty roads. Miniature houses perched on hilltops and peeked out of 
clearings. The Atlantic Ocean sparkled in the distance. It all looked so peaceful that it was difficult to 
believe she would soon be hurtling toward it at one hundred miles per hour. 

She looked down at the enormous watchlike object on her left wrist. It was an altimeter, a 
device for measuring altitude. All skydivers had to wear them — even beginners doing tandem dives. 
On the off chance that something happened to an instructor, the student would need to know when to 
activate the chute. Thank goodness she’d been able to hear Duncan during that portion of the training. 
They were supposed to open their parachutes when they reached 2,000 feet. Or was it 4,000? She 
was about to ask Teodora when Duncan unbuckled his seat belt and stood up. “Okay, guys!” he 
shouted. His voice was suddenly cheerful. Amy had a feeling he was happy to be pushing them all out 
of the plane. “It’s time to go.” The noise inside the cabin died down as the Cahills concentrated on 
hooking their harnesses to their partners. Reagan was bouncing up and down with excitement, causing 
her instructor to look slightly seasick. 

They all grabbed on to the bars lining the walls as Duncan opened the door and, suddenly, Amy 
couldn’t concentrate on anything besides the roar of the wind. She closed her eyes to keep the air 
from stinging them. It was like standing on a cliff in the middle of a hurricane. 

She opened her eyes just in time to see Hamilton flash the group a thumbs-up. He and his 
instructor, Jason, waited for Duncan to give them the go-ahead, and then tumbled out the door. They 
flew sideways and disappeared from view. Amy felt her pulse start to race even faster. Could fifteen- 
year-olds have heart attacks? She tightened her grip on the bar and went over everything they’d 
learned during their training. 

Keep your back arched for stability. 

Keep your arms and legs at equal distances to maintain control. 

Try not to die... 

Amy watched the other pairs make their way to the door and jump out one by one. When it was 
Dan’s turn, she felt her stomach twist. But before she had a chance to say anything, he was gone. 

Now, it was just Teodora and Amy. The instructor tapped Amy on the shoulder to let her know 
that it was time to head to the door. They took small, shuffling steps. It was awkward to walk while 
attached to another person. 

They paused when they reached the door and held on to the bar that ran next to it. Amy closed 
her eyes tightly. The sight of the empty blue air made her nauseous. She heard Duncan shout something 
and she opened her eyes again. Instead of waiting for them to jump, Duncan nodded at Teodora, 
grabbed on to the bar, rocked back and forth a few times, and then pushed himself out of the plane. 

Amy twisted her head to ask Teodora what was going on. Why had Duncan gone first and left 
them alone? She felt her chest tighten. Had something gone wrong with one of the other pairs? Amy 
wanted to peek out the door, but her feet were locked in place. 

She heard a faint clicking noise and, suddenly, Teodora was next to her, casually holding on to 
the bar. Amy inhaled sharply. She must have unbuckled the straps holding them together. Amy was 
now standing inches from the open door, with nothing but a metal bar keeping her from tumbling out of 


the plane. She tried to grab on even tighter, but her hand had grown sweaty and was beginning to slip. 

“Where is it?” Teodora demanded in a low voice. She was no longer smiling. 

“What?” Amy yelled back. She didn’t remember this part from the training video. 

“You really want to play dumb at ten thousand feet? Where is the ring?” Teodora’s entire face 
changed as she snarled at Amy. 

A wave of terror coursed over Amy that had nothing to do with the perils of jumping out of a 
plane. Teodora was a Vesper. 

Amy took a step sideways away from the door and pressed up against the wall. She put one arm 
behind her back. “I can’t tell you,” she said as firmly as she could, given the fact that her knees were 
shaking and sweat was pouring down her neck. 

Teodora reached into the pocket of her jumpsuit and pulled out a small black gun. “Let’s not 
waste time, okay? I have a gun. I want your ring. You’re a smart girl. You don’t have many options in 
this situation.” 

Amy shot a desperate look toward the cockpit, but it was locked. There was no way to get the 
pilot’s attention. And for all she knew, he was a Vesper, too. 

The anger and adrenaline that had allowed her to stand up to Casper Wyoming didn’t come this 
time. Amy was alone with a gun-wielding Vesper. Her eyes darted toward the exit. The only way out 
was through the door ofa plane 10,000 feet above the ground. 

Teodora snorted. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. There’s a reason novice jumpers do tandem 
dives. Most beginners end up frozen with shock, so they can’t even open their own chutes.” She took 
a step toward Amy. “You really don’t want to splatter in front of all your friends.” She shuddered 
dramatically. “Have you ever seen a body hit the ground? So gross. And now, if you don’t mind...” 
Teodora held her hand to her ear, as if Amy were about to whisper the secret. 

The plane banked slightly to the right, and Amy felt her body sway toward the door. She grabbed 
back on to the bar with her other hand. 

Teodora smirked. “You have five seconds to tell me where it is or P1 shoot.” Her smile 
widened. “Skydiving and murder. My favorite kind of day.” 

An extra-strong gust of wind blew through the plane, and Amy felt herself being pulled toward 
the door. She planted her feet onto the floor. “NO.” 

The Vesper rolled her eyes. “Fine, Se But if I get blood in my hair, I’m going to kill your 
brother, too. Just saying. Five .. . four . 

Amy had only a split second to shoo between two dreadful options — hand over the ring and 
have Teodora shoot her anyway. Or take her chances in thin air. 

It was as if someone had hacked into Amy’s brain and taken control of her body. She spun 
around, grabbed on to the side of the door, and jumped. 

There was a loud bang and something whizzed by Amy’s ear, but it was too late. 

She was already in the air. 

It was like falling into a tornado. The wind wrapped around Amy, and it felt like her skin was 
going to come loose from her face. The ground was rushing toward her at an alarming rate. She tilted 
her chin, and the small movement was enough to send her somersaulting through the air. 

This was going to be a terrible way to die. 

She felt the pressure of a scream lodged in her throat, but she couldn’t let it out. Her vocal cords 
were frozen. Everything was frozen. It was like her body was encased in ice. 

She couldn’t tell which way was up, and knew she couldn’t activate the parachute until she was 
in the proper position. If she could move her arms at all. 


The wind flipped her over so she was on her stomach. The landmarks that had looked so tiny in 
the plane were growing rapidly. 

I can do this, Amy told herself. 7 have to. She heard Duncan’s voice in her head. 

Keep your back arched for stability. 

She pulled her shoulders back and bent her knees, like they’d practiced during training. 

Keep your arms and legs at equal distances to maintain control. 

She chanted the instructions to herself like a prayer. 

Check your altimeter. 

Amy grunted as she forced her arm up, fighting the wind to bring it close enough to read the 
device. 

Eight thousand feet. 

Should she pull her chute now? 

Sixty-five hundred feet. 

The ground was getting closer. She could make out the tops of trees. 

She reached her hand back to yank the cord, but felt nothing but air. She tried the other side. 
Nothing. 

The sob that had been stuck in her throat released. Tears poured down her face, and the trees 
turned to green blurs. 

Five thousand feet. 

The green blurs grew larger. 

Forty-five hundred feet. 

Using all her strength, she forced her hand back one more time and felt her fingers close around 
the handle. She pulled as hard as she could. 

There was a whooshing sound and she was yanked up in the air like a string puppet, though it felt 
like her stomach had come loose and was still falling without her. 

Her speed decreased and, suddenly, she was floating. 

Her heart was beating so fast she thought it was going to splatter against her rib cage. She forced 
herself to take a deep breath. She could do this. 

A field came into view. Amy tried to forget the fact that most skydiving accidents involved failed 
landings. She didn’t care if she broke every bone in her body, as long as she lived. 

She brought her knees up to her chest and braced for impact. Her feet hit the dirt and she tumbled 
forward, somersaulting a few times before landing on her back with a heavy thud. A jolt of pain shot 
through her, but she barely yelped. It was as if all the air had been sucked out of her. 

Amy lay on the ground with her parachute twisted around her. She could feel the prickle of grass 
behind her neck. A small stone lodged under her right calf. A trickle of blood running down her left 
cheek. It all felt strangely wonderful. She was alive. 

Amy wiggled her toes, flexed her feet, and then stood up. She was bruised and dizzy, but she 
could walk. She scanned the field and could just make out the other Cahills about a half mile away. 
She wondered if they’d seen her jump alone. Would Dan have already guessed what had happened? 

She walked slowly, savoring the feeling of the ground beneath her feet. Part of her wondered if 
the Vespers were watching her, and she waited for the familiar cloud of anxiety to consume her, but it 
didn’t come. Her heartbeat remained steady. 

When Amy finally reached the group, she found them sitting in a circle, laughing as they did 
imitations of one another in the air. The instructors were standing to the side, unfazed by the routine 
jump. Dan’s cheeks were flushed with excitement as he gestured wildly to Hamilton. Natalie was 


trying to smooth her hair. They had no idea how close she’d come to dying. How close the Vespers 
had come to getting exactly what they wanted. 

Hamilton looked up as Amy approached. “Whoa, Ames. What happened to you?” 

Amy paused and the others stared at her. She caught Dan’s eyes and he jumped to his feet. “Are 
you okay?” he asked, taking a step forward. 

She nodded. 

“Where’s Teodora?” Jonah asked, looking around the field. 

Amy opened her mouth to brief the other Cahills, but then stopped. Living in fear hadn’t helped 
her prepare. All it had done was drive Dan and her apart. She needed to make sure her family was 
ready, but this wasn’t the moment to tell them that their lives were in danger. 

“Don’t worry about it,” Amy said. It felt strange to speak. “Let’s head back. We have a bunch of 
language teachers coming to the house this afternoon.” 

Madison groaned and Natalie rolled her eyes. Ian brought his hand up to his face like he was 
smothering a laugh. 

Amy drew her shoulders back and raised her chin. “Everyone head to the bus now,” she said, in 
a voice that was not her own but somehow sounded familiar. 

Jonah raised his eyebrows, but stood up. “Come on, y’all,” he said. Ian, Reagan, and Hamilton 
rose with him, but Madison and Natalie remained seated. 

“You heard me,” Amy said. “Move it.” The girls got to their feet, shot her a confused look, and 
started walking toward the bus. 

Dan hung back for a moment and then turned to Amy. “Are you sure you’re okay?” The color 
drained from his face as he looked into Amy’s eyes. “Did something happen up there?” 

“Tm fine.” She meant it. “Come on,” she said, smiling for the first time since she’d stepped on 
the plane. “We need to get to the bus before Ian plugs his iPod into the speakers.” 

Dan shuddered. “T d rather face a thousand Vespers than listen to Beethoven.” 

A few hours ago, the thought of a thousand Vespers would’ve made Amy’s stomach curl. But 
now, nothing seemed impossible. She would be ready to fight. They all would. 
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One Year After the Clue Hunt 


When Dan Cahill started talking kung fu movies, no force in the universe could make him stop. First 
he ranted about the bad lip-synching, then he rhapsodized about how Bruce Lee was so fast that movie 
directors asked him to slow down his punches so they could be captured on film. Atticus Rosenbloom 
lay the phone down on the windowsill to let his friend finish his monologue from a distance. Usually, 
talking to Dan made Atticus laugh so hard he almost choked on his retainer, but right now he couldn’t 
muster a chuckle. 

His mom and dad were outside by the car, giving final instructions to Atticus’s older brother, Jake. 
The two siblings looked so different that people were always guessing that one was adopted, which 
forced Atticus to explain that, in actuality, they were half brothers. But Jake had been around from the 
moment Atticus was born, so they didn’t count the difference. 

Atticus knew he should be outside with his family, but he didn’t want to start crying again and 
make his mom late for her appointment. Jake didn’t cry. He just pretended everything was okay. Or 
maybe he just didn’t care as much — Astrid was only his stepmom, after all. 

As he peered out the window, Atticus saw his dad load the suitcases into the trunk while his mom 
hugged Jake. On the phone, Dan’s tinny voice was now going on about a snarfing-related incident at 
school. 


“Uh-huh,” Atticus said into the phone before putting it down again. 


He heard the car doors shut and watched Jake walk back to the house as their dad maneuvered the 
family’s station wagon around the recycling bins and out into the suburban cul-de-sac. His mom 
looked up from the passenger seat to Atticus’s window and gave him a wave as the car disappeared 
into the trees that lined the street. She looked so tiny and frail from Atticus’s room. Her face was tight 
and thin, and even from a distance her hand looked like paper stretched over bone. 

Atticus’s chest heaved and he pressed the red button on the phone, cutting off Dan’s voice. Sorry, 
lost service, he punched into a text and hit SEND. 

Across the street, another station wagon pulled away from the curb. The driver was probably on 
his way to field hockey practice, the grocery store, or a family dinner out. Certainly not to a series of 
expensive medical appointments in New York City. 

This wasn’t ancient China, where emperor Qin Shi Huang’s doctors gave him mercury pills to try 
to extend his life (in actuality, of course, they killed him). Modern medicine was supposed to know 
how to make people get better. But even the full staff of Harvard Medical School hadn’t known what 


was wrong with Atticus’s mom. 


Simeon disassembled the microphone with mechanical precision. There was a place for every part, 
resting snugly in the foam inside a steel case. He glanced at the rearview mirror. As soon as the 
Rosenblooms’ car disappeared from view, he slipped his transmission into drive and pulled out into 
the street. 

His new long-range microphone was proving to be a great asset on this little break-in assignment. 
He’d just learned that Atticus and Jake Rosenbloom would be alone through the weekend. As soon as 
the two children left the house, Simeon could use his tools to gain entry into the study and liberate 


Astrid’s files. 


Simeon liked using his tools to break into things. He could break people, too, for that matter. Just 
like a penknife could encourage a lock to open, it could also encourage a person to spill his secrets. 
In either case, you just needed to apply the right pressure. Simeon’s favorite tool was the ornately 
engraved weapon strapped to his chest. If things went south on a job, he could always fall back on his 
Cretan dagger. 

Given what he knew of the Vespers, Simeon was surprised that they only wanted a few files froma 
sick professor. For five hundred years, the Vespers had been one of history’s greatest crime 
organizations, sowing death and mayhem in their wake. Simeon had tortured for them, even murdered. 
But sometimes luck tossed him an easy job. 

Simeon didn’t really care either way. Working for the Vespers was really no different than working 
for any of the other syndicates, cartels, and dictators that had hired him in the past. The client just 
presented him with their concern, he picked the right tools, and he dealt with it. 


Problem solved. 


After school the next day, Jake and Atticus barely had a chance to toss down their book bags and 
punch in the security code before Atticus started complaining again. Jake groaned as he crouched 
down to unlace his running shoes. Coach had been pushing the team hard to be ready for the regional 
meet this weekend, and Jake was completely beat. 

“I don’t want to go,” Atticus whined. “I’m sure yov’ ll win and everything. But all I get to do is sit 
there and watch high-schoolers wearing tight pants run around in circles. Can’t I just stay here and 
hang out with Dan?” 

Jake sighed. Dad had told him to let Atticus have friends over — which inevitably meant Dan. 
Other than the Harvard professors who had identified Atticus as a prodigy and called to try to stump 


him with new logic problems, Dan Cahill was Atticus’s only real friend. 


Jake wasn’t sure that the Cahill kid was a good influence on Atticus. Since the two had met in an 
online gaming chat room, there had been a marked uptick in fart jokes in the Rosenbloom household. 
Astrid said it was just the way eleven-year-old boys were, but Jake blamed Dan. 

“We won’t get into any trouble,” Atticus promised. 

Fat chance of that, with the Cahill kid in the mix, Jake thought. 

“And Pll have my phone, so you can call me in between races.” 

Jake shook his head. “I promised Dad I wouldn’t leave you here alone.” 

Atticus’s face fell. “I won’t be alone. Dan will be here.” 

At home, Atticus had books and online friends to distract him. Sitting in the bleachers for hours, 
Atticus would torture himself worrying about his mom. What could really go wrong if he stayed 
home? Atticus and Dan were dumb sometimes, but they weren’t that dumb. 

Jake glanced up at the security panel just inside the front door. Last year Jake’s dad had installed a 
state-of-the-art security system so museums would lend him artifacts to study. If anyone came into the 
house without typing in the code, the police were guaranteed to be there in five minutes. Right now 
there was a priceless Aztec mask from the Peabody Museum in Dad’s study, and the house was sealed 
as tight as a vault. 

“Okay, sure.” Jake stood up, slipping into his sneakers. “What do you want to do for dinner?” 

Atticus perked up. “Hawaiian pizza?” 

“Pizza? Again?” 

It was the third night in a row. 

“We can do something else if you want,” Atticus said, but Jake could hear the disappointment in 
his voice. 

Jake shrugged. “No, pizza is good. P11 go order it online.” 

“Then can we call Mom? We promised to check in,” Atticus suggested. 

Atticus tried to hide it, but Jake could see his lip was trembling. His little brother didn’t want to 


call to let his mom know that he was okay. He needed to call to know that she was okay. 


Jake didn’t trust his voice, so he just nodded. He remembered when Dad had first pulled him aside 
to tell him why Astrid was looking so tired, why she had dropped out of her tennis league and was 
napping all the time. His father’s voice had come out ragged and whispery, like something had 
clamped down on his vocal cords. 

Now Jake’s voice was threatening to do the same thing, and he couldn’t let Atticus hear that. The 
kid was already teetering on the edge. It was Jake’s job to keep him from losing it entirely. 


It was just a matter of time before his whole world unraveled. 


Dan Cahill nearly spilled his Twizzlers as he tried to walk down the sidewalk and open two packets 
at the same time. Lately he liked to wrap a red one around a black one and eat them together. It was 
just like the rest of his life — the normal version just wasn’t enough anymore. 

The truth was that he’d almost stolen the Twizzlers. Ever since he had taken lessons from 
Lightfinger Larry in safecracking and pocket-picking, Dan had these urges. He wanted to steal 
something, just for the thrill. He didn’t mind paying, and he didn’t want to hurt the guy who owned the 
store. But he was just so bored. 

Less than two years ago, Dan Cahill had been a regular kid, and his biggest excitement had been 
seeing how many Slurpees he could down in a five-minute period. But that had all changed at his 
grandmother Grace’s funeral, when Dan and his older sister, Amy, had learned something that 
shattered their world. 

They were members of the most influential family history had ever known, a family whose 
members included everyone from Mozart to Annie Oakley. And throughout the Cahills’ storied past, 
its rival branches had lied, stolen, and even murdered — all to find 39 Clues that were the key to the 


family’s secret power. 


Grace’s funeral had sparked a final chase around the world for the Clues, engineered to bring the 
feuding branches together. In the end Dan and Amy collected all of the Clues but chose not to use 
them, leaving their secret locked in Dan’s photographic memory. 

Though Grace’s dying wish had been for the hunt to usher in a new era of Cahill cooperation, Dan 
still couldn’t stop himself from longing for the familiar high of outsmarting the other branches. At the 
time every moment had been terrifying, but now everything he did seemed dreary and colorless in 
comparison. 

His phone blared out the chorus of Jonah Wizard’s latest hit, “Gangstas Have Feelings, Too.” Dan 
reached into his pocket, dug past the sticky Twizzler wrappers, and pulled it out. It was Atticus 
calling again. 

“Ninja Assassins Incorporated, Dan Cahill speaking. Who would you like offed today?” 

“Hey, Dan,” Atticus answered glumly. Some days Atticus was just as bad as the walking history 
textbook who claimed to be Dan’s sister, spouting fact after boring fact. But more often lately he was 
shut down and barely said a word. It almost made Dan long for one of Atticus’s classic “in actuality” 
rants about Julius Caesar or some other long-dead dude. 

“Whats wrong?” 

“T’m okay. Do you want to come over tomorrow night? My parents are out of town, so I can watch 
as much History Channel as I want.” 

“Dude, if I wanted to be bored, I’d steal Amy’s diary again,” Dan protested. 

“They're showing a special on military vehicles so large that they fell apart under their own 
weight,” Atticus offered. “And Jake said we could order pizza.” 

“Pm in. Pll get Nellie to drive me.” Itd been a few weeks since he’d seen Atticus, who lived 
forty miles away in Cambridge. And although he considered the History Channel a form of cruel and 
unusual punishment, he was excited to see his friend. 

It was starting to get dark as Dan said good-bye to Atticus, opened the gate, and started up the hill 


to Grace’s mansion. He still thought of it that way, even though the house his grandmother had lived in 


had burned down and then been rebuilt over the last year. 

A movement in the woods caught his eye, and he felt his whole body clench. Was it them? He 
peered into the dusk, and a field mouse bolted across the driveway. He sighed and tried to pull 
himself together. 

Dan walked more quickly, eyes roving over every shadow. He expected a Vesper to be waiting 
behind each tree, staring out with murderous eyes. Dan shivered. This was the one thing worse than 
being bored. 

The leaves on the ground rustled in the wind, causing Dan to glance back and forth anxiously. 

He broke into a trot, afraid to look behind even as he heard a car on the road. Dan wished he could 
dismiss his concern as paranoia, but these weren’t made-up monsters or exaggerated fears. The 
Vespers were very real, and completely merciless. 

He reached the mansion and sighed with relief as the door locked behind him with a satisfying 
thud. He knew there almost certainly wasn’t a Vesper hiding in the woods, but once he started thinking 
about it his imagination just ran wild. And if Dan’s sister was right about the threat, eventually the 


Vespers would attack. It was only a matter of time. 


“Tm telling you, that one’s true,” Atticus insisted. They were finally playing one of his favorite 
games. The rules were simple: Atticus told Dan three crazy facts about history, and he had to guess 
which were true and which one was a lie. “They pickled General Pompey’s head and gave it to Julius 
Caesar.” 

“Ugh,” Dan said. “That must have tasted worse than cafeteria food.” 

Atticus rolled his eyes. “In actuality, no one ate pickled heads. It was more like a trophy or a 
warning. Caesar was upset when they gave him the head. He liked Pompey. It’s all here in this Roman 


history book.” Atticus reached into the pile of books and pulled out a massive volume. Mom 


complained about the books littering the floor, but Atticus liked having them all laid out there for easy 
access. Except when he got up at mght to go to the bathroom and stubbed his toe on Thucydides’ 
History of the Peloponnesian War. 

As Atticus went for the Roman history book, one of his notebooks fell out of the pile and landed at 
Dan’s feet. Before Atticus could react, Dan swooped down and picked it up. 

“What’s this?” he said, opening it. “ * “My Voyages with Marco Polo,” by Atticus Rosenbloom,’ ” 
Dan read from the first page. “Sounds like a real page-turner.” 


p? 


“Hey, gimme that back!” Atticus yelled, lunging for the notebook. His masterpiece was nowhere 
near ready for public consumption. His face flamed at the idea of Dan reading the part where the 
intrepid eleven-year-old assistant explorer Atticus Rosenbloom saved Marco Polo from falling off 
the Great Wall of China. 

Dan pulled the book back and Atticus fell past him, the two tumbling across the floor and into the 
pile of books. Through sheer luck Atticus landed on top of Dan with one of Dan’s arms pinned 
beneath him. Atticus knew he only had a few seconds before Dan recovered — Dan was nearly two 
years older and way stronger. He pushed down on Dan’s arm and grabbed for his notebook, grinning 
at his unlikely victory. 

But before Atticus had time to crow, Dan started thrashing wildly, his eyes wide with panic. 
Atticus tried to get off, but he lost his balance and fell back down again on Dan’s left arm. Atticus 
pushed to get up again, but something sent him reeling backward. It was Dan’s right fist, connecting 


with Atticus’s nose with a hideous crunch. 


“T'm so sorry, dude.” Dan was horrified. He could still feel the throb in his fist where his punch had 


landed home. When Atticus fell on top of him, he had felt the tightness in his chest from his asthma, 


and suddenly he’d been hit by a wall of panic. Some sick instinct from the Clue hunt had taken over 
completely, and Dan had lashed out. 

There was blood on the knuckles of his right hand. Atticus was holding his nose and more blood 
gushed from where Dan’s blow had landed. 

“Its — it’s okay,” Atticus said. “I’m sorry I fell on top of you.” 

“No, Pm sorry. I went crazy and...” Dan didn’t know how to explain what had happened. Instead 
he pulled off his shirt and offered it to Atticus, who flinched away, his shoulders slumped. 

Dan had done it again. He’d let the hunt for the 39 Clues take another person away from him. 
Maybe it was better this way. He was too dangerous to allow himself to have friends — in the end 
they all got hurt. 

Atticus seemed smaller, shriveled into himself. The authority he’d had when talking about history 
had disappeared. He was only ten, and even if he was some kind of super-genius headed to Harvard, 
right now Dan could only see the little kid. 

Even Dan’s bare belly button disapproved of his behavior, a wide O of shock. Dan reached down 
and grabbed the flesh of his stomach. He might not have six-pack abs, but with a little help he could 
make his belly button open and close, which was sort of impressive. 

“That Dan Cahill is a huge jerkface, huh?” his belly button said in a gravelly voice. It had been 
many years since Dan had watched Sesame Street, but he’d perfected the sister-repellent monster 
voice, and the skill never really went away. “Someone should really teach him a lesson. Like, bleed 
all over his shirt. That would show that Cahill bonehead.” 

Despite his bleeding nose, Atticus smiled. 

“Anyway, forget that guy,” his belly button said. “Just hang out with me. As long as you keep 
feeding me pizza, I promise not to eat you.” 

Dan was relieved when Atticus laughed. His friend had been acting so distant lately. Dan hoped he 
hadn’t ruined things entirely. Other than Atticus, Dan’s sister, Amy, was the closest thing Dan had to a 


friend. Which was pathetic, because most of the time Amy was pretty lame. 


“I’m sorry, Att,” he said in his own voice. “I just couldn’t breathe, and I freaked out.” 

“It’s okay,” Atticus answered, smiling weakly. “At least now I can say I’ve met a talking belly 
button.” 

“You know who would really hate that dude?” Dan grinned, handing his phone to Atticus. “My 
sister. She’s out on a date with her boyfriend. Maybe he’ll see it and it will save him from having to 
listen to her for an entire dinner.” 

Atticus used Dan’s camera to frame his belly perfectly, cutting out the hands moving it. Atticus 
wasn’t satisfied with the first attempt, but after a few takes they had a cinematic masterpiece, ready 
for a red-carpet release. Dan took back the phone, selected Amy’s number, and pressed send. It didn’t 
go through, so he hit the button again. 

Dan’s laugh caught in his chest. His phone had no service. Signal interrupted, the notification 
said. But this was the special phone Mr. McIntyre had ordered for him, with a supercharged receiver 
and service from every network. It always had a strong signal, even when Nellie drove them through 
the tunnel of the Big Dig or went into the mountains. 

“What’s wrong?” Atticus asked as Dan grabbed his friend’s phone from the desk and checked it. 
No signal there, either. 

Dan flicked off the light and stepped to the window. It was dark, but he could make out a car 
parked at the end of the driveway. He tried to breathe deeply. This was just another false alarm, like 
the squirrel the other day. The person was probably just visiting someone nearby and needed a 
parking spot. 

He almost believed it, until his eyes adjusted to the darkness. His stomach sank. There were 
antennas sprouting from the roof of the car. They looked just like the signal jammers he’d seen at one 
of the Cahill family’s interminable security briefings. Dan’s pulse quickened as the car doors swung 
open and two dark shapes stepped out. One was slight and moved like a panther, while the other was 


huge and had biceps the size of Atticus’s waist. 


“Someone’s outside,” Dan said, breathing slowly to try to stay calm. “And I think they’re jamming 
our cell phones.” 

Atticus laughed. “Nice one. Next you’! tell me they’re here to steal the mask from the Peabody. . . 
.” He shoved Dan out of the way to get a view. They watched together as the two shapes started up the 
driveway. “Burglars,” Atticus squeaked. “Real burglars. What do we do?” 

“We have to get out and call the police.” A part of Dan wanted to try to scare the burglars away, 
but he knew better. There was nothing they could steal that was worth risking his life over. 

The boys sprinted down the stairs and Dan was about to lead them through the back door when he 
caught a glimpse of movement. He grabbed Atticus and they headed for the kitchen window. Another 
shape was sneaking across the backyard. The moon was low in the sky, outlining a hulking silhouette. 
They backed out of the kitchen and tried the landline phone in the living room, but there was only 
silence on the other end. As they went back up the stairs to Atticus’s bedroom, the high-pitched squeal 
of a drill echoed from the front hallway. 

“Dad installed a super-expensive security system so museums can lend him artifacts. It sounds like 
they’re trying to get around it,” Atticus whispered, looking up at Dan with wide eyes. “What do we 
do?” 

“We hide. If they’re here for the stuff in your dad’s study, we stay upstairs. As soon as they’re 
gone, we call the police.” 

“But if they steal the Aztec mask from the Peabody Museum. . .” Atticus trailed off, mouth working 
open and closed but no sound coming out. 

“Dude, did you see the size of that guy in the backyard?” Dan answered. “A mask isn’t worth 
getting killed for.” 

“No.” Atticus shook his head, his face pinching up as he tried not to cry. “Dad will get fired. My 
mom... she’s really sick, Dan. She left this weekend to go see expensive specialists in New York. 
All the normal doctors have no idea what’s wrong. They’ve given up on her. If Dad loses his job, I 


don’t know what we’ ll do.” 


Dan froze. This was the secret that Atticus had been keeping. This was why he’d been acting so 
weird for the last month. 

Dan didn’t really remember his parents anymore, but he would never forget the flames the night 
that they died. The flames, and the people shouting as he and Amy stood outside the burning house and 
clutched each other in their pajamas. He remembered the cold police station afterward, sitting in that 
metal chair for what seemed like hours while a woman in a blue uniform filled out the papers that 
said yes, your parents are really dead. 

They still had the two papers, in the security deposit box at the bank. The certificate of death 
looked like an award, with curly borders and an official state seal. Here’s the date and time that you 
last talked to your dad, it said. And here’s the stamp that says your mom will never hug you again. 

Dan had traveled the world and outsmarted some of the nastiest characters out there. He was one 
of the leaders of the most powerful family the world had ever known. And Atticus was a child genius. 
Together, they could outsmart a few dumb criminals. 

Outside, they heard a thud and then more drilling. 

He took a deep breath. “Nobody is going to take that mask.” 

Atticus didn’t say anything. He just grabbed Dan’s arm and squeezed hard. 


“Easy there, dude,” Dan said, grinning weakly. “We have a burglary to foil.” 


“Rosenbloom!” Coach roared. “You’re up in five. Tighten your laces and stretch out.” 

Jake glanced down at his phone as he did one last set of leg bends. Three calls and two texts, and 
he’d heard nothing from Atticus. His brother had promised to keep his phone on. Jake had even called 
the number Atticus gave him for that Cahill kid, but it went straight to voice mail, too. 

The Cambridge High School athletic field shone like an emerald under the bright floodlights. Out 


on the track, Jake’s friend Sam was putting on a burst of speed to pass the kid from Newton and move 


into second place. The stands weren’t nearly as big as the ones on the football or baseball fields, but 
they were packed with parents, siblings, and students from five Boston suburbs, cheering as the 
runners rounded the final lap of the 1600-meter event. 

Jake yelled along with the rest of his team as Sam closed in on a Somerville boy for the lead, his 
legs pumping like pistons. In the end, the two were neck and neck, and the crowd roared as they 
passed the finish line together. The timekeepers came up with a quarter-second advantage for 
Somerville, and Jake’s coach roared out onto the track to argue the decision. 

Jake finished tightening the laces on his running shoes and pulled out his phone to try one more 
time. He dialed Atticus, but it went straight to voice mail. Then Dan — the same. He checked his e- 
mail, his IMs, and even CliqueMe. Nothing. He called the landline, and didn’t even get a ring. Just a 
woman’s robotic voice telling him the line was out of service. 

I wasnt supposed to leave him alone, he thought. I promised Astrid I would take care of him 
while shes sick. Jake felt sick to his stomach himself. 

Coach was still arguing with the timekeepers and the league officials as Jake turned and slipped 
into the darkness behind the bleachers. Someone else would have to run his laps tonight. He had to 
check on his brother. 

“You're up,” he said as he passed Ranjit, the scrawny freshman who was Jake’s backup in the 800- 
meter. 

Jake broke out into a sprint as he reached the parking lot. Their house was three-quarters of a mile 


away, but Jake was already wearing his running shoes. 


Dan’s stomach sank as he glanced around the room. A mostly empty box of pizza wasn’t going to stop 
the massive burglars he’d spotted outside. They looked like contestants from a weight-lifting 


competition. 


Back at the mansion they had a locker full of weapons and explosives. Amy had insisted that they 
get equipment to defend themselves from the Vespers, but Uncle Fiske wouldn’t let Dan take any of it 
out of the house. What was the point of having an arsenal of weapons if you didn’t have one when you 
were in trouble? 

Dan’s eyes caught the box of paintballs poking out from under Atticus’s bed. 

“If we hide,” he explained, “they’ll just take what they want. If we fight them, they'll kick our 
butts. We have to wear them down. Traps, tricks, stuff like that.” 

Atticus jumped up. “It’ll be just like how the Russians beat Napoleon — they couldn’t win an 
outright battle, so they just kept retreating until the French army was too beat up to fight anymore!” 

“Um, okay. Yeah.” The only thing Dan knew about Napoleon was that the dude hid his hand in his 
coat whenever people were painting him. Dan used to think that Napoleon was hiding his hand 
because it had six fingers or maybe a second thumb, but Amy had insisted that it was just the way 
people posed back then. Leave it to her to turn an awesome mutant general into an art history lesson. 

The drilling continued outside as they made their preparations. Dan was sure the burglars would 
burst in before they were ready, but the door held as they ran around the house to set their traps. 
Finally, they were armed: a baseball bat and old hockey helmet for Dan, and a stainless-steel pot 
“helmet” and a high-powered paintball gun for Atticus. 

All right, Dan thought as he charged down the hall. /t time for justice. Dan Cahill style. And 
then he caught a glance of his reflection in the darkened window. 

He didn’t look like a great warrior ready to go into battle. He looked like a kid playing in his 
backyard. How were two geeky kids supposed to hold off three grown men? 

But it was too late now. 

Dan swung his baseball bat, smashing one of the windows and dislodging the security company’s 
sensor. The house alarm blared for five seconds before it abruptly went silent. 

“Tt worked,” Atticus whispered before they split up. “We tripped the alarm! The guy who installed 


the system guaranteed that police would be here in five minutes.” 


Dan grinned weakly. “Five minutes. We just need to not get killed for five minutes.” 


Simeon hadn’t made a mistake. He had the right technique, the right information, and the right tools. 
But still, the alarm had gone off, and he’d been forced to cut the wires. The house was supposed to be 
empty, but he’d heard the sound of a window breaking. Someone was in the house. Someone knew he 
was coming. 

This wasn’t part of the plan, but it was too late now. He’d promised Vesper One that he would 
acquire the targeted items. And no one failed Vesper One. 

With no need to worry about the security system, Simeon used a small pointed hammer to crack the 
glass and reached through to open the door. It swung open easily, inviting him into the quiet house. 
There was no light in the entry hallway, and flicking on the switch did no good. Glancing up, he saw 
that the lightbulbs had been broken, leaving him in near darkness. 

Statues lined the way, leering out from small alcoves as he and his two goons advanced. He could 
tell they were replicas, worth maybe a hundred dollars each. Nothing compared to the Aztec mask, 
which would go for tens or hundreds of thousands of dollars on the black market. But he hadn’t come 
for artifacts. Vesper One wanted Astrid Rosenbloom’s files, and Simeon would make sure his 
employer got what he paid for. 

As Simeon and his crew reached the end of the hallway, they came to an open room with stairs up 
to a balcony. Simeon noticed that the last alcove in the hallway was empty. There also seemed to be 
something dripping down the wall below the balcony. He froze and gave the clenched-fist hand signal 
for a halt, but the taller of his two goons kept moving forward. Suddenly, there was a whistling sound 
and the missing statue came sailing down from the balcony and broke over the tall burglar’s head. A 
smaller man might have been knocked unconscious, but the bulky Vesper just yelled in pain and 


charged up the stairs. A blond kid appeared on the balcony, his mouth open in shock. 


“Stop!” Simeon shouted. The kid took a neat sidestep into a bedroom while the tall goon careened 
past, unable to stop. The big man planted his feet but he kept sliding, as if he were skating on ice. He 
rammed into the banister and it crunched under his weight, sending him crashing back down to the 
first floor. 

“Get up, idiot!” Simeon barked. “You’re twice his size. Go slowly and carefully and he won’t be 
able to stop you.” 

The tall goon grunted and headed up the stairs a second time. 

“And you,” Simeon ordered, gesturing to the shorter goon. “Go see if there’s anyone else. I don’t 


want any more surprises.” 


Atticus heard the sliding upstairs and the thump on the ground floor as Dan sprang their first trap. 
Atticus’s mom loved their gleaming hardwood floors because they were elegant, but Atticus loved 
them because they were great for skating across in his socks. The burglars were wearing shoes, so he 
and Dan had emptied a bottle of olive oil on the floor to make it extra slippery. 

He heard the burglar advancing up the stairs a second time, but he had his own problems to focus 
on. Peering out from behind the couch in the living room, he had a clear view down the hall to where 
the shorter burglar was approaching. He was wearing a black balaclava, but luckily no mask. 

Atticus gripped his paintball gun as the man slowly advanced. Atticus’s instinct was to strike now, 
and he had to force himself to wait as the intruder approached. His aim wasn’t that great, and while 
he knew from experience that being hit with a paintball stung, it wouldn’t do anything to slow a grown 
man. 

Atticus held his breath as the man approached, hoping that he was well hidden in the dim room. 
He’d left a bright light on in the hallway, so the burglar would be blind in the dark living room. A 


famous quotation from the battle of Bunker Hill flitted into Atticus’s mind: Don t fire until you see 


the whites of their eyes. In actuality, no one was sure if General Israel Putnam had really given the 
order, but it was still good advice. 

Atticus slid down below the back of the sofa and held his breath as the man walked into the living 
room. He waited a long, cool second as the man looked around. Finally, the man took a step forward 
and Atticus popped up from behind the sofa and opened fire. The paintballs exploded on the man’s 
face, and the burglar stepped back, shouting and wiping at his eyes. Atticus dropped the paintball gun 
and ran, his dreadlocks bouncing as he darted out of the living room and dashed down the stairs to the 
basement. 

The burglar followed cautiously, still wiping paint out of his eyes. As Atticus huddled in a corner 
of the basement, he heard the intruder descending into the darkness, testing each step on the way 
down. But Atticus hadn’t weakened the wooden steps to collapse under the man’s weight — he had 
no desire to be stuck in a confined space with an angry criminal. 

Atticus hoped the lack of light would hide him, but the moon was shining through the window as 
the burglar advanced across the basement. The man pulled off his black balaclava, used it to wipe the 
paint from his face, and glared across the room at Atticus. His nose was flattened and he had a nasty 
scar along his jawline. 

“Listen, kid,” the man said, carefully stepping over old bikes and gardening equipment. “I didn’t 
want to hurt you, but you tried to stop us. Just give up, and you'll live through this. Otherwise . . .” He 
smacked his fist against his palm with a sickening thud. 

Atticus said nothing, counting silently to himself as the man approached through the gloom. Five, 
four .. . the man looked around, expecting something to fly at him... three, two . . . finally, the 
burglar stepped over the last shovel . . . one. 

Atticus flipped the switch. A powerful lightbulb went on, bathing the room in light. Atticus was 
forced to squint, but there was an array of fifty mirrors behind him, all focused on the burglar. The 


man yelled in shock as his face was blasted with light. 


The Greek inventor Archimedes had supposedly used a series of mirrors on cliffs to burn holes in 
the sails of Roman invaders’ ships. Atticus had adapted the principle to win the state science fair, and 
now his science project gave him the opportunity to dash up the stairs while the burglar tripped over 
bikes, broken weed whackers, and garden hoses, clutching at his temporarily blinded eyes. 

At the top of the stairs, Atticus slammed the door shut and locked it. It took several seconds of 
shoving, but he finally toppled a trophy case, which fell across the door with a crash. It held the two 
brothers’ academic awards and Jake’s track-and-field trophies, though now a certificate was ripped 
and one of the trophies had snapped in two. But right now, trapping a burglar in the basement was the 


only prize Atticus cared about. 


Dan pressed back into the closet as the intruder’s footsteps came down the hall toward him. Dan 
stood knee-deep in Jake’s dirty laundry, and he was pretty sure there were some sweaty socks or 
something down there. They did not smell pretty. 

Dan tried to hold his breath as he heard the tall burglar turning the handle. The sound of the door 
hinges squeaking open filtered into the musty closet. Dan’s hand was poised over the remote control, 
but then the noise abruptly stopped. 

For a moment Dan panicked. Had the burglar seen the trap? Dan listened for two horrified seconds 
until he heard the noise he had been waiting for. The burglar took another step — he was in the room. 
Dan jammed his finger down on the remote and covered his ears. 

“Yo! Jonah Wizard’s voice screamed out as the bass drum throbbed and synthesizers blared. “This 
gangsta may not be teary eyed, but that doesnt mean he dont hurt on the inside. Even gangstas 
got feelings. . . .” Dan didn’t know where Jake had gotten the enormous speakers, but the dude had a 


ridiculously overpowered sound system. And if the burglar’s yells were any measure, they had been 


placed at ear level right where the burglar was standing. The song cued up didn’t even get through the 
first line before one of the speakers went flying across the room and smacked into the wall. 

Dan pressed his eye to the narrow slit between the wall and the closet door and saw the burglar 
advance to the center of the room, clawing frantically at his ears. Dan’s heart froze as the hulking man 
stumbled toward the closet door. Outside, Dan mouthed silently. Look outside. 

His heart restarted as the burglar veered off toward the window. Dan had left it hanging open, with 
the anchors of a metal fire-escape ladder hooked to the sill. The man swore and stepped to the 
window, leaning out to look for his prey. 

His ears ringing with the sound of Jonah Wizard’s hit single, the burglar couldn’t hear the closet 
door open, or the sound of Dan tiptoeing across the room with a baseball bat. 

Here’ the pitch, Dan heard the Red Sox radio announcer’s voice in his head as he wound up. 
Ortiz swings ... The man yelled as the bat made contact, and his legs flailed in the air as he jolted 
forward. It's deep right, way back . . . Dan dropped the bat and slammed his shoulder into the 
burglar’s butt . . . waaaay back . . . the man yelled hoarsely as he fell headfirst toward the ground 
outside. Dan heard tree branches cracking as the man fell, and then a thud, followed by a yelp from 


below. And its gone! The Red Sox win it! 


Simeon heard the blaring music from the upstairs bedrooms, and the shouts from the basement. But 
they didn’t mean anything to him. He didn’t care if the goons killed the children. 

He had a job to do. 

The wires were snipped, and the security devices were inoperative. Now all he had to do was 
pick the lock on the study door, grab the files, and run. 

But something was off. He tried to jiggle the pick, but it wouldn’t move. He withdrew it slowly — 


and found it covered in goop. Honey. The brats had squirted honey in the lock to slow him down. 


No matter, he thought as he pulled out his hacksaw and screwdriver. Honey couldn’t stop a man 
with the right tools. Simeon started to twist the screwdriver when something exploded against his 
hand. There was a great stinging thwack against his temple. He raised his arm to protect his face and 
touched wet paint on his balaclava. It was one of the anklebiters again. But Simeon certainly had the 
tools for this job. 

He reached under his jacket and slid the Cretan dagger out of its sheath. Its engraved surface 
gleamed in the moonlight as he spun quickly to charge at the small boy running toward the back of the 
house. 

When the Rosenbloom kid reached the glass doors in the kitchen that led outside, he stopped and 
turned. Simeon slowed down and glanced around him. A menacing smile spread across his face as he 
saw the metal trip wire hooked into an electrical outlet. 

“I understand you’re something of a history buff,” Simeon said as he stepped delicately over the 
wire. “I think you should know that you’re going to be killed by a weapon that dates back to ancient 
Crete.” Atticus tried to dive past him, but Simeon’s arm flashed out to seize Atticus by the throat. 
“The Romans, the Saracens, the Venetians, the Turks. In the end the occupiers all faced the Cretan 
dagger when their power began to wane.” 

The boy only squeaked at him, eyes wide. 

Simeon raised the dagger, but before he could strike he caught movement out of the corner of his 
eye. He dropped the boy and spun, dancing aside as the blond kid rushed at him with a baseball bat. 
Simeon effortlessly stepped back, and the bat smacked into the kitchen counter. 

Simeon grinned as he advanced on the blond boy. It had been far too long since his weapon had 
tasted blood. The quarters were too close for the blond boy to swing his bat effectively, and the 


Cretan dagger had an unquenchable thirst. 


Atticus watched in horror as the burglar lunged forward with his dagger. Dan swung the bat, but it got 
caught in the pots and pans hanging from the kitchen ceiling. As Dan pulled the bat free, the burglar 
ducked and twisted, launching a powerful kick that crunched into Dan’s stomach. Dan crumpled to the 
ground, wheezing, and the burglar leaned over and drew back his weapon to strike. 

“No!” Atticus shouted and leaped at the man, grabbing his dagger arm with both hands. The burglar 
reared up and swung his arm, banging Atticus into the counter, then the cabinets, and finally sending 
him sprawling in front of the sliding glass doors. 

The man ran his finger along the engraved flat of the dagger’s blade as he turned around to 
advance. Through blurry vision Atticus saw Dan crawling toward him, his face flushed bright red as 
he desperately puffed on his inhaler. 

Atticus tried to crawl left, but the man stepped to his right with his dagger, forcing Atticus to shrink 
back against the glass door. There was no escape. The gleaming knife swayed back and forth in front 
of him like the head of a viper. 

There was a flash of silver as the man pulled the knife back for one killing blow, and then a blur of 
the colors of Cambridge High School. With a roar, Jake Rosenbloom lowered his shoulder and 
slammed into the burglar from behind. Glass shattered as the man crashed through the doors and 
tumbled onto the back porch. 

Sirens blared from the front of the house. Atticus had survived the longest five minutes of his life. 
The police had arrived. 

Atticus finally let his breath out and took in ragged gasps of air, watching as the burglar sprinted 
off into the woods. 

“Att, what happened?” Jake asked as he pulled Atticus to his feet and wrapped him in a hug. 

“They were burglars, probably after the mask in Dad’s study. Dan and I knew we couldn’t stand up 
to them, so we fought them with traps.” 

Jake pushed Atticus far enough away that he could look down into his brother’s eyes. “You fought 


them? No stupid mask is worth your life. You could have been killed!” 


He wasn’t sure when it had started, but Atticus realized he was crying. “I know we should have 
run, or hidden, or given up. But Jake, if they got the mask and Dad lost his job... .” 

Jake looked down at his brother in shock. 

“Dad and Mom can’t take anything else right now. And if Dad loses his job, what about Mom? We 
won’t have the money to figure out why she’s sick.” Atticus’s eyes gleamed with tears. 

Jake grabbed his brother by the shoulders. “Att! You could have died.” 

“You wouldn’t understand!” Atticus yelled. “She’s not that important to you!” 

“What? Of course she . . .” Jake shook his head in disbelief. “Why would you think that?” 

“You act like nothing’s wrong! Whenever I try to talk about it, you try to cheer me up.” Atticus 
pulled away, and Jake was forced to let him go. “It’s okay. I get it. She’s not really your mom.” 

Jake’s stricken face was outlined by the blue and red flashing lights from the police cars outside. 
“Att, she is my mom. She may not be my biological mother, but she woke me up to go to school, and 
patched me up when I got hurt, and made me dinner every night for the last twelve years. ve actually 
known her longer than you have! If the doctors in New York can’t figure out what’s wrong with her, I 
don’t know what P11 do.” Jake drew in a shuddering breath. “I was trying to be brave for you! But if I 
thought saving that mask would save her life, I would have taken on a hundred burglars myself.” 

Atticus grabbed his brother and buried his face in the front of Jake’s tracksuit again. He didn’t 
know what to say, so he just held on as tight as he possibly could. Jake hugged him back, and Atticus 
could feel sobs rattling in his brother’s chest. By the time the police pulled them apart and took them 
outside, there was a big wet spot on the front of Jake’s tracksuit and Atticus’s ribs were sore from 
Jake’s hug. 

The police hauled them away to the station and kept Atticus up half the night trying to help an artist 
sketch the burglars. But Atticus didn’t mind. All three burglars had escaped, and Atticus didn’t mind 
that, either. He didn’t mind any of it, because the police had called his dad, and by the time Detective 
Corelli dropped the kids back off at their house, the family station wagon was waiting in the 


driveway. 


Mom was coughing as she stepped out of the car and the predawn sky silhouetted her frighteningly 
thin frame, but there was still a fierce gleam in her eye. Atticus ran to her, dropping the pointless 
papers the police had given them. She wrapped him in a ferocious hug, for a moment as strong as she 


had ever been. 


Dan watched the Rosenblooms’ reunion through the window of the police car. Despite the crazy might, 
Atticus somehow seemed more whole than he had for weeks. His mom was still sick, but they were 
all together as a family — and Jake and Atticus seemed closer than ever. 

For Dan, nothing had changed. When he got home, his parents wouldn’t be waiting in the driveway. 
The only thing waiting for Dan was the certainty that the Vesper threat was real. 

And last night had reminded Dan what that threat really meant. His best friend had been a moment 
away from bleeding to death on his own kitchen floor. With only one thrust of a knife, someone else 
he loved could disappear forever. 


And the Vespers were out there, waiting for their moment to strike. 
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Fifteen Months After the Clue Hunt 


Amy Cahill’s alarm went off at five A.M.: another day, the same old drill. Flying classes. Defensive 
driving. Martial arts. Cross-training. Strength training. Weight training. Research. Language tutors. 
Logic tests that made SAT prep look like finger painting. She didn’t go to sleep at the end of the day 
— she crashed, too exhausted some nights even to switch off her bedside lamp. Technically, it was 
winter break, the day before New Year’s Eve, but it didn’t feel like a holiday to Amy. 

How exactly did I become the head of the most powerful family in the world at only fifteen? she 
asked herself for the umpteenth time. She’d been a regular girl until her grandmother Grace had died 
and used her will to kick off a worldwide hunt for 39 Clues safeguarding the source of the Cahills’ 
power. A hunt that Amy and her younger brother, Dan, had won. Sure, it sounded impressive, but 
mostly it meant days and days of fear, waiting for really bad things to happen. Knowing that really 
bad things had happened: Her parents had been murdered. And some very nasty people had tried to 
murder Amy and Dan. 

She still couldn’t quite wrap her head around everything that had changed in only a year and a half. 
And just when Amy thought that maybe it was over, that maybe she and Dan could have a normal life, 
a new terror arrived to stalk the siblings. The Vespers. A criminal organization that wanted nothing 
less than world domination. 


No, she vowed, not on my watch. 


Amy shook the dark thoughts away and climbed into the shower. The lavender soap she used 
reminded Amy of her grandmother. What would Grace do if she were alive? Would she go on the 
offensive instead of waiting for the next Vesper attack like her coward of a granddaughter? Amy had 
rebuilt Grace’s mansion, which had burned down in the Clue hunt. She’d allocated funds to help 
Cahills in need. She and Dan had traveled to faraway places and invested in expensive technology 
like the command center on the third floor of the mansion, all in a desperate attempt to find any 
information on the Vespers. But Grace had wisdom, the love of a good fight, and an unstoppable 
spirit. Grace was a natural. No matter how hard Amy trained and worked, there was no way she 
could measure up. 

Amy threw on workout clothes and pulled her hair back. 

Another day, another threat to the world. If only Grace were alive — 


Amy wasn’t cut out for this. 


o—/av,—_—o 
“All right, Amy, let me have it!” Sinead Starling, Amy’s cousin, shouted, hopping back and forth on 
her toes and holding up two black pads for Amy to punch. Sinead had just finished her boxing session, 
and now it was Amy’s turn. 

They were in the basement gym — weight-lifting machines, cardio, and the boxing studio off to one 
side. There were wall-to-wall mirrors, springy mats, bins of gloves and tape and pads. For Amy and 
Sinead, being able to land a right hook once in a while, and, even more important, knowing how to 
duck one, was crucial. 

Amy taped up her knuckles, weaving in and out of her fingers, and strapped on the gloves. She 
shielded her eyes with her big gloves, like mitts, and began to rock back and forth, hitting each of 


Sinead’s pads in a one-two combination. 


“That’s it?” Sinead asked, and they began to circle each other, like animals sniffing for the alpha. 
Sinead did a slow swing over the top of Amy’s head, her red hair bouncing out behind her, and Amy 
ducked out of the way. She jabbed at the pads a few more times. 

“Harder,” Sinead said, pushing back with each of Amy’s punches. 

Amy hit harder. 

“Now uppercut, elbow jab. One-one-two. Come on, Amy, whose side are you on?” 

Amy threw harder. She ducked out of the way of an incoming blow. Her arms felt unfastened. Her 
legs may as well have been trudging through swamps. Her lungs weren’t pulling down enough oxygen 
— Amy was out of breath before the tough part of her training had even started. The endless, endless 
training that would never be enough. 

“Pm hitting as hard as I can!” Amy yelled back. 

“Okay, stop,” Sinead said. Amy stopped. “Look. I know we’ve seen some hard things,” she began. 

You were part of it, Amy wanted to say, but she was breathing too hard. 

“I want you to close your eyes, and remember it. In your head. Just relive it for a second.” 

Amy closed her eyes and steeled herself to go back to the dark places. To the smell of the flames 
that burned down her parents’ town house. The crippling pain that had twisted through her, knowing 
that her parents were inside and she was outside and there was nothing she could do about it. 

Amy’s lip was quivering. Once buried in the worst of it, it was hard to reemerge on the other side. 
“Now,” Sinead said, “I want you to imagine you have thirty seconds to get the person responsible for 
all of it. If you could give them just a piece of what you are feeling with your fists, what would your 
fists say?” 

Amy landed her hardest blow of the day. A big pop in the center of the black pad. 

“Not bad,” Sinead said. “What else?” 

Amy let her shoulder rear back. Tired? Big deal. No Grace and dead parents? Suck it up. Skiing 
down a mountain with a killer breathing down your neck? Amy landed one combination punch, and 


then another, and then another, one-two-one-two-one-two-one, fast, faster, the fastest she’d ever gone 


and the hardest, her arms gaining energy with each impact. The fists balled up in her gloves kept 
hitting glorious smacks in the center of the pad. 

Her arms no longer felt part of her body; it was like they had their own motor, taking off, gaining 
momentum, rocketing away. 

She didn’t notice when she started crying, but there they were, tears dripping on her T-shirt, 
burning her eyes along with the sweat sliding down her face. And still she kept punching, because it 
was one of the rare times she’d let herself feel. She was scared: She could have died. Her brother 
could have died. And now here she was. 

Sinead lowered her pads. “Well said,” Sinead said softly, and squeezed Amy’s shoulder. “I think 
that’s enough for today.” 

But it would never be enough. Only Amy and Dan knew about the Vespers. Only they understood 
the evil the Cahills were up against. 

“Hey, kiddos,” Nellie said, peeking her head into the studio. Nellie was Amy’s au pair, but she’d 
become more like an older sister. “There you are! Time for dinner. I made frog-leg enchiladas,” she 
said, her smile fading as she took in Amy’s wet-rat appearance and tear-streaked face. “Hey, you 
okay?” 

Amy wiped her forehead with her shirt, took a cold sip of water, and put the bottle down. 


“I am. Pm actually okay,” Amy said. 


Dan Cahill had been planning the joyride for months. 
The regimens Amy tried to push on him every day — the exercise, crash courses: What was even 


the point? And he couldn’t make himself care about seventh-grade tests and homework anymore, or 


hockey tryouts, not after what he’d seen. What was algebra when you'd been the target of death 


threats? Dan didn’t want to be chased and hunted, but since he’d been back home, everything felt like 
it was coming through in black-and-white instead of color. 

Enter the midnight joyride. 

Technically, he was thirteen, which meant what he was about to do was not exactly legal. But he’d 
already driven before, in St. Petersburg. Now he was willing to admit he’d been awful at it, but the 
one lesson he’d accepted since then from Amy was defensive driving. 

A little ride through the back roads would be his shot of Technicolor. He would definitely tell his 
cousin Jonah about it, after it was over. He already knew exactly which car he had in mind — 
Grace’s mint green 1969 Ford Mustang, in perfect condition. Even though nobody drove it anymore, 
Dan waxed it once in a while, just to see it shine. In the glove compartment, he’d found a pair of 
Grace’s leather driving gloves that still carried the scent of her perfume, even more than a year later. 

Gentlemen, Dan thought as he put the key into the ignition, start your engines. 

Dan always won the races in video arcades, but this time he was racing himself. As if he could 
work up enough speed to travel back and undo all the bad stuff that had happened. 

Dan pulled the seat up so that he could be close enough for a firm grip on the wheel, but far enough 
away to lightly drape his arm over it, like dudes in music videos. He checked his mirrors, put the car 
in reverse, and pulled out of the garage onto the driveway. Sweet! he thought. Even Amy would have 
to admit his driving had improved. He was a pro. 

Dan fiddled with the old-timey radio dial until he found a rap station. It would be a good sign if 
Jonah came on the radio right then, hammering out his latest platinum single. Dan turned up the 
volume knob as high as it would go. Nellie would be asleep. There was no way Uncle Fiske or Amy 
could hear him when he was all the way down on the driveway. The mansion was too big, the roads 
too wide. 

It was a clear, cold night, and the moon cut like a wafer. Dan cranked down the top of the 


convertible so he could get the full effect — the wind in his hair, tires giddyupping to life on the icy 


driveway. To counter the cold air, he blasted heat from the old vents. The Mustang drove smoothly for 
such an old car, and the wheel felt good in his hands; his foot on the gas, he was in control. 

Buckle up, Dan told himself, you re in for a wild ride. 

At the end of the long, long driveway leading away from the mansion toward the road, the gate 
opened slowly, slowly. The wheels skidded slightly on the ice from the recent storm. 

He turned the wheel arm over arm in a laid-back, chill kind of way, as if he’d been doing this his 
whole life. The Mustang made a right turn. Then, when he was headed away from the mansion, he 
pushed the gas pedal until he could hear the car start to roar. He shifted up into second, grateful that 
his instructor had taught him how to drive a stick. The roads were empty, there was nobody awake or 
around for miles, and Dan pressed his foot down hard on the accelerator. Third gear. Time to see 
what this baby can do. 

The road ahead curved sharply. Dan knew he was supposed to slow down before going into the 
turn, but he sped up to fourth gear instead, taking the turn at the last possible moment, the car 
fishtailing to the other side of the street before Dan could straighten out. The car righted itself, sliding 
only slightly on the ice, and Dan laughed out loud. He could take down anything. Faster. Fifth. 

There, he said to the road, you like that? 

Dan was pushing a hundred now, the needle pulsing down into the red. He’d never gone this fast in 
his whole life, even as a passenger. It felt amazing — everything a blur as he blew right past it. The 
cemetery, the woods. Acres and acres of the Cahill estate that normally would have taken five times 
as long to navigate. The night was cold, especially with the top down, but Dan couldn’t remember the 
last time he’d felt the wind on his face like this, the race of his heartbeat, hair flapping about wildly, 
his mouth breaking into a grin. Dan pushed the car faster still. 

The radio station switched to a commercial. Dan took his eyes off the road to channel surf for a 
better song. When he looked up, it was too late. There was a fallen tree as wide around as a barn 


fully blocking the road, its roots tangled and huge. Getting larger and larger by the second. 


Dan slammed on the brake with both feet, one on top of the other to try and force the car to stop, 
the tires squealing hideously, the smell of rubber rising up from the road. Dan’s body shot forward 
toward the windshield, the seat belt barely keeping his small body in the car. He couldn’t downshift 
— there was no time. Dan was headed straight for the tree, full force, like a roller coaster off its 
rails. 

Lightning quick, Dan pulled up the emergency brake. The car slid sharply, wheels spinning out 
from under him, and he was sliding on the ice, the car whipping around in circles. The tree was there, 
and then it wasn’t, it was closer, and then it wasn’t, and then — SMACK! 

The car crashed sideways into the fallen tree, whacking Dan hard up against the shattering 
windshield. The dashboard knocked out his breath, loosened a tooth. With the roof down, the tree 
shook branches on him like artillery, firing down on his head and neck and shoulders. He could feel a 
thousand cuts splintering into his face. His ears exploded. 

The worst part was: Right before he hit the tree, at the moment of truth — he hadn’t even cared if 
he hit or not. 


It was almost as if he’d been asking for it. 


“Okay,” Amy said, trying to connect the many voices on the video conference call. “The Cahill 
extended-family meeting will now come to order.” 

Flashing red lights bleeped throughout the high-tech command center. A lit-up world map had 
glowing markers on the dangerous places to watch closely. Floor-to-ceiling flat screens lined the 
walls, awaiting her far-flung relatives, who were videoing in from all over the world. That was why 


they had to schedule the meeting so early in the morning, because of the time differences. But Amy 


would have been up anyway. 


After a wash of static, in popped her many teenage cousins: Natalie and Ian Kabra from London; 
Hamilton Holt, mountain climbing in Switzerland; and last, covered in silver glitter, multiplatinum 
teen idol Jonah Wizard, gearing up for the kickoff of his world tour in New York City. In the 
background, you could hear female fans screaming outside his trailer. Even before dawn. 

“What’s this, a courthouse?” Dan asked glumly, his face entirely bandaged, his arm in a cast. 
“Since when has the Cahill family ever come to order?” He put his head down on his folded arms. 

Amy hadn’t slept at all last mght. Worry was like caffeine. After the ER trip with Dan, she’d 
hobbled back to her bed and had a few minutes to sob into her pillow before washing her face and 
heading up to the command center. She could still feel pillow lines on her forehead. She looked out 
over her notepad at her brother, who winced when lifting his head to sip his orange juice. He was all 
drugged up on painkillers and didn’t want to eat, on top of everything else. 

“Everyone,” Amy said, “Dan had a little accident last night.” Her voice wavered, but she willed 
herself not to stutter. 

A clamor of “Are you okay?” and “What happened?” and “Feel better, dude!” poured out from the 
screens. 

“Thanks, everybody,” Dan said, his voice straining. “I’m okay. I sorta messed up.” His voice 
cracked when he glanced at Amy. “But I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s just focus on the meeting.” 

“Here’s the agenda,” Amy said, willing her voice to be strong, trying not to relive the horror of 
waking up in the middle of the night to find her brother covered in blood. She’d practiced this many 
times the day before, since the idea of bossing everyone around made her want to crawl under the 
table. “The hunt may be over, but that doesn’t mean we’re safe. We don’t know who’s out there, or 
what they’re willing to do to get the clues.” Amy’s voice sounded over-rehearsed. It was hard to 
convince her relatives that the threat was real without telling them about the Vespers. And that wasn’t 
something she was ready to do. After all her family had been through, they deserved a break. 


Sinead was taking meeting notes on her computer. She waited for Amy to continue. 


“Ttem one: training schedules. I’ve constructed hour-by-hour day planners for all of you, to make 
sure we are all doing our part. These include research reports on Cahill clues, physical training, and 
security measures.” 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Jonah broke in. “I’m getting ready to kick off my world tour, homes. There’s 
no way I have time to fit all this in. My dad already has everything scheduled for me, down to when I 
go to the bathroom.” 

“Sinead,” Amy continued, trying to push on, “you’re in charge of the new department of defense. I 
need monthly reports with updates on security threats.” 

“Sure, it’s not like I have anything else to do anyway,” Sinead replied sarcastically. 

People dont have to like their assignments, Amy thought, but they do have to abide by them. It 
she could be convincing enough. 

“Ham,” Amy said, ignoring Sinead. 

“Present,” Ham said. 

“I have you on a strict physical fitness regime and advanced weaponry training. So that you can act 
as a kind of bodyguard, should we need it.” 

“Sweet!” Ham said. “When do I start?” 

“Immediately,” Amy said, smiling. At least someone was happy. 

Ham started firing shots from his finger, complete with sound effects. “Bam!” he shouted, “Bam, 
bam, bam!” Perhaps this wasn’t the best idea. 

“Tan will be in charge of the new department of finance. Doing financial upkeep on the clue hunt 
accounts. We want to make sure we’re up to speed on international tax laws and that the accounts are 
managed in secret. Also, Natalie will be allocating funds to upcoming projects.” 

“This isn’t a tree-house club,” Ian piped up. “We can hire professionals to do these tasks for us, 
you know. You pay people like accountants and bodyguards and librarians —” 

“And what?” Amy shot back. “Risk letting our enemies infiltrate when we take out a ‘Secret 


Bodyguard Needed’ ad on the Internet? 


“Jonah, you are in charge of public relations,” Amy went on. “We have to keep a strong hold on 
our public perception —” 

“Not gonna fly, cuz,” Jonah sighed. 

“All of this is mad!” Natalie cut in. “We aren’t on the Forbes One Hundred list. I refuse to work for 
an organization that doesn’t offer car service and corporate accounts.” 

“Dan and I will be in charge of the research department,’ Amy said, not looking up for fear that 
tears would start to fall. This wasn’t going as she’d planned. 

Dan sighed heavily. “Amy,” he said softly, “we don’t even know who we’re researching.” 

“Well, does anybody else have any bright ideas?” Amy asked, throwing up her hands. “B-b- 
because I am all ears. I’ve put a lot of thought into this distribution of labor, but if you all think you 
can do it so much better, go ahead.” She searched the faces on the screens. “Please! If anybody has a 
better plan to try and stop the people out to kill us, don’t be shy.” 

The Cahill cohort was quiet. For a second. 

Then a chorus of chatter broke out on-screen, everyone talking over each other, cutting each other 
off. 

“Meathead!” Natalie shrieked at Hamilton. 

“Spoiled brat!” he shot right back. 

Ian was looking at Amy and muttering under his breath. She thought she heard him say “know-it- 
all.” 

Amy would have cried if she had the energy. Dan was jerking his head awake to keep from 
nodding off. Sinead was giving her the cold shoulder and recording everyone’s put-downs in the 
meeting notes. 

Amy slumped down in the swivel chair, tossing her notepad and pencil onto the operations desk. 
She eyed the rows and rows of secret file cabinets, containing all they’d learned so far, which wasn’t 
very much. The vaults were still mostly empty, the files all too thin. How would it ever be enough? 


There was so much to do. Not to mention that school would be starting up next week. 


Nice leadership, she thought to herself. Way to bring everyone together. 

“Hey, bros, can we wrap up this little family reunion? My publicist is saying I gotta bounce. Photo 
shoot,” Jonah said. 

“Ah, the lifestyles of the rich and shameless,” Ian quipped. Amy knew for a fact that Ian and 
Natalie had at least a cool two million in the bank, but ever since their mother had disowned them, 
they’d been moping around like they were slumming it. 

“Jealous much?” Jonah shot back. 

“Our family would never fraternize with the kind of new-money peons you pal around with,” 
Natalie said. “It’s beneath us.” 

“Right, I forgot. Daughters of Satan only meet on Thursdays,” Jonah said. 

“Guys, guys!” Amy cut in. “Can’t we just agree to the schedules I’ve assigned and check in again 
with progress reports in a month? Item two —” 

“Tan and I have to go. We’re throwing a fabulous party with our civilized friends. And there’s a 
menu to plan. And maids to fire.” 

“Later, peeps. No rest for the richest celebrity under twenty,” Jonah said. 

“Happy New Ye —” Amy started to say, but everyone had signed off before she could get it out. 

Sinead stormed out and slammed the door. 

Well, that went well. 

She looked over at Dan, who has unwrapping one of his bandages from his wrist. This was 
shaping up to be some New Year’s Eve, and the sun hadn’t even risen yet. 

Then a crackle of static caught Amy’s attention. An incoming call? She went over to check the 
switchboard and realized that the line was still connected and the audio still on. Dan started to push 
himself out of his chair, but Amy put a finger to her lips: “Shhh.” 

“It’s okay,” Ian was saying, over the sound of sniffles. “There, there, don’t muss up your five- 


thousand-threadcount Egyptian cotton kerchief.” 


“But it’s all so ghastly,” Natalie explained. “How did it come to this? No party, no parents, and our 
only relatives don’t even /ike us. Even the help has somewhere to go on New Year’s Eve!” she cried. 

Amy looked at Dan helplessly. 

“You and I will find some fun,” Ian tried. “We could break out the good china and hire a string 
quartet!” 

“Bah!” Natalie cried. “I wish we’d never learned of the clue hunt. I wish we’d never met the other 
Cahills.” 

Amy had heard enough. She shut down the connection. The faces of her other cousins flashed 
before her — Jonah’s exhausted smile, Ham’s jaw tensing as he tried to keep the peace. In their own 
ways, they were all trying very hard to do what was right. Each one was hurting just as much as Amy, 
but each one was pretending they were fine. Where in the schedules she’d just passed out had she 
assigned time for a break? 

“Amy,” Dan croaked from the corner, “I might need help getting down the stairs.” 

Amy nodded and got up. Was this going to be how they met the new year? Injured and depressed? 
Would the rest of their lives be like this? It wasn’t like any of them could take a vacation. Vespers 
didn’t give you two weeks off for R & R. 

Amy wished she could wave a magic wand and make it all go away. But she was only fifteen, after 
all. 

And then she got it. 

“Dan,” she said, “I have an idea. It’s super-risky, and probably counterproductive, and definitely a 
waste of resources.” 

“Sounds awesome,” Dan huffed, out of breath just from trying to lift himself up. 

Amy started pacing and talking fast. “How would we get to the mountain—we’d need a copter? 
And where could we reserve a site? We’d have to leave right now. Security, provisions!” 

“Amy, breathe,” Dan said. “Slow down. What are you talking about? What’s so urgent that you 


forgot to add it to the agenda?” 


“You'll see,” Amy said, her face brightening. “Pack your bags, bro. It’s go time.” 


Jonah Wizard had been onstage for what felt like forever. He’d rehearsed and rehearsed and 
rehearsed for days. He hadn’t eaten any of the silver-domed, room-service breakfast that his New 
York hotel had laid out for him — the family meeting had been too upsetting. He was feeling a little 
dizzy from lack of food and lack of sleep and being attacked by a mob of thirteen-year-old fans the 
night before. His world tour would begin two days from now, and everyone around him, his dad, his 
publicist, was all nerves and tension. On top of everything, there were the usual cameras filming for 
Jonah’s reality show, capturing his every facial movement. 

“All right, from the top,” Jonah heard his director say from out in the cushy red seats. “This is our 
last rehearsal, people, so I want perfection.” 

The stage lights on Jonah’s face were too bright — it was causing his pancake-thick makeup to run, 
and it was bad enough that he had to wear makeup at all in rehearsal. But they wanted to test it against 
the lighting and camera angles. 

Jonah waited for his cue, the drum lead-in, before launching in on his hit track from the killer new 
album. He was not five words in before — 

“CUT. CUT. That was all wrong,” boomed a voice through the megaphone. The director sounded a 
little off — Jonah hoped he wasn’t getting sick. 

“For reals, yo?” Jonah said. He’d nailed the choreography perfectly and the lyrics had never been 
fresher. 

“This time, we’d like you to do something a little different,” said the megaphone voice. The lights 


were too bright for Jonah to see into his director’s eyes, but Jonah hoped he was glaring into the right 


spot of the empty concert seats. They’d rehearsed it a dozen times already. Seriously — did fame and 
fortune not buy anything anymore? Where was the respect?! 

“This time,” the voice said, “we’d like you to begin with...” 

Jonah waited. This was why you became your own producer. This was why teen stars burned out 
before their twenty-first birthday bash. 

“The chicken dance.” 

“Say what, yo?” Jonah must not have heard right. He was multiplatinum. He was a TV star. He had 
taught Michael Jackson’s son how to moonwalk. Was this some sort of publicity stunt? 

“That’s right. You know, the one old people do at weddings, where you flap your arms and waddle 
around like a chicken. Except we’d also like you to squawk.” 

“Bro, get serious.” 

“Jonah,” said the megaphone. “Remember, this is filming.” 

“Fine. Fine.” Jonah hoped that his director’s remarks would be left out of the reality show. 

And so, instead of his sick drum solo lead-in, the cheesy chicken music blared from the gorgeous, 
refrigerator-sized speakers, and Jonah squawked and flapped and gobbled his way around the stage, 
doing his best funky-chicken/wedding-chicken dance impression. Or whatever it was. What he didn’t 
know he made up, but he gave it everything he had, the full enchilada. 

Finally, the stage lights dimmed, and Jonah could hear peals of laughter echoing through the theater. 
It cracked up ina familiar way, the voice breaking and hooting. Jonah made a visor with his hands to 
get a better look out into the seats. The auditorium lights came up, and there, holding a megaphone and 
jumping up and down, was his cousin. 

“From the top!” Amy cried. 

“Amy?!” Jonah said, too stunned to be embarrassed. 

“Dude. That was great,” Dan said, holding his stomach. “Ah, the laughing hurts,” he cackled. “But 


it’s totally worth it!” Tears were streaming down Dan’s cheek. 


“Glad I could help,” Jonah deadpanned. That rare sensation, embarrassment, was starting to creep 
into his voice. The reality TV crew slapped his cousins five. 

“Yo, wassup? What are you two doing here?” Jonah sputtered. “Where is my director?” 

“He’s on a breakfast break. We told him we’d oversee the rehearsal till he got back. He left us his 
megaphone.” Amy giggled. “You’ve been punked!” 

“Oh,” Dan added, “and we got you the night off. You’re coming with us.” 

“But my world tour — we have to rehearse tonight. I have to talk to my dad —” 

“We think you’ ve had enough rehearsal,” Amy said. 


“Oh,” Dan added, “and you have to do what we say, ’cause we got that chicken dance on tape.” 


Natalie and Ian Kabra were staring down the mouth of a torture chamber. As anti-festive as it seemed, 
it was their mother’s tradition to take her children to the Tower of London on holidays. Something 
about the gloominess of ancient armor and the gleam of creative weaponry put an extra spring in 
Isabel’s step. And even if their mother had technically disowned them, there was nothing that said 
Natalie and Ian couldn’t partake in the old Lucian tradition of morbid castle-going by themselves. The 
Tower of London was a Lucian stronghold, after all. 

It was a dreary day on the Thames, but everyone else was out gallivanting, preparing for the 
evening’s celebrations. Natalie felt that she’d reached the absolute lowest of the low. Unseemly as it 
was to admit, Natalie had made up the lie about the stupid party, because the truth was that since her 
mother had disowned them, she and Ian were all alone now. 

At that very moment, the lights went out. It was pitch-black. 

“Tan?” she said, her voice quavering. 


“Guards!” Ian called. 


A voice rang out, slow and robotic, like Darth Vader. Ian and Natalie couldn’t pinpoint where it 
was coming from. 

“Don’t move,” the voice snarled. “You shall obey exact orders. When the lights come up, you are 
to remain silent.” 

Natalie could feel the world circling in on her. The ceiling felt like it was starting to spin. She was 
just about to faint when — 

“Gotcha!” Amy cried, pulling off a gleaming gold helmet from the gift shop as the lights switched 
back on. 

“What on Earth?” Natalie shrieked. 

“How did you get here?” Ian asked, flabbergasted. 

“Being part of the world’s most powerful family has its advantages,” Amy said. 

“What in the world are you two doing here?” Natalie repeated, out of breath from her near 
hyperventilation. 


““We’ve come to kidnap you,” Dan said merrily. 


Hamilton was ready for the summit. They were going to make it up the Matterhorn faster than anyone 
had ever climbed it before. 

“Dad,” Hamilton said, checking his watch and quickening his pace, “we’re going to beat the 
record!” 

The sooner we do, Hamilton thought, the sooner he forgets what a giant letdown I am. This 
would bring back the Holt family pride. 

Only, it looked like someone, or someones, had beaten Ham and Eisenhower to the top. How was 


that possible? They’d seen nobody on the way up. 


“Who in Sam Hill are those folks?” Eisenhower asked. 

It was the first words his father had spoken to him all day. Ham knew that his father loved him, but 
the last few months, it hadn’t always felt like it. Since the Clue hunt, they no longer talked the way 
they used to, or watched sports together, or understood what the other was thinking during workouts, 
like most fathers and sons. 

“Got me, Dad,” Ham said. The people up ahead didn’t look like ice climbers. They looked like 
goat herders, carrying walking sticks and not outfitted warmly enough for the winter winds. Where 
was their Gore-Tex?! 

When they reached the top, Ham checked his watch. He was about to announce their time when the 
tourists turned around — 

“Protein shake?” It was Dan. 

“Energy bar?” And Amy. 

“Electrolyte replenisher?” And Jonah. 

Then Hamilton noticed the helicopter behind them. He wasn’t sure how he’d missed it. Natalie and 
Ian waved from the window. “How did — ?” 

“No time, we’ve got a ball drop to attend. Eisenhower, we’re taking Hamilton for the night, if 
that’s all right with you,” Amy said. 

To her surprise, Eisenhower nodded, defeated-looking, and said, “Be back for triathlon training.” 

“We’ll have him back for you by morning. Official Cahill New Year’s Eve business,” Amy 
affirmed. 

“Dad, I wanted to hang out with you tonight,” Ham insisted. 

“Son,” Eisenhower replied, “it’s all right. PI see you next year.” 


And his father laughed at his own lame joke, for the first time in forever. 


From the copter, the Eiffel Tower looked like a rocket ship of light. They circled up to the top to see it 
from every beautiful angle. Amy thanked the pilot, whom she and Dan had commissioned early that 
morning back in Attleboro, the first of many calls they’d made on the fly, frantically planning for this 
moment. She hopped down the step. The entire wraparound balcony was theirs for the night. Please 
don t let this be lame, she prayed. It was so much easier to plan an agenda than to plan a party. 

Amy opened her arms, tilted back her head, and looked at the faces of her cousins, who were 
staring back at her, dumbfounded. 

“Tonight’s agenda is something of the utmost importance,” she began. “More important than 
anything we’ve talked about before. So important, in fact, that it’s the only thing on the agenda. 
Tonight’s objective: HAVE FUN.” She spun around to take in the 360-degree view. “Let the games 
begin!” 

Heat lamps were perched overhead, so the night felt like April and not the end of December. 
Waiters emerged, carrying trays of appetizers and sparkling cider. 

“Oooh, bacon-wrapped snails, my favorite!” Nellie said, filling up a napkin. 

“Got any burgers?” Ham asked, and Dan led him to the sliders bar, where there were mini burgers 
with every kind of topping — ketchup, ranch dressing, even Cheetos. Dan had made sure, during the 
insane hour when they’d made all the calls, that the party wasn’t going to be all frou-frou stuff. His 
appetite was back with a vengeance. 

“These truffles are actually quite passable,” Natalie whispered to Ian. 

“Natalie, follow me,’ Amy said, grabbing her hand. Sinead had insisted on a trunk of clothes 


brought up from the Champs-Elysées. 


“Let’s see, here’s a tux for Ian,” Amy said, pushing hangers on the cart. “Black-and-white tracksuit 
for Ham, T-shirt that /ooks like a tux for Dan, leather suit for Jonah, and, voila, ball gowns for us.” 

As Amy came out of the bathroom, wearing a red velvet gown, Natalie’s calm-cool expression 
morphed into one of pure shock. “You look quite nice!” Natalie said. “I hardly recognized you!” 

“Don’t act so surprised,” Amy said, swatting at her with gloves. 

“Well, anything is an improvement,” Natalie allowed. 

When they reappeared outside, everyone else already neatly changed, Ian was talking to Nellie, but 
he stopped midsentence when he saw Amy in her party dress, his jaw hanging slightly open. She 
smiled at him, and he nodded back approvingly. 

At the deejay booth, Jonah spun records beneath a mirrored disco ball that was timed to drop at 
midnight. The look on his face was pure magic — the pop star forgetting his fame and just rocking out 
to headphones, like no one was there. 

Ham was locked into the Wii they’d taken with them at the last minute — bowling up a storm for a 
new high score. “Super Soakers and firecrackers for everyone,” Dan said, breaking out a box of the 
special delivery he’d ordered back in Attleboro. Amy gave a sigh of relief. Dan was still bruised up, 
but clearly he was regaining his old self. 

“Yes, and crossword puzzles and board games for our ride back!” Amy chirped in. “And Polaroids 
to remember this night. And scrapbooks for the vault.” 

Suddenly, it was all too much. Amy didn’t know how all of this, how all of them, had come 
together, but she could barely contain her emotion. She raised a glass of sparkling cider. 

“Ahem,” she said softly, and everyone stopped to listen. Public speaking would never be her 
strong suit, but right now she’d give it a shot. “I know you’ve all been through a lot,” she said, 
searching each of their faces. “You’ve risked your lives.” There was Sinead, silently nodding. “Your 
closeness to your parents.” Ham caught her eye. “Your reputation.” Jonah regarded her gravely. “Your 
legacy.” Natalie and Ian lifted their chins. And then, to Dan, “And your chance to be a normal kid.” 


Amy hoped she could make it through without crying. 


“I don’t know what I’m doing half the time.” 

“You don’t say?” Dan grinned. 

“We have so much to look out for. A lot hangs in the balance. But, tonight, we look out for the most 
important ones. Tonight” — she paused, almost through, lifting her glass a final time before she could 
finally kick back — “tonight, we look out for each other. Because what’s the point of being the 
world’s most powerful family if you don’t get to enjoy it once in a while? Am I right?” 

“To the spoils of our riches,” Ian said. 

“And the new year,” Natalie echoed, looking around. 

“Next year,” Jonah vowed, “P11 be around more. I promise. Resolution time, y’all.” 

“T’1l make each of you special decryptors, so you can know what’s going on,” Sinead said. 

“T will bench three Cahills at once,” Ham broke in. 

“We’ll be nicer to poor people,” Natalie promised, “like all of you.” 

“T will collect more baseball cards,” Dan cried. 

“My resolution?” Amy said. “To try and not always go it alone.” She looked around at the beautiful 
night, the Seine lit up below them, her cousins decked out in fancy and funny clothes, the ridiculously 
lavish food and lights and music and games. She looked at her brother, whom she had almost lost the 
night before. 

They were an impossible group, no denying it, and they would test her over and over in the years 


to come. But they were her family. 


Six hours later, as the Cahills watched the sun rise above the Eiffel Tower, midnight struck at the 


Rosenbloom house back in Boston. Far away from slider bars and cheery toasts, Professor Mark 


Rosenbloom sat staring at the television screen as the New Year’s ball dropped in Times Square. His 


ten-year-old son, Atticus, was asleep on the shoulder of Mark’s older son, Jake. Atticus couldn’t 
sleep by himself lately; he kept having nightmares about losing his mother and waking up to the 
horrible knowledge that those nightmares were true. Nobody said a word at dinners — they just 
stared into plates of food other people had dropped off. As if anyone felt like eating, anyway. 

“Happy New Year,” Mark whispered to Jake. 

“Whatever,” Jake replied. 

While the Cahills were off gallivanting in the City of Light, the Rosenbloom house was cloaked in 
darkness. In the shadows, a figure slid away from the house, scheming his next move. It would be 
swift and deadly, just as it had been for the mother of Jake and Atticus. Looking back in at the 
grieving figures in the Rosenbloom living room, the man chuckled to himself: 

He had executed his plan flawlessly. 

The Guardian was dead. It was a tricky piece of work, but the man had administered the poison to 
Astrid himself. A steady dusting of undetectable, lethal powder in the pages of the library book only 
she was studying. Now she was gone and no one suspected a thing, certainly not her two motherless 
sons or her bereaved husband. The man started to turn away, but a movement inside the house caught 
his eye. 

It was Mark, carrying a sleeping Atticus upstairs. The man on the sidewalk made a decision, and 
then smiled. Guardians may be cute when they’re little, the man thought, but they grow up to be such 
nuisances. The man would eliminate Atticus as well, but that could wait. He had other things in mind 
right now — the Cahills laughing it up halfway across the globe. The real games were about to begin. 


Vesper One’s New Year’s resolution: World Domination. 
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McIntyre, MACARTHUR, MULLIGAN & SmMoop 


ATTORNEYS AT LAW 


To whom it may concern, 


The information in this book comes from the Cahill vault, 
which means that none of it was meant for your eyes. Over 
the past 500 years, a number of exceedingly dangerous items 
have been placed in the vault for safekeeping—assassination 
orders. confession-filled diaries. treasure maps, and many 
other items that I know better than to list here. Documents 
that have sparked wars, incited revolutions, and led to the 
downfall of governments, kings, and empires. 


It was nor my idea to make this material public. | was 

given specific instructions by my former employer, William 
MelIntyre, to protect the information in the vault. However, 
after recent, tragic events, it looks like I'm taking orders from 
somcone new—someone who believes that the Cahill Files 
are essential to the security of the Cahill family ... and the 
world at large. 





And so, the vault has been opened. Do with these stories 
what you will. But when you find yourself weighed down by 
the secrets and scandals that shaped history, just remember 
one thing: I told you so. 





PART 4 





Ghent, 1566 


Matheus Jacobs scraped his spoon along the side of the wooden bowl, filling it with 
flakes of dried stew. Once he finished his supper, his visit home would be over and 
he’d have to start his long ride back to the cathedral. 

He turned to the window. The sun was already beginning to set, flooding the wheat 
field with soft orange light. His father and his oldest brother, Adriaan, were out there 
somewhere, trying to coax the plants from the barren ground. 

Since Adriaan would inherit the family land, the younger boys had to learn a trade. 
Lukas was already apprenticed to the local blacksmith, and Matheus had assumed 
that he’d also be sent to work when he turned thirteen next year. But instead of 
finding him a job with the village baker or carpenter, his mother had arranged for 
him to serve as an altar boy at Saint Bavo Cathedral in Ghent — a morning’s ride ona 
proper horse, a half day on their poky mule, Mungo. 

“Are you almost ready, beertje?” his mother, Anna, called from the back of the 
room, where she was tucking baby Greet into her cradle. 

Matheus scrunched his face, although he secretly liked it when his mother called 
him “little bear,” a reference to the dark, curly hair that distinguished him from his 
blond brothers. 

“you need to hurry if you want to get to the city before dark,” Anna said. Matheus 
looked down to keep his mother from seeing the blush spreading across his cheeks. 
His hair wasn’t all that set him apart. He was the only one of his brothers who was 
afraid of the dark — who was afraid of anything, really. 

That was probably why he’d been sent to the cathedral instead of being 


apprenticed. He was an embarrassment. Matheus’s father, Joost, had no patience for 
his spindly, clumsy son, who could barely haul a full bucket of water without 
drenching his tunic. He’d seen the shame in his father’s face when Matheus limped 
home after losing a fight. 

Before Matheus could reply, there was a knock at the front entrance. That was odd. 
The family and their neighbors always came through the kitchen. “Go see who it is, 
beertje,” Anna called. Matheus lifted the latch and pulled open the heavy door, 
revealing a tall, slender man in a strange outfit. Instead of a tunic and trousers, he 
wore a brocade jacket over knee breeches and white silk stockings. At first, Matheus 
wondered how the man had managed to stay so clean, but then he heard the stomp 
of a hoof. An elegant carriage pulled by four matching dappled grays had stopped in 
the middle of the road. 

“Is this the Jacobs home?” the man asked. He had a strange accent, and he 
grimaced slightly as he spoke, as if the foreign words left a sour taste in his mouth. 

Matheus nodded. 

The man removed a letter from the pouch hanging at his hip. “Are you quite sure?” 
He raised an eyebrow. “It’s treason to tamper with a message from the king.” 

The king? Then perhaps the messenger was looking for another Jacobs family. 
Surely King Philip wouldn’t have business with his parents. 

“Who is it?” Anna’s voice called from behind him. Matheus stepped aside to let his 
mother pass. “Can I help you?” she asked, wiping her hands on her apron. 

“I have a letter for Mevrouw Jacobs,” the messenger said with a note of irritation in 
his voice. 

“I am Mevrouw Jacobs.” 

“Mevrouw Anna Jacobs?” he asked, giving her an appraising look. “I have come a 
long way, and I do not intend to leave His Majesty’s correspondence with some 
peasant.” 

Matheus saw his mother stiffen next to him. She raised her chin. “¿Está de 
Espana?” she said in a language he’d never heard before. 

The messengers cheeks flushed slightly. “I do not speak Spanish, madam.” 

“You're not from the kings court in Madrid.” 

“I took over for His Majesty’s courier in France.” 

“Donc, je suis Anna Jacobs. Donnez-moi le lettre, s’il vous plait.” 

Both the messenger and Matheus stared at her wide-eyed. The only people he’d 


heard speak anything but Dutch were the priests, who chanted in Latin, and the 
traders at the market. Yet here was his mother conversing in foreign tongues like a 
queen. 

The messenger handed Anna the letter, bowed his head, and then strode back to 
his carriage. Matheus turned to his mother slowly, half expecting to find that she’d 
turned into someone else completely. But there she was. The same large brown eyes 
and rosy cheeks. “What’s going on?” he asked. 

“Not here,” she whispered, glancing down the road before guiding Matheus inside 
and closing the door. She held up the letter and examined the elaborate wax seal. 
Instead of the royal coat of arms he’d seen emblazoned on proclamations and flags, 
there was a large C. His mother had taught him to read and write, but he couldn’t 
think what the initial could stand for. 

Anna carefully broke the seal and unfolded the letter, pressing her lips together as 
her eyes traveled across the paper. Her face was tight, as if the muscles were 
straining to keep some private thought from spilling onto her face. 

“Mother, why is the king sending you letters?” Matheus asked. “And how do you 
speak all those languages?” A prickle of dread formed in his stomach. “Are we in 
trouble?” he asked as terrifying images began to spill out from the dark places in his 
memory. Over the past year, news of unrest in other parts of the land had reached 
their village. Protestant dissenters were speaking out against the Catholic Church and 
Spanish rule. There were rumors that the king’s army had begun arresting people 
during rallies, or taking them away in the middle of the night. 

Yet his family was Catholic, and he’d never heard either of his parents speak ill of 
the Crown. 

Anna closed her eyes for a moment and then took a breath. “There’s something I 
have to tell you.” 

The back door slammed, and Matheus jumped. His father, Joost, stormed into the 
room, leaving a trail of dirty boot prints in his wake. “What’s going on?” he boomed. “I 
Saw a carriage leaving.” 

“It was a message from the king.” Anna held up the letter. “He thinks it’s in 
danger.” 

“What's in danger?” Matheus asked. His heart sped up, sending a mixture of fear 
and frustration coursing through his body. 

“Watch your tone,” his father snapped. 


“It’s fine, Joost,” Anna said, clasping his arm. “It’s time to tell him.” She took a step 
forward toward her son. “There’s a special reason we sent you to be an altar boy, 
Matheus.” She shot a quick glance toward the window. “It’s about the altarpiece.” 

Matheus had been waiting for his mother to say something that would shine a 
light on the fog that had settled over him since the messenger arrived, but her words 
only served to thicken the haze of confusion. Saint Bavo Cathedral was home to a 
magnificent altarpiece — a series of twenty-four paintings by the renowned Jan van 
Eyck. The work was heralded as a masterpiece — one of the world’s great treasures. 
Artists traveled great distances to study Van Eyck’s technique. What could the 
altarpiece possibly have to do with Matheus’s mother? 

“My grandmother came from England specifically to protect the altarpiece. And 
ever since then, one of her descendants has watched over it.” 

“Protect it from whom?” Matheus asked. 

“There’s a dangerous group called the Vespers that’s been trying to steal the 
altarpiece for decades. And it’s up to our family — the Cahills — to keep it safe.” 

It was as if she were still speaking one of those foreign languages for all the sense 
her words made to Matheus. “Why us? Wouldn't the Church protect it?” 

Anna shook her head. “They know nothing about the threat. The Vespers are 
masters at operating from the shadows.” She held up the letter. “The king’s Cahill 
advisers believe that the Vespers are behind the current rebellion, and are going to use 
it to seize the paintings. That’s why we need someone in the cathedral at all times.” 
She gave him a small smile and ruffled his hair. “Like an altar boy.” 

Matheus took a step back. “But what am I supposed to do to protect it?” He’d never 
won so much as a wrestling match. How was he supposed to fend off a mysterious 
enemy? 

Joost sighed and placed his hand on Anna’s shoulder, turning her away slightly. “I 
told you he was the wrong choice,” he murmured. “Send Lukas. He’s still young 
enough to be an altar boy.” 

His words burned Matheus’s ears, and then spread to his chest like a growing 
flame. He knew his father was disappointed with him, but hearing proof was worse 
than he could have imagined, like waking up after a terrifying dream only to find the 
creature from your nightmare standing next to your bed. 

“He’s the one,” his mother said firmly, returning to face Matheus. “The Vespers 
aren’t an invading army you can crush with superior strength. That’s what makes 


them so dangerous.” 

“Lukas stands a better chance.” 

“It’s my family’s responsibility, Joost. And we’ve chosen Matheus.” 

Joost stared at her for a moment. “I hope you know what you're doing,” he said, 
placing his cap on his head. “I must be off.” He nodded at Matheus. “Do your best, boy. 
We're all counting on you.” 

Anna watched him leave, and then walked over to fetch Matheus’s cloak from the 
peg by the back door. “Don’t listen to him,” she said as she draped the rough wool over 
his shoulders. “I know you'll make me proud, Matheus.” She gave him a final kiss, 
opened the door, and ushered him out into the fading light. 


“Come on!” Matheus half shouted, half groaned as he thumped his legs against 
Mungo’s sides. But the mule ignored his rider’s exasperated kicks and continued 
munching on the patch of clover he’d spotted off the road. It was the fourth snack 
break the beast had initiated in less than a mile. It wouldn’t even matter how 
Matheus was supposed to guard the altarpiece, if he never even made it back to 
Ghent. 

The wind had picked up, and the skin on his neck and face began to sting. He 
reached down and stroked the coarse hair on the mule’s neck. “Please? If you get me 
back before dark, I'll give you a carrot.” Mungo twitched his long ears, but kept 
chewing. “And a big, juicy apple.” The mule raised his head and snorted, spraying wet 
flecks of clover onto the toe of Matheus’s left boot. 

Matheus sat perfectly still as the animal’s muscles twitched experimentally. It 
was crucial that Mungo feel it was his decision to continue. With a resigned whinny, 
the mule lumbered back onto the path. 

Matheus sighed as he loosened the reins. Mungo was going to choose his own 
pace, anyway. As they turned down the road through the village, the mule broke into 
a surprisingly animated trot. His belly jiggled with each step, making it difficult for 
Matheus to keep his balance. 

They rounded the bend, and Matheus’s stomach flipped. A group of boys about his 
age was standing in a circle, hooting and hollering as they watched a wrestling 
match. Matheus slouched deeper in the saddle and tugged the hood of his cloak 
around his face. But it was no use. They’d seen him. 


Normally, the Protestant and Catholic children in the village got along, or at least 
left each other alone. But over the past few months, fights had been breaking out. 
Most of his neighbors knew Matheus was an altar boy, which made him a target. 

“Look, it’s the choirboy!” a gangly lad shouted to his friends. 

Matheus’s neighbor, Pietor, took a step forward. “Where’s your harp, angel?” 

Matheus gave Mungo a firm squeeze with his calves, but the mule chose that 
moment to go investigate some apples rotting in the gutter. Matheus yanked on the 
reins with all his might, yet he couldn’t stop the mule from rushing headlong toward 
the fruit. He skidded to a stop on the slippery road, and Matheus tumbled off into a 
puddle of mud and decaying apples. 

The boys roared with laughter. “Still think you’re something special, altar boy?” the 
tall boy called. 

Matheus ignored them as he tried to remount, but his boots were covered with 
mud and his foot kept sliding out of the stirrup. After a few failed attempts, he 
grabbed the grimy reins and hauled Mungo away from the apples. He climbed onto a 
wooden crate and then swung his leg over the saddle. Matheus dug his heels into the 
mule’s bloated sides and urged him to walk forward. 

The boys’ laughter echoed through the village square, but Matheus could barely 
hear them. All he could focus on was the man standing in front of the tavern, staring 
at him with a look of bitter disappointment. 

Matheus tucked his chin into his tunic and stared at the ground as he rode by. 
He’d pretend he hadn't seen his father. And his father could pretend he only had two 
sons. 


Matheus couldn't sleep. It was hard to trade the sleepy warmth of his snug house for 
the chill of the drafty dormitory. The wind always kept him awake like a restless 
bedfellow, tossing and turning in the night. 

But the strange noises were the least of Matheus’s worries. His mother’s words 
echoed through his brain, drowning all other sounds. Matheus was in charge of 
protecting the altarpiece. But what did that mean? Was he supposed to pace back 
and forth in front of it all night, waving a club in the air? Matheus didn’t think the 
sexton would be too pleased with that option. And what would he do if someone did 
try to steal it? He couldn’t bear to recall the look he’d seen on his father’s face, and 


tried to shove the memory into the darkest corner of his mind. But he could still feel 
its sharp edge piercing through his thoughts. 

The loud, even breathing of his fellow altar boys filled him with envy. They didn’t 
have mothers who gave them bizarre, impossible tasks. They didn’t have fathers who 
expected them to fail. 

Matheus looked up at the narrow window across from his cot. A full moon 
wobbled in the corner, distorted by the thick glass. It was past midnight, which 
meant that the sanctuary would be empty. 

It was time to check on the altarpiece. 

Matheus rose and padded quietly toward the door, wincing as the cold from the 
floor seeped into his bare feet and crept up his legs. The long hallway was dark, but 
the moon provided just enough light for Matheus to find his way down to the first 
floor. He scurried across the courtyard and snuck in through the chapter house, 
where the bishop met with important visitors, and then darted past the cloisters into 
the front hall. 

Matheus paused as he reached the entrance to the sanctuary. It was strange being 
there alone — normally, the cathedral was full of worshippers, priests, nuns, and 
altar boys. He took a step forward into the vast nave, the heart of the church. It 
looked even larger in the dark. The long center aisle seemed to stretch out 
interminably, and the pulpit at the end was hardly visible in the dim light. 

Yet although Matheus generally hated the dark, there was something reassuring 
about the cathedral at night. During the day, the sun shone through the stained glass 
windows, filling the life-sized saints with a holy glow that made Matheus bow his 
head in reverence. But at night, the moonlight filtering through the panes made the 
figures look almost human. 

As he walked down the aisle, passing the empty pews and dark alcoves that 
housed smaller altars and stone crypts, even the shadows were more comforting 
than menacing. The same shapes unfurled across the black-and-white floor every 
night like nocturnal flowers that lived for centuries. Time seemed to stand still in the 
cathedral. There was no changing of seasons. No cycles of birth and death. The air 
was always heavy with the smell of incense, the echo of music, and the memory of 
muttered prayers. 

When he finally reached the pulpit, Matheus knelt and crossed himself before 
rising and turning to face the altarpiece. Even in the dim light, it took his breath 


away. The hinged panels were open, so the inner panels were visible — twelve 
paintings of different sizes that had been connected to form a screen. All together, the 
entire piece was larger than the front of his house. 

Matheus’s eyes first traveled to the middle panel, where the figure of God was 
looking down from his golden throne. A shiver ran down his spine and he tilted his 
head to look at the large scene on the bottom panel, the most celebrated painting in 
the altarpiece — “The Adoration of the Mystic Lamb.” Van Eyck had portrayed the 
moment before the sacrifice. The lamb stood proudly on a pedestal in a green field, 
surrounded by angels. Groups of worshippers watched from a respectful distance. A 
sun shone down on the assembled crowd, and standing in the drafty, dark cathedral, 
Matheus could imagine the warmth on his skin. 

Van Eyck had spent six years on the twenty-four individual paintings, and the 
detail was spectacular. Each of the hundreds of figures had a unique face and a 
distinct expression. The saints’ robes fell in lustrous folds onto the grass. Strange, 
exotic foliage bloomed in the background. Matheus could only imagine how far 
someone would have to travel in order to see plants like that. Although there was no 
proof that Van Eyck had left the Netherlands, there were rumors that his patron, the 
Duke of Burgundy, had sent the artist to faraway lands on court business. Could 
those journeys have anything to do with the Vespers? 

Matheus squinted to examine something he had only found the other day. One of 
the figures in the bottom left panel had strange symbols embroidered onto his cap. 
They looked like letters, but they weren’t in a language Matheus had ever seen. 

A loud thump shook the silence of the sanctuary. Matheus felt his heart flutter as 
he spun around. Could an attack be happening already? He spread his arms to the 
Side, like a goose shielding a flock of goslings. Except that his spindly limbs would 
hardly stop a fly from landing on the altarpiece. 

There was another thump, followed by the sound of metal hitting stone. 

There was someone in the sanctuary. 

“Who’s there?” Matheus croaked, cringing at how faint and wobbly his voice 
sounded in the vast cathedral. There wasn’t even an echo. He cleared his throat and 
tried again. “Reveal yourself!” 

He looked around desperately for a weapon, but there was nothing. In a moment of 
panic, he darted behind one of the columns and hid there, shaking. 

A flicker of light fluttered through the darkness. Matheus peeked out from behind 


the column and saw a figure holding a candle. 

Do something! Matheus’s brain screamed at him, but his feet remained firmly 
planted on the ground. 

“Hello?” a deep voice rang out. Instead of being absorbed by the mass of silence, it 
pushed off the walls like a great bird gliding from perch to perch. 

Matheus stepped into the quivering pool of light cast by the candle, and exhaled 
when he saw that the figure was wearing the vestments of a priest. Although it was 
difficult to tell in the dark, Matheus was fairly sure he’d never seen the man before. 
“Good evening, Father,” he said respectfully. 

“Hello,” the priest replied. It was unclear whether he was angry or just surprised to 
find an altar boy lurking in the sanctuary so late. “And who might you be?” 

“My name is Matheus Jacobs.” 

“Ah. rm Father Gerard. I was just transferred from Bruges, you see. I suppose I'm 
still getting used to my new surroundings. It can be difficult falling asleep in a new 
home.” He waved his arm through the shadowy air. “Even one as magnificent as 
this.” 

“I couldn't sleep, either,” Matheus said, relieved that wandering through the chilly 
cathedral in the middle of the night seemed to be an acceptable cure for 
sleeplessness. “I had a dream that the altarpiece was in danger, so I came to check on 
it.” 

The priest stared at him fora moment before chuckling. “I see. How very 
conscientious.” He took a step forward. “Although there is no cause for concern.” 

“Of course, Father.” 

“And it’s probably better for you to stay in the dormitory, Matheus. We can’t have 
small boys traipsing around at night, even well-intentioned ones.” 

Matheus felt his cheeks flush. “Yes, Father.” 

The priest smiled. “Good night, my son.” 

Matheus scurried back up the aisle. When he reached the top, he paused and 
glanced over his shoulder. The priest remained facing the altarpiece. In the darkness, 
the outline of his robes blended with the shadows, making him look more like a 
statue than a man, as if he, too, were as much a part of the cathedral as the windows 
and the stone. 


Matheus stepped into the sunlight and squinted, adjusting the heavy basket in his 
arms in an attempt to find a better grip. After breakfast that morning, Father Gerard 
had pulled Matheus aside with instructions for an errand. A family in a nearby village 
had just lost a child, and Father Gerard was sending them a basket of food. 

Although Matheus had explained that only the older altar boys were allowed to go 
that far from the cathedral, the priest had insisted. He figured it would be good for 
Matheus — the journey would tire him out enough that he wouldn’t have any more 
trouble sleeping. He must have noticed the look of uncertainty on Matheus’s face, 
because he’d smiled and said, “You can take my horse, Brutus. He could use the 
exercise.” 

As Matheus trudged down the narrow alley that led from the kitchen to the 
Stables, he felt a mix of excitement and apprehension. He was happy to abandon his 
cleaning and polishing duties for the day, but it seemed wrong to leave the altarpiece 
unattended after yesterday’s strange events. Yet what harm could possibly befall it in 
the middle of the day? 

Mungo was in the livestock pen, lying on the ground with his hairy legs in the air 
as he wriggled in the mud, trying to scratch a hard-to-reach spot on his back. When 
he saw Matheus, he rolled onto his side and clambered to his feet. He pricked his ears 
and stared at Matheus, a muddy, four-legged soldier at attention. “Sorry, Mungo,” he 
called. “Not today.” 

The mule trotted over and stuck his neck through the fence to nuzzle Matheus’s 
Sleeve. He gave Mungo a quick scratch on the nose and then pushed him away. “I’m 
not taking you. You’re too slow.” His destination was on the outskirts of the city, near 
his family’s village, and he wasn’t in the mood to spend another four hours begging 
the lazy animal to move. 

He darted into the stable, where the high-ranking clergymen’s horses were kept, 
tacked up Brutus, a fine-boned bay, and led him into the yard. It was a little difficult 
to mount the tall horse holding a basket of food with one arm, especially once Brutus 
began whinnying and prancing in place. But Matheus eventually managed to hoist 
himself into the saddle. 

Mungo snorted from his pen and stamped his hoof. “Everything’s fine,” Matheus 
said to the mule as he gathered up Brutus’s reins. “I'll be back soon.” He gave Brutus a 
nudge with his heels, and the horse took off at a canter, scattering a flock of chickens 
into the air. 


Matheus grinned as they flew down the narrow alley, splashing through the mud 
and swerving to avoid the maids emptying washbasins out of back windows. As they 
turned sharply out of the yard and onto the main road, Brutus lengthened into a 
gallop. It was exhilarating to feel the wind streaming over his face and to listen to the 
rapid thud of Brutus’s hooves as they swallowed the ground. If only his father could 
see him, thundering along the canal with his white altar boy robes streaming in the 
wind. Surely he looked worthy of protecting the altarpiece now. 

By the time he reached his destination and delivered the basket, it was late 
afternoon, his favorite time of day. The landscape grew more confident in its beauty; 
the green of the hills stopped straining to upstage the blue sky, and the colors 
became softer, more harmonious. 

Matheus shortened his reins and asked Brutus for a trot. If he hurried, he’d have 
time to visit the market outside of his village. Although Matheus had no money of his 
own to spend, it was fun to examine the wide array of goods — the mounds of red 
apples, the heaps of fresh fish, and silk all the way from the East. 

Yet as he rounded the bend that led to the market, it wasn’t the sound of 
bargaining or the smell of roasting meat that caught Matheus’s attention. 

A man was standing on a pile of wooden crates, surrounded by a crowd. He was 
giving some sort of speech, although it was difficult to make out the words. After 
nearly everything he said, the audience responded with cheers or shouts of their own. 

“Will we allow the king to persecute our brothers?” 

A number of people shook their heads while murmurs of disapproval rippled 
through the assembly. 

“Are we going to sit idly by while the Church festers with the corruption of human 
greed?” 

“No!” a few people replied. 

Matheus brought Brutus to an abrupt halt, though his heart continued to beat 
rapidly. He knew he should turn around and take another route back to Ghent. In his 
altar boy robes, he was the last person the crowd would be happy to see. Yet there 
was something magnetic about the speaker. It was scary, but also a little exciting to 
see regular people — farmers, laborers, and merchants — talk about religion with 
such passion. 

“Just last week, our brave brothers and sisters in Antwerp took it upon themselves 
to stand up for righteousness. They stormed the cathedral!” The audience cheered. 


“They burned the heretical art.” 

Matheus’s stomach twisted as a wave of applause and cheers surged through the 
Square. The mood of the gathering was shifting quickly. 

A man standing in front of Matheus cleared his throat. He was tall, and wore a 
black hat and a black traveling cloak. “The cathedral in Ghent has even more 
treasures!” he shouted, his voice soaring over the crowd. “If we want to prove our 
might, we should destroy them as well.” 

A look of concern flashed across the speaker's face. “Well, perhaps it would be best 
to wait —” 

“We cannot afford to wait. We’ve been suffering at their hands for too long.” The 
man in the cloak raised his chin. He was so tall that he didn’t need to stand on 
anything to be seen by most of the audience. “Now is the time to stand together, to 
show them our power.” 

“Hear, hear!” a man called from the other side of the square, sparking a flurry of 
nods and murmurs. 

“We will show them what we think of their idols,” the man in the cloak spat. 
“We'll burn the symbols of their greed. All the paintings. Their beloved altarpiece.” 

Matheus gasped, but the sound was lost in the frenzy of cheers. 

“Friends, please,” the original speaker said. “I urge you to —” 

The man in the cloak cut him off. “And we will destroy anyone who stands in our 
way!” 

“We'll start here!” a woman Matheus vaguely recognized shouted. “The Catholics 
in our village need to be taught a lesson!” 

The audience began to stream onto the road, but the cloaked man remained in 
place, surveying the scene with a serene smile. As the square emptied, he walked 
toward the other side and disappeared into the shadows. But Matheus didn’t have 
time to worry about where he might be going. 

Something terrible was about to happen. The mob was already moving toward 
Ghent — on a path that would take them straight through his village. 

Matheus tugged on the reins and sent Brutus forward. 

He wasn’t sure which was in graver danger: the altarpiece — 

Or his family. 


Matheus and Brutus tore through the woods, scrambling down slippery hills and 
through thick brush. But as they rounded the bend that led to the village, Brutus 
skidded to an abrupt stop. Matheus winced as he landed on the horse’s neck before 
righting himself with a groan. “Come on,” he said, gritting his teeth as he tried to kick 
Brutus forward. 

But the horse just raised his elegant brown head and snorted, flicking his ears 
nervously. 

That’s when Matheus smelled the smoke. 

He shortened the reins and gave Brutus a firm squeeze, sending the horse into a 
stiff-legged walk. They turned the corner and Matheus inhaled sharply. 

A different mass of people had already gathered in front of a small house. The roof 
was on fire. But instead of fetching water or trying to stamp it out, the crowd was 
shouting. 

“Burn the infidels!” someone yelled, prompting a chorus of cheers. 

The attacks had begun. 

With a surge of dread, Matheus nudged Brutus into a canter, steering him off the 
road to pass the crowd of people. He continued around a bend, and when he was sure 
the path was clear, urged the horse into a gallop. 

It'll be all right, he told himself, as they tore along the tree-lined path that led to his 
house. It'll be all right. He repeated these words in time to the rhythm of Brutus’s 
pounding hooves. It’ll be all right. He'd be able to warn his family before the mob 
arrived. They were on foot. He was on horseback. 

He thought about the woman he’d seen in front of the burning house. The look of 
horror and heartbreak on her face as she saw her home destroyed. 

That’s not going to happen to us. 

They galloped up the hill that led to the village. The sun was low on the horizon, 
and he could see the glow of lanterns floating in the twilit haze. 

Yet as Brutus tore up the hill, sending chunks of dirt flying in all directions, the 
lights grew brighter. They weren’t lanterns. 

They were torches. 

The mob must have cut through the wheat fields. 

He was too late. 


As Matheus steered Brutus toward his house, everything fell oddly silent. He couldn’t 
hear the crackle of the torches, or any shouts that might have been ringing out in the 
distance. All he could hear was the thud of Brutus’s hooves and the beat of his own 
heart. 

There were already people outside. They were blocking the windows, so Matheus 
couldn’t tell whether anyone was still in the house. 

The door opened, and Matheus’s father stepped outside. “What do you want?” 
Joost barked. Yet despite his harsh tone, there was fear in his eyes. 

“We want you to stop defiling our city with your sinful ways,” a man said, 
prompting a round of cheers. 

While the crowd shouted, a group of figures crept along the side of the house, 
toward the back entrance. 

Matheus was about to follow them when a loud crack commanded his attention. 

Joost ducked as a large rock came hurtling toward him, bouncing off the 
doorframe and landing on the ground with a heavy thud. 

There was a flurry of movement as the mob scoured the path for more stones. 

Right in front of Matheus, a large man with huge muscles straining against his 
tunic raised his arms and hoisted a melon-sized rock above his head. 

“No!” Matheus shouted, jabbing Brutus with his heels. But the horse balked, 
unwilling to go anywhere near the loud mob with their flickering torches. He snorted 
and spun around on his back hooves. 

Without thinking, Matheus launched out of the saddle and wrapped his arm 
around the man’s beefy neck. He released the stone as he thrashed around, trying to 
shake the boy off. Matheus kneed him in the stomach, and then dropped to the 
ground as the man hunched forward, clasping his belly. 

He dashed through the crowd, pulling his father through the door before the mob 
had a chance to react. 

“Matheus?” Joost said, as if he couldn’t quite believe that the boy standing in front 
of him was his son. 

“Where’s Mother?” Matheus asked, frantically scanning the main room. 

“Oh, beertje,” she said, rushing from the bedroom carrying Greet. “What are you 
doing here?” 

Matheus ran to her, throwing his arm around her waist. “Are the windows locked? 
They might try to come in through the back.” 


“Yes,” Anna said, placing Greet in her cradle. “We had a feeling this might happen. 
That’s why it was so important for you to guard the altarpiece.” Matheus’s chest 
tightened as he heard the panic and frustration in her voice. 

“The priest sent me on an errand. I saw the mob form.” He took a breath, but all the 
words he was desperate to say seemed to be stuck in his throat. 

“Which priest?” 

“A new one... Father Gerard.” As soon as the name left his lips, a wave of cold 
passed over him. How could he have been so foolish? Father Gerard hadn’t just been 
taking a walk last night. He hadn’t sent Matheus away to be nice. He’d been trying to 
keep him away from the altarpiece. 

He was a Vesper. 

“Tm so sorry,” Matheus said hoarsely. “I didn’t know...I never should have...” 

“It’s fine,” Anna said, placing her arm around him. “As soon as it’s safe, you'll head 
back. It’s not too late.” 

“No,” Matheus cried. The energy that had fueled his high-speed journey was gone. 
Now all he felt was weak and empty. “I’m not leaving.” 

Joost walked over and placed his hand on Matheus’s shoulder. “You’ve shown 
extraordinary bravery tonight. I need you to stay strong and listen to your mother.” 

A few hours ago, hearing his father speak those words would've filled Matheus 
with joy, but now all he could think about was the torchlight shining through the 
windows. The shouts and stamps that seemed to be rocking the very foundation of 
the house. 

The three of them leaped up as a loud smash filled the room. Matheus felt his 
stomach plummet into his toes as a figure appeared in the doorway to the bedroom, 
shaking shards of glass from his sleeves. 

It was the man in the black cloak. 

“Excuse the intrusion,” he said, stepping into the main room. He had a slight 
foreign accent that Matheus hadn't noticed earlier. “I would’ve used the front door, 
but I didn’t want to interrupt the festivities.” 

Anna inhaled sharply. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? A Vesper.” Her tone was 
equal parts fear and incredulity, as if she were addressing a creature that was only 
Supposed to exist in legends. 

Joost stepped forward. “What are you doing in our home?” 

“I was planning on paying a little visit to Saint Bavo this evening. I heard the 


altarpiece is even more striking by candlelight. And then it came to my attention that 
you might be able to illuminate the paintings for me even further.” He smiled. “You 
see, I am no expert on art, and I would very much appreciate any assistance you 
could provide.” 

“We don’t know anything,” Anna said firmly. 

The man gave an exaggerated sigh. “I was afraid you were going to say that.” He 
reached into his cloak and produced a long dagger. Matheus winced, as if the image 
itself were enough to slice his eyes. 

The man whistled, and two more people stepped in from the bedroom. A man and 
a woman, both dressed all in black. The woman was wearing breeches instead of a 
skirt, but her strange ensemble was over-shadowed by the cruel smile that played 
across her long, thin face. 

“Tell me how the map works, and we'll leave peacefully. Pll even get the crowd to 
disperse.” The man’s gaze slid toward Greet’s cradle. “Otherwise, you'll just make 
things difficult for yourselves.” 

“I don’t know,” Anna Said, unable to hide the desperation in her voice. 

The man looked over his shoulder and cocked his head toward the cradle. His two 
accomplices strode toward Matheus and Joost, and before either of them had time to 
react, forced their hands behind their backs. 

“Get off me!” Matheus shouted, twisting painfully as he attempted to kick the 
woman’s shin with his heel. But she held tight. 

The man took a few steps forward and started to reach into Greet’s cradle. 

“No!” Anna screamed in a voice that was not her own. It was hardly human, a 
noise that contained all the agony in the world. She lunged for the man, jabbing her 
elbow into his throat. He gagged as he grabbed her wrist, and plunged the blade into 
her chest. 

She gasped but didn’t scream, and for a moment, Matheus was convinced he’d 
Seen it wrong. It was a trick of light. The dagger hadn’t touched her. Everything was 
going to be fine. 

But then Anna fell backward onto the floor, landing with a thud that Matheus felt 
in his chest. 

His father sank to his knees and stared mutely, as if not wanting to desecrate his 
wife’s last cry with sounds of his own. 

“Search the house,” the man said. The woman in the black breeches released 


Matheus’s arms. 

He ran toward Anna, skidding on his knees as he bent down. 

“Mother.” He ran his hand along her cheek, which was just as warm and rosy as it 
had always been. She must have just fainted. She was going to be fine. 

His eyes traveled down her still body until they reached the handle of the dagger 
sticking out of her chest, surrounded by an expanding circle of crimson. He stared at 
it uncomprehendingly, like he did when he came across a word he didn’t understand 
in the Bible. His brain couldn't process the image. It didn’t make sense. It couldn’t be 
real. 

“Mother,” he said, gently shaking her shoulder. “It’s fine. They’re leaving.” He 
glanced around the room. They must have gone into the bedroom. “We'll get you help 
now.” 

“Go,” his father croaked, pushing himself onto his knees. “Go now. They’re heading 
for the altarpiece.” 

Matheus grabbed Anna’s hand. “Get up, Mother. We need to leave.” 

“Matheus,” his father said, his voice cracking. “You have to go!” 

He released his mother’s hand and watched it fall limply to the floor. He sat back 
on his heels as he felt a tight numbness spread through his chest, as if his rib cage 
was trying to squeeze his heart to death. 

She was gone. 

“Matheus!” his father cried. “Please.” A sob broke through him. “It’s what she would 
have wanted.” 

He rose shakily to his feet and looked at his father. Joost nodded. 

Matheus turned to his mother one last time, although it was difficult to see her 
from behind the warm tears that had begun welling up in his eyes. 

He wiped his face on the sleeve and headed toward the door. 


Matheus slipped out the side window. The mob was still in front of the house, but 
they had spread out along the road. They seemed to be awaiting instructions from 
the man in the black cloak. 

He looked around. Brutus was nowhere to be seen. 

He was entirely alone. 

Suddenly, Matheus’s boots felt so heavy he didn’t think he could take another 


step. 

His mother was dead. The altarpiece was in jeopardy. And he was ten miles away, 
with no way of getting back to Ghent. 

The world began to spin, and Matheus had to grab on to a fence for balance. He 
wanted to sit down. He wanted to go to sleep and wake up when this was all over — 
or never wake up at all. 

He was about to close his eyes when a shape emerged from the darkness. A four- 
legged shape... with very large ears. 

It was Mungo. 

From the shards of wood embedded in his curly hair, it looked like he had broken 
through the fence of his pen at the cathedral. And from the mud that covered his 
stocky legs, it looked like he’d been in a hurry to get here. Matheus didn’t know if the 
mule had come to find him, or if he’d been looking for food, but he didn’t care. He 
flung his arms around Mungo’s neck as his tears spilled into his rough mane. 

“Grab that boy!” a voice shouted. Matheus spun around. It was the woman in the 
breeches. 

Holding on to the mane for balance, Matheus climbed onto the fence and leaped 
onto Mungo’s bare back. Before he even had time to squeeze the mule’s sides, Mungo 
took off. 

“Stop him!” the woman bellowed. 

There was a flury of stomps as a number of people began running after Matheus. 
He glanced over his shoulder and saw a few of the men jump onto horses of their 
own and begin tearing down the road after them. 

Matheus crouched down over Mungo’s neck, urging him forward. The mule 
stretched out into his best approximation of a gallop. Matheus slipped from side to 
side with every beat, latching on with his legs for dear life. 

Mungo’s top speed was no match for the horses pursuing them. Matheus could 
hear the hoofbeats growing closer, their rapid thud outpaced only by the frantic beat 
of his heart. 

It was difficult to steer without a bridle, but guiding Mungo with his heels, 
Matheus was able to urge the mule off the main road and onto atrail that led 
through the woods. The canopy of leaves was so dense it blocked out the last of the 
fading light, making it seem like they were galloping into an abyss. 

Matheus heard the horses behind them whinny in protest, but Mungo was 


undaunted, and charged on. 

A flurry of shouts and cracking whips broke through the sounds of pounding 
hooves and panting horses. 

They were getting closer. 

Up ahead was a stone wall that ran along the canal. If he could figure out a way to 
get around it — and convince Mungo to go in the water — they’d be able to use it asa 
shortcut to Ghent. 

The trees thinned out as they got closer to the edge. In the faint light, Matheus 
could see the wall grow larger. He turned his head, searching for a gap, but the wall 
stretched out as far as he could see. 

If he wanted to get over it, they'd have to jump. 

Matheus dug his heels deeper into Mungo’s sides. The wall looked like it was about 
four feet tall. Could mules even jump that high? 

The horses behind him grew even closer. He could almost feel their hot breath on 
his neck. 

A few strides from the wall, Matheus squeezed Mungo as hard as he could and 
lifted himself off the mule’s back. Without missing a beat, Mungo rocked onto his 
haunches and launched into the air, clearing the top of the wall by a few inches and 
landing in the water with a splash. 

Matheus twisted around and saw the horses skid to a stop. One rider grabbed on to 
his mount’s neck at the last minute. The other catapulted over his horse’s head and 
tumbled down the muddy bank, landing with a groan. 

Matheus gave Mungo a big pat and sent him forward, wading through the murky 
water. In the distance, the normally dark cityscape was dotted with clusters of light. 
The mobs had stormed the city as well. It was only a matter of time before they 

attacked the cathedral. 

He only hoped he wasn’t too late. 


By the time Mungo and Matheus entered the stable yard, they were both sopping wet 
and shivering. Yet Matheus could barely feel the cold. 

He wasn’t sure he’d be able to feel anything ever again. 

Matheus dismounted and raced through the deserted courtyard. “They’re coming,” 
he yelled as he scrambled into the chapter house. “They’re coming!” Although he 


could feel the force of the words in his throat, they barely seemed to make a sound. It 
was like hearing someone else shout from very far away. 

A few of the other altar boys came running. “What’s wrong?” Jan asked. 

“Get the dean. Or the canon. Anyone,” he panted. 

“Matheus,” Father Gerard said, stepping into the room. “Tell me what’s going on.” 

“you!” Matheus found himself saying. “Get back.” The altar boys’ eyes widened, but 
he didn’t care. Let them think he’d gone mad. “I know what you are.” 

“I assure you, whatever you think is wrong. Come with me.” 

“No,” Matheus spat, sensation returning to his body like a frostbitten limb 
removed from the cold. Except that all he could feel was hot rage. “Your friends are 
coming for the altarpiece, but I won’t let them take it.” 

Father Gerard’s face paled, but his expression remained calm. “Jan, run to the 
guard tower,” the priest ordered another boy. “Tell them to send as many soldiers as 
they can. And then wait there until morning. It won't be safe to come back.” 

Jan stared at him for a moment, as if unsure whether the priest was being serious. 

“Now!” 

He took off at a sprint. 

“Thomas, go lock all the doors. And secure the windows in the offices and your 
dormitory.” Thomas didn’t wait to be told twice. 

“Getting rid of the altar boys won’t help you,” Matheus said. “Tm not going 
anywhere.” He pushed past the priest into the corridor, and began running toward the 
sanctuary. 

“Matheus!” Father Gerard shouted. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the priest 
Sweeping toward him, his robes billowing behind him. 

Matheus turned back around and sprinted down the center aisle. When he 
reached the altarpiece, he spun on his heel and stretched his arms out. “Stay back!” 
he shouted as Father Gerard reached for him. 

“My son,” he panted. “You misunderstand. I am not your enemy.” 

“Then what are you, Father? Are you even a real priest?” 

The stern look on Father Gerard’s face snuffed out the flames of Matheus’s rage. “I 
am. I have committed my life to two purposes: serving God, and fighting those who 
seek to undo his work.” 

“The Vespers?” Matheus whispered. The priest nodded. “They're coming,” Matheus 
continued. “They’re coming for the altarpiece.” 


Father Gerard pressed his lips together and turned to face the paintings. 

“What do they want with it?” Matheus asked. “The man — the Vesper — said 
something about a map.” 

The priest looked at Matheus, startled. “What do you know about that?” 

Matheus felt his stomach lurch. “It was my mother, but she never had the chance 
... to explain.” Father Gerard stared at Matheus for a moment. His features folded 
into comprehension, and he placed his hand on Matheus’s shoulder. “I am so, so 
sorry, my child.” 

They were interrupted by the sound of stomping boots. Father Gerard and Matheus 
spun around and saw a line of soldiers marching down the aisle. Seeing their swords 
glittering in the candlelight was almost as incomprehensible as seeing the dagger in 
Mother’s chest. Weapons did not belong in a church. 

The captain stepped forward and removed his hat. “Weve secured the entrances, 
Father,” he said, bowing his head. “And I have men surrounding the perimeter.” 

Father Gerard nodded. “How long do you think we'll be able to hold them off?” 

The captain shifted uncomfortably. “There are smaller mobs all over the city. 
They’ve been burning shops, breaking windows. If they keep going as they are, we'll be 
fine. But if they decide to band together...” He trailed off. 

“If there’s any chance of them gaining entry, we'll have to move the altarpiece,” 
Father Gerard said briskly, and the soldiers’ eyes widened. 

“We can’t risk moving it out of the cathedral tonight, though,” Father Gerard 
continued. “We'll have to dismantle the altarpiece and hide the paintings somewhere 
inside the building.” 

“How about the crypt?” called one of the soldiers. 

“They'll look there.” 

“The kitchens?” 

The priest shook his head. 

This is useless, Matheus thought. What was the point of hiding the paintings? The 
Vespers wouldn't let the mob stop until they found them. They weren't going to leave 
empty-handed. If all the soldiers were in the cathedral, it would be hard to convince 
anyone that the altarpiece had gone elsewhere. Unless... 

“Father,” Matheus said, turning to the priest. “I have an idea.” 


Matheus sat on the stone steps that led up to the now-barren altar. He shivered as 
the damp from the stone seeped into the breeches that had barely had time to dry 
Since he and Mungo had emerged from the canal. 

The sanctuary was completely empty, save for him and Father Gerard. They’d 
overseen the soldiers as they dismantled the altarpiece and carried the paintings to 
the chosen hiding place. 

Over the past hour, the noise outside had increased. What began as a smattering of 
shouts had grown into a frenzy of angry chants, stomps, and shrieks that filled the 
cathedral like chords from a demonic organ. 

The number of torches had multiplied as well. The faint flickers behind the stained 
glass windows grew into flames, engulfing the figures in a shadowy blaze that could 
only have escaped from the depths of hell. 

The crackle of burning wood grew louder, and Matheus could now smell the 
smoke drifting through the gaps in the windows. There’d been a number of bangs 
against the door — probably from men trying to kick it in — but it had held. 

But then there was another sound at the door. A louder thud followed by an 
ominous crack. 

“They've found a battering ram,” Father Gerard said, rising from the step. 

He turned to Matheus. “It’s time. Are you ready?” 

Matheus nodded, even though his frantic heart was trying to convey a different 
answer. 

He squeezed Matheus’s arm. “Good luck.” 

Matheus sprinted up the aisle and tore up the spiral staircase that led to the bell 
tower. A few steps from the top, he turned around and took a deep breath, running 
over the plan in his head. 

There was another crack, followed by a chorus of shouts that echoed through the 
Sanctuary and up into the tower. Matheus’s whole body froze. 

The clash of swords joined the cacophony of sounds that filled the cathedral. The 
soldiers must have started trying to drive the mob out. But it was clear they were 
outnumbered, because soon shouts were ringing from throughout the building. 

“Check the crypt!” Matheus heard someone cry. 

“They could’ve hidden it in the balcony.” 

“Look inside the pews!” 

Sweat formed on Matheus’s forehead as the noises grew louder. They were getting 


closer. 

“Search the towers,” a low voice commanded, setting Matheus’s cheeks ablaze 
while his stomach churned. 

It was the Vesper. 

A ball of rage surged through him, incinerating every other feeling. His muscles 
were on fire. He felt like he could lift the altarpiece himself. He could fight off the 
intruders single-handedly. 

He could slam the man into the cathedral wall until his body disintegrated into 
dust. 

Matheus jumped down the steps onto the landing, his hands clenched into fists. 
But then another thought fluttered to the surface of his mind, like a phoenix rising 
out of the flames. 

His job was to protect the altarpiece. His mother had given her life for it. 

Matheus took a deep breath and returned to his spot on the step. 

The shouts grew louder, punctuated by screams. Matheus closed his eyes, trying 
to focus on something other than the terrible scene playing out below. He thought 
about the main panel of the altarpiece. The green meadow sparkling in the dazzling 
sunlight. The snow-white lamb. 

The sound of approaching footsteps echoed up the staircase. 

That was his sign. 

Matheus scrambled up the stairs, feeling the temperature change as he 
approached the top. He’d never been up here, as the bell tower was strictly off-limits. 
But now was not the time to worry about protocol. 

He ducked under a low doorway, shivering as the night air swirled around him. 
The massive bells blocked almost all of the moon, but the sky was full of glittering 
stars. Matheus ducked under a wooden beam and took a few shaky steps along the 
narrow ledge. To his right was the chamber that housed the ropes and wheels that 
controlled the bell. To his left was a low stone wall, and beyond that, nothing. Anyone 
unfortunate enough to lose his balance would plummet nearly three hundred feet to 
the ground. 

Against his better judgment, Matheus turned his head to look over the edge. 
Through the dizzying expanse of darkness, he could make out the flicker of flames on 
all sides. The cathedral was surrounded. 

There was another burst of footsteps, followed by a series of shouts. At first, all he 


could see was a line of shadows gliding along the stone wall of the staircase. But then 
two figures careened around the bend, waving their torches through the dark air — 
the Vesper and another man in black. 

Matheus scurried around to the other side of the bell, praying that the shadows 
cast by the rafters would obscure his own. He fished the bits of cloth Father Gerard 
had given him out of his pocket, stuffed them in his ears until the world fell silent. 
Then he stood on his toes and reached for the heavy rope that hung from a hook on 
one of the beams. 

Their shadows began sliding along the ledge. If they looked down into the bell 
chamber, they’d find what they were looking for. At Matheus’s suggestion, the guards 
had dismantled the altarpiece and hidden the panels along the inside of the bell 
tower. 

He unhooked the rope and held it tightly with both hands as he watched the men 
creep closer. 

It was time. 

Matheus took a deep breath, bent his knees, and pulled on the rope as hard as he 
could. There was a low clank, and suddenly, Matheus was yanked off his feet. He 
screamed and held on to the rope as he felt himself twisting in the air. Then another 
sound exploded through the tower as the bell began to ring. Matheus shut his eyes as 
the vibrations coursed through him, shaking every bone in his body. In the brief 
moment of reprieve, Matheus thought he could hear the Vespers screaming, but he 
wasn't sure. 

The bell tolled again, and then again, sending new waves of sound pulsing through 
him. For a few moments, all that existed was the peal of the bell, as if the sky had 
opened up and God himself was shouting vengeance from the heavens. 

Matheus opened his eyes and saw the men stumbling toward the door, their faces 
contorted in agony. 

Soon, the twisting stopped, and he lowered himself back onto the ledge. His feet 
gave out and he fell onto the cold stone in a crumpled heap. He began to cry 
noiselessly. The ringing of the bell had silenced all other sounds in the world. 


Early the next morning, Matheus stood at the top of the bell tower, helping Father 
Gerard oversee the removal of the altarpiece. The mob had finally dispersed, and the 


mayor of Ghent had agreed to let them keep the altarpiece in the fort until the city 
settled down. 

After the last panel was safely removed, Matheus turned to watch the sun rising 
over the eastern edge of the city, casting a shimmering glow on the houses and 
flecking the river with sparks of gold light. It was hard to believe that only a few 
hours earlier, the torch flames had ripped open the night sky. 

As he scanned the horizon, he tried to imagine the scene at his house. Was his 
mother still lying where she fell? Was the house even standing? Or had it been 
devoured by the hungry fire he’d seen spitting and hissing on the torches? He prayed 
that his father and baby Greet had emerged unscathed. 

“you were very brave last night, Matheus,” the priest said, placing his hand on the 
boy’s shoulder. 

“Thank you, Father.” He supposed he should be proud, but all he felt was loss. The 
altarpiece was safe, but his mother was gone. 

Father Gerard turned to look at him. “You may not understand it now, but you’ve 
done the world an enormous Service. The Vespers are a dangerous force. If they had 
gotten hold of the altarpiece, they could have become even more powerful.” 

“Because of the map? What was that man even talking about? There’s no map in 
any of the paintings.” 

“The Vespers believe that there are hidden symbols in the altarpiece that, when 
translated correctly, identify a number of secret locations around the world. Hiding 
places for something of great value.” 

Matheus tilted his head to the side. “A treasure?” 

Father Gerard gave him a sad smile. “If only that were it.” 

Matheus closed his eyes as the terrible image he’d been struggling to banish took 
root in his mind. His mother lying on the floor. Whatever the Vespers were looking 
for, they couldn't be allowed to find it. Matheus would see to that. 

A soft wind blew through the tower, and the air streaming across the bell created a 
whistling sound, like ghosts of last night’s ringing. No, Matheus thought as he 
listened closer. It sounds like a voice. He could almost hear the bell whispering to him. 
He craned his head up to look at the brightening sky, and mouthed a silent good-bye. 





ART 2 





Massachusetts, 1945 


Grace Cahill held the two envelopes in her hand: one beige, one light blue. She stared 
at them for a moment before crumpling the blue envelope into a ball and tossing it 
into the crackling fireplace — the one redeeming feature of the dreary senior common 
room at Miss Harper’s School for Girls. It didn’t matter that the blue letter had been 
sent all the way from Paris. She was done with all that. 

That Grace Cahill didn’t exist anymore. 

All she cared about was the second envelope, which bore a US Army stamp and a 
label that read Passed by Army Examiner. Grace had received a few similar envelopes 
ever since her favorite teacher, Mr. Blythe, or rather, Captain Blythe, had joined the 
army. Although an old football injury had left him unfit for normal military service, 
the government had made an exception when they recruited for some top secret 
project involving stolen works of art. And so, three years after the United States 
entered the Second World War, Mr. Blythe resigned from his art history post and 
shipped overseas. 

Grace slid her finger under the seal and carefully opened the envelope. The letter 
inside was scribbled on very thin stationery, and there were all sorts of stains and 
fingerprints around the edges from the censor assigned to screen it for security 
breaches. Grace trembled as she ran her finger over the wrinkled paper. It almost 
seemed to have battle scars of its own. 


oe > 


Dear Grace, 





Greetings from Alaskal All right, [m sure you ` j 
knew thats nok true, bul unfortunately, Im not Ei 
$ permitted to ‘disclose my exact location.” (Are 
; you. impressed yell Your old teacher has been 
trusted with Game secrets! These silly 
is [come / haope youre enjoying your Senior year’ 
EE going For those midnight yoy rides on the 
caretakers motorcycle? You crazy kid. Listen, I 
ik hale to ask you something. [ve been going 
ee all these old documents as part of my 
$ ze velco and your last name keeps coming up. | 
È know Cahill isné that dacemmen, but Ive alse E 
Found q number of references to Attleboro, and à 
$ eck seems like loo much ef 4 coincidence. oy 





t This is going to sound a little odd, but Ao” ) 
os ae knew anything about (TE: | He | 
went missing a few years ago, and Were. crying fi 
to track il down. IF you know anything, ae 4, i 
Mivrile Lo me care of the US. dels aid» Be 
5 Monuments commission. ~ 
Look after yourself, kid. yS : z 


Sincerely, 






Timothy Blythe Se ON tia 






Grace grasped the arm of the couch as the room began to spin. She tried to force 
herself to breathe, but her chest seemed to be tightening, collapsing the space 
between her rib cage and her heart. 

It wasn’t just the shock of seeing Mr. Blythe’s distinct handwriting. It wasn’t fear 
that the army was unearthing her family’s deepest secrets. 

It was because Mr. Blythe was dead. 

Grace leaned back against the couch, oblivious to the metal springs jabbing her 
spine. 

Three weeks ago, during morning convocation, the headmistress had made the 


grave announcement. “I regret to inform you,” she'd said stiffly, “that Mr. Blythe was 
killed in action during a secret operation in Germany.” She placed the emphasis on 
odd words, like an actor reading a script for the first time, and fora moment, the 
meaning hung in the air. But then the chapel filled with the wails of girls — some 
genuinely distraught, some exaggerating their grief for the young, well-liked teacher. 

Unlike the other faculty members at Miss Harper’s School, who doubted whether 
girls really needed to know much more than etiquette and dancing, Mr. Blythe had 
considered it his job to challenge his students. He’d taken a special interest in Grace 
and told her she was destined for “great things.” 

He had no idea. 

By the time she’d met Mr. Blythe, Grace had already flown a plane into the middle 
of a battle. She’d even found one of the 39 Clues that her family — some of the most 
powerful people in history — had spent centuries looking for. 

Itd been easy to risk her life when she thought she was protecting the Clues from 
the power-hungry Cahill branches, or the mysterious Vespers. But over the past year, 
as news from Europe came streaming in through somber radio reports, chilling 
newspaper photos, and casualty lists, an unsettling realization began to fray the 
edges of her fantasy. The Cahills weren’t saving the world — they were going on an 
insane treasure hunt while the world burned around them. 

This was why Grace had been ignoring the blue envelopes. They were from a Cahill 
at the Louvre museum in Paris, who wanted Grace’s help tracking down a painting — 
something to do with the Clues, no doubt. A year ago, she would have been intrigued 
by the challenge, but now the thought made her ill. She could only imagine the ways 
her more ruthless relatives had found to exploit a war that had already claimed 
millions of lives. 

She glanced down at the letter and felt her stomach twist. 

And now one more. 

Grace ran her finger over the paper. Mr. Blythe must have written it a few days 
before he died. The envelope had traversed the war-ravaged landscape, avoiding 
bombs and bullets, in order to find its way to her. 

It had survived, while the man who had written it had not. 

She folded it in half carefully and tucked it into her bag. The war might not have 
Stopped the Cahills, but they would have to carry on without her. 

She was done. 


By the time she arrived at the lecture hall, everyone else was seated. Grace had just 
Slid into a seat by the door when Miss Harper, the headmistress, swept inside, 
followed by a woman she'd never seen before. 

There was a faint rustling as the students hurried to straighten their papers, 
smooth their hair, and readjust their skirts so the hems draped gracefully over their 
knees. The headmistress cleared her throat. “Mrs. Prentice has taken ill and will be 
unable to teach for the rest of the semester.” 

That was odd. Just yesterday, Grace had walked past the faculty lounge and 
caught a glimpse of the sprightly Mrs. Prentice showing the chemistry teacher how to 
foxtrot. She certainly hadn’t seemed ill then. 

“Fortunately, we were able to find a wonderful substitute, Mademoiselle Hubert.” 
The headmistress pronounced the name “Oo-bear,” contorting her mouth as if forcing 
her reluctant lips to wrap around the foreign-sounding syllables. “She recently arrived 
from Paris to study...” She glanced at Mlle Hubert. 

“Nineteenth-century American painting,” the other woman said, her French accent 
coating the words like a glossy veneer. “I spend most of my time in Boston, but Iam 
happy for the chance to teach a few days a week.” 

Grace had trouble believing that Mlle Hubert harbored a deep desire to teach. With 
her sleek bobbed hair, dark red lips, and elegantly tailored suit, she looked like she 
should be posing for a photographer in front of the Eiffel Tower instead of locked ina 
musty classroom, trying in vain to convince Mary Atkinson that Monet and Manet 
were two different people. 

However, that wasn’t the only reason Grace had trouble taking her eyes off Mlle 
Hubert. She looked vaguely familiar, yet Grace couldn’t remember where she’d seen 
her. Perhaps their paths had crossed at one of the Boston museums. Over the past 
few years, she’d spent a good deal of her free time wandering around the Museum of 
Fine Arts. She’d even taken her little brother, Fiske, with her a few times. Although 
he’d never get to meet their mother, Grace could show him the paintings that had 
meant so much to Edith. Grace knew it was silly, but it was a comfort to drink in the 
Same images her mother had loved. 

“Lovely,” the headmistress said quickly. She clasped her hands and smiled at the 
class. “I suppose that’s all. Be good for Mlle Hubert, girls,” she said as she headed 
toward the door. 


“Well then,” Mlle Hubert said, addressing the students. She smiled, and the corners 
of her ruby lips spread across her pale cheeks like a ribbon of blood. “Today, we 
discuss the Northern European Renaissance.” 

Arlene Swenson, a nervous-looking girl with shortly cropped curly hair, raised her 
hand. Mlle Hubert nodded at her. “Yes?” 

“Weve been studying the Impressionists, miss —” Mlle Hubert raised her eyebrow. 
“I mean, mademoiselle.” 

“Bah. I cannot stand zee Impressionists.” Mlle Hubert waved her hand 
dismissively. “All those silly dots.” She took a breath. “Non. The Renaissance painters 
were the real masters. I show you.” She sauntered over to the wall, switched off the 
lights, and slipped a slide into the projector. An image of a dour-looking man ina 
floppy black hat flashed onto the screen at the front of the classroom. “Voila. Here we 
have very important work ... erm, ‘Man in Hat. ” 

Arlene cleared her throat. “Excuse me, mademoiselle, but isn’t that Rembrandt’s 
self-portrait?” 

“Ah, yes, that is the more... colloquial title.” 

She switched slides and a new painting appeared — a richly colored Madonna and 
child. “And another...very famous... masterpiece. ‘Lady in Long Dress.’ ” 

“Hold on. Isn’t that —” 

Mlle Hubert changed the slide before Arlene had a chance to speak. 

“Wait!” Isabel Faust called out. “Can you go back? I didn’t get to finish my notes.” 

“No time,” Mlle Hubert said brusquely. “We have much to do.” The next slide 
appeared, a chilling depiction of Christ’s crucifixion. “How charming.” She clicked 
through the next four paintings so quickly Grace didn’t have time to register what 
they were. 

“Ah, here we are,” Mlle Hubert said, as a new image filled the screen. 

Grace inhaled sharply as a flood of long-forgotten memories swept through her. It 
was “The Adoration of the Mystic Lamb,” Jan van Eyck’s masterpiece, and her 
mother’s favorite work of art. 

“Sadly, the altarpiece disappeared a few years after the start of the war.” Mlle 
Hubert’s voice pulled Grace back from her thoughts. 

“How can something that size disappear?” Arlene asked, a hint of skepticism 
coloring her tone. 

“It is a tragic story.” The teacher sighed dramatically. “After the war began, the 


altarpiece was brought from Belgium to France for safekeeping. The director of the 
Louvre had arranged for important pieces to be hidden throughout the country, away 
from the fighting. But the ‘Lamb’ was seized by the Germans and has not been seen 
since.” 

Although the crowded classroom was stuffy and warm, a chill passed over Grace. It 
was like hearing someone had died. She knew it was silly — the people in the 
paintings weren't alive. They didn’t care whether they stood in the sun-drenched 
cathedral or in the dank basement of some Nazi art thief. 

The altarpiece was another casualty of war, just like Mr. Blythe. 

Grace tried to put it out of her mind, but an idea had formed that she couldn't 
uproot. 

The altarpiece had been in the Louvre’s care when it went missing. The woman 
writing her from Paris — Rose Valland — worked for the Louvre. Could that be what 
she wanted Grace to find? She instinctively reached into her bag to run her fingers 
along the edge of Mr. Blythe’s letter. His section was in charge of tracking down 
missing works of art. A wave of nausea passed over her. Had he been looking for the 
“Lamb” as well? 

Grace held on to the edge of the desk as the room began to spin. For centuries, the 
Cahills had been using the military for their own purposes. Napoleon sent the French 
army to invade Egypt to help him find a lost Clue. What if Mr. Blythe’s department 
had been set up by Cahills searching for the altarpiece? 

We could be the ones who sent him into danger. 

We killed him. 

“Ahem.” She looked up and saw Mlle Hubert staring at her. 

Grace swallowed, trying to suppress the bile rising up from her stomach. “Can you 
repeat the question?” 

The teacher pursed her red lips. “I was explaining that Van Eyck hid a number of 
messages in the work, and I was hoping that you would be so kind as to locate one on 
the slide.” 

The other girls all turned to stare at Grace, but her eyes were automatically drawn 
toward one of the figures in the background. She knew that there were Hebrew letters 
painted onto the band of his hat, but something about Mlle Hubert’s expression made 
her hesitant to mention it aloud. 

“Tm not sure... Sorry.” 


A flash of irritation crossed Mlle Hubert’s face. “You look at one of the most 
beautiful, complex works of art in the world and think nothing? C'est dommage.” Mlle 
Hubert shook her head. “Perhaps you are more interested in whatever is in your bag?” 

Grace glanced down and saw that her hand was still inside her satchel. She 
Snatched it back and placed both hands in her lap. “No, mademoiselle.” 

The teacher took a step forward and extended her smooth, slender arm. “Give it to 
me.” 

“It’s nothing.” 

“Iam not going to ask you again.” 

Grace reached into her bag and removed the envelope, the sweat from her palm 
Seeping into the paper. 

The clack of Mlle Hubert’s high heels echoed through the room as she strode 
toward Grace and snatched the letter out of her hand. “From a boy, I assume?” She 
smirked. “It is best that I take it. You obviously cannot afford to be distracted from 
your studies.” 

As Mlle Hubert sauntered back toward the projector, Grace felt a fresh wave of grief 
pass over her. But then her pain hardened into anger. She might not have been able to 
save Mr. Blythe, but she could certainly save his last letter. 

Mlle Oo-bear had no idea who she was dealing with. 


Grace hit the ground silently. It had been six months since she’d gone for a midnight 
training run — six months since she'd resolved that her days as a Madrigal agent 
were over. But she hadn’t lost her knack for balancing on the sill, leaping for the tree 
branch, and then dropping lightly onto the spongy grass below. 

She wasn't going to allow Mr. Blythe’s last letter to molder away like some 
forgotten prisoner. 

She was going to get it back. 

Grace jogged across the lawn toward the back gate, passing Kendrick Hall, the ivy- 
covered building that housed the teachers’ offices. A light on the second floor caught 
her eye and a dark figure passed in front of the glowing window. Grace recognized the 
elegant silhouette. 

It was Mlle Hubert. 

Grace ducked behind a tree. 


The window went dark, and Grace exhaled with relief. A minute later, a figure 
emerged from the building and hurried down the path, away from Grace. 

When Mlle Hubert disappeared from sight, Grace darted out from behind the tree 
and ran up to the front door of Kendrick Hall. She turned the handle. It was locked. 
With a quick glance over her shoulder, Grace dashed around to the side of the 
building. She stood there for a moment with her back pressed up against cold brick. 

She surveyed the lawn one more time, then turned around. The large bricks were 
old and uneven, which made it easy to find a foothold and hoist herself off the 
ground. Grace reached up, feeling the bricks for more cracks, and pulled herself even 
higher. A gust of wind rushed by, twisting the hem of her dress around her calves. 
Grace tightened her grip and shook her legs free one at a time. After flying an airplane 
into the middle of a raging battle and dodging bullets in the Tower of London, 
sneaking into a second-floor office was a piece of cake. 

Grace rested her knee on the windowsill, braced one arm against the wall, and 
pulled up on the sash. It was unlocked. She lowered herself onto the floor, wrinkling 
her nose. Mlle Hubert had only been here one day, and already the room had changed. 
Mrs. Prentice’s office had always smelled like coffee and gingersnaps, but now the 
still air was saturated with the scent of perfume and cigarettes. 

The room was dark, but the dim moonlight that filtered through the glass provided 
just enough illumination to poke around. Grace crept over toward the desk, scanning 
the jumble of papers, books, ashtrays, and teacups with red lipstick stains on the 
rims, but the envelope was nowhere to be seen. 

A noise from downstairs sent Grace diving under the desk. She couldn't afford to be 
caught breaking into a teacher's office. Her father had warned her that she was one 
suspension away from being sent to live with distant relatives in Siberia. Not that the 
school would even be able to get hold of James Cahill if they caught her. Last she 
heard, he was in Brazil. Or was it Finland? 

Grace tucked her legs in and braced for the sound of approaching footsteps. But 
none came. Sighing, she leaned back against the table leg and winced as something 
dug into the space between her shoulder blades. Grace twisted around and sawa 
raised seam running partway down the leg of the desk, as if a section had been 
replaced. She ran her finger along the edge, feeling it wiggle slightly, then dug her 
nails under the seam and pulled. A chunk of wood slid out, revealing a cylinder of 
tightly rolled paper. 


Grace crept out from under the desk to where there was slightly more light, 
ignoring the thud of her heart against her chest. Had Mrs. Prentice done this? Or had 
her replacement been redecorating? 

She removed the top paper and spread it out on the floor, holding the edges down 
to keep it flat. 

It was a telegram sent from Berlin to Paris, dated a few weeks back. But it wasn’t 
written in any language she recognized. Certainly not German or French. She lowered 
her head for a closer look. The letters were all familiar — it was just the order that 
didn’t make sense. It almost looked like a code, but what sort of art history teacher 
was in the habit of hiding encrypted messages? 

She ignored the prickle of fear in her stomach. There was no reason to jump to 
conclusions. 

Not until she cracked the code. 

Grace stood up and rummaged through the desk clutter for a pencil and a piece of 
paper. The message looked like it could be a substitution cipher, and since the letter V 
showed up a number of times on its own, that meant it probably stood for either I or 
A. If V stood for I, then it made sense that W would stand for J and so on. She started 
to scribble, her brow furrowing as a stream of nonsense appeared. She crossed it out 
and tried again, this time, with V standing in for A. 

This time, the words looked familiar. The message was written in French! Grace 
knew the language well enough to translate. 


Tubet — 

We have the altarpiece, but need more Time. 
Most off our enemies have beew eliminated, bul we 
sannt take any chances. Gi te Marsachusitts andl take 
CAME of the Cahill girt She made aw mesy of Things iat 
Merocee, and must not be allowed te interfere again. d 
have arranged to remove her art history teacher. Find 
out what Grace knows before you kill her. 

= Va Bice 


Grace stared at her hastily transcribed message. If she waited long enough, 
perhaps the letters would rearrange themselves into words that made sense, that 
didn’t make her feel like she was free-falling. 

The Vespers had the altarpiece. They knew she was being recruited to rescue it. 
And so they’d sent one of their agents to kill her. 

It was one thing to fight for her life on a mission, when she’d knowingly rushed 
headlong into danger. But here? At school? She grabbed on to the desk to steady 
herself as her knees began to tremble. 

Grace stuffed the telegram into her pocket and turned back toward the window. 
She tried to hurry, but her legs felt like they were made of lead. She took a deep 
breath, coughing as a cloud of French perfume filled her lungs. 

“Good evening.” Grace spun around quickly, and slipped on the edge of the thin 
carpet, landing with a hard thud on the floor. She rolled over and looked up. 

Mlle Hubert was leaning against the door, one hand resting casually on her hip. 

The other holding a knife. 


“I cannot decide whether you are much more intelligent than I supposed, or just 
much — what is the word? — more nose? Nosier.” She was looking at Grace with a 


combination of fascination and disgust. “But of course, that is what you Madrigals 
do.” 

Grace rose shakily to her feet, cursing herself for not making it to the window in 
time. This is what happened when you stopped training. “So you’re here to kill me?” 
Grace asked, forcing her voice to assume a slightly condescending tone. She gave Mlle 
Hubert the same smile she’d seen her cousin Princess Elizabeth give young men who 
tried to impress her at royal gatherings. “They'll find out. And I think you'll find the 
éclairs in federal prison aren’t quite up to your standard.” 

Mlle Hubert snorted. “That will not be a problem.” She held the knife up in the air 
so it glinted faintly in the moonlight. “Disposing of the body is the easy part.” She 
tilted the weapon to the side, as if it were a bracelet she was considering in a shop. 
“But that might not be necessary, if you decide to be cooperative.” She turned to 
Grace. “What do you know about the Ghent altarpiece?” 

“Nothing,” she said quickly. 

Mlle Hubert raised an eyebrow. “Then why was that teacher writing to you about 
it?” 

Grace’s stomach twisted at the thought of the vile woman reading her letter, but 
She kept her face impassive. “He didn’t say anything about the altarpiece.” 

“The actual name was censored, of course,” Mlle Hubert said, rolling her eyes. “But I 
know that is the work he was referring to. That is what he was sent to Germany to 
find.” She smirked. “That is why we had to kill him.” 

Grace felt her heart speed up. “The Germans killed him.” 

“The order came from a Vesper officer.” 

“you're working with the Nazis?” Grace spat. 

Mlle Hubert smiled. “They are very good at carrying out orders. I think it only took 
one bullet to kill poor Mr. Blythe.” 

It was as if someone had ignited a set of rockets attached to Grace’s feet. She 
launched herself at Mlle Hubert, wrestling her to the floor. She rolled on top of her 
and was about to deliver another blow when she felt something cold and sharp 
pressed against her neck. Grace lowered her eyes slowly. Mlle Hubert had the point of 
the knife digging into her throat. “Get up,” she said icily. 

Grace hesitated, and her body grew rigid. She considered trying to knock the knife 
out of Mlle Hubert’s hand but, as she tensed her shoulder to make her move, the 
blade went deeper. Grace yelped. 


“Quiet!” Mlle Hubert hissed. “Get up, now.” 

She rose shakily to her feet and took a few steps back toward the door, but Mlle 
Hubert had risen quickly and was already standing in front of her, pressing the edge 
of the knife against the side of Grace’s neck. 

“Iam only going to ask you once more. What do you know about the altarpiece?” 

Grace’s mind began to race as she desperately tried to recall everything her mother 
had told her about the “Lamb.” “There are hidden Hebrew letters on one of the figures’ 
hats,” she said quickly, feeling the blade rise and fall as she spoke. 

Mlle Hubert pressed the knife deeper. “Everyone knows that.” 

Grace’s heart was pounding, urging her brain to work faster. “One of the panels is a 
reproduction.” 

“I know. We stole the original.” She pushed on the blade even harder. 

“van Eyck was a Secret agent!” Grace gagged, fighting to speak as the knife pressed 
against her windpipe. That was something she remembered her mother telling her. 
“He was sent ... by the Duke of Burgundy ... to spy on other courts.” 

“Yes,” Mlle Hubert snapped. “Which is why we want to know what secret 
information he hid in the paintings.” She lowered the knife and stepped to the side. 

Grace gasped and brought her hand to her neck, wiping away the blood that had 
begun to trickle down toward her collar. 

“Iam done wasting my time,” Mlle Hubert said. “Max!” she shouted. A figure 
appeared in the doorway. An enormous man wearing a long coat... and holding a 
gun. 

“Miss Cahill is not in the mood for conversation. Let us make sure she never has to 
make small talk again.” 

The man raised his arm so the barrel of the gun pointed right between Grace’s eyes. 

Grace leaped to the side the same moment the gun exploded. A bullet ricocheted 
off the wall next to Grace’s left ear, filling her head with a nauseating ring. She 
hurtled toward the window, and hoisted herself onto the ledge. There was another 
crack as a bullet hit the panes, showering Grace with tiny shards of broken glass. 
There was no time to climb down. She’d have to jump. 

Grace twisted around so her feet were pointed toward the ground, took a quick 
breath, and let go, her arms flailing as she grasped at the empty night air. 


She hit the ground with a thud and rolled a few feet. Everything hurt. But before she 
could assess the specific damage, the gunshots began again. Grace began crawling 
away from the building, shrieking as a bullet flew right past her cheek. The shooting 
stopped, and Grace knew that Mlle Hubert and the other Vesper were on their way 
downstairs. She had to get away. Grace rose to her feet, gasping as pain shot up her 
left leg. 

“Help!” she screamed. “Somebody!” 

She knew the dorms were too far away for anyone there to hear her, but there had 
to be someone around. A janitor. A teacher returning from a late night out. Anyone. 

“Help!” she shouted again. But there was no answer. Her desperate scream was 
Simply absorbed by the silence of the night. 

She stumbled down the path toward the staff garage, gasping at the pain. Before 
she gave up training, she used to “borrow” the groundskeeper’s motorcycle for 
stomach-churning rides down twisty backcountry lanes. She prayed that it was still 
there. 

She could hear footsteps behind her. Grace frantically grabbed the dead bolt and 
threw open the wooden doors. The garage was mostly empty, but she felt a wave of 
joy rush over her as she spotted the caretaker’s motorcycle leaning against the wall 
— just where she’d found it the last time she’d taken it. 

Balancing on her uninjured right leg, Grace flung herself into the seat, stuck the 
key into the ignition, and kicked the motor over to start. The engine rumbled to life. 
She pressed the gas, shooting out of the garage like a rocket. 

Mlle Hubert and her assassin were running down the path toward her. 

“kill her!” her teacher screamed, as Grace picked up speed. 

The man raised his gun, but Grace leaned forward, hugging the motorcycle as the 
bullets flew over her back. 

“The tires, you idiot,” Mlle Hubert shrieked. But it was too late. Grace sped past 
them, creating a rush of wind that blew Mlle Hubert’s scarf over her face. The front 
gate was open Slightly. The Vesper must not have locked it when he sneaked into the 
school. Grace switched into a higher gear as she flew through the narrow gap and 
onto the road. 

“Woo-hoo!” she shouted as she raced down the middle of the empty street, her 
hair streaming behind her. 

It didn’t matter that, with every bump, her left ankle screamed in protest. 


She was alive. 


It was almost dawn by the time Grace coasted into the Boston Navy Yard. Set against 
the pink and orange sky, the enormous warships looked like they were emerging 
from another world. Grace shivered as she imagined them being forged by giants, sent 
to Earth to battle the evil that threatened to destroy it. 

It had been foolish to ignore all those letters from the woman at the Louvre. No, 
not just foolish. Selfish. Reckless. And fatal. If she’d only acted earlier, perhaps she 
could have found the altarpiece. Mr. Blythe might have never been sent to Germany. 
He would never have been struck by a Vesper bullet. 

It had been ridiculous to think that she could remove herself from the Clue hunt, 
separate herself from the Cahills’ centuries-old feud with a ruthless enemy. Growing 
up, she had always associated the word Vesper with evil, but it had been an abstract 
evil — like the villain in a fairy tale. Over the past few years, Grace, along with the rest 
of the world, had seen real evil. Or at least they'd heard about it, listening to seasoned 
radio announcers who couldn’t mask the horror in their voices as they reported on 
Nazi atrocities. They'd read about it, in newspaper articles about what soldiers 
discovered after they liberated the concentration camps. 

A photograph of the prisoners flashed through her mind. The worn faces that 
looked like all life had been drained out of them, leaving hollow eyes and sunken 
cheeks like dry riverbeds after a drought. The thought of the perpetrators made Grace 
physically ill. 

They were who the Vespers had chosen to do their dirty work? 

She didn’t know what the Vespers wanted, but until they found it, innocent people 
would continue to die. 

Unless the Cahills destroyed them first. 

Commercial steam liners weren't crossing the Atlantic. The only way to Europe 
was aboard a military ship or plane, and they didn’t sell tickets. 

Grace knew what she had to do. 

She leaned the motorcycle against a wall and covered it with a dirty tarp. Then, 
with a glance over her shoulder, she darted to the edge of a dock where navy workers 
were loading supplies onto one of the ships. 

Grace slipped into the narrow space between the tall columns of crates and held 


on tight as the platform was hauled into the air. 

A few minutes later, there was a loud bang, and everything went dark as the crate 
was loaded into what she assumed was the hull of the ship. 

It was going to be a very, very long trip to France. 


The first time Grace had crossed the Atlantic, it had been on a luxury ocean liner, 
where she’d spent the afternoons sipping tea in the parlor, and the evenings listening 
to ajazz trio play under a canopy of stars. 

The stars probably hadn’t changed, but she was in no position to marvel at them. 

Grace wasn’t even sure how long she spent in the cargo hold. There weren't any 
windows, so she couldn’t keep track of the sunrises, and there wasn’t enough light 
for her to read her watch. For three or four days, she huddled on the cold floor, 
nibbling at the biscuits she’d unearthed from one of the crates, drinking from a fire 
hose she'd found coiled up in a corner. 

If Beatrice could only see me now, she thought grimly, imagining what her snooty 
older sister would say about these accommodations. Beatrice would never stow away 
on a navy ship. She’d made it clear that she wanted nothing to do with their family’s 
secrets. 

But Grace knew that was no longer an option for her. The Cahills had an obligation 
to do whatever they could to keep innocent people safe from the Vespers. 

Her next stop would be the Louvre in Paris. She’d find out why that woman, Rose 
Valland, had needed her help, and what her plan was for retrieving the altarpiece. 

She only hoped it wasn’t too late. 


Grace awoke from her nap with a jolt as the crates rattled around her. In the distance, 
she could make out the sound of men shouting, and felt a current of excitement 
travel down her aching limbs. They had arrived in Normandy, in northern France. 

Grace took a few shaky steps forward and peered around a stack of metal 
containers. She had to figure out how to get off the ship without being spotted. Even 
seventeen-year-old girls couldn’t get away with sneaking aboard a US Navy ship 
during wartime. She’d be lucky if she weren't shot on sight. 

She crept down a deserted corridor lined with small, round windows filled with 


hazy sky and blue-gray water. A strange mix of awe and sadness churned her 
stomach as she saw the ships scattered along the coast. It was the same beach the 
forces had landed on nearly a year ago on D-Day, the massive offensive that had 
allowed the Allies to gain control of crucial territory in northern France. She 
remembered the footage from the newsreels. The men storming up from the waves 
by the thousands, barreling into enemy fire. A staggering number of lives had been 
lost, but their sacrifice had not been in vain. The Germans had retreated. 

Now it was Grace’s turn — to make sure Mr. Blythe’s sacrifice hadn’t been in vain. 

She reached the end of the corridor and pressed her ear against a metal door. When 
she was sure no one was on the other side, Grace turned the handle and stepped into 
the light. She winced and held her hand up to her forehead to shield her eyes. 

“Hey!” a man’s voice shouted. 

Grace jumped like she’d been electrocuted. 

“What in God’s name are you doing?” 

Still half-blind, Grace spun around and started running. 

“Come back here!” 

Grace sprinted with all her might, but she was weak and woozy from her days in 
the cargo hold. 

“Intruder!” 

The thud of footsteps behind her exploded into a chorus of stomping feet and 
shouting voices. 

Up ahead, there was a gap in the railing where a ramp met the deck. She took a 
sharp right and tore down the slippery incline. 

“I got her!” 

Grace felt fingers graze against her arm. She gasped and tried to pick up speed, but 
she had nothing left. 

She was about halfway down the ramp, and the water loomed below her. Was it a 
twenty-foot drop? Thirty? 

With her legs about to give out, Grace used her last ounce of strength to hurl 
herself over the railing. She forced her burning lungs to take one final gulp of air 
before her feet hit the water, and she plunged into the murky darkness. 


Nine hours later, Grace was in the most beautiful city in the world, but neither the 


Eiffel Tower nor Notre Dame held any interest for her. All Grace could think about was 
how much her feet ached and how ridiculous she must look trudging across Paris in 
mud-splattered clothes that reeked of gasoline and salt water. 

However, as she walked along the Seine toward the Louvre, Grace felt her black 
mood dissipating in the afternoon sunshine. She hadn't been in Paris during the 
German occupation, but it was clear that the city was reveling in its freedom — 
delighting in its first spring since the liberation. The sound of children laughing 
danced down the cobble-stoned streets, young women in brightly colored clothes 
shot coquettish glances at the soldiers resting in the grass, and the sidewalk cafés 
buzzed with animated chatter. 

It was hard to believe that, only a short time ago, German tanks had patrolled the 
streets and banners emblazoned with swastikas adorned many of the buildings. Paris 
was living proof that the tide of war had turned: The Germans were retreating. 

Grace’s stomach rumbled as she passed a patisserie with a window full of pastel- 
colored macaroons, but now wasn’t the time to stop for a snack. As she crossed the 
Pont des Arts and the Louvre came into view, Grace forgot about her stomach. She’d 
been to Paris a number of times growing up, but was always astonished by the size, 
beauty, and grandeur of the magnificent Renaissance palace. Its three enormous 
wings surrounded a vast courtyard that Grace couldn’t look at without imagining it 
full of carriages and ladies with powdered wigs. 

Grace dusted off her dirty skirt as best she could before marching into the entrance 
hall. She wasn’t in the ideal outfit for requesting an interview with one of the 
curators, but it would have to do. She raised her chin just like she’d seen her mother 
do before voicing her opinion to one of the many ambassadors who used to come to 
their house for dinner. 

Grace walked toward the information desk, the clack of her shoes echoing 
throughout the nearly empty vestibule. The woman behind the desk was filing her 
nails. When she heard Grace enter, she set the emery board down and looked up in 
Surprise, but her expression quickly transformed into disgust. 

“Est-ce que je vous aide?” she said, wrinkling her nose. 

Grace cleared her throat. “Bonjour. Je voudrais un rendez-vous avec Madame 
Valland.” 

The receptionist stared at Grace as if she'd requested an audience with the 
president. “You are American, no?” Grace nodded. “Did you swim here?” 


Grace raised her chin. “Yes. The North Atlantic is lovely this time of year. Especially 
now that the Germans have retreated. You’re welcome, by the way.” 

The woman sniffed. “And what is your business with Madame Valland?” 

“It’s private and confidential.” 

“Well, you will have to make an appointment. Madame Valland is very busy.” 

“I assure you, she’s been expecting me.” 

The receptionist raised an eyebrow. “Rose Valland is the associate curator of the 
most famous museum in the world. She is far too busy to entertain American 
tourists ... street urchins...” She waved her hand. “Whatever you are.” 

Grace smiled benignly. “So busy that I imagine she doesn’t post her own letters.” 

“I handle all of Madame Valland’s correspondence.” 

“Then you are aware, no doubt, that she’s been writing to a Grace Cahill care of 
Miss Harper’s School in Massachusetts?” 

She narrowed her eyes. “How do you know that?” 

“I am Grace Cahill.” 

The receptionist stared at her fora moment and stood up. “I see. In that case, I will 
show you to her office ... mademoiselle.” 

“Don't bother. I wouldn’t want to take you away from what appear to be very 
important duties.” 

The woman flushed. “Fourth floor. Take that staircase there.” She pointed. 

Grace smiled. “Merci.” 


Unlike the cheerful scenes she’d passed outside, the Louvre still bore the hallmarks of 
war. As Grace reached the fourth floor, she found herself in a corridor lined with 
ornate gold frames, the kind used to display the works of old masters like Raphael 
and Rembrandt. Except that the frames were empty. In place of canvases, their titles 
were scrawled in chalk on the walls. She shivered, overcome with a chill that had 
nothing to do with the drafts blowing through the cavernous galleries. It was like 
walking through a graveyard and recognizing the names on the tombstones. 

She opened a small door that said apministration and entered a long hallway. 
Halfway down, she saw a door with the name vaLLanp. It was open. 

Grace paused. She’d been so focused on making it to Paris that she hadn’t thought 
about what she would say when she arrived. “Sorry I ignored all your letters”? “I 


couldn’t miss field hockey practice”? “I was convinced my family is evil but now I 
know the Vespers are worse so here I am”? 

She took a deep breath and knocked on the door. 

“Entrez,” a voice called. 

Grace stepped inside the office. An older woman with dark, elegantly arranged hair 
was sitting behind an enormous claw-footed desk. Books and prints covered every 
surface. Tall stacks teetered precariously from the desk and chairs, and there were 
piles of documents scattered on the floor. Yet, despite the clutter, the office didn’t 
Seem messy or disorganized. In her navy blue suit, the woman behind the desk 
radiated calm and authority. 

Grace cleared her throat. “Tm Grace Cahill. I believe you’ve been expecting me.” 

Rose Valland stared at her for what felt like a full minute, taking in Grace’s matted 
hair and stained clothes. Then her face broke out into a smile. “Well, this is a 
surprise.” She gestured to the one empty seat. “Please, sit down.” As Grace arranged 
herself in the threadbare armchair, Rose stood up to retrieve a tea tray balanced on 
the edge of a crowded end table and brought it over to the desk. “Tea?” Grace nodded 
and was handed a delicate white cup decorated with blue flowers. 

“Tm sorry I didn’t write back,” Grace said. She clutched the teacup, savoring the 
warmth she felt seeping into her skin. 

“I understand,” Rose said, taking a sip of tea and then returning the cup to the 
saucer. “The war has been difficult for all of us.” Grace tilted her head down, so Rose 
wouldn't see the blush spreading over her cheeks. She’d spent most of the past few 
years safe and sound in America, far away from the fighting. 

But she was here now. 

She raised her chin. “I assume you want me to find the altarpiece.” 

Rose looked startled. “How did you know? I didn’t mention the name in my letters. 
It was too dangerous.” 

Rose’s face grew pale as Grace told her about Mr. Blythe and Mlle Hubert. “But why 
do they want the altarpiece?” Grace asked, taking a moment to sip her tea. 

Rose walked over to one of the piles and picked up a large book resting on the top. 
She brought it over to the desk and sat back down in her chair. “Well,” she said, 
opening it to a spread featuring the Ghent altarpiece. “Scholars have always been 
fascinated by the elements that suggest Van Eyck traveled far beyond Europe.” She 
pointed to a cluster of palm trees so lifelike they looked as if they were about to begin 


swaying in the breeze. “How could a man who supposedly spent his whole life in 
Belgium paint palm trees without seeing them?” 

Rose moved her finger over to a classical statue in the corner of another panel. 
“And this. It is almost a perfect reproduction of a Donatello piece in Italy. You have to 
remember that in Van Eyck’s day, books were extremely rare. It is not as if he could 
have seen a painting of Donatello’s sculpture. The incredible accuracy suggests that 
he went on journeys — trips he chose not to document.” She looked up at Grace. “The 
Vespers believe the panels conceal a map that leads to secret locations in all the 
places Van Eyck visited.” 

“What are they looking for?” 

“Were not sure.” Her lips pressed together and her face turned serious. “But it’s 
something important enough they’re willing to kill for it.” She placed her hand on 
Grace’s shoulder. “Come with me.” 

Grace followed Rose through the deserted galleries. As they passed countless 
empty picture frames, Rose explained that the Nazis had been seizing priceless works 
of art since the war began, but the altarpiece had held a particular fascination. “The 
‘Lamb’ has been a symbol of many things for many people,” she said as they swept 
down a marble staircase. “Over the centuries, it has been claimed by rulers who saw 
it as a mark of prestige. Others — even non-Cahills — believed that it hides the key to 
a priceless treasure. Hitler is convinced one of the panels contains a map to the 
crown of thorns Christ wore during his crucifixion, which supposedly has 
Supernatural powers.” She gave Grace a wry smile. “That’s probably why it was so 
easy for the Vespers to convince him to track it down.” 

They turned into a cavernous sculpture gallery. In the dim light, the few remaining 
Statues cast long shadows, making it look like the empty pedestals were haunted by 
the ghosts of their missing occupants. 

“So we need to find the altarpiece before the Vespers decode the map?” Grace 
asked, running her hand along the top of an empty pedestal where, according to the 
chalk markings, a Greek statue of Athena once rested. “And I’m part of the rescue 
team?” 

Rose shook her head. “Your friend Mr. Blythe’s division — the Monuments Men — 
think they’ve located the storehouse where the Germans have been hiding the stolen 
works of art.” 

“So what do you need me for?” Grace said, her voice rising with frustration. 


Rose ignored her tone and continued calmly. “The Germans are monitoring the 
Monuments Men. We believe they have orders to demolish the storehouse if the 
Allies get too close. They would rather destroy thousands of European masterpieces 
than hand over their stolen treasures.” 

Grace narrowed her eyes. “How do you even know this?” 

Rose walked over to a large ceramic urn. She glanced over her shoulder, grabbed on 
to the handle, and pulled. 

Instead of the smash Grace expected, she heard the clank of twisting gears. The urn 
began to rotate, sinking down into the concrete pedestal until it disappeared 
completely, revealing an empty compartment. Rose reached in, pulled out a folder, 
and beckoned for Grace to stand next to her. She removed a stack of documents: 
letters and telegrams in a variety of languages. 

Grace gasped as she glimpsed a black eagle clutching a swastika. “How did you get 
that?” she whispered. 

Rose smiled. “Because, dear, I am not just a Madrigal. ’m also a member of the 
French Resistance.” 


Grace wandered through the empty gallery in a daze. She couldn’t believe she’d agreed 
to this. Rose wanted her to stall the Nazis — to keep the altarpiece safe until the 
Monuments Men arrived. Because if the “Lamb” were destroyed before the Cahills 
decoded the map, they’d lose their one chance to discover what the Vespers were 
after. 

Grace knew why saving the altarpiece was important, but the plan — if you could 
even call it that — was insane. In order to reach the “Lamb,” Grace would have to 
Sneak into the heart of Nazi-occupied Europe. The thought of getting into Austria was 
sheer madness. Exploring Altaussee — the town Rose identified — was tantamount 
to a suicide mission. 

Rose told Grace that she knew someone who might be willing to fly her to Austria 
— a contact from the French Resistance. Their code of secrecy prevented Rose from 
calling her while Grace was in the room, and she politely requested that she wait in 
the gallery. 

The museum was so quiet that Grace could make out the sound of a radio 
broadcast coming from one of the nearby offices. The familiar cadences settled in her 


ear and sent a shiver down her spine. It was President Roosevelt — the late President 
Roosevelt, more accurately. He’d died only a few weeks ago, and the whole country 
was still in mourning. This French radio program seemed to be playing snippets from 
Roosevelt’s famous speeches. But this was something Grace hadn't heard before: a 
speech about the missing art in Europe. 

“Whatever these paintings may have been to men who looked at them generations 
back — today they are not only works of art. Today they are the symbols of the human 
spirit, symbols of the world the freedom of the human spirit has made.” 

She shivered. The freedom of the human spirit. 

Mr. Blythe hadn’t known anything about the altarpiece’s secrets, and had still been 
willing to risk his life to protect it. He'd known that art was worth fighting for. 

It wasn’t about hidden Clues or secret maps. Being a Cahill meant using your 
power to stop whatever evil was threatening the freedom of the human spirit. 

Whatever the Vespers were looking for, they couldn’t be allowed to find it. 
Someone had to save the altarpiece before it was too late. 

She looked around the empty gallery. 

And apparently, that someone was her. 


Grace stared uneasily at the young woman next to her — a young woman who was 
piloting her in a battered, single-engine plane over the Austrian countryside. Being a 
Madrigal involved risks, but flying through German territory in a rickety plane was 
something else completely. It was a death wish. 

Yet Jane Sperling — if that was even her real name — looked completely at ease as 
the tiny aircraft sputtered over eastern Switzerland. 

Grace had a million questions for the mysterious girl. How did she know Rose? 
Why on earth would she be willing to take Grace to Austria? And what was her plan 
to keep them safe once they entered enemy airspace? Yet there was something about 
Jane’s smirk that kept Grace from voicing any of her concerns. 

“Sooo...” Grace tried one more time to extract a shred of information. “You’re a 
friend of Rose’s?” 

Jane smiled but kept her eyes focused straight ahead. “That’s right.” 

“you were in the Resistance with her?” 

She laughed, which made her look much younger. She was closer to Grace’s age 


than she’d realized. “If I were, do you think I would have lasted this long if I blabbed 
secrets to strangers?” Jane turned to look at Grace for the first time. “Rose said you 
speak German.” 

“yes...ja...alittle. But not enough to hide the fact that m American.” 

Jane turned back to the windshield. “That could be a problem.” Grace stiffened, 
prompting a derisive snort from Jane. “If you are scared already, you are going to be in 
real trouble.” 

“If I weren't scared I'd be insane,” Grace said, narrowing her eyes. 

“And yet youre risking your life to find the Ghent altarpiece.” She smiled. “You 
must be quite the art lover.” 

“It’s a little bit more complicated than that,” Grace snapped. 

They flew on in silence. Jane fiddled with the controls on the dashboard, and then 
Sat up straighter. “Weve crossed into Austria,” she said. 

The plane sank beneath the cloud cover, and the countryside came into view. It 
looked like something off a postcard — sparkling turquoise lakes were tucked among 
emerald green fields dotted with tiny houses with peaked roofs. 

“Are you going back to France?” Grace asked. 

Jane shook her head. “I have business to attend to in Bavaria.” She turned to Grace. 
“That’s in Germany.” 

“I know,” Grace snapped. 

A rumbling in the distance shook Grace’s mind free of all thoughts except one. She 
gasped as a plane emerged from a bank of clouds, followed by two more. The wings 
each bore a black-and-white cross that she recognized from countless newsreels. 
Their tails bore large swastikas. 

It was the Luftwaffe. 

The German air force. 


Without saying a word, Jane banked the plane sharply to the left, and Grace felt her 
stomach plummet to her toes. The German planes disappeared from view, but she 
could hear the buzz of their propellers close behind. 
The green expanse of farmland was suddenly swept overhead as Jane took them 
into an inverted turn. Grace squeezed her eyes shut as the blood rushed to her head. 
“Hang on!” Jane shouted as she leveled the plane and began picking up speed. 


“Thank you for the warning!” Grace yelled, without opening her eyes. “I was just 
about to take a little nap.” 

Jane laughed as she pulled the throttle back as far as it would go. The plane began 
to shake. 

“Open your eyes. You're missing the view.” 

The snowcapped peaks of the Austrian Alps glittered in the distance. 

“Ch-ch-charming,” Grace said, as the plane rattled violently. She clasped her hands 
over her stomach as a wave of nausea passed over her. 

Grace yelped as the patter of gunfire pierced the roar of the engines. The plane 
rocked back and forth. She could hear the ping of bullets tearing into the wings. 

Jane pushed the stick forward, sending the craft into a nosedive. They hurtled 
Straight toward the ground. The farmhouses and trees below seemed to grow at an 
alarming speed. A scream burst out of Grace’s chest but got lodged in her throat. 

At the last minute, Jane straightened the plane and they glided over the tops of 
pine trees rustling in the wind. “Are you okay?” 

Grace forced herself to swallow. “Never better.” 

Jane grinned as she turned in a large loop, skirting around the side of a steeply 
sloped mountain and entering a narrow valley. “We should be safe here. Those 
Luftwaffe planes are too large to maneuver through this pass.” 

The gap between the mountains was so small the sunlight filtered through the 
thick pine trees, giving it a greenish tinge. Emerald shadows filled the windows of the 
plane, making it seem like they'd flown through a portal to another realm. An 
enchanted world untouched by war. Unscathed by the Cahills. 

But it seemed to have its own monsters. 

Up ahead, a dark shape was hurtling toward them at an incomprehensible speed. 

“Looks like I was wrong,” Jane Said, gritting her teeth. “There’s a first time for 
everything.” 

In the past, dangerous situations had always made Grace feel more alive, giving 
her the energy to do whatever it took to survive. But now there was no escape. A 
strange numbness passed over her, as if her body was trying to get a head start on 
dying. 

There was a rapid patter of gunfire as the approaching plane began shooting at 
them. Jane banked hard to the left until they were almost vertical, and then rotated 
one hundred eighty degrees in the opposite direction, swinging the plane back and 


forth like a pendulum. 

The German plane was so close Grace could see the shape of the pilot through the 
windshield. 

The only comforting thought was that, in less than ten seconds, he was going to be 
dead as well. Grace shut her eyes. She wanted to scream, but her throat wouldn't let 
any sound out. 

Then she was weightless, floating through the air. This must be what it feels like to 
die. 

Her stomach plummeted, as if it had parachuted out of the plane on its own. She 
opened her eyes and saw that they were suddenly flying low to the ground. The other 
plane was nowhere in sight. 

“Woo-hoo!” Jane hollered. She reached over and slapped Grace on the shoulder. “I 
knew he'd fly over us at the last minute. Those Nazis are all cowards, when you get 
down to it.” 

They zoomed out of the valley and back into the sunlight, flying over a green 
meadow dotted with wildflowers. 

“We're close to Altaussee. I am going to land here, and then you can hike down the 
mountain. Okay?” 

“Absolutely,” Grace said, regaining her breath. She pressed her nose to the window 
as she surveyed the area. There was no obvious military presence, but that didn’t 
mean they weren’t nearby. The Luftwaffe pilots had no doubt put the ground troops 
on high alert, and the German army would not take kindly to an American girl 
sneaking across their border. It wouldn’t even be “shoot first, ask questions later.” 
More like “shoot first, then throw the body in the lake.” 

There was a bump as the wheels hit the ground. After a very short taxi, Jane cut 
the engine, reached over Grace, and opened the door. 

Grace unhooked her safety harness and turned to the pilot. “Thanks for the ride.” 

“Good luck. I hope to see you again someday, Grace.” 

Grace gave her a nod and jumped down. She watched as Jane restarted the engine, 
turned the plane around, and took off down the makeshift runway. Then she was 
gone, leaving Grace alone in one of the most dangerous countries on Earth. 


When she reached the road, Grace turned left. Rose had told her the warehouse was 


somewhere in town, but the exact location was unknown. She might as well head 
downhill and try to get her bearings. Or at least think about how to avoid getting 
killed. 

As she skidded down the steep, wildflower-lined path, Grace had to keep 
reminding herself that she was in enemy territory. It didn’t matter that the houses 
all looked like they belonged in a cuckoo clock. The beautiful setting didn’t change the 
fact that Austria was under control of one of the most ruthless military regimes in 
modern history. 

The rumble of an approaching car sent her flying for cover, ducking behind a 
crumbling stone wall. As it turned a corner, Grace sat up and peeked over the edge. It 
was just a truck full of vegetables. She sighed. Her progress would be pretty slow 
going if she hid every time someone passed. 

As she approached the town, the houses grew closer together. A small boy was 
playing with a dog in front of one of them. Grace took a deep breath and squared her 
shoulders. Act like you belong, she told herself. “Guten Tag!” she called cheerfully. The 
boy just stared at her. Okay, so maybe Austrians aren’t supposed to be friendly. She just 
hoped she hadn't aroused too much suspicion. 

A group of boys turned a corner and began walking toward her. One of them smiled 
at Grace, tipped his hat, and addressed her in rapid, heavily accented German. She felt 
her heart speed up. If she answered, they’d know she wasn’t Austrian, and they 
might ask questions. Using her nerves to her advantage, she blushed and gave a shy 
smile. The boys laughed and continued on. 

By the time Grace reached the village, her heart was thudding so loudly she was 
surprised the army hadn't been called in to investigate the commotion. Unsure what 
to do, she sat on a bench and tried her best to look Austrian. Whatever that meant. 

The clip-clop of hooves caught her attention and she looked up. A bony gray horse 
was pulling a large wagon covered with a tarp. Although the driver looked like a 
normal farmer, Grace gasped when she saw the three men walking beside the wagon. 

With their long coats, shiny tall boots, and red armbands, there was no mistaking 
them. They were members of the SS — the most elite — and deadly — unit in Hitler’s 
army. 

The SS had been one of the keys to Hitler’s rise to power. They arrested people in 
the middle of the night. They tortured anyone they thought had useful information. 
Anyone who posed a threat was taken into a dark alley and shot. It didn’t matter that 


Grace was only seventeen. That she was a girl. If she were caught, she’d been treated 
like a spy. 

She’d be tortured. 

Then killed. 

“Alles in Ordnung, Fräulein?” 

Grace looked up and found herself facing one of the officers. He had a curved scar 
that stretched from the corner of his mouth to the tip of his ear. His expression was 
inscrutable. He might have been commenting on the weather, or accusing her of 
treason. 

“Ja,” she croaked, praying he’d only said “How are you?” 

The officer stared at her for a moment. The he nodded, spun on his heel, and began 
marching back toward the wagon. 

Grace half exhaled, half sobbed, burying her face in her sleeve. She had to get out of 
here. There was no way she was going to find the altarpiece. The only thing to do was 
try to escape with her life. 

Grace looked up and saw the wagon turning a corner. The tarp didn’t stretch all the 
way down, allowing her a glimpse of the cargo. It was dynamite. 

It was true. They were going to blow up the altarpiece. 

If she was correct about the dynamite, then chances were that wagon was heading 
to the secret storehouse. This was her best shot. 

Grace leaped to her feet and scurried after the wagon. When the SS officers were 
looking the other way, she lifted the tarp and scrambled underneath it. 

She was a mouse diving headfirst into a snake pit. 

A mouse delusional enough to think it could save the world. 


This is the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, Grace admitted to herself as she rocked back 
and forth with the movement of the wagon, struggling to keep her balance while 
sitting on a pile of fused dynamite. 

After climbing steadily for about twenty minutes, the wagon stopped. The officers 
began barking orders in German, and she heard the clomp of approaching boots. 
Grace tunneled deeper under the mound of explosives, praying that they weren't 
planning on unloading it all at once. There was a flurry of shouting and activity, and 
Grace could feel the top layer of dynamite being carried off the wagon. 


With every movement, the soldiers came closer to discovering her. 

She didn’t think her heart could race any faster, but then she felt a breeze brush 
against the back of her calf and realized her leg was exposed. 

A strange numbness passed over her, as if the faster her heart beat, the slower the 
rest of her body became. In just a moment, it would stop forever. She was sure of it. 

Would it hurt? Or would the soldiers just shoot her in the head and be done with 
it? She braced against the bottom of the wagon, waiting for the crack of the gun 
followed by... whatever came after. 

“Halt!” a voice rang out. The movement in the wagon stopped, and she heard the 
sound of footsteps growing fainter. Whoever had been unloading the wagon seemed 
to have moved away. Grace sat up slowly and crept to the edge. She took a breath and 
then peeked around the side. 

To her surprise, she wasn’t in the town. She’d assumed the art would be hidden in 
a fortified villa, or perhaps a discreet-looking warehouse. But the wagon had stopped 
halfway up a steep hill, next to the entrance of some sort of cave, or perhaps a mine. 
There were soldiers rushing in and out, giving orders to the workers carrying stacks of 
dynamite inside. 

She ducked back behind the wagon as two long lines of soldiers marched by in 
rigid formation. The clomp of their boots could have been used as a metronome. They 
weren't wearing the elaborate uniforms of the SS officers, but they all had red 
armbands emblazoned with large black swastikas that made Grace’s stomach churn 
with revulsion. 

Something was definitely going on. Grace was no military expert, but she knew 
that you didn’t send what looked like more than forty soldiers to guard a mine. 
Unless there was something important inside. 

When the coast was clear, Grace darted from the wagon and dove behind a large 
rock next to the entrance. She caught her breath for a moment, and then peered 
around. Some of the dynamite was being loaded into metal trolleys whose tracks 
seemed to stretch down into the mine. If the altarpiece was somewhere inside, the 
trolley would probably take her there. 

She watched the movement of soldiers and workers for a moment, waiting fora 
break in the flow. Her heartbeat was loud but had slowed considerably, as if it were 
counting down the moments before she made the riskiest move of her life. 

Three... two... go! Grace launched out from behind the rock, took a few flying 


Steps, and leaped into the trolley, landing with a clank that shuddered through her 
whole body. She heard an officer bark another round of orders, and suddenly, the 
trolley began to move. She was heading into the mine. 


The light faded rapidly as she rolled down the tracks. For a moment, she was 
swallowed by complete darkness, but then the trolley swept around a bend and Grace 
found herself in a passage lit with flickering bulbs. She listened for the sound of 
footsteps or voices, but there was nothing but the buzz of electricity. 

Grace rose to her knees, wincing as she rubbed her elbows. Apparently, being a 
Madrigal meant spending your whole life black-and-blue. But as Grace looked up, her 
grimace collapsed into a gasp. This wasn’t just a mine; it was a sophisticated storage 
facility. Metal shelves lined the stone walls, interspersed with heavy hooks. 

But that wasn’t what took Grace’s breath away. 

It was the paintings. 

There were thousands of them hung in neat rows, stretching all the way down the 
passage until they disappeared into the darkness. Enormous oil paintings, smaller 
pastels, horizontal landscapes, and round portraits. She blinked, expecting the 
paintings to vanish, like the fragments of a dream fading in the sunlight. But there 
they were. 

The trolley stopped and Grace climbed out. She glanced over her shoulder and 
dashed over to where a canvas tarp draped over a ladder. There were noises coming 
down the passageway, angry voices and stomping boots. 

“What do you think you are doing?” a man whispered in English. 

“Warum sprechen Sie auf Englisch?” 

“Iam speaking in English so that no one overhears me and panics,” the first man 
answered. Grace peered through a hole in the tarp and saw a tall officer with silvery 
hair gritting his teeth with frustration. “The Allies are coming. They are less than ten 
miles away.” 

The other man, also wearing an officer’s uniform, stared at him in shock. “What 
are our orders?” 

The first man scowled. “We stuff the mine with dynamite, and light the fuse.” 

The second man glanced around, bewildered. “Without removing the art?” 

“Ja,” the first officer spat. “Now go fetch your men. Schnell!” He spun on his heel 


and marched away. The second man muttered something in German and then 
followed. 

Grace felt her knees buckle as she grasped on to the cold wall for balance. She 
probably had no more than five minutes to find the altarpiece. But then what? She 
didn’t even have a gun. How was she supposed to keep it safe until the Allies arrived? 

She glanced around to make sure the coast was clear and then stepped out from 
behind the ladder. A light in the next passageway caught her eye — a faint sparkle in 
the darkness. She walked toward it, feeling the air grow cooler as she moved deeper 
into the mine. 

It was the angel Gabriel’s wing, painted with exquisite gold leaf, glittering from an 
enormous painting. 

It was the altarpiece. 

She’d found it. 

At first, she was simply mesmerized by the colors — vibrant hues she’d never even 
thought to imagine while looking at the black-and-white photos in her mother’s 
book. It was uncanny to see the faces she knew So well displayed on such a grand 
scale — like seeing a movie star walking down the street. Some of them looked so 
realistic that Grace had trouble focusing her gaze. It almost felt rude to stare. 

Grace looked around. The altarpiece was in a cave of sorts off the main passage 
into the mine. She rapped her knuckles against the stone wall. It felt strong enough 
to withstand at least a small explosion. But would that be enough to keep the “Lamb” 
safe if the Nazis lit the fuse? 

If there were a way to seal off the entrance to the cave, the altarpiece might survive 
a larger blast. She dashed out into the passage. The trolley was still there, full of 
dynamite. She grabbed an armful of sticks and ran back to the altarpiece, silently 
cursing the faculty at Miss Harper’s School for never teaching her anything useful. 

Like explosives. 

Ten minutes later, Grace stepped back to survey her handiwork. It was an 
admittedly shoddy job. Her Ekaterina cousin Bae Oh would certainly have laughed at 
her. But she’d wedged a stick of dynamite above the entrance to the cavern — far 
enough away to seal the entrance to the cave, but leave the walls, and the contents, 
intact. 

If the explosion was too small, the guards would find her before she’d secured the 
“Lamb.” They’d kill her and then destroy the altarpiece. 


If the explosion was too big, it would destroy the whole mine — killing her and 
everyone in it. All those workers she'd seen filing in and out. They weren’t Nazis — 
they were just men struggling to support their families in the only home they’d ever 
known. 

Grace jumped as a shout rang through the mine. It was the officer. For all she 
knew, that could be his order for everyone to evacuate before they blew everything 
up. 

There was no time to lose. 

Grace pulled a matchbook out of her pocket and, with shaky fingers, extracted a 
match. She stared at it for a second before striking it against the stone wall. A tiny 
flame danced in the gloom. Grace took one last look at the altarpiece and whispered 
“Godspeed” before touching the match to the fuse. 

For a moment, she felt like she was running in slow motion. Then there was a 
bone-shaking boom followed by a wave of heat. The force of the blast knocked Grace 
to the ground. She felt a jolt of pain in her wrist that was quickly overshadowed by a 
burning sensation in her foot. 

She rolled onto her back, and saw that she was surrounded by thick black smoke. 

Grace scrambled to her feet, shrieking as a flame scorched her calf and began 
traveling along the hem of her skirt. She beat it out with her hand, spun around, and 
began running for her life 

She felt a wave of gravel and soot spray the back of her neck as she tore up the 
tracks. Halfway up, she found another empty trolley and dove inside, gasping for air 
as her body quaked from the effort. There was a chorus of shouts from above. 

“sie sind hier!” a voice screamed. 

They’re here. 

“Zerstoren das Altarbild!” 

Destroy the altarpiece! 

Grace heard some quiet mumbling, followed by a screech that practically seared 
her eardrums. 

“What do you mean, the cave is sealed?!” 

She couldn’t contain the laugh that bubbled out of her. Grace turned and saw a 
soldier standing over the trolley, his gun raised directly over her head. And then 
everything went dark. 


“Miss... miss... Are you okay?” a voice called from somewhere far away. 

She sat up and was overcome by a wave of nausea. The world was a Sea of wavy 
blue and green lines that refused to come into focus. “Lie back down,” the voice 
commanded as a large hand guided her head back to the ground. She blinked and saw 
someone standing over her. He was tall, and wearing a very dirty uniform. 

“Who are you?” Grace croaked. Her mouth felt like it was full of ash. 

“you’re American?” He lowered himself down to the ground and stared at her. “I’m 
Lieutenant Greene. What in God’s name are you doing in Austria?” 

“Is the altarpiece okay?” she asked, trying to sit up. The Allies had obviously 
arrived, but what had happened to the “Lamb”? 

“How do you know about that?” he asked, his eyes widening. “Who are you?” 

Grace ignored the question. “I...1...” She inhaled sharply. “I think I might’ve 
blown it up.” Just saying the words was enough to start her body shaking. 

“Whoa! Calm down there.” Lieutenant Greene grabbed her shoulders. “It’s fine. We 
have a map of the storage facility — or whatever this thing is. The altarpiece was in 
its own cave that was somehow sealed off. It’s under some rubble, but our engineers 
think that it’s most likely intact.” 

Grace sighed, lowered herself back to the ground, and closed her eyes. 

“Just stay there,” she heard Lieutenant Greene say. “The medics are on their way. 
Don’t worry, we'll get you back home safe.” 

Safe. 

The altarpiece hadn’t been destroyed. The Cahills still had a chance to learn what 
the Vespers were after and figure out a way to stop them. 

Someday, the word safe would mean something again. 

She took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of pine that punctuated the smoky air, 
and smiled. If you had to be lying half-unconscious somewhere, the Austrian Alps 
weren't the worst place to be. 

She had a feeling she was going to end up in much stranger places before this thing 
was over. She wasn’t going to hide from it any longer — the Clues or the fight against 
the Vespers. 

The Vespers had been right to send Mlle Hubert after her. Grace was a threat. 

And she was just getting started. 


PART 3 





London, 2008 


Ian Kabra took a sip of espresso and grimaced. 

A flash of annoyance crossed the young womans face. “Is it all right, sir?” she 
asked, raising an over-plucked eyebrow. She was probably an art student who 
thought interning at an auction house meant cataloging Monets, not serving drinks 
to fourteen-year-olds. 

The espresso was perfectly revolting, but the auction was about to begin, and Ian 
needed to focus on bidding strategy. Besides, just looking at the girl’s acrylic blend 
cardigan made his skin itch. Why anyone would wear anything other than cashmere 
was beyond him. “It’s fine, thank you.” 

She smirked. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather a hot chocolate?” 

“Iam quite accustomed to drinking coffee . . . Fiona,” Ian said, glancing at the girl’s 
name tag. “Only this tastes like it was brewed with the liquid that collects at the 
bottom of my horse’s trough.” Ian gave her the smile he normally reserved for 
attractive people — or very, very rich homely ones. “It'll have to do, though. Now run 
along and go back to texting your no-doubt captivating friends, or whatever you 
thought was more important than making a proper espresso.” 

Fiona opened her mouth to reply, but shut it quickly as an elegant older woman 
came gliding toward them. She clasped Ian’s hand warmly. “Lovely to see you, Mr. 
Kabra. I trust your parents are well?” 

“Quite well, thank you, Mrs. Hatfield. Mummy sends her regards. She was 
unfortunately held up in Paris.” 

“Oh, dear. How inconvenient,” she said mildly. Ilan knew Mrs. Hatfield was 


imagining his mother trying on scarves at an expensive boutique, or perhaps sipping 
champagne in an exclusive restaurant. But Ian’s parents weren't just fabulously 
wealthy art dealers — they were the heads of the most elite branch of the Cahill 
family, the Lucians, and they were currently spearheading a plan to find the 
remaining 39 Clues — the key to the family’s historic power. The other branches 
tended to call the Lucians’ talent for blackmail, sabotage, and the odd assasination 
“ruthless,” but that was just because they didn’t have what it took to win. 

Ian smiled. “She sent me to have a look at your Van Eyck.” 

“Ah, yes of course,” Mrs. Hatfield said rather breathlessly. “It is a very special piece. 
Although” — she glanced around the room, which was filling with men in dark suits 
and women in black dresses and high heels — “I have a feeling the bidding is going to 
be rather lively.” She placed her hand on Ian’s shoulder. “I hope your mother won't be 
too disappointed if you don’t manage to win it for her, dear. This sort of thing takes 
some practice, you know.” 

Ian broadened his smile as he shrugged her hand away. “We'll just have to wait 
and see.” 

The first portion of the auction was horrendously dull. Ian flipped through the 
latest issue of Horse & Hound while a few middle-aged ladies squabbled over 
paintings of fruit and chubby angels. 

“And that’s lot number fourteen, ‘Still Life with Poppies,’ sold for four hundred, 
seventy-five thousand pounds.” The auctioneer banged his gavel on the podium. 
“Next, we have lot number fifteen, ‘Self-Portrait of the Artist’ by Jan Van Eyck.” A 
murmur rippled through the audience as the display case rotated to reveal the 
painting. Works by the fifteenth-century Flemish master rarely came up for sale, and 
this piece would be the crowning jewel of any collection. 

Ian didn’t particularly care for the painting of the scowling old man who looked 
like he could benefit from teeth whitening. But he knew that if his mother wanted it, 
it probably had an important connection to the Clue hunt. 

“The bidding will start at” — the auctioneer looked down at his notes — “two 
million pounds.” 

The woman next to Ian whistled. “Not exactly chump change, is it?” she said in an 
American accent. “What is that? About a million bucks?” 

Ian gave her a tight smile. “Try four million.” 

“Do I have two million?” the auctioneer drawled. A man in the second row raised 


his numbered paddle. The auctioneer nodded. “That’s two million. Do I have two 
point five?” A woman standing off to the side raised hers. 

Ian leaned back in his chair and stretched his long legs forward. There was no 
reason to waste his energy waving his hand in the air like some trained monkey. The 
first bidder didn’t have a chance of winning the painting. While his suit appeared to 
be high quality, Ian could see the man’s car keys poking out of his pocket. If he had to 
drive himself to the auction, he’d never be able to afford a Van Eyck. 

He turned his attention to the woman, who after raising her bid to four million, 
leaned in to whisper to her companion. Her face had gone quite red. She would 
chicken out before long. 

Ian scanned the crowd, looking for the real players. A red-haired woman holding a 
Pomeranian looked promising. And the young man speaking discreetly into his 
mobile was surely receiving instructions from an absentee bidder. Ian removed his 
own mobile from his pocket and raised it up as if he were looking for a signal. The 
phone was custom designed for Lucian agents and contained a hacking application. 
He activated the program, and a few seconds later, a text transcription of the young 
man’s conversation began scrolling across the screen. He was authorized to go up to 
ten million pounds. Brilliant. 

“That’s six million pounds to the gentleman in the front. Do I have seven?” 

Ian’s mobile buzzed. He had a new text from his mother. 


WE’LL PICK YOU UP IN FIVE 


It was time to hurry things along. He used his mobile to access the banking 
information of his most promising competitors. Their most recent transfers would 
give him an idea of how much they were wiling to spend. 

“Seven million to the gentleman in the back. Do I have eight?” 

Ian made some quick calculations in his head, then raised his own paddle. 
“Sixteen point four million pounds,” he called out breezily. 

A silence fell over the room. The auctioneer blinked a few times. “Come again, sir?” 

“Sixteen point four million,” Ian said, rising to his feet. “Now, can we move it 
along? I haven't got all day.” 

The auctioneer cleared his throat. “That’s sixteen point four million pounds going 
once...” lan saw a few people shift uncomfortably in their seats, as if reconsidering 
their decisions. “Going twice...” The red-haired woman started to lift her paddle, but 


then lowered it quickly. “Sold to the young gentleman in the back.” 

Ian strode to the front of the room, ignoring the murmurs bubbling up from the 
crowd like clumsily poured champagne. The auctioneer smiled. “If you'll kindly 
follow Mrs. Hatfield, she’ll arrange for delivery,” he said as two uniformed guards 
carefully removed the painting from the display. 

“Tll take it with me now, actually.” 

The auctioneer’s brow furrowed with confusion. “Are you going to put it in your 
car?” 

His phone buzzed again. 


WE’RE OUTSIDE 


Ian spun on his heel, and beckoned for the guards to follow him with the painting. 
He made his way into the chandelier-lit hallway and down the marble stairs. When 
he reached the entrance to the auction house, the doorman held up his hand. “Just a 
moment, please, sir. There’s some sort of commotion outside.” 

But Ian pushed right past him and stepped into the street. Leaves and bits of paper 
swirled through the air as if a tornado had swept through London. Pedestrians were 
crouched behind mailboxes, or stood huddled in doorways. 

“Please, Mr. Kabra, wait!” Ian turned and saw the auctioneer standing beside him, 
gasping for breath. “You can’t treat a Van Eyck like a bag of takeaway fish and chips!” 

A shadow descended over the street and the wind picked up even more. There were 
a few faint screams as a Sleek black helicopter came into view and lowered to the 
ground. 

Mummy had arrived. 

“That can’t be legal,” one of the awestruck guards muttered over the roar of the 
propellers. 

Ian rolled his eyes. Laws were for poor people. 

That’s why it was good to be a Kabra. 


Isabel Kabra smiled as Ian carefully placed the painting on the leather seat, and then 
sat down next to it. “Well done, darling,” she said, giving the portrait an appraising 
look. 


The helicopter rose into the air. Out the window, he could see pedestrians 
scattering like flustered pigeons. His eleven-year-old sister, Natalie, scowled from her 
Seat next to their mother. “I think it’s horrid. I won’t have it in my room.” 

“Well make room for it in the gallery,” Isabel said, fishing through her purse for her 
ringing BlackBerry. “Hello?” She held her free hand out in front of her to examine her 
French manicure. It was flawless, as usual. “Yes, this is she... . Ian wasn’t in history 
class this afternoon?” She placed her hand over her mouth in an expression of mock 
horror, and then grinned at Ian. “Of course he wasn’t. He’s ill, the poor dear. .. .I 
completely forgot to ring you, I’m dreadfully sorry. ... Yes, TIl make sure he gets his 
assignments. ...I quite agree, the French Revolution is very important. ... Thank you, 
Ms. Wilcox. Good-bye.” Isabel smiled as she placed her phone in her lap. “As if that 
spinster could possibly teach you anything about the French Revolution.” 

Natalie shuddered and brought her hands to her neck. Marie Antoinette and her 
husband, King Louis XVI, had been Lucians, of course. But they’d unfortunately lost 
their heads because some uppity peasants had decided they were bored of being poor. 

“Stop being so dramatic.” Ian rolled his eyes. “That wouldn’t happen today.” The 
Lucian branch controlled the governments of nearly every superpower on earth. His 
mother could mobilize an army faster than most mums could make one of those vile 
things poor people liked to eat. Sandwiches. 

“Quite right, darling,” Isabel said as she scrolled through her e-mails. Her face lit up 
and she read something on the screen. “That’s marvelous,” she muttered. 

“What’s marvelous, Mummy?” Natalie asked, leaning over to look at Isabel’s 
phone. 

Isabel slipped the BlackBerry back in her purse. “It looks like Ian won’t have the 
great pleasure of listening to the next installment of Ms. Wilcox’s French Revolution 
lecture after all.” 

Natalie clasped her hands together. “Are we going on holiday?” she squealed. 

A mischievous smile played across Isabel’s lips, and Ian felt a flutter in his 
stomach. 

“Are we going on a mission?” he asked, working hard to maintain the slightly bored 
tone he’d learned from his parents. He and Natalie had been training for the Clue 
hunt their whole lives. When most children went to football practice or ballet class, 
Ian and Natalie were studying cryptography, or learning how to skydive. Yet while 
they'd accompanied their father, Vikram, on a midnight “visit” to the British 


Museum, and distracted the Chinese ambassador while Isabel copied his hard drive, 
neither Ian nor Natalie had ever been sent on a solo Clue-hunting trip. 

Natalie didn’t even try to contain her excitement. She knelt on the seat and leaned 
toward Isabel. “Tell us, Mummy,” she said, bouncing up and down slightly, oblivious 
to the wrinkles she was creating in her pink dress. Although an eleven-year-old girl 
who favored ruffled frocks wasn’t the most obvious choice for a secret agent, Ian 
knew his sister would be up to the task. She had deadly aim and could take down 
any target with either a tranquilizer gun or a cutting remark about their outfit. 

However, it was important that she knew who was in charge. “Calm down, 
Natalie,” he said, making a show of leaning back in his seat. “You look like one of 
Granny’s terriers begging for a treat.” 

Natalie narrowed her eyes. “Don’t pretend like you don’t care.” She smirked. “You’ve 
probably already decided what to pack in Mr. Buttons’s traveling trunk.” 

Ian opened his mouth to reply, but then saw his mother raising her eyebrow. 
According to Isabel, it was unbecoming to bicker like peasant children. 

“We're leaving for Belgium early tomorrow morning,” Isabel said. “An Ekaterina at 
the University of Ghent is developing a tool for art restoration that your father and I 
believe will be quite useful.” She paused and then smiled. “You two are going to fetch 
us the plans from his computer so our engineers can build a model.” 

Natalie squealed, and Ian felt his stomach twist in a way that had nothing to do 
with the helicopter’s sudden descent. After years of preparation, and countless hours 
of training, he was finally going on a real mission. “Are you going to brief us this 
evening?” Ian asked. 

The helicopter banked to the left, and the vast green lawn of the Kabra estate slid 
into view. “Irina’s waiting for you in the library. She’ll explain everything.” lan saw 
Natalie scrunch up her face. Neither of them cared for Irina Spasky, the high-ranking 
Russian agent who was sent on all the most important missions. Irina might think 
he and Natalie were being given special treatment because of their parents, but they’d 
prove her wrong. 

Ian wasn’t just the son of Vikram and Isabel Kabra. He was a Lucian, through and 
through. 

It was time to show the world what he could do. 


As they made their way from the landing pad up to the house, Ian saw a gardener 
duck behind the thick hedge. Isabel was strict about the staff keeping out of sight, 
especially on the grounds. She said nothing ruined a lovely view like a wheelbarrow 
being pushed by an unattractive man in coveralls. 

And it was a lovely view. Ian had seen enough of the world to know that the 
Kabras’ London residence was truly extraordinary. The mansion had been built in the 
eighteenth century for the Duke of Hampshire and, from the outside, there was 
nothing to suggest that that the present owners had spent millions of pounds 
transforming it into a state-of-the-art command center — the center of operations 
for the most powerful group of people on the planet. 

The door swung open, revealing their butler, Bickerduff. “Good afternoon, madam,” 
he said in the hushed, reverent tone that always reminded Ian of a funeral director. 
“Would you care for some tea?” 

“Not now. Did the Chanel people deliver my gown for the benefit?” 

“Yes, madam.” 

“And did the documents from the prime minister arrive?” 

“I took the liberty of placing them on your desk, madam.” 

“Thank you, Bickerduff.” She turned to Ian and Natalie. “Now run along, darlings. 
Irina is waiting.” 

Ian handed his jacket to Bickerduff and then strode toward the massive marble 
Staircase that divided the east and west wings of the house. Natalie scampered after 
him. “What do you think they want the tool for?” she asked, bounding up the steps 
two at atime in order to keep pace with Ian. 

“I don’t know,” he said, doing his best to sound like his whole body wasn’t buzzing 
with nerves and excitement. But he couldn’t keep himself from speeding up as they 
passed the landing. Natalie darted ahead, swerving to avoid the enormous urn Isabel 
had found during a mission to Greece. 

Natalie waited for him at the top of the stairs. She probably didn’t want to go into 
the library alone. They turned down a long hallway lined with portraits of famous 
Lucians throughout the centuries. During the day, Ian barely noticed the paintings. 
But at night, the light from the flickering lamps cast strange shadows on the wall and 
created the illusion that the figures’ eyes were following him. 

Halfway down the hall, a door opened and Ian’s father emerged from his study, 
followed by a man he’d never seen before. Vikram was smiling, but the stranger 


appeared somewhat ill, and his wrinkled, sweat-stained shirt looked particularly 
grubby compared to Vikram’s perfectly pressed gray suit, complete with a red silk 
pocket square. 

“Ah, and here they come now,” Vikram said as he caught sight of them. “The most 
expensive stocks in my portfolio. Andrew, this is my son, Ian, and my daughter, 
Natalie. Children, Mr. Pringle.” 

Ian reached out to shake the man’s hand, but all Mr. Pringle did was flinch. 

“I heard you did splendidly today,” Vikram continued, ignoring his guest’s strange 
behavior. He turned to Mr. Pringle. “Ian just picked up a rather marvelous Van Eyck at 
auction. Shall we go have a look before dinner? rd quite like to hear your expert 
opinion.” Mr. Pringle paled slightly but followed wordlessly. 

As their footsteps faded away, Ian and Natalie continued down the hallway and 
stepped into the library. The late-afternoon light streaming through the tall windows 
made the room look almost cheerful despite the rows of animal heads mounted 
along the far wall. Ian glanced over at Natalie and saw that her eyes were pointed 
toward the maroon carpet. Although she’d never admit it, she hated having to look at 
the dead animals. 

Ian wrinkled his nose. The unpleasant but familiar smell of old books was 
punctuated by another scent — industrial strength hair spray. 

Irina was sitting on the leather couch, restlessly tapping her fingers on an antique 
globe. Her long red nails were boring into Iceland and Norway like heat-guided 
missiles. 

“Stop that,” Ian said, walking toward her. “You’ll ruin it.” 

Irina’s glare intensified. “Your parents have already ruined you.” She seemed to 
take it as a personal offense that he and Natalie hadn’t grown up standing in bread 
lines, shivering in the bleak Soviet snow. “Such disrespectful children, I have never 
seen.” 

Ian rolled his eyes at Natalie. “Yes, well, so sorry to disappoint. Now what is it 
you're supposed to show us?” 

Irina sighed. “I still do not understand why Vikram and Isabel place future of 
Lucian branch in hands of children.” She sneered, revealing slightly discolored teeth. 
“Hands that do not know the meaning of work.” She got up from the couch and 
walked over to the long glass-top table at the end of the library. Ian and Natalie 
exchanged glances and then followed her. 


The table was covered with photos of a tall, modern-looking building and floor 
plans of what Ian assumed to be the inside. “Is that the university?” Ian asked. 

“Some spy,” Irina scoffed. “Perhaps you can post photo to Internet and ask your 
Bookface friends to confirm.” 

Before Ian had a chance to respond, Natalie piped in. “And perhaps you can stop 
wasting time and do your duty.” She raised her small chin. “I believe you’re meant to 
brief us on the mission. You may proceed.” 

Irina stared at Natalie fora moment, her face unreadable. Then she plunged the 
nail of her index finger into one of the photos. “This is physics lab at University of 
Ghent.” She turned to Ian. “That is in Belgium.” 

He gritted his teeth. “I know.” 

“Your mother believes one of the professors is Ekaterina and that his research has 
something to do with a Clue. She wants you two to break into lab, hack into 
computer, and copy his files.” 

He slid into one the chairs surrounding the table and motioned for Natalie to do 
the same. “So what do you have in mind?” Ian asked lazily, as if Irina were merely a 
shop assistant eager to sell him some new shoes. 

Irina stared at him, her eye twitching slightly. Another one of the agent’s 
irresistible charms. Then she pointed to one of the photos and began a rapid overview 
of the mission. Ian and Natalie were going to break in through the service entrance at 
dawn — there was a ten-minute window of time when the alarm system reset. Then 
they’d have to sneak up to the professor’s lab. “Here is entry code,” Irina said, passing 
Ian a slip of paper. “Memorize and destroy it.” 

“If it’s an Ekaterina stronghold, how did we get the code?” Natalie asked. 

Irina’s eye twitched as she turned away from them. “Your mother has her 
methods.” 

Something about her tone made Ian uneasy, but he pushed the thought aside. 
“Very well, then. Everything seems to be in order,” he said. 

Any rogue feelings of nervousness he might have had were swept away by 
excitement. By the time Ms. Wilcox began droning on about the French Revolution, 
he’d have completed his first real Lucian mission. He could already imagine the look 
on Isabel’s face when he and Natalie presented her with the Ekat files. 

Some children drew pictures for their parents. Ian and Natalie stole top secret 
information that would help them take over the world. 


He turned to his sister and grinned. 
This was going to be fun. 


There were still a few minutes left before dinner, so when Natalie ran off to IM her 
friends, Ian wandered into the control room next to his mother’s office. When he was 
younger, he used to spend hours in front of the wall of monitors watching live feeds 
from Cahill hot spots around the world. Some of the screens showed bustling activity, 
like the swarms of tourists buzzing around the base of the Eiffel Tower or at the 
entrance to Neuschwanstein Castle. Others looked more like screen savers; no matter 
how long he stared at the Bermuda Triangle monitor, all he ever saw was an endless 
procession of gray-blue waves. Yet they all filled him with the same giddy 
anticipation — these were all places he’d be sent to explore one day. It was like 
watching a film trailer for the rest of his life. 

Ian glanced quickly over his shoulder and walked over to the far side of the wall, 
crouching down to look at the screen in the bottom corner. There was rarely any 
interesting activity on this monitor but — he looked down at his watch — it was 
almost the end of the school day in Boston. He stared at the image of the dull 
apartment building flanked by scraggly trees, waiting for something to happen but 
not allowing himself to admit what he was waiting for. 

Just as he was about to turn around, a flash of color caught his eye. Amy Cahill 
was walking up the front path, her long auburn hair blowing wildly in the autumn 
wind. Her cheap green parka looked like it had come straight out of the discount pile. 
He leaned in for a better look. The color did bring out the reddish tones in her hair, but 
he was sure that was just a lucky coincidence. Whenever he saw Amy at one of her 
grandmothers dreadful Cahill gatherings, she redefined the term walking disaster. 

Poor people were such an enigma. He knew that not everyone could afford to fly to 
Paris to get their hair cut, but surely there was someone in the state of 
Massachusetts who could keep Amy Cahill from looking like an Irish setter left out in 
the rain. 

Or not, Ian thought, cringing as he watched Amy flick a damp leaf off the hem of 
her horrid jeans. What was it about Americans that made them so uncouth? 

The dinner bell rang. Ian stood up and stretched. When the Lucians found the 39 
Clues and unlocked whatever legendary power they were meant to provide, Ian’s first 


order of business would be reclaiming the American colonies. It was for their own 
good, really. 

He turned to the screen for one last look at Amy Cahill, but she had disappeared 
inside the building. 


By the time Ian made it down to the dining room, everyone else was already seated. 
Vikram and Isabel were in their usual spots at the ends of the long table, and Natalie 
was Sitting across from their visitor. Ian sat next to his sister and placed the stiff 
cloth napkin in his lap. He was used to having guests at dinner, but they were 
normally foreign dignitaries, or local billionaires — people who generally didn’t have 
sweat stains blossoming on their rumpled shirts. Mr. Pringle looked even more 
anxious than he had upstairs. It was clear he was unaccustomed to dining in sucha 
setting, and was probably nervous about using the wrong fork or making some other 
plebeian error. It was like watching a mouse that had just been dropped into a snake 
tank — his eyes were wide and he kept glancing over his shoulder, as if frantically 
trying to find a hidden escape route. 

A line of servers emerged from the concealed doorway with the first course, foie 
gras with caviar. “I’m delighted you could join us, Mr. Pringle,” Isabel called from the 
end of the table, her melodic voice echoing through the vast dining room. “You’re a 
difficult man to track down.” 

Mr. Pringle’s fork clattered to the floor. “Tve been t-t-traveling. For my research.” 
“Yes. I understand you're publishing a book on Northern Renaissance art. I just 
adore Flemish painting.” She took a dainty bite of foie gras before continuing. “So full 

of hidden meaning, wouldn’t you agree?” 

He gulped. “I suppose.” 

“Tve always been particularly intrigued by the Ghent altarpiece. Such a fascinating 
history. Is it true it’s been the subject of more theft attempts than any other work of 
art in the world?” 

“Yes,” Mr. Pringle said, a measure of assurance strengthening his voice. Awkward 
people always bucked up when discussing their little hobbies. Even Amy Cahill’s 
dreadful stammer disappeared when you let her prattle on about books. “Seven 
times, actually.” 

“Now, why is that?” Vikram asked. 


“Oh, it varied,” Mr. Pringle said, picking up his butter knife. “Religious reasons. 
Political reasons. One of the panels was stolen just before the Second World War and 
was never found.” 

“That’s right,” Isabel responded sweetly. “It was replaced with a reproduction, 
wasn't it? It makes one wonder if perhaps the rumors are true.” 

“Rumors?” Mr. Pringle asked. The hand holding the knife began to tremble, 
preventing him from making contact with his dinner roll. 

“you know,” Isabel said, patting her mouth with her napkin, although there wasn’t 
a trace of anything on her face. “About the map.” 

Mr. Pringle’s knife clattered to the floor. “It’s a myth. There’s no evidence to suggest 
that the altarpiece contains a map of any sort.” He waved his empty hand over his 
roll, apparently forgetting that he was no longer holding a knife. Bickerduff 
materialized beside him and handed Mr. Pringle a new one. “Th-th-thank you,” Mr. 
Pringle said, looking over his shoulder. But Bickerduff had already slipped away. 

“It’s a shame your wife couldn't join us,” Isabel said as she cut a small sliver of 
meat. “I understand she’s an art historian as well. Does she share your opinions 
about the altarpiece? Td love to hear her thoughts on the rumors.” 

Mr. Pringle raised his head and looked at Isabel directly for the first time. “She’s on 
holiday,” he said with surprising firmness. “She'll be out of the country for some time. 
It would be pointless to try to contact her.” 

Out of the corner of his eye, lan thought he saw his father stiffen, but Isabel 
smiled. “Oh, I don’t know about that. It’s remarkable what you can do with the right 
resources.” She lifted a crystal decanter in the air. “More wine?” 

Mr. Pringle took a deep breath, but then pressed his lips together and waited a 
moment before replying. “She doesn’t have the information you want. Neither of us 
does.” 

Ian wondered why his mother was wasting her time quizzing this blundering fool. 
He was obviously useless. 

Isabel placed the decanter back on the table and then turned to Ian and Natalie. 
“Time for bed, children.” 

“But we haven't even had pudding,” Natalie said, crossing her arms. 

“you have a big day tomorrow, darling. Off you toddle.” 

Natalie grunted and then stomped out noisily. As Ian rose to follow her, Mr. Pringle 
Shifted in his seat. “I should probably be going as well.” 


“Oh, you can't.” Isabel’s eyes widened. “Not before dessert. Our pastry chef is an 
absolute genius.” 

“you're too kind, but it’s getting rather late. .. .” He trailed off. 

Vikram’s chair scraped against the marble floor as he stood up. “Of course. There’s 
just the small matter of that ... transaction. If you follow me, we can finish our 
discussion in the East wing.” 

Ian paused. The East wing was the command center. No one but high-ranking 
agents was allowed anywhere near the entrance, and he was certain that this 
quivering wreck was not a Cahill, let alone a Lucian. 

Mr. Pringle forced his mouth into a pathetic semblance of a grin. “B-but your 
library is so charming. Can’t we speak there?” 

Isabel rose and glided toward their guest. He scrambled to his feet so quickly he 
almost knocked over his chair. “Oh, I think you'll be more comfortable in the study. 
Once my husband starts talking about the Ghent altarpiece, it can be hard to get him 
to stop. Do come this way.” She placed her hand on Mr. Pringle’s elbow and guided 
him past Ian out of the room. 


Ian was too excited to sleep. It didn’t matter that the thick velvet curtains blocked 
out all light, shrouding his bedroom in complete darkness. It didn’t matter that he’d 
already rung Bickerduff for hot cocoa twice. He couldn’t stop going over the plans for 
the next day. He’d swallowed the information so quickly he could almost feel it 
bouncing around in his stomach. They were supposed to try to hack the key reader 
on the side entrance. If that didn’t work, they’d have to scale the side of the building 
and crawl through the air vents on the roof. 

Had Bickerduff packed his climbing shoes? Ian sat up and was about to ring the 
bell a third time when a sound rose up from the bottom of the house. Almost like a 
man’s scream. A terrifying notion scurried across his brain before darting into a 
hidden den of dark thoughts. They’re probably watching a film, Ian told himself, trying 
to ignore the fact that he’d never seen his parents use the DVD player. 

A stream of bright light pierced the darkness of the room. He sat up and squinted, 
Shielding his eyes from the glare. “Natalie?” he whispered as the blurry figure came 
into focus. “What are you doing?” 

She crept in and closed the door. “Have you seen my Gucci sunglasses?” 


“What?” He rubbed his eyes. “What are you talking about?” 

Natalie took a few steps forward and then leaped onto his bed like a small pajama- 
wearing dog. “I can’t find my sunglasses. What if I need them in Belgium?” 

Ian glanced over at the clock on his night table. “It’s half twelve, Nat. Can you look 
for them in the morning?” 

Another one of the strange sounds clawed at the silence of the house. This time, it 
sounded more like a shriek than a shout. Ian saw Natalie’s eyes widen in the faint 
light and suddenly understood the real reason for her midnight visit. 

“They must be watching television.” It sounded even less convincing when he said 
it aloud. Natalie didn’t answer, and instead curled up on the foot of his bed. 

Ian wasn’t sure how much time passed before the noises stopped. But he still 
couldn't fall asleep. 

The silence was even worse than the screams. 


A few hours later, they were airborne again, this time in the private jet instead of the 
helicopter. It was still dark — Isabel had sent Bickerduff to wake them up at three a. 
— and the lights of London glinted dimly in early morning mist. 

Natalie was next to him, fast asleep. But Ian could barely manage to close his eyes. 
He sank back in his leather seat, staring at the untouched croissant in front of him. 
As the plane juddered through some turbulence, the china plate rattled on the plastic 
tray. He knew he should try to eat something, but his stomach was writhing like a 
frantic caged animal — he could almost feel it trying to climb out of his throat. 

He looked over at his mother, who was perched on a Seat across the aisle, calmly 
typing on her BlackBerry. 

Despite the ungodly hour, Isabel’s gray shift dress was perfectly pressed and her 
hair was up in a smooth twist. He’d actually never seen his mother in a nightgown or 
robe. Running the world’s most powerful secret organization didn’t allow for much 
downtime. But it was worth it. The Kabras didn’t need to lounge around in bed, 
watching Ping-Pong with the Stars. That was one of the many things that set them 
apart. It wasn’t just their enormous wealth, their impeccable breeding, or astonishing 
good looks. When they wanted something, they didn’t rest until they got it. 

Isabel glanced up from her phone and caught his eye. “All right there, sweetheart? 
Do you not like the croissant?” She smiled. “We can’t have you go off on your first 


mission on an empty stomach.” 

“Tm not very hungry.” 

“Don’t be nervous, darling. You and Natalie are going to do splendidly. All your hard 
work is going to pay off. You’re going to waltz into that building, fetch me the files, 
and walk back out in five minutes flat. My only concern is that you'll find it too easy.” 
She reached over and squeezed his knee. “We'll come up with something a bit more 
fun for you next time. It’s about time we started taking advantage of your talents.” 

The wild creature in Ian’s stomach stopped thrashing and curled into a contented 
little ball, sending a flood of warmth throughout his body. He felt his mouth stretch 
into a wide grin that would look ridiculous on camera, but what did he care? He was 
off to perform his first real mission as a Lucian agent. 

Suddenly, his eyelids felt heavy and he leaned back, allowing his body to sink into 
the soft leather. 

Before his eyes closed completely, he took one last glance at his mother. She had 
returned to her phone and looked just as alert as before. Perhaps she never slept at 
all. He heard that sharks never went to sleep. They never stopped swimming. Never 
stopped hunting. 

Ian knew he'd be like that someday. But for now, he needed to rest. 


There was a sleek black sedan waiting for them at the private airfield outside of 
Ghent. It was almost dawn, and the car zipped through the silent city as if trying to 
outrace the sun rays that had begun to shine out over the tops of the peaked roofs. 

While London was a mix of old and new, the buildings in Ghent had been 
remarkably well preserved. With its narrow streets flanked by pointy Gothic and 
sprawling Renaissance buildings, the city seemed like something out of a fairy tale, 
making the modern cars parked alongside the road look like they’d been spat out ofa 
time machine gone haywire. 

By now, both he and Natalie were wide awake, sitting up on either side of Isabel. 
The car turned onto a larger boulevard and sped away from the historic city center, 
toward the university. The closer they got, the faster Ian’s heart began to beat. He 
leaned away from his mother, worried that she’d be able to feel it. 

“All right,” Isabel said cheerfully as a cluster of modern high-rises appeared in the 
distance. “I’m going to drop you two off by the side entrance. Then Hendrik will drive 


the car around the block to avoid suspicion. You have ten minutes before the 
morning cleaning staff arrives. Did you synchronize your watches?” Ian and Natalie 
both nodded. “Wonderful.” She beamed. “Your father and I are so lucky to have such 
clever children.” She reached over and grabbed each of their hands. “Now make sure 
to stay together, no matter what.” 

The car slowed to a stop. There was a faint click as Hendrik unlocked the doors. 
The ordinary sound had never felt so ominous. Isabel leaned over and gave each of 
them a kiss on the cheek. “Off you go, duckies. I know you'll make me proud.” 

Ian opened the door and slid out into the cool morning air, stepping to the side to 
make room for Natalie. The physics building was twenty-two stories of glass and 
metal that shimmered under the rising sun. Despite its large, light-filled windows, it 
struck Ian as impenetrable as a fort. His palms grew sweaty as he craned his neck to 
see the roof. The backup plan — climbing to the top to enter through the air vents — 
suddenly seemed insane. Ian readjusted the backpack that held his rappelling gear 
and other tools, silently praying that he wouldn’t have to use it. 

“There’s an extraction helicopter on standby, right?” Ian asked. It was standard 
Lucian practice to have one at the ready during missions, in case of emergencies. 

“Isn't there always?” Isabel said quickly, glancing down at her phone. “Oh, and one 
more thing. Make sure you reactivate the alarm when you leave. It’s the same code.” 
She slid over and grabbed the door handle. “Good luck, darlings.” 

“Bye, Mummy,” Natalie called as Isabel shut the door. The car drove away and 
turned a corner. She was gone. 

Ian nodded at Natalie, and they jogged down a gravel path, which led to an alley 
along the side of the building. Without saying a word, they pressed themselves 
against the wall and glanced around, but the coast was clear. 

There was an electronic key reader next to the door. Natalie reached into her 
backpack and pulled out a plastic card. She waved it across the sensor, which 
produced a Series of beeps. She pressed a few numbers on the keypad, and the door 
swung open. Ian exhaled loudly. He hadn’t even realized he’d been holding his breath. 

With one more glance behind them, he and Natalie stepped into the basement of 
the building. It was unlikely that the university had installed motion sensors in what 
appeared to be a janitorial supply room but, just to be safe, he pressed his back 
against the wall and inched toward the door at the other end. He peered around the 
corner, and then signaled for Natalie to follow him into the hallway. 


They moved quickly but silently down the dark corridor and up the emergency 
Staircase to the fourth floor, where the Ekaterina professor had his lab. The sun had 
risen high enough to flood the hallway with faint light and illuminate the colorful 
posters on the wall. There were huge satellite photos of the planets interspersed with 
flyers advertising student events. Or, at least, that’s what Ian assumed. It was hard to 
tell when everything was written in Dutch. 

Despite his nervousness, Ian grinned. It was amusing to think of the university 
students all over the world, taking classes, making plans for the future, when really, 
it was Ian’s family who made all the decisions. Being a Cahill was all that really 
mattered. And Ian and Natalie were about to establish themselves as two of its rising 
Stars. 

“Tan,” Natalie hissed. “What are you doing?” 

He’d stopped without realizing it. His cheeks flushed as he jogged to catch up with 
Natalie, who was waiting for him in front of a set of heavy double doors. Lab number 
403. This was it. Unlike the other rooms along the hall, this one had warning signs 
affixed to the small plastic windows. INGANG VERBODEN. 

There was a keypad on the wall. Ian raised his hand and saw that it was shaking. 
Calm down, he scolded himself. Everything is going according to plan. He turned to 
Natalie. “Four-eight-one-eight, right?” She nodded. 

Ian entered the code and held his breath. There was an agonizing moment of 
Silence followed by a reassuring low beep. It worked. “Ready?” He reached forward, 
pushed on the bar, and opened the door. 

The large, windowless room was dark. Long lab tables were arranged in neat rows, 
and the shelves were full of equipment. Ian recognized the beakers and microscopes 
from science class, but most of the tools were unfamiliar. 

There was a computer on each table, but the desk at the front of the room had the 
largest, newest-looking monitor. That had to be it. lan motioned for Natalie to follow 
him as he darted over to the desk and tapped the keyboard. They both jumped as it 
pinged to life, and then got to work. 

Natalie inserted a flash drive into the USB port while Ian performed a search for the 
files. According to Irina, Professor Hauser’s project had the code name Archimedes. An 
error message popped up. Password required. He took a deep breath and flexed his 
fingers, then began furiously typing as he opened the program he’d learned from his 
hacking tutor. The screen turned black for a moment, then lines of code began 


scrolling across. Ian clicked on the folder again. It opened, showing six documents 
labeled Archimedes. 

“We did it!” Natalie whispered. 

“I did it,” Ian said, smiling as he copied the folder onto the USB drive. “Now come 
on. Let’s get out of here.” He placed the drive in his pocket, turned off the monitor, 
and headed toward the door. 

They walked back and Ian turned to the keypad and typed in the same code they'd 
used to enter: 4-8-1-8. A message flashed across the screen. 

INDRINGER 

Before Ian had time to react, a high-pitched alarm rang out from somewhere down 
the hallway. Natalie gasped and Ian whirled around. Red lights had begun flashing 
and a stream of beeps joined in with the alarm. 

Don't panic, he thought, forcing himself to breathe. They were in a university 
physics lab, for goodness’ sake, not the Pentagon. At worst, some part-time security 
guard would come lumbering down the hall, and Ian and Natalie would just pretend 
to be lost. He could talk his way out of anything. His sister could cry if necessary. No 
one was going to arrest them. 

“It’s fine,” Ian said, forcing himself to sound calm. “we'll just head back downstairs 
and sneak out.” He grabbed Natalie’s hand and they ran down the hallway. Ian flung 
open the door and hurled into the staircase, pulling his sister with him as he took the 
Stairs two at a time. 

“Pas op stop!” a deep voice echoed from a loudspeaker. 

“Oh no,” Natalie gasped. Her feet stopped moving and she slid down the last few 
steps before crashing into Ian on the landing. “It’s the police.” 

This was not good. A security guard, they could fight off easily. But a trained police 
force was a different story. Ian spun on his heel and started heading back up. “We 
need to get to the roof.” 

They raced up the stairs, rounding the corner past the landing for the sixth floor. 
Sixteen more to go. With their head start, they wouldn’t have a problem getting there 
before the police. But then why were the shouts getting louder? 

“They'll be... waiting... for ... us, right?” Natalie gasped, grabbing on to the 
railing to haul herself up onto the landing of the eleventh floor. She paused like she 
was going to stop and catch her breath, but there wasn’t any time. Ian yanked her 
forward. 


“Yes, of course,” Ian said, forcing the words out through his burning lungs. The 
muscles in the backs of his legs felt like they were about to snap. But they had to 
keep going. The backup team would have been monitoring the alarms and would 
know that Ian and Natalie were in trouble. The helicopter would be there. 

As they careened past the entrance to the seventeenth floor, the echo of 
approaching footsteps grew stronger. They police were gaining on them. He and 
Natalie couldn't get arrested on their first mission. If there was one thing Vikram and 
Isabel despised most, it was failure. 

By the time they reached the top floor, Ian’s wobbly legs seemed to be moving on 
their own, and his feet felt strangely numb. Natalie’s face was bright red and she was 
breathing in fast, shallow gasps. He had to get her out of there. 

Ian grabbed on to her small, sweaty hand and burst into the sunlight, bracing 
himself for the roar of the helicopter. 

But the roof was completely silent. 

The sky was a stunning mix of pinks and yellows, but he didn’t have time to think 
about how picturesque the medieval towers looked in the dawn light, or how the 
building next door sparkled under the rising sun. All he cared about was finding the 
helicopter. 

Ian scanned the horizon, searching for the familiar shape of the Lucian chopper, 
but there was nothing moving in the early-morning sky. 

Someone had made a terrible mistake. 

Ian could hear the stomp of police boots through the open door. They were 
trapped. 

Unless... 

He flung his backpack on the ground, plunged his hand inside, and removed a 
metal grappling hook attached to a long rope. 

Natalie’s eyes widened. “Oh no, no, no, no.” She took a step back. “Ian, you can’t. 
You're going to get us killed.” 

The door opened, releasing a stream of blue uniforms and black boots. 

Natalie shrieked and clung to Ian. He raised the grappling hook over his head, 
swung it in a few circles, and then hurled it into the air. There was a satisfying clank 
as it caught on to the balcony jutting out from the adjacent building. 

Ian twisted the end of the rope around his forearm and then wrapped his other 
arm around Natalie. “Come on!” They ran for the ledge. Ian felt Natalie hesitate, but 


she was no match for the momentum of his body weight. He leaned forward, and 
they tumbled over the edge. 

It felt like free fall. Like they weren't attached to anything at all. Natalie screamed 
but Ian felt his chest cave in, as if all the air had been sucked out of him. 

This had been a foolish decision. 

They were going to die. 

But then the rope tightened. They gained speed, but were moving sideways instead 
of down. 

Ian felt a brief moment of relief before they slammed into a wall. This time, he 
yelled as a jolt of pain shook every bone in his body. The impact sent them back into 
the air but then they swung forward and hit the building a second time, just to the 
left of a large window. 

He groaned and felt his body go slack. Natalie began to slide down. “Ian!” she 
screamed. He gasped and tightened his grip, hoisting her just under her arms. He 
wouldn't be able to hold her for long. They needed to get inside the building. 

“We have to break the window,” he said, struggling to speak with the effort of 
holding on to his sister and the rope. “Push off with your legs.” 

Natalie shrieked. “Ian, I'm slipping. I’m slipping!” Her voice grew hysterical. 

Sweat was pouring down his arm and he felt her slide farther down. He groaned as 
he strained to tighten his grip. A few more inches, and she’d plummet down twenty- 
two stories. “Hold on!” 

He kicked off from the building at an angle so that he’d hit the window on his 
return. But there wasn’t enough force and they bounced right back off. 

His arms were burning, and he could almost feel the muscle fibers breaking down. 
The rope cut into his hand like a knife, and the arm holding Natalie began to shake. 
With a groan, he pushed off the window with all this strength. They flew into the air, 
picking up speed on the way back. He stuck his heel out and jammed it into the glass. 

Ian felt another explosion of pain as he and Natalie tumbled through the window, 
landing in a heap of glass on a linoleum floor. He moaned and rolled over onto his 
Side. Natalie lay in a crumpled heap, her hair sprinkled with glass. A trickle of blood 
ran down her forehead. 

He pushed his hands against the floor and forced himself to sit up. “Natalie.” He 
put his hand on her shoulder. “Natalie!” 

His vision grew blurry and hot tears collected in his eyes, burning a path through 


the sweat and grime as they wound down his cheeks. “Natalie,” he said, choking on 
the syllables. 

She moaned softly and rolled over. Her eyelids twitched and then fluttered open. 

“Thank God,” Ian whispered. 

Natalie raised herself onto her elbows and looked around. They were in another 
university building — some sort of administrative department. The walls were 
painted an uninspiring gray and ugly orange plastic chairs were arranged in clusters. 

Ian helped Natalie to her feet. Although there weren’t any alarms going off in this 
building, they needed to get out. “Let’s go,” he said. “The police will be here any 
moment.” 

Natalie took a step forward and winced. He knelt down and lifted her onto his 
back. The police had probably already surrounded the main entrances. They had to 
find another way out. 

As he jogged down the hall, a rancid smell made him wrinkle his nose. He turned 
and saw a metal rubbish chute. He lowered Natalie and pulled on the handle. It 
looked just wide enough for them to slide down. 

“Are you joking?” Natalie asked, her eyes wide with horror. 

“No,” he said, angling his leg so it fit inside. “Now, come on. Mum will be worried.” 
And probably nauseated when she saw them, but that didn’t matter. 

Their first mission was going to be a success, even if it almost killed them. 


Ian and Natalie snuck out of the rubbish room, and into the alley, then cut through a 
garden that looked like it led to their designated rendezvous point. Ian took his 
sisters hand and they limped through the gate, turning onto a quiet, tree-lined street. 

It was empty. No black car was waiting for them. 

Ian pulled his phone out to call Isabel. She didn’t pick up. Natalie tried calling from 
her phone, but that didn’t work, either. She left a vague message and then hung up. 

“Where is she?” Natalie asked. “She said she’d be waiting here.” She scanned the 
empty street. “Didn’t she notice all the police?” 

Ian closed his eyes as a rush of thoughts flooded his overworked brain. It had to be 
a mistake. A misunderstanding. They must not have heard Isabel correctly when 
they left the car. They'd probably been too nervous to pay proper attention. “I think 
she’s meeting us ... somewhere else,” he said, opening his eyes. 


“What?” Natalie’s blood-streaked brow furrowed with worry. “That’s not what she 
Said.” 

The conversation from last night’s dinner replayed through his head, sending his 
heart into a faster gear. And then the answer came to him. There had been something 
else his mother had been interested in. He pressed his lips together as he opened a 
web browser on his phone and typed in Ghent altarpiece. The first search result on the 
map was Saint Bavo Cathedral, about three miles away. He closed his eyes in a futile 
attempt to silence the thoughts rushing through his brain. “I think I know where she 
is.” 


Ian used the GPS on his phone to navigate to the cathedral. It was still early enough 
that the streets were mostly empty. There were no pedestrians and hardly any cars. If 
some of the motorists noticed the two children trudging along the twisty roads, their 
clothes covered in rubbish and dried blood, none of them thought to stop. 

As they got closer, a mix of confusion and concern flowed through him, churning 
Ian’s stomach like discount caviar. Part of him hoped his mother would be in the 
cathedral so they could all just go home. But another part of him dreaded finding her 
there. He couldn’t accept the possibility that she had set them up. 

Ian led Natalie around a corner and found himself in the middle of a vast square 
dominated by an enormous Gothic cathedral. Ian had seen countless churches, but 
nothing as impressive — or intimidating — as Saint Bavo. The central tower was so 
high Ian had to crane his neck to see the top, but the glare of the early-morning sun 
blocked his view. 

According to his phone, it was only 6:23 Ghent time, but the enormous front door 
was open a crack. With a glance at Natalie, they shuffled over to the entrance and 
Slipped through the gap, then stepped into a dim vestibule. 

The air was heavy with dust and the distinct scent of old stone. Ian and Natalie 
scurried under a low archway and entered the main sanctuary. 

For a moment, Ian could do nothing but stare in wonder. The soaring columns 
seemed impossibly high, supporting an arched ceiling under which shadows 
gathered like a perpetual twilight. Yet sunshine streamed in through the stained 
glass widows, dappling the floor with puddles of soft color. Ian and Natalie moved 
noiselessly down the black-and-white center aisle, passing dark, narrow alcoves in 


which various altars and sculptures glinted softly. He wasn’t sure whether he was 
being quiet to avoid detection, or because it felt wrong to disturb the silence. It was 
hard to imagine the cathedral full of worshippers, let alone tourists. The stillness 
itself felt ancient — as if the light and the dust and the scent of the stones had been 
mingling together for millennia. 

But then a sound broke through the quiet like a mallet, shattering the silence. A 
low moan that Ian felt in his bones as much as he heard it in his ears. He and Natalie 
followed the noise into one of the shadowy alcoves, but then jumped back, startled. 
Two uniformed guards were sitting back-to-back on the floor, tied together. A silk 
scarf had been used to gag one of them, who looked at Ian and Natalie with frantic 
eyes. The other man seemed unconscious. 

Ian placed his hand on Natalie’s shoulder and backed away slowly. A knot had 
begun to harden in his stomach, collecting particles of dread from throughout his 
body. 

They made their way back up the center aisle and had almost reached the front 
vestibule when Ian stopped short. “What’s going —” Natalie started to say, but Ian 
clasped his hand over her mouth. 

“Shh,” he whispered, and then pointed toward one of the other alcoves. 

Isabel was standing in front of an enormous painting. Or, rather, a series of 
paintings, each depicting something vaguely religious. But Ian couldn’t focus on any 
of the images. His brain refused to process the mass of shapes and colors. All he could 
see was his mother. 

She wasn’t on her phone, making frantic calls to the backup team. She wasn’t e- 
mailing the British foreign secretary, placing him on a high alert. 

She was examining the paintings. 

Her gaze was trained on the panel in the lower left corner. Ian took a step forward, 
and the images snapped into focus. The painting showed a group of bald monks 
wearing brightly colored robes. 

She reached into her purse and produced a long silver knife. 

“Mum,” he said, flinching as his voice echoed through the empty sanctuary, 
making it sound like hundreds of boys calling for their mothers. 

Isabel whirled around without lowering the knife. Her skin looked pale in the 
ecclesiastical gloom, yet her eyes gleamed as brightly as the silver blade. 

When Isabel saw their frightened faces, she brought her arm down to her side, but 


her expression did not soften. “What are you doing here?” she asked in a voice Ian 
had never heard before. 

Ian felt Natalie stiffen next to him, and he knew it was up to him to explain. 
“Something went wrong. The code you gave us, I mean, the code we had set off an 
alarm. But we got the files.” He reached into his pocket and removed the flash drive, 
holding it in his outstretched palm. 

Isabel didn’t seem to notice. “Where are the police? Did they follow you here?” 

“At the university. They don’t know we escaped.” 

She exhaled audibly. “Brilliant. Well done, darlings.” 

Ian took another step forward. “Don’t you want the files?” 

Isabel smiled, and suddenly, Ian felt like a child who'd just offered his mother the 
damp remainder of his half-chewed biscuit. “You hold on to them for now, 
sweetheart. I have to take care of something here before the police arrive.” 

“It’s rubbish, isn’t it?” he said, his voice fluttering up to the ceiling. “You didn’t need 
these at all. We were just supposed to create a diversion, weren’t we?” The knot in his 
stomach became a black hole, sucking every feeling out of him, leaving nothing 
behind but anger. 

“Yes, and you did splendidly. I’m so proud of you.” Her cool tone only infuriated 
him more. 

“Natalie and I were almost arrested.” The heat from his face trickled down his 
windpipe, creating a pool of smoldering rage in his chest. “We came close to killing 
ourselves trying to escape.” 

“Stop being so dramatic, darling, you look fine to me. Now, go run outside and wait 
in the car. Pll just be a moment.” Isabel turned back to face the panel she’d been 
examining before. The monks were almost life-sized, and their individual faces were 
so distinct it looked like they were about to speak. 

Isabel raised her arm so that the blade of the knife pointed toward the face of one 
of the monks. Ian felt his stomach twist. He knew it was only a painting, but it still 
looked like his mother was about to pierce real flesh. 

The image of the unconscious guard flashed in his mind, followed by the terrified 
face of Mr. Pringle. 

“No!” he shouted, lunging forward. 

Isabel stepped to the side, sending Ian stumbling. “What do you think you’re 
doing?” she hissed. “Have you gone mad?” 


“I think he might be the only one of your family who hasn’t gone mad.” 

They all spun around to see a woman Standing at the edge of the alcove. The light 
illuminated her from behind, so all they could see was her tall silhouette. Her voice 
was Slow and resonant. If Ian hadn’t known better, he might have thought she’d just 
stepped out of one of the stained glass windows. 

The woman stepped forward. Ian recognized her mass of gray hair and penetrating 
blue eyes. It was Amy’s grandmother Grace Cahill. 

Ian glanced back at his mother. Her jaw was clenched and she was gripping the 
knife so tightly her entire hand had turned white. But then she smiled, and her face 
transformed. “Grace,” she said with exaggerated warmth, as if she were greeting a 
guest at a party. “What a lovely surprise. How wonderful to see you looking so... 
alive.” 

At first, Ian wasn’t sure what Isabel was talking about, but then Grace took a few 
steps closer and he noticed that she was thinner than he’d ever seen her. There were 
deep hollows under her eyes, and her cheekbones protruded so sharply they looked 
like they were about to poke out through her skin. He remembered a conversation 
he’d overheard between his parents a few weeks ago. Something about Grace only 
having a few months left to live. 

Yet despite her gaunt appearance, she stood just as erect as always. “Yes, well, 
Stopping a Lucian from defacing ‘The Adoration of the Mystic Lamb’ was on my 
bucket list, so I thought Td take a chance and pop over to Belgium.” She smiled and, 
for a moment, the old Grace flickered into focus. “And look, here you are. Sucha 
fortunate coincidence.” 

Isabel took a step toward Grace, letting the hand with the knife swing back and 
forth. “I knew I should have waited until after you died. The doctors gave you, what, 
another few weeks?” 

Grace shrugged. “I’ve never really been one for schedules.” 

“Well, I was raised to believe in the importance of punctuality. And unless you 
turn around right now, I'm going to make sure your final departure is well on time.” 

Ian waited for his mother to smile, to show that she was joking, but her face 
remained the same. She couldn’t possibly be serious. It was one thing to have 
someone fired or — his stomach clenched as he thought about Mr. Pringle — use 
other “persuasive techniques,” but surely his mother wouldn’t threaten to kill 
someone. 


“Tm not so concerned about that,” Grace said airily. “But I wouldn’t advise you to 
get any closer to that painting. I have four snipers just waiting for my order to shoot.” 
“you're bluffing,” Isabel said. Ian could tell she was trying to sound confident, but 

there was still an unfamiliar waver in her voice. 

“I may be a lot of things, Isabel, but you know Im not a liar.” 

Isabel smirked. “For all I know, those cancer drugs have addled your brain. From 
what I’ve heard, you're practically delusional.” 

Grace’s face hardened. “That won’t keep me from telling people what you really 
are.” 

Isabel took a step forward, but when her stiletto hit the tile, the click it made was 
too loud. They all jumped. It sounded exactly like a gun being cocked. 

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Grace asked. “It seems like an awfully big risk 
to take, especially with Ian and Natalie here.” 

Isabel stared at her for what felt like an eternity before she finally spoke. “You’re 
wasting your time, Grace,” she said, slipping the knife back in her purse. “I can always 
come back. I know you're well connected, but even you won't be able to do anything 
from six feet underground.” 

“Oh, I think you'll find it very hard to get rid of me completely, Isabel.” 

Isabel turned to her children. “Come along, darlings.” She placed a hand on Ian’s 
shoulder and beckoned for Natalie to follow. “It’s impossible to enjoy art with awful 
American tourists everywhere.” She shot a final look at Grace. “They have no sense of 
decorum.” 

As they followed Isabel out of the alcove, Ian glanced over his shoulder. Grace 
raised her eyebrows and then gave him a small nod. An odd mixture of pride and 
shame swept through him. He wasn’t sure whether stopping his mother from 
Stabbing the painting had been brave or incredibly foolish. 

Ian blinked as he stepped into the sunlight. It was like waking up from a dream, as 
if the strange events inside the cathedral had occurred long ago, or perhaps not at all. 
He shook his head, as if to separate his real memories from the illusions. There had 
to be something he was missing, something that would explain what had happened. 

They climbed into the car. Natalie drew her knees up to her chest and closed her 
eyes, though Ian was pretty sure she wasn’t going to sleep. Isabel had taken out her 
phone and seemed to be talking to their father. “Did I wake you?” she asked. “Oh, good 
... yes . . . yes, exactly. They did brilliantly.” She reached over and squeezed Ian’s 


hand, then wiped her palm on her skirt. “Although they’re in desperate need of a 
shower.” 

Ian sank back into the leather seat. His mother was proud of them. They’d done 
something right — even if they hadn’t known the whole plan. Sitting in the warm car, 
the thought of cutting a piece of art seemed laughably harmless. Who cared that the 
figures looked like real people? 

He remembered the expression on his mother’s face when she'd first looked at 
Grace. Sometimes, being a Lucian meant you had to destroy whatever was in your 
way. 


Grace stood in front of the altarpiece, smiling at the familiar faces. She’d come to see 
the “Lamb” a number of times since its return to Ghent, but it’d been many years 
since her last visit. She was glad for the chance to say good-bye. Grace had considered 
bringing Amy to show her the painting that meant so much to her, but was grateful 
she’d decided against it. It was better that her grandchildren know nothing about 
Clues or the Vespers yet. 

Grace reached into her pocket and pulled out a portable X-ray device she'd built 
based on a prototype she “borrowed” from the Ekaterina stronghold in Cairo. She held 
it up to the panel Isabel had been examining and pressed a button. An image 
appeared on the screen. It looked almost identical to the painting, except for one key 
difference. There were words embroidered onto one of the saints’ sleeves. A Dutch 
phrase. It must have been painted over at some point, because it was no longer 
visible to the naked eye. 

Grace smiled grimly as she scanned the other panels. Each revealed another 
phrase. Some were in Dutch. Others were in Latin, and a few were written in 
languages Grace didn’t recognize. 

She scanned the center panel, “The Adoration of the Mystic Lamb,” and inhaled 
sharply. 

Zij zullen de aarde zerplaatsen. 

They will move the Earth. 

So it was true. 

A wave of nausea passed over her, and she stumbled, grabbing on to a wooden rail 
for balance. Everything she’d done, all the sacrifices she’d made to find the Clues — 


what was the point if the Vespers had the power to destroy them all? 

Grace took a deep breath. It was time to go. She had a long trip back to 
Massachusetts, and she didn’t want to risk missing her weekend with Amy and Dan. 
There weren't going to be many more of those. Although similar thoughts had passed 
through her mind countless times over the last few months, she still felt an ache in 
her chest. 

She turned for one final look at the paintings her mother had loved. 

Her mother had never really left her. 

And Grace had no intention of leaving Amy and Dan. 

“They are not only works of art. Today they are the symbols of the human spirit.” 
President Roosevelt’s words ran through Grace like someone had turned on a wireless 
radio inside her head. 

She looked at the altarpiece and smiled. Some things were more powerful than 
death. 

The human spirit lived on. 
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ATTORNEYS AT LAW 


To whom it may concern, 


The information in this book comes from the Cahill vault, 
which means that none of it was meant for your eyes. Over 
the past 500 years, a number of exceedingly dangerous items 
have been placed in the vault for safekeeping — assassination 
orders, confession-filled diaries, treasure maps, and many 
other items that I know better than to list here. Documents 
that have sparked wars, incited revolutions, and led to the 
downfall of governments, kings, and empires. 


It was not my idea to make this material public. I was 

given specific instructions by my former employer, William 
McIntyre, to protect the information in the vault. However, 
after recent tragic events, it looks like I’m taking orders from 
someone new— someone who believes that the Cahill Files 
are essential to the security of the Cahill family . . . and the 
world at large. 


And so, the vault has been opened. Do with these stories 
what you will. But when you find yourself weighed down by 
the secrets and scandals that shaped history, just remember 
one thing: I told you so. 


Caps Re 





THE REDCOAT CHASE 


PART 4 


Maryland, 1814 


Frederick Warren knew he shouldn’t do it. He knew his parents 
would be angry, and that he would be punished and told he was 
too old for childish pranks. But he could worry about 
punishment after the fact. At that moment, on a dark August 
dawn, Frederick needed a good hard laugh to lighten the mood. 
And what his parents didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. 

It was 1814, and America had been at war for two years with 
no sign of the conflict letting up. Everyone was feeling the effects 
— soaring prices of food, a constant shortage of money, and 
living with the threat that, at any time, the British could attack. 

Frederick’s parents had seemed particularly frayed lately, his 
mother taking care of guests at their Maryland inn with 
resignation, sighing as she spooned stews at night or stirred 
porridge in the morning. All Frederick’s father could talk about 
was the course of the war, which pressed closer and closer to 
their doorsteps, the British army advancing more each day. It 
seemed to Frederick that no one had smiled in years, let alone 
laughed. 


So earlier that morning, before his mother readied breakfast, 
Frederick carefully replaced the sugar in his mother’s fancy 
pewter sugar bowls with salt. Now, as he brewed a pot of tea and 
stacked a tower of golden toast on a tray for their crabbiest 
guest, Frederick chuckled to himself. His parents had been 
preoccupied that morning and hadn't noticed his little trick. 
Their town hall meetings had been starting earlier and earlier 
before the sun rose, and pressing later and later into the night, 
too. The inn responsibilities were increasingly falling to 
Frederick. 

This week alone, his parents had been laboring over sketches 
for evacuation maps and serving on committees planning what 
to do should the British reach town — where to take shelter, 
where to find stashed food, the least conspicuous back roads out 
of town. Frederick wasn’t sure where his parents received their 
information, or why they were always the first to find out 
everything. It seemed to Frederick that his parents were always 
whom other people turned to when they needed to be comforted, 
when they needed a plan in times of crisis, and, most of all, 
when they needed information no one else could seem to get. 

In the breakfast room, Frederick deposited the tray in front of 
a scowling old woman and her husband, who were traveling 
through town to get to Washington. After Frederick had served 
the woman the night before, he’d heard her mutter to her 
husband, “If our army is as sloppy as the staff at this inn, we'll 
all be singing ‘God Save the King’ before the year is out.” 

Now Frederick bowed lavishly and left for the kitchen, where 
he peeked out from behind the doorway to watch. The old 


woman nibbled on some toast and loudly declared it burnt to her 
husband, who shrugged and ate it anyway. The woman then 
spooned three helpings of what she thought was sugar into her 
bowl of tea. She blew on the steam that rose up from the bowl 
and inhaled the scent before bringing the tea to her lips and 
taking a long warm sip. Not a split second later, the woman’s tea 
came flying at her husband as a liquid projectile right into his 
face. He leapt to his feet and wiped his face with a handkerchief. 

“Constance, you forget yourself!” he huffed at his wife, her 
face puckered and furious. 

The other guests, seated at nearby tables, were trying visibly 
not to laugh. 

Frederick, who’d seen the whole thing from his perch just 
inside the doorway of the kitchen, doubled over, holding his 
stomach, tears leaking from his eyes. 

The old woman gesticulated wildly, knocking the bowl of 
sugar onto the floor. “It’s salt! SALT!” she screeched, though it 
was clear her husband had no idea what she was talking about. 
“WHO DID THIS?” 

Frederick took a cautious step toward the kitchen just as his 
mother came in from outside, untying her bonnet and setting 
down a pail of fresh cream. Her eyes were pinched and 
exhausted, and she looked at Frederick wearily, as if to say, I 
don’t have the energy for this right now. 

Frederick dared one last peek into the dining room and caught 
the expression on the face of the woman’s husband, who was 
trying very hard to suppress a smile. 


The barn smelled of manure. Frederick had to shovel it, sweep 
the barn floor, and then milk, feed, and water the cow until she 
relieved herself and it was time to shovel again. Whose bright 
idea was it, again, Frederick chided himself, to switch the salt 
and the sugar? His parents had berated him, but what made him 
feel worse was that they'd been forced to return the old woman’s 
money, which Frederick hadn’t even considered until it was too 
late. His prank had been poor judgment, Frederick agreed, and 
no amount of shoveling would replace the funds his parents had 
lost. 

It was already bright and hot, even though it was not yet 
noon. Frederick wiped his brow with his handkerchief. 

As he worked, Frederick’s thoughts turned again to the war. 
Even decades after the War of Independence, England was still 
trying to turn America back into a British colony. They had 
blockaded American ports for their own selfish gains in the war 
against Napoleon. And then they’d impressed American sailors, 
kidnapping them at sea and enlisting them to fight on British 
ships! 

Frederick hadn’t been alive during the War of Independence, 
but when he was younger he would press his ear to the floor to 
try and overhear the war stories his father told of the battlefield 
— men getting blown up, shot down, sliced in two with a 
bayonet, how they taught those redcoats a lesson and won 
freedom for all the land. As far as Frederick was concerned, the 
British were the most villainous people alive. 

The barn shared a wall with the small stable, and Frederick 
could hear the thud of horses kicking in their stalls. He’d need to 


feed and water them later. 

Frederick drove his shoulder into his work, lifting a pitchfork 
heavy with hay into his wheelbarrow. The haystacks loomed 
tall, and there were a lot of horses to feed. Sunlight streamed in 
through the doorway; it was already midmorning. What if he 
wasn’t finished by supper? He decided maybe he’d like to lie 
down on the haystack, just to rest his back for one moment. He 
could have sworn his eyes hadn’t been closed a second when — 

“Frederick! Wake up, son!” 

Frederick shook his bleary head awake, confused at the sight 
of his father looming above him. He flushed in embarrassment. 
In his exile in the barn, Frederick had hoped to gain back his 
parents’ trust, not further erode it. 

“F-Father,” Frederick stammered, “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. 
rll make sure the chores —” 

But his father wasn’t paying attention to the barn. He hada 
look on his face that Frederick had never seen before, and was 
pushing his hair back and forth while holding his hat in his 
other hand. 

“I apologize, again, for this morning —” Frederick began, but 
his father cut him off, which was also a first. Frederick’s father 
believed in a man’s sense of dignity. He considered it a breach of 
manners to interrupt someone. 

“There isn’t time, son,” his father said, his voice barely 
audible, sounding higher and less certain than Frederick had 
ever heard it, like a child afraid of the dark. His father was 
wearing his black waistcoat and jacket with black leggings — the 
outfit he normally reserved for funerals. A chill ran through 


Frederick. His father’s rifle, which was normally stored away, 
was propped against the barn door. 

“What is it, Father?” Frederick asked. He brushed off his pants 
and straightened up, rising from the haystacks to try and meet 
his father’s eyes. 

“Son, what I am about to tell you may not make sense right 
now, but you must listen. You must be serious, for once.” 

Frederick braced himself; everything that was sturdy this 
morning now felt uncertain, shaky. Serious, for once: The words 
clattered around in his head. Did his father really think him so 
frivolous? 

“Your mother and I — we are not innkeepers.” He paused here, 
and met Frederick’s eyes. “Well, we are, of course, but that is not 
our main work. We have a special heritage — you have a special 
heritage. You are a member of the Cahills, a family that goes 
back hundreds of years. We’re Madrigals, members of a group of 
elite Cahills.” 

“But I’m a Warren!” Frederick protested. 

His father toed at the ground with his boot, and the nervous 
tic in someone normally so composed made Frederick uneasy. 

“Yes, but you're also part of a powerful secret organization. We 
don’t just run our inn for travelers. It’s also a place of safety for 
other Cahills, a place they can escape their enemies.” 

“Enemies?” Frederick asked. A chill ran up his spine. 

His father nodded. “The Vespers. Those who seek to extinguish 
us, forever.” 

Frederick gasped a sharp breath — extinguish us? 


His father put an unsteady hand on Frederick’s shoulder, and 
his brow furrowed as he forced himself to continue. He 
swallowed mightily. “At this very moment, son, there is an 
extremely dangerous man in the area. A Vesper traveling with 
the British army here in Maryland. Your mother and I must find 
him and stop him, or —” Frederick’s father broke off and gave 
his son an anguished look. 

Frederick’s head was spinning now. Everything was tilting — 
the way he felt dizzy after circling the maypole too many times 
the past spring, when the ground came up and knocked the 
wind out of him. 

“Where are you going?” Frederick managed to ask. 

“It doesn’t matter. What does matter is keeping you out of 
harm’s way.” 

Frederick took stock of his father’s face — the silvery hair, 
watery blue eyes, the quiet lines around his eyes and smile, a 
gentleman’s face, a distinguished retired soldier, to be sure, but 
this man, this man, was also a — would that make him a spy? It 
was inconceivable. He tried to memorize all of the details of his 
father’s face, searching it, as if it were the first time he was 
really seeing it. Please, please, let it not be the last. 

Soft footsteps on the grass broke their reverie. Frederick’s 
mother hurried across the barnyard to join them, chickens 
squawking at her as she passed — a harsh, grating sound. She 
wore her good walking dress and gloves, with her straw bonnet 
tied under her chin. She clutched her shawl around herself 
tightly, as if to protect herself from a blizzard, even though it 
was the height of summer. 


Frederick’s mother took his arm in her own and asked if he 
understood the grave danger that they were all in. 

“No,” Frederick answered helplessly. “And you can’t tell me 
what’s going on?” 

His mother’s lip quivered as she shook her head and turned to 
look at his father. 

“Is there nothing I can do?” Frederick asked desperately. “Have 
I disappointed you somehow, this morning —?” 

“Son,” she whispered, turning to face him, “if we felt it would 
be safer for you to join us, we would bring you. Your safety is our 
greatest priority. We're doing this to protect you, and not only 
you, but to safeguard our innocent neighbors against these 
terrible people. Can you see that?” 

Frederick shrugged. 

“Listen to me,” she said, her voice hitting an urgent note, her 
arms on his shoulders, her hands squeezing for emphasis. “If 
you hear anything about the British approaching, take to the 
church immediately, and hide, do you hear me? Follow their 
guidelines for taking shelter until you can safely evacuate. I need 
you to promise me you'll do this, son. I won’t leave without 
knowing you're safe.” 

“But the British won't, they're not going to —” 

And then his mother started to cry, hot swift tears that made 
Frederick’s chest ache. She said, “You have to promise me. 
Promise me?” 

“Yes,” he said as she embraced him, finality in her grip, “I 
promise I will run at the first sign of the British approaching.” 


He wasn’t sure when he’d grown to be taller than her, but his 
mother felt frail in his arms, and he could barely keep himself 
from crushing her with the strength of his good-bye. 

Father could never withstand emotional scenes; they upset 
him too greatly ever since his brother died from a British bullet. 
With a handshake that squeezed too hard, Father commanded 
Frederick to keep himself safe before quitting the barn for the 
stables, where he rattled a stall door open. They could hear him 
mounting Buster in a swift motion of boots in stirrups, and then 
the clomp of horseshoes on the gravel as he rode to the edge of 
the drive. Buster stamped impatiently as they waited for 
Frederick’s mother. 

She took a final look at Frederick before swinging up behind 
his father. Frederick watched as they galloped away together, out 
of sight. 

Entirely alone, Frederick’s face heated up and his heart started 
kicking, the barn seeming to swim before him. What was it his 
father had called them — Cahills? And the enemies — Vespers? 
The war was blazing nearby, so close that just the day before 
he’d seen an amputee carried out of the town doctor’s house. So 
close that he’d read about a Chesapeake town being raided and 
looted by the British. What if the Vespers came for him, now, all 
alone, and he didn’t have time to escape? And on top of it all, 
that stupid prank — what if that was the last memory his 
parents ever had of him? You must be serious, for once. 

Frederick threw the pitchfork across the barn, and watched it 
sail through the air before crashing to the floor. 


The British were coming! 

“And, in conclusion, madam,” said one of a pair of 
messengers, both coated in dust, having just ridden straight 
from the battle near Bladensburg, “we’ve come to bid you flee, 
per your husband’s request. You are not safe here, as the British 
are eager to humiliate us and the President’s House is their 
prime target. They'll be here in a few short hours! They seek to 
burn the Capitol, too, and God knows what else. We're here to 
escort you to safety.” 

Dolley Madison, the first lady of the United States, looked up 
from the Cabinet papers she was clutching only to push away a 
strand of hair that had come loose from her otherwise 
immaculate bun. Then she returned to the boxes strewn around 
her on the floor. 

“Gentlemen,” she said, skimming over the documents before 
her, “that won’t be necessary.” 

She looked up only long enough to see the two messengers’ 
mouths drop at the same time, as if they were puppets 
controlled by some higher hand. 

The air in the library was hot. The room, which was also her 
husband’s office, was paneled in mahogany. Grand floor-to- 
ceiling bookshelves ran the length of the room, with stepladders 
on wheels mounted to them to more easily get from book to 
book. The books took up all of the shelves, some stacked 
sideways, but, far from looking cluttered or disorganized, the 
disarray gave the impression of being at a crowded and happy 


party. 


There were green velvet chaise lounges with gold filigree in 
great bay windows overlooking the President’s House lawn. At 
the center of the room, on top of a handsome Persian rug, sat 
James’s desk, flanked by a cozy fireplace. 

But all that Dolley could see were the boxes and boxes of 
papers strewn before her, none of them containing what she so 
desperately needed to find. This awful war, Dolley thought for the 
thousandth time. As the president’s wife, she knew the 
devastation it had wreaked on the country, the many young lives 
it had stolen. And as a Madrigal, a member of an elite branch of 
the Cahill family, she knew that the repercussions of losing the 
war would be far worse than anyone imagined. A Vesper had 
insinuated himself into the highest ranks of the British army, 
and if he were allowed to succeed . . . Dolley put the nasty 
thought firmly out of her mind. 

She was losing time with every second the messengers 
continued to bother her, and she needed to focus on the task at 
hand. A Madrigal contact had told her that there was a map 
somewhere in the President’s House, a map leading to a small 
gold ring that the Vespers coveted above all things. The 
Madrigals had never been sure what the importance of the ring 
was, but they had sworn to keep it out of Vesper hands. As soon 
as Dolley learned that the British were in the area, she’d sent an 
urgent message to her contact, alerting him that the map was in 
danger. But help from the Madrigals had never arrived, and 
Dolley had to face the fact that her message hadn't gotten 
through. It was up to her to keep the map out of Vesper hands — 
if only she could discover where it was. 


Her fingers paged rapidly through the papers in front of her as 
sweat beaded her forehead and coated her throat. 

“Madam,” said the older messenger, “leave these papers be. 
You need to collect your own belongings so I can escort you to 
your husband. We don’t have much time! Are you not afraid?” 
The younger of the two messengers shuffled his feet. 

Dolley didn’t look up from her task. “Very much so. I’m afraid 
for the sake of the army, and the sake of the country. My 
personal safety is far less important when our nation is in 
crisis.” 

There was a trunk set up next to the desk, in which Dolley had 
placed documents tied with string — pamphlets from before the 
revolution, the correspondence of past presidents. She’d packed 
them in to maximize space in the deep heavy trunk, the eighth 
she'd filled that day. Dolley had already searched two rooms 
methodically, packing up national treasures to whisk away to 
safety when she finally found the map and could flee. She was 
already running low on trunks. And wagons for carting them to 
safety. And people to drive the wagons and guard the President’s 
House. 

“Madam!” the older messenger cried again, watching her 
hustle back and forth through the room, her skirt trailing on the 
floor and picking up dust from all the books and old paper. She 
rolled a document between two scrolls and placed it in the trunk. 

“Madam!” he repeated. “You have received a direct order from 
the commander in chief. It is he who said you must evacuate. 
The Cabinet papers are not as valuable as your life!” He slammed 
his palm on the grand mahogany table. 


Dolley stopped in her tracks. Her life? Her thoughts darted to 
her dear sister, whom she’d written earlier that morning. The 
image of her son John’s face appeared before her now, all 
handsome and grown. She wanted to see him start a family one 
day. A wave of despair washed over her, and for a moment she 
was ready to drop everything and run out with these men, to 
leave everything behind. 

But then her eyes scanned the gorgeous room and settled on 
the American flag in the corner, its stars and stripes bright and 
bold. Even in the depth of this humid heat wave, they sent goose 
bumps down her skin. The fate of the nation was at stake, 
everything they’d built so carefully. The British were bad enough, 
but the Vespers were the enemy of free men everywhere. Dolley 
searched inside herself for courage. If she left, she would be 
allowing something unspeakable to win. And all her life she 
would watch on, knowing that she had run away when she was 
needed most. 

“Gentlemen,” she continued, her voice softer, somewhat 
shakier, “I appreciate your trip to retrieve me, and I apologize if it 
has been a fruitless journey. I regret that my husband’s orders 
are in conflict with my actions, but Iam not ready to leave the 
house. This is not about my life,” she said, pausing, and letting 
her eyes fill before blinking the tears away, realizing the truth of 
the statement only as she said it aloud. “It’s about so much more 
than me.” 

“Mrs. Madison, consider your family! Consider the threat to 
national security if they take you hostage. We have orders, and 
you're acting childish, if you permit me to say so.” 


“Quite the opposite, sirs,” she said, taking large strides to 
stand before them, so she could stare hard into their faces. They 
would never know the measures she’d already taken for national 
security. “This decision is one I’ve weighed with utmost 
deliberation. I resent the implication that I would ever do 
anything to endanger the country. And if you want to take me 
now, you will have to take me in chains.” 

The messengers slowly backed away toward the door, shaking 
their heads and muttering under their breath. She heard the 
slam of the door as they left, and the finality of their absence 
made the room suddenly ghostly. If only they understood this 
wasn't simply her being stubborn: She had to find the map! 

Dolley turned back to searching, toting out a fresh box of 
papers from beneath the desk. 

Her husband had ridden out to the troops yesterday after 
receiving a discouraging dispatch from Secretary of State 
Monroe: The enemy are in full march to Washington. Have the 
materials prepared to destroy the bridges. Now, even the colonel 
with his hundred men left to stand guard over Washington had 
evacuated, leaving only her, and her gardener, her faithful 
French domestic John, and a handful of slaves. 

Never had Dolley felt so alone. The British were coming, a 
Vesper with them. Coming to destroy not only her home, but the 
most important American landmark in the country’s short 
history, the President’s House, and everything it contained. Every 
last possession she’d ever owned and all of the American 
treasures this fledgling country had worked so hard to amass. 


The historic home of a new nation was about to burn to the 
ground like a pile of firewood. 

Through the silky red curtains she’d chosen when they moved 
in, she could see the nervous workings of people on the street as 
they began to pack up and depart. Smashed windows. Crushed 
plants. Carriage wheels across the street and screeching horses, 
shop doors shaken closed, whistles sounding alarm, vendors 
attempting to hawk last-minute deals before their businesses 
were destroyed. The whole district was upended. 

Memories of the house flashed before her — how excited she’d 
been when they'd moved in, state dinners with her husband, 
Wednesday drawing room parties, family picnics in the gardens, 
important official meetings, and underneath it all, a haven for 
her secret Madrigal family. 

A cannon sounded in the distance — Dolley froze. The battle 
was practically over and there were still entire wings to search, 
chambers and antechambers within the wings, and no one she 
could trust to help her find the map. 

She dove back into the papers, resisting the urge to run her 
fingers along the mansion’s beautiful gilded furniture and plush 
woven tapestries. She felt certain that this would be the last time 
she’d be in this grand space. 


Smoke hissed through the Bladensburg air, and the whistle of 
rocket fire assaulted Captain Cyrus Ramsay’s ears. This new 
British weapon, this rocket, was a force unforeseen. Red smoke 


threaded the sky above the battlefield, as if the clouds were 
trailing blood from gunshot wounds. 

The British troops were advancing up the hill, and Ramsay 
dove behind the parapet against which he and his troops had 
dug a trench. 

The battle was wearing down — it would be over soon, 
Ramsay knew, a complete embarrassment for him and the other 
outmatched American troops. Today, the president and the 
secretary of state had been present to witness their humiliation, 
which made it hurt all the worse. With this loss, it was now 
certain that the British would take the capital. As if to put an 
exclamation mark on the thought, another missile arched over 
Ramsay’s head and exploded thirty yards in front him. 

Ramsay swung around over the top of the wall and took aim 
at the redcoats on horseback headed his way. Through the sights 
of his rifle, Ramsay locked in on the British general who’d been 
particularly murderous earlier in the afternoon — Ramsay 
recognized him because this man wore his red and gold hat with 
the brim pulled all the way down, almost over his eyes, so that 
the plume tilted forward, the ridiculous plating catching glints 
from the sun. The general’s rifle could not miss, as American 
soldiers strewn across the field clearly evidenced. He reloaded 
faster than anyone Ramsay had ever seen, and with each 
successful shot, a sickening smile twisted the general’s face. 

Ramsay took aim and fired at the tilted hat, but the general 
had reflexes like a cat and dodged out of the way. The bullet 
barely missed brushing his ears, instead whistling through the 


general’s hat, pushing it off his forehead to reveal a hideous 
disfigurement. 

Ramsay’s hands shook as he lowered his gun. He couldn't take 
his eyes off the general’s forehead. There, plain as day, was a 
deep gash slashed across his brow. The man had been cut, 
scarred with a letter just over his eyes, a letter that would 
immediately signal his true identity to any Madrigal. The scar, 
like a furrowed brow above his furrowed brow, was the letter V. 
This man was no ordinary British general. He was a Vesper, and 
perhaps the deadliest Vesper of them all. 

Madrigals in Europe had warned of a man with a famously 
crooked mustache and scarred forehead, who served as a general 
in the British army. Among other worthy souls who'd died by his 
hands, a highly gifted Madrigal operative had been bested by the 
general in a bloody sword fight several months ago. The general 
had given the Madrigal operative a death blow straight to the 
stomach. But before the Madrigal had fallen, he’d slashed out at 
his opponent, scarring the general’s forehead with a V so other 
Cahills would know him immediately for what he was. 

At that moment, the general turned his head and caught 
Ramsay’s horrified gaze. The general’s brows knit together so 
that the V carved into his forehead grew sharper and deeper. It 
looks just like devil’s horns, Ramsay thought as the general coolly 
looked him over. He knows! He knows I’ve recognized him! 

The general slowly raised his rifle. Ramsay started sprinting. 
The first line of American soldiers had already fallen back in 
defeat, so he did not draw attention as he fled the field. But 
inside, Ramsay felt like a target moving on a dartboard. He had 


to get away from the front lines and to the President’s House; he 
had to keep the map safe. If the general got his hands on the 
ring... Ramsay could barely handle the thought. The horror of 
being too late made Ramsay run even faster, his feet barely 
touching the ground as he ran for camp. 

Ramsay rounded the bend, every step bringing him closer to 
the camp and closer to a horse, the fastest horse he could find. 
But as he raced the last ten yards and his eyes scanned the 
camp, Ramsay realized something was wrong. The tents were 
set up for sleeping and eating, the food stash and the medical 
supplies lay at the ready. But it was quiet, so quiet he could hear 
the twigs crack beneath him. There was only one person left in 
camp, a boy too young to fight. “Where are the others?” Ramsay 
yelled. “What happened to the reserves?” 

“Called away to the flank,” the boy answered. “There’s no one 
left but me!” 

Ramsay cursed. All the proper horses were on the battlefield 
behind him, or away with the reserves. The only animals left at 
camp were the packhorses, a scrawny collection of ill-trained 
beasts. Ramsay chose the best of them, a thin mare that tried to 
bite him as he threw a saddle on her and prepared to break for 
the back paths, which were overgrown with shrubbery and 
brush. 

The early afternoon heat had set in and Ramsay could feel the 
distant rumble of storms building behind him. The redcoats 
weren't used to the punishing sun and humidity — he’d seen 
some on the battlefield drop to the ground from heatstroke, the 
Americans’ lone amusement on a day that had blistered their 


pride. Ramsay’s uniform was torn, his skin scratched and 
bruised and filthy from battle, but these were the least of his ills. 
Ramsay knew the general would be coming for him, that it 
would be a race to the river with death breathing down his neck. 
In his mind flashed the faces of his platoon members, those he’d 
watched die of gunshot wounds on the field, and his ears filled 
with the unmistakable shriek of the rockets and the path of 
destruction they had carved. Yes, a return to British rule would 
ruin the country for the rest of his lifetime, but if the Vespers 
took control, the world would never recover. 

Ramsay had one foot in the stirrup when a rifle shot 
screamed past his ear. The horse bolted and Ramsay was lucky 
to hang on, his saddle sliding precariously down the mare’s side. 
Ramsay managed to hoist himself up, only the one foot securely 
in the stirrup, and tried desperately to slide the other one into 
place as the mare galloped on. He was still out of breath from his 
Sprint back to camp, and everything in him called out fora 
small sip of water. The horse’s gait was lopsided as a result of 
the saddle, and because she had probably never gone faster than 
a trot in her short animal life. Her gallop rocked the unsteady 
saddle with each stride. 

Ramsay whipped his head around and caught sight of the 
general behind him, reloading his rifle. Ramsay whipped his 
head forward again. The back roads were laced with tree roots 
and overturned saplings. The horse raced past the obstacles with 
breakneck speed, each upturned tree trunk that blocked their 
path nearly sending Ramsay flying from the mare’s back. 


The thundering of hooves sounded behind him, closing in. 
Ramsay leaned forward, grabbing tufts of the mare’s mane, 
clinging to her while he urged, “Go, girl, go! Faster, faster!” into 
her matted ears. His heels clicked into her ribs. And, as if his 
words had been a magical incantation, the little mare picked up 
speed. 

But the path was giving way before them to smaller tracks — 
the trees blurring into a streak of sky and woods. The vegetation 
grew dense and tangled; the way forward less and less clear. 
Thick, prickly bushes choked the path, and trees cut off the 
route, forcing Ramsay to ride around them. 

The mare wasn't fast enough to stay ahead of the general’s 
horse for very long. Just when Ramsay hoped he’d put some 
distance between them, the Vesper’s mount stampeded forward. 

The general’s horse was so close behind him, Ramsay could 
practically feel its breath. He’d have to throw the general off 
course — even if only for a few seconds, just long enough to 
make a breakaway. 

The branches that hung over the path were treacherous and 
wide, forcing Ramsay to duck down on his horse so as not to 
knock his head. With one hand still gripping the mane, Ramsay 
reached for his sword on his belt. The saddle slid on the mare’s 
back when Ramsay shifted his weight, nearly hurling him onto 
the bumpy track. Ramsay clamped his knees around the mare, 
pushing his feet more firmly in the stirrups. Then he stood up, 
taking a solid whack at a thick branch above. 

The branch swung down fast and hard, unloosing a flurry of 
smaller branches, and Ramsay dipped out of the way. Ramsay 


glanced over his shoulder to see the general get hit by a branch, 
his arms covering his head as bits of the tree rained down on 
him. 

Chopping any branches that he could reach, Ramsay left a 
furious storm of twigs and leaves behind him as he rode. He 
hacked at boughs and anything he could reach or slash in order 
to block the path. He wanted to knock the general in the 
forehead with a thick branch, or, short of that, at least slow him 
down. From over his shoulder Ramsay saw General V’s sword 
now thrashing in front of him, too, his arms flailing wildly as he 
tried to slash the debris crashing down on him. Anything to keep 
the rifle off his shoulder, Ramsay thought. 

The sound of water gushing over rocks reached Ramsay 
Slowly at first and then with more force. He’d reached the river. 
The Potomac was wide, and the water rushed past swiftly, 
carrying small pieces of saplings in its current. Ramsay’s mare 

juddered to a halt, uncertain about her willingness to cross 
without a bridge. Ramsay kicked her to charge through, but the 
mare wouldn't budge. 

Ramsay kicked his heel into the mare’s belly once more, but 
she reared up in protest. General V was approaching, his horse’s 
hooves thundering behind them, and another gunshot exploded 
behind the trees. The noise gave Ramsay’s mare the motivation 
she needed. She bolted into the water, the water swirling into 
Ramsay’s boots. 

We'll make it! thought Ramsay. I can lose him on the other 
side. 


They were halfway across the river when a bullet hit Ramsay 
squarely in the back. 

The horse, frenzied by the sound of the gunshot, jumped 
almost out of the water and dragged herself across. When they 
reached the other side, Ramsay swiveled around, his back 
shrieking in protest, and fired a round at the general. But his 
vision had blurred with the pain in his back, and the bullet hit 
the general’s thigh, knocking him from his horse. 

General V landed with a thwack, knocked unconscious, and 
his horse was startled into the river. The Hanoverian chugged 
across, eyes wild above the swiftly surging water. Ramsay 
managed to slide off the mare’s back and catch the Hanoverian’s 
reins. With a grateful pat to the mare, he mounted the 
Hanoverian and raced off into the forest. 

Ramsay struggled now, urging the general’s horse to its 
fastest gallop. He knew it was the last ride of his life. He would 
not make it to the President’s House, but he could still deliver his 
message. There was a Madrigal house nearby, if he could only 
hold on that long. He was flying now, though he would have 
liked to have taken off his blood-soaked shirt and washed it in 
the river, rinsed his skin of the blood that he could feel sticking 
to his uniform and running down his back. He would have liked 
to have lain down in the water and let the currents slip over 
him, drink in all that his spreading thirst would take, let the 
river rinse his body and carry him away. 

But Ramsay had a mission, even though each stride made 
him clench his teeth against the pain. He cut through the woods 
like a knife, the trees swirling before him. Hold on, he told 


himself as he fought against unconsciousness. For the love of all 
things, hold on. 


The knock was insistent. It pounded and pounded and would not 
let up, shaking the walls around the door. 

“Is someone there!?” came a strained voice from outside. 
Frederick had only come into the inn for a heel of bread and 
hunk of cheese to eat before returning to his chores in the barn. 
He had discovered that work was the only way to root out the 
thoughts creeping in about his parents — were they still alive? 
Would they make it home tonight? 

Now the knock on the door brought Frederick up short. This 
was the entrance to the Warrens’ personal apartments, a door 
used only by Frederick and his parents. Visitors went to the bar 
at the main inn, and only the closest of friends were invited into 
the Warrens’ private rooms. What if, despite his parents’ best 
assurances, the British had come to capture him after all? Or the 
Vespers, the people out to extinguish him? 

Frederick searched frantically through the apartment for 
something to defend himself with, but there was precious little, 
since his father had taken the rifle this morning. As a desperate 
last attempt, Frederick grabbed a kitchen knife, his hands 
shaking as he tried to hold it steady. 

“Please,” the voice rasped as the rapping continued. “You must 
let me in. It’s a matter of life and death.” 

The voice was commanding but hoarse, as if the speaker was 
finding it difficult to form each word. 


Frederick froze with the knife held weakly at his side. He 
knew he must open the door. His parents had left. He was the 
man of the house now. 

Slowly, he forced his feet to cross the room and pressed his 
hand up on the doorknob. The other hand retained the knife at 
his side. The afternoon heat had made the stagnant air 
unbearable, and already he could feel his head begin to ache and 
a sweat form at his temples. 

“Is anyone there? Please, you must reply!” the voice cried. “I’ve 
just come from Bladensburg.” 

Frederick turned the handle, but he was unprepared for what 
he saw. He leapt back and let out a yelp before he could stop 
himself. An American soldier stood clutching his side, his hands 
and stomach covered in blood, the breath wheezing from him. 
“Water,” the soldier said. 

Frederick was too stunned to move. 

“Please,” the soldier insisted. 

Frederick dropped the knife and raced to the pitcher on the 
table to pour fresh water into a tin mug. He led the soldier toa 
chair at the table, the same one where his family took meals, 
and asked if the soldier wanted some bread and cheese. This, 
Frederick decided, was what his parents would have offered. 

“No, thank you,” the solider said, as if the thought of food, and 
not his bleeding wound, brought him great pain. The water 
looked like a struggle to get down, each sip making the soldier 
wince, but the man continued to drink. 

“Son,” the soldier wheezed, “thank — you — for — kindness 
youve shown, but I must speak in private with the owners of 


inn. Where may I find them?” The soldier was resting one arm 
on the table, leaning heavily on it to keep his frame upright, and 
with the other was grasping his side to try and staunch the 
blood. 

Frederick wondered about all of the blood; he’d never seen so 
much before. He swallowed to push down a tide of nausea. But 
his parents had always been generous to people who needed 
help — stragglers who wandered in off the road or poor people 
without homes. 

“Sir, Pm sorry, they're away on business. Could I send for the 
doctor? You don’t look well, soldier.” 

The soldier groaned painfully, his face turning white. He lifted 
a bloody hand to his forehead, streaking the dirt on his face with 
blood. His words were obscured by his wheezing breaths. “Too 
late for doctor ...I need someone... who knows my or-or- 
orders, to relay an urgent message.” 

The soldier’s face fell. He looked like he was going to cry, a 
seemingly proud man like this. 

“Sir,” Frederick said, wanting to sound brave, though his voice 
squeaked a little, “perhaps I could help?” 

The soldier took stock of him between shallow breaths, his 
eyebrows furrowed. “You're — just — a boy. I need an agent. I 
needa...” The soldier couldn’t go on. 

“You need a Cahill.” Frederick finished the man’s sentence, 
sitting down at the table in the chair beside him. Serious, for 
once. His parents’ words echoed in his head. “I am a Cahill. What 
do you need?” 

The soldier just stared at him, taking breaths. 


“My p-parents,” Frederick stammered, needing to fill the 
silence while the man held his chest. “My parents are the 
innkeepers you seek. You already knew this, yes? That’s why 
youre here.” 

“You. Son,” the soldier said, raising a blood-slicked hand to 
point at him, “You must — carry a message to the President’s 
House.” 

“Sir?” 

“Take the horse that brought me. Leave immediately. And tell 
the master the message I give you. If you fail, the Vespers win —” 

Vespers. Frederick let the sound of the word sit in the silence 
— it sounded like snakes and whispers, the hiss of an evil 
sendoff. Vespers could extinguish them. If the Vespers won, his 
parents were vulnerable — and what if they never came home? 
What if his parents were next on their list? 

Frederick forced himself to nod and tried to appear calm. “Yes, 
sir.” 

The soldier rasped in more air. All of the talking had depleted 
him, and his breathing was noisy again. He brought the water to 
his lips once more, letting his hand slide off his side after he 
took a sip, the blood gushing freely. 

Frederick didn’t know how on earth hed make good on this 
promise, but he found himself saying, “I'll take your message, 
soldier.” 

The soldier nodded, unable to keep his head up any longer. He 
folded his arms on the table and rested his head on them. With 
his last clear words, the soldier warned that General V, the man 
who had shot him, was out to destroy the President’s House. 


Then he whispered the task that Frederick needed to complete: 
“The map — the map, Gideon’s ring.” But his speech was already 
becoming garbled and nonsensical. “Find it. The color of old age. 
Roots of our father.” 

Frederick asked the man what he meant, and when he didn’t 
respond, Frederick repeated the senseless words over and over to 
try and make sense of what the soldier had said. Color of old age. 
Roots of our father. Each time, the words felt stranger and 
stranger. What did he mean? 

The soldier took a last look at him, nodded his assurance, 
whispered a barely audible, “God bless you, young Madrigal,” and 
put his head down on the table for the last time. He did not lift it 
again. 

Frederick waited a moment before disrupting the man, 
shaking him desperately. 

“Sir,” Frederick said, but the man did not stir. It was the 
stillest Frederick had ever seen another human being. It 
reminded him of when Bessie, their cow, had delivered a 
stillborn calf. The stillness was what had frightened him as a 
boy, though, of course, he’d pretended he was fine, and even 
tried to brag about it later to his friends, that he’d seen a dead 
calf and they hadn't. 

“Sir!” Frederick repeated, louder now. He put his head to the 
man’s chest, and when he heard no heartbeat, cried out in 
horror at what had just transpired before him. The man had 
died on their kitchen table. The brave soldier was gone. 

Surely his parents would have known what to do, but they 
weren't there. Should he run down the road and call for someone 


to assist him? Would the soldier need to be taken to the doctor, 
or the church cemetery? Where was this soldier’s family? Where 
was his own? 

Frederick looked down at the soldier, Ramsay, a tag on his 
shirt read. The bullet wound! General V, Ramsay’s killer, had 
chased him down. If the Vespers found the body, they’d know 
why he was at the inn and where he was going. Frederick had to 
move Ramsay’s body. 

Frederick’s mind reeled. There wasn’t time to think about 
what he was doing or to be afraid. He shut off his mind and 
forced his body into action. Stumbling to the back of the 
apartment, Frederick pulled the sheet off his bed. He slid the 
man off the chair and laid him gently on the floor. Then 
Frederick draped the sheet over the man’s body and rolled 
Ramsay into it so he was fully wrapped. Bending down, he 
hoisted Ramsay up. The soldier was heavy, like the shipments of 
feed that arrived by cart and usually required two men to 
transport to the barn. Frederick dragged the soldier across the 
floor toward the door, the man’s legs trailing beneath the sheet. 

Please, please let no one see, Frederick prayed. He’d barely 
issued this prayer when Frederick heard the door unlatch. Amos, 
their servant, was standing in the doorway, there to turn down 
the beds, as he did every afternoon. Amos gave a start of shock 
and gaped at Frederick. 

“Amos!” Frederick cried. “This man was in battle at 
Bladensburg, he stumbled in off the road. We have to move him.’ 
“Tll send for the mayor,” Amos said, his face urgent. “Leave 

him there until help arrives.” 
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“Amos,” Frederick implored, “this man was being chased by a 
British general. We can’t let them know he was here. Can you 
help me carry him to the barn? Just until my parents return?” 

Amos looked too alarmed to speak. 

“We can’t endanger the inn, not with the British so close!” A 
dead soldier in his arms would put his home at risk — how had 
this happened in the course of an afternoon cheese break?! 
Frederick was having trouble connecting his thoughts. 

Amos nodded silently, still stunned. Then he kicked into gear. 
Amos lifted the soldier’s legs while Frederick gripped the arms, 
which were growing heavier by the second. Slowly they backed 
through the door and down the stairs one by one. They couldn’t 
risk catching the attention of the other workers at the inn, and 
they especially could not afford to upset the patrons. And what if 
the Vespers were watching them? 

Frederick and Amos were in plain view now, needing to cross 
the green to the barnyard as fast as possible without anyone 
seeing them. 

In the barn, Frederick laid Ramsay on a bed of hay. Blood had 
seeped through the sheet, so they laid a vegetable tarp over the 
body. Amos filled a pail of soapy water to scrub the path of blood. 
He promised that he’d find the mayor after he was finished. The 
servant crossed himself as he passed the body lying outstretched 
on the hay. 

Frederick was terrified. This Madrigal agent had died right in 
front of him, and his family was in the same mortal danger. If 
he failed to deliver Ramsay’s message, their fate could be the 
same as the soldier’s. 


Frederick knelt down before the dead soldier and prayed in 
earnest for the first time in his life. Hed been to church before. 
Every Sunday, in fact, but he usually prayed for his friends to fall 
for one of his tricks or for the pretty girls in the square to dance 
with him during the May Day festivals. But on this day, 
Frederick prayed with everything he had to beat the Vespers and 
to keep his family safe. He prayed for the future of his troubled 
nation. Finally, Frederick wished this soldier, this Ramsay, a 
restful peace in heaven above. 

God, watch over me now, as I continue this dead man’s journey. 


The soldier’s horse clopped its way east toward the capital, 
Frederick riding uneasily. He’d had to adjust the stirrups, since 
Ramsay had been so much taller, but he still felt unfit to ride 
such a mammoth animal, and his heart clapped loudly in his rib 
cage. 

As a twelve-year-old boy on this enormous black cavalry 
horse, Frederick drew looks from the local villagers, some of 
whom knew him. A few heckled or hooted or called up that he 
should not be playing pranks with other people’s horses. 

Frederick pretended not to hear them and ushered the fine 
large horse along. For once, this wasn’t a prank, and he wasn’t 
being irresponsible. Serious, for once. 

The road was windy, and the skies were darkening, a storm 
blowing through soon. The air held the wet smoky smell of early 
fall. Up ahead, Frederick saw a group of American soldiers in the 


village square, watering their horses from a pump by the 
communal well. 

Sweaty and bearded, some of the men were still wearing their 
caps, while others hung their heads. The square around them 
was quieter than it should have been, the way it got before a riot, 
or a revered politician’s speech. Even the local tavern was muted. 
Some of the town families approached the soldiers to offer their 
thanks and appreciation in hushed tones. They served up plates 
of food, and gently tried to coax out what had happened at 
Bladensburg. 

Frederick could tell that it had been a rough fight. Gunpowder 
coated the soldiers’ brows, their uniforms were ripped, skin 
scratched. Sweat soaked through the heavy cloth and their faces 
were splotchy with heat fatigue. The men, quite simply, looked 
beaten. 

Their expressions darkened at the sight of Frederick, and they 
began shouting and pointing at him. The horse whinnied and 
whined, the soldiers storming toward him with death in their 
eyes. 

As Frederick approached, the soldiers began to throw things at 
him, rocks and heavy branches. 

“Redcoat!” one of the men yelled at Frederick, coming at him 
fast and hard. 

What was he talking about?! 

“Bloody traitor!” screamed another. Frederick tried to ride 
faster, as this horse was the fleetest he’d ever ridden. But why 
were they screaming at him? Just as he thought he’d safely 


made it out of the village, Frederick saw two men on horseback 
coming after him down the path. 

Frederick kicked his horse, urging her onward, gripping the 
reins and holding on as tightly as he could. 

Just get me to Washington. To Washington! Frederick repeated 
to himself. The men behind him jeered. They were calling things 
to him: “Run, coward!” “If you ever show your face again...” 

Frederick believed he was safely out of eyeshot and that the 
men would leave him alone now. But just as he was relaxing 
into his saddle, the horse stumbled and Frederick fell to the 
ground. 

His back took the most shock from his fall. Frederick lay still, 
waiting for feeling to return to his legs. 

From above his head, Frederick heard a voice say, “You some 
kind of Tory errand boy, traitor?” 

Frederick groaned as the feeling began to return to his side — 
the speed with which his body had been thrown made the 
ground that much harder when he’d hit it, like he’d been kicked 
in the kidney. 

“Sir, why do you keep calling me that? Iam as American as 
you are,” Frederick moaned. 

“If youre not a British errand boy, then what are you doing on 
a British horse?” 

From his immobile position on the ground, Frederick’s face 
flushed. Of course! Ramsay must have stolen it. How could he 
not have realized and tried to remove the cloth regalia the horse 
was brandishing? It was the colors — red, gold, and black. He 


might as well have been waving a British flag and singing “Rule, 
Britannia!” 

From the ground, Frederick managed a grin before standing 
up and brushing himself off. “Why, stealing it, of course.” 


With the horse stripped of her enemy uniform, the ride was 
much smoother. Churches and schools and stores dotted the 
greens. The trees were less dense as more of the land was razed 
and parceled into lots for farming than the roads down which 
Frederick had come. 

Wooden cabins lined the roads, set back behind fenced yards 
that would normally keep the animals in, though now most of 
the animals had been herded away. Wheat and tobacco fields 
spread out around him, the corn getting taller than Frederick, 
anticipating harvest. 

Frederick could see the town approaching. In the distance lay 
all of the government offices. The great strip of green, the Mall, 
was coming into view. At the outset, everything looked peaceful. 

But the closer he drew to the President’s House, the clearer it 
became that the city was about to be attacked. Everyone was 
packing up and evacuating as fast as they could, riding the 
opposite direction as Frederick. Farther in, the roads were 
clogged with carriages of families, mothers holding babies, 
coaches packed to the very last inch with trunks and tools, 
animals and food, a chair or table, if it could be carted off. 
Everywhere, the sounds of pandemonium rang out. 


Men were yelling, women shrieking, babies crying, children 
squabbling, dogs barking, chickens squawking, horses 
whinnying, as if even the animals could tell there might not bea 
tomorrow. The pre-storm wind picked up stray garbage and 
whipped pieces around and around, like a wild carousel. 
Abandoned goats loitered in the road. 

As Frederick got deeper into the city, the roads emptied out, 
and an eerie quiet filled the air. People had abandoned 
everything. Windows and doors were left haphazardly open, 
fences were unlatched, and Frederick saw cows lazing on the 
side of the street. 

Frederick could hear windows breaking — he suspected people 
were taking advantage of the opportunity to vandalize as much 
property as they could before fleeing the city. 

The Potomac ran alongside him, helping Frederick orient 
himself as he raced toward an empty Pennsylvania Avenue. The 
river was brown with silt and mud, and the sky had grayed over. 
The humidity hung thick in the air. Mosquitoes were 
everywhere, and Frederick had to wave his hand in front of his 
face to keep the gnats away. Washington had been built on a 
Swamp, and Frederick had never felt this as strongly as he did 
now. He mopped his brow with a worn handkerchief. 

At 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, Frederick paused for a moment 
to take in the President’s House. It was a breathtaking sight. 
Even in its final hours, with the British on their way to sack it, 
the house stood proudly. The three floors and eleven bays were 
shimmering in the daylight, along with the columns and the 
trees that horseshoed around them. The windows were tall and 


seemingly endless, and a parapet bordered the roof like icing 
around the edges of a frosty, lonely white cake. 

Once again, Ramsay’s words rattled through Frederick’s brain. 
If you fail, the Vespers win. The sky clouded over, losing light, and 
the wind was rustling up in the trees like a soft-shoed burglar. 
He had to tell the president that General V was at large, and he 
had to find that map. If he didn’t, his family might share the 
same fate as this beautiful house. 


The President’s House gardens looked deserted. Roundabouts led 
to orchards, and flower beds flanked the walking paths, leading 
to copses of fruit trees and vegetable gardens. The rosebushes 
were releasing the last of their fragrant smell from the 
summers final dying blossoms. Fountains, statues, and 
birdbaths broke the carpet of green. Acres of trees were divided 
into plots, and shady pavilions offered solace from the sun. Ivy 
grew up the portico’s trellises that gave way to the famous 
mansion. 

Frederick had worried that it would be difficult to get into the 
house, but entry now appeared to be almost too easy. Hed 
expected to have to slip past rows and rows of uniformed guards 
bearing rifles, then to have to fight off servants and state 
officials, but there was almost no one around. The only people 
he had seen had been two slaves, surveying the empty city in 
alarm. 

The wrought-iron gate was locked — no surprise, but 
Frederick was a good climber from lazy summers spent in the 


trees around the inn. He made short order of the fence and 
hopped down with a thud onto the lawn. He checked both ways 
— still clear. 

A lone guard — or was it a servant? — stepped out onto the 
portico. Frederick lurched to take cover behind the hedges, but 
he’d been seen. 

“You there!” the man cried. “Out!” 

Frederick scampered across the emerald lawn, his feet almost 
Sliding out from under him on the freshly cut grass. The man 
charged after him, waving a shovel. He was wearing coveralls 
and thick boots. Frederick was running from the president’s 
gardener. 

Frederick bounded toward the corner of the house, but the 
gardener was gaining on him. He swung the shovel out at 
Frederick, but Frederick dodged it by a millimeter’s breadth. 

Frederick feinted one direction and at the last second turned 
the corner. He scanned the grounds for anywhere he might hide 
from the gardener, but everything was visible. He was about to 
make a break for the orchards, somewhere to take cover when — 
could it be? 

An open window on the far side of the house. 

Frederick sprinted to the siding and threw himself through 
the opening. He crashed onto the floor and froze for a moment 
before righting himself. He slammed shut the glass, locking the 
top. Frederick found himself suddenly in the cool drawing room 
of the President’s House — without a clue as to how he would 
now find the president. 


The entrance hall alone was bigger than Frederick’s family’s 
entire apartment. It was all far too spectacular a sight on sucha 
terrible day — even the air felt more majestic beneath the 
marbled ceilings. Frederick would have liked to have stopped and 
admired each individual nook and cranny. But none of it would 
survive come nightfall. And if he wasn’t careful, neither would 
he. 

Frederick bolted from room to room, checking over his 
shoulder in case the gardener returned. He ducked behind 
columns and dove behind furniture, but no one was there. The 
Space was deserted, and the president was nowhere to be found. 
The entrance hall led to a cross hall, with what appeared to be a 
state dining room on one side, and a smaller, private dining 
room on the other. Objects and historical artifacts were 
displayed artfully on the floor-to-ceiling shelves, and white 
wainscot ran the length of the floors. 

The president’s library looked as if a storm had blown through 
it. Papers were scattered everywhere. 

Was anyone home? 

Frederick heard footsteps and leapt beneath a desk. The 
library was covered in plush oriental rugs and smelled like 
cedars and tobacco. After a few seconds passed, he tiptoed out. 

It was the gardener again, in a hurry. Frederick followed him 
to the marble staircase. He had to take two steps at a time to 
keep up, then fall back far enough that the man wouldn't see 
him. The stairwell unfolded into more enormous rooms. 

Frederick trailed the gardener through another central hall, 
then a lavish sitting room and a handsome antechamber that 


unfurled into a drawing room. The softly lit lamps, complete sets 
of sparkling crystal, and intricate rugs beneath their feet — the 
British would make mincemeat of all of it in no time. Where was 
the president? 

Frederick noted how the wallpaper changed from mint green 
to powder blue to a blush pink, and now the walls shimmered 
coral and gold. They'd reached the first lady’s wing. Through an 
arched entrance, he spied a salon that boasted a view of the 
street. 

Down the hall, Frederick could hear metal clattering to the 
floor. The voice of the gardener came through brusquely. 
Frederick pressed his ear to the door. Could he hear the 
president’s voice inside, too? 

The door opened sharply, and Frederick stumbled to the floor 
of what appeared to be the silver room. Cased in glass, the famed 
silver made even the shadows glimmer. Frederick cowered on 
the floor, the crystal cabinets showering prisms of light onto the 
gardener and the woman standing beside him, the first lady. 

Frederick recognized Dolley Madison from lithographs in the 
papers. She was wearing a pink lace frock and her face was 
made up. Frederick was suddenly aware of his muddied knees. 
With her large rings and white ruffled cap, not even a British 
invasion could hamper this lady’s style. Even with her life on the 
line, Dolley Madison was dressed for the victory party. 

But she was not about to pause for admiration. 

“Well,” Dolley exclaimed, “so this is the vagrant from the 
garden.” Turning to the gardener, she said, “Ill handle this. I 
need you to return to the watch, and thank you for the updates.” 


“You S-s-see...,” Frederick stammered. He’d been expecting 
the president, and he found himself slightly tongue-tied in the 
presence of such beauty. 

Some of the crystal cases gaped open where contents had 
been removed, as if the President’s House had already been 
burglarized. At the center of the silver room, a large leather 
trunk sat open on the table. The plates and goblets and platters 
missing from the room’s cases were carefully arranged inside it. 

“Are you just going to stand there?” Dolley asked him. “Speak! 
State your purpose.” 

“Ma’am, I must speak with your husband at once,” Frederick 
said, regaining his voice. “I come with urgent news.” 

“My husband has left, as has everyone who serves the 
president. Any news you have should be directed to me. Are you 
here with an estimated time of the British arrival? My gardener 
was just on the roof and spotted them in the distance — we have 
one hour.” 

Frederick felt his face and shoulders drop — all of this work. 
Here he was, actually in the President’s House, but the president 
was not even there to take the news hed traveled so far to 
deliver. But if he failed... 

Dolley returned to packing her silver. There was one last 
crystal cabinet to be unloaded, its glass door edged in gold. With 
the speed of five people, she inspected the silver pieces, wrapped 
them in cheesecloth, and deposited them into the leather trunk. 

“Madam First Lady,” Frederick began. 

“Dolley,” Dolley said. “And if you're going to stay, you may as 
well be of some use. I need you to help me pack the contents of 


this console. Td sooner die than let those redcoats see as much 
as one ounce of this silver.” 

Frederick began moving pieces, though he was slower than 
she was. His hands had never cupped such wealth, and he was 
afraid he would break something. The silver felt cool to the 
touch, and Frederick thought this is what lakes would feel like if 
they could be magically solidified. 

“If you see any strange markings on them, please show me,” 
Dolley said. 

Frederick cleared his throat and opened his mouth to speak. 

“Yes, yes, out with it,” she cried. “There’s a war approaching, 
or haven't you heard?” 

“Tm from a village outside the district, near — near 
Bladensburg,” Frederick sputtered. “A s-soldier came to our door 
today while my parents were out. He died on our kitchen table, 
but he had a message for the president, about, er, secret affairs.” 

“What kind of secret affairs?” Dolley asked without taking her 
eyes off the silver, crossing the room in what looked like three 
strides back to the trunk. 

Frederick took a breath before taking the big leap. “He spoke to 
me about what your husband will understand to be a classified 
Cahill matter.” 

Dolley gasped. She’d finally stopped moving. 

“Are you aware of these matters?” Frederick asked, unsure 
whom he was allowed to speak with about Madrigal affairs. “I 
really must get word to your husband.” 

“I am the Cahill,” Dolley whispered, though there was no one 
around to hear. “It is Ito whom your message should be directed. 


James has no idea — and if word ever gets to him...” 

“you?” Frederick exclaimed. 

“How do I know you're not a spy?” Dolley cried. “You haven't 
even properly introduced yourself.” 

“My name is Frederick Warren, madam, an honor to make 
your acquaintance,” Frederick declared. No turning back now — 
Ramsay’s message! “There is a dangerous man disguised as a 
British operative headed this way. General W.” 

Dolley looked at him as if he were crazy, before her face paled 
as white as the house they were in. “General V, you mean.” 
Dolley gasped, one hand rising to her throat. “I have to find the 
map!” 

“The messenger was not making sense when he died,” 
Frederick explained, recounting the words Ramsay had moaned 
on his deathbed about the map and Gideon’s ring. “‘The color of 
old age. The roots of our father.” 

Dolley sank into a chair without seeming to realize that she’d 
been standing. “The map to Gideon’s ring. The map is hidden in 
this house, somewhere. Not even I know where it is. General V 
can’t be allowed to find it — if he does, the Vespers will rise to 
power, and we'll never know freedom again.” 

After so much motion, her stillness signaled despair like none 
other Frederick had seen. He thought of his mother that 
morning, clutching him close. 

Shouldn’t he make a break for home, as fast as he could, to 
keep himself safe? He recalled the promise he’d made to his 
mother — that he would run at the first sign of the British. 


Technically, his job here was finished. Frederick could leave 
knowing that he delivered Ramsay’s message, and the mission 
was complete. But if the Vespers won, they would strike down 
Madrigal agents, and his family would never be safe. They’d 
always be hunted, and they could all end up like Ramsay. 

His parents were vulnerable right now. They’d left him for 
Madrigal business. What if they were falling into a killer’s trap? 

Frederick’s mission was only just beginning. 

“The British are forty-five minutes out, madam,” the gardener 
called. 

If they stayed here, it could mean their lives. If they left, the 
Vespers could find the hidden map and uncover Gideon’s ring. It 
was so awful Frederick almost laughed. The way that horror, 
when pressed too close, can look funny. 

“Well... ,” Frederick said, jolted from his nightmare. Except 
the nightmare was ongoing, and he was wide-awake. “We 
should search another room, as this one is just about finished. 
What’s the most valuable thing you have left?” Frederick asked. 

He looked at the first lady directly for the first time, across the 
table. They were in it together now. 

Dolley hadn’t spoken for a while, but she responded without 
even thinking now. “General Washington’s portrait in the state 
dining room. I couldn’t possibly leave until it’s secured,” Dolley 
said. 

“Forty-four minutes,” the gardener called, bustling through 
the halls. They hauled the trunk packed with most of the room’s 
contents down with gardener, to be sent away for safekeeping 


with the others. The rest of the silver they would try to return for 
in what little time they had left. 

Downstairs, the portrait shone like a beacon in the dining 
room. The long table gleamed with polish, and the chairs stood 
proudly beside it, like a row of soldiers waiting at attention. 

The oil on canvas depicted a regal Washington holding a 
sword in one hand and stretching his other arm 
magnanimously outward, his palm upturned. The president was 
dressed in a rich black coat and leggings, a red velvet chair 
behind him and an inkwell and quill at his side. The colors were 
vivid and majestic, the reds plush and soft-looking, the likeness 
of his face so real it felt that the man might walk out of the 
painting at any moment. His face, in fact, possessed a glow, his 
eyes that lifelike sparkle. 

Before Frederick could speak, the first lady’s eyes filled up 
with tears. With all of the Vesper threats, Frederick had forgotten 
all that Dolley was losing at the hands of the British, too. This 
country that had fought proudly, this house that stood as a 
testament to independence. Now to be dismantled by the British 
they'd once defeated. 

Frederick worried about her — a crack was surfacing in her 
polished veneer. 

“Do you think it’s possible —” Frederick ventured. 

“Silver is the color of old age,” Dolley began, allowing some of 
her optimism to return to her voice, and they looked up at 
America’s first president, with his distinguished gray wig. 

“Roots of our father,” Frederick continued. “Father, as in father 
of the country!” 


“But there’s no map on it!” Dolley cried. 

“No map that we can see,” Frederick corrected. “Let’s remove 
the portrait, and then we can really inspect it. I think this has to 
be it, right?!” Frederick could feel the hope building inside him, 
as if hope alone could make something true. “The frame looks 
heavy.” 

“The frame is not important,” Dolley said, her cheeks flushing 
with fresh and hurried excitement. “Only the painting matters. 
We need to make haste if we're going to get it out of the 
building.” 

Frederick scanned the room for something that would break 
the wood. As fast as he could, he sprinted back the way he had 
come toward the garden, through doomed room upon room. 

In the garden, Frederick found a wooden-handled ax near the 
gardener’s shed. The ax’s head shone brightly in the sun. The 
surface of the metal was scratched up, and markings 
crisscrossed its surface. The British would be just outside the city 
now. 

It was almost dark, and the temperature was still beastly, but 
Frederick was scarcely outside long enough to break a sweat 
before dashing back through the wide halls of the President’s 
House. Frederick tried to retrace his steps so as not to lose 
himself in the grand maze. 

Back in the dining room, Frederick let his momentum carry 
him up to the painting, and when Dolley nodded, he took a 
swing at the wooden frame, careful not to miss and hit the 
painting instead. The frame was gilded with gold flakes, the 


wood intricately engraved. It looked heavy and sturdy on the 
wall. 

He missed the wood altogether, swinging around in a circle. 
Embarrassingly, the only thing the ax hit was air. 

Dolley covered her mouth to stifle a laugh, and then nodded at 
him urgently to try again. 

Frederick lined up in front of the painting, pulled his arms 
back, and took a hard long swing, never taking his eyes off the 
frame as he swung his arm around. 

WHACK. 

A Satisfying sound, he’d hit the sweet spot of the wood. 
Standing back to look at his work, Frederick saw that the frame 
was split in a corner, cleaved in two. 

The first lady cheered. “Don’t worry, Frederick, I won’t tell the 
guards. We'll tell everyone French John did it,” she said, and 
began to gingerly peel out the still beautifully intact painting 
from the shattered frame. This symbol of the republic, the first 
president — saved only minutes before the British defaced it. 

As she pulled the rest of the canvas from its backing, the wood 
fell away from its hold on the wall. They held the painting at 
each end, as if it were a sacred scroll. George Washington stared 
up at them, his wig brushed and powdered. His painted face 
half-smiled approvingly. Father of the country, of course! 

“Color of old age, roots of our father,” Frederick whispered, like 
the words to an enchanted spell. “This is it!” 

Frederick and Dolley had only taken a moment to search the 
painting, their backs to the door, when they heard someone 
behind them. 


“We'll take that for you,” came a grizzled voice with a clipped 
British accent. 

Dolley and Frederick swung around. It was General V, 
glowering from the entrance to the dining room. His scar 
scowled at them from his forehead. 

Oh, no, it’s actually him! Frederick could only manage one 
thought: escape. 

General V was still in British uniform, and everything about 
him was long and thin, pointy as a dagger. His body looked 
painfully stretched, and he sported a thin crooked mustache. He 
had a gun pointed straight at Dolley’s heart. 

“Mrs. Madison,” he purred, advancing toward her, “I don’t 
believe we’ve met.” His smile grew more twisted with each step. 

Dolley trembled as he neared, the room growing smaller 
around her. “The British army? You're here?” 

“Only our Vesper riders, my dear. The rest of the army is 
expected” — and here he leaned close to Dolley’s face, pausing for 
emphasis — “presently.” 

Dolley reached back and slapped his cheek, hard, defiance 
wrinkling her forehead. 

Frederick braced himself, his heart racing uncontrollably. 

Gun in hand, the general raised his arm to strike her back. 

Without thinking, Frederick inserted himself between them, 
and fast. 

The general appraised Frederick, arm still raised. “And who 
would you be, boy?” he asked, circling around both of them, as if 
they were lions in the circus and he was the ringmaster. 


“Frederick Warren,” Frederick trembled, unable to come up 
with a false name on the spot. 

“Of Henry and Wilhelmina Warren?” General V asked. 

Frederick felt like the wind had been knocked out of him. A 
wave of nausea almost brought him to the floor. This horrible 
man knew his parents by name! 

“I don’t know whom you mean, General,” Frederick said, 
though General V had seen him flinch. What would he do to 
Frederick’s parents now? Everything was Frederick’s fault! 

General V would not be ruffled. He turned to Dolley and 
repeated, “ ‘Color of old age,’ what was it you said? ‘Roots of our 
father’? A good one, the Vesper leadership appreciates the pains 
youve taken to deliver the map.” 

Chuckling lightly, General V said, “Ill take that from you.” 
With his long, spidery fingers, he reached for the canvas that 
Dolley clutched close to her heart. “And you will learn that no 
good deed,” he said, taking the painting, “goes unpunished.” 


The basement of the President’s House was a pitch-black maze. 
There were no windows, and Dolley and Frederick couldn’t see 
anything. General V had forced them down the stairs and tied 
them to a beam in the cellar. The rope dug into their wrists and 
fingers. Precious seconds were racing by, and Frederick guessed 
the British army had just crossed the Mall. 

“What do we do?” Dolley whispered. 

Frederick could feel blood dripping from his knees and elbows 
in the darkness. He’d taken the fall down the stairs hard. It could 


be worse, Frederick reminded himself, thinking of Ramsay’s 
back. Just skinned knees. 

“The painting — the map must be hidden somewhere on it, 
and now it’s gone! General V will know where the ring is!” 
Frederick whispered. 

“I don’t want to die here, Frederick,” Dolley said. Her voice was 
hoarse and low. 

“We won't,” Frederick said, though he was shaking, trying to 
convince himself. “We won't,” he repeated. Would General V 
torture them next? Would he and Dolley get caught in the flames 
when the British burned the house? Frederick’s mind reeled. 

“How can we get ourselves out of here?” Frederick ventured, 
more thinking aloud than actually expecting an answer. 

Something crashed on the floor above them that sounded like 
shattered glass. Heavy footsteps pounded down the stairs. 

The door creaked open, and in the blackness, Dolley and 
Frederick could only see a white light floating toward them, and 
the sound of seething breaths, rasping closer to where they were 
tied. 

A lantern — the flame rose higher, and the shape of the 
general’s sharpened cheekbones emerged from the darkness. 

“You two!” he screeched. The lantern highlighted the shadows 
under his eyes and his cruel, twisting mouth. “You lied to me! 
And now you will pay!” 

“What are you talking about?” Dolley cried. “You have the 
map!” 

“Oh, you mean that hideous painting,” he said, spit flying 
from his mouth. Frederick could feel her shrinking behind him 


in the darkness. “There was no map on that saccharine piece of 
child’s art!” 

“But —” Dolley cried, “the color of —” 

Frederick nudged her to stop talking. 

“Yes?” General V shrieked. “What of it?! There must be 
something else that answers the same riddles. And you two are 
going to solve it. If you don’t, Iam going to enjoy letting you 
burn. 

“My only sadness is that I myself won't be here to see it! 
Maybe Ill secure a good seat from just outside the grounds,” he 
said as his voice jumped a register, delighted with himself. 
“Now, tell me where the map is, or the fun will really heat up.” 
General V’s mirth fed off Dolley’s fear like smoke on cinders. 

Dolley began to cry softly, and it sounded to Frederick like she 
was giving up. They should have fled the President’s House when 
everyone warned that the British were close by. 

Frederick couldn't think straight. How were they supposed to 
tell General V where the map was hidden if they didn’t know 
themselves? Frederick’s eyes searched for hints, but all he saw 
was blackness. They had to get out of this basement. That was 
the first thing. 

Frederick snapped. “Ill tell you where the map is on one 
condition. If you let us go.” Frederick’s voice was clear, piercing 
the darkness. The wicked laughter stopped. 

“Frederick,” Dolley began, but he gently gripped her arm. rll 
get us out of here. 

“Mrs. Madison doesn’t know where it is,” Frederick corrected. 
“Tve known all along. The first lady would be far too vulnerable 


with this type of privileged information. I was just waiting for 
her to leave so I could obtain it for myself — until you came in.” 

“And a twelve-year-old boy wouldn’t be too vulnerable with 
intelligence of this kind? How could you possibly know such 
secrets?” 

Frederick balked. “I have my sources.” Rushing forward, he 
continued, “I’ve seen enough of you to know better than to try 
and trick you now.” 

Frederick guessed that flattery might work, at least for the 
moment. “Let us leave with the portrait,” Frederick added, “and I 
will deliver you your map.” 

“Frederick?!” Dolley cried. Frederick knew she must be 
wondering if he’d been lying to her the whole time. Or if he was 
now Saving their lives. Or both. 

“Of course,” the general said, stroking his mustache, “show 
me the map, and I will, with certainty... release you.” 

Frederick didn’t believe him for a minute. General V would 
probably rather die than let two Cahills walk free. But at least if 
they made it upstairs, they could see. And it bought them one 
step closer to escape. 


General V dragged Dolley and Frederick back up the stairs toward 
the entrance hall. Their wrists ached from the tightly bound 
ropes, and it was so black they could barely see the arms pulling 
them up the stairs. The steps creaked as they climbed, and with 
each step Frederick was more determined — how to escape? 


At the top of the stairs, General V pushed his captives roughly 
to the floor. The chandeliers shone brightly — someone must 
have lit the oil — and the glare blinded Dolley and Frederick, 
who shielded their eyes with their elbows. 

“Now, where is the map?” General V roared, yanking Frederick 
up by the arm and swinging him around so that the general’s 
ugly face was too close to Frederick’s. 

The brave slaves who’d stayed looked on in horror from the 
edges of the entrance hall. The French servant had left, and the 
gardener stood guard outdoors, ready to bolt at the last second. 
The slaves were the only ones left. 

“Well,” Frederick stammered, “you see, I have to show it to 
you. I can’t tell you here, with so many people around.” 

How to buy more time? 

“And, I, uh, need to see the painting, as proof that you're as 
good as your word.” 

General V flashed the knife from his belt and thrust it against 
Frederick’s back. It did not break his skin, but the blade pierced 
through Frederick’s shirt, so the metal pointed sharply against 
his skin. “Don’t move, do you understand?” 

Frederick nodded. 

General V called for his assistants, but evidently they were 
already scouring the house for the map. 

“Wait here,” General V said, stewing with impatience. 

When he left the entrance hall, Frederick turned to Dolley. 
“We have to run, now, let’s go!” 

“What about the map?” Dolley asked. They'd already started 
running. Their wrists and fingers were still tied together, and it 


slowed them. 

“He doesn’t know where it is — and neither do we. It will burn 
with the rest of the house as soon as the British arrive, and that 
way nobody gets it,” Frederick whispered. 

“We can't go out the door, there are Vespers here guarding the 
door.” 

“Maybe a back window!” Frederick cried as they raced to the 
side of the room where Frederick let himself in. 

Frederick had locked the window after he’d landed, and there 
was nothing close by to break the glass. He couldn’t lift much 
with his fingers and wrists bound. 

“Quick,” Dolley cried, “before General V gets back!” 

Frederick raised his elbow and squeezed shut his eyes. One, 
two, on three! 

SMASH. 

Frederick struck the window as hard as he could. The sound of 
the glass shattering was the best thing he’d heard all day, and he 
could see the hole where his elbow had punched through. He 
didn’t even mind the blood. His elbow hurt, but that was nothing 
compared to what General V would do. He hoped General V 
hadn’t heard the crash. 

“Dolley, you first,” Frederick said, helping her out the window 
as best he could. 

Dolley stuck one leg through and then the other, careful not to 
let the glass cut her on her way out. Slowly, she lowered herself 
out of the window and onto the grass outside. 

Frederick got an idea. With the ragged edges still attached to 
the sill, Frederick rubbed the rope that bound his wrists against 


the sharp glass still left in the window. The first pass did 
nothing to the rope, and on the second pass, it barely frayed. 

“Frederick!” Dolley cried from outside, “Hurry! We have to get 
out of here!” 

Frederick could feel the rope beginning to give and the 
individual strands starting to unravel. He was almost there, he 
just had to make sure he didn’t nick himself. 

“There!” Frederick announced, wiggling his fingers, “I got it!” 

“Bravo,” came the general’s voice, breathing in his ear. Two 
false claps followed. 

Frederick dove for the window, but it was too late. 

General V dropped the painting and caught Frederick around 
the waist, squeezing Frederick’s arms behind his back. 

“Run, Dolley!” Frederick yelled, and for a split second, General 
V released hold of Frederick’s arms to catch a glimpse of Dolley 
on the lawn outside. 

“Frederick!” Dolley cried. 

In that second Frederick managed to grab the historic 
painting from where General V had dropped it on the floor and 
throw it out the window. 

“The painting, Dolley!” Frederick cried. “Run for your life!” 

“Frederick!” she cried. “Ill go find help!” 

“Detain that woman!” General V shouted through the window. 
“And grab that painting!” 

Frederick could hear a mad rush of footsteps chasing after 
Dolley. 

“Take me to the map! I’ve had enough of you!” General V 
shouted into Frederick’s ear, shaking him. 


Frederick wracked his mind for anything that could save him. 
He held on to the hope that he could still solve the riddle of the 
map before the British set fire to the house. He just had to think 
of something to throw the general off the scent. 

“Well, boy?” General V yelled over the chaos outside, the veins 
in his neck pulsing as he pressed the dagger against Frederick’s 
jugular, just shy of breaking the skin. “You decide — the map or 
your life.” 

“It’s — it’s in the dining room, where you found us!” Frederick 
stammered. “I have to show you where.” 

“Well, go then, before it’s destroyed!” General V shouted, his 
voice only barely audible over the wreckage surging in from 
outside. 

With the knife to his neck, Frederick led General V back to the 
gallery, the last place he’d seen before being thrown in the 
basement. Maybe the last place he would see alive. Was this his 
death march? He took slow steps, letting his mind work itself 
into a frenzy, the general pushing him forward to try and rush 
him. But Frederick needed every second of time left. 

At that moment, a sound flooded the entrance hall, echoing 
off the high ceiling and through the great halls. In marched the 
British army, in lines of two and three, bearing torches and rifles 
and bags for looting. 

They were there to retaliate for America burning the Canadian 
capital, earlier in the war, and Frederick heard the glee in the 
voices of the enemy soldiers ready to deliver a fatal blow to the 
President’s House. They were there to wreak real and symbolic 


destruction to what they still thought of as their American 
colony. 

“God save the king! England forever!” they shouted. 

In their bloodred uniforms they flooded through the pristine 
rooms of the President’s House like fire ants, kicking over 
furniture, smashing crystal, shattering windows with the butts 
of their rifles. In short order, they tore down the red silk and 
velvet drapes and swept clean the carefully arranged objects 
from on the shelves. From the rooms above, Frederick could hear 
chests being broken open, mattresses sliced through. He could 
imagine the feathers mushrooming up into clouds. The redcoats 
Slashed the faces of portraits on the walls — the rips slicing like 
scalpels through flesh. 

Troops rushed past into the kitchen and dining room, raiding 
the cupboards. They gorged themselves on what would have 
been the first lady’s dinner, laughing the whole time. Then they 
smashed the plateware and kicked over the table. 

Clearly delighted by the chaos, General V pushed Frederick 
forward with the blade of his knife. 

They were back in the dining room, and Frederick’s moment 
was up. 

“Now!” General V shouted. 

Frederick frantically scanned the gallery. The other paintings 
had all been lifted off the sandstone walls, their shapes still 
outlined like ghostly shadows of what had hung before. 
Shredded canvas lay in piles on the floor. The dining table had 
been chopped into what may as well have been a pile of 
firewood, with the gardener’s ax resting on top. 


“There!” Frederick pointed, his body rushing toward the ax. 
This last gasp of an idea wasn’t even fully formed, but Frederick 
had to go with it. He bent down to lift the ax by the handle. The 
crosshatched lines of the metal axhead, by some stroke of luck, 
looked almost organized, like they’d been inscribed there on 
purpose. 

“This axhead. Here is the map,” Frederick sputtered, handing 
it over to the general’s spindly fingers. “Do you see how the lines 
are intersecting, that one dent in the corner — there you will 
find Gideon’s ring.” 

Frederick squeezed shut his eyes as the madness escalated 
around them. The troops were at fever pitch now, ready to torch 
the place down. He awaited the final blow by General V, the 
certain and swift hit when his lie was discovered. Why exactly 
had Frederick just offered up a weapon to this maniacal killer? 

Surrounded by the entire British army, the world stopped, and 
everything went silent. It was as if he and General V were in the 
room alone. Finally, Frederick opened one eye. 

“Color of old age...” General V repeated to himself, turning 
the silver ax over and over in his arms, “roots of our father — the 
cherry trees in the garden, of course, you stupid Americans with 
your heritage ridiculousness.” 

Please, please, Frederick prayed, let him believe this is the map. 
Then at least if we can’t find it, the Vespers won't, either, and it 
will burn tonight along with the rest of the house. 

“It’s a map of a cemetery in Baltimore,” Frederick lied. “There’s 
soon to be a battle there. Perhaps if you arrive before them, the 
ring will be yours.” 


Frederick hoped he sounded believable. He tried to make his 
voice sound as defeated as possible. “The soldier was on his way 
to Baltimore next, before you shot him in battle this morning.” 

“Your sources, of course,” General V concluded. He kept the ax 
close, a grin creeping onto his face. “Well, good work, my boy. I 
must take leave of you now. Unfortunately, you'll have to burn 
with the house. It would be no good to have you out in the world 
— you've seen too much of me already.” 

Frederick ran for the door, but General V threw him against 
the broken bookshelf. “Pity you didn’t join Mrs. Madison.” 

With a flourish of red and gold and black, General V was out 
the door, an ominous click behind him. 

Frederick tried the knob and rattled the door, but it was locked 
tight. He ran to the window, but he was on the second floor now, 
and the British were guarding the property. He screamed 
uselessly. The noise from the British drowned out everything, 
and there was no one left to help him anyway. 

Frederick found a nail still tacked in the wall where the 
painting had been. Maybe he could pick the lock! 

He slid the nail through the keyhole and tried to turn it, but it 
was useless. 

Then he ran back for a chunk of wood, and tapped the nail 
with it, to try and bump the lock out of its socket. The bump 
loosened something. Frederick jiggled the nail a few more times 
where the key should have gone. 

Miraculously, the nail turned, and the lock tumbled back. 
Frederick took off down the hall as fast as he could toward the 
stairwell. 


Frederick barely had time to process that he was still alive 
before he saw the kiss of flame on the walls below. In every 
room, the soldiers had set torches to anything they could find, 
and the heat that rose up was already scorching. Smoke filled 
the air in gray clouds; the smell of singed wood was everywhere. 
Frederick could hear the last of the slaves screaming outside. 

Frederick made a break for the main door — maybe he could 
Slip out without calling attention to himself. But as he was 
heading for the door, Frederick thought of something. 

Color of old age, roots of our father. The pieces were coming 
together. Color of old age — “silver is the color of old age,” Dolley 
had said. Silver — he’d found Dolley in the silver room — maybe 
there was still time to find the map! 

Frederick flew up the marble stairs, his mind racing ahead. 
The floors were hot beneath him, but he willed them to hold up 
for a few moments more, just until he found the map. Please let 
there be time. 

Back in the silver room, Frederick searched furiously. The last 
console Dolley had left unpacked was ravaged, and there was 
nothing left inside. 

Please, please. The heat was pressing close and the air was 
like an oven, but Frederick knew he was onto something. Sweat 
flowed off his body. Smoke swam through the room and burned 
his eyes. 

Just one last silver piece. 

Frederick ran along the edges of the room, lifting up shreds of 
rugs, kicking through rubble and upturning chairs. Finally, he 


was back at the console, where he’d first found Dolley nervously 
packing. 

He lifted up its legs — there was a secret trapdoor in the floor! 
Was Frederick imagining this? Had he lost his mind? He lifted 
the door and found a wooden compartment. And there, ina 
small hatbox, was a gleaming silver urn wrapped in paper. 
Frederick dropped to his knees to examine it. 

Engraved across its base were the words Roots of our father. 

Inside its polished silver bowl was one letter: M. 

On its base, Frederick found, at last, the real map to Gideon’s 
ring. 


Clutching the urn to his chest, Frederick raced toward the 
doorway. He had to fight back the smoke. The doorway was 
framed in fire where the wooden beams had once stood. The 
smoke was blinding, and tears streamed down his face, but he 
pushed through the black fumes that burned his eyes and nose. 
His whole face felt like it was melting. With his eyes closed, he 
grasped about for the railing of the marble stairs, taking each 
step as fast as he could, stumbling down with the rail as his only 
guide. 

When he heard a crash behind him, Frederick whipped 
around and saw that the ceiling above him had crumbled to the 
ground, sending down sparks and beams flying from the 
flaming rafters. Frederick felt the shock of his realization: If I’d 
waited a second longer upstairs, I’d be dead now. 


A flaming ceiling beam sliced down through the air, 
dangerously close to Frederick’s face. It landed in front of him — 
the fire licking around the floors, up the walls. How could he get 
to the next room with a flaming beam blocking his path? 

Frederick tried ducking beneath the beam, but the flames 
were too hot. The windows were burning, too, no hope of 
jumping out now. He was the last one left in the President’s 
House. But would he also be the last one out? 

Knowing this was his last chance, Frederick ran straight 
toward the beam. He kicked as hard as he could, watching the 
sole of his shoe catch flame as it slammed into the wood in front 
of him. 

The beam fell to the floor, spreading fire to the rugs, and 
Frederick leapt over them as he would a puddle. His boot was on 
fire now, his foot burning. Still clutching the urn with one hand, 
Frederick bent down and unlaced the fiery shoe, throwing it as 
far as possible. He raced for the exit. 

The door to the outside was too hot to touch. Frederick looked 
around for something to use to knock it open, but the whole 
house was lit up in flame. Around him, wood sputtered and 
ceilings split and beams cracked with a sound like bones 
breaking. One lone tapestry still clung to the walls. Frederick 
pulled it from the wall before it caught flame, and batted away 
the fire on the floor next to the door. Using the tapestry to shield 
his hand, the urn under his shirt, Frederick placed the tapestry 
over the doorknob and turned. The door opened — he was out. 
Frederick dove out the door and onto the portico, rolling the 
small sparks of flame off his body in the grass. He leapt to his 


feet — running and coughing and sweating. His lungs and nose 
burned, still filled with the poisonous, scorching smoke. His one 
shoe was gone and the other had burned through in spots. It 
smelled awful, like charred hair. But Frederick didn’t care. He 
ran through the glorious cool air of the night garden, not 
stopping for breath until he’d reached the fruit trees, where he 
knew that he was safe for a minute. 

Doubled over from the run, Frederick stopped and reclaimed 
his breath. He was shivering now, and his teeth chattered loudly 
in his mouth. His bones felt hollow in his body, like twigs for the 
cinders. Blood coursed through him like a river of fire. His feet 
were torn up, and his skin was burnt, in some places too tender 
to touch. 

But he’d made it out, and he had the map! The urn was still 
wrapped under his shirt. 

Frederick collapsed to the ground, letting the cool blades brush 
against his face, coughing and coughing. The scent of anything 
other than smoke was a relief. Frederick inhaled the moist, 
grassy ground. 

When he sat up, Frederick watched through the trees with 
horror as what was left of the President’s House burned and 
burned. It went from a giant cloud of orange, tinged blue at the 
bottom, to a smoky gray that blew all around, some of the smoke 
reaching Frederick. He stayed where he was, hypnotized by the 
sight. He knew he wasn’t yet safe, but he was too exhausted to 
move. It was all he could do to crawl into the bushes, where 
Sleep claimed him. 


Frederick awoke before dawn to the sound of the bushes 
rustling. He jumped to his charred feet. Thunder crashed above, 
and the air was thick and musty. Wind rattled the branches in 
the orchard, whistling through the leaves. Was there someone 
else in the garden? 

Frederick hid behind a tree while his thoughts rushed 
forward. He was now in occupied Washington. The British had 
seized the city, and Frederick would have to get out without 
being seen. He picked up the urn with the map on it, safe 
beneath some leaves. The general would be in Baltimore by now, 
Frederick hoped, wishing he’d told him that the ring was in 
Canada. It would have put more space between them. 

Frederick peeked around. Gardens, trees, bushes, statues. 

And then — a flash of red. The V-shaped scar. 

The gunshot rattled the bush just next to him but Frederick 
was already on the move. 

He took off with the map through the orchards as fast as he 
could, his shoeless feet taking a beating with each step. 

“You!” General V cried, gaining on Frederick as they ran 
through the grounds. “The map was a fake!” 

Oh, no! Frederick didn’t know how he would outrun the 
general. His lungs were still weak from the day before. 

Thunder clapped, sending a rumble through the grounds. 
Lightning flashed through the sky in white-hot forks. Rain 
pattered down, and the splattering of trees and dirt made it hard 
to hear how close General V was behind him. 

Frederick ran as fast as he could back through the orchards, 
rain soaking his clothes. He dashed out the gate and down the 


deserted Washington streets, the city a rubble of ashes, his feet 
Slapping hard against the wet ground, the urn pressed in close to 
his belly. He turned back to see General V slip on a pile of slick 
leaves. Lose him! Now! 

Tearing past the farms and acres from yesterday, Frederick 
fought his way back toward the Potomac. He spotted British 
troops out of the corner of his eye, and veered diagonally, still 
running toward the Mall. 

The green was wide open, a straight shot, but there were more 
British troops lined all along the edges. Frederick didn’t have a 
weapon; he had nothing except the urn. 

He broke into the fastest sprint he’d ever run. 

“Hey! Stop! You! You're not allowed here!” an officer called 
from horseback, chasing after him. Three more horses followed. 

The soldier whistled, and more soldiers on horseback 
gathered to chase Frederick. The redcoats flooded onto the Mall 
— he was surrounded! 

Frederick turned around. Was it too late to cross back? He 
threw a frantic look over his shoulder and saw, to his horror, the 
general only twenty paces away. There was no choice. Frederick 
plunged into the maze of soldiers and horses. A red-sleeved arm 
snaked out to catch him, but he ducked and spun, colliding with 
the flank of a rust-colored Arabian. It reared, throwing the 
officer from its back, and Frederick used the distraction to weave 
through the crush of bodies. 

He had one chance to make it off the Mall — one chance that 
would either succeed beautifully or lead to his demise. 


Running full speed, Frederick held the urn with one hand and 
leapt face-first for the wet grass. His arms slid along the green, 
gliding his body forward fast enough to rocket himself beneath 
the horses’ legs in front of him. Mud spattered his face and neck. 
His chin bumped over the ground, but the grass was slick 
enough to push Frederick underneath the last row of horses and 
through to the other side. 

I’ve made it! thought Frederick. 

Through the sheets of rain falling, Frederick spotted a bridge 
and made a dash for it. The rain made everything gray, 
including the bridge and the rapids below. Everything blended 
together. And so Frederick did not realize until he was halfway 
over the water that the other side of the bridge had collapsed. He 
was at the edge before he had to pull back, flailing his arms, to 
avoid falling into the rushing water below. 

Frederick did not want to look down — the bridge was so 
much higher than he remembered. He kicked a stone over the 
edge and watched as it plummeted for what seemed like hours 
before the water seized it. 

The current was high and fast, hurtling branches and trees in 
whirlpools of rushing water. Clouds gathered and raced across 
the sky, darkening the day. Frederick barely knew how to swim. 

A shot exploded behind him. Frederick whirled around to find 
the general on horseback behind him on the bridge, closing in 
quickly. Frederick had only one move left to him. 

Urn pressed close with both arms, Frederick took a deep 
breath and jumped. 


The water rushed over his face, hurtling him over rocks, 
slamming him against the riverbed, and then, as soon as 
Frederick emerged above the river and into the downpour, 
attempting to swim with one hand, he was submerged again 
under water, gasping for air and trying uselessly to fight the 
current, to break out of the swirling eddies that threatened to 
keep him trapped under. 

Frederick’s arms were leaden, and he could barely lift his legs 
enough to kick himself up. But he was alive. The storm battered 
the river and everything in it. Every bone in Frederick’s body 
seemed to be telling him to give up, that he wouldn’t make it. He 
was so tired he could hardly breathe in coughing gasps of rain as 
he thrashed against the river. Water pinched his lungs, but his 
hand still clutched the urn. Must get the map to Cahills, map to 
Cahills, he repeated to himself between breaths. 

Frederick swung his head up, his arms flailing in the water, 
and caught a glimpse of General V still up on the bridge. Then 
lightning struck again, startling the general’s horse. She 
whinnied and reared back, thrashing her head, and when the 
thunder crashed, the general was tossed out of his saddle. He 
flew through the air, a wide red arc against the dark sky. 

“Nooooooooo,” the general cried, his voice howling above the 
wind as he hurtled toward the river. 

His head cracked against a boulder that jutted up from the 
river and his body went limp, crashing like a cannonball into the 
water. The splash it sent up nearly reached the bridge. 

He was dead. 


But Frederick himself could barely stay afloat. He took one last 
big breath and kicked against the river, propelling himself 
roughly toward the bank. Frederick swam until the river grew 
more shallow, more tame. He reached a sloping bank and 
beached himself against a sapling, his heart beating rapidly and 
his clothes heavy on his soaking body. 

Frederick stayed there, sheltered under the small tree, while 
the storm raged around him. Lightning and thunder boomed 
and boomed, until at last the claps grew less frequent and the 
storm quieted. The rain was still falling, but the sky was lighter 
now, the clouds blowing over. 

Now there’s only the entire British army to avoid. 

Frederick pulled himself out of the water and trudged toward 
safety. Dolley had told him about a camp where her husband 
would join her when it was safe. 

It was a long way off. 

His clothes were cold, and the skin on his feet felt tender 
without his shoes. His elbow still ached from smashing the 
window, and even on solid ground, Frederick still felt as if the 
river were rushing beneath him. 

Whenever he heard voices, Frederick jumped behind a tree. He 
did not want to risk crossing a British officer again. And he was 
certain he would scare regular citizens with the way he looked 
— he rivaled the soldiers coming home from war in his current 
condition. 

He missed his parents. 

He would have given anything to tell them what had 
happened in the last twenty-four hours. 


It was as if he was pressing on through in a cold and rainy 
dream. 


Frederick trundled past village after village on his way to the 
camp. He passed general stores and churches, taverns and 
schoolhouses, before the smell of campfire smoke reached out to 
him. 

Something delicious was roasting over coals — fish, Frederick 
guessed, with the river right here. He followed his nose down the 
road. 

Could this be it? 

A sea of tents had been erected, and tarp after tarp was strung 
between trees. Frederick picked his way through camp toward 
the largest campfire, which was circled by a group of military 
men. There, in the middle of the laughter, he spotted Dolley. 

Frederick rushed to see her. 

“Oh, Frederick!” Dolley cried, running to greet him. 
“Gentlemen, this is the young man who saved my life!” 

She enveloped him in a bear hug and Frederick couldn't 
remember the last time he had been so happy to see someone. 
She somehow managed to still look fresh and clean, even after a 
night spent at this muddied campsite. 

As Frederick lowered his arms, Dolley bumped her hand 
against the urn. Frederick hadn’t realized it was still gripped 
tightly in his hands. 

She searched his face quizzically, but before he could answer, 
she put her finger to her lips. Shhh. Her face broke out into a grin 


as they moved out of earshot. 

The men can’t know, he thought. 

“Mrs. Madison,” he said, “I managed to pull a gift out of the 
President’s House for you, just before I escaped.” 

“Why thank you, Frederick Warren,” Dolley said, playing 
along. “Wherever did you find it?” 

“Doesn’t matter,” he said lightly. “Flip it over.” 

Frederick watched as Dolley’s eyes widened as large as saucers 
when she saw the map. She looked up at him, amazed. “But you 
— how did you — and the general?!” 

“He won't be bothering us now.” 

Dolley shook her head and took his arm. “Come with me, 
Frederick. There are some people I want you to see.” 

She led him deeper into the encampment to a simple shelter 
in the woods, and nodded at an American soldier positioned 
under a tree. Inside the tent there were benches set up inside, 
and crates flipped over to sit on, as well as a few soft-looking 
cots that were calling out to Frederick. 

Am I going to meet the president? 

But it was Frederick’s parents waiting for him instead, 
huddled close around a carved wooden table, their faces streaked 
with grief. 

When they lifted their eyes to see him standing in the tent, 
their expressions gave way to a miraculous relief, and they 
scrambled to embrace him, squeezing him tight. His burns 
smarted at the contact, but then he leaned in to hug them 
harder. 


“Oh, Frederick, we were so worried!” his mother exclaimed, 
clutching him close. 

“Are you all right?” 

His father clapped his back, another sore spot, and embraced 
him strongly, crying, “Son, son, Mrs. Madison wasn’t sure you 
had escaped! We were afraid —” He didn’t let himself finish the 
sentence. “What happened to you?” 

“Frederick, your shoes! Your face, what happened to this 
elbow? You'll need stitches... .” Wilhelmina Warren cupped his 
muddy chin in her hand and met his eyes. 

Slowly, Frederick eased into a rickety chair, one parent on 
each side. “I was afraid rd never see you both again.” 

Frederick was shivering, so Dolley brought him some tea 
while Frederick described Ramsay’s arrival. The liquid coated his 
throat in honeyed sweetness. 

“Oh, Frederick, how awful,” his mother murmured, rubbing a 
tear at his shoulder. “You must have been so frightened.” 

“I was terrified,” Frederick said. “When I got to the President’s 
House, the president was gone, but the first lady and I searched 
and searched, and she was able to get out before the fire.” 

“you were very brave,” his father said. Frederick hadn’t felt 
courageous when he’d been in the basement, or during the fire, 
or swimming through the river, but all of it rushed through him 
now. Frederick lifted his chest with pride. 

Yes. Frederick nodded. I was serious for once. 

“No one could expect you to swipe the map from under the 
Vespers’ noses while the British were attacking,” his father 
continued. “Not even the most experienced agents would be 


expected to pull off a feat like that. I can’t tell you how proud 
your mother and I are.” 

Frederick’s parents looked at him in awe and then at the urn 
Dolley brought out to show them. Dolley placed food in front of 
Frederick while his parents ran their fingers reverently over the 
Madrigal map. 

Dolley smiled at Frederick and said, “When’s our next 
mission, partner?” 

Frederick grinned back at her. He knew his family would 
never be the same. Instead of two secret agents running the inn, 
now there were three. 

Weeks later, when they set out to retrieve Gideon’s ring, it was 
Frederick who led the way. 


THE HOUDINI ESCAPE 


PART 2 


New York City, 1891 


It was the final show of the night, and the eyes of every person 
crammed inside the tent were trained on him. Harry “the King of 
Cards” Weiss advanced down the aisle, his voice filling the 
cramped space as he told the story of the four kings. They were 
brothers whose mother had been forced to send them away at 
birth, which he illustrated by shuffling the four king cards into 
the deck. 

As the audience bought into the story, Harry’s voice grew 
steadier. He might be only a teenager, but he knew that he 
needed to speak with the confidence and poise of a veteran 
magician. Harry could feel the excitement build as he wove a 
tale of each brother going on his own path and becoming king of 
a distant land. 

As he neared the stage, he brushed against a boy leaning in 
too close, and with an undetectable motion, Harry slipped the 
queen of hearts into the boy’s pocket. There was a reason the 
light in the tent was kept dim. 


Harry reached the stage, turned, and held out the deck in his 
left hand. “Now, these four kings were separated at birth. But 
one day, they all traveled back to their home for a reunion.” He 
stared down at the deck and wrinkled his brow. The audience 
would expect him to pull the four cards out of the deck, but 
instead, Harry palmed the cards from a hidden pocket. 

“The king of diamonds, the great merchant, came from the 
west,” he said as the card appeared in his right hand. He knew 
that, to the audience, it would look like it had materialized out of 
thin air. “The king of hearts, the great poet, came from the east. 
The king of spades, the great architect, came from the north. And 
the king of clubs, the great warrior, came from the south.” 

The audience applauded, and Harry grinned. Breathing a sigh 
of relief, he felt like a king in his own right. Every magician used 
Sleight of hand like palming cards, but Harry always worried 
that someone would catch him, or call him out. Now, the hard 
part was over. All that was left was the triumphant final reveal, 
the moment that made everything worth it: the countless hours 
practicing, the smell of sweat and smoke that filled the tent, the 
worried expression on his parents’ faces whenever he talked 
about magic. 

“But what about the poor mother, who was forced to send her 
sons to the four corners of the earth?” Harry could feel the 
anticipation growing. Surprising an audience was one thing. 
Getting them to go along with the story was what gave him a 
rush. “Yes, their mother, the queen of hearts — she was 
supposed to be there, too. But where was she?” 


Harry looked around, miming a search. Finally, he peered out 
into the audience. 

“I can’t seem to find her. You, boy,” he said, pointing at the 
child he’d identified earlier. “Do you know where the queen is?” 

The boy shook his head mutely. 

“Hm. Maybe you should check your pocket. You never know 
what might be in there.” 

The boy looked confused, but checked his pocket. Harry 
grinned. In a moment, the queen of hearts would meet her sons, 
the reunion would be complete, and Harry would bow out to a 
standing ovation. 

The boy came up empty, and Harry chuckled. “Maybe your 
other pocket,” he said with ease. 

The boy stuck his hand into the other jacket pocket. As the 
bewildered audience member checked his pants, Harry’s 
stomach tied itself in knots. What had gone wrong? He knew he 
had dropped the card in the boy’s pocket. 

“It’s there somewhere, ain't it?” Harry demanded, his 
practiced performer voice falling away like a piece of cheap 
scenery. 

The boy began to pat his jacket anxiously, and even searched 
the ground around his feet. 

“Tm sorry,” the boy said, looking up at him with wide eyes. “I 
don’t have it.” 

The audience began to fidget, and the tent filled with the 
sound of whispers and a few snickers. Harry’s mind raced, but 
when he opened his mouth to improvise an excuse, nothing 
came out. In an instant, the confident showman was gone. 


Suddenly, the King of Cards was just Harry, the immigrant kid 
with the funny accent who worked in a tie factory. 

As soon as a few smirking teenagers stood to go, it was over. 
Within moments, the audience was shuffling out of the tent, 
muttering about wasting their money on some hack. 


Even before the last audience member had left the tent, it hit 
him. He had gone for the wrong boy. Harry grimaced. Somehow 
he had gotten turned around. In the dim light, they all looked 
the same. It had been the boy on the other side of the aisle. 

He wanted to run outside and yell, to call them back and 
demand that they see that the trick really had worked. But it was 
too late. Harry sighed and began shuffling around the stage to 
pack up. Other magicians had chests, trap doors, and trick 
mirrors, but he had to make do with the simplest tools: silk 
handkerchiefs that he could force to change colors, rings that he 
could separate and connect, and several decks of cards. 

Harry froze as the distinct smell of cigar smoke and cheap 
whiskey filled his nose. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the 
tent flap open, and the portly ringmaster stormed inside. Harry 
faced the back wall and concentrated on refolding his silk 
handkerchiefs, unwilling to face the ringmaster, Thaddeus. The 
smell grew stronger and the low stage creaked as the heavy man 
stepped up. 

“You better have a good explanation for what happened out 
there,” he said, grabbing Harry by the collar. Harry suppressed a 
groan. The other seven shows he’d performed that day had gone 


perfectly. But of course Thaddeus had only seen the one he 
botched. 

Harry turned around to face him. The man was standing 
close, his girth practically bursting the buttons on his bright red 
jacket. “Tm sorry, but —” 

“Quiet,” the ringmaster snapped before taking another puff of 
his cigar. “I billed you as the King of Cards. My show’s about 
sparkle, pizzazz... ya know, magic. The king of something 
doesn’t lose track of his card! Three of them had the nerve to ask 
for refunds! I didn’t give ’em money, but I had Larson give them 
free hot sausages. All because you can’t find the queen!” 

Harry felt his heart speed up. “It won’t happen again. I 
promise.” If he lost this job, it could take months to find another 
magician gig. He’d probably have to take extra shifts at the 
factory. His family counted on the income from his weekend job 
— he couldn’t come home empty-handed. 

Thaddeus glared at him. “You made the show look bad, kid. 
People will talk. Tl] lose ticket sales from this, no doubt about it.” 

Harry’s shoulders tensed as he imagined the look on his 
parents’ faces when he told them he lost the job. His mother had 
been endlessly patient when he first started practicing, letting 
him find her card over and over again, never letting on when 
she realized his method. His father, on the other hand, had 
always tried to uncover the secret, which had taught Harry one 
of the most important rules of magic: never perform the same 
trick twice in a row. But now it looked like all his hard work 
would go to waste. 


The ringmaster twirled his mustache and sighed. “I can’t pay 
a magician who doesn’t do magic. One more mistake and you're 
done. And I'll spread the word to the rest of the town.” He started 
lumbering toward the front of the tent, but then turned to look 
over his shoulder. “Unless you double your ticket sales next 
weekend, you'll never work Coney Island again.” 

The flap closed, leaving Harry alone with nothing but his 
flimsy props and empty pockets. He had just enough for the 
horsecar fare, but nothing to give his mother for the grocer. 
Weighed down by a heaviness that started in his stomach and 
extended to his feet, Harry blew out the lamps in the tent and 
headed out into the Coney Island night. 


Harry trudged along the deserted boardwalk on his way to the 
horsecar that would take him from Coney Island back to 
Manhattan. The families were all gone and the lights were off, 
taking with them any sense of festivity. Now it was just carnies 
tearing down their tents or trying to entice the loitering 
teenagers to take one last ride on the Switchback Railway. 

He saw one older man playing Bottle Up, attempting to use a 
ring on a string to put a bottle upright. Harry shook his head 
when he noticed the smudge of chalk on the back of the man’s 
shabby jacket. That meant he was “marked,” a fool who had lost 
a pile of money at one game — and could likely be suckered into 
losing more at another booth. The bright lights of Coney Island 
were the first thing many immigrants saw in New York — the 
ships passed the boardwalk even before the Statue of Liberty — 


and the new arrivals would often come soon after leaving Ellis 
Island, much to the delight of the con men, who knew how to 
take advantage of them. 

Harry sped up to pass several grim-looking men huddled in an 
alleyway, exchanging money. He glanced in the opposite 
direction, pretending to be interested in the barking dogs outside 
the racetrack. The men were probably selling stolen goods, but it 
was none of his concern. And everyone knew that Police Chief 
McKane looked the other way. That is, if he and his captains 
weren't actually in on the deal. 

Harry worked for Thaddeus, so no one bothered him. But that 
hadn’t always been true. The first time he’d tried to perform 
magic on the street, three burly men had tried to “teach him a 
lesson” about respecting other people’s “territory.” Luckily, Harry 
was a track champion at the Pastime Athletic Club, and he easily 
outdistanced them, but he ran into similar problems until 
Thaddeus saw him doing his act at a dime museum in Queens 
and hired him to perform weekends in his show. 

Even after tonight’s disappointment, Harry was still proud to 
be performing in Coney Island. He might be between the bearded 
ladies (women with glue and hair) and the unicorn (an 
unfortunate horse, glue, and the horn of an even more 
unfortunate narwhal), but he was a showman with a real show. 

His father sometimes talked about the great performers and 
artists that he was related to as members of the Cahill Family. 
He even claimed that creative geniuses like Mozart and Lord 
Byron were among their distant cousins, though it was hard to 
imagine his serious father, a former rabbi, having anything to 


do with such colorful figures. Harry longed to take the stage like 
his ancestors had — but his parents had made it clear that his 
main obligation was to help support the family. 

Harry wanted to be useful. He knew how much his parents 
worried about money, especially now that his father was too ill 
to work. But he wished they believed he could do better as a 
performer than he could cutting ties. Harry knew lifers at the 
factory, grizzled men and women who had been doing the same 
job for decades and making the same pay. They didn’t starve, but 
they never got ahead, either. They just sat at the same worktable 
day after day, slowly withering away. 

The wait for the horsecar, a horse-drawn wagon that carried 
about fifteen people, was brief. Normally he would have been 
happy to be home sooner, but even with work in the morning, 
Harry wasn’t eager to face his family. He hung back at the end of 
the line before reluctantly giving the driver his last pennies and 
crowding onto the carriage with the carnival tourists and 
workers returning to Manhattan. 

The horsecar bumped its way through Brooklyn. It was 
starting to get late, but the streets were still crowded. Omnibuses 
full of men in hats wove between endless rows of wooden stands 
where vendors made their final sales pitches, hoping to sell their 
remaining wares at discount prices before heading home. 
Grubby children played in the street, dashing between the horses 
and skirting around the ash barrels that stood overflowing on 
every corner. 

He changed horsecars, and slumped in the back as the coach 
bumped over the Brooklyn Bridge. Although the sky was dark, 


the electric lights in the new buildings allowed Harry to make 
out the silhouette of the skyline — the skeleton frames of the 
new skyscrapers looming over the smaller structures. 

Next to him, a group of Chinese workers played a betting 
game that involved guessing the number of beads in a bowl. 
Each time someone won, the whole group would erupt in cheers. 
Harry watched out of the corner of his eye. With his sleight of 
hand, he knew he could make money at a game like that, but 
he’d seen what happened to cheaters who were caught in Coney 
Island. Sleight of hand got a lot harder if your hand was missing 
a few fingers. 

As they traveled uptown, the streetlights grew farther apart 
and the city settled into sleep. After another horsecar change and 
a walk of several blocks, Harry arrived at West 113th Street, 
where he lived with his parents and five siblings. His stomach 
rumbled as he walked up the stairs to his family’s town house. 
He hoped there were leftovers from dinner for him to eat. 
Without the money from his show, there was no knowing what 
tomorrow would bring. 


The house was dark, and Harry let himself in as quietly as he 
could. He’d forgotten his key again, but that was no problem — a 
few seconds with the pick from his bag of magicians’ tools and 
the lock was open. Ever since his brief apprenticeship to a 
locksmith back in Appleton, Wisconsin, Harry had been trying to 
think of ways to incorporate his skills into his act, but kept 


coming up short. He couldn’t imagine anything less exciting 
than someone picking a lock onstage. 

He padded through the hallway, anxious to make sure he 
didn’t wake his family. But as he crossed the darkened parlor, he 
stepped on something that crunched like broken glass. Harry 
shook his head. One of his siblings must have broken something 
again. He reached toward the sideboard and fumbled for a 
moment before his hands found the gas lamp and matches. 

As the light filled the room with long shadows and a dim 
orange glow, Harry’s breath caught in his chest. His family’s 
keepsakes, which normally stood proudly on the mantel, were 
all smashed. Portraits, his father’s awards, Harry’s cross-country 
medals, and even the crystal glasses from his parents’ wedding 
had been reduced to a pile of fragments and shards. It had not 
been done recklessly — the only way to cause this type of 
damage was to crush each piece individually. A terrifying 
thought planted itself in his mind, and coils of dread tightened 
around his stomach. What if someone had hurt his family? 

He raised the lamp, revealing deep scratches in the wall above 
the mantel, slashes that looked like the letter V. Harry stepped 
back and slipped on a piece of the wreckage, too shocked to even 
try to find his balance. He sent a chair flying as he fell, and 
landed with a thump, still clutching the gas lamp. 

As Harry pulled himself to his feet, he could hear his parents 
stirring in their room. The door opened and his mother 
appeared. Harry darted forward to stop her from entering, but it 
was too late. She gasped as she took in the scene, turning around 
to clutch Harry’s father as he cautiously shuffled into the room. 


“I thought you said they wouldn’t bother us here,” she 
whispered. “They came into our home.” She brought her hand to 
her chest. “While we were sleeping.” 

His father’s face was unreadable as he surveyed the scene. 
“Harry, go to bed.” Since he’d fallen ill, Mayer Samuel’s voice had 
grown thin, a crushing blow to the former rabbi who’d once 
transfixed crowded synagogues with his authoritative baritone. 
“your mother and I will take care of this.” 

“What h-h-appened? Who... ?” Harry stammered. 

When his mother saw the concern on Harry’s face, she forced 
her mouth into a weak impression of a smile. “Don’t worry. It 
looks like someone must have broken in. But theyre gone now. 
We'll report it to the police in the morning.” 

Harry knew she was lying or at least hiding the truth. He 
raised an eyebrow at his father, hoping for a better explanation. 
“Mother?” a girl’s voice squeaked from the doorway. Harry’s 
sister Carrie and brother Leopold were standing there in their 

nightshirts. 

“It’s nothing, dear,” his mother said, shepherding them 
through the door and back to their room. 

“What’s really going on?” Harry asked his father once they 
were gone. 

His father said nothing and shook his head, lowering himself 
wearily into his favorite chair. 

Unwilling to leave, Harry bent down and started cleaning up. 
He salvaged the few pieces that still had some value, and swept 
the rest of the wreckage into a pile. 


“Thank you, Harry,” his father said, and then fell silent again 
as Harry swept the debris into a dustpan and emptied it into an 
old sack. 

“How were your shows?” Mayer Samuel finally asked, as if 
changing the subject could hide the fact that something terrible 
had happened. Harry felt a flash of irritation. If he was old 
enough to support his family, then he was old enough to know 
the truth about the break-in. But before he had the chance to 
release the cutting words forming in his throat, Harry caught a 
glance of his father’s weary face and softened. “Not great,” he 
admitted. “I bungled the last trick, and Thaddeus refused to pay 
me.” When his father didn’t respond, Harry continued. “If I make 
another mistake, I’m out forever,” he said flatly, feeling his last 
tendril of hope shriveling as he admitted it. 

His father just looked at the floor. Harry knew he was 
disappointed, but too kind to say anything while the wound was 
still fresh. 

“Harry, why do you keep doing this to yourself?” his mother 
asked from the doorway. “You'll drive yourself mad trying to 
make a living from magic. Don’t you want a steady income? Or 
the ability to support a family?” 

Harry clenched and unclenched his fists. 

“Someone breaks into our house, shatters our valuables, and 
carves our wall... and you want to talk about my job 
prospects?” he retorted. 

“Your mother and I will handle it,” his father said quietly. “An 
old acquaintance just wanted to send me... a message. I'll make 
him see reason and we'll work something out.” 


“We want what’s best for you, and for the family,” his mother 
added. “I know performing is your dream, but it’s time for you to 
start thinking about your future.” 

Grateful that his parents couldn't see his flushing cheeks in 
the half light, Harry mumbled a hurried good night and headed 
to the room he shared with his brother Theo. His mother was 
right. As much as he hated it, he needed to take responsibility. 
He wouldn't go back to Coney Island next weekend. Instead he 
would ask the foreman if he could take extra shifts at the 
necktie factory. 

As he tossed and turned in bed, he could hear his parents 
whispering in the parlor, their voices wavering between anger 
and fear. Harry strained to listen, but he couldn’t make out their 
words until nearly an hour later, when his father spoke while 
passing his room: “It’s my debt, Cecilia. I have to pay it one way 
or another.” 


Harry’s scissors snipped, and the shape of a tie emerged from the 
striped cloth. He laid it carefully on the cart and grabbed another 
sheet of fabric, deftly maneuvering the blade until another tie 
appeared. Harry placed it on the cart, and waved one of the 
younger boys over to deliver the pile to the sewing table. 

The air in R. H. Richter’s tie factory was a symphony of 
production. Scissors snapped, carts squeaked, and from the other 
room came the lilt of the seamstresses’ gossiping. He had liked it 
better when he was younger, pushing carts from room to room 
to keep the production flowing. He’d even carried a pack of cards 


with him to entertain the younger cutters when he had a free 
moment and the foreman wasn’t around to yell at him. 

But the idea of spending the rest of his life here filled Harry’s 
stomach with dread. Day in, day out, he cut the same shape out 
of fabric. Every few weeks, the color or pattern of the material 
would change. Today, it was black and gold stripes. But there 
were no new challenges, no opportunities to use his 
imagination, or even his brain. The sun gleaming through the 
dirty windows seemed to creep across the sky more slowly each 
hour. And whenever he looked at the older men and women who 
had spent their lives in the factory, he could almost see himself 
in their weathered skin and resigned expressions. 

It was a small mercy, but at least he had his friend Jacob next 
to him, scissors snipping out a monotonous counterpoint to 
Harry’s own. “I’ve got your book,” Jacob whispered when the 
foreman turned his back to them. After saving up for weeks, 
Harry had finally been able to buy a secondhand copy of a book 
written by the greatest magician of the modern world, Jean- 
Eugene Robert-Houdin. Harry had stayed up all night reading 
about Robert-Houdin’s accomplishments: He read minds, 
brought orange trees to life, and even suspended his son in 
midair. Before Robert-Houdin, magicians had been limited to 
performing at fairs and on street corners, but he had raised 
magic to an art. He had owned his own theaters, performed for 
kings and queens, and had even been sent to Algeria by Napoleon 
III to use his magic to discredit a gang of con men gaining 
influence with faux-magical abilities. 


The book had opened Harry to the world of possibility, to the 
chance that magic could be his ticket out of the soul-crushing 
tedium of factory life. But that had been nothing more than a 
child’s foolish dream. “You can keep it.” 

“What are you talking about? It’s your prized possession.” 

“Tm not doing magic anymore,” Harry said flatly. “I need to 
focus on helping my family.” 

“You can’t,” Jacob exclaimed, then glanced around, relieved to 
see that the foreman wasn’t looking their way. “Not after all the 
work we've put in. And besides, I’ve seen what happens when 
you perform. You become a completely different person, Harry. 
It’s what you were meant to do!” 

The two had been practicing magic in their spare time for a 
year now, performing together at various sideshows. When 
Harry’s father had become too ill to work, a spot in the factory 
had opened up, and Harry had convinced the foreman to hire 
Jacob as a cutter. 

Harry turned away. “I’m just not good enough at magic to 
support my family.” He finished a tie and carefully laid it on the 
cart. 

“How many times have you told me how you want to be just 
like Robert-Houdin?” 

“We'll never get the money to build illusions like he had,” 
Harry said, struggling to keep his voice low. “He used magnets 
and clockwork and had a crew of assistants, a carpenter, anda 
mechanic. He could make an orange tree blossom!” 

“But what about the metamorphosis trick we talked about?” 
Jacob asked. “It requires a special prop, but we could afford it if 


we saved up.” 

“You don’t get it,” Harry snapped. “I’m done. I have to help my 
parents provide for my family. I can’t spend money on magic 
boxes.” 

The foreman’s heels clicked at the end of the hallway and the 
boys returned to their work. Harry’s hands had learned the 
motions long ago and could cut out a necktie almost 
automatically. 

Maybe one day, if he got a promotion and his father got better 
and came back to work, he would be able to afford to build a 
great trick. The thought of performing the metamorphosis filled 
him with new energy as he imagined the look on the audience’s 
faces as they realized that he and Jacob had “magically” 
switched places while one of them was locked in a box. 

Harry’s mind raced as he thought about how the trick would 
work. Were there ways to make the switch faster? There were 
definitely ways to improve on the design of the box. If only he 
could talk it over with a carpenter... 

A hand clamped on Harry’s shoulder, and as he snapped back 
to reality his scissors slipped, cutting too far into the fabric. 
“What are you doing?” Harry yelped, before turning to see who it 
was. “You ruined this tie!” 

The massive foreman loomed over him ominously. He looked 
like he belonged in a construction crew, or at the head of a 
Roman legion, instead of working in a tie factory. But Harry 
knew that he had been wounded during the Civil War, and 
hadn’t been able to move easily in over two decades. 

“You ruined it before I got here, Weiss,” the foreman rumbled. 


Harry glanced down. Sure enough, he had cut straight across 
the fabric rather than at an angle, leaving the tie with the stripes 
going straight across. He gulped. The whole batch was 
unsellable. 

“Tm sorry,” Harry said meekly. “My mind must have 
wandered.” 

“Weiss,” the foreman growled. “Look at your cart.” 

Harry looked over at the cart. His heart sank. Every single one 
of the ties was cut at the wrong angle. The room filled with a 
busy silence as the other workers stared intently at their task, 
pretending not to listen. 

“You immigrants are all the same,” the foreman said, his lips 
curling with disgust. “You always want a job, but you never want 
to work. You know the rule: You don’t pay attention, you don’t 
get paid.” He shook his head and pointed to the door. “Get out of 
here. And don’t bother coming back.” 

Jacob looked up for a split second, catching Harry’s eye with a 
panicked look. Then he turned and bent back to his cutting. They 
knew from experience how quickly the foreman’s anger could 
shift focus. 

“But my family —” Harry protested. 

“I said get out,” the foreman spat. “You're lucky I’m not 
making you pay for all this wasted cloth. You better leave before 
I change my mind.” 

Harry stood up in a daze, and took a step before realizing that 
he was still holding his scissors. The foreman held out his hand 
and Harry automatically handed them over. He walked out into 
the sunlit street, still bewildered by what had just taken place. In 


less than twenty-four hours, he’d managed to lose two jobs. He 
wasn't cut out to be a magician, and apparently, he didn’t even 
have what it took to work in a factory. 

“Watch it.” Harry stepped to the side as a woman holding a 
large basket brushed past him, shooting him a nasty look. The 
street was packed with people rushing in all directions, but 
Harry simply stood and stared. Normally, the crowds and the 
noise filled Harry with a sense of excitement, but today, they just 
made him feel terribly alone. 


Shops and pedestrians flashed by as Harry jogged up Broadway. 
He didn’t have money for a horsecar, and running was the only 
way to loosen the knot of guilt and fear that had started growing 
in his stomach as he left the tie factory. 

He’d spent the first few hours wandering around the garment 
district. Racks of clothes lined the streets, made by immigrants 
like Harry, and sold to the middle-class women who could afford 
new clothes for their families. The salesmen stood outside, each 
trying to drown out the others with their promises about 
supplying the latest fashions for the lowest price. There were 
black and gray waistcoats for the men, and long ladies’ dresses 
edged with ruffles and frills. For the more daring, there were 
special ladies’ costumes for bicycling, complete with pants. 

He’d looked to see if any of the stores were hiring, but every 
one seemed full up. Finally, he’d decided that there was nothing 
left to do but to head home and tell his family what had 
happened. He walked the first few miles until the factories and 


shops gave way to crowded apartment buildings and crumbling 
houses, and then he began to run. He’d learned the hard way 
what happened to immigrant boys who dashed through the 
fancy residential areas — once he’d been stopped by a policeman 
who thought that Harry was a thief escaping from the scene of a 
crime. 

With a few detours, it was a perfect five-mile course from the 
garment district to his family’s home on 113th Street in Harlem. 
His dedication had made him a champion runner at the Pastime 
Athletic Club, and he had even won a medal last year ina 
citywide competition. When he’d been asked to pose for the local 
paper after his win in the cross-country meet, he’d bought a 
handful of medals from a trinket shop on Coney Island and 
stuck them across his uniform. The reporter had seemed 
skeptical, but the photographer ate it up. Being a stage performer 
had taught Harry that making an impression mattered. And it 
wasn't like Harry had actually said that he won the medals. 
People saw what they wanted to see — it wasn’t his fault if they 
made assumptions that weren’t true. 

As Harry turned the corner onto his block, he saw three men 
knocking on the door of his family’s town house. By the time he 
ran up the steps, they had already been let inside and Harry 
could hear them talking with his father. He entered quietly and 
stopped a moment in the foyer, allowing his eyes to settle on the 
wooden staircase that had once been finely crafted, but was now 
chipped and worn. As Harry paused a moment, reluctant to go up 
and face his parents, his father’s voice filtered down the stairs. 


“You must understand, I’ve been trying,” his father was 
saying. “I’ve fallen a bit ill. But Iam resting, and I have faith that 
it will pass.” 

The man at the other end of the conversation said something 
softly. It sounded like he had a Hungarian accent, but Harry 
couldn’t make out the words. He knew he shouldn’t eavesdrop, 
but he couldn’t force himself to go up the stairs or back out the 
door. 

“I just don’t have the money,” his father continued. “We’re 
close to losing the house as it is. .. .” His father’s voice faltered. 

Harry felt like he’d been punched in the gut for the second 
time in one day. His father owed these men money. Harry knew 
how these debts were accounted for in Coney Island — you either 
paid up, or someone would have to fish your body out of the 
harbor. 

And this, of all days, was the day that he had lost his job. 

“I have paid on time for years. Just give me a few extra weeks, 
and you'll have your money.” Harry could hear the pleading in 
his father’s voice. 

There was silence from above. Harry hoped that it was the 
men reconsidering their position, but his hopes were dashed as 
he heard the Hungarian-accented voice speak in low, 
threatening tones. 

“I understand,” Mayer Samuel answered, his voice thin and 
reedy. 

Harry heard the floorboards squeak as the men walked 
toward the stairs. After they'd left, Harry opened the door, 
Slipped out, and began hurrying down the street. 


When he was a few paces behind the men, he slowed to a 
walk, taking care to stay to the side in case they turned and he 
needed to duck into an alley. All three men wore expensive suits, 
but the one leading the way was carrying a silver walking stick, 
and his black hair was slicked back with oil. He had the erect 
posture that Harry associated with the elegant ringmasters who 
performed in the big circus tents at Coney Island. They made his 
own boss, ringmaster Thaddeus, look like a small-time crook. 
Which wasn’t far from the truth. The man wrinkled his nose 
and walked more quickly as they passed two grubby boys playing 
in the gutter. 

The men swaggered down the street, not bothering to look 
around, and Harry found himself following them. He had only 
intended to get a quick look, but as Harry replayed his father’s 
words in his head, he grew desperate to find out who these 
people were. His father was a man of principle — how had he 
gotten mixed up with men who would break into his house and 
destroy his family’s valuables? 

The sun was setting, and Harry was easily able to trail them 
without raising suspicions. When they hailed a passing hansom 
cab, Harry jogged behind the plodding horse, keeping a safe 
distance and trying to stay in the shadows. 

The cab wound through the edges of the city as the moon rose, 
passing factories that had emptied for the day, and a few that 
had electric lights installed. Finally, they turned down to the 
docks. For a moment, he thought he had fallen too far behind 
and lost them, but he turned a corner and saw the three men 
disembarking and the cab heading back into the city. 


Harry slunk through the shadows as the men walked closer to 
the water, toward the smell of fish, coal, and garbage. The 
wooden piers that stretched out into the river were so long that 
they seemed to disappear into the night. 

They had been met by a larger group of what looked to Harry 
like six policemen. For a hopeful moment Harry thought that the 
men were about to be arrested. If they were in jail, surely his 
family’s debt wouldn’t matter. But the two groups were simply 
talking, and Harry’s heart sank as he saw the distinctive man 
with a bow tie, handlebar mustache, and beard who seemed to 
be in charge. 

It was Police Chief McKane, the corrupt and despotic man who 
was behind every shady deal on Coney Island. He was also the 
fire commissioner, schools commissioner, public lands 
commissioner, superintendent of the Methodist Church, and 
head tenor in the church choir. He even played Santa Claus in 
the yearly Christmas pageant. Nothing went down in Coney 
Island without McKane’s approval. He had been on trial multiple 
times, but the state authorities could never get the charges to 
stick. 

McKane was speaking to the man with the slicked-back hair, 
whose name was apparently Zoltan. They were discussing a 
business deal that had evidently gone sour, for McKane was 
shouting, and his face had grown red. Occasionally, Zoltan 
would interject a few low words, but mostly he remained 
impassive, watching the police chief with an amused smile. 
Tension mounted between the observers, and finally, McKane 
reached for his gun. 


Harry held his breath as the scene turned into a flurry of 
activity. Zoltan lunged for McKane, while his companions flew 
at the other policemen. For a moment, the sound of footsteps, 
shouts, and cracking bones echoed through the night air, but 
they soon gave way to a faint chorus of groans and labored 
breathing. 

Zoltan had the police chief in a headlock and was holding a 
gleaming blade to his throat. His companions were standing 
over the pile of injured policemen on the ground. Harry gasped 
and took a few steps back into a shadowy alley. When he peered 
out again, he saw McKane involved in a very different sort of 
negotiation — one that had him pleading for his life. 

Harry pressed his back against the wall and tried to make 
himself as small as possible. Following men like this was 
Suicidal. They were obviously trained killers, and if they could 
take out a band of policemen, there was no knowing what they’d 
do to an unarmed kid. 

Zoltan smiled and said something Harry couldn't hear. The 
terrified-looking police chief dug an item out of his pocket, 
shoved it into Zoltan’s hands, and ran off into the night. 

A few moments later, Harry heard the footsteps of the three 
men coming toward the alley. He ducked down as low as he 
could, trying to hold his breath despite the rank odor of the trash 
he was using as cover. Their pace slackened as they passed him, 
and Harry’s heart felt like it slowed as well. Finally, the footsteps 
receded, and Harry waited a minute before he stood up. 

He gingerly stepped over the trash, trying to avoid getting 
dirtier than he already was, then stretched his legs, which had 


fallen asleep from the combination of running and crouching. 

Harry felt a brush of air, and before he could react an arm was 
wrapped around his chest and a knife was at his throat. A voice 
whispered in his ear, gravelly and threatening. “Who are you, 
boy?” He couldn’t turn his head to see the man behind him, but 
he could smell the pungent oil in his hair. Down the street, he 
could see the other two men returning. 

“Tm Harry,” he blurted, catching himself before he gave away 
his last name. 

“Why were you watching us?” 

“I didn’t — I wasn’t —” Harry stuttered. The cold blade of the 
knife dug into his skin, and he could feel a drop of blood making 
a trail down his neck. “I was just sleeping there,” he lied. “I got 
kicked out of my house.” 

“You chose a bad spot for a nap,” the man growled in his ear. 
He drew away and shoved Harry into the arms of the other two 
men. “Come.” 

His two companions grabbed Harry and dragged him forward. 
Harry tried to pull away, but they just gripped his arms tighter. 

Harry’s legs were shaking as he looked back and saw one of 
the policemen lying on the ground, moaning in pain. He should 
never have followed these men. It had been foolish to think that 
he could do anything to help his family. All hed done was make 
things infinitely worse. And now, it looked like he might have to 
pay for his mistake with his life. 

They led him onto the piers toward one of the boats, and 
dragged him up the gangway. “Where are we going?” Harry 
shouted, struggling against their grip. His legs skidded on the 


wood, unable to keep him balanced as the men hauled him 
forward. Were they going to take him with them? Lock him in 
the hold? Torture him? 

They dragged Harry onto the deck of a small steamship, and a 
few minutes later, were pulling away from the pier, out onto the 
Hudson River. 

Zoltan stepped forward and leaned in, so close that Harry 
could see his own reflection in the man’s gray eyes. “I know who 
you are,” he said coolly. His Hungarian accent was noticeable, 
but didn’t sound like the other immigrants in Harry’s 
neighborhood. His voice was more polished, as if he were used to 
speaking to — or maybe commanding — large groups of people. 
“you're Weiss’s son. Did he send you to follow us?” Zoltan shook 
his head. “I expected him to know better.” 

“He didn’t send me,” Harry answered. “Please don’t hurt him. 
I'll help pay back his debt. I work at a factory, and I’m taking 
extra shifts —” 

Zoltan’s face twitched, and Harry fell silent. 

“Too late now,” Zoltan said. “You weren't supposed to see any 
of that.” 

Harry could feel wind blowing across the deck as the 
steamship pulled out into the harbor. How long would it be 
before his parents started to worry? A surge of guilt briefly 
overwhelmed his fear. He didn’t want to die, but the thought of 
his parents grieving him was almost worse. 

Zoltan turned to address one of the other men. “Istvan, I know 
I've performed strangulation, suffocation, and premature burial, 
but have I done drowning?” Istvan shook his head. “Really? I 


can’t believe I have such a hole in my repertoire.” He shot Harry a 
smile that might have been considered winning had he not been 
discussing different methods of committing murder. “I have a 
reputation for a certain level of showmanship.” 

Harry felt his heart start to race. They weren’t just trying to 
scare him. They were really going to do it. He winced as Istvan 
wrenched his arms behind his back while the third man went to 
the cabin and pulled out coils of rope. 

“Are you sure we don’t want to try my new Winchester rifle?” 
Istvan asked. “Or perhaps the wakizashi sword I bought off that 
Japanese merchant?” 

Zoltan grinned. “Don’t worry, I’m sure we'll find a way to 
employ your new toys soon.” 

Harry’s stomach twisted, as if someone had already plunged a 
sword inside him. He imagined his mother’s breakdown as she 
heard the news. His father’s quiet resignation as the truth sank 
in and one more thread of his old life unraveled. His siblings 
would be crushed, but worse, who would even make the money 
to feed them? And Harry would never take the stage again. Never 
know the thrill of a perfectly executed illusion, and the cheers of 
a crowd enjoying being taken in. 

He couldn't let this happen. He had to find a way to escape. 

For a moment, Harry considered trying to fight them, but he 
knew that was pointless. There were three of them and they 
were all larger than he was. And there was probably more of a 
crew on the bridge and below deck. Harry breathed in and stood 
up straighter, almost as if he were onstage. A sense of calm and 


purpose settled over him. He couldn’t overpower them, so he 
would have to survive some other way. 

Feeling almost in a dream, he stepped forward and let them 
tie him up. As they looped the rope around his arms, he clenched 
his biceps. Harry had spent years performing as “Prince of the 
Air,” and there was nothing for building muscle like hanging by 
your arms. He flexed his muscles as they tightened the ropes and 
waited for them to move on to his feet before he relaxed them. 
Once his biceps were no longer clenched, he could feel that the 
ropes were significantly looser. 

The fear and panic coursing through his body gave way to the 
Same anxious energy he felt just before going onstage. But he 
couldn’t let the men know he had a plan, and he allowed his 
body to go limp as Istvan carried him toward the rail. Harry’s 
heart was pounding as he tried to squirm around to look out 
over the water. They were far from shore, but the lights of 
Manhattan were still visible. 

“You don’t need to do this,” he yelled as they neared the rail. 
“My father will pay. Pll pay, too!” He needed to sound like he 
thought he was about to die. It wasn’t difficult. Harry knew there 
was a high chance his plan would fail. But he couldn’t dwell on 
that now. 

It was showtime. 

Istvan grunted and set him on the deck next to the rail. Harry 
looked down and grew slightly dizzy as he watched the choppy 
water splashing against the bottom of the ship about four stories 
below. “You don’t have to do this!” Harry yelled, feeling a new 
wave of terror threatening to take over his body. “Please!” 


Zoltan gave Harry a push. He teetered for a moment, staring 
at the dark water below. Then the boat lurched and he lost his 
balance and plunged overboard. 


Harry took in a deep breath before he hit the surface and the icy 
water closed around him. He wiggled like a dolphin, swimming 
farther underwater. He needed time to escape before he came up 
for air. 

He writhed and thrashed, using the looseness of the ropes 
around his arms to his best advantage. The chill of the water 
clamped down on him and he could hear nothing but a dull roar 
and the thudding of his own heart. The ropes were cutting at his 
skin but he barely noticed as he strained to extricate himself. 

For a moment, his right wrist seemed trapped in a knotted 
loop, but with a painful wrench he pulled it out. His hands were 
free. With his legs still tied, Harry looked up. The lights from the 
ship filtered through the dark water, and he could just make out 
the outline of the steamship’s hull. 

His lungs were screaming for air, but with a stroke of his 
arms, Harry dove deeper into the water. He waved his bound legs 
like a fin. As he reached the ship’s hull, he grabbed on to the 
barnacles underneath and hauled himself down. If he surfaced 
too soon, the Vespers would know he’d survived. 

As he passed the keel, the ship’s paddle swung into motion. 
Harry felt a moment of panic as it started to drag him backward. 
With a kick of his legs and rapid pulling of his arms, he moved 


away. His lungs were burning and he felt his head pounding as 
he strained for the surface. 

Finally, he broke the water and gasped. Air flooded into his 
lungs. In his ears, his ragged breathing sounded incredibly loud, 
but luckily the noise of the steam engine and paddles seemed to 
be drowning it out. 

He could hear Zoltan and his companions talking on the other 
side of the boat, and as his air returned, he smiled with 
satisfaction. 

Harry clung to the hull of the ship as it began to gain speed 
and pull out of the harbor. Holding on with one hand, he used 
the other to untie his feet. The wet ropes seemed to stick to each 
other, but he finally got them untangled and let them sink into 
the water. 

“He’s not coming back up,” Harry heard Istvan’s voice carrying 
from the other side of the ship. “Looks like he’s too small and 
skinny to float. I win. You owe me ten dollars, Bjorn.” 

“The ship started moving. We weren't close enough to see,” 
Bjorn protested. “If I toss some dynamite in and blast-fish him 
out, would that count?” 

“Enough,” Zoltan cut in sharply. “We didn’t come to America 
just to dispose of nosy children. It’s time to get to work.” He 
paused. “We'll finish this conversation below deck.” 

Even though he was clinging to the boat, Harry continued to 
tread water. In the freezing water, it was important to keep 
moving to stave off hypothermia. 

As the steamship moved past Governor’s Island, they passed a 
garbage scow headed back toward the city. Harry pushed off and 


set out with vigorous strokes. He latched on to the scow as it 
chugged past and hauled himself on board. The captain of the 
tugboat might see him, but Harry hardly cared. He was out of the 
freezing water, and would be back in the city within minutes. 

And if hed planned correctly, Zoltan and his crew would think 
he was dead — which meant he was safe, for now. As he 
stripped off his soaked clothing and huddled down, Harry 
watched the steamship glide out into the bay until it disappeared 
into the night, leaving only the trails of its smokestacks. 


“What were you thinking?” Harry’s father demanded. “You were 
very nearly killed! Zoltan is a murderer. The Vespers use him for 
their most dangerous missions — they only sent him to collect 
my debt because he was in New York on other business.” 

It had been late when Harry returned, but his parents had 
been waiting for him. Early dawn light was coming through the 
parlor windows, and Harry could hear the city around them 
starting to wake up. His father’s face was white from his illness, 
and he had an extra blanket draped over his legs. 

“Who are the Vespers?” Harry asked, too tired from the events 
of the night to try to defend himself. “What do they want with 
our family?” 

Harry’s father sighed, and paused for a moment. Finally, he 
looked up, fixing Harry with a sad stare. “You’re too young to 
remember this, but life wasn’t easy in Hungary, especially for 
Jews. I spent many years trying to arrange for us to come to 
America, but when the paperwork finally came through, we still 


didn’t have enough money for the passage. I took a loan from the 
Vespers in order to buy a ticket for myself, and to leave behind 
enough money for you, your mother, and your four brothers to 
come over.” 

His father turned to his mother, who nodded silently, urging 
Mayer Samuel to continue. “It was foolish,” he admitted. “At the 
time, I didn’t know much about the Vespers. I understood that 
they had some sort of vendetta against the Cahills, but they were 
the only people in Budapest willing to lend that kind of money 
without any sort of collateral.” He closed his eyes, as if recalling 
memories stored deep within his mind. “And now I know why. 
The Vespers are a worldwide network of criminals, and I should 
have never gotten involved with them.” 

“Why didn’t you pay them back?” Harry asked. 

His father shook his head. “I did. I tried. But they kept raising 
the interest until the payments became impossible.” He gestured 
toward their sparsely furnished living room. “We've given them 
all we have.” 

“Thats why we've been so demanding with you and your 
brothers,” his mother added sadly. “We had no choice but to save 
up to try to pay them. We knew they would find us eventually.” 

Harry couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “So they were the 
ones who broke into our house?” His father nodded. “We have to 
do something,” Harry insisted. “Ill go to the police.” 

“You will do no such thing,” Mayer Samuel commanded, his 
voice regaining some of its old authority. “The Vespers control 
every major crime ring in the city. There’s no knowing what sort 


of influence they have with the police. You'll only make things 
worse.” 

A surge of hot rage welled up from somewhere deep inside 
him. “Well, I have to do something. I’m not going to stand by 
while they threaten our family.” 

“Harry,” his father said, fixing his son with a stare that made 
it clear he’d heard what happened at the tie factory. “All you 
need to focus on is finding employment. Go do your shows this 
weekend to bring in a little money, and then find a real job next 
week. I’m sorry. I wish things were different.” 

“What will happen to you?” Harry demanded. “Won't the 
Vespers come back?” 

“Tll take care of it,” Mayer Samuel said. “We'll scrape together 
as much money as we can before they come back next week. But 
the most important thing is that you stay out of sight. The 
Vespers can’t know that you survived. Not after what you saw 
down by the docks.” 

“Father, what if I —” 

“No.” His father’s voice became stronger for a moment, almost 
as if he were his old self. “I may not be around much longer. This 
was my mistake, and you have to let me handle it.” Harry could 
see the thinness in his father’s pale cheeks in a new light. Mayer 
Samuel was wasting away, and the man who used to pick up 
Harry and spin him around, letting him pretend to be an 
acrobat, was never coming back. 

“Harry.” His mother couldn’t quite look him in the eye. “Please 
do as he says. You can’t come back home until the Vespers return 
to Europe. Zoltan hates to be crossed, and he hates to make a 


mistake. If they see you, they will kill you... and then punish 
the rest of our family as well. Do you understand?” 

Harry gulped. “I won't let them find me. I'll stay with Jacob 
until they leave. And once they’re gone... I'll do my part to take 
care of the family. I swear it.” 


Harry offered the deck, and the girl pulled the top card off as 
instructed. The audience watched intently. 

“It’s the five of hearts. That was my card,” she announced. 
“But what happened to...” 

“I suppose it was on top of the deck all along,” Harry joked. 
“Perhaps you simply imagined putting it in your pocket.” 

His brush with death had left him jittery, and up until the 
moment he stepped onstage his hands had been shaking. But by 
the time he started his first trick in each show, the usual calm 
settled over him. In the low light of the stage, he morphed into 
the King of Cards. 

She checked her pocket. “It’s gone!” she squealed. The audience 
cheered. Harry bowed, made a few cards appear and disappear, 
and stepped into the tiny backstage to a final round of applause. 
He sat down heavily on the small wooden stool. The “backstage” 
was little more than a heavy piece of black fabric blocking an 
area of a few square feet from view. There was nothing back 
here but the chair, a few rags, a flask of water, and an old drum. 
He sat back and mopped his brow with a handkerchief. It was 
his fifteenth show that Saturday, and there was time left for 
another two. It took about ten minutes for the old crowd to leave 


and the new one to assemble. Every audience had a different 
feel, and Harry would often change the order of his tricks to keep 
the crowd engaged. 

Harry had snuck out to Coney Island early that morning, 
desperately hoping to escape notice. New York was an enormous 
city and the chance of him running into Zoltan or one of the 
other Vespers was tiny, but Harry’s heart still leaped every time 
he saw a man with black hair. 

He could hear Thaddeus outside his tent, urging fairgoers to 
see the amazing magician inside. From the way he spoke, it 
sounded like “the King of Cards” was capable of truly incredible 
feats. Harry just hoped that he was capable of the incredible feat 
of getting paid for his day’s work. 

Although it was a grueling life, realizing that this was his last 
weekend of shows reminded Harry how much Coney Island felt 
like home. There were the circuses with high-flying acrobats and 
majestic lions. The ringmasters would bark out commands, 
drawing hundreds of eyes to every new spectacle. There were 
magicians who had devices that let them saw their assistants in 
half and make them disappear. 

Harry knew how it was all done, of course, but he still let 
himself go along for the ride, clapping and hooting with the rest 
of the crowd as the assistants reappeared in the audience, 
unharmed. There was even a drama to the concessions sellers, 
who hawked their treats with booming voices and made cotton 
candy sound like a piece of cloud stolen from heaven. How could 
he leave it all behind? 


When the audience was inside and settled, Harry picked up a 
mallet and beat a drum four times. He didn’t have anyone to pull 
open a curtain, lower the lights, or play music for him, so this 
was the only way to make his entrance appropriately dramatic 
— or, at least, get the audience somewhat quiet for his entrance. 
He played one final drumroll and leaped onto the stage toa 
smattering of applause. 

He started facing away from the audience. He stretched out 
his arms, and then, with a flourish, a fan of cards appeared in 
each hand. There was slightly more applause, and a boy hooted. 
Harry smiled to himself, gathering his confidence. The audience 
was his to win. With a deft move, he made the decks vanish 
again. He spun to face the crowd, and it felt like his stomach did 
a backflip. 

He was there. In the front row. 

Zoltan was relaxed in his seat, using a toothpick to remove 
dirt from under his fingernails. He glanced up at Harry, giving 
him the same expectant look as the rest of the audience. He was 
flanked by his two companions, Istvan and Bjorn. 

The sight of the three men sent a shiver down Harry’s spine. 
What were they doing just sitting there? 

With nowhere to run, Harry had no choice but to start the 
show. Perhaps, if he could buy himself enough time, he’d come 
up with a plan. His mind raced as coins appeared and 
disappeared, handkerchiefs changed color, and cards obeyed his 
every command. Zoltan laughed at the appropriate moments, 
applauded for each successful trick, and was generally a perfect 
audience member. 


He shouldn't have stayed in the city. He shouldn’t even have 
gone back home. The only way to convince the Vespers he was 
dead would have been to disappear completely. Would they take 
it out on his family? Harry could imagine Zoltan and his 
companions walking up the stairs of the Weisses’ house again, 
this time with murder on their minds. 

But it was too late for recriminations now. Harry let the 
audience’s applause build his confidence as he surprised a man 
by handing him the watch that had been on his wrist until a few 
minutes earlier. 

Harry extended the show, buying himself time with elaborate 
stories and extra illusions. After the fourth card trick in a row, 
he could see a few audience members in the back begin filing 
out. If he didn’t act soon, they would all leave, and he would be 
alone with the Vespers. 

As soon as he’d made the decision, Harry felt his muscles 
relax. It was time to perform, and he was ready. Harry produced 
a new deck of cards and stepped off of the stage. 

“Sir, would you please shuffle this deck for me?” he said, 
offering the cards to Zoltan, coming within an arm’s length of 
the man who had tried to kill him. A part of Harry was 
screaming for him to make a run for it, but he buried it away. 

It was showtime. 

“Of course,” Zoltan replied amiably, mixing the deck with the 
practiced ease of a gambler. Harry might have worried that the 
Vesper could stack the deck, but at this point he didn’t care. 

“Please take the first card for yourself,” Harry said, letting his 
best announcer’s voice boom through the tent as he stepped back 


onto the stage. “And pass the deck around. Ladies and 
gentlemen, each of you should take a single card from the deck. 

“I will now present you with a new illusion. One that has 
never been seen before by mortal eyes!” he declared. There was 
no lie there — this was a trick that he had never even thought of 
before tonight. He walked to the center of the room and stood 
under the gas lamp. A successful magician would have drums 
and an orchestra to build the tension, but Harry only had the 
pounding of his heart against his rib cage. 

“Examine your cards closely,” he announced. “Look around — 
each of you has a different card. Now hold your card in the air, 
but hold it tightly.” The audience complied, including an amused 
Zoltan. “I will turn out the light, and when I turn it back on, 
every one of you will have the exact same card,” Harry 
announced. 

He reached up to the lamp and turned the key, plunging the 
tent into darkness. Some of the ladies gasped, covering Harry’s 
Stealthy footsteps. 

“Ladies and gentlemen!” he declared loudly. 

“Brace yourselves!” He reached the door and began shaking 
the tentpoles. 

“Prepare yourselves!” he boomed. 

“Tm very sorry!” he shouted as he successfully pulled the 
tentpoles out, stepped through the door, and let the tent entrance 
collapse behind him as the audience screamed in shock. 

It was a simple trick, really. Distract the audience with a big 
promise, turn out the lights... and then collapse the tent on 
them and run like the wind. 


Harry broke into a sprint as he rounded the corner. The audience 
in the tent was yelling, but with a glance back, he confirmed 
that only part of the tent had collapsed. No one would be hurt. 

No one but him. And, he realized with a sinking feeling, his 
family as well. Harry glanced back again. Zoltan and his crew 
had somehow made it out of the tent and were running after 
him. 

They were fast, but Harry knew he was faster. He could put on 
a burst of speed and outrun them. But what was the point? He 
could run as far or as fast as he wanted, but the Vespers would 
find him. They were too connected. Too powerful. Too ruthless. 

Harry knew the implicit threat that every criminal kingpin 
held over the more or less honest people that he preyed on. 
“Cross me, and TIl kill you. Run away, and Ill kill your family.” 
Glancing back, he could see it written on Zoltan’s face. Harry 
could run away and hide forever — but he couldn’t hide his sick 
father. He couldn’t hide his younger brothers and his little sister. 

Harry stopped and turned around, letting the three Vespers 
catch up to him. He could see the fury on Zoltan’s face, now 
modified with slight confusion. 

Harry stood tall, facing the men, and held up his hands in 
surrender. 

“Take me,” Harry said. “I know it’s over.” 

Istvan and Bjorn slowed, but Zoltan kept coming and lowered 
his shoulder. He slammed into Harry, knocking the wind out of 
him. 


Harry’s vision went blank for a moment and he collapsed to 
the ground. His lungs burned as he strained for air. Harry 
gasped, but the breath just didn’t seem to come. 

“you don’t get to negotiate with us,” Zoltan said from above 
him. His two companions’ laughter mingled with the roar of 
white noise in Harry’s ears as he struggled for air. 

For a moment, Harry was sure he would die, but ever so 
slowly his breath came back. Harry looked up at the three heads 
clustered above him, framed by the lights of the fairgrounds and 
the dim stars above that. No one would stop to question them. As 
far as Coney Island was concerned, large criminals had a right to 
beat up short boys. It wasn’t worth risking their necks to 
interfere. 

“kill me,” Harry croaked. “Only please, please, leave them 
alone.” 

Zoltan was unmoved. “You died last week when we threw you 
into the river. I even sent a telegram to Vesper One, telling him 
to add your drowning to my tally. I will not be made a liar.” For 
that one moment, Harry thought he saw a flicker of concern in 
Zoltan’s eyes. But then it was gone, and the ruthless killer was 
back. “Since the moment your feet hit the water, you’ve been 
living on borrowed time.” 

Harry closed his eyes. His escape had been for nothing. They 
were still going to kill him. They were still going to destroy his 
family. “But that’s not how it has to be,” Zoltan added. “You could 
be resurrected, if you do what needs to be done. How would you 
like to be alive again?” 


Harry stared at Zoltan, unsure whether or not the man was 
playing a game with him. “What are you talking about?” he 
wheezed, still struggling to catch his breath after his sprint. 

Zoltan inclined his head so he was looking straight into 
Harry’s eyes. “You are a talented boy, even if you are a nosy piece 
of tenement trash. Your magician’s tricks are not real artistry, 
but they have a certain utility.” Harry bristled but remained 
silent. The more time this twisted criminal spent taunting him, 
the less time he’d have to torture Harry’s family. “I need you to 
acquire an object for me. You'll break into the specified location, 
use your special talents to escape, and then bring me the item 
the day after tomorrow. I'll be waiting on the docks with a 
special crate to transport it back to Europe.” 

Zoltan leaned even closer. “If you succeed, I will forgive your 
family’s debt and leave your father in peace. If you fail, you will 
be arrested and sent to prison for a long time. But don’t expect 
anyone to visit you there — if you fail, Pll make sure each 
member of your family dies a unique and memorable death.” 

The Vesper rose, standing with the expansive performer’s 
posture that Harry had worked so hard to imitate. “So do we 
have a deal?” 

Harry didn’t hesitate. He knew his parents would be horrified 
if they learned that he’d allowed the Vespers to pull him into 
their web of criminality and deceit, but there was no other 
choice. 

“TI do it.” 


Harry and Jacob shuffled through the crowd, doing their best to 
look like awestruck tourists. Given the unbelievable array of 
sculpture, pottery, and paintings around them, it wasn’t difficult. 
There were paintings taller than Harry, full of knights, angels, 
and noblewomen in vibrant colors. There was even a collection 
of daggers, swords, and armor with beautiful inlays. To Harry, 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art was like an elegant version of 
Coney Island, with all the drama and spectacle but none of the 
dirt, violence, and corruption. He and Jacob had worn their best 
clothes, but Harry still felt shabby next to the fine gentlemen 
and ladies taking the afternoon to stroll through the exhibits. 

The museum was in an enormous brick building, topped with 
Spires that made it look like a castle to Harry. And as large as it 
was, Harry had seen construction starting outside that looked 
like it would add entire new wings. Harry wished he could spend 
the day wandering through the museum. They'd even passed 
paintings by his famous ancestors, giving Harry a thrill that 
temporarily made him forget his nerves. But he had work to do 
— after memorizing the layout of the building, he had an even 
more important task: locating the object the Vespers wanted him 
to steal. 

On their way in, Jacob had purchased a map of the collections. 
Harry pretended to be confused, frequently pulling the map open 
and looking around in every direction. In reality, he was 
committing the entire map to memory. According to Zoltan, the 
plan called for him to be wheeled in during a fake delivery, and 
he couldn’t know for sure where he would end up. He needed to 
be able to find his target from anywhere in the museum. 


“Unbelievable!” Jacob whispered as they entered the Greek and 
Roman section, passing by a massive marble sarcophagus. 

The plan was to sneak to the Greek and Roman exhibit, 
replace the artifact he was meant to steal with a replica the 
Vespers had created, and then deliver it to the Vespers’ ship. 
Thinking about the assignment left Harry nauseous for a 
number of reasons. If he failed, his family would be punished in 
horrific ways. If he succeeded, a group of evil criminals would 
take a priceless treasure. But Harry knew what he had to do. 
When it came to choosing between his family and a piece of art 
— no matter how important — the choice was clear. 

They strolled through the Greek and Roman exhibit casually, 
pretending to stop and examine every artifact. Harry could 
hardly believe that the statues, lamps, and even an incense 
burner had survived over two thousand years. He tried to 
imagine what relics might remain of his life in New York two 
thousand years from now. Would the tools for his magic tricks 
end up in a museum some day? 

“Why did the Greeks need so many statues of headless naked 
men?” Jacob asked, looking at a row of sculptures. 

“According to this,” Harry said, pointing to a plaque, “the head 
was probably broken off. But I don’t know why these guys 
couldn’t keep their clothes on.” 

Harry instinctively turned his head away and pulled out the 
map as a museum guard walked by. There was nothing to be 
worried about yet — the guard couldn't possibly know what they 
were planning — but he could feel himself tensing up anyway. 
He closed his eyes, stood up straight, and envisioned himself on 


stage. He was about to perform a routine disappearing act, 
nothing more. He opened his eyes and led Jacob to the target. 

The artifact the Vespers wanted was tucked away in the 
corner of a room in the Greek and Roman wing of the museum. 
The gallery was full of marble statues and exotic figurines, busts 
of great leaders and ornate columns. But he was after a simple 
Hadra hydria, or water jar. 

It looked like the small urns that the fortune-tellers in Coney 
Island used to decorate their tents and cultivate an air of 
foreignness, though less striking than those. Still, if the Vespers 
wanted it, the artifact had to be far more important than it 
appeared. The idea of Zoltan holding this work of art in his 
hands made Harry sick to his stomach. 

It was locked in a glass case, and according to the plaque, it 
was from around 213 BC, and was inscribed with the name 
Theudotos, although scholars weren’t sure why. Out of the corner 
of his eye, Harry examined the lock on the case and was relieved 
to discover that it looked fairly old. It wouldn’t prove much of a 
problem. The locks on the doors to the museum were another 
matter entirely — Harry doubted that he could pick them quickly 
enough to avoid being caught. And worse, it had looked like they 
required a key to get either in or out. 

Jacob nudged him. It was time to move on. A couple of poor 
boys in the museum were already an unusual sight — most of 
the other patrons were older gentlemen and well-dressed ladies. 

“Why does he want it?” Jacob whispered as they walked on to 
the next case. “None of this makes sense.” 


Harry shook his head. “No idea. It’s not really my concern, I 
guess. At least it’s not one of those huge paintings — I have no 
idea how I would carry one of them out.” 

The boys wandered through the rest of the galleries, 
pretending to give the other artifacts just as much attention as 
they had paid to their target. A few minutes later, they sauntered 
out of the exhibit and headed back outside. 

Harry would have preferred to scope out his escape route, but 
it was off limits to the public. He would just have to trust that 
the Vespers’ plan would work. As they walked out of the 
museum, Harry glanced back at the outside wall that he would 
need to rappel down on his way out. That would be after being 
smuggled in, making it past the night watchmen, and getting to 
the roof. The whole plan seemed to be one impossible feat 
stacked onto another, but he had no choice. The image of Zoltan 
stalking into Carrie’s room was enough to strengthen Harry’s 
resolve. 

Harry parted ways with Jacob and headed for his rendezvous 
with the Vespers. It was time for the show. 


Harry’s legs were beginning to cramp. He was crammed into a 
large Egyptian urn, arms clutched tightly to his sides and head 
tucked down. A bag containing the replacement jug had been 
stuffed in on top of his head, and his knees banged into his chin 
every time the dolly transporting the urn hit a bump. The stairs 
up the front of the Metropolitan Museum had been the worst. 
“Tm supposed to be a demolitions expert, not a delivery boy,” 


Bjorn had groused when Zoltan gave him this job. Harry was 
pretty sure Bjorn had bounced him straight up the steps out of 
Spite. 

They were lucky the vase hadn’t come apart on those stairs. It 
was completely fake — the paint had barely dried by the time 
Harry climbed inside. Still, to his untrained eye, it had appeared 
real enough. He needed to believe the plan would work. If it 
failed, Harry would go to jail for attempted burglary and his 
family would be murdered. He wasn’t sure whether it was the 
danger or the bouncing of the dolly that was making him feel 
sick. 

The bumping finally came to a stop and Harry could hear 
voices through the urn’s ceramic sides. 

“Delivery for Egyptian art,” Bjorn said in his thick Swedish 
accent. When they had been discussing the heist, Bjorn had 
suggested adding dynamite to Harry’s crate so that he could set 
the fuse and run to the artifact, creating a diversion. Harry had 
been relieved when Zoltan vetoed the idea — especially since, 
judging by Bjorn’s burned hair and lack of eyebrows, his 
methods didn’t always work perfectly. 

“Uh-huh,” another man, probably a museum guard, said. “Do 
you have the bill of lading?” 

There was a pause, and Harry’s breath caught in his chest. He 
had known the plan was crazy, but he had expected to at least 
get into the museum before being arrested. 

“Hmmmm. This is a little unusual.” The guard’s voice came 
through. “We weren't expecting this delivery today.” 

Bjorn mumbled something, too soft for Harry’s ears. 


Harry could hear someone opening the top of the shipping 
crate. A tiny bit of light filtered down around the uneven edges of 
the lid. Harry held his breath. All the museum guard had to do 
was lift off the lid, and the game would be up. Somehow Harry 
doubted that the museum could be convinced that a hidden 
Hungarian teenager was a standard feature of Egyptian urns. 

Harry waited several long seconds as someone poked around 
at the packing materials. 

“Well, all right, then,” the guard said at last. “You'll find 
storage on the third floor, northeast corner. I'll show you the 
way. We're closing, so we'll have to be quick about it.” 

Harry breathed a sigh of relief as the crate was closed and the 
dolly began moving again. They bumped their way to the storage 
room on the third floor. To try to distract himself from the 
painful jostling, Harry counted each of Bjorn’s footsteps and each 
turn they made. He called up an image of the floor plan of the 
museum, trying to track where they were headed. After eight 
turns, he started to lose certainty, but he still had a good enough 
idea to know which direction to head when he got out. 

Finally, the crate was moved off of the dolly and placed on the 
ground. “Okay, let’s get out of here,” the guard said. “I need to 
lock up.” 

Harry heard two pairs of footsteps leave the room. A door 
closed and a key turned in the lock. As the sounds faded away, 
he could just make out the guard suggesting what landmarks 
Bjorn should visit while he was visiting New York City on his 
“delivery from Hungary.” 


Harry breathed deeply, waiting until he was sure they were 
completely gone. He listened, straining his ears for any signs 
that someone else was in the room with him. For a minute, he 
heard nothing, but then he heard the scratching of a pen 
piercing the silence. 

Someone was in the room with him. 

Harry waited. It could be a curator or restorer out there, 
finishing up some work. The museum might be closing, but the 
employees could easily stay for hours afterward. From time to 
time the employee would stand up, or move an object from one 
area to another. Harry was pretty sure his feet were asleep and 
his legs and arms with them, but there was nothing for it. He 
simply waited. 

After what seemed like an hour, the man finished his work. 
Harry exhaled as the door opened and closed, and the key turned 
in the lock once again. He waited another ten minutes for good 
measure, then flexed his muscles and pushed out with his arms 
and legs. The cheap plaster holding the fake urn together 
cracked open inside the packing crate. 

Careful not to harm the replica in the bag, Harry reached up 
and used his penknife to unhook the latch. After fumbling for a 
moment, it gave, and he was able to push the lid off and stand 
up. 

He swayed as he stood, nearly falling over. He stood in place, 
balancing on the edges of the crate as he stamped his feet to 
restore feeling. Finally, he was able to gingerly climb out of the 
box. He cleaned up the materials that had fallen on the floor and 


closed the lid so that no one who happened in would notice 
something amiss. 

The storeroom was filled with crates and tables covered with 
pieces of artifacts in the process of classification. There were 
sculptures, bowls, and even another urn. On one table lay a suit 
of armor, completely disassembled, surrounded by notes 
detailing plans to fit it back together. Soft light filtered in from 
high windows. Glancing up, Harry could see early evening stars. 

Harry padded over to the door to see what he was up against. 
He had spent the last ten minutes planning how to pick this 
lock, trying to guess the type from the sound of the key the 
employees were using. But there was no obstacle. All he had to 
do was turn a small knob and he was ready to go. 

It was almost a pity that he had to wait another hour until the 
last workers left and he could put the plan into action. Harry 
retired to a dark corner of the storeroom, hiding behind some 
empty crates and taking the opportunity to massage feeling back 
into his limbs. 

Sitting in silence, he tried to shut out the worries that 
crowded his mind. What if he couldn’t get to the Greek and 
Roman exhibit to take the artifact? He clutched the bag with the 
fake as images of Bjorn rigging his house with explosives 
hovered at the edge of his thoughts. 

When he was confident enough time had passed, Harry exited 
the room and ghosted down the corridors, past the other storage 
areas and out into the Asian art exhibit. Occasionally he would 
hear or glimpse a guard, but he managed to slip into the Greek 
and Roman gallery unnoticed. In the darkness, the statues 


looked like silhouettes that might come to life at any moment to 
throw out the intruder stalking through their midst. 

Harry found the water jug in its glass case, but that was no 
challenge. A lock pick hidden in Harry’s belt made short work of 
it. He had just lifted the case open when he heard footsteps 
coming down the hallway outside. He laid the lid down 
delicately and slipped behind the case, crouching as low as he 
could. Had a guard heard him, or was it just a routine check? 

As the guard came closer, the footsteps sounded like a clock 
ticking down the moments until Harry would doom his family 
to an early grave. Harry held his breath as the guard paused in 
the center of the room. The light from the guard’s lantern played 
across the statues, casting the shadows of ancient heroes on the 
walls. 

As the guard turned and headed out of the room, Harry 
exhaled. Working quickly, he opened the case and removed the 
jar. He opened the padded bag and pulled out the fake. Harry 
paused a moment, comparing the two side by side. Both bore the 
inscription of the Greek name, Theudotos. 

It was staggering to Harry — two thousand years ago a Greek 
man had handled this same jar, likely even drank from it. 

Harry couldn’t imagine what Zoltan wanted with a simple 
terra-cotta jar. If it was money, there were famous paintings and 
sculptures in the museum that would sell for titanic sums on 
the black market. Harry examined the two objects more closely. 
They had handles on each side and faded black decorations 
painted around the tops. 


The only difference between the two jars was that the real one 
had very faint scratches on the base. Was it an etching of a 
diagram of some sort? In the low light, he couldn’t make 
anything out. The forger wouldn’t have been able to see the base 
when he copied the vessel. Maybe it was just sloppy 
counterfeiting. Or was this what Zoltan was after? 

Harry shook his head. Were the scratches on the urn a map to 
treasure, or to some more valuable artifact? It would just give 
the Vespers more resources to fuel their criminal enterprises. 
Whatever they were planning, all Harry could know for sure was 
that it would be something horrifying — and now he was their 
accomplice. 

He cautiously placed the fake jar in the glass case and gently 
nested the real one in his padded bag. He used his lock pick to 
relock the case, and a moment later, he was gliding through the 
hallways of the museum. 

As he passed by the Roman sarcophagus, light played over it 
from the opposite side. Harry crouched down and flattened 
himself against its base. He had been too distracted thinking 
about his escape, and hadn’t noticed the guard returning. The 
sides of the sarcophagus were covered with figures of ancient 
Romans, either writhing in pain or dancing. He didn’t have time 
to look close enough to be sure — all he could tell was that their 
tiny limbs were uncomfortably jabbing him in the back. 

The footsteps advanced and light spun around the shadow of 
the sarcophagus. The guard turned the corner, and Harry 
flattened against the marble, holding his breath and watching 
the guard stop and yawn. The lantern’s light shined on the 


statues and urns — and Harry’s blood froze as it turned toward 
him. Before he could move, the light landed squarely on Harry, 
and he heard the guard gasp. 

Harry leaped up, and the guard lunged at him. The man’s 
right hand brushed his shirt, but Harry danced away and the 
guard lost his balance for a moment and fell to the floor. Harry 
sprinted away as the man yelled. 

“Intruder! Help! Intruder!” The guard’s voice echoed through 
the empty hallways. Harry dodged a Roman chariot and darted 
out into the hallway. He could hear thudding footsteps and see 
lights coming from the Egyptian exhibit, so he charged into the 
Asian wing. 

Woodcuts, paintings, pottery, and calligraphy blurred as he 
ran past. Twice he saw lights ahead of himself and changed 
course, scrambling down a different hallway. He could 
outdistance each individual guard, but they just kept coming. As 
he ran, he called up the map of the museum in his mind, trying 
to plot out a course that would avoid the known guards and get 
him where he needed to go. 

Harry led the pursuit on a long loop around the building, 
dashing past massive paintings and what a sign said were 
Peruvian antiquities. Finally, when he was far enough ahead, he 
darted toward the curators’ offices. He could hear the guards 
yelling behind him, but he skidded to a stop in front of the head 
curator’s office. He tried the doorknob just in case, but he wasn’t 
going to be so lucky. Pulling out his lock picks, he knelt and 
started on the knob. 


He rotated the tumblers until he nearly had it, but his hands 
were shaking, and he accidentally pushed the locking 
mechanism back into place. The beating of his heart and the 
sound of advancing footsteps mingled in a terrifying drumbeat. 

As the lock finally clicked open, he could hear guards turn the 
corner and advance down the hallway. Harry dashed inside and 
locked the door behind himself just as one of them slammed 
into it. With the exception of the fireplace, every wall of the 
office was lined with bookcases, and the large desk in the middle 
was covered with papers and even more books. 

The guards started to pound on the entrance, and Harry could 
hear the jingle of keys on the outside as he pushed the curator’s 
desk in front of the door. Just as it slid into place, he saw the 
knob turn. 

The guards tried to open the door, but the heavy desk held it 
shut. Harry judged that it would keep them only for a minute. He 
stepped to the fireplace, nervously watching as the desk skid 
back and the door inched open. 

Harry pulled a loop of thin rope out of his pocket and tied it 
around his waist, then to the straps of the bag, and set it just 
outside the fireplace, leaving a few feet of slack. Taking a deep 
breath, he jumped up and wedged himself into the chimney. He 
could barely make out a shaft of moonlight and stars at the top 
of the chimney. 

Harry climbed up, pressing his back against one side of the 
chimney and his feet against the other. With his feet holding 
him steady, he put his hands back against the wall and pushed 
himself up. Then he worked his way up a few inches with his 


feet. Alternating back and forth, he made his way up the 
chimney. The rope pulled the bag up, and the artifact hung a few 
feet below him in the chimney. He could feel soot and ashes 
rubbing off all over his clothing and hair, with a sizeable portion 
sliding down the back of his shirt collar to his neck and back. 

Below, he could hear the guards finally wrenching the door 
open. Harry just kept pushing himself higher, praying that if any 
of them looked up he would see only darkness. Finally, he 
reached the top and swung himself out onto the roof of the 
museum. He pulled the rope up, making sure not to knock the 
artifact in the bag. Once he had retrieved it, Harry slung the bag 
over his shoulders and headed for the front of the museum. 

Harry coughed, trying to clear out the ashes choking his 
lungs. The cool night air on the top of the museum was a relief 
from the sooty chimney. The roof was broad and open, with 
spires lining the edges before the shingles sloped down and met 
with the walls. 

He looked out at the starlit street, watching a horse-drawn 
carriage carrying a laughing couple pass by. He hitched his rope 
to one of the spires and then climbed over the edge. 

Harry braced his feet against the bricks, then jumped back 
and let out rope as he fell down. He grimaced as he swung back 
into the wall and his legs took the brunt of the impact. It would 
have been nice to rappel down slowly and easily, but he didn’t 
have time. He pushed off again, bounding down the wall as 
quickly as he could. 

Once down, he laid the rope against the wall and ducked 
down into the shadows of the building. Inside, he could hear 


guards shouting and could see lights playing on the windows, 
but no one seemed to have come outside yet. 

While he waited for a horsecar carrying a load of workers 
home, Harry pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and used it 
to wipe most of the soot from his face and hair. Once the street 
was clear again, he set off, sticking to the shadows until he was 
several blocks away from the museum. Stepping into the light 
and quickening his pace, he headed for the docks. 


An early morning fog was rolling in as Harry reached the East 
River. Most of the ships were tied up, dark, and silent, but the 
Vespers’ steamship was a flurry of activity as three men used a 
winch and pulley system to load crates onto the ship. 

Harry’s heart was trying to claw its way out of his chest as he 
approached the three familiar figures standing on the pier. 
Zoltan’s slick black hair gleamed in the light of the lanterns. 

“It looks like the urchin may not be entirely worthless,” Zoltan 
said with the grin of a predator. Harry felt a sudden urge to 
punch it off his face, but his looming accomplices made Harry 
think better. 

“Tve got it,” Harry said. “That was my part of the deal. Will you 
leave my family alone?” 

“I will — if it is genuine. Let me See it.” 

Harry felt every muscle in his body tighten. He was moments 
away from saving his family — if this criminal mastermind 
could be trusted. He pulled the bag off and handed it to Zoltan. 


The Vesper gently extracted the Greek jar and held it out 
admiringly. “This will be perfect for my collection. Perhaps for 
holding water, or the ashes of an enemy. You know, I haven’t 
cremated anyone alive yet. . . . Istvan, keep that in mind. rm 
sure Bjorn can rig something up. ” 

“Is the map still —” Zoltan shot Istvan a glance and he trailed 
off. 

Harry wasn’t sure who Theudotos was or what had been 
inscribed on the jar, but he wished he could apologize to him for 
letting a Vesper handle his legacy. He hoped the Greeks would 
have understood why he did it and forgiven him. 

Zoltan was nearly beaming as he walked over to the last crate 
on the pier. “Bjorn, help me open this. Istvan, please make sure 
that the boy doesn’t leave us just yet.” 

Istvan’s heavy hand fell on Harry’s shoulder. He wanted to 
shove it off and run, but he simply stood silently and watched 
them pack the artifact away. The interior of the crate was 
constructed to hold this object — it was full of padding material 
but included a special spot for the artifact. Harry could barely 
imagine what would make this inscription so valuable, but the 
thought of the Vespers controlling it made his stomach twist. 

Zoltan snapped his fingers at Bjorn. “This is to go at the very 
bottom of the hold. Put a guard on it at all times,” he instructed. 
“No one opens it until it reaches Vesper One. We can’t afford to 
disappoint him.” There was that same flicker of uncertainty, 
momentarily breaking through Zoltan’s poised exterior. 

Harry looked into the distance, catching a glimpse of 
movement in the fog. 


“There’s no one coming to help you,” Istvan growled. 

Zoltan turned and shouted to the men on board the ship. A 
few seconds later, two appeared on the rails and began hauling. 
They pulled the crate into the air and deftly landed it on the 
deck. 

With the ship loaded, Zoltan spun and focused his attention 
on Harry. “You’ve put on a good show. But the audience demands 
the finale it was promised. You’re coming with us.” 

Harry’s insides twisted. Istvan tried to pull him forward, but 
he jerked back. For a moment, Istvan’s grip was broken, and 
Harry made to run. But he only managed to take two steps before 
Zoltan slammed into him, and Harry was on the ground witha 
blade at his throat. 

“you're coming, or your family pays the price. Understand?” 

The urge to fight evaporated. Harry nodded slightly, the steel 
at his throat leaving him unable to speak. 

Zoltan stood, with a satisfied smirk on his face. 

Istvan and Bjorn hauled Harry to his feet. Despite their grips 
on his arms, Harry drew himself up to his full height — even if it 
was half a foot shorter than the men around him. 

“If it means my family lives, I'll come with you.” 

Zoltan smiled with satisfaction and turned to head up the 
gangway. Istvan and Bjorn kept a tight grip on Harry’s arms as 
he followed. 

The three men on the deck smirked at Harry as he was 
dragged on board. Zoltan beckoned for Istvan to follow him 
below deck, leaving Harry with Bjorn and his only slightly less 
menacing companions. 


Their backs were facing the crate they were meant to be 
guarding, and Harry whispered a silent word of thanks before 
taking a deep breath and shouting, “Police!” 

His stage training paid off. The Vespers all dashed toward the 
railing before turning back to Harry with cold fury in their eyes. 
“There’s no one there,” Bjorn snapped, grabbing hold of Harry’s 
arm again. 

And there wasn't. The only sounds were the grunts of the 
Vesper crewmen as they moved the crate toward the hold, and 
the thud of Harry’s rapidly beating heart. 


Harry stood at the back of the ship, watching the city recede. He 
tried to fix the skyline in his memory. This might be the last 
time he saw it. 

The deck creaked as Zoltan approached. Harry turned to face 
the Vesper, standing straight and looking him in the eye. 

“I killed you before,” Zoltan began. He leaned back against the 
rail, utterly at ease. 

Harry waited, trying to match the Vesper’s deadly calm. But he 
could feel his chest fluttering with every breath he pulled in. 

“... but you're not dead,” the Vesper added. 

“Your powers of observation are impressive,” Harry said, 
thankful that his voice didn’t betray the fear welling up inside of 
him. “I got you the artifact,” he continued. “I expect you to 
uphold your end of the deal.” 

Zoltan shook his head. “You did well, for a gutter-trash 
trickster. But I’m afraid I sent a telegram saying that you 


drowned. I don’t lie to Vesper One, so I have to remedy this... 
inconsistency.” He sighed. “And you know far too much about 
our mission here. Did you really think we'd let you go, with what 
you've seen?” Zoltan stood up from the rail. “The audience needs 
the ending that they were promised. The show must go on.” 

Although every muscle in his body twitched with the need to 
run, Harry remained still as Istvan and Bjorn advanced on him. 
Within moments, his hands were chained behind his back. 

“This time he'll stay down there,” Istvan grunted. 

“Should we attach a little dynamite for good measure? Maybe 
throw a hand grenade after him?” Bjorn asked eagerly as he 
fastened cuffs on Harry’s legs, attached to a heavy metal ball. 

Zoltan tilted his head to the side as if considering the 
proposal. “No, it’s not necessary. We should save the explosives 
in case the coast guard decides to pay us a call. Just stick with 
the original plan.” 

Harry looked out across the water. The steamship was gliding 
along the water, and the docks were starting to disappear in the 
distance. The lights of Manhattan gleamed in the early-morning 
darkness as the night shift returned home and workers kissed 
their families good-bye and headed to their jobs. 

Bjorn shoved Harry to the ground and he groaned as they 
stuffed him — manacles, chains, ball, and all — into a burlap 
sack. The cold of the metal on his arms and legs felt like the grip 
of death itself, ready to pull him down to a forgotten grave on 
the bottom of the bay. 

“You promised you wouldn’t hurt my family,” Harry said, 
fixing Zoltan with a glare. The Vesper had gone back on his word 


once already — his promise was worthless. Harry tried to banish 
the thought of his feeble father being thrown to the ground, but 
the terrible image only grew more vivid. 

“I did. And since you got us the artifact, they’re no longer 
worth my concern. They'll live out their insignificant little lives,” 
Zoltan said as the sack closed and the sliver of starlit sky 
narrowed. Harry’s breathing was quick and shallow, and he 
clenched his fists, digging his nails into his palms in a futile 
attempt to keep panic at bay. 

The men started to drag him to the railing. He struggled, 
trying to slow them down as best he could. He needed to buy 
time while his hands frantically felt for the lock on the chain 
that bound him. He started yelling as they hoisted him up to the 
rail. The weight of the ball chained to his feet nearly broke his 
ankle before someone grabbed it and pulled it up. 

His stomach lurched as he spun in freefall. 

Harry took a huge breath as he fell, filling his lungs with 
precious air. His earlier stuggle paid off and the lock on his 
hands gave way just as he was hitting the water. He’d bought 
himself just enough time to pick the lock on his handcuffs. But 
the heavy weight was still attached to his legs, and he was 
sinking straight down. 

Harry struggled in the water, his movements slowed by 
chains, burlap sackcloth, and the cold all around him. His 
penknife slashed at the burlap fabric, but to his horror, it didn’t 
seem to give. Finally, he pierced the sack and managed to claw 
his way out. He dropped the knife and grabbed for the shredded 


fabric. If the material floated to the surface, the Vespers would 
know he was trying to escape. 

Harry looked up through the murky water, trying to stay calm 
as his air supply rapidly diminished. He could still see the hull of 
Zoltan’s ship, its steam-powered paddle pushing it forward with 
considerable speed. It was already too far away for him to catch. 
There would be no hiding on the other side of the ship this time. 

With a dull thump, the ball landed on the floor of the harbor. 
Harry reached down and quickly picked the lock on the 
manacles around his ankles. His body floated upward, but by 
holding the ball and chain he stayed at the bottom. 

His lungs were burning, but he had to stay down a little 
longer. He watched as the hull of the Vesper ship moved farther 
out into the harbor. His brother Theo had once timed him at two 
minutes and fifty seconds with his head underwater, but at this 
depth it felt like he was being crushed. 

Harry watched bubbles escape his nose and float to the 
surface, his vision beginning to blur. He needed to head for the 
surface, but he also needed to stay down until the ship was far 
enough away. If they saw he was alive, the trick would be up. 
This was the show. He had to fool them completely, or they 
would come back and take revenge on his family. 

Harry clenched his fists around the chain, willing himself to 
stay calm. He was the king of Cards, the Prince of the Air, anda 
master escape artist. He could hold his breath for a few more 
precious seconds. 

Finally, he started to see red behind his eyelids. Harry let the 
chain slip out of his grasp and kicked off, struggling for the 


surface. As he reached the top, he slowed, letting only the front 
of his face break through. The ship was far away now, but it was 
possible that they were still looking back for him. Harry breathed 
in, pulling in as much air as he could. He panted for a moment, 
letting his vision return to normal, and then he kicked his legs 
and dove back underwater. 

With powerful strokes, he swam in the opposite direction of 
the ship, staying underwater as much as possible. An observer 
would have to look at just the right moment to see a mouth and 
nose emerge above the surface for a quick breath, then disappear 
again. 

Harry glanced back at the ship and saw it rounding the 
shoreline before finally disappearing. He treaded water fora 
moment to catch his breath, and then set off for the shore ata 
more leisurely pace. 


Harry met Jacob at the pier, just as they had planned. Harry 
pulled himself out of the water and stood up, shaking the water 
out of his hair. “How did it go?” he asked, struggling to catch his 
breath. 

Jacob was grinning like a maniac. “Your plan worked 
perfectly.” He handed Harry the parcel. 

Harry took the artifact, hardly believing he was holding it 
once again. After the events of the past few days, it seemed 
miraculous that he’d managed to fool the Vespers. But Jacob had 
managed to climb up from underneath the docks, and as they'd 


discussed, swap the urns while Harry created a distraction. They 
knew it was a long shot, but it had actually worked. 

“I owe you,” Harry said, smiling. He knew from his reading 
that no great magician, not even the great Robert-Houdin, had 
pulled off his act alone. It paid to have a best friend who was 
Skilled in his own right. 

Jacob raised an eyebrow. “That’s not all. While I was up there, 
I... gota little greedy.” He passed Harry a second parcel, this one 
a simple leather case. Harry opened it and gasped. 

“How did you... ?” 

“This was next to the artifact I switched. It must be their 
blackmail money, or something.” 

Harry laughed. It was a good thing Zoltan wouldn't discover 
that anything was missing until he was in the middle of the 
Atlantic Ocean. Inside the case was more money than Harry 
made in a year. He knew immediately what they would use it 
for. It was enough to take care of his family while he and Jacob 
finally created the act they had dreamed of. As soon as he 
returned the artifact to the museum — an anonymous parcel 
mysteriously appearing in the night watchmen’s room would do 
the trick — he could start planning. 

Harry shivered, this time more with excitement than with 
cold. His real life was about to start. 


The audience clapped as Harry leaped onstage and took a bow. 
The large tent was packed for the third show in a row. Their 
statewide tour, word of mouth, and the posters touting their 


stage name, “The Brothers Houdini,” had brought the Harlem 
hometown crowd out in force. Harry and Jacob had showcased 
their best illusions, from simple card and scarf tricks to an 
elaborate “mind reading” act. Now it was time for the finale. 

Tonight wasn’t just any show. In the front row, Harry could 
see his mother, his brothers, and his sister. Even his father, who 
could barely walk, had been wheeled down so that he could 
watch. Mayer Samuel’s face was thin and taut, but Harry could 
detect a slight smile on it. His father still didn’t entirely approve 
of his son’s new venture, but Harry had caught him looking 
around at the crowd in wonder more than once. 

As Jacob invited the local constable onstage, Harry looked 
down at the orchestra, a four-piece band that he had recently 
hired. What a difference it made having music to build tension! 
Together Jacob and the constable put Harry in handcuffs and leg 
irons, and tied a generous portion of rope around him. Just 
before they pulled a bag over his head, Harry flashed the crowd 
his most winning smile. 

They led Harry to the crate and he crouched down, letting 
them guide him inside. The audience clapped as the front 
slammed shut and Jacob snapped a heavy padlock into place. 

Harry couldn’t see a thing, but he knew what was happening 
outside. The orchestra was starting up, high fast notes building 
the excitement — and masking the sounds that Harry was 
making. Jacob would be joking with the crowd and making sure 
they knew that the constable wasn’t a plant. The cuffs and leg 
irons were the real deal. 


Next, Jacob would produce a sheet and wave it about. He 
would climb onto the top of the box and hold it out with both 
hands, shielding himself from the audience. The orchestra 
would reach a crescendo as he lowered it down just enough to 
show his head one last time. Then in one smooth motion he 
would fling the sheet aside. 

Only it wasn’t Jacob anymore. The metamorphosis appeared 
instantaneous, and Harry stood in his place, grinning at the 
audience once again. The money they’d taken from the Vespers 
had allowed them to design the most impressive trick anyone in 
Coney Island had ever seen. 

The crowd erupted in applause, and Harry jumped down on 
the stage, taking a bow. With the constable’s help, he unlocked 
the front of the box and helped out Jacob, who was wearing the 
cuffs, leg irons, rope, and a sack over his head. The audience 
roared its appreciation and the constable smiled in amazement 
and shook his head as he used his key to let Jacob free. 

Harry and Jacob clasped hands, walked to the front of the 
stage, and took a bow as the audience applauded. After another 
bow, they backed up and the curtain drew shut. 

But the crowd wasn’t done. “HOU-DI-NI, HOU-DI-NI,” they 
chanted. Harry peered through the side of the curtain. Even his 
father was shouting it. 

He locked eyes with Jacob and shrugged. They could do one 
more trick, couldn’t they? After a quick discussion, they settled 
on a new illusion that Harry had invented a few weeks ago, and 
they had been practicing ever since. Jacob grabbed their props 


from stage left and Harry signaled for the stagehand to raise the 
curtain again. 

The stagehand yanked the rope and the curtain slid open. 
Harry Houdini stepped into the light, ready to amaze his 
audience one more time. 


THE SUBMARINE JOB 


PART 3 


Connecticut, 1955 


Fiske Cahill was going to drown. 

Water filled his nose and mouth and eyes, and all he could do 
was flail his arms and pray it would stop soon. The world 
around him was a dull roar, muffled by the sound of the water 
as it flooded his ears. The hand on the back of his head held him 
still; there was no escape. 

Suddenly, it jerked him backward. He gasped in the air, even 
though it smelled like bleach and too-sweet air freshener. He 
could taste the chemicals in the air and he spat, trying to keep 
the water from trickling down past his lips. 

“Come on, now,” said the boy behind him. “I thought you were 
a fish. Aren’t you a fish, Fish Face?” 

“No,” Fiske grunted before his face was shoved back into the 
toilet. He only barely snapped his mouth closed in time. Faintly, 
he could hear the last bell of the day ringing from the hallways. 
Like dogs at the sound of a whistle, the boys let go of Fiske. He 
threw himself backward, away from the toilet. The group around 
him, four or five boys from the years ahead of him, backed 


away, laughing. They all sucked their cheeks in and put their 
hands to their necks, waving their fingers like gills as they ran 
out of the bathroom. Their leader, Eric Landry, turned on the 
faucet before he left, flinging water at Fiske with his fingertips. 

It was not a good way to end the day. 

Fiske pulled himself up off of the wet, slippery bathroom floor 
and went to the sink. His hair was soaked and so was his 
sweater, from his shoulders down to his stomach. Drops of toilet 
water trickled down over his ears and nose. Fiske grabbed 
desperately for a fistful of brown paper towels and scrubbed at 
his face and hair. 

It was utterly mortifying, even with no one else in the 
bathroom. 

This sort of thing should not happen to Fiske Cahill. It 
Shouldn't happen to a Cahill at all. 

He picked his books up from the corner where Eric and his 
gang of friends had thrown them. His history book was splayed 
open with its papery guts shown to the world. George 
Washington stared back up at him, sword raised, horse rearing. 
He was willing to bet that George Washington never got swirlied. 
Or that Shakespeare never had a note reading “Kicketh me” 
taped to his back, or that Mozart never had his sheet music 
pitched into the toilet. Fiske was supposed to have something in 
common with such amazing people. They were his cousins, after 
all, all of them far-flung members of the Cahill family. The 
Cahills — the most powerful family in the history of the world. 
Cahills were supposed to be something special, untouchable. 
They were supposed to be great. 


Some good that was doing for Fiske. The only thing he was 
great at was distracting Eric and his friends from their 
homework. 

Fiske tucked his books into his backpack and stepped into the 
main hall at school. He’d be able to go home for the summer 
soon, he told himself. It was early May, so there was only a 
month left of school. He could last a month. 

Outside, the spring sun was hot and groups of his 
schoolmates lounged around on benches or threw a football 
across the green. It was a beautiful campus, made of lush lawns 
against stately brick buildings with white columns in front of 
them. But Fiske kept his head down as he crossed toward the 
dorms, and so he didn’t see very much of it. 

“Fiske Cahill! Mr. Cahill!” 

One of the secretaries was hailing him, waving a piece of 
paper in the air. “Fiske Cahill, don’t make an old lady run across 
the lawn. Come here, and be quick about it!” 

Fiske looked up and around him. Were they all staring at him 
now? Oh, no. Fiske hurried across the lawn, feeling his ears and 
neck burn bright red with embarrassment. 

“Why are you all wet?” asked the secretary, wrinkling her 
nose at him. 

“Uh,” said Fiske, and then he mumbled something about a 
water fountain. 

“A telegram for you,” said the secretary, handing it over. Her 
fingernails were painted scarlet to match her bright red sweater. 
“An emergency, it says. Silly, if you ask me. It doesn’t make any 
sense! Well, not that I meant to read your private business or 


anything, but I had to make sure it wasn’t anything bad or 
illegal.” She looked at him from over her half-moon eyeglasses 
in a way that made him feel as if he were beneath a swinging 
lamp in an interrogation room. 

“Y-yes, ma'am,” he said, unfolding the telegram. 

“And here I am, running across the whole school to deliver 
your nonsensical telegram. Let me tell you, if I wanted to deliver 
messages I would have been born a carrier pigeon. Well? Are you 
going to say thank you, young man?” 

“Uh, thank you,” said Fiske, glancing up from the telegram for 
only a moment. The secretary frowned at him, then turned quite 
sharply and marched back to the office, likely muttering 
something about kids these days. 


FAMILY TROUBLE STOP. NEW YEAR'S 1946 STOP. OLD FAMILY 
FRIENDS EVERYWHERE STOP. GRACE. 


Fiske could only stare at the telegram, his stomach going cold 
and his mouth dry. It looked like a simple note to anyone else, 
but Fiske could see through the lines. Family trouble. Grace was 
in trouble. 

Old family friends everywhere. 

Vespers. Sworn enemies of the Cahills. 

New Year’s 1946? Fiske’s mind was clicking so rapidly that it 
was having trouble making complete thoughts. For Christmas 
1945, he’d gotten a new Set of watercolors and a brand-new easel. 
He could remember that. Grace had given them to him. And then 
he hadn't been allowed to stay and paint things because — 
because why? 


Because they’d had to go to Washington, DC. There had been 
Cahill business to attend to, and no one would let Fiske stay 
home when the nanny was visiting her sister. So Grace was in 
Washington. 

Surrounded by Vespers. 

Fiske folded the telegram again and shoved it in his pocket. He 
was Shaking so hard that he thought his skin would come loose 
and fall off; his breath was so strained in his throat that he 
might choke on the air. Grace wouldn’t have risked sending a 
message to school if she wasn’t in danger. He glanced around 
again; was anyone still looking at him? Had they even been 
looking in the first place? Cahill business made him 
uncomfortable — vulnerable, as if he was being watched. 

With one more stealthy look around, Fiske turned straight for 
the headmaster’s office. He’d have to get permission to leave as 
soon as possible. 

And then he ran into something. Or someone. Eric Landry. 

“What have you got there, Fish Face?” Eric asked, holding out 
his hand. 

Fiske only looked at him. Not now, he screamed inside his 
head. Get out of the way. 

“Now what have you got there that’s got you so long in the 
face?” asked Eric, making a grab for Fiske’s pocket. “Girlfriend 
break up with you? Your dog die? Gramma fallen sick, Fish Face? 
Someone snatch her up and ship her back to the sea? Your 
gramma is a fish, too, isn’t she? A big old whale, maybe?” 

“Don't rip it!” Fiske yelped, the words squeaking out of him as 
if he had been squeezed too hard. He jerked away, holding the 


telegram tightly. 

“Oh, don’t rip it!” Eric sang, mocking Fiske. He made another 
grab for it. Fiske jumped out of the way. “Stop moving around, 
Cahill, and give me that telegram.” 

“Hey, Eric,” said one of the other boys. “Let him go. He looks 
upset.” 

“He’s gonna look more upset if he doesn’t cough up that 
telegram.” 

“Why do you care?” said the other boy. His name was 
Matthew, and he was in Fiske’s history class. “It’s nothing 
important. It’s just Cahill. Like anything exciting or interesting 
would ever happen to him.” 

Fiske held his breath. He needed to go; he needed to get out of 
this. 

Eric smirked at Matthew and then shoved Fiske away. “Get 
out of my way, Cahill.” 

Fiske turned on his heel and ran off toward the headmaster’s 
office. Eric and Matthew and the other boys laughed as he 
sprinted away. 

George Washington would never, ever run away from anything. 
Something burned in Fiske at the thought. Something that said 
no matter how he tried, he’d never live up to the standards that 
he was supposed to meet. 


In the headmaster’s office, the secretary in bright red lifted an 
eyebrow at him. “You know the rules. You can’t just leave school.” 


“B-but I have to go,” said Fiske, showing her the telegram. “It’s 
from my sister. If there’s a family emergency, I need to be there 
for it.” He wet his lips and shifted from foot to foot. They had to 
let him go. 

“That’s very touching,” said the secretary, pushing the 
telegram back toward him. “But I’m afraid the headmaster isn’t 
available at the moment. And look, it says right there that you 
have old family friends all over the place. That’s nice, isn’t it? 
Your sister isn’t alone.” 

“It’s, uh, it’s not the same as family,” said Fiske. “Please, can’t I 
see him? He'll understand, I know he will.” 

“No. I’m afraid he’s not here at the moment. So sorry about 
that. But you can schedule an appointment with him for next 
Wednesday.” 

“But that’s over a week from now!” said Fiske, his voice 
cracking. “If it’s an emergency, then I need to leave right away.” 

“Tm so very sorry for the inconvenience, but I’m afraid that’s 
the best I can offer you,” said the secretary. She smiled at him 
then, and it wasn’t a very nice smile at all. It was the kind of 
smile a cat would give a canary right before gobbling it down. 

Fiske wanted to throw things. He wanted to jump up onto her 
desk and pitch a fit and force her to see that this wasn’t a game. 
It wasn’t something silly. It was a Cahill thing, and more than 
that, it was Grace. 

Instead, he bit his tongue and ran out of the office. He would 
go to his dorm. He would figure something out. Somehow. 


The secretary waited until he was gone, and then picked up the 
phone. With her red fingernails, she spun the rotary dial, 
Waiting impatiently as it ticked back and forth. 

“Yes, hello,” she said. “This is Eighty-nine. The Boy King will be 
trying to flee soon. I’ve tried to delay him, but he'll take 
alternative measures. I’m recommending a tail, and eyes at 
Meriden and the train station. Very good. Thank you.” She put 
the receiver down and picked up a nail file. 

The door to the headmaster’s office opened, and he stuck his 
head out. “Did I just hear a student out here, Marilyn?” 

“No, of course not. There’s nothing to worry about, sir,” she 
said. “Nothing to worry about at all.” 


In his dorm room, Fiske pulled a bag from beneath his bed. Grace 
had told him to always keep one packed. Hed rolled his eyes 
when she said it, but as a Cahill, he didn’t really have a choice in 
the matter. He pulled off his damp sweater and changed into a 
clean black one. Outside, the sun was falling down behind the 
trees. It wouldn’t be fully dark for a few more hours, but he 
didn’t have that kind of time. He’d have to go now. 

Fiske put his ear to the door; in the hall, boys were heading to 
dinner or to study. He could say he was going to the library, but 
the library was closed during dinner and everyone knew that. He 
could say he was headed to the field houses, but no one would 
believe that. 

On his dresser was a framed photograph, taken last 
Christmas. Fiske was in the corner, per usual, looking awkward 


and half hidden in shadow. His father, a stern-faced and silent 
man, sat on a chair in the center of the frame. His sister Beatrice 
was beside him, a smile pressed into her face so unnaturally it 
was as if someone had to arrange her mouth and chin just to 
show her how it might work. And then there was Grace, 
beaming and full of so much life that she practically made the 
picture move. She was turned toward him, her arms 
outstretched, trying to pull Fiske into the forefront. Grace was 
twelve years older than him, but he had never felt any distance 
between the two of them. They weren’t much, that family. They 
were fractured and imperfect. Two of them, actually, were rather 
dysfunctional and not very nice. But they were still his. 

He picked up the frame and gazed at it for a moment longer. 

Fiske glanced behind him. There was always the window. 

He threw the curtains back and lifted the sash. There was no 
one below, but he was still two stories from the ground. He 
looked at his watch; the dinner bell would ring soon. 

With a grunt, Fiske threw his bag out the window toward the 
trees. It landed with a crash in the underbrush, and he winced at 
the noise. But it didn’t seem that anyone heard it. So hopefully 
no one would notice the freshman climbing out of the window, 
either. 

Doing something he once read about in a book, Fiske took the 
Sheets off of his bed and knotted them together. It didn’t seem 
like a very long rope, and it looked even shorter by the time he’d 
tied a corner of it to his dresser. People in his books must have 
more bedclothes than he did. Still, he threw the end of his sheet 
rope out the window. 


And there were still a good seven or eight feet between the end 
of it and the ground. 

He climbed onto the windowsill and wrapped his legs around 
the sheets. The dresser wobbled a bit as he slowly edged his way 
down the homemade rope. The sheets began to slip their knots. 
Fiske wavered, his arms and legs shaking so hard that he could 
have been the victim of the world’s tiniest earthquake. He tried 
to scramble down before the sheets fell or the dresser toppled out 
the window, but it didn’t work. He lost his grip, and before he 
understood what was happening, Fiske’s arms and legs were 
flailing through nothing but air. He landed on his back, and all 
of the breath flew out of him. 

It took a minute of lying there in the bushes and grass to get 
his breath back, but he jumped up as soon as he could. Now 
what? The airport was a good five miles away, at least. 

Beyond the tree line was a row of faculty houses, residences 
specifically set aside for teachers with families. And there, 
leaning against a back porch, was a bicycle with streamers on 
the handlebars and a pink plastic basket. 

Of course, he thought. Of course it would be an eight-year-old 
girl’s bike. It couldn’t be a moped or something cool. 

He swung his leg over the pink banana seat, mentally 
promised the little girl that he’d get the bike back to her, and 
then sped off down a service road. 

But there was someone waiting for him there. 

The secretary stood in the middle of the street, her hands on 
her hips and a very disapproving look on her face. 


“I should have known you would try to sneak away. It’s 
incredibly rude to do something when you've been told you don’t 
have permission.” 

“How did you know that I — how — I’m, I’m sorry,” said Fiske. 
“But I have to go.” 

“Oh, to your sister. I know, darling boy. But you really 
shouldn’t worry about her. She’s with some friends of mine, and 
they’re just dying to talk to her.” The secretary smiled in that 
not-very-friendly way of hers. 

Fiske felt as if he had been washed in snow. The secretary’s 
friends? There was a Vesper working at his school? 

“Were everywhere, Mr. Cahill,” said the secretary. “Don’t think 
that we're not. Now, I know you're a good boy. You’d much rather 
be sketching your family tree than trying to live up to it and 
never doing so, am I right? Of course I am. So, get off the bicycle. 
Let your sister put out her own fires. And perhaps you'll live to 
see another day.” 

A part of Fiske crumbled, like a piece of a cliff tumbling down 
into the sea. He stared at the secretary with her red suit, her gray 
hair curled into a little iron helmet. 

He put his foot back on the pedal. 

The secretary lifted a finger. “Tm giving you a chance. You're a 
snotty little Cahill, but you’re just a boy. The others won’t be as 
forgiving. The others would kill you as soon as they looked at 
you, Fiske Cahill. Don’t think they don’t know where you're 
going, or who you'll see.” 

Fiske pushed off. He tried to gain as much speed as he could, 
whipping past the secretary. She yelled out at him, turning and 


chasing him down the road. Her scarlet claws grabbed at the 
back of his sweater, but he sped away. 

He didn’t want a chance to turn around. He didn’t want to be 
delayed. He knew that the secretary would run back to her desk 
and call whoever it was that she had to call, but he couldn’t 
worry about any of that right now. He needed to get to Grace, 
and they would handle it together. 

He had a sister to save. 


Meriden was the nearest airport, and while it was ten minutes 
away by car, it took considerably longer to get there through the 
wooded paths at dusk, on a small girl’s bicycle. Fiske didn’t dare 
use the main road. 

There were some old paths through the forest that some of 
the older boys used when they were sneaking out; Fiske followed 
one of those. His teeth clattered against one another from fear 
and from the cold. 

He didn’t have a lot of time; he knew the Vespers would be 
waiting, looking for him. They could be crawling all over the 
small airport in the quickly falling darkness. 

The airport was sleepy and dark when he arrived at the 
security gate. The watchman was napping, but he opened his 
eyes when Fiske rapped on the window. 

“I need to use the Cahill plane,” he said. “It’s an emergency.” 

The security guard wiped his nose and buzzed Fiske onto the 
airport grounds. The Cahills had kept a plane at Meriden anda 
pilot on retainer. He was available at any hour that Fiske or 


Grace might need him. This was another family precaution that 
Fiske had huffed and moaned about, but Grace’s choices were 
becoming more and more clear. Everything was about the Clue 
hunt — whether Fiske agreed with that set of priorities or not. 
He bit his lip. It wasn’t fair to think that way, but he couldn’t 
help it. 

Fiske rode his bike to the hangar. Pete, the pilot, was wiping 
down the Cahill plane’s nose with a cloth. Pete had been in 
dogfights in World War II . The danger had made him nearly 
fearless, but possibly a bit crazy. Which, in turn, made him an 
excellent Cahill ally. 

“Well, hey there, young Cahill,” said Pete. “Thought I wouldn't 
be seeing you until the end of term.” 

“F-family emergency,” said Fiske. “I need to go to Washington, 
Dc. Right — right away.” 

“Right away, eh? Glad you made it here now; a few minutes 
more and I'd be having myself some dinner.” 

“Tm sorry to keep you from your dinner, Pete, but it really 
can’t wait. Not another minute.” 

“Well, then. Good thing we've got peanuts on board. Go ahead 
and get yourself all settled there. I'll get the garage door up here 
and we'll be off like a flash.” 

“Thank you, Pete,” said Fiske, pulling the plane’s door open 
and climbing in. 

It was a small airplane — a two-seater cockpit with four seats 
in the cabin — not something that Fiske would really trust to 
take him across the ocean, or really any farther than the Great 
Lakes. But from Connecticut to Washington, or Connecticut to 


home, it was okay. And quick. Fiske put his bag in the cabin, but 
climbed into the cockpit beside Pete’s captain’s chair. He didn’t 
want to sit alone — it seemed rude. 

Pete had the hangar door up and the engines on in record 
time, and soon they were taxiing out to the small runway. 

“How’s landing at Hyde for you, young Cahill?” asked Pete. 

“That’s fine, thanks,” said Fiske. He was staring out the 
window. A pair of headlights was on the runway. “Pete, are cars 
allowed on the runway?” 

“Nope,” said Pete, checking his gauges and dials from the 
cockpit. “Not usually, at least. Less it’s a maintenance crew or 
something like that.” Pete and Fiske squinted at the headlights. 
They looked like they were coming straight toward the plane. 

“Pete, let’s go!” Fiske said. An uncomfortable thought had 
lodged itself in his imagination, and it wasn’t going to let go. 
“We've got to go before they get here.” 

“If someone’s on the runway — and good golly, they are — we 
can’t take off. We’ll run into them. And that won’t end well for 
anyone,” said Pete, lifting his eyebrows. 

That’s when there was a flash and a pop. 

“They're shooting at us,” Fiske said, his panic growing like a 
balloon about to burst. “Oh, holy pancakes, they’re shooting at 
us. Pete, we have to go!” 

“They're shooting at us!” Pete yelled, his gaze darting 
nervously between the view through the windshield and the 
gauges in the cockpit. 

“They're shooting at us, Pete, they’re shooting at us! Go, go 
faster!” Fiske yelled. He felt as if he were climbing and clawing 


the cockpit. There was another flash and another pop, and Fiske 
covered his eyes, as if that would keep him from dying. 

The airplane’s engines roared to full power. Pete pulled back 
on the throttle, and the plane began to move. 

“Go, Pete, go faster!” 

“Tm going fast! ’'m going as fast as physics lets me!” Pete 
yelled. 

Fiske glanced over at his pilot — Pete’s teeth were clenched 
together and a bead of sweat was making his way down his face. 
They were going faster and faster, and the car was nearer and 
nearer. 

“Hope your seat belt is on, young Cahill!” said Pete. He pulled 
on the steering wheel and they pointed upward. Fiske looked out 
the side of the cockpit, and he saw men in the car — he saw 
their faces, their guns. The plane lifted, but too slowly. The 
fuselage shuddered and jerked as the back landing gear scraped 
the top of the car. Fiske was thrown around like a doll; his seat 
belt locked and so his head flew forward, his elbow jammed into 
the windshield. The plane wobbled like it was balanced on the 
head of a pin, and the popping continued below. 

They weren't even going to make it off the runway. Fiske’s 
emergency trip would be over before it even started. Pete was 
yelling something in French — probably something he’d picked 
up in the war — and all Fiske could do was hold on to whatever 
was at hand. 

And then, the jerking stopped. The air around them was 
smooth. The plane wasn’t falling out of the sky. 


“That was a close one there, wasn’t it?” said Pete, grinning. 
“We should do that more often. That’s a good kind of flying! 
Makes me feel like a younger man, you know. Back in the war 
again. Ah, that’s some good kind of flying!” 

Fiske collapsed back into his chair and let out the breath he 
had been holding. Hopefully the rest of his adventure would go 
smoothly. 


The Willard Hotel was an unofficial Cahill institution. Practically 
across the street from the White House, it could be argued to be 
the real seat of power in the country. It was a rare day when 
there wasn’t at least one Cahill checked in. 

Grace Cahill had spent many a day and night there. She didn’t 
think she had ever been so frightened, though. 

She was pacing, checking the peephole of her hotel room 
every few minutes. Her nerves were standing on end, and a 
black swirl of dread circled around in her chest. She shouldn't 
have sent that telegram. She should have found a way out on her 
own. But, as unwilling as Grace was to admit it, she was 
terrified, in over her head. She hated to drag her little brother 
into this mess, this pit of vipers and fire. But she didn’t have a 
choice. 

Grace checked the peephole again and then the window. He 
should be here by now. Fears and what-ifs breathed down her 
neck like unhappy ghosts. Suppose they’d caught up with him. 
Suppose they'd captured him, delayed him, were planning on 
using him as bait to lure her out. Perhaps they’d done worse — 


She stopped her pacing and pressed her palms against her 
closed eyes. It doesn’t do any good to think like that. It doesn’t do 
any good to do anything but hope. 

She glanced at the clock on the nightstand. Grace tried to 
remind herself that not everything happened on a smooth 
timetable. There could have been any number of small obstacles 
that came up. Still, it was getting late. 

There was a knock, and Grace flew to the door, peering out the 
peephole. Fiske stood on the other side. But was it really Fiske? 
Had he been followed? She hated, sometimes, that her life made 
her doubt even the plainest of facts. 

“Who’s there?” Grace demanded. 

“It’s me,” he said. “It’s Fiske.” 

“When’s your birthday?” 

“March 31, 1941,” said Fiske. “Let me in, Grace.” 

“No,” said Grace. “That was too easy. What’s your favorite 
animal? What’s my favorite animal?” 

“Mine is a giraffe,” said Fiske. “Yours is a dragon. Which, you 
know, isn’t even a real thing. Let me in!” 

“What color is the carpet in the second-floor music room at 
home?” 

“Grace!” he half shouted, half hissed. “Well, it used to be 
white. And then I spilled that green paint on it, so now it’s kind 
of ... spotted. And I said I was sorry about that, by the way. 
There’s no need to keep bringing it up. Grace, come on and let me 
in.” 

Satisfied, Grace slid the chain lock open, turned the deadbolt, 
opened the door, and grabbed her brother by the collar. She 


dragged him in and immediately shut the door after him, sliding 
and turning all of the locks back into place. 

“Grace, why is it so dark in here?” asked Fiske. The curtains 
were pulled against the night, and the only lamp on was a small 
reading light that Grace had put on the floor. 

“They know I’m here,” she said, peeking out of the peephole 
again. “How did you know what room I was in?” 

“I asked for Miss Edith at the front desk,” said Fiske. It was 
their mother’s name, and a good pseudonym. Fiske watched 
Grace with nervous eyes. He’d never seen her so scared before. 

“Right,” said Grace. She took a towel from the bathroom and 
stuffed it along the crack at the bottom of the door. 

“Grace? Grace,” Fiske said, but she didn’t look up. “Grace!” 
Fiske grabbed her arm and only then did she stop, turning to 
him with the most anxious expression he’d ever seen. “What’s 
going on?” asked Fiske. “You're scaring me. You need to just... to 
just sit there, okay? Just sit down.” He helped to ease her down 
onto the corner of one of the beds and then perched on the 
corner across from her. “we'll be okay for five minutes, right?” 

“I don’t know,” she said. “They've never been this close before, 
Fiske. Not to me. I can feel them — I can feel them breathing 
down my neck, and it’s as if no matter where I go they're already 
there. rd say it was ridiculous to think that they were reading 
my thoughts, but who knows what kinds of tricks they’ve come 
up with lately?” 

Goose bumps prickled over Fiske, up and around his scalp. 
“How — how close?” he asked. 

Grace shook her head. “I don’t want to worry you.” 


“Grace,” said Fiske. “We are hiding out in a hotel in the middle 
of Washington, DC, after you sent an urgent telegram to my 
school saying that you were surrounded by Vespers. I think ’m 
already pretty worried.” 

“Fiske,” said Grace. Her voice was quiet and she didn’t look up 
at him. “I need your help.” 

“What... what can I do?” Fiske asked. He wasn’t brave, like 
Grace. He wasn’t daring. He wasn’t whip smart or cool under 
pressure. He couldn’t even get the kids at school to stop picking 
on him; there was no way he was capable of saving Grace. 
Especially if she was this scared. 

Grace shook her head, her breath coming in shallow sips. She 
took Fiske’s hand and pushed something cool and hard into it. 
He looked down at the slim gold ring in his palm. 

“Grace? What? No!” 

“You have to take it,” she said, folding his fingers around it. 
“They know I'm here, and if they find me, then at least they 
won't find that. It’s the most important thing, Fiske, to keep the 
ring safe.” 

“Not more important than youl” said Fiske, shoving the ring 
back at her. “I don’t want it.” 

“It is,” said Grace. “It’s more important than me. It’s more 
important than any of us. It’s the future of the world there in 
your hand, Fiske. You have to keep it safe. No one will expect you 
to have it. And that’s how we'll protect it. At least, just for a few 
days. Until I can shake them. You can do that, can’t you?” 

“You... you want me to take the most important artifact in 
the world back to school with me?” asked Fiske. His face turned 


red. “The other day, someone stole all of my socks and threw 
them into the duck pond, Grace. I honestly don’t think it will be 
safe at school.” 

“You're not going back to school,” said Grace. 

“Tm not?” 

“Tve made other arrangements.” She stood up and turned 
away from him. “I just need a few days. Ill distract them. I'll 
take them far away from you.” 

“But if they catch you —” 

“Then I won't have the ring. They won't win. Fiske,” said 
Grace, “I need you to trust me, the way that I’m trusting you. I 
wouldn’t ask you to do this if I didn’t think that you could — if I 
didn’t think that you had it in you.” 

Fiske didn’t think that was entirely true. He thought she was 
trusting him because there was no one else she could turn to. 
Everything in him was pooling in his feet, like he was a bathtub 
being drained. 

“We have to keep it safe,” said Grace. “So ’m sending you 
somewhere safe.” 

“Where?” 

Grace paused. It made Fiske’s stomach drop. 

“you'll be posing as the grandson of Admiral King. You’ve met 
him before — you liked him, remember? You'll have a place 
aboard the USS Nautilus,” said Grace. 

“What’s that?” asked Fiske. 

“Oh, well, it’s very interesting that you should ask,” said Grace. 
She fiddled with her necklace. “It’s a nuclear submarine. The 


first one, actually. Another Cahill, right on the cusp of history. 
We're all very proud.” 

Fiske went pale; he could feel the blood leave his face and a 
deathly chill rush up to replace it. A submarine? A submarine 
with a nuclear reactor on board? 

“Everything will be fine,” said Grace. “Now, what did you 
pack? Do you have enough clean underwear?” 

“A nuclear submarine!” Fiske yelled. “Grace? Really?” 

“Keep your voice down!” Grace hissed, rushing to him and 
clamping a hand over Fiske’s mouth. “I’m not kidding, Fiske. This 
isn’t a drill, and it’s not some sort of prank. This is my life, and 
your life, and the future of the world. This is what I need you to 
do. If you don’t... then I’m out of options, Fiske. Then they win.” 

Fiske shuddered involuntarily, and his stomach went cold and 
turned over. He wished that she could come with him, that she 
could hide out in a safe place, too. 

“Just a few days?” Fiske said. 

“Just a few days. You'll be fine. I’ve taken care of everything. 
After you leave here Ill let the Vespers know that I’m on the 
move again. They won't know that I don’t have the ring. Ihave a 
fake one to wear in the meantime.” 

Grace squeezed his hand tighter around the ring. “You'll go to 
New London, Connecticut. From there, the Nautilus is sailing to 
Puerto Rico. Wherever I am, I'll be monitoring that boat, Fiske. Ill 
always be watching out for you. And once you're in San Juan, Ill 
send you word on where to meet me and I'll take the ring back.” 
She paused again. “If you don’t hear from me...” 

“Don’t say anything else. Don’t you dare finish that sentence.” 


“If you don’t hear from me, then the ring will be yours. To do 
with what you want. You're the only one I trust with it, Fiske.” 

Fiske didn’t want to cry. He was fourteen years old, for 
goodness’ sake, and far too old to be doing something like that. 
And he wanted to be strong for Grace. He wanted her to know 
that she didn’t have to worry about him. That the only thing she 
should do is worry about herself, to keep herself safe. 

“Fiske King will be your name on the boat,” Grace said. They 
stood up and Grace grabbed his shoulders and pulled him in for 
a hug. “You'll be fine. You'll be so fine you won't be able to stand 
how fine you are. You understand?” 

“Please don’t die,” said Fiske. He couldn’t help it. He didn’t 
want to say it; he didn’t want to give voice to the idea. “Please 
don’t. If it comes down to anything at all, if you have to make a 
choice, you make the choice that means you don’t die. You 
understand me, Grace Cahill? You are not leaving me here 
alone.” 

“I would never,” she said. “Not for anything.” 

She hugged him hard, then gave him his bag and ushered 
him out into the hallway, locking the door again behind him. 
Fiske took a cap out of his bag and pulled it low over his eyes as 
he made his way down to the lobby and out the doors into a 
rainy night. 

Fiske stood outside of the hotel with his bag over his shoulder 
and the most valuable thing in the world in his pocket. If he had 
felt vulnerable before, now he felt as if he was walking around 
with a giant red and white bull’s-eye painted on his back. The 


street was nearly empty, but he could feel dozens of eyes peering 
at him, poking at him like razor-sharp sticks. 

Grace would flee the hotel via the freight elevator, and he 
wouldn’t see her until next week. Until he resurfaced from his 
aquatic adventure. 

That is, if he resurfaced at all. 


The next morning, the morning of May 10, 1955, the world was 
sparkling. The sun glinted off of the harbor, making the water 
look like a rolling pool of diamonds. The air was crisp and salty, 
and even though he was still officially on land, Fiske felt certain 
that he was about to be seasick. 

There she was. The Nautilus. As long as one of the football 
fields at school and made of smooth steel, she was the most 
incredible and terrible thing that Fiske had ever seen. The hull 
was dark and matte and half-wet from the lapping water, half- 
dry from the warm spring sun. Seagulls perched on the 
antennae and the periscope, all of them admirals in their own 
minds. Men in bright white uniforms bustled around, hauling 
coils of rope over their shoulders or heaving bags of potatoes in a 
long line from a truck to a hatch at the top of the submarine. 
Boatloads of American-themed bunting hung around and from 
everything — the submarine itself, the supply trucks, the dock’s 
office doors; Fiske was at least in no danger of forgetting what 
country he was in. He stood beneath a great patriotic swath 
above the office door, waiting for a lieutenant and hoping he 
wouldn't get lost. 


All of the activity swirled around in front of Fiske like the 
whorls in wood around a central knot. The crowd there to see 
the submarine off was enormous. There were women in new 
hats and stiff gloves, children with balloons on strings tied to 
their wrists. Old men yelled at one another to be heard over the 
sound of other men yelling. The air smelled of salt and fish and 
people and damp. 

Fiske was frozen in place, with no idea of where to go or who 
to look at or if he was supposed to talk to anyone. He hoped he 
wasn't. Because all he wanted to do was get back into the car and 
drive it straight down to the bottom of the sea. 

A pamphlet on the Nautilus was twisted in his hands, the 
paper damp from his sweaty palms. He had been in to the office, 
had introduced himself as Fiske King, and had had to shake so 
many hands he thought his own might fall off. Now he was 
waiting for a man named Herman Oppowitz to show up and 
help him out. 

“Ahoy there!” A short, stocky man in blue coveralls came 
jogging out of the dock’s office. He had buzzed hair, a huge smile, 
and shoulders so wide he looked like he might be half Texas 
longhorn. Fiske would have liked him, if he wasn’t so scared. 

The man grinned and saluted. “You must be Admiral King’s 
grandson. It’s an honor to meet you.” He stuck his hand out. 
“Lieutenant Herman Oppowitz. I'll be your chaperone and 
answer man for your time on the Nautilus. Your sea dad, as we 
call it.” 

Fiske took his hand; it was so large that it covered Fiske’s up 
to his wrist. “Uh, hello, sir,” said Fiske, in a voice so small that it 


made him blush. “Nice to meet you, too.” 

“I hear you're awful interested in submarines,” said 
Lieutenant Oppowitz. “That’s just great. You know your 
grandfather served on one back in the twenties? Of course you 
do. Boy-o, I bet you've got stories. Well, let’s get you aboard. Want 
me to take your bag?” 

“No!” Fiske blurted, clutching his bag tighter to his chest. “No. 
No thank you, I mean.” 

“Sure thing, kid,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. Fiske could tell he 
was trying to not look at Fiske as if he was the weirdest kid that 
the lieutenant had ever met. The lieutenant scratched behind his 
ear. “So, yeah, let’s go on down.” 

There was a gangplank from the dock to the flat top of the 
submarine, and then a hatch that was propped open. A ladder 
dropped down from there, leading into the dark of the 
submarine. Fiske followed the lieutenant over the gangplank 
and onto the submarine’s top. He expected it to wobble — like he 
was getting on a sailboat — but it was still and heavy in the 
water. 

“This way, Mr. King!” said Lieutenant Oppowitz, gesturing at 
the hatch. There was a small ladder to a level platform and then, 
through another hole in the floor, a much longer ladder that led 
down into the belly of the boat. 

Fiske looked down the hatch at the thirty-foot ladder, 
swallowed hard, and went down into the deep. 


The young sailor sat in the car, a pair of binoculars held to his 
eyes. “That’s him?” he asked. The boy was small and skinny; he’d 
be easy to find again among the ranks of muscle-bound military 
personnel. 

“Yes,” said the driver. “I know it wasn’t part of your original 
mission, but it seems that it’s become necessary.” 

“Don’t worry,” said the sailor. “I can handle it.” 

“You have to,” said the driver. 

“I said I can do it,” the other snapped. He flung the car door 
open and stormed out, grabbing his bag and slinging it over his 
shoulder. It was heavier than he expected, though, and he nearly 
dropped it. The driver closed his eyes and shook his head. The 
Sailor flushed a deep scarlet. 

“You nervous?” asked the driver. “It’s your first mission.” 

“No,” said the sailor. “Pm not nervous at all. I know what’s 
expected of me. I’m fully capable of succeeding.” 

“Don’t forget this,” said the driver. He passed the sailor- 
turned-Vesper a device with a long barrel, a handle, anda 
trigger. At the end of the barrel were two wires. The sailor took it 
and stuffed it in his bag. “Remember: Learn everything. And then 
kill the Cahill.” 

He nodded. Kill the Cahill. It would be nothing at all, to kill the 
Cahill. 


The hatch was small, and the ladder dropped straight down. 
Fiske was afraid he would slip and accidentally kick Lieutenant 


Oppowitz in the face, or fall on top of him. After all, his last try at 
climbing down something hadn’t turned out so well. 

“Sorry!” he blurted when his foot slipped, knocking into the 
lieutenant’s hand. This was going to be a disaster. He couldn’t 
even get into the submarine without nearly wrecking everything. 

“Nothing to worry about,” said the lieutenant, pausing to 
shake the sting out of his hand before continuing down the 
ladder. 

Below, the world was so much smaller than Fiske thought it 
would be. The ceilings were low and the hallways narrow. 
Equipment hummed and monitors beeped all around him. He 
didn’t think that Lieutenant Oppowitz would be able to walk 
down the hall without getting stuck, but the officer moved like, 
well, a fish in water. 

“This is the maneuvering room,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. 
“Through that door there are the engines. Here is where we 
control the speed and the propulsion and all of that.” 

Fiske followed along, trying not to stare. Maybe he wasn’t 
exactly interested in submarines, but that could change. This 
was a masterful piece of machinery, a perfectly tuned 
instrument of war. At least, that’s what it looked like. It was 
brightly lit and shining, like a new quarter. Like a very huge, 
very expensive, very deadly new quarter. 

At the same time, it looked and felt almost unfinished. Wires 
and circuits and screens were stuck out in plain sight, with no 
panels to cover their guts. Passing people in the halls meant that 
someone had to flatten himself against a wall. 


“This is the nuclear reactor,” Lieutenant Oppowitz was saying, 
and that’s when Fiske almost fell over. They had passed through 
to another room, and there it was: the humming, throbbing 
heart of the boat. It didn’t look like much: just a great metal 
block with pipes leading in and out of it. He stared at it, and then 
at his skin, half expecting to see new limbs sprouting up all over 
the place, or scales, or a clone springing forth. “No need to worry 
about anything here,” said the lieutenant. “There’s a lot of steel 
between you and me and that overgrown battery. We’ll make 
sure you get back to your grandfather in one piece. We're the top 
two percent of the Navy, Seaman King. No one’s going to take a 
risk at radiating a mind this sharp.” He winked and tapped his 
temple. “Oh, some of the others, sure, but I’m here as a safety 
measure for all of that. Right? Ha! Right?” 

Fiske almost smiled. That was a relief, at least. 

“Through here is the mess and the cold storage. You'll be 
having your meals here, and spending any leisure time. You'll 
want to be around for meals. Best food under the sea — and 
above it, too. We don’t have too much to brag about down here — 
it’s cramped and dark and let me tell you it'll start to smell after 
a day or less — but there’s nothing that beats the food.” 

Fiske looked around. The tables were long and narrow. 
Everything felt as if it had been shrunk by half. In a way, it was 
nice. He almost felt swaddled, like it was too small of a space for 
anything bad to creep into. There was simply no room. 

“That through there is the head, and up above there is the 
control room. Anything that happens down here happens right 
up there. I'll have to ask you, politely you know, to keep any 


curious fingers away from any buttons they might want to push. 
Not that I think you would — but it’s a condition of your trip.” 

“Of course,” said Fiske. As if he would want to push any 
buttons at all. He’d be perfectly content to sit on his bunk for the 
next few days and not mess about with anything. 

Even though he was here — and a full twenty minutes into 
his mission — he still felt unprepared. Still, there was 
something about it that was... exciting. Maybe this was what it 
was like to be Grace — to be half-terrified and yet half-thrilled. 
There was something arming about it; something that made 
him feel like he could do anything. 

“This way to your bunk. We're set to launch in about twenty 
minutes. Exciting, isn’t it? Ive seen a lot, you know, been around 
the world a couple of times. But a nuclear submarine! We’re 
going to go the whole way from Connecticut to Puerto Rico 
underwater. The whole way! I’ve been underwater before, in the 
diesel boats, but the whole way — boy, I’ve never heard anything 
like it,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. Fiske thought he practically 
puffed up his chest, like a proud bird about to fly. “And so are 
you, you know,” he added. 

“I — I know,” said Fiske. Oh, didn’t he know. 

“This here is your suite,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. They’d 
traveled down a narrow stairway and were in a skinny room 
lined with bunks. There was scarcely eighteen inches from 
mattress to mattress, and only a little curtain to pull for any 
kind of privacy. Folded on top of Fiske’s bunk were two pairs of 
blue coveralls. “These here are your poopy suits.” 


“My what?!” Fiske said, trying hard not to giggle. But there 
was something unmistakably funny about a naval officer saying 
the word poopy. 

“Poopy suits,” said the lieutenant, his own eyes twinkling with 
a suppressed laugh. “I know. I can’t help it, either. rve got a son 
that gets a kick out of it, too. Walk-in closet is here,” and he 
lifted the mattress to reveal a small drawer for Fiske’s things. 

“Thank you,” said Fiske, his voice a little squeak. This was 
happening. It was all really happening. He was going to live ona 
submarine. 

“You don’t talk much, do you?” said the lieutenant. Fiske 
turned pink. “Ah, that’s okay. Nothing to be ashamed of. What is 
it they say? Better to keep your mouth shut and be foolish, or 
keep it closed and be a fool? Something like that? I don’t know. 
But you're a smart kid, I see that.” 

“Thanks,” said Fiske again, fiddling with the strap on his bag. 

“Tll leave you to get your things put away,” the lieutenant said. 
“The other boys have already been down — they'll be getting to 
their stations soon enough. I'll come and grab you once we're at 
sea. I’ve something incredible to show you. We can finish 
looking around, and I'll be able to answer any questions you 
might have. It would be a real honor, to be at sea with someone 
like Admiral King. I'll bet it’s just as much an honor to set to sea 
with his grandson.” Lieutenant Oppowitz stuck out his hand, and 
Fiske took it with a bit of hesitation. 

As soon as the lieutenant was gone, Fiske ripped his bag open 
and set about digging through it. He knew it was in there; he 
knew because he had laughed when Grace had made him pack it 


but now it was going to come in so handy he could hardly stand 
it. 

And there it was: a small sewing kit. A missing button didn’t 
seem like it would put humanity at risk, but there was 
something about the Clue hunt that could make a person look at 
the world in a different way. Now this sewing kit was going 
above and beyond its call in life. 

Fiske grabbed a poopy suit and the ring from his pocket and 
as best he could — which wasn’t very good, but would do — he 
sewed the ring into the front of the suit. He stored the other set 
and his other clothes beneath the mattress; he wasn’t going to 
take the suit off for anything. 

He was just buttoning his poopy suit when another boy 
entered the bunks. He didn’t seem that much older than Fiske. 

“That your bunk there?” the boy asked. Fiske nodded, 
smoothing the creases out of his suit. It was clean and blue and 
made him feel like a proper seaman. And there was the ring, 
tugging slightly on the fabric of his suit like a tiny little anchor. 

The boy threw his own bag atop a different mattress. “They 
don’t give us much room, do they? Better not have a nightmare 
or end up sleepwalking, right?” 

“Sure,” said Fiske, but the other sailor kept talking. 

“This your first time going down below?” asked the boy. Fiske 
nodded. 

“It’s my first time going down, too. I just graduated from sub 
school. Of course, there’s still a lot of work to do. I’m just a puke. 
That’s what they call the new submariners. It’s exciting, isn’t it? 
A nuclear sub, and it’s just my first trip. Amazing how they can 


take something like the bomb and turn it into a way to power 
things. Not that you could pay me to go near that reactor. I'll be 
in the control room — far, far away. Very far. Legions. Do you 
have a specialty?” 

“Oh,” said Fiske. “N-no. I’m — no.” 

“Ah, I heard a rumor about you. Well, once you're on a 
submarine, doesn’t that make you a submariner, even just a 
little bit?” asked the boy. He pulled his mattress back down. 
“Welcome aboard. I’m sure you'll be a fine addition to the crew.” 

Fiske blushed and muttered thanks, even though he was sure 
it made him look silly and he wanted to look brave and serious 
in front of the real Navy men. “You, too.” 

“Oh, well, thank you,” said the other boy. “Should we head to 
the mess? I think everyone is gathering before the launch.” 

“Sure,” said Fiske. “I’m Fiske, by the way. Fiske Ca — King. 
Fiske King.” He put out his hand. 

“Nice to meet you, Fiske King,” said the boy, shaking his hand. 
“Tm George.” 


Fiske and George were making their way to the mess hall when 
Lieutenant Oppowitz hailed them from the galley. 

“Oh, Fiske!” Lieutenant Oppowitz lifted his arm and waved 
Fiske over. Fiske, feeling rather sailorlike in his crisp blue poopy 
suit, went willingly. It was easy to slip into a role when you had 
a costume for it. “We’ve more of our tour to get on with.” He led 
Fiske off down another narrow hall. “Did you know that the 


Nautilus is the first submarine to have a staircase on it? Look at 
us! It’s like a five-star hotel down here.” 

Lieutenant Oppowitz charged up the stairs like a rhinoceros 
and Fiske trailed behind him. It was easy to follow the 
lieutenant — Fiske could hear him coming and going no matter 
where his eyes had wandered — and it was easier to like him. 
He talked enough for both of them, and Fiske didn’t feel a need to 
fill any awkward silences. 

The stairs led to the control room. If Fiske had thought that 
the other halls and rooms in the Nautilus had been complex, 
they were put to shame by the control room. The entire room 
was bustling, like a giant robot brain that was half-human, half- 
machine. Every inch of space was telling some sort of story 
about the boat: the depth, the outside and inside pressure and 
temperatures, speed and direction, sonar readings, oxygen 
levels. A sailor not much older than Fiske sat in front of what 
looked like a steering wheel, his eyes on the small monitor just 
above the wheel. 

Standing in the middle of the crowd was a short man with 
dark hair and an intelligent face. “Fiske, may I introduce you to 
Commander Eugene P. Wilkinson, United States Navy,” said 
Lieutenant Oppowitz. Commander Wilkinson stuck out his hand 
for Fiske to take. Fiske thought he looked like he might be a 
literature professor, or a man who sold well-made hats, not a 
naval commander. “Commander Wilkinson is the boss of the 
submarine, so to speak. If you don’t mind my being so informal 
about it, sir.” 


“Not at all, Lieutenant. Pleasure to meet you, Fiske King,” said 
the commander when Fiske took his hand. “I hope you 
understand what kind of privilege you have being down here, 
young man.” 

“I do, sir,” said Fiske, his voice catching on something dry in 
his throat. “Yes. Nice to, um, meet you, too.” 

“A lot of young men would kill for the opportunity,” said the 
commander. “I hope you'll learn a lot while you’re down here. I 
hope you'll be a credit to your family name.” 

“I — I do, too.” 

The commander seemed satisfied by this and turned back to 
the business of the control room. “All right, then. Ranker, the 
engines are ready?” 

“Yes, sir,” Said a sailor. 

“Let’s make this a good one. I want to blow them all away. 
Let’s cast off.” 

Ranker flipped a switch that sent a hum through the boat, 
and put the radio at his side to his mouth. “Underway on nuclear 
power.” 

“Were moving?” asked Fiske. He could barely feel it. He 
expected the boat to lurch, to plunge down into the depths. 

“We sure are,” said the lieutenant. He pointed to the sonar 
screen. A sailor stood with a pad of paper before him and a 
pencil in hand. He watched the screen and made a note every 
few beeps. The bottom of the harbor beeped along, alerting the 
room to every lump of sand, every dip in the seafloor. 

Fiske watched in fascination. It was something like a dance, 
with the commander calling out the steps and each of the sailors 


stepping around the floor with their screen, their map, their 
control panel. 

It made him feel safe. Nothing bad could happen down here. 
Someone would notice the moment that anyone was out of step, 
and then it would be corrected immediately. There was simply 
no room for error. 

Lieutenant Oppowitz called him out of his thoughts, his 
openmouthed gazing at the control room. 

“Ready for something even better?” asked the lieutenant. 

“Better than this?” Fiske asked. The lieutenant grinned and 
nodded. 

“There’s nothing like it,” he said. “Especially the first time you 
See it. It’s my favorite thing, to take a puke up here.” 

Fiske followed obligingly as they made their way back to 
where they had first entered the sub. Lieutenant Oppowitz 
climbed up the ladder, a great dark block above Fiske. And then, 
with a quick scramble, he was gone. And all he left behind was a 
pure blue circle of sky. 

Fiske followed, and the first thing that hit him was the smell 
of the air. It was clear, cut through with salt and water. He 
pulled himself out and he was swallowed up by the blueness of 
it all. 

The Nautilus was slicing through the water. The sky above 
was cloudless and a perfect, clear blue that Fiske thought he 
might reach up and touch. The wind was strong and he was a bit 
cold, but it seemed a small price to pay for this exhilaration. 

There were no railings around the top of the submarine; there 
was nothing between him and the rippling water. The nose of 


the submarine was blunt and round, and it didn’t pierce the 
waves like the prow of a ship. Instead of a crisp slice through the 
water with a foaming V spreading behind the boat, the water 
bubbled and rolled away from the hull in great white plumes. 

Fiske had to hold his arms out to keep his balance, but the 
other sailors went about their duties on top of the submarine as 
if they had grown up on the thing. They checked the antennae 
sprouting from the periscope tower and bundled up the rope that 
had held the gangplank in place, but a few of them just stood 
there to watch the horizon. Fiske couldn’t blame them. The wind 
whipped the loose fabric of his poopy suit around and pitched 
his well-combed hair into a bird’s nest. He felt like a bird, like 
any moment he would take off and leave the whole world 
behind. He’d swoop around in the clouds and drop in on Grace, 
stealing her away from whatever was breathing down her neck. 

Grace. His arms dropped. How could he even think of having a 
good time when she was out there, risking her life for the ring? 
He put his hand on his chest; it was there. 

“They'll want their last bit of good sea air before we're all 
stuffed down under like a bunch of stinking sardines,” said 
Lieutenant Oppowitz, gesturing at the sailors. “Sometimes I wish 
we could hover about and do some good fishing. You ever been 
fishing on the Mississippi, Fiske?” 

“Uh, no, sir,” said Fiske. 

“Best fishing there is. There’re people who will try to tell you 
that nothing beats the ocean, and sure, it’s nice. But there’s 
nothing like that slow old river with your own son at your knee 
and a worm on the line.” The lieutenant threw his arms out 


wide and waved them back and forth, stretching the muscles in 
his neck and back. “Won't be able to do that again for some time, 
right?” 

Below, the Klaxon sounded and the sailors began to pull 
themselves away from their duties. 

“That’s the call to come on inside,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. 
“We'll be going down soon. Certainly wouldn’t want to be caught 
out here when that happened!” 

“No, no, not at all,” Fiske said, hurriedly following the 
lieutenant back into the boat. Not that he really thought that the 
sub would go underwater with a dozen of the crew members 
above decks. But just in case, he wanted to be well away from 
any doors or hatches when it happened. 

The last man down screwed the hatch shut tight. Now, Fiske 
thought, absolutely nothing else could get into the boat. 

It didn’t cross his mind that this meant he couldn’t get out. 


In the mess below, Lieutenant Oppowitz flagged down a sailor 
and called him over. 

“Fiske, this is Petty Officer Third Class Ralph Kane. Everyone 
has to earn his keep down here, you know, so you'll be helping 
Ralph out. Ralph is a missile technician. You'll be spending a lot 
of time in the torpedo room.” 

Ralph was tall and broad and looked the part of a sailor. He 
offered a hand to Fiske. “Pleasure to meet you.” Though Fiske 
thought it might not be all that much of a pleasure. Ralph looked 


a bit annoyed, like someone had just made him the most lethal 
babysitter under the sea. 

“You, too,” said Fiske. “But I won't be with you, Lieutenant?” 

“You'll be bored stiff with me,” said the lieutenant. “Ralph’s got 
the fun job. Not that I envy him, I swear it. My life is exciting 
enough just being on the boat. I don’t need to add torpedoes into 
it. Ralph here, Ralph on the other hand, he’s full of excitement 
and danger, isn’t he?” 

“Yes, sir,” said Ralph. But Fiske didn’t agree. Ralph’s face was 
So serious, Fiske thought his idea of excitement and danger 
might be rearranging his rock collection. 

“Very good,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “Fiske, you'll be in fine 
hands. Kane here is a top-notch sailor. Now, I’m off to report for 
duty. You stick with Ralph and he'll keep you out of trouble.” 

“Yes, sir,” said Fiske, fidgeting a little bit. He didn’t feel out of 
trouble next to Ralph. In fact, he felt very much in trouble, except 
he hadn't done anything yet. 

Ralph looked down at Fiske when the lieutenant walked 
away. Fiske flushed a deep scarlet and wished that he knew the 
right thing to say. If Ralph wanted, Fiske was perfectly willing to 
spend the next four days hiding in his bunk. 

“S-so,” Said Fiske, stumbling around in the awkward silence 
like a blind man in a fun house. “How deep does it go?” 

Ralph looked annoyed again. “Well, if you were a real 
submariner, you would know that, wouldn’t you?” Ralph grabbed 
a Sailor by the elbow — it was George. “Puke, how deep do we 
go?” 


“Uh, uh,” said George. He had been just fine chatting with 
Fiske earlier, but now George’s face had turned a strange 
combination of milky pale with bright red spots. “Uh, that’s, uh, 
seven hundred feet. Sir. Uh, sir.” 

“Hmph,” said Ralph. He turned his deadly serious glare onto 
Fiske. “This isn’t a cruise ship. This isn’t a vacation for anyone 
else. Down here, you're going to have to work like everybody else 
does. So don’t mess around, and don’t make me look bad. Got 
that?” 

“Oh, um, sure. Yes.” Fiske glanced at George, who raised his 
eyebrows. Fiske cracked a tiny smile. 

And that was a mistake. 

Ralph grabbed the collar of Fiske’s poopy suit. Fiske’s heart 
jumped into his throat; his only thought in that moment was for 
the ring. “Look,” said Ralph. “I don’t care whose grandson you 
are. Mess around down here, and I'll make you wish you never 
set foot on this boat. Do you understand me?” 

“Yes,” said Fiske, his heart beating too fast. “Yes. I 
understand.” 

“Good,” said Ralph, letting go of Fiske after giving him a shove. 
“Let’s get to work.” 

Fiske glanced at George again before following Ralph. George 
gave a little shrug. This was going to be interesting. 


Life under the sea was good to Fiske. Namely because people 
beneath the water were so much nicer to him than his 
classmates had ever been. Excepting Ralph, sort of. Part of that 


was probably because they all thought they had to, because he 
was supposedly the grandson of a World War II hero, but he was 
willing to look beyond that if it meant some peace. 

It was easy to acclimate himself to the structured life on the 
submarine. There were six hours of sleep on, admittedly, a tiny 
and not very comfortable bunk. Then six hours of torpedo duty 
with Ralph. Someone must have told him about “Fiske King’s” 
interest in submarines and to be indulgent of that, because 
Ralph was full of lectures: about torpedoes and how serious a job 
he had, about gauges and dials, about the nobility of the 
submarine. 

“Just like a whale,” Ralph said. “There is nothing more noble 
than a whale.” 

“Sure,” agreed Fiske. 

“Nothing.” 

“I agree!” 

Since this trip on the Nautilus was just a shakedown to get all 
of her kinks out before taking her out on real missions, there 
wasn't too much to worry about, in terms of shooting at things. 
Still, every day, Ralph was there, checking gauges and pressure 
readings. He arrived for shifts early and was the last one to leave 
at the end. Fiske thought he probably sang lullabies to the 
missiles when no one was looking. 

After his shift in the torpedo room, Ralph would head to the 
mess to study. He was nearly through all of his qualifications. 
One more test and he’d earn his Dolphins — he'd be a full 
submariner with all of the duty and respect that came with that. 
Seeing as how he was supposed to be so interested in 


submarines, Fiske would join him there, as would George when 
he was off duty. 

George was just starting to study for his quals, but he knew so 
much already. More than Ralph, in fact. 

Ralph would stare at a page in his study guide, his mouth 
moving slowly as he read the words, one by one in his head. 
George shot off submarine trivia like a rocket, and he sped 
through his qual calculations and short-answer study questions 
as if they were the easiest things in the world for him. 

The numbers and symbols that George scratched out on paper 
left Fiske blinking in confusion. 

“You could have gone to Harvard,” said Fiske. “I mean, you 
could have gone to MIT. But you're here.” 

George shrugged. “I have a duty to serve,” he said. 

“Wh-what about you?” Fiske asked Ralph. Ralph lifted his 
eyes, gave Fiske a look, and then went back to his books. 

And so far, after two days on the submarine, the ring had 
stayed a secret. Fiske had been quite serious about not taking off 
his poopy suit for anything. And though he knew he was 
beginning to smell, he couldn’t be bothered by that. Namely, he 
told himself, it was because the chemicals on board the 
submarine that sucked up the carbon dioxide were aversely 
affected by deodorant, and with a crew of over one hundred 
men, no deodorant, and very limited hot water supplies, 
everyone smelled. 

Fiske was probably the worst of them all. The other guys 
jumped, yelping, into the icy showers for a few seconds, but 


Fiske was adamant. He wasn't taking off his suit for anything. 
But at least he kept washing his hair and brushing his teeth. 

He was rubbing a towel over his head when he walked to the 
bunks. And when he put the towel down, he froze in his place. 

His bunk was a mess. It had been thrown open. The sheets 
had been ripped off and the cubby beneath ransacked. His bag, 
his socks and underwear, his few toiletries were strewn all over 
the floor. 

Nothing else in the room had been touched. 

Fiske’s hand flew to his chest, and he pressed the firmness of 
the ring into his skin. It was there. It was right there against 
him — not lost, not stolen. 

Still, the sight sent chills up his neck; the skin on his scalp 
prickled like he had just dunked his head back into the icy 
shower. Someone had been looking for something in his bunk. 

There was no reason for that, unless someone knew who he 
really was. 

Fiske wasn’t going to panic. He was at least going to try not to. 
But he could feel his fears jerk awake inside of him, like 
Frankenstein’s monster coming to life. He could taste the shock 
of adrenaline in his mouth; he could hear a faint buzzing as the 
hum of the boat faded in and out around him. He wobbled on his 
feet and had to grab at the nearest bunk to keep from falling 
over. 

He was trapped seven hundred feet underwater with someone 
who knew his true identity, who knew that he was hiding 
something, and who was looking for a secret. 

Looking for him. 


Some of the curtains on the other bunks were pulled closed — 
there had been men sleeping while this was happening. So 
whoever it was must have been incredibly quiet. George’s curtain 
was pulled, so Fiske jerked it open. If there was anyone who 
would understand his terror, it would be George. 

“George!” he hissed, giving George a fierce shake. George gave 
a great jerk and his eyes popped open, his arms and legs flying 
up and down and side to side. He tried to sit up straight and 
thunked his head hard on the bunk above him. 

“What! What?” George yelled. He rubbed his eyes and looked at 
Fiske with a sleepy scowl. “What is it, Fiske?” 

“Look,” said Fiske, pointing at his bunk across the narrow gap. 
“you would have been here. It wasn’t like this before. Have you 
been asleep the whole time? Did you see — did you hear? 
Anything?” 

“What in the... ?” George rubbed his eyes and slithered out of 
his bunk to take a closer look at the damage. “Is that your stuff?” 

“Yeah,” said Fiske, rubbing a hand over his damp hair. He was 
spooked and shaking. “I was just in the head and I came back 
and it was like this. Did you hear anything? You were asleep, I 
know, but if you did, Ijust.. .” 

“You know,” said George. “I might have. I was reading for a bit 
before I fell asleep and — you know, I heard these footsteps. 
Heavy footfalls. Like there was a giant in the room. I thought it 
was Ralph popping in, and I didn’t want to hear any of his 
lectures, so I stayed quiet and kept the curtain shut. You don’t — 
you don’t think it was Ralph, do you?” 


“Ralph?” said Fiske. Ralph, who always looked so annoyed 
with Fiske? If there was a...a Vesper on board, could it be 
Ralph? 

The skin on Fiske’s neck prickled as if the Vesper were there, 
watching him. Waiting for him. Biding his time until Fiske 
messed up, looked the wrong way, said the wrong thing — like 
they both knew he would. And then it would be over. The Vesper 
would pounce, would take the ring. Fiske would fail. 

“Fiske?” said George, tilting his head. “Are you okay?” 

“I shouldn’t have w-woken you,” said Fiske. “Sorry.” 

“Do you need help putting things back together?” asked 
George. 

“No,” said Fiske. “I can — I can do it. Don’t, um, tell anyone, 
okay?” 

“Sure,” said George. “Your secret is safe with me.” 

No, thought Fiske. It’s not safe with anyone. 


That night, as Fiske was getting ready to sleep, Ralph walked into 
the bunk room. He had every right to be there, but that didn’t 
mean that Fiske didn’t jump up and clutch his toothbrush to his 
chest as if it were his favorite teddy bear. 

“What?” asked Ralph, and Fiske could have sworn he was 
baring his teeth when he said it. 

“Nothing,” said Fiske. 

“you know, you don’t have to wear that suit all the time, every 
day. We do have pajamas down here. And showers.” 

“Tm fine,” said Fiske. 


“Actually, you smell,” said Ralph. “Or shouldn’t I talk that way 
to Admiral King’s grandson?” He said it like a challenge, Fiske 
thought. He didn’t believe that story at all. 

“You can talk to me however you want,” said Fiske. “I don’t c- 
care one way or another.” Ralph didn’t say anything back to 
Fiske, but as he was leaving, he made sure to give Fiske a firm 
shove with his shoulder. Fiske stumbled backward into the 
bunks, his heart thudding wildly in his chest. 

The next morning, though, Ralph was acting as if nothing had 
happened. 

He and Fiske were in the torpedo room, as was expected of 
them. 

“Whales,” Ralph was saying, “are fascinating creatures. Did 
you know that they know what sorts of things they’re swimming 
around just by clicking at them? Beautiful things.” 

It was near the end of their shift. For six hours, Fiske had been 
walking on broken glass around Ralph. The only thing that kept 
him from going entirely crazy was the other sailors on torpedo 
duty. 

“Do you, uh, do you know a lot about them?” asked Fiske. 
What benefit would a Vesper have in knowing a lot about whales, 
he wondered. Were whales much more vicious than Fiske 
thought? 

“I grew up in Maine,” said Ralph. “Right on the coast. Dad 
keeps a lighthouse, so I spent a lot of time on the water as a kid.” 
“And then you joined the Navy,” said Fiske, carefully edging 

his mouth around every word. 


“Seemed a natural thing to do,” said Ralph. “I thought about 
doing sonar like your friend George there, but I’m not that kind 
of brain. I guess I'm more on the brawn end of things.” 

“Come on, Kane,” called one of the other sailors. “We’re 
headed to the mess. Jack’s made up some of that pot roast and 
we don’t want to miss it.” 

Fiske stood up and got ready to follow the other sailors. “Our 
shift isn’t over for another three minutes,” said Ralph, his gaze 
Sweeping the other sailors and landing on Fiske like an anvil. 

“But the pot roast,” said the sailor. “Think of the pot roast, 
Kane. That roast, and the potatoes and carrots and all of that 
stewing together all day.” He rubbed his stomach and made a 
ridiculous show of smacking his lips together. 

Ralph didn’t say anything, but he did roll his eyes, which the 
other sailor seemed to think meant that he was free to take the 
others and head to the mess. 

“Where do you think youre going?” said Ralph as Fiske tried to 
follow them. 

“I—I...uh, I, um, pot roast.” 

“There’s three minutes left,” said Ralph. “We're staying for 
those three minutes.” 

So much could happen in three minutes! Fiske edged away 
from Ralph. The last of the sailors had skittered off, leaving Fiske 
by himself with Ralph. The torpedo silo seemed to grow taller, 
and wider, and deeper, and full of a thousand times more empty 
Space. How far away was the mess? Fiske went over the route in 
his head. Would anyone hear him scream? 


Fiske wanted to run, but he couldn’t find the words to make 
an excuse, and his tongue felt cold and clumsy in his mouth. 

On the torpedo control panel, a red light began to blink. 

“Shoot,” said Ralph, grumbling to himself. 

“What?” asked Fiske. Vesper or not, they were still surrounded 
by missiles. Fiske wasn’t sure which one he should be more 
scared of. 

“There’s something wrong with number four,” said Ralph, 
looking up. The torpedoes were stacked three high; number four 
was near the top of the room. There was a narrow ladder that 
led up to a catwalk just as narrow as the missiles. 

“Wrong?” asked Fiske, his voice trembling perhaps just a little 
more than he wanted it to. “Wrong I-like.. . like how?” 

“I don’t know,” said Ralph. “Easiest way to check would be to 
go up and take a look at it.” He hooked his thumb at the ladder. 
“Up you go.” 

“Me!” Fiske cried. “I have to go up?” 

“Well, that or you can stay down here and use your vast 
submarining experience to read these gauges and figure out 
when the system has stabilized. Sound good?” 

“Tll climb up,” said Fiske. He pretended like his hands weren't 
sweaty and slippery against the cold metal of the ladder. He also 
pretended that three rows of torpedoes weren’t that big of a deal. 

He tried to fight the vertigo as he climbed, and the sensation 
that every slight shift of his body weight was going to send him 
plunging back to the hard metal floor. His heart was jolting 
around in his chest, as if his panic had knocked it loose from its 


moorings. Three torpedoes high was actually quite high once you 
were up there. 

At the top of the ladder, he would have to transition to the 
catwalk. There was a reason that only cats should do things like 
this, and Fiske suspected it was because they had the extra lives 
to spare, just in case. 

He looked up. Just a bit more to go. 

And then the lights went out. 


There are no windows on a submarine; there is no chance for so 
much as a sliver of natural light. When there are no lights on, 
there is no gradient and no shadows; there is nothing but pitch- 
black, disorienting darkness. 

Fiske froze, his hands glued around the ladder’s handles. If he 
let go, he would fall. He knew it. Something in the darkness 
would shake him loose, like a leaf in late autumn. 

“Fiske! Fiske, are you up there?” Ralph was shouting. “Stay 
where you are. Don’t go banging around. Don’t explode 
anything.” 

Right. Fiske swallowed. Good plan. 

He heard some movement down below. Ralph must have been 
feeling his way around, searching for a switch, a lamp — 
something. Unless he was feeling his way toward Fiske in order 
to murder him in the dark. 

Fiske couldn’t move. He could only squeeze his eyes shut tight 
and hope that the lights came on soon. 


The Vesper turned on his infrared goggles and locked the door. 

The Cahill was clinging to the little metal ladder as if it were 
his mommy, probably terrified of both the dark and the prospect 
of being alone with Ralph. The Vesper rolled his eyes. As if the 
Vespers would try to recruit a mind as thick as Ralph’s. If Ralph 
blathered on any more about his precious whales, the Vesper 
thought he might vomit right into a torpedo chute. 

Ralph was edging toward the door, and the Vesper was easily 
able to avoid him. Ralph wasn’t the target. He wasn’t the Boy 
King they were after. Fiske’s eyes were squeezed tight in the 
dark, and the Vesper watched as he tried to take one hand from 
the ladder. It took a few tries — as soon as he would loosen his 
grip, Fiske slapped his hand back against the rungs, reluctant to 
let go for even just a moment. But eventually, he managed, and 
made a grabbing motion at his chest. Fiske patted a spot just 
over his heart, and whatever was there made him visibly relax. 
Fiske was hiding something, and now the Vesper knew just 
where. 

The Vesper slipped over to the ladder and began to climb. 


Fiske was still frozen up there, scarcely able to breathe. 

He closed his eyes. Then it felt more like he was blind by 
choice, rather than by panic-inducing circumstances. He tried to 
Slow his breathing, slow his heavily pounding heart. Did he 
want to climb down? Ralph was there, and how did he know 
that Ralph didn’t plan it all this way? 


“The door’s locked,” Ralph called up. His voice sounded far 
away — as far as one could be while in a cramped room ona 
submarine. 

But there was another sound. A closer sound. The sound of the 
ladder, creaking just the slightest bit. But that didn’t make any 
sense — Ralph was near the door, and Fiske hadn’t moved a 
hair. 

Someone else had to be in the room. 

Someone else was on the ladder. 

Someone was coming for Fiske. 

“Ralph?” Fiske called. “Ralph, are you still down there?” 

“Stop talking, I’m trying to figure this out,” Ralph called back. 
Did he sound closer? Was he the one on the ladder? Fiske 
couldn’t tell, and he couldn’t see. He pressed one hand against 
his poopy suit; the ring was still there. 

“I hear someone coming,” said Ralph. He began to pound on 
the door. “In here! It’s locked or jammed or something! Someone 
come let us out!” 

“Ralph, where are you?” Fiske yelled. The dark was so thick it 
left him in limbo. Nothing was where it seemed or as it seemed; 
nothing was safe and everything was a danger. Panic was 
creeping like spiders all over him. Ralph had cut the lights and 
locked them in; of course he had. Ralph had sent him up so high, 
so that when the lights went off, Fiske would what — panic? Yes, 
it had worked. He was going to fall, or accidentally hit 
something on one of the missiles, and then they would all blow 
up. He needed to get down, he needed to get out of the torpedo 
room! 


He would climb down. He would hide where Ralph couldn't 
find him, wouldn’t expect him. 

“Stay where you are, Fiske, I’m looking for the flashlight,” said 
Ralph. He was close by now; Fiske could tell. 

And then, someone grabbed Fiske’s ankle and pulled. 

Fiske went down, a yelp of surprise tumbling out of him as he 
landed on top of another body. Fiske flailed and kicked and the 
person beneath him yelled and flailed and kicked back. 

“Are you in there, Kane?” said someone on the other side of 
the door. “Is Fiske in there with you?” 

“Lieutenant Oppowitz!” Fiske yelled. His cheek was throbbing 
from an elbow hitting under his eye. “I’m in here! Help!” 

“Stop kicking! Stop moving!” Ralph yelled back at him. Hands 
knocked against Fiske, and he could feel someone pulling at his 
poopy suit. They were feeling for the ring. Whoever was in the 
dark could see, and they knew where the ring was. Fiske tried to 
roll away, but someone grabbed his legs and twisted him 
around. 

“Get off of me! Leave it alone!” Fiske yelled. He gave a kick and 
scrambled away. The lights flickered on a moment later, and 
Lieutenant Oppowitz stood in the open door, a ring of keys 
dangling from his hand. 

“What is going on in here?” asked the lieutenant. Fiske was 
scrambling away. He could feel his cheek beginning to swell. 
Ralph stood up and wiped his bleeding nose. 

Fiske. Ralph. And the lieutenant. There was no one else in the 
room. 

“He tried to attack me!” Fiske yelled. 


“I did not! You jumped on me!” Ralph said. 

“Now, let’s calm down,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “Mr. King, I 
don’t believe that Petty Officer Kane would do a thing like that. I 
don’t believe that for a moment.” 

“He pulled me off the ladder,” said Fiske. 

“I didn’t,” said Ralph. “I didn’t touch him until he fell on me. 
And then it sure wasn’t intentional.” 

“Are you saying, Petty Officer, that someone else was in the 
room?” Lieutenant Oppowitz asked. 

Both Fiske and Ralph fell quiet. It wasn’t out of the question. It 
was one of the larger rooms on the submarine, with plenty of 
nooks and crannies in which to hide. Fiske looked around, as if 
expecting someone to pop up from behind a missile and to give 
them a little wave. But no one did. 

“H-he attacked me,” Fiske said again. “He was the only one 
here. The others had gone to lunch and he made me stay behind 
so he could attack me.” 

“That’s a lie!” Ralph roared, tensing. Fiske could tell it was 
taking every ounce of his military training to keep from lunging. 

“Fiske,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz in a low voice. He took Fiske 
gently by the shoulder and turned him away from Ralph. “Think 
about what you're saying. Do you really believe that Petty Officer 
Kane would keep you around to attack you in the dark? Why 
would he want to do that? I know he’s a little rough around the 
edges, but I picked him to help you because I trust him. Because 
he’s a good sailor, and that’s the most important thing to him. 
Does that sound like a person who would attack you?” 


Fiske glanced between Lieutenant Oppowitz and Ralph, who 
was so angry he was practically burning with it. Of course the 
lieutenant couldn’t see it; he didn’t know what Fiske knew. 

“Excuse me,” said Fiske. 

He left the torpedo room in a hurry, blowing past Ralph and 
Lieutenant Oppowitz without a glance back. There was no 
denying it now, no passing anything off as coincidence. Ralph 
had to be the Vesper. 


George was coming out of the head when Fiske grabbed him by 
the sleeve and pulled him into the cold storage room. 

“What? What?!” George cried. 

“Quiet!” Fiske hissed at him. “I need your help. I need to trust 
someone and you've been voluntarily nice to me down here, you 
know? An-and so I need to ask for your help.” 

“You do?” said George, his eyebrows lifting. “I mean, you do? 
What? What can I do?” 

“Tm — I’m not who everyone thinks I am,” Fiske said. “I can’t 
really — I can't really talk about it. But there’s someone here who 
knows who I am an-and I think — I know — he wants to kill me. 
I think, m-maybe, you can guess who?” 

“What do you need?” asked George. “Do you need me to send a 
message to someone? Hide something for you? What can I do?” 

“I need —” Fiske started. But then Ralph came around the 
corner. 

It was like slow motion, the way he walked down the 
submarine’s hallway, his iron eyes boring into Fiske and 


grinding him down into sand. And then, in moments, he was 
gone again. But Fiske felt like that one encounter had taken 
years off of his life. 

George’s eyes flicked back and forth between Fiske and the 
door that Ralph had gone through, as if any minute he expected 
armed guards to come bursting in. 

“I can’t talk now,” said Fiske. “But later. We'll talk later. I have 
to go.” He had to get away from everything. He had to go 
somewhere safe. But he didn’t think that space existed on this 
boat. 

“Sure,” said George. “I'll keep an eye out.” 

Fiske nodded and then slipped away. George watched him go 
and exhaled. And then he smiled. 


Fiske took his lunch with the officers that day. Lieutenant 
Oppowitz, who was too congenial to let the tiff from earlier keep 
him in a poor mood for long, was more than happy to have Fiske 
around, as it meant someone else to show off his pictures to. 
“That there is Lucy,” he was saying, pointing at a very fat baby 
with very fat blond curls. “She’s just barely two now, and quite 
the little spitfire. And that, that’s Peter.” Peter was the opposite of 
Lucy, being stick-skinny with a shock of unruly hair. “He’s six. I 
don’t get to see them much, you know. But they send down 
familygrams whenever they can. My wife, Beth, she writes 
them, I mean. But the kids send messages. Lucy’s started talking. 
You know what Beth says she said the other day? She said ‘Dada.’ 


She did! I’m not even there and she’s got me on the brain. What a 
good little girl, am I right? What a daddy’s girl.” 

“Come on, Herman. The kid doesn’t want to hear about your 
family back in Saint Louis,” said one of the officers. He passed 
the gravy boat. “Tell him about the time you blew something up.” 

“I don’t mind,” said Fiske, taking the picture for a closer look. 
“It must be hard to be away from them for so long.” Fiske could 
sympathize with that. His only family that mattered was never 
around very often. Fiske thought Grace must be like a shark — if 
she stopped moving, she would die. 

Before, he’d said it as a joke. But now, it was all too great a 
possibility. Something shook inside of him and he was seized 
with the need to talk to her. Just for a moment. Just to check and 
see if she was okay, to hear her voice say that she was fine. He 
knew that she wanted him to be safe, but it suddenly wasn’t fair 
that being on the submarine meant being completely cut off 
from her. He handed the picture back to the lieutenant. 

“Ah, you know it is,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. He took his 
picture back and tucked it into the pocket of his poopy suit. “But 
it’s a good job I have. And Beth, I think she likes the quiet. ’m a 
bit of a chatterbox myself — must be where Lucy gets it, you 
know.” 

The chief medical officer, Lieutenant Robinson, came in then. 
He looked grim. “Oppowitz, might I steal your boy Mr. King 
there?” 

“What’s wrong?” asked Fiske. 

“One of the men,” said Lieutenant Robinson, “has been 
attacked. He’s asking to see you. Said you might know something 


about it?” 

“Attacked?” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. He looked at Fiske. “And 
you're involved again?” 

“What? I — who? Who is asking for me?” 

“Seaman Carmel. George Carmel.” 

Fiske went pale. Ralph had seen them talking. 

“Tll come right away,” said Fiske, setting his napkin aside and 
standing up. 

“Tm coming, too,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz, his face grim. 

They followed Lieutenant Robinson out to the medical berths. 
Fiske could feel Lieutenant Oppowitz’s confusion and anger as he 
walked. It seeped out of him like water through a sieve. 

“Is it bad?” asked Fiske. 

“A concussion, I think. Someone hit him on the back of the 
head. Out of the blue, he says. Petty Officer Kane found him in 
the hallway outside the control room.” Lieutenant Robinson 
shook his head. 

“Does he know who hit him?” asked Lieutenant Oppowitz. 

“Says he might,” said Robinson. “But wanted to talk to the boy 
here first.” 

Lieutenant Robinson opened the door to the infirmary. It 
smelled of rubbing alcohol and antiseptics, like bleach and the 
chalk of pills. George was lying on one of the beds. 

“Seaman Carmel,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “What 
happened? You need only say the word and we'll take care of this 
right away.” 

“I don’t know for sure, it happened so fast. But I’m pretty sure . 
.. I think I know who it was.” He paused. “Petty Officer Kane.” 


The two lieutenants were visibly stunned by this, but Fiske 
couldn’t imagine why. It was obvious that Ralph would do 
something like this! 

“Kane?” said Lieutenant Robinson. “You're certain?” 

“Very nearly,” said George. “Fiske can tell you — he’s been 
after me since we Set foot on the boat. I don’t know why. I think 
because I’m doing better on my quals. It’s not an excuse, of 
course, but Fiske can tell you.” 

“Mr. King?” said Lieutenant Robinson. Fiske opened his mouth 
to agree, but Lieutenant Oppowitz held up a hand. 

“Now, wait,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “I’m the kind of man 
who relies on the facts in front of him, make no mistake about 
it. And now I’ve got two men who say that Petty Officer Kane 
attacked them within an hour of each other. Now, I know Petty 
Officer Kane. I’ve known him since he enrolled in sub school. 
And the Ralph I know wouldn’t do anything like that.” 

Of course not! Fiske wanted to yell. The Ralph that you know 
isn’t a Vesper! The Ralph you know is working extra hard to look 
like a sailor so he doesn’t get found out! 

“Tm going to ask you to think about your story again, 
Seaman,” said the lieutenant, folding his arms. “Petty Officer 
Kane is the one who found you in the hall. Are you sure you're 
not just getting confused?” 

“No,” said George, his face furrowing in frustration. “It was 
him! ’'m not lying. I wouldn’t do that. I’ve got no reason to do 
that.” 

The two lieutenants looked at each other. 


“Tm telling you, I know Ralph Kane and he wouldn't do that!” 
said Lieutenant Oppowitz. Lieutenant Robinson sighed. “Don’t 
you sit there and act like you don’t know Ralph, either, Jim. He’s 
a good sailor and a better man. Don’t you act like he’s not.” 

“Tm just looking at the evidence, Herman,” said Lieutenant 
Robinson. 

Fiske wanted to grab Lieutenant Oppowitz by the shoulders 
and shake him. How could he not see? How could he be so blind 
to who Ralph really was? 

“Your evidence is bunk,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “Listening 
to a puke and a kid when you know Ralph just as well as I do. 
This is a man’s life and his job we're talking about!” 

“We'll bring Kane to the XO’s office and talk to him,” said 
Lieutenant Robinson, trying to inject some rationality back into 
the conversation. “There’s got to be some explanation for this.” 

“You,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz, pointing a finger at Fiske. 
“you're sticking with me from now on. Youre not going to be 
wandering around on your own. And you're not going to be 
getting into any more trouble. And whoever is going around 
attacking my sailors isn’t going to get a hand on you, is that 
clear?” 

Fiske could feel himself shrink — he could feel all of his 
bravery and will coil up on itself deep down in his belly. But he 
nodded. There was nothing else he could do. 

“Well then,” said Lieutenant Robinson. He went to the desk 
and picked up the intercom phone and buzzed the officers’ mess. 
“Robinson here. We have a situation. Yes, Seaman Carmel. Send 


Third Petty Officer Kane to the XO’s office. I'll be right over.” And 
then he hung up. “You coming, Herman?” 

Fiske could see the conflict in Lieutenant Oppowitz’s face. Yes, 
he very much wanted to go, Fiske could tell. But he wasn’t about 
to leave Fiske alone. And he certainly wasn’t going to take Fiske 
into the room with Ralph. 

“All right, you're sticking with me after this. You go back to 
your bunk and you don’t move a muscle until I’m done with this, 
you understand me? And from then on, you don’t leave my side 
unless youre in the head or asleep, you got that? We've got 
twelve hours left on this boat and so help me... you understand 
me?” 

“I do,” said Fiske. 


Fiske stayed with Lieutenant Oppowitz for the rest of the day, 
until it was time for bed. And the only reason they parted then 
was that there were no free bunks in the officers’ quarters. 

By the next morning, the news about Ralph and George had 
spread through the ranks. It was on everyone’s mind at 
breakfast. Fiske had waited for Lieutenant Oppowitz to meet him 
in the officers’ mess, but when he didn’t, Fiske went to the crew’s 
tables on his own. 

“Well, if it was going to be anyone,” said one of the other 
seamen, a mechanic named Dale, “you knew it was going to be 
Ralph. You have to wonder how he even got onto the submarine 
in the first place. If you hadn’t noticed, he wasn’t the sharpest 
tool in the shed.” 


Fiske poked at his eggs. 

“I heard he had to go to sub school twice,” said another 
mechanic. “First time he failed out. He had to beg to be allowed 
to get back in.” 

“You think you'll go join the Navy, go to sub school after this 
adventure?” Dale asked Fiske. 

Fiske shrugged. He wouldn't really have to, obviously. If he 
wanted to, he could just ask the secretary of the Navy to let him 
stay around. 

“Going to sub school twice,” said the other mechanic with a 
laugh. “He had to really want it, I guess.” 

Something pricked in the back of Fiske’s brain — something 
that wasn’t right about this whole situation. But he couldn’t put 
his finger directly on what it was. 

“Where is he now?” asked Fiske, poking at a pile of scrambled 
eggs. The other sailors were quiet, so Fiske glanced up. “I mean, 
is he — is he in trouble, or...” 

“yeah,” said Dale. “They made him step off the boat. Play nice 
or play with the fishes.” The other sailors laughed. 

“They — they wouldn’t really do that?” Fiske asked, glancing 
around. He knew the answer when the sailors laughed even 
louder. 

“I don’t know, he’s probably been moved somewhere,” said 
Dale, shoveling a pile of egg and bacon into his mouth. “Might 
have moved him into the torpedo room. Some of the taller guys 
would bunk in there if they couldn't fit in their toaster slots of 
beds.” 


So he wasn’t in custody or a brig or anything like that. Fiske 
frowned and pushed back his plate — he hadn't eaten anything 
at all — and excused himself. 

The conversation at breakfast had left him feeling exposed for 
some reason — like he was standing in the middle of a field 
with no chance of seeing what might come for him out of the 
trees. He went to find Lieutenant Oppowitz. 

He pressed his hand against his chest. Yes, the ring was still 
there. Funny — it didn’t seem like something that would be very 
important. It wasn’t covered in diamonds or precious stones; 
rings like his were generally only worth their sentimental value. 
And yet, it was the most important thing in the world. 

He would go find Lieutenant Oppowitz, and his last few hours 
on the submarine would be quick and safe. 

That thought snagged him. He ducked into the control room 
and checked the clocks and the maps. He wasn’t an expert at 
reading them, of course, but even Fiske could tell that they were 
nearly there. 

They were almost to Puerto Rico. He was almost off of the 
submarine. He’d done it. Well, almost. But he was almost there! 

“Quite a trip, isn’t it?” said Lieutenant Robinson. 

“Oh, um, yes,” said Fiske. “Aren’t — I mean, should you be in 
the sick bay?” 

“No patients,” said Robinson. “My only one checked out this 
morning. Your friend was fine — nothing too serious at all. It 
looked worse than it really was. I can’t believe we'll be making it 
to Puerto Rico all underwater. The whole way, Mr. King. We’re 
breaking records.” 


“Yeah,” said Fiske. “Say, have you seen Lieutenant Oppowitz? 
He wanted me to stick by him and — and I haven’t seen him.” 

“Not since last night,” said Robinson. “Have you tried the 
officers’ bunks? He likes to steal a few minutes when he can to 
write to Beth and the kids.” 

“Thank you,” said Fiske. 

From the control room, he went down to the officers’ bunks 
and knocked on the door. 

“Lieutenant Oppowitz?” he called. “I heard you were still in 
here, sir. Sir? It’s Fiske King, sir. I have something to tell you.” 

But there was no answer. 

Fiske knocked again, and when Lieutenant Oppowitz still 
didn’t open the door, Fiske tried the handle himself. It opened 
easily and he stepped inside. 

The room smelled strange. Like smoke; like burnt hair. Fiske 
stepped inside very carefully. The bunks in the officers’ room 
weren't stacked as high; there was more room to move and to 
breathe. Lieutenant Oppowitz was lying on the second bunk, 
high in the last row. 

He was dead. 

Fiske recoiled. The lieutenant was staring with half-open 
eyes. His skin looked gray and cold and as if it hadn’t been used 
in a long time. There were two burnt patches on the front of his 
poopy suit, directly over his heart, where the fabric of the suit 
and of the lieutenant’s undershirt had been burned clear away. 
His left hand was thrown forward, and the skin around his 
wedding ring was burned. He’d been electrocuted. 


Fiske scrambled toward the door, wanting to scream, wanting 
to call for help, but unable to do anything except gasp and heave 
and then throw up in the middle of the hallway. 

He was cold with sweat; it ran down his neck and under the 
collar of his poopy suit. He still felt nauseous. Someone had 
killed Lieutenant Oppowitz. 

Lieutenant Oppowitz was dead. 

Lieutenant Oppowitz, who had his wife and Peter and Lucy at 
home. Lieutenant Oppowitz who had been so nice, and who had 
just wanted to do an honorable thing and do right by his family, 
and that’s why he was on a submarine. That’s why he was 
taking care of Fiske this whole time. 

And he was dead. 

Lieutenant Oppowitz wasn’t supposed to be the one to die. 
Fiske was the Cahill; Fiske was the one who was supposed to live 
with a constant threat of doom. He didn’t like it, but he almost 
expected it now. Lieutenant Oppowitz hadn't been expecting it. 
He wasn’t even on a mission of war right now; he was out with a 
boat to sail all of the kinks out of it. 

“Fiske?” 

Fiske had stumbled back toward the control room. There were 
Sailors going about their business, and Commander Wilkinson 
was there in the center of the room. They were all looking at 
him. And Fiske opened his mouth. But nothing came out. 

“You look terrible,” said Commander Wilkinson, coming over 
to peer at Fiske. “Are you seasick? After all this time? Ranker, go 
get Lieutenant Robinson.” 


No! Fiske wanted to yell. Stop! He wanted to scream at them 
all that Lieutenant Oppowitz was dead and that someone had 
killed him but all of the words got caught behind his teeth and 
he couldn’t make them come out. His face grew hotter and 
redder and his blood was at a rolling boil as it bubbled through 
him. 

“The l-lieutenant is...” began Fiske. He couldn’t breathe. He 
couldn’t breathe. He grabbed for his chest, grasping the ring 
through the fabric of his suit. 

“Fiske, spit it out,” said George. He’d appeared in the doorway 
behind Fiske. 

“Lieutenant Oppowitz is dead.” 

The words spilled out of him, hurtling across the control room 
and smacking each of the men in the face. 

“What?” said the commander. “What do you mean — how did 
he — Robinson! Where is he, Fiske? What do you mean dead?” 

“The officers’ bunks,” said Fiske. 

“Someone get Lieutenant Robinson over there right now!” 
Wilkinson roared. “Someone get the medics!” 

“It’s too late for that,” said Fiske. “He’s dead. I saw him. 
Someone killed him.” 

Those three words cast a hush over the room. Commander 
Wilkinson seemed to turn to stone. 

“An-and I know who did it,” said Fiske. He glanced at George, 
who turned pale. “Ralph Kane did it.” 

“Commander, do we —” 

“No. Full speed ahead,” said the commander, wiping his hand 
over his wrinkled forehead. “We don’t slow down for anything. 


Washington is expecting us to make a good showing, and we’re 
going to give them that.” He turned back to Fiske. “Ralph Kane 
wouldn't kill Lieutenant Oppowitz. That doesn’t make sense at 
all. Herman was Kane’s sea dad. He got him onto the boat. Ralph 
wouldn't kill the lieutenant. Robinson is going to check on him. 
He’s a doctor, he'll get to the bottom of things.” 

Everyone keeps saying that, Fiske thought, but why can’t they 
understand what’s so obvious? Lieutenant Oppowitz is dead! 

And he knew who had done it. 

Fiske buzzed with anger; he could hear it in his ears and feel 
it in his skin and it made him shake and it made him burn and 
freeze at the same time. It wasn’t fair. And Fiske was going to do 
something about it. 


Fiske jerked open the door to the torpedo room. 

Ralph was there, clipboard in hand, checking his pressure 
gauges. Fiske took a deep breath, and then yelled at the back of 
his head. 

“I don’t know how you did it,” Fiske yelled at him. “But Pm 
here now. And it’s just me. So if you’re after anything from me 
you'd better take it now because I’m not letting anyone else die, 
all right? rm not going to do that.” 

Ralph just stared at him. “What are you talking about?” he 
asked. 

“I know what you did! I just found him. You killed Lieutenant 
Oppowitz! I know what you’re here to do!” 


“Lieutenant Oppowitz is dead?” Ralph asked. He turned around 
and dropped the clipboard. “How — I — what?” Ralph came 
toward Fiske, but Fiske did his best to hold his ground, even 
though his heart was pounding so hard that it was like drums in 
his head and his whole skull ached for it. Still, he took a step or 
two back. “What are you... he’s dead? How did he die? We're not 
at war. I mean — was it the Russians? How did... what are you 
talking about?” 

Fiske felt his resolve begin to fade. Suddenly, there was that 
feeling creeping up — like he’d forgotten to put on pants in the 
morning. Like there was chocolate on his face. Like Ralph had 
absolutely no idea of what Fiske was talking about. 

“You — you're not —?” Fiske stammered. “I mean, you're not a 
Vesper?” 

“A what?” said Ralph. “Lieutenant Oppowitz is dead?” 

Of course Ralph wasn’t a Vesper. He’d taken his test twice to 
get onto the submarine. A Cahill would pull strings to get into a 
place like this. A Vesper ... a Vesper would be the best of the best. 
He’d have been recruited. And nothing against Ralph, but big and 
brawny were a dime a dozen. No, there was only one member of 
the crew who was light-years ahead of everyone else. 

Only one other who could have gone to MIT, or Harvard, but 
instead had chosen meager pay and cramped quarters. 

“A Vesper.” 

Fiske spun around. 

George. 

George stood there. He held something in his hand that looked 
half like a gun and half like a cattle prod. “A Vesper, that’s right. 


Ralph only wishes he could aspire to these ranks, Fiske. Maybe 
one day, whale boy. Maybe once you've learned to add past ten 
while keeping your shoes on.” 

“Run, Ralph!” Fiske shouted. He took off running as soon as 
his feet were able to catch up with his brain. Standing around 
trading barbs with an armed Vesper wasn’t a wise thing to do, 
and Fiske wasn’t going to have any of it. He didn’t have time to 
think about where he would go. All he knew was that he couldn’t 
stay here. 


Before Fiske had learned that there was a Vesper on board who 
was willing to kill and before he had to run for his life to escape 
that Vesper, the Nautilus had been an amazing thing. A feat of 
engineering and art that combined to make something entirely 
remarkable, practically superhuman. 

Now, with his life moments from being over, Fiske didn’t see 
the Nautilus as something breathtaking — it was more like an 
aquatic death trap. 

The boat that he had been getting to know was suddenly full 
of shadows and steam, rattling noises and the grinding of gears. 
Fiske ran over the metal walkways and climbed ladders and did 
everything he could to get lost in the maze of metal and piping. 
Maybe if he couldn’t find his way out, then George couldn’t find 
his way to him. 

He wished there was time to think back over everything that 
had happened on the Nautilus. He wished that he could tick over 
every sign that he should have seen coming, every mistake he 


had made. He wished he could remember if he had given 
anything away to George about the Clues, about the ring, about 
Grace. But the only thing he could do was run for his life. There 
would be time to feel stupid later. 

Or there would be time to be dead later. 

He could hear George coming — the creaks of the walkways, 
the sound of heavy breathing — and if he could hear George, 
then George could hear him. Fiske stopped running. Slowly and 
quietly, Fiske slipped behind one of the larger steam pipes. He 
crouched down, keeping in the shadow. 

George turned toward where Fiske hid. Fiske could see his 
Shoes on the path. He glanced around. There was nothing to 
throw at George, nothing to hit him with, if it came to that. 
There was just Fiske. 

“Come on out, Mr. Cahill,” said George. He was edging his way 
down the hall, his head swiveling this way and that as he tried 
to figure out where Fiske might be hiding. “It’s all well and good 
to put up a fight, but there’s wisdom in knowing when to give 
up. You know what’s going to happen now. You're going to come 
out, you’re going to tell me your secrets, and then — well, rm 
sure you can guess. Come on.” 

Fiske crouched all the deeper. There was a small gap — about 
a foot and a half — between the walkway and the floor. A mess 
of small pipes and wires ran under it, but Fiske was fairly 
certain he could squeeze in there if need be. He shifted his 
weight toward it. 

“Come out!” George yelled. “You think I’m going to let you ruin 
this for me? Do you know what they did for me, Fiske? Your old 


family friends? You know what they did? They sought me out. 
That’s right. They wanted me. Little Georgie Carmel from 
Massillon, Ohio. George Carmel who couldn’t catch a football or 
run a mile to save his life but who is a genius. 

“And just think of how proud they'll be when they find out 
how I handled you. I was just supposed to tinker with the 
computer systems, and then, you were sent on board the ship. 
rd have known you immediately, even if we didn’t know you'd 
be down here.” George paused. “You'll make me a legend in their 
ranks, Fiske. Don’t think I don’t know you're hiding something, 
and I’m going to find it. We both know I’m better than you. We 
both know Ill win.” 

Fiske bristled, but he stayed put. George was right in front of 
him now, holding the half gun. Little blue sparks were flashing 
from the two short wires at the end of the barrel. It looked like a 
bad way to die. 

The lonesomeness of his situation folded around Fiske like a 
dark quilt. George was going to kill him, and no one would know 
what had happened. He would vanish in the worst way 
imaginable — without having said good-bye to anyone. He 
should have fled to a place where there would be more people — 
he saw that now, he was so stupid. He should have gone to the 
control room, where he wouldn’t be alone. 

But maybe he could still get there. Maybe he didn’t have to die 
in the dark. 

Fiske brought his sleeve to his mouth and bit into the thread 
holding his cuff button in place. His heart was pounding all 
through his body; it was as if it had turned on an internal PA 


system and was broadcasting his fear from his brain to his toes. 
One false move, one noise, and it would be over. 

It took a bit of chewing, but soon he’d bitten away the thread. 
Taking the button from his mouth and holding it between two 
shaking fingers, he flicked it, like a paper football. 

The button flew behind George and over the walkway where 
he stood, rattling against the pipes. George spun around and 
stuck his shock gun into the dark. There was a flash of light, and 
that was the moment that Fiske needed. He slipped down the 
way, hauled himself up onto the walkway, and began to run. 

George spun around and chased after him, the weapon raised. 
Fiske ran with flashes of light on either side of him as George 
shot bolt after bolt, shock after shock. The electricity sizzled 
against the metal, against the pipes and wires all around. 

One of the bolts must have knocked into a seam in one of the 
pipes. It fried the metal, and the pressure from inside was too 
great. A spurt of water sprang forth, and then another, and then 
two more. Water sprayed in all directions, soaking Fiske and 
making the walkways slick and dangerous. 

The nuclear reactor hummed ahead. Fiske kept running, even 
though his lungs were screaming and clawing at him to stop, 
even though his legs felt as if the muscles in them would tear at 
any moment. 

George fired again. The electric bolt flew just past Fiske’s 
shoulder and crackled over the reactor’s control panel. Sparks 
flew like fireworks, and smoke flared up. The water mixed with 
the electricity, and the entire reactor began to sizzle and crack. 
The lights flickered off immediately and an alarm began to wail, 


softly at first, as if it were just waking up from a long sleep, and 
then with a ferocity that was almost more frightening than the 
reactor itself. All of the lights on the reactor’s panel turned red 
and they flickered like the world’s most terrifying display of 
Christmas lights. It was enough to freeze even George fora 
moment — he seemed unable to move. 

The hum of the reactor turned into a groan and a rumble. The 
boat began to shake. Fiske edged away from it. He wanted to run, 
but he was afraid to take his eyes off of the reactor, afraid that 
the moment he looked away, the whole thing would melt. 

But he had to go. Control room, control room — he repeated it 
over and over in his head and in his legs. He left the howling 
reactor and a stricken-looking George and ran. 

The control room was grim when he arrived in a burst of 
breath and panic. Commander Wilkinson frowned at him, and 
then turned back to barking at his sailors with the radio to his 
mouth. The siren wailed here as well, and the commander was 
doing his best to be louder than it. 

“All hands — all hands to emergency stations. Repeat: all 
hands to emergency stations,” he yelled, waving his arm at the 
men in the control room. “Fire up the backup diesel engines; 
Ranker, you keep this mess of a boat going and don’t you stop for 
anything. We're nearly there. We are nearly there!” 

The sailors scattered — most of them headed straight out of 
the control room and down to the reactor or the diesel engines. 
Then the commander turned to Fiske. 

“Nothing to worry about, Mr. King,” he said, putting a hand on 
Fiske’s shoulder and trying to steer him toward the door. “You 


just sit tight and — and we'll get this sorted out. I’m going to 
check on the repairs. You head on back to your bunk or the mess 
and you just sit tight.” But Fiske didn’t believe him, and he didn’t 
think the commander believed himself. 

“Ranker,” the commander said, “you're in charge until I get 
back.” And then he left for the reactor. 

Fiske watched him go, his mouth hanging open but no words 
coming out. He couldn’t leave! There was so much to tell him — 
about George and Lieutenant Oppowitz, about Ralph, about 
Fiske’s life hanging in the balance. Whether it was a lack of 
breath or a lack of courage, Fiske couldn’t say. The words stuck 
to the insides of his mouth and beneath his tongue. More than 
anything, Fiske wanted to curl in upon himself. He balled his 
hands into furious fists and curled his bottom lip in between his 
teeth. 

There were only a few men left in the room, but even among 
them, panic was spreading like a germ. 

Fiske felt it, too. Everything had spiraled out of control so 
quickly that he couldn't even place the moment that things had 
first started to go wrong. He felt unmoored and adrift in the 
ocean, with nothing to keep him from washing off the face of 
the earth. 

And now there was no one to ask for help, no one to save him. 
He’d run to this place for protection, but he felt more alone and 
more exposed. And if George came — what would happen to the 
crew? What had happened to Ralph? Fiske’s blood was pulsing in 
rhythm with the siren. The possibility that he might really die, 


that this crew of men might die because of him, slammed into 
him and knocked his breath away. 

Ralph burst in. “There you are!” he said. “What in the — what 
is — where’s George?” 

“I — I —” said Fiske, shrugging his shoulders and trying not to 
Shake like a brittle leaf. 

The siren stopped for a moment, and a voice crackled over the 
intercom in the silence. “Reactor critical. All hands to remain at 
emergency stations.” 

“You should be —” Fiske began, but Ralph cut him off. He 
glanced at the other sailors and then grabbed Fiske’s arm, 
pulling him out into the hallway. 

“I saw George, just the same as you did, and I heard him, too. 
Lieutenant Oppowitz would have made sure you were safe. And 
that’s what I’m going to do,” said Ralph. “Besides, I've known 
George was no good since he accused me of hitting him. Believe 
me, any other place but here I would have, but I take this job 
seriously, and I’m not about to let some puke take it away from 
me.” 

Fiske could almost breathe easy because of that. He didn’t 
want to be in the way, but he wouldn’t deny that he felt much 
better with Ralph on his side. Still, guilt slung itself around his 
neck like a leaden scarf. Lieutenant Oppowitz would have done 
as much as he could to help Fiske. 

Now, though, Fiske didn’t know what help would look like. 
The boat might blow up and George was after him, and how was 
he supposed to make it out of either of those scenarios alive? He 


felt stupid. None of this would have happened if he hadn’t been 
on the boat to begin with. 

“What can w-we do?” asked Fiske, glancing around the 
deserted hallway. 

“Hope,” said Ralph. 

The submarine gave a great shudder, which had both Fiske 
and Ralph grabbing for something to hold on to, to keep from 
falling over. The smell of oil and dirt hit them next, creeping 
through the air like mist rolling in. 

“What’s that, what’s happening?” Fiske asked, wild eyed. 

“They turned on the diesel engines,” said Ralph. 

“Is that a good thing?” asked Fiske. 

“I guess we'll find out,” said Ralph. Fiske pressed his hand 
against the ring. “You keep doing that,” said Ralph, nodding 
toward Fiske’s hand. 

Fiske scrambled to think of something to say, but he was 
saved by the crackle of the intercom. 

“Reactor stable. Repeat: reactor stable. Relax, boys. We’ll make 
it out of this one yet.” The faint sound of cheering echoed down 
the empty halls, and Fiske felt his body relax for a moment. Jelly 
rippled through his muscles, and warmth swept over him. But it 
was only for a moment. Because even if he wasn’t going to blow 
up in a nuclear explosion, he still had a raging Vesper to handle. 

A Vesper who would stop at nothing to kill him. A Vesper he 
couldn’t get away from. 

“Ralph,” said Fiske. “I — I need to get off the boat.” 

“What?” said Ralph. “You — that’s not how submarines work, 
Fiske.” 


“No, but I have to,” said Fiske. “Everyone is going to stay at 
their emergency stations for a while, right?” 

“Yeah, but —” 

“Then George will find me. And he'll try to kill me. And I can’t 
let that happen, Ralph. I can’t let that happen. Not for me. It’s not 
— it’s not for me. Help me get off the boat. Please?” 

Ralph looked at him, his face a mud puddle of confusion and 
concern and sadness. “Why are you down here, really?” 

“To hide,” said Fiske. “A lot of good I am at that, I guess.” 

The boys looked at each other for a moment, as Fiske silently 
begged the sailor to help him escape. 

“Come on,” said Ralph, grabbing Fiske’s arm and leading him 
through the hallways to the ladder that Fiske had first used to 
board the submarine. “Climb quickly.” 

Fiske scrambled up the ladder, driven by adrenaline and fear. 

“You might die doing this, too, you know,” said Ralph, 
unscrewing the airtight door to the escape trunk. 

“If I die in the water, what I have will die with me. If I die 
here, and George gets it...” Fiske didn’t want to shake and 
shiver in front of Ralph. But he was, and he couldn't help it. 

Ralph grabbed a great rubber vest down from a hook. It looked 
like what the astronauts in B movies wore while exploring Mars 
or the moon. “Put this on. This is a Momsen lung. Listen to me — 
are you listening to me?” 

Fiske nodded while pulling the vest around his body and 
buckling it. 

“This goes in your mouth,” Ralph said, handing him a 
mouthpiece connected to two rubber tubes that ran around to 


the vest. “Do not hold your breath. You're going to want to hold 
your breath. You're out in the middle of the ocean, you're deep 
underwater, every single part of you is going to be screaming for 
you to hold your breath. Hold your breath, and you die. You 
listening to me? Hold your breath and you die. There’s so much 
pressure down here that the air in your lungs is under pressure, 
too. As you go up, it’s going to expand, and if you hold your 
breath, your lungs will explode.” 

Fiske went pale. 

“You’ve got to breathe normally,” said Ralph, tightening straps 
and hooking buckles. “In through this tube, and out through the 
other. Breathe normal. Don’t explode. You got it?” 

Fiske nodded. Breathe normally. Don’t explode. 

“See that green button right there?” Ralph said. “There’s 
another one on the outside of the door, too. Hit that green button 
once the hatch is closed and you're ready to go. If you chicken 
out and don’t push it, then I will. You understand? Get ready,” 
said Ralph. He looked at Fiske. “You might be the bravest kid I 
ever met. Or the stupidest.” 

“Probably both,” said Fiske. Ralph grinned at him, just for a 
moment. 

“Stupidest,” said George. He was standing in the door, sopping 
wet with submarine water rolling down his temples. His shock 
gun sparked at his side, half-broken from the water but all the 
more dangerous for it. “Absolutely the stupidest.” He lifted the 
gun and pointed it. 

At Ralph. 

“Give me what you’re hiding,” said George. 


“I don’t have anything,” said Ralph. But George shook his head. 

“Not you. Cahill. Give it to me, Cahill. Wouldn’t this be just 
what you hate? Didn’t it just wreck you when Lieutenant 
Oppowitz died? Wouldn't you hate for it to happen again, right in 
front of you?” 

Fiske would. And George knew it, which just meant that Fiske 
was about as transparent as glass. 

“Don’t get him involved,” said Fiske. “He doesn’t have 
anything.” 

“Shut up, Fiske,” said Ralph, his eyes darting between Fiske, 
George, and the sparking end of the gun. “It’s no use pretending 
anymore.” 

“What are you talking about?” said George, turning to Fiske in 
confusion. “What is he talking about?” 

Fiske had no idea. 

“We're on the same side,” said Ralph. “I’m with you, George. 
I’m a— a Vesper.” 

Fiske was stunned into frozen silence. How was that possible? 
How could he be so impossibly stupid as to trust a Vesper? 
Again? 

“You're what?” said George. “You're on my side? Why? Why are 
you here? Who sent you? Didn’t they think I could do it on my 
own?” 

“That doesn’t matter,” said Ralph. “I caught him. Isn't that 
what counts?” 

“Shut up,” snapped George, his eyes darting back and forth 
between the hooded Fiske and Ralph. 


Fiske’s mind was spinning rapidly out of control as he tried to 
wrap it around what was happening in front of him. How could 
he be so stupid? How could he have disappointed Grace this 
much? 

“I caught him first. Hes mine,” said Ralph, again. 

“He’s not!” said George. “Tve been stalking him this whole 
time! I killed that officer to get to him! You're not going to take 
my hard work right out from under my nose.” He cocked the gun 
at Ralph. 

“You're really going to shoot your comrade?” said Ralph. “I 
don’t think they'd look very kindly on that. Do you?” 

George faltered. “You were going to help him escape.” 

That was true, thought Fiske. He glanced at Ralph. Ralph was 
looking at him with steady eyes, an unflinching face. 

Fiske wanted to give up. He couldn’t begin to put into words 
how much he wanted to give up. Part of him wanted to just give 
them the ring — one of them, both of them, it didn’t matter. 

But the other part knew that there was more to the story. 
Knew that there was something going on here. That if he could 
only trust himself, he would figure it out. 

“I lied,” said Ralph to George. “I was just about to figure out 
what he was hiding when you showed up. Then I could take it 
and flush him.” 

“Well,” said George, a self-satisfied smile creeping over his 
face. “I don’t know what it is, but I know where. Take off that 
vest, Cahill.” 

Fiske didn’t move. He couldn’t if he had wanted to, and he 
definitely didn’t want to. 


“I know it’s in the front of your suit, whatever you have!” 
George yelled, waving his sparking gun. Fiske shook his head the 
slightest bit. But George didn’t believe that. He marched up to 
Fiske and grabbed the Momsen lung with one hand, the other 
pointing the weapon straight at Fiske’s face. “I should just fry 
you and take it for myself.” 

In that moment of distraction, Ralph darted to the door. 

“Breathe!” Ralph yelled, slamming the hatch door shut. 

There was a moment of soft quiet. 

George had whipped around when Ralph slammed the hatch 
shut. Fiske’s gaze went to the green button, and when George 
turned back around, his eyes followed there. 

“What —” 

Fiske looked back at George and then upward at the hatch. He 
knew what was coming. He knew what Ralph would do. 

If Fiske had been scared before, it didn’t compare at all to this 
moment — this moment before the ship opened, and Fiske and 
George were swept out into the ocean. 


Fiske was breathing. His eyes were squeezed shut tight but he 
breathed in and out, slowly rising to the surface. It was 
terrifying and surreal. The Nautilus sped off and upward, too, 
rising to the surface as well. 

Fiske broke the water with a pop, bobbing like a rubber duck. 
He tore the mouthpiece away and he couldn't help it — he 
screamed. He screamed in fear and in relief, in sadness and in 
uncut joy. Hed made it. He’d escaped the submarine. He wasn’t 


dead. He still had the ring. Puerto Rico was in sight. He was 
above the water. 
George was not. 


The swim to shore was exhausting, but Fiske was so glad to be 
off the boat that he didn’t care at all. His mind spun with 
questions, but the physical need to lift one arm and then 
another, to kick through the ocean, kept his thoughts from 
wandering too far from the task at hand. 

It was a long swim. But so long as there weren’t any sharks 
around, he’d be fine. 

Before he was too tired to go on, he felt the sand beneath his 
soggily sneakered feet and he pulled himself up onto a beach. 

His shoes were full of sand and water; his poopy suit not only 
smelled of salt and fish and seaweed, but it stuck to him like a 
second skin. Fiske unbuckled the Momsen lung and cast it aside 
on the sand. He desperately wished that he had some of that 
clean underwear that he had left in his cubby on the submarine. 

He fell face-first onto the beach, utterly exhausted. There was 
sand in his mouth, his ears, and every other part of him, but he 
didn’t care. He was never leaving land again, not for anything in 
the world. Fiske rolled over onto his back and spread out his 
arms and legs, basking in the sun. Alive. He was alive. Mission 
accomplished. 

His hand flew to his chest again, pressing frantically into the 
fabric of the suit. And there it was. 

He’d hidden away on a submarine. He’d kept the ring safe. 


His mission was, to all intents and purposes, a success. 

But it didn’t feel that way. He stared up at the bluest sky he’d 
ever seen and he thought about Lieutenant Oppowitz, and Beth 
and Peter and Lucy in Saint Louis. He thought about the 
lieutenant’s jokes and his sense of duty and pride. 

And Fiske realized he was a miserable failure. 


Grace had arranged everything, and soon Fiske found himself on 
a plane headed for Attleboro. 

She was waiting for him on the tarmac, and Fiske ran to her 
as soon as he was on the ground. She wrapped her arms around 
him in the best big-sisterly way possible; there would be no 
more danger, no more death for at least the next ten seconds, 
and that was all Fiske wanted in the world. 

“Tm so sorry,” she said, taking his face in her hands and 
giving him a good looking over. “Fiske, I'm so sorry. I can’t tell 
you how sorry I am. I didn’t know — I just wasn’t thinking 
Straight, and I’m so sorry.” 

“Tm okay,” said Fiske. “I’m really okay. I promise.” Still, it was 
nice to be fussed over. “But how do you know that they won’t be 
waiting for us at home? Or the next place you go?” 

Grace cleared her throat. “I took care of it.” 

“What do you mean you — what happened to your car?” he 
asked. It had been black before; now it was a blue convertible. 

“I had to drive the old one off a cliff,” said Grace. “But I like 
this one better anyway.” 

“You had to drive it... you had to drive it off a... Grace!” 


“I told you I took care of it.” 

“Grace!” 

“Tm fine,” she said. “You're fine. Everyone’s fine.” 
Except they weren't. Not everyone. 


He and Grace went back home for a few days; after the Nautilus, 
school would seem like a breeze. Still, Fiske needed a few days of 
simple quiet before he would be able to do anything at all, 
whether that was a Cahill mission or a geometry exam. 

He’d scoured the papers for news of the Nautilus crew — of 
the reactor’s breakdown, the death of Lieutenant Oppowitz. But 
the only thing he could find was an article praising the crew for 
their unprecedented, record-shattering trip from Connecticut to 
Puerto Rico. 

Still, just because it was in the papers as having happened one 
way didn’t mean that was the whole truth. Guilt still ate at him 
day and night, and he could feel it sucking at him like 
quicksand. 

And then he had to go back to school, on top of everything. 
“You’ve been quieter than usual,” said Grace one morning. It 
was Sunday, which meant that he’d be flying back to school that 
night. “I know you've hada...a time of things, so if you ever 
want to talk about any of it, you know I’m here for you, Fiske.” 

He looked at her. He knew she meant it. He knew that she 
loved him and that she wanted what was best for him. “I just 
can’t believe it happened,” he said. “I can’t believe that I... and 
that you... you had to drive your car off of a cliff?” 


“Yes,” said Grace. “But I’m fine. And you're fine. Everyone is 
fine, Fiske. You have to focus on that.” 

“No, they’re not,” said Fiske, running a hand over his hair. 
“Grace, you could have died. I could have died. And Lieutenant 
Oppowitz is dead, Grace. He’s not fine. You know he had two little 
kids? Just little, just barely even — and now he’s dead.” 

Grace looked down at the ground. “I’m very sorry to hear it, 
Fiske.” 

“And you know what the worst part of it is? It’s not like he 
died for his country. It’s not like he died for something he even 
believed in, or wanted. He was murdered because we lied to him. 
You and me, Grace. He thought that I was someone I wasn’t, and 
we told him that. He didn’t know anything about the ring, or the 
Clues, or the Vespers. He’s dead because of us. Because of me.” 

So was George. Fiske tried not to think about it. He hadn’t been 
the one to push the button, to open the gate to the water above, 
sure. But George hadn’t seen it coming. He’d killed the lieutenant 
and he was going to kill Fiske, given the chance. But did that 
make it right? Anyone else would think he was crazy for 
mourning a Vesper. Still, it wasn’t something that Fiske could 
shake. 

“No, Fiske,” said Grace. She put her hands on his shoulders 
and squared her face directly in front of his. “They died because 
of the Vespers. The Vespers, Fiske. It wasn’t you.” 

Fiske looked at her, disbelief carved into his face like 
hieroglyphs on a tomb. How could she say that? How could she 
think that it wasn’t his fault? Didn’t Grace realize that if Fiske 


had never been on that boat, then the lieutenant would still be 
alive? 

“You kept the ring safe. You kept yourself safe. I’m incredibly 
sorry about the lieutenant, Fiske, you know I am. But there are 
things at stake — huge, world-changing risks that need to be 
taken. Look what you did, Fiske,” said Grace. “You were so brave. 
So brave, Fiske. I’ve never been prouder.” 

“I don’t want you to be proud of me for this,” said Fiske. “Tm 
going to send something to Lieutenant Oppowitz’s wife. Her 
name is Beth. We'll... I don’t know. I can’t buy them another 
dad. I can’t go back in time. But I’m going to do something.” 

“You're a good person, Fiske,” said Grace. 

But he didn’t feel like it. 


It was strange, to be back at school. The grounds were still green 
and the bricks were still red, even though Fiske had faked his 
way onto a nuclear submarine, traveled underwater from 
Connecticut to Puerto Rico, avoided being killed by a Vesper spy, 
escaped from said submarine, and then swam to shore. Fiske 
didn’t think that the sky needed to be orange or anything from 
now on — things didn’t have to be that drastically different — 
but wasn’t something supposed to have changed? 

It took him a minute to realize, though, that something had — 
him. Before, he had scurried from class to class, from dorm to 
dining room with his head down and his books clutched to his 
chest as if all of his guts would fall out if he weren’t holding 


himself together. Now, he looked around him as he walked. His 
chin wasn’t buried in his chest. 

It was a small change, but it made all the difference. 

He went back to school, but only for exams. On his last day, a 
package arrived for him. He had to go to the headmaster’s office 
to pick it up. 

Sitting at the secretary’s desk was a young woman with 
brown hair and a yellow sweater. “You're Fiske Cahill?” she said. 

“Yeah,” said Fiske, looking behind him to make sure that there 
weren't any other Fiske Cahills around. “You're new.” 

“Oh, yeah,” she said, handing over his package. “The other 
lady had a family thing that she had to leave town for. I hear she 
was quite the piece of work. Have a nice summer!” 

“Thanks for this,” said Fiske, holding up the package and 
walking back outside. He stopped at one of the benches and 
opened his package. There was a small box and a letter. He 
opened the box first. It was a shiny silver pin — two dolphins 
with a rope wrapped around them. The Navy’s Dolphins — what 
Ralph had been working so hard toward. 

He opened the letter next. It read: 


Dear Fiske, 

First off, all is well on the Nautilus. The nuke boys got the 
reactor fixed once we reached port and they’ve assured us 
that now we'll be able to go even faster. Ranker says it does 
feel like they juiced it up some, so we'll see. Our official 
commission is going to happen in September, I hear. I 


sincerely hope that you'll be able to make it to the New 
London docks for the ceremony. 

In the box, you'll find your Dolphins. Welcome to the 
crew, officially. I’ve got mine now, too. Let’s not forget that I 
had to study a lot harder for mine, but both me and 
Commander Wilkinson think that you deserve a pair of your 
own. I told the commander about George being on board to 
scope all of the nuke stuff and he was going to take it toa 
shady organization, and that you stopped him. Took him off 
the boat at a risk to yourself. For being something of a puke 
when you started, you sure proved yourself along the way. 
We all say well done to you. 

At the end there, I’m sorry if I spooked you. I had to figure 
out if you were telling the truth, and that’s the way that 
came to me. I don’t know or understand exactly what was 
happening down there, but I’m betting it’s way beyond me. 
Whatever it was, I hope you’re managing okay and that 
everything’s going all right. 

You’re a brave kid, Fiske. If no one ever told you that, now 
I have. 

Keep an eye out for whales, 


Ralph Kane, Petty Officer Second Class 
P.S. I got a promotion! 


Fiske smiled, folded the letter, and pinned his Dolphins to his 
blazer. It looked awful nice there, all shiny and important. 


“Fish! Hey, Fish Breath!” Eric Landry was beneath a tree with 
his friends. “Where have you been, huh? Get scared and run off 
after last time?” 

“Family business,” said Fiske. His stomach still squirmed, and 
he thought his hands might still shake. He didn’t like talking to 
Eric, and he certainly didn’t want to get another swirly, but it 
didn’t seem worth it to be afraid of him. It wasn’t like he was a 
Vesper. It wasn’t like Fiske was trapped aboard a submarine with 
him and he wanted to kill Fiske and there was no escape. 

“Family business, oooh,” said Eric. “Sounds serious. Did you go 
visit your grandma whale, Fish Face?” 

“Let me be, Eric,” said Fiske. 

“No,” said Eric. He got up from under the tree and sauntered 
over to Fiske. “Tve missed you, Fish. We have a lot of catching up 
to do.” He dropped his books on the ground and handed his 
blazer to one of his friends. “What have you got there on your 
blazer, Fish? Your gramma’s brooch? A fancy lady pin?” 

“No,” said Fiske. “It’s not your business.” 

“Everything that goes on in this school is my business, Fish 
Breath. Tell me before I rip it right off of you.” 

Fiske looked down at his pin, as cool and calm as he could 
make himself. “It’s the insignia for the Naval submarine 
Service.” 

“What, you steal it from your dad?” asked Eric. 

“No,” said Fiske. “I earned it.” 

“Give it to me,” said Eric. He reached out and grabbed Fiske’s 
collar. “I said give it to me, Fish Breath.” 

Fiske looked down at Eric’s hand and then back up at him. 


“No,” said Fiske. 

Eric pulled his fist back and scowled his worst at Fiske. 

Fiske took a deep breath and cleared his throat. There was 
nothing to fear in Eric Landry. He wasn’t a Vesper. There were 
way worse things in the world. So he opened his mouth, blinked 
a few times, and organized the words that he wanted to say. 

“You're going to hit me because I won't give you my pin?” said 
Fiske. “Th-that seems like a stupid reason.” 

Eric’s face faltered for just a moment. And a soft ripple went 
through the crowd of boys behind him. Inside, Fiske was quaking 
and terrified of being punched in the face. But Eric was just a boy 
from school. 

“It’s a pretty stupid reason, Eric,” said Fiske. 

“Yeah,” said one of the other boys. “It’s kind of dumb, Eric.” 

Eric’s fist hovered in the air, but he glanced over his shoulder 
at his friends. Fiske looked, too. They looked impatient, maybe a 
little annoyed. “Do you want me to pound him or not?” said Eric. 

“I kind of want to play football,” said Matthew. 

“Oh, I call other captain!” 

The crowd began to drift away as the teams were divvied up. 
Soon there was only Eric and Fiske. 

“So?” said Eric, dropping his fist and shoving Fiske away. 
“you're still just a Fish.” 

Fiske took a step back and smoothed out his blazer. His heart 
was steadily ticking down to normal, and his nerves were 
coming off of a boil. He wanted to burst into laughter; he wanted 
to jump and to yell and to maybe — maybe, if no one was 
looking, punch the air in unadulterated triumph — because hed 


stood up to Eric Landry. And Fish? Fish? What kind of insult was 
Fish? 

Fiske glanced down at his Dolphins, gleaming against the 
wool of his blazer. “Yeah, Eric. I guess I am.” 


Clifford Riley wishes to acknowledge the following 
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McIntyre, MACARTHUR, MULLIGAN & Smoop 


ATTORNEYS AT LAW 


To whom it may concern, 


The information in this book comes from the Cahill vault, 
which means that none of it was meant for your eyes. Over 
the past 500 years, a number of exceedingly dangerous items 
have been placed in the vault for safekeeping—assassination 
orders, confession-filled diaries, treasure maps, and many 
other items that I know better than to list here. Documents 
that have sparked wars, incited revolutions, and led to the 
downfall of governments, kings, and empires. 


It was nor my idea to make this material public. I was 

given specific instructions by my former employer, William 
McIntyre, to protect the information in the vault. However, 
after recent, tragic events, it looks like I'm taking orders from 
someone new—someone who believes that the Cahill Files 
are essential to the security of the Cahill family... and the 
world at large. 





And so, the vault has been opened. Do with these stories 
what you will. But when you find yourself weighed down by 
the secrets and scandals that shaped history, just remember 
one thing: I told you so. 





THE SUBMARINE JOB 


Connecticut, 1955 


Fiske Cahill was going to drown. 

Water filled his nose and mouth and eyes, and all he could do was flail his arms 
and pray it would stop soon. The world around him was a dull roar, muffled by the 
sound of the water as it flooded his ears. The hand on the back of his head held him 
still; there was no escape. 

Suddenly, it jerked him backward. He gasped in the air, even though it smelled like 
bleach and too-sweet air freshener. He could taste the chemicals in the air and he 
spat, trying to keep the water from trickling down past his lips. 

“Come on, now,” said the boy behind him. “I thought you were a fish. Aren’t you a 
fish, Fish Face?” 

“No,” Fiske grunted before his face was shoved back into the toilet. He only barely 
Snapped his mouth closed in time. Faintly, he could hear the last bell of the day 
ringing from the hallways. Like dogs at the sound of a whistle, the boys let go of Fiske. 
He threw himself backward, away from the toilet. The group around him, four or five 
boys from the years ahead of him, backed away, laughing. They all sucked their 
cheeks in and put their hands to their necks, waving their fingers like gills as they 
ran out of the bathroom. Their leader, Eric Landry, turned on the faucet before he left, 
flinging water at Fiske with his fingertips. 

It was not a good way to end the day. 

Fiske pulled himself up off of the wet, slippery bathroom floor and went to the 
sink. His hair was soaked and so was his sweater, from his shoulders down to his 
stomach. Drops of toilet water trickled down over his ears and nose. Fiske grabbed 
desperately for a fistful of brown paper towels and scrubbed at his face and hair. 

It was utterly mortifying, even with no one else in the bathroom. 

This sort of thing should not happen to Fiske Cahill. It shouldn’t happen to a Cahill 
at all. 


He picked his books up from the corner where Eric and his gang of friends had 
thrown them. His history book was splayed open with its papery guts shown to the 
world. George Washington stared back up at him, sword raised, horse rearing. He was 
willing to bet that George Washington never got swirlied. Or that Shakespeare never 
had a note reading “Kicketh me” taped to his back, or that Mozart never had his sheet 
music pitched into the toilet. Fiske was supposed to have something in common 
with such amazing people. They were his cousins, after all, all of them far-flung 
members of the Cahill family. The Cahills — the most powerful family in the history 
of the world. Cahills were supposed to be something special, untouchable. They were 
Supposed to be great. 

Some good that was doing for Fiske. The only thing he was great at was distracting 
Eric and his friends from their homework. 

Fiske tucked his books into his backpack and stepped into the main hall at school. 
He'd be able to go home for the summer soon, he told himself. It was early May, so 
there was only a month left of school. He could last a month. 

Outside, the spring sun was hot and groups of his schoolmates lounged around on 
benches or threw a football across the green. It was a beautiful campus, made of lush 
lawns against stately brick buildings with white columns in front of them. But Fiske 
kept his head down as he crossed toward the dorms, and so he didn’t see very much 
of it. 

“Fiske Cahill! Mr. Cahill!” 

One of the secretaries was hailing him, waving a piece of paper in the air. “Fiske 
Cahill, don’t make an old lady run across the lawn. Come here, and be quick about it!” 
Fiske looked up and around him. Were they all staring at him now? Oh, no. Fiske 
hurried across the lawn, feeling his ears and neck burn bright red with 

embarrassment. 

“Why are you all wet?” asked the secretary, wrinkling her nose at him. 

“Uh,” said Fiske, and then he mumbled something about a water fountain. 

“A telegram for you,” said the secretary, handing it over. Her fingernails were 
painted scarlet to match her bright red sweater. “An emergency, it says. Silly, if you 
ask me. It doesn’t make any sense! Well, not that I meant to read your private 
business or anything, but I had to make sure it wasn’t anything bad or illegal.” She 
looked at him from over her half-moon eyeglasses in a way that made him feel as if 
he were beneath a swinging lamp in an interrogation room. 


“y-yes, ma’am,” he said, unfolding the telegram. 

“And here I am, running across the whole school to deliver your nonsensical 
telegram. Let me tell you, if I wanted to deliver messages I would have been born a 
carrier pigeon. Well? Are you going to say thank you, young man?” 

“Uh, thank you,” said Fiske, glancing up from the telegram for only a moment. The 
secretary frowned at him, then turned quite sharply and marched back to the office, 
likely muttering something about kids these days. 


FAMILY TROUBLE STOP. NEW YEARS 1946 STOP. OLD FAMILY FRIENDS EVERYWHERE 
STOP. GRACE. 


Fiske could only stare at the telegram, his stomach going cold and his mouth dry. 
It looked like a simple note to anyone else, but Fiske could see through the lines. 
Family trouble. Grace was in trouble. 

Old family friends everywhere. 

Vespers. Sworn enemies of the Cahills. 

New Years 1946? Fiske’s mind was clicking so rapidly that it was having trouble 
making complete thoughts. For Christmas 1945, he’d gotten a new set of water-colors 
and a brand-new easel. He could remember that. Grace had given them to him. And 
then he hadn’t been allowed to stay and paint things because — because why? 

Because they’d had to go to Washington, DC. There had been Cahill business to 
attend to, and no one would let Fiske stay home when the nanny was visiting her 
sister. So Grace was in Washington. 

Surrounded by Vespers. 

Fiske folded the telegram again and shoved it in his pocket. He was shaking so 
hard that he thought his skin would come loose and fall off; his breath was so 
strained in his throat that he might choke on the air. Grace wouldn't have risked 
sending a message to school if she wasn’t in danger. He glanced around again; was 
anyone still looking at him? Had they even been looking in the first place? Cahill 
business made him uncomfortable — vulnerable, as if he was being watched. 

With one more stealthy look around, Fiske turned straight for the headmaster’s 
office. Hed have to get permission to leave as soon as possible. 

And then he ran into something. Or someone. Eric Landry. 

“What have you got there, Fish Face?” Eric asked, holding out his hand. 


Fiske only looked at him. Not now, he screamed inside his head. Get out of the 
way. 

“Now what have you got there that’s got you so long in the face?” asked Eric, 
making a grab for Fiske’s pocket. “Girlfriend break up with you? Your dog die? 
Gramma fallen sick, Fish Face? Someone snatch her up and ship her back to the sea? 
Your gramma is a fish, too, isn’t she? A big old whale, maybe?” 

“Don't rip it!” Fiske yelped, the words squeaking out of him as if he had been 
squeezed too hard. He jerked away, holding the telegram tightly. 

“Oh, don’t rip it!” Eric sang, mocking Fiske. He made another grab for it. Fiske 
jumped out of the way. “Stop moving around, Cahill, and give me that telegram.” 

“Hey, Eric,” said one of the other boys. “Let him go. He looks upset.” 

“He’s gonna look more upset if he doesn’t cough up that telegram.” 

“Why do you care?” said the other boy. His name was Matthew, and he was in 
Fiske’s history class. “It’s nothing important. It’s just Cahill. Like anything exciting or 
interesting would ever happen to him.” 

Fiske held his breath. He needed to go; he needed to get out of this. 

Eric smirked at Matthew and then shoved Fiske away. “Get out of my way, Cahill.” 

Fiske turned on his heel and ran off toward the headmaster’s office. Eric and 
Matthew and the other boys laughed as he sprinted away. 

George Washington would never, ever run away from anything. Something 
burned in Fiske at the thought. Something that said no matter how he tried, hed 
never live up to the standards that he was supposed to meet. 


In the headmaster’s office, the secretary in bright red lifted an eyebrow at him. “You 
know the rules. You can’t just leave school.” 

“B-but I have to go,” said Fiske, showing her the telegram. “It’s from my sister. If 
there’s a family emergency, I need to be there for it.” He wet his lips and shifted from 
foot to foot. They had to let him go. 

“That’s very touching,” said the secretary, pushing the telegram back toward him. 
“But I’m afraid the headmaster isn’t available at the moment. And look, it says right 
there that you have old family friends all over the place. That’s nice, isn’t it? Your 
Sister isn’t alone.” 


“It’s, uh, it’s not the same as family,” said Fiske. “Please, can’t I see him? He'll 
understand, I know he will.” 

“No. I’m afraid he’s not here at the moment. So sorry about that. But you can 
schedule an appointment with him for next Wednesday.” 

“But that’s over a week from now!” said Fiske, his voice cracking. “If it’s an 
emergency, then I need to leave right away.” 

“Tm so very sorry for the inconvenience, but I'm afraid that’s the best I can offer 
you,” said the secretary. She smiled at him then, and it wasn’t a very nice smile at all. 
It was the kind of smile a cat would give a canary right before gobbling it down. 

Fiske wanted to throw things. He wanted to jump up onto her desk and pitch a fit 
and force her to see that this wasn’t a game. It wasn’t something silly. It was a Cahill 
thing, and more than that, it was Grace. 

Instead, he bit his tongue and ran out of the office. He would go to his dorm. He 
would figure something out. Somehow. 


The secretary waited until he was gone, and then picked up the phone. With her red 
fingernails, she spun the rotary dial, waiting impatiently as it ticked back and forth. 

“Yes, hello,” she said. “This is Eighty-nine. The Boy King will be trying to flee soon. 
I've tried to delay him, but he'll take alternative measures. I’m recommending a tail, 
and eyes at Meriden and the train station. Very good. Thank you.” She put the receiver 
down and picked up a nail file. 

The door to the headmaster’s office opened, and he stuck his head out. “Did I just 
hear a student out here, Marilyn?” 

“No, of course not. There’s nothing to worry about, sir,” she said. “Nothing to worry 
about at all.” 


In his dorm room, Fiske pulled a bag from beneath his bed. Grace had told him to 
always keep one packed. He'd rolled his eyes when she said it, but as a Cahill, he 
didn’t really have a choice in the matter. He pulled off his damp sweater and changed 
into a clean black one. Outside, the sun was falling down behind the trees. It wouldn’t 
be fully dark for a few more hours, but he didn’t have that kind of time. He’d have to 
go now. 


Fiske put his ear to the door; in the hall, boys were heading to dinner or to study. 
He could say he was going to the library, but the library was closed during dinner and 
everyone knew that. He could say he was headed to the field houses, but no one 
would believe that. 

On his dresser was a framed photograph, taken last Christmas. Fiske was in the 
corner, per usual, looking awkward and half hidden in shadow. His father, a stern- 
faced and silent man, sat on a chair in the center of the frame. His sister Beatrice was 
beside him, a smile pressed into her face so unnaturally it was as if someone had to 
arrange her mouth and chin just to show her how it might work. And then there was 
Grace, beaming and full of so much life that she practically made the picture move. 
She was turned toward him, her arms outstretched, trying to pull Fiske into the 
forefront. Grace was twelve years older than him, but he had never felt any distance 
between the two of them. They weren’t much, that family. They were fractured and 
imperfect. Two of them, actually, were rather dysfunctional and not very nice. But 
they were still his. 

He picked up the frame and gazed at it fora moment longer. 

Fiske glanced behind him. There was always the window. 

He threw the curtains back and lifted the sash. There was no one below, but he 
was Still two stories from the ground. He looked at his watch; the dinner bell would 
ring soon. 

With a grunt, Fiske threw his bag out the window toward the trees. It landed with 
a crash in the underbrush, and he winced at the noise. But it didn’t seem that anyone 
heard it. So hopefully no one would notice the freshman climbing out of the window, 
either. 

Doing something he once read about in a book, Fiske took the sheets off of his bed 
and knotted them together. It didn’t seem like a very long rope, and it looked even 
shorter by the time he’d tied a corner of it to his dresser. People in his books must 
have more bedclothes than he did. Still, he threw the end of his sheet rope out the 
window. 

And there were still a good seven or eight feet between the end of it and the ground. 

He climbed onto the windowsill and wrapped his legs around the sheets. The 
dresser wobbled a bit as he slowly edged his way down the homemade rope. The 
sheets began to slip their knots. Fiske wavered, his arms and legs shaking so hard 
that he could have been the victim of the world’s tiniest earthquake. He tried to 


scramble down before the sheets fell or the dresser toppled out the window, but it 
didn’t work. He lost his grip, and before he understood what was happening, Fiske’s 
arms and legs were flailing through nothing but air. He landed on his back, and all of 
the breath flew out of him. 

It took a minute of lying there in the bushes and grass to get his breath back, but 
he jumped up as soon as he could. Now what? The airport was a good five miles 
away, at least. 

Beyond the tree line was a row of faculty houses, residences specifically set aside 
for teachers with families. And there, leaning against a back porch, was a bicycle with 
streamers on the handlebars and a pink plastic basket. 

Of course, he thought. Of course it would be an eight-year-old girl’s bike. It 
couldn’t be a moped or something cool. 

He swung his leg over the pink banana seat, mentally promised the little girl that 
he’d get the bike back to her, and then sped off down a service road. 

But there was someone waiting for him there. 

The secretary stood in the middle of the street, her hands on her hips and a very 
disapproving look on her face. 

“I should have known you would try to sneak away. It’s incredibly rude to do 
something when you've been told you don’t have permission.” 

“How did you know that I — how — l'm, I’m sorry,” said Fiske. “But I have to go.” 

“Oh, to your sister. I know, darling boy. But you really shouldn’t worry about her. 
She’s with some friends of mine, and they’re just dying to talk to her.” The secretary 
smiled in that not-very-friendly way of hers. 

Fiske felt as if he had been washed in snow. The secretary’s friends? There was a 
Vesper working at his school? 

“Were everywhere, Mr. Cahill,” said the secretary. “Don’t think that we’re not. Now, 
I know you're a good boy. You’d much rather be sketching your family tree than trying 
to live up to it and never doing so, am I right? Of course I am. So, get off the bicycle. 
Let your sister put out her own fires. And perhaps you'll live to see another day.” 

A part of Fiske crumbled, like a piece of a cliff tumbling down into the sea. He 
Stared at the secretary with her red suit, her gray hair curled into a little iron helmet. 

He put his foot back on the pedal. 

The secretary lifted a finger. “Tm giving you a chance. Youre a snotty little Cahill, 
but you're just a boy. The others won't be as forgiving. The others would kill you as 


soon as they looked at you, Fiske Cahill. Don’t think they don’t know where you're 
going, or who you'll see.” 

Fiske pushed off. He tried to gain as much speed as he could, whipping past the 
secretary. She yelled out at him, turning and chasing him down the road. Her scarlet 
claws grabbed at the back of his sweater, but he sped away. 

He didn’t want a chance to turn around. He didn’t want to be delayed. He knew 
that the secretary would run back to her desk and call whoever it was that she had to 
call, but he couldn’t worry about any of that right now. He needed to get to Grace, and 
they would handle it together. 

He had a sister to save. 


Meriden was the nearest airport, and while it was ten minutes away by car, it took 
considerably longer to get there through the wooded paths at dusk, on a small girl’s 
bicycle. Fiske didn’t dare use the main road. 

There were some old paths through the forest that some of the older boys used 
when they were sneaking out; Fiske followed one of those. His teeth clattered against 
one another from fear and from the cold. 

He didn’t have a lot of time; he knew the Vespers would be waiting, looking for 
him. They could be crawling all over the small airport in the quickly falling darkness. 

The airport was sleepy and dark when he arrived at the security gate. The 
watchman was napping, but he opened his eyes when Fiske rapped on the window. 

“I need to use the Cahill plane,” he said. “It’s an emergency.” 

The security guard wiped his nose and buzzed Fiske onto the airport grounds. The 
Cahills had kept a plane at Meriden and a pilot on retainer. He was available at any 
hour that Fiske or Grace might need him. This was another family precaution that 
Fiske had huffed and moaned about, but Grace’s choices were becoming more and 
more clear. Everything was about the Clue hunt — whether Fiske agreed with that set 
of priorities or not. He bit his lip. It wasn’t fair to think that way, but he couldn't help 
it. 

Fiske rode his bike to the hangar. Pete, the pilot, was wiping down the Cahill 
plane’s nose with a cloth. Pete had been in dogfights in World War II . The danger had 
made him nearly fearless, but possibly a bit crazy. Which, in turn, made him an 
excellent Cahill ally. 


“Well, hey there, young Cahill,” said Pete. “Thought I wouldn’t be seeing you until 
the end of term.” 

“F-family emergency,” said Fiske. “I need to go to Washington, DC. Right — right 
away.” 

“Right away, eh? Glad you made it here now; a few minutes more and Id be having 
myself some dinner.” 

“Tm sorry to keep you from your dinner, Pete, but it really can’t wait. Not another 
minute.” 

“Well, then. Good thing we've got peanuts on board. Go ahead and get yourself all 
settled there. I'll get the garage door up here and we'll be off like a flash.” 

“Thank you, Pete,” said Fiske, pulling the plane’s door open and climbing in. 

It was a Small airplane — a two-seater cockpit with four seats in the cabin — not 
something that Fiske would really trust to take him across the ocean, or really any 
farther than the Great Lakes. But from Connecticut to Washington, or Connecticut to 
home, it was okay. And quick. Fiske put his bag in the cabin, but climbed into the 
cockpit beside Pete’s captain’s chair. He didn’t want to sit alone — it seemed rude. 

Pete had the hangar door up and the engines on in record time, and soon they were 
taxiing out to the small runway. 

“How’s landing at Hyde for you, young Cahill?” asked Pete. 

“That’s fine, thanks,” said Fiske. He was staring out the window. A pair of 
headlights was on the runway. “Pete, are cars allowed on the runway?” 

“Nope,” said Pete, checking his gauges and dials from the cockpit. “Not usually, at 
least. Less it’s a maintenance crew or something like that.” Pete and Fiske squinted 
at the headlights. They looked like they were coming straight toward the plane. 

“Pete, let’s go!” Fiske said. An uncomfortable thought had lodged itself in his 
imagination, and it wasn’t going to let go. “Weve got to go before they get here.” 

“If someone’s on the runway — and good golly, they are — we can’t take off. We'll 
run into them. And that won’t end well for anyone,” said Pete, lifting his eyebrows. 

That’s when there was a flash and a pop. 

“They’re shooting at us,” Fiske said, his panic growing like a balloon about to burst. 
“Oh, holy pancakes, they’re shooting at us. Pete, we have to go!” 

“They’re shooting at us!” Pete yelled, his gaze darting nervously between the view 
through the windshield and the gauges in the cockpit. 


“They’re shooting at us, Pete, they’re shooting at us! Go, go faster!” Fiske yelled. He 
felt as if he were climbing and clawing the cockpit. There was another flash and 
another pop, and Fiske covered his eyes, as if that would keep him from dying. 

The airplane’s engines roared to full power. Pete pulled back on the throttle, and 
the plane began to move. 

“Go, Pete, go faster!” 

“Tm going fast! ’m going as fast as physics lets me!” Pete yelled. 

Fiske glanced over at his pilot — Pete’s teeth were clenched together and a bead of 
Sweat was making his way down his face. They were going faster and faster, and the 
Car was nearer and nearer. 

“Hope your seat belt is on, young Cahill!” said Pete. He pulled on the steering wheel 
and they pointed upward. Fiske looked out the side of the cockpit, and he saw men in 
the car — he saw their faces, their guns. The plane lifted, but too slowly. The fuselage 
shuddered and jerked as the back landing gear scraped the top of the car. Fiske was 
thrown around like a doll; his seat belt locked and so his head flew forward, his elbow 
jammed into the windshield. The plane wobbled like it was balanced on the head of a 
pin, and the popping continued below. 

They weren’t even going to make it off the runway. Fiske’s emergency trip would be 
over before it even started. Pete was yelling something in French — probably 
something he’d picked up in the war — and all Fiske could do was hold on to 
whatever was at hand. 

And then, the jerking stopped. The air around them was smooth. The plane wasn’t 
falling out of the sky. 

“That was a close one there, wasn’t it?” said Pete, grinning. “We should do that 
more often. That’s a good kind of flying! Makes me feel like a younger man, you 
know. Back in the war again. Ah, that’s some good kind of flying!” 

Fiske collapsed back into his chair and let out the breath he had been holding. 
Hopefully the rest of his adventure would go smoothly. 


The Willard Hotel was an unofficial Cahill institution. Practically across the street 
from the White House, it could be argued to be the real seat of power in the country. It 
was a rare day when there wasn’t at least one Cahill checked in. 


Grace Cahill had spent many a day and night there. She didn’t think she had ever 
been so frightened, though. 

She was pacing, checking the peephole of her hotel room every few minutes. Her 
nerves were standing on end, and a black swirl of dread circled around in her chest. 
She shouldn’t have sent that telegram. She should have found a way out on her own. 
But, as unwilling as Grace was to admit it, she was terrified, in over her head. She 
hated to drag her little brother into this mess, this pit of vipers and fire. But she didn’t 
have a choice. 

Grace checked the peephole again and then the window. He should be here by now. 
Fears and what-ifs breathed down her neck like unhappy ghosts. Suppose they’d 
caught up with him. Suppose they’d captured him, delayed him, were planning on 
using him as bait to lure her out. Perhaps they'd done worse — 

She stopped her pacing and pressed her palms against her closed eyes. It doesn’t 
do any good to think like that. It doesn’t do any good to do anything but 
hope. 

She glanced at the clock on the nightstand. Grace tried to remind herself that not 
everything happened on a smooth timetable. There could have been any number of 
Small obstacles that came up. Still, it was getting late. 

There was a knock, and Grace flew to the door, peering out the peephole. Fiske 
stood on the other side. But was it really Fiske? Had he been followed? She hated, 
Sometimes, that her life made her doubt even the plainest of facts. 

“Who’s there?” Grace demanded. 

“It’s me,” he said. “It’s Fiske.” 

“When’s your birthday?” 

“February 9, 1941,” said Fiske. “Let me in, Grace.” 

“No,” said Grace. “That was too easy. What’s your favorite animal? What’s my 
favorite animal?” 

“Mine is a giraffe,” said Fiske. “Yours is a dragon. Which, you know, isn’t even a real 
thing. Let me in!” 

“What color is the carpet in the second-floor music room at home?” 

“Grace!” he half shouted, half hissed. “Well, it used to be white. And then I spilled 
that green paint on it, so now it’s kind of... spotted. And I said I was sorry about 
that, by the way. There’s no need to keep bringing it up. Grace, come on and let me 
in.” 


Satisfied, Grace slid the chain lock open, turned the deadbolt, opened the door, and 
grabbed her brother by the collar. She dragged him in and immediately shut the door 
after him, sliding and turning all of the locks back into place. 

“Grace, why is it so dark in here?” asked Fiske. The curtains were pulled against the 
night, and the only lamp on was a small reading light that Grace had put on the floor. 
“They know I’m here,” she said, peeking out of the peephole again. “How did you 

know what room I was in?” 

“I asked for Miss Edith at the front desk,” said Fiske. It was their mother’s name, 
and a good pseudonym. Fiske watched Grace with nervous eyes. He’d never seen her 
so scared before. 

“Right,” said Grace. She took a towel from the bathroom and stuffed it along the 
crack at the bottom of the door. 

“Grace? Grace,” Fiske said, but she didn’t look up. “Grace!” Fiske grabbed her arm 
and only then did she stop, turning to him with the most anxious expression he’d 
ever seen. “What’s going on?” asked Fiske. “You’re scaring me. You need to just...to 
just sit there, okay? Just sit down.” He helped to ease her down onto the corner of one 
of the beds and then perched on the corner across from her. “We'll be okay for five 
minutes, right?” 

“I don’t know,” she said. “They’ve never been this close before, Fiske. Not to me. I 
can feel them — I can feel them breathing down my neck, and it’s as if no matter 
where I go they’re already there. rd say it was ridiculous to think that they were 
reading my thoughts, but who knows what kinds of tricks they’ve come up with 
lately?” 

Goose bumps prickled over Fiske, up and around his scalp. “How — how close?” he 
asked. 

Grace shook her head. “I don’t want to worry you.” 

“Grace,” said Fiske. “We are hiding out in a hotel in the middle of Washington, DC, 
after you sent an urgent telegram to my school saying that you were surrounded by 
Vespers. I think I’m already pretty worried.” 

“Fiske,” said Grace. Her voice was quiet and she didn’t look up at him. “I need your 
help.” 

“What... what can I do?” Fiske asked. He wasn't brave, like Grace. He wasn’t 
daring. He wasn’t whip smart or cool under pressure. He couldn't even get the kids at 


school to stop picking on him; there was no way he was capable of saving Grace. 
Especially if she was this scared. 

Grace shook her head, her breath coming in shallow sips. She took Fiske’s hand 
and pushed something cool and hard into it. He looked down at the slim gold ring in 
his palm. 

“Grace? What? No!” 

“you have to take it,” she said, folding his fingers around it. “They know I’m here, 
and if they find me, then at least they won't find that. It’s the most important thing, 
Fiske, to keep the ring safe.” 

“Not more important than you!” said Fiske, shoving the ring back at her. “I don’t 
want it.” 

“It is,” said Grace. “It’s more important than me. It’s more important than any of 
us. It’s the future of the world there in your hand, Fiske. You have to keep it safe. No 
one will expect you to have it. And that’s how we'll protect it. At least, just for a few 
days. Until I can shake them. You can do that, can’t you?” 

“you... you want me to take the most important artifact in the world back to 
school with me?” asked Fiske. His face turned red. “The other day, someone stole all 
of my socks and threw them into the duck pond, Grace. I honestly don’t think it will 
be safe at school.” 

“yow’re not going back to school,” said Grace. 

“Tm not?” 

“Tve made other arrangements.” She stood up and turned away from him. “I just 
need a few days. I'll distract them. rll take them far away from you.” 

“But if they catch you —” 

“Then I won't have the ring. They won't win. Fiske,” said Grace, “I need you to trust 
me, the way that I’m trusting you. I wouldn’t ask you to do this if I didn’t think that 
you could — if I didn’t think that you had it in you.” 

Fiske didn’t think that was entirely true. He thought she was trusting him because 
there was no one else she could turn to. Everything in him was pooling in his feet, 
like he was a bathtub being drained. 

“We have to keep it safe,” said Grace. “So fm sending you somewhere Safe.” 

“Where?” 

Grace paused. It made Fiske’s stomach drop. 


“you'll be posing as the grandson of Admiral King. You’ve met him before — you 
liked him, remember? You'll have a place aboard the USS Nautilus,” said Grace. 

“What’s that?” asked Fiske. 

“Oh, well, it’s very interesting that you should ask,” said Grace. She fiddled with her 
necklace. “It’s a nuclear submarine. The first one, actually. Another Cahill, right on 
the cusp of history. We're all very proud.” 

Fiske went pale; he could feel the blood leave his face and a deathly chill rush up to 
replace it. A submarine? A submarine with a nuclear reactor on board? 

“Everything will be fine,” said Grace. “Now, what did you pack? Do you have 
enough clean underwear?” 

“A nuclear submarine!” Fiske yelled. “Grace? Really?” 

“Keep your voice down!” Grace hissed, rushing to him and clamping a hand over 
Fiske’s mouth. “Tm not kidding, Fiske. This isn’t a drill, and it’s not some sort of 
prank. This is my life, and your life, and the future of the world. This is what I need 
you to do. If you don’t... then I'm out of options, Fiske. Then they win.” 

Fiske shuddered involuntarily, and his stomach went cold and turned over. He 
wished that she could come with him, that she could hide out in a safe place, too. 

“Just a few days?” Fiske said. 

“Just a few days. You'll be fine. I’ve taken care of everything. After you leave here I'll 
let the Vespers know that I’m on the move again. They won’t know that I don’t have 
the ring. I have a fake one to wear in the meantime.” 

Grace squeezed his hand tighter around the ring. “You'll go to New London, 
Connecticut. From there, the Nautilus is sailing to Puerto Rico. Wherever I am, I'll be 
monitoring that boat, Fiske. rll always be watching out for you. And once you're in 
San Juan, Pll send you word on where to meet me and Ill take the ring back.” She 
paused again. “If you don’t hear from me...” 

“Don’t say anything else. Don’t you dare finish that sentence.” 

“If you don’t hear from me, then the ring will be yours. To do with what you want. 
You're the only one I trust with it, Fiske.” 

Fiske didn’t want to cry. He was fourteen years old, for goodness’ sake, and far too 
old to be doing something like that. And he wanted to be strong for Grace. He wanted 
her to know that she didn’t have to worry about him. That the only thing she should 
do is worry about herself, to keep herself safe. 


“Fiske King will be your name on the boat,” Grace said. They stood up and Grace 
grabbed his shoulders and pulled him in for a hug. “You'll be fine. You'll be so fine you 
won't be able to stand how fine you are. You understand?” 

“Please don’t die,” said Fiske. He couldn’t help it. He didn’t want to say it; he didn’t 
want to give voice to the idea. “Please don’t. If it comes down to anything at all, if you 
have to make a choice, you make the choice that means you don’t die. You 
understand me, Grace Cahill? You are not leaving me here alone.” 

“I would never,” she said. “Not for anything.” 

She hugged him hard, then gave him his bag and ushered him out into the 
hallway, locking the door again behind him. Fiske took a cap out of his bag and pulled 
it low over his eyes as he made his way down to the lobby and out the doors into a 
rainy night. 

Fiske stood outside of the hotel with his bag over his shoulder and the most 
valuable thing in the world in his pocket. If he had felt vulnerable before, now he felt 
as if he was walking around with a giant red and white bull’s-eye painted on his 
back. The street was nearly empty, but he could feel dozens of eyes peering at him, 
poking at him like razor-sharp sticks. 

Grace would flee the hotel via the freight elevator, and he wouldn't see her until 
next week. Until he resurfaced from his aquatic adventure. 

That is, if he resurfaced at all. 


The next morning, the morning of May 10, 1955, the world was sparkling. The sun 
glinted off of the harbor, making the water look like a rolling pool of diamonds. The 
air was crisp and salty, and even though he was still officially on land, Fiske felt 
certain that he was about to be seasick. 

There she was. The Nautilus. As long as one of the football fields at school and 
made of smooth steel, she was the most incredible and terrible thing that Fiske had 
ever seen. The hull was dark and matte and half-wet from the lapping water, half-dry 
from the warm spring sun. Seagulls perched on the antennae and the periscope, all of 
them admirals in their own minds. Men in bright white uniforms bustled around, 
hauling coils of rope over their shoulders or heaving bags of potatoes in a long line 
from a truck to a hatch at the top of the submarine. Boatloads of American-themed 
bunting hung around and from everything — the submarine itself, the supply trucks, 


the dock’s office doors; Fiske was at least in no danger of forgetting what country he 
was in. He stood beneath a great patriotic swath above the office door, waiting fora 
lieutenant and hoping he wouldn't get lost. 

All of the activity swirled around in front of Fiske like the whorls in wood around a 
central knot. The crowd there to see the submarine off was enormous. There were 
women in new hats and stiff gloves, children with balloons on strings tied to their 
wrists. Old men yelled at one another to be heard over the sound of other men yelling. 
The air smelled of salt and fish and people and damp. 

Fiske was frozen in place, with no idea of where to go or who to look at or if he was 
supposed to talk to anyone. He hoped he wasn’t. Because all he wanted to do was get 
back into the car and drive it straight down to the bottom of the sea. 

A pamphlet on the Nautilus was twisted in his hands, the paper damp from his 
sweaty palms. He had been in to the office, had introduced himself as Fiske King, and 
had had to shake so many hands he thought his own might fall off. Now he was 
waiting fora man named Herman Oppowitz to show up and help him out. 

“Ahoy there!” A short, stocky man in blue coveralls came jogging out of the dock’s 
office. He had buzzed hair, a huge smile, and shoulders so wide he looked like he 
might be half Texas longhorn. Fiske would have liked him, if he wasn’t so scared. 

The man grinned and saluted. “You must be Admiral King’s grandson. It’s an honor 
to meet you.” He stuck his hand out. “Lieutenant Herman Oppowitz. I'll be your 
chaperone and answer man for your time on the Nautilus. Your sea dad, as we call 
it.” 

Fiske took his hand; it was so large that it covered Fiske’s up to his wrist. “Uh, 
hello, sir,” said Fiske, in a voice so small that it made him blush. “Nice to meet you, 
too.” 

“I hear you’re awful interested in submarines,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “That’s 
just great. You know your grandfather served on one back in the twenties? Of course 
you do. Boy-o, I bet you've got stories. Well, let’s get you aboard. Want me to take your 
bage” 

“No!” Fiske blurted, clutching his bag tighter to his chest. “No. No thank you, I 
mean.” 

“Sure thing, kid,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. Fiske could tell he was trying to not 
look at Fiske as if he was the weirdest kid that the lieutenant had ever met. The 
lieutenant scratched behind his ear. “So, yeah, let’s go on down.” 


There was a gangplank from the dock to the flat top of the submarine, and then a 
hatch that was propped open. A ladder dropped down from there, leading into the 
dark of the submarine. Fiske followed the lieutenant over the gangplank and onto the 
submarine’s top. He expected it to wobble — like he was getting on a sailboat — but it 
was still and heavy in the water. 

“This way, Mr. King!” said Lieutenant Oppowitz, gesturing at the hatch. There was 
a small ladder to a level platform and then, through another hole in the floor, a much 
longer ladder that led down into the belly of the boat. 

Fiske looked down the hatch at the thirty-foot ladder, swallowed hard, and went 
down into the deep. 


The young sailor sat in the car, a pair of binoculars held to his eyes. “That’s him?” he 
asked. The boy was small and skinny; he’d be easy to find again among the ranks of 
muscle-bound military personnel. 

“Yes,” said the driver. “I know it wasn’t part of your original mission, but it seems 
that it’s become necessary.” 

“Don’t worry,” said the sailor. “I can handle it.” 

“You have to,” said the driver. 

“I said I can do it,” the other snapped. He flung the car door open and stormed out, 
grabbing his bag and slinging it over his shoulder. It was heavier than he expected, 
though, and he nearly dropped it. The driver closed his eyes and shook his head. The 
Sailor flushed a deep scarlet. 

“you nervous?” asked the driver. “It’s your first mission.” 

“No,” said the sailor. “Tm not nervous at all. I know what’s expected of me. I’m fully 
capable of succeeding.” 

“Don't forget this,” said the driver. He passed the sailor-turned-Vesper a device with 
a long barrel, a handle, and a trigger. At the end of the barrel were two wires. The 
Sailor took it and stuffed it in his bag. “Remember: Learn everything. And then kill the 
Cahill.” 

He nodded. Kill the Cahill. It would be nothing at all, to kill the Cahill. 


The hatch was small, and the ladder dropped straight down. Fiske was afraid he 
would slip and accidentally kick Lieutenant Oppowitz in the face, or fall on top of 
him. After all, his last try at climbing down something hadn’t turned out so well. 

“Sorry!” he blurted when his foot slipped, knocking into the lieutenant’s hand. This 
was going to be a disaster. He couldn’t even get into the submarine without nearly 
wrecking everything. 

“Nothing to worry about,” said the lieutenant, pausing to shake the sting out of his 
hand before continuing down the ladder. 

Below, the world was so much smaller than Fiske thought it would be. The ceilings 
were low and the hallways narrow. Equipment hummed and monitors beeped all 
around him. He didn’t think that Lieutenant Oppowitz would be able to walk down 
the hall without getting stuck, but the officer moved like, well, a fish in water. 

“This is the maneuvering room,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “Through that door 
there are the engines. Here is where we control the speed and the propulsion and all 
of that.” 

Fiske followed along, trying not to stare. Maybe he wasn’t exactly interested in 
submarines, but that could change. This was a masterful piece of machinery, a 
perfectly tuned instrument of war. At least, that’s what it looked like. It was brightly 
lit and shining, like a new quarter. Like a very huge, very expensive, very deadly new 
quarter. 

At the same time, it looked and felt almost unfinished. Wires and circuits and 
screens were stuck out in plain sight, with no panels to cover their guts. Passing 
people in the halls meant that someone had to flatten himself against a wall. 

“This is the nuclear reactor,” Lieutenant Oppowitz was saying, and that’s when 
Fiske almost fell over. They had passed through to another room, and there it was: 
the humming, throbbing heart of the boat. It didn’t look like much: just a great metal 
block with pipes leading in and out of it. He stared at it, and then at his skin, half 
expecting to see new limbs sprouting up all over the place, or scales, or a clone 
springing forth. “No need to worry about anything here,” said the lieutenant. “There’s 
a lot of steel between you and me and that overgrown battery. We’ll make sure you 
get back to your grandfather in one piece. We're the top two percent of the Navy, 
Seaman King. No one’s going to take a risk at radiating a mind this sharp.” He winked 
and tapped his temple. “Oh, some of the others, sure, but I’m here as a safety 
measure for all of that. Right? Ha! Right?” 


Fiske almost smiled. That was a relief, at least. 

“Through here is the mess and the cold storage. You’ll be having your meals here, 
and spending any leisure time. You’ll want to be around for meals. Best food under 
the sea — and above it, too. We don’t have too much to brag about down here — it’s 
cramped and dark and let me tell you it’ll start to smell after a day or less — but 
there’s nothing that beats the food.” 

Fiske looked around. The tables were long and narrow. Everything felt as if it had 
been shrunk by half. In a way, it was nice. He almost felt swaddled, like it was too 
small of a space for anything bad to creep into. There was simply no room. 

“That through there is the head, and up above there is the control room. Anything 
that happens down here happens right up there. rll have to ask you, politely you 
know, to keep any curious fingers away from any buttons they might want to push. 
Not that I think you would — but it’s a condition of your trip.” 

“Of course,” said Fiske. As if he would want to push any buttons at all. He’d be 
perfectly content to sit on his bunk for the next few days and not mess about with 
anything. 

Even though he was here — and a full twenty minutes into his mission — he still 
felt unprepared. Still, there was something about it that was ... exciting. Maybe this 
was what it was like to be Grace — to be half-terrified and yet half-thrilled. There was 
something arming about it; something that made him feel like he could do anything. 

“This way to your bunk. We're set to launch in about twenty minutes. Exciting, 
isn’t it? [ve seen a lot, you know, been around the world a couple of times. But a 
nuclear submarine! We're going to go the whole way from Connecticut to Puerto Rico 
underwater. The whole way! I’ve been underwater before, in the diesel boats, but the 
whole way — boy, I’ve never heard anything like it,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. Fiske 
thought he practically puffed up his chest, like a proud bird about to fly. “And so are 
you, you know,” he added. 

“I — I know,” said Fiske. Oh, didn’t he know. 

“This here is your suite,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. They'd traveled down a narrow 
Stairway and were in a skinny room lined with bunks. There was scarcely eighteen 
inches from mattress to mattress, and only a little curtain to pull for any kind of 
privacy. Folded on top of Fiske’s bunk were two pairs of blue coveralls. “These here are 
your poopy suits.” 


“My what?!” Fiske said, trying hard not to giggle. But there was something 
unmistakably funny about a naval officer saying the word poopy. 

“Poopy suits,” said the lieutenant, his own eyes twinkling with a suppressed laugh. 
“I know. I can't help it, either. rve got a son that gets a kick out of it, too. Walk-in 
closet is here,” and he lifted the mattress to reveal a small drawer for Fiske’s things. 

“Thank you,” said Fiske, his voice a little squeak. This was happening. It was all 
really happening. He was going to live on a submarine. 

“you don’t talk much, do you?” said the lieutenant. Fiske turned pink. “Ah, that’s 
okay. Nothing to be ashamed of. What is it they say? Better to keep your mouth shut 
and be foolish, or keep it closed and be a fool? Something like that? I don’t know. But 
you're a smart kid, I see that.” 

“Thanks,” said Fiske again, fiddling with the strap on his bag. 

“Tll leave you to get your things put away,” the lieutenant said. “The other boys 
have already been down — they'll be getting to their stations soon enough. I'll come 
and grab you once we're at sea. I've something incredible to show you. We can finish 
looking around, and I'll be able to answer any questions you might have. It would bea 
real honor, to be at sea with someone like Admiral King. I'll bet it’s just as much an 
honor to set to sea with his grandson.” Lieutenant Oppowitz stuck out his hand, and 
Fiske took it with a bit of hesitation. 

As soon as the lieutenant was gone, Fiske ripped his bag open and set about 
digging through it. He knew it was in there; he knew because he had laughed when 
Grace had made him pack it but now it was going to come in so handy he could 
hardly stand it. 

And there it was: a small sewing kit. A missing button didn’t seem like it would 
put humanity at risk, but there was something about the Clue hunt that could make 
a person look at the world in a different way. Now this sewing kit was going above 
and beyond its call in life. 

Fiske grabbed a poopy suit and the ring from his pocket and as best he could — 
which wasn’t very good, but would do — he sewed the ring into the front of the suit. 
He stored the other set and his other clothes beneath the mattress; he wasn’t going to 
take the suit off for anything. 

He was just buttoning his poopy suit when another boy entered the bunks. He 
didn’t seem that much older than Fiske. 


“That your bunk there?” the boy asked. Fiske nodded, smoothing the creases out of 
his suit. It was clean and blue and made him feel like a proper seaman. And there 
was the ring, tugging slightly on the fabric of his suit like a tiny little anchor. 

The boy threw his own bag atop a different mattress. “They don’t give us much 
room, do they? Better not have a nightmare or end up sleepwalking, right?” 

“Sure,” said Fiske, but the other sailor kept talking. 

“This your first time going down below?” asked the boy. Fiske nodded. 

“It’s my first time going down, too. Ijust graduated from sub school. Of course, 
there’s still a lot of work to do. m just a puke. That’s what they call the new 
submariners. It’s exciting, isn’t it? A nuclear sub, and it’s just my first trip. Amazing 
how they can take something like the bomb and turn it into a way to power things. 
Not that you could pay me to go near that reactor. I'll be in the control room — far, far 
away. Very far. Legions. Do you have a specialty?” 

“Oh,” said Fiske. “N-no. I’m — no.” 

“Ah, I heard a rumor about you. Well, once you’re on a submarine, doesn’t that 
make you a submariner, even just a little bit?” asked the boy. He pulled his mattress 
back down. “Welcome aboard. I’m sure you'll be a fine addition to the crew.” 

Fiske blushed and muttered thanks, even though he was sure it made him look 
silly and he wanted to look brave and serious in front of the real Navy men. “You, 
too.” 

“Oh, well, thank you,” said the other boy. “Should we head to the mess? I think 
everyone is gathering before the launch.” 

“Sure,” said Fiske. “I’m Fiske, by the way. Fiske Ca — King. Fiske King.” He put out 
his hand. 

“Nice to meet you, Fiske King,” said the boy, shaking his hand. “I’m George.” 


Fiske and George were making their way to the mess hall when Lieutenant Oppowitz 
hailed them from the galley. 

“Oh, Fiske!” Lieutenant Oppowitz lifted his arm and waved Fiske over. Fiske, feeling 
rather sailorlike in his crisp blue poopy suit, went willingly. It was easy to slip into a 
role when you had a costume for it. “Weve more of our tour to get on with.” He led 
Fiske off down another narrow hall. “Did you know that the Nautilus is the first 
submarine to have a staircase on it? Look at us! It’s like a five-star hotel down here.” 


Lieutenant Oppowitz charged up the stairs like a rhinoceros and Fiske trailed 
behind him. It was easy to follow the lieutenant — Fiske could hear him coming and 
going no matter where his eyes had wandered — and it was easier to like him. He 
talked enough for both of them, and Fiske didn’t feel a need to fill any awkward 
silences. 

The stairs led to the control room. If Fiske had thought that the other halls and 
rooms in the Nautilus had been complex, they were put to shame by the control 
room. The entire room was bustling, like a giant robot brain that was half-human, 
half-machine. Every inch of space was telling some sort of story about the boat: the 
depth, the outside and inside pressure and temperatures, speed and direction, sonar 
readings, oxygen levels. A sailor not much older than Fiske sat in front of what looked 
like a steering wheel, his eyes on the small monitor just above the wheel. 

Standing in the middle of the crowd was a short man with dark hair and an 
intelligent face. “Fiske, may I introduce you to Commander Eugene P. Wilkinson, 
United States Navy,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. Commander Wilkinson stuck out his 
hand for Fiske to take. Fiske thought he looked like he might be a literature professor, 
or a man who sold well-made hats, not a naval commander. “Commander Wilkinson 
is the boss of the submarine, so to speak. If you don’t mind my being so informal 
about it, sir.” 

“Not at all, Lieutenant. Pleasure to meet you, Fiske King,” said the commander 
when Fiske took his hand. “I hope you understand what kind of privilege you have 
being down here, young man.” 

“I do, sir,” said Fiske, his voice catching on something dry in his throat. “Yes. Nice 
to, um, meet you, too.” 

“A lot of young men would kill for the opportunity,” said the commander. “I hope 
you'll learn a lot while you’re down here. I hope you'll be a credit to your family 
name.” 

“I — I do, too.” 

The commander seemed satisfied by this and turned back to the business of the 
control room. “All right, then. Ranker, the engines are ready?” 

“Yes, sir,” said a sailor. 

“Let’s make this a good one. I want to blow them all away. Let’s cast off.” 

Ranker flipped a switch that sent a hum through the boat, and put the radio at his 
side to his mouth. “Underway on nuclear power.” 


“Were moving?” asked Fiske. He could barely feel it. He expected the boat to lurch, 
to plunge down into the depths. 

“We sure are,” said the lieutenant. He pointed to the sonar screen. A Sailor stood 
with a pad of paper before him and a pencil in hand. He watched the screen and 
made a note every few beeps. The bottom of the harbor beeped along, alerting the 
room to every lump of sand, every dip in the seafloor. 

Fiske watched in fascination. It was something like a dance, with the commander 
calling out the steps and each of the sailors stepping around the floor with their 
screen, their map, their control panel. 

It made him feel safe. Nothing bad could happen down here. Someone would 
notice the moment that anyone was out of step, and then it would be corrected 
immediately. There was simply no room for error. 

Lieutenant Oppowitz called him out of his thoughts, his openmouthed gazing at 
the control room. 

“Ready for something even better?” asked the lieutenant. 

“Better than this?” Fiske asked. The lieutenant grinned and nodded. 

“There’s nothing like it,” he said. “Especially the first time you See it. It’s my 
favorite thing, to take a puke up here.” 

Fiske followed obligingly as they made their way back to where they had first 
entered the sub. Lieutenant Oppowitz climbed up the ladder, a great dark block above 
Fiske. And then, with a quick scramble, he was gone. And all he left behind was a pure 
blue circle of sky. 

Fiske followed, and the first thing that hit him was the smell of the air. It was 
clear, cut through with salt and water. He pulled himself out and he was swallowed 
up by the blueness of it all. 

The Nautilus was slicing through the water. The sky above was cloudless and a 
perfect, clear blue that Fiske thought he might reach up and touch. The wind was 
strong and he was a bit cold, but it seemed a small price to pay for this exhilaration. 

There were no railings around the top of the submarine; there was nothing 
between him and the rippling water. The nose of the submarine was blunt and 
round, and it didn’t pierce the waves like the prow of a ship. Instead of a crisp slice 
through the water with a foaming V spreading behind the boat, the water bubbled 
and rolled away from the hull in great white plumes. 


Fiske had to hold his arms out to keep his balance, but the other sailors went 
about their duties on top of the submarine as if they had grown up on the thing. They 
checked the antennae sprouting from the periscope tower and bundled up the rope 
that had held the gangplank in place, but a few of them just stood there to watch the 
horizon. Fiske couldn’t blame them. The wind whipped the loose fabric of his poopy 
Suit around and pitched his well-combed hair into a bird’s nest. He felt like a bird, like 
any moment he would take off and leave the whole world behind. He’d swoop around 
in the clouds and drop in on Grace, stealing her away from whatever was breathing 
down her neck. 

Grace. His arms dropped. How could he even think of having a good time when she 
was out there, risking her life for the ring? He put his hand on his chest; it was there. 

“They'll want their last bit of good sea air before we're all stuffed down under like a 
bunch of stinking sardines,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz, gesturing at the sailors. 
“Sometimes I wish we could hover about and do some good fishing. You ever been 
fishing on the Mississippi, Fiske?” 

“Uh, no, sir,” said Fiske. 

“Best fishing there is. There’re people who will try to tell you that nothing beats the 
ocean, and sure, it’s nice. But there’s nothing like that slow old river with your own 
son at your knee and a worm on the line.” The lieutenant threw his arms out wide 
and waved them back and forth, stretching the muscles in his neck and back. “Won't 
be able to do that again for some time, right?” 

Below, the Klaxon sounded and the sailors began to pull themselves away from 
their duties. 

“That’s the call to come on inside,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “We'll be going down 
soon. Certainly wouldn’t want to be caught out here when that happened!” 

“No, no, not at all,” Fiske said, hurriedly following the lieutenant back into the boat. 
Not that he really thought that the sub would go underwater with a dozen of the 
crew members above decks. But just in case, he wanted to be well away from any 
doors or hatches when it happened. 

The last man down screwed the hatch shut tight. Now, Fiske thought, absolutely 
nothing else could get into the boat. 

It didn’t cross his mind that this meant he couldn’t get out. 


In the mess below, Lieutenant Oppowitz flagged down a sailor and called him over. 

“Fiske, this is Petty Officer Third Class Ralph Kane. Everyone has to earn his keep 
down here, you know, so you'll be helping Ralph out. Ralph is a missile technician. 
You'll be spending a lot of time in the torpedo room.” 

Ralph was tall and broad and looked the part of a sailor. He offered a hand to Fiske. 
“Pleasure to meet you.” Though Fiske thought it might not be all that much ofa 
pleasure. Ralph looked a bit annoyed, like someone had just made him the most 
lethal babysitter under the sea. 

“You, too,” said Fiske. “But I won’t be with you, Lieutenant?” 

“you'll be bored stiff with me,” said the lieutenant. “Ralph’s got the fun job. Not 
that I envy him, I swear it. My life is exciting enough just being on the boat. I don’t 
need to add torpedoes into it. Ralph here, Ralph on the other hand, he’s full of 
excitement and danger, isn’t he?” 

“Yes, sir,” said Ralph. But Fiske didn’t agree. Ralph’s face was so serious, Fiske 
thought his idea of excitement and danger might be rearranging his rock collection. 

“Very good,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “Fiske, you’ll be in fine hands. Kane here is a 
top-notch sailor. Now, I’m off to report for duty. You stick with Ralph and he'll keep 
you out of trouble.” 

“Yes, sir,” said Fiske, fidgeting a little bit. He didn’t feel out of trouble next to Ralph. 
In fact, he felt very much in trouble, except he hadn’t done anything yet. 

Ralph looked down at Fiske when the lieutenant walked away. Fiske flushed a 
deep scarlet and wished that he knew the right thing to say. If Ralph wanted, Fiske 
was perfectly willing to spend the next four days hiding in his bunk. 

“S-so,” said Fiske, stumbling around in the awkward silence like a blind man ina 
fun house. “How deep does it go?” 

Ralph looked annoyed again. “Well, if you were a real submariner, you would know 
that, wouldn’t you?” Ralph grabbed a sailor by the elbow — it was George. “Puke, how 
deep do we go?” 

“Uh, uh,” said George. He had been just fine chatting with Fiske earlier, but now 
George’s face had turned a strange combination of milky pale with bright red spots. 
“Uh, that’s, uh, seven hundred feet. Sir. Uh, sir.” 

“Hmph,” said Ralph. He turned his deadly serious glare onto Fiske. “This isn’t a 
cruise ship. This isn’t a vacation for anyone else. Down here, you’re going to have to 


work like everybody else does. So don’t mess around, and don’t make me look bad. 
Got that?” 

“Oh, um, sure. Yes.” Fiske glanced at George, who raised his eyebrows. Fiske cracked 
a tiny smile. 

And that was a mistake. 

Ralph grabbed the collar of Fiske’s poopy suit. Fiske’s heart jumped into his throat; 
his only thought in that moment was for the ring. “Look,” said Ralph. “I don’t care 
whose grandson you are. Mess around down here, and I'll make you wish you never 
set foot on this boat. Do you understand me?” 

“Yes,” said Fiske, his heart beating too fast. “Yes. I understand.” 

“Good,” said Ralph, letting go of Fiske after giving him a shove. “Let’s get to work.” 

Fiske glanced at George again before following Ralph. George gave a little shrug. This 
was going to be interesting. 


Life under the sea was good to Fiske. Namely because people beneath the water were 
so much nicer to him than his classmates had ever been. Excepting Ralph, sort of. 
Part of that was probably because they all thought they had to, because he was 
supposedly the grandson of a World War II hero, but he was willing to look beyond 
that if it meant some peace. 

It was easy to acclimate himself to the structured life on the submarine. There 
were six hours of sleep on, admittedly, a tiny and not very comfortable bunk. Then 
Six hours of torpedo duty with Ralph. Someone must have told him about “Fiske 
King’s” interest in submarines and to be indulgent of that, because Ralph was full of 
lectures: about torpedoes and how serious a job he had, about gauges and dials, about 
the nobility of the submarine. 

“Just like a whale,” Ralph said. “There is nothing more noble than a whale.” 

“Sure,” agreed Fiske. 

“Nothing.” 

“I agree!” 

Since this trip on the Nautilus was just a shakedown to get all of her kinks out 
before taking her out on real missions, there wasn’t too much to worry about, in 
terms of shooting at things. Still, every day, Ralph was there, checking gauges and 


pressure readings. He arrived for shifts early and was the last one to leave at the end. 
Fiske thought he probably sang lullabies to the missiles when no one was looking. 

After his shift in the torpedo room, Ralph would head to the mess to study. He was 
nearly through all of his qualifications. One more test and he’d earn his Dolphins — 
he’d be a full submariner with all of the duty and respect that came with that. Seeing 
as how he was supposed to be so interested in submarines, Fiske would join him 
there, as would George when he was off duty. 

George was just starting to study for his quals, but he knew so much already. More 
than Ralph, in fact. 

Ralph would stare at a page in his study guide, his mouth moving slowly as he 
read the words, one by one in his head. George shot off submarine trivia like a rocket, 
and he sped through his qual calculations and short-answer study questions as if 
they were the easiest things in the world for him. 

The numbers and symbols that George scratched out on paper left Fiske blinking in 
confusion. 

“you could have gone to Harvard,” said Fiske. “I mean, you could have gone to MIT. 
But you're here.” 

George shrugged. “I have a duty to serve,” he said. 

“Wh-what about you?” Fiske asked Ralph. Ralph lifted his eyes, gave Fiske a look, 
and then went back to his books. 

And so far, after two days on the submarine, the ring had stayed a secret. Fiske had 
been quite serious about not taking off his poopy suit for anything. And though he 
knew he was beginning to smell, he couldn’t be bothered by that. Namely, he told 
himself, it was because the chemicals on board the submarine that sucked up the 
carbon dioxide were aversely affected by deodorant, and with a crew of over one 
hundred men, no deodorant, and very limited hot water supplies, everyone smelled. 

Fiske was probably the worst of them all. The other guys jumped, yelping, into the 
icy showers for a few seconds, but Fiske was adamant. He wasn’t taking off his suit 
for anything. But at least he kept washing his hair and brushing his teeth. 

He was rubbing a towel over his head when he walked to the bunks. And when he 
put the towel down, he froze in his place. 

His bunk was a mess. It had been thrown open. The sheets had been ripped off and 
the cubby beneath ransacked. His bag, his socks and underwear, his few toiletries 
were strewn all over the floor. 


Nothing else in the room had been touched. 

Fiske’s hand flew to his chest, and he pressed the firmness of the ring into his 
skin. It was there. It was right there against him — not lost, not stolen. 

Still, the sight sent chills up his neck; the skin on his scalp prickled like he had 
just dunked his head back into the icy shower. Someone had been looking for 
something in his bunk. 

There was no reason for that, unless someone knew who he really was. 

Fiske wasn’t going to panic. He was at least going to try not to. But he could feel his 
fears jerk awake inside of him, like Frankenstein’s monster coming to life. He could 
taste the shock of adrenaline in his mouth; he could hear a faint buzzing as the hum 
of the boat faded in and out around him. He wobbled on his feet and had to grab at 
the nearest bunk to keep from falling over. 

He was trapped seven hundred feet underwater with someone who knew his true 
identity, who knew that he was hiding something, and who was looking for a secret. 

Looking for him. 

Some of the curtains on the other bunks were pulled closed — there had been men 
Sleeping while this was happening. So whoever it was must have been incredibly 
quiet. George’s curtain was pulled, so Fiske jerked it open. If there was anyone who 
would understand his terror, it would be George. 

“George!” he hissed, giving George a fierce shake. George gave a great jerk and his 
eyes popped open, his arms and legs flying up and down and side to side. He tried to 
sit up straight and thunked his head hard on the bunk above him. 

“What! What?” George yelled. He rubbed his eyes and looked at Fiske with a sleepy 
scowl. “What is it, Fiske?” 

“Look,” said Fiske, pointing at his bunk across the narrow gap. “You would have 
been here. It wasn’t like this before. Have you been asleep the whole time? Did you see 
— did you hear? Anything?” 

“What in the... ?” George rubbed his eyes and slithered out of his bunk to take a 
closer look at the damage. “Is that your stuff?” 

“yeah,” said Fiske, rubbing a hand over his damp hair. He was spooked and 
shaking. “I was just in the head and I came back and it was like this. Did you hear 
anything? You were asleep, I know, but if you did, I just...” 

“you know,” said George. “I might have. I was reading for a bit before I fell asleep 
and — you know, I heard these footsteps. Heavy footfalls. Like there was a giant in 


the room. I thought it was Ralph popping in, and I didn’t want to hear any of his 
lectures, so I stayed quiet and kept the curtain shut. You don’t — you don’t think it 
was Ralph, do you?” 

“Ralph?” said Fiske. Ralph, who always looked so annoyed with Fiske? If there was 
a...a Vesper on board, could it be Ralph? 

The skin on Fiske’s neck prickled as if the Vesper were there, watching him. 
Waiting for him. Biding his time until Fiske messed up, looked the wrong way, said 
the wrong thing — like they both knew he would. And then it would be over. The 
Vesper would pounce, would take the ring. Fiske would fail. 

“Fiske?” said George, tilting his head. “Are you okay?” 

“I shouldn’t have w-woken you,” said Fiske. “Sorry.” 

“Do you need help putting things back together?” asked George. 

“No,” said Fiske. “I can — I can do it. Don’t, um, tell anyone, okay?” 

“Sure,” said George. “Your secret is safe with me.” 

No, thought Fiske. It’s not safe with anyone. 


That night, as Fiske was getting ready to sleep, Ralph walked into the bunk room. He 
had every right to be there, but that didn’t mean that Fiske didn’t jump up and clutch 
his toothbrush to his chest as if it were his favorite teddy bear. 

“What?” asked Ralph, and Fiske could have sworn he was baring his teeth when he 
Said it. 

“Nothing,” said Fiske. 

“you know, you don’t have to wear that suit all the time, every day. We do have 
pajamas down here. And showers.” 

“Tm fine,” said Fiske. 

“Actually, you smell,” said Ralph. “Or shouldn't I talk that way to Admiral King’s 
grandson?” He said it like a challenge, Fiske thought. He didn’t believe that story at all. 

“you can talk to me however you want,” said Fiske. “I don’t c-care one way or 
another.” Ralph didn’t say anything back to Fiske, but as he was leaving, he made 
sure to give Fiske a firm shove with his shoulder. Fiske stumbled backward into the 
bunks, his heart thudding wildly in his chest. 

The next morning, though, Ralph was acting as if nothing had happened. 

He and Fiske were in the torpedo room, as was expected of them. 


“Whales,” Ralph was saying, “are fascinating creatures. Did you know that they 
know what sorts of things they’re swimming around just by clicking at them? 
Beautiful things.” 

It was near the end of their shift. For six hours, Fiske had been walking on broken 
glass around Ralph. The only thing that kept him from going entirely crazy was the 
other sailors on torpedo duty. 

“Do you, uh, do you know a lot about them?” asked Fiske. What benefit would a 
Vesper have in knowing a lot about whales, he wondered. Were whales much 
more vicious than Fiske thought? 

“I grew up in Maine,” said Ralph. “Right on the coast. Dad keeps a lighthouse, so I 
spent a lot of time on the water as a kid.” 

“And then you joined the Navy,” said Fiske, carefully edging his mouth around 
every word. 

“Seemed a natural thing to do,” said Ralph. “I thought about doing sonar like your 
friend George there, but I’m not that kind of brain. I guess fm more on the brawn end 
of things.” 

“Come on, Kane,” called one of the other sailors. “We’re headed to the mess. Jack’s 
made up some of that pot roast and we don’t want to miss it.” 

Fiske stood up and got ready to follow the other sailors. “Our shift isn’t over for 
another three minutes,” said Ralph, his gaze sweeping the other sailors and landing 
on Fiske like an anvil. 

“But the pot roast,” said the sailor. “Think of the pot roast, Kane. That roast, and 
the potatoes and carrots and all of that stewing together all day.” He rubbed his 
stomach and made a ridiculous show of smacking his lips together. 

Ralph didn’t say anything, but he did roll his eyes, which the other sailor seemed 
to think meant that he was free to take the others and head to the mess. 

“Where do you think youre going?” said Ralph as Fiske tried to follow them. 

“I—I...uh, I, um, pot roast.” 

“There’s three minutes left,” said Ralph. “We're staying for those three minutes.” 

So much could happen in three minutes! Fiske edged away from Ralph. The last of 
the sailors had skittered off, leaving Fiske by himself with Ralph. The torpedo silo 
seemed to grow taller, and wider, and deeper, and full of athousand times more 
empty space. How far away was the mess? Fiske went over the route in his head. 
Would anyone hear him scream? 


Fiske wanted to run, but he couldn’t find the words to make an excuse, and his 
tongue felt cold and clumsy in his mouth. 

On the torpedo control panel, a red light began to blink. 

“Shoot,” said Ralph, grumbling to himself. 

“What?” asked Fiske. Vesper or not, they were still surrounded by missiles. Fiske 
wasn't sure which one he should be more scared of. 

“There’s something wrong with number four,” said Ralph, looking up. The 
torpedoes were stacked three high; number four was near the top of the room. There 
was a narrow ladder that led up to a catwalk just as narrow the missiles. 

“Wrong?” asked Fiske, his voice trembling perhaps just a little more than he 
wanted it to. “Wrong l-like . . . like how?” 

“I don’t know,” said Ralph. “Easiest way to check would be to go up and take a look 
at it.” He hooked his thumb at the ladder. “Up you go.” 

“Me!” Fiske cried. “I have to go up?” 

“Well, that or you can stay down here and use your vast submarining experience 
to read these gauges and figure out when the system has stabilized. Sound good?” 

“Tll climb up,” said Fiske. He pretended like his hands weren’t sweaty and slippery 
against the cold metal of the ladder. He also pretended that three rows of torpedoes 
weren't that big of a deal. 

He tried to fight the vertigo as he climbed, and the sensation that every slight shift 
of his body weight was going to send him plunging back to the hard metal floor. His 
heart was jolting around in his chest, as if his panic had knocked it loose from its 
moorings. Three torpedoes high was actually quite high once you were up there. 

At the top of the ladder, he would have to transition to the catwalk. There was a 
reason that only cats should do things like this, and Fiske suspected it was because 
they had the extra lives to spare, just in case. 

He looked up. Just a bit more to go. 

And then the lights went out. 


There are no windows on a submarine; there is no chance for so much as a sliver of 
natural light. When there are no lights on, there is no gradient and no shadows; there 
is nothing but pitch-black, disorienting darkness. 


Fiske froze, his hands glued around the ladder’s handles. If he let go, he would fall. 
He knew it. Something in the darkness would shake him loose, like a leaf in late 
autumn. 

“Fiske! Fiske, are you up there?” Ralph was shouting. “Stay where you are. Don’t go 
banging around. Don’t explode anything.” 

Right. Fiske swallowed. Good plan. 

He heard some movement down below. Ralph must have been feeling his way 
around, searching for a switch, a lamp — something. Unless he was feeling his way 
toward Fiske in order to murder him in the dark. 

Fiske couldn’t move. He could only squeeze his eyes shut tight and hope that the 
lights came on soon. 


The Vesper turned on his infrared goggles and locked the door. 

The Cahill was clinging to the little metal ladder as if it were his mommy, probably 
terrified of both the dark and the prospect of being alone with Ralph. The Vesper 
rolled his eyes. As if the Vespers would try to recruit a mind as thick as Ralph’s. If 
Ralph blathered on any more about his precious whales, the Vesper thought he might 
vomit right into a torpedo chute. 

Ralph was edging toward the door, and the Vesper was easily able to avoid him. 
Ralph wasn’t the target. He wasn’t the Boy King they were after. Fiske’s eyes were 
Squeezed tight in the dark, and the Vesper watched as he tried to take one hand from 
the ladder. It took a few tries — as soon as he would loosen his grip, Fiske slapped his 
hand back against the rungs, reluctant to let go for even just a moment. But 
eventually, he managed, and made a grabbing motion at his chest. Fiske patted a spot 
just over his heart, and whatever was there made him visibly relax. Fiske was hiding 
something, and now the Vesper knew just where. 

The Vesper slipped over to the ladder and began to climb. 


Fiske was still frozen up there, scarcely able to breathe. 
He closed his eyes. Then it felt more like he was blind by choice, rather than by 
panic-inducing circumstances. He tried to slow his breathing, slow his heavily 


pounding heart. Did he want to climb down? Ralph was there, and how did he know 
that Ralph didn’t plan it all this way? 

“The door’s locked,” Ralph called up. His voice sounded far away — as far as one 
could be while in a cramped room on a submarine. 

But there was another sound. A closer sound. The sound of the ladder, creaking 
just the slightest bit. But that didn’t make any sense — Ralph was near the door, and 
Fiske hadn’t moved a hair. 

Someone else had to be in the room. 

Someone else was on the ladder. 

Someone was coming for Fiske. 

“Ralph?” Fiske called. “Ralph, are you still down there?” 

“Stop talking, ’m trying to figure this out,” Ralph called back. Did he sound closer? 
Was he the one on the ladder? Fiske couldn’t tell, and he couldn’t see. He pressed one 
hand against his poopy suit; the ring was still there. 

“I hear someone coming,” said Ralph. He began to pound on the door. “In here! It’s 
locked or jammed or something! Someone come let us out!” 

“Ralph, where are you?” Fiske yelled. The dark was so thick it left him in limbo. 
Nothing was where it seemed or as it seemed; nothing was safe and everything was a 
danger. Panic was creeping like spiders all over him. Ralph had cut the lights and 
locked them in; of course he had. Ralph had sent him up so high, so that when the 
lights went off, Fiske would what — panic? Yes, it had worked. He was going to fall, or 
accidentally hit something on one of the missiles, and then they would all blow up. 
He needed to get down, he needed to get out of the torpedo room! 

He would climb down. He would hide where Ralph couldn’t find him, wouldn't 
expect him. 

“Stay where you are, Fiske, I’m looking for the flashlight,” said Ralph. He was close 
by now; Fiske could tell. 

And then, someone grabbed Fiske’s ankle and pulled. 

Fiske went down, a yelp of surprise tumbling out of him as he landed on top of 
another body. Fiske flailed and kicked and the person beneath him yelled and flailed 
and kicked back. 

“Are you in there, Kane?” said someone on the other side of the door. “Is Fiske in 
there with you?” 


“Lieutenant Oppowitz!” Fiske yelled. His cheek was throbbing from an elbow hitting 
under his eye. “I’m in here! Help!” 

“Stop kicking! Stop moving!” Ralph yelled back at him. Hands knocked against 
Fiske, and he could feel someone pulling at his poopy suit. They were feeling for the 
ring. Whoever was in the dark could see, and they knew where the ring was. Fiske 
tried to roll away, but someone grabbed his legs and twisted him around. 

“Get off of me! Leave it alone!” Fiske yelled. He gave a kick and scrambled away. The 
lights flickered on a moment later, and Lieutenant Oppowitz stood in the open door, a 
ring of keys dangling from his hand. 

“What is going on in here?” asked the lieutenant. Fiske was scrambling away. He 
could feel his cheek beginning to swell. Ralph stood up and wiped his bleeding nose. 

Fiske. Ralph. And the lieutenant. There was no one else in the room. 

“He tried to attack me!” Fiske yelled. 

“I did not! You jumped on me!” Ralph said. 

“Now, let’s calm down,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “Mr. King, I don’t believe that 
Petty Officer Kane would do a thing like that. I don’t believe that for a moment.” 

“He pulled me off the ladder,” said Fiske. 

“I didn’t,” said Ralph. “I didn’t touch him until he fell on me. And then it sure 
wasn't intentional.” 

“Are you Saying, Petty Officer, that someone else was in the room?” Lieutenant 
Oppowitz asked. 

Both Fiske and Ralph fell quiet. It wasn’t out of the question. It was one of the 
larger rooms on the submarine, with plenty of nooks and crannies in which to hide. 
Fiske looked around, as if expecting someone to pop up from behind a missile and to 
give them a little wave. But no one did. 

“H-he attacked me,” Fiske said again. “He was the only one here. The others had 
gone to lunch and he made me stay behind so he could attack me.” 

“That’s a lie!” Ralph roared, tensing. Fiske could tell it was taking every ounce of his 
military training to keep from lunging. 

“Fiske,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz in a low voice. He took Fiske gently by the 
shoulder and turned him away from Ralph. “Think about what you’re saying. Do you 
really believe that Petty Officer Kane would keep you around to attack you in the 
dark? Why would he want to do that? I know he’s a little rough around the edges, but 
I picked him to help you because I trust him. Because he’s a good sailor, and that’s 


the most important thing to him. Does that sound like a person who would attack 
you?” 

Fiske glanced between Lieutenant Oppowitz and Ralph, who was so angry he was 
practically burning with it. Of course the lieutenant couldn't see it; he didn’t know 
what Fiske knew. 

“Excuse me,” said Fiske. 

He left the torpedo room in a hurry, blowing past Ralph and Lieutenant Oppowitz 
without a glance back. There was no denying it now, no passing anything off as 
coincidence. Ralph had to be the Vesper. 


George was coming out of the head when Fiske grabbed him by the sleeve and pulled 
him into the cold storage room. 

“What? What?!” George cried. 

“Quiet!” Fiske hissed at him. “I need your help. I need to trust someone and you’ve 
been voluntarily nice to me down here, you know? An-and so I need to ask for your 
help.” 

“you do?” said George, his eyebrows lifting. “I mean, you do? What? What can I 
do?” 

“Tm — Im not who everyone thinks I am,” Fiske said. “I can’t really — I can’t really 
talk about it. But there’s someone here who knows who I am an-and I think — I know 
— he wants to kill me. I think, m-maybe, you can guess who?” 

“What do you need?” asked George. “Do you need me to send a message to 
someone? Hide something for you? What can I do?” 

“I need — ” Fiske started. But then Ralph came around the corner. 

It was like slow motion, the way he walked down the submarine’s hallway, his 
iron eyes boring into Fiske and grinding him down into sand. And then, in moments, 
he was gone again. But Fiske felt like that one encounter had taken years off of his 
life. 

George’s eyes flicked back and forth between Fiske and the door that Ralph had 
gone through, as if any minute he expected armed guards to come bursting in. 

“I can’t talk now,” said Fiske. “But later. We'll talk later. I have to go.” He had to get 
away from everything. He had to go somewhere Safe. But he didn’t think that space 
existed on this boat. 


“Sure,” said George. “I'll keep an eye out.” 
Fiske nodded and then slipped away. George watched him go and exhaled. And 
then he smiled. 


Fiske took his lunch with the officers that day. Lieutenant Oppowitz, who was too 
congenial to let the tiff from earlier keep him in a poor mood for long, was more than 
happy to have Fiske around, as it meant someone else to show off his pictures to. 

“That there is Lucy,” he was saying, pointing at a very fat baby with very fat blond 
curls. “She’s just barely two now, and quite the little spitfire. And that, that’s Peter.” 
Peter was the opposite of Lucy, being stick-skinny with a shock of unruly hair. “He’s 
Six. I don’t get to see them much, you know. But they send down familygrams 
whenever they can. My wife, Beth, she writes them, I mean. But the kids send 
messages. Lucy’s started talking. You know what Beth says she said the other day? 
She said ‘Dada.’ She did! I’m not even there and she’s got me on the brain. What a 
good little girl, am I right? What a daddy’s girl.” 

“Come on, Herman. The kid doesn’t want to hear about your family back in Saint 
Louis,” said one of the officers. He passed the gravy boat. “Tell him about the time you 
blew something up.” 

“I don’t mind,” said Fiske, taking the picture for a closer look. “It must be hard to be 
away from them for so long.” Fiske could sympathize with that. His only family that 
mattered was never around very often. Fiske thought Grace must be like a shark — if 
she stopped moving, she would die. 

Before, he’d said it as a joke. But now, it was all too great a possibility. Something 
shook inside of him and he was seized with the need to talk to her. Just fora 
moment. Just to check and see if she was okay, to hear her voice say that she was 
fine. He knew that she wanted him to be safe, but it suddenly wasn’t fair that being 
on the submarine meant being completely cut off from her. He handed the picture 
back to the lieutenant. 

“Ah, you know it is,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. He took his picture back and 
tucked it into the pocket of his poopy suit. “But it’s a good job I have. And Beth, I think 
she likes the quiet. Pm a bit of a chatterbox myself — must be where Lucy gets it, you 
know.” 


The chief medical officer, Lieutenant Robinson, came in then. He looked grim. 
“Oppowitz, might I steal your boy Mr. King there?” 

“What’s wrong?” asked Fiske. 

“One of the men,” said Lieutenant Robinson, “has been attacked. He’s asking to see 
you. Said you might know something about it?” 

“Attacked?” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. He looked at Fiske. “And you're involved 
again?” 

“What? I— who? Who is asking for me?” 

“Seaman Carmel. George Carmel.” 

Fiske went pale. Ralph had seen them talking. 

“Tll come right away,” said Fiske, setting his napkin aside and standing up. 

“Tm coming, too,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz, his face grim. 

They followed Lieutenant Robinson out to the medical berths. Fiske could feel 
Lieutenant Oppowitz’s confusion and anger as he walked. It seeped out of him like 
water through a sieve. 

“Is it bad?” asked Fiske. 

“A concussion, I think. Someone hit him on the back of the head. Out of the blue, 
he says. Petty Officer Kane found him in the hallway outside the control room.” 
Lieutenant Robinson shook his head. 

“Does he know who hit him?” asked Lieutenant Oppowitz. 

“Says he might,” said Robinson. “But wanted to talk to the boy here first.” 

Lieutenant Robinson opened the door to the infirmary. It smelled of rubbing 
alcohol and antiseptics, like bleach and the chalk of pills. George was lying on one of 
the beds. 

“Seaman Carmel,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “What happened? You need only say 
the word and we'll take care of this right away.” 

“I don’t know for sure, it happened so fast. But ’m pretty sure ... I think I know 
who it was.” He paused. “Petty Officer Kane.” The two lieutenants were visibly 
stunned by this, but Fiske couldn’t imagine why. It was obvious that Ralph would do 
something like this! 

“Kane?” said Lieutenant Robinson. “You're certain?” 

“Very nearly,” said George. “Fiske can tell you — he’s been after me since we Set foot 
on the boat. I don’t know why. I think because I’m doing better on my quals. It’s not 
an excuse, of course, but Fiske can tell you.” 


“Mr. King?” said Lieutenant Robinson. Fiske opened his mouth to agree, but 
Lieutenant Oppowitz held up a hand. 

“Now, wait,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “Tm the kind of man who relies on the 
facts in front of him, make no mistake about it. And now I’ve got two men who say 
that Petty Officer Kane attacked them within an hour of each other. Now, I know 
Petty Officer Kane. I've known him since he enrolled in sub school. And the Ralph I 
know wouldn't do anything like that.” 

Of course not! Fiske wanted to yell. The Ralph that you know isn’t a Vesper! 
The Ralph you know is working extra hard to look like a sailor so he doesn’t 
get found out! 

“Tm going to ask you to think about your story again, Seaman,” said the lieutenant, 
folding his arms. “Petty Officer Kane is the one who found you in the hall. Are you 
Sure you're not just getting confused?” 

“No,” said George, his face furrowing in frustration. “It was him! I’m not lying. I 
wouldn't do that. I’ve got no reason to do that.” 

The two lieutenants looked at each other. 

“Tm telling you, I know Ralph Kane and he wouldn’t do that!” said Lieutenant 
Oppowitz. Lieutenant Robinson sighed. “Don’t you sit there and act like you don’t 
know Ralph, either, Jim. He’s a good sailor and a better man. Don’t you act like he’s 
not.” 

“Tm just looking at the evidence, Herman,” said Lieutenant Robinson. 

Fiske wanted to grab Lieutenant Oppowitz by the shoulders and shake him. How 
could he not see? How could he be so blind to who Ralph really was? 

“your evidence is bunk,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz. “Listening to a puke and a kid 
when you know Ralph just as well as I do. This is a man’s life and his job we’re 
talking about!” 

“We'll bring Kane to the XO’s office and talk to him,” said Lieutenant Robinson, 
trying to inject some rationality back into the conversation. “There’s got to be some 
explanation for this.” 

“you,” said Lieutenant Oppowitz, pointing a finger at Fiske. “You're sticking with 
me from now on. You're not going to be wandering around on your own. And you're 
not going to be getting into any more trouble. And whoever is going around attacking 
my Sailors isn’t going to get a hand on you, is that clear?” 


Fiske could feel himself shrink — he could feel all of his bravery and will coil up on 
itself deep down in his belly. But he nodded. There was nothing else he could do. 

“Well then,” said Lieutenant Robinson. He went to the desk and picked up the 
intercom phone and buzzed the officers’ mess. “Robinson here. We have a situation. 
Yes, Seaman Carmel. Send Third Petty Officer Kane to the XO’s office. rll be right over.” 
And then he hung up. “You coming, Herman?” 

Fiske could see the conflict in Lieutenant Oppowitz’s face. Yes, he very much 
wanted to go, Fiske could tell. But he wasn’t about to leave Fiske alone. And he 
certainly wasn’t going to take Fiske into the room with Ralph. 

“All right, you’re sticking with me after this. You go back to your bunk and you 
don’t move a muscle until I’m done with this, you understand me? And from then 
on, you don’t leave my side unless you're in the head or asleep, you got that? Weve 
got twelve hours left on this boat and so help me... you understand me?” 

“I do,” said Fiske. 


Fiske stayed with Lieutenant Oppowitz for the rest of the day, until it was time for 
bed. And the only reason they parted then was that there were no free bunks in the 
officers’ quarters. 

By the next morning, the news about Ralph and George had spread through the 
ranks. It was on everyone’s mind at breakfast. Fiske had waited for Lieutenant 
Oppowitz to meet him in the officers’ mess, but when he didn’t, Fiske went to the 
crew’s tables on his own. 

“Well, if it was going to be anyone,” said one of the other seamen, a mechanic 
named Dale, “you knew it was going to be Ralph. You have to wonder how he even got 
onto the submarine in the first place. If you hadn’t noticed, he wasn’t the sharpest 
tool in the shed.” 

Fiske poked at his eggs. 

“I heard he had to go to sub school twice,” said another mechanic. “First time he 
failed out. He had to beg to be allowed to get back in.” 

“you think you'll go join the Navy, go to sub school after this adventure?” Dale 
asked Fiske. 

Fiske shrugged. He wouldn't really have to, obviously. If he wanted to, he could just 
ask the secretary of the Navy to let him stay around. 


“Going to sub school twice,” said the other mechanic with a laugh. “He had to really 
want it, I guess.” 

Something pricked in the back of Fiske’s brain — something that wasn’t right 
about this whole situation. But he couldn't put his finger directly on what it was. 

“Where is he now?” asked Fiske, poking at a pile of scrambled eggs. The other 
Sailors were quiet, so Fiske glanced up. “I mean, is he — is he in trouble, or.. .” 

“yeah,” said Dale. “They made him step off the boat. Play nice or play with the 
fishes.” The other sailors laughed. 

“They — they wouldn't really do that?” Fiske asked, glancing around. He knew the 
answer when the sailors laughed even louder. 

“I don’t know, he’s probably been moved somewhere,” said Dale, shoveling a pile of 
egg and bacon into his mouth. “Might have moved him into the torpedo room. Some 
of the taller guys would bunk in there if they couldn’t fit in their toaster slots of 
beds.” 

So he wasn’t in custody or a brig or anything like that. Fiske frowned and pushed 
back his plate — he hadn't eaten anything at all — and excused himself. 

The conversation at breakfast had left him feeling exposed for some reason — like 
he was standing in the middle of a field with no chance of seeing what might come 
for him out of the trees. He went to find Lieutenant Oppowitz. 

He pressed his hand against his chest. Yes, the ring was still there. Funny — it 
didn’t seem like something that would be very important. It wasn’t covered in 
diamonds or precious stones; rings like his were generally only worth their 
sentimental value. And yet, it was the most important thing in the world. 

He would go find Lieutenant Oppowitz, and his last few hours on the submarine 
would be quick and safe. 

That thought snagged him. He ducked into the control room and checked the 
clocks and the maps. He wasn’t an expert at reading them, of course, but even Fiske 
could tell that they were nearly there. 

They were almost to Puerto Rico. He was almost off of the submarine. He’d done it. 
Well, almost. But he was almost there! 

“Quite a trip, isn’t it?” said Lieutenant Robinson. 

“Oh, um, yes,” said Fiske. “Aren’t — I mean, should you be in the sick bay?” 

“No patients,” said Robinson. “My only one checked out this morning. Your friend 
was fine — nothing too serious at all. It looked worse than it really was. I can’t believe 


we'll be making it to Puerto Rico all underwater. The whole way, Mr. King. We’re 
breaking records.” 

“yeah,” said Fiske. “Say, have you seen Lieutenant Oppowitz? He wanted me to 
stick by him and — and I haven't seen him.” 

“Not since last night,” said Robinson. “Have you tried the officers’ bunks? He likes 
to steal a few minutes when he can to write to Beth and the kids.” 

“Thank you,” said Fiske. 

From the control room, he went down to the officers’ bunks and knocked on the 
door. 

“Lieutenant Oppowitz?” he called. “I heard you were still in here, sir. Sir? It’s Fiske 
King, sir. I have something to tell you.” 

But there was no answer. 

Fiske knocked again, and when Lieutenant Oppowitz still didn’t open the door, 
Fiske tried the handle himself. It opened easily and he stepped inside. 

The room smelled strange. Like smoke; like burnt hair. Fiske stepped inside very 
carefully. The bunks in the officers’ room weren’t stacked as high; there was more 
room to move and to breathe. Lieutenant Oppowitz was lying on the second bunk, 
high in the last row. 

He was dead. 

Fiske recoiled. The lieutenant was staring with half-open eyes. His skin looked gray 
and cold and as if it hadn’t been used in a long time. There were two burnt patches on 
the front of his poopy suit, directly over his heart, where the fabric of the suit and of 
the lieutenant’s undershirt had been burned clear away. His left hand was thrown 
forward, and the skin around his wedding ring was burned. He’d been electrocuted. 

Fiske scrambled toward the door, wanting to scream, wanting to call for help, but 
unable to do anything except gasp and heave and then throw up in the middle of the 
hallway. 

He was cold with sweat; it ran down his neck and under the collar of his poopy 
suit. He still felt nauseous. Someone had killed Lieutenant Oppowitz. 

Lieutenant Oppowitz was dead. 

Lieutenant Oppowitz, who had his wife and Peter and Lucy at home. Lieutenant 
Oppowitz who had been so nice, and who had just wanted to do an honorable thing 
and do right by his family, and that’s why he was on a submarine. That’s why he was 
taking care of Fiske this whole time. 


And he was dead. 

Lieutenant Oppowitz wasn’t supposed to be the one to die. Fiske was the Cahill; 
Fiske was the one who was supposed to live with a constant threat of doom. He 
didn’t like it, but he almost expected it now. Lieutenant Oppowitz hadn’t been 
expecting it. He wasn’t even on a mission of war right now; he was out with a boat to 
sail all of the kinks out of it. 

“Fiske?” 

Fiske had stumbled back toward the control room. There were sailors going about 
their business, and Commander Wilkinson was there in the center of the room. They 
were all looking at him. And Fiske opened his mouth. But nothing came out. 

“you look terrible,” said Commander Wilkinson, coming over to peer at Fiske. “Are 
you seasick? After all this time? Ranker, go get Lieutenant Robinson.” 

No! Fiske wanted to yell. Stop! He wanted to scream at them all that Lieutenant 
Oppowitz was dead and that someone had killed him but all of the words got caught 
behind his teeth and he couldn’t make them come out. His face grew hotter and 
redder and his blood was at a rolling boil as it bubbled through him. 

“The |-lieutenant is...” began Fiske. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn't breathe. He 
grabbed for his chest, grasping the ring through the fabric of his suit. 

“Fiske, spit it out,” said George. He’d appeared in the doorway behind Fiske. 

“Lieutenant Oppowitz is dead.” 

The words spilled out of him, hurtling across the control room and smacking each 
of the men in the face. 

“What?” said the commander. “What do you mean — how did he — Robinson! 
Where is he, Fiske? What do you mean dead?” 

“The officers’ bunks,” said Fiske. 

“Someone get Lieutenant Robinson over there right now!” Wilkinson roared. 
“Someone get the medics!” 

“It’s too late for that,” said Fiske. “He’s dead. I saw him. Someone killed him.” 

Those three words cast a hush over the room. Commander Wilkinson seemed to 
turn to stone. 

“An-and I know who did it,” said Fiske. He glanced at George, who turned pale. 
“Ralph Kane did it.” 

“Commander, do we —” 


“No. Full speed ahead,” said the commander, wiping his hand over his wrinkled 
forehead. “We don’t slow down for anything. Washington is expecting us to makea 
good showing, and we're going to give them that.” He turned back to Fiske. “Ralph 
Kane wouldn't kill Lieutenant Oppowitz. That doesn’t make sense at all. Herman was 
Kane’s sea dad. He got him onto the boat. Ralph wouldn't kill the lieutenant. Robinson 
is going to check on him. He’s a doctor, he'll get to the bottom of things.” 

Everyone keeps saying that, Fiske thought, but why can’t they understand 
what’s so obvious? Lieutenant Oppowitz is dead! 

And he knew who had done it. 

Fiske buzzed with anger; he could hear it in his ears and feel it in his skin and it 
made him shake and it made him burn and freeze at the same time. It wasn’t fair. 
And Fiske was going to do something about it. 


Fiske jerked open the door to the torpedo room. 

Ralph was there, clipboard in hand, checking his pressure gauges. Fiske took a deep 
breath, and then yelled at the back of his head. 

“I don’t know how you did it,” Fiske yelled at him. “But I’m here now. And it’s just 
me. So if you’re after anything from me you'd better take it now because I’m not 
letting anyone else die, all right? I’m not going to do that.” 

Ralph just stared at him. “What are you talking about?” he asked. 

“IT know what you did! I just found him. You killed Lieutenant Oppowitz! I know 
what you're here to do!” 

“Lieutenant Oppowitz is dead?” Ralph asked. He turned around and dropped the 
clipboard. “How — I — what?” Ralph came toward Fiske, but Fiske did his best to hold 
his ground, even though his heart was pounding so hard that it was like drums in his 
head and his whole skull ached for it. Still, he took a step or two back. “What are you . 
.. he’s dead? How did he die? We're not at war. I mean — was it the Russians? How 
did... what are you talking about?” 

Fiske felt his resolve begin to fade. Suddenly, there was that feeling creeping up — 
like he’d forgotten to put on pants in the morning. Like there was chocolate on his 
face. Like Ralph had absolutely no idea of what Fiske was talking about. 

“you — you're not — ?” Fiske stammered. “I mean, you're not a Vesper?” 

“A what?” said Ralph. “Lieutenant Oppowitz is dead?” 


Of course Ralph wasn’t a Vesper. He’d taken his test twice to get onto the 
submarine. A Cahill would pull strings to get into a place like this. AVesper...a 
Vesper would be the best of the best. He’d have been recruited. And nothing against 
Ralph, but big and brawny were a dime a dozen. No, there was only one member of 
the crew who was light-years ahead of everyone else. 

Only one other who could have gone to MIT, or Harvard, but instead had chosen 
meager pay and cramped quarters. 

“A Vesper.” 

Fiske spun around. 

George. 

George stood there. He held something in his hand that looked half like a gun and 
half like a cattle prod. “A Vesper, that’s right. Ralph only wishes he could aspire to 
these ranks, Fiske. Maybe one day, whale boy. Maybe once you've learned to add past 
ten while keeping your shoes on.” 

“Run, Ralph!” Fiske shouted. He took off running as soon as his feet were able to 
catch up with his brain. Standing around trading barbs with an armed Vesper wasn’t 
a wise thing to do, and Fiske wasn’t going to have any of it. He didn’t have time to 
think about where he would go. All he knew was that he couldn't stay here. 


Before Fiske had learned that there was a Vesper on board who was willing to kill and 
before he had to run for his life to escape that Vesper, the Nautilus had been an 
amazing thing. A feat of engineering and art that combined to make something 
entirely remarkable, practically superhuman. 

Now, with his life moments from being over, Fiske didn’t see the Nautilus as 
something breathtaking — it was more like an aquatic death trap. 

The boat that he had been getting to know was suddenly full of shadows and 
steam, rattling noises and the grinding of gears. Fiske ran over the metal walkways 
and climbed ladders and did everything he could to get lost in the maze of metal and 
piping. Maybe if he couldn't find his way out, then George couldn’t find his way to 
him. 

He wished there was time to think back over everything that had happened on the 
Nautilus. He wished that he could tick over every sign that he should have seen 
coming, every mistake he had made. He wished he could remember if he had given 


anything away to George about the Clues, about the ring, about Grace. But the only 
thing he could do was run for his life. There would be time to feel stupid later. 

Or there would be time to be dead later. 

He could hear George coming — the creaks of the walkways, the sound of heavy 
breathing — and if he could hear George, then George could hear him. Fiske stopped 
running. Slowly and quietly, Fiske slipped behind one of the larger steam pipes. He 
crouched down, keeping in the shadow. 

George turned toward where Fiske hid. Fiske could see his shoes on the path. He 
glanced around. There was nothing to throw at George, nothing to hit him with, if it 
came to that. There was just Fiske. 

“Come on out, Mr. Cahill,” said George. He was edging his way down the hall, his 
head swiveling this way and that as he tried to figure out where Fiske might be 
hiding. “It’s all well and good to put up a fight, but there’s wisdom in knowing when 
to give up. You know what’s going to happen now. You're going to come out, you're 
going to tell me your secrets, and then — well, ’m sure you can guess. Come on.” 

Fiske crouched all the deeper. There was a small gap — about a foot and a half — 
between the walkway and the floor. A mess of small pipes and wires ran under it, but 
Fiske was fairly certain he could squeeze in there if need be. He shifted his weight 
toward it. 

“Come out!” George yelled. “You think I’m going to let you ruin this for me? Do you 
know what they did for me, Fiske? Your old family friends? You know what they did? 
They sought me out. That’s right. They wanted me. Little Georgie Carmel from 
Massillon, Ohio. George Carmel who couldn’t catch a football or run a mile to save his 
life but who is a genius. 

“And just think of how proud they'll be when they find out how I handled you. I 
was just supposed to tinker with the computer systems, and then, you were sent on 
board the ship. Td have known you immediately, even if we didn’t know you'd be 
down here.” George paused. “You'll make me a legend in their ranks, Fiske. Don’t think 
I don’t know you're hiding something, and I’m going to find it. We both know ’m 
better than you. We both know Ill win.” 

Fiske bristled, but he stayed put. George was right in front of him now, holding the 
half gun. Little blue sparks were flashing from the two short wires at the end of the 
barrel. It looked like a bad way to die. 


The lonesomeness of his situation folded around Fiske like a dark quilt. George was 
going to kill him, and no one would know what had happened. He would vanish in 
the worst way imaginable — without having said good-bye to anyone. He should have 
fled to a place where there would be more people — he saw that now, he was so 
stupid. He should have gone to the control room, where he wouldn’t be alone. 

But maybe he could still get there. Maybe he didn’t have to die in the dark. 

Fiske brought his sleeve to his mouth and bit into the thread holding his cuff 
button in place. His heart was pounding all through his body; it was as if it had 
turned on an internal PA system and was broadcasting his fear from his brain to his 
toes. One false move, one noise, and it would be over. 

It took a bit of chewing, but soon he’d bitten away the thread. Taking the button 
from his mouth and holding it between two shaking fingers, he flicked it, like a paper 
football. 

The button flew behind George and over the walkway where he stood, rattling 
against the pipes. George spun around and stuck his shock gun into the dark. There 
was a flash of light, and that was the moment that Fiske needed. He slipped down 
the way, hauled himself up onto the walkway, and began to run. 

George spun around and chased after him, the weapon raised. Fiske ran with 
flashes of light on either side of him as George shot bolt after bolt, shock after shock. 
The electricity sizzled against the metal, against the pipes and wires all around. 

One of the bolts must have knocked into a seam in one of the pipes. It fried the 
metal, and the pressure from inside was too great. A spurt of water sprang forth, and 
then another, and then two more. Water sprayed in all directions, soaking Fiske and 
making the walkways slick and dangerous. 

The nuclear reactor hummed ahead. Fiske kept running, even though his lungs 
were screaming and clawing at him to stop, even though his legs felt as if the 
muscles in them would tear at any moment. 

George fired again. The electric bolt flew just past Fiske’s shoulder and crackled 
over the reactor’s control panel. Sparks flew like fireworks, and smoke flared up. The 
water mixed with the electricity, and the entire reactor began to sizzle and crack. The 
lights flickered off immediately and an alarm began to wail, softly at first, as if it were 
just waking up from a long sleep, and then with a ferocity that was almost more 
frightening than the reactor itself. All of the lights on the reactor’s panel turned red 


and they flickered like the world’s most terrifying display of Christmas lights. It was 
enough to freeze even George for a moment — he seemed unable to move. 

The hum of the reactor turned into a groan and a rumble. The boat began to shake. 
Fiske edged away from it. He wanted to run, but he was afraid to take his eyes off of 
the reactor, afraid that the moment he looked away, the whole thing would melt. 

But he had to go. Control room, control room — he repeated it over and over in 
his head and in his legs. He left the howling reactor and a stricken-looking George and 
ran. 

The control room was grim when he arrived in a burst of breath and panic. 
Commander Wilkinson frowned at him, and then turned back to barking at his 
Sailors with the radio to his mouth. The siren wailed here as well, and the 
commander was doing his best to be louder than it. 

“All hands — all hands to emergency stations. Repeat: all hands to emergency 
Stations,” he yelled, waving his arm at the men in the control room. “Fire up the 
backup diesel engines; Ranker, you keep this mess of a boat going and don’t you stop 
for anything. We're nearly there. We are nearly there!” 

The sailors scattered — most of them headed straight out of the control room and 
down to the reactor or the diesel engines. Then the commander turned to Fiske. 

“Nothing to worry about, Mr. King,” he said, putting a hand on Fiske’s shoulder and 
trying to steer him toward the door. “You just sit tight and — and we'll get this sorted 
out. Pm going to check on the repairs. You head on back to your bunk or the mess and 
you just sit tight.” But Fiske didn’t believe him, and he didn’t think the commander 
believed himself. 

“Ranker,” the commander said, “you’re in charge until I get back.” And then he left 
for the reactor. 

Fiske watched him go, his mouth hanging open but no words coming out. He 
couldn’t leave! There was so much to tell him — about George and Lieutenant 
Oppowitz, about Ralph, about Fiske’s life hanging in the balance. Whether it was a 
lack of breath or a lack of courage, Fiske couldn’t say. The words stuck to the insides 
of his mouth and beneath his tongue. More than anything, Fiske wanted to curl in 
upon himself. He balled his hands into furious fists and curled his bottom lip in 
between his teeth. 

There were only a few men left in the room, but even among them, panic was 
spreading like a germ. 


Fiske felt it, too. Everything had spiraled out of control so quickly that he couldn’t 
even place the moment that things had first started to go wrong. He felt unmoored 
and adrift in the ocean, with nothing to keep him from washing off the face of the 
earth. 

And now there was no one to ask for help, no one to save him. He’d run to this 
place for protection, but he felt more alone and more exposed. And if George came — 
what would happen to the crew? What had happened to Ralph? Fiske’s blood was 
pulsing in rhythm with the siren. The possibility that he might really die, that this 
crew of men might die because of him, slammed into him and knocked his breath 
away. 

Ralph burst in. “There you are!” he said. “What in the — what is — where’s 
George?” 

“I — I — ” said Fiske, shrugging his shoulders and trying not to shake like a brittle 
leaf. 

The siren stopped for a moment, and a voice crackled over the intercom in the 
Silence. “Reactor critical. All hands to remain at emergency stations.” 

“you should be — ” Fiske began, but Ralph cut him off. He glanced at the other 
Sailors and then grabbed Fiske’s arm, pulling him out into the hallway. 

“I saw George, just the same as you did, and I heard him, too. Lieutenant Oppowitz 
would have made sure you were safe. And that’s what I’m going to do,” said Ralph. 
“Besides, I've known George was no good since he accused me of hitting him. Believe 
me, any other place but here I would have, but I take this job seriously, and Pm not 
about to let some puke take it away from me.” 

Fiske could almost breathe easy because of that. He didn’t want to be in the way, 
but he wouldn’t deny that he felt much better with Ralph on his side. Still, guilt slung 
itself around his neck like a leaden scarf. Lieutenant Oppowitz would have done as 
much as he could to help Fiske. 

Now, though, Fiske didn’t know what help would look like. The boat might blow up 
and George was after him, and how was he supposed to make it out of either of those 
scenarios alive? He felt stupid. None of this would have happened if he hadn’t been 
on the boat to begin with. 

“What can w-we do?” asked Fiske, glancing around the deserted hallway. 

“Hope,” Said Ralph. 


The submarine gave a great shudder, which had both Fiske and Ralph grabbing for 
something to hold on to, to keep from falling over. The smell of oil and dirt hit them 
next, creeping through the air like mist rolling in. 

“What’s that, what’s happening?” Fiske asked, wild eyed. 

“They turned on the diesel engines,” said Ralph. 

“Is that a good thing?” asked Fiske. 

“I guess we'll find out,” said Ralph. Fiske pressed his hand against the ring. “You 
keep doing that,” said Ralph, nodding toward Fiske’s hand. 

Fiske scrambled to think of something to say, but he was saved by the crackle of 
the intercom. 

“Reactor stable. Repeat: reactor stable. Relax, boys. We'll make it out of this one 
yet.” The faint sound of cheering echoed down the empty halls, and Fiske felt his 
body relax for a moment. Jelly rippled through his muscles, and warmth swept over 
him. But it was only for a moment. Because even if he wasn’t going to blow up ina 
nuclear explosion, he still had a raging Vesper to handle. 

A Vesper who would stop at nothing to kill him. A Vesper he couldn’t get away 
from. 

“Ralph,” said Fiske. “I — I need to get off the boat.” 

“What?” said Ralph. “You — that’s not how submarines work, Fiske.” 

“No, but I have to,” said Fiske. “Everyone is going to stay at their emergency 
Stations for a while, right?” 

“Yeah, but — ” 

“Then George will find me. And he'll try to kill me. And I can’t let that happen, 
Ralph. I can’t let that happen. Not for me. It’s not — it’s not for me. Help me get off 
the boat. Please?” 

Ralph looked at him, his face a mud puddle of confusion and concern and sadness. 
“Why are you down here, really?” 

“To hide,” said Fiske. “A lot of good I am at that, I guess.” 

The boys looked at each other for a moment, as Fiske silently begged the sailor to 
help him escape. 

“Come on,” said Ralph, grabbing Fiske’s arm and leading him through the hallways 
to the ladder that Fiske had first used to board the submarine. “Climb quickly.” 

Fiske scrambled up the ladder, driven by adrenaline and fear. 


“you might die doing this, too, you know,” said Ralph, unscrewing the airtight door 
to the escape trunk. 

“If I die in the water, what I have will die with me. If I die here, and George gets it .. 
. Fiske didn’t want to shake and shiver in front of Ralph. But he was, and he couldn't 
help it. 

Ralph grabbed a great rubber vest down from a hook. It looked like what the 
astronauts in B movies wore while exploring Mars or the moon. “Put this on. This is a 
Momsen lung. Listen to me — are you listening to me?” 

Fiske nodded while pulling the vest around his body and buckling it. 

“This goes in your mouth,” Ralph said, handing him a mouthpiece connected to 
two rubber tubes that ran around to the vest. “Do not hold your breath. You're going 
to want to hold your breath. You’re out in the middle of the ocean, you’re deep 
underwater, every single part of you is going to be screaming for you to hold your 
breath. Hold your breath, and you die. You listening to me? Hold your breath and you 
die. There’s so much pressure down here that the air in your lungs is under pressure, 
too. As you go up, it’s going to expand, and if you hold your breath, your lungs will 
explode.” 

Fiske went pale. 

“You’ve got to breathe normally,” said Ralph, tightening straps and hooking 
buckles. “In through this tube, and out through the other. Breathe normal. Don’t 
explode. You got it?” 

Fiske nodded. Breathe normally. Don’t explode. 

“See that green button right there?” Ralph said. “There’s another one on the outside 
of the door, too. Hit that green button once the hatch is closed and you're ready to go. 
If you chicken out and don’t push it, then I will. You understand? Get ready,” said 
Ralph. He looked at Fiske. “You might be the bravest kid I ever met. Or the stupidest.” 

“Probably both,” said Fiske. Ralph grinned at him, just for a moment. 

“Stupidest,” said George. He was standing in the door, sopping wet with submarine 
water rolling down his temples. His shock gun sparked at his side, half-broken from 
the water but all the more dangerous for it. “Absolutely the stupidest.” He lifted the 
gun and pointed it. 

At Ralph. 

“Give me what you're hiding,” said George. 

“I don’t have anything,” said Ralph. But George shook his head. 


“Not you. Cahill. Give it to me, Cahill. Wouldn't this be just what you hate? Didn’t it 
just wreck you when Lieutenant Oppowitz died? Wouldn't you hate for it to happen 
again, right in front of you?” 

Fiske would. And George knew it, which just meant that Fiske was about as 
transparent as glass. 

“Don't get him involved,” said Fiske. “He doesn’t have anything.” 

“Shut up, Fiske,” said Ralph, his eyes darting between Fiske, George, and the 
sparking end of the gun. “It’s no use pretending anymore.” 

“What are you talking about?” said George, turning to Fiske in confusion. “What is 
he talking about?” 

Fiske had no idea. 

“Were on the same side,” said Ralph. “Tm with you, George. I’m a — a Vesper.” 

Fiske was stunned into frozen silence. How was that possible? How could he be so 
impossibly stupid as to trust a Vesper? Again? 

“you’re what?” said George. “You’re on my side? Why? Why are you here? Who sent 
you? Didn’t they think I could do it on my own?” 

“That doesn’t matter,” said Ralph. “I caught him. Isn’t that what counts?” 

“Shut up,” snapped George, his eyes darting back and forth between the hooded 
Fiske and Ralph. 

Fiske’s mind was spinning rapidly out of control as he tried to wrap it around what 
was happening in front of him. How could he be so stupid? How could he have 
disappointed Grace this much? 

“I caught him first. Hes mine,” said Ralph, again. 

“He’s not!” said George. “I’ve been stalking him this whole time! I killed that officer 
to get to him! You're not going to take my hard work right out from under my nose.” 
He cocked the gun at Ralph. 

“you're really going to shoot your comrade?” said Ralph. “I don’t think they’d look 
very kindly on that. Do you?” 

George faltered. “You were going to help him escape.” 

That was true, thought Fiske. He glanced at Ralph. Ralph was looking at him with 
Steady eyes, an unflinching face. 

Fiske wanted to give up. He couldn't begin to put into words how much he wanted 
to give up. Part of him wanted to just give them the ring — one of them, both of 
them, it didn’t matter. 


But the other part knew that there was more to the story. Knew that there was 
something going on here. That if he could only trust himself, he would figure it out. 

“I lied,” said Ralph to George. “I was just about to figure out what he was hiding 
when you showed up. Then I could take it and flush him.” 

“Well,” said George, a self-satisfied smile creeping over his face. “I don’t know what 
it is, but I know where. Take off that vest, Cahill.” 

Fiske didn’t move. He couldn't if he had wanted to, and he definitely didn’t want 
to. 

“I know it’s in the front of your suit, whatever you have!” George yelled, waving his 
sparking gun. Fiske shook his head the slightest bit. But George didn’t believe that. He 
marched up to Fiske and grabbed the Momsen lung with one hand, the other pointing 
the weapon straight at Fiske’s face. “I should just fry you and take it for myself.” 

In that moment of distraction, Ralph darted to the door. 

“Breathe!” Ralph yelled, slamming the hatch door shut. 

There was a moment of soft quiet. 

George had whipped around when Ralph slammed the hatch shut. Fiske’s gaze 
went to the green button, and when George turned back around, his eyes followed 
there. 

“What —” 

Fiske looked back at George and then upward at the hatch. He knew what was 
coming. He knew what Ralph would do. 

If Fiske had been scared before, it didn’t compare at all to this moment — this 
moment before the ship opened, and Fiske and George were swept out into the ocean. 


Fiske was breathing. His eyes were squeezed shut tight but he breathed in and out, 
slowly rising to the surface. It was terrifying and surreal. The Nautilus sped off and 
upward, too, rising to the surface as well. 

Fiske broke the water with a pop, bobbing like a rubber duck. He tore the 
mouthpiece away and he couldn't help it — he screamed. He screamed in fear and in 
relief, in sadness and in uncut joy. Hed made it. He'd escaped the submarine. He 
wasn't dead. He still had the ring. Puerto Rico was in sight. He was above the water. 

George was not. 


The swim to shore was exhausting, but Fiske was so glad to be off the boat that he 
didn’t care at all. His mind spun with questions, but the physical need to lift one arm 
and then another, to kick through the ocean, kept his thoughts from wandering too 
far from the task at hand. 

It was a long swim. But so long as there weren't any sharks around, he’d be fine. 

Before he was too tired to go on, he felt the sand beneath his soggily sneakered feet 
and he pulled himself up onto a beach. 

His shoes were full of sand and water; his poopy suit not only smelled of salt and 
fish and seaweed, but it stuck to him like a second skin. Fiske unbuckled the 
Momsen lung and cast it aside on the sand. He desperately wished that he had some 
of that clean underwear that he had left in his cubby on the submarine. 

He fell face-first onto the beach, utterly exhausted. There was sand in his mouth, 
his ears, and every other part of him, but he didn’t care. He was never leaving land 
again, not for anything in the world. Fiske rolled over onto his back and spread out 
his arms and legs, basking in the sun. Alive. He was alive. Mission accomplished. 

His hand flew to his chest again, pressing frantically into the fabric of the suit. And 
there it was. 

He’d hidden away on a submarine. He’d kept the ring safe. 

His mission was, to all intents and purposes, a success. 

But it didn’t feel that way. He stared up at the bluest sky he’d ever seen and he 
thought about Lieutenant Oppowitz, and Beth and Peter and Lucy in Saint Louis. He 
thought about the lieutenant’s jokes and his sense of duty and pride. 

And Fiske realized he was a miserable failure. 


Grace had arranged everything, and soon Fiske found himself on a plane headed for 
Attleboro. 

She was waiting for him on the tarmac, and Fiske ran to her as soon as he was on 
the ground. She wrapped her arms around him in the best big-sisterly way possible; 
there would be no more danger, no more death for at least the next ten seconds, and 
that was all Fiske wanted in the world. 

“Tm so sorry,” she said, taking his face in her hands and giving him a good looking 
over. “Fiske, !m so sorry. I can’t tell you how sorry I am. I didn’t know — I just wasn’t 
thinking straight, and I’m so sorry.” 


“Tm okay,” said Fiske. “I’m really okay. I promise.” Still, it was nice to be fussed 
over. “But how do you know that they won't be waiting for us at home? Or the next 
place you go?” 

Grace cleared her throat. “I took care of it.” 

“What do you mean you — what happened to your car?” he asked. It had been 
black before; now it was a blue convertible. 

“I had to drive the old one off a cliff,” said Grace. “But I like this one better anyway.” 

“You had to drive it ... you had to drive it off a... Grace!” 

“I told you I took care of it.” 

“Grace!” 

“Tm fine,” she said. “Youre fine. Everyone’s fine.” 

Except they weren’t. Not everyone. 


He and Grace went back home for a few days; after the Nautilus, school would seem 
like a breeze. Still, Fiske needed a few days of simple quiet before he would be able to 
do anything at all, whether that was a Cahill mission or a geometry exam. 

He’d scoured the papers for news of the Nautilus crew — of the reactor’s 
breakdown, the death of Lieutenant Oppowitz. But the only thing he could find was 
an article praising the crew for their unprecedented, record-shattering trip from 
Connecticut to Puerto Rico. 

Still, just because it was in the papers as having happened one way didn’t mean 
that was the whole truth. Guilt still ate at him day and night, and he could feel it 
sucking at him like quicksand. 

And then he had to go back to school, on top of everything. 

“You’ve been quieter than usual,” said Grace one morning. It was Sunday, which 
meant that he’d be flying back to school that night. “I know you’ve hada... atime of 
things, so if you ever want to talk about any of it, you know Im here for you, Fiske.” 

He looked at her. He knew she meant it. He knew that she loved him and that she 
wanted what was best for him. “I just can’t believe it happened,” he said. “I can’t 
believe that I... and that you... you had to drive your car off of a cliff?” 

“Yes,” said Grace. “But I’m fine. And you're fine. Everyone is fine, Fiske. You have to 
focus on that.” 


“No, they’re not,” said Fiske, running a hand over his hair. “Grace, you could have 
died. I could have died. And Lieutenant Oppowitz is dead, Grace. He’s not fine. You 
know he had two little kids? Just little, just barely even — and now he’s dead.” 

Grace looked down at the ground. “I’m very sorry to hear it, Fiske.” 

“And you know what the worst part of it is? It’s not like he died for his country. It’s 
not like he died for something he even believed in, or wanted. He was murdered 
because we lied to him. You and me, Grace. He thought that I was someone I wasn’t, 
and we told him that. He didn’t know anything about the ring, or the Clues, or the 
Vespers. He’s dead because of us. Because of me.” 

So was George. Fiske tried not to think about it. He hadn’t been the one to push the 
button, to open the gate to the water above, sure. But George hadn’t seen it coming. 
He’d killed the lieutenant and he was going to kill Fiske, given the chance. But did 
that make it right? Anyone else would think he was crazy for mourning a Vesper. 
Still, it wasn’t something that Fiske could shake. 

“No, Fiske,” said Grace. She put her hands on his shoulders and squared her face 
directly in front of his. “They died because of the Vespers. The Vespers, Fiske. It wasn’t 
you.” 

Fiske looked at her, disbelief carved into his face like hieroglyphs on a tomb. How 
could she say that? How could she think that it wasn’t his fault? Didn’t Grace realize 
that if Fiske had never been on that boat, then the lieutenant would still be alive? 

“you kept the ring safe. You kept yourself safe. ’m incredibly sorry about the 
lieutenant, Fiske, you know Iam. But there are things at stake — huge, world- 
changing risks that need to be taken. Look what you did, Fiske,” said Grace. “You were 
so brave. So brave, Fiske. I’ve never been prouder.” 

“I don’t want you to be proud of me for this,” said Fiske. “Tm going to send 
something to Lieutenant Oppowitz’s wife. Her name is Beth. We'll . .. I don’t know. I 
can’t buy them another dad. I can’t go back in time. But I’m going to do something.” 

“you're a good person, Fiske,” said Grace. 

But he didn’t feel like it. 


It was strange, to be back at school. The grounds were still green and the bricks were 
still red, even though Fiske had faked his way onto a nuclear submarine, traveled 
underwater from Connecticut to Puerto Rico, avoided being killed by a Vesper spy, 


escaped from said submarine, and then swam to shore. Fiske didn’t think that the 
sky needed to be orange or anything from now on — things didn’t have to be that 
drastically different — but wasn’t something supposed to have changed? 

It took him a minute to realize, though, that something had — him. Before, he had 
scurried from class to class, from dorm to dining room with his head down and his 
books clutched to his chest as if all of his guts would fall out if he weren’t holding 
himself together. Now, he looked around him as he walked. His chin wasn’t buried in 
his chest. 

It was a Small change, but it made all the difference. 

He went back to school, but only for exams. On his last day, a package arrived for 
him. He had to go to the headmaster’s office to pick it up. 

Sitting at the secretary’s desk was a young woman with brown hair and a yellow 
sweater. “You’re Fiske Cahill?” she said. 

“yeah,” said Fiske, looking behind him to make sure that there weren't any other 
Fiske Cahills around. “You're new.” 

“Oh, yeah,” she said, handing over his package. “The other lady had a family thing 
that she had to leave town for. I hear she was quite the piece of work. Have a nice 
summer!” 

“Thanks for this,” said Fiske, holding up the package and walking back outside. He 
Stopped at one of the benches and opened his package. There was a small box and a 
letter. He opened the box first. It was a shiny silver pin — two dolphins with a rope 
wrapped around them. The Navy’s Dolphins — what Ralph had been working so hard 
toward. 

He opened the letter next. It read: 


Dear Fiske, 
First off, all is well on the Nautilus. The nuke boys got the reactor fixed once 
we reached port and they’ve assured us that now we'll be able to go even 
faster. Ranker says it does feel like they juiced it up some, so we’ll see. Our 
official commission is going to happen in September, I hear. I sincerely hope 
that you'll be able to make it to the New London docks for the ceremony. 

In the box, you'll find your Dolphins. Welcome to the crew, officially. I’ve 
got mine now, too. Let’s not forget that I had to study a lot harder for mine, 
but both me and Commander Wilkinson think that you deserve a pair of 


your own. I told the commander about George being on board to scope all of 
the nuke stuff and he was going to take it to a shady organization, and that 
you stopped him. Took him off the boat at a risk to yourself. For being 
something of a puke when you started, you sure proved yourself along the 
way. We all say well done to you. 

At the end there, I’m sorry if I spooked you. I had to figure out if you were 
telling the truth, and that’s the way that came to me. I don’t know or 
understand exactly what was happening down there, but I’m betting it’s 
way beyond me. Whatever it was, I hope you’re managing okay and that 
everything’s going all right. 

You’re a brave kid, Fiske. If no one ever told you that, now I have. 

Keep an eye out for whales, 
Ralph Kane, 
Petty Officer Second Class 
P.S. Igot a promotion! 


Fiske smiled, folded the letter, and pinned his Dolphins to his blazer. It looked 
awful nice there, all shiny and important. 

“Fish! Hey, Fish Breath!” Eric Landry was beneath a tree with his friends. “Where 
have you been, huh? Get scared and run off after last time?” 

“Family business,” said Fiske. His stomach still squirmed, and he thought his 
hands might still shake. He didn’t like talking to Eric, and he certainly didn’t want to 
get another swirly, but it didn’t seem worth it to be afraid of him. It wasn’t like he 
was a Vesper. It wasn’t like Fiske was trapped aboard a submarine with him and he 
wanted to kill Fiske and there was no escape. 

“Family business, oooh,” said Eric. “Sounds serious. Did you go visit your grandma 
whale, Fish Face?” 

“Let me be, Eric,” said Fiske. 

“No,” said Eric. He got up from under the tree and sauntered over to Fiske. “I’ve 
missed you, Fish. We have a lot of catching up to do.” He dropped his books on the 
ground and handed his blazer to one of his friends. “What have you got there on your 
blazer, Fish? Your gramma’s brooch? A fancy lady pin?” 

“No,” said Fiske. “It’s not your business.” 


“Everything that goes on in this school is my business, Fish Breath. Tell me before I 
rip it right off of you.” 

Fiske looked down at his pin, as cool and calm as he could make himself. “It’s the 
insignia for the Naval submarine service.” 

“What, you steal it from your dad?” asked Eric. 

“No,” said Fiske. “I earned it.” 

“Give it to me,” said Eric. He reached out and grabbed Fiske’s collar. “I said give it to 
me, Fish Breath.” 

Fiske looked down at Eric’s hand and then back up at him. 

“No,” said Fiske. 

Eric pulled his fist back and scowled his worst at Fiske. 

Fiske took a deep breath and cleared his throat. There was nothing to fear in Eric 
Landry. He wasn’t a Vesper. There were way worse things in the world. So he opened 
his mouth, blinked a few times, and organized the words that he wanted to say. 

“You’re going to hit me because I won't give you my pin?” said Fiske. “Th-that 
seems like a stupid reason.” 

Eric’s face faltered for just a moment. And a soft ripple went through the crowd of 
boys behind him. Inside, Fiske was quaking and terrified of being punched in the face. 
But Eric was just a boy from school. 

“It’s a pretty stupid reason, Eric,” said Fiske. 

“Yeah,” said one of the other boys. “It’s kind of dumb, Eric.” 

Eric’s fist hovered in the air, but he glanced over his shoulder at his friends. Fiske 
looked, too. They looked impatient, maybe a little annoyed. “Do you want me to 
pound him or not?” said Eric. 

“I kind of want to play football,” said Matthew. 

“Oh, I call other captain!” 

The crowd began to drift away as the teams were divvied up. Soon there was only 
Eric and Fiske. 

“So?” said Eric, dropping his fist and shoving Fiske away. “Youre still just a Fish.” 

Fiske took a step back and smoothed out his blazer. His heart was steadily ticking 
down to normal, and his nerves were coming off of a boil. He wanted to burst into 
laughter; he wanted to jump and to yell and to maybe — maybe, if no one was 
looking, punch the air in unadulterated triumph — because he’d stood up to Eric 
Landry. And Fish? Fish? What kind of insult was Fish? 


Fiske glanced down at his Dolphins, gleaming against the wool of his blazer. “Yeah, 
Eric. I guess Iam.” 
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ATTORNEYS AT LAW 


To whom it may concern, 


The information in this book comes from the Cahill vault, 
which means that none of it was meant for your eyes. Over 
the past 500 years, a number of exceedingly dangerous items 
have been placed in the vault for safekeeping — assassination 
orders, confession-filled diaries, treasure maps, and many 
other items that I know better than to list here. Documents 
that have sparked wars, incited revolutions, and led to the 
downfall of governments, kings, and empires. 


It was not my idea to make this material public. I was 

given specific instructions by my former employer, William 
McIntyre, to protect the information in the vault. However, 
after recent tragic events, it looks like I’m taking orders from 
someone new—someone who believes that the Cahill Files 
are essential to the security of the Cahill family. . . and the 
world at large. 


And so, the vault has been opened. Do with these stories 
what you will. But when you find yourself weighed down by 
the secrets and scandals that shaped history, just remember 
one thing: I told you so. 


ClifforS Riley 


THE REDCOAT CHASE 


Maryland, 1814 


Frederick Warren knew he shouldn’t do it. He knew his parents would be angry, and 
that he would be punished and told he was too old for childish pranks. But he could 
worry about punishment after the fact. At that moment, on a dark August dawn, 
Frederick needed a good hard laugh to lighten the mood. And what his parents didn’t 
know wouldn't hurt them. 

It was 1814, and America had been at war for two years with no sign of the conflict 
letting up. Everyone was feeling the effects — soaring prices of food, a constant 
shortage of money, and living with the threat that, at any time, the British could 
attack. 

Frederick’s parents had seemed particularly frayed lately, his mother taking care of 
guests at their Maryland inn with resignation, sighing as she spooned stews at night 
or Stirred porridge in the morning. All Frederick’s father could talk about was the 
course of the war, which pressed closer and closer to their doorsteps, the British army 
advancing more each day. It seemed to Frederick that no one had smiled in years, let 
alone laughed. 

So earlier that morning, before his mother readied breakfast, Frederick carefully 
replaced the sugar in his mother’s fancy pewter sugar bowls with salt. Now, as he 
brewed a pot of tea and stacked a tower of golden toast on a tray for their crabbiest 
guest, Frederick chuckled to himself. His parents had been preoccupied that morning 
and hadn't noticed his little trick. Their town hall meetings had been starting earlier 
and earlier before the sun rose, and pressing later and later into the night, too. The 
inn responsibilities were increasingly falling to Frederick. 

This week alone, his parents had been laboring over sketches for evacuation maps 
and serving on committees planning what to do should the British reach town — 
where to take shelter, where to find stashed food, the least conspicuous back roads 


out of town. Frederick wasn’t sure where his parents received their information, or 
why they were always the first to find out everything. It seemed to Frederick that his 
parents were always whom other people turned to when they needed to be 
comforted, when they needed a plan in times of crisis, and, most of all, when they 
needed information no one else could seem to get. 

In the breakfast room, Frederick deposited the tray in front of a scowling old 
woman and her husband, who were traveling through town to get to Washington. 
After Frederick had served the woman the night before, he’d heard her mutter to her 
husband, “If our army is as sloppy as the staff at this inn, we'll all be singing ‘God 
Save the King’ before the year is out.” 

Now Frederick bowed lavishly and left for the kitchen, where he peeked out from 
behind the doorway to watch. The old woman nibbled on some toast and loudly 
declared it burnt to her husband, who shrugged and ate it anyway. The woman then 
spooned three helpings of what she thought was sugar into her bowl of tea. She blew 
on the steam that rose up from the bowl and inhaled the scent before bringing the tea 
to her lips and taking a long warm sip. Not a split second later, the woman’s tea came 
flying at her husband as a liquid projectile right into his face. He leapt to his feet and 
wiped his face with a handkerchief. 

“Constance, you forget yourself!” he huffed at his wife, her face puckered and 
furious. 

The other guests, seated at nearby tables, were trying visibly not to laugh. 

Frederick, who'd seen the whole thing from his perch just inside the doorway of 
the kitchen, doubled over, holding his stomach, tears leaking from his eyes. 

The old woman gesticulated wildly, knocking the bowl of sugar onto the floor. “It’s 
Salt! SALT!” she screeched, though it was clear her husband had no idea what she was 
talking about. “WHO DID THIS?” 

Frederick took a cautious step toward the kitchen just as his mother came in from 
outside, untying her bonnet and setting down a pail of fresh cream. Her eyes were 
pinched and exhausted, and she looked at Frederick wearily, as if to say I don’t have 
the energy for this right now. 

Frederick dared one last peek into the dining room and caught the expression on 
the face of the woman’s husband, who was trying very hard to suppress a smile. 


The barn smelled of manure. Frederick had to shovel it, sweep the barn floor, and 
then milk, feed, and water the cow until she relieved herself and it was time to 
shovel again. Whose bright idea was it, again, Frederick chided himself, to 
switch the salt and the sugar? His parents had berated him, but what made him 
feel worse was that they’d been forced to return the old woman’s money, which 
Frederick hadn’t even considered until it was too late. His prank had been poor 
judgment, Frederick agreed, and no amount of shoveling would replace the funds his 
parents had lost. 

It was already bright and hot, even though it was not yet noon. Frederick wiped his 
brow with his handkerchief. 

As he worked, Frederick’s thoughts turned again to the war. Even decades after the 
War of Independence, England was Still trying to turn America back into a British 
colony. They had blockaded American ports for their own selfish gains in the war 
against Napoleon. And then they’d impressed American sailors, kidnapping them at 
sea and enlisting them to fight on British ships! 

Frederick hadn’t been alive during the War of Independence, but when he was 
younger he would press his ear to the floor to try and overhear the war stories his 
father told of the battlefield — men getting blown up, shot down, sliced in two with a 
bayonet, how they taught those redcoats a lesson and won freedom for all the land. 
As far as Frederick was concerned, the British were the most villainous people alive. 

The barn shared a wall with the small stable, and Frederick could hear the thud of 
horses kicking in their stalls. Hed need to feed and water them later. 

Frederick drove his shoulder into his work, lifting a pitchfork heavy with hay into 
his wheelbarrow. The haystacks loomed tall, and there were a lot of horses to feed. 
Sunlight streamed in through the doorway; it was already midmorning. What if he 
wasn't finished by supper? He decided maybe he'd like to lie down on the haystack, 
just to rest his back for one moment. He could have sworn his eyes hadn’t been 
closed a second when — 

“Frederick! Wake up, son!” 

Frederick shook his bleary head awake, confused at the sight of his father looming 
above him. He flushed in embarrassment. In his exile in the barn, Frederick had 
hoped to gain back his parents’ trust, not further erode it. 

“F-Father,” Frederick stammered, “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. rll make sure the 
chores —” 


But his father wasn’t paying attention to the barn. He had a look on his face that 
Frederick had never seen before, and was pushing his hair back and forth while 
holding his hat in his other hand. 

“I apologize, again, for this morning —” Frederick began, but his father cut him off, 
which was also a first. Frederick’s father believed in a man’s sense of dignity. He 
considered it a breach of manners to interrupt someone. 

“There isn’t time, son,” his father said, his voice barely audible, sounding higher 
and less certain than Frederick had ever heard it, like a child afraid of the dark. His 
father was wearing his black waistcoat and jacket with black leggings — the outfit he 
normally reserved for funerals. A chill ran through Frederick. His father’s rifle, which 
was normally stored away, was propped against the barn door. 

“What is it, Father?” Frederick asked. He brushed off his pants and straightened up, 
rising from the haystacks to try and meet his father’s eyes. 

“Son, what Iam about to tell you may not make sense right now, but you must 
listen. You must be serious, for once.” 

Frederick braced himself; everything that was sturdy this morning now felt 
uncertain, shaky. Serious, for once: The words clattered around in his head. Did his 
father really think him so frivolous? 

“Your mother and I — we are not innkeepers.” He paused here, and met Frederick’s 
eyes. “Well, we are, of course, but that is not our main work. We have a special 
heritage — you have a special heritage. You are a member of the Cahills, a family that 
goes back hundreds of years. We’re Madrigals, members of a group of elite Cahills.” 

“But Pm a Warren!” Frederick protested. 

His father toed at the ground with his boot, and the nervous tic in someone 
normally so composed made Frederick uneasy. 

“Yes, but youre also part of a powerful secret organization. We don’t just run our 
inn for travelers. It’s also a place of safety for other Cahills, a place they can escape 
their enemies.” 

“Enemies?” Frederick asked. A chill ran up his spine. 

His father nodded. “The Vespers. Those who seek to extinguish us, forever.” 

Frederick gasped a sharp breath — extinguish us? 

His father put an unsteady hand on Frederick’s shoulder, and his brow furrowed as 
he forced himself to continue. He swallowed mightily. “At this very moment, son, 
there is an extremely dangerous man in the area. A Vesper traveling with the British 


army here in Maryland. Your mother and I must find him and stop him, or —” 
Frederick’s father broke off and gave his son an anguished look. 

Frederick’s head was spinning now. Everything was tilting — the way he felt dizzy 
after circling the maypole too many times the past spring, when the ground came up 
and knocked the wind out of him. 

“Where are you going?” Frederick managed to ask. 

“It doesn’t matter. What does matter is keeping you out of harm’s way.” 

Frederick took stock of his father’s face — the silvery hair, watery blue eyes, the 
quiet lines around his eyes and smile, a gentleman’s face, a distinguished retired 
soldier, to be sure, but this man, this man, was also a — would that make him a 
spy? It was inconceivable. He tried to memorize all of the details of his father’s face, 
searching it, as if it were the first time he was really seeing it. Please, please, let it 
not be the last. 

Soft footsteps on the grass broke their reverie. Frederick’s mother hurried across 
the barnyard to join them, chickens squawking at her as she passed — a harsh, 
grating sound. She wore her good walking dress and gloves, with her straw bonnet 
tied under her chin. She clutched her shawl around herself tightly, as if to protect 
herself from a blizzard, even though it was the height of summer. 

Frederick’s mother took his arm in her own and asked if he understood the grave 
danger that they were all in. 

“No,” Frederick answered helplessly. “And you can’t tell me what’s going on?” 

His mother’s lip quivered as she shook her head and turned to look at his father. 

“Is there nothing I can do?” Frederick asked desperately. “Have I disappointed you 
somehow, this morning —?” 

“Son,” she whispered, turning to face him, “if we felt it would be safer for you to 
join us, we would bring you. Your safety is our greatest priority. We’re doing this to 
protect you, and not only you, but to safeguard our innocent neighbors against these 
terrible people. Can you see that?” 

Frederick shrugged. 

“Listen to me,” she said, her voice hitting an urgent note, her arms on his 
shoulders, her hands squeezing for emphasis. “If you hear anything about the British 
approaching, take to the church immediately, and hide, do you hear me? Follow 
their guidelines for taking shelter until you can safely evacuate. I need you to promise 
me you'll do this, son. I won't leave without knowing youre safe.” 


“But the British won't, they’re not going to —” 

And then his mother started to cry, hot swift tears that made Frederick’s chest 
ache. She said, “You have to promise me. Promise me?” 

“Yes,” he said as she embraced him, finality in her grip, “I promise I will run at the 
first sign of the British approaching.” 

He wasn’t sure when he’d grown to be taller than her, but his mother felt frail in 
his arms, and he could barely keep himself from crushing her with the strength of 
his good-bye. 

Father could never withstand emotional scenes; they upset him too greatly ever 
Since his brother died from a British bullet. With a handshake that squeezed too 
hard, Father commanded Frederick to keep himself safe before quitting the barn for 
the stables, where he rattled a stall door open. They could hear him mounting Buster 
in a swift motion of boots in stirrups, and then the clomp of horseshoes on the gravel 
as he rode to the edge of the drive. Buster stamped impatiently as they waited for 
Frederick’s mother. 

She took a final look at Frederick before swinging up behind his father. Frederick 
watched as they galloped away together, out of sight. 

Entirely alone, Frederick’s face heated up and his heart started kicking, the barn 
seeming to swim before him. What was it his father had called them — Cahills? And 
the enemies — Vespers? The war was blazing nearby, so close that just the day 
before he’d seen an amputee carried out of the town doctor's house. So close that he’d 
read about a Chesapeake town being raided and looted by the British. What if the 
Vespers came for him, now, all alone, and he didn’t have time to escape? And on top 
of it all, that stupid prank — what if that was the last memory his parents ever had 
of him? You must be serious, for once. 

Frederick threw the pitchfork across the barn, and watched it sail through the air 
before crashing to the floor. 


The British were coming! 

“And, in conclusion, madam,” said one of a pair of messengers, both coated in dust, 
having just ridden straight from the battle near Bladensburg, “we’ve come to bid you 
flee, per your husband’s request. You are not safe here, as the British are eager to 
humiliate us and the President’s House is their prime target. They'll be here in a few 


short hours! They seek to burn the Capitol, too, and God knows what else. We’re here 
to escort you to safety.” 

Dolley Madison, the first lady of the United States, looked up from the Cabinet 
papers she was clutching only to push away a strand of hair that had come loose 
from her otherwise immaculate bun. Then she returned to the boxes strewn around 
her on the floor. 

“Gentlemen,” she said, skimming over the documents before her, “that won’t be 
necessary.” 

She looked up only long enough to see the two messengers’ mouths drop at the 
Same time, as if they were puppets controlled by some higher hand. 

The air in the library was hot. The room, which was also her husband’s office, was 
paneled in mahogany. Grand floor-to-ceiling bookshelves ran the length of the room, 
with stepladders on wheels mounted to them to more easily get from book to book. 
The books took up all of the shelves, some stacked sideways, but, far from looking 
cluttered or disorganized, the disarray gave the impression of being at a crowded and 
happy party. 

There were green velvet chaise lounges with gold filigree in great bay windows 
overlooking the President’s House lawn. At the center of the room, on top ofa 
handsome Persian rug, sat James’s desk, flanked by a cozy fireplace. 

But all that Dolley could see were the boxes and boxes of papers strewn before her, 
none of them containing what she so desperately needed to find. This awful war, 
Dolley thought for the thousandth time. As the president’s wife, she knew the 
devastation it had wreaked on the country, the many young lives it had stolen. And 
as a Madrigal, a member of an elite branch of the Cahill family, she knew that the 
repercussions of losing the war would be far worse than anyone imagined. A Vesper 
had insinuated himself into the highest ranks of the British army, and if he were 
allowed to succeed ... Dolley put the nasty thought firmly out of her mind. 

She was losing time with every second the messengers continued to bother her, 
and she needed to focus on the task at hand. A Madrigal contact had told her that 
there was a map somewhere in the President’s House, a map leading to a small gold 
ring that the Vespers coveted above all things. The Madrigals had never been sure 
what the importance of the ring was, but they had sworn to keep it out of Vesper 
hands. As soon as Dolley learned that the British were in the area, she’d sent an 
urgent message to her contact, alerting him that the map was in danger. But help 


from the Madrigals had never arrived, and Dolley had to face the fact that her 
message hadn't gotten through. It was up to her to keep the map out of Vesper hands 
— if only she could discover where it was. 

Her fingers paged rapidly through the papers in front of her as sweat beaded her 
forehead and coated her throat. 

“Madam,” said the older messenger, “leave these papers be. You need to collect 
your own belongings so I can escort you to your husband. We don’t have much time! 
Are you not afraid?” The younger of the two messengers shuffled his feet. 

Dolley didn’t look up from her task. “Very much so. I’m afraid for the sake of the 
army, and the sake of the country. My personal safety is far less important when our 
nation is in crisis.” 

There was a trunk set up next to the desk, in which Dolley had placed documents 
tied with string — pamphlets from before the revolution, the correspondence of past 
presidents. Shed packed them in to maximize space in the deep heavy trunk, the 
eighth she'd filled that day. Dolley had already searched two rooms methodically, 
packing up national treasures to whisk away to safety when she finally found the 
map and could flee. She was already running low on trunks. And wagons for carting 
them to safety. And people to drive the wagons and guard the President’s House. 

“Madam!” the older messenger cried again, watching her hustle back and forth 
through the room, her skirt trailing on the floor and picking up dust from all the 
books and old paper. She rolled a document between two scrolls and placed it in the 
trunk. 

“Madam!” he repeated. “You have received a direct order from the commander in 
chief. It is he who said you must evacuate. The Cabinet papers are not as valuable as 
your life!” He slammed his palm on the grand mahogany table. 

Dolley stopped in her tracks. Her life? Her thoughts darted to her dear sister, whom 
she’d written earlier that morning. The image of her son John’s face appeared before 
her now, all handsome and grown. She wanted to see him start a family one day. A 
wave of despair washed over her, and fora moment she was ready to drop everything 
and run out with these men, to leave everything behind. 

But then her eyes scanned the gorgeous room and settled on the American flag in 
the corner, its stars and stripes bright and bold. Even in the depth of this humid heat 
wave, they sent goose bumps down her skin. The fate of the nation was at stake, 
everything they’d built so carefully. The British were bad enough, but the Vespers 


were the enemy of free men everywhere. Dolley searched inside herself for courage. If 
She left, she would be allowing something unspeakable to win. And all her life she 
would watch on, knowing that she had run away when she was needed most. 

“Gentlemen,” she continued, her voice softer, somewhat shakier, “I appreciate your 
trip to retrieve me, and I apologize if it has been a fruitless journey. I regret that my 
husband’s orders are in conflict with my actions, but I am not ready to leave the 
house. This is not about my life,” she said, pausing, and letting her eyes fill before 
blinking the tears away, realizing the truth of the statement only as she said it aloud. 
“It’s about so much more than me.” 

“Mrs. Madison, consider your family! Consider the threat to national security if 
they take you hostage. We have orders, and you’re acting childish, if you permit me 
to say so.” 

“Quite the opposite, sirs,” she said, taking large strides to stand before them, so she 
could stare hard into their faces. They would never know the measures she’d already 
taken for national security. “This decision is one I've weighed with utmost 
deliberation. I resent the implication that I would ever do anything to endanger the 
country. And if you want to take me now, you will have to take me in chains.” 

The messengers slowly backed away toward the door, shaking their heads and 
muttering under their breath. She heard the slam of the door as they left, and the 
finality of their absence made the room suddenly ghostly. If only they understood 
this wasn’t simply her being stubborn: She had to find the map! 

Dolley turned back to searching, toting out a fresh box of papers from beneath the 
desk. 

Her husband had ridden out to the troops yesterday after receiving a discouraging 
dispatch from Secretary of State Monroe: The enemy are in full march to 
Washington. Have the materials prepared to destroy the bridges. Now, even 
the colonel with his hundred men left to stand guard over Washington had 
evacuated, leaving only her, and her gardener, her faithful French domestic John, and 
a handful of slaves. 

Never had Dolley felt so alone. The British were coming, a Vesper with them. 
Coming to destroy not only her home, but the most important American landmark in 
the country’s short history, the President’s House, and everything it contained. 
Every last possession shed ever owned and all of the American treasures this 


fledgling country had worked so hard to amass. The historic home of a new nation 
was about to burn to the ground like a pile of firewood. 

Through the silky red curtains she’d chosen when they moved in, she could see 
the nervous workings of people on the street as they began to pack up and depart. 
Smashed windows. Crushed plants. Carriage wheels across the street and screeching 
horses, shop doors shaken closed, whistles sounding alarm, vendors attempting to 
hawk last-minute deals before their businesses were destroyed. The whole district 
was upended. 

Memories of the house flashed before her — how excited she’d been when they’d 
moved in, state dinners with her husband, Wednesday drawing room parties, family 
picnics in the gardens, important official meetings, and underneath it all, a haven for 
her secret Madrigal family. 

A cannon sounded in the distance — Dolley froze. The battle was practically over 
and there were still entire wings to search, chambers and antechambers within the 
wings, and no one she could trust to help her find the map. 

She dove back into the papers, resisting the urge to run her fingers along the 
mansion’s beautiful gilded furniture and plush woven tapestries. She felt certain that 
this would be the last time she’d be in this grand space. 


Smoke hissed through the Bladensburg air, and the whistle of rocket fire assaulted 
Captain Cyrus Ramsay’s ears. This new British weapon, this rocket, was a force 
unforeseen. Red smoke threaded the sky above the battlefield, as if the clouds were 
trailing blood from gunshot wounds. 

The British troops were advancing up the hill, and Ramsay dove behind the parapet 
against which he and his troops had dug a trench. 

The battle was wearing down — it would be over soon, Ramsay knew, a complete 
embarrassment for him and the other outmatched American troops. Today, the 
president and the secretary of state had been present to witness their humiliation, 
which made it hurt all the worse. With this loss, it was now certain that the British 
would take the capital. As if to put an exclamation mark on the thought, another 
missile arched over Ramsay’s head and exploded thirty yards in front him. 

Ramsay swung around over the top of the wall and took aim at the redcoats on 
horseback headed his way. Through the sights of his rifle, Ramsay locked in on the 


British general who'd been particularly murderous earlier in the afternoon — Ramsay 
recognized him because this man wore his red and gold hat with the brim pulled all 
the way down, almost over his eyes, so that the plume tilted forward, the ridiculous 
plating catching glints from the sun. The general’s rifle could not miss, as American 
soldiers strewn across the field clearly evidenced. He reloaded faster than anyone 
Ramsay had ever seen, and with each successful shot, a sickening smile twisted the 
general’s face. 

Ramsay took aim and fired at the tilted hat, but the general had reflexes like a cat 
and dodged out of the way. The bullet barely missed brushing his ears, instead 
whistling through the general’s hat, pushing it off his forehead to reveal a hideous 
disfigurement. 

Ramsay’s hands shook as he lowered his gun. He couldn’t take his eyes off the 
general’s forehead. There, plain as day, was a deep gash slashed across his brow. The 
man had been cut, scarred with a letter just over his eyes, a letter that would 
immediately signal his true identity to any Madrigal. The scar, like a furrowed brow 
above his furrowed brow, was the letter V. This man was no ordinary British general. 
He was a Vesper, and perhaps the deadliest Vesper of them all. 

Madrigals in Europe had warned of a man with a famously crooked mustache and 
scarred forehead, who served as a general in the British army. Among other worthy 
souls who'd died by his hands, a highly gifted Madrigal operative had been bested by 
the general in a bloody sword fight several months ago. The general had given the 
Madrigal operative a death blow straight to the stomach. But before the Madrigal had 
fallen, he’d slashed out at his opponent, scarring the general’s forehead with a V so 
other Cahills would know him immediately for what he was. 

At that moment, the general turned his head and caught Ramsay’s horrified gaze. 
The general’s brows knit together so that the V carved into his forehead grew sharper 
and deeper. It looks just like devil’s horns, Ramsay thought as the general coolly 
looked him over. He knows! He knows I’ve recognized him! 

The general slowly raised his rifle. Ramsay started sprinting. The first line of 
American soldiers had already fallen back in defeat, so he did not draw attention as 
he fled the field. But inside Ramsay felt like a target moving on a dartboard. He had to 
get away from the front lines and to the President’s House; he had to keep the map 
Safe. If the general got his hands on the ring... Ramsay could barely handle the 


thought. The horror of being too late made Ramsay run even faster, his feet barely 
touching the ground as he ran for camp. 

Ramsay rounded the bend, every step bringing him closer to the camp and closer 
to a horse, the fastest horse he could find. But as he raced the last ten yards and his 
eyes scanned the camp, Ramsay realized something was wrong. The tents were set 
up for sleeping and eating, the food stash and the medical supplies lay at the ready. 
But it was quiet, so quiet he could hear the twigs crack beneath him. There was only 
one person left in camp, a boy too young to fight. “Where are the others?” Ramsay 
yelled. “What happened to the reserves?” 

“Called away to the flank,” the boy answered. “There’s no one left but me!” 

Ramsay cursed. All the proper horses were on the battlefield behind him, or away 
with the reserves. The only animals left at camp were the packhorses, a scrawny 
collection of ill-trained beasts. Ramsay chose the best of them, a thin mare that tried 
to bite him as he threw a saddle on her and prepared to break for the back paths, 
which were overgrown with shrubbery and brush. 

The early afternoon heat had set in and Ramsay could feel the distant rumble of 
storms building behind him. The redcoats weren’t used to the punishing sun and 
humidity — he’d seen some on the battlefield drop to the ground from heatstroke, 
the Americans’ lone amusement on a day that had blistered their pride. Ramsay’s 
uniform was torn, his skin scratched and bruised and filthy from battle, but these 
were the least of his ills. Ramsay knew the general would be coming for him, that it 
would be a race to the river with death breathing down his neck. In his mind flashed 
the faces of his platoon members, those he’d watched die of gunshot wounds on the 
field, and his ears filled with the unmistakable shriek of the rockets and the path of 
destruction they had carved. Yes, a return to British rule would ruin the country for 
the rest of his lifetime, but if the Vespers took control, the world would never 
recover. 

Ramsay had one foot in the stirrup when a rifle shot screamed past his ear. The 
horse bolted and Ramsay was lucky to hang on, his saddle sliding precariously down 
the mare’s side. Ramsay managed to hoist himself up, only the one foot securely in 
the stirrup, and tried desperately to slide the other one into place as the mare 
galloped on. He was still out of breath from his sprint back to camp, and everything 
in him called out for a small sip of water. The horse’s gait was lopsided as a result of 


the saddle, and because she had probably never gone faster than a trot in her short 
animal life. Her gallop rocked the unsteady saddle with each stride. 

Ramsay whipped his head around and caught sight of the general behind him, 
reloading his rifle. Ramsay whipped his head forward again. The back roads were 
laced with tree roots and overturned saplings. The horse raced past the obstacles 
with breakneck speed, each upturned tree trunk that blocked their path nearly 
sending Ramsay flying from the mare’s back. 

The thundering of hooves sounded behind him, closing in. Ramsay leaned forward, 
grabbing tufts of the mare’s mane, clinging to her while he urged, “Go, girl, go! Faster, 
faster!” into her matted ears. His heels clicked into her ribs. And, as if his words had 
been a magical incantation, the little mare picked up speed. 

But the path was giving way before them to smaller tracks — the trees blurring 
into a streak of sky and woods. The vegetation grew dense and tangled; the way 
forward less and less clear. Thick, prickly bushes choked the path, and trees cut off 
the route, forcing Ramsay to ride around them. 

The mare wasn't fast enough to stay ahead of the general’s horse for very long. Just 
when Ramsay hoped he’d put some distance between them, the Vespers mount 
stampeded forward. 

The general’s horse was so close behind him, Ramsay could practically feel its 
breath. He’d have to throw the general off course — even if only for a few seconds, 
just long enough to make a breakaway. 

The branches that hung over the path were treacherous and wide, forcing Ramsay 
to duck down on his horse so as not to knock his head. With one hand still gripping 
the mane, Ramsay reached for his sword on his belt. The saddle slid on the mare’s 
back when Ramsay shifted his weight, nearly hurling him onto the bumpy track. 
Ramsay clamped his knees around the mare, pushing his feet more firmly in the 
stirrups. Then he stood up, taking a solid whack at a thick branch above. 

The branch swung down fast and hard, unloosing a flurry of smaller branches, and 
Ramsay dipped out of the way. Ramsay glanced over his shoulder to see the general 
get hit by a branch, his arms covering his head as bits of the tree rained down on him. 

Chopping any branches that he could reach, Ramsay left a furious storm of twigs 
and leaves behind him as he rode. He hacked at boughs and anything he could reach 
or Slash in order to block the path. He wanted to knock the general in the forehead 
with a thick branch, or, short of that, at least slow him down. From over his shoulder 


Ramsay saw General V’s sword now thrashing in front of him, too, his arms flailing 
wildly as he tried to slash the debris crashing down on him. Anything to keep the 
rifle off his shoulder, Ramsay thought. 

The sound of water gushing over rocks reached Ramsay slowly at first and then 
with more force. He’d reached the river. 

The Potomac was wide, and the water rushed past swiftly, carrying small pieces of 
Saplings in its current. Ramsay’s mare juddered to a halt, uncertain about her 
willingness to cross without a bridge. Ramsay kicked her to charge through, but the 
mare wouldn't budge. 

Ramsay kicked his heel into the mare’s belly once more, but she reared up in 
protest. General V was approaching, his horse’s hooves thundering behind them, and 
another gunshot exploded behind the trees. The noise gave Ramsay’s mare the 
motivation she needed. She bolted into the water, the water swirling into Ramsay’s 
boots. 

We'll make it! thought Ramsay. I can lose him on the other side. 

They were halfway across the river when a bullet hit Ramsay squarely in the back. 

The horse, frenzied by the sound of the gunshot, jumped almost out of the water 
and dragged herself across. When they reached the other side, Ramsay swiveled 
around, his back shrieking in protest, and fired a round at the general. But his vision 
had blurred with the pain in his back, and the bullet hit the general’s thigh, knocking 
him from his horse. 

General V landed with a thwack, knocked unconscious, and his horse was startled 
into the river. The Hanoverian chugged across, eyes wild above the swiftly surging 
water. Ramsay managed to slide off the mare’s back and catch the Hanoverian’s 
reins. With a grateful pat to the mare, he mounted the Hanoverian and raced off into 
the forest. 

Ramsay struggled now, urging the general’s horse to its fastest gallop. He knew it 
was the last ride of his life. He would not make it to the President’s House, but he 
could still deliver his message. There was a Madrigal house nearby, if he could only 
hold on that long. He was flying now, though he would have liked to have taken off 
his blood-soaked shirt and washed it in the river, rinsed his skin of the blood that he 
could feel sticking to his uniform and running down his back. He would have liked to 
have lain down in the water and let the currents slip over him, drink in all that his 
spreading thirst would take, let the river rinse his body and carry him away. 


But Ramsay had a mission, even though each stride made him clench his teeth 
against the pain. He cut through the woods like a knife, the trees swirling before him. 
Hold on, he told himself as he fought against unconsciousness. For the love of all 
things, hold on. 


The knock was insistent. It pounded and pounded and would not let up, shaking the 
walls around the door. 

“Is someone there!?” came a Strained voice from outside. Frederick had only come 
into the inn for a heel of bread and hunk of cheese to eat before returning to his 
chores in the barn. He had discovered that work was the only way to root out the 
thoughts creeping in about his parents — were they still alive? Would they make it 
home tonight? 

Now the knock on the door brought Frederick up short. This was the entrance to 
the Warrens’ personal apartments, a door used only by Frederick and his parents. 
Visitors went to the bar at the main inn, and only the closest of friends were invited 
into the Warrens’ private rooms. What if, despite his parents’ best assurances, the 
British had come to capture him after all? Or the Vespers, the people out to 
extinguish him? 

Frederick searched frantically through the apartment for something to defend 
himself with, but there was precious little, since his father had taken the rifle this 
morning. As a desperate last attempt, Frederick grabbed a kitchen knife, his hands 
shaking as he tried to hold it steady. 

“Please,” the voice rasped as the rapping continued. “You must let me in. It’s a 
matter of life and death.” 

The voice was commanding but hoarse, as if the speaker was finding it difficult to 
form each word. 

Frederick froze with the knife held weakly at his side. He knew he must open the 
door. His parents had left. He was the man of the house now. 

Slowly, he forced his feet to cross the room and pressed his hand up on the 
doorknob. The other hand retained the knife at his side. The afternoon heat had 
made the stagnant air unbearable, and already he could feel his head begin to ache 
and a sweat form at his temples. 


“Is anyone there? Please, you must reply!” the voice cried. “Tve just come from 
Bladensburg.” 

Frederick turned the handle, but he was unprepared for what he saw. He leapt 
back and let out a yelp before he could stop himself. An American soldier stood 
clutching his side, his hands and stomach covered in blood, the breath wheezing 
from him. “Water,” the soldier said. 

Frederick was too stunned to move. 

“Please,” the soldier insisted. 

Frederick dropped the knife and raced to the pitcher on the table to pour fresh 
water into atin mug. He led the soldier to a chair at the table, the same one where his 
family took meals, and asked if the soldier wanted some bread and cheese. This, 
Frederick decided, was what his parents would have offered. 

“No, thank you,” the solider said, as if the thought of food, and not his bleeding 
wound, brought him great pain. The water looked like a struggle to get down, each sip 
making the soldier wince, but the man continued to drink. 

“Son,” the soldier wheezed, “thank — you — for — kindness you’ve shown, but I 
must speak in private with the owners of inn. Where may I find them?” The soldier 
was resting one arm on the table, leaning heavily on it to keep his frame upright, and 
with the other was grasping his side to try and staunch the blood. 

Frederick wondered about all of the blood; he’d never seen so much before. He 
swallowed to push down a tide of nausea. But his parents had always been generous 
to people who needed help — stragglers who wandered in off the road or poor people 
without homes. 

“Sir, 'm sorry, they're away on business. Could I send for the doctor? You don’t look 
well, soldier.” 

The soldier groaned painfully, his face turning white. He lifted a bloody hand to his 
forehead, streaking the dirt on his face with blood. His words were obscured by his 
wheezing breaths. “Too late for doctor...I need someone... who knows my or-or- 
orders, to relay an urgent message.” 

The soldier’s face fell. He looked like he was going to cry, a seemingly proud man 
like this. 

“Sir,” Frederick said, wanting to sound brave, though his voice squeaked a little, 
“perhaps I could help?” 


The soldier took stock of him between shallow breaths, his eyebrows furrowed. 
“you’re — just — a boy. I need an agent. I needa...” The soldier couldn't go on. 

“you need a Cahill.” Frederick finished the man’s sentence, sitting down at the 
table in the chair beside him. Serious, for once. His parents’ words echoed in his 
head. “Iam a Cahill. What do you need?” 

The soldier just stared at him, taking breaths. 

“My p-parents,” Frederick stammered, needing to fill the silence while the man 
held his chest. “My parents are the innkeepers you seek. You already knew this, yes? 
That’s why you're here.” 

“you. Son,” the soldier said, raising a blood-slicked hand to point at him, “You must 
— carry a message to the President’s House.” 

“sire” 

“Take the horse that brought me. Leave immediately. And tell the master the 
message I give you. If you fail, the Vespers win —” 

Vespers. Frederick let the sound of the word sit in the silence — it sounded like 
snakes and whispers, the hiss of an evil sendoff. Vespers could extinguish them. If 
the Vespers won, his parents were vulnerable — and what if they never came home? 
What if his parents were next on their list? 

Frederick forced himself to nod and tried to appear calm. “Yes, sir.” 

The soldier rasped in more air. All of the talking had depleted him, and his 
breathing was noisy again. He brought the water to his lips once more, letting his 
hand slide off his side after he took a sip, the blood gushing freely. 

Frederick didn’t know how on earth he’d make good on this promise, but he found 
himself saying, “I'll take your message, soldier.” 

The soldier nodded, unable to keep his head up any longer. He folded his arms on 
the table and rested his head on them. With his last clear words, the soldier warned 
that General V, the man who had shot him, was out to destroy the President’s House. 
Then he whispered the task that Frederick needed to complete: “The map — the map, 
Gideon’s ring.” But his speech was already becoming garbled and nonsensical. “Find it. 
The color of old age. Roots of our father.” 

Frederick asked the man what he meant, and when he didn’t respond, Frederick 
repeated the senseless words over and over to try and make sense of what the soldier 
had said. Color of old age. Roots of our father. Each time, the words felt stranger 
and stranger. What did he mean? 


The soldier took a last look at him, nodded his assurance, whispered a barely 
audible, “God bless you, young Madrigal,” and put his head down on the table for the 
last time. He did not lift it again. 

Frederick waited a moment before disrupting the man, shaking him desperately. 

“Sir,” Frederick said, but the man did not stir. It was the stillest Frederick had ever 
seen another human being. It reminded him of when Bessie, their cow, had delivered 
a stillborn calf. The stillness was what had frightened him as a boy, though, of 
course, he’d pretended he was fine, and even tried to brag about it later to his friends, 
that he’d seen a dead calf and they hadn't. 

“Sir!” Frederick repeated, louder now. He put his head to the man’s chest, and when 
he heard no heartbeat, cried out in horror at what had just transpired before him. The 
man had died on their kitchen table. The brave soldier was gone. 

Surely his parents would have known what to do, but they weren’t there. Should 
he run down the road and call for someone to assist him? Would the soldier need to 
be taken to the doctor, or the church cemetery? Where was this soldier’s family? 
Where was his own? 

Frederick looked down at the soldier, Ramsay, a tag on his shirt read. The bullet 
wound! General V, Ramsay’s killer, had chased him down. If the Vespers found the 
body, they’d know why he was at the inn and where he was going. Frederick had to 
move Ramsay’s body. 

Frederick’s mind reeled. There wasn’t time to think about what he was doing or to 
be afraid. He shut off his mind and forced his body into action. Stumbling to the back 
of the apartment, Frederick pulled the sheet off his bed. He slid the man off the chair 
and laid him gently on the floor. Then Frederick draped the sheet over the man’s body 
and rolled Ramsay into it so he was fully wrapped. Bending down, he hoisted Ramsay 
up. The soldier was heavy, like the shipments of feed that arrived by cart and usually 
required two men to transport to the barn. Frederick dragged the soldier across the 
floor toward the door, the man’s legs trailing beneath the sheet. 

Please, please let no one see, Frederick prayed. He’d barely issued this prayer 
when Frederick heard the door unlatch. Amos, their servant, was standing in the 
doorway, there to turn down the beds, as he did every afternoon. Amos gave a start of 
shock and gaped at Frederick. 

“Amos!” Frederick cried. “This man was in battle at Bladensburg, he stumbled in off 
the road. We have to move him.” 


“Tll send for the mayor,” Amos said, his face urgent. “Leave him there until help 
arrives.” 

“Amos,” Frederick implored, “this man was being chased by a British general. We 
can’t let them know he was here. Can you help me carry him to the barn? Just until 
my parents return?” 

Amos looked too alarmed to speak. 

“We can’t endanger the inn, not with the British so close!” A dead soldier in his 
arms would put his home at risk — how had this happened in the course of an 
afternoon cheese break?! Frederick was having trouble connecting his thoughts. 

Amos nodded silently, still stunned. Then he kicked into gear. Amos lifted the 
soldier’s legs while Frederick gripped the arms, which were growing heavier by the 
second. Slowly they backed through the door and down the stairs one by one. They 
couldn't risk catching the attention of the other workers at the inn, and they 
especially could not afford to upset the patrons. And what if the Vespers were 
watching them? 

Frederick and Amos were in plain view now, needing to cross the green to the 
barnyard as fast as possible without anyone seeing them. 

In the barn, Frederick laid Ramsay on a bed of hay. Blood had seeped through the 
sheet, so they laid a vegetable tarp over the body. Amos filled a pail of soapy water to 
scrub the path of blood. He promised that he’d find the mayor after he was finished. 
The servant crossed himself as he passed the body lying outstretched on the hay. 

Frederick was terrified. This Madrigal agent had died right in front of him, and his 
family was in the same mortal danger. If he failed to deliver Ramsay’s message, their 
fate could be the same as the soldiers. 

Frederick knelt down before the dead soldier and prayed in earnest for the first 
time in his life. Hed been to church before. Every Sunday, in fact, but he usually 
prayed for his friends to fall for one of his tricks or for the pretty girls in the square to 
dance with him during the May Day festivals. But on this day, Frederick prayed with 
everything he had to beat the Vespers and to keep his family safe. He prayed for the 
future of his troubled nation. Finally, Frederick wished this soldier, this Ramsay, a 
restful peace in heaven above. 

God, watch over me now, as I continue this dead man’s journey. 


The soldier’s horse clopped its way east toward the capital, Frederick riding uneasily. 
He’d had to adjust the stirrups, since Ramsay had been so much taller, but he still felt 
unfit to ride such a mammoth animal, and his heart clapped loudly in his rib cage. 

As a twelve-year-old boy on this enormous black cavalry horse, Frederick drew 
looks from the local villagers, some of whom knew him. A few heckled or hooted or 
called up that he should not be playing pranks with other people’s horses. 

Frederick pretended not to hear them and ushered the fine large horse along. For 
once, this wasn’t a prank, and he wasn't being irresponsible. Serious, for once. 

The road was windy, and the skies were darkening, a storm blowing through soon. 
The air held the wet smoky smell of early fall. Up ahead, Frederick saw a group of 
American soldiers in the village square, watering their horses from a pump by the 
communal well. 

Sweaty and bearded, some of the men were still wearing their caps, while others 
hung their heads. The square around them was quieter than it should have been, the 
way it got before a riot, or a revered politician’s speech. Even the local tavern was 
muted. Some of the town families approached the soldiers to offer their thanks and 
appreciation in hushed tones. They served up plates of food, and gently tried to coax 
out what had happened at Bladensburg. 

Frederick could tell that it had been a rough fight. Gunpowder coated the soldiers’ 
brows, their uniforms were ripped, skin scratched. Sweat soaked through the heavy 
cloth and their faces were splotchy with heat fatigue. The men, quite simply, looked 
beaten. 

Their expressions darkened at the sight of Frederick, and they began shouting and 
pointing at him. The horse whinnied and whined, the soldiers storming toward him 
with death in their eyes. 

As Frederick approached, the soldiers began to throw things at him, rocks and 
heavy branches. 

“Redcoat!” one of the men yelled at Frederick, coming at him fast and hard. 

What was he talking about?! 

“Bloody traitor!” screamed another. Frederick tried to ride faster, as this horse was 
the fleetest he’d ever ridden. But why were they screaming at him? Just as he 
thought he’d safely made it out of the village, Frederick saw two men on horseback 
coming after him down the path. 


Frederick kicked his horse, urging her onward, gripping the reins and holding on as 
tightly as he could. 

Just get me to Washington. To Washington! Frederick repeated to himself. 
The men behind him jeered. They were calling things to him: “Run, coward!” “If you 
ever show your face again...” 

Frederick believed he was safely out of eyeshot and that the men would leave him 
alone now. But just as he was relaxing into his saddle, the horse stumbled and 
Frederick fell to the ground. 

His back took the most shock from his fall. Frederick lay still, waiting for feeling to 
return to his legs. 

From above his head, Frederick heard a voice say, “You some kind of Tory errand 
boy, traitor?” 

Frederick groaned as the feeling began to return to his side — the speed with which 
his body had been thrown made the ground that much harder when he'd hit it, like 
he’d been kicked in the kidney. 

“Sir, why do you keep calling me that? Iam as American as you are,” Frederick 
moaned. 

“If yow’re not a British errand boy, then what are you doing on a British horse?” 

From his immobile position on the ground, Frederick’s face flushed. Of course! 
Ramsay must have stolen it. How could he not have realized and tried to remove the 
cloth regalia the horse was brandishing? It was the colors — red, gold, and black. He 
might as well have been waving a British flag and singing “Rule, Britannia!” 

From the ground, Frederick managed a grin before standing up and brushing 
himself off. “Why, stealing it, of course.” 


With the horse stripped of her enemy uniform, the ride was much smoother. 
Churches and schools and stores dotted the greens. The trees were less dense as 
more of the land was razed and parceled into lots for farming than the roads down 
which Frederick had come. 

Wooden cabins lined the roads, set back behind fenced yards that would normally 
keep the animals in, though now most of the animals had been herded away. Wheat 
and tobacco fields spread out around him, the corn getting taller than Frederick, 
anticipating harvest. 


Frederick could see the town approaching. In the distance lay all of the 
government offices. The great strip of green, the Mall, was coming into view. At the 
outset, everything looked peaceful. 

But the closer he drew to the President’s House, the clearer it became that the city 
was about to be attacked. Everyone was packing up and evacuating as fast as they 
could, riding the opposite direction as Frederick. Farther in, the roads were clogged 
with carriages of families, mothers holding babies, coaches packed to the very last 
inch with trunks and tools, animals and food, a chair or table, if it could be carted off. 
Everywhere, the sounds of pandemonium rang out. 

Men were yelling, women shrieking, babies crying, children squabbling, dogs 
barking, chickens squawking, horses whinnying, as if even the animals could tell 
there might not be a tomorrow. The pre-storm wind picked up stray garbage and 
whipped pieces around and around, like a wild carousel. Abandoned goats loitered in 
the road. 

As Frederick got deeper into the city, the roads emptied out, and an eerie quiet 
filled the air. People had abandoned everything. Windows and doors were left 
haphazardly open, fences were unlatched, and Frederick saw cows lazing on the side 
of the street. 

Frederick could hear windows breaking — he suspected people were taking 
advantage of the opportunity to vandalize as much property as they could before 
fleeing the city. 

The Potomac ran alongside him, helping Frederick orient himself as he raced 
toward an empty Pennsylvania Avenue. The river was brown with silt and mud, and 
the sky had grayed over. The humidity hung thick in the air. Mosquitoes were 
everywhere, and Frederick had to wave his hand in front of his face to keep the gnats 
away. Washington had been built on a swamp, and Frederick had never felt this as 
strongly as he did now. He mopped his brow with a worn handkerchief. 

At 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, Frederick paused for a moment to take in the 
President’s House. It was a breathtaking sight. Even in its final hours, with the British 
on their way to sack it, the house stood proudly. The three floors and eleven bays 
were shimmering in the daylight, along with the columns and the trees that 
horseshoed around them. The windows were tall and seemingly endless, and a 
parapet bordered the roof like icing around the edges of a frosty, lonely white cake. 
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unce again, Ramsay's words rattled tnrougn Frederick's brain. 1) YOU JUL, Ure 
Vespers win. The sky clouded over, losing light, and the wind was rustling up in the 
trees like a soft-shoed burglar. He had to tell the president that General V was at large, 
and he had to find that map. If he didn’t, his family might share the same fate as this 
beautiful house. 


The President’s House gardens looked deserted. Roundabouts led to orchards, and 
flower beds flanked the walking paths, leading to copses of fruit trees and vegetable 
gardens. The rosebushes were releasing the last of their fragrant smell from the 
summer’s final dying blossoms. Fountains, statues, and birdbaths broke the carpet of 
green. Acres of trees were divided into plots, and shady pavilions offered solace from 
the sun. Ivy grew up the portico’s trellises that gave way to the famous mansion. 

Frederick had worried that it would be difficult to get into the house, but entry 
now appeared to be almost too easy. He’d expected to have to slip past rows and rows 
of uniformed guards bearing rifles, then to have to fight off servants and state 
officials, but there was almost no one around. The only people he had seen had been 
two slaves, surveying the empty city in alarm. 

The wrought-iron gate was locked — no surprise, but Frederick was a good 
climber from lazy summers spent in the trees around the inn. He made short order of 
the fence and hopped down with a thud onto the lawn. He checked both ways — still 
clear. 

A lone guard — or was it a servant? — stepped out onto the portico. Frederick 
lurched to take cover behind the hedges, but he’d been seen. 

“you there!” the man cried. “Out!” 

Frederick scampered across the emerald lawn, his feet almost sliding out from 
under him on the freshly cut grass. The man charged after him, waving a shovel. He 
was wearing coveralls and thick boots. Frederick was running from the president’s 
gardener. 

Frederick bounded toward the corner of the house, but the gardener was gaining on 
him. He swung the shovel out at Frederick, but Frederick dodged it by a millimeter’s 
breadth. 

Frederick feinted one direction and at the last second turned the corner. He 
scanned the grounds for anywhere he might hide from the gardener, but everything 


was visible. He was about to make a break for the orchards, somewhere to take cover 
when — could it be? 

An open window on the far side of the house. 

Frederick sprinted to the siding and threw himself through the opening. He 
crashed onto the floor and froze for a moment before righting himself. He slammed 
shut the glass, locking the top. Frederick found himself suddenly in the cool drawing 
room of the President’s House — without a clue as to how he would now find the 
president. 


The entrance hall alone was bigger than Frederick’s family’s entire apartment. It was 
all far too spectacular a sight on such a terrible day — even the air felt more majestic 
beneath the marbled ceilings. Frederick would have liked to have stopped and 
admired each individual nook and cranny. But none of it would survive come 
nightfall. And if he wasn’t careful, neither would he. 

Frederick bolted from room to room, checking over his shoulder in case the 
gardener returned. He ducked behind columns and dove behind furniture, but no one 
was there. The space was deserted, and the president was nowhere to be found. The 
entrance hall led to a cross hall, with what appeared to be a state dining room on one 
Side, and a smaller, private dining room on the other. Objects and historical artifacts 
were displayed artfully on the floor-to-ceiling shelves, and white wainscot ran the 
length of the floors. 

The president’s library looked as if a storm had blown through it. Papers were 
scattered everywhere. 

Was anyone home? 

Frederick heard footsteps and leapt beneath a desk. The library was covered in 
plush oriental rugs and smelled like cedars and tobacco. After a few seconds passed, 
he tiptoed out. 

It was the gardener again, in a hurry. Frederick followed him to the marble 
Staircase. He had to take two steps at atime to keep up, then fall back far enough 
that the man wouldn't see him. The stairwell unfolded into more enormous rooms. 

Frederick trailed the gardener through another central hall, then a lavish sitting 
room and a handsome antechamber that unfurled into a drawing room. The softly lit 


lamps, complete sets of sparkling crystal, and intricate rugs beneath their feet — the 
British would make mincemeat of all of it in no time. Where was the president? 

Frederick noted how the wallpaper changed from mint green to powder blue toa 
blush pink, and now the walls shimmered coral and gold. They'd reached the first 
lady’s wing. Through an arched entrance, he spied a salon that boasted a view of the 
street. 

Down the hall, Frederick could hear metal clattering to the floor. The voice of the 
gardener came through brusquely. Frederick pressed his ear to the door. Could he 
hear the president’s voice inside, too? 

The door opened sharply, and Frederick stumbled to the floor of what appeared to 
be the silver room. Cased in glass, the famed silver made even the shadows glimmer. 
Frederick cowered on the floor, the crystal cabinets showering prisms of light onto 
the gardener and the woman standing beside him, the first lady. 

Frederick recognized Dolley Madison from lithographs in the papers. She was 
Wearing a pink lace frock and her face was made up. Frederick was suddenly aware of 
his muddied knees. With her large rings and white ruffled cap, not even a British 
invasion could hamper this lady’s style. Even with her life on the line, Dolley Madison 
was dressed for the victory party. 

But she was not about to pause for admiration. 

“Well,” Dolley exclaimed, “so this is the vagrant from the garden.” Turning to the 
gardener, she said, “I'll handle this. I need you to return to the watch, and thank you 
for the updates.” 

“You s-s-see...,” Frederick stammered. He’d been expecting the president, and he 
found himself slightly tongue-tied in the presence of such beauty. 

Some of the crystal cases gaped open where contents had been removed, as if the 
President’s House had already been burglarized. At the center of the silver room, a 
large leather trunk sat open on the table. The plates and goblets and platters missing 
from the room’s cases were carefully arranged inside it. 

“Are you just going to stand there?” Dolley asked him. “Speak! State your purpose.” 

“Ma’am, I must speak with your husband at once,” Frederick said, regaining his 
voice. “I come with urgent news.” 

“My husband has left, as has everyone who serves the president. Any news you 
have should be directed to me. Are you here with an estimated time of the British 


arrival? My gardener was just on the roof and spotted them in the distance — we 
have one hour.” 

Frederick felt his face and shoulders drop — all of this work. Here he was, actually 
in the President’s House, but the president was not even there to take the news he’d 
traveled so far to deliver. But if he failed... 

Dolley returned to packing her silver. There was one last crystal cabinet to be 
unloaded, its glass door edged in gold. With the speed of five people, she inspected 
the silver pieces, wrapped them in cheesecloth, and deposited them into the leather 
trunk. 

“Madam First Lady,” Frederick began. 

“Dolley,” Dolley said. “And if you’re going to stay, you may as well be of some use. I 
need you to help me pack the contents of this console. rd sooner die than let those 
redcoats see as much as one ounce of this silver.” 

Frederick began moving pieces, though he was slower than she was. His hands had 
never cupped such wealth, and he was afraid he would break something. The silver 
felt cool to the touch, and Frederick thought this is what lakes would feel like if they 
could be magically solidified. 

“If you see any strange markings on them, please show me,” Dolley said. 

Frederick cleared his throat and opened his mouth to speak. 

“Yes, yes, out with it,” she cried. “There’s a war approaching, or haven’t you heard?” 

“Tm from a village outside the district, near — near Bladensburg,” Frederick 
sputtered. “A s-soldier came to our door today while my parents were out. He died on 
our kitchen table, but he had a message for the president, about, er, secret affairs.” 

“What kind of secret affairs?” Dolley asked without taking her eyes off the silver, 
crossing the room in what looked like three strides back to the trunk. 

Frederick took a breath before taking the big leap. “He spoke to me about what your 
husband will understand to be a classified Cahill matter.” 

Dolley gasped. She'd finally stopped moving. 

“Are You aware of these matters?” Frederick asked, unsure whom he was allowed 
to speak with about Madrigal affairs. “I really must get word to your husband.” 

“I am the Cahill,” Dolley whispered, though there was no one around to hear. “It is I 
to whom your message should be directed. James has no idea — and if word ever gets 
to him...” 

“you?” Frederick exclaimed. 


“How do I know you're not a spy?” Dolley cried. “You haven’t even properly 
introduced yourself.” 

“My name is Frederick Warren, madam, an honor to make your acquaintance,” 
Frederick declared. No turning back now — Ramsay’s message! “There is a dangerous 
man disguised as a British operative headed this way. General W.” 

Dolley looked at him as if he were crazy, before her face paled as white as the 
house they were in. “General V, you mean.” Dolley gasped, one hand rising to her 
throat. “I have to find the map!” 

“The messenger was not making sense when he died,” Frederick explained, 
recounting the words Ramsay had moaned on his deathbed about the map and 
Gideon’s ring. “The color of old age. The roots of our father.” 

Dolley sank into a chair without seeming to realize that she’d been standing. “The 
map to Gideon’s ring. The map is hidden in this house, somewhere. Not even I know 
where it is. General V can’t be allowed to find it — if he does, the Vespers will rise to 
power, and we'll never know freedom again.” 

After so much motion, her stillness signaled despair like none other Frederick had 
seen. He thought of his mother that morning, clutching him close. 

Shouldn’t he make a break for home, as fast as he could, to keep himself safe? He 
recalled the promise he’d made to his mother — that he would run at the first sign of 
the British. 

Technically, his job here was finished. Frederick could leave knowing that he 
delivered Ramsay’s message, and the mission was complete. But if the Vespers won, 
they would strike down Madrigal agents, and his family would never be safe. They’d 
always be hunted, and they could all end up like Ramsay. 

His parents were vulnerable right now. They’d left him for Madrigal business. 
What if they were falling into a killer’s trap? 

Frederick’s mission was only just beginning. 

“The British are forty-five minutes out, madam,” the gardener called. 

If they stayed here, it could mean their lives. If they left, the Vespers could find the 
hidden map and uncover Gideon’s ring. It was so awful Frederick almost laughed. The 
way that horror, when pressed too close, can look funny. 

“Well... ,” Frederick said, jolted from his nightmare. Except the nightmare was 
ongoing, and he was wide-awake. “We should search another room, as this one is 
just about finished. What’s the most valuable thing you have left?” Frederick asked. 


He looked at the first lady directly for the first time, across the table. They were in 
it together now. 

Dolley hadn’t spoken for a while, but she responded without even thinking now. 
“General Washington’s portrait in the state dining room. I couldn't possibly leave 
until it’s secured,” Dolley said. 

“Forty-four minutes,” the gardener called, bustling through the halls. They hauled 
the trunk packed with most of the room’s contents down with gardener, to be sent 
away for safekeeping with the others. The rest of the silver they would try to return 
for in what little time they had left. 

Downstairs, the portrait shone like a beacon in the dining room. The long table 
gleamed with polish, and the chairs stood proudly beside it, like a row of soldiers 
waiting at attention. 

The oil on canvas depicted a regal Washington holding a sword in one hand and 
stretching his other arm magnanimously outward, his palm upturned. The president 
was dressed in a rich black coat and leggings, a red velvet chair behind him and an 
inkwell and quill at his side. The colors were vivid and majestic, the reds plush and 
soft-looking, the likeness of his face so real it felt that the man might walk out of the 
painting at any moment. His face, in fact, possessed a glow, his eyes that lifelike 
sparkle. 

Before Frederick could speak, the first lady’s eyes filled up with tears. With all of 
the Vesper threats, Frederick had forgotten all that Dolley was losing at the hands of 
the British, too. This country that had fought proudly, this house that stood as a 
testament to independence. Now to be dismantled by the British they’d once 
defeated. 

Frederick worried about her — a crack was surfacing in her polished veneer. 

“Do you think it’s possible —” Frederick ventured. 

“Silver is the color of old age,” Dolley began, allowing some of her optimism to 
return to her voice, and they looked up at America’s first president, with his 
distinguished gray wig. 

“Roots of our father,” Frederick continued. “Father, as in father of the country!” 

“But there’s no map on it!” Dolley cried. 

“No map that we can see,” Frederick corrected. “Let’s remove the portrait, and then 
we can really inspect it. I think this has to be it, right?!” Frederick could feel the hope 


building inside him, as if hope alone could make something true. “The frame looks 
heavy.” 

“The frame is not important,” Dolley said, her cheeks flushing with fresh and 
hurried excitement. “Only the painting matters. We need to make haste if we’re going 
to get it out of the building.” 

Frederick scanned the room for something that would break the wood. As fast as 
he could, he sprinted back the way he had come toward the garden, through doomed 
room upon room. 

In the garden, Frederick found a wooden-handled ax near the gardener’s shed. The 
ax’s head shone brightly in the sun. The surface of the metal was scratched up, and 
markings crisscrossed its surface. The British would be just outside the city now. 

It was almost dark, and the temperature was still beastly, but Frederick was 
scarcely outside long enough to break a sweat before dashing back through the wide 
halls of the President’s House. Frederick tried to retrace his steps so as not to lose 
himself in the grand maze. 

Back in the dining room, Frederick let his momentum carry him up to the 
painting, and when Dolley nodded, he took a swing at the wooden frame, careful not 
to miss and hit the painting instead. The frame was gilded with gold flakes, the wood 
intricately engraved. It looked heavy and sturdy on the wall. 

He missed the wood altogether, swinging around in a circle. Embarrassingly, the 
only thing the ax hit was air. 

Dolley covered her mouth to stifle a laugh, and then nodded at him urgently to try 
again. 

Frederick lined up in front of the painting, pulled his arms back, and took a hard 
long swing, never taking his eyes off the frame as he swung his arm around. 

WHACK. 

A Satisfying sound, he’d hit the sweet spot of the wood. Standing back to look at 
his work, Frederick saw that the frame was split in a corner, cleaved in two. 

The first lady cheered. “Don’t worry, Frederick, I won’t tell the guards. We'll tell 
everyone French John did it,” she said, and began to gingerly peel out the still 
beautifully intact painting from the shattered frame. This symbol of the republic, the 
first president — saved only minutes before the British defaced it. 

As she pulled the rest of the canvas from its backing, the wood fell away from its 
hold on the wall. They held the painting at each end, as if it were a sacred scroll. 


George Washington stared up at them, his wig brushed and powdered. His painted 
face half-smiled approvingly. Father of the country, of course! 

“Color of old age, roots of our father,” Frederick whispered, like the words to an 
enchanted spell. “This is it!” 

Frederick and Dolley had only taken a moment to search the painting, their backs 
to the door, when they heard someone behind them. 

“We'll take that for you,” came a grizzled voice with a clipped British accent. 

Dolley and Frederick swung around. It was General V, glowering from the entrance 
to the dining room. His scar scowled at them from his forehead. 

Oh, no, it’s actually him! Frederick could only manage one thought: escape. 

General V was still in British uniform, and everything about him was long and 
thin, pointy as a dagger. His body looked painfully stretched, and he sported a thin 
crooked mustache. He had a gun pointed straight at Dolley’s heart. 

“Mrs. Madison,” he purred, advancing toward her, “I don’t believe we’ve met.” His 
smile grew more twisted with each step. 

Dolley trembled as he neared, the room growing smaller around her. “The British 
army? You're here?” 

“Only our Vesper riders, my dear. The rest of the army is expected” — and here he 
leaned close to Dolley’s face, pausing for emphasis — “presently.” 

Dolley reached back and slapped his cheek, hard, defiance wrinkling her forehead. 

Frederick braced himself, his heart racing uncontrollably. 

Gun in hand, the general raised his arm to strike her back. 

Without thinking, Frederick inserted himself between them, and fast. 

The general appraised Frederick, arm still raised. “And who would you be, boy?” he 
asked, circling around both of them, as if they were lions in the circus and he was the 
ringmaster. 

“Frederick Warren,” Frederick trembled, unable to come up with a false name on 
the spot. 

“Of Henry and Wilhelmina Warren?” General V asked. 

Frederick felt like the wind had been knocked out of him. A wave of nausea almost 
brought him to the floor. This horrible man knew his parents by name! 

“I don’t know whom you mean, General,” Frederick said, though General V had seen 
him flinch. What would he do to Frederick’s parents now? Everything was Frederick’s 
fault! 


General V would not be ruffled. He turned to Dolley and repeated, “ ‘Color of old age,’ 
what was it you said? ‘Roots of our father’? A good one, the Vesper leadership 
appreciates the pains you’ve taken to deliver the map.” 

Chuckling lightly, General V said, “Ill take that from you.” With his long, spidery 
fingers, he reached for the canvas that Dolley clutched close to her heart. “And you 
will learn that no good deed,” he said, taking the painting, “goes unpunished.” 


The basement of the President’s House was a pitch-black maze. There were no 
windows, and Dolley and Frederick couldn’t see anything. General V had forced them 
down the stairs and tied them to a beam in the cellar. The rope dug into their wrists 
and fingers. Precious seconds were racing by, and Frederick guessed the British army 
had just crossed the Mall. 

“What do we do?” Dolley whispered. 

Frederick could feel blood dripping from his knees and elbows in the darkness. He’d 
taken the fall down the stairs hard. It could be worse, Frederick reminded himself, 
thinking of Ramsay’s back. Just skinned knees. 

“The painting — the map must be hidden somewhere on it, and now it’s gone! 
General V will know where the ring is!” Frederick whispered. 

“I don’t want to die here, Frederick,” Dolley said. Her voice was hoarse and low. 

“We won't,” Frederick said, though he was shaking, trying to convince himself. “We 
won't,” he repeated. Would General V torture them next? Would he and Dolley get 
caught in the flames when the British burned the house? Frederick’s mind reeled. 

“How can we get ourselves out of here?” Frederick ventured, more thinking aloud 
than actually expecting an answer. 

Something crashed on the floor above them that sounded like shattered glass. 
Heavy footsteps pounded down the stairs. 

The door creaked open, and in the blackness, Dolley and Frederick could only see a 
white light floating toward them, and the sound of seething breaths, rasping closer to 
where they were tied. 

A lantern — the flame rose higher, and the shape of the general’s sharpened 
cheekbones emerged from the darkness. 

“you two!” he screeched. The lantern highlighted the shadows under his eyes and 
his cruel, twisting mouth. “You lied to me! And now you will pay!” 


“What are you talking about?” Dolley cried. “You have the map!” 

“Oh, you mean that hideous painting,” he said, spit flying from his mouth. 
Frederick could feel her shrinking behind him in the darkness. “There was no map on 
that saccharine piece of child’s art!” 

“But —” Dolley cried, “the color of —” 

Frederick nudged her to stop talking. 

“Yes?” General V shrieked. “What of it?! There must be something else that 
answers the same riddles. And you two are going to solve it. If you don’t, I am going to 
enjoy letting you burn. 

“My only sadness is that I myself won’t be here to see it! Maybe I'll secure a good 
seat from just outside the grounds,” he said as his voice jumped a register, delighted 
with himself. “Now, tell me where the map is, or the fun will really heat up.” General 
V’s mirth fed off Dolley’s fear like smoke on cinders. 

Dolley began to cry softly, and it sounded to Frederick like she was giving up. They 
should have fled the President’s House when everyone warned that the British were 
close by. 

Frederick couldn’t think straight. How were they supposed to tell General V where 
the map was hidden if they didn’t know themselves? Frederick’s eyes searched for 
hints, but all he saw was blackness. They had to get out of this basement. That was 
the first thing. 

Frederick snapped. “I'll tell you where the map is on one condition. If you let us go.” 
Frederick’s voice was clear, piercing the darkness. The wicked laughter stopped. 

“Frederick,” Dolley began, but he gently gripped her arm. I'll get us out of here. 

“Mrs. Madison doesn’t know where it is,” Frederick corrected. “I’ve known all 
along. The first lady would be far too vulnerable with this type of privileged 
information. I was just waiting for her to leave so I could obtain it for myself — until 
you came in.” 

“And a twelve-year-old boy wouldn't be too vulnerable with intelligence of this 
kind? How could you possibly know such secrets?” 

Frederick balked. “I have my sources.” Rushing forward, he continued, “I’ve seen 
enough of you to know better than to try and trick you now.” 

Frederick guessed that flattery might work, at least for the moment. “Let us leave 
with the portrait,” Frederick added, “and I will deliver you your map.” 


“Frederick?!” Dolley cried. Frederick knew she must be wondering if he’d been lying 
to her the whole time. Or if he was now saving their lives. Or both. 

“Of course,” the general said, stroking his mustache, “show me the map, and I will, 
with certainty... release you.” 

Frederick didn’t believe him for a minute. General V would probably rather die than 
let two Cahills walk free. But at least if they made it upstairs, they could See. And it 
bought them one step closer to escape. 


General V dragged Dolley and Frederick back up the stairs toward the entrance hall. 
Their wrists ached from the tightly bound ropes, and it was so black they could 
barely see the arms pulling them up the stairs. The steps creaked as they climbed, 
and with each step Frederick was more determined — how to escape? 

At the top of the stairs, General V pushed his captives roughly to the floor. The 
chandeliers shone brightly — someone must have lit the oil — and the glare blinded 
Dolley and Frederick, who shielded their eyes with their elbows. 

“Now, where is the map?” General V roared, yanking Frederick up by the arm and 
swinging him around so that the general’s ugly face was too close to Frederick’s. 

The brave slaves who'd stayed looked on in horror from the edges of the entrance 
hall. The French servant had left, and the gardener stood guard outdoors, ready to 
bolt at the last second. The slaves were the only ones left. 

“Well,” Frederick stammered, “you see, I have to show it to you. I can’t tell you here, 
with so many people around.” 

How to buy more time? 

“And, I, uh, need to see the painting, as proof that you’re as good as your word.” 

General V flashed the knife from his belt and thrust it against Frederick’s back. It 
did not break his skin, but the blade pierced through Frederick’s shirt, so the metal 
pointed sharply against his skin. “Don’t move, do you understand?” 

Frederick nodded. 

General V called for his assistants, but evidently they were already scouring the 
house for the map. 

“Wait here,” General V said, stewing with impatience. 

When he left the entrance hall, Frederick turned to Dolley. “We have to run, now, 
let’s go!” 


“What about the map?” Dolley asked. They’d already started running. Their wrists 
and fingers were still tied together, and it slowed them. 

“He doesn’t know where it is — and neither do we. It will burn with the rest of the 
house as soon as the British arrive, and that way nobody gets it,” Frederick whispered. 

“We can’t go out the door, there are Vespers here guarding the door.” 

“Maybe a back window!” Frederick cried as they raced to the side of the room 
where Frederick let himself in. 

Frederick had locked the window after he’d landed, and there was nothing close by 
to break the glass. He couldn’t lift much with his fingers and wrists bound. 

“Quick,” Dolley cried, “before General V gets back!” 

Frederick raised his elbow and squeezed shut his eyes. One, two, on three! 

SMASH. 

Frederick struck the window as hard as he could. The sound of the glass shattering 
was the best thing he’d heard all day, and he could see the hole where his elbow had 
punched through. He didn’t even mind the blood. His elbow hurt, but that was 
nothing compared to what General V would do. He hoped General V hadn’t heard the 
crash. 

“Dolley, you first,” Frederick said, helping her out the window as best he could. 

Dolley stuck one leg through and then the other, careful not to let the glass cut her 
on her way out. Slowly, she lowered herself out of the window and onto the grass 
outside. 

Frederick got an idea. With the ragged edges still attached to the sill, Frederick 
rubbed the rope that bound his wrists against the sharp glass still left in the window. 
The first pass did nothing to the rope, and on the second pass, it barely frayed. 

“Frederick!” Dolley cried from outside, “Hurry! We have to get out of here!” 

Frederick could feel the rope beginning to give and the individual strands starting 
to unravel. He was almost there, he just had to make sure he didn’t nick himself. 

“There!” Frederick announced, wiggling his fingers, “I got it!” 

“Bravo,” came the general’s voice, breathing in his ear. Two false claps followed. 

Frederick dove for the window, but it was too late. 

General V dropped the painting and caught Frederick around the waist, squeezing 
Frederick’s arms behind his back. 

“Run, Dolley!” Frederick yelled, and for a split second, General V released hold of 
Frederick’s arms to catch a glimpse of Dolley on the lawn outside. 


“Frederick!” Dolley cried. 

In that second Frederick managed to grab the historic painting from where General 
V had dropped it on the floor and throw it out the window. 

“The painting, Dolley!” Frederick cried. “Run for your life!” 

“Frederick!” she cried. “I'll go find help!” 

“Detain that woman!” General V shouted through the window. “And grab that 
painting!” 

Frederick could hear a mad rush of footsteps chasing after Dolley. 

“Take me to the map! I’ve had enough of you!” General V shouted into Frederick’s 
ear, Shaking him. 

Frederick wracked his mind for anything that could save him. He held on to the 
hope that he could still solve the riddle of the map before the British set fire to the 
house. He just had to think of something to throw the general off the scent. 

“Well, boy?” General V yelled over the chaos outside, the veins in his neck pulsing 
as he pressed the dagger against Frederick’s jugular, just shy of breaking the skin. 
“you decide — the map or your life.” 

“Its — it’s in the dining room, where you found us!” Frederick stammered. “I have 
to show you where.” 

“Well, go then, before it’s destroyed!” General V shouted, his voice only barely 
audible over the wreckage surging in from outside. 

With the knife to his neck, Frederick led General V back to the gallery, the last place 
he’d seen before being thrown in the basement. Maybe the last place he would see 
alive. Was this his death march? He took slow steps, letting his mind work itself into 
a frenzy, the general pushing him forward to try and rush him. But Frederick needed 
every second of time left. 

At that moment, a sound flooded the entrance hall, echoing off the high ceiling 
and through the great halls. In marched the British army, in lines of two and three, 
bearing torches and rifles and bags for looting. 

They were there to retaliate for America burning the Canadian capital, earlier in the 
war, and Frederick heard the glee in the voices of the enemy soldiers ready to deliver a 
fatal blow to the President’s House. They were there to wreak real and symbolic 
destruction to what they still thought of as their American colony. 

“God save the king! England forever!” they shouted. 


In their bloodred uniforms they flooded through the pristine rooms of the 
President’s House like fire ants, kicking over furniture, smashing crystal, shattering 
windows with the butts of their rifles. In short order, they tore down the red silk and 
velvet drapes and swept clean the carefully arranged objects from on the shelves. 
From the rooms above, Frederick could hear chests being broken open, mattresses 
Sliced through. He could imagine the feathers mushrooming up into clouds. The 
redcoats slashed the faces of portraits on the walls — the rips slicing like scalpels 
through flesh. 

Troops rushed past into the kitchen and dining room, raiding the cupboards. They 
gorged themselves on what would have been the first lady’s dinner, laughing the 
whole time. Then they smashed the plateware and kicked over the table. 

Clearly delighted by the chaos, General V pushed Frederick forward with the blade 
of his knife. 

They were back in the dining room, and Frederick’s moment was up. 

“Now!” General V shouted. 

Frederick frantically scanned the gallery. The other paintings had all been lifted off 
the sandstone walls, their shapes still outlined like ghostly shadows of what had 
hung before. Shredded canvas lay in piles on the floor. The dining table had been 
chopped into what may as well have been a pile of firewood, with the gardener’s ax 
resting on top. 

“There!” Frederick pointed, his body rushing toward the ax. This last gasp of an 
idea wasn’t even fully formed, but Frederick had to go with it. He bent down to lift the 
ax by the handle. The crosshatched lines of the metal axhead, by some stroke of luck, 
looked almost organized, like they'd been inscribed there on purpose. 

“This axhead. Here is the map,” Frederick sputtered, handing it over to the general’s 
spindly fingers. “Do you see how the lines are intersecting, that one dent in the corner 
— there you will find Gideon’s ring.” 

Frederick squeezed shut his eyes as the madness escalated around them. The 
troops were at fever pitch now, ready to torch the place down. He awaited the final 
blow by General V, the certain and swift hit when his lie was discovered. Why exactly 
had Frederick just offered up a weapon to this maniacal killer? 

Surrounded by the entire British army, the world stopped, and everything went 
Silent. It was as if he and General V were in the room alone. Finally, Frederick opened 
one eye. 


“Color of old age...” General V repeated to himself, turning the silver ax over and 
over in his arms, “roots of our father — the cherry trees in the garden, of course, you 
stupid Americans with your heritage ridiculousness.” 

Please, please, Frederick prayed, let him believe this is the map. Then at 
least if we can’t find it, the Vespers won't, either, and it will burn tonight 
along with the rest of the house. 

“It’s a map of a cemetery in Baltimore,” Frederick lied. “There’s soon to be a battle 
there. Perhaps if you arrive before them, the ring will be yours.” 

Frederick hoped he sounded believable. He tried to make his voice sound as 
defeated as possible. “The soldier was on his way to Baltimore next, before you shot 
him in battle this morning.” 

“your sources, of course,” General V concluded. He kept the ax close, a grin 
creeping onto his face. “Well, good work, my boy. I must take leave of you now. 
Unfortunately, you’ll have to burn with the house. It would be no good to have you 
out in the world — you’ve seen too much of me already.” 

Frederick ran for the door, but General V threw him against the broken bookshelf. 
“Pity you didn’t join Mrs. Madison.” 

With a flourish of red and gold and black, General V was out the door, an ominous 
click behind him. 

Frederick tried the knob and rattled the door, but it was locked tight. He ran to the 
window, but he was on the second floor now, and the British were guarding the 
property. He screamed uselessly. The noise from the British drowned out everything, 
and there was no one left to help him anyway. 

Frederick found a nail still tacked in the wall where the painting had been. Maybe 
he could pick the lock! 

He slid the nail through the keyhole and tried to turn it, but it was useless. 

Then he ran back for a chunk of wood, and tapped the nail with it, to try and bump 
the lock out of its socket. The bump loosened something. Frederick jiggled the naila 
few more times where the key should have gone. 

Miraculously, the nail turned, and the lock tumbled back. Frederick took off down 
the hall as fast as he could toward the stairwell. 

Frederick barely had time to process that he was still alive before he saw the kiss 
of flame on the walls below. In every room, the soldiers had set torches to anything 
they could find, and the heat that rose up was already scorching. Smoke filled the air 


in gray clouds; the smell of singed wood was everywhere. Frederick could hear the 
last of the slaves screaming outside. 

Frederick made a break for the main door — maybe he could slip out without 
calling attention to himself. But as he was heading for the door, Frederick thought of 
something. 

Color of old age, roots of our father. The pieces were coming together. Color of 
old age — “silver is the color of old age,” Dolley had said. Silver — he’d found Dolley 
in the silver room — maybe there was still time to find the map! 

Frederick flew up the marble stairs, his mind racing ahead. The floors were hot 
beneath him, but he willed them to hold up for a few moments more, just until he 
found the map. Please let there be time. 

Back in the silver room, Frederick searched furiously. The last console Dolley had 
left unpacked was ravaged, and there was nothing left inside. 

Please, please. The heat was pressing close and the air was like an oven, but 
Frederick knew he was onto something. Sweat flowed off his body. Snoke swam 
through the room and burned his eyes. 

Just one last silver piece. 

Frederick ran along the edges of the room, lifting up shreds of rugs, kicking 
through rubble and upturning chairs. Finally, he was back at the console, where he’d 
first found Dolley nervously packing. 

He lifted up its legs — there was a secret trapdoor in the floor! Was Frederick 
imagining this? Had he lost his mind? He lifted the door and found a wooden 
compartment. And there, in a small hatbox, was a gleaming silver urn wrapped in 
paper. Frederick dropped to his knees to examine it. 

Engraved across its base were the words Roots of our father. 

Inside its polished silver bowl was one letter: M. 

On its base, Frederick found, at last, the real map to Gideon’s ring. 


Clutching the urn to his chest, Frederick raced toward the doorway. He had to fight 
back the smoke. The doorway was framed in fire where the wooden beams had once 
stood. The smoke was blinding, and tears streamed down his face, but he pushed 
through the black fumes that burned his eyes and nose. His whole face felt like it was 


melting. With his eyes closed, he grasped about for the railing of the marble stairs, 
taking each step as fast as he could, stumbling down with the rail as his only guide. 

When he heard a crash behind him, Frederick whipped around and saw that the 
ceiling above him had crumbled to the ground, sending down sparks and beams 
flying from the flaming rafters. Frederick felt the shock of his realization: If Pd 
waited a second longer upstairs, I'd be dead now. 

A flaming ceiling beam sliced down through the air, dangerously close to 
Frederick’s face. It landed in front of him — the fire licking around the floors, up the 
walls. How could he get to the next room with a flaming beam blocking his path? 

Frederick tried ducking beneath the beam, but the flames were too hot. The 
windows were burning, too, no hope of jumping out now. He was the last one left in 
the President’s House. But would he also be the last one out? 

Knowing this was his last chance, Frederick ran straight toward the beam. He 
kicked as hard as he could, watching the sole of his shoe catch flame as it slammed 
into the wood in front of him. 

The beam fell to the floor, spreading fire to the rugs, and Frederick leapt over them 
as he would a puddle. His boot was on fire now, his foot burning. Still clutching the 
urn with one hand, Frederick bent down and unlaced the fiery shoe, throwing it as far 
as possible. He raced for the exit. 

The door to the outside was too hot to touch. Frederick looked around for 
something to use to knock it open, but the whole house was lit up in flame. Around 
him, wood sputtered and ceilings split and beams cracked with a sound like bones 
breaking. One lone tapestry still clung to the walls. Frederick pulled it from the wall 
before it caught flame, and batted away the fire on the floor next to the door. Using 
the tapestry to shield his hand, the urn under his shirt, Frederick placed the tapestry 
over the doorknob and turned. The door opened — he was out. Frederick dove out the 
door and onto the portico, rolling the small sparks of flame off his body in the grass. 
He leapt to his feet — running and coughing and sweating. His lungs and nose 
burned, still filled with the poisonous, scorching smoke. His one shoe was gone and 
the other had burned through in spots. It smelled awful, like charred hair. But 
Frederick didn’t care. He ran through the glorious cool air of the night garden, not 
stopping for breath until he’d reached the fruit trees, where he knew that he was 
Safe. 


Doubled over from the run, Frederick stopped and reclaimed his breath. He was 
shivering now, and his teeth chattered loudly in his mouth. His bones felt hollow in 
his body, like twigs for the cinders. Blood coursed through him like a river of fire. His 
feet were torn up, and his skin was burnt, in some places too tender to touch. 

But he’d made it out, and he had the map! The urn was still wrapped under his 
shirt. 

Frederick collapsed to the ground, letting the cool blades brush against his face, 
coughing and coughing. The scent of anything other than smoke was a relief. 
Frederick inhaled the moist, grassy ground. 

When he sat up, Frederick watched through the trees with horror as what was left 
of the President’s House burned and burned. It went from a giant cloud of orange, 
tinged blue at the bottom, to a smoky gray that blew all around, some of the smoke 
reaching Frederick. He stayed where he was, hypnotized by the sight. He knew he 
wasn't yet safe, but he was too exhausted to move. It was all he could do to crawl 
into the bushes, where sleep claimed him. 


Frederick awoke before dawn to the sound of the bushes rustling. He jumped to his 
charred feet. Thunder crashed above, and the air was thick and musty. Wind rattled 
the branches in the orchard, whistling through the leaves. Was there someone else in 
the garden? 

Frederick hid behind a tree while his thoughts rushed forward. He was now in 
occupied Washington. The British had seized the city, and Frederick would have to 
get out without being seen. He picked up the urn with the map on it, safe beneath 
some leaves. The general would be in Baltimore by now, Frederick hoped, wishing he’d 
told him that the ring was in Canada. It would have put more space between them. 

Frederick peeked around. Gardens, trees, bushes, statues. 

And then — a flash of red. The V-shaped scar. 

The gunshot rattled the bush just next to him but Frederick was already on the 
move. 

He took off with the map through the orchards as fast as he could, his shoeless 
feet taking a beating with each step. 

“you!” General V cried, gaining on Frederick as they ran through the grounds. “The 
map was a fake!” 


Oh, no! Frederick didn’t know how he would outrun the general. His lungs were 
still weak from the day before. 

Thunder clapped, sending a rumble through the grounds. Lightning flashed 
through the sky in white-hot forks. Rain pattered down, and the splattering of trees 
and dirt made it hard to hear how close General V was behind him. 

Frederick ran as fast as he could back through the orchards, rain soaking his 
clothes. He dashed out the gate and down the deserted Washington streets, the city a 
rubble of ashes, his feet slapping hard against the wet ground, the urn pressed in 
close to his belly. He turned back to see General V slip on a pile of slick leaves. Lose 
him! Now! 

Tearing past the farms and acres from yesterday, Frederick fought his way back 
toward the Potomac. He spotted British troops out of the corner of his eye, and veered 
diagonally, still running toward the Mall. 

The green was wide open, a straight shot, but there were more British troops lined 
all along the edges. Frederick didn’t have a weapon; he had nothing except the urn. 

He broke into the fastest sprint he’d ever run. 

“Hey! Stop! You! You’re not allowed here!” an officer called from horseback, chasing 
after him. Three more horses followed. 

The soldier whistled, and more soldiers on horseback gathered to chase Frederick. 
The redcoats flooded onto the Mall — he was surrounded! 

Frederick turned around. Was it too late to cross back? He threw a frantic look over 
his shoulder and saw, to his horror, the general only twenty paces away. There was 
no choice. Frederick plunged into the maze of soldiers and horses. A red-sleeved arm 
snaked out to catch him, but he ducked and spun, colliding with the flank of a rust- 
colored Arabian. It reared, throwing the officer from its back, and Frederick used the 
distraction to weave through the crush of bodies 

He had one chance to make it off the Mall — one chance that would either succeed 
beautifully or lead to his demise. 

Running full speed, Frederick held the urn with one hand and leapt face-first for 
the wet grass. His arms slid along the green, gliding his body forward fast enough to 
rocket himself beneath the horses’ legs in front of him. Mud spattered his face and 
neck. His chin bumped over the ground, but the grass was slick enough to push 
Frederick underneath the last row of horses and through to the other side. 

I’ve made it! thought Frederick. 


Through the sheets of rain falling, Frederick spotted a bridge and made a dash for 
it. The rain made everything gray, including the bridge and the rapids below. 
Everything blended together. And so Frederick did not realize until he was halfway 
over the water that the other side of the bridge had collapsed. He was at the edge 
before he had to pull back, flailing his arms, to avoid falling into the rushing water 
below. 

Frederick did not want to look down — the bridge was so much higher than he 
remembered. He kicked a stone over the edge and watched as it plummeted for what 
seemed like hours before the water seized it. 

The current was high and fast, hurtling branches and trees in whirlpools of 
rushing water. Clouds gathered and raced across the sky, darkening the day. 
Frederick barely knew how to swim. 

A shot exploded behind him. Frederick whirled around to find the general on 
horseback behind him on the bridge, closing in quickly. Frederick had only one move 
left to him. 

Urn pressed close with both arms, Frederick took a deep breath and jumped. 

The water rushed over his face, hurtling him over rocks, slamming him against 
the riverbed, and then, as soon as Frederick emerged above the river and into the 
downpour, attempting to swim with one hand, he was submerged again under water, 
gasping for air and trying uselessly to fight the current, to break out of the swirling 
eddies that threatened to keep him trapped under. 

Frederick’s arms were leaden, and he could barely lift his legs enough to kick 
himself up. But he was alive. The storm battered the river and everything in it. Every 
bone in Frederick’s body seemed to be telling him to give up, that he wouldn’t make 
it. He was so tired he could hardly breathe in coughing gasps of rain as he thrashed 
against the river. Water pinched his lungs, but his hand still clutched the urn. Must 
get the map to Cahills, map to Cahills, he repeated to himself between breaths. 

Frederick swung his head up, his arms flailing in the water, and caught a glimpse 
of General V still up on the bridge. Then lightning struck again, startling the general’s 
horse. She whinnied and reared back, thrashing her head, and when the thunder 
crashed, the general was tossed out of his saddle. He flew through the air, a wide red 
arc against the dark sky. 

“Nooooooooo,” the general cried, his voice howling above the wind as he hurtled 
toward the river. 


His head cracked against a boulder that jutted up from the river and his body went 
limp, crashing like a cannonball into the water. The splash it sent up nearly reached 
the bridge. 

He was dead. 

But Frederick himself could barely stay afloat. He took one last big breath and 
kicked against the river, propelling himself roughly toward the bank. Frederick swam 
until the river grew more shallow, more tame. He reached a sloping bank and beached 
himself against a sapling, his heart beating rapidly and his clothes heavy on his 
soaking body. 

Frederick stayed there, sheltered under the small tree, while the storm raged 
around him. Lightning and thunder boomed and boomed, until at last the claps grew 
less frequent and the storm quieted. The rain was still falling, but the sky was lighter 
now, the clouds blowing over. 

Now there’s only the entire British army to avoid. 

Frederick pulled himself out of the water and trudged toward safety. Dolley had 
told him about a camp where her husband would join her when it was safe. 

It was a long way off. 

His clothes were cold, and the skin on his feet felt tender without his shoes. His 
elbow still ached from smashing the window, and even on solid ground, Frederick 
Still felt as if the river were rushing beneath him. 

Whenever he heard voices, Frederick jumped behind a tree. He did not want to risk 
crossing a British officer again. And he was certain he would scare regular citizens 
with the way he looked — he rivaled the soldiers coming home from war in his 
current condition. 

He missed his parents. 

He would have given anything to tell them what had happened in the last twenty- 
four hours. 

It was as if he was pressing on through in a cold and rainy dream. 


Frederick trundled past village after village on his way to the camp. He passed general 
stores and churches, taverns and schoolhouses, before the smell of campfire smoke 
reached out to him. 


Something delicious was roasting over coals — fish, Frederick guessed, with the 
river right here. He followed his nose down the road. 

Could this be it? 

A Sea of tents had been erected, and tarp after tarp was strung between trees. 
Frederick picked his way through camp toward the largest campfire, which was 
circled by a group of military men. There, in the middle of the laughter, he spotted 
Dolley. 

Frederick rushed to see her. 

“Oh, Frederick!” Dolley cried, running to greet him. “Gentlemen, this is the young 
man who saved my life!” 

She enveloped him in a bear hug and Frederick couldn’t remember the last time he 
had been so happy to see someone. She somehow managed to still look fresh and 
clean, even after a night spent at this muddied campsite. 

As Frederick lowered his arms, Dolley bumped her hand against the urn. Frederick 
hadn't realized it was still gripped tightly in his hands. 

She searched his face quizzically, but before he could answer, she put her finger to 
her lips. Shhh. Her face broke out into a grin as they moved out of earshot. 

The men can’t know, he thought. 

“Mrs. Madison,” he said, “I managed to pull a gift out of the President’s House for 
you, just before I escaped.” 

“Why thank you, Frederick Warren,” Dolley said, playing along. “Wherever did you 
find it?” 

“Doesn’t matter,” he said lightly. “Flip it over.” 

Frederick watched as Dolley’s eyes widened as large as saucers when she saw the 
map. She looked up at him, amazed. “But you — how did you — and the general?!” 

“He won't be bothering us now.” 

Dolley shook her head and took his arm. “Come with me, Frederick. There are some 
people I want you to see.” 

She led him deeper into the encampment to a simple shelter in the woods, and 
nodded at an American soldier positioned under a tree. Inside the tent there were 
benches set up inside, and crates flipped over to sit on, as well as a few soft-looking 
cots that were calling out to Frederick. 

Am I going to meet the president? 


But it was Frederick’s parents waiting for him instead, huddled close around a 
carved wooden table, their faces streaked with grief. 

When they lifted their eyes to see him standing in the tent, their expressions gave 
way to a miraculous relief, and they scrambled to embrace him, squeezing him tight. 
His burns smarted at the contact, but then he leaned in to hug them harder. 

“Oh, Frederick, we were so worried!” his mother exclaimed, clutching him close. 

“Are you all right?” 

His father clapped his back, another sore spot, and embraced him strongly, crying, 
“Son, son, Mrs. Madison wasn’t sure you had escaped! We were afraid —” 

He didn’t let himself finish the sentence. “What happened to you?” 

“Frederick, your shoes! Your face, what happened to this elbow? You'll need 
Stitches... .” Wilhelmina Warren cupped his muddy chin in her hand and met his 
eyes. 

Slowly, Frederick eased into a rickety chair, one parent on each side. “I was afraid 
I'd never see you both again.” 

Frederick was shivering, so Dolley brought him some tea while Frederick described 
Ramsay’s arrival. The liquid coated his throat in honeyed sweetness. 

“Oh, Frederick, how awful,” his mother murmured, rubbing a tear at his shoulder. 
“you must have been so frightened.” 

“I was terrified,” Frederick said. “When I got to the President’s House, the president 
was gone, but the first lady and I searched and searched, and she was able to get out 
before the fire.” 

“you were very brave,” his father said. Frederick hadn’t felt courageous when he’d 
been in the basement, or during the fire, or swimming through the river, but all of it 
rushed through him now. Frederick lifted his chest with pride. 

Yes. Frederick nodded. I was serious for once. 

“No one could expect you to swipe the map from under the Vespers’ noses while 
the British were attacking,” his father continued. “Not even the most experienced 
agents would be expected to pull off a feat like that. I can’t tell you how proud your 
mother and I are.” 

Frederick’s parents looked at him in awe and then at the urn Dolley brought out to 
show them. Dolley placed food in front of Frederick while his parents ran their fingers 
reverently over the Madrigal map. 

Dolley smiled at Frederick and said, “When’s our next mission, partner?” 


Frederick grinned back at her. He knew his family would never be the same. 
Instead of two secret agents running the inn, now there were three. 

Weeks later, when they set out to retrieve Gideon’s ring, it was Frederick who led 
the way. 
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McINTYRE, MACARTHUR, MULLIGAN & Smoop 


ATTORNEYS AT LAW 


To whom it may concern, 


The information in this book comes from the Cahill vault, 
which means that none of it was meant for your eyes. Over 
the past 500 years, a number of exceedingly dangerous items 
have been placed in the vault for safekeeping —assassination 
orders, confession-filled diaries, treasure maps, and many 
other items that I know better than to list here. Documents 
that have sparked wars, incited revolutions, and led to the 


downfall of governments, kings, and empires. 


It was not my idea to make this material public. I was 

given specific instructions by my former employer, William 
McIntyre, to protect the information in the vault, However, 
after recent tragic events, it looks like I’m taking orders from 
someone new — someone who believes that the Cahill Files 
are essential to the security of the Cahill family. . . and the 
world at large. 


And so, the vault has been opened. Do with these stories 
what you will. But when you find yourself weighed down by 
one thing: I told you so. 





THE HOUDINI ESCAPE 


New York City, 1891 


It was the final show of the night, and the eyes of every person crammed inside the 
tent were trained on him. Harry “the King of Cards” Weiss advanced down the aisle, 
his voice filling the cramped space as he told the story of the four kings. They were 
brothers whose mother had been forced to send them away at birth, which he 
illustrated by shuffling the four king cards into the deck. 

As the audience bought into the story, Harry’s voice grew steadier. He might be only 
a teenager, but he knew that he needed to speak with the confidence and poise of a 
veteran magician. Harry could feel the excitement build as he wove a tale of each 
brother going on his own path and becoming king of a distant land. 

As he neared the stage, he brushed against a boy leaning in too close, and with an 
undetectable motion, Harry slipped the queen of hearts into the boy’s pocket. There 
was a reason the light in the tent was kept dim. 

Harry reached the stage, turned, and held out the deck in his left hand. “Now, 
these four kings were separated at birth. But one day, they all traveled back to their 
home for a reunion.” He stared down at the deck and wrinkled his brow. The audience 
would expect him to pull the four cards out of the deck, but instead, Harry palmed 
the cards from a hidden pocket. 

“The king of diamonds, the great merchant, came from the west,” he said as the 
card appeared in his right hand. He knew that, to the audience, it would look like it 
had materialized out of thin air. “The king of hearts, the great poet, came from the 
east. The king of spades, the great architect, came from the north. And the king of 
clubs, the great warrior, came from the south.” 

The audience applauded, and Harry grinned. Breathing a sigh of relief, he felt like a 
king in his own right. Every magician used sleight of hand like palming cards, but 
Harry always worried that someone would catch him, or call him out. Now, the hard 
part was over. All that was left was the triumphant final reveal, the moment that 


made everything worth it: the countless hours practicing, the smell of sweat and 
smoke that filled the tent, the worried expression on his parents’ faces whenever he 
talked about magic. 

“But what about the poor mother, who was forced to send her sons to the four 
corners of the earth?” Harry could feel the anticipation growing. Surprising an 
audience was one thing. Getting them to go along with the story was what gave him 
a rush. “Yes, their mother, the queen of hearts — she was supposed to be there, too. 
But where was she?” 

Harry looked around, miming a search. Finally, he peered out into the audience. 

“I can’t seem to find her. You, boy,” he said, pointing at the child he’d identified 
earlier. “Do you know where the queen is?” 

The boy shook his head mutely. 

“Hm. Maybe you should check your pocket. You never know what might be in 
there.” 

The boy looked confused, but checked his pocket. Harry grinned. In a moment, the 
queen of hearts would meet her sons, the reunion would be complete, and Harry 
would bow out to a standing ovation. 

The boy came up empty, and Harry chuckled. “Maybe your other pocket,” he said 
with ease. 

The boy stuck his hand into the other jacket pocket. As the bewildered audience 
member checked his pants, Harry’s stomach tied itself in knots. What had gone 
wrong? He knew he had dropped the card in the boy’s pocket. 

“It’s there somewhere, ain’t it?” Harry demanded, his practiced performer voice 
falling away like a piece of cheap scenery. 

The boy began to pat his jacket anxiously, and even searched the ground around 
his feet. 

“Tm sorry,” the boy said, looking up at him with wide eyes. “I don’t have it.” 

The audience began to fidget, and the tent filled with the sound of whispers and a 
few snickers. Harry’s mind raced, but when he opened his mouth to improvise an 
excuse, nothing came out. In an instant, the confident showman was gone. Suddenly, 
the King of Cards was just Harry, the immigrant kid with the funny accent who 
worked in a tie factory. 

As soon as a few smirking teenagers stood to go, it was over. Within moments, the 
audience was shuffling out of the tent, muttering about wasting their money on 


some hack. 


Even before the last audience member had left the tent, it hit him. He had gone for 
the wrong boy. Harry grimaced. Somehow he had gotten turned around. In the dim 
light, they all looked the same. It had been the boy on the other side of the aisle. 

He wanted to run outside and yell, to call them back and demand that they see 
that the trick really had worked. But it was too late. Harry sighed and began shuffling 
around the stage to pack up. Other magicians had chests, trap doors, and trick 
mirrors, but he had to make do with the simplest tools: silk handkerchiefs that he 
could force to change colors, rings that he could separate and connect, and several 
decks of cards. 

Harry froze as the distinct smell of cigar smoke and cheap whiskey filled his nose. 
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the tent flap open, and the portly ringmaster 
stormed inside. Harry faced the back wall and concentrated on refolding his silk 
handkerchiefs, unwilling to face the ringmaster, Thaddeus. The smell grew stronger 
and the low stage creaked as the heavy man stepped up. 

“you better have a good explanation for what happened out there,” he said, 
grabbing Harry by the collar. Harry suppressed a groan. The other seven shows he’d 
performed that day had gone perfectly. But of course Thaddeus had only seen the one 
he botched. 

Harry turned around to face him. The man was standing close, his girth practically 
bursting the buttons on his bright red jacket. “I’m sorry, but —” 

“Quiet,” the ringmaster snapped before taking another puff of his cigar. “I billed you 
as the King of Cards. My show’s about sparkle, pizzazz . . . ya know, magic. The king 
of something doesn’t lose track of his card! Three of them had the nerve to ask for 
refunds! I didn’t give’em money, but I had Larson give them free hot sausages. All 
because you can’t find the queen!” 

Harry felt his heart speed up. “It won’t happen again. I promise.” If he lost this job, 
it could take months to find another magician gig. He’d probably have to take extra 
shifts at the factory. His family counted on the income from his weekend job — he 
couldn’t come home empty-handed. 

Thaddeus glared at him. “You made the show look bad, kid. People will talk. rll lose 
ticket sales from this, no doubt about it.” 


Harry’s shoulders tensed as he imagined the look on his parents’ faces when he 
told them he lost the job. His mother had been endlessly patient when he first started 
practicing, letting him find her card over and over again, never letting on when she 
realized his method. His father, on the other hand, had always tried to uncover the 
secret, which had taught Harry one of the most important rules of magic: never 
perform the same trick twice in a row. But now it looked like all his hard work would 
go to waste. 

The ringmaster twirled his mustache and sighed. “I can’t pay a magician who 
doesn’t do magic. One more mistake and you're done. And I'll spread the word to the 
rest of the town.” He started lumbering toward the front of the tent, but then turned 
to look over his shoulder. “Unless you double your ticket sales next weekend, you'll 
never work Coney Island again.” 

The flap closed, leaving Harry alone with nothing but his flimsy props and empty 
pockets. He had just enough for the horsecar fare, but nothing to give his mother for 
the grocer. Weighed down by a heaviness that started in his stomach and extended 
to his feet, Harry blew out the lamps in the tent and headed out into the Coney Island 
night. 


Harry trudged along the deserted boardwalk on his way to the horsecar that would 
take him from Coney Island back to Manhattan. The families were all gone and the 
lights were off, taking with them any sense of festivity. Now it was just carnies 
tearing down their tents or trying to entice the loitering teenagers to take one last ride 
on the Switchback Railway. 

He saw one older man playing Bottle Up, attempting to use a ring on a string to put 
a bottle upright. Harry shook his head when he noticed the smudge of chalk on the 
back of the man’s shabby jacket. That meant he was “marked,” a fool who had lost a 
pile of money at one game — and could likely be suckered into losing more at another 
booth. The bright lights of Coney Island were the first thing many immigrants saw in 
New York — the ships passed the boardwalk even before the Statue of Liberty — and 
the new arrivals would often come soon after leaving Ellis Island, much to the delight 
of the con men, who knew how to take advantage of them. 

Harry sped up to pass several grim-looking men huddled in an alleyway, 
exchanging money. He glanced in the opposite direction, pretending to be interested 


in the barking dogs outside the racetrack. The men were probably selling stolen 
goods, but it was none of his concern. And everyone knew that Police Chief McKane 
looked the other way. That is, if he and his captains weren’t actually in on the deal. 

Harry worked for Thaddeus, so no one bothered him. But that hadn’t always been 
true. The first time he’d tried to perform magic on the street, three burly men had 
tried to “teach him a lesson” about respecting other people’s “territory.” Luckily, Harry 
was a track champion at the Pastime Athletic Club, and he easily outdistanced them, 
but he ran into similar problems until Thaddeus saw him doing his act at a dime 
museum in Queens and hired him to perform weekends in his show. 

Even after tonight’s disappointment, Harry was still proud to be performing in 
Coney Island. He might be between the bearded ladies (women with glue and hair) 
and the unicorn (an unfortunate horse, glue, and the horn of an even more 
unfortunate narwhal), but he was a showman with a real show. 

His father sometimes talked about the great performers and artists that he was 
related to as members of the Cahill Family. He even claimed that creative geniuses 
like Mozart and Lord Byron were among their distant cousins, though it was hard to 
imagine his serious father, a former rabbi, having anything to do with such colorful 
figures. Harry longed to take the stage like his ancestors had — but his parents had 
made it clear that his main obligation was to help support the family. 

Harry wanted to be useful. He knew how much his parents worried about money, 
especially now that his father was too ill to work. But he wished they believed he 
could do better as a performer than he could cutting ties. Harry knew lifers at the 
factory, grizzled men and women who had been doing the same job for decades and 
making the same pay. They didn’t starve, but they never got ahead, either. They just 
sat at the same worktable day after day, slowly withering away. 

The wait for the horsecar, a horse-drawn wagon that carried about fifteen people, 
was brief. Normally he would have been happy to be home sooner, but even with 
work in the morning, Harry wasn’t eager to face his family. He hung back at the end 
of the line before reluctantly giving the driver his last pennies and crowding onto the 
carriage with the carnival tourists and workers returning to Manhattan. 

The horsecar bumped its way through Brooklyn. It was starting to get late, but the 
streets were still crowded. Omnibuses full of men in hats wove between endless rows 
of wooden stands where vendors made their final sales pitches, hoping to sell their 
remaining wares at discount prices before heading home. Grubby children played in 


the street, dashing between the horses and skirting around the ash barrels that stood 
overflowing on every corner. 

He changed horsecars, and slumped in the back as the coach bumped over the 
Brooklyn Bridge. Although the sky was dark, the electric lights in the new buildings 
allowed Harry to make out the silhouette of the skyline — the skeleton frames of the 
new skyscrapers looming over the smaller structures. 

Next to him, a group of Chinese workers played a betting game that involved 
guessing the number of beads in a bowl. Each time someone won, the whole group 
would erupt in cheers. Harry watched out of the corner of his eye. With his sleight of 
hand, he knew he could make money at a game like that, but he’d seen what 
happened to cheaters who were caught in Coney Island. Sleight of hand got a lot 
harder if your hand was missing a few fingers. 

As they traveled uptown, the streetlights grew farther apart and the city settled 
into sleep. After another horsecar change and a walk of several blocks, Harry arrived 
at West 113th Street, where he lived with his parents and five siblings. His stomach 
rumbled as he walked up the stairs to his family’s town house. He hoped there were 
leftovers from dinner for him to eat. Without the money from his show, there was no 
knowing what tomorrow would bring. 


The house was dark, and Harry let himself in as quietly as he could. He’d forgotten his 
key again, but that was no problem — a few seconds with the pick from his bag of 
magicians’ tools and the lock was open. Ever since his brief apprenticeship to a 
locksmith back in Appleton, Wisconsin, Harry had been trying to think of ways to 
incorporate his skills into his act, but kept coming up short. He couldn’t imagine 
anything less exciting than someone picking a lock onstage. 

He padded through the hallway, anxious to make sure he didn’t wake his family. 
But as he crossed the darkened parlor, he stepped on something that crunched like 
broken glass. Harry shook his head. One of his siblings must have broken something 
again. He reached toward the sideboard and fumbled for a moment before his hands 
found the gas lamp and matches. 

As the light filled the room with long shadows and a dim orange glow, Harry’s 
breath caught in his chest. His family’s keepsakes, which normally stood proudly on 
the mantel, were all smashed. Portraits, his father’s awards, Harry’s cross-country 


medals, and even the crystal glasses from his parents’ wedding had been reduced to a 
pile of fragments and shards. It had not been done recklessly — the only way to cause 
this type of damage was to crush each piece individually. A terrifying thought planted 
itself in his mind, and coils of dread tightened around his stomach. What if someone 
had hurt his family? 

He raised the lamp, revealing deep scratches in the wall above the mantel, slashes 
that looked like the letter V. Harry stepped back and slipped on a piece of the 
wreckage, too shocked to even try to find his balance. He sent a chair flying as he fell, 
and landed with a thump, still clutching the gas lamp. 

As Harry pulled himself to his feet, he could hear his parents stirring in their room. 
The door opened and his mother appeared. Harry darted forward to stop her from 
entering, but it was too late. She gasped as she took in the scene, turning around to 
clutch Harry’s father as he cautiously shuffled into the room. 

“I thought you said they wouldn’t bother us here,” she whispered. “They came into 
our home.” She brought her hand to her chest. “While we were sleeping.” 

His father’s face was unreadable as he surveyed the scene. “Harry, go to bed.” Since 
he'd fallen ill, Mayer Samuel’s voice had grown thin, a crushing blow to the former 
rabbi who'd once transfixed crowded synagogues with his authoritative baritone. 
“your mother and I will take care of this.” 

“What h-h-appened? Who... ?” Harry stammered. 

When his mother saw the concern on Harry’s face, she forced her mouth into a 
weak impression of a smile. “Don’t worry. It looks like someone must have broken in. 
But they’re gone now. We'll report it to the police in the morning.” 

Harry knew she was lying or at least hiding the truth. He raised an eyebrow at his 
father, hoping for a better explanation. 

“Mother?” a girl’s voice squeaked from the doorway. Harry’s sister Carrie and 
brother Leopold were standing there in their nightshirts. 

“It’s nothing, dear,” his mother said, shepherding them through the door and back 
to their room. 

“What’s really going on?” Harry asked his father once they were gone. 

His father said nothing and shook his head, lowering himself wearily into his 
favorite chair. 

Unwilling to leave, Harry bent down and started cleaning up. He salvaged the few 
pieces that still had some value, and swept the rest of the wreckage into a pile. 


“Thank you, Harry,” his father said, and then fell silent again as Harry swept the 
debris into a dustpan and emptied it into an old sack. 

“How were your shows?” Mayer Samuel finally asked, as if changing the subject 
could hide the fact that something terrible had happened. Harry felt a flash of 
irritation. If he was old enough to support his family, then he was old enough to 
know the truth about the break-in. But before he had the chance to release the 
cutting words forming in his throat, Harry caught a glance of his father’s weary face 
and softened. “Not great,” he admitted. “I bungled the last trick, and Thaddeus 
refused to pay me.” When his father didn’t respond, Harry continued. “If I make 
another mistake, I’m out forever,” he said flatly, feeling his last tendril of hope 
Shriveling as he admitted it. 

His father just looked at the floor. Harry knew he was disappointed, but too kind to 
say anything while the wound was still fresh. 

“Harry, why do you Keep doing this to yourself?” his mother asked from the 
doorway. “You'll drive yourself mad trying to make a living from magic. Don’t you 
want a steady income? Or the ability to support a family?” 

Harry clenched and unclenched his fists. 

“Someone breaks into our house, shatters our valuables, and carves our wall... 
and you want to talk about my job prospects?” he retorted. 

“your mother and I will handle it,” his father said quietly. “An old acquaintance 
just wanted to send me...a message. I'll make him see reason and we'll work 
something out.” 

“We want what’s best for you, and for the family,” his mother added. “I know 
performing is your dream, but it’s time for you to start thinking about your future.” 

Grateful that his parents couldn't see his flushing cheeks in the half light, Harry 
mumbled a hurried good night and headed to the room he shared with his brother 
Theo. His mother was right. As much as he hated it, he needed to take responsibility. 
He wouldn't go back to Coney Island next weekend. Instead he would ask the 
foreman if he could take extra shifts at the necktie factory. 

As he tossed and turned in bed, he could hear his parents whispering in the parlor, 
their voices wavering between anger and fear. Harry strained to listen, but he couldn’t 
make out their words until nearly an hour later, when his father spoke while passing 
his room: “It’s my debt, Cecilia. I have to pay it one way or another.” 


Harry’s scissors snipped, and the shape of a tie emerged from the striped cloth. He 
laid it carefully on the cart and grabbed another sheet of fabric, deftly maneuvering 
the blade until another tie appeared. Harry placed it on the cart, and waved one of the 
younger boys over to deliver the pile to the sewing table. 

The air in R. H. Richter’s tie factory was a symphony of production. Scissors 
Snapped, carts squeaked, and from the other room came the lilt of the seamstresses’ 
gossiping. He had liked it better when he was younger, pushing carts from room to 
room to keep the production flowing. He’d even carried a pack of cards with him to 
entertain the younger cutters when he had a free moment and the foreman wasn’t 
around to yell at him. 

But the idea of spending the rest of his life here filled Harry’s stomach with dread. 
Day in, day out, he cut the same shape out of fabric. Every few weeks, the color or 
pattern of the material would change. Today, it was black and gold stripes. But there 
were no new challenges, no opportunities to use his imagination, or even his brain. 
The sun gleaming through the dirty windows seemed to creep across the sky more 
Slowly each hour. And whenever he looked at the older men and women who had 
spent their lives in the factory, he could almost see himself in their weathered skin 
and resigned expressions. 

It was asmall mercy, but at least he had his friend Jacob next to him, scissors 
Snipping out a monotonous counterpoint to Harry’s own. “Tve got your book,” Jacob 
whispered when the foreman turned his back to them. After saving up for weeks, 
Harry had finally been able to buy a secondhand copy of a book written by the 
greatest magician of the modern world, Jean-Eugene Robert-Houdin. Harry had stayed 
up all night reading about Robert-Houdin’s accomplishments: He read minds, brought 
orange trees to life, and even suspended his son in midair. Before Robert-Houdin, 
magicians had been limited to performing at fairs and on street corners, but he had 
raised magic to an art. He had owned his own theaters, performed for kings and 
queens, and had even been sent to Algeria by Napoleon III to use his magic to discredit 
a gang of con men gaining influence with faux-magical abilities. 

The book had opened Harry to the world of possibility, to the chance that magic 
could be his ticket out of the soul-crushing tedium of factory life. But that had been 
nothing more than a child’s foolish dream. “You can keep it.” 

“What are you talking about? It’s your prized possession.” 


“Tm not doing magic anymore,” Harry said flatly. “I need to focus on helping my 
family.” 

“You can’t,” Jacob exclaimed, then glanced around, relieved to see that the 
foreman wasn’t looking their way. “Not after all the work we've put in. And besides, 
I've seen what happens when you perform. You become a completely different 
person, Harry. It’s what you were meant to do!” 

The two had been practicing magic in their spare time for a year now, performing 
together at various sideshows. When Harry’s father had become too ill to work, a spot 
in the factory had opened up, and Harry had convinced the foreman to hire Jacob as a 
cutter. 

Harry turned away. “I’m just not good enough at magic to support my family.” He 
finished a tie and carefully laid it on the cart. 

“How many times have you told me how you want to be just like Robert-Houdin?” 

“We'll never get the money to build illusions like he had,” Harry said, struggling to 
keep his voice low. “He used magnets and clockwork and had a crew of assistants, a 
carpenter, and a mechanic. He could make an orange tree blossom!” 

“But what about the metamorphosis trick we talked about?” Jacob asked. “It 
requires a special prop, but we could afford it if we saved up.” 

“you don’t get it,” Harry snapped. “Tm done. I have to help my parents provide for 
my family. I can’t spend money on magic boxes.” 

The foreman’s heels clicked at the end of the hallway and the boys returned to 
their work. Harry’s hands had learned the motions long ago and could cut out a 
necktie almost automatically. 

Maybe one day, if he got a promotion and his father got better and came back to 
work, he would be able to afford to build a great trick. The thought of performing the 
metamorphosis filled him with new energy as he imagined the look on the 
audience’s faces as they realized that he and Jacob had “magically” switched places 
while one of them was locked in a box. 

Harry’s mind raced as he thought about how the trick would work. Were there 
ways to make the switch faster? There were definitely ways to improve on the design 
of the box. If only he could talk it over with a carpenter... 

A hand clamped on Harry’s shoulder, and as he snapped back to reality his scissors 
Slipped, cutting too far into the fabric. “What are you doing?” Harry yelped, before 
turning to see who it was. “You ruined this tie!” 


The massive foreman loomed over him ominously. He looked like he belonged in a 
construction crew, or at the head of a Roman legion, instead of working in a tie 
factory. But Harry knew that he had been wounded during the Civil War, and hadn’t 
been able to move easily in over two decades. 

“you ruined it before I got here, Weiss,” the foreman rumbled. 

Harry glanced down. Sure enough, he had cut straight across the fabric rather than 
at an angle, leaving the tie with the stripes going straight across. He gulped. The 
whole batch was unsellable. 

“Tm sorry,” Harry said meekly. “My mind must have wandered.” 

“Weiss,” the foreman growled. “Look at your cart.” 

Harry looked over at the cart. His heart sank. Every single one of the ties was cut at 
the wrong angle. The room filled with a busy silence as the other workers stared 
intently at their task, pretending not to listen. 

“you immigrants are all the same,” the foreman said, his lips curling with disgust. 
“you always want a job, but you never want to work. You know the rule: You don’t 
pay attention, you don’t get paid.” He shook his head and pointed to the door. “Get out 
of here. And don’t bother coming back.” 

Jacob looked up for a split second, catching Harry’s eye with a panicked look. Then 
he turned and bent back to his cutting. They knew from experience how quickly the 
foreman’s anger could shift focus. 

“But my family —” Harry protested. 

“I said get out,” the foreman spat. “You’re lucky I'm not making you pay for all this 
wasted cloth. You better leave before I change my mind.” 

Harry stood up in a daze, and took a step before realizing that he was still holding 
his scissors. The foreman held out his hand and Harry automatically handed them 
over. He walked out into the sunlit street, still bewildered by what had just taken 
place. In less than twenty-four hours, he’d managed to lose two jobs. He wasn’t cut 
out to be a magician, and apparently, he didn’t even have what it took to work ina 
factory. 

“Watch it.” Harry stepped to the side as a woman holding a large basket brushed 
past him, shooting him a nasty look. The street was packed with people rushing in 
all directions, but Harry simply stood and stared. Normally, the crowds and the noise 
filled Harry with a sense of excitement, but today, they just made him feel terribly 
alone. 


Shops and pedestrians flashed by as Harry jogged up Broadway. He didn’t have money 
for a horsecar, and running was the only way to loosen the knot of guilt and fear that 
had started growing in his stomach as he left the tie factory. 

He'd spent the first few hours wandering around the garment district. Racks of 
clothes lined the streets, made by immigrants like Harry, and sold to the middle- 
class women who could afford new clothes for their families. The salesmen stood 
outside, each trying to drown out the others with their promises about supplying the 
latest fashions for the lowest price. There were black and gray waistcoats for the 
men, and long ladies’ dresses edged with ruffles and frills. For the more daring, there 
were special ladies’ costumes for bicycling, complete with pants. 

He'd looked to see if any of the stores were hiring, but every one seemed full up. 
Finally, he’d decided that there was nothing left to do but to head home and tell his 
family what had happened. He walked the first few miles until the factories and 
shops gave way to crowded apartment buildings and crumbling houses, and then he 
began to run. He’d learned the hard way what happened to immigrant boys who 
dashed through the fancy residential areas — once he’d been stopped by a policeman 
who thought that Harry was a thief escaping from the scene of a crime. 

With a few detours, it was a perfect five-mile course from the garment district to 
his family’s home on 113th Street in Harlem. His dedication had made him a 
champion runner at the Pastime Athletic Club, and he had even won a medal last 
year in a citywide competition. When he’d been asked to pose for the local paper after 
his win in the cross-country meet, he’d bought a handful of medals from a trinket 
shop on Coney Island and stuck them across his uniform. The reporter had seemed 
skeptical, but the photographer ate it up. Being a stage performer had taught Harry 
that making an impression mattered. And it wasn’t like Harry had actually said that 
he won the medals. People saw what they wanted to see — it wasn’t his fault if they 
made assumptions that weren't true. 

As Harry turned the corner onto his block, he saw three men knocking on the door 
of his family’s town house. By the time he ran up the steps, they had already been let 
inside and Harry could hear them talking with his father. He entered quietly and 
stopped a moment in the foyer, allowing his eyes to settle on the wooden staircase 
that had once been finely crafted, but was now chipped and worn. As Harry paused a 


moment, reluctant to go up and face his parents, his father’s voice filtered down the 
Stairs. 

“you must understand, I’ve been trying,” his father was saying. “I’ve fallen a bit ill. 
But Iam resting, and I have faith that it will pass.” 

The man at the other end of the conversation said something softly. It sounded 
like he had a Hungarian accent, but Harry couldn’t make out the words. He knew he 
shouldn’t eavesdrop, but he couldn't force himself to go up the stairs or back out the 
door. 

“Tjust don’t have the money,” his father continued. “We're close to losing the 
house as it is....” His father’s voice faltered. 

Harry felt like he’d been punched in the gut for the second time in one day. His 
father owed these men money. Harry knew how these debts were accounted for in 
Coney Island — you either paid up, or someone would have to fish your body out of 
the harbor. 

And this, of all days, was the day that he had lost his job. 

“I have paid on time for years. Just give me a few extra weeks, and you'll have your 
money.” Harry could hear the pleading in his father’s voice. 

There was silence from above. Harry hoped that it was the men reconsidering their 
position, but his hopes were dashed as he heard the Hungarian-accented voice speak 
in low, threatening tones. 

“I understand,” Mayer Samuel answered, his voice thin and reedy. 

Harry heard the floorboards squeak as the men walked toward the stairs. After 
they’d left, Harry opened the door, slipped out, and began hurrying down the street. 

When he was a few paces behind the men, he slowed to a walk, taking care to stay 
to the side in case they turned and he needed to duck into an alley. All three men 
wore expensive suits, but the one leading the way was carrying a silver walking stick, 
and his black hair was slicked back with oil. He had the erect posture that Harry 
associated with the elegant ringmasters who performed in the big circus tents at 
Coney Island. They made his own boss, ringmaster Thaddeus, look like a small-time 
crook. Which wasn’t far from the truth. The man wrinkled his nose and walked more 
quickly as they passed two grubby boys playing in the gutter. 

The men swaggered down the street, not bothering to look around, and Harry 
found himself following them. He had only intended to get a quick look, but as Harry 
replayed his father’s words in his head, he grew desperate to find out who these 


people were. His father was a man of principle — how had he gotten mixed up with 
men who would break into his house and destroy his family’s valuables? 

The sun was setting, and Harry was easily able to trail them without raising 
suspicions. When they hailed a passing hansom cab, Harry jogged behind the 
plodding horse, keeping a safe distance and trying to stay in the shadows. 

The cab wound through the edges of the city as the moon rose, passing factories 
that had emptied for the day, and a few that had electric lights installed. Finally, they 
turned down to the docks. For a moment, he thought he had fallen too far behind and 
lost them, but he turned a corner and saw the three men disembarking and the cab 
heading back into the city. 

Harry slunk through the shadows as the men walked closer to the water, toward 
the smell of fish, coal, and garbage. The wooden piers that stretched out into the river 
were so long that they seemed to disappear into the night. 

They had been met by a larger group of what looked to Harry like six policemen. For 
a hopeful moment Harry thought that the men were about to be arrested. If they were 
in jail, surely his family’s debt wouldn’t matter. But the two groups were simply 
talking, and Harry’s heart sank as he saw the distinctive man with a bow tie, 
handlebar mustache, and beard who seemed to be in charge. 

It was Police Chief McKane, the corrupt and despotic man who was behind every 
shady deal on Coney Island. He was also the fire commissioner, schools 
commissioner, public lands commissioner, superintendent of the Methodist Church, 
and head tenor in the church choir. He even played Santa Claus in the yearly 
Christmas pageant. Nothing went down in Coney Island without McKane’s approval. 
He had been on trial multiple times, but the state authorities could never get the 
charges to stick. 

McKane was speaking to the man with the slicked-back hair, whose name was 
apparently Zoltan. They were discussing a business deal that had evidently gone 
sour, for McKane was shouting, and his face had grown red. Occasionally, Zoltan 
would interject a few low words, but mostly he remained impassive, watching the 
police chief with an amused smile. Tension mounted between the observers, and 
finally, McKane reached for his gun. 

Harry held his breath as the scene turned into a flurry of activity. Zoltan lunged for 
McKane, while his companions flew at the other policemen. For a moment, the sound 


of footsteps, shouts, and cracking bones echoed through the night air, but they soon 
gave way to a faint chorus of groans and labored breathing. 

Zoltan had the police chief in a headlock and was holding a gleaming blade to his 
throat. His companions were standing over the pile of injured policemen on the 
ground. Harry gasped and took a few steps back into a shadowy alley. When he 
peered out again, he saw McKane involved in a very different sort of negotiation — 
one that had him pleading for his life. 

Harry pressed his back against the wall and tried to make himself as small as 
possible. Following men like this was suicidal. They were obviously trained killers, 
and if they could take out a band of policemen, there was no knowing what they’d do 
to an unarmed kid. 

Zoltan smiled and said something Harry couldn't hear. The terrified-looking police 
chief dug an item out of his pocket, shoved it into Zoltan’s hands, and ran off into the 
night. 

A few moments later, Harry heard the footsteps of the three men coming toward 
the alley. He ducked down as low as he could, trying to hold his breath despite the 
rank odor of the trash he was using as cover. Their pace slackened as they passed 
him, and Harry’s heart felt like it slowed as well. Finally, the footsteps receded, and 
Harry waited a minute before he stood up. 

He gingerly stepped over the trash, trying to avoid getting dirtier than he already 
was, then stretched his legs, which had fallen asleep from the combination of 
running and crouching. 

Harry felt a brush of air, and before he could react an arm was wrapped around his 
chest and a knife was at his throat. A voice whispered in his ear, gravelly and 
threatening. “Who are you, boy?” He couldn’t turn his head to see the man behind 
him, but he could smell the pungent oil in his hair. Down the street, he could see the 
other two men returning. 

“Tm Harry,” he blurted, catching himself before he gave away his last name. 

“Why were you watching us?” 

“I didn’t — I wasn’t —” Harry stuttered. The cold blade of the knife dug into his 
skin, and he could feel a drop of blood making a trail down his neck. “I was just 
Sleeping there,” he lied. “I got kicked out of my house.” 

“you chose a bad spot for a nap,” the man growled in his ear. He drew away and 
shoved Harry into the arms of the other two men. “Come.” 


His two companions grabbed Harry and dragged him forward. Harry tried to pull 
away, but they just gripped his arms tighter. 

Harry’s legs were shaking as he looked back and saw one of the policemen lying on 
the ground, moaning in pain. He should never have followed these men. It had been 
foolish to think that he could do anything to help his family. All hed done was make 
things infinitely worse. And now, it looked like he might have to pay for his mistake 
with his life. 

They led him onto the piers toward one of the boats, and dragged him up the 
gangway. “Where are we going?” Harry shouted, struggling against their grip. His legs 
skidded on the wood, unable to keep him balanced as the men hauled him forward. 
Were they going to take him with them? Lock him in the hold? Torture him? 

They dragged Harry onto the deck of a small steamship, and a few minutes later, 
were pulling away from the pier, out onto the Hudson River. 

Zoltan stepped forward and leaned in, so close that Harry could see his own 
reflection in the man’s gray eyes. “I know who you are,” he said coolly. His Hungarian 
accent was noticeable, but didn’t sound like the other immigrants in Harry’s 
neighborhood. His voice was more polished, as if he were used to speaking — or 
maybe commanding — large groups of people. “You’re Weiss’s son. Did he send you to 
follow us?” Zoltan shook his head. “I expected him to know better.” 

“He didn’t send me,” Harry answered. “Please don’t hurt him. I'll help pay back his 
debt. I work at a factory, and I’m taking extra shifts —” 

Zoltan’s face twitched, and Harry fell silent. 

“Too late now,” Zoltan said. “You weren’t supposed to see any of that.” 

Harry could feel wind blowing across the deck as the steamship pulled out into the 
harbor. How long would it be before his parents started to worry? A surge of guilt 
briefly overwhelmed his fear. He didn’t want to die, but the thought of his parents 
grieving him was almost worse. 

Zoltan turned to address one of the other men. “Istvan, I know I’ve performed 
strangulation, suffocation, and premature burial, but have I done drowning?” Istvan 
shook his head. “Really? I can’t believe I have such a hole in my repertoire.” He shot 
Harry a smile that might have been considered winning had he not been discussing 
different methods of committing murder. “I have a reputation for a certain level of 
showmanship.” 


Harry felt his heart start to race. They weren’t just trying to scare him. They were 
really going to do it. He winced as Istvan wrenched his arms behind his back while 
the third man went to the cabin and pulled out coils of rope. 

“Are you sure we don’t want to try my new Winchester rifle?” Istvan asked. “Or 
perhaps the wakizashi sword I bought off that Japanese merchant?” 

Zoltan grinned. “Don’t worry, I’m sure we'll find a way to employ your new toys 
soon.” 

Harry’s stomach twisted, as if someone had already plunged a sword inside him. 
He imagined his mother’s breakdown as she heard the news. His father’s quiet 
resignation as the truth sank in and one more thread of his old life unraveled. His 
siblings would be crushed, but worse, who would even make the money to feed 
them? And Harry would never take the stage again. Never know the thrill of a 
perfectly executed illusion, and the cheers of a crowd enjoying being taken in. 

He couldn't let this happen. He had to find a way to escape. 

For a moment, Harry considered trying to fight them, but he knew that was 
pointless. There were three of them and they were all larger than he was. And there 
was probably more of a crew on the bridge and belowdecks. Harry breathed in and 
stood up straighter, almost as if he were onstage. A sense of calm and purpose settled 
over him. He couldn’t overpower them, so he would have to survive some other way. 

Feeling almost in a dream, he stepped forward and let them tie him up. As they 
looped the rope around his arms, he clenched his biceps. Harry had spent years 
performing as “Prince of the Air,” and there was nothing for building muscle like 
hanging by your arms. He flexed his muscles as they tightened the ropes and waited 
for them to move on to his feet before he relaxed them. Once his biceps were no 
longer clenched, he could feel that the ropes were significantly looser. 

The fear and panic coursing through his body gave way to the same anxious 
energy he felt just before going onstage. But he couldn't let the men know he had a 
plan, and he allowed his body to go limp as Istvan carried him toward the rail. Harry’s 
heart was pounding as he tried to squirm around to look out over the water. They 
were far from shore, but the lights of Manhattan were still visible. 

“you don’t need to do this,” he yelled as they neared the rail. “My father will pay. rll 
pay, too!” He needed to sound like he thought he was about to die. It wasn’t difficult. 
Harry knew there was a high chance his plan would fail. But he couldn’t dwell on that 
now. 


It was showtime. 

Istvan grunted and set him on the deck next to the rail. Harry looked down and 
grew Slightly dizzy as he watched the choppy water splashing against the bottom of 
the ship about four stories below. “You don’t have to do this!” Harry yelled, feeling a 
new wave of terror threatening to take over his body. “Please!” 

Zoltan gave Harry a push. He teetered for a moment, staring at the dark water 
below. Then the boat lurched and he lost his balance and plunged overboard. 


Harry took in a deep breath before he hit the surface and the icy water closed around 
him. He wiggled like a dolphin, swimming farther underwater. He needed time to 
escape before he came up for air. 

He writhed and thrashed, using the looseness of the ropes around his arms to his 
best advantage. The chill of the water clamped down on him and he could hear 
nothing but a dull roar and the thudding of his own heart. The ropes were cutting at 
his skin but he barely noticed as he strained to extricate himself. 

For a moment, his right wrist seemed trapped in a knotted loop, but with a painful 
wrench he pulled it out. His hands were free. With his legs still tied, Harry looked up. 
The lights from the ship filtered through the dark water, and he could just make out 
the outline of the steamship’s hull. 

His lungs were screaming for air, but with a stroke of his arms, Harry dove deeper 
into the water. He waved his bound legs like a fin. As he reached the ship’s hull, he 
grabbed on to the barnacles underneath and hauled himself down. If he surfaced too 
soon, the Vespers would know he’d survived. 

As he passed the keel, the ship’s paddle swung into motion. Harry felt a moment of 
panic as it started to drag him backward. With a kick of his legs and rapid pulling of 
his arms, he moved away. His lungs were burning and he felt his head pounding as 
he strained for the surface. 

Finally, he broke the water and gasped. Air flooded into his lungs. In his ears, his 
ragged breathing sounded incredibly loud, but luckily the noise of the steam engine 
and paddles seemed to be drowning it out. 

He could hear Zoltan and his companions talking on the other side of the boat, and 
as his air returned, he smiled with satisfaction. 


Harry clung to the hull of the ship as it began to gain speed and pull out of the 
harbor. Holding on with one hand, he used the other to untie his feet. The wet ropes 
seemed to stick to each other, but he finally got them untangled and let them sink 
into the water. 

“He’s not coming back up,” Harry heard Istvan’s voice carrying from the other side 
of the ship. “Looks like he’s too small and skinny to float. I win. You owe me ten 
dollars, Bjorn.” 

“The ship started moving. We weren’t close enough to see,” Bjorn protested. “If I 
toss some dynamite in and blast-fish him out, would that count?” 

“Enough,” Zoltan cut in sharply. “We didn’t come to America just to dispose of 
nosy children. It’s time to get to work.” He paused. “We'll finish this conversation 
below deck.” 

Even though he was clinging to the boat, Harry continued to tread water. In the 
freezing water, it was important to keep moving to stave off hypothermia. 

As the steamship moved past Governor’s Island, they passed a garbage scow 
headed back toward the city. Harry pushed off and set out with vigorous strokes. He 
latched on to the scow as it chugged past and hauled himself on board. The captain 
of the tugboat might see him, but Harry hardly cared. He was out of the freezing 
water, and would be back in the city within minutes. 

And if he’d planned correctly, Zoltan and his crew would think he was dead — 
which meant he was Safe, for now. As he stripped off his soaked clothing and 
huddled down, Harry watched the steamship glide out into the bay until it 
disappeared into the night, leaving only the trails of its smokestacks. 


“What were you thinking?” Harry’s father demanded. “You were very nearly killed! 
Zoltan is a murderer. The Vespers use him for their most dangerous missions — they 
only sent him to collect my debt because he was in New York on other business.” 

It had been late when Harry returned, but his parents had been waiting for him. 
Early dawn light was coming through the parlor windows, and Harry could hear the 
city around them starting to wake up. His father’s face was white from his illness, 
and he had an extra blanket draped over his legs. 

“Who are the Vespers?” Harry asked, too tired from the events of the night to try to 
defend himself. “What do they want with our family?” 


Harry’s father sighed, and paused for a moment. Finally, he looked up, fixing Harry 
with a sad stare. “You’re too young to remember this, but life wasn’t easy in Hungary, 
especially for Jews. I spent many years trying to arrange for us to come to America, 
but when the paperwork finally came through, we still didn’t have enough money for 
the passage. I took a loan from the Vespers in order to buy a ticket for myself, and to 
leave behind enough money for you, your mother, and your four brothers to come 
over.” 

His father turned to his mother, who nodded silently, urging Mayer Samuel to 
continue. “It was foolish,” he admitted. “At the time, I didn’t know much about the 
Vespers. I understood that they had some sort of vendetta against the Cahills, but 
they were the only people in Budapest willing to lend that kind of money without any 
sort of collateral.” He closed his eyes, as if recalling memories stored deep within his 
mind. “And now I know why. The Vespers are a worldwide network of criminals, and I 
should have never gotten involved with them.” 

“Why didn’t you pay them back?” Harry asked. 

His father shook his head. “I did. I tried. But they kept raising the interest until the 
payments became impossible.” He gestured toward their sparsely furnished living 
room. “We've given them all we have.” 

“That’s why we've been so demanding with you and your brothers,” his mother 
added sadly. “We had no choice but to save up to try to pay them. We knew they 
would find us eventually.” 

Harry couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “So they were the ones who broke into 
our house?” His father nodded. “We have to do something,” Harry insisted. “Ill go to 
the police.” 

“you will do no such thing,” Mayer Samuel commanded, his voice regaining some 
of its old authority. “The Vespers control every major crime ring in the city. There’s no 
knowing what sort of influence they have with the police. You’ll only make things 
worse.” 

A surge of hot rage welled up from somewhere deep inside him. “Well, I have to do 
something. I’m not going to stand by while they threaten our family.” 

“Harry,” his father said, fixing his son with a stare that made it clear he’d heard 
what happened at the tie factory. “All you need to focus on is finding employment. Go 
do your shows this weekend to bring in a little money, and then find a real job next 
week. I’m sorry. I wish things were different.” 


“What will happen to you?” Harry demanded. “Won’t the Vespers come back?” 

“Tll take care of it,” Mayer Samuel said. “We'll scrape together as much money as 
we can before they come back next week. But the most important thing is that you 
Stay out of sight. The Vespers can’t know that you survived. Not after what you saw 
down by the docks.” 

“Father, what if I —” 

“No.” His father’s voice became stronger for a moment, almost as if he were his old 
self. “I may not be around much longer. This was my mistake, and you have to let me 
handle it.” Harry could see the thinness in his father’s pale cheeks in a new light. 
Mayer Samuel was wasting away, and the man who used to pick up Harry and spin 
him around, letting him pretend to be an acrobat, was never coming back. 

“Harry.” His mother couldn't quite look him in the eye. “Please do as he says. You 
can’t come back home until the Vespers return to Europe. Zoltan hates to be crossed, 
and he hates to make a mistake. If they see you, they will kill you... and then 
punish the rest of our family as well. Do you understand?” 

Harry gulped. “I won't let them find me. I'll stay with Jacob until they leave. And 
once they’re gone... I'll do my part to take care of the family. I swear it.” 


Harry offered the deck, and the girl pulled the top card off as instructed. The audience 
watched intently. 

“It’s the five of hearts. That was my card,” she announced. “But what happened to. 

“I suppose it was on top of the deck all along,” Harry joked. “Perhaps you simply 
imagined putting it in your pocket.” 

His brush with death had left him jittery, and up until the moment he stepped 
onstage his hands had been shaking. But by the time he started his first trick in each 
show, the usual calm settled over him. In the low light of the stage, he morphed into 
the King of Cards. 

She checked her pocket. “It’s gone!” she squealed. The audience cheered. Harry 
bowed, made a few cards appear and disappear, and stepped into the tiny backstage 
to a final round of applause. He sat down heavily on the small wooden stool. The 
“backstage” was little more than a heavy piece of black fabric blocking an area of a 
few square feet from view. There was nothing back here but the chair, a few rags, a 


flask of water, and an old drum. He sat back and mopped his brow with a 
handkerchief. It was his fifteenth show that Saturday, and there was time left for 
another two. It took about ten minutes for the old crowd to leave and the new one to 
assemble. Every audience had a different feel, and Harry would often change the 
order of his tricks to keep the crowd engaged. 

Harry had snuck out to Coney Island early that morning, desperately hoping to 
escape notice. New York was an enormous city and the chance of him running into 
Zoltan or one of the other Vespers was tiny, but Harry’s heart still leaped every time 
he saw a man with black hair. 

He could hear Thaddeus outside his tent, urging fairgoers to see the amazing 
magician inside. From the way he spoke, it sounded like “the King of Cards” was 
capable of truly incredible feats. Harry just hoped that he was capable of the 
incredible feat of getting paid for his day’s work. 

Although it was a grueling life, realizing that this was his last weekend of shows 
reminded Harry how much Coney Island felt like home. There were the circuses with 
high-flying acrobats and majestic lions. The ringmasters would bark out commands, 
drawing hundreds of eyes to every new spectacle. There were magicians who had 
devices that let them saw their assistants in half and make them disappear. 

Harry knew how it was all done, of course, but he still let himself go along for the 
ride, clapping and hooting with the rest of the crowd as the assistants reappeared in 
the audience, unharmed. There was even a drama to the concessions sellers, who 
hawked their treats with booming voices and made cotton candy sound like a piece 
of cloud stolen from heaven. How could he leave it all behind? 

When the audience was inside and settled, Harry picked up a mallet and beat a 
drum four times. He didn’t have anyone to pull open a curtain, lower the lights, or 
play music for him, so this was the only way to make his entrance appropriately 
dramatic — or, at least, get the audience somewhat quiet for his entrance. He played 
one final drumroll and leaped onto the stage to a smattering of applause. 

He started facing away from the audience. He stretched out his arms, and then, 
with a flourish, a fan of cards appeared in each hand. There was slightly more 
applause, and a boy hooted. Harry smiled to himself, gathering his confidence. The 
audience was his to win. With a deft move, he made the decks vanish again. He spun 
to face the crowd, and it felt like his stomach did a backflip. 

He was there. In the front row. 


Zoltan was relaxed in his seat, using a toothpick to remove dirt from under his 
fingernails. He glanced up at Harry, giving him the same expectant look as the rest of 
the audience. He was flanked by his two companions, Istvan and Bjorn. 

The sight of the three men sent a shiver down Harry’s spine. What were they doing 
just sitting there? 

With nowhere to run, Harry had no choice but to start the show. Perhaps, if he 
could buy himself enough time, he’d come up with a plan. His mind raced as coins 
appeared and disappeared, handkerchiefs changed color, and cards obeyed his every 
command. Zoltan laughed at the appropriate moments, applauded for each 
successful trick, and was generally a perfect audience member. 

He shouldn't have stayed in the city. He shouldn’t even have gone back home. The 
only way to convince the Vespers he was dead would have been to disappear 
completely. Would they take it out on his family? Harry could imagine Zoltan and his 
companions walking up the stairs of the Weisses’ house again, this time with 
murder on their minds. 

But it was too late for recriminations now. Harry let the audience’s applause build 
his confidence as he surprised a man by handing him the watch that had been on his 
wrist until a few minutes earlier. 

Harry extended the show, buying himself time with elaborate stories and extra 
illusions. After the fourth card trick in a row, he could see a few audience members in 
the back begin filing out. If he didn’t act soon, they would all leave, and he would be 
alone with the Vespers. 

As soon as he’d made the decision, Harry felt his muscles relax. It was time to 
perform, and he was ready. Harry produced a new deck of cards and stepped off of the 
Stage. 

“Sir, would you please shuffle this deck for me?” he said, offering the cards to 
Zoltan, coming within an arm’s length of the man who had tried to kill him. A part of 
Harry was screaming for him to make a run for it, but he buried it away. 

It was showtime. 

“Of course,” Zoltan replied amiably, mixing the deck with the practiced ease of a 
gambler. Harry might have worried that the Vesper could stack the deck, but at this 
point he didn’t care. 

“Please take the first card for yourself,” Harry said, letting his best announcer’s 
voice boom through the tent as he stepped back onto the stage. “And pass the deck 


around. Ladies and gentlemen, each of you should take a single card from the deck. 

“I will now present you with a new illusion. One that has never been seen before by 
mortal eyes!” he declared. There was no lie there — this was a trick that he had never 
even thought of before tonight. He walked to the center of the room and stood under 
the gas lamp. A successful magician would have drums and an orchestra to build the 
tension, but Harry only had the pounding of his heart against his rib cage. 

“Examine your cards closely,” he announced. “Look around — each of you has a 
different card. Now hold your card in the air, but hold it tightly.” The audience 
complied, including an amused Zoltan. “I will turn out the light, and when I turn it 
back on, every one of you will have the exact same card,” Harry announced. 

He reached up to the lamp and turned the key, plunging the tent into darkness. 
Some of the ladies gasped, covering Harry’s stealthy footsteps. 

“Ladies and gentlemen!” he declared loudly. 

“Brace yourselves!” he reached the door, and began shaking the tentpoles. 

“Prepare yourselves!” he boomed. 

“Tm very sorry!” he shouted as he successfully pulled the tentpoles out, stepped 
through the door, and let the tent entrance collapse behind him as the audience 
screamed in shock. 

It was a simple trick, really. Distract the audience with a big promise, turn out the 
lights ... and then collapse the tent on them and run like the wind. 


Harry broke into a sprint as he rounded the corner. The audience in the tent was 
yelling, but with a glance back, he confirmed that only part of the tent had collapsed. 
No one would be hurt. 

No one but him. And, he realized with a sinking feeling, his family as well. Harry 
glanced back again. Zoltan and his crew had somehow made it out of the tent and 
were running after him. 

They were fast, but Harry knew he was faster. He could put on a burst of speed and 
outrun them. But what was the point? He could run as far or as fast as he wanted, 
but the Vespers would find him. They were too connected. Too powerful. Too 
ruthless. 

Harry knew the implicit threat that every criminal kingpin held over the more or 
less honest people that he preyed on. “Cross me, and I'll kill you. Run away, and Ill 


kill your family.” Glancing back, he could see it written on Zoltan’s face. Harry could 
run away and hide forever — but he couldn't hide his sick father. He couldn't hide his 
younger brothers and his little sister. 

Harry stopped and turned around, letting the three Vespers catch up to him. He 
could see the fury on Zoltan’s face, now modified with slight confusion. 

Harry stood tall, facing the men, and held up his hands in surrender. 

“Take me,” Harry said. “I know it’s over.” 

Istvan and Bjorn slowed, but Zoltan kept coming and lowered his shoulder. He 
slammed into Harry, knocking the wind out of him. 

Harry’s vision went blank for a moment and he collapsed to the ground. His lungs 
burned as he strained for air. Harry gasped, but the breath just didn’t seem to come. 

“you don’t get to negotiate with us,” Zoltan said from above him. His two 
companions’ laughter mingled with the roar of white noise in Harry’s ears as he 
struggled for air. 

For a moment, Harry was sure he would die, but ever so slowly his breath came 
back. Harry looked up at the three heads clustered above him, framed by the lights of 
the fairgrounds and the dim stars above that. No one would stop to question them. 
As far as Coney Island was concerned, large criminals had a right to beat up short 
boys. It wasn’t worth risking their necks to interfere. 

“Kill me,” Harry croaked. “Only please, please, leave them alone.” 

Zoltan was unmoved. “You died last week when we threw you into the river. I even 
sent a telegram to Vesper One, telling him to add your drowning to my tally. I will not 
be made a liar.” For that one moment, Harry thought he saw a flicker of concern in 
Zoltan’s eyes. But then it was gone, and the ruthless killer was back. “Since the 
moment your feet hit the water, you’ve been living on borrowed time.” 

Harry closed his eyes. His escape had been for nothing. They were still going to kill 
him. They were still going to destroy his family. “But that’s not how it has to be,” 
Zoltan added. “You could be resurrected, if you do what needs to be done. How would 
you like to be alive again?” 

Harry stared at Zoltan, unsure whether or not the man was playing a game with 
him. “What are you talking about?” he wheezed, still struggling to catch his breath 
after his sprint. 

Zoltan inclined his head so he was looking straight into Harry’s eyes. “You area 
talented boy, even if you are a nosy piece of tenement trash. Your magician’s tricks 


are not real artistry, but they have a certain utility.” Harry bristled but remained 
Silent. The more time this twisted criminal spent taunting him, the less time hed 
have to torture Harry’s family. “I need you to acquire an object for me. You'll break 
into the specified location, use your special talents to escape, and then bring me the 
item the day after tomorrow. Ill be waiting on the docks with a special crate to 
transport it back to Europe.” 

Zoltan leaned even closer. “If you succeed, I will forgive your family’s debt and 
leave your father in peace. If you fail, you will be arrested and sent to prison for a long 
time. But don’t expect anyone to visit you there — if you fail, ’'ll make sure each 
member of your family dies a unique and memorable death.” 

The Vesper rose, standing with the expansive performers posture that Harry had 
worked so hard to imitate. “So do we have a deal?” 

Harry didn’t hesitate. He knew his parents would be horrified if they learned that 
he’d allowed the Vespers to pull him into their web of criminality and deceit, but 
there was no other choice. 

“TIl do it.” 


Harry and Jacob shuffled through the crowd, doing their best to look like awestruck 
tourists. Given the unbelievable array of sculpture, pottery, and paintings around 
them, it wasn’t difficult. There were paintings taller than Harry, full of knights, 
angels, and noblewomen in vibrant colors. There was even a collection of daggers, 
swords, and armor with beautiful inlays. To Harry, the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
was like an elegant version of Coney Island, with all the drama and spectacle but 
none of the dirt, violence, and corruption. He and Jacob had worn their best clothes, 
but Harry still felt shabby next to the fine gentlemen and ladies taking the afternoon 
to stroll through the exhibits. 

The museum was in an enormous brick building, topped with spires that made it 
look like a castle to Harry. And as large as it was, Harry had seen construction starting 
outside that looked like it would add entire new wings. Harry wished he could spend 
the day wandering through the museum. They’d even passed paintings by his 
famous ancestors, giving Harry a thrill that temporarily made him forget his nerves. 
But he had work to do — after memorizing the layout of the building, he had an even 
more important task: locating the object the Vespers wanted him to steal. 


On their way in, Jacob had purchased a map of the collections. Harry pretended to 
be confused, frequently pulling the map open and looking around in every direction. 
In reality, he was committing the entire map to memory. According to Zoltan, the 
plan called for him to be wheeled in during a fake delivery, and he couldn’t know for 
sure where he would end up. He needed to be able to find his target from anywhere in 
the museum. 

“Unbelievable!” Jacob whispered as they entered the Greek and Roman section, 
passing by a massive marble sarcophagus. 

The plan was to sneak to the Greek and Roman exhibit, replace the artifact he was 
meant to steal with a replica the Vespers had created, and then deliver it to the 
Vespers’ ship. Thinking about the assignment left Harry nauseous for a number of 
reasons. If he failed, his family would be punished in horrific ways. If he succeeded, a 
group of evil criminals would take a priceless treasure. But Harry knew what he had 
to do. When it came to choosing between his family and a piece of art — no matter 
how important — the choice was clear. 

They strolled through the Greek and Roman exhibit casually, pretending to stop 
and examine every artifact. Harry could hardly believe that the statues, lamps, and 
even an incense burner had survived over two thousand years. He tried to imagine 
what relics might remain of his life in New York two thousand years from now. 
Would the tools for his magic tricks end up in a museum some day? 

“Why did the Greeks need so many statues of headless naked men?” Jacob asked, 
looking at a row of sculptures. 

“According to this,” Harry said, pointing to a plaque, “the head was probably broken 
off. But I don’t know why these guys couldn't keep their clothes on.” 

Harry instinctively turned his head away and pulled out the map as amuseum 
guard walked by. There was nothing to be worried about yet — the guard couldn’t 
possibly know what they were planning — but he could feel himself tensing up 
anyway. He closed his eyes, stood up straight, and envisioned himself on stage. He 
was about to perform a routine disappearing act, nothing more. He opened his eyes 
and led Jacob to the target. 

The artifact the Vespers wanted was tucked away in the corner of a room in the 
Greek and Roman wing of the museum. The gallery was full of marble statues and 
exotic figurines, busts of great leaders and ornate columns. But he was after a simple 
Hadra hydria, or water jar. 


It looked like the small urns that the fortune-tellers in Coney Island used to 
decorate their tents and cultivate an air of foreignness, though less striking than 
those. Still, if the Vespers wanted it, the artifact had to be far more important than it 
appeared. The idea of Zoltan holding this work of art in his hands made Harry sick to 
his stomach. 

It was locked in a glass case, and according to the plaque, it was from around 213 
BC, and was inscribed with the name Theudotos, although scholars weren’t sure 
why. Out of the corner of his eye, Harry examined the lock on the case and was 
relieved to discover that it looked fairly old. It wouldn’t prove much of a problem. The 
locks on the doors to the museum were another matter entirely — Harry doubted 
that he could pick them quickly enough to avoid being caught. And worse, it had 
looked like they required a key to get either in or out. 

Jacob nudged him. It was time to move on. A couple of poor boys in the museum 
were already an unusual sight — most of the other patrons were older gentlemen and 
well-dressed ladies. 

“Why does he want it?” Jacob whispered as they walked on to the next case. “None 
of this makes sense.” 

Harry shook his head. “No idea. It’s not really my concern, I guess. At least it’s not 
one of those huge paintings — I have no idea how I would carry one of them out.” 

The boys wandered through the rest of the galleries, pretending to give the other 
artifacts just as much attention as they had paid to their target. A few minutes later, 
they sauntered out of the exhibit and headed back outside. 

Harry would have preferred to scope out his escape route, but it was off limits to 
the public. He would just have to trust that the Vespers’ plan would work. As they 
walked out of the museum, Harry glanced back at the outside wall that he would 
need to rappel down on his way out. That would be after being smuggled in, making 
it past the night watchmen, and getting to the roof. The whole plan seemed to be one 
impossible feat stacked onto another, but he had no choice. The image of Zoltan 
Stalking into Carrie’s room was enough to strengthen Harry’s resolve. 

Harry parted ways with Jacob and headed for his rendezvous with the Vespers. It 
was time for the show. 


Harry’s legs were beginning to cramp. He was crammed into a large Egyptian urn, 
arms clutched tightly to his sides and head tucked down. A bag containing the 
replacement jug had been stuffed in on top of his head, and his knees banged into his 
chin every time the dolly transporting the urn hit a bump. The stairs up the front of 
the Metropolitan Museum had been the worst. “Tm supposed to be a demolitions 
expert, not a delivery boy,” Bjorn had groused when Zoltan gave him this job. Harry 
was pretty sure Bjorn had bounced him straight up the steps out of spite. 

They were lucky the vase hadn’t come apart on those stairs. It was completely fake 
— the paint had barely dried by the time Harry climbed inside. Still, to his untrained 
eye, it had appeared real enough. He needed to believe the plan would work. If it 
failed, Harry would go to jail for attempted burglary and his family would be 
murdered. He wasn’t sure whether it was the danger or the bouncing of the dolly that 
was making him feel sick. 

The bumping finally came to a stop and Harry could hear voices through the urn’s 
ceramic sides. 

“Delivery for Egyptian art,” Bjorn said in his thick Swedish accent. When they had 
been discussing the heist, Bjorn had suggested adding dynamite to Harry’s crate so 
that he could set the fuse and run to the artifact, creating a diversion. Harry had been 
relieved when Zoltan vetoed the idea — especially since, judging by Bjorn’s burned 
hair and lack of eyebrows, his methods didn’t always work perfectly. 

“Uh-huh,” another man, probably a museum guard, said. “Do you have the bill of 
lading?” 

There was a pause, and Harry’s breath caught in his chest. He had known the plan 
was crazy, but he had expected to at least get into the museum before being arrested. 

“Hmmmm. This is a little unusual.” The guard’s voice came through. “We weren't 
expecting this delivery today.” 

Bjorn mumbled something, too soft for Harry’s ears. 

Harry could hear someone opening the top of the shipping crate. A tiny bit of light 
filtered down around the uneven edges of the lid. Harry held his breath. All the 
museum guard had to do was lift off the lid, and the game would be up. Somehow 
Harry doubted that the museum could be convinced that a hidden Hungarian 
teenager was a standard feature of Egyptian urns. 

Harry waited several long seconds as someone poked around at the packing 
materials. 


“Well, all right, then,” the guard said at last. “You'll find storage on the third floor, 
northeast corner. I'll show you the way. We're closing, so we'll have to be quick about 
it.” 

Harry breathed a sigh of relief as the crate was closed and the dolly began moving 
again. They bumped their way to the storage room on the third floor. To try to 
distract himself from the painful jostling, Harry counted each of Bjorn’s footsteps and 
each turn they made. He called up an image of the floor plan of the museum, trying 
to track where they were headed. After eight turns, he started to lose certainty, but he 
still had a good enough idea to know which direction to head when he got out. 

Finally, the crate was moved off of the dolly and placed on the ground. “Okay, let’s 
get out of here,” the guard said. “I need to lock up.” 

Harry heard two pairs of footsteps leave the room. A door closed and a key turned 
in the lock. As the sounds faded away, he could just make out the guard suggesting 
what landmarks Bjorn should visit while he was visiting New York City on his 
“delivery from Hungary.” 

Harry breathed deeply, waiting until he was sure they were completely gone. He 
listened, straining his ears for any signs that someone else was in the room with 
him. For a minute, he heard nothing, but then he heard the scratching of a pen 
piercing the silence. 

Someone was in the room with him. 

Harry waited. It could be a curator or restorer out there, finishing up some work. 
The museum might be closing, but the employees could easily stay for hours 
afterward. From time to time the employee would stand up, or move an object from 
one area to another. Harry was pretty sure his feet were asleep and his legs and arms 
with them, but there was nothing for it. He simply waited. 

After what seemed like an hour, the man finished his work. Harry exhaled as the 
door opened and closed, and the key turned in the lock once again. He waited another 
ten minutes for good measure, then flexed his muscles and pushed out with his 
arms and legs. The cheap plaster holding the fake urn together cracked open inside 
the packing crate. 

Careful not to harm the replica in the bag, Harry reached up and used his penknife 
to unhook the latch. After fumbling for a moment, it gave, and he was able to push 
the lid off and stand up. 


He swayed as he stood, nearly falling over. He stood in place, balancing on the 
edges of the crate as he stamped his feet to restore feeling. Finally, he was able to 
gingerly climb out of the box. He cleaned up the materials that had fallen on the floor 
and closed the lid so that no one who happened in would notice something amiss. 

The storeroom was filled with crates and tables covered with pieces of artifacts in 
the process of classification. There were sculptures, bowls, and even another urn. On 
one table lay a suit of armor, completely disassembled, surrounded by notes detailing 
plans to fit it back together. Soft light filtered in from high windows. Glancing up, 
Harry could see early evening stars. 

Harry padded over to the door to see what he was up against. He had spent the last 
ten minutes planning how to pick this lock, trying to guess the type from the sound 
of the key the employees were using. But there was no obstacle. All he had to do was 
turn a small knob and he was ready to go. 

It was almost a pity that he had to wait another hour until the last workers left 
and he could put the plan into action. Harry retired to a dark corner of the storeroom, 
hiding behind some empty crates and taking the opportunity to massage feeling back 
into his limbs. 

Sitting in silence, he tried to shut out the worries that crowded his mind. What if 
he couldn’t get to the Greek and Roman exhibit to take the artifact? He clutched the 
bag with the fake as images of Bjorn rigging his house with explosives hovered at the 
edge of his thoughts. 

When he was confident enough time had passed, Harry exited the room and 
ghosted down the corridors, past the other storage areas and out into the Asian art 
exhibit. Occasionally he would hear or glimpse a guard, but he managed to slip into 
the Greek and Roman gallery unnoticed. In the darkness, the statues looked like 
silhouettes that might come to life at any moment to throw out the intruder stalking 
through their midst. 

Harry found the water jug in its glass case, but that was no challenge. A lock pick 
hidden in Harry’s belt made short work of it. He had just lifted the case open when he 
heard footsteps coming down the hallway outside. He laid the lid down delicately and 
Slipped behind the case, crouching as low as he could. Had a guard heard him, or was 
it just a routine check? 

As the guard came closer, the footsteps sounded like a clock ticking down the 
moments until Harry would doom his family to an early grave. Harry held his breath 


as the guard paused in the center of the room. The light from the guard’s lantern 
played across the statues, casting the shadows of ancient heroes on the walls. 

As the guard turned and headed out of the room, Harry exhaled. Working quickly, 
he opened the case and removed the jar. He opened the padded bag and pulled out 
the fake. Harry paused a moment, comparing the two side by side. Both bore the 
inscription of the Greek name, Theudotos. 

It was staggering to Harry — two thousand years ago a Greek man had handled 
this same jar, likely even drank from it. 

Harry couldn’t imagine what Zoltan wanted with a simple terra-cotta jar. If it was 
money, there were famous paintings and sculptures in the museum that would sell 
for titanic sums on the black market. Harry examined the two objects more closely. 
They had handles on each side and faded black decorations painted around the tops. 

The only difference between the two jars was that the real one had very faint 
scratches on the base. Was it an etching of a diagram of some sort? In the low light, 
he couldn’t make anything out. The forger wouldn't have been able to see the base 
when he copied the vessel. Maybe it was just sloppy counterfeiting. Or was this what 
Zoltan was after? 

Harry shook his head. Were the scratches on the urn a map to treasure, or to some 
more valuable artifact? It would just give the Vespers more resources to fuel their 
criminal enterprises. Whatever they were planning, all Harry could know for sure was 
that it would be something horrifying — and now he was their accomplice. 

He cautiously placed the fake jar in the glass case and gently nested the real one in 
his padded bag. He used his lock pick to relock the case, and a moment later, he was 
gliding through the hallways of the museum. 

As he passed by the Roman sarcophagus, light played over it from the opposite 
side. Harry crouched down and flattened himself against its base. He had been too 
distracted thinking about his escape, and hadn't noticed the guard returning. The 
sides of the sarcophagus were covered with figures of ancient Romans, either 
writhing in pain or dancing. He didn’t have time to look close enough to be sure — all 
he could tell was that their tiny limbs were uncomfortably jabbing him in the back. 

The footsteps advanced and light spun around the shadow of the sarcophagus. 
The guard turned the corner, and Harry flattened against the marble, holding his 
breath and watching the guard stop and yawn. The lantern’s light shined on the 


Statues and urns — and Harry’s blood froze as it turned toward him. Before he could 
move, the light landed squarely on Harry, and he heard the guard gasp. 

Harry leaped up, and the guard lunged at him. The man’s right hand brushed his 
shirt, but Harry danced away and the guard lost his balance for a moment and fell to 
the floor. Harry sprinted away as the man yelled. 

“Intruder! Help! Intruder!” The guard’s voice echoed through the empty hallways. 
Harry dodged a Roman chariot and darted out into the hallway. He could hear 
thudding footsteps and see lights coming from the Egyptian exhibit, so he charged 
into the Asian wing. 

Woodcuts, paintings, pottery, and calligraphy blurred as he ran past. Twice he saw 
lights ahead of himself and changed course, scrambling down a different hallway. He 
could outdistance each individual guard, but they just kept coming. As he ran, he 
called up the map of the museum in his mind, trying to plot out a course that would 
avoid the known guards and get him where he needed to go. 

Harry led the pursuit on a long loop around the building, dashing past massive 
paintings and what a sign said were Peruvian antiquities. Finally, when he was far 
enough ahead, he darted toward the curators’ offices. He could hear the guards yelling 
behind him, but he skidded to a stop in front of the head curator’s office. He tried the 
doorknob just in case, but he wasn’t going to be so lucky. Pulling out his lock picks, 
he knelt and started on the knob. 

He rotated the tumblers until he nearly had it, but his hands were shaking, and he 
accidentally pushed the locking mechanism back into place. The beating of his heart 
and the sound of advancing footsteps mingled in a terrifying drumbeat. 

As the lock finally clicked open, he could hear guards turn the corner and advance 
down the hallway. Harry dashed inside and locked the door behind himself just as 
one of them slammed into it. With the exception of the fireplace, every wall of the 
office was lined with bookcases, and the large desk in the middle was covered with 
papers and even more books. 

The guards started to pound on the entrance, and Harry could hear the jingle of 
keys on the outside as he pushed the curator’s desk in front of the door. Just as it slid 
into place, he saw the knob turn. 

The guards tried to open the door, but the heavy desk held it shut. Harry judged 
that it would keep them only for a minute. He stepped to the fireplace, nervously 
watching as the desk skid back and the door inched open. 


Harry pulled a loop of thin rope out of his pocket and tied it around his waist, then 
to the straps of the bag, and set it just outside the fireplace, leaving a few feet of 
Slack. Taking a deep breath, he jumped up and wedged himself into the chimney. He 
could barely make out a shaft of moonlight and stars at the top of the chimney. 

Harry climbed up, pressing his back against one side of the chimney and his feet 
against the other. With his feet holding him steady, he put his hands back against 
the wall and pushed himself up. Then he worked his way up a few inches with his 
feet. Alternating back and forth, he made his way up the chimney. The rope pulled 
the bag up, and the artifact hung a few feet below him in the chimney. He could feel 
soot and ashes rubbing off all over his clothing and hair, with a sizeable portion 
Sliding down the back of his shirt collar to his neck and back. 

Below, he could hear the guards finally wrenching the door open. Harry just kept 
pushing himself higher, praying that if any of them looked up he would see only 
darkness. Finally, he reached the top and swung himself out onto the roof of the 
museum. He pulled the rope up, making sure not to knock the artifact in the bag. 
Once he had retrieved it, Harry slung the bag over his shoulders and headed for the 
front of the museum. 

Harry coughed, trying to clear out the ashes choking his lungs. The cool night air 
on the top of the museum was a relief from the sooty chimney. The roof was broad 
and open, with spires lining the edges before the shingles sloped down and met with 
the walls. 

He looked out at the starlit street, watching a horse-drawn carriage carrying a 
laughing couple pass by. He hitched his rope to one of the spires and then climbed 
over the edge. 

Harry braced his feet against the bricks, then jumped back and let out rope as he 
fell down. He grimaced as he swung back into the wall and his legs took the brunt of 
the impact. It would have been nice to rappel down slowly and easily, but he didn’t 
have time. He pushed off again, bounding down the wall as quickly as he could. 

Once down, he laid the rope against the wall and ducked down into the shadows of 
the building. Inside, he could hear guards shouting and could see lights playing on 
the windows, but no one seemed to have come outside yet. 

While he waited for a horsecar carrying a load of workers home, Harry pulled a 
handkerchief from his pocket and used it to wipe most of the soot from his face and 
hair. Once the street was clear again, he set off, sticking to the shadows until he was 


several blocks away from the museum. Stepping into the light and quickening his 
pace, he headed for the docks. 


An early morning fog was rolling in as Harry reached the East River. Most of the ships 
were tied up, dark, and silent, but the Vespers’ steamship was a flurry of activity as 
three men used a winch and pulley system to load crates onto the ship. 

Harry’s heart was trying to claw its way out of his chest as he approached the 
three familiar figures standing on the pier. Zoltan’s slick black hair gleamed in the 
light of the lanterns. 

“It looks like the urchin may not be entirely worthless,” Zoltan said with the grin of 
a predator. Harry felt a sudden urge to punch it off his face, but his looming 
accomplices made Harry think better. 

“Tve got it,” Harry said. “That was my part of the deal. Will you leave my family 
alone?” 

“I will — if it is genuine. Let me see it.” 

Harry felt every muscle in his body tighten. He was moments away from saving his 
family — if this criminal mastermind could be trusted. He pulled the bag off and 
handed it to Zoltan. 

The Vesper gently extracted the Greek jar and held it out admiringly. “This will be 
perfect for my collection. Perhaps for holding water, or the ashes of an enemy. You 
know, I haven’t cremated anyone alive yet....Istvan, keep that in mind. I’m sure 
Bjorn can rig something up.” 

“Is the map still —” Zoltan shot Istvan a glance and he trailed off. 

Harry wasn’t sure who Theudotos was or what had been inscribed on the jar, but 
he wished he could apologize to him for letting a Vesper handle his legacy. He hoped 
the Greeks would have understood why he did it and forgiven him. 

Zoltan was nearly beaming as he walked over to the last crate on the pier. “Bjorn, 
help me open this. Istvan, please make sure that the boy doesn’t leave us just yet.” 

Istvan’s heavy hand fell on Harry’s shoulder. He wanted to shove it off and run, but 
he simply stood silently and watched them pack the artifact away. The interior of the 
crate was constructed to hold this object — it was full of padding material but 
included a special spot for the artifact. Harry could barely imagine what would make 


this inscription so valuable, but the thought of the Vespers controlling it made his 
stomach twist. 

Zoltan snapped his fingers at Bjorn. “This is to go at the very bottom of the hold. 
Put a guard on it at all times,” he instructed. “No one opens it until it reaches Vesper 
One. We can’t afford to disappoint him.” There was that same flicker of uncertainty, 
momentarily breaking through Zoltan’s poised exterior. 

Harry looked into the distance, catching a glimpse of movement in the fog. 

“There’s no one coming to help you,” Istvan growled. 

Zoltan turned and shouted to the men on board the ship. A few seconds later, two 
appeared on the rails and began hauling. They pulled the crate into the air and deftly 
landed it on the deck. 

With the ship loaded, Zoltan spun and focused his attention on Harry. “You’ve put 
on a good show. But the audience demands the finale it was promised. You’re coming 
with us.” 

Harry’s insides twisted. Istvan tried to pull him forward, but he jerked back. Fora 
moment, Istvan’s grip was broken, and Harry made to run. But he only managed to 
take two steps before Zoltan slammed into him, and Harry was on the ground witha 
blade at his throat. 

“you’re coming, or your family pays the price. Understand?” 

The urge to fight evaporated. Harry nodded slightly, the steel at his throat leaving 
him unable to speak. 

Zoltan stood, with a satisfied smirk on his face. 

Istvan and Bjorn hauled Harry to his feet. Despite their grips on his arms, Harry 
drew himself up to his full height — even if it was half a foot shorter than the men 
around him. 

“If it means my family lives, Pll come with you.” 

Zoltan smiled with satisfaction and turned to head up the gangway. Istvan and 
Bjorn kept a tight grip on Harry’s arms as he followed. 

The three men on the deck smirked at Harry as he was dragged on board. Zoltan 
beckoned for Istvan to follow him below deck, leaving Harry with Bjorn and his only 
Slightly less menacing companions. 

Their backs were facing the crate they were meant to be guarding, and Harry 
whispered a silent word of thanks before taking a deep breath and shouting, “Police!” 


His stage training paid off. The Vespers all dashed toward the railing before turning 
back to Harry with cold fury in their eyes. “There’s no one there,” Bjorn snapped, 
grabbing hold of Harry’s arm again. 

And there wasn't. The only sounds were the grunts of the Vesper crewmen as they 
moved the crate toward the hold, and the thud of Harry’s rapidly beating heart. 


Harry stood at the back of the ship, watching the city recede. He tried to fix the 
skyline in his memory. This might be the last time he saw it. 

The deck creaked as Zoltan approached. Harry turned to face the Vesper, standing 
straight and looking him in the eye. 

“I killed you before,” Zoltan began. He leaned back against the rail, utterly at ease. 

Harry waited, trying to match the Vesper’s deadly calm. But he could feel his chest 
fluttering with every breath he pulled in. 

“... but you’re not dead,” the Vesper added. 

“your powers of observation are impressive,” Harry said, thankful that his voice 
didn’t betray the fear welling up inside of him. “I got you the artifact,” he continued. “I 
expect you to uphold your end of the deal.” 

Zoltan shook his head. “You did well, for a gutter-trash trickster. But I’m afraid I 
sent a telegram saying that you drowned. I don’t lie to Vesper One, so I have to 
remedy this ... inconsistency.” He sighed. “And you know far too much about our 
mission here. Did you really think we’d let you go, with what you’ve seen?” Zoltan 
stood up from the rail. “The audience needs the ending that they were promised. The 
show must go on.” 

Although every muscle in his body twitched with the need to run, Harry remained 
still as Istvan and Bjorn advanced on him. Within moments, his hands were chained 
behind his back. 

“This time he’ll stay down there,” Istvan grunted. 

“Should we attach a little dynamite for good measure? Maybe throw a hand 
grenade after him?” Bjorn asked eagerly as he fastened cuffs on Harry’s legs, attached 
to a heavy metal ball. 

Zoltan tilted his head to the side as if considering the proposal. “No, it’s not 
necessary. We should save the explosives in case the coast guard decides to pay us a 
call. Just stick with the original plan.” 


Harry looked out across the water. The steamship was gliding along the water, and 
the docks were starting to disappear in the distance. The lights of Manhattan 
gleamed in the early-morning darkness as the night shift returned home and 
workers kissed their families good-bye and headed to their jobs. 

Bjorn shoved Harry to the ground and he groaned as they stuffed him — manacles, 
chains, ball, and all — into a burlap sack. The cold of the metal on his arms and legs 
felt like the grip of death itself, ready to pull him down to a forgotten grave on the 
bottom of the bay. 

“You promised you wouldn’t hurt my family,” Harry said, fixing Zoltan with a glare. 
The Vesper had gone back on his word once already — his promise was worthless. 
Harry tried to banish the thought of his feeble father being thrown to the ground, but 
the terrible image only grew more vivid. 

“I did. And since you got us the artifact, they’re no longer worth my concern. They'll 
live out their insignificant little lives,” Zoltan said as the sack closed and the sliver of 
Starlit sky narrowed. Harry’s breathing was quick and shallow, and he clenched his 
fists, digging his nails into his palms in a futile attempt to keep panic at bay. 

The men started to drag him to the railing. He struggled, trying to slow them down 
as best he could. He needed to buy time while his hands frantically felt for the lock on 
the chain that bound him. He started yelling as they hoisted him up to the rail. The 
weight of the ball chained to his feet nearly broke his ankle before someone grabbed it 
and pulled it up. 

His stomach lurched as he spun in freefall. 

Harry took a huge breath as he fell, filling his lungs with precious air. His earlier 
stuggle paid off and the lock on his hands gave way just as he was hitting the water. 
He’d bought himself just enough time to pick the lock on his handcuffs. But the 
heavy weight was still attached to his legs, and he was sinking straight down. 

Harry struggled in the water, his movements slowed by chains, burlap sackcloth, 
and the cold all around him. His penknife slashed at the burlap fabric, but to his 
horror, it didn’t seem to give. Finally, he pierced the sack and managed to claw his 
way out. He dropped the knife and grabbed for the shredded fabric. If the material 
floated to the surface, the Vespers would know he was trying to escape. 

Harry looked up through the murky water, trying to stay calm as his air supply 
rapidly diminished. He could still see the hull of Zoltan’s ship, its steam-powered 


paddle pushing it forward with considerable speed. It was already too far away for 
him to catch. There would be no hiding on the other side of the ship this time. 

With a dull thump, the ball landed on the floor of the harbor. Harry reached down 
and quickly picked the lock on the manacles around his ankles. His body floated 
upward, but by holding the ball and chain he stayed at the bottom. 

His lungs were burning, but he had to stay down a little longer. He watched as the 
hull of the Vesper ship moved farther out into the harbor. His brother Theo had once 
timed him at two minutes and fifty seconds with his head underwater, but at this 
depth it felt like he was being crushed. 

Harry watched bubbles escape his nose and float to the surface, his vision 
beginning to blur. He needed to head for the surface, but he also needed to stay down 
until the ship was far enough away. If they saw he was alive, the trick would be up. 
This was the show. He had to fool them completely, or they would come back and 
take revenge on his family. 

Harry clenched his fists around the chain, willing himself to stay calm. He was the 
King of Cards, the Prince of the Air, and a master escape artist. He could hold his 
breath for a few more precious seconds. 

Finally, he started to see red behind his eyelids. Harry let the chain slip out of his 
grasp and kicked off, struggling for the surface. As he reached the top, he slowed, 
letting only the front of his face break through. The ship was far away now, but it was 
possible that they were still looking back for him. Harry breathed in, pulling in as 
much air as he could. He panted for a moment, letting his vision return to normal, 
and then he kicked his legs and dove back underwater. 

With powerful strokes, he swam in the opposite direction of the ship, staying 
underwater as much as possible. An observer would have to look at just the right 
moment to see a mouth and nose emerge above the surface for a quick breath, then 
disappear again. 

Harry glanced back at the ship and saw it rounding the shoreline before finally 
disappearing. He treaded water for a moment to catch his breath, and then set off for 
the shore at a more leisurely pace. 


Harry met Jacob at the pier, just as they had planned. Harry pulled himself out of the 
water and stood up, shaking the water out of his hair. “How did it go?” he asked, 


struggling to catch his breath. 

Jacob was grinning like a maniac. “Your plan worked perfectly.” He handed Harry 
the parcel. 

Harry took the artifact, hardly believing he was holding it once again. After the 
events of the past few days, it seemed miraculous that he’d managed to fool the 
Vespers. But Jacob had managed to climb up from underneath the docks, and as 
they’d discussed, swap the urns while Harry created a distraction. They knew it was 
a long shot, but it had actually worked. 

“I owe you,” Harry said, smiling. He knew from his reading that no great magician, 
not even the great Robert-Houdin, had pulled off his act alone. It paid to have a best 
friend who was skilled in his own right. 

Jacob raised an eyebrow. “That’s not all. While I was up there, I... got a little 
greedy.” He passed Harry a second parcel, this one a simple leather case. Harry opened 
it and gasped. 

“How did you... ?” 

“This was next to the artifact I switched. It must be their blackmail money, or 
something.” 

Harry laughed. It was a good thing Zoltan wouldn't discover that anything was 
missing until he was in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. Inside the case was more 
money than Harry made in a year. He knew immediately what they would use it for. 
It was enough to take care of his family while he and Jacob finally created the act 
they had dreamed of. As soon as he returned the artifact to the museum — an 
anonymous parcel mysteriously appearing in the night watchmen’s room would do 
the trick — he could start planning. 

Harry shivered, this time more with excitement than with cold. His real life was 
about to start. 


The audience clapped as Harry leaped onstage and took a bow. The large tent was 
packed for the third show in a row. Their statewide tour, word of mouth, and the 
posters touting their stage name, “The Brothers Houdini,” had brought the Harlem 
hometown crowd out in force. Harry and Jacob had showcased their best illusions, 
from simple card and scarf tricks to an elaborate “mind reading” act. Now it was time 
for the finale. 


Tonight wasn’t just any show. In the front row, Harry could see his mother, his 
brothers, and his sister. Even his father, who could barely walk, had been wheeled 
down so that he could watch. Mayer Samuel’s face was thin and taut, but Harry 
could detect a slight smile on it. His father still didn’t entirely approve of his son’s 
new venture, but Harry had caught him looking around at the crowd in wonder more 
than once. 

As Jacob invited the local constable onstage, Harry looked down at the orchestra, a 
four-piece band that he had recently hired. What a difference it made having music 
to build tension! Together Jacob and the constable put Harry in handcuffs and leg 
irons, and tied a generous portion of rope around him. Just before they pulled a bag 
over his head, Harry flashed the crowd his most winning smile. 

They led Harry to the crate and he crouched down, letting them guide him inside. 
The audience clapped as the front slammed shut and Jacob snapped a heavy padlock 
into place. 

Harry couldn't see a thing, but he knew what was happening outside. The 
orchestra was starting up, high fast notes building the excitement — and masking 
the sounds that Harry was making. Jacob would be joking with the crowd and 
making sure they knew that the constable wasn’t a plant. The cuffs and leg irons 
were the real deal. 

Next, Jacob would produce a sheet and wave it about. He would climb onto the top 
of the box and hold it out with both hands, shielding himself from the audience. The 
orchestra would reach a crescendo as he lowered it down just enough to show his 
head one last time. Then in one smooth motion he would fling the sheet aside. 

Only it wasn’t Jacob anymore. The metamorphosis appeared instantaneous, and 
Harry stood in his place, grinning at the audience once again. The money they'd taken 
from the Vespers had allowed them to design the most impressive trick anyone in 
Coney Island had ever seen. 

The crowd erupted in applause, and Harry jumped down on the stage, taking a 
bow. With the constable’s help, he unlocked the front of the box and helped out 
Jacob, who was wearing the cuffs, leg irons, rope, and a sack over his head. The 
audience roared its appreciation and the constable smiled in amazement and shook 
his head as he used his key to let Jacob free. 

Harry and Jacob clasped hands, walked to the front of the stage, and took a bow as 
the audience applauded. After another bow, they backed up and the curtain drew 


shut. 

But the crowd wasn’t done. “HOU-DI-NI, HOU-DI-NI,” they chanted. Harry peered 
through the side of the curtain. Even his father was shouting it. 

He locked eyes with Jacob and shrugged. They could do one more trick, couldn’t 
they? After a quick discussion, they settled on a new illusion that Harry had invented 
a few weeks ago, and they had been practicing ever since. Jacob grabbed their props 
from stage left and Harry signaled for the stagehand to raise the curtain again. 

The stagehand yanked the rope and the curtain slid open. Harry Houdini stepped 
into the light, ready to amaze his audience one more time. 
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ATTORNEYS AT LAW 


To whom it may concern, 


The information in this book comes from the Cahill vault, 
which means that none of it was meant for your eyes. Over 
the past 500 years, a number of exceedingly dangerous items 
have been placed in the vault for safekeeping — assassination 
orders, confession-filled diaries, treasure maps, and many 
other items that I know better than to list here. Documents 
that have sparked wars, incited revolutions, and led to the 
downfall of governments, kings, and empires. 


It was not my idea to make this material public. I was 

given specific instructions by my former employer, William 
McIntyre, to protect the information in the vault. However, 
after recent tragic events, it looks like I’m taking orders from 
someone new— someone who believes that the Cahill Files 
are essential to the security of the Cahill family . . . and the 
world at large. 


And so, the vault has been opened. Do with these stories 
what you will. But when you find yourself weighed down by 
the secrets and scandals that shaped history, just remember 
one thing: I told you so. 


Saale 





SILENT NIGHT 


In the winter of 1914, there was a battle waging between two great 
powers in Europe. There was that world war, too, but Rupert 
wasn’t concerned with that at the moment. No, his battle was 
being fought in the Davenport dining room, and his rival sat right 
across the table, wearing a military uniform with the bright star 
badge of a newly made second lieutenant. Rupert eyed that star 
like it was about to explode. 

The enemy had the advantage at the moment, but Rupert was 
about to make his move. 

The dining room at Southington, the Davenports’ small castle in 
Essex, was a comfortable place for a war. The vaulted ceilings were 
gilded, and golden statues of women hung in the corners, silently 
playing their harps and lutes and panpipes for those seated. The 
walls were hung in rich tapestries and lush paintings depicting 
some of the greatest moments in family history — the crowning 
of King Louis XIV, Napoleon’s victory at Austerlitz, the 
assassination of Peter III by Catherine the Great. And there, at the 
head of the room, behind where Father sat, was a portrait taller 
than Rupert and wider than his arms could reach. It was of a thin, 
hard-looking man in sixteenth-century garb who was hiding a 
dagger beneath his cloak. 

Luke Cahill liked to keep a close eye on things, even if he’d been 
dead for over three hundred years. 

“Tell us more about the Marne, darling,” Mother said to Albert, 
reaching over to pat his arm but really taking the opportunity to 
see what her diamonds looked like in the light of the chandelier. 
Father didn’t look up from the documents spread out next to his 
plate. He rarely paid attention to anyone during dinner, especially 
while preparing for a Lucian leadership council, but to Rupert’s 


surprise, he nodded in agreement. “Let’s hear about when they 
made you an officer,” said Mother. 

“Well,” said Albert, with modesty so false that Rupert almost 
snorted. And yet he still listened, silently and with great attention. 
“The Germans thought that if they could get to Paris, they’d win 
the war in one fell swoop.” With his right hand in a fist, Albert 
made a swooping motion like he was going to swim across the 
dining-room table. He spread his fingers. “They would fan out and 
catch us! Like foxes in traps! But we stopped them. I was there and 
so cool under pressure, they made me an officer.” 

Mother gave him a Satisfied pat on the hand, and Father 
nodded again. “That’s very impressive,” said Father, finally looking 
up from his papers. Compliments from their father were about as 
rare as poor children getting ponies for Christmas, and Rupert felt 
a coil of jealousy begin to tighten around his stomach. But he 
forced himself to smile placidly. He had news of his own to share 
— avictory that would force his family to accept that he was the 
son to watch. Because while Albert might have the shiny star, 
Rupert was destined for greatness. It was something that he’d 
always known, deep down in the bones of his soul. And now, he 
had proof. 

He cleared his throat. “Well, speaking of remaining cool under 
pressure, I —” 

“Quiet, Rupert,” Mother scolded, shooting him a disapproving 
look. “Don’t interrupt your brother.” 

Rupert sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. He didn’t 
understand what all the fuss was about. From what he gathered, 
Albert’s biggest accomplishment so far was managing not to die. 
He hadn’t demonstrated nearly the same cunning Rupert had 
during his most recent act of bravery. 

“It’s all right, Mother,” Albert said. “I think it’s best to move on.” 
He closed his eyes dramatically. “There are some things I'd rather 


not remember.” He blinked and then gave Rupert an exaggerated 
smile. “What were you going to say, Rupe?” 

Rupert ignored Albert’s patronizing tone. 

“Well,” said Rupert, sitting up straighter. “I managed to get our 
exams postponed until after the Christmas holidays.” He beamed 
as he looked around the table, but no one reacted. “I, uh, gave all of 
the proctors a bit of food poisoning so we wouldn't have to take 
them. It was brilliant. I got the idea from that book Grandfather 
left to me.” Rupert smiled expectantly. After years of being lectured 
at for not living up to his potential, he’d finally proved that he was 
a real Lucian — a cunning master of strategy and sabotage. 

“That’s how you were ‘cool under pressure’?” Albert asked, 
raising one eyebrow. 

“Of course,” Rupert said, looking to his parents for support. 
Rupert’s father shuffled his papers, and his mother dabbed her 
mouth with a napkin. 

“Indeed.” Albert smirked. “Well, in that case, I suppose we are to 
commend you for your bravery.” 

“I was brave,” Rupert said, narrowing his eyes. “If the proctors 
had found my stash of poisons, they might have —” 

“Poisons?” Albert interrupted. “Rupert, no one uses poisons 
anymore. Nowadays, it’s all about steel and machinery. You'll need 
to keep up with the times if you want to be any sort of help with 
the Clue hunt.” 

Rupert was just about to tell Albert exactly what he thought 
about his stupid medal when their father cleared his throat. “I 
quite agree,” he said without looking up. Rupert felt his chest 
tighten, as if the three words had knocked the air out of him. He’d 
been so sure his father would be pleased with his scheme. 

“Oh, and I forgot to mention,” Albert continued airly. “I saw a 
Madrigal.” 


A chill swept through the already cool room, and despite the 
white-hot anger welling up inside him, Rupert shivered. Mother 
gave a little gasp, and Father looked up. 

“I did,” said Albert. “At the Marne. He was tall, and in all black. 
He had a funny hat and a walking stick. You know there’ve been 
some rumors floating around that the Germans are actually being 
mobilized by one of the other branches. Which is really rather 
ridiculous, because who else but the Lucians would be able to 
handle an undertaking of that size and complexity? But that’s just 
what they were — rumors. No doubt the Madrigals are trying to 
sniff it out. How very like them to try to take advantage of a war.” 

“We can talk about that further at the meeting,” said Father. 

“Albert’s going to the meeting?” Rupert blurted before he had a 
chance to think. Neither he nor Albert had ever been allowed to 
attend the Lucian leadership council. But as soon as the words left 
his mouth, he regretted them. 

“Yes, but don’t feel too bad about it, Rupe,” Albert said with false 
cheeriness. “Really, you’re lucky to be too young to worry about 
things like bombs and machine guns,” said Albert. “I say, I almost 
envy you for getting to stay at school, safe and sound, 
orchestrating your little pranks. If you keep it up, you might even 
manage to make yourself useful in a few years, although the war 
will be over by then, of course.” 

When the war had started back in August, everyone thought it 
would be over quickly. The year 1914 would be marred by a blip of 
conflict, a scuffle deep in the belly of the Continent, and then the 
world would settle back into itself for 1915. But November was over 
and December had just swept in with the first brushes of gray 
snow, and the war still burned in red and muddy stripes all up 
and down Belgium and France, like a bad rash. 

But Rupert wasn’t scared of that. Not half as scared as he was of 
being left behind and shut out. 


“I could go,” said Rupert, before he quite knew what he was 
saying. 

“What was that?” said Albert, lifting an eyebrow. 

“I said, I could join up,” Rupert said, a little louder. “I could go to 
War.” 

Mother pressed her lips together, and Albert tried to hold back a 
laughing choke. Father finally looked up from his papers, locking 
his eyes with Rupert’s. Rupert squirmed. 

“Rupert, darling, you're not serious,” said Mother. Her mouth 
curled upward, making her look just the slightest bit amused. 

“I am serious,” he said, feeling a surge of anger blend with the 
hurt already curdling his stomach. “Albert thinks I can’t do it, but I 
can. I could. I will.” 

“You will what?” said Albert. “Join His Majesty’s armed forces?” 

“Yes!” said Rupert. 

Father put down his fork and leaned forward over the table. 
“Rupert. Do not be ridiculous. You have not proved yourself capable 
of handling that sort of responsibility.” 

“I just haven’t had the chance yet,” said Rupert, lifting his chin. 
He glanced over at Albert, hoping for something, anything. Hoping 
that just this once, Albert would nod and agree and say, “Yes, 
Rupert. I think you could.” But Albert was steely faced; he looked 
offended that Rupert would dare to infringe on his war. 

“We don’t wait for chances in this family,” said Father. “We 
make our own.” 

“Fine,” said Rupert, pushing back his chair and scrambling to 
his feet. “Then that’s what Ill do.” 

“you're not serious,” said Albert. 

“I am,” said Rupert. “My talents are obviously wasted at school. 
It’s time I put them to good use. I'll come back with loads of 
medals. You'll see.” 


“Don’t be stupid,” said Albert. He had a funny look on his face, 
one that Rupert almost mistook for concern. “You're just a kid. It’s 
war, Rupert. It’s not a joke.” 

“Which is why you'll see that rm not laughing.” Rupert took a 
deep breath. “Right, well, I suppose I should go pack, then.” He 
nodded at his parents and spun on his heel. 

“Rupert.” Mother sighed as he strode toward the door. 

“Let him go,” Father said mildly, as if he were speaking about a 
dog who’d wandered too far in the park. “He'll be back before 
dinner tomorrow.” 

“But what if he actually —” 

“Then we'll see if he’s a real Lucian” — Father cleared his throat 
— “or just an overly coddled embarrassment.” 

Rupert’s shoulders stiffened, but he didn’t turn around. The next 
time they saw him, he’d be a decorated officer. A hero they'd be 
begging to attend the council meetings. He stomped out noisily, 
hoping to obscure any further cutting remarks. But it wasn’t 
necessary. The clinking of china and the scrape of silver were the 
only sounds that pierced the heavy silence. 


After a very quick stop in London for some necessities and a ferry 
ride across the Channel, Rupert enjoyed a beautiful train ride 
through the French countryside. Outside, it was lightly snowing, 
and inside he had hot cocoa and a comfortable seat and biscuits. 
From that first-class seat, Rupert could feel his anger and hurt give 
way to excitement as he sped toward glory. Albert had been half- 
right — he was a little young to be a soldier. But there were many 
ways to fudge things, especially if you were a Cahill. 

His background only made it natural for him to succeed. He was 
grafted from the same tree as Napoleon, and countless kings and 
queens of not only England, but the whole world. And he expected 


the same rights and privileges as had been afforded to them — the 
officers’ camp, with a map spread over a huge table and pawn 
pieces to slide across it, pages in matching livery, and well- 
mannered horses with gleaming saddles. That’s how it was in 
books. He saw no reason that he should be denied a place in those 
pages as well. 

All of their deeds and achievements, of course, were linked to 
the Clue hunt — that race across generations and around the 
world to piece together the key to ultimate power — a serum that 
would turn the drinker into the most creative, brilliant, cunning, 
and athletic human to ever walk the earth. Over four hundred 
years ago, Gideon Cahill had figured out the secret to that power, 
and his descendants had been fighting over it ever since. The 
Cahills were a cut above, of course, and the Lucians were the 
cream that rose to the top. Descendants of Luke Cahill, Rupert’s 
family branch, were cool and cunning and — if he did say so 
himself — altogether handsome and brilliant. Luke had done well 
to take the piece of the serum that had given him such gifts — had 
twined them into his very cells and passed them down to his 
children and his children’s children, all the way to Rupert. And 
Rupert was determined to be deserving of that legacy, no matter 
what his father thought of him. 

The snow had stopped a while back, fizzling into a gray, misty 
drizzle as the train took him farther and farther into France. To 
the Continent, December had brought a chilling, persistent 
wetness that could barely be kept at bay by the comforts of a 
bright and heated first-class train ticket. 

He went to the first-class water closet and changed into his 
uniform. He’d had one, and a spare, made up at a tailor in London 
— it fit perfectly and was lined in silk, which he felt was both 
practical and best up to his standards. He wasn’t exactly in the 
army yet — his plan, he thought, worked better if he handled all of 


the paperwork at a later date. And there were certain perks to 
breaking into the army on your own terms — he doubted that 
soldiers were regularly permitted to ride first class on their way to 
the field of battle. Besides, paperwork wasn’t the fun part, and 
Rupert only wanted to do the fun parts. 

In his new and comfortable uniform, Rupert stepped off the 
train. He was ready to take over this war. But instead of being full 
of cheering villagers, the train platform was practically empty. 
And the people who were there walked with their heads down, 
their children tucked close to their sides. It was so quiet — like 
everyone was afraid to make sudden noises. Rupert straightened 
his collar, walked up to the ticket counter, and inquired as to 
where he might get a car to take him to the field. 

The man at the counter raised his eyebrows at the question. “Je 
suis désolé,” said the man. “No cars. All of the cars are in use for 
the armies. No cars. Désolé, désolé. So sorry.” 

“Pardonnez-moi,” said Rupert, taking a step back from the 
window and gesturing to his pressed khaki shirt. “But who do you 
think Iam?” 

“Iam désolé,” said the man again, “but they are not here. No 
cars here. Soldiers — you walk.” 

“Walk? To the front?” said Rupert. And the ticket man nodded. 

“you follow the road à l’est and you will find it.” Rupert thought 
the old man shuddered. 

“There has to be another way,” said Rupert. 

“Iam afraid not,” said the ticket man, and he looked so sad 
when he said it. “Vous savez,” said the ticket man, “this is the last 
train going north. After that, all trains will carry only soldiers and 
food for armies. There will be no more tickets to sell.” 

Rupert looked at him askance. Was he implying that Rupert 
should go back on the train? He couldn't do that. 


“The war will be over soon,” said Rupert, not knowing what else 
to say. 

“Oul,” said the ticket man. “Let us hope. Bonne chance.” 

Rupert lifted his rucksack onto his shoulder and turned away, 
feeling unsettled. He didn’t know what the ticket man had been 
implying, but he had other problems to solve. Like how to get 
himself to the battlefield, and how to save his pride in the process. 


Rupert did not end up walking. He managed to catch a rideona 
cart full of sheep and cabbages, being driven by an old farmer and 
a wheezy gray horse. It was a cranky journey, and the thought of 
being spotted by a fellow Cahill made his cheeks burn. He was 
banged about on the back of the wagon like he was the cabbage, 
and the smell of it all lodged itself so firmly in his nose that he 
didn’t think he’d ever get rid of it. But it wasn’t walking. He had 
said he would not walk, and that was the sticking point. 

“Ici, ici,” Said the farmer, whom Rupert had paid to carry him in 
his cart. 

“We're not there yet,” said Rupert. He could see the beginnings 
of the front ahead — what looked like a huddle of tents and piles 
of supplies. “It’s still up there.” 

“Vous marchez,” said the farmer, miming a march. 

Obviously, this was a language-barrier issue. Rupert leaped 
down from the back of the cabbage cart, his rucksack over his 
shoulder. 

“Look,” he said, gesturing out toward the camp. “There. That’s 
where I’m going.” 

“Marchez,” said the farmer, nodding. “Bonne chance!” And then 
he flicked the reins and the horse began to amble away. 

“Hey!” Rupert yelled, dropping his rucksack onto the road and 
waving his arms. “Stop! Come back here! Come back here this 


instant!” 

But the farmer ignored him, and Rupert was left standing on 
the freezing road. The camp looked even farther away now than it 
had before. He looked behind him, to see if another farmer was 
leaving the town and headed down his way. But there was no one. 
And a feeling of isolation, like a cold snake, slipped under his skin. 
He was alone, in a field, in the middle of war-torn France. 

Which at least meant there was no one to witness his 
humiliation. Rupert picked up his sack and stepped off of the road. 
His boot gave a sick, wet squelch as it sank into the cold mud. 
Thunder boomed in the distance, and the last thing he wanted 
was to get caught in the marsh in a rainstorm. He’d probably 
drown or get sucked down into the bog. So he squelched his way 
across the mud fields as the thunder grew louder. What had once 
been a field that grew wheat or lavender or had pastured cows and 
sheep had been mashed into the gateway of a war. It was 
depressing. Rupert was sure better things lay ahead. He would 
walk into camp and present himself as an officer, and destiny 
would take its course. His natural leadership skills would reveal 
themselves in no time at all. It would be, as his nanny Pat always 
said, easy as porridge and pie. 

Night was falling quickly, and so Rupert hurried. As he drew 
nearer the camp, the thunder grew louder, but still there was no 
rain, and no lightning. 

“Who’s that there?” came a voice from the camp. “Oi! Get on in 
here! You there — get the lead out of your pants and get on in.” It 
was a young private, waving his cap in Rupert’s general direction. 
Rupert picked up his pace and trotted over to where the tents and 
hasty buildings were huddled together. He didn’t quite understand 
— he was already dirty enough. There was no need to worry about 
the rain. In fact, he thought it would probably do his uniform 
some good. 


But what he heard was not thunder. 

Another rumble rolled over them, much closer this time. So 
close that Rupert could feel the earth tremble beneath him, 
sending shivers up through his legs. 

“Close one, that was,” said the private, rubbing a dirty hand over 
a freckled face. 

“What is it?” asked Rupert. 

The private looked at him as if Rupert were quite possibly the 
daftest person along the front. “The — the Germans. You know — 
the — the... Oh, you’re kidding! You got me. You did. You had me 
going for a tick there.” 

Rupert played along and smiled, but inside he was not smiling. 
The Germans were that close — and had weapons that could break 
the earth beneath him? The Duke of Wellington didn’t have this to 
contend with when waging the Battle of Waterloo against 
Napoleon. 

“Iam Special Officer Davenport,” said Rupert, brushing the 
private’s laughter aside. “And I demand to be taken to your 
commanding officer. Posthaste.” 

“Oh, right away. Special Officer — whoa,” said the private, and 
Rupert was pleased to see that he was appropriately awed. 

“Indeed,” said Rupert with a smile. 

“Oh, ah, right, yes,” said the private. “Brigadier-General Keswith, 
that’s who you'll want. Straight back and then second tent on the 
right.” 

“Thank you very much,” said Rupert, moving along. The ground 
rumbled again, and he tried not to let his fear show. In the 
distance, he could see towers of black smoke, and every now and 
again the orange bloom of fire. Rupert rapped upon the tent post 
near the entrance flap. 

“What’s that?” called a voice from inside. 

Rupert stepped inside. And promptly felt himself deflate. 


There were no pages in matching uniforms. There was hardly 
even a desk for the officer whose tent it was — it actually looked 
like a barn door atop a crate and an overturned bucket. It wasn’t 
exactly the setting he imagined for his swift ascent to fame and 
glory. 

“I— Tm, I’m here...” But Rupert was having a hard time 
coming up with words. This was not what he expected. 

“What is it? Speak up, boy, speak up! I haven't got all day!” 
Brigadier-General Keswith checked his watch and stood up. He 
was tall and thin, with a thick bottlebrush mustache and even 
thicker glasses. 

He did not resemble the Duke of Wellington. 

“Im... reporting in, sir!” said Rupert, giving his best salute. 
“Tve just come off the train from England. I was told to, erm, 
report here.” He had to make this work. The thought of returning 
home in disgrace was almost too much to process. 

“What the devil do you mean?” said the officer. “I’m not 
expecting any men. Certainly not just one.” 

“I was Sent on special assignment,” said Rupert. “Special Officer 
Davenport, sir.” 

“Special officer, eh?” said the officer. “What kind of special are 
you, then?” 

Rupert smiled proudly. “All kinds. But I’m particularly good at 
leading the men. I’m also something of a chemist, and I know 
more military history than, well, almost anyone.” 

The officer burst out laughing. “A chemist! What use do I have 
for a chemist out here? What are you going to do? Set the Germans 
to simmer over a Bunsen burner? Bore them to death, will you? 
What on earth — why are you wasting my time?” 

Bore! Rupert was aghast. There was nothing boring about deadly 
poisons and the delicate precision of chemistry. He opened his 


mouth to argue, but Keswith wasn’t paying attention to him 
anymore. 

“Davenport,” the officer was mumbling, and then he shook his 
head. “Get down to the trenches. Colonel Bullsworth will know 
what to do with you.” 


The trenches. Rupert had read about them in the newspapers back 
home. He knew that the soldiers dug into the ground and built up 
the sides of their ditches with beams and sandbags. He knew that 
the soldiers on both sides lived in them to protect themselves from 
all of the new kinds of weapons in the war — mortars and 
machine guns, and German flamethrowers that Rupert thought 
sounded like something someone had just made up one day, and 
couldn't possibly be real. He knew the trenches were muddy and 
cold. But for all that he knew, he wasn’t prepared. 

The trenches spread for miles through France and Belgium, and 
when Rupert saw them he couldn’t help but think they looked like 
massive open graves. They were full of water and mud, sometimes 
knee-deep, and rats ran back and forth like they were on patrol. 
Barbed wire coiled around the tops like deadly brambles. 

Rupert took a deep breath so that his chest puffed up, and he 
lifted his chin a bit. Colonel Bullsworth had best not think that he 
would be keeping Rupert in a place like this. It was filthy! And cold. 

Another ripping of artillery crashed nearby, and Rupert 
instinctively covered his head. The men around him ran up and 
down the lines, yelling and preparing to shoot back. They were 
fighting in sopping wet clothes, with bandages around their hands 
in place of gloves. Their boots were waterlogged and some of the 
soles flapped around like loose tongues. The gunfire went off in 
staccato bursts until, eventually, it died down. And instead of a 


cheer at the end, the soldiers just sighed and slumped down 
against the sides of the trenches. 

Rupert could tell right away that the trenches were no place for 
someone of his finely tuned skills. Nor was this the manner in 
which he wanted to die. And while Brigadier-General Keswith’s 
little tent wasn’t entirely impressive, Rupert was certain he could 
improve upon things. 

“Keep your head down, you dolt!” someone yelled at him, and 
Rupert jumped and ducked his head. “What, are you fresh off the 
farm?” 

“Certainly not a farm,” said Rupert. “Tm looking for Colonel 
Bullsworth. Brigadier-General Keswith sent me.” 

“The Bull’s back there,” growled one of the soldiers, pointing 
down the line. Rupert craned his head and saw a line of soldiers at 
work digging into a new part of the trench. One of them was an 
impressively large man shoveling at twice the speed of the others. 

“That’s how you do it, boys!” he roared; he was smiling so much 
that Rupert thought he must even be enjoying himself. “Keep it up, 
for King and country!” The rest of the men could only mumble or 
groan at the weight of all the earth around them. 

Rupert marched right up to him. 

“Excuse me, sir,” he said, “Special Officer Davenport reporting. 
Brigadier-General Keswith sent me to you, Colonel Bullsworth. It’s 
a pleasure to meet you.” 

The officer stopped shoveling, and he gave Rupert the strangest 
look. Like he wasn’t quite sure what was happening. Like he was a 
cat, and Rupert was a surprise canary that had just fallen out of 
the sky. 

“Excuse me,” came a voice from behind him. “I am Colonel 
Bullsworth. Thank you very much, Major Thompson — back to 
your post.” The actual Colonel Bullsworth was much smaller than 
the man with the shovel. He looked, in fact, more like a piglet than 


a bull. His cheeks were pink, and his hair was white-blond, and 
his nose turned up. “Keswith sent you, did he?” 

Rupert tried to ignore the funny look that this Major Thompson 
gave him as he went off, back to wherever his post had been. 
Instead, he turned his attention to the Bull. “Yes, sir!” said Rupert, 
brightening instantly. “He sent me right to you — he knew that Id 
be perfect for that, erm, important thing that you needed someone 
to do.” 

Surely the colonel had something important that needed doing. 

“Yes, yes,” said Bullsworth. “Take this message to Captain 
McIntyre.” He handed a piece of folded paper to Rupert, who looked 
at it. 

“And what am I to do after that?” asked Rupert. 

“You are to come back with Captain McIntyre’s answer,” he said. 

Rupert gave the message a narrowed glare, but he took it 
anyway. “Where is Captain McIntyre?” 

“Next trench over,” said the colonel. The trenches weren’t 
straight ditches like he’d thought they would be. They curved and 
jutted out at angles. And they weren't one long line; they were 
broken up into segments. That way, if the Germans made it into 
one of them, the entire front wasn’t compromised. 

But if Captain McIntyre was in the next trench over, that meant 
that Rupert would have to go up top. 

Up top was where the guns and the shells and the dead bodies 
were. 

“But what if 1... what if I don’t make it?” said Rupert. 

“I know what the message says. I can write another. Get on 
with it.” 

Rupert looked up at the lip of the trench. Right. 

It would be easy. Just up and over, sprint a couple of yards, and 
then back down into the trench. Still, he shivered to think of it. 
Maybe there was something else he could do. 


But the colonel was already gone, and Rupert couldn't give his 
note back to him. He looked over his shoulder; one of the other 
soldiers was there, staring at him. The other soldier raised his 
eyebrows, like a challenge. He’d heard everything, it seemed. 
Rupert returned the stare, and frowned at the other soldier. 

“Carry on, then,” Rupert sneered. He put the message in his 
breast pocket and buttoned it shut. Besides, there was always the 
possibility that this note would turn the tide of the war. He 
thought of what they'd say at home when Rupert returned ablaze 
with shining medals. 

Rupert put his hands to the ladder. It was covered in mud and 
grit, and something sticky he didn’t want to think about right 
then. In his mind, he queued up a thunderous, dramatic song to 
set the stage. And then, like a shot, he took off up over the top. 

The Germans wasted no time. There was a crack, a crack, 
another crack. The sound of gunfire ricocheted around in his head, 
and he dove forward into the dirt. 

Every animal instinct in his brain came alive all at once. His 
body locked and his mind went blank. He wanted to scream, but 
no sound would come out of his mouth and no air would go into 
his lungs. He couldn’t move and they were shooting at him and 
Rupert knew he would die. 

He had to move. It took every ounce of self-control that Rupert 
possessed, but he crawled forward in the dirt on his belly, sopping 
through the cold mud with his elbows and knees. He was 
scrambling, trying to make it another twenty, another ten, 
another five feet. Dirt sprayed next to him from where a bullet 
landed and burrowed into the ground. He dug his toes into the dirt 
and half ran, half crawled through a haze of gunfire, pikes, and 
coils of barbed wire. And then, with the edge of the next trench in 
sight, he dove. 


He tumbled awkwardly down over the side and into the arms 
and legs and shoulders of the soldiers there. Some had been 
having cups of coffee; another had been napping. Rupert 
effectively ruined that for them. 

Luckily for him, they were good sports about it. 

“Right side up now,” said the tallest, who, again, didn’t seem to 
be much older than Rupert. “Who’d you come looking for?” 

But Rupert found that he was having a hard time talking. And 
hearing. Everything around him was a dull white roar. His hands 
were shaking and he couldn’t get them to stop. He crossed his 
arms and tucked his hands into his armpits but the rest of him 
began to tremble until his teeth chattered and he thought his eyes 
might get shaken right out of his head. 

“First time making the dash, huh?” said the tall private. “Here, 
you sit down. Smitty, hand me that cup there.” Another soldier, 
who hadn’t been napping, handed a tin mug over to the first. “Here 
now. Take a minute and get your pieces back in place.” 

He gave Rupert the mug, and Rupert took it. The mug was still 
warm, despite the cold December air. And while, in the normal 
world, Rupert Davenport would never, ever put his mouth to 
anything that someone else had touched, he took a drink of the 
coffee. It was hot and bitter, and it coaxed some sense of feeling 
back into his rattled self. 

“Thank you,” Rupert said. And the tall soldier tipped his helmet. 
“Tm looking for Captain McIntyre.” 

“Sure thing,” said the tall soldier. “Back over that way.” 

Rupert thanked him and set off. He found the captain, and then 
had to wait while he composed an answer. 

“There you are,” said Captain McIntyre, handing the note back 
to Rupert. “And tell the colonel that yes, if he wants to send over 
the tin of biscuits, that’d suit me just fine.” 

“It was a note about biscuits?” said Rupert, aghast. 


“Not entirely,” said the captain. “Off with you now. These things 
don’t deliver themselves.” 

But when Rupert was in front of the ladder again, he found he 
couldn’t move. He knew that everyone was watching him. He 
could feel their eyes on his back. His hands were shaking and no 
matter how much his brain screamed at his legs, he couldn’t 
make them lift his feet up onto the rungs. And before Rupert knew 
it, he was shaking his head and saying, “No. No, I won't. No.” 

“Hey.” The tall private who had given Rupert his coffee came up 
next to him. “Look, you've got to. You don’t get to say no. You'll be 
shot, kid.” 

Rupert’s mouth went dry. Be killed in the trench for not going 
up top, or get killed in no-man’s-land because he went up top. That 
didn’t seem a fair bargain. For a moment, Rupert wished he hadn’t 
been quite so dismissive when Albert tried to warn him about 
what war was really like, but it was far too late for that now. 

“Tm no coward,” Rupert said. And he tried to mean it. He 
swallowed the dryness on his tongue and lifted one foot up onto a 
rung. His heart was like a lead block beating inside of him — it 
was so heavy and frantic that he could feel the thumping down in 
his knees and up in his eyes. 

If he wanted to be taken seriously, he had to do it. 

Rupert counted to three, and then he scampered like a rabbit in 
a fox hunt. The German line erupted with gunfire again, and 
Rupert’s head went light. He was stumbling. At the edge of his 
home trench, he tumbled in again. 

“Well done, Davenport,” said the Bull, seeing him fall over the 
side. 

But Rupert didn’t hear him. His head was still light and he was 
shaking again and this was awful. It was the worst he'd ever felt 
in his life, and that included the time that Albert had stolen his 
stuffed bear, Baron von Tuffington, and buried him in the stables. 


“I said” — the Bull came over to him and clapped a hand on his 
shoulder — “well done, Davenport.” 
And that’s when Rupert threw up on the Bull’s boots. 


This was not what Rupert had signed up for. He’d been relegated to 
trench-digging duty and his hands were covered in calluses and 
blisters, his shoulders and back ached with every swipe of his 
shovel, and his boots were ruined from standing in ankle-deep 
water for eight hours every day so that now the water crept in and 
wrapped his feet in ice and dirt. This had happened to some of the 
other boys, too, and their feet were swollen and spotted with sores. 
Essential work, it was called, but Rupert didn’t believe it. He 
wanted a chance — he kept looking for the opportunity to make 
one. Like Father said he should. 

But his chance found him the next morning. Rupert was eating 
a breakfast of cold beans from a can when another soldier came 
up to Rupert, panting. 

“You're... you're Davenport,” he said. 

“Indeed,” said Rupert, as gentlemanlike as he could. “How can I 
help you?” 

“The major,” said the soldier. “I’ve been looking all... all over 
for you. The major wants you,” he said, and then turned and took 
off through the other soldiers again. Rupert grabbed his rucksack 
and went after him, stepping over other soldiers, who were 
sleeping or shaving or writing letters home. 

The private took Rupert to one of the damp holes that had been 
built into the trenches. Wet sandbags made the walls, and the 
crumbly dirt ceiling was held up by bowing wooden rafters. Wild, 
flickering light spilled out of a smoky lantern, casting jumpy 
shadows all over everything. The major sat upon an overturned 
crate, a map rolled out in front of him, and a fat cigar clenched 


between his teeth. It was the same man Rupert had seen on his 
first day, shoveling the dirt like a machine. Just thinking about it 
made Rupert’s arms ache. The major was a wide and tall man; 
Rupert thought he looked like he, too, was made of crates all piled 
up on top of one another. 

“Sir! said the private, jumping to attention. “Special Officer 
Davenport as requested, sir!” 

“Yes, thank you, Private,” said the major, looking up. He took his 
cigar from his mouth and gestured at Rupert with it. “Sit down, 
son. Private Jenkins, bring in the tea tray.” 

Jenkins hopped to it, and Rupert sat himself down across from 
the major. 

“TIl be mother,” said the major. He picked up the teapot and 
daintily poured a cup for Rupert, and one for himself. “Sugar?” he 
asked, before adding four lumps to his own cup. 

“Thank you,” said Rupert, stirring his tea. “I appreciate the 
gesture. It’s been so long since I’ve sat down to a proper cup.” 

“I thought you might say as much,” said the major. 

“Did you?” 

“I did. ’ve been watching you, Davenport. Imagine my shock at 
meeting you on your first day here! Well, I know what you expect. I 
know about Eton. I know about Oxford. And I know about the 
Marne. I was surprised to see you in these parts, but I should have 
known you'd have heard the rumors by now.” 

Rupert paused for a moment, and then he nodded. So the major 
thought he was Albert. That was okay. Rupert could play along 
with that. 

The major leaned back on his crate, took a sip of tea, and 
leveled his gaze at Rupert. “I’ve a mission for you, Davenport,” he 
said. 

Rupert knew that was coming. He could feel it, he swore, from a 
mile away. Even so, he sat up a little straighter. “Yes, sir?” 


“I need someone with your particular . . . skills,” said the major. 
“And connections.” 

“Certainly!” said Rupert. He was trying very hard to not look too 
eager — he desperately wanted to play it cool. But he was failing. 
The prospect of stealing a special mission from right under Albert’s 
nose made Rupert’s very muscles twitch with excitement. He could 
just imagine telling the tale at the dinner table. “Well, you know, 
they had originally wanted Albert for the job, but then they 
realized that I was much better suited to the task.” 

“It'll be dangerous,” said the major. “Awfully so. We’ll be headed 
across enemy lines.” 

Even better, Rupert thought to himself. Perhaps he’d find a way 
to send his father a telegram from a foreign post office, so he’d 
know that Rupert was already in the thick of it. 

“You say the word and I’m ready, sir,” said Rupert. “It would be 
an honor to serve King and country in whatev —” But then Rupert 
stopped. Because something caught his eye — a ring on the 
major’s hand. A ring with a crest on it. A blue crest with a white 
bear. 

That’s when Rupert jumped to his feet. “What do you want?” he 
blurted. A Tomas. This major was from another branch of the 
Cahill family. Rupert felt a rush of suspicion set every nerve in his 
body on high alert. This was far too much of a coincidence to be 
anything other than a trap. 

But the major merely took another sip of his tea. “Do sit down, 
Davenport. You'll be much more comfortable.” 

“TIl stay standing, thanks,” said Rupert. But the major pointed. 

“Sit now,” he said, in a tone that made Rupert do as he said. 
“Now, where were we? Right. You were going on about King and 
country. It’s bigger than that, although more of a family affair, 
cousin.” 

“Don’t call me that,” said Rupert. 


“Look,” said the major, tamping out his cigar. “I don’t like this 
any more than you do. You think I want to waste my valuable time 
trying to talk to some slimy Lucian? No, I don’t. But things happen, 
and here we are.” 

Rupert didn’t say anything else. He wasn’t paying attention. He 
was looking behind the Tomas, over his own shoulder, at his feet, 
trying to figure out where the blow was going to come from. 

“Stop fidgeting,” said the Tomas major. 

“Tm not fidgeting,” snapped Rupert. “I’m trying to figure out 
how youre going to kill me. It must be something having to do 
with brute force. Your type aren’t known for their cunning or 
imagination.” 

The major’s smile was grim. “If I wanted you dead, Davenport, 
you'd be half-buried or half-eaten in no-man’s-land by now. 
Unfortunately, I need you alive for this. So stop your mouth, and 
listen to me. The Germans — they've kidnapped a Cahill.” 

Rupert folded his arms. “A Lucian? Because if not, it’s none of 
my concern.” 

The major’s face turned grim, like the way clouds boiled and 
roared before a storm. “It’s all of our concern. Not just the family’s. 
Not just one branch’s. It’s all of ours. They've got an Ekat.” 

“So?” said Rupert. 

“Don't be an idiot,” said the major. “His name is Dr. Frederick 
Woolsey. He’s a chemist out of Oxford. And they’ve got him 
working on some sort of . . . I don’t know all of the details, and 
even if I did, I wouldn’t understand it. But it’s a weapon, and if he 
gets far on it, the war is all but lost. I know that Lucians are about 
as sympathetic as pond scum and as cooperative as spoiled 
toddlers, but this is important.” 

“Tm not interested,” Rupert said, and stood up. His family would 
hardly be impressed to learn that he’d spent his time on the 
continent rescuing an Ekat. 


“That’s too bad,” said the major. “I never thought I'd see such a 
coward amongst the Lucians.” 

Rupert froze. He bristled. He knew he shouldn’t dignify that with 
a response, but he really couldn’t help himself. 

“Tm not a coward,” said Rupert. 

“Then I suggest you stay. Unless you want your branch to be left 
out of the most important rescue mission in this century. It’s not 
going to be easy, Davenport, but it’s got to be done. This Woolsey is 
as genius as they come, and I don’t want to think about what they 
have him working on. We’ve got to get him back on this side of the 
line, and we've got to destroy his lab. It’s not a joke.” 

Rupert turned and glowered at the Tomas. 

“Believe me, I don’t like it, either,” said the major. “Let the fact 
that Pm asking you to do this be a testament to the seriousness of 
the operation.” 

Rupert sat back in the chair. The major made a good point. 
“Fine,” said Rupert. “I'll deign to help you. But don’t you dare try 
anything.” 

“I swear on my favorite tea cozy,” said the major, putting one 
hand on his heart and lifting the other in the air. “Besides, there’s 
another cousin coming along. And I'll need you around to keep me 
sane. If there’s anything worse than a Lucian, it’s a Janus.” 

A Janus. Rupert closed his eyes. If the war didn’t kill him, this 
was bound to. 


The next day, at dusk, Rupert and Major Thompson prepared to set 
off. Rupert had snuck over to the supply tents that morning and 
slipped a few cans of beans and packets of crackers into his 
rucksack, hiding them beneath his spare uniform. He didn’t have 
much else besides — a toothbrush, a woolen blanket, and two 
contrary cousins. Despite the absurdity of the situation, he was 


ready to do it. Hed had a moment to think things over, and he’d 
decided that this was his chance. He’d do something amazing on 
this mission, and then they'd all see him for how valuable he was. 
For how much he meant. This wasn’t just a war mission — this 
was a Cahill mission, which was infinitely more important than 
just some war stuff. 

Major Thompson’s plan was simple enough. They would leave 
the trenches. Then, in the orchards a half mile away, they would 
meet up with the Janus cousin. From there, they would sneak 
across the border between the armies. They would follow the 
trenches as they snaked across the border from France to Belgium, 
cutting across the Lys River. Major Thompson knew of a stretch 
right along the river where the trenches had all been destroyed in 
a bombing a few weeks back. They would use the quiet there to 
cross the river, sneak into the old factory where the Ekat was 
being held, destroy the lab, and then sneak the doctor back across. 

Rupert knew that the first part — leaving the trenches — might 
be the last as well. He began to shake, just thinking about it. But he 
promised himself, no matter what, he would not throw up on 
anyone this time. 

Rupert and Major Thompson waited until it was dark. They 
slipped along to the darkest part of the line, where there were no 
lanterns and no moonlight. It was a quiet night — there was a 
break in the fighting, and a stiff stillness had settled over 
everything. It was as if the dark was afraid to move around them, 
afraid of waking up the war again. The peace was artificial — 
Rupert knew, and everyone knew, that the stretch of land ahead 
was a graveyard of land mines and dead men. 

“Set, then?” whispered the major. Rupert tried to say yes, but he 
couldn’t speak. Instead he nodded, like this was no big deal. “All 
right,” said the major. 


And then, on the count of three, they heaved themselves up and 
over the edge. 

Rupert’s heart was beating so fast and so loud, he knew the 
Germans could hear it. With his cheek pressed into the cold mud, 
Rupert waited for the gunfire. He waited to die. But nothing came. 
They must not have seen us, he thought. There was no moonlight 
because of the thick clouds. He promised himself he’d never 
complain about bad weather again. 

He felt Major Thompson’s hand on his shoulder. The major 
tapped once, twice, three times, and at the third tap, the two of 
them slipped to their feet and took off in a crouched run. They 
were headed to the woods, to the safety of the tree line. 

Rupert tried to ignore everything around him. He tried to ignore 
the enemy that hid only yards away. He tried to ignore the dead 
bodies. He told himself Davenports kept their lips stiff and their 
eyes ahead. He tried to ignore the coils of wire waiting to spring at 
him, to snare him, to hold him down while other people shot at 
him. 

He could do this, he promised himself. He could show them. 
And maybe, he thought from a small back room in his brain, he 
could show himself, too. 

They moved quietly through the dark. But the same clouds that 
protected them from sight also nearly killed them. Because Rupert 
stepped in a miry, soggy pit from a mortar shell. The splash 
seemed to echo in the still, cold night, and from far too close, 
Rupert could hear the first German stir. 

“Wer ist da?” called one of them. 

“Run!” Major Thompson hissed. Stealth was no longer an asset, 
only speed. A dull roar began in the back of Rupert’s brain, and it 
spread up around his head and filled his ears until all he could 
hear was the rush of his own heart and the thumping of his own 
legs. He splashed along behind Major Thompson. It felt as if they 


were only inches ahead of the German gunfire. It was just like 
delivering the messages, but instead of another trench, he was 
running for the tree line. 

Until he tripped. With a cry, Rupert was pitched forward. He 
landed on his face, his hands skidding out in front of him, and his 
mind went blank. The world faded into a white haze and the only 
thing he was aware of was his own body, his limbs in the dirt, and 
his heart, which was still beating, somehow. He lifted his head 
and it felt like he was moving through deep water, and it pressed 
down on him. 

With a great crack right beside his head, the whole world came 
back to him. Sounds and smells hit him again: the sharp bursts of 
gunfire, the earthy smell of water and dirt, Major Thompson’s 
boots against the ground growing farther and farther away. 

Rupert had to get up. He pushed against the ground, dug his 
boots into the dirt. And then he was running. 

When he passed the tree line, Major Thompson grabbed him by 
the collar and dragged him down into the soggy leaves. 

“Get off! Get off of me!” Rupert hissed, remembering only at the 
last minute to keep his voice down. So this was Thompson’s plan, 
he thought. He’d take Rupert out past the trenches, past the others 
who would see. And he’d kill him in the woods. That’s what a 
Cahill would do. It’s what Rupert should have thought about. 

“Shh!” Major Thompson put a hand over Ruperts mouth. “You'll 
get us shot, you idiot. Stop your thrashing! Hold still!” 

Rupert eventually did. But only so he could stop and think about 
a way to escape. 

“Now get up,” said Major Thompson, extending a hand down to 
him. “Our Janus ally won’t wait forever.” 

Rupert was confused. He looked at the major’s hand 
suspiciously, but took it and slowly got to his feet. His legs felt like 
jelly and his throat was dry. He couldn’t go on. He knew he 


couldn’t. Rupert leaned against a tree, his hands pressed against 
his chest. His heart. He could still feel his heart beating. He was 
amazed — he didn’t understand how he could still be alive. 

“Are you done? I said, let’s get going,” said the major. “We've got 
a ways to walk.” 


The woods were dark and cold, and Rupert felt very lost. 

“Where are we going?” Rupert asked. “Where are you taking us?” 

“To the meeting place,” said the major. 

“Where is that? You have to tell me these things or I'll leave.” 

“Fine,” said the major. “Have fun getting back to the trenches. 
And then telling them where you've been.” 

Rupert gritted his teeth and continued on. He didn’t like when 
the major was right. Rupert tried to think ahead, but there was 
little appealing about camping outside in a forest in the middle of 
December. But at least, Rupert thought, there would be no puddles 
six inches deep, or rats running over you while you tried to sleep. 
At least, he hoped not. 

“There, ahead,” said the major. Ahead of them, about the length 
of two football pitches away, was a flickering light. Rupert’s 
stomach went cold — colder, that is. 

“That could be anyone,” said Rupert. 

“It’s not,” said the major. “It’s where we're going.” 

Rupert wasn't sure. It could be the Janus, but it could also be 
some Germans hiding out. Or angry Frenchmen with pitchforks. A 
person couldn't just walk up to a lantern in the middle of the war 
and be sure who it shined for. 

Rupert looked over his shoulder. The woods were dark — the 
only light was from the moon, and even that was muted by the 
clouds. He could run for it. He could, at the count of three, take off 
into the woods, and the major would never find him. He could 


make his way to a village and pay someone to take him back to 
England and then forget about all of this. 

Or he could freeze overnight and be found on the side of the 
road in a week, half eaten by wild dogs. 

But then Albert would be right — they would all be right about 
him. 

Rupert rubbed one of the brass buttons on his coat between his 
fingers. It was sharp and cold. Better, he thought, to die a Lucian 
than as ano one on the side of a nowhere road. 

The building with the lantern was an old, abandoned barn. 
Rupert couldn’t see much in the bad light, but it was a rather sad 
place. He wasn’t sure it even had a roof anymore. When they were 
within a few yards, the major bent to find a stone or heavy stick 
amongst the underbrush. And then he threw it at the barn, where 
it struck the side with a clatter. 

The lantern vanished from the window, pulled inside by an 
invisible hand. The sudden loss of light was hard on Rupert’s eyes; 
he couldn't see hardly anything. 

“Wer ist da?” came a gruff, deep voice from inside. “Qui est la? 
Répondez-moi! Vite! Schnell!” 

Rupert recoiled. Straight to the Germans. Major Thompson had 
taken them straight to the Germans. 

“Ta famille, ma cousine,” Major Thompson called back. “Tes 
cousins. Now let us in; it’s freezing out here.” 

The door swung open, and the lantern light spilled out. It was 
held, not by a massive German general or a French farmer with a 
pitchfork, but by a country girl who still wore her hair in braids. 
She didn’t look much older than Rupert. 

“It is not much better in here,” she said in a thick French accent. 
And then she stood aside to let the two Englishmen in, narrowing 
her eyes at them as they passed. Clearly, this Janus girl didn’t trust 
them any more than Rupert trusted the other two. He imagined 


the only reason that Major Thompson was so at ease was because 
he could crush the two of them with one hand. 

The girl set the lantern in the center of the barn in a space clear 
of hay; it cast wide shadows all around. The barn was, indeed, 
missing great swaths of its roof, and the rest of it was filled with 
old hay and moldy weeds. 

“You are late,” said the Janus, folding her arms across her chest. 
“I thought you must have had fear and decided that you would not 
come.” 

The major snorted. “Hardly. And if that were the case, I think it 
would be the other way around.” 

“Excusez-mol, cochon Tomas?” 

“What did you just say to me?” 

“What’s your name?” Rupert blurted over the noise. If they killed 
each other, he’d never find his way out of this forest, and then he 
would be a dead no one on the side of a nowhere road. 

The girl pursed her lips and slid her eyes back and forth 
between Rupert and the major, as if she was trying to decide if she 
really wanted to tell them. “Marie,” she said. 

“Tm Special Officer Davenport, son of Lord Winthrop Alfred 
Davenport, the Earl of Southington,” he responded. In a world of 
Cahills, it was best to make one’s station perfectly clear. “This is 
Major Thompson.” 

“Enchantee,” said Marie, but Rupert wasn’t sure she meant it. 

“This is where we are staying?” asked Rupert. 

“Oul — yes,” said Marie. 

“Aren’t you a local — isn’t that why you're allowed to come 
along with us? Why aren’t we at your house, where there is a fire 
and beds? You do have a fire, don’t you?” said Rupert. 

Marie snorted. “You think I would let a Lucian and a Tomas in 
my house? You think I would let you follow me to my home? But I 
am not stupid, Monsieur Davenport.” 


“Special Officer,” Rupert corrected her. But Marie did not give 
him the satisfaction of a snarl, or an apology. 

That night, Rupert did the unthinkable. He went to sleep ina 
pile of wet, moldy hay. Of course, conditions in the trenches 
weren’t much better. But at least, if you snuck to the back of the 
lines, you could usually find a free cot and a blanket. What he 
wouldn't give for a four-poster bed, a down comforter, and a valet 
to bring him a cup of cocoa before turning the light down. 

It was a restless night. Major Thompson snored and Marie lay 
so still that Rupert thought she might be dead. And throughout the 
night, Rupert jolted awake, his heart pounding, certain that 
someone was moments from bursting into the barn or burning it 
down. 

He stared up at the half-worn-away roof. Of all the ways Rupert 
had imagined this adventure going — all of which had ended in 
the same way, with Father giving him the approving nod he gave 
Albert, with Mother telling him that he’d done a good job — Rupert 
never, ever imagined that he would find himself hiding in a 
derelict barn, about to take on a secret search-and-rescue mission 
with a Tomas and a Janus. He wondered what Albert would do in 
his situation. Would Albert sneak out on his own, steal the major’s 
plan, and rescue the Ekat before the others woke up in the 
morning? The major thought that he was Albert — so what did he 
expect him to do and what special skills did he have to offer? The 
only thing Rupert knew Albert was good at was being a smarmy 
pig. 

But thinking things like that about Albert didn’t give Rupert the 
same sort of satisfaction they had before. He pulled his coat tighter 
around himself and pulled his knees up closer to his chest. If 
blaming Albert for things that went wrong wasn’t going to make 
him feel better, then he didn’t know what to do. 


In the morning, Rupert’s coat was frozen into stiff pleats anda 
film of muddy ice had crusted around his boots, so thick that he 
couldn't get to his laces. The others were awake. Marie had opened 
the top of the lantern and was heating a small thermos of water 
over the little flame. 

“Your major is outside doing leaps and nonsense,” said Marie, 
her nose turned upward. Rupert stood and stretched, and went to 
the window where the lantern had been last night. Major 
Thompson was out in the small open space in front of the barn 
doing calisthenics. 

“He’s not my major any more than he’s yours,” said Rupert, 
coming back to the lantern. “What have you got there?” 

“Café,” said Marie. 

Rupert reached into his rucksack and pulled out a half- 
squashed paper packet of soda crackers. “Would you care to share 
breakfast?” he said. She wouldn’t give him any coffee if he didn’t 
share something with her, he knew. And Rupert would have given 
his left arm for any kind of warmth. 

Marie considered this for a moment. “Oui,” she said. And then, 
“Do you think that we should save un petit peu for le major?” 

Rupert thought about that for a moment. “What do you think 
he’d do if we didn’t?” 

“Eat us for his breakfast?” said Marie. 

Rupert almost laughed. Almost. Except it was too close to being 
an actual, possible truth that he didn’t think it quite prudent. But 
still, they saved him a few of the crackers and a sip of coffee. 

“Why are you here?” Rupert asked as they ate. “I mean — 
helping to get the Ekat back?” 

“Do you want to know why I am here, or why it is not some big 
and strong Janus man with the muscles and things?” said Marie. 


“Both,” said Rupert. 

Marie pursed her lips for a moment. “It is no good to have a war 
in your home. My brother fights; my papa has taken sick. It is not 
good here. France is ruined. And when I heard that they had taken 
this Dr. Woolsey, and that he was to make weapons for the 
Germans — I could not let that happen.” 

“But what can you do to stop it?” said Rupert. “I mean — you’re a 
Janus. What are you going to do?” 

Marie narrowed her eyes. “You are rude. And I will like to see 
you try to get across la Lys without my help. I will like to see you 
speak German and French and English, please.” 

“All right, fine,” said Rupert. 

“Do you know what it is like,” said Marie, “to see your family so 
broken? My brother is off at the war — I may never see him again. 
But I think he would be glad I do this. Even though he hates the 
Tomas and the Lucian. He thinks that you are what make war.” 

“I have a brother, too,” said Rupert, taking a sip of the coffee. 
“He’s off fighting, too. Like me, I guess.” 

“Do you worry for him?” she asked. 

“It’s complicated,” said Rupert. Before, he hadn't, really. 
Everyone had made the war seem so innocuous — like no one 
would actually ever be hurt or die from it. Now, suddenly, he did 
find himself wondering where Albert was along the line. Was he 
cold and wet, too? Did he think of Rupert, and where he had gone? 
“I didn’t before. But I do now. I want him to make it home as much 
as I want me to make it home, I guess. He’s my brother.” 

After their rationed breakfast, Major Thompson gathered them 
all together for a strategy session. 

The Ekat scientist was being held just across the Lys River — 
which was also just on the other side of the German trenches — in 
a factory. Major Thompson’s sources told him that it was heavily 
guarded by soldiers. 


“Well, that much would be obvious,” said Marie. “Do you think 
that they would just leave him on a leash in the middle of a field?” 
Major Thompson scowled. “That’s enough out of you for now.” 

They would go to the river today, Major Thompson said, to 
survey the area. And then, that night, they would make their 
move. 

“If I may, Major,” said Rupert, “don’t you think we should wait 
for a break in the weather? It looks like snow, and the last thing 
wed want to do is leave a trail to where we are camped.” 

Rupert certainly wasn’t scared — a Lucian would never back 
away from a challenge — and certainly not in front of a Janus ora 
Tomas. Something like that would equate to generations of shame 
upon the forefathers — or something else like out of a Greek 
tragedy. Rupert refused to be a part of that. Still, he would feel a 
little more at ease if he knew he weren’t going into enemy 
territory that very night. 

“I just don’t see who put you in charge of this operation,” Rupert 
continued. “This isn’t a military mission; your rank doesn’t mean 
anything here. As the future head of the Lucian branch, I strongly 
feel that I should be put into the leadership position.” 

“I object,” said Marie. “This is my land, and my country. I should 
say what we do.” 

“And I say out of the three of us, I’m the only one with any 
battlefield experience. So let’s have the two of you stop your 
whining and let’s get ready,” said the major. 

“I don't like your tone, Major. I don’t like it at all,” said Marie. 

“I don’t care,” said the major. “Just do what I say.” 

The trio hid their few things in testy silence — the cold lantern, 
a blanket, a rucksack — under the hay, and set out for the river. 

“Let’s go this way,” said the major, steering them left out of the 
barn. Marie stopped in her tracks and shook her head. 


“Absolument non,” she said. “That is through the bogs and past 
the main road. We will be trapped, or caught. Non, we go this 
way.” She pointed to the right. 

“Look, mademoiselle,” said the major. “I know you're from these 
parts, but we Tomas know our way around. We are expert 
navigators. You ever heard of James Cook? Or Blackbeard?” 

“Yes. So if we end up on a boat in the sea, you may be captain 
then,” said Marie. “But while in France, I will say where to go.” 

And so Marie led the way, much to the obvious embarrassment 
of Major Thompson. Rupert trailed along uncomfortably. She 
wound them around through the trees, following a small stream 
that led into a larger brook, which then made a right into the 
thick, rushing Lys. 

Rupert looked across the water. That was enemy territory, over 
there. Strange, how it looked so much like their side. 

They followed the main rush of the Lys for about a mile. Then 
the sounds of men and machinery began to mingle with the 
bubbling, rolling sounds of the water. 

On the other side, black and looming against the gray December 
sky, was a great block of a factory. Chimneys like witch’s fingers 
reached up toward the white sun and spewed thick gray clouds of 
smoke. 

“It used to make dyes for our linen and wool. Now it makes the 
gas,” said Marie, in a voice that made Rupert shiver. He’d heard 
about the gas. No one on either side had used it yet, but it hung 
there, like a knife over the heads of every soldier on either side of 
the war. People said it could turn your skin to blisters and burn 
your eyes out of your head. If it didn’t kill you when it touched you, 
if you managed to get away, it would still kill you later. Once you 
met the gas, there was no escaping it. 

“It looks like it makes soldiers,” said Major Thompson. And that 
was true. The factory was swarming with men in German 


uniforms, like workers in an anthill. They patrolled the fence 
around the building, and the water line; they walked along the top 
with long-range guns and binoculars. They drove in and out in 
smoky, sputtering cars and atop commissioned farm horses. They 
had hundreds of guns between all of them, and if they so much as 
caught a whiff of Brit or Frenchwoman, they’d shoot to kill. 

Yes, by all means, thought Rupert. This is the perfect place to try 
and invade with an army of three. 

“You can’t be serious about this,” said Rupert. “They’re 
everywhere! There’s no way we'll get in here.” This is what you get, 
he thought, for listening to a Tomas and a Janus. 

Rupert felt himself shrinking away. They were three people — 
one a farm girl; one a soldier; and one a brave and handsome and 
intelligent sort of fellow, but one admittedly lacking in search- 
and-rescue experience. They were three people to find one person 
in the midst of an enormous factory guarded by dozens and 
dozens of other people with frightening weapons. 

He glanced at the others. Marie was chewing on the inside of 
her cheek, her forehead creased. The major was muttering to 
himself, counting softly under his breath. They crept a little 
farther down the water, trying to angle to see the other side of the 
building. Along the south side was a gated yard, where piles of 
supplies stood under guard. The west side was against the water, 
and the north side was nothing but smooth wall with windows 
along the third floor. They couldn’t see the east side, but Marie 
said that was where the main entrance was. 

It seemed impossible to Rupert. There were obstacles no matter 
what way you looked at things. 

“Tonight,” Major Thompson said. “There will be fewer guards. 
We'll do it then.” 


That evening, Rupert sat on the old crate in the barn with the 
lantern lit at his feet. Marie was napping, and the major was 
hunched over, looking at something in the dirt. Rupert looked 
down at the watch in his hands; it had been his grandfather’s. 
Rupert had brought it with him, and now he watched the seconds 
tick by. The tick was so loud, it was like cymbals crashing in his 
brain, and he couldn’t help but to think that every second that 
went by was one more second that moved him toward getting 
killed. 

“Wake up, Marie,” said the major, calling both Marie and Rupert 
over to his drawing. Marie immediately opened her eyes and sat 
up, looking like she’d just seen a ghost in her sleep. Rupert pulled 
the crate over to look at the major’s map. 

He’d drawn out the river and the factory, and then made notes 
where he had seen the guards that morning. 

“We cross the river here,” Marie said, indicating a spot in the 
river just a little southwest of the factory. “The water is slow and 
shallow.” 

“Fine,” said the major, marking their path. “Then once we're 
over —” 

“We enter the factory in disguise. As German soldiers,” said 
Marie. 

“Not all of us speak German,” Rupert reminded her. 

“Pity, that,” said Marie. Rupert scowled at her. 

“No,” said the major. “We can climb the wall here.” He pointed 
to the north side of the factory. “There wasn’t a searchlight set up 
on this side. We’ll scale the wall up to the third floor — there'll be 
fewer guards on such a high floor — and enter through the 
window.” 

“you must be joking!” said Marie. “Davenport will never be able 
to climb so high! His arms are too puny.” 


“Hey!” said Rupert. “Like you can climb a wall in a skirt. You’d 
get us caught. No, we'll go around this way. There’s bound to be a 
back entrance on the river side — I'd put one there, if I were 
building a factory. And my family’s built plenty of factories in 
England. I know all about it.” Which was almost true. Uncle 
Chester had invested in a weaving factory, back before the turn of 
the century. 

“We cannot do it three ways at once,” said Marie. “Disguise will 
be the easiest way to get in and look for the doctor.” 

“And where are we going to get three German uniforms? Plus, 
you're a girl. And we don’t speak German. How many times do I 
have to say that?” Rupert argued. 

The major leaned away from his map and rubbed his hands 
over his face. “If you two don’t stop bickering and listen to what it 
is that we’re going to be doing, I’m locking you both in the barn 
and throwing snakes in through the windows.” 

“It’s wintertime; they’re all asleep,” said Rupert. 

“I WILL WAKE THEM UP,” roared the major, to which both Rupert 
and Marie hissed at him to be quiet. 

As the hours ticked by, there were only three things that 
everyone could agree on: One was that they find the doctor, and 
two was that they bring him home. Three was that the other two 
Cahills were stupid and slow and utterly incapable of an 
intelligent thought. “Let’s just get on with it,” said the major. And 
then they went. Back through the woods and to the stream and 
the brook and the river, all by the light of a waning moon. 

“This way now,” said Marie, taking them down a deer path that 
Rupert hadn’t seen before. This led to the marshy edge and across 
a flat and rocky strip where the water slowed and it didn’t seem so 
deep. “We can cross here.” 

The water was bright silver under the moon. “Youre daft,” said 
Rupert. “They'll see us. How very like a Janus to not think things 


through.” 

“Tais-toi, Davenport,” Marie snarled. “I am growing tired of your 
attitude, too.” 

“Quiet,” Major Thompson hissed. Across the way, over the sound 
of water, they heard the sound of voices. 

“That’s German,” said Rupert. And it was. “You led us right into 
the Germans!” 

Marie pursed her lips and then scowled. But Major Thompson 
held up a hand and the other two froze. The German soldiers had 
turned toward them. Rupert didn’t think they could see the Cahills 
— it was too dark and they were hidden by the trees — but they all 
froze anyhow. 

“Wer ist es?” called one of the soldiers. 

Marie pressed her hands over her mouth, like she was afraid 
that she wasn't in control of any noises that would come out. 
Major Thompson fingered the gun at his belt. Rupert had seen 
guns before, of course. Hunting ones, and then the artillery and 
the guns at the front. But he had never seen the faces or heard the 
voices, up close, of the enemy soldiers that they'd shot at. This 
soldier had blond hair and he spoke with a slight lisp. It seemed 
wrong to kill a person once you knew what color their hair was 
and whether or not they had a lisp. 

“Es ist nichts. Es ist nur ein tier,” said the German soldier’s 
companion. He waved the other one over, and they settled down to 
a game of cards. 

“They think we’re an animal,” said Marie. 

“Two-thirds right,” said Rupert. 

“Well, we can’t go this way now,” hissed Major Thompson. 
“Some kind of help you are.” 

“Iam,” Marie snapped back. “How should I know that they 
would be here?” 


“Your whole reason for being here is that you said you knew 
things,” snarled the major. 

“Quiet!” said Rupert. “Obviously, crossing here isn’t going to 
work. We're going to have to find another place.” 

“Follow me,” said Major Thompson. He pointed downstream, 
toward an old wooden bridge, and then wasted no time leaping 
silently through the forest. For such a large man, the major was 
remarkably agile. Marie and Rupert followed, slower and 
suspicious. 

The water under the bridge was ripping past much faster than 
it had been a little farther upstream. “We'll go across with the 
bridge,” said the major. 

“They'll see us if we do that, you idiot,” hissed Marie. “We 
should go back down and cross over the river. We can handle two 
or three guards. It is no problem.” 

“We're not going over the bridge,” said Major Thompson, as if 
this idea were pure genius. “We're going under it.” 

And that was just about the stupidest thing that Rupert had ever 
heard. But Major Thompson didn’t give them any time to question 
his decision. He went right over to the supports holding up the 
bridge. It was a web of wet and cold logs, crossing one another the 
whole way over. Rupert had an uneasy feeling about this. How 
very like a Tomas, to pick the most impossible way across a bridge. 
No one could do this and make it over alive. But Major Thompson 
grasped a log and climbed up into the trusses. 

Rupert shook his head. Marie was already plowing ahead, 
muttering something in French. Rupert didn’t need a translation 
— he could get the gist of it from her tone. 

Rupert grimaced and put his hands to the supports. And he 
began to hoist himself up into the dark, wet space beneath the 
bridge. The wood was cold and covered in icy patches. His hands 
slid numbly over the wood, and he tried to ignore the splinters and 


slime. He was shaking with tension, hoping above anything that 
he didn’t fall. The water would sweep him away and then he 
would die a no one, washed up on the side of a nowhere river. 

Major Thompson was already on the other side, urging Marie 
and Rupert to move faster. Rupert gritted his teeth. Of course it 
was easy for the major — but for those of them who weren’t 
hulking monsters capable of superhuman physical feats, it was 
going to take just a moment more. 

Every muscle in Rupert’s body strained to hold tight to the 
wooden beams. Beneath him, the river splashed and sprayed icy 
water onto his clothes, and his hands prickled and burned with 
what he hoped was not frostbite. Overhead, he could hear 
footsteps and horse steps and the gravelly rumble of the few cars 
that came and went. 

It was terrifying. But at the same time, he got a thrill from it. If 
he could risk taking a hand away from the bridge, he’d thumb his 
nose at those stupid soldiers who thought they were smart and 
skilled enough to mess with the Cahill family and get away with 
it. 

On the far side of the river, the major and Marie helped Rupert 
shimmy down the last support beam without making a splash. 
Knee-deep in icy rushes, they crouched and waded toward shore. 
Spotlights shone down from the factory and swooped around, 
casting light on corners that wanted to stay in shadow. 

There was a moment on the German side of the river when all 
three Cahills looked at one another with expectation. 

“Right, then,” said the major. “Guess I’m going this way,” he 
said, pointing around toward the north wall. Marie and Rupert 
made no motion to go with him. 

“You can’t expect us to follow,” said Rupert. “No one except you, 
Major, can climb a wall. And no one but Marie can speak German 


enough to get through the door. We'll do what I say, and we'll find 
a better way in. It was stupid to come this far without a plan!” 

“Shhh!” 

Two soldiers rounded the corner, joking with each other and 
laughing. The trio ducked deep into the rushes, trying to hold as 
still as possible. Rupert’s belly rolled. Not only were they so close — 
they were laughing? What could they possibly have to laugh at? 

“What are they saying, Marie?” said the major. 

Marie squinted while she listened. “Do you know the difference 
between the alphorn and the recorder? The alphorn burns longer.” 

“What?” 

“It is funnier in German.” 

“Shh!” 

They hunched down lower, until the voices faded. 

“On three,” said the major, “we make a run north.” 

“Non!” said Marie. “You are not listening. You will be caught; 
your way is stupide, bestiale.” 

Rupert squinted. “What’s that?” he said, pointing. It was a grate 
at the bottom of the factory with a ditch running through it and 
down to the river. “We'll go in that way. It’s not guarded at all.” 

Both Marie and the major looked where he was pointing. “Peut- 
être,” said Marie. 

“On three,” the major said again. 

“Je ne veux pas. I will go that way,” said Marie, and she pointed 
back toward the grass. 

“What will you do that way?” asked Rupert. Marie pulled her 
shawl over her head. 

“I have come to find my brother,” she said. “Hast du ihm 
gesehen?” She was very convincing as a German farm girl, but 
Rupert still shook his head. It wouldn’t work. 

“Fine!” spat the major. “Let’s just everyone do things their own 
way. And then we’ll see who was right. Yes?” 


“Oui. C'est ci bon.” 

“Wait a minute,” said Rupert. Even he knew that wasn’t a good 
idea, and he was typically all for getting all of the glory for 
himself. But the major was not listening. 

“One,” said the major. “Two. Three!” 

Marie slipped off to the right, disappearing seamlessly into the 
darkness. The major hefted himself up onto the bank and took off 
at a jog. Rupert’s stomach flopped again. He was alone. He usually 
did well alone. But he felt, in this moment, vulnerable. There was 
no one to look to, no one to fall back on. And though he was loath 
to admit it, even to himself, Rupert had always relied on other 
people being there to catch him. But now it was just him — and 
whatever happened to him was his responsibility. He had to do 
something. He couldn’t stay there in the wet. So he went his own 
way, creeping up the bank of the river toward the ditch and the 
grate. Up against the factory wall, the weeds were soggy and high, 
and the ground was boggy. He tried not to take very deep breaths, 
and only through his mouth — the smell was something awful. 

The grate itself was rusty and old — he shook at it, and it 
wobbled back and forth in his hands. If they'd brought bolt cutters 
or some other sort of tool, they could easily break the old crossbars 
and slip in. 

But then, goose bumps swept over Rupert’s neck and arms. He 
could feel them, even through the layers of his uniform and the 
soggy coat and his scarf. It was a prickle, like someone was 
watching him from behind, from down by the water. 

Slowly, Rupert looked over his shoulder. And there, in the bit of 
moonlight that had broken through the clouds, a man in black 
stood watching him. He was tall, with a long coat, a hat pulled 
down low over his face, and a walking staff in his hand. 

He couldn't breathe. The Madrigal. Albert’s Madrigal. Fear seized 
him, like an icy iron clamp around his throat. He was looking into 


the face of a Madrigal, into the face of evil, of chaos. It would be 
the last thing he ever saw. 

Rupert was frozen in place, his hands digging into the rusty 
grate. Blood roared through him, as if it were trying to complete as 
many laps around his body as possible before he died. As if his 
whole being were trying to squeeze in just one more little bit of 
living before all was over. But at least if he died, he would die a 
Lucian. 

So he did what a Lucian would do. He lied. 

“You can’t stop us,” he said. “Pm not afraid of you.” 

“Gehe,” said the Madrigal. He swept his arm out toward the 
river. “Gehe hin und sundige hinfort nicht mehr.” 

Rupert didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know what that 
meant, and he didn’t understand what the Madrigal wanted from 
him. 

The popping of gunfire erupted around the corner, and Rupert 
didn’t really have time to think about translating German 
anymore. The Madrigal turned quickly in the direction of the 
cracking of the guns, and Rupert took that opportunity to make a 
break for it back toward the river. He ran like he was the one being 
shot at, and he tried to ignore the great splash upstream. 

At the river’s edge, he saw something bobbing and flailing along 
with the current — Marie. 

“Aidez-moi!” she was gasping as she came nearer and nearer. 
Rupert spun around, looking for something to use to help. There, 
on the grass, was the Madrigal’s walking stick. Rupert was loath to 
touch it, but he grabbed the stick and looked for Marie again. She 
was farther toward the French bank than the Belgian, so Rupert 
took a deep breath and ran full force across the top of the bridge. 
The company that had been crossing was past; they were headed 
toward the north side of the building, their guns out. 


The major. Rupert’s stomach went cold. But he couldn’t think 
about that right now. There was another Cahill, and this one was 
right in front of him. Back in France, Rupert skidded down the 
slippery bank toward the river again. He waded out waist-deep 
into the water. 

“Grab hold!” he fiercely whispered, hoping Marie would see him, 
would grab for the stick. She did, but she didn’t stop. The river kept 
sweeping her downstream, toward the north. And if Rupert didn’t 
catch her, she’d go right past the guards. If the water didn’t drown 
her, they wouldn't hesitate to shoot her. But she held on. Rupert 
dug his heels into the silt and pulled and pulled until Marie made 
it close enough to find her feet and the two of them could push 
each other back up onto shore. 

“Merci, merci,” Marie kept saying, grabbing Rupert by the face 
and kissing one cheek and then the other, over and over again. 
“Merci mille fois, mon cousin.” 

“I know, I know, you're welcome,” said Rupert. “Marie, I get it! 
You're welcome!” Rupert wiped his cheeks with a wet sleeve. 
“Where’s the major? Have you seen him?” 

“Non. When they started shooting I began to run; I fell down the 
bank into the river. Is the major dead? What do we do? Do we wait 
for him?” 

“Your face is blue,” said Rupert. “You need to get to a fire and dry 
clothes. But we need to find the major. And I don’t know which of 
those things should be done first.” 

Then, from the other side of the river, down by where the ford 
had been, came a great roar. Marie and Rupert hurried down to 
see what it was. 

The major was tearing across the stony break in the rush, 
holding one hand to his other arm and running as fast as his legs 
could carry him. 


Behind him, a pair of soldiers was chasing him, firing at his 
back as he ran. 

The major made it to the French bank and threw himself into 
the woods. Marie pushed toward him, but Rupert held her back. 

“No, they're coming across the river,” said Rupert, pointing at 
the German soldiers. “They’re coming to find the major.” And the 
major was wounded — they’d shot him. Rupert’s mind ticked like 
an overwound clock. “Marie, you hide. Use your German-soldier 
voice and tell them to come this way.” 

She nodded and slipped into a thicket, wrapping her arms 
around herself to keep from shivering. And then Rupert braced 
himself. 

“Komm!” Marie yelled. “Folge mich!” 

“Good,” Rupert whispered. 

“Now what?” she hissed back. But Rupert shushed her, and 
waited. He heard the two soldiers coming closer and held very still 
in the darkness, listening for every snapped twig and every swiped 
tree. 

Almost. Almost. “Find the major and get back to the barn,” 
Rupert whispered to Marie. And then he saw the gleam of the gun 
in the thin moonlight. 

“Anhalten!” one of the soldiers snapped. And Rupert started to 
run. Trees snagged at him and his boots crunched loudly over the 
underbrush, but that was the point. He needed to make noise, to 
be seen just enough to give Marie and the major time to make it 
back to the barn. Then he’d find his way back to the river himself. 

That was the plan. Except he could hear the soldiers behind 
him, shouting and stomping, and maybe it was his imagination, 
but were they closer? He couldn't tell if they were gaining on him 
or if he was only afraid that they were. Rupert thought this must 
be what the fox felt like in the hunt. Except the fox very rarely 
asked for it. 


Rupert zigzagged through the trees, looping around toward the 
river again. His throat was dry from the cold and he could hardly 
breathe anymore — his legs were sore and his lungs burned like 
they were coated in ice. Ahead, there was a mammoth tree, and 
Rupert ducked behind it. He would have to hide now. He couldn’t 
outrun the soldiers. 

He slipped himself into a split in the trunk. It wasn't large 
enough for him to fit completely inside, but a good half of his torso 
could. He curled his hands into the dirt and ducked his chin, 
hoping that his dark hair and dark overcoat would help him 
disappear. He tried very hard to quiet his breathing, to still those 
ragged breaths that he sucked in to fill his aching lungs. He 
shivered — his clothes were wet, and his teeth were chattering, so 
he curled his lips in around them to keep them from making 
noise. They were coming. 

“Ruhig, ruhig . . .” said the one with the lisp. “Komm raus jetzt.” 

“Ist er hier? Ich habe ihn nicht hören.” 

Rupert wished he knew what they were saying. Did they see 
him? Were they coordinating their attack? Or did they count him 
as lost? 

They stepped around the tree, and Rupert could see a blond head 
shining in the moonlight. The one with the lisp took a step 
forward, and Rupert could feel his overcoat tug. The soldier was 
stepping on his coat. Rupert stopped breathing; he wished that he 
could stop his heart, just for a moment, so it would be quiet and 
not give him away. 

In the distance, a twig snapped and an owl called out. 

“Schnell!” hissed the lisp, and they slipped off quietly toward the 
east. 

Rupert held his breath for as long as he could, taking little 
shallow sips of air that only filled the very tips of his lungs. And 
then, once he couldn’t hear them moving anymore, he let that 


breath out and sank against the tree. He curled his body in around 
itself and breathed hard into his knees. He wanted to cry out — he 
wanted to sob and to throw up again and to scream until his voice 
was lost. But he just took a moment. He collected his breath. And 
then, with a shaking body and a light head, he stood up. He 
followed the sound of the river. And he found his way back to the 
barn. 

Marie ran out to meet him when he came to the clearing. “I 
thought you would be dead. Come in, come inside, and quick.” She 
took Rupert’s hand and practically dragged him into the barn. “I 
believe the major is dying. It’s quite terrible.” 

“Iam not dying,” said the major. He was leaning against a 
mound of hay, and his face was pale and clammy. His left sleeve 
was covered in blood, and so was most of the rest of him. It made 
Rupert’s stomach turn. “It’s nothing but a flesh wound. Don’t hover 
around me; back off, back off. Marie, I said don’t hover!” He looked 
up at Rupert. “And what you did, you idiot, was one of the 
stupidest things that I’ve ever seen a soldier do. Thank you.” 

Rupert didn’t know what to say to that. He felt almost bashful. 
So instead, he said, “This looks awful.” 

“That’s because youre green, Davenport. Now man up. Pull 
yourself together. Get a bit of water on the thing and half the 
damage will go away,” growled the major. Rupert did as he was 
told, and Marie paced back and forth. 

“Tm not going to have to, erm, sew this shut, am I?” said Rupert, 
wrinkling his nose at the thought. 

“I should hope not!” said the major, who tried to shoot to his 
feet but failed with a groan. “Don’t you dare!” Rupert almost 
smiled. He couldn’t be so close to dying if he were that afraid of a 
needle. 

“Did someone say something about sewing?” said Marie, 
coming over with a threaded needle. Rupert lifted an eyebrow. 


“One should never leave home without a needle and thread.” 

The major went from pale to green. “No. No!” He threw his good 
arm in front of his face and turned away. Marie and Rupert 
laughed, until Marie turned to Rupert. 

“It’s just a flesh wound!” Rupert said in a mock deep voice. 

“I don’t sound like that!” said the major. 

“Absolument you do!” 

The major was trying very hard not to laugh, but the corners of 
his mouth were twitching uncontrollably and it didn’t take long to 
break him. They laughed until they were gasping, and until the 
gravity of the situation settled back down on them. 

And then they were all quiet. 

“So,” said the major. “What happens next?” 

“They saw me as I fell,” said Marie. “And they saw you, Major, 
because they shot at you.” 

“Yes, Marie. That’s very astute. Davenport?” said the major. 
“What luck did you have at the river?” 

Rupert started to talk, but his mouth went completely dry. The 
Madrigal. Should he tell them? What good or ill would that cause? 

“Not much,” said Rupert. “We’d need tools and things to get 
through. But even so, we can’t go across the river. They'll be on the 
lookout for us now.” 

They all fell quiet again. Rupert didn’t want to say anything 
about the Madrigal. Maybe he should, but if they were going to go 
a different way, perhaps it wouldn’t matter? Mostly dry and 
somewhat fed, the group settled down to their hay as the clock 
struck two. 

“Marie, what does ‘Gehe hin und sündige hinfort nicht mehr’ 
mean?” Rupert asked. 

“Go,” she said. “Go, and sin no more. Pourquoi?” 

Rupert swallowed the dry lump in his mouth. 

“No reason,” he said. 


In the middle of the night, Rupert awoke in the hay, covered in a 
clammy, cold sweat. He scrambled to his feet, breathing heavily 
and spinning around. He was dizzy and dazed and he knew, he 
knew, that someone had just been there. He could feel the sudden 
absence, like a shadow hanging in the air. He looked at the hay, 
but he was rubbish at tracking and so he had no idea if there were 
any footprints there. The door was still shut and the lantern was 
still where they had left it, turned down to a low haze in the 
center of the barn floor. But someone had been there, Rupert could 
feel it. 

Or maybe he had dreamed it. 

His dream. Black shadows everywhere — over the forest, the 
trenches, the barn. They had crept up over the horizon and sucked 
up everything, leaving the entire countryside in darkness. 
Madrigals. 

It had been a dream. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that they 
had been here. 

He looked around. Everything seemed normal. Marie was curled 
in the hay like a cat, and the major was snoring. In the distance, 
church bells were ringing, and for the life of him, Rupert couldn’t 
figure out why. 

He stepped outside. The air was cold and crisp; heavy gray 
clouds laden with snow had moved in while they slept, and the 
tingle of expectation lingered in the air. Rupert felt it, too, crawling 
over his skin and making his hair bristle. 

He had, in that moment, never felt more alive, or more aware of 
the world around him. The cold had stripped everything down to 
its most basic stuff; he thought he could feel each piece of the air 
as it blew past his cheeks. The church bells stopped, and there was 


a loud silence. There was no gunfire, no sound of canons or 
artillery. Just quiet. 

Rupert wondered if everyone could hear the silence. He 
imagined that the whole of the battlefield came to a halt, that the 
ships in the Channel hung in the water, that Mother and Father 
back in England even paused in their dreaming. It was just for a 
moment; the church bells began to ring again. Even so, Rupert had 
felt it. 

It wasn’t about Clues and Lucians anymore. Not wholly, 
anyway. It wasn’t even about Rupert and Albert. The moment of 
quiet was gone, but he craved it again. He craved that peace, and 
he wanted it not just for himself, but for the battlefield and for the 
ships and for Mother and Father and the rest of them. War, he 
thought, was not good for a person. And if the Madrigals were 
going to try and wage war, then the Cahills would have to stop 
fighting amongst themselves long enough to wage peace. And 
they’d start by rescuing the Ekat. 

They'd go again tonight. They'd risk their lives again to try and 
prevent catastrophe. 

It was funny, he thought, this family of his. They were capable 
of such great, beautiful things. His cousins and aunts and uncles 
and grandparents had built castles and cities, painted and 
sculpted the most beautiful works in the world, conquered 
mountains, and delved into the mysteries of the universe. 

But it would be foolish, and a lie, to pretend that they didn’t 
have blood on their hands — all of them. Their squabbles and 
ambitions had chipped away at humanity as much as they had 
added to it, tossing around everyday people between them like the 
waves and wind toss grains of sand. 

Rupert had always felt that this was the natural order of things. 
That they who were exceptional should do the important things 
and everyone else should just sit tight while those with 


capabilities sorted the heavy lifting. That all of the non-Cahills 
were just foot soldiers and pawns in a greater game. Now, he 
thought, that seemed so foolish. 

“Youre up early,” said the major, stepping outside from the 
barn. 

“You were snoring,” said Rupert, not wanting, yet, to tell anyone 
about the Madrigals or his nightmare. “It makes it hard to sleep. 
Do you know why the church bells are ringing? Do you think the 
war is over?” 

“No,” said the major. “The tide can’t have turned so quickly. And 
if the Germans had won, we can assume the French wouldn't be 
ringing their bells. I don’t know.” 

“Is there coffee left?” asked Rupert. 

“We can check,” said the major, and they started to walk back 
inside. But the major stopped in his tracks. “It’s December 24. The 
bells,” he said. “It’s Christmas Eve.” 


At dusk, Rupert, Marie, and Major Thompson left the barn and 
headed back toward the trenches. They couldn't cross at the 
shallows along the river again. When they had gone to check on it, 
they’d found a dozen men at the bridge, and more lined up along 
the banks. 

“Alors,” said Marie. “We are doomed.” 

“We're not doomed,” said Rupert. “Weve just got to think about 
things a different way.” Rupert paused. He couldn’t believe he was 
about to suggest such a mad plan — his hands started to shake at 
the thought of it. But no matter how frightened he was, it was the 
Ekat that mattered. “We'll go up through the trenches and across 
no-man’s-land. Marie, you'll help us find the best way into the 
factory. Once we’re inside and we see what we're up against, the 
major will tell us where to go and we'll search for the Ekat. No 


matter what, we stick together. We’ll do better that way. We'll find 
the Ekat, and we'll bring him back to safety.” 

It was a practically impossible plan, and their chances of failing 
were astronomical. So it was perfect for a bunch of Cahills. 

Marie kept Rupert’s extra uniform (and teased him 
appropriately about the silk linings before admitting that it did 
make things more comfortable, and warmer), and tucked her 
braids up under a cap. The major lent them legitimacy as they 
snuck back toward the trenches. No one would question the two 
young privates with an officer. 

Rupert peeked over the top of the trench — the German line was 
hardly thirty yards away. If all was quiet, he could hear them 
talking and yelling to one another. 

“There’s a break in their lines there,” said the major, peering 
across with him and pointing to a gap to the left. “We'll get 
through there.” 

Rupert opened his mouth — the “gap” wasn’t more than three 
yards across and blocked with pikes and coils of wire. But he 
closed it without saying a word. The major knew about these 
things. Rupert had to trust him. 

He jumped back down to the bottom of the trench, and Rupert 
followed. 

“All right,” said the major. “We go on three. Both of you — you 
keep your heads down, you move quickly. If anyone goes down, 
the other two have to keep moving. You hear me? You keep 
moving.” 

Rupert nodded, though it felt wrong. Could he just leave Marie 
or the major to die? A week ago, he would have. No questions 
asked. He might not have even felt guilty about it. 

“Two,” the major was saying. Rupert snapped back to attention. 
The major watched the moon. As soon as it drifted behind the 


thick clouds, he called three, and was going up and over the side of 
the trench. Rupert followed, with Marie right behind. 

They moved quickly. They hopped over pits and craters made by 
mortar shells, and sidestepped the bodies that had died only 
recently, left in the open air because there was no chance to 
retrieve them. 

“Hold back!” the major hissed. Rupert and Marie froze. 

Ahead, small lights were cropping up along the German lines. 
First one, flickering in the darkness, and then another a little 
farther on. And then, all at once, there were what looked like 
hundreds, like tiny stars had come falling to earth and landed 
along the lines. 

“Guns?” said Marie. Rupert shrugged the slightest bit. He was 
afraid to move, lest they saw him. 

But no, they weren’t guns. “Candles,” said Rupert. Dozens of 
candles, reaching out through the darkness in their own small 
ways. “What are they doing?” Rupert asked. 


It was slow at first — just one lone voice in the dark. But it was 
deep and beautiful, like good earth. It stood alone, ringing out in 
the night with the force of dozens of church bells. And then, from 
the trenches behind Rupert, came a soft tenor, and it drifted out 
into the night air like falling snow. One sang in German and one 
in English, but neither cared and both knew what the other said — 
what the other meant. 

Rupert looked around behind him. The English soldiers had 
lined the lip of their trench with as many candles and lanterns as 
they could muster up as well. The light didn’t reach far, but Rupert 
could see the pale, half-smiling faces of dozens of soldiers peering 
out across the lines. Caught out there in the middle of it, Rupert 
felt afloat in a sea of fallen stars. 


One by one, new voices and new languages joined the singing. 
The sounds of the English and the German and the French songs 
mingled together in the air over no-man’s-land like a great net, 
like threads all twining together. Rupert thought if the stars did 
fall that night, each one would be caught up before it could reach 
the ground. They would hang down over the field and shine over 
them. The light would chase out the darkness of the war. 

“Monsieur Major?” whispered Marie. “Are you crying?” 

“No!” said the major, and then he snuffled. Marie moved over 
and took the major’s hand, and then Rupert’s. Together, the three 
stood quietly and let the night happen around them. 

“you don’t shoot!” called out one of the Germans. And then one 
of the German soldiers pitched something over the side of his 
trench. The three Cahills flinched; Rupert drew his arms up over 
his face. But instead of exploding, the mortar bounced along until 
Rupert saw it wasn’t a mortar at all. It was a ball. 

“Wie bitte? Was nennst du es?” said the German. “Ah, ja. Danke. 
Football!” 

A few English heads popped up at that. And then, slowly, with 
some trepidation, the men began to climb out. The Germans were 
just as thin and dirty as the English and French soldiers, and they 
shivered just as much. They looked no different, save for their 
clothes. Rupert wet his lips and watched with his breath kept 
inside of him while the first German and Englishman came up to 
each other. 

“you want to pick sides, then?” said the English soldier. And the 
German nodded. Others were coming out of the trenches with 
stretchers, come to gather their fallen countrymen and to give 
them a holy and peaceful burial. 

“Come on,” said Marie, nodding toward the break in the German 
line. She was right. They still had things to do, though Rupert 
didn’t want to move for anything in the world. But there was a 


line to cross, a factory to sneak into, an Ekat to rescue, and a world 
to save. It was a busy Christmas. 


They slipped past the soldiers and the lines, and then crept back 
into the shadows. Marie led them up a road, and ahead they could 
see the black fingers of the factory again. 

“We'll go to Davenport’s sewer grate,” said the major, and Marie 
nodded. Rupert’s mouth dried out. 

“Wait,” said Rupert. He thought of the Madrigal, lying in wait for 
them to come. He wanted to use his own idea, but what if it all 
went wrong? The other two turned and looked at him, puzzled. 
“Isn't there another way?” 

“Non,” said Marie. “It was a good idea. And no one saw you.” 

“But we'll need something to break in with,” said Rupert. 

“Like these?” said the major, holding up a pair of bolt cutters. 

“Where did you get those?” 

“I pay attention when you talk,” said the major. “I came 
prepared.” 

Rupert’s stomach twisted cold. The Madrigal had seen him. But 
could he tell them now, when he had waited so long? What if they 
thought he was keeping something from them intentionally? 
What if they thought he was trying to lead them into trouble? That 
might have been the case once, but it wasn’t anymore. 

“Someone did see me,” Rupert said. “Someone did, and it was — 
I know it was a Madrigal.” 

Marie gasped, and Rupert thought that the major growled. 

“I don’t know if he'll be there again tonight. But you should 
know.” 

The other two were quiet for a moment more. 

“Well,” said Marie finally. “It’s three against one. I like our 
odds.” 


The major nodded in agreement. “If the Madrigals are involved 
with the Ekat — we still have to go. Show the way to your sewer 
grate, and we'll meet whatever comes.” 

Once at the factory, they watched from the woods again and 
waited until the German guards made their rounds. This was their 
last chance — there would be no other opportunities. The soldiers 
here didn’t know that games and carol singing had broken out in 
the trenches; to them, it was still wartime. Rupert very much 
doubted that a “Happy Christmas” would save their lives if they 
were caught. 

The major gave the signal. And then, they were off. 

They darted across the lawn just as the snow began to fall. 
Marie and Rupert crouched in the ditch as the major cut through 
the rusty grate, revealing a long tunnel. They had to walk slowly 
so as not to splash in the muck that ran down to the ditch. The air 
was cold and damp and small around them. But ahead was 
another grate, which led into a room with a boiler and a great 
series of pipes and vents. 

“There are so many rooms and hallways. We should each take a 
floor — we will never find him otherwise,” said Marie. 

“No,” said Rupert. “We stay together. We can’t do everything 
alone.” 

“Then where do we go first?” said Marie. She looked to the 
major, and Rupert did, too. 

“Well,” said the major. “We start at the beginning.” And he led 
them out into the hall. 

It was dark, with only a few overhead lights hanging every few 
yards. The floor was made of stones and was covered in a fine 
layer of damp. Rupert had a hard time remembering when he had 
ever been in a place so hauntingly dismal. The major motioned 
them on, and Rupert led them down the hall on their tiptoes. 


At the end of the hall they found a door, which led toa 
staircase. Rupert faltered. In a stairway, there was nowhere to run 
or to hide. Anything that they came across, they would have to 
face. 


The trio quietly skittered up the stairs, and Rupert, at the front, 
cracked the door at that level. A squad of soldiers was marching 
down the hall, coming at them from the left. Rupert jerked away 
from the light, hoping no one had noticed the crack or any quiver 
from the door. He held his finger to his lips as the sound of the 
footsteps grew closer and closer. Rupert, Marie, and the major all 
waited with their breaths bottled tight inside of them, their 
muscles tense and frozen and not trembling the slightest bit. The 
tiniest sigh or the softest scuffle would be their end — the end of 
their mission — the end of the world that they wanted to save and 
protect. 

The uniform marching came closer and closer, until Rupert was 
sure they were going to come to the stairs and march right down 
to the basement. But they passed, and Rupert could breathe again. 
And he could peek out again, too. 

“We'll go right out of here,” Rupert said. “There’s a doorway you 
can hide in. I'll trot ahead to the corner and take a peek around.” 
He didn’t know what he was looking for — an abundance of 
guards? A dungeon with cells and shackles? Signs that read 
PRISONER'S SCIENCE LAB? — but he thought he would know it when he 
saw it. 

“But if they see you!” said Marie. 

“You can’t risk that,” said the major. 

“Cousins,” said Rupert. “What are Lucians best at? No one will 
catch me. I’m sure of it.” Lucians were also, it should be said, best 


at lying. And Rupert’s confidence was almost entirely a lie. But he 
firmly believed that thinking a thing made it so. 

They left the stairwell and scurried like mice caught in the light 
toward the next doorway. There, Rupert caught his breath. And 
stepped back out into the hall. 

His heart was beating terribly fast in his chest. Thrills ran all 
over him, like a spider’s footprints, beginning behind his sternum 
and swelling out through his body. 

He edged out toward the corner, keeping as much of himself as 
possible pressed against the wall. Around that corner, a cluster of 
guards stood outside a door. They looked bored and miserable. Of 
course, it was Christmas Eve. And they stood there, away from 
their own families, in a dank factory, guarding something that 
probably had very little value to them individually, but that they 
had to kill to protect. 

Guarding something. Someone? Rupert edged back along the 
wall toward the others. 

“I think we’ve found him,” said Rupert. His heart jumped and 
then squeezed in upon itself. Step one was done. They were on 
their way to success. “There are at least a dozen guards around the 
corner. We need to look in that room. But how do we get past the 
guards?” 

“Ich weiß,” said Marie in her deep German soldier’s voice. If he 
weren't so scared and on edge, Rupert might have laughed. 
“Soldiers listen to anything someone tells them. No offense, 
Major.” 

“Call them to a Christmas treat,” said Rupert. 

“But not all of them,” chimed in the major. “They'll get 
suspicious if you call all of them away from their object.” 

“How many should I leave there?” asked Marie. 

“Two or three. That'll be okay for a quick nip or snack break,” 
said the major. 


Marie nodded. She rubbed the front of her throat and then she 
shouted a long string of German. “Schnell! Schnell!” she finished. 
“Letztere bekommt kein kuchen!” 

“You sound terrifying when you do that,” said Rupert. 

“Merci!” said Marie. 

They hadn’t counted on which way the soldiers would march to 
their treat, though, and so there was a mad scramble back to the 
stairway where they had hidden before. The major just barely 
managed to get the door shut before the soldiers rounded the 
corner, jovial about their upcoming sweets. 

As soon as the slightest hush of quiet swept back over the floor, 
the trio set out. They only had until the soldiers reached the 
kitchens and realized there were no treats. After that, they might 
take a moment to see who had played a joke on them, but once it 
all was sorted, the alarms would ring and everyone would know 
that something was amiss in the factory. 

At the end of the hall, Rupert peeked again. They had left three 
guards. One of them stood outside of the door with a deadly 
serious look on his face. One was marching toward the other end 
of the hall. And one was so near that Rupert could have reached 
out and touched him. 

The major switched places with Rupert. And in one swift 
motion, he’d grabbed the soldier and dragged him around the 
corner. 

The soldier was shocked for a moment, but that one moment 
was all the major needed. Before the soldier could cry out or begin 
to truly fight back, the major had an arm around his neck and one 
more pressed against his mouth. In moments, the German soldier 
was sinking to his knees, his eyes lolling back in his head as he 
slipped into unconsciousness. 

Marie was aghast. 


“He’s not dead,” said the major. “Tm not about to kill someone 
on Christmas.” 

The major pulled the uniform off of the soldier, leaving him in 
his long underwear. 

“Give it to me,” said Rupert. The major shook his head. 

“Give it to me,” Rupert insisted. “It won’t fit you. And they'll be 
able to tell Marie’s a girl. Don’t look at me like I’m daft, Major, we 
don’t have time for that.” 

The major passed the uniform over to Rupert. “You be careful. At 
the slightest hint of trouble, ’m coming around that bend.” 

“You won't,” said Rupert. “You won't risk the mission. I'll take a 
look around and give a signal when it’s time for you two to make a 
move. Marie, turn around.” 

Marie politely covered her eyes as Rupert shimmied out of his 
own clothes and into the German soldier’s uniform. 

Rupert steeled himself, adopted his most German posture, and 
stepped around the corner. He felt as if he were stepping out 
onstage without knowing any of his lines. But instead of booing 
him, his audience would kill him. Both of the German guards 
turned to look at him. The uniform was too big on him, and he 
stood there, gangling and awkward and certain that in two 
seconds they were about to shoot him. 

But apparently the uniform did the trick. They both looked past 
him after a moment, and went back to their own work. Rupert 
hefted the soldier’s gun up onto his shoulder and watched as the 
other guard at the end of the hall turned and began to march 
toward him. Rupert waited until he passed, then followed. 

In the center of the hall, right before the door, the other 
marching soldier put his hand out to stop Rupert. Rupert’s 
stomach dropped into the pit of his stomach, and his breath 
stopped. 

“Wie spat ist es?” asked the soldier. 


Rupert panicked. He didn’t know what that meant or how to 
answer or how to do anything in that moment but to gape like a 
fish. It was the Madrigal from the grate. 

“You!” Rupert blurted. He gasped, audibly, like he had just been 
slapped. Like all of the wind had been sucked out of him. The 
darkness from his dream swept over him, giving him chills and 
sweats at the same time, and he almost lost the grip on his gun. 
But the Madrigal just smiled. 

“Wat?” said the one in front of the door. 

“Nein,” said the Madrigal, gesturing back to himself. “Fritz.” 

Suddenly, from around the corner came a great crash. The 
guard at the door jumped, but Rupert and the Madrigal kept 
staring at each other. 

I know why you’re here, Rupert wanted to say. But it won’t work. 
We’re here. Me and Marie and the major, and it’s one against three, 
even if it is the army against three. And you can’t stop us, and we’re 
going to take the Ekat back and you can’t have him. 

But instead, the guard at the door barked something to the 
Madrigal in German and sent him off to investigate. Rupert 
watched him go. Marie and the major would handle it. He waited 
for the sounds of a scuffle, but none came. 

Rupert decided that now was as good a time as any. “Well,” said 
Rupert, turning to face the other guard. “It’s been quite a night.” 

The German soldier opened his mouth in surprise at the sound 
of English, but at that moment, the major and Marie came 
barreling around the corner. Rupert took advantage of the surprise 
and swung the butt of his gun around, knocking the soldier to the 
ground. The major was there in a moment. He’d torn Rupert’s 
beautiful uniform to pieces, and with them he bound and gagged 
the soldier. 

They burst into the room. 


It was like a scene from a madman’s nightmare. Beakers and 
cauldrons boiled over Bunsen burners, and strange liquids and 
powders filled glass vials and stone mortars. The electricity was 
frizzing in and out, making the whole room glow in an undulating 
yellow and orange haze. 

“Dr. Woolsey!” the major called out. 

A little man in a yellow sweater jumped to his feet. He had 
white hair that looked as if he had tried to fix the electricity 
himself — and failed. It stood out at all ends and it looked like he 
hadn’t shaved in days. 

“Very, very,” said the doctor. His hands were shaking as he took 
a handkerchief from his cuff and cleaned his glasses. “Visitors. Oh, 
my. Where is the kettle? I don’t — I can’t seem to —” He pushed his 
glasses up his nose. “Welcome to Oxford, lads.” 

“They've driven him mad,” said Marie. “The poor old man.” 

“Visitors, visitors. There are, erm, there is vermin. Please find 
the housekeeper, Jim.” 

But Rupert wasn’t paying attention to them anymore. He was 
too distracted looking around the room. The doctor must have 
been driven mad, but how? And by what? Great Vs were scratched 
into everything — the tops of the tables, the covers of workbooks, 
even the walls. 

“Dr. Woolsey, what are all of the Vs for?” Rupert asked. But as 
soon as he did, the doctor went deathly pale and shrunk back into 
himself. 

“Vermin!” he barked. “Vile vermin!” 

Rupert touched one of the letters carved into the doctor’s 
wooden table, running his finger along the sharp splinters. “You 
can’t be this scared of mice,” said Rupert. “What does V mean?” 

“Very. Very badly behaved,” said Dr. Woolsey. “Never seen such 
badly behaved students.” 


“Come on,” said the major. “We don’t have a lot of time. Doctor, 
I'm sorry, but we're going to ruin your hard work.” The major 
picked up a chair and prepared to throw it at the laboratory setup. 

“Oh!” The doctor threw his hands up over his face and cowered. 

“Wait!” said Rupert, grabbing the chair from the major. “You 
can’t just go and do that. You have to think about things first. Two 
of the chemicals could explode if they touch each other. Doctor, 
what’s here?” 

“A spot of tea, I think,” said Dr. Woolsey. Rupert doubted that. 

“Marie, you said they've started making the gas here?” said 
Rupert. “And before that, it was, what? A dying factory?” 

“Oui,” said Marie. 

“Quickly, Davenport, quickly!” said the major. 

Rupert was going to go as fast as he could. But delicate things 
took time. You couldn’t just crash a bunch of things together and 
hope they didn’t create toxic fumes, or fire, or both. And it didn’t 
help that he didn’t understand any of Dr. Woolsey’s notes or labels. 
They were scrawled in something that looked like spider tracks, 
and half of them were in German. 

One white powder was labeled natrium and another vial had 
KOHLENSTOFF Scribbled onto it. A beaker of orange liquid was 
ORANGENSAFT. 

“Time, Davenport. We haven’t got time for this!” said the major. 

“None of this makes any sense!” said Rupert. “Marie!” 

“I don’t know these kinds of words,” she said. Except she 
pointed to the orange beaker. “That is orange juice.” 

Rupert took a deep breath. His hands were shaking and he could 
feel himself begin to sweat. He knew they didn’t have enough 
time. But they couldn’t leave the setup — even if no one else knew 
what Dr. Woolsey’s scribbles meant, it was still too dangerous. And 
they couldn’t destroy everything without first making sure they 
wouldn’t destroy themselves in the process. It took only seconds 


for chemicals to mix, for toxic gases to seep out into the air and up 
into the brain, the blood. And Rupert did not come this far to be 
taken down by sheer carelessness. 

A bowl of green leaves on the table caught his eye. “Strychos?” 
said Rupert, turning to the doctor. “Theyre making you work with 
strychnine?” 

“What’s that?” asked Marie. 

“Don’t touch it! Strychnine will kill you in minutes. Mix it with 
hydrochloric acid and you could kill everyone in a two-hundred- 
fifty-meter radius. Is this what they're making you work on?” he 
asked the doctor. “And what are these?” he said, running over 
toward a pair of large vats in the center of the room. They were 
cold to the touch, with a thin layer of frost wrapped around their 
metal casings. The vats were sealed — and when Rupert went to 
lift the vent on one, Dr. Woolsey came running and yelling. Rupert 
stumbled backward. 

“What is it?” he asked, but the doctor couldn’t answer him. 
Something cold, something sealed, something in a factory used to 
make gas. “Chlorine! There’s liquid chlorine? In both of these?” 
That much chlorine could wipe out half the armies on the Western 
Front. Rupert balled his fists in his hair, staggering backward. 

“What, Davenport?” said the major. He picked up a chair. “We 
don’t have time for this.” And he lifted the chair to smash a table 
of beakers and pipettes. 

“No, wait!” said Rupert, looking up. A great water pipe ran 
overhead — the water could neutralize the chlorine. They had to 
take the doctor away, and fast, but they couldn’t leave the 
Germans with such a stockpile of gas. 

“Davenport, you have to hurry. You have to do this now.” The 
major looked at his wristwatch. “They'll have figured it out by 
now. They'll —” 

The alarm began to wail. 


“Major, you need to climb up and cut the water line,” said 
Rupert. 

“Major, you are hurt again! You are bleeding again,” said Marie 
as the major ran over to the rickety service ladder that ran up to 
the water and steam pipes. 

“TIl be fine for now,” he said, though his face was pale and 
taught. “Let’s go, Davenport.” 

“Marie,” said Rupert. “You find hydrogen peroxide — like for 
cuts and scrapes — and sulfur. Something with sulfur. You know 
those words?” She nodded and went to find things. “Doctor, you 
wait by the door. Go!” 

The major was quick like a cat, and at the top he gave the pipe a 
great whack with the cutters. And then another, and another, 
until the pipe popped out of place and a great rush of water spilled 
down into the room. The major skidded down and ran to the door, 
hefting the doctor over his shoulder. 

“Go, Major! Take the doctor and get a head start,” said Rupert. 
The major didn’t need any more instruction than that; he dashed 
out the door. 

Rupert swiped his arm through the growing flood on the floor 
and pressed the wet cloth against his nose and mouth. He figured 
he had about fifteen seconds. He lifted the vent on one chlorine 
vat, and then the other. A thick yellow-green gas rolled out, like a 
miniature storm slinking across the floor. The gas mixed with the 
water, and the water pounded it down and sucked it out of the air. 
But Rupert’s eyes still started to water, and he ran. 

“Come on,” he said to Marie, who was beginning to cough even 
by the door. Rupert poured the hydrogen peroxide over the sulfur, 
threw it, and slammed the door shut. Just outside the door, the 
bound and gagged German guard was beginning to come to. 
Rupert grabbed him by the shirt and dragged him down the hall, 
despite the guard’s muffled protests. The major was right. They’d 


not kill a person on Christmas Eve, even just by proxy. They had 
only moments until a great explosion knocked Rupert and Marie 
to the floor. The door blew off of its hinges and the wood shattered 
all over the hallway. 

For Rupert, it was like being in no-man’s-land again. He shot to 
his feet, grabbed Marie’s hand, and they ran to the stairwell. The 
major and the doctor had come and gone. Rupert and Marie ran 
down the stairs as the alarm screamed and called the soldiers to 
action; Rupert hoped that this stairwell wouldn’t be one used by all 
of the other people with guns rushing to see what the commotion 
was about. 

Or the Madrigal. He didn’t know where the Madrigal had gone 
to. 

In the basement, water from the broken line was seeping down 
the walls. The two Cahills ran to the boiler room, and down 
through the grate. This time, they didn’t care about splashing or 
making noise. The major and the doctor were waiting for them 
just outside. There, the air was cold and clear and clean and 
Rupert gulped deep breaths of it. 

On the other side of the factory, chaos had swept in. A chemical 
fire raged in the laboratory, sirens wailed, and angry shouts in 
German echoed all up and down the riverside. Black smoke poured 
up toward the clouds, and great tongues of fire leaped into the air. 
The sight of it made Rupert shiver. 

But they were outside. They were past the river. They were 
hiding in the shadows on the French side of the water, pausing for 
the doctor to catch his breath. Rupert sat down, too, and as soon as 
he did, he let out a great breath. He was shaking again, from cold 
and from nerves and from the shock of the explosion. But he was 
here and he was whole and so were the other three. 

“Almost there,” said Rupert. “Let’s get going. Doctor, let the 
major help you. Come on.” 


He stood up, and the four Cahills headed through the snow and 
back toward the front lines. It was still dark out; it was still 
Christmas Eve. They only had to cross the trenches again, and 
they would be safe. So they hoped for just one more miracle. 


At the trench lines, the Christmas gathering was still happening. A 
massive game of football had broken out. It seemed that the 
concept of sides had vanished and no-man’s-land was full of fifty 
or so young men, all chasing one football. Some of the officers 
were sharing cups of hot coffee, and Rupert even saw one of the 
British soldiers giving a German man a haircut. 

“Do you think this means the war will be over soon?” asked 
Rupert. It was hard enough to kill a person when you knew just 
small things about them. No one could do it after playing football, 
after singing carols, after sharing so much goodwill. “They can’t 
fight after this.” 

A little farther on, a man was standing before a small crowd. He 
was speaking in English, but with a thick German accent. 

“Is it Mass?” asked Marie. The major said he didn’t know, but he 
took his hat off anyway. 

“Peace,” the man said. “Let there be peace upon this earth. Let 
there be peace upon these hearts. On this night, let us remember 
that man was not made to wage war. Man was not made to carry 
the burden of hatred. Man was made for love, for goodness and 
kindness. Man was made to help his neighbor, to live with a soft 
heart and open arms. Let us forgive, let us come together. Let us 
walk in peace with those who are different from us. Let us give the 
world as much beauty and kindness as we can offer — and, my 
friends, we can offer so much. We are all one,” he said. “German 
or English or French. We are all brothers. We are all family.” 


It was Fritz. It was the Madrigal. It was the Madrigal who stood 
up in front of these people and proclaimed a spirit of peace and 
goodwill. Rupert didn’t understand. He didn’t understand how the 
Madrigal could say such things with such conviction, as if he 
actually believed them. He made Rupert believe them. Confusion 
and anger boiled in Rupert — he wanted to yell out, to demand an 
explanation for all of this, to call the Madrigal out as a liar anda 
cheat. 

The Madrigal turned then, and looked Rupert in the eye. 

“Merry Christmas,” said the Madrigal. “And may there be peace 
on earth.” 


The three Cahills took Dr. Woolsey to the nurses, where the major 
explained that he was a British prisoner of war, just rescued. He 
was to be tended to, but not questioned; he was in a very delicate 
state. The nurses took him in with their white aprons and soft 
voices. 

“We'll let him sleep tonight,” said the major. “Tomorrow we'll 
see if he can give us any more information on what he went 
through.” 

“They — someone — Major,” said Rupert. “Major, it would have 
— Hydrochloric acid and strychnine make an ugly pair. You get 
just a little bit of it and it — it kills you, within minutes. If they 
were to, I, I don’t know, use it like the gas — they could kill 
everyone. Within minutes. Just minutes.” Rupert shook his head. 
No one needed to be able to do that. Not Madrigals, or Cahills, or 
Germans, or the V people — whoever they were. 

“But we stopped it,” said the major. And Rupert nodded. “You did 
good work. You'll sleep well tonight.” 

But he couldn’t get the Madrigal out of his head. Why would a 
Madrigal preach peace? And why did a Madrigal let him and the 


others into the guarded room? Rupert wondered if it was the Cahill 
version of a Christmas truce — we'll stop hunting you long enough 
for you to enjoy a sweet. But Rupert looked at Marie and the major 
and thought that maybe this, too, was a sort of Cahill Christmas 
truce. 

“Mes cousins,” Marie said. “You will come to my home for 
Christmas dinner. We have a small goose. It will be very good. I 
will tell my maman and papa about it.” 

“That would be delightful, Marie,” said the major. She took both 
of their hands and kissed their cheeks and disappeared out into 
the night like a ghost. The major looked Rupert up and down with 
a Strange look. “Let’s get you a new uniform before the goodwill 
wears off.” 

“Good plan,” said Rupert, remembering that he was dressed as a 
German soldier. He tried his best to cover up his regimental 
patches as they made their way past sleeping soldiers, men 
writing letters, and another group of carolers to get to the supply 
tents. There, Major Thompson found a standard British uniform 
for Rupert. 

“Here you are, Special Officer,” said the major. 

“Thank you,” said Rupert. But something didn’t sit right. “Major 
Thompson?” 

“Yes?” 

“Tve a confession to make.” 

“Youre not Special Officer Albert Davenport,” said the major. “Or 
rather, Second Lieutenant Albert Davenport.” 

“No,” said Rupert. 

“And you're not even quite officially a part of His Majesty’s 
armed forces.” 

“How did you know that?” 

“It’s not hard to tell a trained soldier from an untrained one.” 


“But you didn’t say anything,” said Rupert. “You just let me carry 
on like, like I was a part of it. You didn’t say anything.” 

“It’s like I told you before,” said the major. “You’ve got to see 
things up close sometimes, and adapt to what you're given. So you 
weren't Albert. Well, who knows what your brother — rm 
assuming that’s your brother — would have done in your place. 
Maybe he’d have done a bang-up job and we’d have gotten this 
done last night. From what I’ve heard of him in battle, I doubt it. 
Rumor says he whined throughout the battle of the Marne and 
wouldn't stop until a general came around giving out 
commissions like candy.” Rupert tried not to smile at that. “Or 
maybe you're the ace, kid, and he’d have walked out of my sight as 
soon as he found out I wasn’t just like him. Who knows?” 

Rupert fingered the rough material of the uniform. 

“Tm putting you on a train back to the Channel and then over to 
Mother England tomorrow night,” said the major. “Don’t open your 
mouth to complain. You came, you had your adventure, and now 
you're going to go back home and ease your parents’ minds and go 
back to school and then, maybe when you're old enough, you can 
join up for real. The army in peacetime isn’t a bad gig. But you're 
going back to England — is that understood?” 

“You can’t boss me around, you know,” said Rupert. “You're not 
my commanding officer.” 

“No, that’s true,” said the major. “But I’m your older cousin. And 
what I say goes.” 

Rupert smiled. 

“Get some sleep,” said the major. “And happy Christmas Eve, 
Davenport.” 

“To you, too,” said Rupert. The major went to find a meal and a 
bed. Rupert was left standing alone, between the edge of battle and 
the beginnings of civilian life. Peace, the Madrigal said. And maybe 
he was right. With any luck, the war would be over by spring and 


they could all move on. They could disengage from the fear and 
the anger and the death and the war. Maybe there would be peace 
here. And maybe there would be peace at home. He borrowed a 
piece of paper and a pencil from a soldier nearby and sat down 
against a pile of supply crates. 

Dear Albert, he wrote. I hope you are safe at Christmas. It was a 
Start. 

From the trench line, there came a shriek of laughter and then 
cheers as someone scored a goal. No, there wouldn’t be war much 
longer. There would be joy, and rest, and peace. Between England 
and her enemies. Within the Continent. And, perhaps, within one 
family spread across the whole of the world. It wasn’t as 
impossible as it seemed. 

And Rupert Davenport was never wrong about anything. Mostly. 
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Prologue 


DAK SMYTH Sat on his favorite branch of his favorite tree, right next to his 
favorite friend, Sera Froste. Not a bad way to spend a Saturday afternoon, he 
thought. 

Beyond the safety of the tree, there was plenty to worry about. The world 
was falling apart and the people in charge of things didn’t seem to care. But 
Dak decided not to let little stuff like that bother him now. 

Sera apparently agreed. “Feels good up here,” she said. “Doesn’t it?” 

“Yeah, it sure does. Makes me kinda sad I wasn’t born a monkey. Then I 
could live in one of these things.” 

Sera laughed. “You’ve got the personality of a monkey. And the smell. 
That’s two-thirds of the way there, at least.” 

“Thanks,” Dak said, as if she’d just paid him a tremendous compliment. 

A soft breeze made the branches sway back and forth, just enough to 
soothe Dak into a partial trance. He and Sera climbed up the tree every so 
often when there was nothing else to do. It gave them a chance to talk, away 
from any distractions — distractions like adults, who complained constantly 
about taxes and crime rates and, in whispers, about the SQ. With all the 
mental static, it was a wonder Dak and Sera managed to get any thinking 
done. Fortunately, they were both geniuses . . . although in very different 
ways. 

“You excited for the field trip this week?” Sera asked. 

Dak looked over at her, slightly suspicious. Their class was going to a 
museum, full of history — which he loved — and not a whole lot of science 
— which was her passion. But the question seemed genuine. 

“Remember my last birthday?” he asked in return. “When I got that replica 
of Thomas Jefferson’s ascot?” 

“How could I forget? You came screaming down the street like a girl 
who’d just found a bucket full of candy.” 

Dak nodded, relishing the memory. “Well, I’m even more excited about 
this trip.” 

“Gotcha. That’s pretty excited.” 


They sat in silence for a while, Dak enjoying the breeze and the sounds of 
nature and the break from the rest of life. Gradually, though, he realized that 
Sera seemed far less relaxed. There was an unmistakable tension in her 
shoulders that had nothing to do with tree climbing. He followed her gaze 
across the yard to his front porch, where his parents had recently put up a new 
flag. The small flagpole affixed to the side of the house was usually used for 
seasonal displays — holiday flags in the winter, the forty-eight-starred U.S. 
flag in the long summer months. 

Now, for the first time, Dak’s parents had put up a stark white flag with a 
black symbol in its center. That symbol was a circle broken by a curve and a 
thunderbolt — the insignia of the SQ. 

“Don’t tell me your parents buy into all that,” Sera said, her voice solemn. 

“I don’t think so. They said it’s easier this way. They’re less likely to be 
bothered if they just put up the flag.” 

“The SQ — they make me sick,” Sera said. Dak had never heard such 
fierceness in her voice. “Someone has got to stand up to them eventually. Or 
someday it’s going to be too late.” 

Dak listened to her as he stared out into the woods beyond his house. All 
that green, all those animals. There were parts of the world where these kinds 
of places had disappeared entirely. He’d read enough history to know that 
where the SQ went, trouble followed. He suddenly felt his own little burst of 
determination. 

“Maybe it’ll be us who stand up,” he said. “You never know.” 

“Yeah?” she answered absently. 

“There’s an old saying,” Dak told her. “The times, they are a-changin’.” 

“Ooh, I like that.” 

“Maybe that’ll be our motto. Maybe we’ll change the times someday. 
Every problem has a solution, right? And our big brains have got to be good 
for something. What do you say?” 

She looked over at him and stuck out her hand. He shook it hard. 


Somewhere nearby, a bird chirped excitedly. 


The Only Hope 


BRINT TAKASHI stared at the monitor and tried to remember a time when he 
didn’t know the world was about to end. 

Mari Rivera, his second-in-command, sat next to him, and the way she was 
slowly shaking her head back and forth, she seemed to be the second most 
depressed person on the planet. Brint was the first. 

“Well?” Mari asked. “What do you think?” 

“What do I think? I think we have a global catastrophe on our hands,” 
Brint replied. “Volcanic eruptions all along the Pacific Rim. Blizzards in parts 
of South America that have never even seen snow before. If we’re lucky, the 
tropical storm brewing in the Atlantic might put out the wildfires in the 
Northeast.” 

“Look on the bright side,” Mari said, her voice grim. “At least people 
believe we’re in trouble now.” 

“People still believe what the SQ tells them to believe. Because fear is 
always more powerful than truth.” He ran his fingers through his dark hair 
and sighed. “Aristotle would be so proud. Look what the Hystorians have 
been reduced to! The SQ is going to win — even if it means destroying the 
world.” 

It wasn’t just the natural disasters that had him worried. Or the blackouts. 
Or the food shortages. There were also the Remnants. Every day when Brint 


went home and looked at the picture that hung above the fireplace — he and 


his wife sitting by a river, the sun glinting off the water behind them — he felt 
a disorienting twist in his head and stomach. A gnawing gap in his mind that 
made him extremely uncomfortable. Someone — at least one someone — 
was missing from that photo. It made no sense whatsoever, but he knew in his 
bones that someone was missing. 

He wasn’t alone in suffering these types of sensations. More people 
experienced Remnants with each passing day. They’d strike when you least 
expected them. And they could drive you crazy. Literally crazy. 

Time had gone wrong — this is what the Hystorians believed. And if 
things were beyond fixing now, there was only one hope left . . . to go back in 
time and fix the past instead. 

Mari did what she always did when he was inclined to whine. She ignored 
him and moved on to the task at hand. “What’s the latest on the Smyths?” she 
asked. Of all the scientists the Hystorians tracked, they were the only ones 
who hadn’t been shut down by the SQ... yet. 

Brint pulled up their file and pointed out the latest developments. All of 
the Smyths’ experiments, findings, data — every little thing they did in their 
lab each and every day — it was all being monitored by the Hystorians. 
Without the Smyths’ knowledge, of course. Brint would be sure to apologize 
for that after they saved the world. 

They both fell silent for a minute, staring at the data on the screen as if 
hypnotized. The Smyths were so close. If only they could figure out the 
missing piece in their calculations. If only they could give the Hystorians a 
fighting chance at carrying out Aristotle’s two-thousand-year-old plan to save 
the world. 

“Tt’s coming, you know,” Mari whispered. “Sooner than I ever thought.” 

Brint nodded as dread squeezed his heart. “I never would’ve guessed it 
would be in our lifetime.” 

Mari continued, her words like a prophecy of doom from a wrinkled old 
oracle. 

“Its coming, all right. The Cataclysm is coming, and we’ll all wish we 


were dead long before it kills us.” 


Old Man in a Coffin 


DAK SMYTH was a nerd. 

He’d been called worse, no doubt. Dork, geek, wimp, brainiac, pencil- 
pusher, dweeb, you name it. But the word that most often floated out of 
people’s mouths when they mentioned him was nerd. And did he mind? No. 
When all those dummies who poked fun were working their tails off in thirty 
years, living paycheck to paycheck to buy doughnuts and milk, he’d be 
laughing it up in his private jet, drinking cream soda till he puked. Then he’d 
laugh again as his butler cleaned it up, and when that was done, he’d count all 
his money and eat big blocks of cheese. 

(Dak Smyth was a nerd who also loved cheese. Unnaturally so. Not a 
winning combination, which he was the first to admit.) 

On the day before the big school field trip to the Smithsonian Museum in 
the nation’s capital of Philadelphia, Dak had to put aside his nerd-powered 
excitement to attend the most boring of events — an uncle’s funeral. Make 
that great-uncle, as in Great-Uncle Frankie, a man he’d laid eyes on all of 
twice if you included the viewing before the funeral, which Dak certainly did. 
He’d looked down on an old, grizzled man who had his eyes closed, hands 
crossed over his chest, looking like he’d just settled down for one of the 
twenty naps a day the geezer was probably used to. But, according to Dak’s 
mom — and supported by the fact that the man was lying inside a coffin — 


Great-Uncle Frankie was dead as a doornail. 


The funeral service had been slightly boring and lasted roughly one 
hundred and thirty hours, but now they were finally at the family dinner that 
came afterward. Dozens of people who’d been boo-hooing their eyeballs out 
an hour earlier were laughing like overcaffeinated hyenas, stuffing their faces 
with a whole week’s worth of SQ-rationed food. Dak wondered whether 
funerals for old people always ended up being such festive affairs. 

He sat at a table with a bunch of cousins, none of whom he’d ever met. 
They were talking about all kinds of things that he didn’t care about. Like that 
lame show where they crown the next SQ intern. Or game five of some sports 
championship that was so dull Dak didn’t even know which teams were 
playing (or what sport it was). Then some kid with a pimple the size of 
President McClellan’s face on Mount Rushmore started talking excitedly 
about the latest fashion trends, namely those jeans with the pockets that made 
your rear end look like it was upside down. Seriously? Dak thought. These 
people couldn’t possibly share the same genetics with him, could they? 

Just as he decided he couldn’t take any more, a sudden feeling came over 
him — a familiar itch that he’d learned long ago was impossible to ignore. 

He had to share his tremendous knowledge of history, and he had to do it 
now. 

Dak stood up and cleared his throat. When no one paid him any attention, 
he picked up his glass and tapped it loudly with his spoon until everyone in 
the room finally shut their yappers and looked at him. 

“I just have something Pd like to say to everybody,” he announced. He 
heard a few groans in response, but he assumed those were the old fogies, 
feeling aches and pains as they shifted in their seats. A quick glance at his 
mom showed that she’d put her head in her hands, and his dad was looking at 
him wide-eyed, slowly shaking his head back and forth. There was something 
like panic on his face. 

Dak hurried to continue before somebody forced him to stop. “I know 
we’re gathered here for a very solemn occasion. Poor Great-Uncle Frankie 


has gone the way of the dodo bird, soon to rot in peace. Um, I mean, rest in 


peace. But, um, I wanted to share something to help you all realize that things 
aren’t as bad as they seem.” 

He paused to gauge people’s reactions. They all seemed enraptured. 

“You see,” he continued, “our dear relative could’ve gone out the same 
way as Rasputin, the grand Russian mystic, in the year 1916. That poor man 
was poisoned, shot four times, clubbed over the head, then drowned in a river. 
Drowned in a river, for crying out loud! After being poisoned, shot, and 
clubbed! Poor fella.” Dak let out a little chuckle to set the right mood. “So, as 
you can clearly see, Great-Uncle Frankie got off pretty easy when all is said 
and done.” 

Dak finished by pulling in a long, satisfied breath. He looked around the 
room and saw nothing but blank faces staring back at him. Lots of blinking. 

“Thanks for listening,” he finally said. Then he held up his water glass and 
yelled, “Cheers!” 


His mom fell out of her chair. 


The next day brought the field trip he’d been looking forward to for 
months. For someone who loved history as much as Dak did, going to the 
Smithsonian was better than getting locked in a candy factory overnight. He 
planned to gorge himself on information. 

On the bus ride there, he sat by his best friend in the whole wide world. 
Her name was Sera Froste, and so far no one had given them any flack about 
being such good friends. Well, except for the occasional “when’re you gonna 
get married” jokes. And the “Dak and Sera, sittin’ in a tree” songs. 

Okay, so they’d received plenty of flack. 

“What exhibits are we going to see before lunch?” Dak asked her after 
he’d gone over the museum’s floor plan with fluorescent highlighters. “And 
which ones after?” 

Sera looked up from the electronic book that she was reading on her 


SQuare tablet, fixing him with the sort of stare she usually reserved for a bug 


in a jar. Her long dark hair made her expression look even more severe, as if it 
were on display in a picture frame. “Would you relax? Let’s just play it by ear, 
roam around. I don’t know, actually enjoy ourselves.” 

Dak’s mouth dropped open. “Are you insane?” And he really meant it — 
she obviously didn’t comprehend the opportunity they were about to be given. 
“We need to plan this to the second — I’m not taking any chance of missing 
something cool.” 

“Oh, for the love of mincemeat,” was her only response before she 
returned her attention to String Theory and Other Quantum Leaps in Quantum 
Physics. 

Sera was a nerd in her own right, almost nerdy enough in stature to 
compete with Dak himself. Oh, who am I kidding? Dak thought. She had him 
beat by a mile. 

This was the girl who had recently convinced him to attend a Saturday 
afternoon thesis reading at the local university — “convinced” him by 
threatening to scream out in the middle of lunch that she was in love with him 
if he said no. Dak had fiercely protested because he’d wanted to see the guy at 
the state fair who swore he was so old that he’d been Mussolini’s foot doctor 
during World War Two. (The man evidently had toenail clippings to prove it.) 
But Sera swore that itd be more exciting to hear a three-hour presentation 
called “The Effect of Tachyon Generation on Ambient Wellsian Radiation.” 

It wasn’t. 

Sera had finally agreed to leave the presentation early, but only because 
the speaker kept using the words baryon and meson interchangeably when, 
according to Sera, everyone knows that’s not proper. 

Suddenly Dak had an idea. He ran his fingers through his sandy blond hair 
and stared intently at his color-coded floor plan. “I guess we can skip the 
Hope Diamond exhibit if we’re short on time. It’s supposed to be cursed, 
which is cool. I’m not sure what it means by ‘an exploration of the 
biogeochemical processes that give minerals their unique properties,’ though. 


It sounds like a total snooze fest if you ask me.” 


“Who asked you?” said Sera, putting her SQuare down. “Let me see that 
map.” 

By the time Dak and Sera marched off the bus, Dak’s heart was giddy with 
excitement. 

They had two hours and forty-seven minutes before the earthquake that 


would almost kill them. 


The Cahill vault is open, and the secrets of the world’s 
most powerful family are spilling out. Be on the lookout 


for more explosive stories from The Cahill Files 
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